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As you stand at the checkpoint, you must constantly consider the various ways 
in which you may be attacked: Where are they going to come from? What will their 
strategy be? Is that child as innocent as it seems, or is it smuggling a weapon? Is 

that ambulance really rushing a woman to the hospital to give birth, or are there enemies 
hiding inside? Is that old man harmless, or is he deliberately diverting your attention from 
something that is happening behind your back? You have to get into their minds. Th ey are 
creative, and they have already exploited our naïveté and good will in the past. Th ey can 
come up with anything, and you have to come up with it fi rst.

Terror, Power, and Cruelty
at the Checkpoint

Oded Na’aman recounts:



Peace, Bread and Elections

I often meet people who, once they hear I am 
connected to the Peace and Justice community, tell me 
that they too once belonged to a peace/antiwar group in 

the Sixties. Obviously, many joined a group when the Selec-
tive Service System came knocking on their door during the 
Vietnam War. I often wonder what it would take to reinvigorate 
those men — and women — now that they are past the age of 
military service to become involved once again in the organiza-
tions that responded so willingly to them some forty years ago.

Sadly, the peace/antiwar movement in this country is 
slowing disappearing even though we’ve been at war since 
2003 when the US invaded Iraq. The Afghan War grinds on 
endlessly, and talk of war with Iran promoted by those who 
will never see the field of battle is prevalent. If there is a war 
with Iran and the draft is reinstated, where will young Jewish 
men and women go to for Jewish counseling? And yet fewer 
and fewer feel that belonging to one of the numerous peace 
and justice organizations is of any importance in their lives. 
The membership rolls of these groups, and the dues that al-
low them to survive, are becoming leaner as the months and 
years pass.

The JPF is no different. We began in 1941 and are one of 
the very few American Jewish antiwar groups. Our members 

have grown older and few young people seem to have any 
reason to get to know us. We still have the same basic vision 
shared by our founders Rabbis Isidor B. Hoffman and Abra-
ham Cronbach and Jane Evans. Their vision was to help end 
war and teach American Jews that there was in fact a Judaic 
tradition of peace. Indeed, in all our years of counseling we 
have never charged a fee. Never.

I have a good friend here in Seattle who has run a major 
food bank for years. In a recent visit I asked how donations 
were going. She told me that during a political campaign the 
donations almost cease. Caring folks give to a political cause 
while the food bank scratches the bottom of the cupboard 
to feed the hungry. She went on to tell me that this is always 
the case. This year, with so many people believing there is so 
much at stake, donations have really dried up.

I wonder what it is in human nature that gets us so excit-
ed about particular issues and then we lose interest and for-
get they exist. Whether it is a peace organization we turned 
to when the draft was banging on our door or our concern 
for the poor and hungry and homeless, everything is seem-
ingly ignored when a political candidate asks for our dona-
tions. Please become involved again in the vital issue of peace 
and don’t forget the most vulnerable among us. And while 
you are at it, please send a modest donation to the JPF to keep 
us going.  

Stefan Merken
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One morning, when I was about four years 
old, I proudly announced from the back seat of my 
family’s car, “Mother, I want you to know that I am 

the first kid in my whole kindergarten to think inside my 
head rather than out loud.” The car slowed to a standstill as 
we waited for the light to change. My mother turned to me, 
smiled, and said softly, “How do you know you’re the first?”

I was speechless. With one brief question, she had made 
the world a stranger to me and made me a stranger in my 
own world. She unveiled a universe of goings-on, a whole new 
brand of human activity that everyone I knew — the friends 
I played with, my sisters, even my parents — was engaged in, 
which I could have no access to. I sat on the staircase that day 
in kindergarten, observing the other kids play. Using my re-
cently acquired skill, I wondered silently, with unmistakable 
trepidation, “Who knows what they are thinking?”

I soon regained my trust and grew up believing in the 
people around me. I knew there were dangers, but I felt cer-
tain I was not alone and therefore not helpless in facing them.

Fourteen years after my big kindergarten discovery, 

Oded Na’aman

The Checkpoint

Oded Na’aman is co-editor of the forthcoming Our Harsh 
Logic: Israeli Soldiers’ Testimonies from the Occupied Territo-
ries, 2000–2010. He served in the Israel Defense Forces between 
2000 and 2003 and is earning his PhD in philosophy at Harvard 
University. This article first appeared in Boston Review.
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I was conscripted into the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). At 
West Bank checkpoints, the terror of other minds took over 
again. It occupied my soul.

I. Job Description

As you stand at the checkpoint, you must constantly 
consider the various ways in which you may be attacked: 

Where are they going to come from? What will their strategy 
be? Is that child as innocent as it seems, or is it smuggling a 
weapon? Is that ambulance really rushing a woman to the 
hospital to give birth, or are there enemies hiding inside? Is 
that old man harmless, or is he deliberately diverting your 
attention from something that is happening behind your 
back? You have to get into their minds. They are creative, 
and they have already exploited our naïveté and good will in 
the past. They can come up with anything, and you have to 
come up with it first.

These are the instructions soldiers receive before begin-
ning their principle combat mission in the IDF: enforcement 
of military rule in the West Bank.

In the West Bank, the IDF is directed neither to conquer 
enemy territory nor to prevent an enemy from conquest. It is 
engaged in “low intensity conflict,” a phrase that encapsulates 
the indecisiveness of occupation. The enemy — the foreign 
people the military is charged with subduing — is within a 
territory that is already under the military’s control. Since 
the military occupies the land on which the enemy resides, 
it cannot conquer the enemy’s land any more than it already 
has. And insofar as the enemy has no land, it has no politi-
cal independence, no real capacity for civic life. It is therefore 
impossible for Israel — logically impossible — to “go to war” 
with the Palestinians in the West Bank: Palestinian individu-
als may suffer to a greater or lesser degree, but the Palestinian 
people, as a people, cannot be further defeated.

At the same time, West Bank Palestinians are foreign to 
Israel. They are not Israeli citizens, and Israeli civil law does 
not apply to them. Israeli martial law — the law that, at least 
in principle, guides and constrains the IDF — also is not a 
law for the Palestinians, although it does affect their lives in 
profound ways. Law does not govern the relations between 
the State of Israel and Palestinian civilians in the West Bank. 
Unlike citizens, who obey the police not only because they 
are powerful but also because they are authoritative, Pales-
tinians obey the orders of the IDF only because it is power-
ful. Military laws in the West Bank therefore are not laws at 
all, but merely what the legal philosopher H.L.A. Hart called 
“orders backed by threats”: The source and limit of their au-
thority depends on the source and limit of particular threats.

Thus when a Palestinian disobeys Israel’s orders in the 
West Bank, the disobedience is, by its very occurrence, a 
lapse of occupation. All disobedience must be eliminated 
for the IDF to have firm control of the land and its people. 
Brute force cannot eliminate the possibility of Palestinian 
resistance, but, as long as resistance is possible, the military, 

whose only tool is brute force, cannot rest. Occupation, it 
might then be said, is about fighting the war before it begins, 
constantly postponing the next burst of resistance.

The idea is to demonstrate presence (le’hafgin nohehut), 
commanders tell their soldiers. We make them feel like we’re 
watching their every move and anticipating their every ac-
tion. This is the occupier’s solution to the problem of pre-
venting everything everywhere: The army has to make Pales-
tinians believe that nothing escapes Israel’s fist. The soldiers 
demonstrate presence in order to make Palestinians fear that 
they are present even when they are not. Thus, the Israeli 
army’s unofficial yet unavoidable tactic is to instill constant 
fear through arbitrary acts of force.

The IDF demonstrates presence in a variety of ways. It 
peppers the West Bank with observation posts, foot patrols, 
jeeps, Humvees, and tanks. It conducts random raids on 
houses and random inspections of cars and pedestrians. It 
enforces a curfew. However, the IDF’s most prominent and 
most notorious form of presence is the checkpoint.

Checkpoints and barriers line the pre-1967 border, but 
most are within the West Bank: between villages, on the 
outskirts of cities, on deserted mountain roads. Checkpoints 
may be in noticeable and strategic spots, or where they are 
least expected. Some are permanent and heavily staffed, 
while others are temporary and consist of only three soldiers 
and two stop signs. Some are unmanned barriers. As of Sep-
tember 2011, there were five hundred and twenty-two check-
points and barriers in the West Bank, according to the UN.

Officially, the checkpoints’ mission is to regulate the coming 
and going of Palestinians. Depending on the checkpoint, a Pal-
estinian may need to present a permit in order to pass or may be 
allowed to pass after inspection even without a permit.

But the checkpoints’ primary mission is to demonstrate 
presence, to exhibit the army’s constant surveillance and its 
overwhelming force. Because the checkpoints are pervasive 
and involve intense interaction with the civilian population, 
they have become the clearest expression of the IDF’s dual 
message to West Bank Palestinians: You cannot hide and you 
cannot fight; Israel is both omnipresent and omnipotent.

“Soldiers should always obey orders and regula-
tions,” the colonel says, opening his weekly talk to a 

hall filled with hundreds of rookies. He paces back and forth 
on the stage. His heavy army boots on the wooden floor mea-
sure the pause between his sentences.

“However,” he continues, coming to a halt, facing his au-
dience and raising his finger in the air, “you must always use 
your clear-headed judgment (shikul-da’at). One can never 
know what they’ll try next. Orders and regulations are sa-
cred but they cannot cover all possible scenarios. You must 
use your judgment to decide in any given case if it is an ex-
ception to the rule. There’s nothing as valuable as a soldier’s 
clear-headed judgment.”

The soldiers seated in the hall probably don’t give any 
special weight to this last instruction. First, dramatic an-
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nouncements about the soldiers’ various responsibilities — 
to their nation, family, fellow soldiers, superiors — are com-
mon during basic training and with time lose their force. 
Second, in contrast to many pointless directives they have 
gotten so far, the clear headed–judgment order just sounds 
like common sense: How can orders and regulations cover 
all possible scenarios?

Only at the checkpoint will these soldiers appreciate 
the significance of clear-headed judgment. In testimony to 
Breaking the Silence — an organization run by Israeli vet-
erans who collect anonymous testimonies of fellow soldiers, 
and the source of all soldiers’ statements here — one soldier 
who served in a Hebron checkpoint explains:

When someone suddenly says “No” to you, what 
do you mean no? Where do you draw the chutzpah 
from, to say no to me? Forget for a moment that I 
actually think that all those Jews [who settled in the 
West Bank] are mad, and I actually want peace and 
believe we should leave the territories, how dare you 
say no to me? I am the Law! I am the Law here!

The soldier does not only have authority to make excep-
tions; the soldier has a responsibility to make exceptions. At 
the checkpoint, omnipotence is the power to create orders, 
not merely the power to enforce them. When a soldier’s or-
der is defied, it is he, his judgment, that is defied, not merely 
a rule that he represents. Disobedience, therefore, is always 
personal at the checkpoint. So are the punishments that fol-
low. A wrong move by a Palestinian can mean the difference 
between getting to work, school or home to one’s family, and 
being humiliated, detained or physically assaulted. It can 
mean the difference between waiting in the sun for a couple 
of hours or getting killed.

But there is more: The soldier’s responsibility to interpret 
any given case as an exception to the rule is part of the IDF’s 
general strategy to undermine its own patterns and regulari-
ties. The army doesn’t want Palestinians to be able to foresee 
what might get them through the checkpoint quickly and 
safely. The clear headed–judgment clause indirectly prevents 
exploitable patterns of behavior from emerging.

Any Palestinian’s action might induce a punishment. 
She may have done the same thing countless times in the 
past, but the next time she does it, in apparently identical 
circumstances, even in front of the same soldiers, it might be 
ruled an exception. One soldier reports being told by a patrol 
commander that at a checkpoint

[Y]ou can do whatever you want, whatever you 

feel like doing. If you feel there’s a problem with 
what [a Palestinian] has done, if you feel something’s 
wrong, even the slightest thing, you can detain him 
for as long as you want.

Another soldier says, “There’s no such thing as a ‘proper 
checkpoint’ [because] you can’t run a checkpoint properly.”

There is then no normative notion of disobedience at the 
checkpoint, no proper way for Palestinians to act. The only 
way for Palestinians to anticipate the soldier’s next order is to 
try, at every moment, to anticipate the soldier’s next thought. 
Is he irritated? Is he complaisant? Is he looking for action? 
Is he feeling lonely and hoping for a friendly conversation? 
Does he want to be amused? Is he in a hurry? Is he filled with 
grief and anger? The soldier’s mental state is the Palestinian’s 
most urgent concern: It is a matter of life and death. As one 
soldier testifies, “I can assure you there’s tremendous frustra-
tion building up, it’s really scary. I would take it all out on 
someone.” Another tells of Palestinians who were stripped 
of their IDs and cell phones, beaten to a pulp, and detained 
for twelve hours for speaking on the phones suspiciously. 
A wrong action at the checkpoint is an action that causes 
a soldier to deliver punishment — that is, harm. To avoid 
disobedience, Palestinians at checkpoints need constantly to 
consider and reconsider what might get them punished.

The circumstances instill in soldiers and Palestinians 
an intense interest in each other’s minds. This same interest 
subverts their capacity to recognize each other. There can be 
neither truth-telling nor lying at the checkpoint. No obliga-
tions, no gestures, no smiles, and no insults. There can be 
neither respect nor disrespect, neither shame nor honor. Pal-
estinians will say and do whatever they think is most likely 
to get them through the checkpoint. Soldiers will say and do 
whatever keeps the Palestinians scared enough to do nothing 
but obey:

You yell at them in a kind of Arabic-Hebrew: 
“Get back.” And they don’t pay attention. So you 
start to raise your weapon as if you are really go-
ing to do something with it, and everyone there are 
women and children and they start to cry, and they 
are also yelling, and it’s hot and you feel like in an-
other second you’re going to spray them with bul-
lets.

The myriad of human mental states matters only insofar 
as it can kill. There is no room for personhood where avoid-
ing — or, rather, postponing — death is the only constant.

How can human beings actually do a job that requires 

When a soldier’s order is defied, it is he, his judgment, that is defied, 
not merely a rule that he represents. Disobedience, therefore, 

is always personal at the checkpoint.
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maintaining one’s physical presence at the expense of what 
Rousseau calls one’s “moral presence”? How does this stark 
trade-off unfold?

II. On the Job

A significant number of soldiers have no problem 
meeting the “job requirement.” They may come from 

violent backgrounds. Arbitrariness and the threat of extreme 
hostility are not new to them; that they finally have the up-
per hand strikes them as unusual. These soldiers’ behavior 
on duty is often appealed to in Israeli public discourse as evi-
dence for their aggressive nature, lack of morals and inability 
to become productive members of civilized society. But since 
arbitrary use of force is the essence of the checkpoint, accus-
ing these soldiers of being violent is akin to accusing them 
of following the orders of their superiors, whose civility is, 
presumably, intact.

Among soldiers who join the army believing that the use 
of force should be accounted for, and that infliction of harm 
should be justified according to principle, the loss of Rous-
seau’s moral presence can be harder to endure. Some share a 
mode of thought that has been recounted and confirmed in 
numerous testimonies, and that I describe here.

Disobedience is always personal at the checkpoint. So 
are the punishments that follow.

The true nature of the soldier’s mission usually dawns 
upon him shortly after he arrives on the scene. He might be 
told, as I was in one of my first shifts, to close a checkpoint 
for some reason or other. A Palestinian child comes by and 
asks to pass on his way home from school. When the child 
discovers the checkpoint is closed and he cannot get home, 
he begins to cry. Recalling the freedom and responsibility to 
exercise his clear-headed judgment, the soldier decides to let 
the child through. A while later, ten crying children come by. 
They all heard about a new way to pass through the check-
point even when it is officially closed.

At this point, facing the crying children, the soldier re-
alizes he made a mistake — not because these children are 
dangerous, but because he cannot afford to be fooled by ten-
year-olds, or by anyone, for that matter. There cannot be an 
efficient way to pass through his checkpoint. Any such way 
may be used against him, against his mission. He cannot tell 
harmless ten-year-olds from ten-year-olds who were sent to 
trick him. Everyone should know that at his checkpoint it is 
up to him and him alone to decide what will be their fate.

The soldier realizes he should not act on empathy since 
empathy can be manipulated. But can he suppress this natu-
ral sentiment? It takes time. The next time a similar situation 
occurs he does not let the child pass. Instead he smiles at him 
or tries to make him laugh. These are also signs of weakness. 

His lenience toward children, if it becomes known, may be 
used against him. He realizes this when families start en-
couraging their children to soften him up so they will pass 
through more quickly. If the harmless Palestinians manipu-
late him, so can the harmful ones. He makes a further effort 
to suppress his empathy.

But if sentiments such as empathy are not proper guides 
for his clear-headed judgment, which sentiments are? Strictly 
following orders leads to failure as well. He was ordered to 
use his clear-headed judgment to recognize cases to which 
the orders do not apply. How should he recognize such cases? 
Any rule for recognizing exceptions will have to be assigned 
a higher-order rule by which to recognize its own exceptions. 
This seems to lead to an infinite regress. The soldier gradu-
ally realizes that he cannot but fail his mission: The rules and 
orders he has to guide him are conditional on his judgment, 
which cannot be guided by any rule. His judgment is bound 
to be vacuous.

The soldier constantly treats people as innocent although 
as far as he can tell they might be conspiring against him; 
he constantly intimidates people who arouse his suspicion 
although they might, for all he knows, be innocent. There 
are no principles or rules to help him tell a terrorist from a 
harmless citizen: Everything he does is groundless and he 
knows it. One soldier tells of a taxi driver who kept pass-
ing through his checkpoint to drive wounded children to the 
hospital. On his way back, the driver always had paying pas-
sengers in the back seat. When the soldiers at the checkpoint 
noticed the “trick,” they stopped letting him through. From 
then on, the wounded kids had to wait at the checkpoint un-
til an ambulance came to pick them up. The soldier explains:

If you let everyone through who comes with a 
kid and a fractured arm, you’ll be letting terrorists 
through before you know it. They have no inhibi-
tions. They’ll stop at nothing.

All the malevolent people he might have let through his 
checkpoint; all the innocent people who have suffered because 
of him. He goes on, unable to deliberate about the things he’s 
done, which cause more pain than he has ever witnessed.

Philosophers Sidney Morgenbesser and Edna Ull-
mann-Margalit distinguish between choosing and pick-

ing. We choose between competing alternatives when we be-
lieve there is a difference that renders one preferable to the 
other. We pick between alternatives when we are indifferent 
to the distinctions between them.

Ullmann-Margalit and Morgenbesser make a further 
distinction between two kinds of picking situations. There 
are picking situations proper, where the picker does not be-

There are no principles or rules to help him tell a terrorist from a harmless 
citizen: Everything he does is groundless and he knows it.
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lieve there is a relevant difference between the options — for 
example, picking among cans of Campbell’s tomato soup on 
a supermarket shelf. And there are picking situations by de-
fault, in which the picker believes there is a relevant — even 
crucial — difference between the options but is prevented 
from recognizing it. For example, a game show contestant 
faces two identical boxes, one of which contains $1,000 while 
the other contains nothing.

Due to the clear headed–judgment clause, there is no 
principled way to distinguish among Palestinians who at-
tempt to pass through the checkpoint. The checkpoint, there-
fore, falls short of a choosing situation. But the soldiers might 
regard their situation as either a picking situation proper 
(where there are no actual differences among the people they 
encounter) or a picking situation by default (where the differ-
ences, though significant, are inaccessible).

A soldier at the checkpoint might not care which partic-
ular Palestinian will experience his demonstration of force 
and therefore will not find it troubling to pick. Think again 
of the proper-picking supermarket experience: You just grab 
a can of Campbell’s tomato soup from the shelf; you do not 
care which can of Campbell’s tomato soup it will turn out to 
be. In the case of the soldier, he must be indifferent not only 
to the suffering of innocent Palestinians whom he might 
treat as dangerous suspects, but also to the suffering of in-
nocent Israelis who might be harmed if he fails to suspect 
malevolent passersby.

The checkpoint soldier who believes that there is an im-
portant difference between treating someone as a dangerous 
suspect or as an innocent civilian — and that he is prevented 
from acting on this belief — must pick by default. He is like 
the game show contestant who wants the box with the $1,000 
rather than the empty box, but all he can do is pick a box and 
hope the consequences of his action will correspond to his 
wishes.

The game show case and the checkpoint differ, however, 
in a crucial way: In the game show case, the tension dissolves 
as the consequences are revealed; at the checkpoint, the sol-
dier rarely learns whether his actions have saved lives or bur-
dened them. Thus the tension quickly accumulates as the sol-
dier picks by default hundreds of times every eight-hour shift. 
Most of the soldier’s actions have severe moral implications 
— he knows this much. But he remains ignorant of them. The 
tension becomes unbearable, indeed, unfathomable.

When someone laughed authentically at the checkpoint, 
I silenced them right away.

To be sure, as soldiers arrive at the checkpoint, they might 
care about the difference between innocent and hostile Pales-
tinians very much or not at all. However, the more often sol-
diers pick, the larger is the pressure toward moral indifference.

That the soldier’s power exceeds any rule does not ren-
der him powerful but, rather, destroys him. Being “above the 
law” drains the soldier of his defining principles. At times, 
he might feel he is passively witnessing the person he has be-
come: his hands, signaling arbitrarily “go ahead,” “wait over 

there,” “shut up,” “show me this,” “show me that”; his voice 
uttering words: “I don’t care, your permit has expired,” “have 
a good day,” “where do you think you’re going?”

Some time will pass before it will occur to him that by 
failing to distinguish between the hostile and the innocent 
he might not only be failing his mission to defend his coun-
try but also failing values and sentiments that he was raised 
to uphold and act upon. But how can that be, he asks himself, 
if all along he had every intention of doing what is right? He 
was determined to defend his country while remaining hu-
mane and observing his moral compass. How could he have 
failed so miserably in both?

Consider this account by a soldier who believes Israel 
should withdraw from the territories:

I was at a checkpoint, a temporary one, a so-
called strangulation checkpoint. It was a very small 
checkpoint, very intimate, four soldiers, no com-
manding officer, no protection worthy of the name, 
a true moonlighting job, blocking the entrance to a 
village. From one side a line of cars wanting to get 
out, and from the other side a line of cars wanting 
to pass, a huge line, and suddenly you have a mighty 
force at the tip of your fingers, as if playing a com-
puter game. I stand there like this, pointing at some-
one, gesturing to you to do this or that, and you do 
this or that, the car starts, moves toward me, halts 
beside me. The next car follows, you signal, it stops. 
You start playing with them, like a computer game. 
You come here, you go there, like this. You barely 
move, you make them obey the tip of your finger. 
It’s a mighty feeling. It’s something you don’t expe-
rience elsewhere. You know it’s because you have a 
weapon, you know it’s because you are a soldier, you 
know all this, but it’s addictive. When I realized this 
. . . I checked in with myself to see what had hap-
pened to me. That’s it. . . . Suddenly, I notice that I’m 
getting addicted to controlling people.

Even if the soldier is failing to act on his values, he still 
has them. He decides not to succumb to indifference, not 
to let his moral sentiments wear off. He must not grow ac-
customed to the unnecessary suffering he is bound to inflict 
with his arbitrary exercise of power. He holds on to guilt as a 
drowning man holds on to a log of wood.

But there is nothing left to hold on to. As resolute as he is 
to feel guilty, guilt makes no sense to him anymore. Either he 
is inflicting unnecessary harm on innocent people, in which 
case he should stop rather than merely feel guilty, or he is do-
ing what he ought to do to save lives, in which case he is not 
guilty of anything. By now guilt is mere hypocrisy; it is ri-
diculous. As time goes by he causes more and more suffering 
and has more to feel guilty for, but his guilt refuses to amplify 
correspondingly; he can no longer feel the distinctive moral 
shock he felt when he first arrived at the checkpoint. But can 
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he be morally obligated to do what he is doing? Can terror be 
his calling?

He can run away, desert, disappear into the mountains, 
flee the country. (These alternatives used to drift through 
my mind in the quiet hours of my long night shifts.) But he 
knows what will happen then. Some other soldier will take 
his place. Someone who may be brutal and who will cause 
even more unnecessary suffering. His desertion will itself be 
harmful. On the other hand, it seems preposterous to suggest 
that this is what he should do — that inflicting immense and 
unnecessary harm on innocent people is, in fact, good.

Threats. All day and all night he generates threats: He 
threatens people in order to extinguish their will. He does 
not know what their wills actually consist in. He can feel by 
now that part of them wishes he were dead. “If you didn’t 
have [your weapon], and if your fellow soldiers weren’t beside 
you, they would jump on you,” one soldier testifies, “beat the 
shit out of you, and stab you to death.” He imagines them 
charging his checkpoint by the hundreds: carpenters, doc-
tors, teachers, farmers, mothers, uncles, children, grand-
parents, and lovers. How could so many people, people who 
look him in the eye every day, want him dead? How do the 
Palestinians see him? He does not recognize his own gaze re-
flected back at him from the windows of the cars he inspects 
or confiscates. He is no longer his own person.

Now that guilt is impossible, the soldier realizes that part 
of him is dying. The soldier starts to think that he is the real 
victim in all this, especially since no one understands that 
he is bound to fail, that his power makes him helpless. No 
one knows that since arriving here he has not made a single 
choice. Sure, the Palestinians are helpless too, but it is easy to 
see that they are victims, he tells himself. He, the soldier, is a 
powerful nobody — that is his tragedy.

Anger accumulates. Palestinians come up to him, one 
after the other, all day long, begging him to let them pass, 
telling him they need to get to their schools, universities, hos-
pitals, jobs; they need food; they want to see their children, 
their parents; they need to get to their funerals and weddings, 
to give birth. But how the hell should he know? Why do they 
think he has any clue as to whether they can pass through his 
checkpoint? He cannot tell the difference between them; they 
all act the same, the way terrified people act.

He tries to resist this thought: he knows they are not 
all the same. They are individual human beings, he tells 

himself. I’ll show them I see them as such, he decides. He 
tries to be polite and respectful at the checkpoint. To give the 
children candies, to tell some jokes once in a while. They are 
still the same. There is not a sign of individuality in them. 
When I was serving, I tried to tell them bad jokes, to see if 
they would react differently when the jokes were not funny. 
They did not. They laughed just as hard. They laughed as 
hard as they thought I wanted them to; they could not care 
less about the quality of my jokes.

When, once in a while, someone laughed authentically at 

the checkpoint, I silenced them right away. A soldier cannot 
afford to have dozens of Palestinians who stand in endless 
lines act as they feel; they might feel like attacking him. It 
was I all along: I extinguished their laughter, and I was the 
cause of their uniformity.

Soldiers’ attempts to appeal to the individuality of Pal-
estinians they encounter take different forms. Here is an-
other example. In 2001 the Jalame checkpoint, located on the 
northern part of the pre-1967 border, was manned by a squad 
from the Golani Infantry Brigade. The soldiers required ve-
hicles to stop fifteen meters away from the inspection point, 
where they stood. There were stop signs, but when there were 
no vehicles at the inspection point many drivers saw no rea-
son to stop at the sign and came right up to the soldiers. This 
was considered a security threat: The soldiers needed to be 
ready for the vehicles that approached them.

In December a squad from the Artillery Corps was sent 
to replace the Golani soldiers. During the brief time that 
both groups served there, the Golani soldiers explained that 
they usually threw stun grenades at cars that failed to wait 
for their signal. This, the Golani soldiers felt, was an efficient 
way to make it clear to the locals that the stop sign should be 
obeyed in all circumstances. Stun grenades look like live gre-
nades and make as much noise but hardly cause any harm. 
Drivers of vehicles who disobeyed the stop sign suddenly saw 
a grenade being thrown at them, not knowing it to be only 
a stun grenade. Once they experienced the horror of facing 
sudden and certain death, they would never cross the fifteen-
meter line without a direct order again.

My friends and I, in the arriving squad, found this proce-
dure excessively violent and ruthless. We attributed it to the 
“lack of values” of the Golani soldiers and decided to achieve 
the same effect by “educating” the locals. Whenever a vehicle 
crossed the stop sign without a direct order, we would punish 
the driver, ordering him to drive back and forth a few times, 
from the inspection point to the stop sign.

The new educational punishment was not effective. More 
and more cars came right up to the inspection point without 
waiting at the stop sign. The new routine was not working be-
cause it assumed that, by punishing wrongdoers, we would not 
only waste the drivers’ time but also hurt their pride. The punish-
ment did not work because Palestinians who passed through the 
checkpoint treated the back-and-forth routine the same way they 
treated the stun grenade routine: as an expected consequence of 
their actions that they should take into account next time they 
drove through. There was nothing more to it.

We thought we could substitute the “insult” of pun-
ishment for the “injury” of stun grenades. Humiliation, we 
decided, would be the price of disobedience. But the very 
existence of the checkpoint had already deprived those who 
passed through it of their dignity. Being held at gunpoint 
made survival their sole concern. They had been stripped of 
their self-respect long before they were ordered to drive back 
and forth pointlessly. We did not realize that there was noth-
ing more for us to humiliate.
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It is not that the Palestinians who passed through Jalame 
checkpoint refused to acknowledge our superiority. On the con-
trary, the Palestinians made a huge eff ort to concede to anything 
asked of them. But they could not conceive of us as people to be 
acknowledged. As in the case of the bad jokes, Palestinians do 
not react to the soldiers themselves but to predictions of what 
they might do next. Th e absence of principled use of force at the 
checkpoint undermines the possibility of authority. As effi  ca-
cious as the soldier at the checkpoint might be, Palestinians will 
never see him as powerful. Like Hegel’s slave master, soldiers in 
checkpoints might want the Palestinians’ acknowledgement, but 
all they can get is their conformity.

Eventually the soldier’s own power no longer excites 
him; the lack of it alarms him. Someone must acknowl-

edge the soldier’s power for him to feel powerful. Th e Pales-
tinians’ obedience can no longer confi rm his superiority on 
its own, but confi rmation may come from those who witness 
his power: his fellow soldiers.

Th us emerges the true meaning of re’ut, the Hebrew for 
“camaraderie.” Th e gaze of his comrades validates the soldier’s 
power, makes it his power and thereby confi rms his existence, 
his self. Consequently, punishments become a spectacle. Th e 
soldier demonstrates his power for his fellow soldiers to see: 
While he can only pick which Palestinians to punish, he may 
choose which punishment to exercise. Creative punishments 
are esteemed and discussed among soldiers.

Th e soldier in the two photographs here [Figures 1 & 2] 

collected dozens of photographs of himself with Palestinians 
he detained at checkpoints. (He contributed the photographs 
to a 2004 Breaking the Silence exhibit on the realities of Is-
rael’s military rule.) In most of the images, the detainees are 
blindfolded. It seems clear that, in the fi rst scene, the soldier 
was not hoping to gain the detainees’ recognition of his su-
periority. Rather, he was hoping to gain the recognition of his 
intended audience of fellow soldiers. Furthermore, the ques-
tion of these men’s innocence did not cross his mind. He was 
morally indiff erent to his picks.

Th e second photograph, in which the same soldier ap-
pears, might raise some doubts about my analysis of the 
checkpoint: Why can’t the checkpoint be lovely once in a 
while? Th ere seems to be no cruelty in this picture. Everyone 
is smiling. Th is photograph suggests that even at the check-
point, Israeli soldiers and Palestinian families can transcend 
their diff erences and communicate their common humanity.

But this is not friendliness in the picture: Th e stares are 
opaque and the smiles are vacuous. Th e soldiers, desperately 
acting out, wanting to be seen, doing whatever they can to fi nd 
content in themselves, decide to take a picture with a Palestin-
ian family that happens to be at the checkpoint. Th e members of 
the family are anxious to pass through the checkpoint safely and 
quickly. To do that, they are willing to obey the soldiers’ whims. 
Th ey are certainly willing to pose for the camera.

So the family smiles obediently, their smiles of fear and 
distress; the soldiers smile mindlessly, their smiles of those who 
have given up on what they once knew to be themselves. 

Wrestling With Your Conscience:
A Guide for Jewish Draft Registrants and Conscientious Objectors
Features the most recent Selective Service regulations, plus articles on: Can a Jew Be a CO?; 
the Jewish Pursuit of Peace; Judaism and War; Registration at 18; What if the Draft is
Reinstated? Israeli Refusers; What the JPF can do for you, and much more.

$7.00 plus $2.00 for postage; 5 or more books, $5.00 each plus $5 for postage
Order from the JPF Offi ce (see page 2 for address)

Figure 1. Figure 2.
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In the almost two years since I left Iraq, sadly 
little has challenged the thesis in my book We Meant Well 
that we failed in the reconstruction of Iraq and, through 

that failure, finally and completely lost the war. The last US 
troops gratefully departed Iraq in 2011. The cost of the war is 
thus calculable, finite in its grimness: 4,486 Americans and 
over 100,000 Iraqis dead, tens of thousands wounded, and 
thousands more whose minds were destroyed by what they 
saw and did as surely as any IED would shred their flesh.

The Iraq we created is a mean place, unsafe and unsta-
ble. Life goes on there, surely, but a careful reading of the 
news shows that an angry symphony of suicide bombers and 
targeted killings continues, just continues. That remains 
our legacy, and while the US public may have changed the 
channel to a new show in Syria, the Iraqis are held in am-
ber, replaying the scenes I saw in 2009-2010 and which are 
recounted in my book. It remains beyond anyone to claim 
victory or even accomplishment.

If Iraq opened my eyes, what happened at home threw 
sand in them. After this book was first published in Septem-
ber 2011, some coworkers set up a pool to guess when I would 
be fired. The over/under was November, three months, and I 

put $20 down on the long end, feeling if I couldn’t be opti-
mistic on keeping my job, nobody else would. Though I did 
keep it in a fashion, I was never able to collect on the bet. 
Most of the people in the betting pool now shun me, fearful 
for their own fragile careers at the US State Department. I 
did not expect to be welcomed as a liberator. I also did not 
expect that in return for this completely true if absurd ac-
count of how the United States wasted over $44 billion in 
the reconstruction of Iraq, the Department of State would 
send me home to sit for months in faux telework exile before 
retirement. You learn a lot of things writing a book.

People ask the question in various ways, sometimes 
hesitantly, but my answer is always the same: I do not regret 
what I did. After some twenty-four years in government, I 
had seen my share of divergence between what the govern-
ment said in public, and what the government did behind 
the public’s back. In most cases, the lies were just to hide 
some mistake or flaw — ugly, but with little real harm done 
in the bigger picture. What I saw in Iraq was different. There, 
the space between what we were doing, the waste and mis-
management, and what we were saying, the endless propa-
gandized successes, was filled with numb and hurt soldiers. 
That was too much for even a seasoned cubicle warrior like 
me to ignore.

Nation-building — reconstruction — didn’t work in 
Iraq, and it is not working in Afghanistan. It is important 
to go over those things once in a while, because government 
fibbers are always lurking around with more false or exag-
gerated claims for Syria, Iran or Pakistan. Let’s agree to ask a 
few questions next time.  Y
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These were the words of Senator George Mc-
Govern, uttered on September 1, 1970. Together with 
Republican Senator Mark 

Hatfield of Oregon, McGovern had 
introduced an amendment to a mili-
tary procurement bill that would 
have required all US troops to be out 
of Vietnam by a fixed date. By that 
time, it was clear that the war had 
been lost and that the White House 
was needlessly dragging out the 
withdrawal period in order to delay 
an embarrassing defeat. Meanwhile 
Americans and Asians were dying 
every day and the country of Cam-
bodia had been dragged into the 
maelstrom.

Here is what McGovern said:
“…This Chamber reeks of blood. 

Every Senator here is partly responsi-
ble for that human wreckage at Wal-
ter Reed and Bethesda Naval and all 
across our land — young men with-
out legs, or arms, or genitals, or faces, 
or hopes. There are not very many of these blasted and broken 
boys who think this war is a glorious venture…”

It did not take any courage at all for a congressman or a 
senator or a president to wrap himself in the flag and say we 
are staying in Vietnam, because it was not their blood that 
was being shed.

These words could have been written recently, when the 
House debated for one hour the continuation of the war in 
Afghanistan. This time it was Congresswoman Barbara Lee, 
whose amendment to the 2013 Defense Appropriations bill 
would have required the safe and responsible withdrawal of 
all US troops from Afghanistan. 

Indeed, in language less dramatic the congresswoman 

pleaded with her colleagues — as she has been doing for 
many years now — to stop this “unconscionable” waste of 

American and Afghan lives. The 
American people, she noted, “over-
whelmingly want to bring the war 
in Afghanistan to an end.” And the 
evidence that the American project 
there is failing is all too clear.

One question she did not ask, 
perhaps from simple politeness: How 
many people sitting in this Chamber 
seriously believe that by 2014 the 
situation there will be significantly 
improved? It’s a fair guess that they 
are few in number. And yet when 
the time came to vote on the amend-
ment, it was a lopsided 107 ayes to 312 
nays. Whatever their actual beliefs 
may be, these representatives have 
surrendered their constitutional 
“power of the purse,” and by so doing 
virtually insured the unnecessary 
death, disability or psychic trauma 
of Americans and Afghans they will 

never see, but whose suffering will be no less real.
The $88.5 billion to continue the war in Afghanistan is 

only one of a long list of reasons why the FY 2013 defense ap-
propriations bill should have been defeated. Reasonable peo-
ple might wonder why the United States should spend $606 
billion on “defense” when our military budget is larger than 
that of the next ten nations combined? Or why we are paying 
tax dollars to assassinate alleged enemies around the world 
when these attacks foster greater hatred and multiply ad-
versaries? Reasonable people can ask why — at a time when 
the US government is cutting back on vital social services 
and can’t afford a jobs program, or school lunches for low 
income kids — we should squander tens of billions of dollars 
on overpriced, useless weapons systems. One might reason-
ably wonder about these things, but this did not prevent the 
House of Representatives from passing a $616 billion defense 
appropriations bill in another lopsided vote.

One thing is abundantly clear: When it comes to military 

Carolyn Eisenberg

 ‘This Chamber Reeks of Blood’

Carolyn Eisenberg, professor of U.S. foreign policy 
at Hofstra University, is co-convener of Legislative Working 
Group, United for Peace and Justice. This appeared origi-
nally on antiwar.com.

Senator George McGovern on the presidential 
campaign trail in Houston, 1972.
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matters members of Congress will not do the right thing un-
less there is intense public pressure and scrutiny. Until their 
offices are swamped with restless, outraged constituents, too 
many will walk in lockstep with whatever military program 
is before them. Between now and November, many of these 
Representatives will be all over their districts, seeking re-
election. This is a fine occasion for them to hear from voters 
prepared to challenge their choices — when those choices so 
evidently undermine our real national security.

At the end of his September 1970 speech, Senator George 

McGovern said this:
“…we are responsible for those young men and their lives 

and their hopes. And if we do not end this damnable war, those 
young men will some day curse us for our pitiful willingness to 
let the Executive carry the burden that the constitution places 
on us.”

Add women to the sentence and correct for politeness and 
this is what Congresswoman Barbara Lee said this week. But 
without a mobilized, engaged public, a few unusual and ide-
alistic politicians will be making these speeches forever.  Y

What Roger Peace, adjunct professor of 
history at Tallahassee Community College, does 
very well in A Call to Conscience: The Anti-Con-

tra War Campaign (University of Massachusetts Press, 2012) 
is remind Americans about a largely forgotten past when an-
tiwar religious and secular groups, despite their many dif-
ferences, dared challenge the Reagan administration’s proxy 
war in Nicaragua, which was aimed at defeating a leftwing 
government.

The disparate American anti-Contra groups were for-
tunate to have many sympathetic Democrats and moderate 
Republicans eager to see an end to the constant flow of mon-
ey and weapons to the Contras. They lobbied, wrote, spoke 
and demonstrated, even raising the unwarranted fear the US 
was planning to send in ground troops. “No single group or 
organization directed this decentralized campaign,” writes 
a clearly sympathetic Peace, whose detailed account, while 
hardly nuanced, carefully examines how American oppo-
nents tried to stop the war. Not all the antiwar groups agreed 
with one another about every aspect of Nicaraguan Sandini-
sta policies, but all were united by the memory of America’s 
historic economic and military domination south of the bor-
der and its habitual support of repressive and brutal regimes.

The US occupied Nicaragua from 1912-1933 (save for one 
year) to prop up the rule of wealthy Nicaraguans and Ameri-
can bankers. From 1927-33, US marines fought forces led by 
Augusto Sandino before quitting the country. Three years 
later, with US backing, the Somoza clan emerged, and for the 

next forty-three years they, together with Dominican, Sal-
vadoran, Guatemalan, and Cuban dictators (the latter, until 
1959), formed a US sphere of influence where Dollar Diplo-
macy ruled. But once Fidel Castro threw out Fulgencio Batis-
ta the situation became quite troublesome to every American 
president from Dwight Eisenhower on.

In 1979 Nicaraguan left wingers called Sandinistas re-
belled, threw out Somoza and his crowd, took power and 
named Daniel Ortega their leader. The next year President 
Jimmy Carter ordered a series of small and secret actions 
directed at the Sandinistas, who favored a mishmash of na-
tionalism, liberation theology, socialism, communism and 
hatred for the Colossus of the North. Nearby, El Salvador’s 
renewal of its recurrent civil wars, with the US always back-
ing governments “run by right-wing politicians and their 
death squads,” as Tim Weiner put it in his magisterial Legacy 
of Ashes: The History of the CIA (Knopf Doubleday, 2008), 
did not end until 1992, with an estimated tens of thousands 
of people killed and more than a million displaced.

In 1982 the Nicaraguan-Contra war — President Ronald 
Reagan once praised the Contras as “freedom fighters” — be-
gan, an especially cruel conflict which lasted until February 
1990. American conservatives, neo- and otherwise, feared 
a leftist Nicaragua might line up with Cuba and the Soviet 
Union, strengthen leftists throughout the region, especially 
in El Salvador, and threaten US business and military inter-
ests. In the ensuing years, the CIA mined Nicaraguan har-
bors, an act of war. Money for the Contras arrived from the 
US and the CIA through illicit arms sales, congressional au-
thorizations, and alleged trafficking by the CIA and Contras 

Backyard Mischief

Murray Polner

South of the Border

Murray Polner co-edits Shalom.
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in cocaine, an accusation which remains unproven.
The White House began an orchestrated PR campaign to 

convince the American people that once again freedom was 
on the line and the nation threatened by communists. This, 
just seven years after Vietnam. The Contra war, wrote Cyn-
thia Arnson in Crossroads: Congress, the President and Cen-
tral America 1976-1993 (Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1993), became “the single most divisive and bitterly fought 
foreign policy issue since the war in Vietnam.” That it was. 
The eight-year war cost an estimated thirty thousand dead 
and many more wounded, while hundreds of thousands fled 
from their homes.

Much of the domestic opposition to the proxy war came 
from Protestant churches and elements of the Catholic 
Church, many in the latter furious at the murder of priests 
and rape of nuns in El Salvador by pro-government thugs. 
The Reagan administration, eager to obtain some Demo-
cratic Party and American Jewish support for the war began 
leaking faked stories about Sandinista anti-Semitism. The 
president, who may well have lied later when he said he knew 
nothing about the Iran-Contra arms-for-hostages deal, ac-
cused the Sandinistas of trying “to spread communism to 
El Salvador, Costa Rica, Honduras and elsewhere.” Peace 
quotes Secretary of State George Shultz calling the failure to 
aid the Contras “a shameful surrender — a betrayal. not only 
of brave men and women but to our highest ideas and the 
national security of the United States.”

Unmentioned was historic US support for such “brave 
men” as our recent friends among neofascist Argentine gen-
erals and Chile’s Pinochet. Nor did the public learn about 
CIA director William Casey’s confrontational role until arti-
cles published by antiwar writers began appearing. When the 
Iran-Contra scandal broke, Tim Weiner wrote, Casey con-
vinced Reagan that the US wasn’t swapping arms for hostag-
es being held in Iran. Reagan believed him and repeated this 
in a national broadcast. “Once again,” argued Weiner, whose 
book won the Pulitzer Prize, “as in the U-2 shootdown, as at 
the Bay of Pigs, as in the war in Central America the presi-
dent lied to protect the covert operations of the CIA.”

In the end, we have to wonder again who really shapes 
our foreign policies. The mass media and today’s social me-
dia? Ethnic and racial blocs? Self-appointed financially and 
politically secure elites in Washington’s ubiquitous think 
tanks? Globalized corporations? Ideological absolutists cre-
ating irrational fears of “enemies”? The president? Congress? 
Or the “people” — whoever they may be?

Much to Peace’s credit he does not ignore the antiwar 

left’s internal feuds, though he largely ignores exploring in any 
depth the Iran-Contra deal which involved administration of-
ficials, Israel, arms dealers and con men, all tied to the CIA 
and the Contras. Of course, more details about what the CIA 
has done in Latin and Central America will have to wait until 
some later decade when — and if — some of its records are 
opened for scrutiny. (If the KGB could do it, why not the CIA?)

Meanwhile, we are left to wonder what if anything 
Americans who fought against the proxy war actually ac-
complished. Perhaps their pressure may have helped shorten 
the war. But since then, popular opposition to our persistent 
wars has had no lasting effect. Iraq and Afghanistan fol-
lowed. Iran may be next. And American hostility toward 
Latin America’s left continues unabated.  Y

Illustrations: Cover & 3 • Tali Caspi, via http://www.flickr.com/photos/pic-chic photo stream of: Hebron (Breaking the Silence tour). 9 • Provided by the 
author. 11 • Wikimedia Commons. 13 • US Navy photographer MC1 David G. Crawford, via Wikimedia Commons.

How Quickly One Forgets: US Navy Lt. Col. Robert Gattis 
meets with Daniel Ortega, president of Nicaragua, on Sep-
tember 8, 2007, to discuss a humanitarian relief operation 
after Hurricane Felix.
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