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Bowe Bergdahl. Does this name ring a bell with you? Probably not. Therein lies a major difference between Israeli and American society. Bear with me -- I'll get to Sgt. Bergdahl in a moment.


First, a short discourse on applause. I needn't tell you what applause in the U.S. sounds like -- each audience member clapping at their own pace and degree of loudness, almost like the drumbeat of rain on the roof with each drop pattering on its own. Israeli applause is very different. It might start out as the American-type cacophony, but soon enough it morphs into a syncopated, collective beat of uniform, rhythmic clapping. The audience as one.


The difference between American and Israeli applause is not merely technical and certainly not arbitrary. Rather, each is symptomatic of a deeply felt social ethos. In a word, America is a society that cherishes individualism above all else -- ergo, each member of the audience does her/his own thing. Some may clap faster or louder because the performance was spectacular; others slower or quieter because they were not overly impressed. Israelis' syncopated clapping leaves each audience member with much less freedom of (re)action -- they all have to clap in unison (otherwise, those around you will send stares your way), and with approximately the same force. Moreover, syncopated clapping makes it much harder to provide differential applause to each actor/performer -- as if they too are perceived as a group, and not a congeries. This is a function of Israel's highest social value: solidarity.


From here we return to my mini-quiz above. I am sure each reader has heard of Gilad Shalit -- sort of hard to miss the formerly kidnapped, Israeli soldier's name unless you were in a news coma these past five years. Well, Sgt. Bergdahl has been in much the same situation in Afghanistan as an American soldier being held by the Taliban, and yet there's hardly a mention of him in the American media. The reason for the disparity between Shalit and Bergdahl? Social solidarity and individualism. Whereas each Israeli feels a collective responsibility for every other Israeli, Americans tend to view each person as being master of their own fate. To be sure, I am not suggesting that Americans don't care about other Americans; of course they do! But it just doesn't reach the level of a supreme social value -- which is why there is simply no national "debate" regarding official American policy on non-negotiation with terrorists, as there was on a continual basis during Shalit's five years in Hamas captivity.


Indeed, the recent protest movements in both countries somewhat reinforce my point. In Israel this past summer, proportionally huge numbers of people came out to protest for social justice. In the U.S. this past autumn, regarding much the same issue (social justice in economic affairs), the relative -- and even absolute! -- number of protestors was paltry compared to their Israel counterparts, and certainly a drop in the bucket of America's huge population. Most Americans, it would seem, still believe in the Dream of Individual Accomplishment, notwithstanding the outrageous depredations of "Wall Street". 


None of this is to say that regarding dealing with terrorists the Israeli approach is correct and American policy is wrong, or that Solidarity is better than Individualism overall. I myself feel that Israel should not have paid the heavy price it did to free Shalit. (I also question American policy regarding Bergdahl; why are the Taliban considered "terrorists" when they were the official government of Afghanistan before the Americans overthrew their regime? vicious enemy, certainly; but "terrorists"?) In any case, the point here is not the wisdom of policy but rather the system of values in each country. That's a personal, subjective matter.


So the next time you are about to "applaud" domestic Israeli or American policy, think about it carefully. Are you simply applauding with the pack or giving it serious, individual thought?
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