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JOURNAL OF PALESTINE STUDIES

Palestine Comes to Paris: The Global Sixties and the Making 
of a Universal Cause

Yoav Di-Capua

ABSTRACT
In the early 1960s, Israeli diplomats based in Paris noted that student life 
there had become political in new ways that threatened to undermine 
Israel’s image and standing in the public mind. In an effort to understand 
the growing international student body and its nine thousand well- 
integrated Arab students, the embassy asked Israeli students to spy on 
their colleagues and submit detailed reports about their political associa-
tions, thoughts, opinions, connections, whereabouts, and much else. Using 
the reports and other auxiliary material that the Israeli diplomats collected, 
this article examines the formation process of a unique, student-led intel-
lectual and political ecosystem. Specifically, it shows how, in tandem with 
the rise of the New Arab Left and other transnational student collabora-
tions, the Palestinian question grew from a marginal and marginalized 
issue to a major cause that was deeply entwined with other contempora-
neous causes of universal resonance, such as those of South Africa, 
Rhodesia, and Algeria.

In March 1967, a particularly disconcerting period of military escalation and war of words 
in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict, a senior Israeli diplomat in Paris cabled his bosses: 
“For the past three years we have been alerting you to the danger of Arab student propaganda 
in Europe…. Unfortunately, nothing has been done.”1 The diplomat’s frustration was born of 
the fact that the state seemed oblivious to what the embassy had repeatedly indicated was a 
serious menace to Israel’s standing in France. At stake was not simply propaganda. Israeli 
diplomats in Paris knew the public relations game well and were quite used to getting their 
message across. But sometime in the early 1960s, they noticed that the Israeli perspective was 
no longer swaying young people even though it continued to prevail in the high places that 
mattered, and the establishment was certainly still listening. The problem was that young 
people in France had begun generating a new type of political knowledge about the world—one 
that circulated in the informal subterranean scene of students’ clubs, dormitories, seminar 
rooms, and, most critically, in the free speech marketplace of cafés. In all of these places, 
students were talking differently, and in a more worldly and universal fashion about politics, 
economics, justice, and race—and also about Palestine.

The constant need to explain, defend, and promote Zionism at every turn was, in and of 
itself, nothing new. Israel’s professional diplomats were adept at navigating the ins and outs 
of polemics, the politics of shaping public opinion, and the tortuous labor of cultivating jour-
nalists, politicians, community leaders, and other power brokers. They also experienced dif-
ficulties and did not expect everything to always go their way. But the issue of the new student 
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forums was different. The presence of tens of thousands of students from across the postco-
lonial world, and of about nine thousand eloquent Arab students who mingled and interacted 
with them, slowly, yet unequivocally, ushered in a radical change in Paris’s grassroots political 
ecosystem and in Israel’s standing in French public opinion.2 Viewed from the perspective of 
the Israeli embassy, the nature of this change was alarming, both organizationally and intel-
lectually, since the students formed a new epistemic community whose rules and dynamics 
were unfamiliar. The picture was clear, however: a new form of politically consequential knowl-
edge was being produced from below, its vehicle was the New Left, its subject was universal, 
and its reach was global. Israel’s diplomats were out of the loop.

As they read and listened to alternative sources of information—and, given their inherent 
skepticism of the established and authorized party lines of communists, socialists, and con-
servative liberals—all students, whether European or not, began interpreting the dynamics of 
the Cold War and decolonization through a new conceptual lens. To be sure, standard Marxism 
and socialism were still very influential, but they needed to be salvaged from the clutches of 
Stalinism. Students also felt that the nonmaterialist aspects of colonialism and capitalism, 
which speak of the existential dimensions of the human condition, were not accounted for by 
existing ideologies. Thirsty for “theory,” and seeking to elucidate and politicize such new 
dimensions, students began thinking about their personal as well as collective pasts in new 
terms: those of race, otherness, and the rights of Indigenous people.3

Metropolitan student activism was not a new phenomenon. Michael Goebel’s Anti-Imperial 
Metropolis beautifully captures the 1930s encounter between students arriving in Paris from 
the colonies and the machinery of empire, which, for the first time, became fully visible to 
them.4 This enlightening experience contributed significantly to the rise of several nationalist 
anti-colonial movements that later formed the basis of Third Worldism. Three decades on, 
the student activism of the 1960s was quite different, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Its 
two foundations were global solidarity and intellectual critique. The solidarity was based on 
the Bandung insight that everything is connected; and the critique was an effort to develop 
intellectual tools that could expose these hidden connections. The students embraced philos-
ophy, or what we call today “theory,” as a revolutionary weapon of the first order. Indeed, much 
of the philosophical corpus of today’s postcolonial studies can be traced to this era. Politically 
speaking, in contrast with the still robustly performing colonial imperialism of the 1930s, the 
1960s challenge was to respond to the aftermath of empire and its messy debris.

Since many of them came from the colonies, or former colonies, the 1950s–60s students in 
Paris focused on the ontological experience of what it meant to be young after empire. With 
“otherness” slowly emerging as an important political category, they critically questioned the 
legacies of colonialism, capitalism, and liberalism and their intersection with Cold War politics. 
They traced the impact of such global structures all the way to the level of the neighborhood and 
the factory floor. That perspective was valid not only in their countries of origin but across the 
Southern Hemisphere as a whole, and also in the working-class districts of European inner cities. 
Much to the Israeli diplomats’ dismay, students gathering in smoky Paris cafés and clubs took the 
postcolonial ethical detour via Algeria, Cuba, Rhodesia, and Vietnam to Palestine. It was an easy 
association. Able to view the question of Palestine in an entirely new context, students identified 
with its moral meaning and became skeptical of Zionism’s motives and Israel’s raison d’être.

Evidently, much hung in the balance. Understanding that these students represented the 
next generation of leaders and public-opinion makers who were going to be in charge not only 
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of Europe but also of much of the non-Western world, and especially Africa, the diplomats 
urgently wanted Israel to respond. When the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was slow to do so, 
they took matters into their own hands. In order to discern what Arab students were actually 
talking about and why others listened to them so attentively, the diplomats began paying Israeli 
students to spy on their Arab colleagues and submit detailed reports about their movements, 
associations, and political orientations.

The Israeli students who were asked to inform did not come to France as government agents 
and had not been trained for the task. Their professional interests, like their political affilia-
tions, seem to have been quite diverse. Some were already activists at home and transitioned 
quite smoothly into campus life and student activism in Paris. This was the case for Ya’acov 
Meiron who headed the Israeli Students Association in France and had, from that institutional 
vantage point, good access to other student groups from around the world. But others, like 
Moni Bachar, appear to have been quite indifferent to campus politics. Befitting this patriotic 
generation, all of them, regardless of their personal and political background, were staunch 
Zionists who wished to aid the cause of their country. The modest sums that the embassy 
could afford to pay them was a side benefit.

Filing their reports, the Israeli students quoted at length what they heard in public and 
private conversations taking place in association and union meetings, as well as at clubs, bars, 
cafés and restaurants, and on campuses. They also collected political fliers and manifestos for 
the embassy officials. Occasionally, they were encouraged to forge personal relationships too. 
Since Arab students associated with others from the slowly decolonizing world, the Israeli 
students ended up reporting not only on Arabs but also on Indians, Vietnamese, West Africans, 
and others they came across, putting on the record even personal information.5 They did this 
in various capacities for about three years until the war, after which the program was abruptly 
discontinued due to an unspecified security breach, and the Israeli authorities began regarding 
Arab students as a security, rather than a public opinion, concern.6 In that, Israel mirrored 
the trajectory of the students who went from public-opinion makers and disseminators of 
information about the largely ignored and marginalized reality of the postcolonial world to 
radical actors.

Drawing on these students’ reports, the manifestos and pamphlets that they collected, as 
well as embassy correspondence and other material, this article explores how mid-1960s stu-
dent activism in Paris turned students’ general knowledge of the world toward the consequen-
tial cause of Palestine and into a mainstream concern with robust universal dimensions. Pieced 
together from these declassified documents, the article argues that this unorthodox Israeli 
program shows how the seemingly mundane gatherings of students and their casual political 
talk acquired meaningful international dimensions.

What can a random collection of Israeli espionage reports tell us about student activism in 
Paris? How should we use materials that broadly fall within the definition of the “colonial 
archive” despite some notable differences with its European counterparts? What are the lim-
itations of this archive and what can be salvaged from it? Such questions have preoccupied 
postcolonial studies for quite some time. As one scholar puts it, “There was a time when 
colonial historiography was performed by going to the archives, reading what colonial admin-
istrators had to say about the topic, and writing it down. Later, there was a time when perusing 
those same archives was an extremely suspect, if inevitable, activity that often gave rise to 
bitter comments on the limitations and bias of such documents. Times have changed again.”7 
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This new turn involves turning the table on the colonial archive and reading it as an ethno-
graphic source that can tell us more about the epistemology of the entity that assembled the 
records than about its purported subjects. Ann Stoler led the way with respect to the Dutch 
archive. Using a sharp poststructuralist lens, Stoler has questioned the archive’s cultural 
assumptions and language, thereby calling into question established imperial and colonial 
“truths” about the Netherlands Indies.8

The Israeli archive certainly captures the anxiety, hopes, and political imagination of those 
long-ago Parisian diplomats. As noted below, it also validates the constant fear that Arab 
students had about being under surveillance. Even setting aside the archives of other state 
intelligence services that spied on them, it is clear that the students’ most mundane activities, 
such as a casual bar conversation, were surveilled. Still, while the investigation of colonial and 
state epistemologies does reveal the inner workings of asymmetrical power, it does not, on 
the whole, address the challenges of scholars interested in saying something concrete about 
the daily business of postcolonial life as such. It certainly does not help to uncover the structure 
of student networks in Paris or the kinds of information that traveled in them.

In response to such difficulties, especially within the context of the contemporary Middle 
East, scholars have begun calling for the creation of “alternative” archives that can function 
as a public record separately from colonial archives and outside the purview of the postcolonial 
state that systematically seeks to cover its own tracks. This is a complex process and, for all 
the obvious reasons, it is even more complicated with regard to Palestinian history whose 
records are subject to seizure and destruction, including, of late, the disappearances of previ-
ously declassified Israeli state records about 1948.9 Indeed, regardless of the specific subject 
matter involved, contemporary historians of Palestine have repeatedly raised the problem of 
Palestinian archival representation, examining the history of archival destruction and con-
structing alternative archival sources.10

Assembling alternative archives can be done more easily in relation to intellectual and 
cultural history than to economic or military history.11 While alternative archives can surely 
reveal the transnational intellectual matrix in which the Paris students operated, they have 
objective limitations as regards the inner workings of organizational networks and the ability 
of these to shape political causes. It is these limitations that bring us back full circle to the 
colonial archive, albeit from a new angle.

To overcome the limitations of alternative archives, especially those predicated on oral 
histories, we need to draw on additional archival traditions, such as those pertaining to the 
depository of the East German Stasi service. The Israelis in Paris had no direct state power or 
jurisdiction over the Arab students they followed, unlike the Stasi did with citizens of East 
Germany. Notwithstanding this notable difference, it is worth pursuing this analogy to note 
that while the Stasi archive is a generally poor tool for understanding the interior lives of its 
subjects— their deeper thoughts, fears, loves, and motivations—it is, as historians have realized, 
a strong tool for reconstructing human networks, both functionally and structurally.12 Such 
a tool is also effective for tracing certain modes of intellectual circulation, and it is especially 
helpful in its function as a depository of original source materials such as pamphlets, mani-
festos, letters, photographs, sound recordings, and so on. It is primarily in this sense that I am 
using the Israeli archive of Paris.13

The Israeli diplomats at the Paris embassy called the students they spied on “progressive 
Arabs,” noting that they all spoke about Israel, Zionism, and the Palestinian cause in an entirely 
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new language.14 Today, we recognize them as the harbingers of the New Arab Left and point 
out their worldliness, their intellectually minded bent, their capacity for solidarity, and their 
willingness to cooperate with others by building transnational alliances, which they called 
“fronts” in Arabic (jabha). They were also notable for their deep distrust of Arab regimes, 
state-led ideologies and, toward the end of the 1960s, for their gradual embrace of revolutionary 
armed struggle on behalf of multiple global causes that intersected with that of Palestine.15

Although this kind of ferment was fairly ubiquitous in European university cities, in Paris 
it arose in the context of the Algerian War and several years before the momentous events of 
May 1968. It was there and then that the question of Palestine rapidly transformed into a global 
cause. To say that it happened in the context of decolonization and the rise of violent anti- 
colonial movements is, of course, to state the obvious. Much of that terrain has already been 
covered in several landmark studies.16 Likewise, there is nothing particularly eye-opening 
about stating that this was a transnational endeavor or an episode in the history of the so-called 
global sixties. That perspective is already at least twenty-five years old.

Indeed, by this time academics and activists had already moved away from the emergence 
of nation-states and their quest for self-determination as the exclusive subject matter of history 
and embraced the decentralized language of constellations, entanglements, points of origin, 
hubs, nodes of transmission, creative translation, and other configurations that suggested the 
ever-shifting presence of the global and the transnational. The existence of polyglot epistemic 
communities of meaning making had become familiar. The fact that a Vietnamese student in 
Paris had a drink with a Tunisian student who then had sex with a Cuban, who, the next day, 
participated in a demonstration with an Indian and went to a poetry reading with a fellow 
from Ghana and his girlfriend from Italy, and that all of them spoke about the same things, 
felt similarly about the world, and published about it in their own native languages (yes, this 
is what scholars refer to as the epistemic community) goes with the territory of decolonization 
and is now rightfully taken for granted. In fact, as Nancy Green suggests, it is perhaps time to 
start talking about transnationalism’s limits and about what may lie beyond this other hege-
monic historiography. Several historians suggest that the fetish of identifying and celebrating 
transnational networks has reached a (ridiculous) point of “diminishing returns,” and that it 
is about time to return to a history of “small spaces.”17 But is it really time to move on?

Not just yet. Demystifying transnationalism has its rightful place but, especially in the 
context of Palestinian and Israeli histories that are normally approached as fixed, closed, and 
singular, the language of transnationalism and global history has more to reveal. Since 
Palestinian and Zionist/Israeli histories are, right from the first moment of their tragic encoun-
ter, global, and hence relational in nature, there remains much meaning to extract from those 
realities. Palestine is indeed a small and ever-shrinking space, but nothing in the process of 
its reduction makes much sense without paying close attention to global history. Hence, the 
process by which the Palestinian cause became a mainstream tenet of the New Left (and later 
of the Left as a whole) makes no sense if we do not know whom the students associated with, 
what they argued about, what they read and wrote, and which events they organized and 
attended. Only then can we provide an explanation for the process that enabled the Palestinian 
cause to assume universal dimensions.

The kind of global history we practice today is a method that, to a large degree, was born 
of the experience of decolonization and the global sixties of which Paris was a center. No 
history of an institution, organization, ideology, or a single idea is going to account for the 
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making of the Palestinian cause and no extraordinary biography either—to comprehended it 
is to view it in relation to other histories and causes. And a history of circulation (and trans-
lation) that traces chance encounters, organized efforts, and unlikely associations can begin 
to tell this story.18 Call it a transnational history with a lowercase t. The naive and disorganized 
intelligence that the Israeli students gathered (especially the original sources) is exactly the 
kind of material that allows us to juxtapose Palestinian, Arab, Israeli, French, African, Asian, 
and Latin American histories. By doing so, we can begin to outline the slow inner dynamics 
that shifted knowledge about the world from being free-floating facts into politically conse-
quential ideas, or a cause with universal dimensions.

In addition to conceptualizing the students’ political ecosystem along organizational lines 
that are derived from Félix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze’s ideas about the multiplicity of the 
subject (or, in this case, the cause), this article historicizes the Parisian contribution to the 
making of the Palestinian cause as a universal one. As such, it is not a history of Palestinians 
in Paris, who are otherwise quite absent from the archival record, but that of their seemingly 
abstract cause, which, on many critical occasions, was carried forward by other, non-Pales-
tinian, actors. The making of this cause was integral to the emergence of the New Arab Left 
and the ways in which this movement sought to reconfigure center and periphery, and colony 
and metropole, into a new commitment to universal ethics. This universalism did not look to 
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and did not center on the classic texts of the 
Enlightenment. Its focus was the postcolonial experience and the micropolitics of student life 
in Paris. In this setting, what the Israeli diplomats sensed was the gradual linking of the 
Palestinian cause to a new sense of universalism and the attendant delinking of Zionism 
from it.

Following One Guy

The Israeli students sent to the streets to decode the politics of their fellow students were not 
professionals, and many Arabs avoided them altogether. While individual biographies are 
harder to trace, their reports open a window on the functioning of the student body. The case 
of Egyptian graduate student Aly El-Samman (1929–2017) is an exception in this regard. 
Featured in one of the reports to the embassy, El-Samman was a self-made leader who sought 
to unionize Arab students and amplify their political profile in the service of the Arab, and 
especially the Palestinian, cause. Owing to his prolific organizational activities, as well as his 
willingness to engage intellectually and publicly debate Israeli diplomats like Avraham Tari, 
El-Samman was impossible to ignore. He attracted the attention of French journalists, several 
diplomats, Israeli and Egyptian spies, and eventually Jean-Paul Sartre and his circle. El-Samman 
positioned himself as one of the most vocal advocates of the Palestinian cause who tutored 
Sartre on the region’s history. He met with him for close to a year and coproduced Sartre and 
Simone de Beauvoir’s trip to Egypt, Gaza, and Israel in early 1967. Without El-Samman, Sartre 
would have never made it to the Palestinian refugee camps in Gaza.19 El-Samman’s career as 
a student-activist-journalist-intellectual in Paris is well-documented from outside the Israeli 
archive and thus surpasses its limitations. (El-Samman also made himself available to me for 
an interview shortly before his death in August 2017.) His experience is an example of how a 
young Arab with no prior connections in France emerged as one of the foremost designers 
of, and advocates for, a newly conceptualized Palestinian cause.
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El-Samman arrived in Paris in 1959 to begin work on a PhD dissertation in political science 
at Paris University. His topic of choice was the role of ideology in politics. His neighborhood 
of choice was the Latin Quarter. Cafés and bookstores, in no particular order, were his preferred 
hangouts. Indeed, there was much to read and talk about, and though the various cafés might 
all look the same to a stranger, each venue had something different to offer. In these spaces, 
El-Samman grew close to influential intellectuals, journalists, and even politicians and diplo-
mats. Thus, in addition to Sartre, he befriended Raymond Aron. The two reportedly found 
common ground in a shared distrust of communism and similar ideologies.20 In addition to 
establishing a national union of Arab students in France, El-Samman’s political ascent also 
saw him become a prolific journalist; and later, once the Egyptian state had changed its stance 
from one of open hostility to Egyptian students to one of cooperation, he began working for 
the Egyptian embassy as head of news agency services in Paris. Still, his beginnings in the city 
of lights was nowhere as easy and straightforward as the aftermath might suggest. Indeed, it 
was an experience that speaks volumes about the process of moving through the student 
ecosystem and is hence worth quoting at length.

Keeping busy as a self-appointed community organizer, El-Samman found Arab students 
in Paris to be ideologically polarized and hostile to each other. “To change one’s café,” he notes, 
“would be to change one’s skin.”21 Expanding on this point, he adds:

A sign of the times, the Latin Quarter cafés were divided along ideological lines. One café was 
frequented by Iraqi communists, another by Syrian Baathists, a third by Arab nationalists, and 
a fourth by Egyptians with no interest in politics whatsoever. The ghettoized atmosphere even-
tually got on my nerves. So I started thinking about forming a student union that would focus 
on the Arab cause. As an Egyptian, the first students to organize would be my compatriots….

This had become one of the reasons I enjoyed being in France. Here it was common to create 
associations, syndicates, groups and clubs.22

Indeed, but though such organizing was a major feature of student life, it was easier said 
than done:

As soon as I started talking about the student union, I was informed by the Egyptian Intelligence 
Service that no such association was allowed, in Egypt or abroad, without official authorizations, 
especially by the ruling party in Egypt. I didn’t see the logic. I was neither a government employee 
nor a member of a government subsidized study program, so I felt justified in ignoring these 
objections. As a result, I had endless confrontations with our Intelligence Service in Paris.

Certain branches of Egypt’s Intelligence Service were adept at spreading rumors to smear 
the reputation of ordinary citizens when the “well-being of the state” was in peril, which is what 
they assessed this particular situation to be. So, on the very day that I held a meeting to discuss 
setting up the student union for Egyptians, the word went out that whoever joined me in this 
effort would not get his passport renewed.

This was considered a serious threat, as Egyptian passports had to be renewed every six 
months. It was enough for a member of the Intelligence Service to tell this to four or five people 
for the rumor mill to start turning. By the time we took a vote among the forty people present, 
I got only two votes: my own, and that of my dear friend Dr. Ahmad el Ghandour. The rest 
of the students turned down the idea, not wanting to risk a confrontation with the country’s 
Intelligence Service.23

El-Samman eventually succeeded in establishing a union whose common denominator 
was the Palestinian cause. He collaborated with a broad array of Arab students, especially 
those from North Africa. The students, El-Samman said, functioned in an unsafe environment 
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where spying by several state agencies, including that of France, was an integral part of life. 
By his account, informers were everywhere, and they were not simply outsiders but drawn 
from among the student body itself. In fact, the Egyptian intelligence services insisted that he 
too should become an informer on more than one occasion: “My response,” he writes, “was 
curt. ‘The French police also need that information,’ I said. ‘They already know that it only 
takes 200 Francs to ease the burden of a poor student. For 1,000 Francs they can recruit five 
students—and you can do the same.’”24 El-Samman, along with ten of his friends, confronted 
a fellow student who did become an informer. He tells us that there was a price to pay for such 
a bold confrontation. Indeed, Galal Rageb, one of the ten friends who participated in chal-
lenging the informer, was targeted by the state: “When Galal returned to Cairo shortly there-
after, he was arrested by the military police and imprisoned for three months.”25

El-Samman’s activism landed him in the office of then minister of the interior, Abbas 
Radwan, who summoned him for an interview in Cairo: “When I went to Radwan’s office, he 
beckoned to a huge file on his desk. The file contained information about my activities in 
France. Surely it had reports detailing my ‘refusal to cooperate,’ my ‘night visit’ to the informer, 
perhaps even a suggestion that I was an undercover agent for the French.”26 To prove the 
rumors wrong, the minister asked him to become an Egyptian informer. “I said that I had no 
problem cooperating with the regime if this meant lending political and patriotic assistance 
to my country, but working for the Intelligence Service was out of the question. I explained 
that I couldn’t be an informer, but I was willing to serve my country by countering Israeli 
propaganda. This was something I regarded as a duty. I was neither seeking reward for it, nor 
permission to do it.”27

The activities of Egyptian students in Paris and the unsophisticated and heavy-handed 
response of the Egyptian state, which repeatedly failed to understand the nature of their 
activism but surely feared it, eventually developed into a full-fledged adversarial relationship. 
This resulted in part from the Egyptian embassy’s negative experience with an older generation 
of anti-Nasserist intellectuals such as Anwar ‘Abd al-Malik, Bahgat al-Nadi, and Adel Rif ’at 
(al-Nadi and Rif ’at coauthored several books under the pen name Mahmoud Hussein). From 
El-Samman’s perspective, the embassy’s stance was entirely unwarranted. El-Samman believed 
that a different attitude by the state could result in joint work for the mutual benefit of all 
parties and in service of the Arab cause, and thus sought to break the cycle of confrontation 
and retaliation. The October 1965 visit to Paris by Field Marshall Abd al-Hakim Amer, the 
second most powerful man in Egypt after President Gamal Abdel Nasser, gave him the oppor-
tunity to do so:

A meeting was arranged between Field Marshal Amer and a group of Egyptian students living in 
Europe. The meeting was dominated with discussions about personal freedoms and the system 
of renewing passports, which the regime used as a way of putting pressure on students. One 
young man stood up and said that it wasn’t right for Egyptian passports to need renewal every 
few months. “The French must think that we’re criminals to be treated this way.”

Amer got the point and ordered one of his aides to get the passports of those present in the 
meeting renewed….

The man who was to renew the passports had identified himself as Hassan Kamil, but it was 
a false name. His real name was Hassan Oleish and he was deputy director of Egypt’s General 
Intelligence Service.28
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Despite Egyptian students’ criticism of Nasser’s military intervention in Yemen, the rise 
of an authoritarian bureaucracy (of which the passport saga was an indication), and other 
contentious issues, the relationship between Egyptian students in Paris and the regime 
seems to have eased a little in the aftermath of this meeting, according to the Israelis in 
Paris.29 Over the course of 1966, the Egyptian embassy opened a nicely designed and dec-
orated club with a capacity of up to a hundred people on boulevard Saint-Michel, at the 
heart of the Latin Quarter.30 Failing to beat the students into submission, the Egyptian 
embassy began cooperating with them. Against this backdrop, El-Samman upgraded his 
activities and began working for the embassy as a media consultant, giving the Egyptian 
state an insider view of a grassroots political scene to which Egypt, just like Israel, had no 
real access.

So how telling is El-Samman’s experience? There is no doubt that his adventures as an 
activist as well as his slow transition into mainstream journalism and public politics symbol-
ized the power and possibilities of the student ecosystem as an organic transnational zone. 
While El-Samman was not a radical activist advocating violent revolution, he too distrusted 
official ideologies and ossified party politics. His observation of the Arab student scene as 
one hopelessly divided between the supporters of Nasserism and those of Baathism, as well 
as his efforts to circumvent the two camps, clearly prefigures the rise of the post-1967 New 
Arab Left, which also tried to steer clear of the Nasserist-Baathist split. Of equal importance 
was El-Samman’s emphasis on the centrality of Palestine as a just moral cause and a political 
unifier. Given the adversarial attitude of the Egyptian state toward its students, Palestine was 
not only the safest of causes to espouse, it was also something of an insurance policy. One of 
the most remarkable aspects of El-Samman’s pro-Palestinian activism was his insistence on 
criticizing Zionism while presenting a courageous, articulated, and well-documented (per 
the Israeli students who reported on him and others) position against anti-Semitism. He 
began advocating for a united and progressive front on his own, in the face of much opposition 
from other students. Notwithstanding these difficulties, he persevered, and eventually 
prevailed.31

El-Samman’s career exemplifies key features of the future New Arab Left: independent 
critical engagement, peripheral political vision, an urge to publish the fruits of his thinking 
in multiple venues, willingness to work with people different than himself, and multi-mem-
bership in various unions, associations, and causes. Like others, he distanced himself from 
the politics of the traditional French Left “whose orientation was national, pro-colonial, or 
pro-Moscow.”32 It was critical that activists like El-Samman acted independently and confi-
dently as members of an optimistic postcolonial generation that believed meaningful change 
was within grasp. As an ecumenical figure who eventually dedicated his life to interfaith dialog, 
El-Samman does not shed much light on the decisive association of radicalism and violent 
action on behalf of Palestine and other causes. This transition from “student talk” to “student 
violent action” occurred during the late 1960s and was not a direction that El-Samman found 
to be productive.33 Part of his refusal to embrace armed struggle as a legitimate option was 
probably due to the official Egyptian position against it. But, in light of his later life investment 
in interfaith work, it was also because he had rejected all forms of violence on principle. As 
we know, many others begged to differ.
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Every Cause Needs an Ecosystem

El-Samman’s personal trajectory makes very little sense without serious consideration of the 
metropolitan environment in which he functioned, and which was the immediate context of 
international student life responsible for the making of such activism and such causes. The 
Israeli embassy reports help us understand the structure of this environment. They reveal not 
merely the presence of distinct networks but of the nuanced, modular, and constantly shifting 
traffic inside them. Tracking the whereabouts of Arab students, the reports expose a multi-
linguistic terrain of clubs, unions, associations, action committees, and informal ad hoc gath-
erings in which social and political life intersect and overlap with cultural and political activities 
on and off campus. The multiplicity of students’ affiliations aside, the sheer volume of lectures, 
debates, and direct political work that took place in such venues was enormous. Saturated 
with new knowledge and focused on sweeping radical change that would culminate in universal 
emancipation, this ecosystem facilitated a political carnival whose numerous and overlapping 
events formed something of an informal political calendar. Students, in other words, were 
politically busy.

Many, perhaps even most, students were members of multiple organizations (associations, 
action committees, unions) that, in some fashion of another, evinced interest in Israel. This 
was true, for instance, of a Palestinian student identified only as Abu Zait and of a Lebanese 
Palestinian named as ‘Abd Faraj.34 Yehoshu’a Kriezman, one of the most prolific and enthusi-
astic Israeli students to participate in the embassy spying project, associated with and reported 
on the whereabouts of ‘Abd Faraj; and it was thanks to him and Abu Zait that the Israelis came 
to understand how organizations such as the Association des étudiants musulmans Nord-
Africains and Union générale des étudiants Tunisiens circulated knowledge about Palestine.35 
The reports produced by the embassy provide a glimpse into the process by which strangers 
to Palestine moved from hearing about it to embracing it as a constitutive global cause.

Below is a list of fifteen associations and unions that comprised what was evidently only a 
small part of the international student ecosystem in Paris. The list (which I reproduce as it 
appeared)36 excludes numerous ad hoc action committees, and it is only partial since it was 
restricted to the movements of Arab students and the public endorsement or cosponsorship 
of particular events or manifestos by Arab student organizations. It appears that while some 
of these organizations were stable and permanent, many were short-lived, lasting no longer 
than the academic school year and sometimes even less long, as they merged with others or 
folded. All, at one point or another, developed a stake in the Palestinian cause:

Association des étudiants musulmans Nord-Africains en France
Union nationale des étudiants Marocains
Union nationale des étudiants Algériens
Union nationale des étudiants Tunisiens
Union générale des étudiants Tunisiens
Association des étudiants Libanais en France
Foyer Franco-Libanais
Association des étudiants Arabes en France
Association des étudiants Libanais en France
Association des étudiants Maghrébins
Étudiants socialistes unifiés
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Fédération des étudiants d’Afrique Noire en France
Union des étudiants communistes
Union des étudiants Vietnamiens en France
Étudiants de la R.A.U (République arabe unie)

These forums functioned as an organizational framework for numerous action committees 
on different topics and ad hoc issues such as what they called the Kurdish and Yemenite rev-
olutions. The absence of a defined set of political goals made them all the more flexible, 
enabling them to endorse multiple causes. This, in other words, was an organizational frame-
work that differed from the familiar and rigid world of party politics. For example, on April 
1966, the Fédération des étudiants d’Afrique Noire en France partnered with Palestinian activ-
ists to commemorate the Nakba by establishing 15 May as an African solidarity day with 
Palestinians. This decision was coupled with a shared declaration about Palestinian rights.37 
By entering the word Nakba into the ecosystem’s circulation and linking it with universal 
rights, the Palestinian cause got the kind of exposure that no established metropolitan media 
outlet could or would give it. This is one of the ways that Arab students overcame the mar-
ginalization of Palestinian history.

Why would African students care at all about the Nakba? The ecosystem’s logic was premised 
on the ethical and organizational value of solidarity—the idea that all causes were related and 
that no single cause would succeed unless everyone cared about each cause. Here, we can 
borrow a term from radical feminists of color who speak about the intersectionality of exis-
tential circumstances (race, sex, class, and so forth), which, in response to multiple jeopardies, 
leads to activism that is bound together by the “solidarity of strangers.”38 However, as I will 
suggest below, intersectionality falls short of fully accounting for the making of the Palestinian 
cause, and I turn to Guattari and Deleuze for what I think offers a better understanding of 
this ecosystem. Be that as it may, evidence collected by the Israeli students indeed suggests 
that the solidarity of others propelled the Palestinian cause forward and extended its reach 
beyond Paris to Montpellier, Marseilles, and other areas. Shlomo Gabai, an Israeli medical 
student in Montpellier, reported to the embassy with apparent alarm that Arab efforts were 
especially effective among African students.39

Given their overlapping concerns and preoccupations, students had a full calendar of events 
from which to choose. Each event was paired with a theoretically driven manifesto or decla-
ration that generated universal meaning. Events that were not legible vis-à-vis the horizon of 
universal emancipation, as well as in relation to other events, were not likely to attract attention. 
Some statements were connected to journals with clear agendas such as Jeune Afrique, whose 
editor in chief, Béchir Ben Yahmed, took special interest in the Arab-Israeli conflict, and 
specifically Palestine. I will return to Ben Yahmed later as his changing relations with the 
Israeli embassy are one lens that captures the Palestinian cause’s winning of hearts and minds.

The manifestos collected suggest that some of them circulated on a wide national scale. On 
14 May 1967, Michel Blum of the Jeunesse Communiste Révolutionnaire and his colleague, 
Jean-Pierre Viennot of the Association des Amitiés Franco-Chinoises and the Comité de 
Solidarité à la Révolution Yéménite, published the Manifeste sur le problème Palestinien. In 
this dense seven-page document, the authors’ primary concern is to rethink communism and 
learn from China. The manifesto draws on insights from other accounts and documents that 
championed critical causes elsewhere in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.40 For them, Palestine 
was just another example, one of many, of how the system worked, so to speak.
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Since Blum and Viennot did not possess thorough knowledge of Palestinian and Israeli 
realities, they drew on others to frame Zionism as an imperialist ideology whose incarnation 
in the State of Israel was illegitimate, legally as well as historically. (They described Israel as 
“a national ghetto” and its drive to expand its land base and dislocate the Indigenous inhabi-
tants as “the complete destruction of the regional Palestinian entity.”41) From the point of view 
of the law, they argued, Zionism did not meet the universal threshold of justice. The authors 
of the manifesto distinguished between Jews and Zionists and called for Jewish-Arab fraternity 
as the only way forward to achieve justice in Palestine and beyond. The signatories attributed 
the reactionary status quo in Palestine to U.S. imperialism and to the Soviet Union’s stance. 
Their equally strong condemnation of both parties to the Cold War, as well as the various 
reactionary Arab regimes (such as Jordan’s) for not fighting for the Palestinian cause, reveals 
the kind of political linkages that, in the wake of May 1968, would come to be identified with 
the New Arab Left.42

Israël ou Palestine? was another manifesto that engaged the problem of Palestinian refugees 
and identified the cause of the conflict in the association of Zionism with colonialism, capi-
talism, and imperialism. Cosponsored by no less than ten different associations, this manifesto 
illustrates the reach and popularity of such lines of argumentation.43 In yet another handout, 
Israël - ou l’agression permanente, the students from Étudiants de la R.A.U collected six quotes 
by Zionist icons David Ben-Gurion, Moshe Sharett, and Moshe Dayan that, taken together, 
argue for Zionism’s inherently expansionist and violent nature and its valorization of military 
action. Offering something akin to a quick genealogy of Zionist thought, it concluded with a 
rhetorical question: “Given such evidence, who can doubt that Israel is tantamount to perma-
nent aggression?”44 The lesson they drew from the unstated but obvious answer was that 
resistance against Israel on the model of Algeria’s Front de Libération Nationale was the only 
path to liberation. Here, they mirrored a rather narrow interpretation of Fanonian politics 
(espoused by Sartre and others) that put a premium on armed struggle as the only viable 
strategy for self-emancipation.45 One could of course dismiss such articulations of Zionism 
as profoundly superficial given that the essence of that ideology cannot be distilled from a few 
selective quotes. Indeed, witnessing the slow rise of consequential knowledge, the Israeli dip-
lomats began to notice that, for the most part, the action reports and manifestos they collected 
were devoid of any concrete attention to actual Palestinian or Israeli events, places, and indi-
viduals. There were no facts, per se, but simply moral intervention. Much to their dismay, it 
was an intervention that worked.

Indeed, time and again the reports reveal the degree to which the moral perspective was 
internalized and reproduced by students who came from Africa and Asia, in particular, and 
who did not otherwise know much about Israel.46 They adopted this perspective not because 
they were naive and unsophisticated but because it fit their intimate experience of French 
colonialism in the Far East and of French settler colonialism in Algeria. They were also aware 
of Israel’s collusion with France and Britain in 1956 to scupper Nasser’s challenge to imperi-
alism. And, as the war in Vietnam intensified in the late 1960s, the student ecosystem in Paris 
drew a sharp distinction between reactionary states that supported the U.S. war and progressive 
ones that opposed it. Despite a fierce debate inside Israel, the country was drawing closer to 
the United States. Approaching the problem of Palestine from this perspective, it was very 
clear who were the aggressors and who were the victims. Until that point in time, the politics 
of victimization had leaned heavily toward the Israeli side. However, with the new exploration 
of racism, settler colonialism, “otherness,” and other categories that made up the postcolonial 
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language of the early 1960s and of the student ecosystem, the “victimization balance,” if one 
can call it that, began to shift in favor of the Palestinians. This very slow shift registers how 
the Palestinian cause was linked to universal ethics while Zionism’s position therein was 
eroding or, at the very least, seriously questioned.

In the early 1960s, it is still very difficult to call out this transition, and even today it is 
mostly understood as a post-1967, and especially post-’68, development.47 But notwithstanding 
its many limitations, the embassy material portrays an unmistakable trend. And it is one reason 
for which Israeli diplomats were alarmed by the positive reaction to Maxime Rodinson’s cri-
tique of Israel as a settler-colonial society. Documents show that Rodinson’s ideas were artic-
ulated orally at a public lecture in front of eight hundred Arab students several years before 
he published his influential 1967 essay, “Israël, fait colonial?,” and became one of the most 
outspoken and influential anti-Zionist voices in France.48 Rodinson’s critique undermined the 
cause of Zionism in France but there was not much the Israelis could do about it; having lost 
both of his parents in Auschwitz, he was not an easy target for charges of anti-Semitism, and 
individual efforts to suppress the publication of his work, by Claude Lanzmann for example, 
failed.49

Eventually, such intensive activity affected even those who were neutral or supportive 
toward Israel. Turning back to Ben Yahmed, the founder and editor in chief of the influential 
Jeune Afrique, is instructive here. Founded in Tunisia in 1960, the journal moved to Paris 
where it enjoyed greater journalistic freedom and an eager international audience. One of the 
new generators of alternative global knowledge, Jeune Afrique was widely read, and is to this 
day regarded as one of the most important Pan-African journals of the era. Its Tunisian prov-
enance spoke of the shared experience of Tunisians and West Africans under French colonial-
ism and guaranteed an ongoing interest in the affairs of the Arab lands to the east, including 
serious interest in the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Palestinian cause.50 Indeed, the journal 
sponsored well-attended debates between Israelis and Arabs. Ben Yahmed’s shifting position 
on Israel is a litmus tests for the increased centrality of the Palestinian cause in the global 
sixties.

In July 1966, Ben Yahmed spoke publicly and favorably about Israel’s socialism and its 
capacity to deliver social justice for all. He was still thinking in terms of the 1950s, a time when 
many in Africa saw Israel as a “light unto the nations,” and when political and economic Israeli 
successes on the continent surprised even the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, which began 
using Israel as a front for some of its own operations.51 But now, facing growing opposition 
within his own camp of readers and followers, Ben Yahmed had to confront the view that 
Israel was not a “light unto the nations” but the exact opposite: a bourgeois society in line with 
the global works of both capitalism and imperialism, with settler colonialism as its founding 
logic. In short, Israel was at odds with the ethics of universal emancipation.52 Enlightened by 
his colleagues and sensitive to the rise of an Afro-Arab political imaginary, Ben Yahmed 
stopped championing Israel and gave the embassy the cold shoulder when he reversed his 
decision to visit Israel as an official guest of its government.53

Viewed as a whole, the solidarity that drove Ben Yahmed and plenty of others to champion 
the Palestinian cause was predicated on the realization that in the context of the Cold War 
“everything was connected” and that behind every remote and seemingly insignificant act of 
injustice there lay a hidden system at play. It was a solidarity that hinged on uncovering the 
inner workings of this system. That effort should be understood in light of the relative paucity 
of information about actual events around the globe. This, after all, was a pre-1970s world in 
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permanent conflict, which was almost entirely devoid of nongovernmental and human rights 
organizations and independent journalists.54 If one wanted to know why labor unions in 
Tunisia were on strike, why peasants in Rhodesia revolted, or why and how foreign govern-
ments intervened in the Congo, they had to rely on their own connections, networks, and 
investigative work. They had to construct their own hands-on, knowledge-building enterprise. 
In that regard, Les Temps Modernes was a pioneer and Le Monde diplomatique followed suit 
with more mainstream coverage.55 Later in the 1960s, the radical organ Partisans and its parent 
publishing house, Éditions Maspero, made a point of specializing in high-end international 
theoretical work coupled with hands-on journalism.56 One way or another, there was a tre-
mendous will to find out and theorize what was going on in the far corners of the world and 
this could not have been done without thinkers from the former colonies. It was consequential 
knowledge at its best—the kind of new knowledge that was winning hearts and minds for a 
cluster of causes, of which Palestine was only one.

Arab Students, The New Left, and the Ecosystem

Israeli officials were surprised by the political centrality of the Palestinian cause in late-sixties 
Parisian intellectual circles. They decided to alert the Mossad and share with the agency all 
the relevant reports, as well as the identities of the Israeli students involved in the informa-
tion-gathering project.57 Some officers of the Mossad were already aware of the project; in 
1963, Rafi Eitan, who headed the Mossad station in Paris, worried that student activism would 
eventually lead to violent action and to the targeting of Israeli and Jewish institutions, turning 
Europe into a new front. He had advised his superiors to act against key members of the stu-
dent networks. Citing other priorities, most likely the covert war against German missile 
scientists employed by Egypt, Mossad officials had declined.58 Meanwhile, embassy staff whose 
main concern was French public opinion also began to fear that student activism might have 
concrete security implications.

By early 1966, after three years of amateurish monitoring, the issue of Arab students in 
France was no longer the exclusive business of the embassy in Paris but the preoccupation of 
the entire Ministry of Foreign Affairs and other Israeli state agencies. Unlike European security 
services, which focused on internal national security, the Israelis realized that they needed to 
understand the students’ ecosystem as a distinct transnational subject, and not as a Parisian 
or French problem. Seeking a coordinated response, they decided to cast the net wide and 
map out Arab student networks throughout Europe (and in the United States, too, albeit less 
thoroughly), launching a comprehensive field study of major Western European university 
cities. In May 1966, a draft of the study, detailing the political orientations of the various 
student communities, circulated secretly for the first time. Translated here in full (see appendix), 
it is one of the most important documents to provide quantitative data on Arab students based 
in Europe at the time. Although it contains several historical mistakes, and some of its political 
assessments must be treated with skepticism, it offers the following revelations.

First, mirroring the regional political divisions between Nasserites, Baathists, and anti-Nas-
serites, students were split along sharp ideological and political lines. However, all student 
communities, regardless of political orientation, actively worked to shift public opinion against 
Israel, with Paris being the largest center of such activity. Second, the majority of politically 
active students were enrolled in the humanities. They were the most intellectually skilled and 
politically dynamic elements of the international student ecosystem. Third, most Arab students 
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were financially dependent and therefore vulnerable to political pressure. Since most of them 
were bankrolled by their home governments, the ideological choices they made in terms of 
Arab politics determined their financial wellbeing as well as their legal status. The implications 
of this deeply entwined relationship with the state went far beyond the cause of Palestine—no 
matter what these students read or saw while in Europe, and regardless of their personal 
intellectual and ideological trajectory, most of them were tightly controlled by governments 
that threatened them overtly. The suspicion this international ecosystem and its radical ideas 
aroused among most Arab governments was evident for all to see and fear. In East of the 
Mediterranean, novelist ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif captures the predicament of those who might 
go home and be caught reading the kind of literature students read in Paris: “Oh people of 
Paris, had you brought your books to the eastern shores of the Mediterranean, you would have 
spent the rest of your lives in jail…. [If you visit the East,] be careful not to even think of 
political parties, because every word you utter will be heard by someone who will turn it into 
a conspiracy against the regime. You will pay the price of these words by spending the rest of 
your lives in a desert prison, where you will end up dead of typhoid or tuberculosis.”59 
Unsanctioned talk of freedom could easily cost students their exit visas, their livelihoods, and 
ultimately, upon their return to their countries of origin, their prospects of employment and 
physical freedom. This predicament was also captured in the Israeli students’ reports.

One of those who made a point of meeting Arab students whenever the opportunity arose 
was diplomat Yossef Hadas. Born in Aleppo, Hadas was fluent in Arabic and, unlike other 
Israeli officials who were dismissive or instrumental in their approach, he appears to have had 
enormous respect and even empathy for Syrian and Arab students. It is perhaps not surprising 
to learn that it was Hadas who pushed for the termination of the embassy’s spying program 
and had serious qualms about some of the reports on Arab students in Paris.60 Perhaps out of 
nostalgia for his childhood days, he engaged Arab students directly whenever he had a chance. 
In one instance, he traveled to Strasbourg and held a face-to-face meeting that lasted into the 
early hours of the morning. Reporting back to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he noted the 
students’ “immense sense of curiosity” about Israel and his own surprise at learning that, prior 
to their arrival in France, the Syrian students he met had been avid listeners of the Voice of 
Israel radio station in Arabic. He also referenced their problematic rapport with their respective 
governments and noted how critical they were of restrictions on political freedom in their 
home countries.61

Another report by Israeli student Yehoshu’a Kriezman captured the bind in which Arab 
students found themselves: “The overwhelming majority of Arab students belong to the Left. 
They are very critical of Arab regimes and of Nasser personally. They consider him a failed 
bourgeois leader yet they still support his efforts on behalf of Arab unification and have a soft 
spot for him as a person…. The dismissive attitude of the French toward Arabs pushes them 
closer to Arab nationalism and Nasser.”62

Fourth, even though they too were vulnerable, Palestinian students represented something 
of an exception in terms of the uneasy relationship with authoritarian home states. They 
formed the most independent, versatile, and organized body of students, perhaps because 
there was no state hovering anxiously over them and they had few, if any, prospects of returning 
“home”— they had no clear future charted and hence little to lose. However, not unlike other 
Arab students, they were also susceptible to the political rifts in the region and to the fault 
lines of Palestinian politics. This played out in the internal dynamics of the General Union of 
Palestine Students (GUPS).63 A Brazilian student dispatched by the Israelis to spy on the 1965 
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GUPS annual conference in Cairo (22–30 December 1965) reported to his handlers that the 
conference featured a great deal of political friction and procedural disagreement.64 (The 1965 
GUPS conference took place against the backdrop of an intra-Arab struggle for the control of 
the Palestinian national movement between Nasser and his supporters on the one hand, and 
on the other, a revolutionary generation of Palestinians who were committed to charting a 
path to liberation independently of the regional dynamics of pan-Arabism over which Nasser 
presided.65 However, given the limitations of the Israeli archive, the experiences of Palestinian 
students in Europe would necessitate a separate line of inquiry that this article cannot cover.)

Fifth, Paris was the unmistakable epicenter of student activity both in terms of the sheer 
number of students and the intensity and interconnectedness of political and intellectual 
exchanges. (West Germany would later become another important center.) The data shows 
that the two largest Arab student groupings in Paris came from North Africa and Lebanon. 
In that sense, Paris also functioned as a hub for Mashriq-Maghrib exchange—something that, 
in the long run, would leave its mark on diasporic Arab thought.66 Parisian ideas reached 
Beirut almost instantaneously and were further developed there before traveling back to influ-
ence the thoughts and actions of students in Paris and elsewhere. Indeed, Beirut’s intellectual 
dominance and its embrace of the Palestinian cause as central to critical thought cannot be 
understood in isolation from metropolitan centers like Paris, London, and, later in the 1960s, 
New York.67

For much of the expatriated student network, Zionism was racism. While the initial for-
mulation of critical race thinking happened in Paris right after World War II, and the possibility 
of applying it to Zionism was already in the air in the 1950s, the full-fledged association 
between the two happened in Beirut.68 Thus, what started in Paris and continued in Beirut 
eventually culminated in the 1975 United Nations (UN) resolution which decreed that 
“Zionism is a form of racism.”69

Finally, Israeli documents confirm the emergence of the New Arab Left as an innovative 
force in Arab life. Although this was not, strictly speaking, a European phenomenon, since 
regional calls for the establishment of a political alternative to left-leaning Arab regimes can 
be traced to earlier times, the New Arab Left embraced the outlook that characterized many 
overseas student communities, including divestment from official state ideologies, worldliness, 
and critical thinking, as well as solidarity and strong identification with the Palestinians. In 
any event, in its mature form, the New Arab Left and its association with what would become 
known as the Palestinian revolution are rightfully regarded as responses to the 1967 war and 
to the many aftershocks of May ’68.70

Decentered Structure, Multiplicity, and Universal Ethics

Although in some structural respects the Israeli files from Paris are eye-opening, in and of 
themselves they do not adequately explain how the student ecosystem supported so many 
causes simultaneously or rendered them consequential. This multiplicity is indeed a quality 
which does not suggest itself clearly at first sight, and the framework of intersectionality does 
not fully account for it either. A closer examination brings to mind the work of Guattari and 
Deleuze, two friends who lived and breathed this environment and who, indirectly, reflected 
on its unique nature. Disrupting psychoanalysis and philosophy in equal measure, the duo 
made an argument for a decentralized communal existence wherein the singular individual 
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is not the anchor, or the atom, of human life.71 In its place, they posited a mode of being and 
subject formation borrowed from plant organisms such as ginger, bamboo, and nutgrass. 
Known to biology as rhizomes, these organisms display the structure and features of the 
abovementioned ecosystem. Living in it as insiders, the two thinkers characterized the eco-
system as an organism with a multiplicity of subjects in which something is a plurality (tem-
poral as well as spatial) at one and the same time. Using their approach, we can begin thinking 
about Palestine in terms of other causes. But before we move to consider how a cause that had 
no single origin or author—and no exact date of birth—became a multiplicity of causes, a 
comparative word is in order about the differences between the two cities that nurtured uni-
versal causes: Paris and Moscow.

By comparing the rhizomatic nature of Paris with the rigidity of Moscow and the purport-
edly transitional and intersectional setting of the Soviet Bloc as a whole, we can begin to 
understand the unique imprint of an environment that renders a cause greater than itself. In 
the early 1950s, the Soviet Bloc was still intellectually as well as morally influential, but the 
1960s marked a sharp decline in its ability to generate original critical meaning with which 
young people could identify. With consequential thought happening elsewhere, and despite 
lofty talk about international friendship and hosting thousands of students from the Global 
South, the Soviet Bloc was not able to generate dominant modes of thought or a new cadre of 
world leaders. The non-rhizomatic nature of the Soviet system, with its closed and linear 
hierarchical structure, its rigid points of entry and exit, and its radical lack of freedom, failed 
to engender consequential knowledge, worthy causes, and ultimately, real political change. 
Furthermore, the narrow focus on the hard sciences, medicine, and engineering produced 
many capable technocrats and professionals but not as many intellectuals who could think 
outside the Soviet paradigm.72 This is why, despite being sympathetic and supportive, the 
Soviet Bloc could not link the Palestinian cause with anything larger than itself. Specifically, 
and most importantly, it could not frame Palestine in terms of other just causes within a uni-
versal ethical framework of emancipation.

But Paris could, just as the Israeli diplomats feared. And it did so in significant, long-lasting, 
and meaningful ways. Bound by unconditional solidarity and a commitment to reciprocity, 
multiple causes were established that acquired a universal status in Paris and other university 
cities by virtue of their capacity to be explained via the experience of other causes from around 
the world. It was one thing to make a singular case about Palestine and another thing altogether 
to do the same in terms of the histories of Algeria, South Africa, Rhodesia, or Native and Black 
America. Although we have become accustomed to thinking about such relationships in terms 
of the intersectionality of singular causes, the nature of the rhizome offers the possibility of 
reconsidering Palestine as a cause with multiple subjects. Thus, rather than being a neatly 
defined local “thing,” we can think about the Palestinian cause as a cause that, for example, 
has the realities of South Africa built into its logic of operation and ethical claims. Thus, we 
can begin thinking about causes such as that of Palestine in terms of their energy, dimensions, 
magnitude, and potentiality. This unique formulation has some interesting consequences in 
terms of the quest for freedom and hence universality.

The multiplicity of the Palestinian cause was to be measured not by its capacity to 
engender radical acts of resistance and revolt, nor by its success in freeing occupied land. 
Rather, what made the Palestinian cause consequential was that its multiplicity enmeshed 
it in a universal ethical framework that differentiated right politics from wrong politics. 
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It was this linkage that rendered Palestine a worthy universal cause. And how do we know 
that it was worthy? It was worthy because not only Palestinians and Arabs but even near 
strangers were willing to work and sacrifice on its behalf.73 There was another major 
consequence to this universal linkage: since movement inside the rhizome does not work 
only in one direction, as part of the associative ethical process of the Palestinian cause, 
there was a parallel movement of delinking by which other causes were questioned and 
morally downgraded. This, in a nutshell, is what began happening to Zionism as it was 
gradually demoted to a wrong cause that carried negative ethical resonance. It is this very 
slow development that haunted the Israeli diplomats who, quite desperately, sent Israeli 
students on their amateur spying mission. In the long run, the diplomats’ fears were 
proven right.

That is how the realities of Paris and other European university cities, as well as intercon-
nected Middle Eastern hubs of thought such as Beirut, eventually turned spontaneous student 
talk about right and wrong politics into the UN resolution that equated Zionism with racism. 
Although debated ad nauseam, the point is not so much whether Zionism was (or is) racist 
or not. Rather, the point is the capacity of the ecosystem to link the Palestinian cause to uni-
versalism and to delink Zionism from it. That is by no means to say that the Palestinian 
attachment to the universal was firm and secure for generations to come or Zionism’s appeal 
to universalism was lost forever. (As the reactions to the 1972 Munich massacre showed, the 
turn described above was really not that conclusive.)74 This is simply to say that the multiplicity 
of the Palestinian cause was embedded with enormous ethical purchase and, as such, was not 
only an Arab or Global South cause but also a European one.

 * * *
To trace Arab students’ whereabouts in Paris is to follow the process by which a political 

cause begins to impress itself on the world. None of that happened in purely abstract intellectual 
terms but as part of a community of being whose main function was indeed to respond to the 
world and aspire to change it. For those accustomed to the official party politics of stable 
transactions and clear-cut cycles of cause and effect, this community, or what I have called 
here the ecosystem, might have appeared random, ineffective, and hence inconsequential. It 
was of course none of those, but its structure was surely unique: recalling the rhizome, it had 
no center, no core, no beginning or ending points and, just like the map of the city itself, it 
could be accessed anywhere from multiple entry and exit points. The ecosystem championed 
heterogeneity and connectivity so that every union, association, or action committee could 
be connected to any other group no matter how similar or different. Likewise, it was mostly 
free of hierarchy and top-down organizational logic. It had a modular structure that was 
comfortable with breaks and ruptures, and it could start anew with relative ease and flexibility. 
As such, it was everywhere and nowhere at once. Most critically, it harnessed these qualities 
and channeled its energy in the service of radical freedom—in other words, a commitment 
to change the world in terms that at their moment of origination did not seem to be at all 
possible. Trying to advance the cause of Palestine in France right after France’s defeat in Algeria 
when anti-Arab sentiment was at its peak and during the rigid bipolar ideological struggle of 
the Cold War is one example of such an ability.

In hindsight, when viewed from a post-May ’68 perspective (and even today), the ecosys-
tem’s capacity to link causes, interests, and concerns to the universal (and to delink them) was 
consequential: the ecosystem strove not only to achieve passive representation within this 
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universal but also aspired to refashion it. It is not a coincidence that Guattari and Deleuze 
came out of this milieu with the exact same challenge to universalism and the urge to entirely 
rethink the Enlightenment’s subjectivity. Granted, theirs was not the only post–World War II 
challenge to the Enlightenment project—the collective work of the Frankfurt School provides 
a strong case in point. However, unlike the cultural critique of Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, Guattari and Deleuze’s alternative model was grounded in a concrete sociopo-
litical structure which, as the record suggests here, saw Palestine as a moral tale that wrote 
itself into the universal as it changed it from within. This, I argue, was a consequential historical 
development.

It is therefore not a coincidence that in 1982, months after the Revue d’études palestiniennes 
launched, Deleuze was quick to interview editor Elias Sanbar. Born in Haifa a year before the 
Nakba, Sanbar, along with his family, found refuge in Beirut, and he lived there until moving 
to Paris in 1968 to study law. He arrived in a city already transformed, as the ecosystem described 
here emerged from the students’ basements and dorms and out onto the streets and, gradually, 
to the corridors of power. Sanbar did not witness the earlier period when the cause of Palestine 
slowly moved into the limelight of mainstream society.75 But Deleuze had, and he readily 
acknowledged this transformation as one that “bears witness to a new consciousness.”76 Sanbar 
replied to that observation by underscoring the Palestinians’ debt to the environment of the 
mid-1960s: “I believe that the astonishment which the appearance of this journal has provoked 
also comes from the fact that certain people must now begin to admit to themselves that the 
Palestinians exist and that simply recalling abstract principles does not suffice. If this journal 
comes from Palestine, it nonetheless constitutes a terrain on which multiple pre-occupations are 
expressed, a place where not only Palestinians take the floor but also Arabs, Europeans, Jews, etc.”77

And so, a decade and a half before Sanbar boldly argued for the Europeanness of the 
Palestinian cause being open to many, including to Jews, by virtue of its universality, Israeli 
diplomats understood that the universal standing of Zionism was being destabilized and, with 
it, Zionism’s sense of itself in the world. This is the why the embassy rushed to act despite the 
government’s belated response after three long years. For the diplomats, this was not the usual 
business of trying to advance the standing of their country; nor was it an ephemeral threat 
that emerged in the 1960s and disappeared as times changed. In fact, the destabilization of 
Zionism is still at play. Indeed, for anyone interested in Israel’s response to the Boycott, 
Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement, 1960s Paris is a good place to start.

Palestine youth activism on university campuses (and beyond) was perceived then as an 
existential threat and continues to be so today, as is clear in the October 2015 Israeli cabinet 
instruction to the Ministry for Strategic Affairs—originally created to deal with Iran’s nuclear 
project—to fight the BDS movement. As part of this global multimillion-dollar effort, known 
to insiders as “the battle” (maracha), the ministry has launched an international campaign 
involving many pro-Israeli and Zionist civil society organizations whose main battlefield has 
been identified as university campuses. Then as now, decentralized campus life, with its capac-
ity for the production and circulation of critical meaning, looms as an intolerable menace, 
prompting the Israeli government and its U.S. associates to facilitate the deployment of 
pro-Israel students to spy on, monitor, report, troll, harass, and blacklist fellow students, 
professors, and activists who call out the growing gap between Israel’s politics and self- 
perception and basic standards of universal ethics and human decency.78 Although the geog-
raphy has changed, everything else remains the same, except perhaps that in comparison with 
Israel’s improvised and quite naive 1960s response, its current reaction verges on hysteria.79
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Appendix

This report80 was prepared by the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs in collaboration with security 
agencies such as the Mossad, which collected most of the material. Only thirty copies were printed, and 
these were circulated internally so as to provide decision makers with a sense of the “Arab student 
problem,” as they referred to it. The report appears to have been put together quickly and under pressure. 
Indeed, as I point out in the endnotes, it makes several questionable assessments about the political rifts 
between various state-backed and independent student organizations. It also displays a number of 
historical and calculation mistakes. That notwithstanding, the raw numerical data it offers, as well the 
as the reported connections and associations between student organizations, including their sources of 
funding, remain very valuable.

Arab Students Overseas81

Report by the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Research Department
Classification: Secret
5 May 1966

WEST GERMANY (MAY 1965)

Background

Students do not study in one particular university or city. Organized in local clubs and a national 
umbrella organization, they are funded mostly by their own governments or by the West German gov-
ernment. Major ideological division between Baathism and Nasserism. Palestinians have their own 
organization. They publish the magazine al-’Awda.

UK (DECEMBER 1965)

Background
In the last ten years, Iraqis have been the largest group of Arab students in the UK with 2,000 Iraqis 
studying in London. Most of these study engineering, medicine, and the natural sciences. There are 
multiple university-based organization as well as a national umbrella organization. In the past, they 
were divided along national and political lines. As of December 1965, most students are pro-Nasserists. 
Students are involved in polemical activity against Israel. The students are closely supervised by the 
security services of their home countries. The Egyptians are especially surveilled. On 5 January 1966, 
24 Egyptian students demonstrated in Bonn, Germany, against the Egyptian government’s refusal to 

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 1,153
Iraq 795
Syria 1,200
Jordan 631
Lebanon 271
Sudan 120
Saudi Arabia 198
Algeria 35
Tunisia 98
Morocco 63
Libya 57
Kuwait 11
Yemen 7
Total 4,283 [siq]
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renew their passports, its suspension of their stipends, passing false news to their parents, and slowing 
down money transfers from their families back home. The Syrians are less strict than the Egyptians.

FRANCE (JANUARY 1965)

Background
There are 9,000 [Arab] students in total, most of them living in Paris: 5,000 are from North Africa. Of 
the remaining 4,000, the majority are Lebanese. Similar professional orientations as in Germany and 
the UK with an emphasis on medicine, the sciences, and agriculture. A large contingent of humanities 
students in Paris. The students are organized by country of origin. Some countries have national clubs. 
There is also an umbrella organization for all Arab students in France. It was formed in May 1962. In 
Paris, they congregate in Rue St. Michel.

Many students are financed by their own governments while others are on fellowships.
Most students belong to the Left and are heavily influenced by communism.
The Egyptian student organization is tightly controlled by the Egyptian intelligence service. They 

hold a strong anti-Israeli position, and they invite as guest speakers pro-Arab French intellectuals like 
Maxime Rodinson.

AUSTRIA (1964–65)

Background
There is a student club in Vienna. The Palestinian students publish Filastinuna.82 They are politically 
divided between Fatah and Baath al-Thawra.83 In 1960, the joint German-Austrian Arab Students 
Union split along Baathist and Nasserist lines.

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 839
Iraq 1,638
Syria 165
Jordan 252
Lebanon 195
Sudan 338
Saudi Arabia 139
Algeria 100
Tunisia 47
Morocco 36
Libya 104
Bahrain 63
Qatar 5
Kuwait 215
Total 4,193 [siq]

Country of origin Number of students Number of students in Vienna
Egypt 367 153
Iraq 119 64
Syria 246 160
Jordan 264 154
Lebanon 34 26
Sudan 7 2
Saudi Arabia 13 10
Morocco 5 3
Libya 1 0
Bahrain 1 0
Kuwait 3 2
Total 1,060 579 [siq]
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ITALY (MARCH 1966)

Background
There are 300 students in total, mostly Syrians from Aleppo. The two main centers are Perugia and 
Florence, but there also students in Rome, Siena, Pisa, and Torino. A few students also study at Padua, 
Naples, Bari, and Milan. Most students study medicine (including veterinary medicine) and engineer-
ing. A small number study art. The center of political activism is Perugia. There are various student 
organizations characterized, as in other places, by the political disunity in the Arab world.

Mode of Organization
A.  Lega Degli Studenti Arabi a Perugia and a similar organization in Florence. Both organizations, 

and possibly others as well, are under Egyptian influence.
B. There is one branch of the General Union of Palestine Students (GUPS).
C. The Baath Party has a branch.
D.  In Via Veneto, in downtown Rome, there is an Arab students’ club. It used to be called the United 

Arab Republic Club but following disunification [between Egypt and] Syria, the name was 
changed to Arab Students’ Club. In 1963, Syrian and Iraqi students boycotted the club because it 
displayed the portrait of Gamal Abdel Nasser.

Propaganda and Public Activity
Most of the activity is carried out in Perugia. The Foreign University (Scuola per stranieri) supports its 
students financially so they can learn Italian culture. Arab students in Perugia are influential among all 
foreign students from the developing world. Florence is also important organizationally as well as in-
tellectually. In Rome, the Arab League actively supports students, and an Egyptian Academy in the city 
is also influential. Beginning in 1965, organized Palestinian students became very active. There was 
much activity on 15 May, which marks the establishment of the State of Israel and the Nakba. Posters 
have been posted in Rome and Perugia and the Afro-Asian Students Union joined the activity.

SWITZERLAND (1963)

Background
As of 1966, most students studied in Geneva, Bern, and Basel. In Zurich, where the instruction lan-
guage is German, there were only 4 students. In Geneva, where instruction is conducted in French, 
there were 105 students from Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco.

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 195
Iraq 33
Syria 51
Jordan 7
Lebanon 108
Sudan 7
Saudi Arabia 19
Algeria 48
Tunisia 110
Morocco 42
Total: 620
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Finance
Due to lack of financial support, high tuition rates, and high living costs, most Arab students in 
Switzerland are from established upper-class families. Apparently, many Arab youths claimed to be 
studying in order to enjoy the social status associated with being a student.

However, many were not paying tuition and did not appear on university rosters.

Public Activity
There are no notable pubic activity and propaganda efforts in this country.

BELGIUM (DECEMBER 1965)

Background
Most students study in Brussels (107), Leuven (103), and Liège (99). A few others in other cities.

There are three clubs in Liège: the Belgian-Arab Club, the Belgium-Syrian Club, and the Belgium-
Lebanese Club. Arab students are in the process of establishing a national organization. Most students 
study medicine and engineering (mostly textile engineering). Some are in the humanities and others 
are in business.

Public Activity
Students regularly participate in lectures and debates about the Middle East and the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. They actively respond to every newspaper article that accuses them of being racist and anti-Semit-
ic and regularly circulate leaflets and articles on university campuses. The Tunisian student Muhammad 
Buhris is the chief organizer and activist on behalf of these propaganda efforts. He rejects the official 
position of his country and is inspired by other Arab countries.

Students at the University of Leuven tend to identify with the Baath. They send Baath propaganda 
to Liège.

SPAIN (1962)

Background
Madrid and Barcelona are the main academic centers. Students in Madrid focus mostly on the study of 
medicine.

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 33
Iraq 24
Syria 66
Jordan 6
Lebanon 105
Sudan 4
Saudi Arabia 17
Algeria 15
Tunisia 110
Morocco 33
Libya 34
Yemen 1
Total 448
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Finance
Syrians, Jordanians, and Palestinians study at their own expense.

Organization
Arab students in Spain are organized through national associations of the respective Arab countries. 
However, most of them are dysfunctional. In Madrid, they meet at the Arab-Spanish House, which is 
directed by the state-owned Egyptian Institute for the Study of Islam. Other students gather at the 
Arab-Spanish Institute, which is run by a Spanish director.

Public Activity
There are no Arab public activity and propaganda efforts in the country. The reasons for this state of 
affairs is the strict laws that prohibit political activity, the indifference of the Spanish public to the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, and the absence of a Jewish and Israeli community that can antagonize the stu-
dents.

Oversight
The Egyptian government oversees the activities of all Arab students via the office of its military at-
taché.

TURKEY (1964)

Background
In November 1965, the number of Arab students was appraised at close to 1,200. Arab students form 
the largest contingency of foreign students. Due to sustained efforts by the Iraqi government in 1966, 
the number of Iraqi students increased to 600.

Most of the students attend various universities and colleges in Istanbul. The rest are in Ankara 
where the language of instruction is English. There are about 100 Arab students in the Department of 
Agriculture at Ankara University. Forty-four of those are Jordanians. Izmir has only a few students.

Most students study medicine (388 in Istanbul University alone), agriculture, science, and engi-
neering.

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 4
Iraq 2
Syria 16
Jordan 61
Lebanon 11
Algeria 1
Morocco 143
Libya 1
Yamen 1
Total 239 [siq]

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 2
Iraq 487
Syria 538
Saudi Arabia, Libya, Jordan, and 

rest of Arab world
53

Total 1,558 [siq]
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Organization
Students are organized on a national basis and in an umbrella organization to which all other organi-
zations belong. The general union is under the influence of the United Arab Republic. In 1958, after the 
revolution, the new Iraqi government established a new union which was communist in its orientation. 
Since then, though financial support was discontinued, the union has remained communist.

Palestinian students in Istanbul established a union which includes members from other [Turkish] 
cities as well. It has about a hundred members, most of whom are pro-Nasserist Jordanians. They also 
publish a magazine called ‘A’idun.

The general union in Istanbul is under the influence of Syrian Baathists and is financed by the 
Syrian embassy. In Ankara, a dispute between Baathists and Nasserists reached the Turkish court and 
eventually brought about the demise of the local union. There is also a small and quite secretive union 
of pro-Nasserist students from northern Syria. The students who support the Muslim Brotherhood are 
not organized.

Public Activity and Propaganda
There is constant activity in support of various political causes including that of Palestine. Events are 
sponsored by the various Arab states.

NORWAY

In 1966, 1 Egyptian student enrolled in Oslo University.

HOLLAND (1964)

Background
Five students study medicine, 4 engineering, 4 economy, 3 study natural sciences, 2 study sociology, 
one studies law, and another one agriculture.

As of 1964, there were also 74 government employees who attended ad hoc short-term training 
programs and courses. Twenty-four of these came from Egypt, 16 from Tunisia, 12 from Sudan, 11 
from Jordan, 7 from Iraq, 2 from Syria, one from Lebanon and one from Algeria. Most of the short-
term courses take place at the Institute for Social Studies in the Hague.

Organization
In the Hague there is an Arab-Dutch club under the management of Mrs. [illegible]. They feature lec-
tures and events which are hostile to Israel.

Public Activity and Propaganda
Most of the political activity is carried out by the students at the Institute for Social Studies. On 29 
November 1965, for instance, they organized a Palestine Day.84

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 9
Iraq 1
Syria 3
Jordan 4
Lebanon 1
Sudan 2
Total 20
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Finance
Most financial support comes from the Dutch government as well as from the UN.

EASTERN BLOC

Background
Most students are in Prague where they study medicine, agriculture, and engineering. The large major-
ity of students are financed by government scholarships. The relationship between Egyptian and Syrian 
students is quite bad, and they tend to malign each other in the media.

CZECHOSLOVAKIA (FEBRUARY 1965)

BULGARIA (1964)

As of 1964, there were about 200 [Arab] students most of whom came from Algeria. Most scholarships 
are given for a short period of three to four years and hence falls short of supporting students of med-
icine. There is also information about 200 Syrian medical students in Sofia.

ROMANIA (1962)

As of 1962, there were about 100 students: 78 from Iraq, 19 from Algeria, and the rest from elsewhere 
in the Arab world.

UNITED STATES (AS OF JUNE 1965)

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 10
Iraq 200
Syria 300
North Africa 50
Lebanon 30
Jordan 10–15
Total 600–605

Country of origin Number of students
Egypt 1,279
Iraq 919
Syria 434
Jordan 654
Lebanon 700
Sudan 180
Saudi Arabia 552
Algeria 83
Tunisia 75
Morocco 85
Libya 74
Kuwait 214
Aden 9
Yemen 12
Total 5,27085
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Additional Information
The umbrella organization of Arab students in the United States is The Organization of Arab Students. 
The budget is $50,000 and the Chairman is Sa’d al-Din Ibrahim. In October 1964, Syrian and Iraqi 
Baathists were expelled from the leadership.

The General Union of Palestine Students (GUPS)

1.  The organization was established five years ago (1961?)86 as a tool of Egyptian propaganda. Since 
1964 the PLO [Palestine Liberation Organization] took it under its wings.

2.  The GUPS claims to have forty-four branches around the world, but the number seems to be ex-
aggerated. The most active branches are in Germany, Austria, and Turkey, where they publish in-
dependent magazines. The Austrian branch is called the Palestinian Family. The German one is 
controlled by the FATH organization [Harakat al-tahrir al-filastiniyya]. The GUPS claims that it 
has seven thousand members worldwide.

3.  The GUPS has branches in Kuwait, Algeria, Iraq, Lebanon, Morocco, and Egypt. Most members 
outside the Middle East are Jordanians. However, due to political reasons, the organization is not 
very active in Jordan.

4.  The declared goal of the organization is not to assist Arab students but to train them for war with 
Israel. The GUPS is associated with the Western and Eastern World Union of Students whose 
headquarters are in Leiden and Prague respectively.

5.  Held in December 1965, the Fourth Congress of the GUPS saw a rift between Palestinian students 
from Kuwait, Morocco, Algeria, and Lebanon who demanded that GUPS will deal with students’ 
affairs first and other students who supported the PLO. The Western Student Union supported the 
claim that PLO followers violated the original constitution of the organization. Only 50 out of 145 
delegates sided with the PLO camp.87
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