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STRATEGIC RHETORICS: APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA/APARTHEID ISRAEL  

ADDRESS TO CHAPMAN UNIVERSITY’S GAZA SOLIDARITY ENCAMPMENT, MAY 2024 

Ian Barnard, Chapman University 
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On 2 May 2024, Chapman University faculty were asked to participate in a “faculty speak out” in 
support of the Chapman Students For Justice In Palestine’s Gaza solidarity encampment. We were 
invited to speak “from our expertise and/or personal experiences in a call for a ceasefire in Gaza” 
(Leitz, 2024). This is a slightly expanded version of what I said: 

There are two things I know a bit about: rhetoric and apartheid. I was hired here at Chapman to 
produce scholarship in the field of rhetoric and to teach rhetoric, and I’m assuming that the faculty 
and administrators who hired me thought that I was competent in my field. So I will have a bit to say 
about rhetoric. And I grew up in apartheid South Africa, so I also know something about apartheid, 
though of course, as a white South African I don’t know it in exactly the same way as the Black 
South African majority who were its victims. 

“Apartheid” is an Afrikaans word whose literal translation is “separateness,” and the way we use 
“apartheid” today derives directly from its euphemistic name for the terrible legalized apparatus of 
systemic racism that structured South African society from 1948 to 1994 (which is not to say that 
there was no racism in South Africa before 1948 or that post-apartheid South Africa is an anti-racist 
paradise). It’s no coincidence that, as a country that understands the horrors of settler colonialism 
only too well, South Africa was the one to charge Israel with genocide at the International Court of 
Justice earlier this year. (And it’s telling, too, that Ireland is one of the few western European nations 



to stand with Palestine today—in fact, Irish leaders have talked about their country’s own history of 
being colonized as laying the groundwork for their empathy for Palestinians.[1]) 

Now, as those who know me can attest, I was initially quite resistant to talking about Israeli 
apartheid. Not because I doubted the magnitude or maliciousness of the horrors the State of Israel 
was committing against Palestinians, but because apartheid was such a specific term for me, and 
carried with it the unique history and situation of South Africa. I guess I didn’t want to share the 
word. But I have given up that initial resistance to using “apartheid” and “Israel” in the same 
sentence for two reasons: first, the growing parallels I’ve seen between apartheid South Africa and 
apartheid Israel and in the resistance movements against both, and, second, the rhetorical 
effectiveness of using the word “apartheid” to talk about Israel. As a rhetorician, I think of how 
words like “apartheid” and “genocide” can be used strategically. I think a lot about how the phrase 
“anti-Semitism” is weaponized to foreclose any criticism of Israel. And how the recent turn among 
progressive activists to using “IOF” instead of “IDF” to name Israel’s military machine, helps us to 
see things differently—a defense force sounds a lot different from an occupying force. Language is 
important in helping us to frame people and events, in mediating and shaping the realities we 
see/feel/experience, and, of course, in othering and demonizing people, non-human animals, 
places, and things. 

A Los Angeles Times headline yesterday framed the shocking attacks on UCLA’s student 
encampment like this: “Violence stuns UCLA as counter-protestors attack pro-Palestine camp.” 

  

 



Notice how, in this headline, it’s the violence that stuns (not, for instance, the hoodlums who 
attacked the encampment), as if violence is its own actor, and notice how benign “counter-
protestors” sounds, just like those benign-sounding “pro” and “con” arguments that my field of 
rhetoric is so fond of, as if every life-threatening emergency is merely one pole of an equally moral, 
politely disagreeing, perfectly balanced fulcrum. Or look at how the Modern Language Association, 
one of my scholarly homes, the largest professional organization of scholars and teachers in 
language and literature in the world, framed its recent call for papers in response to members’ 
demands that the organization urge universities to protect faculty and students engaged in speech 
that is critical of Israel: 

  



 



  

Here it’s the refusal of specificity, the refusal to name Palestine, the fear of taking a stand, that is so 
damning, reducing members’ urgent calls for action on a very specific global catastrophe to merely 
one of a number of unnamed and vacuous “political and cultural complexities with which our 
students are wrestling.” (I’m not even going to get into the demand for “nuance” and the designation 
of certain political imperatives as “divisive.”) My point with these examples is that they demonstrate 
how urgent it is that we as scholars, intellectuals, students, and teachers take on the job of 
identifying, exposing, critiquing, and countering these rhetorical strategies. 

I’ll have more to say about rhetoric later, but first I want to return to my second topic, apartheid, and 
to the parallels I’m seeing in the international campaign against apartheid in South Africa in the 
1980s and 1990s, and today’s student movement in the US, but also worldwide, for divestment 
from Israel. Some of you know that the US, not surprisingly, was late to the table when it came to 
imposing sanctions against South Africa in the 1980s. I remember my surprise and delight when as 
an international graduate student from South Africa in San Diego in the 1980s, I was denied 
permission to enter Mexico because of my South African citizenship. I hadn’t had any problems 
traveling to the US, so it didn’t occur to me that Mexico could be a different story. But when I applied 
for a tourist card to travel south past Ensenada, the Mexican consulate in San Diego took one look 
at my South African passport before telling me that I wasn’t welcome in Mexico and would be 
arrested if I set foot in their country. Now if only the US had imposed these kinds of sanctions 
against South Africa! 

 

San Diego State University Student Newspaper 



But already students in the US were active in the movement against apartheid South Africa and 
against apartheid Israel. I remember speaking at pro-Palestine events and at student rallies for 
divestment from South Africa as a graduate student at San Diego State University and the University 
of California, San Diego. I recall enraged students at one of these protests ripping a Bank of 
America ATM machine from the wall on the SDSU campus because of Bank of America’s refusal to 
cut ties with South Africa. Protestors were targeting the whole range of US companies that enabled 
the machinery of apartheid to function, including Kodak, after it was revealed that the photos that 
were used in the “passbooks” that restricted the movement of Black South Africans were taken with 
Kodak cameras. Just two days ago, Joseph Massad published an article in Middle East Eye 
reminding us of the West’s historical support for apartheid South Africa and apartheid Rhodesia, 
now Zimbabwe—so today’s Western resistance to severing ties with Israel is perfectly consistent 
with past practice. It’s also instructive to remember that the US had officially designated Nelson 
Mandela a terrorist and the African National Congress a terrorist organization before both were 
elected to power in the first democratic elections in South African history, and then suddenly 
became the darlings of the world. And then Mandela was invited on a triumphal tour of the US. 
Rhetoric again. Those words “terrorist” and “terrorism” are so easily weaponized—they were in the 
case of apartheid South Africa (both by the apartheid government and its US supporters), and they 
are today by apartheid Israel and its US enablers. Unsurprisingly, across all these historical political 
revolutions, student activists have always been on the right side of history. As the satirical 
McSweeney’s article, “A Message from the Chancellor on the Recent Student Protest,” reminds us, 
student protestors in the US have never been wrong, from Vietnam to apartheid South Africa to 
Occupy Wall Street to Israeli apartheid (Clark, 2023). And, as this article 
hilariously/poignantly/tragically prophesies, in 50 years’ time, today’s encampment students will be 
appropriated by neoliberalism’s insatiable appetite for cooptation as they are immortalized on 
university websites as lauded symbols of the university’s commitment to equity and social justice, 
as important markers in the university’s proud history, as past students who emblematize the 
universities great alums. But always past. Universities needs to be on the right side of history NOW. 

You student encampers are doing exactly what you should be doing as students, demonstrating 
your commitments to social justice, demanding that the spaces you inhabit follow through on their 
own trumpeted values, practicing your capacities for critical thinking and critical media analysis, 
and acting on your desire for and capacity for self-education. The wonderful South African novel, 
Children of Soweto, chronicles the stories of school children in apartheid South Africa who had to 
educate themselves in the face of a state education system that prepared them for subservience in 
the apartheid state (Mzamane, 1982). These were the school children (not university students like 
the Gaza encampers at university campuses) who became politically conscientized and 
spearheaded the Soweto uprising of 1976, who had to teach their own parents about their (the 
parents’) political subordination, who formed their own Marxist reading groups to learn about the 
structures and systems that framed and determined their economic and social positions, and to 
learn the language to articulate their struggle. Students in the US today, like the students from 
previous protest movements, are also understanding the need to create the alternative educations 
that their formal university classes are failing to provide. We’re seeing teach-ins at Gaza 
encampments, encampment libraries of Palestinian history books, progressive presses like 
Haymarket Books donating free books on Palestine to Gaza encampments, students demanding 
courses about Palestine (students at Soka University of America, not far from Chapman, 

https://www.nelsonmandela.org/news/entry/discovery-the-dompas-a-young-persons-perspective
https://www.middleeasteye.net/opinion/why-western-support-israel-not-exceptional
https://www.mcsweeneys.net/articles/a-message-from-the-chancellor-on-the-recent-student-protest
https://publishersforpalestine.org/2023/11/15/statement-of-solidarity/


successfully lobbied for a course on Palestinian Literature and Film a few years ago), and students 
teaching themselves and each other. If you’ve seen the Columbia students’ Gaza encampment 
newsletter you have a sense of the incredibly insightful and articulate student cohort that this self-
education has developed. 

  

 

  

So I’m seeing parallels between student protestors in South Africa and student protestors in the US, 
and between the US movements to divest from apartheid South Africa and apartheid Israel. But in 
some ways, given that the US is funding Israel and Israel’s military campaign against Palestinians, 
US collusions with apartheid Israel are even more egregious than its collusions with apartheid 
South Africa--the calls for US divestment from Israeli apartheid thus have added urgency and 
legitimacy. As you all know, our Republican and Democratic congressmembers are equally 



culpable here. In fact, just last month the US House of Representatives voted 366 to 58 to send 
more money to Israel (seven members did not vote). We’re talking about 366 Republicans and 
Democrats, including my representative, Democratic Congressmember Jimmy Gomez. 

This sounds depressing, so I also want to talk about change, since I think this is another important 
parallel between South Africa and Israel. When I came to the US as a graduate student 40 years 
ago, I never imagined that South African apartheid would end in my lifetime. After all, apartheid in 
South Africa was officially inaugurated in 1948, before I was even born. When I arrived in the US, 
student protests against South Africa and against US refusals to boycott and divest from South 
Africa were in full swing, and I remember reading Winnie Mandela’s comment, “My God, this can 
only mean our freedom is near. I am very strengthened by student actions and our people are 
strengthened by your solidarity. Someday we will overcome and we will remember the friends who 
rallied in our support. And we have very long memories (Guardian, 1985). (Since Winnie Mandela 
was a “banned” person in South Africa, South African media were forbidden from quoting her, or 
broadcasting her image or voice, so I had to get to the US to hear this. And she gave interviews at 
great peril to herself in South Africa.) Folx in Gaza have heard about student protests in the US and 
have talked about how they are encouraged and inspired by them, by you. I remember clearly the 
day the US finally, belatedly, imposed sanctions against South Africa—Ronald Reagan had resisted 
for so long. I remember seeing the giant headline in the San Diego Tribune that morning: 

  

 

  

https://clerk.house.gov/Votes/2024152
https://www.britannica.com/topic/banning-South-African-law


While I would not want to claim that US student protests, or sanctions against and divestment from 
apartheid South Africa were solely responsible for bringing down apartheid in South Africa, they 
certainly played a role. Less than ten years later, almost 30 years ago from today, South Africa held 
its first ever democratic election, where South Africans of all races were able to vote. The ballot 
from that day shows the variety of parties running, each party represented by a symbol as well as 
the alphanumeric party name, so that illiterate voters could vote for their party of choice according 
to that party’s symbol. And you can even see the Inkatha Freedom Party painstakingly hand glued 
onto the bottom of each ballot, millions of ballots, after the IFP decided at the last minute to 
contest the election, reversing its previous decision to boycott the election. 

  



 



 I’m showing you this ballot because it reminds us that change is possible. Even when it doesn’t 
seem possible.[3] Thirty years ago, the current US student encampments in solidarity with Gaza 
would have been unthinkable. Thirty years ago, the kind of public discourse about Israeli apartheid 
that we’re having today in the US (including in the halls of Congress) was unthinkable. Change has 
already happened. You’re on the right side of history.[4] 
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