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Dialogue I Midclle East------------------------------ ------------------------

African Asylum Seekers in Israel: 
Between Jewish Historic Obligation and Political Zionist Militancy 

By Barak Kalir 

S incc 21JOS, :tn e i- tim:'l tc:d 00,00IJ asylum sec:kc:ri- fro m sub· 

S 11ha.r<&n 1\ftic::1. mustlr from Eciu c:1 l\nd Sud!m , h11vt.: cntcted 

lsrud by CrQSSing the bl)r<-kr fnJm E.gyp1. E.sc:aping their ¢1)un1ries, 

1hey :trri ,•ed in lst:ad :t.fter-;'! lcngil\y jl)umey by lat>.d, m•)Sll}' •)per:l· 

1ed br i-mugghng nc:1wuri.:s of Bc:doujns, Although p:tying their 

$mugglcrs rhous:tnds o f dolla rs, m:tny A fri c::tn asrlum .s.:.·ekets e n 

t•>ute ti) lsr:;cl h:1\'t.: bc«.:n r::&pcd. t urned into sex. .sl:1\'i;S, kidn:1pp«.:d 

(•)r rl nSQl'O , Qr e \•e n killed fl) r 1he p urpl)SeS I) ( 1t:ad ing 1heir l)rg:tns. 

l n lsriicl. 1h«.: prc~i;r.ct.: of A fric:'l'l n 'l'lsr Jum scckt:rs h::is 

be<:Q1ne -;'! m -;'l jl) r poli1ic:al issue in rt:<:e n• ye:ttS. :\lthl)ugh-;'! s ign:'llQry 

10 chc 1951 UN Refuge<: Con,•eorion :tnd ns 1967 Oprion:tl l)ro· 

1oc:vl, 1.sr:td sri-tc:m:'lcic:ally refus e:!' l U gr:tnl :'I refugee: i- tacui- to Afn. 

C:!tn !ISylum sc«.:kers. l n ('l'lc: t, che lsriidi gov«.:rnmi:nt h<&s been dving 

ju utmosr lU rt:ictt the c:l11ims o( :1sylum seekers under the pr<:t«.:nse 

of rhcm bc:ing c:conom ic m 1gr:tn rs. A r 1he s:amc: tim<:, in Jan u.:'lr)' 

20 13 lst:.ld complc: tc:d a m uln·million d oll:t! pt'o jec r of fencing its 

who m!lnagc: cu c:rosi- the bordc:r h:'li- plummet<:d from ~ few 

thousl'lnd per mvnth to li;ss thl\n l\ hundred in the entire yt.:'l'lr uf 

2013. 

i \s fur those who m <& n:1gcd to c nt«.:r 1.srl.lcl, the govccn• 

me n1 h:as '' •)wed - as w :'IS fl) r1n:1.lly Sl:lted by 1he f1Jtmer lnieri1Jr 

?\'f i11is1c:1, Bit \ ' ish:1i - to "milk<: chc:1r lwc:s m isc:r:able unnl thc:y le:t\' C: 

:tnd return ru w he re: th<: ~' c:tmc from .. " Jn o ffi c: i:'l l 1.srac:b cc:rminu· 

Jogy. i \fric:<&n :;sylum scekcu <&lt.: r«.:fi;rrcd cv '1'1.S "in filn :itt •rs:• T h is 

term originl\tcd in 1h«.: 1950s when a.rmcd P'l'lkstini!1n grou1>s «.:n tc• 

red hrad fr1Jm Egyp• :t.nd J•) r<il'ln II) :t.Ul'll!k d ifferen l t-;"1rge 1s. P :ak s· 

ti111:tn infiltr:ttOfS were cnminalizc:d -;'Ind faced up co (i,•<: yc::ars in 

prii-o n fv r rrc:spasi-ing the bo rdc:r. T he term ·'in fiJtratvrs" thus C:'lf· 

ri«.:s <& h ighJy ni;g:itivc m c11ning ch:lf is linked to the l$ri;cli mindset 

o n nl\ti•>n::il secut ity <&nd terrorism, :md thus dcfamc.s :m entire po• 

p ul:trion of asylum sc:ekers . 

border wn h Egyp1 tv pre\'ent rhc c n1111 uf murc :tsrlum i-ee ke rs. T he l srudi institutil)nl'll de1ern-,ination t•J rcjec 1 1he el:t.im$ 

Sjncc th«.: c:omp l«.:tion o f chc fi;nct.:. the number uf <&sr lum sccl:cu of :\ i rkan llsylum see kers is ck :1d y rc:t1ec r<:d in the work of rhc 

Rcfugl'.c St:ttus Dch.:rrnin:uit>n unit. The u rti1 w:i.s i1u.ugur:th::d io 

2009 :tnd in 1hc (tJllowing 1hrcc f c:trs, pnJCcsscd :tnJur.d l-1-.000 

::isylum ::ipphc:u1ons, gt:tnring :t r<.: fugcc scarus 10 :t mere 22 ::ipph· 

c:tnn, 1'h1i- flimsr :tpprvv:iJ mt<: is the lowcs1 :tmung Wcs1crn 

c1Juntric.:s. Of impoc-tl:lnti; hi;rc.: is th::i t fur yc.:i;rs b ri;(;) h:itt spcc:i· 

fi cally JHc\cnu:d indi\'idu:ds fn)l'l:'< E ri1n:a :rn.d Su<foo fh.>m subm it· 

nng chc 1r :'!S}'lum :applic:uion. Ins rc:td, tccogn.izing the dit'C siru.:lrio n 

in chcsc countt·acs. hrad p~o,•i<lcs ··rcmpor:uy group prorccrion .. co 

::iU Erirrc.::ins 11nd Sud::anc.:sc: l:lnd l:lpj>lics du,; prirH.: iplc.: of non• 

rc:fouJc.:mc.:nt, Howt.:\'Cr . by imposing itS «cc.:mpo «ity group p t i>• 

lcC1t() n'' (.ln Eriirt:ans ~nd Sud:tncsc. w h1J Cl)1nprisc :tn .. 11.1nd 80 per· 

cent oi rhc r-.>r:tl popuJ:.nion of asrlum sed:c:rs tn brad, rhc govern · 

menr ev::idcs 1he very t'C::d c:vc:n ru:alny o f llW:lt'dtng m :1n}' of rhem :t 

refugee: sr.-.1us. Norn.bl~'. undc:r 1hc: h rndi " 1cmpor:try group p ro· 

public (:tmp:tign (Qr r:t.iSing :lw:lri:neSS H ) 1he d ru1'0:t.tiC Situ:t. til)O Q( 

ll<.ylum sed.:e r$ 1hnJugh s1 rt:et de1nQnStt:ati1Jns. newsp:t.per -;"1r1icle <.. 

culrural C\•enrs and pubhc dcb::ues .. 

"( ... )several politicians have unleashed a 

verminous rhetorical attack against asylum 
seekers, referring to them as criminals, 

health hazards, security risks and, in the 

words of one MP from the ruling Ukud 

party, Miri Regev, as 'a cancer in our body.'" 

tcc:uon." i;sylum secl:i:U !lfi: not g jvc n b!1Sic: «.:tonvmic <&nd so-ci:;I T he mosr sinking inrc: rn:tl dispurc: in h rad is O\'er 1hc 

righ1s; the~ d i> J\(._l l ree dvc Wl)rk permi1s. he:thh insurance, soci:tl rights oi :tsrlum $C:C:keri- and the w:'lr in which the: Jewii-hnc:.ss of 

bc:nef11s or :ti\}' provis ions for shdt<:r :and food. the hriicli Stl\tC h<&s bc«.:n used fvr w ::irrl\ntir.g both vpposing 

s1-;"1nds. In :ln :tttemp1 «•) ge ner:t.te humanit-;'lrian eompllSSion am•Jng 

As :t dirce1 result of the lsrudi pl)licy. m:i.ny asylum p1Jliiic i:tns :and hJ mQbilise public Qpinil)n, lsrudi e i,•il·Sl)Cie1y ~e1i · 

sc:c:kc:rs end up IJ\'ing in c:x.ncmc: povc:riy, oftc:n s lec:p ing in p ublic v1s11 rc:gul:ul ~1 c:voke the J c:wish his1orr uf pc:rsc:cution :'Ind t he: Hu· 

p:trl:s m .s-.>u1h Tc:I A \'iv. u nc o f rhc: poorest urban arc::ts in rhe loc::'lus1 in panicul:tt , as c:ndowing u n hrad the un1vc:rsal moral 

c:vuntty. \\?ithou1 b<&sic: .stiitt.: provisions. <&sylum .sec kc cs bcc:vmc o blig::i tion tu tom b::i t <&IJ (o cms of «.:th nit <&nd religious persecution 

highly- dcpct>.dent on lhe aid they recci\'e fn)m C•Jt'.Cerned lsr:t.di ("Never Again"). At 1he S:'lme lime, 1n:1.ny Israeli pl)liticians repe:l· 

NGO<.. D ifferent NGOs p nJ\•i.dc :1.sylum sed:ets medic~I e arc, te<Uy rt:hellrSe the ZiQnist·ISt:tdi n:'lrr:t.t ive 1h:'l1 el:t.ims, in 1he after· 

k g:tl assisr:tnc<:, food -;"111d do1hes, socfal c:tte, linguistic training. m:tch of th<: Holoc.:'lust, cha1 0 11ly a fo rm 1d:1blc Jewish scar<: c.:'ln 

shc:hc:r !lnd m:tny muf(: .sc rv1ce.s that t he s r.-.1c: fo iJs to sc:curc: for secure t he: nghti- oi J c:w$ as equals in rhc world .. h ii- for thii- hist· 

1hcm . oricl\I truth, sv go-c:s tht.: n:Lrr<&ti\'C. 1h l'11 l .sr<&cl ill mo raUy jusci6cd tu 

S ince 20 12. chc 'l'ln tl'lgonistic bt<1eli crc:; tm «.:nr v ( '1'1.Sylum 

gu:t.rd i•s Jewishness; refusing IQ be sw:ayed by :a hum11n rights di· 

scourse and UN Con\•ennons 1h111 dem:1nd a mot'e 1nduswc: :appto · 

scck«.:rs h<&s r«.::1ch«.:d ni;w hcighu . Purm:tlly. chc h~''«.:rnmcnt 1>iuscd :tc:h tVW:'lrds non ·Jc:wi.sh m1gran 1s !lnd !l!i~1lum sec:kc:ri-. 

1hc "l)rt'\' t'Otion o f lo filcr:tcion Law·• ch:tt allows for chc: :.ldm iniscr:t· 

11\' C: de1c:nnon of up co chrc:e yc:tts for rhosc who ct'oss the border While chert: h:1V<: b<:e11 some: sct':tccgtc g:ains in pressing 

frvm Egypt. t>ubljdy, se\1 c rnJ polincJ:tni- h:'lve unkash(.'d :'I vc:rm 1· the: mor;t) obligat.ivn of Jc:ws, :'Ind hr ex1c:ni-1on uf rhc Jc-wish Mate, 

nous rh«.:turici;l <&tt::ic:k !1g::ijnu :;sylum sc«.:keu. r«.:ferring to them <&S tow ::ird s th1>S c.: whv csc:1p«.: pct$cc:utio n . it ill imponanr tu no te th«.: 

c:rimin:tls . hc<&hh h::il.i1rd s. security risks l\nd. in the w vrd.s v ( one: 0 ' '«.:rl\11 &ailutc v ( l\ h uml\n rightt1 discouuc <&nd h uml\nj rn,rfan cvm• 

i\lJl Crom the ruling Likud party. i\liri Rcge'' • :t.S " :t. c ancer in QI.Ir 

body." T his hosrik :tppt'o:ach has sci rhc s1:.lgc: fot' :to incrc:asing 

number of v1olc:nt and r:cc: ist incidc:nri- in which Ism.di c:irizc:ni- bc:t1 

u1> :\ fric.:'ln .:'ISylum sct.:kertt o n the $erect . thccw b ricks in tu .shops 

-;'Ind b:aK 1ha1 :t.re :lSS•Jei:t.ted \Vith -;'!Sylum seeketS, and -;'II one p1Jin1. 

t:\' C'O set on fir<.: wirh Moloco\• bon k s -;'I I\ :tsylum sec k<:r's house ill 

S outh T d 1\ v1v rh:t t w11s fu nctioning :ts a crCch<.: fo r llS)' lum 

$C:<:kc:rs' child re n. 

C ivil·SOCIN)' :tc:avisrs h:tvc: bee n rc: lc:ntlc:i-slr erring to c:hal· 

lc:ngc: the :tnt.-.gonii-1 lsr-ldj irc::ttmenr uf asrlum i-eekcrs. NGOi-. 

together with some <&C:!1dcmic: sthofocs <&nd pri\''l'l tc l::iwrccs. c:'l'ltrr 

1he l111g when i• CQmes h) lighting f1Jr :t.n l srudi llSylum pl)licy thllt 

is in hn<: wi1h h um:an righrs s ra nd:ards :ind in1er11:tcion:tl con\' C'OI· 

ions. Fur c:x.:tmp k , in 2013 .scvc:ral Cl\'il -i-oc:ictr ac1i\1 ii-ts :lppe:llc:d to 

1h«.: lsri;cli High Cvurt l\g:1inst th«.: legitlity .,r the " l>rt:,•cntion uf 

lnlihrat ion L:aw ." whic h w:i.s then re\'Qked by the CQl.lr« llS being 

"uncons1i1u 1il)nal" :t.nd in vil)l:tlil)n Q( l srud 's Basic L~w: Hum-;'ln 

D ign ity and P:rt:c:dom. l n :tddirion, N GO s h:ave bcc:n mobilizing a 

passiiJn «•> reS1Jh•e 1he c risis I)( :1.sylum seekers in l srud. It is pa•ent 

1h:t1 in 1he lst':tc:li domin.:'11\C s r:ttc d iscourse, :t global human righ1s 

r<:gime is cunsidcr<:d 10 be: mun 1:'IJJy c xclusi\'e w ith rhc Zionjst 

c nc«.:rprisc o ( :;n c th n1>· rdigious stiue whusc roisfJn d'r"Jrt is ti> securi: 

the rig.hrs I) ( Jewish · l srudi eiiizens. 

S ince Dece m ber 2013, thQUS:tnds •)f 1\frie:tn llSylum 

seekers h:t.\'e 12ken ti) 1he m:t.in Slree rs -;'Ind squ11rcs in Td·Avi\• -;'Ind 

.krusakm to pro1<:st their inhum ane: crc:tt1U<:llC by rhe gove rnm ent. 

The.sc dcmoni-1ration s of poliuc::'IJ coni-c1oui-ness :'Ind :'lc:riv1sm :'If<: :'I 

powerful muvc that comes mu i-tlr o ur uf dcsp:tu :tnd d 1s iJJui-1on 

with 1h«.: fi;ilurc uf h um:1,n cight.s l!1w to r«.:solvc 1hcir h um:;njt<&rian 

c risis. 
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