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In the Guise of an Introduction

As my editor called it, this text is a cri de coeur. In December 2022, I had no intention of writing anything new beyond what had already been written and almost forgotten. But in January 2023, here I was, busy inscribing daily a kind of a journal of Israeli political events, quite instinctively adding, by association, comments that came to mind and various reminiscences. All this was done on the spur of the moment. Indeed, un cri de coeur. Why?

It took me a few days to understand that the political coalition Netanyahu had set up following the election was a monster, a monster with teeth that could devour the country. It took me a few more days to realize that each Israeli—those who lived in the country first and foremost, but also those who lived elsewhere and were attached to it, as I was—had to contribute what they could to stop the monster. I couldn’t do more, because of age and health, but a diary seemed better than nothing.

Of course, I could have relied on the assurances given by our prime minister, that the liberal, democratic regime enjoyed by Israel would in no case be erased, that he was completely in charge in deciding what was allowed and what was not. It was possibly his intention when he promised this, but two elements of the situation made me wary. I knew what political fanaticism was, and I knew that Netanyahu was desperately attempting to get rid of the indictments which could land him in jail. His new alliances would allow him to subvert the judicial system to a point that would make it subservient to the political majority in power and thus allow him to dodge the sword hanging over his head.

Over the spring and summer, Israelis became increasingly aware of what the stakes were. They protested in the face of a minority of messianic fanatics and political autocrats, setting up an opposition that promised to bring a new unity and energy, beyond sheer politics, to a society that had seemed asleep for many years. However, as I note in these pages, the pro-democracy movement was silent on the Palestinian question, which is at the root of Israeli’s deeper problems.

Then the Hamas attack of October 7 occurred. For Israel, totally unprepared, it was an earthquake. A war started that I describe in the second part of this diary. Nobody knows, as these lines are written, how it will end.





I

On the Brink





Tuesday, January 17, 2023

It’s easy to shout “enough!” when ensconced in California. But it has become impossible for me, at ninety plus, to fly safely from here to Tel Aviv (fifteen hours there and sixteen hours back). Yet Orna and I cannot think of anything else. We scrutinize the daily news in Hebrew, we dissect it, we chew it, we swallow it, and we vomit. It reminds me of the German film with Curd Jürgens (Des Teufels General) about the disenchanted Nazi pilot Ernst Udet in which, at some point, Udet declares that one cannot eat as much as one would like to throw up. Somehow the sentence stayed with me over the years and here it is, handy again. Udet apparently committed suicide in 1941.

Well, we aren’t so far along yet, but how will this end? Last week Netanyahu’s docile justice minister, Yariv Levin, unveiled bills that would allow the government to control the appointment of judges and restrict the Supreme Court’s ability to strike down legislation. Who could have imagined that in Israel in 2023, a prime minister would try to overturn the whole legal system with the help of a tenuous ultra-right-wing and ultrareligious coalition, to escape three indictments for fraud, bribery, and breach of trust? Mass demonstrations have started against the government and its plans, but will they be enough to compel Netanyahu to backtrack? And if the coalition does not give in, and no new elections are in sight, what then?

This diary is open-ended. For the time being, it is just my private chronicle of an ongoing drama that will either lead to a celebration of the victory of democracy or an admission that the vibrant country I lived and worked in for decades is dead; that something else, something unacceptable, has taken its place.

Friday, January 20

Two days ago the Israeli Supreme Court voted by a majority of 10 to 1 that Aryeh Deri—the leader of the Shas party and Netanyahu’s main ally, whom he appointed interior minister —could not serve due to two previous sentences for tax fraud and his own promise, in 2022, not to seek further public office in order to avoid a felony sentence. Instead he scrambled into a place in the present coalition. We do not know yet how Netanyahu will react to the Supreme Court’s decision.

In many ways the new Israeli coalition is similar to other ultra-right governments in Hungary, Poland, Italy, and Turkey, and to the political program of the ultra-right-wing Republicans in the US (Trumpists). But it also has its specific characteristics. Thus, for example, in Europe, this kind of government is in the hands of a wealthy upper crust, supported by established religion, the army, and a majority of bamboozled “white trash” (intensely nationalist, xenophobic, and, more often than not, antisemitic). In the case of Trumpists, it is not supported by people of color. In Israel, however, Deri’s party is essentially a party belonging to people of color, whose families immigrated in the 1950s from North Africa and the Middle East, who lived for years in dilapidated transit camps and occupied the lowest strata of the labor market. These Sephardim (historically, Jews coming from Spain) were looked down upon by the Ashkenazim (Jews coming from Germany, and mainly from Eastern Europe).

I arrived in Israel from France, having earlier fled from Prague in 1939. It didn’t help my parents. I was hidden, they were caught and murdered. The Israeli village in which my uncles lived and where I arrived in June 1948 was populated by German-speaking Czech Jews, the most Ashkenazi Ashkenazim you could imagine: no religion, little Hebrew, and all the habits of yesteryear, even as they were putting down new roots. Israel was not a refuge, it was a country that one called home, or “Heimat” if that was easier for you. But, unfortunately, racism existed in the new Heimat.

Let me be clear about this: soon after its creation, Israel, consciously or not, became a racist society. For all of us Ashkenazim, it was obvious that the newcomers from North Africa were somehow inferior types, not officially of course, not legally— we were not South Africa—but implicitly, practically.

We were not only almost unconscious of our racism toward the immigrants from North Africa, but totally oblivious of the existence among us of a small Arab minority living on the margins of the State, at its eastern border, and subjected to military administration by Ben-Gurion’s socialist government.

At that time, I was working as Nahum Goldmann’s political secretary. Goldmann was the president of the World Jewish Congress and the World Zionist Organization. Politically, he was on the center-left and helped finance various left-wing organizations and publications, such as Simha Flapan’s New Outlook. He decided to make a trip to some of the Arab villages and visit some of the mayors to learn more about the situation. We were warmly received by one mayor, about whom I remember: but what submissiveness, what humiliation! On one side of the mayor’s desk was a large photograph of Ben-Gurion; on the other side, a large photograph … of the founder of Zionism: Theodor Herzl.

The Israeli demographic majority shifted over time from the Ashkenazim to the Sephardim or Mizrahim (easterners, meaning Middle-Easterners), but the latter’s social status did not change drastically. What changed was their political representation when, in 1977, the right-wing Menachem Begin and his Likud party won the elections. Begin had vociferously adopted the Mizrahim, while he himself was a Polish Jew and most of the members of his government remained Ashkenazim. But the Mizrahim felt that Begin had restored their dignity and they voted heavily for him. A few years later, in 1984, the Sephardi Chief Rabbi, Ovadia Yosef, founded the party that was to represent this Mizrahi electorate: “Shas” (Shomerei Sephardim, the guardians of Sephardim); his anointed disciple and successor was Aryeh Deri. Shas is strictly religious and right-wing, and it still somehow thinks in terms of the traditional hostility against Ashkenazim (although Netanyahu is as Ashkenazi as can be). Nonetheless, Deri and Bibi (Netanyahu’s common nickname) have one major trait in common: both have been or are being indicted, the first for tax evasion, the second on three counts of corruption.

And Shas isn’t the worst by any means. The new coalition includes truly abhorrent specimens: Bezalel Smotrich and his Religious Zionist Party; and Itamar Ben-Gvir, a former Rabbi Kahane disciple, and his Jewish Power contingent. I am sure that they will be quite prominent in the following pages.

A major difference between the Israeli right-wing coalition and run-of-the-mill authoritarian governments in power nowadays is the role of the army. Usually, the army supports a national authoritarian government. In present-day Israel, the army—including its boss, the Likud defense minister Yoav Gallant—have clearly indicated that all matters pertaining to the occupied Palestinian territories will remain its exclusive domain. Smotrich, the extreme right-wing ideologist whom Netanyahu appointed as finance minister and minister in the Defense Department in charge of civilian matters in Judea and Samaria—in other words, responsible for settlements and settlers in the Occupied Territories—was blocked by Gallant from interfering in the first case he instigated: the establishment of the new settlement Or Haim. Netanyahu had no choice but to support Gallant, probably nudged by his own Likud party and, some contend, by the White House … In his protest to the prime minister, Smotrich was joined by Ben-Gvir, but to no avail.

All of this does not turn the Israeli army into a fortress of legality; it is the melting pot of a multiethnic society, with the exception of its ultrareligious segment (to which I shall return presently). In that sense it is a people’s army, but its handling of the Palestinian population is often brutal, particularly in the almost daily antiterrorist operations. It may be contributing to the noticeable brutalization of Israeli society. Yet in its firm stance against Smotrich and Ben-Gvir, it has created a further difficulty for Netanyahu’s coalition, which is all to the good.

What I just wrote about the army is incorrect, if left at that: in an army that is among the most modern in the world, some of the infantry units (“Netzah Yehuda,” among others) have, on occasion, brutalized the Palestinian population, sounding the alarm among Israeli and international human rights organizations. There is no doubt that this happens, but, do not let us forget, it happens in the context of heightened terrorist militancy instigated by Hamas and Islamic Jihad in the West Bank, and by Hezbollah in the north. Under such conditions, maintaining a thoroughly correct attitude is nearly impossible. Israel’s problem is not the army as such but the decades-long occupation of the conquered territories.

As for the Israeli religious parties of today, they are both nationalist and ultra-Orthodox. Liberal Judaism never thrived in Israel. From the outset, Ben-Gurion, quite agnostic himself, accepted an arrangement whereby the religious aspects of private life (circumcision, bar mitzvah, marriage, divorce, funeral) would be enacted according to the rules of Orthodox Judaism. And, most importantly, at some later stage, the Knesset (the Israeli parliament) decided that the definition of who was a Jew would also depend on strict orthodoxy: a Jew who was born of a Jewish mother. This was essential for deciding who was entitled to citizenship and the benefits of the Law of Return. Conversions were considered valid only if performed by Orthodox rabbis. Over the decades, Conservative and Reform Judaism made some inroads, but only marginally so. In the meantime, relatively moderate Orthodox Jews (Mafdal, or National Religious Party) slowly dwindled. As for the ultra-Orthodox, also called Haredim, they are in a bizarre situation, as they do not recognize the State of Israel but have their own party (Agudath Israel, now merged with Degel HaTorah to become United Torah Judaism) and compete in elections—not because they have become more accommodating, but because they need financing for their schools (yeshivot) and other activities, and for their growing, impoverished, population.

As a result of these various changes, Netanyahu’s administration comprises four religious parties: Torah Judaism, combining Degel HaTorah with Agudath Israel (ultra-Orthodox, but a regular fixture in Israeli coalitions, pursuing its own financial interests); Shas (an ultra-Orthodox Mizrahi offshoot of Agudath Israel); Religious Zionist (extreme nationalist, led by Smotrich); and Jewish Power (also extreme nationalist, led by Ben-Gvir). There are still Haredim who do not recognize the state at all and do not cooperate, but they have become a small minority (Neturei Karta).

The situation on the ground is actually most confusing, with rabbinical councils lording over Torah Judaism and Shas, and members of Torah Judaism belonging both to various Hasidic groups and the anti-Hasidic Litayim (Lithuanians), some voting for Ben-Gvir, etc. The religious map of Israel is a maze, but one fact is clear for the time being: the demographic balance is shifting rapidly in favor of the religious parties due to the extremely high birth rate of Orthodox families (at the beginning of 2023, 30 percent of the children in first grade were Orthodox).

The mysterious aspect of this situation is the weak presence of liberal Judaism in Israel. I have met quite a few deeply religious Israeli Jews who were the most accommodating, most understanding, and most liberal of people: my first father-in-law, Ben-Zion Meiry, who never said a word about the total absence of any religious observance in our growing family, or my very close friend and colleague, Uriel Tal, who, as I will show further on, wrote the most damning pieces about the Jewish religious fanatics. Where did all the liberals disappear to? Why couldn’t their brand of humane Judaism thrive in the Jewish state? Why the accelerating rush toward fanaticism?

Saturday, January 21

Much has happened today. Smotrich announced that he would not participate in the weekly government meeting tomorrow, which may indicate he is thinking of bolting from the coalition and triggering new elections. This is, of course, the most optimistic scenario. On the other side of the political spectrum, Esther Hayut, the president of the Supreme Court and the first to take a public stand against justice minister Yariv Levin’s “judicial reform,” let it be known that if the Knesset approved the overhaul, she would not resign but would continue fighting. Among the opposition figures, Hayut is the most admirable, while the politicians who headed the previous government, such as Yair Lapid and Benny Gantz, have lost much of their authority.

Some 130,000 anti-Netanyahu demonstrators took to the streets in Israeli cities, 100,000 of them in Tel Aviv.

Sunday, January 22

Netanyahu “regretfully” fired Deri. The judicial reforms will possibly bring him back.

“Hi, elephant, you have become quite visible.”

“Yes, everybody in the room knows me and, guess what, everybody loves me. I was everybody’s pet for decades, but not as openly as today. Now, I mean everything for all those in power and for many other Israelis.” As the reader will have guessed, this pet is none other than Israeli settling in the Occupied Territories. This is a very long story. I will only just begin it today.

Let’s remember: the ideological and political father of Revisionist Zionism, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, pleaded for including “both sides of the Jordan” within his dreamed-for Jewish State. His successors became rather more modest and demanded Eretz Israel, that is, the whole of Palestine between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea (as, on the morrow of World War I, the British government had separated Palestine from Trans-Jordan). All of these expectations remained rather theoretical, as between 1919 and May 1948 Palestine was turned into a British mandate by the League of Nations. After they had given contradictory secret assurances to both the Jews and the Arabs, and after promising a homeland to the Jews in Palestine in 1917 (the Balfour Declaration), the British became successively favorable to Jewish or Arab interests according to their immediate political aims.

Every colonial power was duplicitous in its day, but it seems to me that, in the Middle East in particular, British duplicity reached an apex. And, for good measure, the Colonial Office added a huge portion of antisemitism.

In November 1947, two years after the end of World War II and the Holocaust, and after a series of commissions of inquiry and vociferous debates, the United Nations voted the partition of Palestine between a Jewish state and a Palestinian state. The United States and the Soviet Union supported the decision; it was opposed by the Palestinians and the Arab states. I remember attending a huge celebration of the event at the Vel d’Hiv, the same cavernous hall in which the Jews of Paris had been held, in July 1942, before being sent to transit camps for deportation. The platform for dignitaries was so overcrowded that it crashed; some were injured. A bad omen.

The Palestinians launched an increasingly fierce guerrilla war against the Jewish population of the country; it turned into a generalized war involving Palestinian militias and the armies of the neighboring Arab states, plus Iraq, after the Israeli declaration of independence in May 1948. By 1949, Israel had won what became its War of Independence, and the Nakba (“catastrophe”) for the Palestinians.

The 1948–49 war ended, among other things, with Israel controlling somewhat more than half the territory allocated to it in the 1947 partition plan and with hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees, who had fled in terror after a string of massacres or after being driven away by the Israeli army on orders from above. An uneasy armistice took hold with, over time, incursions by Palestinian infiltrators and growing Israeli reprisals. In October 1956 a brief war took place between Israel, France, and Great Britain against Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt. The obvious victory of these three strange bedfellows was annulled by threats from the Soviet Union and an angry reaction from the US president, Dwight Eisenhower.

Monday, January 23

A fundamental and dramatic change occurred in June 1967 with the stunning Israeli victory in the Six-Day War and the occupation of the Gaza Strip, the Sinai Peninsula, the whole of the West Bank of the Jordan, the Golan Heights, and, of course, the whole of Jerusalem. Most Israelis considered this a miracle, and some heard the “steps of the Messiah” (paamei hamashiach). Some, very few, were wary of the consequences, and Zalman Aran, the minister of education in Levi Eshkol’s cabinet, famously asked: “Wie kriecht man heraus?” (How does one crawl out?). President Lyndon Johnson didn’t demand the evacuation of the Occupied Territories. In the Khartoum Resolution of September 1,1967, the Arab states proclaimed that there would be no negotiations and no peace with Israel. Thus, the existing situation solidified and the first settlements followed: Gush Etzion and several so-called military outposts. Even Eshkol, a socialist prime minister, could not resist the pressure coming from the right. Or, did he welcome it?

The Occupied Territories became a cancer in the Israeli body politic and, even more so, in Israeli society. As my friend Jacob Fried recently wrote to me: “Israel did not annex the territories; the territories annexed Israel.”

Tuesday, January 24

Could all this end up in some kind of half-baked compromise whereby Netanyahu, in order to avoid international difficulties and too much internal turmoil, will rein in his most extreme and unreliable allies? Yesterday he traveled to Amman to promise King Abdullah that the status quo on Temple Mount would remain unchanged. It seems that he also refused to order the evacuation of a Bedouin village in the south of Jerusalem, Khan al-Ahmar, which for some time now has been a demand of the right. Such a compromise would be a logical endgame if our Houdini wasn’t under three indictments and ready to take every political risk to avoid the probable outcome.

The governor of the Bank of Israel, Amir Yaron, warns Netanyahu of the dangerous international consequences for the country’s economy if the judicial reform is implemented. According to the news, the PM dismissed the warning.

In the meantime, the ultrareligious Knesset members of Torah Judaism proceed with an initiative of their own: they introduce a bill preventing hospitals from bringing in hametz food (produced by leavened grains) during this coming Passover. And the whole coalition tries to insert new clauses into the Law of Return: for Jews only, not, for example, for grandchildren of mixed marriages, quarter Jews. It reminds them of nothing? Half Jewish, Quarter Jews, Mischlinge ersten Grades, Mischlinge zweiten Grades. What a shame!

Wednesday, January 25

Hundreds of senior economists and figures from the academic world, joined by thousands of students, have sent warning letters or joined the protests. All of this, according to Netanyahu, is but “a tsunami of lies.” A previous head of the Shin Bet (the Israeli equivalent of the FBI) calls for a general strike to paralyze the country. Maybe nothing else will help.

Thursday, January 26

The major question regarding the post-1967 craziness and the standing occupation of the Palestinian territories is whether a messianic impulse is embedded in Zionism as such, or whether it mainly characterizes a segment, particularly a religious segment, of the population.

Zionism, during the period stretching from Theodor Herzl in the late nineteenth century to Begin’s electoral victory in 1977, was essentially a secular movement, starting as such with Herzl himself, Zabotinsky, Chaim Weizmann, Ben-Gurion, and the major political parties (some of them originally Marxist) that dominated the political landscape. Until the Six-Day War the religious parties that actively participated in successive governments were moderate and accommodating (Yosef Burg’s Mafdal, for example). But after that victory, they split and one wing became “messianic,” seeing in the conquest of the whole of Eretz Israel the onset of redemption. As for Agudath Israel, it had no noticeable influence on political decisions and cared about its own interests only. As previously mentioned, private life in Israel was governed by religious rules, if and when a person needed to resort to them, but otherwise the religious presence was disregarded by an important part of the population. Now the newfangled demands of the religious parties have become one of the main dynamics in the internal conflict, and they may have a political majority supporting them in the Knesset.

The messianic settler movement, Gush Emunim (“the bloc of the faithful”), was founded after the Yom Kippur War of October 1973, in a meeting at Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook’s Yeshivat Harav (“the rabbi’s yeshiva”). The meeting brought together extreme right-wing and extreme Orthodox figures, all of them believing that messianic redemption had started with the conquest of the whole land of Israel in June 1967.

My friend Uriel Tal, whom I already mentioned, a prominent scholar of Jewish Studies at Tel Aviv University, presented a close analysis of Gush Emunim’s publications, particularly of their magazine Nekuda (Point), and concluded that they were an Israeli version of fascism. They were. Uri did not hesitate, moreover, to compare the policy of settlements in the Occupied Territories to the Nazi colonization policy in the conquered East. Another late friend and colleague of mine, Amos Funkenstein, a polymath if there ever was one, compared Israeli policies toward the Palestinians to Nazi policies in the first years of the regime. I admit to not following Uri and Amos in these comparisons, because I feared that readers, when they read “Nazi,” read “extermination,” and that certainly was not what my friends meant.

Friday, January 27

Yesterday, a major operation in the Jenin refugee camp: ten Palestinians killed (including an elderly woman). Exchange of fire with the Gaza Strip. In the evening, a Palestinian from East Jerusalem ambushes people at the Neve Yaakov synagogue, north of Jerusalem: seven dead. Later, a thirteen-year-old Palestinian kid shoots and wounds two people. This is a terrible phase in an endless vicious circle. The ultras urge a fiercer clampdown; in my opinion, popular anti-Israeli violence can only be kept at a low level by the easing of restrictions on the Palestinian population and negotiations for a two-state solution.

The diehards on our side have a strong counter-argument: whereas at the beginning of the occupation, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Palestinian population did not cause major problems, this changed with the birth of Fatah and, more radically so, with the creation of Hamas (by Israel! in order to create a religious opposition to Fatah), with its lethal mixture of Palestinian nationalism and intense Islamic faith. The demonstration of this dangerous escalation came with Ariel Sharon’s decision in 2004 to evacuate the Gaza Strip. Gaza first came under Fatah rule but, following local elections, Hamas took over, swept Fatah away, and has since instigated three wars with Israel, plus endless incidents. The obvious argument of our diehards is that any evacuation of the West Bank would be a repeat of the Gaza situation, with Hamas taking over the territory and their armed militias soon shooting at close range from their newly acquired Palestinian state at the most populous areas of Israel.

The answer to this is that peace means taking risks, probably with outside help: a demilitarized Palestinian state for years with some American presence on its territory, if necessary, and other pre-emptive measures of the same kind. If the Palestinians reject this kind of solution, then tension-lowering steps are the only way forward, for as long as it takes.

Nothing good can come out of Moshe Dayan’s famous exhortation of 1953, on the tomb of a friend killed by a Palestinian infiltrator from the Gaza Strip (“Do not fear, brother Yaakov …”), and his vision of Israelis constantly living by the sword.

Sunday, January 29

Yesterday, Avihu Zakai, a former professor of history at Hebrew University, sent me the following quote from Jacob Talmon, the well-known, long-deceased Israeli historian of The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy:


I began as a member of “Hashomer Hatzair” [“the young guardian,” a Zionist Marxist political movement], in that atmosphere filled with emotions, under a crossfire from both sides: a messianic longing stemming from Eastern Europe and a Zionist fire from Eretz Israel. The messianic longing was born in me, the obsession, the dibbuk of the idea of salvation entered into me. [Talmon, “Socialism and Liberalism,” From the foundations [Hebrew], 1962]



What Talmon meant by messianic fire from Eastern Europe is not entirely clear; he was probably alluding to Marxism, mixed with those vague longings for salvation that suffused the small and oppressed Jewish communities of Poland. This was not representative of the urban Jews of Warsaw or Krakow, and even less so of Jews from Germany or Western Europe of the pre-Nazi years. But because East European Jews of Talmon’s generation were dominant among immigrants to Eretz Israel, the question of a messianic urge among those Zionists demands some more attention.

It may be remembered that I wondered whether the kind of messianic urge that erupted in Israel with victory in the Six-Day War had suffused Zionism from its very beginning. I still do not believe that religious talk of hearing the “steps of the Messiah” had anything to do with the kind of messianic longing mentioned by Talmon. I knew Talmon well and, as far as I could tell, he did not show the least sign of religiosity. There was an urge for salvation among the masses of East European Jews, but for a salvation from oppression, from life in the Golah, for Eretz Israel as the longed-for site of such salvation. Among the majority, there was no need for the whole land of Israel; a state was their maximum demand.

Incidentally, Talmon was one of the most courageous polemicists against the triumphalism in Israeli society following the Six-Day War and the early moves to settle the West Bank. In my view, his articles of those days in Haaretz were unmatched in their sharp analysis of the dire consequences of Israel’s policies.

I didn’t hold it against Talmon that, in 1961, when I resigned from my job at the Ministry of Defense and wished to resume my doctoral studies, he refused to find me a lowly teaching assistant’s job in the Department of History at Hebrew University. (Following my two years with Goldmann, I could not continue moving from New York to Jerusalem and back, because I had gotten married and we had a child; thus I found a position in the Defense Ministry, where I worked as an assistant to Shimon Peres). I enjoyed the irony when in 1967 I was called from Geneva to Jerusalem to fill in for Talmon, who was leaving for a year at Princeton. Moshe Dayan, the much-acclaimed defense minister at the time, hated Talmon, and used a quote from Isaiah 41 calling him tolaat Yaakov (thou worm Jacob). Of course, Talmon was right, and today we face the consequences.

Monday, January 30

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken is in Israel, talking to Netanyahu. Let’s hope that American warnings, if warnings there are, are not too half-hearted and that they address both the Palestinian issue and the anti-democratic policies of the coalition.

Some fifty law professors from American universities—among them Alan Dershowitz, in the past quite close to Netanyahu— have signed an open letter against the judicial reform project of our PM and his stooge Levin. I doubt that this will help; only US political pressure can. But will there be pressure?

Tuesday, January 31

It seems that there isn’t a chance that Biden will press Netanyahu regarding the country’s internal policies or even about the two-state solution. The US declarations are supposedly empty words; there are simply too many international problems that dominate American–Israeli relations (Iran, Ukraine, extending the Abraham agreements to additional Arab states, etc.). Moreover, with the upcoming presidential elections, Biden will not risk antagonizing part of the Jewish community. Realpolitik is what it is. It is also true, regarding the Palestinian issue, that Mahmoud Abbas, the elderly Fatah leader, is far from helpful when it comes to negotiations: he seems to have chosen confrontation by referring every problem to the UN, where the Palestinians are assured of an automatic majority but where decisions are mostly rhetorical.

Israeli drone attacks inside Iran (Ispahan) and in Northern Syria are even more frequent than usual. Does it mean that a generalized war is on the horizon? In flat landscapes the horizon may be far away, so shall we say “nearby”?

Wednesday, February 1

Khan al-Ahmar, the Bedouin hamlet in the south of Jerusalem, is a good reality test when it comes to distinguishing between declarations and policies. As I mentioned, some years ago the Supreme Court ordered the dismantlement of the village. Since then, it became a right-wing mantra that Khan al-Ahmar had to be pulled down, but international pressure led to postponements. Of course, Ben-Gvir and Smotrich demanded quick action but, lo and behold, for the ninth time, the government, in which they are ministers, has asked the Supreme Court to allow the postponement of its decision.

From the serious to the ridiculous: Lapid and Gantz, the two main figures of the previous government, have lost all credibility as leaders of the opposition, not least because of their acute rivalry. In the meantime, somebody unknown to the public up to now, the chairman of the Israel Bar Association, Avi Himi, has drawn increasing admiration and was mentioned as a potential head of the opposition, thanks to his cogent and energetic speeches against the judicial reform and other anti-democratic moves of the Netanyahu government.

Recently though, Himi announced that he would not enter the political fray. Why? What happened? Just when he had reached the necessary visibility and enjoyed growing support? Well, it all became clear some three days ago, when a scandal that was brewing for some time exploded: our hero had apparently exposed himself and masturbated in front of a female lawyer who had come to ask for a recommendation for being appointed to the judiciary. She told it to somebody who told it to somebody else, who told it to a journalist. It became the main item of all news programs; Himi stepped down from his position in the Bar Association, and the police are probably going to open an investigation. At least, Himi has now become well known to every Israeli. Alas.

Khan al-Ahmar is symbolic of the general situation in the West Bank. Slowly but surely Israeli settlements grow in number, notwithstanding Palestinian and international opposition. The Israeli left tries to slow down the settlers’ progress but cannot stop it, because part of the population that moves to the territories moves there to get cheaper housing in a scenic environment: messianic ideology incites, cheap real estate entices.

Thursday, February 2

Increasingly one finds allusions in the news to a semi-hidden foundation financing the right-wing onslaught on Israeli democracy: Kohelet (Ecclesiastes), supposedly financed—at least in part—by rich American Jews. Whatever the case with Kohelet may be, there is clearly a general anti-liberal offensive on all fronts: judicial, religious, educational, in the media, and, of course, the Occupied Territories. Nonetheless, two steps forward, one step back. Thus, for the time being only, the new plan to dismantle the Israeli Public Broadcasting Corporation has been postponed. This certainly does not hinder one of the most visible television journalists, Ayala Hasson, from spewing her weekly Friday night pro-Netanyahu propaganda. Incidentally, it was the same journalist who came out with the story that destroyed Avi Himi.

A few days ago I reported that, after the Supreme Court’s massive majority decision (ten to one), Netanyahu had to dismiss Aryeh Deri. Apparently, Deri, impervious to all of this, continues to work as interior minister and health minister, either from his office or from his home. Didn’t he famously declare in a Shas party meeting: “If they oust us through the door, we will come back through the window; if they oust us after that, we will come back through the roof”? The PM will certainly not send the police to arrest him for crass flouting of court decisions. Israel has become a jungle with some very dangerous predators.

Take Ben-Gvir. Where there is an opening for misdeeds, there he is. For example, he looks for any way of imposing harsher conditions on Palestinian prison inmates. He wants to reintroduce the death sentence for terror attacks. In the meantime he has managed to inflame the atmosphere by ordering all sorts of sanctions, including against women prisoners. This has heightened tension with Hamas and may lead to a generalized explosion. Ben-Gvir is the most objectionable and disgusting figure amid this entire gallery of freaks.

The trouble is that although I know all of this, I remain viscerally attached to the country where I arrived of my own volition, as a fifteen-year-old, post-Shoah orphan. At first I brooked no criticism, then things changed—but whatever my growing reservations may have been, the deep attachment to Israel as such, to its unconditional survival, remains. It would not occur to me that for Jews everywhere such an attachment is imperative. Not at all. And I am well aware of the fact that young American Jewish liberals had become disenchanted with the country well before the present government emerged. Israel is not an answer to antisemitism; in some cases, it reinforces antisemitism. But, for many of my vanishing generation, the attachment remains irrational and unshakable. This very attachment pushes those who still can to fight for the survival of what possibly was an illusion, a dream, but a dream that gave a meaning to their (our) entire lives.

The attachment wasn’t entirely irrational until now. Orna and I have not lived in Israel since my retirement, for a set of purely practical reasons (health coverage, etc.). But we know how vibrant and friendly Israeli society still can be (particularly in Tel Aviv …), and on more than one occasion we considered moving back. Until now. And, from what I read and hear, not a few Israelis think of moving out.

Friday, February 3

Yesterday, during their meeting in Paris, the French president Emmanuel Macron warned Netanyahu that if the judicial reform was voted on and imposed, Israel would not be considered a democracy anymore. What could it mean? Hungary, a typical European authoritarian regime, doesn’t seem to be suffering in any way … Should Netanyahu be more worried than Orbán? At least Macron’s body language expressed his feelings: Netanyahu tried repeatedly to hug him to prove their close friendship; Macron did not respond even once.

More importantly for the immediate future: Roni Alsheich, the former chief of the national police, will speak tomorrow in Tel Aviv at the protest demonstration against the judicial reform. From what we know, he will warn, as all others have done, that the reform means a regime change granting unlimited power to the government. But beyond this, he will probably point out that he is speaking as a religious Jew, thereby addressing the vast group of progovernment religious Jews. Will he mention also that he speaks as a Sephardi Jew, a matter of considerable importance that could counteract the constant efforts of Ben-Gvir to get full control, as minister of internal security, of a police force that is traditionally Sephardi? Of course, it would also be meaningful for all ordinary Shas members.

Are we, the liberal-left, just pretending that all of this will help? That Biden, Macron, and all the Alsheichs will help? Or are we merely whistling past the graveyard? The fact is that in Israel’s short history there have been surprising moves in both political directions: from left to right and from right to left.

From left to right? The most unexpected and grotesque example is the sudden commitment of some of the best-known Israeli writers, all of them traditional leftists, to the “whole of Eretz Israel” (Eretz Israel Hashlema) movement advocating the annexation of the conquered Palestinian territories in the aftermath of the Six-Day War. Adherents included the national poet, Nathan Alterman, and other well-known writers such as Haim Gouri and Moshe Shamir.

From right to left? The best example is the architect of the Likud and main promoter of the settlement policy, Ariel Sharon, who, as defense minister under Begin, led the First Lebanon War and was an accomplice to the Sabra and Shatila massacres. After becoming prime minister in 2001, Sharon accepted the need to get rid of the Gaza Strip; following the Likud’s violent opposition, “Arik” left the party and created a new one, Kadima (Forward); he had apparently decided to get out of major parts of the West Bank, too, had he not suffered a stroke that put an end to his political career and ultimately his life.

Who could be the next Arik? Back to earth: stop dreaming!

Saturday, February 4

Much depends on tonight’s protests: if the numbers grow, there is a slight chance that the regime change can be blocked. Otherwise, I do not know what else can help. The former attorney general, Avichai Mandelblit, put it exactly right: “All these disasters stem from Netanyahu’s indictments.” He, Mandelblit, is the man who started the process of indicting the sitting prime minister, which demanded a lot of courage. Little did he foresee that he was dealing with a wily mafia type ready to burn down his own house to save his skin.

The number of protestors in Tel Aviv (40,000) was not up to that of previous weeks but there were many more demonstrations all over the country. In Tel Aviv, Roni Alsheich said what he was expected to say and, hopefully, it will sink in. Ron Huldai, the long-serving and excellent mayor of Tel Aviv-Jaffa, warned that words would be followed by action. This is what should happen, but what could such action be? Only a general strike could be effective and that depends on the Histadrut (the general labor union). Will the Histadrut move? For some reason, I doubt it: the Histadrut has long since stopped being political. Actually, it is dominated by the Likud.

Sunday, February 5

The current attorney general, Gali Baharav-Miara, shows a lot of courage and steadfastness. It isn’t clear though how far she can delay the oncoming legislation. Thus, the judicial committee of the Knesset started discussing the bill sponsored by the coalition that would establish the authority of Ben-Gvir, as minister of internal security, over the police force. The chief of police would get his orders from the minister, also regarding criminal investigations. In fact, the legislation would turn the minister into the de facto commander of the police: a political commander of the police. A highly dangerous situation.

The president of the State of Israel, Isaac Herzog, a rather wishy-washy politician, appears to understand nonetheless how dangerous the judicial reform is for Israeli democracy. Today he suggested a pause in the process to allow time for reconsideration. Levin, the justice minister, answered immediately: the reform will not be stopped for a minute, it will be pushed ahead. It is not clear whether Levin is merely Netanyahu’s mouthpiece or the quasi-autonomous fanatic he seems to be, one of course working in unison with Netanyahu.

Monday, February 6

Levin has suggested introducing the judicial overhaul in several successive steps, leaving some of the most controversial propositions for later months, but accelerating others. His main acolyte is possibly more dangerous than he is: Religious Zionist Party’s Simcha Rotman, head of the judiciary committee of the Knesset. His most urgent aim seems to be the reinstating of Aryeh Deri. Most probably, the postponed propositions are not yet ready. Those that are submitted should get voted on before the Knesset adjourns in April.

As for Ben-Gvir, he has abstained, notwithstanding his fiery declarations, from destroying the large building in East Jerusalem he promised to bring down. Two steps ahead, one step backward.

Three things are quite bothersome regarding the protest movement: the lack of leadership, the quasi-total exclusion of the Palestinian issue, and the danger of again having a majority of Ashkenazim facing the great mass of Sephardim. Nobody wants that, but the fact is that the Likud has a majority of Sephardi voters. Avoiding this trap should be an important aim of those who organize the demonstrations. There should be many more Alsheichs. Those who remember the Peace Now days will remember that the movement was soon tagged as Ashkenazi and elitist—which harmed and probably put an end to a movement that indeed did not represent the wider population.

As for dealing more seriously with the Palestinian issue, it is tricky due to the overall situation: today, the father of a child in a Palestinian school in East Jerusalem published the letter he sent to the Education Ministry, asking it to accept his son in a bilingual Hebrew-Arabic school, because in the present one the kids were systematically indoctrinated to kill Jews and become terrorists and shahids (martyrs) if need be. Apparently, this is not uncommon. A few days ago, a thirteen-year-old child from East Jerusalem shot a soldier and his father. These are the results of such indoctrination.

Tuesday, February 7

For some time now, I have wanted to say a word about the constant bandying of “antisemitism.” There is a French expression: le ton fait la musique. It is quite apposite. You immediately recognize antisemitism when you sense hatred. Otherwise you have to be quite careful before hurling the accusation. It can be a matter of unexamined tradition, like for a Catholic, prior to Vatican II, repeating the traditional prayer on Good Friday: “Let us pray for the perfidious Jews.” Many such Catholics hardly paid any attention to the words, as offensive as they were. Today, of course, people aren’t so naive about anti-Jewish slurs and some seem to enjoy the immunity of free speech to make a splash and get publicity, particularly if they are in the media or in radical-left or radical-right politics. In the States, it’s not only hateful but becoming dangerous. Yet, notwithstanding all this, level-headed criticism of Israeli policies has generally little to do with antisemitism.

Due to the onrush of measures, demonstrations, speeches, and insults, I almost forgot to mention two rather striking characteristics of our new coalition: the rarity of women in its upper echelons and its hostility to LGTBQ issues, aimed at the school curriculum.
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