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On e colla t er a l  "da m a g e" of r ecen t  ev en t s in  t h e Middle Ea st  m a y  be t h e cr u m blin g  of t w o
w idely -h eld m y t h s: on e spea k s of t h e “ A r a b ex cept ion ”  a n d seek s t o ex pla in  it  t h r ou g h
cu lt u r a list  n ot ion s a sser t in g  t h a t  A r a b a n d m or e br oa dly  Mu slim  soc iet ies a r e in h er en t ly
a n t i-dem ocr a t ic ; t h e secon d c la im s t h a t  Isr a el  is “ t h e on ly  dem ocr a cy  in  t h e Middle Ea st .”

T h e popu la r  u pr isin g s or ig in a t in g  in  Sidi Bou zid la st  Decem ber  a n d st il l  spr ea din g  t o ot h er
pa r t s of t h e A r a b w or ld h a v e su r ely  k n ock ed dow n  t h e fir st  m y t h .

T h e m y t h  per sist ed t h r ou g h ou t  t h e y ea r s despit e t h e fa ct  t h a t  A r a b ou t cr ies for  fr eedom
ex ist ed w ell  befor e t h e popu la r  r ev olt  er u pt ed in  T u n isia .  In deed,  for  g en er a t ion s,  m a n y
A r a bs h a v e pa id w it h  t h eir  l iv es in  defen se of fr eedom .   St il l  t oda y ,  A r a b ja ils a r e t eem in g
w it h  polit ica l  pr ison er s w h ose on ly  cr im e w a s t o oppose t h e r epr essiv e r eg im es t h a t  r u led
ov er  t h em  for  so lon g .

Bu t  t h ese ou t cr ies w er e oft en  h u sh ed u p,  som et im es for  pr a g m a t ic  r ea son s by  cou n t r ies t h a t
con t in u ed bu sin ess a s u su a l w it h  t h ose r eg im es,  or  dism issed a s ou t lier s by  som e
in t ellec t u a ls w h ose fa n c ifu l  t h eor ies r edu ced t h e cu lt u r a lly  r ich  a n d h et er og en eou s A r a b
soc iet ies t o a  sim plist ic  bla ck  or  w h it e.  Pr opon en t s of su ch  m odels spok e sh a m elessly  of a
“ c la sh  of c iv il iza t ion s,”  of t h e “ A r a b m in d,”  of t h e “ A r a b ex cept ion .”  T h ese n ot ion s
som et im es m a de t h eir  w a y  in t o t h e pr ose a n d speech  of jou r n a list s a n d polit ic ia n s,  w h o,  n ot
so in fr equ en t ly ,  ju x t a posed t h em  w it h  y et  a n ot h er  du biou s g en er a liza t ion : Isr a el  a s a
bea con  of dem ocr a cy  in  a  sea  of da r k n ess.

T h e pa in fu l  t r u t h  is t h a t  t h er e a r e n o t r u e dem ocr a c ies in  t h e Middle Ea st  a n d Nor t h  A fr ica ,
per iod.

No dou bt ,  Isr a el  is a  dem ocr a cy  for  it s Jew ish  popu la t ion ,  bu t  t h e fa ct  r em a in s t h a t  som e 2 0
per cen t  of it s c it izen s a r e n ot  Jew s.  T h ey  a r e t h ose Pa lest in ia n s w h o m a n a g ed t o a v oid
ex pu lsion  a ft er  t h e cr ea t ion  of Isr a el  in  1 9 4 8 ,  a n d t h eir  descen da n t s.  In  Isr a eli  g ov er n m en t
pa r la n ce,  t h ey  a r e r efer r ed t o a s “ Isr a eli  A r a bs.”

By  West er n  st a n da r ds,  pr ot ect in g  su ch  a  m in or it y  w ou ld be a  fu n da m en t a l  t en et  of a  l iber a l
dem ocr a cy .

In  Isr a el ,  h ow ev er ,  t h er e h a s been  a  ch r on ic  fa ilu r e t o pr ot ect  t h e r ig h t s of t h e A r a b
m in or it y .   Wor se,  t h is fa ilu r e did n ot  em a n a t e fr om  som e k in d of bu r ea u cr a t ic  ov er sig h t  bu t
r a t h er  fr om  pr em edit a t ed g ov er n m en t  polic ies,  pa r t icu la r ly  on  m a t t er s of la n d ow n er sh ip,
a s Ben  Wh it e h a s a m ply  docu m en t ed in  "Isr a eli  A pa r t h eid." Ov er  t h e y ea r s,  Isr a el ’s A r a b
m in or it y  sa w  t h e bu lk  of it s la n d con fisca t ed by  t h e St a t e.  T h is ex pr opr ia t ion  w a s m a de
possible t h a n k s t o t h e pr om u lg a t ion  of a r bit r a r y  la w s a n d r eg u la t ion s r ich  in  Or w ellia n
n ew spea k  su ch  a s c la ssify in g  som e of t h ese A r a bs a s “ Pr esen t  A bsen t ees”  in  or der  t o ju st ify
t a k in g  a w a y  t h eir  pr oper t ies.  A ccor din g  t o Wh it e,  a bou t  on e in  fou r  A r a b c it izen s of Isr a el  is
con sider ed a  “ Pr esen t  A bsen t ee.”

Sin ce t h e 1 9 7 0 s,  Isr a eli  polit ics h a s been  sig n ifica n t ly  in flu en ced by  h a r d-lin e set t ler s a n d
pa r t ies open ly  h ost ile t o t h e in dig en ou s Pa lest in ia n  m in or it y .

Wh ile m a sses of A r a bs h a v e n ow  in it ia t ed sig n ifica n t  m ov em en t s t ow a r d dem ocr a cy ,  som e
lea din g  Isr a eli  polit ic ia n s a r e st eer in g  Isr a el  in  t h e opposit e dir ect ion ,  a s r ecen t ly
m a n ifest ed by  t h e br in g in g  of a  ser ies of a n t i-dem ocr a t ic  bil ls befor e t h e Kn esset ,  for
in st a n ce t h e Boy cot t  a n d A n t i-In c it em en t  bil ls w h ich ,  if pa ssed,  w ou ld g r ea t ly  con st r a in
Isr a elis’ fr eedom  of ch oice a n d ex pr ession .



Ju st  bey on d t h e G r een  Lin e,  Isr a el ’s beh a v ior  in  t h e occu pied Pa lest in ia n  t er r it or ies is
h a r dly  con sist en t  w it h  dem ocr a t ic  v a lu es.  For  n ea r ly  4 4  y ea r s Isr a el ’s con du ct  t h er e h a s
been  n ot or iou s for  it s scor n fu l  disr eg a r d of h u m a n  r ig h t s a n d in t er n a t ion a l la w  w it h
k il l in g s of c iv il ia n s,  a r bit r a r y  det en t ion ,  t or t u r e,  sieg e,  con fisca t ion  of la n d,  h om e
dem olit ion s,  con st r u ct ion  of set t lem en t s,  a  w a ll ,  by pa ss r oa ds ex c lu din g  Pa lest in ia n s of t h e
West  Ba n k ,  r a n dom  c losu r es a n d r oa d-block s.

No,  Isr a el  is n o isla n d of dem ocr a cy .  A n d n o,  t h e Pa lest in ia n s,  a s a ll  A r a bs,  a r e n o bea r er s of
a n t i-dem ocr a t ic  g en es.  Lik e t h eir  A r a b br et h r en  ev er y w h er e,  t h ey  y ea r n  for  a  dig n ifie d l ife
fr ee of oppr ession .  T h e st r u g g le for  fr eedom  of t h e Pa lest in ia n s of t h e G a za  St r ip a n d t h e
West  Ba n k  is t oo w ell  k n ow n  t o r equ ir e ela bor a t ion .  T h e 1 9 8 7  Pa lest in ia n  u pr isin g  a g a in st
Isr a eli  occu pa t ion  coin ed t h e t er m  in t ifa da .  Y et ,  Pa lest in ia n s a r e st il l  w a it in g  for  lon g -
ov er du e ju st ice.

By  fa il in g  t o g r a n t  t h e Pa lest in ia n s t h eir  r ig h t s,  Isr a el  is sw im m in g  a g a in st  a n
ov er w h elm in g  w a v e of ch a n g e.  Not  on ly  a r e w e a t  t h e t h r esh old of a  n ew  da w n  in  t h e
Middle Ea st ,  w h er e people st a n d u p a g a in st  in ju st ice w it h  h it h er t o u n pr eceden t ed
det er m in a t ion ,  bu t  t h er e is a lso a  sea  ch a n g e in  people’s a w a r en ess ev er y w h er e,  n ot a bly  in
Eu r ope a n d t h e Un it ed St a t es.  On e h a s t o look  n o fu r t h er  t h a n  su ppor t iv e on lin e com m en t s
a n d Y ou T u be t o see t h a t .

In  t h is n ew  a g e,  if n ot  ou t  of a  sen se of m or a lit y ,  t h en  a t  lea st  ou t  of sh eer  ex pedien cy ,  Isr a el
sh ou ld l iber a t e it self fr om  a ll  sor t s of dog m a ,  g iv e equ a l r ig h t s t o a ll  it s c it izen s,  a n d a t  la st
fr ee it s n eig h bor s in  G a za ,  t h e West  Ba n k ,  a n d Ea st  Jer u sa lem .
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