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Israel’s opportunity to stop a train wreck 

James Carroll, The Boston Globe, 18 July 2011 

http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2011/07/18/israels_opportunity_to_sto
p_a_train_wreck/  

Ever since outgoing Middle East envoy George Mitchell used the phrase “train wreck’’ with Charlie Rose 
in May, it has become jargon for what will happen in September when the Palestinian leadership goes to 
the United Nations seeking “full membership for the state of Palestine.” The Netanyahu government is so 
gravely threatened that it has made opposition to the UN affirmation of Palestinian independence a litmus 
test of loyalty to Israel. A catastrophe looms. 

The Obama administration has announced its intention to use its Security Council veto to derail any such 
resolution, and both houses of the US Congress have, with near unanimity, condemned the Palestinian 
approach to the UN as “unilateral” and a “circumvention of  direct negotiations,” a death knell for the 
peace process. Yet consider another possibility: Instead of denouncing the pro-Palestinian UN resolution, 
Israel should announce its intention to support it. 

Instead of a train wreck, a peace train. Against its critics, Palestinian negotiator Saeb Erekat insisted last 
week that the UN bid “will preserve the peace process and the two-state solution.” Why not see it that 
way? A means of moving the two parties out of stalemate, and toward the well-understood endgame of 
compromise and co-existence. “Now that you are recognized as the state you are,” Israel could say, in 
effect, “Let’s make it real by promptly settling the outstanding issues.” 

Last week, the Arab League voted to support the Palestinian application for full-member status at the 
United Nations. But Arabs weren’t the only ones. In Jerusalem itself on Friday, about 4,500 Israelis and 
Palestinians mounted a solidarity “March for Independence,” as a banner put it. Last month, 5,000 Israelis 
demonstrated in Tel Aviv, calling for the creation of an independent Palestine. Members of the Knesset, 
Israel’s parliament, joined both demonstrations. The Israeli press and blogosphere are full of voices 
raised in support of the Palestinian UN move. (The Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz editorialized in favor of 
Friday’s march.) For these Israelis, the issue is a simple one of justice, the long-overdue reckoning with 
the aspirations of an occupied and dispossessed people. But the issue is also purely pragmatic: as a 
demonstrator’s sign said in Tel Aviv, “A Palestinian state is in Israel’s interest.” 

The agitated alarms sounded by the Netanyahu government, the embrace of that government’s paranoia 
by the US political establishment, and the confusion about what exactly the UN General Assembly can 
legally accomplish in September all distract from the most important fact: The principle of Palestinian 
independence is not radical. An international consensus supports it. Seventy countries already recognize 
Palestine as a state, and many others are prepared to. 

Indeed, this vision has defined even Israeli politics for more than a decade. Israeli leaders, negotiators, 
and majorities of the Israeli public have accepted the Palestinian national future as essential to Israel’s. In 
May, President Obama reiterated that consensus when he proposed “the 1967 borders with land swaps” 
as the established basis for agreement. 

The Israeli government is worried about a growing world movement to “delegitimize” the Jewish state, and 
well it might be. Israel has its enemies, including many who deny its basic right to exist at all. But among 
Israelis - and among Israel’s well-proven friends - there is concern about an increasingly intransigent 
right-wing government that sees only menace in every effort to break the status quo. The government’s 
own actions - or overreactions - can themselves undermine Israel’s global legitimacy. It’s already 
happening. 



That is why the UN drama in September (the first act of which takes place next week at a Security Council 
debate) remains an opportunity for Israel. Stop the train wreck by stepping back from harsh rejection of 
the Palestinian initiative. Instead, embrace what is true and already accepted in it - the right of the 
Palestinian people to their own state. This is the way out of the trap Israel has created for itself. 

There is little reason to imagine the Netanyahu government pursuing such a course. But Israel’s friends 
can join with those Israelis who bravely insist on a different path. President Obama, meanwhile, should 
reverse himself, and refuse to veto a resolution that only embodies a Palestinian hope that America has 
long endorsed. 

    ------------------------------------------ 

How not to have a Palestinian state  
 
Members of the Friends of Israel Initiative, Jerusalem Post, 13 July 2011 
 
http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Op-EdContributors/Article.aspx?id=229251  
 

This piece was co-written by members of the Friends of Israel Initiative 
(www.friendsofisraelinitiative.org): Jose Maria Aznar, David Trimble, Alejandro Toledo, George 
Weidenfeld, Marcello Pera, Andrew Roberts, Fiamma Nirenstein, George Weigel, Robert 
Agostinelli, Carlos Bustelo and William Shawcross. 
 
Now is the moment of truth for the Palestinians.  They must choose negotiations, with all that such 

negotiations entail.  

 

The unilateral declaration of a Palestinian state, and its international recognition, would be a huge 

mistake. 

 

A peace agreement between Israelis and Palestinians is essential, but can be achieved only through 

honest negotiations – not by one party imposing a unilateral decision. 

 

Over the past two years, the Palestinian Authority has refused to sit at the negotiating table with the 

Israeli government, hiding behind the excuse of construction work on a few West Bank settlements. At 

the same time, it has been negotiating the creation of a national unity government with Hamas – a 

terrorist group whose stated aim is the elimination of Israel. A Palestinian “government” of a unilaterally 

established, self-declared “Palestinian state” in which Hamas is a member will make negotiations, to say 

nothing of a peace agreement, impossible. 

 

US President Barack H. Obama has recently advocated a return to talks based on the pre-1967 lines with 

mutual landswaps. 

 

But even those lines, as delineated in the 1949 Armistice Agreements, were subject to negotiations in 

accordance with UN Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338, which both sides agreed at the time 

would form the basis for a future peace agreement. Any future border, according to these resolutions, 

must be the outcome of a negotiated agreement. 

 

The unilateral declaration of Palestinian statehood is also a clumsily concealed delegitimization device. 

Serious Palestinians know very well that they do not meet the internal and external requirements to 

become a viable state, much less a new UN member with all its attendant obligations. 



 

Their objective is different; the unilateral declaration is in reality simply another tactic in a broader 

strategy of embarrassing and then delegitimizing the State of Israel. 

 

There is no historical, institutional or legal basis for recognizing a Palestinian state today, except as a 

kind of “virtual state” which exists in the imaginations of various parties but which has no tether to 

reality. In the West Bank, Palestinians depend on Israeli cooperation to function. Other modern aspects 

of statehood, such as respect for human rights, freedom and a functioning democracy – all of which are 

required of other countries seeking recognition – are sadly lacking in the Palestinian case. Indeed, this 

rush to a unilateral declaration of statehood, including the intra-Palestinian negotiations with Hamas, is 

impeding the formation of civil society in the West Bank, which has made progress in recent years and 

which is essential to any enduring peace. 

 

A declaration of Palestinian statehood by the UN General Assembly will only make it even more difficult 

to find a solution. 

 

Unilateral action will have unforeseeable consequences; the only true way forward is through a bilateral 

agreement. 

 

This is not the time for destructive gestures: it is time to encourage everyone to sit down and negotiate 

face to face, with no preconditions other than mutual and unequivocal recognition. 

 

There cannot be two states living in peace side by side unless Palestinians accept that Israel is the 

nation-state of the Jewish people and the Israelis accept that the Palestinian state will be the state of 

the Palestinian people. Without that basis, no genuine progress will be made. 

 

The government in Jerusalem has said on numerous occasions that it is ready to talk. Now is the 

moment of truth for the Palestinians. They must choose negotiations, with all that such negotiations 

entail, including concessions by both parties. 

 

The alternative is for representatives of the Palestinian people to continue demonizing their only 

possible negotiating partner while expecting the international community to tilt the scales in their favor. 

But blackmail will lead to disaster. 

 

Negotiations must be conducted in good faith, not as a means of exerting international pressure. 

 

It’s time for the international community, starting with the UN, to say the time for game-playing and 

wishful thinking is past. 

 

Serious negotiations can only be conducted by the Israelis and Palestinians themselves, no matter how 

much help or goodwill is provided from the outside. A unilaterally declared Palestinian state which is not 

the product of a bilateral negotiation is a demand that Israel accept the unacceptable. 

 

Diplomacy demands, above all, negotiation and agreement, not unilateral demands imposed with 

contempt. 

 

The undersigned all have a sincere desire to see a Palestinian state alongside Israel, living in a lasting and 

stable peace. We therefore call on all leaders of the European Union and the Western world to reject 



the PA’s current position. We urge the Palestinians to see that the only way they can have their own 

state is through an agreement with the Israelis. No other options should be supported. Only sincere 

dialogue and the unconditional recognition of each side by the other can form the basis for renewed 

negotiations. Only sincere dialogue and the unconditional recognition of each side by the other can set 

the foundations of a viable Palestinian state. 

 

    ------------------------------------------- 

Not Befitting a Democracy 

Editorial, The New York Times, 17 July 2011 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/18/opinion/18mon2.html?_r=1&ref=opinion  
 
Israel’s reputation as a vibrant democracy has been seriously tarnished by a new law intended to stifle 
outspoken critics of its occupation of the West Bank.  
 
The law, approved in a 47-to-38 vote by Parliament, effectively bans any public call for a boycott — 
economic, cultural or academic — against Israel or its West Bank settlements, making such action a 
punishable offense.  

It would enable Israeli citizens to bring civil suits against people and organizations instigating such 
boycotts, and subject violators to monetary penalties. Companies and organizations supporting a boycott 
could be barred from bidding on government contracts. Nonprofit groups could lose tax benefits.  

The law has rightly drawn fierce criticism in Israel. The newspaper Haaretz called it “politically 
opportunistic and antidemocratic,” and warned that it and other recently enacted laws were “transforming 
Israel’s legal code into a disturbingly dictatorial document.” In the United States, the Anti-Defamation 
League — which strongly supports Israel and opposes boycotts against it — warned that the law 
impinged on the “basic democratic rights of Israelis to freedom of speech and freedom of expression.”  

We are also opposed to boycotts of Israel, but agree this is a fundamental issue of free speech.  

Israel’s conservative government is determined to crush a growing push by Palestinians and their 
supporters for boycotts, disinvestment and sanctions against Israel. Since last year, many Israeli artists 
and intellectuals, as well international artists, have canceled performances and programs in Israel and the 
West Bank to protest the settlements. The bill’s sponsor, Zeev Elkin, said his concern was that the calls 
for a boycott “increasingly have come from within our own midst.”  

With peace talks stalemated, Palestinians are searching for ways to keep alive their dream of a two-state 
solution, including a push for United Nations recognition this fall. Israel risks further isolating itself 
internationally with this attempt to stifle critics.  

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu should have exercised leadership and urged lawmakers against 
doing their country serious harm. While Mr. Netanyahu was absent for the vote, he eagerly insisted that it 
would never have passed “if I had not authorized it.”  

Advocates said the law was needed to prevent efforts to “delegitimize” Israel, but no country can be 

delegitimized if it holds true to its democratic principles. Opponents are already challenging the law in 

court. We hope they succeed, for Israel’s sake.  
 
     
 



Revolution spinning in the wind 
 
The Economist, 14th July 2011 
 
http://www.economist.com/node/18958237  

Hundreds of thousands throng the main square of an Arab capital in a stunning show of defiance. 

Disgraced, the government falls. The opposition sweeps into power. Hated regime figures scuttle 

offstage. Exiles return and political prisoners walk free. The talk is of a complete break with the past. 

But this is not Egypt or Tunisia, where the wave of political upheaval sweeping the Arab world crested 

last winter, toppling the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali. This was Lebanon in 

2005. Six years later the forces that triumphed in what was then fancifully dubbed the Cedar revolution 

are in disarray. Lebanon’s chronic plagues all persist: sectarianism, corruption, the insecurity brought by 

a weak central state, foreign meddling and armed party militias. 

Lebanon differs from other Arab countries. Its messy pluralism does not fit the mould of patriarchal 

police states that took hold in the region in the 1950s, a time of military coups and oil bonanzas. Still, 

Lebanon’s fizzled revolution, like those of Algeria’s Islamists in 1991, of Iran’s Green movement in 2009, 

or of Bahrain’s protesters earlier this year, should serve as a caution to people who see in the current 

Arab spring (or awakening) a transformation as inexorable as the change of seasons.  

Perhaps with time all Arab regimes will indeed head the way of Egypt’s and Tunisia’s, or at any rate feel 

obliged to surrender big chunks of power to their people as a price for survival. The sense of having 

reached a watershed runs deep among Arabs, particularly the young. For weeks in February and March 

the ubiquitous Al Jazeera channel flashed a slick montage of images between hourly news bulletins, 

showing beleaguered autocrats succumbing to popular outrage and ending with the jaunty caption, 

“Who’s Next?”. 

Yet for all their drama, and despite the satisfaction of seeing hated rulers fall, the revolutions in Egypt 

and Tunisia have had to struggle to maintain momentum. The bloodier would-be revolutions in Libya 

and Syria and Yemen have dragged on for months, generating ever more destruction, with no resolution 

plainly in sight. Other Arab states, especially the monarchies, have so far parried calls for change with 

seeming success, using the familiar mix of coercion, co-option and promises. 

So the pertinent question is perhaps not so much who will be next to fall but rather, what follows? The 

answer is not at all clear. The universal inclination of the revolutionary ferment is to create the more 

open, pluralist, democratic societies that have emerged in much of the world. But after two generations 

in a political deep freeze, Arabs face special challenges in getting there. Among these are such essential 

questions as how to frame relations between Islam and the state, how to incorporate ethnic and 

religious minorities and how to share oil revenues. Many Arab countries also face burdensome 

administrative legacies. Years of unaccountable rule have left hugely swollen, often venal bureaucracies, 

creaky courts, nasty security services spoiled by privilege, and publics addicted to unsustainable 

subsidies for such things as food and energy. 

Other places have faced similar difficulties, but usually in a more helpful context. When the iron curtain 

fell in 1989 it brought down a whole ideological construct, leaving relatively clear ground on which to 

build something new. The well-tested, culturally affinitive models offered by neighbouring states 



accelerated domino-tipping waves of change in southern Europe in the 1970s and in Latin America in the 

1980s. Democratic transitions in, say, Portugal or Argentina could borrow essentially off-the-shelf 

solutions.  

Many non-Arab, Muslim-majority countries, including Turkey, Indonesia, Malaysia, Bangladesh and, 

some might even argue, Iran, have found their own unique way forward. But their experiences, which 

often benefited from such things as high literacy rates and an absence of external threats, are even less 

familiar to most Arabs than those of western Europe. Today’s Arab revolutionaries are proud, prickly 

and wary of foreign influence. They will have to forge their own paths towards democracy because, as 

yet, no specifically Arab model has emerged.  

The most obvious casualties of the Arab awakening, so far, have been heads of state. Those of Tunisia 

and Egypt were taken by surprise. They were betrayed, ironically, by the professionalism of the 

institutions intended to protect them. Their first tier of defence, the feared police, collapsed, and then 

the armies refused to shoot their own people. By contrast, the clan-based regimes of Libya, Yemen and 

Syria are hardened by a ruthless, loyal core and ringed by elaborately layered security services designed 

to keep each other in check and to neutralise threats by remaining shadowy and capriciously vicious. 

Their dictators thought they could get ahead of the curve with small concessions and mean threats. 

Instead they have found themselves slipping violently under it. 

Yet the fall of dictators represents only part of a longer process in which the unspoken aim is to alter 

radically the balance of power between citizens and their state. Some Arab regimes may well survive 

this transition, so long as they understand that something very fundamental has to change. Such 

understanding does not come easily, as the revolutionaries of Egypt and Tunisia, the front-running 

reformers, have found to their dismay. 

Six months after the giant street protests that shook central Tunis and Cairo, both cities still witness 

periodic shows of mass people-power. On July 8th hundreds of thousands of Egyptians again filled Tahrir 

Square, and a fervent few have again pitched camp there. The immediate catalysts for these protests 

differ, and in the new atmosphere of freedom in both countries the demands that are voiced vary 

widely. But their overall intent is the same. The protesters mean to signal sharp dissatisfaction with the 

depth and pace of change, and to remind the older men who still hold the reins of power that the public 

will consider them guilty of backsliding from revolutionary aims until they prove themselves innocent. 

The generals who now ostensibly rule Egypt and its vast, lumbering administrative machine are products 

of six decades of autocratic rule. So is the clubby coastal elite that continues to dominate Tunisia.  Even 

with the best of intentions these old guards find it hard to absorb the challenge presented by a newly 

empowered citizenry, backed by a feisty press and the streetwise zeal of bold young revolutionaries. 

These contrasts are starkest in Egypt. The Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, a body of 19 generals 

that serves as a temporary executive branch, often seems bewildered by the demands besieging it. The 

generals have tried to be accessible via a Facebook page and meetings with critics. But their 

communiqués are woolly or bullying, and their “dialogues” sound more like sermons. The council’s 

decisions reflect a faintly alarming mix of deep conservatism and hypersensitivity. After nationalist 

rumblings, for instance, the army vetoed help from the IMF and the World Bank, despite the offer of 

unprecedentedly lenient terms and the urgent need to kick-start Egypt’s stalling economy.  



Haphazard attempts to prosecute crimes committed under the pre-revolutionary regime have 

generated further discomfort. Judges have passed draconian sentences for minor cases of corruption 

and abuse of power, frightening much of a business class that almost universally submitted during Mr 

Mubarak’s long reign to rapacious demands for bribes. Yet so far Egypt’s courts have largely shielded the 

biggest fish from punishment, including Mr Mubarak himself and the security officers responsible for 

widespread torture, as well as the killing of hundreds of people during the revolution. “In 1952 we had a 

coup that turned into a revolution,” grumbles a young activist in Cairo, referring to the army putsch that 

overthrew King Farouk and then replaced his liberal democracy with a socialist dictatorship. “This time 

we seem to have had a revolution that turned into a coup.” 

Elections in Egypt and Tunisia are not scheduled before autumn (Egypt’s has just been pushed back from 

September to November). In the absence of parliaments a sort of rolling dialogue has unfolded, 

whereby public anger builds at the lack of progress, resulting in protests that prompt interim 

governments to further concessions. But such protests increasingly lack focus, reflecting an explosion of 

political activism. The fragmentation alarms liberal secularists. They fear that Islamists, reputedly more 

disciplined and armed with a simpler message, will exploit such advantages to surge ahead at the polls.  

The main Islamist parties, Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and the Nahda party in Tunisia, do look likely to 

emerge with the biggest parliamentary quotas. But opinion polls suggest that neither is likely to take 

more than 20% of the overall vote, a proportion that has been fairly typical of the performance of 

mainstream Islamist parties in many Muslim countries. They will be big fish in a pond teeming with other 

creatures. Many of the other fish, moreover, are likely to be rival Islamists. 

Salafist groups in Egypt, who represent the ultra-puritan part of a very broad Islamist spectrum, and 

include groups that once espoused armed jihad, have formed at least four separate parties. The Salafists 

have clashed bitterly not only with secular parties, but also with the declining, though still influential, 

Sufi groups who represent a more esoteric and traditional version of Islam. The Muslim Brotherhood, 

milder than the Salafists but with pretensions to represent orthodoxy, has itself spun off new political 

trends. The group’s rigid hierarchy and seeming eagerness to curry favour with Egypt’s ruling generals 

have alienated some of its younger members, prompting the creation of a number of splinter parties.  

In both countries frustration over the unsteady direction of change has tended, perhaps unfairly, to 

overshadow real gains. Despite pressures from the army, Egypt’s independent press remains 

determinedly outspoken. The caretaker prime ministers are broadly popular and generally regarded as 

sincerely committed to reform. Both countries have seen rises in crime after the collapse of the police, 

yet remain safer than many Western countries. Secret police services still seem to exercise shadowy 

influence, yet in neither country is there any sign of their regaining power.  

Sparring between secularists and Islamists, left and right, has marred the emerging debates over the 

new constitutions that both countries hope to draft by next year. Yet these constitutional debates are 

growing more serious, and on most issues a surprising degree of consensus has emerged: legislatures 

should be strong; executive powers limited; judiciaries independent; public freedoms and human rights 

must be guaranteed; social policies should be equitable. On the tricky question of Islam and the state, 

the likely outcome may be a sort of fudge, with the state described as “civil” rather than secular, and 

Islamic law being accepted as an underlying principle for legislation rather than a literal prescription. 

As the revolutionary duo wend their wobbly ways to democracy, another country may be stealing a 

march on them. Spooked by the revolutions, pushed by a burgeoning local protest movement and 



better advised than other Arab sovereigns, Morocco’s King Muhammad VI announced in March a series 

of reforms, including the drafting of the new constitution that was overwhelmingly approved in a 

referendum on July 1st. The king has held onto most of his privileges, and critics say he has simply 

bought time before another wave of pressure mounts. Yet even his modest concessions to an elected 

parliament acknowledge the ultimately irresistible potency of the trend towards empowering the 

people. 

The oil-rich monarchs at the other end of the region have more money to buy time. Saudi Arabia, the 

Arabian peninsula’s behemoth and perhaps the world’s arch-autocracy, is understandably the most 

alarmed about what its rulers see as a rising threat to their world. The kingdom’s ageing senior princes 

are shocked by the abrupt fall, speeded by what they see as the West’s “betrayal”, of Egypt and 

Tunisia’s equally aged presidents, and the subsequent hounding of their families for corruption. 

“Basically they want the revolutions to fail,” says a Saudi dissident, who foresees a return to the regional 

politics of the 1960s, when Saudi Arabia sparred with revolutionary republics in what some dubbed an 

Arab cold war. 

The kingdom has responded internally to the challenge in typical fashion. It has showered money on its 

people in the form of a promised $120 billion in new social spending, while slapping extra restrictions on 

its press and tightening police control of public gatherings. Some of that cash may subtly undermine 

reforms elsewhere. While welcome, given Egypt’s squeezed finances, a generous Saudi pledge of $4 

billion in aid raises Egyptian fears that strings may be quietly attached. Private Saudi funding, often 

filtered through lavishly government-supported charities, bolsters Salafists in Egypt who believe that 

Muslims should blindly obey their rulers and deride democracy as “man-made law”. The Saudi press has 

also dutifully played up stories of troubles, such as rising crime rates in the post-revolutionary states, 

leading to an unhelpful drop in tourist arrivals from the Gulf. 

The Saudis’ intervention in Bahrain was nothing like so delicate. They sent armoured columns to bolster 

the ruling Al Khalifa family in its fierce crackdown on unarmed protesters, and have loudly portrayed 

their small neighbour’s crisis as an example of Shia perfidy, sponsored by the arch-enemy Iran. Aversion 

to revolutions has also jolted normally milder Gulf sovereigns into unusual harshness. A state school in 

Kuwait, for instance, abruptly expelled a ten-year-old Egyptian child who had innocently asked why 

there was no revolution in the emirate. The United Arab Emirates, best known for the freewheeling style 

of Dubai, has taken to rounding up and jailing critics of the government, a rare breed among the small 

but immensely wealthy minority of the country’s residents who happen to be native citizens. 

The Gulf’s rulers can perhaps afford to be complacent, for a time. Years of high oil prices have plumped 

their wallets. Bahrain excepted, they suffer no toiling masses yearning to be free, aside from deportable 

foreign labourers. Yet even in the Gulf something has changed. Privately and on the internet, citizens 

ridicule the ruling families. A gap in outlook yawns between young people attuned to the world and an 

older generation restrained by deference to power and tradition. 

In a few years countries such as Saudi Arabia could find themselves surrounded by fellow Arab states 

whose citizens gleefully express their entitlement to accountable government. Some may prove models 

of constitutional monarchy that look easily applicable elsewhere. Others may evolve ways of 

accommodating Islamic rules within a consensual context of tolerance and pragmatism. The question 

then would be, why not here? 



Of course, events could tip in another direction. The earlier Arab democratisers, Egypt and Tunisia, 

might remain unstable for years to come. They could look like Lebanon or Iraq, the best democracies the 

Arab world has, where uninspiring politics is marked by rickety compromises shadowed by the trauma of 

civil wars. Egypt’s generals could also lose patience with the rowdy revolutionaries and clamp on martial 

law. And bloody turmoil in places such as Syria and Yemen could persist to a degree that makes other 

Arabs wary of even trying for change. 

Such setbacks are possible, perhaps even likely. Yet the overall trend towards democratisation is no 

more stoppable in the Arab world than it has been elsewhere. “You have to understand that this is not a 

bunch of different revolutions,” explains a sunken-eyed Syrian student, taking a breather in Lebanon 

from weeks of protest-organising in Damascus. “This is one big revolution for all the Arabs. It will not 

stop until it reaches everywhere.” 

    ----------------------------------------------- 

Let truth spring forth  
 
By Emanuele Ottolenghi, Haaretz, 15 July 2011 

http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/opinion/let-truth-spring-forth-1.373321  

Every authoritarian regime fears the truth. As Nazi chief propagandist Joseph Goebbels infamously said, 
"If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it ... the truth is 
the mortal enemy of the lie, and thus by extension, the truth is the greatest enemy of the state."  

Arab regimes have been no exception. Hoping to deflect criticism, for decades, they fed lies and 
distortions to their public, demonizing enemies - Israel, in particular - in order to hide their failures and 
avoid taking responsibility.  

The Arab Spring now offers a chance to set the record straight. Insofar as the upheavals now shaking the 
Middle East and North Africa are genuinely democratic revolutions, they can illuminate a dark past. Arab 
governments had no interest in opening their archives to public scrutiny even to sympathetic researchers 
- for they knew that there was much to lose in revealing truth to a public so accustomed to their lies.  

Here's a challenge, then, for the forces of change in the Arab world: Open the archives and let truth 
spring forth.  

Revelations will be slow in coming - the process of sifting through decades of classified information will no 
doubt take time - but the persistent refusal of the old regimes to reveal the past suggests that they had 
much to hide. And revealing the truth will no doubt help dissipate the hatred these lies have sustained for 
so long. Historians of the Arab-Israeli conflict in particular should recognize that the lack of access to Arab 
historical archives makes their work incomplete and their conclusions only tentative. However, some New 
Historians have either downplayed the issue or dismissed the relevance of Arab documents - in some 
cases, they themselves were instrumental in propagating those lies.  

State-sanctioned lies about Israel and the West have a long history in the Arab world. The charge that 
Zionists sought to ethnically cleanse Palestine of Arabs in order to make room for their nationalistic 
designs was first aired by Arabic-language Nazi propaganda, as Prof. Jeffrey Herf documented in his 
2009 book "Nazi Propaganda for the Arab World." The same Nazi propaganda also charged that Jews 
were inventing sordid tales about their own suffering in Europe to blackmail the world into supporting 
Zionism - an early version of the Holocaust denial that is now wildly popular in the Arab world. Nazi 



officials propagated these lies to justify the extermination of the Jews and improve their relations with 
Arab countries in North Africa and the Middle East, where they hoped to overrun Allied forces.  

Many of these dark tales survived the defeat of the Axis powers and, after World War II, received a new 
lease on life as Arab regimes hired Nazi fugitives, such as Johann von Leers in Egypt and Alois Brunner 
in Syria, to run their propaganda departments. In the 1950s, Soviet propaganda adopted many of the 
same themes, thus transforming them overnight into "progressive" battle cries. In time, these falsehoods 
metastasized like cancer, becoming accepted truths in Arab societies.  

Beginning in the 1980s, many Jewish anti-Zionist scholars lent these lies credibility by claiming to have 
found incontrovertible evidence to support them in previously classified documents in Israeli state 
archives. Their scholarship was politically driven and often shoddy - but the fact that they were Jewish - 
sometimes Israeli - gave their writings a ring of truth and an almost invincible shield against any criticism.  

Take, for example, Exeter University professor and leading New Historian, Ilan Pappe. When he could not 
document that Israel's founders planned ethnic cleaning, he postulated that the absence of a master plan 
for the expulsion of Palestinian Arabs in 1948 was evidence of a Zionist conspiracy of silence. As Pappe 
put it, "There were not specific orders written, only an atmosphere that has to be reconstructed."  

For Pappe, it was clear that "this is exactly how ethnic cleansing is achieved: by creating the kind of 
education and indoctrination systems that ensures that every soldier and every commander, and 
everyone with his individual responsibility, knows exactly what to do when they enter a village, even if 
they haven't received any specific orders to expel its inhabitants."  

In fact, such state-sanctioned policies always leave behind considerable paper trails. For Pappe, then, the 
only way to revamp a lie originally crafted by Goebbels' Arab minions is to allege a conspiracy of silence, 
compelling his scholarly opponents to prove a negative.  

Pappe and his fellow travelers claim to rely on newly found evidence; consider their own work the final 
word; and call their critics "stooges" of the Zionist establishment. Yet, historians cannot reach a final 
determination until governments reveal the records of their policies. If truth be the antidote of lies, and 
propaganda the staple of dictatorships, let Arab democrats begin the process of dispelling myths.  

For decades, Arab autocracies have spread pernicious lies and historians have perpetuated them, 
fanning the flames of extremism across the Middle East.  

As proof that they are turning the page on dictatorship, let Arab reformers lift censorship and open their 
state archives to the world.  

    ------------------------------------------------ 

Bits and Pieces   Clips from various media in the Middle East and elsewhere 

ICEJ, 15 July 2011:  San Antonio, Texas mayor Ron Huldai capped a recent solidarity tour of Israel by 
travelling to the Red Sea resort city of Eilat and signing an agreement with the Ein Netafim Eilat company 
to cooperate on improvements of wastewater and recycled-water systems. San Antonio is about to 
construct its first desalination plant, slated to be completed by 2014. The two cities will share expertise 
and ideas related to operating these systems in the coming years. Mayor Castro also signed an official 
cooperation agreement with Tel Aviv Mayor Ron Huldai on Wednesday, committing to economic 
cooperation and bilateral trade. 
ICEJ, 15 July 2011:  A new position has been created by Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman (Israel 
Beiteinu) for Tal Brody, the legendary basketball captain of Maccabi Tel Aviv, and now a 68-year-old 
grandfather. Brody has been appointed as Israel's Goodwill Ambassador, to represent Israel in the 
international arena. He makes monthly trips to the US to speak at schools, universities, synagogues and 



public institutions to provide Americans with some positive stories from Israel that compensate for the 
usually violent headlines. Brody also maintains an active Facebook page and mailing list, where he 
updates thousands of supporters about good news coming out of Israel. 
ICEJ, 18 July 2011:  The Times of London reported that the Syrian government is increasing the tempo 
of weapons shipments to the Iranian backed Shi'ite terror militia Hizbullah in Lebanon. The weapons 
reportedly include advanced Scud D missiles with a range of 700 km. and which "are accurate to within 
tens of meters and bring all of Israel, Jordan and large parts of Turkey within Hezbollah's range," 
according to the report. Israeli officials quoted in the report added that Syria itself, despite recent 
civil unrest, has been engaged in a heavy arms buildup.  

JTA, 18 July 2011:  An Israeli-Arab lawmaker was suspended from parliamentary debates for the rest of 
the term for sailing with last year's flotilla to Gaza.  Hanin Zoabi of the Balad Party was stripped of her 
parliamentary benefits by the Knesset Ethics Committee on Monday after three other lawmakers filed 
complaints against her participation last year in the flotilla on board the Mavi Marmara, on which nine 
Turkish activists were killed after Israeli commandos stormed the ship.  The ethics committee ruled that 
Zoabi cannot address the Knesset or vote in committee debates through the end of the summer session. 
 

NOTE:  The views expressed in certain articles are not necessarily those of the SAZF 

    

 


