“Good fences make...”

The Separation Fence in Israel and its Influence on Society
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INTRODUCTION

Twenty years after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the question is still
asked in many places whether “good fences make good neighbors.” This
is a quote from Robert Frost’s poem Mending Wall (Frost 1914). In a re-
cently published book, the former SED-Generals Heinz Kessler and Fritz
Streletz (2011) praise the benefits of the Berlin Wall. Without it, there
would have been war, they argue, although the public seems to have made
a different judgment. For many, walls and fences belong to a long-obso-
lete world of conflict between nation-states, and the end of a bipolar world
order was seen as the beginning of a so called “borderless world” (Ohmae
1995). But in fact, after the worldwide euphoria over the demolition of the
Berlin Wall, border conflicts actually expanded in the globalized 21st cen-
tury. The future of border conflicts continues to be discussed intensely. In
a recent contribution to these debates, Michael Gehler and Andreas Pudlat
(2009) put out an edited volume entitled Borders in Europe, whose con-
tributors draw a multifaceted picture of the history and social importance
of Europe’s borders. The European Union is certainly a special case. The
Schengen Agreement regulates the free movement of goods and people
within the EU, but the boundaries of member states certainly have not lost
importance, as shown by intensified border controls in Denmark, Italy,
and France last year.

All these developments have stimulated interest in international “bor-
der research.” In clear contradiction to the “borderless world” prognosti-
cation, border conflicts have increased during the last 20 years. New walls
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and new fences are thus often playing new and important roles in social
conflict. This time around, scholars take boundaries to mean not only the
lines between nation-states, although these certainly remain significant
because of their external effects. Current scholarship from various institu-
tions is based on a much more differentiated concept of borders, as seen in
the work of John Agnew, G.H. Blake, David Newman, or Anssi Paasi. The
new approach aims “to understand the boundary phenomenon as it takes
place within different social and spatial dimensions” (Newman 2003).
These authors argue that the construction of new fences and walls has
long-term repercussions on both sides of the border they create. Although
they often do serve protective functions, at least for a short time, artificial
boundaries can become a catalyst for intra-societal conflicts and conflict-
ual constellations. However, the study of long-term interactive effects of
borders and the societies they encompass is a large enterprise, and this
contribution focuses on more direct effects of fences and walls.

GENERAL ASPECTS OF BORDERS AND
THE ISRAELI SITUATION

During the last few years, the erection of walls became an issue of debate
in North America along the US-Mexico line and in Greece along its main-
land border with Turkey. Saudi Arabia, too, is considering the option of
fencing itself off completely from Iraq and Israel. Above all, however, the
cordoning off of the West Bank, which for Israel also includes Judea and
Samaria, has received great attention and much criticism globally. The
Israeli policy marked a temporary climax to the discussion about borders
and walls, but even the European Union has had to deal with conflicts
over border fences since the accession of Cyprus and the failure of the
Annan-Plan to be ratified by referendum in 2004.

The actual significance of physical demarcation for the development
of amicable relations with neighboring states and peoples remains un-
clear. In this context, the conference “Fences, Walls and Borders: State of
Insecurity?” held in 2011 in Montreal, raised the question of whether we
have entered a new phase of fixed borders after the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Contrary to the expectations of many after the end of the Cold War, the
21st century has seen a new boom of security along national borders. The
question is whether the return to border fences and walls as a political tool
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is symptomatic for a new era of international relations. State actors pursue
different legal, economic, and demographic strategies when they tighten
border security by erecting walls and fences. However, different national
motivations for the physical demarcations and the respective geographic
circumstances make it difficult to see any overall pattern internationally.

The separation fence! in Israel is a prominent example of such a de-
marcation. It is not an international symbol like the Berlin Wall was. How-
ever, it is an important within the Middle East conflict, which regularly
sends global shock waves. From the Israeli point of view, the separation
fence is a response to the violence that erupted during the course of the
Second Intifada. Viewed in isolation from the international context, bor-
der issues in Israel and Palestine offer the possibility of examining the
meaning of borders for society and society’s influence on the geography
of the state.

During Benjamin Netanjahu’s visit in Washington D.C. in 2011, Pres-
ident Barack Obama tried to contribute new impulses to the discussion
of a peace solution in the Middle East. His demand that Israel return to
a modified version of its 1967 borders failed to generate popular support
in Israel. According to a Dahaf survey from the same year, 77 percent of
Israelis reject a return to these borders (Hoffmann 2011). Recent clashes
between Syrian and Palestinian demonstrators and Israeli soldiers along
the border on the Golan have transformed this area, where a cease-fire
agreement had held for years, into a combat zone again. The border fence
between Israel and Egypt will be completed in 2012. This barrier should
prevent illegal immigration of Africans to Israel. The representative of
the Knesset Ya’acov Katz recently pointed out that every year about 7000
people immigrate illegally over this border to Israel, commenting that if
“infiltrators continue to enter at this rate, there will be 50,000 by the end
of 2012, 40,000 in Tel Aviv [...] It pains me that ten percent of Tel Aviv’s
residents will be infiltrators” (Harkov 2011). Israel seems to have problems
on every border. However, the boundaries in the north and south of the
country are different from the demarcation of the West Bank on a decisive
point: the separation fence along the West Bank is not a national border.

1 | Depending on one’s point of view, the fence is called different things: separa-
tion fence, security barrier, apartheid wall etc. In this contribution, the term “se-
paration fence,” which underscores its function of separating societies, is used.
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Let us now examine the West Bank as a materialized territorial de-
marcation and turn the focus inwards onto the residents of the state of
Israel. The interactions between boundaries and people’s lives can be un-
derstood using material indicators, although this is a very complex under-
taking. Newman points out that “the linkage between territorial demar-
cation and the formation of ethnic and/or national identity is a “chicken
and egg,” mutually enforcing, relationship” (Newman 2004). Israel’s very
heterogeneous society is certainly a large field for social experimentation.
The following discussion thus focuses on the political elite at the time of
construction of the separation fence; social reactions are examined using

monthly “Peace index”? surveys by Ephraim Yaar and Tamar Hermann.

FENCES, WALLS AND THE SETTLEMENTS

In the Middle East, the perception of boundaries plays a central role in con-
flicts of nation building, territory, and resources. In Israel and Palestine,
for both sides the concept of the border “is a vague, elusive and problem-
atic term, after they have lived more than one hundred years without clear
boundaries, but lived with constant, mutual attacks” (Grossmann 2003).
The drawing of political borders generally fails because of the fact that
internationally accepted borders may serve to separate something from
something else but they only work if the people they separate recognize
them as legitimate (Wokart 1995). The conflict in the Middle East shows
that a national border can encourage mutual recognition of national sover-
eignty. Since the peace agreement with Egypt in 1979 and with Jordan in
1994, the boundaries between Israel and these two Arab neighbors have
been set. The borders with Lebanon, Syria, and the Palestinians have yet
to be settled, however. The absence of immovable national boundaries is
the driving force behind today’s political and social discussions in Israel.
Under the administration of Ariel Sharon, Israel began with the con-
struction of the separation fence along the West Bank in June of 2002.
According to government sources, it does not signify a political and diplo-
matic separation from the Palestinians (Landau 2004; Tirza 2006). The
fence is ostensibly intended to fulfill only security functions for the citi-

2 | Yaar, Ephraim; Hermann, Tamar: Peace Index, available online: www.tau.ac.il/
peace/(08.02.2012).
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zens of Israel (Rabinowitz 2001). For the former UN ambassador and ne-
gotiator in the peace process with the Palestinians, Dore Gold, the fence is
a purely military barrier (Gold 2003). Ariel Sharon’s government insisted
that this arrangement does not reflect a new political border between Is-
rael and Palestine (Tirza 2000). Since its founding, the concept of border
is of central importance for Israel, and its boundaries have been subject
to constant changes since 1948. The unilateral construction of the separa-
tion fence could be seen as defining a new horizon for relations between
Israeli and Palestinian societies. It is doubtful that the eastern border, in
the form of an impenetrable wall, will ever guarantee security for the state
of Israel. As a consequence, a basic question arises. Will the fence func-
tion as a border between both societies at all, and if so, how?

One example of the problems associated with the wall as a means of
improving security lies in the fact that Israeli settlements were established
beyond the Six Day War armistice line of 1949. Their position clearly com-
plicates the regulation of a state border along the West Bank. A large num-
ber of settlements are located beyond the bounded territory. The presence
of settlers, whose properties expressly belong to the state of Israel, pre-
cludes any possible claim that the wall is intended to mark a political bor-
der. Eva Horn argues that settlers are not on this or that side of the border.
Rather, their political significance derives from the fact that they them-
selves represent the border (Horn 2004). The settlements therefore mark
a different argumentative level in the Israeli-Palestinian border conflict.
Characteristically, Eyal Weizman has employed the term “elastic borders”
(Weizman 2009). For this reason, a political significance can hardly be
ascribed to the separation fence. According to Georg Simmel, a political
border should symbolize the consciousness that power and right do not
extend to the other side (Simmel 1983). So far, however, settlements in the
occupied territories have prevented the creation of a politically binding,
mutually recognized border between Israeli and Palestinian society. “At
no stage has the state of Israel defined its own borders — optimal, official,
secured — or acted to constitute these borders and win international rec-
ognition for them” (Zertal 2005). In the Middle East, national borders are
judged necessary for the production of identity, peace, and security (Rab-
inowitz 2001). The lack of such borders, argues Tom Segev (2007), means
that the citizens of Israel live in uncertainty and tentativeness, which hin-
ders their search for their own identity.
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IMPACT ON SoOCIETY

Quite concrete demands arise from this approach for the constitution of
the Israeli society. The unilateral initiative of Palestinian President Mah-
moud Abbas to seek recognition of a Palestinian state made national bor-
ders an even more urgent issue on the political agenda. Territorial borders
are anything but obsolete. Especially in Israel and Palestine, their impor-
tance will increase. The state of Israel is facing a development that will
determine its future. The final definition of its state borders forms the
central component of the Middle East peace process because borders are
not only a place of differentiation and demarcation, but also of transition,
convergence, and mixture. As Stephane Hessel (2011) said in an interview
with Die Zeit, “I can cross the border separating me from my neighbor,
but I cannot cross all borders. Still, if there were no borders, we would feel
no need to cross them.” Through the construction of the separation fence,
the isolation of society takes place from inside and outside by defining
“Palestinian” as an exclusion criterion. Therefore, the separation fence
functions as a social demarcation. This perception is of great importance
because the majority supports the idea of separation within the Israeli
society. The search for societal limits lies behind the objective of differen-
tiating oneself from the Palestinians, but it could also indicate a process
taking place in space within the society. In this way the separation fence
might be seen as an element of social cohesion. “Society is characterized
by the fact that the space of its existence is enclosed by clearly deliberate
borders and internally belongs together” (Simmel 1983). The separation
fence could be an expression of the direction society is taking. Indeed,
Barry Rubin describes the focus on political security, apparent since the
outbreak of the Second Intifada, as a new paradigm for Israeli society (Ru-
bin 2000).

The border-society mindset is related to social motivations for the
construction of the separation fence. Boundaries are the result of social
relations within a society (Simmel 1983). Or, as Newman puts it, the “ex-
istence of lines and territorial compartments in the form of states creates
a territorial frame within which the social construction of national iden-
tity has an important territorial dimension” (Newman 2004). The consti-
tution of the Jewish population was particularly strongly influenced by
the experience and trauma of the years 1939-1945 and 1973, according to
Moshe Zimmermann (1996) and Tom Segev (1995). The border situation
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and threats from the outside have always been a central part of the history
of the state of Israel (Primor 2010). “This unique border situation is as-
sumed to influence the individual, his comprehension and conceptualiza-
tion of reality, and the interrelationship between individual and collective
processes” (Shalit 1987). Georg Simmel describes the security function
of the border as a framework that has meaning, much like a work of art,
for the social group (Simmel 1983). With the help of such a “work of art,”
the Israeli society has been trying to create a buffer from the world and to
enclose itself since the foundation of the state. From this viewpoint, the
construction of the separation fence becomes a metaphoric mirror of the
society. Approval or disapproval of this fence reveals one’s attitude about
the social order. Danny Tirza called the separation fence, therefore, a “po-
litical seismograph” (Weizman 2009).

Acceptance among the Israeli population of the construction of the
separation fence was very high at the outset; surveys by Ephraim Yaar
and Tamar Hermann (2003) showed an agreement of 57 percent among
Israelis in June, 2002. The majority desired social separation at that time
(Primor 2010; Witzthum 2004). Palestinians, too, desired separation (Ar-
ian 2002). The demand and search for security, according to Moshe Zim-
mermann, has moved people to vote for a separation of both populations
(Zimmermann 1996). A vast majority of the Israeli population supports
the demarcation along the West Bank and is therefore against the idea
of soft borders in the Middle East. From this perspective, the separation
fence can stimulate the images of danger, self-protection, and defense. As
terror and violence spiraled upward, a large majority of public opinion (71
percent) supported Sharon’s national unity government and its policies
to achieve peace and security in 2003 (Arian 2002). Interesting to note
is the increased participation of the “undecided population” during the
last elections. The political divisions of right and left have lost their social
bases (Primor 2003). Ten years after the beginning of construction, the
separation fence is there for all to see along the West Bank. It separates
the conflicting parties. And for the first time most Israelis now can clearly
visualize where a possible future border would be. Although these bound-
aries are not necessarily permanent because they also create new reali-
ties and affect people’s lives (Newman 2004), the social protests in Israel
during the past summer can be understood as a consequence of the inner
dynamics set in motion by the placement of these artificial boundaries.
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CoNcCLUSION

The demarcation has become a guiding theme of policies supported by
the majority (Elizur 2003).> An epochal political transformation is being
caused by the construction of the separation fence and in the consolidation
of left and right positions on the issue (Baskin 2002; Witzthum 2004).
Ariel Sharon succeeded, by constructing the separation fence, in taking
up an original idea of the Israeli left and in reconstructing it with his own
territorial vision (Lagerquist 2004). Neither Zionist revisionism nor com-
plete separation had been able to prevail within Israeli society, but the real-
ization of a physical and social demarcation has generated a new sense of
national unity (Lagerquist 2004). David Grossman argues, significantly,
that the Israeli enthusiasm for the construction of the separation fence is
more a psychological need than a well-considered diplomatic and military
policy (Grossmann 2003). “Israelis and Palestinians will eventually have
to sit down together to solve their problems. Since such negotiations are
unlikely for the time being, however, a properly constructed fence could
serve as an interim measure” (Makovsky 2004). According to this view,
the separation fence acts as a preliminary stage for peace negotiations in
the Middle East. It can contribute to overcome the emotionality stoked by
the demands to a return to the 1967 borders, a line that has become the
“default boundary” (Newman 2004) for all political negotiations between
Israel and the Palestinian Authority.

Where borders are drawn, power is exercised. In this respect the bor-
der discourse is at the same time a national discourse. The separation
fence became a mirror of the Israeli society. Do good fences make good
neighbors? Within the state of Israel, the separation fence seems to be
making the majority adjust to necessary changes. In this context, Robert
Frost’s famous question could be reversed: Do good fences make good
inhabitants? Territory plays a significant role in the way in which their
identity is expressed. This perspective should be considered, although
border walls and fences are sometimes negatively connoted. The “social
protesters” in Israel have yet to express their views on this topic, but at
least the European media are reporting on internal political and social

3 | According to Peace Index, approval of the politics of the “unilateral dissolu-
tion” was at 60 percent of the Israeli populationin 2012 (Yaar, Ephraim; Hermann,
Tamar: Peace Index, available online: www.tau.ac.il/peace/(08.02.2012).
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conflicts in Israel in detail for the first time. This I regard as a positive de-
velopment. Israeli society defines itself no longer through the distinction
to the Palestinians or the “Arab world.” They look with increasing scrutiny
at their own social groups. Similar to the German border discourse in
the 1920s, the West Bank borderland will have to be re-understood as a
common cultural space (see Kreienbrock 2010). Geography still serves the
art of war in the Middle East, but it can become part of the art of change if
there is an overarching counterstrategy. The emotionally charged borders
of 1967 urgently need a new accentuation. Israel is situated at the transi-
tion from imperial to national borders. The separation fence stands as a
symbol for the security needs of Israel. As a security border it has taken
on an integral role in everyday life. The separation fence is thereby becom-
ing a cultural institution and serves by discursive practices to break the
recurring argument of the “non-defensible borders of 1967” (Gold 2003;
Landau 2004; Sharon 2005; Tirza 2006)*. A good fence does not make
equally good neighbors and inhabitants, but a secure fence along the West
Bank can help to give the necessary stability, the stability of a national
border, that the Israeli society needs in order to find a way to peace in
the Middle East. Even if it means that the settlers in the West Bank who
live beyond the fence will be separated and thus become the losers of this
intra-societal process.

REFERENCES

Arian, Asher (2002): Israeli Public Opinion on National Security 2002,
in: Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies (Ed.), JCSS Memorandum Go,
Tel Aviv: JCSS.

Baskin, Gershon (2002): “Proposals for Walls and Fences, and their Con-
sequences”, in: Palestine-Israel Journal 9 (3) (www.pij.org/detailp.
phprid=119).

Elizur, Yuval, 2003: “Israel Banks on a Fence”, in: Foreign Affairs 82 (2),
pp 106-119.

4 | See also Benjamin Netanyahu, quoted by Natasha Mozgovaya: “Netanyahu to
AIPAC: Israel cannot return to ,indefensible’ 1967 lines”, in: Haaretz 24.05.2011.

263


https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.255
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

264

Simon Falke

Fischel, Angela (2008): “Editorial”, in: Horst Bredekamp et al. (eds.):
Grenzbilder. Bildwelten des Wissens. Kunsthistorisches Jahrbuch fiir
Bildkritik, vol. 6,2, Berlin: Akademie Verlag, pp. 7-8.

Frost, Robert 1917: “Mending Wall”, in: Alice Corbin Henderson/Harriet
Monroe (eds.): The new poetry, New York: McMillan, p. 110.

Gehler, Michael/Pudlat, Andreas (eds.) (2009): Grenzen in Europa. His-
torische Europastudien in Erfahrung, Gegenwart und Zukunft, vol. 2,
Hildesheim: Olms.

Gold, Dore (2003): “Defensible Borders for Israel”, in: Jerusalem Letter,
15.July, Jerusalem Center for Public Affgairs (www.jcpa.org/jl/vpsoo.
htm).

Grossmann, David (2003): Diesen Krieg kann keiner gewinnen. Chronik
eines angekiindigten Friedens, Miinchen: Carl Hanser.

Harkov, Lahav/Katz Yaakov (2011): “10 % of Tel Aviv to be infiltrators in
2012”, in: Jerusalem Post, 13. June (www.jpost.com/NationalNews/Ar-
ticle.aspx?id=224807).

Hessel, Stephane (in conversation with Richard David Precht) (2o011): “Wir
brauchen einen neuen Aufbruch”, in: Die Zeit, 1.June, pp. 57-58.

Hoffman, Gil (2011): “Poll: 77 % of Israelis oppose going back to pre-‘67
lines”, in: Jerusalem Post Online, 9. June (www.jpost.com/Diplomacy-
AndPolitics/Article.aspx?id=223951).

Jaspers, Karl, 1932: Existenzerhellung, Philosphie, vol. 2., Berlin: Spring-
er.

Jeggle, Utz (1997): “Irennen und Verbinden. Warum ist es am Grunde
des Rheins so schon?”, in: Utz Jeggle/Freddy Raphael: D’une rive a
l'autre — kleiner Grenzverkehr, Paris: Ed. de la Maison des Sciences de
I'Homme, pp. 75-91.

Kessler, Heinz/Streletz, Fritz (2011): Ohne die Mauer hitte es Krieg gege-
ben, Berlin: edition ost.

Kreienbrock, Jérg (2010): “Von Linien, Siumen und Riumen. Konzeptu-
alisierungen der Grenze zwischen Jacob Grimm, Friedrich Ratzel und
Carl Schmitt”, in: Eva Geulen/Stefan Kraft (eds.): Zeitschrift fiir deut-
sche Philologie 129, pp. 33-50.

Lagerquist, Peter (2004): “Fencing the Last Sky: Excavating Palestine after
Israel’s ‘Separation Wall’”, in: Journal of Palestine Studies 33 (2), pp.
5-35-

Landau, Uzi (2004): “The Security Fence: An Imperative for Israel”, in:
Jerusalem Issue Brief 3 (15) (www.jcpa.org/brief/brief3-15.htm).



https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.255
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

»Good fences make...«

Makovsky, David (2004): “How to Build a Fence”, in: Foreign Affairs 83
(2), pp- 50-64.

Newman, David, 2003: “Boundaries”, in: John Agnew/Katharyne, Mitch-
ell/Gerard Toal: A Companion to Political Geography, Oxford: Black-
well, pp. 123-137.

Ohmae, Kenichi (1995): The End of the Nation-State. The Rise of Regional
Economies, New York: Simon and Schuster.

Primor, Avi/Korff, Christiane von (2010): An allem sind die Juden und die
Radfahrer schuld. Deutsch-jiidische Missverstindnisse, Miinchen:
Piper

Primor, Avi (2003): Terror als Vorwand. Die Sprache der Gewalt, Diissel-
dorf: Droste.

Rabinowitz, Dan (2001): “Borderline Collective Consciousness”, in: Pales-
tine-Israel Journal 8 (4) (www.pij.org/details.php?id=792).

Rubin, Barry (2000): “Israel’s New Strategy”, in: Foreign Affairs 85 (4),
pp. 111-125.

Segev, Tom, (1995): Die siebte Million. Der Holocaust und Israels Politik
der Erinnerung, Reinbek: Rowohlt.

Segev, Tom (2007):1967. Israels zweite Geburt, Bonn: Bundeszentrale fiir
politische Bildung.

Sharon, Ariel, 2005: Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’ Speech at the United
Nations Assembly, 15. September, New York: UN (www.un.org/web-
cast/summit2o05/statementsis/isro50915eng.pdf).

Shalit, Erel (1987): “Within Borders and without. The Interaction between
Geopolitical and Personal Boundaries in Israel”, in: Political Psychol-
ogy 8 (3), pp. 365-378.

Simmel, Georg (1983): “Soziologie des Raumes”, in: Heinz-Jiirgen Dahme/
Otthein Rammstedt (eds.), Georg Simmel. Schriften zur Soziologie,
Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, pp. 221-242.

Tirza, Danny (20006): “The Strategic Logic of Israel’s Security Barrier”,
in: Jerusalem Issue Brief 5 (18) (www.jcpa.org/brief/briefoos5-18. htm).

Weizman, Eyal, 2009: Sperrzonen. Israels Architektur der Besatzung,
Hamburg: Edition Nautilus.

Witzthum, David (2004): “Die israelisch-palistinensische Konfrontation
und ihre Widerspiegelung in der 6ffentlichen Meinung Israels”, in:
Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte B 20, 10 May, pp. 29-37.

Wokart, Norbert (1995): “Differenzierung im Begriff “Grenze”. Zur Viel-
falt eines scheinbar einfachen Begriffs”, in: Richard Faber/Barbara

265


https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.255
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

266 Simon Falke

Naumann (eds.): Literatur der Grenze — Theorie der Grenze, Wiirz-
burg: Kénigshausen und Neumann.

Zertal, Idith (2005): Israel’s Holocaust and the Politics of Nationhood,
Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Zimmermann, Moshe (1996): Wende in Israel, Zwischen Nation und Re-
ligion, Berlin: ATB.



https://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839424421.255
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

