



[image: Image]









[image: Image]









Copyright © 2024 by Dan Kovalik


Foreword copyright © 2024 by George Galloway


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Hot Books books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Hot Books® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by Brian Peterson


Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-8059-0


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-8060-6


Printed in the United States of America









This book is dedicated to the memory of Heba Zegout, a talented painter and parent of four children, who was killed on October 11, 2024, when Israeli forces bombed her apartment building. Heba wrote to me shortly before she, along with two of her children, were killed in the bombing, simply stating, “We are sitting with the children. There is bombing. I feel afraid.” I never heard from Heba again. Heba’s two surviving children are now orphans, and their whereabouts are unknown.
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FOREWORD


The Case for Palestine is written by a friend of mine. But that’s not why it’s so important. The Palestinians are dying for more people to read this book. Because if enough people knew what Dan Kovalik knows, Joe Biden—who ended a half century in office rightly known as Genocide Joe—would have never been able to help kill all those children in your name.


This book sets the scene for what happened in the infanticide of 2023/24. In the femicide. In the genocide. For it was all those things and more. Many perished in the slaughter but so did much of what people believed. About Israel, about the so-called “west,” about the “human rights” narrative we are so selectively fed. About the limits of the politics we knew—before. Because things will never be the same again.


A whole new western generation just watched their own Vietnam War, this time in 5G, live, HD, with slo-mo.


They saw the reality of colonial war; they saw the heroism of resistance; they saw the cowardice of their compatriots and how that was replaced by outrage as people came to know, and as people came to change.


In fifty years of involvement in the cause of Palestine, I have known many massacres. But I never knew such a transformation in attitudes—so much so fast.


In days, weeks, months, way less than a year, Palestine became the moral centre of the world. For the majority world, it had long been. For the western hegemon, it quickly became so. Governments began to fall over it. Oppositions began to fall, too. Great media institutions began to fail over it. New ways of seeing things arose like a great wave which swept so much detritus away. And this wave is still coming after them. Them? The rulers who misruled us, the media which misled us, the academia which mistaught us, the books which lied to us.


New leaders like Dan Kovalik are now among us. New books like his are our weapons. Bear them proudly and find willing hands to carry them everywhere.


I have waited a long time to be able to approve this message.


—George Galloway MP


House of Commons


Westminster









PREFACE


What we are witnessing in Gaza is a mass killing of children in slow motion. There is no food left.


—Jason Lee, Save the Children


There is a whole segment of Israeli Society that is a copy of Nazim. They’re transformed into paranoids from a master race, exactly like Hitler youth.


—Moshe Zimmerman, Israeli historian


As one can imagine, writing this book has been like aiming at a moving target. Every day brings new, and sadly more horrifying events, as the US/Israeli war on Gaza and the West Bank continues. The war is now into its 153rd day as I write these, the final words I will be able to write before The Case for Palestine goes to print. I fear that by the time this book is published, the more appropriate title may be, The Eulogy for Palestine. I pray this is not the case.


Many of us have been waiting with bated breath for the news of a cease-fire that has not come, and which now seems will not come for some time. While we have been teased with the possibility of such a cessation in the slaughter, including by President Joe Biden, who predicted the imminence of such while licking an ice cream cone, it is evident that the United States and Israel do not want an end to this anytime soon.


A revealing interview with US National Security Council spokesperson John Kirby in The New Yorker reveals this fact.1 In this interview, while Kirby states that the Biden administration would like to see a short humanitarian pause in Gaza of around six weeks, it does not believe a “general cease-fire” is in the interest of Israel, and the United States therefore does not support one. The result is that the war will go on indefinitely, and most likely to the end—that is, to the end of Gaza.


While the figure generally given at this point of Palestinians killed in Gaza is around 30,000 (the vast majority being women and children)—a figure that has seemingly not budged for weeks—I agree with commentators such as Ralph Nader that this has to be a gross undercount. And it seems that it would have to be in light of the fact that the figure is based upon numbers being provided by the Palestinian Health Ministry. Given that there is nearly no functioning hospital left in Gaza due to their systematic destruction by the Israeli military, it seems virtually impossible for the Health Ministry to be able to keep a running tally of the dead and wounded, especially now that people are beginning to die quietly in their homes of starvation and disease. That is why Ralph Nader, for example, believes that the number of dead in Gaza is probably closer to 200,000, and I think he is right.


As Nader opined on March 5, 2024,


In recent days, the situation has become more dire. In the March 2, 2024, Washington Post, reporter, Ishaan Tharoor writes: “The bulk of Gaza’s more than 2 million people face the prospect of famine—a state of affairs that constitutes the fastest decline in a population’s nutrition status ever recorded, according to aid workers. Children are starving at the fastest rate the world has ever known. Aid groups have been pointing to Israel restricting the flow of assistance into the territory as a major driver of the crisis. Some prominent Israeli officials openly champion stymying these transfers of aid.”


Tharoor quotes Jan Egeland, chief of the Norwegian Refugee Council: “We must be clear: civilians in Gaza are falling sick from hunger and thirst because of Israel’s entry restrictions. . . . Life-saving supplies are being intentionally blocked, and women and children are paying the price.”2


We are now daily seeing gruesome photos of dead, severely emaciated Palestinians—mostly children—who resemble Nazi concentration camp victims. And, in many ways, that is exactly what they are.


Famed Palestinian novelist, Susan Albulhawa—raised in an orphanage in Jerusalem but now a resident of Philadelphia—bravely traveled for two weeks to Gaza in late February to early March 2024. Albulhawa wrote about her time there, including in a must-read article, “History Will Record That Israel Committed a Holocaust.” In this piece, Albulhawa writes:


Journalists and politicians call it war. The informed and honest call it genocide.


What I see is a holocaust—the incomprehensible culmination of 75 years of Israeli impunity for persistent war crimes.


Rafah is the southernmost part of Gaza, where Israel crammed 1.4 million people into a space the size of London’s Heathrow Airport.


Water, food, electricity, fuel, and supplies are scarce. Children are without school—their classrooms having been turned into makeshift shelters for tens of thousands of families.


Nearly every inch of previously empty space is now occupied by a flimsy tent sheltering a family.


There are barely any trees left, as people have been forced to cut them down for firewood.3


Albulhawa explains that while she had read everything she could about the situation in Gaza, and watched every video, “no matter how gruesome . . . nothing can truly prepare you for this dystopia. What reaches the rest of the world is a fraction of what I’ve seen so far, which is only a fraction of this horror’s totality.” What impressed Albulhawa about what she saw was not just the death and devastation, but the absolute “degradation” of the people there—a degradation brought about by Israel’s purposeful denial of all of the necessities of life, but especially water, to the people of Gaza. As Albulhawa explains, “The scarcity of running or clean water degrades the best of us. Everyone does their best with themselves and their children, but at some point, you stop caring. At some point, the indignity of filth is inescapable. At some point, you just wait for death, even as you also wait for a ceasefire.” As she sums it up, “Gaza is hell. It is an inferno teeming with innocents gasping for air. But even the air here is scorched.”


And despite the crocodile tears of US government officials about the civilian death toll in Gaza, and their claims that they so desperately want to alleviate the death and suffering, the Biden administration’s every action belies such claims. Thus, as detailed below, the Biden administration cut off all funding to UNRWA—the lifeline for Palestinians, not just in Gaza, but indeed for six million Palestinians throughout the Middle East region—and appears to have no intention to reinstate it.


As discussed further below, the United States, Canada, and a number of other European nations completely cut off funding to UNRWA within hours after the International Court of Justice found that South Africa’s claims of genocide against Israel were “plausible” and ordered preliminary measures to be taken to halt it. The cessation of benefits was based on Israel’s claim that twelve UNRWA officials, out of 30,000 total, had some role in the militant attacks of October 7.


Evidence of this has always been lacking, and now UNRWA has come forward with allegations that UNRWA staff were kidnapped and tortured by Israeli forces who tried to coerce them into falsely confessing about participating in militant activities. Reuters cited an UNRWA report for claims that “said several UNRWA Palestinian staffers had been detained by the Israeli army and added that the ill-treatment and abuse they said they had experienced included severe physical beatings, waterboarding, and threats of harm to family members.”4


This in turn follows a new UN report detailing the horrendous mistreatment of Palestinian women and girls by Israeli forces—mistreatment that has included murder, sexual assault, and rape. Thus, according to the February 19, 2024, UN report,


Palestinian women and girls have reportedly been arbitrarily executed in Gaza, often together with family members, including their children, according to information received. “We are shocked by reports of the deliberate targeting and extrajudicial killing of Palestinian women and children in places where they sought refuge, or while fleeing. Some of them were reportedly holding white pieces of cloth when they were killed by the Israeli army or affiliated forces,” the experts said.


The experts expressed serious concern about the arbitrary detention of hundreds of Palestinian women and girls, including human rights defenders, journalists and humanitarian workers, in Gaza and the West Bank since 7 October. Many have reportedly been subjected to inhuman and degrading treatment, denied menstruation pads, food and medicine, and severely beaten. On at least one occasion, Palestinian women detained in Gaza were allegedly kept in a cage in the rain and cold, without food.5


The UN report continued, “‘We are particularly distressed by reports that Palestinian women and girls in detention have also been subjected to multiple forms of sexual assault, such as being stripped naked and searched by male Israeli army officers. At least two female Palestinian detainees were reportedly raped while others were reportedly threatened with rape and sexual violence,’ the experts said. They also noted that photos of female detainees in degrading circumstances were also reportedly taken by the Israeli army and uploaded online.”


This UN report came out as the Israeli claims of mass rapes on October 7, as promoted by the New York Times, continued to fall apart in the face of the great journalist work done by The Grayzone, The Electronic Intifada, and The Intercept. The New York Times ended up being forced to walk back its story—which portrayed these claims as fact—given the denial of family members of an alleged rape victim that she had been raped, the denial of Kibbutz Be’er residents that rapes had occurred in the kibbutz on October 7 as the Times had claimed, and the revelation that two of the individuals who contributed to the Times story had absolutely no journalistic experience but were in fact biased supporters of Israel, bore deep-seated hatred toward Palestinians, and were attempting to promote the rape claims to justify the brutal assault on Gaza.6


Back to the issue of the White House’s feigned concern for the welfare of Palestinians in Gaza, the Washington Post reported that the Biden administration has secretly made over one hundred arms shipments to Israel during the first 150 days of the war on Gaza, making the slaughter of civilians there possible.7


What about the airdrops of food by the United States, and what about Biden’s plan to build a new port on the Gaza shore for the delivery of humanitarian aid? In short, these are at best a Band-Aid to cover a gaping wound that the United States itself has helped to create, and it is being done for purely propaganda purposes and for the purpose of giving Biden political cover in the face of an electorate that is progressively rising up against his policies in Gaza. And indeed, Biden aides have anonymously told the press just that.


Thus, as explained by journalist Aaron Maté from The Grayzone, which has done amazing work covering October 7 and its aftermath, the airdrops “amount to a few trucks’ worth of aid—compared to the thousands of trucks that Israel is blocking with US support. ‘The food, water, and medical supplies so desperately needed by people in Gaza are sitting just across the border,’ Doctors Without Border said Friday. ‘Israel needs to facilitate rather than block the flow of supplies.’”8 What’s more, as Maté notes, Israel has been firing upon crowds that have gathered to try to receive the aid which the relatively few trucks allowed into Gaza have brought.


These incidents have now become known as the “flour massacres,” referring to the most notorious event when, as the BBC would later confirm despite Israel denials, Israeli forces fired upon Palestinians in Gaza who tried to gather flour being handed out by aid trucks.9 The result of this one incident, according to the BBC, was 112 dead and 760 wounded.


As Maté further explains, in terms of the promised port, Biden’s


own aides acknowledge that this is a ruse. According to the Washington Post, administration officials quietly concede that “only by securing the opening of additional land crossings would there be enough aid to prevent famine.” And given that the pier will take at minimum 30 days to complete, that “[raises] questions about how famine in Gaza will be staved off in the critical days ahead,” the New York Times notes.


The White House has given the answer: rather than compel Israel to open those land crossings and prevent famine, it is instead adopting the Israeli position that the land crossings can be used as a tool of leverage against Hamas—and that Israel can control everything that gets in.


As Israel actively blocks hundreds of trucks waiting to bring aid to Gaza by land, and as the Biden administration dithers on plans for a water port, famine is setting in. Even by the end of February, the UN and international aid groups were sounding the alarm about the imminence of mass death due to hunger and thirst. As one media account related on February 28:


“Here we are, at the end of February, with at least 576,000 people in Gaza—one-quarter of the population—one step away from famine,” Ramesh Rajasingham, the deputy chief of the UN humanitarian agency (OCHA), told the UN Security Council (UNSC).


One in six children under the age of two in northern Gaza suffers from acute malnutrition and wasting and practically all the 2.3 million people in the Palestinian enclave rely on “woefully inadequate” food aid to survive, he told the meeting on food security in Gaza.


“If nothing is done, we fear widespread famine in Gaza is almost inevitable and the conflict will have many more victims,” he said.


Israel’s assault upon Palestinians in the West Bank, described in detail below, is intensifying as the world’s gaze is on Gaza. As France 24 explains, “Since October 7, according to the Palestinian Authority, more than 420 Palestinians have been killed in the West Bank by Israeli forces or settlers. Thousands of others have been arrested. Palestinian prisoner advocacy groups say the number of incarcerated Palestinians has jumped from 5,200 before October 7 to about 9,000.”10 About a third of these are being held in administrative detention, meaning that they are being held indefinitely and without charge.


Sadly, one Palestinian arrested and being held in administrative detention is my new friend Fadia Barghouti, who I met in the West Bank in December 2023, and who you will learn more about below. Fadia’s husband and one of her sons were already in jail when she was arrested. As her brother Khaldoun told me, she is now being held in an Israeli prison near Haifa, far away from her home village and her family, and her family has been unable to have any contact with her.


Notwithstanding all of these horrors, the worst in Gaza may very well be yet to come in the form of Israel’s planned ground invasion of Rafah, where around 1.5 million Palestinians are living in makeshift tents. Netanyahu has said that he will order this invasion whether a temporary cease-fire is agreed to or not, and while I doubt much of what is said by Netanyahu, I take him at his word about this. And the results of this, as the United States knows full well, would be disastrous. Thus, a leaked cable from United States Agency for International Development (USAID) concludes that


“A potential escalation of military operations . . . within Southern Gaza’s Rafah Governorate could result in catastrophic humanitarian consequences, including mass civilian casualties, extensive population displacement, and the collapse of the existing humanitarian response, multiple relief actors have warned USAID’s Levant Disaster Assistance Response Team,” the cable says.


In its “Key Points,” the cable says, “An offensive in Rafah would likely block the entry and transport of fuel and life-saving humanitarian assistance throughout the enclave, rendering critical infrastructure inoperable and leaving people in Gaza without food, medicine, shelter, and water.”11


However, the same cable sadly notes that Rafah, already suffering a major bombing campaign by Israel, may have already reached a point of no return.


In short, the situation for the Palestinian people, especially in Gaza, is dire. Indeed, I agree with the memes being posted on social media that say, “If you ever wondered what you would do as a German during the Holocaust, you know now, because you’re doing it.” That is to say, the crimes against the Palestinians, only made possible by the massive assistance of the United States, are so grave that one’s actions or inactions at this time to stop them will be the measure of that individual for all times. One’s very soul is at stake in the face of this genocide, and this, in the end, is the strongest case for defending Palestine.









INTRODUCTION


We care a lot about the Palestinians. We are on the verge of achieving our freedom, it will not really be complete until our brothers the Palestinians, who fought with us and supported us, will achieve their freedom.


—Nelson Mandela (1992)


I am both astonished and outraged by the fact that those who represent the descendants of a people who were persecuted for centuries for religious or racial reasons. . . . That the descendants of this people who are today the decision-makers of the State of Israel, that they could not only colonize an entire people, partly drive them out of their land and seek to expel them for good. . . . But also, after the massacre of October 7, engaged in a real massive slaughter on the populations of Gaza and continue, incessantly, hitting civilians, women, and children. And to see the silence of the world, the silence of the United States, protectors of Israel, the silence of the Arab states, the silence of the European states who claim to be defenders of culture, humanity, human rights.1


—Edgar Morin (102 years old), Jewish World War II resistance fighter who fought as a lieutenant in Charles De Gaulle’s Forces Françaises Combattantes


As I finish up this book, Israel has begun a major bombing campaign of Rafah where 1.4 million Gazans have fled to because they were told by Israel that this would be a “safe zone” for them. Israel waited until the first kickoff of the Super Bowl to begin this bombing, knowing that the gaze of the world, and especially of the United States, would be focused elsewhere. I have been seeing a number of people on social media refer to this as the “Super Bowl Massacre.”


The US Senate, giving the green light to Israel to carry out this massacre, voted overwhelmingly on Super Bowl Sunday to move forward consideration of an appropriation bill that would provide Israel $14 billion in emergency military aid, and to give President Joe Biden carte blanche authority to provide stockpiled arms to Israel without notice to Congress. This same bill would prohibit funding to Gaza’s lifeline—the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Just two days later, the Senate approved this bill even after it witnessed the carnage in Rafah.


Despite the Biden Administration’s claims that it was concerned about the civilian killings in Gaza, and in Rafah in particular, and that it made these concerns known to President Benjamin Netanyahu, Politico reported that the truth appeared to be otherwise. As Politico explained, “The Biden administration is not planning to punish Israel if it launches a military campaign in Rafah without ensuring civilian safety. Three US officials, granted anonymity to detail internal discussions, told NatSec Daily no reprimand plans are in the works, meaning Israeli forces could enter the city and harm civilians without facing American consequences.”2


There was something poetic about the timing as the Super Bowl has become a monument to the US military and war, with the game being immediately preceded by the national anthem, a giant US flag spanning the gridiron, a US Marine color guard playing under an Air Force flyover costing around $4 million. As important as the game itself are the multimillion-dollar commercials that are designed to bring us all together and make us feel warm and fuzzy about ourselves as we watch this sickening display of our dying Empire. Some of the commercials even reference Jesus. All the while, I couldn’t help but think of the line of one of Woody Allen’s characters in Crimes and Misdemeanors, who lamented—after spending the day watching TV including professional wrestling and evangelical preachers asking for money—“if Jesus came back today, he wouldn’t stop throwing up.”


* * *


My commitment to Palestine and the Palestinian cause, and my willingness to speak out about it, came relatively late in life. Like many people in the United States, I was raised with an instinctual sympathy for Israel. Some of this was religious, having been raised Roman Catholic and being taught that Israel was the Holy Land and the rightful homeland of the Jews. Some of this arose from my sympathy for the Jewish people as the victims of the Holocaust and the belief that Israel was rightfully granted to them as a safe haven from oppression afterwards.


For most of my life, I had not even encountered Palestinians. The first time I did was in the mid-1980s at my Catholic high school, Moeller, in Cincinnati, Ohio when two young Palestinians were invited to make a presentation about the necessity for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Ironically, our high school sports teams were known as the Holy Crusaders, and our mascot was a knight on horseback with a sword and shield, presumably in the process of invading and plundering the Arab world, including historic Palestine.


While I found these Palestinians very likeable, and their arguments compelling, my response, which I openly verbalized to them, was that Israel was an important ally of the United States—if not the most important ally—and that we therefore simply could not afford to support a second state there. And that was that. I would not encounter Palestinians again, at least as far as I knew, until decades later.


In 2012, I began teaching International Human Rights at the University of Pittsburgh School of Law (Pitt). I taught this course until June 2023. During my time teaching at Pitt, I frequently had Palestinian students in my class who came to study on an Open Society Institute fellowship. One of my first such students was Khalil al-Wazir, a young Palestinian from Gaza. Khalil was named after his uncle, Khalil al-Wazir, the number two leader of the PLO under Yasir Arafat. Khalil’s namesake was a Communist, a heroic fighter, and was eventually assassinated in 1986 by Israeli commandos. My student Khalil was proud to show me a photo of himself as a child sitting on Yasir Arafat’s lap.


While Khalil’s uncle was a guerilla fighter, Khalil does not come close to resembling a fighter. Instead, Khalil is an intellectual who can only be described as a nerd. He is short, with a small frame, and wears black horned-rim glasses that seem much too big on his baby face. Khalil would sit right in front of me in class, smiling and gleeful at my left-wing, anti-imperialist rantings. However, Khalil himself rarely participated in class. He privately told me that he believed the other students would probably see him as biased given his Palestinian background. In any case, he thought I was doing just fine in expressing views that he sympathized with.


As of the time of this writing, Khalil is living with his wife and two children in the middle of Gaza, having been forced to move out of Gaza City due to Israeli bombing. As he explained to me in an email, he and his family are living like nomads, cooking with fire and spending the day looking for water. Incredibly, his emails are nonetheless optimistic, and he has recently mentioned his desire to get a PhD in the United States.


I only spent one class day of the semester talking about Palestine—a topic I was just starting to learn about in any detail, but which I thought was important to address. I focused on the controversial report of Justice Richard Goldstone on Israel’s 2008–2009 military offensive against Gaza known as Operation Cast Lead, which resulted in the deaths of 1,400 Palestinians and thirteen Israelis—a pretty typical ratio (around 100 to 1) of dead Palestinians to dead Israelis in any conflict between them. Richard Goldstone, a former justice of the Constitutional Court of South Africa and chief prosecutor of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, was appointed by the United Nations to investigate and report on the human rights issues arising from Operation Cast Lead.


The report of Goldstone, who himself is Jewish, was controversial not because of the facts found by Goldstone, but because of his ultimate conclusion that Israel had committed war crimes and possible crimes against humanity during Operation Cast Lead. In my view, this conclusion should not have been controversial given the terrible facts detailed by the report—facts which themselves are largely undisputed. But, any criticisms of Israel are by definition matters of controversy, no matter who is making them. Indeed, as the Guardian would later explain, “If the appointment of a Jewish Zionist judge with impeccable international credentials was meant to appease Israel, it failed. The Israeli government and its supporters in the Israeli media went for Goldstone with a vengeance.”3


The following are some of Goldstone’s findings which, in my view as an international law expert, support the conclusion that Israel committed war crimes and crimes against humanity during Operation Cast Lead:


• the intentional attack on a refugee shelter run by the UN Refugee and Workers Agency for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA) in the Near East;


• the intentional attack upon the Al-Quds Hospital;


• the intentional attack upon the al-Wafa Hospital;


• the intentional destruction of the el-Bader flour mill that adversely impacted the food supply of the residents of Gaza;


• the intentional destruction of the Sawafeary chicken farm, again negatively impacting the food supply of Gaza;


• the intentional destruction of the water and sewage installations;


• the intentional destruction of civilian housing, killing scores of civilians;


• the intentional destruction of other various civilian infrastructure;


• the “shooting of civilians who were trying to leave their homes to walk to a safer place, waving white flags and, in some of the cases, following an injunction from the Israeli armed forces to do so.”


• the intentional destruction of a mosque killing fifteen civilians;


• the intentional obstruction of emergency medical help to the wounded;


• the shelling of a “crowd” gathered in a tent to conduct a funeral for the dead.4


For its part, UNWRA corroborated Goldstone’s findings, detailing the massive destruction of civilian infrastructure necessary to sustain human life:


During Israel’s Operation “Cast Lead” in the Gaza Strip in December 2008 to January 2009, 6,268 homes were destroyed or severely damaged; 186 greenhouses were destroyed; 931 impact craters in roads and fields were counted; universities faced US$25 million in damages; 35,750 cattle, sheep and goats, and more than one million chickens and other birds were killed; and 17 percent of the cultivated area was destroyed. “Cast Lead” caused a total of US$181 million in direct and US$88 million in longer-term costs for Gaza’s agriculture; generated about 600,000 tonnes of rubble and US$44 million in environmental costs; and water and sanitation infrastructure suffered almost US$6 million in damages.5


The destruction of greenhouses in Gaza by Israel in the 2008–2009 Cast Lead operation is an important event upon which to focus because a number of defenders of Israel, including Hillary Clinton, have recently been blaming Palestinians for the demise of the greenhouses, many originally built by Israeli settlers, and for why Gaza has not been economically viable since Israel and the settlers withdrew from Gaza in 2005. A recent article by Mondoweiss debunks this victim-blaming. This article first explains that,


According to the New York Times, two months prior to the withdrawal, in July of 2005, Israeli settlers demolished about half of the greenhouses, “creating significant doubts that the greenhouses could be handed over to the Palestinians as a living business.” There are other reports that rather than leave their greenhouses behind for the Palestinians some settlers decided to burn them to the ground.6


Still, as Mondoweiss explains, Palestinians, with significant international aid, took control of many of the remaining greenhouses and quickly got them up and running. However, many of these greenhouses ended up failing, not because of anything the Palestinians had done, but because Israel, which had completely fenced in Gaza before withdrawing and controlled all ingress and egress, would not allow the Palestinians to bring their produce to market through the Karni crossing (despite Israel’s written agreement to keep it open 24/7). Tons of produce were therefore just left to rot and many of the greenhouses thereby went under. And, during Operation Cast Lead which followed, Israel took out another 186 greenhouses. The truth about these greenhouses is emblematic of Israel’s cruel treatment of Gaza and its effective victim blaming to deflect criticism for its own misdeeds.


Despite the strong factual support for Goldstone’s legal conclusions of international law violations, he was eventually bullied into distancing himself from his own report. As the Guardian explained, “Goldstone was vilified by pro-Israel groups as a ‘self-hating Jew’ and his report was likened to a blood libel, a false charge against Jews with roots in medieval antisemitism.” This episode shows how perilous it is for anyone, and I mean anyone, to dare criticize Israel, and I am painfully aware of this.


Khalil and I became friends during his yearlong studies at Pitt. In the course of our discussions, Khalil told me things about Gaza that, much to my embarrassment, I had no idea about. For example, when Khalil told me about his plans to go home to Gaza after his studies at Pitt to be with his fiancée and hopefully work for a Palestinian human rights organization, he detailed how he planned to get there. He said that he would fly to Cairo, Egypt where he would be inevitably arrested at the airport, detained for several days, and deported to Gaza by land through the Rafah border crossing.


This, Khalil explained, was the only viable way for any Palestinian to get back to Gaza because Israel had destroyed Gaza’s airport long ago, and Gaza was otherwise completely fenced in by Israel, with no other way to enter or leave. And even getting permission to go through the Rafah crossing was not guaranteed. I was told the very same by other students from Gaza, including Enas Alsafaddi, who I also became friends with. This was completely shocking to me. How could this be possible, and how is it that I didn’t know?


As a number of commentators, such as Noam Chomsky, have explained, Gaza is the “largest open-air prison in the world,” and has been so for years. Some have gone so far as to describe it as a concentration camp, noting that it is not fair to refer to it as a prison given that the 2.3 million people living there—around half of them being children—have not been convicted of any crimes.


As Amnesty International explained in a 2017 annual report on Palestine,


Gaza remained under an Israeli air, sea and land blockade, in force since June 2007. The continuing restrictions on imports of construction materials under the blockade, and funding shortages, contributed to severe delays in reconstruction of homes and other infrastructure damaged or destroyed in recent armed conflicts. Continuing restrictions on exports crippled the economy and exacerbated widespread impoverishment among Gaza’s 1.9 million inhabitants. The Egyptian authorities’ almost total closure of the Rafah border crossing with Gaza completed its isolation and compounded the impact of the Israeli blockade.7


The grisly result of this total isolation and blockade of Gaza is human suffering that is almost impossible to describe.


The UN predicted back in 2012 that Gaza would indeed be “unlivable” by 2020, and it is fair to say that this prediction came true. A 2020 Washington Post article indeed concluded as much. As this article explained, the sea bordering Gaza is “full of sewage, pumped in because there’s not enough electricity and infrastructure to run Gaza’s war-ravaged sewage system. Hospitals, schools, and homes are similarly running on empty, worn down by the lack of clean water, electricity, infrastructure and jobs or money. Barely anyone has enough clean water to drink. The only local source of drinking water, the coastal aquifer, is full of dirty and salty water. By 2020—basically, now—that damage will be irreversible, water experts have warned.”8


The horrors confronting children in Gaza from this situation have been particularly terrible. In a 2017 interview in the Israeli paper Haaretz, “Gaza Kids Live in Hell: A Psychologist Tells of Rampant Sexual Abuse, Drugs and Despair,” trauma treatment expert Mohammed Mansour explained:


I encountered a large number of cases of sexual abuse among the children. That’s a phenomenon that has always existed, but in this visit, and also in the previous visit, in August, it suddenly reached far larger dimensions. It’s become positively huge. More than one-third of the children I saw in the Jabalya [refugee] camp reported being sexually abused. Children from ages 5 to 13.9


Dr. Manour made it abundantly clear that it is the Israeli blockade and the resulting “de-development” of Gaza that is leading to this dire situation:


Most people don’t work, and those who do, earn pennies—the average salary is 1,000 shekels a month [$285]. Mentally and physically, parents are simply not capable of supporting their children. They are immersed in their own depression, their own trauma. . . .


I’ve seen the starvation. I visit meager, empty homes. The refrigerator is off even during the hours when they have electric power, because there’s nothing in it. The children tell me that they eat once a day; some eat once every two days.


As Dr. Manour concluded, “The trauma does not end and will not end. Adults and children live in terrible pain, they’re only looking for how to escape it. We also see growing numbers of addicts.”


After learning of this immense suffering of the Palestinian people, I began to write publicly about it, feeling that I could no longer be silent, especially given my own government’s support for Israel and its policies. I also felt I would not be a good friend to the Palestinians I had become friends with, if I did not speak out. As I opined, the destruction of the very social fabric of Gaza is according to plan. Israel is intent on the destruction of the Palestinian people, and it is engaged in what I have said for years is “a slow, patient, but systematic genocide.”


I also wrote a piece in the peer-reviewed legal journal The Jurist about an incredible incident involving a Palestinian doctor named Izzeldin Abuelaish and the tragedy he suffered following a speech he gave at the Jewish Community Center (JCC) in the Squirrel Hill neighborhood of Pittsburgh. My then wife and I had lived in Squirrel Hill when we first moved to Pittsburgh, and we had been members of the JCC where we worked out at their gym. Our two sons attended the JCC summer camp and played on a soccer team there named after the city of Haifa in Israel/Palestine.


Squirrel Hill was the site of the terrible tragedy where the Tree of Life Synagogue was attacked by a lone gunman who killed eleven parishioners. My wife and I attended a moving candlelight vigil in honor of the Tree of Life victims in Squirrel Hill shortly after it happened. A number of Palestinians I know also attended this vigil as they too felt devastated by the tragedy.


Famously, right-wing Israeli Education Minister Naftali Bennett came to Pittsburgh to ostensibly console the survivors of the shooting, but his main goal was to use the tragedy to promote the State of Israel and its struggle against the Palestinians. He even likened the lone gunman, who was motivated by a combination of anti-Semitism and anti-immigrant sentiment—the Tree of Life was, after all, a progressive synagogue that did a lot of good work with the immigrant community—to a Hamas fighter back in Israel/Palestine. Many Jews in Pittsburgh and beyond were offended by Bennett’s attempt to hijack the tragedy for his right-wing political ends, with members of the Pittsburgh Jewish community in the If Not Now When coalition—a Jewish group seeking a peaceful and just end to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict—protesting his visit and his policies back home, including his attempt to expel African asylum-seekers from Israel.10 Ironically, Bennett’s (anti-Black) racism is something he has in common with the Tree of Life shooter.


The story of Harvard-trained Dr. Abuelaish is a terrible one. As I explain in the Jurist article,11 during Operation Cast Lead, Dr. Abuelaish regularly reported from Gaza in fluent Hebrew about the conflict. He was invited to address an audience at the JCC about his views on the conflict in 2009. Dr. Abuelaish has been an outspoken voice for peace and coexistence between Israel and the Palestinian people, and that was his very welcome message to the JCC audience. He also talked about his three daughters and their dreams for a peaceful future.


Within hours of his address to the JCC, Israeli armed forces shelled Dr. Abuelaish’s home in Gaza, killing his three daughters and his niece. In my Jurist piece, I quote an AP article which explained that “when his home was hit, an Israel TV station delivered a real-time report from a sobbing Abuelaish to Israelis. ‘My daughters have been killed,’ he cried as a journalist listened at the other end of the line as the audio aired live.”


The occasion for writing my article about Dr. Abuelaish in 2021 was his traveling then from Canada, where he had immigrated after the death of his daughters and niece, to Israel to appeal to the Israeli Supreme Court for a simple apology for the killing of his family members. The Supreme Court ultimately rejected his appeal, with Dr. Abuelaish stating that “With this decision, they killed, and they are insisting to kill, to torture, to stab them again and again and again.”


Still, Dr. Abuelaish to this very day continues to advocate for peace and coexistence between Israel and Palestine, even as his own losses of loved ones continue to mount. Indeed, I just learned that “twenty members of Abuelaish’s extended family were killed after an airstrike on the Jabalya refugee camp in late October,” 2023.12


As I explained in my Jurist article, a total of three hundred children died in the Operation Cast Lead operation that claimed Dr. Abuelaish’s daughters and niece. As I opined in this legal journal piece: “It is Palestinian children who always bear the brunt of such assaults, and the killing of Palestinian children occurs with such frequency that, at a minimum, they demonstrate such a lack of concern for the lives of civilians as to amount to a violation of international humanitarian law which requires an affirmative attempt by armed actors to protect civilians. In other words, to put a finer point on it, these killings amount to war crimes.”


Just as Richard Goldstone found out, verbalizing such conclusions will bring about swift backlash, and this was true in my case as well. Thus, in response to this article, I was accused of anti-Semitism in a publication known as The Jewish News Syndicate (JNS).13 In “The Absurdity of a Human-Rights Professor’s Anti-Semitism,” the author mined my Jurist article and other pieces I had written, including the one in which I accused Israel of engaging in a “slow-moving genocide,” to make its case that I am somehow a bigot. Given that there now appears to be a fast-moving genocide being carried out by Israel in Gaza for everyone to see, I feel a bit vindicated in my observations back then.


The claims of anti-Semitism against me were very painful. I have always viewed myself as an anti-racist and someone who has great respect for Judaism and the Jewish people. And, in my view, there is nothing cited in that JNS article that contradicts this, but the mere allegation is enough to convict one in the minds of many readers. And, while I was never given a reason, when my teaching contract was up the next year, I was told it was not being renewed. I wonder if the JNS article had something to do with this, but I will probably never know.


In 2021, I twice visited both Lebanon and Syria. These trips were eye-opening for me and upended a lot of assumptions I had about the Middle East and the forces at work there.


For example, I was surprised to learn upon two visits in 2021 to Syria—Palestine having once been part of Greater Syria along with Jordan, Lebanon and part of Turkey—that Israel, in close collaboration with the United States, backed militant forces there which targeted Christian churches and communities, as well as other historic sites and antiquities, for destruction.


In May and August of 2021, I visited the picturesque town of Maaloula, Syria—an ancient city literally built into the mountains bordering Lebanon. Visiting Maaloula is like traveling back to Biblical times, in a number of ways. In addition to its centuries-old architecture, Maaloula is one of the few cities in the world that stills speaks Aramaic—the nearly dead language spoken by Jesus Christ. This makes Maaloula, a quite placid town, an ideal stop for Christian pilgrims. On my second visit there, I was fortunate enough to hear songs sung in Aramaic echoing in the valley.


However, the normal peace of Maaloula (which means “entrance” in Aramaic) was violently shattered in September 2013 when forces of the Free Syrian Army (FSA)—a coalition of militant groups backed by the US14 and Israel15 along with other countries and who were referred to by US officials as “moderate rebels”—invaded the town.


As witnesses I talked with in Maaloula, including nuns at the Convent of St. Thecla, explained, these forces attempted to destroy the convent as well as the nearby Church of Saints Sergius and Bacchus Monastery—at over 2,000 years old, one of the oldest Christian churches in the world. Thankfully, the stone construction of these edifices made it difficult for the FSA to bring them down by fire as they attempted to do, but they did manage to burn down the nearby forest, steal and destroy ancient Christian relics, smash the tomb of St. Thecla, and even kidnap some of the nuns of the convent.


The goal of the FSA was to destroy this Christian town, which it saw as anathema to the radical (if not heretical) form of Islam the FSA espoused and an impediment to its ultimate plan of setting up an Islamic Caliphate in Syria.


In August, I also visited Homs and the Saint Mary Church of the Holy Belt (circa. 59 AD) where the same thing played out in 2011–2012. At that time, as a priest of the church explained, the FSA tried to burn down this church, which is reputed to house a portion of the belt of the Virgin Mary. As they approached the town, some of the priests, escorted by the Syrian Armed Forces, secreted the belt out of town and hid it. However, again, the FSA managed to destroy a number of ancient relics and paintings and to burn the wooden portions of the church.


What may surprise many people who depend upon the mainstream Western press for their news, it was the Syrian Armed Forces of Bashir Al-Asad, with help from Hezbollah, who fought off the FSA and saved both Homs and Maaloula, as well as the ancient churches therein, from total destruction.


Lest one doubt this account of events, an interview conducted by the National Catholic Reporter (NCR) is illuminating. Thus, NCR interviewed Issam Bishara, the Catholic Near East Welfare Association’s (CNEWA) regional director for Lebanon, Syria, and Egypt about the welfare of the 2.5 million Christians living in Syria amid the clashes in the Christian communities. In a rather leading question, the NCR reporter, Tom Gallagher, asked Bishara, “Have Christians been specifically targeted by Assad and his government forces?” However, Gallagher received an answer that he was apparently not expecting. Thus, in response, Bishara stated unequivocally,


No. On the contrary, the regime is still providing protection to the Christian communities in almost all places where the regime is still controlling the ground. But the problem occurred especially in Homs after the protestors and the Islamic groups had controlled a part of the city (Bab Amro Quarter) where around 200 Christians were killed. The other concern is related to terrorism, which can target anyone and any place and especially Christian military officers and their communities.16


Ultimately, as NCR noted, most of the Christians in Homs had to find shelter and security elsewhere (many in the capital of Damascus) due to the invasion of the FSA, with the Christian population of the city reduced from 160,000 to 1,000 between 2011 and 2012. And, when some of them tried to return to Homs, many found their homes in ruins.


As we shall see below, this assault against Christians and Christian churches has been playing out in the West Bank and Gaza as well, and in these instances by Israel directly.


On these trips to Syria and Lebanon, I met some incredibly kind and generous Palestinians who treated me to incredible hospitality, including great meals, and who took me on tours of Palestinian refugee camps. The unique kindness and sweetness of the Palestinians I have met over the years has made a huge impression on me. In truth, I did not really know what true hospitality was until I met Palestinians. Other Westerners have told me the very same.


I met Amal, a Palestinian from the West Bank, in Syria. She immediately treated me as a friend and introduced me to a number of Palestinians in Beirut when we returned there after our Syria trip. The only way for most people to travel to Syria is to fly to Beirut and then travel by land a few hours to Damascus. The same trip is made in reverse in order to return home. This circuitous route is made necessary by the fact that the airport in Damascus, Syria, is largely out of commission because of the periodic bombing of the airport by Israel and less frequently by the United States. In addition, because of brutal Western sanctions against Syria, no Western commercial airlines would fly into the airport even if it were fully functional.


While in Beirut, Amal introduced me to a lovely Palestinian woman named Abir. Abir is one of the sweetest people I have ever met. She was always happy to pick me up at my hotel—the Mayflower where I stayed because that was the famous haunt of legendary journalist Robert Fisk when he stayed in Beirut—and take me around town. Abir would often sing joyously along with the radio as she drove me in her SUV.


One place Abir took me was the place of her birth—the infamous Shabra and Shatila Palestinian refugee camps in Beirut. These camps house Palestinians whose families were forced to flee from what was then Palestine during the 1948 Nakba in which over 750,000 Palestinians were forcibly and violently displaced by Israeli forces in the course of creating the Israeli state. As refugees, these individuals, including Abir, are people without a country. While they have a legal right of return to their former homes in what was once known as Palestine, this right has sadly been honored in the breach and has been treated as wholly theoretical. In the meantime, the refugees do not have full citizenship in Lebanon.


The first thing that struck me when I visited the refugee camps in Beirut was that these were not “camps” in the sense that I had imagined. The notion of a “camp” conjured the vision of people living in rows of tents on a dirt surface, and this might have been an apt description of the camps when they were first created. Today, however, these refugee camps are in fact little cities, with concrete housing, markets, barber shops, and other commercial establishments. With that said, the infrastructure is austere. The camps are electrified with conspicuous rows of wires set up haphazardly between all the buildings. Many of these are not insulated, and people are sometimes electrocuted when it rains. In addition, there is not a proper sewage system, and the smell of raw sewage is palpable as one enters.


In 1982, when Abir was six years old and living here, she was a witness to one of the more brutal events in the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.


Israel invaded Lebanon in June 1982 with the stated goal of attacking the forces of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) which at the time was based in Beirut and was carrying out attacks of Israel from there. However, as is invariably the case in such operations, Israel had its sights set on much more than the PLO.


Thus, as Al Jazeera relates,


• The PLO withdrew from Lebanon by September 1, 1982. Assurances were provided by the United States and a multinational force that the remaining Palestinian refugees and civilians would be protected.


• Two weeks later, the Israeli military besieged Sabra and Shatila and provided cover for their allies, a right-wing Lebanese militia called the Phalange, to carry out the mass killings.


• The killing continued for 43 hours, from 6 p.m. on Thursday, 16 September, until 1 p.m. on Saturday, 18 September.


• While accurate figures on the number of people killed are difficult to ascertain, estimates have put the death toll at between 2,000–3,500 civilians.


• Testimonies from the mass killing describe horrific acts of slaughter, mutilation, rape, and mass graves. Images from the aftermath were aired on television worldwide and caused global outrage.17


It should be noted that this massacre was a replay of a very similar, but less known, massacre in another Lebanese refugee camp known as Tal al-Za’tar—“the largest, poorest and most isolated of the Palestinian refugee camps in the Beirut area, with a population of about twenty thousand Palestinians and perhaps ten thousand impoverished Lebanese, mainly from the south.”18


The six-year-old Abir witnessed the terrible carnage at Sabra and Shatila, in which her aunt was killed, before her very eyes. Abir, taking my hand, gave me a tour of the camps, showing me the important sites and memorials of the massacre and the dead. While there, she bought me a ring and a beautiful little keepsake chest with an engraving of the Dome of the Rock mosque on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem to remember my visit.


I was and continue to be impressed how people like Abir, and the other Palestinians I have met, can endure such horrors and still find happiness and joy in their lives and show some of the greatest generosity I have ever received. This is a humbling experience, and it is impossible to avert one’s eyes again from the plight of the Palestinian people thereafter or to remain silent about it.
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