THE SACRIFICE OF THE SONS:
FRAMING A MEDIA PSEUDO-EVENT

Mira Moshe and Ruth Amir

The 2003 election campaign was highlighted by Prime Minis-
ter Ariel Sharon’s press conference in response to a leak regard-
ing an ongoing police investigation. The live broadcast was cut
off by the chairman of the Central Election Committee, Judge
Mishael Cheshin. The judge'’s argument was that the speech was
unlawful since it contained political propaganda. This brought to
the fore the symbolic relationships between fathers and their off-
spring in politics. '

This essay analyzes the political interaction between Ariel
Sharon and his sons since his election as head of Likud in 1999
and through his premiership in 2001 and during the 2003 cam-
paign. We offer an interpretive analysis based on the biblical text
and on Shoham’s mytho-empirical model of the Akedah—the sac-
rifice of the sons. According to this model there is a symbiotic re-
lationship between the authoritative father and the metaphysical
source of absolute authority. Paternal victimization of sons leads
to the separation inherent in the integration of the maturing child
into the accepted normative framework of society. In our case,
the issue at stake is the sacrifice of the son’s future political ca-
reer for that of their father’s, or perhaps the father and sons sac-
rificing one another.
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He said, take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and
go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering
upon one of the mountains of which I shall tell you. So Abraham
rose early in the morning, saddled his ass, and took two of his
young men with him, and his son Isaac; and he cut wood for the
burnt offering, and arose and went to the place of which God had
told him (Genesis 22, 2-3).

Relationships between fathers and sons in Israeli politics
have fascinated political scientists for some time.! The focus has
mostly been on how the sons have measured up to the careers of
their fathers—whether biological or ideological. There are ample
instances across all political camps. Just to mention a few,
Shmuel, Moshe, and Yael Dayan; Haim and Uzi Landau; Men-
achem and Benjamin-Zeev Begin; Yitzhak and Dalya Rabin; Jo-
seph and Abraham Burg; Menachem and Meir Porush; Moshe and
Ephraim Sneh; Geula Cohen and Tzachi Hanegbi; Shlomo-Israel
and Yehuda Ben-Meir; Daniel-Yitzhak and Yitzhak Levy.

Longing for the comforting stability provided in the time of
the founding fathers, scholars are rather critical of both the fa-
thers and their offspring. For example, Yonatan Shapira was con-
cerned with the leadership crisis emanating from the weakness of
second-generation Israelis. Yet scant attention has been paid to
how fathers deal with their children’s political careers.

In this essay we are concerned with the unique political rela-
tionships between Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and his sons, M.K.
Omri and businessman Gil’ad. In all other instances mentioned
above, the offspring pursued their own political careers following
the death of the parent or upon his or her retirement. Here,
Sharon’s sons actively assisted their father in promoting his posi-
tion, first as Likud leader and twice as prime minister, in 2001
and once again in 2003. In parallel to supporting their father,
Omri pursued his own political career, while Gil’ad focused his
utmost attention on developing his business. Both father and sons
had to pay a price for the political empowerment of the sons. The
father was trapped in a situation where his sons could endanger
his political fortune. Their options were either to sacrifice a son’s
future political career for that of his father’s, or the father and
sons could sacrifice each other.

With reference to the involvement of the sons in their father’s
political career in the elections of 1999, 2001, and 2003, we offer
an interpretive analysis based on the biblical text and on Sho-
ham’s mytho-empirical model of the 4kedah—the sacrifice of
[saac.?

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.52.66 on Tue, 13 Nov 2012 03:05:49 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions




The Sacrifice of the Sons 157

Social Mythology

The concept of myth as a pre-scientific theory of nature has
given way in the twentieth century to a wide array of applica-
tions.> From mystic tales with a divine or religious character re-
counting unlikely situations, myths came to be recognized as be-
ing worthy of social science inquiry. The interest in myths is de-
rived from their well-defined associations with the fabric of any
given society.

In common usage, the term “myth” refers to a belief with no
factual foundation, a fiction or an illusion that provides a fan-
tasy.* Many anthropologists have claimed that a myth is very sim-
ply the phenomenon of “sanctifying the simple.”® A myth tells a
personal and symbolic tale, referring in dramatic form to the ori-
gin of things,® and describing events of exceptional importance to
the community. The tale is not necessarily true in the sense that it
gives an objective description of reality and historical facts. Truth
in a myth does not derive from an objective truth, supported by
external proof, it lies within the myth itself and in the societal
truth that the myth represents and communicates.’

We can discern a number of hidden foundations underlying
myths. Reference to a shared culture or collective past gives the
individual a sense of personal and social identity. The myth may
lie within the narrative itself, or it may be connected to the struc-
ture of the tale. Whether the myth is in story or in another struc-
tural form, its constituent parts join to form a whole. Since myth
refers to shared beliefs and values, it is taken as axiomatic.

Therefore, myth can operate on a subconscious level. The
meanings attributed to it are almost universal and are not limited
to any specific time or place. A community can attach itself to its
mythic belief and obstruct and suppress any information that un-
dermines the myth, if it vindicates leaders, a shared past, or hope
for the future.®

Ethnographic research and theories about the role of myths in
society have also unearthed the relationships between collective
imagination on the one hand, and ethnic, historical, and social
identities on the other.” Myth, then, represents a method of inter-
pretation, a point of view in which there is an inner cohesion and
spiritual topography that constitutes a permanent, formative foun-
dation of culture, society, and nation. It is simultaneously the
creation of a culture, and is itself the creator of a culture. The re-
ality to which a myth refers is one that is seen through the eyes of
its patrons. Therefore, social change is reflected in mythological
change, and vice-versa.
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Ariel Sharon as a Mythological Leader Figure

We shall combine the ideas of Cassirer!® and Tudor!' in our
analysis of the leader myth as structured during an election pe-
riod. Cassirer argues that where political activity is concerned,
people tend to forget what they have learned in the course of their
intellectual development and go back to the earliest stages of hu-
man culture. In this context, myth causes considerable deviation
from empirical thinking and conceptualization of reality. It guides
people into political activity by using emotional manipulation,
typified by a preference for irrational thinking.

Tudor, in his work, Political Myth, also refers to political
myth as a fantasy, or an illusion in political context. He outlines
the mechanism whereby the myth is created, and the role and
needs of the myths’ creator. The myth lives on as long as it serves
a given order of things. In modern times, the creation and dissipa-
tion of myths are inseparable parts of the dynamic of the struggle
for cultural-political hegemony in society.

Since Israeli society has apparent militant characteristics, it
comes as no surprise that the figure of the military leader turned
politician is an icon of Israeli myth. Ariel Sharon’s biography
contains all the right elements for the creation of such a myth.

Various journalists and scholars have tried their hands at
Sharon’s portrait.'> Despite the discrepancy between the laudatory
and the cautionary versions, all the writers have adopted a mythic
view of their subject. A brief look at his life exemplifies this
view: he was born in Kfar Malal in 1928, attended secondary
school in Tel-Aviv, and joined the Haganah in 1945.

In the War of Independence Sharon commanded a platoon in
the Alexandroni Brigade and was wounded in the battle for La-
trun. Early in 1949 he became a company commander, and two
years later he was appointed intelligence officer of Central Com-
mand. In 1952-3 he studied history and oriental studies at the He-
brew University of Jerusalem, during which time he was given
command of Unit 101, a commando unit formed to carry out
retaliatory actions to counter fedayeen attacks.!> While some of
the military operations under his command were considered he-
roic, several actions came under heavy criticism, like the one in
Qibiya, where women and children were among those killed.

In 1956 Sharon was appointed to command the paratroop bri-
gade and fought in the Sinai Campaign. Because of a battle in the
Mitla Pass, which many thought unnecessary and in which there
were heavy casualties, serious disagreements arose between him
and his subordinates and between him and IDF Chief of Staff
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