
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for What Justice Demands

			 

			“After hundreds of books on the subject, it would seem difficult to produce a fresh approach, but Elan Journo has done just that in this concise and deftly written volume.”

			—JOSHUA MURAVCHIK, Ph.D., author Making David Into Goliath

			 

			“This is a contrarian, thought provoking, relentlessly liberal, fact-rich, lucid, morally serious, constructive, and unapologetically pro-Israel book. Though it makes some arguments with which I disagree, it’s an admirable work, very much worth reading.”

			—DOUGLAS J. FEITH, Senior Fellow and Director, Center for National Security Strategies, Hudson Institute; Under Secretary of Defense 
for Policy (2001–2005); author War and Decision: 
Inside the Pentagon at the Dawn of the War on Terrorism

			 

			“This highly original and thought provoking book argues that only by rethinking the moral premises of its Middle East policy and redirecting its support from local dictators and Islamists to freedom-seekers—first and foremost the region’s only democracy, Israel, along with freedom-seeking circles in the Arab world and Palestinian society—will the US be able to help broker Palestinian-Israeli peace. An indispensable book for anyone seeking to think outside the box on the resolution of a seemingly intractable conflict.”

			—EFRAIM KARSH, Ph.D., author, Palestine Betrayed

			 

			“Elan Journo captures the essence and nature of the Arab-Israeli conflict in the 21st Century as it is seen through American foreign policy. As more and more groups try to marginalize Israel in American society, Journo gives us the necessary realism to understand this complicated corner of the world and why it matters to America.”

			—ASAF ROMIROWSKY, Ph.D., executive director, Scholars for Peace in the Middle East; co-author, Religion, Politics, and the Origins 
of Palestine Refugee Relief

			 

			“What Justice Demands is unwaveringly courageous. Elan Journo’s audacity will stun those who refuse to judge, agree or disagree, and always believe ‘both sides’ are to blame in the Middle East.”

			—JONATHAN HOENIG, Capitalistpig Hedge Fund 
and Fox News Contributor

			 

			“A quarter century since the Oslo Accords, Israeli-Palestinian peace remains elusive. What went wrong? Elan Journo dispenses with well-worn but tired debates and takes a fresh approach: The missing piece, he argues, has been the failure to appreciate individual freedom and liberty. In this deeply detailed yet readable study, Journo surveys the moral standing of both Israel and the Palestinians and the place of freedom and liberty in each society. He then considers American policy. To side with dictatorship or a society penetrated by jihadist forces over the only free society in the region is not only morally wrong, he argues, but it is also the reason why the peace process has so far failed. Journo is right. What Justice Demands is the one new book about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in quite some time that doesn’t simply repackage the failed prescriptions of the past and so is worth reading.” 

			—MICHAEL RUBIN, Resident Scholar, American Enterprise Institute

			 

			“U.S.-Israel relations may be mutually celebrated, but Journo argues that ‘America has sold out the [Middle East’s] only free society, Israel…while empowering jihadist forces.’ Strong words, but he convincingly exposes repeated presidential mistakes since 1990, then concludes with a rousing call to fix past errors by supporting an Israeli victory over its enemies.” 

			—DANIEL PIPES, president, Middle East Forum

			 

			“Elan Journo’s new book offers a refreshing, intelligent, well-written and fundamentally right-headed critique of American policy toward the Middle East. By proposing a policy resolutely based on justice, he illuminates the conflict between Israel and its neighbors in original and startling ways—and offers hope for lasting change.”

			—YORAM HAZONY, author of The Virtue of Nationalism

			 

			“Elan Journo brings a much-needed perspective to the world’s most pressing crisis: a perspective firmly rooted in deeply considered views about morality and justice. And he demonstrates that nobody is more naïve than the so-called realist to think such considerations beneath them. At a time when our foreign policy debate is focused on considerations of power, Journo shows us that nothing is more powerful than justice, and nothing is resolved that is not right.”

			—TIMOTHY SANDEFUR, Vice President for Litigation and Duncan Chair in Constitutional Government, Goldwater Institute

			 

			“Elan Journo shows that American statecraft’s attempts to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict by compromises have always been doomed to failure because they neglect the conflict’s essential element: justice. Contrary to conventional wisdom he shows that, far from unrealistic, doing the right thing deals with reality’s most inescapable features. Regardless of what goods the Palestinian people might deserve, the reality of Palestinian culture and politics precludes them. Regardless of what Israel has to do to maintain its life, that life is intrinsically in accord with justice and with America’s interest. Journo makes a persuasive case that, by decisively supporting Israel’s cause and hence acting in accordance with justice, the U.S would be doing the right thing not only by itself and Israel but by the Palestinians as well. A book worth reading.”

			—ANGELO CODEVILLA, Ph.D., professor emeritus of International Relations at Boston University

			 

			“Standing apart from today’s rampant tribalism and collectivism, What Justice Demands engages readers across the ideological-political landscape. By adopting a principled individual-first, pro-freedom outlook, Elan Journo lays out a compelling analysis of a far-reaching conflict and indicates a path toward a just resolution.”

			—EAMONN BUTLER, Ph.D., Director, the Adam Smith Institute
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			INTRODUCTION

			HOW OUR UNJUST APPROACH HURTS US

			In June 2014, a jihadist group linked to Al Qaeda conquered large tracts of Syria and Iraq. After this swift rise to power, which took the world by surprise, the group declared itself a formal “caliphate,” or Islamist regime. Within the territory it controlled, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, or ISIS,1 enforced Islamic religious law as a totalitarian system, following in the footsteps of the Taliban in Afghanistan, the Iranian regime, and Saudi Arabia. 

			The eruption of this new jihadist regime had ripple effects far, far beyond the Middle East. The Islamic State rapidly became a magnet for as many as thirty thousand people who flocked to live, fight, and die under its black flag. They came not only from across the Middle East, but also—astonishingly—from Austria, Belgium, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Australia, and the United States.2 And beyond the territory it conquered in Iraq and Syria—equivalent to the size of the United Kingdom3—the Islamic State proved itself a formidable jihadist force with global reach. Fighters linked to the Islamic State carried out massacres and suicide bombings in Paris, Berlin, Nice, San Bernardino, Istanbul, Orlando, Manchester, London.

			Amid an embarrassed scramble to “do something” in response to the Islamic State’s initial rise, U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry was dispatched to recruit an international coalition to combat the self-styled caliphate. Upon his return home, Kerry told reporters about a crucial lesson he had learned. While seeking coalition partners in the Middle East, he observed that “there wasn’t a leader I met within the region who didn’t raise with me spontaneously the need to try to get peace between Israel and the Palestinians, because it was a cause of recruitment and of street anger.”4

			By “recruitment,” Kerry meant to the jihadist forces of the Islamic State, a particularly galvanizing faction within the wider Islamist movement. The Palestine issue is one prominent theme in the recruitment videos and literature of assorted Islamist factions, and it has been for years.5 By “street anger,” he meant public hostility in the region about the unresolved Israel-Palestinian conflict, which is bound up with hostility toward the United States. Why? For more than a quarter century, Washington has been neck-deep in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: it has provided both sides with foreign aid—hundreds of millions of dollars every year—and it has assumed the role of a peace broker in countless rounds of diplomatic negotiations. 

			Kerry is not alone. The fact that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict festers, many people believe, is a major, if not the chief, source of American (and Western) woes emanating from the Middle East. You can hear variations on that theme from Barack Obama; from Ban Ki-moon, the former secretary general of the United Nations; from President Jimmy Carter, a winner of the Nobel Peace prize; from General David Petraeus, former director of the CIA and U.S. Central Command; from General James Mattis, the secretary of defense under Donald Trump; from leading intellectuals and academics.6 

			Even if you disagree with Kerry’s linkage of the jihadist movement and the unresolved Israeli-Palestinian conflict, even if you’ve given no thought to the Middle East or the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in particular, it’s an inescapable fact that turmoil in that part of the world affects us. What’s more, it’s undeniable that Washington’s approach to unraveling the conflict has come to naught—and arguably, it’s made matters worse. 

			What, then, should be America’s approach toward the conflict? That’s the central question of this book. 

			The answer I offer in the following pages is unique, in two respects. 

			First, I address active-minded readers who hold widely ranging political-ideological views: whichever tags—left/right or conservative/libertarian/progressive—resonate with you, that’s OK. If, like me, none of those tags fits you, that’s fine too. Nor does it matter how little you know about the conflict, nor what views (if any) you already have about it. What matters is that you’re open to questioning assumptions and forming (or revising) your own conclusions.

			Second, the substance of the answer I present in the book is unique. Something crucial is lacking from the public discussion of what America’s approach should be. What’s missing is a frank moral evaluation of both adversaries and of America’s role in the conflict. That moral assessment is what this book offers.

			Let me sketch out three salient views on what America’s approach should be, pointing out how each is inadequate, and then indicate how my perspective differs.

			 

			“Find the Middle Ground” 

			The prevailing approach to resolving the conflict calls for rebooting diplomatic negotiations, commonly known as the Peace Process. These negotiations aim at a middle-ground compromise between the adversaries. Even if you are sympathetic to one side (or the other), so the thinking goes, a balanced compromise that both sides could accept would deliver some semblance of harmony, perhaps even peace. Here’s how President Barack Obama put it:

			 

			For decades then, there has been a stalemate: two peoples with legitimate aspirations, each with a painful history that makes compromise elusive. It is easy to point fingers, for Palestinians to point to the displacement brought by Israel’s founding, and for Israelis to point to the constant hostility and attacks throughout its history from within its borders, as well as beyond. But if we see this conflict only from one side or the other, then we will be blind to the truth. The only resolution is for the aspirations of both sides to be met through two states, where Israelis and Palestinians each live in peace and security.7

			 

			This is widely known as the “two-state solution.” In a nutshell: the Israelis keep their state, the Palestinians gain one for themselves, and in theory the two states co-exist side-by-side, in peace. The two-state solution has been Washington’s policy for the last quarter century. Each administration clung to that basic approach, while tweaking the timeframe, sequencing, terms of the peace process. To reach a compromise, for example, George W. Bush believed the Palestinians had to be nudged to improve their governance, whereas Barack Obama felt that progress could happen only by pressuring Israel. 

			No tinkering with this basic model, however, has achieved the stated goal of peace. To judge by the body counts, it has only made things worse. And, fundamentally, there’s something profoundly disturbing about a purported solution that pushes aside questions of right and wrong.

			Recoiling from that pursuit of “balance,” there are two other salient views on what America’s approach should be. One demands justice for Israel, the other, in its own way, for Palestine.

			 

			“Do Right By Israel”

			Many Americans, polls show, are remarkably sympathetic to Israel. One study in 2014 found that, compared with data going back to 1978, “sympathy toward Israel has never been higher.”8 For some, there’s a generalized benevolence toward the Middle East’s only democracy, beleaguered on all sides by hostile forces, that shares some of our political values. Often that conclusion is impressionistic, lacking detailed knowledge, let alone an evaluation, of Palestinian grievances. So, that pro-Israel stand can, and does, wobble. 

			Far more stable, however, is the fervent backing of one vocal bloc of voters, Evangelical Christians. They’re a significant factor in U.S. politics. By an overwhelming margin, they backed George W. Bush’s re-election in 2004, and they helped usher Donald Trump into the White House in 2016.9 Arguably they constitute the backbone of pro-Israel sentiment in America. For example, John Hagee, the pastor of a megachurch in San Antonio, Texas, has made being pro-Israel his signature issue. Hagee celebrates the post-World War II establishment of Israel as a state with a distinctively religious identity. “Every Christian in America,” he explains, “has a biblical mandate to stand in absolute solidarity with Israel and demand that our leaders in Washington stop recommending Israel’s withdrawal as the solution to every conflict” (meaning: Israeli concessions to the Palestinians).10 He insists that “the man or the nation that has blessed Israel has been blessed of God, and to the man or the nation that cursed Israel the judgment of God came in spades.”11 God, the ultimate authority on justice, commands us to back Israel, and rewards those who obey.

			Only those of a particular faith could find this view compelling, and if you were to examine it closely, leaving the appeals to the supernatural behind, you’d still come away with at least two thorny, unanswered questions: What are we to make of the morally-freighted claims and grievances of Palestinians and the movement that claims to represent them? (Hagee has no patience for the Palestinians and marginalizes them by rewriting the conflict’s history.)12 And, what if we identify Israeli policies that are unjust; how could it then be just to lend it uncritical support?

			 

			“Do Right By the Palestinians”

			A widespread opposing view holds just that: To do right by the Palestinians, we must begin by recognizing that they have suffered a double injustice: not only from Israeli policy, but also from Washington’s “Israel First” policy, especially in its role as broker in the peace talks. Instead of seeking a fair outcome, we hear, America exhibited a blatantly pro-Israel bias, providing Israel with largely unconditional support, while short-changing Palestinians. At minimum we have to take our thumb off the scales, allowing them to tilt away from Israel and back toward the Palestinians, who suffer acute poverty, unemployment, hopelessness. 

			Step into a college lecture hall, and you’ll hear that justice demands even more. From their professors and from campus activists, many students learn that the mighty Israel ill-treats the weak, impoverished Palestinians—and we Americans enable it to punch downward. They learn that Israel has persistently thwarted the legitimate aspirations of the Palestinian cause—and we arm Israel. They learn that by conniving in Israel’s maltreatment of the Palestinians, we stoke hostility against us.

			Thus the pervasive indictment: America is way too supportive of Israel—and it should not be. Justice demands doing far more to support the Palestinians, and distancing ourselves from the “war-crimes”-inflicting “apartheid” regime in Israel, which deserves (at least) boycotts, divestment, and sanctions to compel it to mend its ways.

			This outlook, so resonant with many people, is built on powerful moral claims. But, if we take justice seriously, there are fundamental problems with this outlook. Here’s one: Do the facts warrant the claim that Washington has pursued a blindly pro-Israel policy? (The facts, as we’ll see, tell a different story.) And another: This outlook declares its concern about the grievances of specific Palestinian individuals, but then regards the Palestinian movement as their legitimate agent, fighting to redress those wrongs. Is that assumption about the Palestinian movement warranted? No, I will argue, that assumption is belied by the movement’s actual goals and nature. There’s no genuine wrong that can be righted by the creation of a dictatorship or an Islamist theocracy—the goals, respectively, of Fatah and Hamas, the leading Palestinian factions.

			 

			Taking Justice Seriously 

			In sharp contrast to these salient views about what America’s approach should be, this book presents a distinctive viewpoint. That viewpoint is the result of taking seriously the principle of justice. 

			The moral framework I apply in this book is not religious, but secular; it’s concerned not with collectives, but with the lives of individual, irreplaceable human beings; and it holds certain values—human life, freedom, progress—as objective: values for everyone, at all times, in all places. This secular, individualist moral framework helps us make sense of an intimidatingly complex conflict. From this vantage point, the book identifies the essential nature of the conflict, presents an argument about what’s at stake in it, and indicates a path toward resolving it. 

			Has American policy toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict been unjust? Has our policy fomented anti-American hostility, especially among jihadists? 

			Yes and yes—but not for the reasons you may have heard. The actual injustice is that America has sold out the region’s only free society, Israel—along with freedom-seeking people across the Middle East and among the Palestinian community—while empowering jihadist forces. And it is this injustice that hurts us. The book’s theme is that America should be strongly supportive of freedom and freedom-seekers—but hasn’t been, much to our detriment.

			To convince you of that, I show why it’s necessary to rethink the widely accepted moral assumptions about the conflict’s moral landscape. Fundamentally, most of us rely on a conception of justice that’s wrong. Only when we apply a proper conception of justice, can we evaluate the adversaries objectively. We start by evaluating the moral standing of Israel (Part I) and of the Palestinian movement (Part II); then we look at what America’s approach to the conflict has been and what it should be (Part III).

			Much of what we need to know about the moral character of the adversaries is to be found by looking at them in the present tense: at who they are, what they seek, how they behave. But we will look at some of the conflict’s backstory to put certain important issues in their historical context. For example, we will examine several episodes in the conflict’s history to understand the origin and goals of the Palestinian movement and to understand the inner tension over Israel’s “Jewish and democratic” character.

			Though we’ll explore key elements of the conflict’s dizzyingly intricate history, this is not a book about that history (many books deal well with that subject). History matters a great deal. By itself, however, it cannot tell us enough to form a moral evaluation of the adversaries. Nor is the book’s aim to provide a comprehensive account of every derivative feature of the conflict. Instead, this book’s delimited aim is to clarify the conflict’s essential nature and moral significance, which entails questioning commonly held views about justice. To do that, we focus on aspects and issues that are causally basic; that are at the root of the conflict; that are telling; that are, in other words, fundamental. 

			This requires considerable selectivity. For example, rather than trying to address every Palestinian grievance or claim ever raised, we untangle four of the hardest, well-known, and pivotal grievances; where we find cases of genuine wrongs, we’ll consider how these might be redressed. (These analyses, by extension, indicate an approach for how to think about and handle other claims.) For readers keen to dig deeper on various points, I recommend flipping to the endnotes where I cite sources and offer leads for you to explore further.

			“OK, so what’s the solution?”

			When people ask this question, all too often it’s in a tone of hopelessness. Understandably, many people have written off the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as irresolvable. The Israelis and Palestinians will always be enemies, people think, and many of us doubt that America can ever secure its interests in the region. Perhaps we should just withdraw. These conclusions, however, are unwarranted. It’s true that irrational American policy has inflamed the conflict and empowered forces, especially the jihadist movement, that are hostile to us. It’s also true that American Mideast policy, which has been devoid of a principled conception of our interests, is an incoherent mess. But this book shows that if we’re willing to rethink our moral premises about the conflict and America’s approach to it; if we’re willing to recognize and act on what justice demands, then the conflict is solvable, and we can secure America’s (actual) interests in the region. The book’s final chapter indicates the first necessary steps toward a truly just solution.

			 

			• • •

			 

			What I present in this book is my analysis of an enormously complicated subject. There are many more aspects, issues, and sub-issues involved in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (and America’s engagement with it) than we can possibly explore in this book. I’ve focused the book on what I judge to be the fundamental aspects. And, unsurprisingly, the aspects we do explore are the subject of conflicting interpretations and debate. I have relied upon sources and scholarship that I find credible, and I’ve reached my own conclusions. Because of the book’s delimited focus and because practically every point is enmeshed in various debates, let me flag one observation and make one request of you. 

			The observation: I expect that along the way you and I will disagree on some things. And that’s OK. We may disagree, for instance, about how I interpret some concrete point or event, or perhaps you find a piece of evidence less than convincing, or perhaps you hold a contrary view of some specific issue. Although I’ve researched the book’s subject in depth and reached a considered analysis of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it may turn out you’re on to something, and you’d change my mind on the particular point at issue. (Looking back at some of my past writings, there are various points that today I’d present differently, and still other points on which my view has changed.) 

			Here’s my request. Give the book’s central argument a fair hearing: where you and I disagree on some point, consider how it affects that overall argument. Yes, you might decide that it defeats the argument, but I believe that’s unlikely, and my hope is that you’ll find the central argument cogent. I invite you to judge for yourself in the following pages. 
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			CHAPTER 1

			THAT “SHITTY LITTLE COUNTRY”

			Scarlett Johansson. Hardly the first person who comes to mind when you think of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and yet for a protracted news cycle in 2014, the actress found herself unexpectedly embroiled in it. No, unlike other Hollywood figures who engage in so-called personal diplomacy for some political cause (think Jane Fonda in Vietnam, Sean Penn in Iraq, Dennis Rodman in North Korea), Johansson merely signed on to be the first “global brand ambassador” for SodaStream. That company sells machines for making soft drinks at home. The star had filmed a TV spot for SodaStream, and that ad was going to air during the Super Bowl. So what was the problem? 

			SodaStream is an Israeli company with a manufacturing plant in the occupied West Bank territories. Activists critical of Israeli policy were outraged that Johansson agreed to front for a company that, in their view, should to be ostracized. How, some people wondered, could Johansson condone malignant Israeli policies? The charity Oxfam International had appointed Johansson as a representative for its cause, but, in horror at her deal with SodaStream, it publicly rebuked her (she later resigned from her Oxfam post).1

			The ScarJo/SodaStream episode brought to the surface a wider phenomenon. The activists pressuring Johansson were aligned with the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement, which campaigns for such measures in order to force changes in Israeli policy. BDS is a commonplace on universities and colleges throughout North America and Europe, but less well-known off campus. Every year at colleges nationwide, BDS-linked groups put on “Israel Apartheid Week” with speakers and protests. Sometimes the student activists dress up as Israeli soldiers and stand at mock checkpoints, hassling other students. Sometimes they build a replica of Israel’s controversial security wall (installed to prevent Palestinian suicide bombers). The point of all this role-play? To raise awareness of the daily plight of Palestinians living under the Israeli regime.

			The use of the term “apartheid” is a deliberate equation of Israeli policy with the state-enforced white supremacism of South Africa (where apartheid formally ended in the 1990s). For years, international boycotts, divestments, and sanctions pressured the South African government to end its horrendous policy; the same methods, we are told, should be applied to make Israel end its putative oppression of Palestinians.2 Lending prestige to this movement are such voices as President Jimmy Carter and Archbishop Desmond Tutu, both Nobel laureates, and flocks of professors in assorted disciplines. Many professors have shown their solidarity by campaigning to impose boycotts on Israeli scholars and universities.3

			On this widespread view, Israel should be treated like a pariah, and student activists have taken that to heart. Consider an incident that took place at the University of California, Irvine. Michael Oren, Israel’s ambassador to the United States at the time, was invited to speak to students on campus, under the auspices of the political science department and five student groups across the political spectrum. As the event began, however, a coordinated gang of student hecklers caused such a disruption that Oren was prevented from delivering his talk. Having earned a Ph.D. at Princeton, Oren is an accomplished historian and bona fide scholar of the Middle East, yet at an institution of higher education, the students silenced him. Message received: the ambassador of Israel is undeserving even of a hearing; he, like the regime he represents, is beyond the pale.4

			Look beyond the tree-lined quads of college campuses, and you will hear many echoes of this indictment of Israel. By a wide margin, the United Nations Human Rights Council has passed more resolutions targeting Israel than it has against any other member state. Ever. More than the rest of the world combined. To put that into perspective, North Korea, Syria, Iran, Libya, China—none of these notorious authoritarian regimes has been subject to as many official rebukes as Israel.5 

			Delve into the reports of this U.N. organ, nominally entrusted to uphold individual rights, and you’ll find horrifying charges leveled against Israel. Take one high-profile example, which became known as the Goldstone Report. Following a war between Israel and Hamas-controlled Gaza in 2008–9, the U.N. Human Rights Council launched a fact-finding mission “to investigate all violations of international human rights law and international humanitarian law” that occurred.6 The mission’s report, named after Judge Richard Goldstone, who led the investigations, validated the suspicions and accusations swirling in the media during the war: it found Israel guilty of massive war crimes. The U.N. General Assembly endorsed the Goldstone Report (despite its many obvious shortcomings)7 by a resounding vote of 114–18 (with forty-four abstentions). Members of the international community had pronounced a verdict. Israel was certified as an outlaw regime. 

			Five years later, Israel and the Hamas regime in Gaza again went to war. Once again, protesters in London, Paris, New York, and elsewhere took to the streets to decry Israel’s military action. Rashid Khalidi, an eminent professor at Columbia University allied with the Palestinian cause,8 put into words the sentiment of those crowds, of untold fiery editorials, of numberless intellectuals. The reality of the war, he wrote in the New Yorker, is that Israel—“a nuclear-armed power with one of the most sophisticated militaries in the world”—is besieging and killing Palestinians in Gaza, whom he (like many others) portrayed as “the inmates of an open-air prison.”9

			Is it any wonder, then, that Scarlett Johansson faced vitriol for associating her public image with what seems like a pariah state inflicting war crimes? When you listen to credible-seeming critics, nongovernmental organizations, and pillars of the political-intellectual establishment, the obvious conclusion is that Israel stands out for a poor—perhaps horrendous—record on human rights. The “apartheid” epithet is not just plausible, but apt. Israel deserves harsh rebukes, economic sanctions, and zealous pressure.

			Maybe its villainy warrants one French diplomat’s description of Israel as that “shitty little country.”10

			 

			Fact-Checking Our Moral Assumptions 

			Or, maybe not. We need to back up. Many people hold a dim view of Israel, in large measure because of the visceral impact of witnessing the suffering of Palestinians—hassled at check-points, living in squalor, bombarded in Gaza—and the sharp contrast with Israeli wealth, progress, firepower. When most people observe misery and frustration, weakness and misfortune, poverty and need, they feel pity well up inside them. They feel that the destitute “have nots” almost certainly deserve our moral endorsement, whereas the “haves” must be suspect, probably guilty. The weak victims, it feels obvious, are suffering at the hands of a mighty villain.

			That, however, is quite a leap. If we take justice seriously, we need to fact-check the underlying moral assumption here. 

			Call it the Underdog Premise. Put into words, the premise tells us that we owe not only our sympathy but our moral backing to the weaker, neediest, most suffering side. It is true that sometimes the weaker side has right on its side. For instance: during the American Revolution, the colonial forces were far weaker than King George III’s vast war machine. Or take a contemporary example that fits the same pattern: Think of the twelve-year-old Nigerian school girl, abducted from her village and enslaved by the jihadists of Boko Haram. She’s far weaker than her captors, and unquestionably she’s an innocent victim of their predation. 

			But for every example that fits the pattern, we can find an endless number where there’s no relationship between being the weaker adversary and being in the right. An obvious example: The so-called Manson family. This gang’s leader was Charles Manson, who shared Hitler’s ideas, hated blacks, and sought to incite an apocalyptic race war in the United States. To trigger that war, in 1969 Manson’s gang went on a murderous rampage in Los Angeles. Clearly the gang had many fewer members than the L.A. Police Department. In that sense, it is an underdog. Do you side with this gang of racist murderers? Or consider an example with an even more pronounced asymmetry: the jihadists who hijacked airliners and rammed them into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001. That day, thousands of Americans were put to death at the hands of just nineteen hijackers. Even if we counted every last jihadist fighter from every faction worldwide, compared to American military power, their cause is an underdog. No sensible person, however, sympathizes with, let alone morally endorses, them.

			From the fact that a conflict is hugely lopsided, what follows? Not much. By itself, the material inequality between two adversaries tells us nothing about their moral standing. The American colonists; the racist gang; the Nigerian school girl turned sex-slave; and the September 11 hijackers: by the relevant measures, they’re all underdogs. But morally, they are worlds apart. The Underdog Premise is just plain false. It cannot guide our thinking about the justice of a given conflict. When we encounter the sight of human weakness, our emotional reaction may be profound, but that unprocessed feeling cannot reliably lead us to a considered moral appraisal. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is no exception. 

			We need to reorient our thinking about that conflict. To take justice seriously, we have to look at who the adversaries are, what goals they seek, what they say, what claims they make, what they do. These are necessary steps to forming a view of their moral character. It means looking at the actual facts about Israel and the Palestinians, judging the actions and character of each adversary by the same standard, and then treating each according to what it deserves. In this chapter and the next, we’ll begin evaluating Israel; in chapters three and four, we will turn to look at Palestinian grievances and the Palestinian movement.

			 

			It’s Your Life. Where Would You Rather Live It?

			Is Israel a “shitty little country”? Well, it’s certainly little: it’s roughly the size of New Jersey. But “shitty”?

			Here’s a way to form your own evaluation. Suppose you have to move to the Middle East, for the rest of your life; you get to choose which country you end up in. Ask yourself: Where would I rather live? 

			Leave aside preferences like “by the beach,” “in a big city,” or “out in the country.” Instead, focus on this basic issue: If you want to have control over your life, to make your own decisions and chart your own future, to speak your mind and shape the politics of your own country, if you want a shot at achieving your goals and flourishing, where do you stand the best chance of doing that? Ask yourself: Where would I stand the best chance of defining my own path, achieving my own goals, and of thriving? 

			With that question in mind, let’s evaluate the major countries in the neighborhood: Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Iran, several of the Gulf States, and Israel.11 We’ll skip over failed and failing states like Yemen, Libya, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria, because they’re mired in some form of war—civil, sectarian, and inter-state—if not outright anarchy. Even so, there’s a lot to weigh. So for now, consider just three broad aspects of daily life that matter to all of us: your intellectual freedom (what you think and your ability to live according to your own judgment); human relationships; and your ability to prosper economically. 

			 

			Thought Control 

			Start in Saudi Arabia, purportedly a close ally of the United States. Despite the ostensible “moderating” influence of a new crown prince, the Saudi regime stands out for its exacting imposition of Islamic religious law, or sharia. Consequently the regime exerts thought control, on a massive scale. What you think, what you say, and what you do must reflect obedience to religious authority—not your own judgment. Religion and state are deliberately one, an indivisible unity. Just that fact by itself has sweeping implications for how you can live your life, what kind of relationships you can (and cannot) have, and what ideas and values you must accept and live by. During the month of Ramadan, for example, when Muslims fast during daylight hours, it’s forbidden in Saudi Arabia to eat, drink, or smoke in public. To ensure obedience, the Saudi regime has an actual “morality police” that seeks to prevent vice (e.g., by enforcing bans on music, mingling between unmarried men and women, and worship of religions other than the officially approved strain of Islam) and to promote virtue (e.g., by enforcing the five daily prayer times). 

			What if you want to clear away some of that suffocating fog of religious oppression and think for yourself? Merely the idea of peeling Islam away from state power is incendiary. Just bringing it up, inviting people to contemplate the possibility of secular government, will cost you dearly. 

			Ask Raif Badawi, a writer and blogger. What’s holding back Saudi Arabia, he thought, is the saturation of life with religion. “Secularism respects everyone and does not offend anyone.…Secularism…is the practical solution to lift countries (including ours) out of the third world and into the first world,” observed Badawi in one blog post. With stinging sarcasm, he ridiculed a Saudi TV preacher, because the cleric called for scientists to be punished for undermining religious law. Badawi also mocked the kingdom’s ban on non-Muslim holidays, such as Valentine’s Day, and the enforcement of that ban by the “morality police,” whose officers would skulk around flower shops and chocolate sellers, warning people away from infidel customs. Badawi hoped to spur discussion of secularism, gender equality, and what he called liberalism in society: “For me, liberalism simply means, live and let live,” he wrote.12 Though the kingdom vigorously censors the press, books, and the internet, it is emblematic of Badawi’s bravery that he was an active blogger, and he established an online forum called “Free Saudi Liberals Network.”

			Initially, Raif Badawi faced charges of “apostasy”—the crime of leaving the religion of Islam—which in Saudi Arabia carries the death penalty. He narrowly avoided that fate. For “insulting Islam through electronic channels,” however, he received ten years in jail, a fine of more than two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and one thousand lashes.13 

			Turns out that inflicting a thousand lashes all at once would almost certainly kill a person; the flesh on your back just cannot take such a flogging, and you might bleed to death. The regime delivered the punishment in phases: once a week, Badawi would be hauled out of jail to a public square in front of a mosque, flogged fifty times, then thrown back in his cell. Coincidentally—and without any deliberate irony—Badawi’s first flogging for the crime of “insulting Islam” took place soon after three self-identified jihadists stormed the office of the magazine Charlie Hebdo in Paris and massacred the editorial staff—for insulting Islam.14

			Raif Badawi is hardly the only victim of the Saudi regime’s thought control. Ashraf Fayadh, a poet and artist, was branded an apostate. He was found “guilty on five charges that included spreading atheism, threatening the morals of…society and having illicit relations with women.” Only because of an international outcry did the regime deign to reduce his sentence to eight years in jail, public penitence in the media, and eight hundred lashes (again, as with Badawi, on an installment plan).15 Nor is that horrifying sentence an outlier. By one reckoning, lately the Saudi courts have handed down the “highest recorded number of executions in the kingdom since 1995.”16

			If instead you think Iran could be your home in the Middle East, consider that the Islamic Republic of Iran embodies another variant of Islamic totalitarianism. Like the Saudi regime, Iran demands from its citizens total submission to religious law. Both “insulting” the government and “blasphemy”—in line with the regional norm—are serious crimes in Iran. To enforce thought control, the Iranian regime frequently rounds up journalists, writers, editors, and cartoonists; it intimidates them and throws them into jail.17 Soheil Arabi, an Iranian blogger, was arrested for Facebook postings that were deemed “insulting” to the Prophet Mohammad. The authorities extracted a confession from him. In court, he expressed remorse and claimed to have been in a poor psychological condition at the time, but none of that mattered. Initially he was sentenced to death; later that was reduced to seven years in jail.18

			Express your ideas, question government policy, criticize a politician—at your peril. One artist, Atena Farghadani, drew a satirical picture of government ministers as cows and monkeys to protest their policy of restricting birth control; she was handed a sentence of twelve years in jail.19 Hashem Shaabani, a poet, was accused of criticizing the regime. The executioner’s noose wrung the life out of him.20 

			What about moving to the country of Jordan, a magnet for international tourists who come for the breathtaking ancient ruins and stunning desert landscapes? Reputed to be one of the (comparatively) more liberal countries in the Arab world, Jordan is yet another supposedly close ally of the United States. Yet “offending” the king is a serious crime that could cost you three years in jail. You’ll also find yourself up on charges if you offend religious beliefs and question the policies of neighboring governments. One schoolteacher in Jordan complained on Facebook that, in his view, Islamic governments in the region were doing too little to address the plight of Muslims in the Southeast Asian country of Burma. He was charged with insulting the king and injuring relations with other countries.21 The point of such punishments is to instill conformity with the regime’s orthodoxy in matters of policy and religion. To hell with what you think.

			But you may never know what’s really going on in your new home country from watching and reading the media in Jordan (or Iran, or Saudi Arabia). The government vigorously manipulates the press through censorship, physical intimidation, law suits, bribery, and favors. The Jordanian secret police have been known to telephone an editor and instruct him how to cover a story—or what events to keep out of the news. Occasionally, journalists are handed a government-approved text and told to put their byline on it. Many journalists believe that their newsrooms are monitored by government informants, and more than ninety-five percent say they practice self-censorship.22 

			What about the tiny monarchies along the Persian Gulf—notably Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, and United Arab Emirates—one of them has to be a better option, right? These countries cultivate a reputation for being forward-looking. When you see the spectacular skyscrapers in Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, what comes to mind is the graceful skyline of Manhattan, amped up. But behind the trappings of modernity, these regimes are shockingly medieval. In their ambition to enforce thought control, they are of a piece with Jordan, Iran, Saudi Arabia.

			“Insulting” the emir (monarch) of Kuwait, or just questioning the legal system, has landed people in jail, some for up to ten years.23 When one well-known government critic was arrested and sentenced to prison, those who came to his defense also faced prosecution for publicizing his views.24 In Kuwait, a blogger was given a six-year prison sentence for “insulting” a neighboring regime, Saudi Arabia. A criminal court in Dubai heard a case against a man accused of using (what one newspaper described as) “bad language” in statements about the Prophet Mohammad on Facebook.25

			Try to count up the number of times you, or your friends, have tweeted or posted about how Congress is bungling its responsibilities, how some law is just plain stupid, or how the president has made a wrong decision. The last thing you’d expect is to land up in court. When Ahmad Abdullah Al Wahdi gave voice to his perspective on the leadership of the United Arab Emirates, where he lives, he was dragged into court for insulting the regime. Then he was sentenced to serve ten years in jail.26 The United Arab Emirates, like other regimes in the Middle East, actively trolls its own citizens online. Three sisters in the United Arab Emirates who posted comments on Twitter about their brother—whom Amnesty International describes as a “prisoner of conscience”—were punished by being subjected to something called enforced “disappearance.”27 This penalty, used by many dictatorships around the world, is different from being arrested. The government simply abducts you and locks you up incommunicado. No charges, no court hearings; you simply vanish. Sometimes, you’re let go. Sometimes you’re never heard from again. 

			What about moving to Egypt, another longtime alleged U.S. ally? The most populous country in the region, Egypt is a quasi-secular military dictatorship. It too has a long tradition of thought control, through official government censorship and behind-the-scenes intimidation. In keeping with the regional norm, the state decides what movies you can watch, what books you can read, and what the newspapers can report. It decides what facts, ideas, and thoughts are forbidden. For example, when the Russell Crowe movie Noah came out, retelling the biblical story of the flood, a panel of Muslim scholars called for prohibiting its screening, because the film supposedly violates an Islamic dictum against depicting the prophets. The Tom Hanks blockbuster The Da Vinci Code? Banned. So was the Hollywood epic Exodus: Gods and Kings, based on the biblical story of Moses in Egypt. Why? Because of “historical inaccuracies.”28

			The Egyptian regime methodically cracks down on writers, thinkers, and journalists. The satirist Bassem Youssef, host of the television show El-Bernameg, has been dubbed Egypt’s Jon Stewart for his acerbic political commentary. Youssef was arrested for “insulting the president” and “insulting Islam.” Facing continued harassment, Youssef announced in 2014 that production of El-Bernameg was being suspended indefinitely.29 Youssef left Egypt, but Liliane Daoud, a journalist of British and Lebanese background, was kicked off the air and abruptly deported. She used to host a TV show called The Full Picture that was at times critical of government policies. One night, a team of policemen arrived at her house in Cairo, whisked her to the airport, and bundled her onto a flight for Lebanon. Why? Apparently, in the words of one official, she had “crossed red lines.”30

			Authoritarian regimes often induce citizens to spy and inform on one another, fomenting an atmosphere of stifling paranoia and self-censorship. The history of the Communist bloc teaches us that such a climate of fear effectively induces conformity and obedience. Egypt, like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, enables any citizen to lodge complaints about immoral conduct and blasphemy. Ahmed Naji, an Egyptian author, was sentenced to jail for “violating public modesty” with his novel Using Life. The charges were brought by a man who complained to the authorities after reading an excerpt of the book in a magazine (the magazine’s editor was fined).31 The two lessons here: The Egyptian constitution, which ought to protect Naji’s intellectual freedom, is a grim joke; and even getting the government’s own censorship board to approve your book—as Naji apparently did in this case—provides no shield against the arbitrariness of an authoritarian government.

			Censorship is the norm in the Middle East. It may seem like an essentially political instrument—a means of silencing political opponents and dissidents—to hold on to power. Although censorship does serve this purpose, it goes way beyond that. What makes it so insidious is that many of its effects are often unseen. Preventing you from speaking out; from expressing your ideas about life in writing, film, art; from trying to persuade other people of your views—these are just the most obvious manifestations. The fundamental effect, however, is to negate your independent judgment. Never mind what ideas or values you choose to embrace and live by. Never mind what you think, what you judge to be good or true or right; what you think society should look like. No, you must bow to state-approved “news,” values, and moral standards. The threat of censorship works to make a whole host of thoughts and ideas unthinkable, taboo, unlivable.

			 

			Intellectual Freedom 

			By contrast, what if you moved to Israel? You’d discover that it protects intellectual freedom. In that country, it’s up to you what you think, what you say, and what you do. You’re free to arrive at whatever views and beliefs you judge to be right, to live by them, and to speak your mind. Your independent judgment is sovereign. 

			Many countries pay lip-service to these principles, but the real question is whether unpopular and controversial views can be expressed freely. One test is to see if you can publicly denounce the government, its policies, and leaders—without fear of retribution. Think back to Raif Badawi, the Saudi blogger sentenced to flogging and imprisonment for “blasphemy,” and the Egyptian satirist Bassem Youssef, whose TV show was shut down, and Atena Farghadani, the Iranian artist jailed for lampooning government ministers. Now consider, not a blog, a comedy show, or a satirical cartoon, but Israel’s so-called newspaper of record. 

			The daily newspaper Haaretz is prestigious. It commands the attention of the government, intellectuals, the public. You could call it the Israeli equivalent of The New York Times. Haaretz is known for its distinguished staff of reporters. In its opinion pages and in the news coverage, Haaretz also publishes fire-breathing denunciations of Israel, its policies, and many of its people. For instance, one of its columnists, Akiva Eldar, has written, “It is hard to find differences between white rule in South Africa [under apartheid] and Israeli rule in the [Palestinian] territories.”32 With meager, sometimes dodgy, evidence, Haaretz has hyped incendiary news reports intended to portray the Israeli military as a “war crimes” machine.33 Whatever anyone might think about Haaretz’s editorial positions, however, the newspaper and its commentators operate freely.

			Ari Shavit is one of Haaretz’s superstar columnists. A few years back, his book My Promised Land: The Triumph and Tragedy of Israel took the country by storm. The book weaves together what The Economist described as a “spellbinding” historical narrative of Israel’s founding. Shavit described the book as “a painful love story”; painful, because although he admires Israel, the book purports to document heinous misconduct during Israel’s war of independence and its continued “occupation.”34 Regardless of whether you would agree with the book’s argument, key claims in the book can fairly be construed as attacks on Israel’s founders and indictments of its moral character through to the present day.

			Imagine a counterpart book, written by a citizen of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Iran, Jordan, or any other Middle Eastern regime, that comparably lambastes the regime under which he or she lives; would any writer dare overcome the pervasive self-censorship to put such thoughts on paper and would any publisher dare print the book? To do so would mean risking each of their lives. Shavit’s book, on the other hand, was a blockbuster, adding greatly to his prominence as a public intellectual. Beyond Israel, My Promised Land quickly became a New York Times bestseller, and it garnered numerous awards. Both The Economist and The New York Times Book Review named it as one of the best books of the year.35

			Israel’s protection for freedom of thought is robust. That was underscored in a legal case involving the documentary film, Jenin, Jenin. The case went all the way up to the Israeli Supreme Court. The court’s ruling brings to mind a maxim commonly attributed to the Enlightenment thinker Voltaire: “I do not agree with what you have to say, but I’ll defend to the death your right to say it.”

			Certainly the film, which provoked widespread repugnance, was an edge-case. To understand why, we need to look at the film’s subject matter and the circumstances surrounding it. In 2002, a Palestinian suicide bomber walked into the dining hall of the Park Hotel in the city of Netanya during the Passover meal. He blew himself up, killing twenty-eight people and injuring one hundred and thirty. Following that massacre, the Israel Defense Forces launched a retaliatory campaign which included a major battle in the West Bank town of Jenin. Fevered rumors swirled that Israel had committed “war crimes” and massacres—allegations that Israel flatly denied. Mohammad Bakri, a well-known Arab-Israeli actor, wanted to document only the Palestinian side of the story. So after the fighting ended, he found a way into Jenin, along with a small film crew, and talked to the residents.36

			Bakri’s film Jenin, Jenin made some of the worst, most inflammatory allegations of Israeli wrongdoing seem plausible, even true. The conclusion: the Israel Defense Forces had slaughtered untold numbers of Palestinians. Except that the documentary was riddled with editorial bias, inconsistencies, misrepresentations, untruths. The end credits acknowledge Yasser Abed Rabbo, a public-relations official for the Palestinian cause.37 Families of some Israeli soldiers who fought in the battle were outraged at the charges leveled against their fallen sons. People challenged the claims Bakri makes in the documentary, seeking to refute its basic theme. What’s centrally relevant for our purposes, however, is that the film was initially banned, but Israel’s Supreme Court overturned that ban.

			Israel’s Film Censorship Board is a relic dating back to the 1930s, before Israel’s independence, when the area was ruled by the British. The Board has the power to withhold permission for screening commercial films (the board related to theatrical plays was abolished some time ago).38 The Board’s film-censorship powers are similar to laws in several American states which remained on the books until the 1960s.39 Daphne Barak-Erez, a legal scholar who later became a justice on the Supreme Court, has studied the case. The Censorship Board’s reasons for banning Jenin, Jenin “related to its being ‘distorted,’ ‘offensive to the public’s feelings,’ and ‘inciting.’”40 During the deliberations, a member of the Board argued: “This is a Palestinian propaganda film made by an Israeli citizen. Just imagine that in England during the [Second World] war they would have shown a Nazi propaganda film.”41 

			When Bakri petitioned to overturn the ban, the Supreme Court followed settled precedent entrenching freedom of speech, and struck down the ban. Barak-Erez writes: 

			 

			Regarding claims pertaining to the film being false, the justices rejected them unanimously, relying on existing precedents. In the words of Justice Dorner: “The falseness of an expression is also, per se, insufficient cause for removing protection.” Similarly, Justice Procaccia categorically stated: “The question of true and false in human creativity, including artistic creativity, cannot usually constitute cause for restricting freedom of expression.”42 

			 

			So here we have a film denounced as enemy propaganda and bound to be used as an instrument of vilification and recruitment. Whatever you might think of Bakri’s film, it is precisely cases like this that test one’s commitment to the principle of free speech. The episode surrounding Jenin, Jenin reveals a government unique in the Middle East, one predicated on the rule of law.43

			Not only filmmakers, not only dissidents like Raif Badawi, not only journalists, not only authors, not only cartoonists, not only poets need intellectual freedom—we all do. In defining your life path and pursuing your ambitions, you need to rely on your own independent judgment. Imagine trying to flourish amid the region-wide smog of government thought control. Only in Israel can you breath in fresh air.

			 

			Poisoning Human Relationships 

			The Middle East’s norm of thought control betrays a profound devaluing of individuals. The underlying premise is that you and I are fundamentally incapable of rational judgment, unqualified to figure out our own path, unable to choose the important people in our lives, and, ultimately, unworthy of pursuing our own goals. Instead, we must think and believe and do only what some authority tells us to. Practically, if crucial decisions are taken out of our hands, our life is no longer ours; it belongs to the authority demanding obedience. That means you have no sovereignty. Such contempt for individual autonomy is poisonous to human relationships, a fact manifest on a grand scale in the lives of women and gays.

			 

			Gender Apartheid 

			Women across most of the Middle East suffer under what could be called “gender apartheid.”44 Under the original apartheid regime of South Africa, blacks were subordinated to the white population, methodically oppressed, and practically dehumanized. Apartheid was institutionalized, legally-mandated racial discrimination against blacks. “Gender apartheid” is institutionalized, legally mandated gender discrimination against women. Most women in today’s Middle East are subordinated to men; they are legally subjugated; their lives are treated as dispensable. 

			The Saudi regime thoroughly demeans women. You’ve probably heard about some of the outrageous constraints that Saudi women live under. Notoriously, for years Saudi women were forbidden to drive cars, until a royal decree condescended to grant them permission near the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century.45 Women may not leave home without a male chaperon, known as a guardian. The guardian is usually a male relative—a husband, father, brother, even a son.46 Pause for a moment to trace out what that would mean in your own life: Do you want to go to the bookshop? Meet friends for lunch on your day off? Only if your guardian permits it. What about getting a job? Or going to university? Getting married? To hell with what you want—your guardian knows best. What kind of a life is that? Here’s what a few Saudi women themselves say: 

			 

			“My sister went to a bookstore without taking permission from her husband, and when she returned, he beat her up without restraint.” 

			“[My guardian] forbids visits to my female friends or going to shopping malls by myself. It is a complete and total isolation from all the joys in life.”

			“It’s like I’m in handcuffs, and the society, the law, the people [are] against us. That’s why most women choose to marry in their early 20s as a way to escape, and guess what? The man she marries is no different from her brother or father.” 

			“[My guardian] won’t allow me to work, even though I need the money. He also doesn’t provide all my needs. I can’t recall the last time he cared about what I needed or wanted. He is married to four women and completely preoccupied with them, and he doesn’t allow me to travel with my mother. I suffer a lot, even in my social life. He controls it completely and doesn’t allow me to have friends over or go to them. He forces me to live according to his beliefs and his religion. I can’t show my true self. I live in a lie just so that I wouldn’t end up getting killed.” 

			“It’s suffocating. I’d rather kill myself than live with it. I hold on to the smallest hope I have that someday this will change.”47 

			 

			“I got into an accident once in a taxi,” reports another Saudi woman, “and the ambulance refused to take me to the hospital until my male guardian arrived. I had lost a lot of blood. If he didn’t arrive that minute, I would’ve been dead by now.” A thirty-year-old medical doctor says: “I’ve had to give up on a number of educational opportunities because he (my guardian) didn’t think a doctor needed a cultural exchange program or a symposium he didn’t understand. I’ve been trying to have him let me marry the man I love for the past two years.… I’m in charge of people’s lives every day, but I can’t have my own life the way I want.” Another medical doctor had to ask her teenage son’s permission to travel.48 

			Outside the home, roving patrols of the Saudi “morality police” keep women in line. They harass women on the sidewalks, in shopping malls, and elsewhere for improperly wearing their veils—veils that are required by law. Women are generally expected to wear sack-like black gowns that obscure their figures. Failure to comply can lead to punishment. When a video clip of a Saudi woman strolling down a street in a mini skirt and crop top made its way online, the police tracked her down and arrested her. Possibly because the video—and the story of her arrest—went viral, eliciting shock and dismay around the world, the Saudi authorities decided to release her without charge.49 

			Even when Saudi law is not directly oppressing women, a woman’s testimony in a Saudi court of law carries less weight. And the legal system works to reinforce women’s dehumanization. Take the case of a nineteen-year-old Saudi woman. Some years ago, she was abducted and then a gang of seven men raped her. The Saudi regime does recognize rape as a crime. The rapists, however, got off with lenient sentences (between ten months to five years in prison), and then the court inflicted its own outrage: it sentenced her to ninety lashes. 

			Why? For being in the company of an unrelated man. 

			Dwell on that point: the court actually penalized the victim. And by shaming and punishing her, the regime became an accessory to the crime of her rapists, aggravating her psychological wounds.

			To her immense credit, the woman and her lawyer objected. They spoke out to the media. In response, the judge extended the rapists’ paltry jail time, slightly. But evidently the woman had again stepped out of line. The court decided to multiply her sentence from ninety to two hundred lashes—plus six months in jail. Thus her double infamy: not only was she unchaperoned, letting herself be raped, she also had the temerity to stand up for herself and question authority. Her lawyer, who acted as an advocate for his client as every lawyer should, was also punished. His license was revoked.50 This travesty was not a failure of the Saudi legal system; instead, this is how a survivor of rape was treated when the courts worked.

			Women in Iran, as in Saudi Arabia, are subjugated. They, too, are required by law to wear a religious headscarf. They, too, are stalked by patrols of Iran’s own “morality police.” These squads are responsible for combating “vice” (for example, by hunting down and punishing unmarried couples holding hands in public) and promoting “virtue,” which of course includes enforcing the minute regulations on the veil (it cannot show too much hair, it must be the right color, size, etc.). For violating the headscarf law, a woman might get a talking to, a fine, or even arrested. In a show of defiance, some Iranian women have dared to post photos of themselves on Instagram and Facebook without wearing a headscarf. The regime promptly cracked down: in one sweep, it arrested eight women, who were accused of undermining the morals of society. To humiliate them and crush their spirit, the regime forced them to apologize publicly. The regime promised to identify other women from their social media photos and punish them too, while the police announced plans to deploy seven thousand undercover officers to enforce the headscarf law.51 

			Women in Egypt live under a regime that exhibits a winking indifference to their suffering, abuse, and exploitation. It allows violations of their rights to go unpunished. For example, Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting, a barbaric practice common throughout the region, is widespread in Egypt. One survey found ninety-three percent of women (aged fifteen to forty-nine) who have at some point been married have been subjected to FGM/C. That survey also found that fifty-four percent of mothers supported the practice, which is nominally illegal but continues through loopholes and illicitly.52 

			And while many women in Egypt attend schools and university, and many enter the workforce, they face widespread threats of sexual harassment and assault. What brought this to the attention of millions of people outside Egypt was the 2011 gang-rape attack on the CBS News journalist Lara Logan. While reporting from Tahrir Square, the epicenter of Egypt’s Arab Spring protests, Logan found herself encircled by a large group of men. They dragged her to the ground, ripped off her clothes, and raped her with their hands. If passersby had not rescued her, she might have died; she had to be hospitalized.

			That attack on a foreign journalist put a lurid spotlight on the ugly reality that Egyptian women face every day. “Catcalls, fondling, indecent exposure, and other forms of sexual harassment by strangers are an everyday occurrence for women on the streets of Cairo, according to human rights groups, social scientists, diplomats, and interviews with Egyptians. Moreover, predatory packs have brutalized women at several public places, including a soccer stadium, in recent years, according to witnesses and local news accounts.” [Emphasis added.]53

			The number of Egyptian women who experience some form of sexual assault, according to one study, is eighty-three percent (for foreign women, it is ninety-eight percent). Fifty-three percent of Egyptian men blamed women for “bringing it on” themselves, while sixty-two percent admitted to harassing women.54 Clearly, a significant part of the problem is rooted in a culture that devalues women and condones their exploitation. But this is not only a cultural problem; it is also a legal-political one, because it is a basic responsibility of government to protect a woman from such predation—and punish her attackers. So thought one woman, Noha Ostath, who told the BBC that she was groped in broad daylight, during a Cairo traffic jam. She was walking on the sidewalk, and a van driver grabbed at her.

			 

			His behaviour made her so angry she ran after the van and held on to the side mirror to force the driver to stop so she could take him to a police station.

			She was equally shocked by the attitude of other passers-by. Some tried to dissuade her from going to the police—others blamed her for what she was wearing (a baggy sports outfit).

			In the end, after a tussle with the man that lasted for more than one hour, the strong-willed Ms. Ostath dragged the man to the police station.

			But even there, police officers refused to open an investigation and insisted on the presence of her father despite the fact that she is not a minor—she is twenty-six.55

			 

			Imagine facing that every day. Imagine living with the dread that you or someone you love may be humiliated, or even raped, while walking down the street—and that the police brush aside any complaint she summons the courage to register. Can you picture yourself leading a thriving life in such a society?

			Jordan and Lebanon likewise follow the norm of devaluing women. For example, in each of these countries, the law has allowed a rapist to avoid (or lessen) his punishment in certain situations. Considering the deeply wounding and lasting impact of rape on the survivor, what could possibly justify giving the perpetrator any leniency? In these countries, the rapist can get a lesser punishment if he agrees to marry the woman he violated. For the woman, however, that simply compounds her suffering and prolongs it with a life sentence.56

			Perhaps the most grotesque form of dehumanizing women is the practice of “honor killings.” The basic premise behind “honor killings” is that a woman is the property of her family—like an object—and thus the family is entitled to slaughter her if she’s believed to have brought them collective dishonor. Why have fathers, brothers, and uncles tortured57 and then put to death their own daughters, sisters, nieces, wives? These are some of the “crimes” for which young girls, teenagers, and women have been murdered in the name of redeeming family “honor”: Being the survivor of rape. Falling in love with someone the family disapproves of. Holding hands with a man. Being too strong-willed, too independent. Being insufficiently subservient. Being accused of having sex out of wedlock. Refusing to wear various Islamic clothing (such as the veil). Wanting to choose her own husband or boyfriend. Refusing to marry a first cousin. Being “too Western.” Leaving an abusive husband. 

			Ultimately, the facts (if any) behind an accusation or suspicion are beside the point. If the family feels “dishonored” by the women’s rumored, insinuated, or imagined actions, that’s reason enough to butcher them.58

			The practice of “honor killing” is illegal in many places, and sometimes those laws are enforced. But it’s breathtaking how the laws in certain countries—notably Kuwait and Bahrain—end up trivializing this heinous crime.59 Suppose a man claims to witness his wife (or daughter, or sister) committing an “act of adultery”—an ominously vague term. If he then decides, in the name of protecting family “honor,” to slaughter the woman, what kind of punishment do you think the murderer will face? 

			The maximum penalty in Kuwait is three years in jail and a fine of seven hundred and fifty dollars.60

			Such dehumanization of women is the norm throughout the Middle East. Not so in Israel. Quite the contrary.

			Since the founding of Israel, suffrage has been universal, for all citizens, male and female, regardless of color or creed. Israel’s fourth prime minister, Golda Meir, was one of the first women to lead a modern, Western country. She preceded Margaret Thatcher, who served as prime minister of Britain, by a decade, and Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, by thirty-six years. Many other women serve in parliament and as cabinet members; women number roughly half of all judges and lawyers in the country.61 Four women are justices of the Supreme Court; one of these, Miriam Naor, serves as the Court’s chief justice.62 Many are members of the Israel Defense Forces (more than ninety percent of positions are open to them), serving as intelligence officers, naval officers, and combat troops.63 Whereas women in Saudi Arabia have long been forbidden from driving a car or leaving home unchaperoned, in Israel women pilot fighter jets.

			Put yourself in the shoes of a young woman, dreaming of what she will become. If you’re in Saudi Arabia, you might dream of maybe one day going to the bookstore, pursuing a career, choosing a husband, without your “guardian’s” permission. If you’re in Israel, your ambition is virtually boundless. You can dream of becoming a Nobel Prize-winning scientist (like Ada Yonath, co-winner of the 2009 Nobel Prize in Chemistry); a CEO of a major corporation; a tech entrepreneur. Your life is yours. Women in Israel are full and equal members of society.

			 

			Dehumanizing Gays

			The gender apartheid of Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt, and elsewhere in the region poisons human relationships. So does the treatment of gay men, who are dehumanized.

			There’s a Saudi gay scene, but it’s underground; the law prohibits gay sex, with a maximum penalty of death. For many years, the regime treated the fact of HIV/AIDS infections as a closely guarded secret.64 The zeal to stamp out the faintest, even unintended, hint of gay life is eloquently captured in the story of one private school in the capital city of Riyadh. In 2015, after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of same-sex marriage, the Saudi authorities apparently became hyper-sensitive to any expression of gay identity, real or imagined. Someone noticed that a rooftop parapet at the Talaee Al-Nour private school was painted in rainbow stripes. From what I can tell, it was entirely coincidental; there was no subtext behind the rainbow colors. Nevertheless, the school was fined about twenty-five thousand dollars for displaying “the emblem of the homosexuals” on its building, one school administrator was jailed, and the parapet was repainted.65 
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