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Amid Growing Social Tensions in Israel, a Moment of Unexpected Solidarity 
By Michael Selutin     israeltoday.co.il   March 26, 2023  
Building a coalition against Iran. 

The demonstrators against judicial reform announced 
last week that they would expand their 
protests to Bnei Brak, which is right next to 
Tel Aviv. In Bnei Brak, however, live almost 
exclusively Orthodox Jews, whose own 
political parties support judicial reform, and 
who see a modern Sodom and Gomorrah in 
the progressive Tel Aviv way of life. 

It was expected that the demonstrators’ 
rainbow flags, as well as their aggressive 
demeanor with left-wing slogans, would 
provoke the residents of Bnei Brak. Police 
had prepared for violent clashes, while urging 
the demonstrators not to enter the Orthodox 
city. 

But most of the protest organizers could 
not be convinced, and on Thursday evening 
thousands of anti-government activists marched to Bnei 
Brak. 

Love your neighbor 
What happened next, however, nobody expected. 

Instead of allowing themselves to be provoked and 
reacting to aggression with aggression, the Bible-believing 
Jews of Bnei Brak remembered the principles of the Word 
of God. 

The city’s Orthodox Jews greeted the demonstrators 
with drinks and warm cholent, a Jewish dish prepared for 

Shabbat. Jewish music was played, people danced, and the 
demonstrators’ aggression subsided immediately. 

The residents of Bnei Brak took to the 
streets and showed their fellow citizens that 
they are not their enemies, but their brothers. 

It was probably the first time for many of 
those present that they had met people who 
were so opposed to their own lifestyle. 
Orthodox and progressives finally spoke to 
one another. 

A video clip, in which a protester was 
overwhelmed by the music, is particularly 
poignant. In the background, the song 
“Shalom Aleichem” (peace be upon you) is 
sung by Jewish families on Friday evenings 
while sitting at the set table and welcoming 
the Shabbat into their homes. A man on a 
motorbike takes off his helmet and starts 

singing along. This secular Jew probably hasn’t heard the 
song since he was a kid, and now after so many years his 
memories are flooding back and he can’t hold back his 
tears. 

The Orthodox Jews, who are so often decried in the 
media, showed on Thursday what they (should) really 
stand for. Not enmity, but love. And in the end, the 
planned provocation turned into a celebration of 
brotherhood.

Israel’s divisions are distracting it from a regional perfect storm 
By Martin Indyk     ft.com    March 28, 2023  
Preoccupied by internal tensions, policymakers have 
little bandwidth to deal with impending external 
crises. 

For the time being, the crisis in Israel is over. Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has paused his 
government’s effort to curb the independence of the 
Supreme Court, just when it looked like the country was 
about to descend into the abyss. President Isaac Herzog 
will now preside over a one-month effort to fashion a 
compromise, while the nation holds its breath. And Israel’s 
enemies and friends will watch and wonder whether this 
formidable regional power has succumbed to the same 
internal divisions that have felled so many of its 
neighbours. 

Unfortunately, it’s likely to be a temporary reprieve. 
The two sides are very far apart. The government seeks 
control over the court to advance its far-right and religious 
objectives; the opposition seeks to protect the court’s 
independence to thwart the government. 

Both sides are full of righteous indignation. The 
government believes that it won the right via the ballot 

box to pursue its agenda. Each coalition member has its 
own vital stake in the judicial restructuring. The religious 
Zionists want to prevent the court from protecting 
Palestinian land rights in the West Bank. The orthodox 
religious parties want to prevent the court from sending 
yeshiva students to the army. Netanyahu wants to stop it 
from sending him to jail. 

The secular opposition believes that by preserving the 
court’s independence, it is both protecting Israel’s 
democracy and its way of life. It has just won a big victory. 
The hundreds of thousands of demonstrators who came 
out in such force week after week know their way back to 
the public square. The reservists who threatened not to 
serve and the high-tech entrepreneurs who threatened to 
leave know how to do so again. And the politicians, eyeing 
highly favourable polls, can now see a clear path to victory 
if they can bring the governing coalition down (although 
Benny Gantz, leader of one of the centre parties, might be 
tempted yet again by Netanyahu’s siren song). 

With only a month before the Knesset comes back 
into session there is not enough time for reconciliation, 
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especially if both sides feel they have more to gain by 
refusing to compromise. They are likely to engage in a 
game of manoeuvre to ensure that when the clock stops, 
the other side is blamed. 

Preoccupied by all this, Israel’s policymakers have little 
bandwidth to deal with the external crises that threaten to 
create a perfect storm. In the West Bank and East 
Jerusalem, the situation has been deteriorating as friction 
between Palestinian and Israeli settler militants and the 
Israel Defense Forces generates a mounting casualty toll. 

Several factors are fuelling the potential for an 
explosion. The Palestinian Authority is crumbling. Young 
militants with ready access to weapons are attacking 
Israelis, not deterred by the memory of the last intifada, 
when they were infants. Settler vigilantes are responding 
with “price tag” violence (best illustrated by the burning of 
Palestinian homes in Huwara). Extremist Israeli 
government ministers are inciting and indulging the settler 
youth. And the onset of Ramadan and Passover, when 
emotions run high, makes friction at Jerusalem’s holy sites 
seemingly inevitable. 

The last thing Netanyahu needs now is an explosion of 
violence. But his coalition partners, Itamar Ben-Gvir and 
Bezalel Smotrich, seem determined to pursue the opposite 
approach, making incendiary statements and disavowing 
concessions that Netanyahu is willing to make to the 
Palestinians over tax revenues and work permits. 

This behaviour is also undermining relations with 
neighbouring Jordan and progress with the Abraham 
Accords. The United Arab Emirates is openly warning of 
the negative consequences of the conflict with the 
Palestinians and refusing to set a date for a Netanyahu visit 
to Abu Dhabi. Meanwhile, the Saudis, whom Netanyahu 
hoped to bring into the circle of peace, are busy 
reconciling with Israel’s enemy Iran instead. 

Iran continues its march towards the nuclear 
threshold, with US officials recently testifying that it would 
need only 12 days to enrich enough uranium to weapons 
grade for a nuclear bomb. Iran’s regime has survived the 

women’s uprising, at least for the time being, and forged 
strategic alliances with Russia and China. While its 
economy remains in trouble, it is now set to receive 
advanced Russian weapons and technology, a reward for 
the help it is providing to Vladimir Putin for his war in 
Ukraine. 

Until now, the Iranians have been deterred from 
crossing the nuclear threshold by fear of Israeli pre-
emption or American retaliation. But Iran knows the US is 
preoccupied elsewhere and uninterested in a new Middle 
Eastern war. Iran could well conclude from Israel’s 
internal crisis that it no longer needs to fear its military 
action either. 

All this is alarming to President Joe Biden’s 
administration, which depends on Israel, fortified by 
decades of generous US military assistance, to help 
maintain stability in a volatile region. Not only is that role 
being eroded by the internal divisions, but the crisis over 
judicial restructuring, as well as the Netanyahu 
government’s ambitious plans for settlement activity, is 
creating friction with Washington. 

Netanyahu’s ambassador has been called into the US 
state department to be reprimanded. Meanwhile, no date 
has been set yet for the prime minister’s customary visit to 
Washington. Biden has intervened twice in private to 
persuade him to back away from his judicial legislation. 
The US is also working with Israel, Egypt and Jordan to 
try to keep a lid on the Palestinian territories, and its armed 
forces recently exercised with the Israeli air force in a 
display intended to be noticed in Tehran. But these will 
seem inadequate band aids if Israel’s internal and external 
situations deteriorate further. 

With the stakes so high, Israel’s friends are left to hope 
that Herzog’s mediation can succeed. Only its enemies will 
relish the failure.  
Mr. Indyk is the Lowy Distinguished Fellow at the Council on 
Foreign Relations, former US ambassador to Israel and author of 
‘Master of the Game’ 

Netanyahu has defused a crisis. 
By the Editorial Board    washingtonpost.com   Marh 28, 2023   
Now he should seek middle ground. 
 Ceding to months of escalating pressure from both 
Israel’s domestic opposition and its international friends 
— including the Biden administration — Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu has frozen parliamentary 
consideration of his ill-considered and polarizing overhaul 
of Israel’s judicial system for a month to allow time for 
negotiations. Almost as remarkable as Mr. Netanyahu’s 
about-face was the reason he gave when he announced it 
on Monday. “When there is a possibility to prevent a civil 
war through negotiations,” he said, “I will give a timeout 
for negotiations.” 
 Indeed, Israel seemed at the brink of a violent internal 
collision in recent days, as bitter divisions penetrated even 
elite reservist units of the Israel Defense Forces. When Mr. 
Netanyahu’s defense minister, citing that growing danger, 

urged the prime minister to pause the legislation on 
Saturday night, Mr. Netanyahu fired him, triggering more 
protests in the streets, a general strike and, eventually, Mr. 
Netanyahu’s decision to do what the defense minister, 
Yoav Gallant, had recommended. 

Mr. Netanyahu’s course correction is a welcome 
development, albeit of the “better late than never” variety. 
His new conciliatory posture elides his own responsibility 
for launching the judicial overhaul — a pet project of 
ultraright parties upon whom his prime ministership 
depends — in the first place. Still, his opponents should 
engage, as the leaders of the two largest opposition parties 
in the Knesset, Israel’s parliament— Yair Lapid and Benny 
Gantz — have said they will do. 

Whether they can actually hammer out an acceptable 
compromise is another question. Superficially, the issues 
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Israel faces are technical, related to the composition, 
jurisdiction and role of its Supreme Court, in a system that 
has no written constitution or other formal checks and 
balances on a parliamentary majority. What makes Mr. 
Netanyahu’s proposal so explosive, however, is that it 
would have limited the power of a court that many of 
Israel’s secular Jews and Arab citizens see as a bulwark 
against demographically and politically ascendant 
ultrareligious and nationalist segments of their society. 
They fear for their individual rights in a country where far-
right parties such as those that helped form Mr. 
Netanyahu’s government would enjoy untrammeled power 
over daily life. Given the religious right’s equally firm belief 
that the court, dominated by secular Jews, has repeatedly 
ruled against it based on the court’s own policy 
preferences, it’s not clear how consensus can be formed — 

especially given the clout the religious right still has in Mr. 
Netanyahu’s coalition. 

What Israel really needs is a written constitution. That 
is a bridge too far, practically speaking, in the current 
moment. The more Israelis focus on actual nuts-and-bolts 
issues over which there is room for reasonable 
disagreement, however — such as how to select members 
of the court — the better their chances of easing this crisis. 
Even before he paused the measure, Mr. Netanyahu 
asserted it would not allow “a small Knesset majority” to 
override the court’s rulings, as one of its more contentious 
provisions had appeared to provide. On Monday, he 
promised a “broad consensus” and a “strengthening” of 
individual rights. The Israeli opposition has forced Mr. 
Netanyahu to make these pledges; now, it must hold him 
to them. 

The Need for Judicial Reform Isn’t Going Away 
By Evelyn Gordon    mosaicmagazine.com   Marh 29, 2023   
At some point, Israelis must negotiate a genuine 
compromise on legal reform. Otherwise, the issue will 
continue tearing the country apart for decades to 
come. 

Note: This piece is the “final word” on a conversation began by 
Ms. Gordon with “Israel's Judicial Reckonin” on March 6. She is 
one of the most eloquent and astute observers of Israeli politics, 
government and society. Her essay was followed by responses by Neil 
Rogachevsky  on March 16 and Netta Barak-Corren on March 16. 
All articles can be found here: 

 https://mosaicmagazine.com/essay/israel-
zionism/2023/03/israels-judicial-reckoning/ 

Many thanks to Neil Rogachevsky and Netta Barak-
Corren for their thoughtful responses to my essay. Barak-
Corren addressed the issue of judicial reform more 
directly, but let me begin with a brief comment on 
Rogachevsky’s response, which was devoted to a different 
problem with Israel’s system of government—the fact that 
small parties have excessive power. Many Israelis agree, 
myself included, and various attempts have been made to 
solve the problem. But that’s easier said than done. 

In 1992, for instance, the Knesset instituted direct 
elections for the premiership in hopes of giving the prime 
minister more power over small coalition partners. But 
once voters could support their prime ministerial candidate 
without voting for his party, the big parties shrunk, 
enhancing small parties’ power. In 2014, the Knesset 
raised the electoral threshold in hopes of forcing out the 
smallest parties and making resultant coalitions more 
manageable. Instead, faced with the risk of not crossing 
the threshold, smaller parties united with even smaller and 
more radical groups to avoid wasting votes, and the 
radicals then vetoed compromises that the mainstream 
factions probably would have accepted, making coalitions 
even more unmanageable. So even though the problem of 
small parties having disproportionate power is widely 
acknowledged, it still awaits a feasible solution. 

Now, back to judicial reform. Contrary to what Barak- 

Corren seems to think, she and I actually start from an 
identical premise—that you can’t turn back the clock. But 
from that premise we reach very different conclusions. She 
believes there is no way to restore the more restrained and 
responsible political culture of earlier decades, so the 
Supreme Court must remain a powerful counterweight; 
consequently, she argues, judicial appointments must 
remain beyond the politicians’ control. I believe there is no 
way to restore the more restrained and responsible judicial 
culture of earlier decades; consequently, I consider more 
ideological diversity among the justices essential, and that 
requires political control of judicial appointments. 

Before discussing the judicial side of the equation, let 
me briefly address the political one. Barak-Corren and I 
agree that Israel’s current political culture is deeply 
irresponsible. However, as I argue in my original essay, I 
believe the only way to rebuild a culture of political 
responsibility is to start making Knesset members bear the 
consequences of their decisions, which means not allowing 
the Supreme Court to overrule policies and appointments 
that may be stupid or offensive—in the court’s 
terminology, unreasonable—but aren’t illegal. I also 
believe political culture is easier to change than judicial 
culture, because politicians face periodic elections and will 
lose their jobs if they antagonize the public through bad 
policies; indeed, as my essay noted, experience elsewhere 
has shown that politicians do respond to that threat. 
Judges, in contrast, are by design insulated from outside 
pressure, so there is virtually no way to change judicial 
culture except by appointing new justices with different 
views. 

Barak-Corren and I further agree that judicial reform 
alone isn’t enough to fix the problems with Israel’s elected 
branches; that is why my essay also argued, for instance, 
that Israel needs to introduce direct elections for MKs in 
order to make them more of a counterweight to the 
executive. I also agree with her that the elected branches 
shouldn’t have unchecked power; that’s why I argued in 
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my original essay, as she also argues in her response and 
elsewhere, that if the Knesset were to change the way 
judges are appointed, it would be excessive also to let the 
governing coalition appoint the Supreme Court president 
and require a supermajority of twelve out of fifteen justices 
to overturn laws (though I supported a smaller 
supermajority in principle, I don’t think it’s essential). 

But it’s a mistake to view the political culture as 
irreparable and conclude that the best we can do is let the 
court curb its worst excesses. Rebuilding a responsible 
political culture is essential for Israel, because no matter 
how many policies the court overrules or dictates (and it 
does both lavishly), irresponsible elected officials still have 
the power to cause significant harm, just as responsible 
ones can help to realize significant good. And the work of 
reconstruction starts with giving politicians the power to 
implement their policies, then punishing them at the polls 
if they do a bad job running the country. 

Now, what about the judiciary itself? Over the last 35 
years, a culture of judicial activism has become deeply 
entrenched. This goes well beyond the fact that judicial 
review of legislation, which didn’t exist three decades ago, 
is clearly here to stay. Large swathes of the country’s legal 
establishment genuinely believe that judges, attorneys 
general, and government legal advisers have both the right 
and the duty to overrule policies they deem unreasonable 
and enforce “rights” never conferred or described by the 
Knesset, that there are and should be no restrictions on 
standing, that virtually no issue is beyond the court’s 
purview, and that the attorney general’s opinion is binding 
on the government. Indeed, that is the dominant view they 
are taught in law school. 

Under these circumstances, merely eliminating the 
reasonableness doctrine—a step Barak-Corren has 
supported in her other writing—isn’t likely to make much 
difference; activist justices will have no problem inventing 
new grounds for overruling decisions they dislike. Ditto 
for requiring a supermajority of the court to overturn laws, 
another policy she has said she supports in principle, 
though not as part of the current government’s reform. 
On a court with little ideological diversity, a supermajority 
isn’t that hard to attain. 

That’s why, far from seeking to turn back the clock, I 
support introducing certain practices that didn’t exist 
before the judicial revolution, like political control over 
judicial appointments and letting ministers choose their 
own legal advisers. As the saying goes, personnel is policy. 
And given the entrenched culture of activism, I think the 
only way to introduce more judicial restraint is by 
appointing justices and legal advisers who share that goal. 
That is why, as Barak-Corren rightly said, the Judicial 
Appointments Committee’s composition has proved the 
biggest bone of contention between reform supporters and 
opponents. Both sides recognize that the appointment of 
justices will determine more than any other factor the kind 
of court we have. 

Barak-Corren also argued that changing the 

committee’s composition isn’t necessary, because now that 
both the governing coalition and the justices have veto 
power over appointments—a change introduced in 2008, 
when the majority needed for Supreme Court 
appointments was raised from five to seven of the 
committee’s nine members—more conservative justices 
are being appointed. Consequently, the change reformists 
are seeking will happen in any case, albeit at a more gradual 
pace, just as the composition of the U.S. Supreme Court 
slowly changed over the course of decades from 
ultraliberal in the 1950s and 1960s to conservative now. 

Like Barak-Corren, I think gradual change is generally 
better than radical change. But she overstates the impact of 
the 2008 reform. It was indeed an improvement over the 
previous situation, and I agree with her that the court has 
more conservative justices today than it did fifteen years 
ago. But she ignores the fact, noted in my original essay, 
that the mutual veto means right-wing governments can 
usually at most appoint moderative conservatives—people 
who want to make changes at the margins, but who largely 
fall in line with the activist view of the court’s expansive 
powers. Leftist governments, in contrast, can still appoint 
ultraliberal justices, because they can command eight of 
the committee’s nine seats—the governing coalition’s 
three, the justices’ three, and the Bar Association’s two 
(traditionally, as my essay noted, the Bar representatives 
almost always side with the justices). And that inevitably 
tilts the balance toward the liberal side. 

It’s true that if more conservative justices joined the 
committee, that balance of power could shift. But since the 
committee’s justices are chosen by the court president, that 
is possible only if a conservative justice becomes president. 
Based on the current seniority method of choosing court 
presidents, only one conservative, Justice Noam Sohlberg, 
is slated to be president in the foreseeable future, and even 
if his term coincides with a conservative government, 
almost all the justices who will reach the mandatory 
retirement age of seventy during those years are 
themselves conservatives, so he will have little ability to 
affect the court’s balance. 

Consequently, the court will remain tilted toward the 
liberal activist side for the foreseeable future. The change 
in the U.S. Supreme Court’s composition was possible 
because, when Republicans controlled both the presidency 
and the Senate, they could appoint staunch conservatives 
like Antonin Scalia or Samuel Alito. But under the current 
system, Israeli conservatives almost never control 
appointments; thus at best, they can usually only appoint a 
judge in the mold of Anthony Kennedy—someone slightly 
more conservative than the dominant liberal wing, but 
who will side with that wing on many crucial votes. That is 
indeed the case for many, though not all, of today’s 
conservative justices. 

And while some of today’s conservative justices have 
advocated certain changes, these changes have been 
extremely modest. For instance, Barak-Corren mentioned 
Sohlberg’s position on standing, and he has indeed denied 
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standing to NGOs and other “public petitioners” in cases 
where people with direct, personal interests declined to 
appear before the court. Yet he would grant standing to 
public petitioners “in the absence of a petitioner with a 
personal interest and the ability to submit his own 
petition,” which is the case for most policy issues. 

It’s also worth noting that even if politicians were to 
gain control of judicial appointments, the actual change in 
the court would still be gradual. First, no government has 
the ability to appoint more than a handful of justices to the 
fifteen-member court, because the justices’ retirements are 
staggered. Second, power changes hands periodically in 
Israel, just as it does in other democracies. Third, as 
America’s experience shows, justices frequently disappoint 
those who appointed them, and that is because once 
appointed, they are completely independent. 

Beyond the issue of who controls policy decisions, 
however, there’s another important issue at stake in the 
Judicial Appointments Committee’s composition, which 
was rightly raised by Gadi Taub in an episode of the 
Tikvah Podcast with Peter Berkowitz in early March. This 
issue relates to the public’s respect for judges and public 
confidence that the Supreme Court offers impartial justice 
to everyone. Taub described how many conservatives and 
religious Jews believe the Supreme Court and the legal 
establishment do not protect them, but instead protect 
only the segment of society from which they themselves 
come. As one example, Taub cited the intolerable ease 
with which people from the “wrong” groups are held 
without bail until the end of their trials. But let me 
mention some others that resonate with many members of 
the current governing coalition (minorities such as 
Ethiopian Israelis, the ultra-Orthodox, and Israeli Arabs all 
have their own examples). 

Item: during protests against the 1993 Oslo Accords 
and the 2005 disengagement from Gaza, thousands of 
demonstrators who blocked roads were beaten by police 
and jailed; the jailing of protesters was approved by the 
entire legal establishment—the prosecution, lower courts, 
and the Supreme Court. Moshe Feiglin, later a Likud MK, 
was charged with sedition for advocating civil 
disobedience and sentenced to jail (though the sentence 
was commuted to community service); his conviction and 
sentence were upheld by the Supreme Court. Today, too, 
there are widespread calls for civil disobedience; protesters 
have blocked roads on a weekly basis and also staged more 
severe disruptions, including collective refusals to do 
reserve duty and blockading Israel’s ports and airport. Yet 
almost nobody has been kept in jail for more than a few 
hours, and certainly nobody has been charged with 
sedition. 

Item: police brutality against the current protesters is 
quite properly being investigated. But in 2005, when a 
senior police officer was caught on tape ordering his 
subordinates to beat up peaceful anti-disengagement 
demonstrators in Kfar Maimon, he was rewarded with 

promotion, and that promotion was approved by the same 
Supreme Court that has repeatedly quashed appointments 
over non-issues like friendship with a cabinet minister. 
(Years later, the officer was forced out for sexually 
harassing female subordinates; unsurprisingly, an abusive 
cop remains an abusive cop.) 

Item: the attorney general has barred the prime 
minister from any involvement in the legal reform—the 
number-one issue rocking the country, and hence the issue 
the public would most expect its prime minister to 
address—on the grounds that he has a conflict of interests 
due to his criminal trials. But the attorney general and the 
Supreme Court president have publicly lobbied against the 
reform, despite having an obvious conflict of interests 
because it would curtail their own power. In what other 
democracy do attorneys general and chief justices publicly 
lobby against government legislation, even when they 
don’t have conflicts of interests? 

Item: left-wing and right-wing governments have both 
passed legislation that sought to encourage but didn’t 
require ḥaredi yeshiva students to do army service, both 
because forcing them would probably be impossible and 
because the army doesn’t want them very much anyway. 
The court has overturned all these laws on the grounds 
that they violate the principle of equality. But it has never 
suggested that this principle would be grounds for 
overturning the sweeping draft exemption granted a much 
larger group, Israeli Arabs. 

Item: Yaakov Neeman, the first justice minister to 
seek to implement legal reform, was forced out within a 
few months by a perjury charge so trumped up that the 
trial court threw it out without even asking him to submit 
a defense. The charge stemmed from minor factual errors 
in his police statements and a court affidavit—errors that 
he himself discovered, reported to the police and the court 
and corrected. As the trial judge said, indicting people for 
seeking to correct their mistakes merely discourages them 
from being truthful. And the top prosecutor who filed that 
travesty of an indictment? She was rewarded with a 
Supreme Court appointment at the urging of the justices 
on the appointments committee, despite the fact that, as 
the left-wing daily Haaretz reported at the time, “legal 
circles express doubts as to [her] suitability.” 

Item: then-Supreme Court President Aharon Barak 
and his colleagues repeatedly pushed to promote a lower-
court judge who called the Ḥaredim “parasites . . . who 
have never contributed a jot to the country” and told a 
disabled attorney she had no business being a lawyer if she 
couldn’t climb the courthouse steps. The judge’s blatant 
prejudice against two different minorities was, in the legal 
establishment’s view, no obstacle to a higher judicial post. 
The justice minister ultimately blocked his promotion, but 
he remained a judge. 

Item: the legal establishment frequently protects its 
own when they engage in behavior it would deem 
disqualifying in anyone else. As one of many examples, 
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consider the lower-court judge Hila Cohen. A disciplinary 
panel comprising two Supreme Court justices and a district 
court judge concluded that she twice falsified protocols of 
a hearing by listing a defendant as present when he wasn’t 
and then describing fictional proceedings in which the 
absent defendants submitted documents and orally 
requested postponements. She also destroyed the written 
postponement requests that the defendants submitted 
instead of appearing personally. And her punishment? The 
disciplinary panel “solved” her bad behavior by 
transferring her to another court. 

I don’t think the legal establishment was motivated by 
actual malice in most of these cases, but I do think 
unconscious bias plays a large role. When prosecutors and 
judges see people like themselves disrupting traffic to 
oppose policies they also oppose, for instance, this strikes 
them as justified and undeserving of punishment. But 
when they see people unlike themselves disrupting traffic 
to oppose policies they themselves support, it strikes them 
as unjustified and deserving of punishment. Similarly, they 
understand Israeli Arabs’ opposition to the draft, so they 
accept their sweeping exemption; but they find the ḥaredi 
belief that yeshiva study is more important than army 
service incomprehensible, so they deem that sweeping 
exemption unconstitutional. 

This helps to explain why judicial appointments are so 
crucial to the governing coalition. Quite aside from the 
judicial-activism issue, religious Jews and those on the 
political right want justices who will grant them equal 
protection—who will think that blocking roads is either 
acceptable for all or acceptable for none, and who will not 
tolerate bad behavior by police officers, prosecutors, and 
judges just because the victim isn’t “one of us” or because 
the perpetrator is. 

I’d also like toaddress one other argument Barak-
Corren made: that the court justifiably interpreted two 
Basic Laws on human rights as authorizing judicial 
review—even though only a quarter of the Knesset 
originally voted for them in 1992 and most MKs did not 
think that is what they were doing—because of 1994 
amendments passed by a sweeping majority. First, nothing 
in these amendments explicitly authorizes judicial review. 
Certainly, there were MKs who thought they were 
introducing judicial review, and said so; there were also 
MKs who thought and said so in 1992. But most MKs had 
no reason to believe it in either 1992 or 1994. As I noted 
in my original essay, the court had never before interpreted 
any Basic Law as granting that power, nor had it given any 
hint that it planned to use these laws in that way as of 
1994. Indeed, her argument that most MKs skipped the 
1992 votes in favor of campaigning merely proves my 
contention that they didn’t think they were doing anything 
as momentous as approving judicial review of legislation 
for the first time ever. For truly important votes, MKs 
show up even in the middle of a campaign. 

More importantly, though, I think Barak-Corren 
ignores the difference between declining to grant rights 

that never previously existed and revoking rights once they 
have been granted. The Knesset could have rejected both 
Basic Laws in 1992, and might well have done so had MKs 
realized it would lead to judicial review of legislation. But 
once passed, even conservatives appalled by the court’s 
abuse of the Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty 
assumed that repealing them would be impossible without 
generating precisely the kind of domestic and international 
storm today’s legal reforms have generated. And if you 
assume a law is unrepealable, it makes sense to support an 
amendment that might improve it slightly no matter how 
much you dislike the original law. That’s also why the 
current government proposed letting the Knesset override 
judicial rulings of unconstitutionality rather than seeking to 
invalidate Human Dignity and Liberty, and why I backed 
that decision despite disliking the idea of an override. 

The assumption that Human Dignity was unrepealable 
may have been wrong; I was quite surprised when a liberal, 
anti-reform colleague told me he would be more 
comfortable with that than with many of the proposals the 
reform does include. I don’t know how widely his view is 
shared, but if it’s possible, I would much rather scrap the 
override and repeal Human Dignity, because it’s a terrible 
law. It ought to be replaced with more focused legislation 
that enshrines specific rights rather than vague, overly 
broad concepts like “dignity,” “freedom,” and “Jewish and 
democratic values” that the court can interpret, and indeed 
has interpreted, to mean almost anything. 

I do agree with Barak-Corren that the way recent 
Knessets have repeatedly amended Basic Laws for narrow 
political needs is intolerable. But as I said in my original 
essay, I think the solution for that is to enact stringent 
procedures for passing Basic Laws, not to allow the 
Supreme Court to overturn parts of what the court itself 
has dubbed Israel’s constitution. Unfortunately, and 
contrary to my naïve assumption in that essay, I don’t 
think this is possible now despite all sides agreeing that it is 
necessary, and it won’t be possible until agreement is 
reached on what the rest of Israel’s constitution should 
contain. The coalition couldn’t agree to stringent 
procedures before genuine legal reform takes place, 
because that would make it much harder to pass such 
reforms in the future. And the opposition couldn’t agree to 
such procedures if the current reform did pass, because 
repealing it would then be too difficult. 

Based on conversationswith reform opponents, I 
don’t consider compromise impossible. Unfortunately, I 
do think it’s impossible right now; the only realistic chance 
for it was squandered when President Isaac Herzog—
following the opposition’s instant rejection of a leaked 
proposal that many on the right considered a tenable basis 
for talks—decided publicly to back a “compromise” tilted 
heavily in the opposition’s favor. Once that happened, the 
opposition could not accept less, yet the plan was 
unacceptable to the coalition. As Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu rightly said, “key clauses . . . only perpetuate 
the current situation and do not bring the necessary 
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balance between the branches,” and the concessions it did 
make to reform advocates would have had little impact. 
Indeed, as several commentators noted, the plan seemed 
primarily intended not to bridge the gaps between the 
opposing sides, but to peel the ḥaredi parties away from 
the pro-reform bloc by granting their two chief 
concerns—ministerial appointments and legislation 
governing draft deferrals for yeshiva students—explicit 
immunity from judicial review. 

So where does Israel go from here? It’s hard to be 
optimistic right now. As of this writing, the reform seems 
dead in the water, and that’s partly because the 
government’s own behavior has badly undercut the case 
for it. Coalition members have said, done, and proposed 
so many appalling things (Haviv Rettig Gur provides a nice 
summary) that even many who supported the government 
in the last election are afraid of giving it more power. The 
obvious conclusion is that reform will be impossible under 
any government unwilling to act responsibly. But in the 
(likely) event that the coalition loses the next election, I 
fear it will be interpreted not as mandating more 
restrained, responsible behavior in general, but as a specific 
verdict on judicial reform, thereby deterring reform efforts 
for many years to come. 

More importantly, however, the anti-reform protests 
have broken something fundamental in Israeli society. 
Until now, for instance, there was general agreement that 
the army was above political disputes; refusing to serve for 
political reasons was a fringe movement on both right and 
left. That’s why only a few dozen out of roughly 20,000 
soldiers disobeyed orders during the 2005 disengagement, 
though millions of Israelis vehemently opposed the 
pullout. But today, refusal is no longer a fringe movement; 
hundreds of air-force and intelligence-corps reservists have 
already refused to report for duty and thousands more 
have threatened to do so. And once the army has become 
a political battlefield, it will be fair game for both sides. Do 
today’s protesters really think that next time a government 
wants, for instance, to evacuate settlements, there won’t be 
massive disobedience among right-wing and religious 
soldiers, who are overrepresented in many combat units 
and the junior officer corps? 

The same goes for civilian protests. Even before the 

nationwide strike that began when Netanyahu fired his 
defense minister for publicly advocating that the reform be 
paused, anti-reform protesters had been staging weekly 
“days of disruption” where they blocked roads, blockaded 
the ports and airport, and generally disrupted normal life 
around the country. And it’s far from clear the protests will 
halt even now that Netanyahu has paused the reform; 
organizers say they plan to continue until the reform is 
scrapped entirely. But the right certainly has the manpower 
to copy these disruptive tactics; do the current protesters 
really think rightists won’t do so next time they viscerally 
oppose a particular policy? Or that Israeli Arabs, who 
constitute a fifth of the country’s population, won’t do so 
to protest policies they oppose? 

There’s also likely to be a significant erosion of faith in 
democracy on the political right and within the religious 
public. For years, these Israelis believed the legal system 
could be changed through the standard democratic 
processes of winning elections and passing legislation; 
now, they have discovered that winning and legislating 
through normal democratic procedures isn’t enough. 

Rogachevsky and Berkowitz both urged the right to 
undertake a campaign of public education in an effort to 
persuade people beyond its own base that reform is 
warranted. But that is easier said than done when the 
media and the legal establishment routinely treat any 
criticism of the existing situation as “antidemocratic,” a 
tendency that only seems likely to intensify now. Haaretz 
recently fired Taub as a columnist because it decided that 
even one pro-reform article, amid the hundreds of anti-
reform pieces it has run, was too much. In this situation, I 
fear that democracy’s inability to respond to their interests 
when they play by its rules will lead many right-wing 
Israelis to give up on democracy altogether; some will see 
violence as the alternative. 

Yet even if the current crisis eventually subsides, the 
underlying issue won’t go away. At some point, 
conservatives and liberals are going to have to sit down 
and negotiate a genuine compromise on legal reform. 
Without that kind of leadership, I fear this issue will 
continue tearing Israel apart for decades to come. 
Ms. Gordon is a commentator and former legal-affairs reporter who 
immigrated to Israel in 1987. She blogs at evelyncgordon.com. 

Netanyahu’s unforced error could come with heavy costs 
By David Ignatius    washingtonpost.com   Marh 27, 2023   
How Bibi's judicial reform was stopped in its tracks 
on. 
 Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
performance since he began his sixth term in December 
has seemed to his critics to illustrate something that Meir 
Dagan, former chief of the Mossad, said about him to 
Israeli journalist Ronen Bergman in 2011: “That someone 
is elected does not mean that he is smart.” 

Netanyahu, the supposed genius of Israeli politics, 
walked into a political disaster with his plan to remake the 

country’s judicial system. After three months of protest, 
which spread so far that it threatened even the stability of 
the nation’s vaunted military, Netanyahu pulled back on 
Monday by announcing a delay in the legislation. 

The embattled prime minister said he was shelving the 
plan “from a desire to prevent the nation from being torn 
apart.” He explained: “When there is a possibility to 
prevent a civil war through negotiations, I will give a 
timeout for negotiations.” 

The Israeli political crisis should ease now, at least 
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temporarily. But what damage has it done to Israel’s 
security interests — including its new partnerships with 
friendly Arab nations and its relationship with its closest 
ally, the United States? And how has the turbulence in 
Israel affected the country’s ability to confront an Iran that 
is potentially just months from becoming a nuclear 
weapons state? 

Iran and its proxies “are no doubt rubbing their hands 
with glee” over Netanyahu’s political troubles, says Martin 
Indyk, a former U.S. ambassador to Israel who just 
returned from a trip there. But if anything, Indyk argues, 
there’s an increased risk of an Israeli military strike if 
Tehran moves nearer to the nuclear threshold, because 
Netanyahu will want to demonstrate that Israel’s deterrent 
capability hasn’t been weakened by internal discord. 

Iran, emboldened by its backers in China and Russia, 
could easily miscalculate. Tehran could press what its 
leaders imagine is the advantage they gained with the 
recent Iran-Saudi accord brokered by China. They might 
assume that Netanyahu is enfeebled by his “threadbare 
mandate,” notes Karim Sadjadpour, a senior analyst at the 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 

Michael Morell, a former acting director of the Central 
Intelligence Agency, wonders whether internal political 
dissent might check Netanyahu’s ability to get a consensus 
within his security cabinet to take military action against 
Iran. “If the Iranians read it the same way, they could push 
the envelope even further on weapons development,” 
Morell contends. 

This was a self-inflicted wound for Netanyahu. When 
he took office in December, he said he wanted to focus on 
confronting Iran, expanding the Abraham Accords with 
moderate Arab states, improving relations with the Biden 
administration and tackling the country’s economic 
problems, recalls Dan Shapiro, a former U.S. ambassador 
to Israel. 

Instead, Netanyahu proposed a fundamental change in 
the judicial system that widened the fissure between 
secular Israelis, who want to retain the independent 
judiciary, and ultra-Orthodox Israelis who want a more 

religious state — and form an essential part of 
Netanyahu’s governing coalition. That constituency will 
balk at the sort of compromise that Netanyahu apparently 
envisions, which could rupture his coalition and deepen 
the political instability. 

“All of the oxygen has been sucked out of the political 
system” by the debate over the judicial changes, says 
Shapiro. He notes that the legal turmoil became a national-
security problem, as Defense Minister Yoav Gallant argued 
when he noted that pilots and other military reservists 
weren’t showing up for duty in protest. Netanyahu fired 
Gallant this past weekend for telling that truth, and the 
unrest that followed finally forced the prime minister to 
back down. 

A wild card in the Israeli turmoil is whether it will alter 
the enthusiasm for better relations with Jerusalem among 
moderate Arab states in the Gulf region, such as the 
United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. Indyk explains: 
“The UAE and Saudi Arabia had come to see Israel as an 
important alternative to the United States for their security 
needs because they had viewed it as reliable, in contrast to 
the U.S. Now, both have become unreliable. They [the 
Arab states] are not happy.” 

Nadim Koteich, an Arab advocate of expanded ties 
with Israel, noted his worries about what the judicial battle 
had revealed in a blog post Sunday in the Times of Israel. 
“As Israel grapples with a complex political quagmire, 
those of us who champion peace find ourselves 
contemplating the nature of the Israel we will share our 
lives with,” he wrote, adding: “As an Arab advocate for 
peace, the recent developments prompt me to consider 
that those opposing peace in Israel appear more 
intransigent and unyielding than their Arab counterparts.” 

Ehud Olmert, a former Israeli prime minister who 
became a bitter opponent of Netanyahu, argued in his 
memoir “Searching for Peace” that for the usually deft 
Netanyahu, “there’s always someone else to blame, 
someone who led him astray, someone who didn’t 
understand.” Not this time. 

Saudi Diplomacy Won’t Bring Peace to Yemen 
By Nadwa Al-Dawsari     mei.edu   March 27, 2023   
Despite negotiations, Iranian proxies fight on. 
 The recent agreement to restore diplomatic relations 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran raised hope among 
Western leaders and some Yemen watchers that it could 
help bring an end to the war in Yemen, in which Tehran 
and Riyadh back opposing sides. Hans Grundberg, the 
U.N. special envoy for Yemen, who spent much of his 
time last year visiting Tehran, Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, and 
Muscat, asked Yemen’s leaders to “seize the opportunity 
presented by this regional and international momentum to 
take decisive steps towards a more peaceful future.” The 
international community, however, can do more harm than 
good if its actions are driven by hope and desperation 
rather than a careful reading of the reality on the ground. 
Yemen must not be a sacrificial lamb for improving 

relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia or to revive the 
2015 Iran nuclear deal. Instead, Yemen must be 
understood through its own internal dynamics and how 
they intertwine with those of regional actors. 

March 26, 2023 marks eight years since the Saudi-led 
coalition (SLC) launched a military offensive to reverse the 
Houthis’ coup and reinstate then-President Abed Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi’s government to power in Sana’a. The 
Houthi rebels had captured the capital city in September 
2014, putting an end to the political transition process and 
dragging the country into civil war. At the time, Saudi 
officials told the Obama administration that it would take 
them six weeks to restore the legitimate Yemeni 
government in Sana’a and end the Houthis’ coup. Eight 
years on, the Houthis have emerged as a strong military 
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power while SLC-backed forces remain fragmented. Poor 
management and splits between the SLC’s members have 
played into the Houthis’ hands and, by association, those 
of their backer, Iran. 

The Saudi-Houthi talks 
The last few years saw a radical change in the Saudis’ 

approach in Yemen as the priority shifted from defeating 
the Houthis to securing their borders from Houthi attacks. 
Between 2015 and 2022, the Houthis carried out nearly 
1,000 missile attacks and 350 drone strikes against key 
infrastructure, including oil facilities, airports, and military 
sites inside the kingdom. To find a way out of its costly 
quagmire in Yemen, Saudi Arabia scaled back its military 
intervention and stepped up its diplomatic efforts in a bid 
to de-escalate and find a political solution. The kingdom 
declared two unilateral cease-fires in 2020 and 2021 and 
further reduced its already inadequate military support to 
Yemeni government forces. Between 2019 and 2021, 
senior Saudi leaders, including King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
and then-Deputy Minister of Defense Khaled bin Salman, 
visited Muscat to discuss ways in which Oman could help 
move toward a resolution of the conflict. In April 2022, 
the Saudis and the Houthis agreed to a cease-fire that 
lasted for six months, and in June of the same year the two 
sides resumed talks that excluded the Yemeni government. 

Last year, the SLC re-engineered the power dynamics 
among its allies in Yemen to support its push for a 
peaceful resolution of the conflict. As a result of pressure 
by the SLC, former President Hadi handed over his 
authority to a Presidential Leadership Council (PLC), the 
eight members of which were handpicked by Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. According to the presidential decree, the 
PLC is tasked with negotiating with the Houthis to achieve 
a permanent cease-fire and reach an inclusive and final 
political solution that includes a transition process to move 
Yemen from war to peace. 

In contrast to other actors in Yemen, the Houthis 
have benefited from direct military support from Iran and 
Hezbollah in the form of weapons, training, and 
mentoring that helped build up their regular and irregular 
warfare capabilities. They have also capitalized on the 
SLC’s lack of strategy and inconsistencies as well as the 
anti-war advocacy campaign that put intense pressure on 
Western governments and the SLC to end the war. This 
materialized in the 2018 Stockholm Agreement, which 
forced the SLC to scale back its military support to the 
Yemeni government and allowed the Houthis to reposition 
their forces and make significant military gains, helping to 
strengthen their position in the Saudi and U.N. talks. As a 
result of last year’s truce, Saudi Arabia lifted restrictions on 
Hodeida port, allowing commercial and fuel ships to enter 
the port normally and bypassing the Yemeni government’s 
approval process. 

The Houthis’ military gains have allowed them to 
dictate the path of international diplomacy in Yemen. They 
know Saudi Arabia is desperate to extricate itself and the 

international community wants the Yemen problem to go 
away. They do not recognize and refuse to negotiate with 
the PLC or other Yemeni factions that they cast as “Saudi 
mercenaries.” They view the war as one between them as 
the only true representatives of Yemen and the Saudis. But 
as Gregory Johnson argues, the Houthis “aren’t about to 
stop fighting their rivals in Yemen, no matter what deal the 
group signs with Saudi Arabia.” Indeed, even as the 
Houthis were making progress in talks with the Saudis, the 
rebel group continued to expand its recruitment, 
mobilization, and stockpiling of arms during last year's 
truce as Iran significantly increased its weapons shipments. 
The group also carried out a series of attacks targeting key 
seaports and vital infrastructure in the south last October-
December, which Ibrahim Jalal described as a “significant 
change in Houthi tactics towards the use of economic and 
remote warfare.” Just last week, the Houthis launched a 
major attack to capture Hareeb District southeast of Marib 
and attacked government forces in Shabwa. In February a 
Houthi-controlled court sentenced 30 Yemeni military 
commanders, including the minister of defense, to death, 
and on March 25, the minister survived a Houthi drone 
attack that targeted his convoy in Taiz Governorate, 
injuring and killing people escorting him. On March 23, 
the Houthis conducted a military drill close to the Saudi 
border to remind the Saudis of “the cost of no agreement 
and further concessions,” as Ibrahim Jalal noted. 

Saudi-UAE tension in the south 
While the Saudis are redefining their relations in the 

region by mending fences with Iran, a slow-burning proxy 
conflict has been brewing in southern Yemen between the 
Saudis and Emiratis. Since 2015, the UAE has expanded 
its sphere of influence in the south. The UAE formed an 
array of armed forces that have competed with the Yemeni 
government and that currently control Aden and most of 
the south. Additionally, it backs the Southern Transitional 
Council (STC), a political organization whose goal is the 
independence of the territory that constituted South 
Yemen prior to the 1990 unification with the north. For 
the UAE, the Yemen war offered an opportunity to secure 
influence in the Red Sea and Horn of Africa. Although it 
announced its withdrawal from Yemen in 2019, the UAE 
retains great influence through its local allies and proxy 
forces, which control Yemen’s rimland — the coast, 
islands, ports, and energy terminals. In 2021, reports 
revealed that the UAE is building an airbase on the 
strategic island of Mayun (Perim) in the Bab el-Mandeb 
Strait. The Saudis, who lacked a clear objective and failed 
to create strong allies on the ground, relied mainly on their 
political influence to shape events in the south, which 
proved largely ineffective. 

The divergence of interests between the Saudis and 
Emiratis manifested in recurring cycles of violent conflict 
between their allies in Yemen. In August 2019, after a 
series of clashes, the UAE-backed STC and southern 
forces drove the Saudi-backed Yemeni government out of 
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Aden city. Two months later, Saudi Arabia managed to 
broker the Riyadh Agreement between the Yemeni 
government and the STC to halt military confrontations, 
share power, and bring armed forces into the Yemeni 
government’s chain of command. It took over a year of 
negotiation and pressure by Saudi Arabia for the sides to 
agree to a coalition government and for the new cabinet to 
arrive in Aden — at which point a Houthi missile came 
close to annihilating as it landed at the airport. 

Disagreements on the implementation of the Riyadh 
Agreement between the STC and the Yemeni government, 
particularly on bringing the armed forces under a unified 
command, led to increased hostility and sporadic fighting 
in the south. The formation of the PLC, which includes 
STC representation, did not help to mitigate the tension. 
During 2022, the STC and allied forces moved aggressively 
to consolidate their power in the south. By the summer of 
2022, they took control of Shabwa and Abyan 
governorates, driving government forces out and defying 
orders by the president of the PLC, Rashad al-Alimi, to 
cease all military operations until units were redeployed in 
accordance with the Riyadh Agreement. The ongoing 
tension between the head of the PLC and STC leader 
AIdarous al-Zubaidi paralyzed the PLC, further 
undermining the anti-Houthi forces. 

Alarmed by the STC’s moves to expand its control of 
the al-Wadi region of Hadhramaut, the Saudis stepped up 
their military and political engagement with Yemeni actors. 
Located in inland Hadhramaut, al-Wadi is home to 
Yemen’s largest oil reserves and is the last stronghold of 
the Yemeni government in the south. It shares a roughly 
700-km border with Saudi Arabia, which makes it strategic 
for Saudi security interests. In January 2023, President 
Alimi officially formed the National Shield Forces (NSF), 
which reports directly to him. The force has seven 
brigades and 8,000 fighters. It is entirely funded by the 
Saudis and operates outside of the Yemeni government’s 
chain of command. Several brigades of the force were 
deployed to Hadhramaut to prevent the STC from seizing 
al-Wadi. More alarmingly, the Saudis and Emiratis have 
split their proxies along pre-1990 fault lines. The UAE-
backed STC and allied forces are predominantly from the 
southern regions of Yafa’a and Dhale, while the Saudi-
backed NSF hail mainly from Lahj and Abyan.1 A division 
along regional lines — Yafa’a and Dhale vs. Abyan and 
Lahj/Shabwa — is rooted in the power struggle in the 
former South Yemen (People’s Democratic Republic of 
Yemen) that led to a bloody civil war in 1986, a conflict 
that remains largely unresolved today. 

Over the past several months, senior Saudi military 
officials have paid visits to Shabwa and Hadhramaut. In 
Riyadh, Saudi officials and Alimi met with military 
commanders from Shabwa who were forced out of their 
positions when the STC took control of the area last year. 
The Saudis also summoned the UAE-backed Shabwa 
governor and banned the STC leader from coming back to 

Aden several times, the most recent of which lasted for six 
months. In early March, Zubaidi and Abdulrahman al-
Mahrami, members of the PLC who are backed by the 
UAE, did not show up for a meeting the PLC held with 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. 

What’s next? 
Eight years of military intervention by the SLC saw the 

war in Yemen evolve from a civil war into a battleground 
for proxy war among regional actors. Through the recent 
China-brokered Iran deal and by making concessions to 
the Houthis, Saudi Arabia seeks a quick and easy way out 
of the Yemen war, which has become an “unnecessary 
distraction” from its domestic development objectives 
under Vision 2030. The kingdom has all the leverage it 
needs to force the PLC, which is entirely dependent on the 
SLC, to accept a political settlement with the Houthis. The 
Houthis and Iran, which ran a successful military and 
information warfare campaign, might tactically de-escalate 
and even accept a political settlement to get the Saudis out 
of the way. Meanwhile, the divergence between the Saudis 
and Emiratis has left the anti-Houthi forces deeply 
fragmented and fueled tensions that have destabilized the 
south. This Saudi-UAE tension is likely to escalate, 
especially in light of the growing rift over economic and 
political influence in the region, and none of this is good 
news for Yemen. But Riyadh is building a 900-km fence to 
completely seal off its border with Yemen in case things 
get messy in the future. 

What happens next is hard to predict, but a peace 
scenario does not seem to be on the horizon. The Houthis 
are likely to resume their military campaign to seize control 
of Yemen sooner or later. A scenario in which the Saudis 
ally with the Houthis to undermine UAE influence in the 
south is not outside of the realm of possibility. The deal 
with Iran and the talks with the Houthis might seem 
positive on paper from an international diplomacy 
perspective. In reality, however, Iran took advantage of 
Saudi fatigue in Yemen and focused more on building 
diplomatic and political support to help normalize the 
Houthis’ position within the international community. The 
Houthis are still part and parcel of Iran’s so-called “Axis of 
Resistance.” With the Houthis gaining international 
political recognition and the SLC out, Iran would have a 
greater chance to expand its influence in Yemen with the 
blessing of Western powers. The international community 
is eager for a “success story” in Yemen, even if that means 
a sham political settlement that will likely see the civil war 
continue. A deal with the Houthis is Saudi Arabia’s 
desperate plea to wash its hands of Yemen, but in the long 
term it could very well position Iran to threaten regional  
and international security. More importantly, it might set 
Yemen on a course of protracted  
Ms. Al-Dawsari is a researcher and conflict practitioner with over 
20 years experience in Yemen. She is a non-resident scholar with the 
Middle East Institute and a fellow at the Center on Armed Groups.
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