ia on the High Seas:
Representation Around the Gaza Fl

TEXT / NOAH SIMBLIST In May of 2010, six ships sailed from Cyprus toward the Gaza Strip. The aim of the “Gaza Freedom
Flotilla” was to break the Israelinaval blockade on Gaza by delivering humanitarian aid, medical
supplies, and construction ‘materials.! Led by the Turkish passenger ship Mavi Marmara. these

boats also carried American, Greek, Swedish, and Irish activists. This flotilla garnered wide
spread international attention after an Israeli military operation against the Mavi Marmara
ended with the deaths of nine activists.
A year later, in June 2011, another Gaza Flotilla was organized to set sail from Greece. This
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in keeping with the romantic notion of the artist sacrificing himself for
the noble causes of beauty and truth. It is also very much in keeping
with the notion of the activist—as opposed to the politician——wolking
outside the system, against incredible odds to try to effect social
change. These two heroic models might seem quaint or naive to most
contemporary thinkers who have leamt to reject the genius myth. But
Ader's work has accrued a great deal of interest recently because his
unique blend of conceptualism and sincerity challenges the simple
terms that pit genius against its postmodern critique.

So why is sailing on the open waters tied to a sense of freedom? On
the one hand, this activity negates borderlands as it plays out in the
space between national territories. Michel Foucault called such a
space—between utopia and the real—heterotopia.* He thought that
heterotopic spaces contained a high quotient of illusion that reveals
something about real space. The sea is a heterotopia that, free from
many of the confines of real spaces, produces new forms of both inter-
action and representation. This interstitial space allows for interna-
tional cooperation, for human rights beyond the regressive laws of
nation-states, and the free exercise of discourse that might be difficult,
if not impossible, in any one nation. After all, one major factor differen-
tiates the flotilla from its artistic and literary antecedents: Bas Jan Ader,
Moby Dick's Captain Ahab or The Old Man and the Sea’s Santiago all rely

on individual, existential struggles. By contrast, the flotilla is a coalition
of activists from multiple nations who came together by setting sail in
the non-space that is the sea.

Other recent cultural projects have engaged the heterotopic dimen
sion of the open sea. Women on Waves is a project by the Dutch physi
cian Rebecca Gomperts who turned a boat into a gynecological clinic
that operates in international waters, just outside the maritime borders
of countries that criminalize abortion. The Exterritory Project, initiated
by a group of artists, curators, and critics including the Israelis Ruti Sela
and Maayan Armir, conducts lectures, workshops, and film screenings
on boats in international waters. This has allowed artists, activists, and
intellectuals from places like Tehran, Tel Aviv, and Beirut to meet in a
neutral, extra-national site—that is, outside the usual host-guest power
relationships that underpin such meetings when they take place ir
countries like the United States or in the EU. The Exterritory Project aim
to create a new space for dialogue with the hope that the creativity that
goes into constructing such a site and engaging in conversation might
give rise to a new political imagination.

Swimming Cities, a group of artists, musicians, and self-described
visionaries, probably comes closest in form—if not in content—to the
Gaza Flotilla. Each year since 2006, Swimming Cities has built a serie
of rafts to float down a different waterway. Spearheaded by the artist
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THE POWER OF SYMBOLS

Despite some act}1v1st5' violent acts in the 2010 Gaza Flotilla, the 2011 crew has been
very clear about its intentions to engage in nonviolent direct action. This reflects the
belief tha.t nonvw}ent measures can bring greater attention to the political issues
surrounding Gaza's closure and the Israeli occupation of Palestine—that is, the use of
violence clouds the moral dimension of the struggle. Like the flotilla (‘)rgamzr‘ros
malny Palestinian solidarity activists have increasingly embraced nonviolent dxrect‘
action, drawing parallels to both the American civil rights era and the international
pressure that triggered the end of apartheid in South Africa. This strategy Hn;‘; com:
pletely in the face of most normative notions about the location of power. This is in
fact its most interesting dimension. The battle for signification, which is fought parb
tially in the realm of the media, contradicts the wisdom that military or economic
might are the sole arbiters of political agency.

C‘:uy Del?ord's détournement, a concept and a methodology used to subvert soci-
ety's submission to the spectacle, is often cited as a model for art and activism that
self-consciously deploy forms of representations In many ways, the flotilla uses
Debord’s situationist strategies. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has highjacked the
media with a spectacle of competing ideologies—be it on CNN, BBC or AlJazeera. The
Israeli government and the Palestinian Authority, together with non-governmental
organizations, have used the media to make their points for years. In this sense, the
mediascape is ripe territory for the production and deployment of alternative images
that can shift the paradigm. :

As Debord was writing in late-1960s Paris, a new consciousness of the media’s
potential power—for both the state and activists—was also echoed by civil rights
activism in the US. Audacity of Hope passengers like Alice Walker, who has famously
Written about the African-American experience, and freedom rider Ridgely Fuller
evoke activist strategies of 1960s America. The flotilla borrows tropes from both May
1968 and US civil rights protests, taking them from the st to the sea

The Israeli government was so afraid of the flotilla’s power of representation that
it mobilized sophisticated techniques to undermine it. At ¢ t, an Israeli official
even declared that international journalists on board the boats would be banned
from entering Israel for ten years. This blatant disregard for freedom of the press trig
igered such an uproar that Israel eventually backed down. Yet, this did not stop US
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton from calling on the flotilla to turn around. Nor did
it prevent Texas Governor Rick Perry from writing a letter to Attorney General Eric
Holder urging him to prosecute all American participants in the flotilla for collabo
Tating with a terrorist group
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actor Omer Gershon—playing an activist named “Marc Pax"—claimed
that he was rejected from the flotilla because he was gay. A staffer in
the Israeli prime minister’s office almost immediately dismissed any
involvement in the affair. The Israeli Government Press Office later
reaffirmed its non-involvement, Another rumor was also circulated:
flotilla activists intended to pour sulfur on Israeli soldiers who would
board the boats. Flotilla activists later denied this rumor. Eventually,
after intense diplomatic efforts, Israel succeeded in convincing the
Greek government to impound the boats, forcing them to stay in port,
even arresting the captain of The Audacity of Hope. It is also believed
that two of the flotilla’s boats were sabotaged so that they could not
set sail for Gaza.

All of these Israeli government measures reflect and reinforce the
flotilla's pawer of representation. But what was the nature of this
power? What did it threaten? The current Israeli government is one of
the most conservative administrations the country has seen in its
short history. It relies heavily on a outdated Zionist picture of the polit-
ical situation in the Middle East, which is predicated on Jewish vic-
timhood. The story goes like this. In the minds of Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu, Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman, and their
supporters: Palestinians—and perhaps all Arabs—are essentially vio-
lent terrorists or autocrats who want to wipe all Jews off the map.
After suffering centuries of anti-Semitism, Jews are constantly threat-
ened and need to protect themselves at all costs. By extension, anyone
in the Palestinian solidarity camp is also a terrorist. Additionally,
Netanyahu has used the media to fiercely promote Israel as the sole
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Middle Eastern democracy promoting freedom of the press and
human rights. However, the much-publicized non-violent populist
revolutions of the Arab Spring present us with another picture. If non
violent strategies like the flotilla succeed in giving the world a very
different image of both the solidarity movement and Palestinian civil
society, Netanyahu and Lieberman’s outdated binary will implode

MISPLACED FEELINGS?

Defending Netanyahu, Lieberman, and the conservative policies of the
Israeli occupation, some on the political right have dismissed many
solidarity activists as naive old hippies who have been duped by
Haras. This scenario casts flotilla activists as the very opposite of
sophisticated cold-blooded terrorists. It relegates them to a group suf

fering from an embarrassing set of misplaced feelings. These critics
suggest that the power of logic and facts will overcome the vulgarity
of their emotions. It is true that many of the activists on board The
Audacity of Hope were driven by sentiment. But is this so bad? Like its
fellow maritime cultural warriors Ader and Swimming Cities, the Gaza
flotilla is predicated on an overabundance of feeling.

One of the interesting things about feeling is that it exists between
and around physical things. Feeling—or what some have called
affect—does not pertain to a single body4 Rather, it is about a relation
between bodies—a condition that mirrors the interstitial space of the
heterotopic sea. President Obama’s audacity—and that of the name
sake boat—is radical precisely because simple emotions like hope,
empathy, sadness or joy are often ridiculed in both political and artis
tic circles. The flotilla’s audacity resides in both its use of détourne
ment to subvert the dominant paradigm of political representation
and its belief in the politics of feeling. The Audacity of Hope’s main
cargo was love letters. As such, the sentiments of a thousand people
came along with the activists' solidarity. These activists simply
wanted to touch the shores of Gaza and exchange with people. They
wanted to touch a place that seems politically impenetrable and break
through the territory’s isolation.

Heterotopia is a space where messy, unformed or difficult things
exist. Brothels, hospitals, and cemeteries delineate and presc ribe a
space for the abject, that is, for sex, sickness, and death. Similarly, the
heterotopia of the high seas allows the messiness of the Israeli
Palestinian conflict to become manifest. It exists outside of the polit!
cal and representational binaries that seductively offer the illusion of
clarity and form, With the Gaza flotilla, the heterotopia of the high
seas s also about the messiness of feeling where empathy, idealism,
and the desire to touch the untouchable can exist undeterred by th
perceived vulgarity of hope.
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NOTES

2 The conditions under which Israel imposed this blockade
are quite complicated. So are the details of the blockade
They are related to a complex history. In short, Israel occu
ipied the Gaza Strip in 1967. In.1993, in conjunction with the
Oslo Accords, The Palestinian Authority was established to
govern some Palestinian areas, including Gaza. Despite
some degree of Palestinian autonomy, Israel continued to
control airspace, borders, and territorial waters. In 2005,
Israel unilaterally disengaged from Gaza. Since 2007, fol
lowing the 2006 Palestinian elections, Hamas has func
tioned as the Gaza Strip government. But since 2005 Israel,
in conjunction with Egypt, has kept tight controls on every-
thing that moves in and out of Gaza—a policy that tight
ened after the Hamas kidnapping of the Israeli soldier
Gilad Shalit. Operation Cast Lead, a 2008-2009 war in
‘which over a thousand Palestinians were killed in Gaza in
Tesponse to rocket attacks on Israel, had a major effect on
‘Gazan infrastructure and made the experience of the
blockade even harsher.
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