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New budget bill shows coalition launching sweeping reforms despite fragility 
By Haviv Rettig Gur    timesofisrael.com   July 26, 2021 
The Bennett-Lapid government is advancing a host of 
major long-delayed reforms with unexpected ease. Is 
its very instability the secret to its resolve? 

For nearly forty years, an Israeli state budget has 
always come into the world in two parts. One half of the 
budget is a bill with all the numbers: endless columns of 
projected income vs. expenditures, drilled down to each 
agency and program. 

The other half is known only by the clumsy name Hok 
Hahesderim, or the “Arrangements Law.” This bill runs to 
a few hundred pages of dense prose delineating the many 
structural, institutional and policy reforms needed to make 
the numbers in the other bill work. 

When Israelis speak of a “state budget,” they’re 
referring to the two bills in tandem: The hard numbers and 
their institutional and policy consequences. 

Drawing up the Arrangements Bill is a dry, complex, 
highly bureaucratic process usually ignored by the press 
and most lawmakers. And that’s a mistake, because no 
other text — no other bill, no coalition agreement, no 
political speech — offers a clearer window into an Israeli 
government’s true priorities and intentions. 

The Arrangements Bill must pass for the state budget 
to pass, and a state budget must pass if the government 
wishes to avoid the snap elections mandated by law when 
the budget vote fails. So no coalition that wishes to survive 
can afford to vote against the Arrangements Bill, a fact 
that has transformed it into a convenient omnibus vehicle 
for anyone who wants to ensure a piece of legislation 
passes into law. 

All of which brings us to the current Arrangements 
Bill, which is set to face its first vote in the cabinet on 
Sunday. 

It’s an extraordinary document, believed by Finance 
Ministry officials to be among the most complex 
arrangements bills ever, running with its appendices to 
roughly 400 pages. 

Part of that length is a function of the unprecedented 
3.5 years since the passage of the last Arrangements Law in 
March 2018. No state budget was passed since then 
because of the two-year political crisis that began the 
following year. 

But there’s a more basic reason for the bill’s length. It 
includes the largest collection of major policy reforms in 
memory, reforms that few in the public service believed 
they’d see passed in their lifetimes. 

It’s an irony that highlights the strange new rules of 
this unprecedented government: Perhaps the most fragile 
coalition in Israel’s history, holding the narrowest possible 
Knesset majority and straddling deeply fraught political 
fault lines, is now set to advance some of the boldest 
reforms in a generation. 

Competitive kashrut 
The reforms include a deep restructuring of the state 

kashrut system, a closed monopoly long protected by the 
Haredi parties Shas and United Torah Judaism which has 
become a breeding ground for petty corruption and a 
source of endless frustration for Israel’s food and 
hospitality industries. 

The new system, championed by Religious Affairs 
Minister Matan Kahana, would break the rabbinate’s 
supervision monopoly, allowing private kashrut companies 
to form and provide supervision, with the state rabbinate 
setting the overall kashrut standards. Each company would 
have to publicize the specifics of its kashrut standards, and 
a company that wanted to offer a more lenient standard 
than the rabbinate’s would be allowed to turn to any three 
municipal rabbis for permission to do so. 

An opaque, famously dysfunctional religious 
bureaucracy will, Kahana hopes, be replaced by a thriving 
free market of competing supervision providers, with 
business owners and consumers ultimately crowning the 
winners through market forces. 

It’s the kind of reform few would have believed 
possible until, all of a sudden, there it was, fully developed 
and written into the Arrangements Law. 

Then there’s the reform of the agriculture industry 
being advanced by Agriculture Minister Oded Forer and 
Finance Minister Avigdor Liberman. 

Israel’s agriculture sector has long been one of the 
most protected and protectionist industries in the country, 
a relic of Israel’s socialist past that survives largely because 
of concerns among defense strategists that ending massive 
subsidies and protections for farmers could shrink Israeli 
food production and leave the country unable to feed itself 
in a possible future wartime blockade. The result has been 
a regime of government-imposed quotas across the whole 
range of agricultural produce, from eggs to avocados, 
meant to prevent a glut in the market and ensure farmers 
stay financially solvent. 

The new reform would steadily weaken those quota 
restrictions and, crucially, ease the draconian limits now in 
place on importing fresh produce from abroad. It would 
streamline imports by adopting European standards for 
many produce categories. The plan also comes with a 
generous package of government grants for upgrading 
farms and infrastructure, including new tax breaks to 
encourage commercial investment in the agriculture sector. 

But it has faced vehement opposition over the past 
week from farmers and farming lobbies who fear the new 
competition. That kind of resistance has for decades 
doomed attempts at reforming the agriculture sector. No 
longer. 

Finance Ministry projections say the reform is 
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expected to save Israeli consumers some NIS 2.7 billion 
($830 million) annually on their grocery bill. The price of 
eggs is expected to drop by some 25%, according to 
government figures. 

The lifting of import restrictions has another upside, 
officials said. Some seasonal produce like nectarines will 
become available year-round, instead of in the narrow 
window of the Israeli summer harvest. New items, such as 
berries that do not grow in the Mediterranean basin, will 
become available for the first time in Israeli supermarkets. 

Import with ease 
A sweeping reform of Israel’s Standards Institute 

pushed by Economy Minister Orna Barbivai may be the 
most dramatic of the lot. 

The institute is the official body that grants safety 
certification to products in the Israeli market. It has also 
long been one of the bottlenecks raising the costs of most 
consumer products in the Israeli economy. Unlike in much 
of Europe and North America, Israel’s Standards Institute 
maintains a unique Israeli standard for safety and 
functionality for countless products, from toothpaste to 
furniture to televisions to food. 

That means that importers to this small market cannot 
rely on standards certifications they may have received 
from the United States or European Union; to sell their 
product to little Israel, they must undergo a whole new 
process of safety checks and verification. It also means 
that products must be checked at the ports as they are 
brought into the country; certification from abroad isn’t 
enough to approve entry. That added bureaucracy can 
mean shipping containers often wait for weeks at the ports 
as the products inside are tested. 

The Israeli system is no accident; it was constructed in 
a deliberate effort to raise the cost of imports and offer 
local industries protection from foreign competitors. And 
it’s part of the reason that consumer goods in Israel cost 
on average 30 percent more than in other OECD member 
states, with an even larger gap when it comes to packaged 
foods and toiletries. 

The new reform is as sweeping as its appearance in the 
Arrangements Law was unexpected: Instead of the 
traditional Israeli cargo checks at the ports, the Standards 
Institute would permit entry to products with recognized 
international certification. The port checks would be 
replaced by a system of surprise safety checks in stores. In 
other words, Israel will adopt the basic regulatory 
standards currently in force in the US and EU. Imports 
will arrive unhindered, new importers will enter the 
market, and prices on store shelves will, Barbivai hopes, 
dip toward EU levels. 

There’s so much more in the Arrangements Bill: A tax 
on sugary drinks intended to rein in skyrocketing sugar 
consumption and an accompanying four-fold rise in 
diabetes over the past two decades; a steep tax on 
disposable plasticware that will double its market price in 
an effort to disincentivize its use; a first-ever fee for 

entering the Tel Aviv metropolitan core with a car during 
rush hour; and on and on. 

Fundamental reforms 
These reforms share one characteristic: All have been 

advocated for many years, but could not advance due to 
resistance from industry groups, government agencies or 
various political factions. Haredi parties stood in the way 
of taxing sugary drinks and plasticware, while farmers’ and 
manufacturers’ lobbies resisted the agriculture and import 
reforms. 

But what explains the sudden uncorking of all that 
resistance all at once? It isn’t the personalities involved: 
The reforms are being pushed by different ministers from 
a broad cross-section of parties. 

It may, in fact, be a result of the Bennett-Lapid 
government’s fragility and instability. 

The past 12 years of Benjamin Netanyahu’s rule were 
marked by tight control over the cabinet and the coalition. 
New initiatives and controversial reforms were reined in; 
fewer initiatives meant fewer destabilizing fights. Stability 
was paramount, so nothing that could cause dissension 
within the coalition was allowed to advance. No one even 
contemplated reforms to the state religious bureaucracies 
as long as Haredi parties were in the coalition. Wherever 
possible, domestic policy was farmed out to relevant 
interest groups. 

So it was that 12 years of Netanyahu’s rule saw a great 
deal of government attention given to Iran, the 
Palestinians and other geopolitical concerns, but relatively 
few significant reforms dealing with the daily needs of 
ordinary Israelis. Despite the 2011 cost-of-living protests, 
the cost of living wasn’t seriously addressed in the ensuing 
years. 

The prioritizing of stability drove the government to 
inaction. Inefficient bureaucracies and state religious 
monopolies went unaddressed. Economic bottlenecks like 
the Standards Institute went unchallenged. 

That logic has now reversed itself in the new 
government — not because Naftali Bennett is more 
devoted to reforming old, inefficient bureaucracies than 
his predecessor was; indeed, not because of Naftali 
Bennett at all. 

The new government’s ability to advance bold reforms 
comes not from its leader, but from its lack of one. No 
single politician dominates this coalition as Netanyahu did 
its predecessors. It’s a government keenly aware that any 
of its member factions could topple it at any moment. It is 
in that sense a more egalitarian cabinet than any in Israel’s 
history. Bennett and Yair Lapid must cajole and convince; 
they have too little parliamentary wiggle room to demand 
or punish. 

That simple fact of political math has granted every 
party chief and cabinet minister in the new coalition 
unusually broad authority over the policy realms handed to 
them by the coalition agreements. 
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Liberman’s and Forer’s agriculture reform is their 
own, and no one in the cabinet has a meaningful ability to 
stop it except by appealing to their goodwill. The same is 
true of Barbivai’s import reforms and Kahana’s kashrut 
reforms — each is master of their domain. 

And, of course, the coalition’s fragility makes each 
minister and faction all the more eager to be seen 
achieving major victories quickly. In the past, Finance 
Ministry reform proposals often encountered skeptical 
ministers armed with counterarguments supplied by 
lobbyists and interest groups. Those same treasury officials 

are now encountering ministers eager for new initiatives 
and ways to leave their mark. 

Finance Ministry officials have been walking the halls 
of the ministry’s Jerusalem headquarters this week with an 
air of one bewildered by unexpected good fortune. 

At the government’s swearing-in last month, pundits 
suggested that hovering permanently at the edge of a 
political precipice would make the new ministers timid and 
the government unassertive. If the Arrangements Bill is 
any indication — and it is — life on the edge has had the 
opposite effect. 

Israeli government faces major diplomatic tests from Russia – analysis 
By Herb Keinon     jpost.com   July 25, 2021  
Choosing appeasement over human rights. 

Much has been written since Prime Minister Naftali 
Bennett and Foreign Minister Yair Lapid came to power 
six weeks ago about how a new government presents a 
golden opportunity to reset Israel’s relations with some key 
partners around the world. 

First and foremost is the relationship with the US 
Democratic Party, a relationship that suffered during the 
12 years of former prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
rule. Then there were the ties with the American 
progressives and with liberal American Jews. 

The signal coming from Jerusalem was that this 
government was different than the previous one, that it 
would not confront the Biden administration frontally on 
Iran, that it was open to trying to build a more productive 
relationship with the Palestinian Authority in Ramallah, 
and – for American Jewry – that it was keen on trying to 
make them feel more positive about and more welcome in 
Israel. 

Bennett and Lapid also moved swiftly to turn a new 
page in Israel’s relationship with Jordan, with Bennett 
having already met King Abdullah and Lapid having 
already visited his Jordanian counterpart, Ayman Safadi. 

Furthermore, Lapid already went to Brussels to try and 
reboot ties with the European Union. The perception he 
tried to convey was that of an Israel that Paris, Berlin and 
Copenhagen – not only Bucharest, Budapest and Vienna – 
could feel comfortable with. 

A reboot is good when it comes to relations with 
countries with whom there were points of friction and 
tension under the previous government. But what about 
those countries and leaders with whom Netanyahu seemed 
to have cultivated excellent relations? What happens to ties 
with those countries under the new government? 

The test case in this category is Russia. 
Love Russian President Vladimir Putin or hate him, 

Moscow wields enormous influence in the region and is 
parked squarely on Israel’s doorstep in Syria, where for the 
last six years it has propped up Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s vicious regime. 

Soon after Moscow became directly involved in the 
fighting in Syria in September 2015 to prevent the loss of 

its ally Assad, Netanyahu moved to create deconfliction 
mechanisms that would prevent any direct confrontation 
between Russian and Israeli forces over Syria. 

And, for the most part, this worked. Not only did the 
two countries create mechanisms to prevent crisis, but they 
also came to a tacit agreement whereby they both 
recognized the interests of the other in Syria, and they tried 
not to harm those interests. 

What did that mean? It meant that Moscow’s main 
interest was in the survival of Assad, and that Israel – in its 
military actions in Syria – would refrain from hitting sites 
or assets that would lead to the toppling of Assad. 

And on the flip side it meant that Russia understood 
that Israel’s vital interest was in preventing Iran and its 
Hezbollah proxy from entrenching itself on Israel’s border 
or transferring game-changing weapons through Syria to 
Lebanon, and that when Israel hit targets related to those 
aims, Russia would not interfere. 

This is why Israel has been able to act with relative 
impunity in Syrian airspace without the Russians stopping 
them over the last six years. 

Part of this arrangement is attributable to the close 
relationship that Netanyahu developed with Putin, the 
leader he met with and spoke with on the phone more 
often than any other leader during his time in office. This 
close working relationship also resulted in Putin making 
clear before each of the last four elections – both in word 
and in action – that Netanyahu was his preferred 
candidate. 

The counterargument to Netanyahu’s frequent boast 
about his good ties with Putin and how strategically 
significant this was for Israel was that relations are 
between states, not leaders, and that as good as the 
relationship between Netanyahu and Putin might have 
been, it was really about interests. According to this line of 
reasoning, no matter who leads Israel, it is in the interest 
of both countries to cooperate regarding Syria. 

If recent reports are to be believed, this premise will 
now be put to the test, as the London-based daily Asharq 
al-Awsat cited a Russian official saying that Moscow has 
“run out of patience” with Israeli action in Syria and would 
supply Assad with better air-defense systems. Last week, a 
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senior Russian security official was quoted as saying that 
Syrian air defense had shot down seven of eight missiles 
launched by Israel toward targets in Syria. 

If all or even some of that is true, it is a significant 
development that may force Jerusalem to rethink its Syria 
policy and how to keep the Iranians from entrenching 
there. This will test Bennett and Lapid’s argument that 
anything Netanyahu can do, they can do better, and that 
relationships are between countries, not leaders. 

Reinstating the modus operandi that existed over the 
last six years with Russia in Syria needs now to be a major 
foreign-policy aim of this government – no less than 
improving ties with the Democratic Party or the EU – and 
is a major diplomatic test this government is now facing. 

Another crisis is shaping up over the Pegasus software 
from Israeli firm NSO that is at the center of a storm: The 
terrorist-tracking software was allegedly used by some 
governments to hack into the phones of human-rights 
activists, journalists and politicians. 

One of those politicians was French President 
Emmanuel Macron, who called Bennett about the matter 
over the weekend to discuss it with him and make sure, 
according to various reports, that Israel was looking into it 
and taking it seriously. 

Numerous questions are being asked regarding the  

export licenses provided to the firm, enabling it to export 
the powerful spyware. Bennett, according to Channel 12, 
said the issue was being investigated, the necessary 
conclusions would be drawn and that the events under 
question took place before his government took power. 

Unlike the situation with Russia, where no Israeli 
politician had a better relationship with Putin than 
Netanyahu, with Macron, it is Lapid who has developed a 
good personal relationship. 

This was evident in April 2019, before the first of 
Israel’s recent four-election cycles, when Macron invited 
Lapid to France just four days before the election in a 
move widely viewed as a way to counterbalance the pre-
election gestures that both Putin and US president Donald 
Trump showered on Netanyahu. 

With France, it is Lapid who has a personal 
relationship with the country’s leader that could help 
soften something that has the potential of ballooning into 
a full-blown crisis. 

A potentially game-changing situation with Russia in 
Syria, as well as how the government deals with the NSO 
scandal, will be good early indicators of how Bennett and 
Lapid – just six weeks in power –  stack up against 
Netanyahu in being able to navigate through choppy 
international waters. 

The Paradoxes of Benjamin Netanyahu 
By Bret Stephens     commentary.org  July/August 2021 
The fox who is also the hedgehog 

I once got an unexpected, unpleasant, and altogether 
unforgettable phone call from Benjamin Netanyahu. This 
was in 2004, when Netanyahu was serving as finance 
minister in Ariel Sharon’s government and I was editor of 
the Jerusalem Post. At the time, nobody thought of Israel 
as the dynamic “Start-up Nation” that it would later 
become, thanks largely to Netanyahu’s policies. Instead, it 
was a country beset not just by waves of Palestinian suicide 
bombers but also by the stultifying legacies of the 
country’s socialist roots: high taxes, inefficient state-owned 
companies, excessive welfare subsidies, a bloated public 
sector. From an economic standpoint, Israel was more 
likely to be compared to Argentina than, say, Switzerland. 

Netanyahu knew that I was one of the few editors in 
Israel who fully endorsed his controversial agenda of tax 
cuts, privatization, deregulation, and budgetary discipline. 
He also knew that while the Post’s influence in Israel was 
limited, the paper was widely read by many of the foreign 
investors, policymakers, financial analysts, and machers of 
the sort he was always keen to cultivate. 

But he wasn’t interested in talking about his plans. 
Instead, he lit into me because one of the Post’s opinion 
columnists had mentioned a notorious 1993 episode in 
which Netanyahu had gone on TV to confess an 
extramarital relationship while denouncing a blackmail 
attempt. “My children can now read English, you know!” 
he said, eliding the fact that his children could just as easily 
have learned of the affair on the Internet from sources in 
Hebrew. 

It took me a few minutes to realize that the point of 
his tirade wasn’t to complain about unfair or inaccurate 
coverage. It was a rebuke for failing to provide compliant 
coverage, as if the purpose of the Post was to burnish his 
children’s image of their father. Unlike most politicians, he 
wasn’t interested in cultivating me as a friendly media 
voice. He wanted me as a patsy, and he wasn’t subtle about 
letting me know it. 

In itself, this long-ago encounter with the once and 
future prime minister didn’t mean much—although 
Netanyahu’s habit of demanding obsequious reporting 
would come to haunt him after he had returned to the 
prime minister’s chair. 

Yet the story helps explain the paradox of Benjamin 
Netanyahu, in perhaps the most paradoxical year of his 
long political career. To wit, how does a man of such 
ambition, talent, and undeniable achievements manage so 
often to be so petty and self-defeating? And how can a 
prime minister whose recent triumphs include peace 
agreements with four Arab states, a series of spectacular 
blows to Iran’s nuclear program, and a world-beating 
COVID-19 vaccination effort lose to the strangest 
coalition of political bedfellows ever assembled in Israeli—
if not Western—history? 

In a word, it’s personal. 
In 1998, during Netanyahu’s turbulent first term as 

prime minister, his father, Benzion, gave a candid 
interview about his second son: “He doesn’t know how to 
develop manners that captivate people by praise or grace,” 
he said, adding, “He doesn’t always succeed in choosing 



Page 5             July 31, 2021    Focus on Israel 
 
the most suitable people.” About the nicest thing Benzion 
could say of his boy was, “He may well have been more 
suited as foreign minister than as head of state. But at this 
moment I don’t see anyone better.” One doesn’t have to 
play armchair psychoanalysis to observe: some father. 

In fact, Benjamin Netanyahu can also be engaging and 
charming, at least when he’s in the public eye. But there 
was more than a grain of truth to the father’s observations. 
When I first arrived in Israel as editor of the Post, I paid a 
visit to my predecessor as editor, David Bar-Illan, the 
pianist and polemicist who had gone to work for 
Netanyahu as his press spokesman before running afoul—
like so many who came before and after—of Netanyahu’s 
feared and unpopular wife, Sara. So traumatized was David 
by the manner in which the Netanyahus had treated him 
that, after suffering a crippling heart attack, he waved off 
Netanyahu from a sickbed visit. 

Stories like this are remarkably common among those 
who have known Netanyahu over the years. And they go 
far to explain how Netanyahu’s long reign as prime 
minister came to an end—not because he was defeated by 
his ideological opponents, or brought down by a legal case 
against him, or turned out of office following some policy 
fiasco. Rather, Netanyahu fell because, through a 
combination of high-handedness and jealousy, he allowed 
too many of his onetime allies and ideological fellow-
travelers to become permanently embittered ex-friends. 

Naftali Bennett, the new prime minister, was a 
Netanyahu protégé who served as his chief of staff from 
2006 to 2008 before an angry falling out. Gideon Sa’ar, the 
new justice minister, was brought into the Likud by 
Netanyahu but fell out with him once Netanyahu began to 
perceive him as a credible rival for party leadership. Benny 
Gantz, defense minister in the new government and the 
last, whom Netanyahu had appointed as IDF chief of staff, 
was double-crossed and politically humiliated last year after 
he agreed to a power-sharing deal with Netanyahu—a deal 
Netanyahu had no intention of honoring (and, predictably, 
didn’t). Avigdor Lieberman, the new finance minister, was 
an ideological soulmate and right-hand man to Netanyahu 
who came to despise him after he authorized private 
investigations and an anonymous legal hit on his family (or 
so Lieberman claims). 

“By my code this is a sin for which there is no 
forgiveness, even on Yom Kippur,” Lieberman said in 
March. “The thought that I will sit with Netanyahu is a 
fantasy with no chances.” 

These four men command 28 Knesset seats between 
them. Together with one or both of the ultra-Orthodox 
parties, they would have easily given Netanyahu and his 
30-seat Likud party a robust, right-of-center mandate in 
the last election—if only he could have won them over to 
his side. Yet when it came to the prime minister, the feud 
was personal. That they preferred to join forces with Yair 
Lapid’s centrist Yesh Atid, Mansour Abbas’s Islamist 
Ra’am, and the left-wingers of Labor and Meretz is a vivid 
demonstration that Netanyahu’s powers of personal 

repulsion have exceeded those of ideological attraction. To 
know “King Bibi” up close and personal is to also to 
understand why he’s king no longer. 

Yet if we are to judge Netanyahu by his faults alone, it 
would be impossible to account for the fact that he is the 
most dominant figure in Israeli politics since David Ben-
Gurion. To his inveterate critics, that’s merely a function 
of his ability to win elections, which they attribute to his 
being a silver-tongued fearmonger who appeals to Israel’s 
racist side—in effect, a Donald Trump–like figure with a 
better brain. 

The caricature sells Netanyahu and his voters short. It 
also fails to comprehend the scale of his achievements in 
his second, 12-year tenure in office. Let’s list a few. 

Diplomacy: The crown jewels in Netanyahu’s 
diplomatic legacy are the Abraham Accords, which 
effectively represent the end of the Arab–Israeli conflict 
(even if subsidiary conflicts, above all with Palestinians, 
remain). The accords did not happen by accident. They are 
the result of Arab admiration for Israel’s economic 
success; respect among Arab leaders for Netanyahu’s 
willingness to denounce the Iran nuclear pact (and, by 
implication, Barack Obama) in the U.S. Congress; and 
some canny deal-making that involved a threat to annex 
much of the West Bank, which was then used as a 
bargaining chip for diplomatic recognition. 

But the Accords are not Netanyahu’s only diplomatic 
victories. He renewed or strengthened Israel’s old ties with 
African countries—Uganda, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Chad, 
Nigeria—that are battleground states in the fight against 
Islamist terror. He developed strong personal bonds with 
Narendra Modi of India and Shinzo Abe of Japan. He 
maintained a functional relationship with Vladimir Putin, 
which is a vital Israeli interest whatever one thinks of the 
Russian dictator. He forged strategic ties with Greece, 
historically one of the more anti-Israel countries in 
Europe. 

And, of course, he cultivated Trump. Many American 
Jews consider this a scandal, as if Netanyahu would have 
done better by sneering at the American president in the 
manner of, say, Canada’s Justin Trudeau. But the payoff 
for Israelis of Netanyahu’s courtship of the 45th president 
was spectacular: an American Embassy in Jerusalem, U.S. 
recognition of Israeli sovereignty on the Golan Heights, a 
severe downgrading of U.S. relations with the Palestinian 
leadership. The Biden administration has predictably 
reversed this policy but is unlikely to reverse course on the 
embassy or the Heights. This achievement, for Israel, is 
permanent. 

Security: Despite three traumatic wars with Hamas in 
Gaza and the harrowing “knife intifada” of 2015, Israelis 
have enjoyed greater security during Netanyahu’s time in 
office than they had in the 10 years of terror and retreat 
between his first and second terms. The regional picture 
for Israel also seems to be relatively better, at least when it 
comes to the Sunni Arab states. And Netanyahu never 
made any irreversible concessions to the Palestinians, even 
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in the face of eight years of heavy Obama-administration 
pressure to do so. 

The reason for the relative calm has much to do with 
what Israeli generals call “the war between the wars,” but 
which might also be described as the Netanyahu Doctrine. 
After being dissuaded in 2010 from a full-scale strike on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities, Netanyahu settled for a strategy of 
applying low-grade but continuous military pressure on 
Israel’s enemies in ways that seldom invite open retaliation 
or create international controversy. In 2019, the IDF Chief 
of Staff Gadi Eisenkot told me, with respect to Syria, that 
Israel had “struck thousands of targets without claiming 
responsibility or asking for credit.” Jerusalem has also been 
instrumental in helping Cairo deal with an Islamist 
insurgency in Sinai, in ways that go all but unnoticed in the 
West but have helped solidify its security ties in the Arab 
world. 

Then there is Iran, where Israel has conducted the 
most extraordinary and long-term covert-ops campaign in 
modern history. The Mossad’s 2018 acquisition of Iran’s 
entire nuclear archive caused the U.S. to pull out of the 
Iran nuclear deal, and further attacks on nuclear 
installations and scientists continue to set back the Islamic 
Republic’s nuclear timetable. When Iran’s largest naval 
ship sank in early June, on the same day that a major fire 
broke out at a large oil refinery serving Tehran, it was 
difficult to imagine that pure coincidence was at play. 

Economy: Netanyahu was Israel’s first prime minister 
to have a serious grasp of economics and an appreciation 
for business. Netanyahu also understood that there was no 
good reason Israel couldn’t be a wealthy country—and 
that such wealth was a benefit to Israel’s overall well-being, 
not a stain on its moral virtue. 

When Netanyahu returned to the prime minister’s 
office in 2009, Israel’s gross domestic product (in current 
prices) stood at $207 billion. Ten years later, just before 
the pandemic, it had nearly doubled in size, to about $400 
billion. By comparison, the U.K. economy grew by just 17 
percent over the same time period. The average monthly 
wage in Israel is now nearly 50 percent higher than it was 
in 2009. Israel is no longer the country where, as the old 
saying had it, you could make a small fortune if you arrived 
with a large one. 

As in any country, there are arguments to be made 
about the nature of wealth inequality and distribution, not 
least along class, ethnic, and religious lines. What should 
be inarguable is that wealth gives Israel strategic 
advantages it didn’t previously enjoy. As one New York 
Times writer recently pointed out, 40 years ago, U.S. aid to 
Israel amounted to 10 percent of its economy, while today, 
at nearly $4 billion a year, it’s closer to 1 percent. Wealth 
diminishes dependency. It also makes Israel a more 
attractive destination to Jews who no longer feel entirely 
secure in their diasporic homes, or who may simply be 
seeking opportunity. 

Palestinians: Most of Netanyahu’s predecessors as 
prime minister had gotten the Palestinian issue wrong—

some by imagining that Palestinians didn’t, or shouldn’t, 
exist as a separate people; others by believing they were the 
most important, if not the only, thing that mattered. Both 
approaches had proved disastrous. 

Netanyahu understood that Israel can neither separate 
politically from the Palestinians safely nor coexist with 
them indefinitely. The right approach was one of long-
term tactical management, not grandiose peace plans and 
“final-status” solutions. 

Undergirding that view is the belief that time is, in 
fact, on Israel’s side, for at least three reasons. First, the 
demographic picture is hardly as bleak for Jews as is often 
suggested (an idea that has ample empirical basis, at least if 
Israeli Jews maintain their robust birth rate while Arab 
birth rates continue to decline). The Cassandras of the left 
have been warning for decades of a ticking demographic 
time bomb, but, much like the notorious clock of the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, the hands never seem to 
reach midnight. 

Second, the ideological picture also isn’t as dire for 
Israel as widely believed—squeamish liberals, campus BDS 
campaigns, and rising anti-Semitism in Europe and the 
U.S. notwithstanding—because much of the world is 
moving in a more nationalist direction. That gives Israel 
new friends in the world, whether they are evangelical 
Christians in the U.S. or Hindu nationalists in India (as 
well as some unsavory figures like Hungary’s Viktor 
Orban). The abiding threat of Islamism also helps Israel, 
insofar as Israel is broadly seen, and widely admired, for its 
success in fighting it. 

Finally, Arab states are growing tired of the Palestinian 
cause, at least in its maximalist versions, and are prepared 
to put the issue on ice in pursuit of the goals they share 
with the Jewish state. The fact that one barely heard a peep 
of protest from Cairo, Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, or other Arab 
capitals during the last round of fighting in Gaza suggests 
there is much to that belief. 

Little Of This goes noticed outside of Israel, thanks 
mainly to shoddy media coverage, monomaniacal 
obsession with Palestinian grievances, and what can only 
be described as a kind of Bibi Derangement Syndrome 
among his critics, many of them left-leaning American 
Jews. (Some of these critics are fond of insisting that their 
problems with Israel are all about their disdain for 
Netanyahu. Don’t hold your breath waiting for them to 
moderate their views under the new coalition.) 

Yet Netanyahu lasted as long as he did in his job 
because he was, in many ways, very good at it. After the 
utopian follies of the peace processers in the 1990s, the 
trauma of the second intifada at the start of the century, 
and Ehud Olmert’s incompetent handling of the 2006 
Lebanon War, it’s easy to see the appeal (as one of his 
campaign ads had it) of the “Bibisitter”—the safe pair of 
hands who’ll make sure the kids sleep well at night. 

But, again, this isn’t quite the whole story. 
The usual rap on Netanyahu is that he’s a remorseless 

ideologue whose only goal is “Greater Israel” and who will 
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do whatever it takes to get it, whether it’s through sly 
prevarication or open demagogy. An alternative view, most 
often held by Netanyahu’s conservative critics, is that he 
either lacks the courage of his convictions, or just believes 
in little beyond himself. 

“How is he better than Rabin or Peres?” the former 
Likud Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir railed against 
Netanyahu after Israel withdrew from parts of the West 
Bank after the 1998 Wye River agreement during Bibi’s 
first go as prime minister. “He has a desire for power for 
its own sake.” Several years later, as a member of Ariel 
Sharon’s government, Netanyahu claimed to oppose 
Israel’s unilateral withdrawal from Gaza, but kept voting in 
favor of its implementation. “After supporting 
disengagement four times” in cabinet and Knesset votes, 
Sharon said of his finance minister, “Bibi ran away.” 
Naftali Bennett’s own break with Netanyahu became 
definite after the latter’s 2009 speech at Bar-Ilan 
University, in which he accepted the principle of a 
Palestinian state. 

“We go along with this vision that is impractical, and 
then, we are surprised why the world is angry with us for 
not fulfilling that vision,” Bennett told me in a 2015 
interview. “You can’t say ‘I support a Palestinian state’ and 
then not execute according to that. I think people 
appreciate honesty.” 

That last point strikes me as unfair: It’s perfectly 
consistent to accept the idea of a Palestinian state in 
principle—the principle being that it should model itself 
on Costa Rica or the U.A.E.—while rejecting it in 
practice—the current reality being that it has more in 
common with Lebanon or Yemen as an unstable terrorist 
entrepot that has no interest in meeting even minimal 
Israeli demands for peace and security. Asking the lion to 
lie down with the lamb is a beautiful wish and a terrible 
policy. 

But the deeper criticism is that Netanyahu’s tenure 
amounts to little more than a holding action, a bravura 
performance in kicking cans down the road. 

When I interviewed Netanyahu in 2009, just as he was 
about to return to office and Operation Cast Lead was 
winding down, he was quick to criticize the outcome. 
“Notwithstanding the blows to Hamas, it’s still in Gaza, 
it’s still ruling Gaza,” he said. Netanyahu’s “optimal 
outcome,” he claimed, would be regime change for the 
Strip, but “the minimal outcome would have been to seal 
Gaza” from being able to acquire lethal munitions. Yet 12 
years and three wars later, not much has changed, except 
that Hamas has gained greater international legitimacy 
while Israelis have grown used to spending time in their 
safe rooms periodically. 

Something similar might be said of Netanyahu’s 
approach to Tehran. Dazzling as Israel’s intelligence and 
diplomatic coups have been, Iran is now enriching 
uranium to unprecedented levels of purity even as the 
Biden administration maneuvers to re-enter the nuclear 
deal. That goes also in the north, where thousands of 

Israeli air strikes have blunted Iran’s power without 
altering the fact that Bashar al-Assad remains firmly 
ensconced in power in Damascus while Hezbollah 
maintains its firm grip in Lebanon. 

In these respects, the strategic picture has not 
decisively changed on Netanyahu’s watch, and Prime 
Minister Bennett will face almost exactly the same 
unenviable choices Netanyahu did in the early days of his 
tenure. There are circumstances in which buying time 
amounts to a form of progress, but history hasn’t yet 
provided a verdict as to whether this was one of them. 

There have also been hidden costs to this style of 
leadership. The essence of good policy—containment 
comes to mind—is that it establishes conditions in which 
less-than-superb leaders can be entrusted with its 
execution. Under Netanyahu, by contrast, the man and the 
policy effectively became one and the same. “Bibi-ism” 
isn’t really a set of principles or concepts that his 
successors can apply or adapt. It’s the view that one man, 
and one man only, has the wisdom, experience, and 
instincts to run the country. 

The result has been an extraordinary personalization 
of Israeli politics. At least a quarter of Israelis—starting 
with Netanyahu himself—seem to believe that après Bibi, 
le déluge. That has encouraged Netanyahu and his allies to 
vilify their political opponents in ways that are both 
hysterical and potentially dangerous. Early in June, Likud 
lawmaker May Golan compared Bennett and Sa’ar to 
“suicide bombers,” while Aryeh Deri, leader of the Shas 
party, warned that Bennett would “destroy Shabbat.” 

Netanyahu’s political opponents, by contrast, have 
come to believe that Bibi is “le déluge” and have been 
intent to do just about anything to destroy him. Among 
the many paradoxes of the last few years of Israeli politics 
is that the legal cases that have been ginned up against the 
prime minister (and which, at least by my reading, mainly 
suggest aggressive or sleazy political behavior, not criminal 
offenses) did more to encourage him to cling to his office 
by nearly any means necessary than they did to give him an 
opportunity for a graceful exit. 

That’s what happens when the essence of one’s 
political program is to stay in power as long as possible, 
whether out of a belief in one’s own indispensability or a 
need for legal self-preservation (or, in Netanyahu’s case, 
both). Democracies do best when parties stand for ideas, 
not personalities, and when political opponents aren’t 
viewed as mortal enemies. They also do better when 
leaders observe some moral boundaries, like not bidding 
for the support of the Kahanist party or not seeking a 
pardon for a soldier who murdered a Palestinian terrorist 
after he’d been neutralized. But that wasn’t Bibi’s way. 

In his often cited (if seldom read) essay “The 
Hedgehog and the Fox,” Isaiah Berlin begins with the 
ancient distinction between the fox, which “knows many 
things,” and the hedgehog, “which knows one big thing.” 
At the Jerusalem Post, a colleague once made the point to 
me, during the 2002 Likud leadership contest between 
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Ariel Sharon and Netanyahu, that the former was the 
hedgehog while the latter was the fox. It was another way 
of saying that Bibi was clever but Arik was wise. In that 
race, the hedgehog won. 

This is one way of looking at Netanyahu. To nearly all 
of his bitter critics, on either side of the ideological 
spectrum, he is nothing but an arch-maneuverer, although 
they don’t all agree on what he is maneuvering toward. 
The left sees him as a dedicated ideologue who 
occasionally feigns pragmatism. For the right, it’s the 
opposite: He’s a self-serving pragmatist who pretends to 
have an ideology. In a public career spanning nearly 40 
years, it’s easy to find evidence for both views. The Bar-
Ilan speech that so offended Naftali Bennett is supposed 
to prove the first; the unwillingness to retake Gaza 
supposedly demonstrates the second. 

Yet the point of Berlin’s essay tends to be missed. In 
real life, as opposed to parable or literary criticism, there 
are at least a few people who are both hedgehog and fox, 
men who “looked for a harmonious universe, but 
everywhere found war and disorder.” Berlin’s great 
example of this type was Leo Tolstoy, whose “sense of 
reality was until the end too devastating to be compatible 
with any moral ideal which he was able to construct out of 
the fragments into which his intellect shivered in the 
world.” 

Netanyahu is hardly Tolstoy. Still, he’s a man of 
formidable ambition and talent who entered the political 
fray looking for the harmonious universe in which a Jewish 
state—recognized, whole, and secure—could take its 
rightful place among the nations. What he found instead 
was that there was no straight way to get there, and 
perhaps no way at all, given the implacability of many of 
its enemies and the faithlessness of some of its friends. 
The two great “solutions” are equally false. There is no 
plausible Palestinian state that can satisfy Israeli security 
requirements and Palestinian desires. There is also no map 

of Israel that can simply swallow the Palestinians without 
risking being swallowed by them in turn. 

What there is, then, is a muddled reality that must 
deeply disappoint idealists of every stripe. But it’s also a 
reality that beats every conceivable alternative. Netanyahu 
understands this, even if it’s not something he would say 
out loud. The criticism that he does nothing but kick cans 
down the road ignores the fact that, when it comes to 
Israel’s major strategic challenges, at least for now, that’s 
the only thing an Israeli prime minister can do. The 
question is how far the can gets kicked, and how much 
power and flexibility Israel can gain—militarily, 
economically, demographically, and so on—before it needs 
to kick it again. As Michael Oren, the historian and former 
Israeli ambassador to the U.S., has pointed out to me, 
Israel’s entire history is one long “war of attrition” or “war 
between the wars.” Still, it’s a war that Israel can fight for 
the long term while its people continue to flourish. 

The paradox of Benjamin Netanyahu is that a man 
who rose to power on the strength of a certain vision of 
Israel held on to power at the expense of that vision. It’s 
that a man who did much to strengthen Israel’s position in 
the world through the bullishness of his personality also 
did much to damage to Israel’s politics through the same 
bullishness. It’s that a man whose thoughts, ambitions, and 
actions always seemed to have the broadest sweep could 
become the agent of his own political undoing thanks to a 
succession of small grievances and petty power plays. 

There’s no reason to search for definitive answers 
anytime soon. The coalition that succeeds Netanyahu is 
fractious and thin, held together by little more than its 
loathing for a singular man. Nobody knows this better 
than Netanyahu himself, which is why the thought that 
must surely run through his head, rightly, is, “I’ll be back.” 
Mr. Stephens is Commentary ’s contributing editor and a columnist 
for the New York Times.  

 
Vladimir Putin’s Existential Struggle against the West 
By Leon Aron      thedispatch.com   July 9, 2021 
War, and the threat of war, is key to the regime’s 
legitimacy. 

“A nuclear war cannot be won and must not be 
fought.” That and a promise to “ensure predictability” by 
“a Strategic Stability Dialogue in the near future” were the 
only things that Joe Biden and Vladimir Putin agreed on 
strongly enough to put in writing—in a 140-word joint 
statement, which was the sole tangible yield of the duo’s 
June 16 summit in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Nuclear missiles and bombs are again the sum total of 
the relations between Russia and the United States. We are 
back to the pre-Gorbachev era. The “this is not the Cold-
War” mantra is wearing thin. It is time to admit: It is a 
Cold War. 

True, the enemy of the democratic West is not 
communist totalitarianism fueled by Marxist millennialism. 
Yet the ideology of the Putin regime is hardly less toxic 

and perhaps more incendiary. The normative gap between 
the liberal democracies and the system that Putin 
assiduously forged is already almost as deep as during the 
Cold War.  

Contrary to the prevailing view, Putin’s domestic 
regime is not merely a corrupt autocracy founded on 
propaganda, political manipulation, and repression. These 
descriptions amount to dangerous oversimplification 
because they vastly underestimate Putin’s ability to bend to 
his will millions of his compatriots. 

Over the past two decades he has ceaselessly and 
systematically reshaped Russia’s national identity: the ways 
in which Russians see themselves, their country, and their 
history. He has rewritten, updated, or reawakened the 
elements of his country’s legitimizing myths—what he 
calls “spiritual bonds” (dukhovnye skrepy)—and deployed 
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them in ways that proved deeply satisfying to tens of 
millions of followers. 

Far more a Soviet patriot than a Russian one, Putin 
had sensed that which pro-democracy revolutionaries of 
the late 1980s and early 1990s tended to disregard: the 
deep-seated trauma inflicted on Russians by the loss of 
what they believed was their country’s exalted status. They 
grieved the disappearance of the mission by which the 
Soviet Union defined and measured its exclusivity: to be 
the counterweight, moral as well as military, to the United 
States. Putin adopted that mission as his own and placed it 
in the center of his foreign policy. In the eyes of his 
compatriots, Putin took on the post-imperial geopolitical 
“smallness” of post-Soviet Russia and made it disappear.   

A diminutive hooligan from the slums of post-war 
Leningrad, Putin absorbed two other core components of 
the Soviet identity: equating respect with fear and self-
assertion with aggression. Three months after the Crimea 
Anschluss in 2014, Lev Gudkov, a leading Russian political 
sociologist and the director of Russia’s sole remaining 
independent national polling firm Levada Center, found 
that people believed that Putin had “restored the West’s 
respect for Russia. The population very much appreciates 
this.” The polls also found that almost 9 in 10 Russians 
believed that their country was feared and 3 in 4 thought it 
a good thing. 

Among the most effective and most ominous of the 
“spiritual fasteners” is the militarist triad: Russia’s glory is 
in her military victories, her greatness is synonymous with 
her military might, and her nuclear weapons are the 
foundation of the respect the world pays it. The Great 
Patriotic War, as the Russians call World War II, has been 
elevated to the most important event in Russia’s history; 
Stalin’s presiding over the war now outweighs his crimes; 
and the May 9 Victory Day remains the main official 
holiday. Not surprisingly, along with the secret police, the 
FSB, and the presidency, today the Russian army is the 
“most trusted” institution among the Russian people. 

Along the way, Putin has recovered the defining 
elements of the Cold War and made them part of the 
national credo: The conflict between Putin’s Russia and 
the West is not about normal competition among large 
states and occasional frictions about specific issues. It is 
about an incompatibility of values. Just as the Soviet 
leadership did, the Kremlin today perceives the struggle 
with the U.S.-led “West” as ubiquitous and global, whether 
in Georgia, Syria, or Ukraine. This contest is permanent, 
and the West’s effort to undermine Russia is relentless. 

Page after page is being borrowed from the Soviet 
propaganda playbook. Just as AIDS was “invented” by the 
CIA, COVID-19 was “genetically engineered” by the 

United States. Duma Speaker Vyacheslav Volodin said so 
two months ago at a parliamentary meeting attended by 
Putin.   

More troubling still, the anti-West animus begins to 
surpass that displayed during the time of the Soviet Union. 
Even in the darkest days of the Cold War, neither Stalin 
nor his successors ever denied the Allies’ contribution to 
the victory. In the Victory Day speech last month, Putin 
said that the Soviet Union fought World War II “alone.” 

In another instance of the heightened enmity, Russia 
claimed to have shot at the British HMS Defender and 
dropped bombs “in her path” because it allegedly was in 
Russia’s territorial waters in the Black Sea. The British 
Ministry of Defense has denied the shooting and the 
bombing. But no matter: In Russia’s most popular prime-
time talk show, Vesti Nedeli, Dmitri Kisilev (who is also 
the head of Sputnik, the main Russian state foreign 
broadcast service) told his audience that, egged on by the 
U.S., Britain was out to provoke a war. Next time, he 
warned, “we will sink any British ship that would want to 
repeat the provocation.” Two days later, in an annual 
“Direct Line” press conference watched by millions of 
Russians, Putin recast the episode in unmistakably 
existential terms: “We are fighting for ourselves, for our 
future.”    

Exceeding Soviet propaganda in stridency is a sign of a 
disturbing difference between the two Cold War regimes. 
The Soviet system rested on the unshakable belief in the 
“science” of Marxist historical materialism, the confidence 
in the distant but inevitable victory of the “superior social 
organization” of socialism over the “rotting imperialism.” 
Just as importantly, the World War II victors and the 
engineers of the nuclear superpowership parity with 
America, the Politburo elders had little to prove and could 
rest on their laurels. Having known firsthand the horrors 
of war, they were wary of provoking a direct confrontation 
with the West. Lish by ne bylo voyny—anything but a 
war—was their refrain. 

By contrast, since 2014, when Putin recast himself as a 
wartime president, a war or threat of war has been the key 
to his regime’s legitimacy. What my Russian colleagues 
called “militarized patriotism in peacetime” became the 
leitmotif of the Kremlin propaganda orchestra. 

The tiger that Putin saddled must be fed fresh meat 
periodically. A second Cold War could turn out to be more 
volatile and flammable than the original edition. 

Mr. Aron is the author of a biography of Boris Yeltsin, 
among other books, and a senior fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute.  
Visit suburbanorthodox.org for the current issue. 

 
Tunisians Are Disenchanted with Islamist Rule 
By Benny Avni      nysun.com  July 26, 2021 
The recent coup didn’t kill democracy—just 
acknowledged its death. 

“At least it’s a kinda’, sorta’ democracy,” I said to a 
Tunisian friend several years ago. “No,” she retorted. “No 
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one dares go to the beach wearing a bathing suit anymore. 
Women are denigrated. Freedoms are eroding.” 

My already diminished enthusiasm for the Arab Spring 
dimmed further after that conversation. Then, on early this 
morning, it became official: President Kais Saied fired the 
Tunisian government and surrounded the parliament with 
armed soldiers. 

And just like that — pfffft — any remaining dreams 
of an Arab Jeffersonian democracy went vanished. It is a 
tragedy that will reverberate through the Arab world for 
years to come. 

For a decade, Tunisia — where in December 2010 
vegetable seller Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire and 
ignited a set of revolutions across the Mideast and North 
Africa — became known as the last bastion of the 
“Spring.” 

Yes, Ennahdha, the country’s largest party, is loosely 
affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, went the received 
wisdom in the West. It is, though, only mildly Islamist and 
has vowed to maintain democratic values — including by 
supporting in 2014 a constitution that guaranteed basic 
freedoms. 

Turns out Tunisians weren’t buying it. Islamist 
sensibilities crept in, often enforced by Ennahdha officials. 
The Mediterranean beaches that attracted tourists, the 
country’s main source of hard cash, emptied out after an 
ISIS gunman killed 38 people at a Sousse resort in 2015. 
Even before that, Islamist enforcers barred locals from 
freely enjoying those beaches as they had enjoyed them in 
earlier decades. 

Political Islam has ruined many dreams of liberty 
across the region. During the Cold War, Arab regimes 
adopted tyrannical Soviet politics. When they turned to the 
West, the rulers were then mostly urged to maintain 
“stability.” The last decade’s anti-totalitarian street 
eruptions finally, and for the first time, empowered the 
long-oppressed Islamists. 

In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood’s birthplace, 
Mohamed Morsi won an election in 2012 after the Tahrir 
Square crowd overthrew longtime strongman Hosni 
Mubarak. The Brotherhood’s rule ended after less than a 
year. Egyptians abhorred Mr. Morsi’s mismanagement, 
cruelty, and incompetence. 

When the military, led by General Abdel Fatah al Sissi, 
unceremoniously finally overthrew Mr. Morsi, millions 
cheered. It might have been an undemocratic military 
coup, but the chaos and poverty that deepened under Mr. 
Morsi were untenable. Mr. Sissi remains in power today. 
His iron rule is clearly despotic, but those who still 

remember Mr. Morsi’s faux-democracy days prefer that to 
the Brotherhood. 

Tunisia now seems set on a similar trajectory. The 
head of the Islamist Ennahda party, Rached Ghannouchi, 
became the most powerful player in Tunis politics after he 
returned from exile. That followed the 2011 overthrow of 
the long-time Tunisiam dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. 
Mr. Ghannouchi is now the most vocal critic of President 
Saied’s maneuver in the wee hours of this morning. 

Tunisians are increasingly disenchanted with the 
country’s downward spiral in recent years. For many of 
them, Mr. Ghannouchi and his party are the main culprits. 

The president’s army-backed sacking of the 
government, and his threat to bring Ennahda officials to 
trial, put the kibosh in any democratic aspirations, but the 
move may well prove popular among a majority of 
Tunisians that are sick and tired of being sick and poor. 

Additionally, as my friend observed years ago, a 
country that for decades has been one of the Arab world’s 
most secular societies is increasingly unconvinced by 
Ennahda, and millions fear Mr. Ghannouchi’s Islamist 
allies, including Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan. 

Mr. Erdogan has turned away from the secular tenets 
that guided the Turkish republic since Kemal Ataturk 
sought to cure the ills of the Ottoman Empire era in the 
aftermath of WWI. Kemalist Turkey never was an ideal 
democracy, but it now suffers from all the problems that 
plague the rest of the region, plus, the increasingly 
muscular enforcement of religious edicts. 

In places like Khomeinist Iran, democracy has always 
been the facade and Islamism the reality. Hailed by some 
(including, for a while, President Obama) as a model 
Islamist democracy, Turkey has now proved that political 
Islam and liberty can’t coexist. 

This is the context in which Tunisia’s experiment with 
an idealistic, more moderate Islamist-led democracy seems 
to have failed. Other governing models in the Middle East, 
including, notably, the monarchies, are proving slightly 
more durable, but beware of hailing them as ideal. 

Over the weekend the Hashemite king, Abdullah II, of 
Jordan waxed poetically on CNN about the pitfalls of 
democracy in neighboring Israel. Western pundits love 
such lectures from Arab moderates that, like Abdullah, are 
also allies of America. 

So far, though, no Arab model was showed that it 
could lead to the prosperity, efficiency, personal liberties, 
and freedom of worship that citizens of Western-style 
democracies enjoy. The Arabs still await their spring. 
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