Against singularity

Palestine as symptom and cause

Sami Khatib

A symptom is usually understood as something indic-
ative of a cause, be it in the realm of medicine or ideo-
logy. Unlike in linear causal reasoning, however, a symp-
tom cannot be derived from an assumed cause; rather,
a cause needs to be constructed ‘backwards’ from the
significance of ‘its’ symptom. In the realm of ideology, a
symptom designates the point where ideological speech
contradicts itself. The underlying hypothesis of this art-
icle is that the question of Palestine functions as the
‘world community’s’ symptom: it marks the point where
this community reveals itself as exclusive, limited, essen-
tially Western, exposing the hypocrisy and function of its
current ideology, the ‘Human Rights Discourse’ (HRD).!

This terminology and acronym (HRD) follows Robert
Meister’s take in After Evil: A Politics of Human
Rights,(2011). HRD refers to a set of practices and be-
liefs that gained ideological traction in a US-led post-
Cold War world. Meister holds ‘that the present political
character of Human Rights Discourse is distinct from the
broader concept of human rights associated with 1789,
which was the topic of debate and struggle between the
revolutionary and counterrevolutionary movements of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries ... The post-1989
politics of human rights is not meant to be contested
in the same political way as its predecessor — rather, it
presents itself as an ethical transcendence of the politics
of revolution and counterrevolution that together pro-
duced the horrors of the twentieth century — Nazism and
communism ... Today the invocation of human rights is
often part of a political project fundamentally at odds
with the revolutionary struggles based on human rights:
it is the war cry of a self-described “international com-
munity” led by the victors in the cold war’ (2011, 7).

In psychoanalysis, a symptom signals the return of

the repressed. However, for the symptom, the return is
original, it cannot directly be deduced from that which
has been repressed. Rather, the symptom, although tem-
porally posterior, is the starting point to construct what
has been repressed ‘in the first place’. Repression is an
unconscious process, and it is only by virtue of a ret-
roactive logic that the repressed reveals its meaning be-
latedly through its ‘return’ in the form of symptoms. In
other words, the repressed cannot be properly disen-
tangled from its distorted return and symptoms.? To
gain a conscious knowledge of symptom formation, a
psychoanalytic working-through is necessary.

In discourse and ideology, symptoms are even more
difficult to discern. If the ‘unconscious is structured like a
language’,® as Lacan famously phrased his take on Freud,
language is the site of both unconscious repression and
its symptoms. As Zizek argues with Marx and Lacan, a
‘symptomatic’ reading of ideology ‘consists in detecting
a point of breakdown heterogeneous to a given ideolo-
gical field and at the same time necessary for that field
to achieve its closure, its accomplished form.’* The task
for a critique of HRD is thus twofold: identifying the ele-
ments that both undermine and stabilise the consistency
of its ideological field and speech acts.

In its persistence and return, the Palestinian ques-
tion can be read as such an element. My argument is that
the Palestinian question, despite being often articulated
in the language of humanitarianism, signals the breaking
point of the entire ideological field of humanitarianism
and the fantasy of ‘conflict management’, exceeding the
depoliticising language of HRD and introducing an ant-
agonistic political dimension heterogeneous to ‘human-
itarian’ crisis responses. Recalling humanitarianism’s
repressed, the Palestinian question is articulated from a
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non-identitarian position that remains non-assimilable
in the current world order. An answer to the Palestinian
question thus necessitates a change of this order.

The attacks of 7 October 2023 happened at a time
when Israel, the US and their allies thought they had
moved beyond the Palestinian question, relegating it to
the status of a necropolitical management of contained
space under Israeli sovereignty. This type of conflict
management failed. Palestine as a signifier of political
struggle and liberation is back on the centre stage of
global politics. Conducting a war of annihilation in the
Gaza strip and committing unprecedented massacres
against its population, Israel is creating a reality that
will not allow a return to the status quo ante. In their
circulation of ideological content, Israel, the US and their
allies acknowledge this reality (there is no way back), yet
at the same time, disavow this knowledge when referring
to plans for the future administration of the territory (or,

what will have been left of it to govern).

Probably the most indicative utterance of this dis-
avowing knowledge is that of the compulsive pseudo-
question: ‘Do you condemn Hamas?’®> Those who act
out by repeating this question already know that the ad-
dressee does not conform to the questioner’s worldview.
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The rationale of this pseudo-question is thus paradoxical:
it only accepts a yes, yet knows that a yes is either a lie or
tautological. As a question, it cancels itself out. Instead,
it pronounces an ideological interpellation: do you sup-
port the Western world order, its ruling ideology (HRD),
and do you condemn the entire spectrum of Palestinian
resistance, from peaceful boycotts to the Hamas attacks
of 7 October? Palestinians should accept their colonial
subjugation, should not resist, and should, ideally, dis-
appear and with them the annoyance of the Palestinian
question.

Human Rights Discourse as
counter-revolution

In After Evil: A Politics of Human Rights, Robert Meister
formulated a groundbreaking critique of the post-1989
Human Rights Discourse. While HRD consists in declar-
ing a new ‘post-ideological’ age that ‘would repudiate
past violence ... by endorsing exceptional violence — that
of rescue and occupation’, the ‘old’ Holocaust functions
as the foundational crime of this new age.® The project
and mission of preventing the return of such exceptional
violence would necessitate granting the self-declared sur-
vivor and victim-state, the state of Israel, impunity and
constitutive exemption from international law.

Explaining the blatant mismatch of Israel’s human
rights abuses against Palestinians and neighbouring
populations, and Israel’s self-image as an endangered
‘victim-state’, Meister contends:

In post-Holocaust debates about human rights the vi-
olence that Israel uses to defend itself has become a
laboratory for the violence that the ‘world community’
(and especially the U.S.) would be obliged to use in
protecting an Israel that could not defend itself. The
post-Holocaust security of Israel thus stands as the con-
stitutive exception on which twenty-first-century human-
itarianism is based.”

The phrase ‘constitutive exception’ points to the
nexus of what is considered ‘normal’ (systemic) state viol-
ence, on the one hand, and its ‘exceptional’ (sovereign, co-
lonial or otherwise) extreme, on the other. Today, Israel
does not only function as a techno-scientific laboratory
for exceptional state violence and its ‘live’ enforcement,
but also as the ideological test site for the fabrication
of justifications for the latter. In this way, the *world’s



most moral army’ produces and reproduces the ’ethics’
of the *justified’ killing of unprotected civilians. Within
this ‘humanitarian’ battle zone, Palestinians, civilians
and fighters alike are not only the physical but also the
ideological target.

Walter Benjamin, writing in 1940, stated that in mod-
ern states the ‘state of emergency’ [Ausnahmezustand, or
‘state of exception’] is not the exception but the rule.’®
Already in pre-Holocaust Europe there was no excuse
for the moralising astonishment that exceptional acts
of state violence are ‘still’ possible in the twentieth cen-
tury. Rule and exception are internally interrelated in
the sense that the exception constitutes, produces and
tests out the ‘normal’ functioning of rule-conforming vi-
olence. Following Meister’s argument, in the exceptional
case of the state of Israel, its victims, although ultimately
contingent, also function as the ‘necessary exception’ to
justify the ‘normal’ legitimised use of Western state vi-
olence, be it ‘peacekeeping’ or ‘peacemaking’, military
invasion, ‘war on terror’ or suspension of basic human
rights in the name of state security. In this way, the
’world community’ becomes the beneficiary of its own
declared ‘humanitarian’ mission and ‘responsibility to
protect potential victims of another Holocaust’.?

Following Meister’s argument, in the case of sys-
temic state violence, triadic relations of perpetrators, vic-
tims and beneficiaries are neither symmetric nor recip-
rocal. Beneficiaries can enjoy their gains in the spatial
absence of perpetrators while condemning their deeds;
the victims of structural violence (class, race, gender)
can be offered compassion and charity while maintain-
ing structures of injustice, exploitation and submission.
The ‘world community’ (that is, the West) casts its role of
an ongoing beneficiary of past ‘evil’ (colonialism, imperi-
alism, fascism, genocide) as the ‘rescuer’ of future victims
of an imagined new genocide, while denying the exist-
ence of a real genocide as it currently unfolds in Gaza.
Within the logic of HRD, the question of rescue and moral
responsibility is only posed as long as beneficiaries of
past evil are not addressed as such, implicated in current
injustice, but as compassionate bystanders, acting on
behalf of innocent victims, purified of all vengeance and
spite.

A beneficiary who bears witness to the innocence of past
victims can thus conceive of himself as a would-have-
been rescuer rather than a would-be perpetrator. The

question for the human rights convert is always whether
it is already too late to rescue, or still too soon. By ag-
onizing over the question of his own potential guilt as a
bystander, the witness to human suffering attempts to
save his soul without necessarily relinquishing his posi-
tion of advantage.!®

Once a victim group is framed as terrorist or as an ex-
ponent of past evil (Palestinians as the new antisemites,
as the reincarnation of Nazis), the responsibility to pro-
tect and rescue is inverted: protection becomes persecu-
tion, rescue becomes annihilation.

Meister’s multi-layered argument, in consequence,
can explain why the historically contingent victims of the
state of Israel are necessarily framed as terrorist, barbaric
and illegitimate as long as they insist on their fight for
justice. Palestinians and their allies, voluntarily or not,
by resisting Israel also resist the current world order of
Western humanitarianism, which deems the struggle for
justice and the age of revolution (roughly speaking 1789-
1989) as ‘past evil’ — a presumably totalitarian cycle of
violence and counter-violence that the post 1989 ‘world
community’ seeks to leave behind, buried in an ‘evil past’.
Those who resist HRD, seek violent revolution or fight
against structural violence, regardless of their means
of struggle, appear as the living anachronism of past
evil (therefore ‘terrorist’). In the current world order,
the Palestinians and their allies are targeted for having
failed to give up a presumably outdated, therefore ter-
rorist and antisemitic cause. This is the meaning of ‘Do
you condemn Hamas?’: renounce all forms of resistance,
violent or non-violent, Islamist or otherwise. Current
Western government policies of ‘anti-antisemitism’ are
thus consistent with HRD.

Germany'’s Palestine problem

Anti-antisemitism is the ideological name of a discourse
that demonises critics of the Israeli state.!! In Germany
this discourse takes shape in chiefly state-sponsored
campaigns whose racist implications are particularly
extreme.!? Endorsing a politically motivated redefin-
ition of antisemitism'® according to which criticism of
Israeli state action can be labelled antisemitic, German
media and politicians have become one of the key act-
ors in granting Israel impunity. While Germany casts
its global role as humanitarian, liberal and cosmopol-
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itan, it maintains its position as ongoing beneficiary of
past evil (the Holocaust), economically, politically, cul-
turally and morally. Since official Germany is past evil,
that is past-antisemitic, the current agents of past evil
(antisemitism, revolutionary violence, or both) can be
condemned in the figure of the Palestinian and Palestine
solidarity movements. In this way, current Palestinians
become the externalised figure of Germany’s antisemitic
past — and present.

Coming to terms with this twisted logic, one could
speak of a quasi-transcendental anti-Palestinian senti-
ment in Germany. It presents a key element of what
A. Dirk Moses called ‘The German Catechism’!# — a set
of beliefs that underpins the German public discourse,
embedded in an increasingly state-run ‘memory culture’
that under the watchword ‘Never again’ claims to have
drawn the correct political, cultural and affective les-
sons from the Holocaust. The concluding dogma of this
catechism holds that antizionism equals antisemitism,
avowing unconditional support for the state of Israel.!®
This ‘catechism’ does not only apply to mainstream polit-
ical discourse but also structurally organises who can
speak and whose voices are heard where and under what
conditions in public debates.!® In a post-migrant soci-
ety like Germany, this discursive gatekeeping amounts
to back-door racial profiling: people from non-German
backgrounds are expected to learn and get used to this
’catechism’ and its specifically anti-Palestinian senti-
ment.!” In effect, this ‘catechism’ manufactures consent
to actions of the Israeli state and frames the construc-
tion of Palestinian identity under the premises of ‘Israel-
related antisemitism’. This can lead to the accusation
that the very signifier of "Palestine’ (along with mention-
ing the word ‘occupation’) is perceived as antisemitic. A
German newspaper even called the slogan ‘Free Palestine’
a contemporary version of the Nazi salute ‘Heil Hitler’.!®
Such bizarre distortions are not accidental; they rely
on a specifically German version of HRD that embraces
a sort of ‘redemptive’ Zionism to atone for Germany’s
Nazi past. Seen through the lens of this redemption nar-
rative, Germany’s support of Zionism and an ethnocratic-
ally defined Israel (‘Israel as a Jewish state’) acquires
a quasi-religious character. This critique chimes with
Meister’s critique of HRD as an essentially Christian or
post-Christian belief system, derived from a Pauline logic

of conversion.!?

24

The credo of the anti-Palestinian sentiment in Ger-
many is thus simple: the state that claims to speak in the
name of those murdered in Germany’s name cannot itself
be a state of injustice. For if it were so, the calculation of
moral reparation by the descendants of Germans from
1933 to 1945 would not add up. From the perspective
of German Staatsrison® (reason of state), the uncondi-
tional support of the state of Israel, regardless of the
mode of its existence, proves Germany’s success in moral
redemption and material reparation for the Holocaust.
In this way, Israel’s existence becomes the external em-
bodiment of Germany’s post-Holocaust moral goodness.
Within this imaginary universe, Israel is not a real place
but the narcissistic mirror image of Germany’s goodness,
which after the Cold War takes centre stage in the German
version of HRD.?! For such a mindset, it is inconceivable
(both cognitively and emotionally) to imagine the state
of Israel as a state actor of war crimes, systematic human
rights abuses, apartheid policies or genocide.

Against such a desired reality one has to insist on a his-
torical reality in which victims can become perpetrators
and vice versa; at times they are both victim and per-
petrator within one and the same space of history.??
However, there is no symmetry, neither historical nor
moral, between the two. The idea of pure victim and per-
petrator identities and the grouping of people and their
deeds into abstract collective identities, is among the
most problematic legacies of the age of nation states. A
common talking point of Israel’s apologists is the forced
emigration and violent expulsion of Jewish populations
of Arab states after Israel’s establishment in 1948. Het-
erogeneous groups of people are lumped together under
abstract notions of ‘Jew’ and ‘Arab’ in order to be put into
an equation with another group of people, that is non-
Jewish Palestinians who lived in the land of Palestine
prior to modern nation states. By way of abstract equa-
tion, the violent expulsion of around 750,000 Palestinians
(Nakba) is not only rationalised but ex post legitimised -
as if the violence against one abstractly defined group of
people could somehow equalise the violence against the
other. Such abstractions are an integral part of the viol-
ent rationale of modern ‘nation-building’; it inherently
creates, as Hannah Arendt already foresaw in 1951, the
group of ‘stateless people’.> Within this rationale of na-
tion building, genocide becomes a thinkable reality, des-
pite (or precisely because) of the Genocide Convention of



1948.24 Once an ethno-national state project succeeds in
defining itself as the representative and successor of an
exceptional victim group, the acts of resistance against
this state can be framed as illegitimate, terrorist or, in
the case of Palestine, antisemitic.

The German discourse might be an extreme case;
however, it is in tune with a general (post)historical shift.
Enzo Traverso, echoing Meister, remarks that after 1989
the age of memory culture places the figure of the victim
in the centre of its political imaginary:

In the age of the victims, the Holocaust becomes the
paradigm of Western memory, the foundation upon which
the remembrance of other ancient or recent forms of vi-
olence and crimes should be built. Thus, the propensity
emerges to reduce history to a binary confrontation
between executors and victims.?

Such a binary, however, reduces the question of re-
volution and defeat to a depoliticised sequence of viol-
ence and counter-violence; it does not account for be-
neficiaries, structural injustice and failed revolutionary
attempts at changing history. Past executors can thus be
condemned as perpetrators while the current beneficiar-
ies of past violence can enjoy their gains in an ‘ethical’
way. As depoliticised victims, the defeated of past revolu-
tions can be memorialised without remembering the lost
causes and dreams they fought for. As Traverso puts it,
‘the memory of the Gulag erased that of revolution, the
memory of the Holocaust replaced that of antifascism,
and the memory of slavery eclipsed that of anticolonial-
ism.’?® In short, post-1989 memory culture comes down
to a project of rethinking history without the negative
dimension of antagonistic struggle. As a posthistorical
ideology, it thus culminates in the self- congratulatory
formula of today’s HRD: the past is evil, but the evil is
past.?’

This project, however, only functions once memory
culture is organised by the state or a quasi-state actor
and politically linked to an officially assumed ‘histor-
ical responsibility’ that can speak on behalf of a histor-
ical victim group. In the case of the German state, this
logic is particularly evident: German state actors, al-
most completely non-Jewish, speak on behalf of ‘Jews’.
Such ventriloquism only works once real Jewish people in
their concrete difference and diversity are abstracted and
transposed into an imaginary group of ‘the Jews’ who be-
come the object of German state protection and assumed

responsibility.?

The singularity-effect of Holocaust
memory culture

This dehistoricised version of the past relies on a trans-
formation of Holocaust memory culture in which histor-
ical specificity is substituted by ahistorical singularity.
In Holocaust studies, the widely accepted criterion of
historical singularity is ‘uniqueness’ and ‘unprecedented-
ness’.?’ ‘Unprecedentedness’, however, is not a sufficient
criterion for uniqueness as it leaves open which historical
event can become a precedent for another.® And like-
wise, uniqueness is not singular; all historical events are
unique as they are relational. In historical terms, singu-
larity can hardly refer to the spatio-temporal singularity
of the mere fact, but must aim at grasping the contexts
and conditions of the constitution of these facts.3!

As soon as we enter the realm of history, there are
only mixed relations, mediations, combinations of new
and old factors, whose historically singular constellation
is not immune to structural repetition. Thus, the his-
torical notion of singularity only comparatively makes
sense, discriminating between more or less ‘singular’ his-
torical events. As has been pointed out in Holocaust and
Genocide Studies, historical scholarship thrives on its
comparative capacity, on comparing historical events,
structures and motivations. The work of comparing is
not the one of equating; it preserves the status of the his-
torical as context and does not level the individual event
to the general concept. The qualitatively new, therefore
singular, aspect of the Holocaust as a state-organised
extermination programme consisted in a new combin-
ation of factors that, in retrospect, had their precursors
in other, colonial, racist contexts of violence of capitalist
modernity.3? The current debate on the singularity of
the Holocaust, however, seems to have moved beyond
this historical meaning of singularity, lapsing into the
misty realm of metaphysics and theology.*’

Proponents of the singularity thesis usually bring
forward the ideological self-referentiality of extermin-
atory antisemitism. The Nazis intended to kill the Jews
as Jews, not for some profane gains; annihilation was per-
ceived as an end in itself. The Nazis, while intentionally
‘coining’ the term in its racialised arbitrariness,** killed
real people in the abstract name of the ‘Jew’, enacting a
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monstrous transformation of human to number, concrete
life to abstract death, a ‘multitude of “unpronounceable

»)

names” into a ‘master signifier’.>® This is one of the
specificities of the Holocaust as historical complex that
exceeds the explanatory framework of genocide, if the
latter is reduced to a positivist account of mass killings of
victims in relation to an assumed intent of perpetrators.
However, if one modifies the notion of genocide and ac-
knowledges that psychopathological fantasies, conscious
or not, are integral to the genocidal mindset and actions
of perpetrators, the explanatory framework of genocide
can be extended beyond the legalistic terminology of
the Genocide Convention of 1948. A. Dirk Moses ar-
gues that genocidal end goals are often driven by the
paranoid fantasy of ‘permanent security’.3® Perpetrators
pre-emptively kill entire groups of people in the present
in order to achieve guaranteed security in the future.
The paranoid intention of ‘self-defence’ can yield similar
effects as genocidal intent. Moses’ criticism implicitly
puts into question whether the assumed (ir)rationality
of political ends provides a supra-historical standard of
judgment for historical events. The discrimination of
means and ends is itself a relational one, it does not
designate an absolute separation.

Once the Holocaust is understood as an assumed end
in itself — a self-referential hate crime, devoid of any fur-
ther political or historical purposiveness — it can be sin-
gularised and separated from other ‘generic’ genocides
like modern slavery during colonialism or the Rwandan
genocide. The question, whether violent means (from ‘ac-
cidental’ genocide to ‘collateral damage’) can be clearly
distinguished from their colonial or imperial ends, makes
sense only for those who regard these ends, be their
names power, profit, ‘progress’, or ‘civilisation’, as ra-
tional, at least in theory. However, even the basic dogma
of bourgeois theories of violence according to which ‘just
ends can be attained by justified means, justified means

used for just ends’>’

is not universally accepted. There-
fore, for the victims of these teleologies of violence, the
conceivability of an absolute distinction between violent
means (colonial genocide) and violent end (Holocaust)
cannot be assumed. If reason and unreason, rationality
and irrationality, civilisation and barbarism, contain each
other dialectically, the Zivilisationsbruch, ‘rupture in civil-
»38

ization’>® of the Holocaust appears as a rupture only from

the particular perspective of the false universality of bour-
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geois commodity economy.>’ As argued by Horkheimer
and Adorno, the ‘dialectic of enlightenment’ inherent in
rational purposiveness indicates that Western rational-
ity and irrationality, civilisation and barbarism, violence
and peacefulness, are not external opposites. ‘With the
spread of the bourgeois commodity economy the dark
horizon of myth is illuminated by the sun of calculat-

ing reason, beneath whose icy rays the seeds of the new
’40

barbarism are germinating.

Regardless of these objections, the singularity thesis
has already created a political epistemology and real-
ity. These consequences drive a general logic that Fre-
dric Jameson, although in a different context, calls the

.41 Without getting into the details of
£,42

‘singularity-effec
his intricate argument,** one could summarise it as a late
postmodern strategy of dehistoricisation and decontexu-
alisation. Jameson warns that ‘the concept of singularity
is itself a singular one, for it can have no general content,
and is merely a designation for what resists all subsump-
tion under abstract or universal categories’.*> Jameson’s
term proves instructive when read with and against pos-
thistorical tendencies within contemporary discourses

on antisemitism and Holocaust memory culture.



It is consistent with the logic of the singularity-
effect, if modern antisemitism is no longer understood
as a specific form of racism in general, but as the name
of a hate crime sui generis that, at least in principle, can
be detached from its history in Christian anti-Judaism.
For such a singularising theory of modern antisemitism,
the historical relationship of antisemitism as abstract
worldview and antisemitism as concrete history, ranging
from hate crimes to genocide, appears, in the last in-
stance, contingent.* The historical difference between
religious and modern antisemitism, however, cannot be
explained without the pseudo-scientific concept of race
and modern racism since the nineteenth century. With
the singularisation of antisemitism, these relations be-
come reified and dehistoricised. As a result, the ana-
lytical difference between antisemitism and racism is
transformed into an absolute one. While in singular anti-
semitism the abstract concept seems to coincide with its
own concretion (the antisemitic phantasma of the Jew is
abstract and, in its abstractness, still addressed to con-
crete people), in ‘non-singular’ racism only the merely
conceptual abstraction remains. In this way, any concept
of racism that does not also include antisemitism dis-
integrates into the abstract concept of its own theory
on the one hand, and the concrete experience of its his-
torical phenomena on the other. In contrast to racism
and its conceptual challenges to account for particularity
and universality, antisemitism becomes the theory of its
own singularity and, accordingly, the singular source of
its own definition. Conversely, as soon as racism as really
existing concept can no longer be addressed in reality,
only particular anti-X-racisms remain (anti-black, anti-
Arab, anti-Muslim), which tend to get singularised and
ontologised.** As a consequence, the general term of
racism enters into competition with antisemitism and is
increasingly addressed as an abstract particularity devoid
of universal meaning and concrete reality. Against this
singularising tendency, one should insist with Etienne
Balibar that

a general category of racism is not an abstraction which
runs the risk of losing in historical precision and pertin-
ence what it gains in universality; it is, rather, a more
concrete notion of taking into account the necessary poly-
morphism of racism, its overarching function, its con-
nections with the whole set of practices of social normal-
ization and exclusion ...1°

Such a concept of racism, in which concreteness
is mediated with universality, could counteract the
singularity-effect of competing definitions of antisemit-
ism and also refrain from making its ‘irrationality be-
coming its own cause’. How then to avoid, as Balibar
puts it, ‘the exceptional character of Nazi anti-Semitism
turning into a sacred mystery, into a speculative vision
of history which represents history precisely as the his-
tory of Evil’>*” If one only changes its preferred vic-
tim group, historical event or main protagonist, one is
certainly doomed to repeat the logic of this singularity-
effect.

In terms of Holocaust memory culture, the
singularity-effect has a retroactive direction, origin-
ating in more recent and contemporary debates rather
than in the historical aftermath of the event. As a his-
torical event, the extermination of the European Jews
during the Second World War was the paradigmatic case
that led to the Genocide Convention in 1948, although
the concept dates back to the genocide of the Armenians
in the Ottoman Empire during the First World War. In
both cases, their historical singularity and universal
significance as crime against humanity for world politics
were intrinsically connected. In the case of the Holocaust
memory culture, however, particularly since the advent
of HRD in post-1989 Europe and North America, univer-
sal significance and historical singularity parted ways.
As aresult, it is possible today to speak of genocides in
the plural - regardless of their status under international
law — and the Holocaust as genocide sui generis in the
sense of a singular ‘radical evil’.*® Accordingly, the uni-
versal significance of the Holocaust for human history
can appear only in an ahistorical horizon of singularity
as supra-historical or metaphysical uniqueness.

The subsequent stages of this singularity-effect are
well known: the singularisation of the victim collective
of the Holocaust was followed by the singularisation of
the state that claims to speak in its name. At the end of
this chain, we arrive at a singular situation: blatant viol-
ations of international law, which otherwise other state
actors are blamed for, are not only not sanctioned, but
appear as the necessary consequence of the unique mor-
ality of the state of Israel and its ‘most moral army’. The
morality of these violent relations is grounded here in
the singular security needs of a singular state that claims
to speak on behalf of a singular group of victims and
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their descendants. The latest edition of this singularity-
effect even frames the Hamas attacks of October 7th as
Holocaust-like pogroms, expressions of a singular anti-
semitic mindset, as leading Israeli politicians and their
Western allies keep telling the world. In a bizarre mo-
ment during his speech at the UN Security Council in late
October 2023, Israel’s UN ambassador, Gilad Erdan, wore
a badge shaped like a yellow star on his suit, referring to
the notorious yellow star that German authorities forced
Jewish people to wear during the Holocaust. Eventually,
the singularity-effect comes full circle: farce meets ob-

scenity.

Palestine as universal cause

I have argued that the question of Palestine is a symp-
tom that marks the breaking point of the ideological
edifice of HRD and its supplementing discourses of anti-
antisemitism, memory culture and singularisation. The
Palestinian struggle does not seek the world community’s
recognition as a singular, higher-ranked victim group,
singularised by the ontological valence of their actual
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or inherited experience of violence. Rather, it exposes
the hypocrisy of a moralised version of realpolitik in
which Western beneficiaries can enjoy their gains in an
‘ethical’ way by reaching out to depoliticised ‘innocent’
victims and persecuting victims that keep on fighting for
their rights. From a Palestinian perspective of struggle,
international humanitarianism, its major players, per-
petrators and beneficiaries, reveal themselves as the ‘eth-
ical’ successor of the old evil, the counter-revolutionary
project that fights those who fight for their own and their
neighbour’s justice.

While exposing the ‘exceptional’ violence of rescue
and occupation, the Palestinian struggle exceeds the ima-
ginary of humanitarian politics in post-humanitarian
times. It cannot be given a proper place within the ideo-
logical fantasy of the non-existing ‘two state solution’
and conflict management plans that the beneficiaries
of HRD have drafted. Of course, the Palestinian cause
can be defeated militarily. Pankaj Mishra might be right
that ‘[p]erhaps Israel, with its survivalist psychosis, is
not the “bitter relic” George Steiner called it - rather, it
is the portent of the future of a bankrupt and exhausted
world.”*® However, while ‘Israel today is dynamiting the
edifice of global norms built after 1945’,°° the Palestinian
cause is not the agent of edifying a new system of in-
ternational relation within global ‘too late capitalism’.>!
As a universal cause, understood and supported globally,
the Palestinian struggle reaches beyond the imaginary
of institutionalised forms of global injustice and under-
mines the singularity-effect that grants Israel and its
policies impunity.

Calling out anti-Palestinian racism and the atrocities
of the genocidal war in Gaza is thus not simply a demand
for ending the hypocrisy of HRD; rather, it is part of the
critical project of exposing and undoing global capital-
ism’s teleologies of violence. The Palestinian struggle
has shown that ultimately the singularised teleology of
Zionism (the creation of a ‘Jewish state’) is not so dif-
ferent from ‘generic’ colonial or imperialist teleologies
of power, profit, ‘progress’, or ‘civilisation’. As a symp-
tom, the Palestinian question has opened a rift between
Zionist means and ends, exposing a fragility at the heart
of Zionist goal setting.

Although Israel is the only sovereign state actor in
the area of former Mandate Palestine (‘from the river to
the sea’), Zionism is not a sovereign project of its own.



It relies on Palestinian-ness as oppressed and repressed.
The disavowal and implicit affirmation of this depend-
ency is spelled out in the Zionist claim that ‘there are
no Palestinians’. While the last horizon of the Zionist
imaginary is a life without the neighbour, ‘the last sky’ of
that neighbour escapes this horizon: Palestinians have
always belonged and will belong to the land (rather than
claiming that the land is theirs as property).>? This Is-
raeli fragility might express itself in paranoid extinction
fantasies and biblical tropes. For as long as Palestinians
are existing and resisting, Israel faces the impossibil-
ity of its Zionist project.>® In this way, the question of
Palestine marks the symptom in the sense defined above:
while it spoils the spoils of Zionist land theft, its removal
would threaten all of its so far achieved, yet unaccom-
plished goals. This conjuncture, however, does not imply
its reverse: Palestinian-ness does not rely on Zionism.
Rather, Palestinian-ness and the Palestinian struggle
introduce an element of asymmetry and unsublatable
negativity into the logic of the return of the repressed
(genocidal violence) and its symptom (the Palestinian
question). The answer to the Palestinian question is thus
not to be found in the compulsive repetition of worn-out
answers of HRD but in changing the question: What are
the universal conditions of possibility for the particular,
Palestinian, emancipation? Unlike bourgeois teleologies
of violence, the Palestinian revolution is not a goal of
capitalist ‘progress’ but the latter’s frequently miscarried,
ultimately achieved, interruption.
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