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Entryism, mimicry and victimhood work: the adoption of
human rights discourse by right-wing groups in Israel
Ron Dudai

Martin Buber Society of Fellows, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Jerusalem, Israel

ABSTRACT
While human rights have traditionally been seen mainly as a tool
used by underprivileged or disadvantaged groups for progressive
causes, they are increasingly being deployed, across the world, by
conservative and illiberal civil society groups. Using the case study
of the recent adoption of human rights discourse by some right-
wing groups in Israel, and utilising social movements literature,
this article seeks to analyse how and to what ends human rights
are adopted by such actors. It develops an analytical classification
of methods and aims of engagement with human rights by these
groups, identifying three forms of engagement with the human
rights field: entrysm: human rights as disguise for pro-state
propaganda; mimicry: human rights as law-enforcement; and
victimhood work: human rights as claiming underdog status.
Using these tactics, actors from the Israeli right-wing camp have
managed to add engagement with human rights to its ‘repertoire
of contention’ in order to advance an array of interests, without,
at least for now, modifying their ideological tenets.
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Introduction

The concept of human rights – as an ideal and as an organising principle for mobilisation
– has been facing serious challenges in recent years, leading some notable commentators
to ask ‘can human rights survive?’,1 ‘is the age of human rights over?’,2 or to predict ‘the
endtimes of human rights’.3 Among the commonly identified weaknesses one can note for
example the erosion of civil liberties in the post 9/11 world, the failure to protect civilian
populations in Syria and elsewhere, the slow progress of the International Criminal Court
(ICC), or the ever-increasing gap between international human rights law and reality.4 Yet
another kind of fundamental challenge to human rights comes not from its perceived
weakness but from what could appear to be an unintended consequence of its success:
the adoption of human rights discourses by reactionary, conservative and illiberal groups.

Examples of this trend abound from across the world. The English Defence League
(EDL), an extremist Islamophobic British organisation, defined itself as a human rights
organisation and used human rights language to protest authorities’ actions against it5;
white supremacists in the United States borrow slogans from the civil rights movement
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and phrase their claims in rights language6; in Northern Ireland, Unionist and Loyalist
groups have increasingly used human rights rhetoric to justify practices such as their
often-violent parades through Catholic neighbourhoods7; in North America, backlash
resistance to First Nations rights has been couched in human rights terms8; opposition
to gay rights in Sweden has been articulated through human rights principles9; human
rights arguments are used to back up restrictive and often racist immigration policies in
Europe10; in South America, conservative right-wing elites started using discourses and
protest strategies previously used by left-wing human rights movements.11 While
human rights have traditionally been seen as a tool used for progressive causes by under-
privileged, marginalised, disadvantaged groups,12 these examples illustrate that they are
also increasingly being used by powerful actors for reactionary or conservative causes, a
phenomenon which could have far-reaching consequences for the way human rights
are understood and mobilised.13

This trend can lead to several normative questions and assessments, for example
whether the claims of these and similar actors are actually compatible with human
rights norms and laws, whether their utilisation of human rights discourse is legitimate
or justifiable, or whether this trend would ultimately benefit or harm the struggle for
human rights protection. This article – part of a broader project exploring the causes,
forms, functions and consequences of the adoption of human rights by right-wing
groups in several countries – mostly eschews such normative discussions. Instead, it
focuses at this stage on explaining how and why such ‘newcomer’ actors use and
engage with human rights. The analysis is therefore grounded in a social movements per-
spective, which aims to understand how and why actors choose and deploy particular
forms of protest and advocacy.14 It forms part of the emerging body of social movements
studies on ‘counter-movements’15 and on conservative and right-wing social movements,
a relatively new trend in a field traditionally occupied with progressive social movements
such as the civil rights, feminist or labour rights movements.16 The research is also
oriented in a perspective of ‘human rights practice’, a sociologically-based lens which
focuses on how actors operationalise, perceive, advocate for and engage with the idea of
human rights.17 This perspective views human rights through action: not debating the
veracity and applicability of rights as norms, and instead asking ‘what people actually
do with human rights in specific fields of political contestation’,18 and ‘where and how
human rights concepts and institutions are produced’.19

This article explores these questions using the case study of the recent adoption of
human rights discourse and practices by some contemporary right-wing groups in
Israel. It develops an analytical classification of the deployment of human rights by
such groups, through identifying and analysing different sets of forms, aims and political
orientations, resulting in three heuristic categories. The first, termed entryism: human
rights as disguise for pro-state propaganda, involves pro-state actors which manipulatively
infiltrate the human rights field in order to affect it from within, with the aim of protecting
the government from criticism. The second, termed mimicry: human rights as law-enfor-
cement, involves actors frustrated by what they see as the authorities’ failure to fully exer-
cise their powers against disadvantaged groups, and which emulate the practices of their
opponent human rights movements with the aim of pressurising the state. The third cat-
egory, victimhood work: human rights as claiming underdog status, involves the use of
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human rights by oppositional right-wing actors which are hostile to the state, and aim to
portray themselves as victims and underdogs.20

It is important to clarify that these heuristic categories are not mutually exclusive and
may overlap in practice across the right-wing spectrum. Yet each of them is most closely
tied to one of the distinct political orientations and aims identified: entryism is most
obvious in the context of pro-state groups seeking the trappings of respectability
human rights entails for their advocacy towards mainly international audiences and
forums; mimicry is most prominent in the context of groups challenging the state in con-
stitutional litigation and domestic political lobbying; while victimhood work is most
immediately evident in the context of groups more confrontational towards the state.

After a brief background on the Israeli right-wing and human rights, the remainder of
the article explores and analyses each of these categories in turn, while the concluding
section recaps and considers some future directions.

Israeli right-wing groups and human rights

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict ‘occupies a special niche in the story of human rights’,21

and given its prominence in world affairs and the special role of human rights in it, it pro-
vides a rich and adequate case study. From the late 1980s a plethora of Israeli human rights
groups have been operating to protest, through local and international advocacy, docu-
mentation and litigation, Israeli violations of Palestinian human rights in the Occupied
Territories.22 These groups have come to occupy a prominent role in Israel’s political
culture, and, at least in recent decades, the term ‘human rights’ has become associated
in Israel almost completely with the anti-occupation cause. However, in recent years, in
a sharp break from their practice till then, groups from the Israeli right-wing – which sup-
ports the Occupation and its related policies23 – have also begun to deploy human rights
rhetoric and attempt, in the words of Yoaz Hendel, one of the most prominent spokesper-
sons of this trend, to ‘break the Left’s monopoly over human rights’.24 As will be detailed
below, Israeli right-wing groups such as Blue & White Human Rights, The Legal Forum
for the Land of Israel, Israeli Law Center, Honenu, Regavim and others have used human
rights rhetoric and practices to articulate and pursue their claims. This trend has been
unexpected for several reasons.

First, not only is Israel the more powerful side in its conflict with the Palestinians, the
right-wing has been the dominant force in Israeli politics in past years; if human rights are
the tool of the weak to challenge power, its recent deployment by Israeli right-wing actors
is at the very least not an obvious step. Second, the Israeli right-wing ideology has been
rooted in particularistic discourses of nationalism and religion,25 and hostile to universal
systems such as human rights. Third, the settlers movement’s ethos is one of extra-legal
‘facts on the ground’, drawing its tradition and inspiration from pre-state Zionist settle-
ment activities, an ethos which is hostile to legal discourse and to tactics such as appealing
to courts, and based on disregard to the law while concentrating on actions on the
ground.26 Even more pertinently, the Israeli right-wing has immense hostility to the inter-
national community, the United Nations (UN) and international organisations, views
them as anti-Israeli, and treats the international human rights community with deep con-
tempt. Moreover, in the last decade or so the Israeli right-wing (including both the gov-
ernment and non-governmental actors) has single out Israeli human rights organisations
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as its most despised enemy, dedicating huge resources and energy to attacking them as
dangerous ‘traitors’, using means ranging from bills and legislation targeting human
rights non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to incitement, detentions and violence.27

In short, the adoption of human rights rhetoric by even some actors within the Israeli
right-wing is unexpected.

Commentators broadly associated with the Israeli left-wing human rights camp have
responded with various normative assessments to aspects of this trend: Fuchs argues
that at least in some conditions this should be welcomed by those opposing the occu-
pation, and that indeed the Left has no monopoly on human rights28; Iczkovits treated
it as a dangerous development, whose aim is to prolong the occupation29; while for Per-
ugini and Gordon the ability of right-wing groups to appropriate the human rights dis-
course demonstrates the weakness and hollowness of the very idea of human rights, at
least in its common contemporary formulations.30 Yet, as explained above, in order to
assess the normative basis and predict the consequences of this trend there is a need to
first unpack it and understand the various ways in which right-wing groups employ it:
to ask what they actually do with human rights.

Entryism: human rights as disguise for pro-state propaganda

While the essence of human rights activity is usually a critique of state policies, the organ-
isations analysed in this section deploy human rights discourses and practices with the aim
of aiding their own government. These groups, such as Blue & White Human Rights
(BWHR), Israel Law Center,31 and NGO Monitor, employ rhetoric which foregrounds
human rights, and engage in activities which are common in paradigmatic NGO
human rights advocacy, such as submitting ‘shadow reports’ to the UN human rights
system, but do so in order to support – rather than criticise – Israel’s human rights record.

The phenomenon of government-aligned groups masquerading as independent civil
society actors has long been identified in the literature, often described using the label
GONGO – government organised non-governmental organisations,32 and at times by
concepts such as ‘state marionettes’ or ‘phantom organizations’.33 Such groups are most
often established, organised or supported by repressive or non-democratic regimes,
which seek to present to the international community a false image of a free and
vibrant civil society, to channel societal protest into safe outlets, or to deepen their moni-
toring and control of the realm of civil society. While sharing important attributes,
especially by being government-aligned in terms of their goals, the groups described
here also differ from the typical GONGO. Operating in a context where genuine civil
society human rights activity is vibrant and relatively free, the main issue at stake is not
whether there are furtive links between the government and these groups, but rather
their decision to deploy human rights rhetoric and practices.

When BWHR was established by Yoaz Hendel,34 its mission was described as ‘reclaim-
ing human rights for the Right’.35 Im Tirzu, a right-wing group which rose to prominence
due to its vitriolic attacks against human rights groups,36 began holding events to com-
memorate Human Rights Day and to take part in the human rights march in Tel-Aviv
mainly made up of groups associated with the left.37 Groups including Israel Law
Center, BWHR, Regavim and others held ‘The Zionist Assembly for Human Rights’ on
Human Rights Day, with the statement – ‘human rights are not owned by radical
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organisations, Zionism is the leader of human rights’.38 A claim to be part of the field on
par with other human rights NGOs, to have a ‘seat at the table’, is palpable: as illustrated by
the satisfaction BWHR expressed at being included at a Hebrew University roundtable of
human rights NGOs, alongside their adversaries.39 All these suggest both symbolic and
practical efforts to subversively enter a discursive and practical field, which has been cus-
tomarily alien and indeed hostile from the perspective of these groups, in order to shift its
meaning and direction. There are elements of social movements’ tactics of ‘infiltration’
and ‘reclaiming’ here; such tactics involve the use of accepted labels in order to disrupt
and re-signify them, boundary-crossing and seizing control of symbols which were exclu-
sive and reclaiming them to endow them with new meaning40: ‘occupying a space that’s
not supposed to be yours’.41 Yet the term that perhaps most usefully captures this trend
is ‘entryism’.

Entryism is a political tactic of joining a rival organisational field in order to disrupt its
operations, sow discontent, manipulate decision-making, and introduce and normalise
alternative ideologies.42 The term is often associated with a Trotskyist tactic of infiltrating
larger and more moderate political parties without commitment to their ideology and
values in order to change them from within,43 though has been applied also in relation
to different types of cases.44 Over the past 20 years or so, the settlers’ camp has been
employing forms of ‘penetration’ of the state’s establishment and centres of power and
influence in Israeli society which have been traditionally occupied by the ‘old’ Labour-
affiliated elite: making concentrated efforts to have its members and supporters enter pos-
itions in the civil service, the higher echelons of the army, police and security service, the
media, and academia.45 These centres of power have been traditionally treated with hos-
tility and frustration by the settlers, but following the mid-1990s Oslo process and
especially since the 2005 Israeli disengagement from Gaza this approach has been comple-
mented by the goal of occupying them from within.46 I argue that a similar shift is taking
place in relation to the human rights field, where, in particular, some right-wing groups
aim to enter the field in order to undermine their opponents’ status as the exclusive speak-
ers on behalf of ‘human rights’. Handel, founder of BWHR, stated the rational of entering
the human rights field candidly: ‘the aim is to be present in the same field which has been
deserted [by the right-wing] […] if you’re not present in the human rights discourse you
do not exist’.47 Similarly, Eyal, founder of the Legal Forum for the Land of Israel, explained
the move into the legal human rights field by saying ‘in the field in which you play you will
sometimes lose and sometimes win. In the field in which you are not present you will
always lose.’48

Entering the human rights field allows right-wing groups to perform several functions
which can be pursued most effectively only from within the camp. The first and perhaps
clearest such function is protecting Israel’s image and human rights record through enga-
ging from within with the UN human rights system, as well as other less formal forums for
international human rights debate. The illustrative example is the decision of NGO
Monitor, perhaps the staunchest critic of the UN human rights system,49 to formally
join the very system it had decried as biased beyond the pale. In 2013 NGO Monitor
applied for and received a ‘consultative status’ in the UN’s Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC). This status, at times hard to obtain, allows human rights NGOs to
take part in deliberations in bodies such as the UN’s Human Rights Council; for NGO
Monitor, it facilitated the organisation’s interventions in such bodies since then, all of
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which were aimed at protecting rather than criticising Israel’s human rights record.50 The
goal of such pro-state entryism can be demonstrated most powerfully by NGO Monitor’s
recent practice of submitting ‘shadow reports’ to the UN human rights system. Shadow
reports are among the most common and important tools of human rights NGOs:
while governments submit their formal reports to UN human rights monitoring bodies,
obviously seeking to portray a positive image, the practice of shadow reporting allows
human rights NGOs to bring to the attention of these bodies independent and less flatter-
ing information and interpretation.51 Israel’s human rights NGOs often make use of this
tool. NGO Monitor’s shadow reports however contain nothing but positive information
about Israel,52 not seeking in any way to question Israel’s formal submissions. In effect,
they provide shadowing not to the state’s reports but to those of the other NGOs.

Other efforts similarly target in a defensive way the relevant international public
opinion in relation to Israel’s human rights record. For example, three of the most effective
tools used by Israel’s human rights organisations to affect international circles in recent
years have been the dissemination of soldiers’ testimonies on human rights abuses, col-
lected by organisations such as Breaking the Silence; the hosting of human rights-
minded delegations and groups from abroad; and attempting to influence international
experts in human rights law and international humanitarian law. These and other
similar efforts have been strongly criticised by right-wing actors, among others on the
ground that advocacy abroad or to non-Israeli audiences is illegitimate.53 Yet the right-
wing groups discussed here have entered this field of activity as well: BWHR collected
testimonies from Israeli soldiers on the positive moral behaviour of the Israeli army
and disseminated them abroad to ‘protect Israel’s image’54; the organisation, as well as
the Israeli Law Center (ILC), places a premium on hosting delegations from abroad to
discuss Israel’s human rights record and present different arguments and images than
such delegations usually hear55; NGO Monitor and Israel law Center hold conferences
on international law and human rights. All of these are motivated by defending Israel,
but doing it from within the field, while ostensibly adopting its rhetoric, practices and
points of reference, with the aim of altering it from within. For example, NGO Monitor
issued what it termed ‘Best Practices for Human Rights and Humanitarian NGO Fact-
Finding’, a title which would look fitting in any genuine human rights circle, disguising
its sole ambition to undermine the authority of independent human rights fact-finding.56

The entryism to the human rights field is also used to facilitate a critique of the Pales-
tinian Authority and Hamas. Thus ILC has submitted to the ICC prosecutor several com-
plaints against Palestinians, including leaders of Hamas and the PLO (Palestinian
Liberation Organisation). While the heading of their press release reads: ‘Israeli Civil
Rights Center Files War Crimes Complaints in the International Criminal Court’,57 a
statement which, like others cited above, would fit any genuine human rights campaign,
the ILC has been clear that its main motivation is to deter the Palestinian Authority from
approaching the ICC against Israel. The ILC director framed the goal of its ICC complaint
efforts as ‘legal defense for the IDF [Israel Defence Force – The Israeli Military]’, rather
than as gaining accountability or justice, and argued that ‘the only way to defend Israeli
soldiers from international prosecutions is to deter the PA from approaching the ICC,
by threatening thousands of suits against it’.58 While Israel’s official position is to deny
any legitimacy to the ICC, the work of the ILC – a self-declared rights organisation
working putatively from within the field – serves the same interest of defending the
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state. The international litigation against Palestinians is done by ILC because it is more
effective when done by a ‘human rights NGO’ from within the field, and because the
Israeli government itself does not want to engage in international litigation as this
would lead to legitimising the discourse around the ICC.59

These organisations act in practice as ‘proxy actors’60 for the government, based on the
assumption that their message appears more credible coming from NGOs than from the
government, as well as their facilitated status within the human rights field. For example,
Yoaz Handel said explicitly that BWHR collects testimonies on abuses by Palestinians to
assist the image of the state of Israel, because the international community would see it as
more credible coming from human rights NGOs than they would if the government would
have advertised it.61

In the theory of international human rights advocacy, the concept of the ‘boomerang
effect’ has been among the most prominent in explaining how such advocacy works:
local human rights organisations which have limited ability to influence their own govern-
ment turn to the international community, which in turn puts pressure on the local gov-
ernment – a pressure which the government finds harder to resist.62 The intense alarm
with which the Israeli government and right-wing organisations respond to advocacy
abroad by Israeli human rights organisations attests to the potential strength of the boom-
erang effect in the Israeli context. The government’s attempt to curb the work of these
human rights groups63 is one means to limit the potential of the boomerang effect; and
the entryism can be seen as a second, complementary, means. Motivated by understanding
that the human rights field should not be deserted and only attacked from the outside,
these pro-government organisations enter the human rights field in a variation of a
‘hostile takeover’. Rather than simply attacking the legitimacy of the human rights inter-
national system, they seek to enter the field, dilute the voices of their opponents and
subvert the field from within: to place themselves in a position from which they can inter-
cept the human rights boomerang.

Mimicry: human rights as law enforcement

While in the activities described above human rights are deployed by right-wing actors to
shield the state from censure, this section addresses the use of human rights by right-wing
actors who are critical of some state policies. They are motivated by frustration over what
they perceive as the state’s periodic unwillingness to apply its full might against Palesti-
nians and in aid of Jewish settlers, and they use human rights arguments in order to press-
urise the state to activate its legal machinery in their favour.

The balance of power in the Occupied Territories is of course skewed in favour of the
Jewish settlers: the settlements, which are illegal under international law,64 are supported
by Israeli authorities, and even when their construction is illegal under Israel’s own laws
and procedures the authorities often refrain from taking action against them; at the same
time construction by the occupied Palestinian population is effectively prohibited in most
of the area and Palestinians are left with no choice but to build ‘illegally’ and risk demoli-
tion of their structures and displacement.65 Nevertheless, Israeli human rights groups such
as Yesh Din use human rights monitoring and litigation against settlement activity
(especially when violating Israel’s own procedures) and in protection of Palestinian
land rights,66 which, combined with international pressure,67 at times halts some attempts
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of settlement expansion. Such advocacy is grounded in arguments in relation to discrimi-
nation against Palestinians and lack of law enforcement against settlers. Alarmed by these
achievements, some right-wing groups have started to mimic the methods of human rights
organisations, while reversing the roles – claiming, through reporting and litigation, that
the rule of law is not sufficiently enforced against Palestinians, and that the settlers are dis-
criminated against and their human rights violated.

The concept of mimicry has wide resonance, often associated with Bhabha’s analysis of
mimicry as a strategy of colonial power,68 yet in the context of social movements and
organisations the pertinent framework is DiMaggio and Powell’s oft-cited notion of iso-
morphism in organisations.69 One of the mechanisms they identify as leading to iso-
morphism in an organisational field is ‘mimetic isomorphism’: faced with uncertainty,
organisations tend to mimic the practices of peers which they perceive to be successful,
and model their activities on them.70 In the social movements field such mimetic
process can be essentially benign, for example when organisations which share the
same overall ideological orientation mimic the legal tactics, rhetoric and strategies of
other organisations which they perceive to be effective, or when newer organisations
mimic the techniques of more established ones in order to gain legitimacy.71 But in this
context the mimicry of human rights practices and rhetoric by right-wing groups is not
a simple imitation of an admired peer, but mimicry of a hated opponent, combining
attraction and repulsion – a case of ‘mimicking while repudiating’.72 Moreover, it is a
case of powerful actors mimicking weaker progressive groups, a process which Peeples
labelled in a similar context as ‘aggressive mimicry’: appropriating the discourse of a
weaker progressive opponent while in fact fighting against the goals implied in such dis-
course.73 This process is different from ‘norm diffusion’ of human rights74: in mimicry the
dominant function is disruptive, characterised by ‘mischievous imitation’.75

The prime example of human rights mimicry in the context of the Israeli right-wing is
the NGO Regavim, established in 2006 with the goal of fighting against Palestinian build-
ing activity. Regavim frames the issues at stake in its work as ‘questions relating to the rule
of law and human rights’,76 and its activity is explicitly presented as providing a ‘mirror
image’ to the rhetoric and practices of left-wing human rights NGOs.77 As Levinson com-
mented, Regavim’s founder, Bezalel Smotrich – now a member of parliament of the Jewish
Home Party (which is further to the right of the Prime Minister’s Netanyahu Likud Party)
– ‘adopted the human rights discourse and the methods of [left-wing human rights]
NGOs’.78 Like the methods of human rights NGOs such as Yesh Din, Regavim’s work
starts with monitoring Palestinian building activities by field researchers, whose data
are later used in litigation against such building activity. In one illustrative case, for
example, Regavim petitioned the state for the demolition of a school building in the Pales-
tinian village of Beit Sira, which, they argued, was built without adequate permission.79

Such petitions were litigated in dozens of cases, some very high profile – as in the case
of Susya80 – and some which have attracted less media attention.81 In its petitions,
Regavim argues that refraining from demolishing Palestinian buildings built without
permit stands in contradiction to the authorities’ own stated policies,82 and that the
rule of law is harmed by the authorities’ inaction in such cases.83 Regavim’s petitions
were defined by the organisation itself as ‘mirror petitions’ in relation to petitions
against settlement activities by human rights groups.84 Supreme Court Justice Rubinstein,
who heard several of Regavim’s petitions, similarly described such litigation as ‘counter-
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weight’ to traditional human rights litigation from the Left.85 Not only the methods, but
the main anchors of the rhetoric – inadequate law enforcement reflecting discrimination –
are borrowed from human rights NGOs, who have long placed inadequate law enforcement
of settlers and settlements as one of the main foci of their advocacy.86 The mimicry of
human rights rhetoric and practice appears to be motivated by a perception by the right-
wing that the methods of left-wing human rights groups are effective and successful. A
Regavim researcher, for example, spoke with admiration on what he viewed as the effective-
ness of groups such as Yesh Din.87 This follows the pattern of mimetic isomorphism, as
defined above, yet in the context of a powerful side emulating what it perceives to be effective
techniques of a weaker side.88 While the anti-occupation cause has evidently on the whole
been a failure, it is still the case that human rights reporting, advocacy and litigation have
served as a certain check on settlement expansion, a role which has become even more pro-
minent as parliamentary opposition to settlements has become muted. From the perspective
of pro-settlement advocates, such human rights work is therefore seen as effective in the
sense of still limiting settlement expansion – hence the desire to mimic it.

The struggle over land ownership and use has of course long been one of the most
salient and prominent aspects of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the occupation pol-
icies. What is new about Regavim’s work is its use of the discourse and methods of
human rights NGOs – monitoring, report-writing, litigation – as part of the struggle for
settlements. The goals of this effort are not different in any major way from traditional
pro-settlement advocacy. But rather than encouraging Jewish settlement, Regavim
focuses on exerting pressure on the government to block Palestinian building and limit
Palestinian land ownership and use, a strategy of ‘enforcement’ which complements the
traditional methods.89 Instead of the customary settlers’ tools of creating extra-legal
‘facts on the ground’, employing furtive lobbying with the establishment and using
dubious land deals with Palestinians,90 Regavim acts in the open, using the same legal
and public avenues its opponents use. While in practice Regavim acts to ensure that Pales-
tinian building and land usage will not restrict the expansion of settlements and the con-
tinuity between settlement blocks, it frames its advocacy as protecting settlers from
discrimination and violation of their right to equality,91 and argues that the authorities’
inaction against Palestinian building damages the rule of law and democracy.92

The discourse of the ‘human rights of settlers’ has also been deployed to support the
advocacy for applying Israeli law in the Occupied Territories – a move which would be
synonymous with annexation.93 Like similar issues discussed here, the goal itself is not
new: shifting the status of Israel’s control of all or some of the Occupied Territories
from a theoretically temporary military occupation to one resembling annexation has
long been a goal of many on the right-wing. What is new is the use of human rights argu-
mentation to support this goal (rather than, or in addition to, religious, political or military
justifications). This claim rests on the rationale of ‘equal’ application of the law: the alleged
discrimination being between Jewish settlers and Israeli citizens residing within the Green
Line, which, it is claimed, violates the rights of the settlers.94 Commentators, including
Regavim’s founder Smotrich,95 or Orit Strook of the Yesha Human Rights Organization,96

therefore argue that settlers do not enjoy the full range of human rights as compared to
other Israeli citizens.97 This discourse of rights discrimination based on different legal
systems is again a case of mimicry: human rights groups have long reported on the discri-
minatory nature and human rights abuses of Palestinians created by the operation of two
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parallel legal systems in the Occupied Territories – one for Palestinians, the other for set-
tlers.98 Right-wing actors now apply the same ‘two-systems’ framing, with the settlers
(who reside in settlements unlawful under international law) cast as the group whose
rights are violated – vis-à-vis Israelis within the Green Line.

The claim that Jewish settlers – the powerful sector in the Occupied Territories – are in
fact a weak group whose human rights are denied,99 is part of a strategy of ‘reversal’,
common among counter-movements: portraying privileged groups as subject to discrimi-
nation. Such reversal strategies have been used for example by whites in the contemporary
US who argue that they are subject to discrimination by pro-black policies,100 or in the
discourse of the ‘Men’s Rights Movement’ which claims that men are now discriminated
against in relation to women and their rights are violated.101 Such retrograde ‘backlash
activism’ is often expressed in a ‘counter-language of rights’, especially the right to equal-
ity, which enables avoiding overt racism.102 In this case, settlers’ rights-based rhetoric is
aimed at creating what Stevenson et al. term, in the context of Unionists in Northern
Ireland, a ‘pseudo-minority’ status: claiming to be a persecuted and threatened minority
but also retaining the status of the rightfully dominant group.103

Although partly critical of state policies, Regavim and similar groups fit the model of
‘pro-institutional social movements’, which unlike ‘counter-institutional’ movements do
not challenge the basic ideology of the government.104 Their demands ‘fit’ the existing
institutions, which treat them as legitimate.105 While they share ideology, the relationships
between states and counter-movements tend to fluctuate.106 Right-wing groups such as
Regavim can be a thorn in the side of government authorities, limiting their space for dis-
cretion, evasion and ambiguity. Yet the state appears on the whole to react positively to the
Regavim challenge, which allows it to better react to pressure from the left.107 As docu-
mented in other contexts,108 the Israeli case suggests an informal division of labour
between right-wing movements and institutional politics, where extra-parliamentary
groups and political parties facilitate each other and ultimately tend to be synergic.
However, to be effective such actors need to position themselves as outsider ‘advocacy
groups’ fighting a powerful ‘establishment’.109 Regavim and similar groups therefore con-
struct the legal establishment and the NGO community as a powerful opponent against
which they heroically struggle.110

In practice, the human rights discourse adopted by such groups through mimicry of
human rights organisations enables the pro-settler camp to broaden its repertoire of
actions and discourses. Though pro-settlement policies are already being successfully
advanced in recent governments, settlement advocates are still frustrated by the regulations
and limitations which prevent them from achieving their maximalist goals of much wider
settlement activities, hence their strategic use of this additional tool. If litigation by social
movements is usually seen as a counter-hegemonic strategy,111 used by movements when
they cannot win through conventional politics,112 its use by right-wing counter-movements
in this case complements the conventional politics of the Israeli right-wing, providing it with
a broader set of advocacy tools to lobby the government.

Victimhood work: human rights as claiming underdog status

The use of human rights discourse by right-wing actors in this category stems from a pol-
itical orientation which is radical and militant: these groups are more confrontational
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towards state agencies, willing to use or tolerate forms of violence against state actors and
Palestinians, willing to violate the law, and characterised by an anti-establishment stance,
oppositional and hostile to the state. The focus of the use of human rights by this type of
right-wing actor is a practical and symbolic response to actions taken by state authorities –
mainly the police and the criminal justice system – against right-wing activists and settlers
suspected of violence and other unlawful activities, such as attacks against Palestinians,
attacks against Israeli soldiers or police officers, and unlawful acts during demonstrations
and protests.113

This style of deploying human rights is best exemplified by the work of the legal aid
centre Honenu, a high-profile organisation whose lawyers represent militant right-wing
activists and others, the now-idle Yesha Human Rights Organization, established by
Orit Strook (later a member of parliament), and lawyers such as ex-Kakh activist
Itamar Ben-Gvir – all on the radical right of the political spectrum and all employing
human rights rhetoric to substantiate their claims against the state. While there are
elements of mimicry in their work, I argue that the distinctive feature of their advocacy
style is the use of human rights as part of ‘victimhood work’.114 While claims of victim-
hood can be manifested across all political orientations addressed here, they are most pro-
nounced in the case of these militant groups. In practical terms, the more confrontational
(and willing to violate the law) groups are the ones which are going to be subject to action
by police and the justice system, which feeds into victimhood and the underdog narrative;
in ideological terms, groups based on an anti-establishment ethos, which treat state agents
as enemies, are more likely to develop victimhood work in their discourse.

There is of course an extensive literature on victims and human rights, mainly con-
cerned with their rights, needs and often-contested status.115 For current purposes the per-
tinent issue is the ‘politicisation of victimhood’: the political claims-making process in
which purported victimhood is used by movements to produce legitimacy and moral auth-
ority.116 In divided societies typically each side to a conflict amplifies its own victimhood
while denying the other side’s suffering, as part of the struggle over legitimacy and efforts
of self-justification.117 This dynamic of ‘competitive victimhood’118 has been a constant
theme in the Israel-Palestinian conflict, described as ‘the greatest Jewish-Arab rivalry of
all: the competition over who is the aggressor and who the victim, who the overlord
and who the underdog’.119 The phenomenon identified here involves a twist on this cus-
tomary dynamic: efforts by right-wing Israeli activists to present themselves as victims of
Israeli authorities and portray themselves as the underdogs within Israel’s political spec-
trum, rather than in the context of the broader Israeli-Palestinian context. Human rights
discourse functions as one of the main anchors for these victimhood claims.

The genesis of this trend can be traced to the right-wing opposition to the 2005 ‘disen-
gagement’: the decision of the Sharon government to withdraw from the Gaza Strip and
evacuate the Jewish settlements from it, which many among the right-wing camp viewed
as an act of betrayal breaking the pact between the state and the settlers.120 Since the gov-
ernment justified the evacuation plan by security considerations, realpolitik and the inter-
ests of Israel (rather than by moral concerns about the Palestinian population), the pro-
settler camp’s ability to utilise such arguments was limited. It was therefore drawn to
use human rights arguments as a viable discourse which could have traction among
sectors of Israeli public opinion and the establishment.121 The self-presentation of settlers
as victims of expulsion and human rights violations by the state of Israel became a
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prominent feature of the protests.122 In the discourse of many such protestors, settlers
were thus re-branded from their traditional self-presentation as heroic vanguard of the
state, to its persecuted victims. As Shor shows, this was the first time that rhetoric of uni-
versal human rights was voiced systematically (in addition to the traditional particularis-
tic-Jewish morality) in the right-wing anti-withdrawal discourse.123 The prolonged and
ultimately unsuccessful legal battle against disengagement in the Supreme Court, where
right-wing litigants described it as ‘ethnic cleansing’ and as violation of their rights to
dignity, liberty and property, was another context in which the human rights and victim-
hood orientation was expressed.124

An enduring effect of the anti-disengagement protests is the mobilisation of organised
right-wing advocacy and legal aid in response to detentions of right-wing protestors.125

During the protests Honenu began its organised efforts to support and legally represent
right-wing activists, while the Yesha Human Rights Organization focused on documenting
alleged violations by the Israeli police and criminal justice system, both explicitly deploy-
ing human rights language to describe the actions of state agencies against the protes-
tors.126 Such mobilisation has continued since, most notably with the work of Honenu,
a legal-aid centre and self-defined human rights organisation which focuses on providing
free legal aid for right-wing and settler activists suspected of violence against Palestinians
or Israeli security personnel.127 The Honenu network of lawyers see themselves as serving
an ideological cause against the state: Adi Keidar, Honenu’s legal adviser and one of the
most prominent right-wing lawyers, defines their work as a ‘war against the police, the
prosecution service and the courts’.128 Their legal strategy is to advise clients to exercise
their right to remain silent, and to exhaust the judicial system with petitions and
appeals, combined with an aggressive media strategy.129 Alongside these organisations,
the sector of what can be described as right-wing cause lawyers is also flourishing.130

Honenu and other similar actors use rhetoric of ‘human rights violations’ to describe
actions by the police and prosecution service against right-wing activists.131 While
claims that state agencies treat right-wing activists unfairly are not new, the coordinated
organisational effort to protect them, and the use of human rights language in such efforts,
is new and been defined as a strategic shift.132

The adoption of human rights discourse has practical benefits in this context. It con-
tributes to efforts of releasing right-wing detainees, as well as for example gaining monet-
ary compensation – through civil suits – for unjustified arrests and violence.133 As in the
previous sections, for actors in this category the law has been transformed from a merely
negative obstacle to an arena in which the law has positive functions – in protecting acti-
vists, enabling protests, and so on. But no less significantly, the use of human rights is a
central ingredient in these actors’ ‘victimhood work’134: human rights rhetoric is a credible
tool for claiming that one is a victim of the state. Social movements often create images of
victimhood as part of their identity construction, in order to recruit and mobilise new
members and affect the way they are perceived by external audiences.135 Such movements
aim to use and shape the meaning of victimhood in the public sphere in a way which seems
to fit with the time and place,136 leveraging the political currency and emotional capital of
victimhood. In our case, right-wing activists use human rights rhetoric, a language familiar
to Israeli society, in order to claim victimhood as part of their efforts of ‘self-
legitimation’.137
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Right-wing activists have indeed occasionally been victims of human rights violations
by Israeli authorities, for example by the sporadic use of administrative detentions, though
the scope and level of such violations pale in comparison to the use of these and more
extreme methods against Palestinians.138 The advocacy of right-wing actors however is
based on a narrative in which right-wing activists are systematically and politically perse-
cuted by the state and the criminal justice system, arguing that the state uses much harsher
means against them than against Palestinians, and that essentially all attempts to use crim-
inal justice tools against them are part of an organised ideologically-driven campaign.139

The nature and scope of the victimhood emerging from their public rhetoric is therefore
inflated. In order to delegitimise the government and construct it as an enemy, social
movements need to construct a victim identity; using human rights discourse is a useful
tool in constructing such an identity.

The human rights idiom is also an outlet for and reflection of a political, cultural and
social anti-state orientation and ethos among this sector of the Israeli right-wing. While
the founding generation of the settlers’ movement viewed the state as inherently positive
and did not challenge its authority as such when opposing specific policies, a new gener-
ation of radical activists, especially after the disengagement, tends to view the state as an
obstacle and often as an enemy. Its most radical manifestation is the ‘hilltop youth’ –
young extremist settlers who reject Israel’s establishment and mainstream culture, as
well as the pro-establishment ways of the older leadership of the settlers.140 This camp
has stopped showing deference to the state and disavows cooperation with it, and at
least among parts of it, national sentiments are attached to a future messianic state
rather than to the state of Israel.141 These strong anti-establishment tendencies and alien-
ation from the state find expression in the human rights discourse. If the idiom of human
rights has been associated in Israeli with Palestinians, who view the state as an enemy, its
adoption by these right-wing groups implies that they also see the state as hostile; it is used
to support a self-presentation of a defiant anti-state position, as well as the claim that the
state is against them.

Human rights and victimhood claims are also useful in the struggle over public image
and stigma. Right-wing militants are often perceived by large segments of Israeli society
and the media as unruly, immature and socially and culturally on the fringe of society.
The use of human rights rhetoric can be part of a ‘stigma management strategy’,142 pre-
senting such actors as idealistic political activists rather than violent criminals – as dis-
ciplined, dedicated and mature (as in, for example, keeping silent in interrogation). It
allows capitalising on the perception of innocence and blamelessness produced by por-
trayal as human rights victims and the compassion and empathy created by stories of
suffering.143 Self-construction as victims also enables groups to appeal for support
from other groups which do not share the movement’s ideology.144 All of these func-
tions are crucial given that the majority of Israelis, regardless of their political stance,
oppose violent attacks by settlers,145 and in particular attacks against IDF or police per-
sonnel.146 By deploying human rights discourse and manufactured victimhood these
right-wing actors aim to shift attention from their deeds and move the spotlight from
the suffering of their victims to their own alleged suffering, using ‘the offender’s
claim to be the “real” victim’.147 Indeed, right-wing actors from this category constantly
work at their self-portrayal as the underdogs in Israel’s political constellation: thus
Honenu, for example, argue that the authorities persecute suspects of violence against
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Palestinians while neglect violence against Jews,148 Orit Strook claimed that there is a
left-wing agenda in the judicial system,149 and others argue that the human rights of
settlers are given a biased hearing in the media.150 This type of human rights rhetoric
seems to attempt to generate the ‘underdog effect’: the influence which leads people
to support and sympathise with those who are perceived as disadvantaged.151 To sum
up, for the anti-establishment right-wing there are practical, political and symbolic
benefits from using human rights, most prominently in constructing the narrative of
radical right-wing activists as victims of state persecution, underdogs struggling
against unfair policing and prosecutions.

Conclusions

This article identified and analysed forms of engagement with the human rights field by
right-wing ‘newcomers’ whose ideology is incompatible with universal human rights:
entryism, mimicry and victimhood work. These techniques enable such actors to
pursue their goals: protecting the state from critique through attempts to neutralise the
threat from human rights advocacy by entering its networks and affecting them from
within; putting pressure on the state to activate its law enforcement machinery against dis-
advantaged populations through emulating human rights methods in aggressive mimicry;
and inflating victimhood and claiming underdog status by using human rights rhetoric.
Using the tactics discussed above, actors from the Israeli right-wing camp have
managed to add engagement with human rights to its ‘repertoire of contention’152 in
order to advance an array of interests, without, at least for now, modifying their ideological
tenets. Indeed, these methods serve to mask the ideological gap between these groups and
international human rights norms: entryism facilitates superficial engagement with some
formal aspects of the human rights field (for example, submissions to the UN human
rights system) or its symbols (Human Rights Day) without substantive adherence to its
legal and normative principles; mimicry enables taking on some features of human
rights work (monitoring, litigation) and concepts (rule of law) but in isolation from the
overall political context of structural inequality; using human rights rhetoric as part of vic-
timhood work enables claiming the status of a persecuted underdog, but while ignoring the
more serious victimisation of other groups.153

It is important to note that the analytical parameter which sets apart the groups dis-
cussed here apart from other human rights groups in Israel is not merely their overall
support of the occupation, but the way it is manifested in lack of adherence to the principle
of universal application, which is considered a central foundation of human rights work.
The principle of universality – applying the same standards to all human rights violators
and victims across political or national divides – has been a central tenet in the develop-
ment of the international human rights movement,154 and is used by the UN as a criterion
to distinguish genuine human rights defenders from other advocates.155 While established
Israeli human rights groups such as B’Tselem or the Association for Civil Rights in Israel
condemn human rights violations against both Palestinians and against settlers,156 right-
wing groups such as Honenu, Regavim or NGOMonitor, and high-profile lawyers such as
Ben-Gvir, refrain from condemning authorities’ violations of the rights of Palestinians or
Israeli left-wing activists,157 and often even actively call on the government to restrict their
rights.158
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To be sure, any group can self-define itself as a human rights organisation; there is no
licensing authority which can bar groups from using this definition or deploying such
rhetoric.159 Yet the pertinent question is whether maintaining the internal contradiction
between appealing to human rights language and forums yet without accepting the prin-
ciple of universality of human rights would remain sustainable over time. While space
does not allow fully developing this question here, I will conclude by offering three
brief observations regarding public reception of these groups, their potential to undergo
changes, and the potential of cooperation with established human rights groups.

The first key issue is whether rights claims are seen as legitimate, intelligible and per-
suasive by both officials and public audiences.160 In other words, this is not a question of
normative evaluation as such but of public reception – whether the claim of a group that it
engages in human rights advocacy is taken seriously in the political, social and cultural
realms. This would depend on the way such groups are treated by other actors: the
media, universities and think-tanks, other NGOs, international human rights arenas,
the judicial system, parliament committees, government ministries and so on. While
these do not serve as formal regulatory authorities, they can act as informal gate-
keepers – a contested status as human rights groups can be determined by the way the
media report on such groups, whether or not they are invited as human rights groups
to parliament discussions or debates in universities, and so on. While the current research
focused on how and to what ends human rights are adopted by such groups, future
research could attend to this question of reception: identifying the factors that lead, in par-
ticular contexts, to societal and political acceptance or rejection of such groups’ self-defi-
nition as human rights defenders.

Another important avenue for subsequent research involves identifying the potential
long-term consequences of this trend for right-wing actors themselves. It is important
to view the ways in which these actors adopt human rights as potentially dynamic
rather than static, and therefore assess whether, whatever their initial intentions, a tactical,
superficial, adoption of human rights can ultimately lead to shifts in positions and practice
resulting in a more substantive adoption of principles and at least some recognition of the
universality of human rights. Risse and Sikkink famously suggested that states often begin
using human rights in an insincere, superficial way, but end up being caught in a ‘spiral’
dynamic which leads them ultimately to internalise human rights norms.161 McEvoy
suggested similarly that an armed opposition group can initially appeal to rights as a tac-
tical protective step but end up adopting the principles of human rights and the rule of law
in a more comprehensive manner, as it is difficult to remain unaffected by engagement
with human rights.162 These and other models suggest the potential that initial tactical
engagement with human rights could eventually lead to deeper ideological modification.
Though in the Israeli case this type of change has thus far not materialised, it may be
different in a longer time-frame: further work is needed to fully assess the potential for
some transformation and what factors can be conducive to facilitate it.

In this context, one possible, albeit limited, avenue is the potential for some forms of
cooperation or ad hoc coalitions between these right-wing groups and the established
human rights groups. Social movements literature has identified types of such ‘unlikely
alliances’: the cooperation between ‘strange bedfellows’ on particular issues.163 These at
times result in ‘collaborative adversarial movements’, for example the cooperation
between anti-pornography feminists and conservatives.164 In our context, somewhat
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ironically the potential of adversarial collaboration seems highest between established
human rights groups and those whose ideology is furthest from them: the militant opposi-
tional right-wing actors, covered in the previous section. Their shared critique of some
police and criminal justice policies could perhaps form a basis for limited joint activities,
which could ultimately benefit both right-wing and left-wing protestors, both Israelis and
Palestinians.165 If the adoption of human rights rhetoric by illiberal groups to further
advance their interests is an unintended consequence of progressive human rights acti-
vism, the possibility that the deployment of human rights by illiberal groups would end
up benefitting also the very populations they oppose could be another unintended
ironic twist.
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