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INTRODUCTION

The Middle East and Middle East Studies after Gaza

Marc Lynch, George Washington University

The attack by Hamas across the security perimeter
surrounding the occupied Gaza Strip on October 7 killed
over 1200 Israelis, with hundreds more captured and
held as hostages. In response, Israel unleashed one of
the most destructive campaigns in modern history. Its
systematic bombardment of a densely populated urban
area has killed at least 35,000 Palestinians, the vast
majority of them women, children and the elderly, with
countless thousands more buried under the rubble of
collapsed buildings. Nearly the entire population of 2.2
million has been displaced into extreme conditions, with
no hope of returning to completely destroyed homes.
Their dispossession — at an extraordinary pace and scale,
as discussed by Fiona Adamson and Kelly Greenbhill

in this collection — has raised profound fears among
Palestinians and across the region of another Nakba.
The comprehensive siege placed on Gaza by Israel, and
its refusal to allow the entry of adequate humanitarian
assistance, has resulted in historically unprecedented
famine, creating not only the rapid onset of starvation
but also the conditions for the spread of infectious
disease. The extremity of Israel’s destruction of Gaza,
and the accompanying rhetoric from senior officials,

has been such that the International Court of Justice
ruled that there was a plausible case for it to constitute
genocide. Settler provocations in the West Bank, backed
by key figures in Israel’s extreme right-wing coalition,
have escalated with the spotlight on Gaza. These horrors
directly affect scholars who have dedicated their lives to
studying the Middle East, whether or not they currently
reside in Gaza. As Ibrahaim Rabaia and Lordes Habash
of Birzeit University document in their contribution to
this collection, the assault manifestly includes higher
education, with virtually every university in Gaza targeted

for destruction.

This special issue of POMEPS Studies offers a platform

for scholars to think through what feels like a moment of

rupture for the Middle East, for Middle East Studies, and
for long-standing assumptions about the region’s politics.
Put bluntly, Gaza no longer exists, not in its previous form.
While Hamas remains organizationally resilient and likely
to survive Israel’s campaign, Gaza’s people have suffered
beyond imagination and its infrastructure pulverized
beyond hope of repair. The Palestinian Authority and its
President Mahmoud Abass have seen their already feeble
popularity crater alongside their manifest inability to do
anything to protect Palestinians from the onslaught. As
the horrors of October 7 and war fever have pushed Israeli
politics relentlessly to the right, a vast chasm has opened
between the worldview of most Israelis, who polling
suggests largely believe that the war on Gaza is justified,
and much of the rest of the world, which cannot imagine
anything which could justify such atrocities. Despite the
empty rhetoric of American officials speculating on “day
after” plans, whatever dim hopes of a two state solution for
Israeli-Palestinian peace remained before October 7 have
rather conclusively ended.! Tensions between Israel and
Iran still threaten to escalate into full-scale war, whether
directly or in theaters such as Lebanon. American support
for Israel in its war has eroded the willingness of Arab

civil society activists to work with the United States, as
Hamzeh Hadad notes in Iraq and as the political scientists
Annelle Sheline observed in her explanation of her
principled resignation from the State Department.? In their
contributions to the collection, Curtis Ryan and Kristian
Ulrichsen offer subtle analyses of the limits and degrees of

protest dynamics in Jordan and changing policy in the Gulf.

Not all would agree with the idea of a seismic change, of
course: Israel has bombarded Gaza before, they argue,
international tribunals are routinely ignored, Arab
public opinion is often outraged to little effect, full-scale
regional war has thus far been contained, self-interested
Arab regimes will inevitably return to their pursuit of

normalization with Israel and security agreements with


https://www.foreignaffairs.com/israel/two-state-mirage-gaza-palestinians-lynch
https://www.cnn.com/2024/03/27/opinions/gaza-israel-resigning-state-department-sheline/index.html

the United States. Ultimately, no Arab leaders, they
argue based on long experience, will ultimately sacrifice
their self-interest for Palestine, no matter how intensely
public opinion mobilizes in its defense, and none of the
security-obsessed regimes will be overthrown. Biden,
they argue, proved masterful in orchestrating a collective
regional response to protect Israel from Iranian missiles
and is laying the groundwork for a post-Gaza renewal of

American-led regional order. I am skeptical. We shall see.

October 7 and its aftermath have also upended academia
and the production of knowledge about the Middle East
so central to the POMEPS mission. The polarization
around Gaza on campus has transformed into a national
culture war centered on alleged antisemitism, with nuance
obliterated in the heat of the political fray and institutional
power bearing down hard to silence criticism of Israel’s
war boiling up from below. Congressional hearings on
campus antisemitism which led to the dismissal of the
presidents of Harvard and Penn brought the issues facing
many campuses — including heated student and faculty
confrontations, pressure from external groups, media
and donors and draconian efforts by administrations to
police or suppress protests — into a national spotlight.
These pressures have only accelerated. In the week since I
began writing this essay alone, the University of Southern
California barred its valedictorian from speaking at
commencement because of her pro-Palestinian views,
tenured professor Jodi Dean was removed from her
classroom at Hobart and William Smith College after
publishing an essay celebrating Palestinian resistance,
senior political theorist Nancy Fraser was stripped of a
fellowship in Germany for signing an open letter criticizing
Israel’s war on Gaza, police assaulted a student protest

at Pomona College, and Columbia University’s President
was brought before yet another Congressional hearing
where she defended her campus by bragging about how
draconian her crackdown had been on pro-Palestinian
mobilization. Meanwhile, faced with such brazen and
relentless assaults on freedom of speech, Congress busied
itself passing a resolution declaring the slogan “from the

river to the sea” to be antisemitic.

What can political science or political scientists do in the
face of such unrelenting horror on the ground and in their
own backyard? In his extraordinary contribution to this
collection, Alexei Abrahams bemoans the failure of the
academic community to influence the course of events.

It is difficult to not share his frustration and pain as our
collective expertise and efforts to engage with the public
seemingly fail to stop the carnage. Shortly before Israel
began its invasion of Gaza, I published a short article in
Foreign Affairs with the subtle title “Invading Gaza Will Be
a Disaster For Israel”; I've published several other widely
read articles since dealing with Gaza.? It has made little
difference. Many others have published articles, spoken at
public events, or otherwise shared expertise, with equally
little evident impact on policy. As bad as the United States
has been, many European countries have been worse.
Germany, as Janis Grimm and Benjamin Schuetze explain
in their contributions to this collection, has virtually
criminalized criticism of Israel, with draconian actions
taken against those who have attempted to speak out. In
the Czech Republic, as Jakub Zahora, Jakub Kolacek and
Tereza Plistilova report, academic experts make virtually
no impact at all, while on the issue of Yemen, as Eleonora
Ardemagni argues, only those who support prevailing

narratives about Iran get a hearing.

Those interventions have come at a cost, though, to
countless individuals and to the core principles and
norms of academic freedom. A month after October 7,
the Middle East Scholar Barometer which I administer
with Shibley Telhami found truly shocking levels of
self-censorship about Israeli-Palestinian issues among
academics.* That’s because the level and degree of
repression aimed at scholars with pro-Palestinian views
has reached extraordinary levels. Most casual news
consumers are aware of the sensationalistic Congressional
hearings which led to the dismissal of the presidents of
Harvard and Penn, or perhaps of the turmoil at Columbia
University, the banning of Students for Justice in Palestine
at George Washington University and many other
campuses, the dismissal of Indiana University Professor
Abdelkadir Sinno for organizing a teach-in, or the doxxing
trucks with photos of students and faculty deemed anti-

Israeli driving around campuses.


https://www.foreignaffairs.com/middle-east/invasion-gaza-would-be-disaster-israel
https://www.chronicle.com/article/scholars-who-study-the-middle-east-are-afraid-to-speak-out

The stories which have hit the headlines barely scratch
the surface. In his contribution to this collection, Nader
Hashemi offers his personal experience with such
pressures. The Middle East Scholars Barometer survey
produced hundreds of such stories of repression and
censorship, while a task force which I have been chairing
for the Middle East Studies Association has received an
unending stream of reports of canceled lectures, censored
or secretly videotaped classrooms, silenced faculty, and
hostile media attacks. These campaigns have often been
fought in the name of combating antisemitism, a noble
and appropriate mission on its own merits but one which
becomes fraught when criticism of Israeli policies is
equated with antisemitism. Efforts to legally adopt the
controversial IHRA definition which equates criticism
of Israeli policies with antisemitism has an even greater
chilling effect on speech.> A well-organized campaign
has shaped the narrative of an alleged rising tide of
antisemitism on campus, producing shocking numbers
that present a highly distorted view of actual campus
dynamics by including a wide range of minor incidents
(tearing down posters or “feeling unsafe”). While there
are certainly intensely polarized clashes between some
Jewish students and some pro-Palestinian activists, the
overwhelming weight of institutional power has been
deployed against the latter. Small wonder that 98% of
untenured Middle East faculty say that they self-censor
when addressing issues related to Israel and Palestine.

It is far too easy to skim over all this as an exercise in “free
speech” abstractions. But the sheer mental and emotional
toll of these attacks should not be minimized. It has
become alarmingly normalized that faculty working on
the Middle East should simply expect to be the subjects of
levels of abuse that would not be tolerated in virtually any
other workplace environment, and that they should accept
limitations on their academic freedoms and freedom of
speech which would be accepted by virtually no other
academics. Scholars who publish or speak about the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, especially, routinely receive
emails and letters full of often unspeakably vile abuse —
often cc'd to their department chairs, deans, and even the

board of trustees. Many are the target of online smear
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campaigns, with snippets of publications or selectively
edited video clips used to stoke outrage and hate. Since
October 7, others have been the target of doxxing, with
their personal and family information publicized in order
to facilitate harassment, or in especially egregious cases
their faces and names emblazoned on trucks driving
around campuses. Even if such cases do not ultimately
manifest in disciplinary action or lost jobs, they take an
enormous physical, mental, and emotional toll — and, likely
as intended, raise the costs and fears about the value of

engaging in such research or public speaking at all.

Too often, college and university administrators are silent,
weak, or even complicit in these abuses, encouraging
their faculty to keep silent or subjecting them to internal
investigations or pre-emptive punishments such as
removal from the classroom rather than defending

them. Tenure is not the protection it should be, nor

are long-defended norms of academic freedom which
should be obviously applicable but are routinely discarded
when it comes to Palestine. Nor will the law likely help,
when there is state and federal legislation moving in the
direction of criminalizing criticism of Israel through the
implementation of the IHRA definition of antisemitism

as well as broader state-level interference with higher
education in states such as Texas, Florida, Ohio, and
Indiana. It is not hyperbole to say that teaching Middle
East politics could rapidly become as personally and legally

risky as offering abortions.

Campus politics surrounding Israel and Palestine have
long been distinctive, of course, with decades gone by full
of politicized attacks on Middle East Studies, attempts to
get Arab and Palestinian faculty fired, and so forth. But

it is important to recognize that the current assault on
Middle East Studies intersects with a broader right wing
attack on higher education, this time centering on all
forms of progressive thought and practice such as critical
race theory, gender studies, or anything deemed “woke”;
it should be lost on no-one how quickly and easily the
successful assault on Harvard President Claudine Gay
transitioned from alleged failures on antisemitism to

transparently dishonest allegations of plagiarism. For some


https://mesana.org/advocacy/committee-on-academic-freedom/2023/11/21/campus-climate-resources
https://lawfare.fmep.org/resources/defining-criticism-of-israel-as-antisemitism/

involved in the current academic war zone, Israel is the
only issue, but for others antisemitism is only the leading
edge with which to divide defenders of higher education
and find support from alleged liberals for draconian

repression of the academy.

The effects on students, faculty and researchers on the
Middle East in the United States and in most European
countries will be felt profoundly downstream, very

much to the detriment of public discourse, academic
knowledge, and policy expertise. Scholars fearing the
consequences will steer clear of Israeli-Palestinian

topics, those who speak out face blacklists and the risk

of hostile tenure letters, and many who are soured on

the campus experience may quietly leave the academy.
That slow hollowing out of Middle East Studies would
have incalculable costs for academic knowledge, public
discourse and policymaking — all of which would quite well
serve the interests of those who would prefer that Middle

East policy not incorporate such expertise.

One issue which is developing beneath the surface is the
impact of the war on Middle East academic professional
networks. In a recent discussion on my podcast, Alexander
Cooley of Barnard College observed how boycotts of
Russian academics following the invasion of Ukraine
crippled long-running academic networks, partnerships
and institutions.® Academic boycotts of Israeli institutions
were already a leading topic of controversy in our field
long before Gaza, endorsed by multiple professional
associations including the Middle East Studies Association
and the American Anthropological Association.

Formal and informal boycotts of Israeli scholars have
become increasingly common among those outraged

by Gaza, with Palestinian and other scholars refusing to
participate alongside Israeli counterparts. On the other
side, Palestinian and Arab scholars have faced significant
exclusions and pressures within other academic networks.
Both should be of concern to our field. According to

a recent survey of Israeli academics, high percentages

of those involved in international partnerships and
research networks fear exclusion as a result of the global

mobilization against Israel’s war on Gaza, whether

through the revocation of invitations to participate in
events or through difficulties in publishing because of
their Israeli citizenship.” Whether those struggles should
be understood as validation of the power of academic
boycotts, a quintessential form of nonviolent activism
recently endorsed by the Middle East Studies Association,
or as a disastrous sidelining of one of the most liberal

and anti-occupation sectors of Israeli society represents
yet another of the dilemmas confronting Middle East
Studies which will continue to intensify. Those fighting for
academic freedom and human rights must support all who

suffer from their violation, not just those on their side.

The ferocity of the attempted repression of views critical of
Israel since October 7 may seem to be a show of strength
by those seeking to impose narrative conformity but
should in fact be read as a sign of weakness. Genuinely
hegemonic views do not require the active use of power

to enforce them. And public attitudes and discourse are
clearly changing. While it is impossible to say whether
academic writing and speaking has mattered much
compared with TikTok influencers or the circulation of
graphic video evidence of atrocities in Gaza, it is clear

that very significant changes are happening at the level of
public opinion and political activism. A March 2024 Pew
Research Center survey found that younger adults were
far more critical than older Americans of Israel’s war, with
an equal number of the youth (34% each) saying that Israel
and Hamas had valid reasons for fighting. 60% of young
Americans in that survey said that they had a favorable
view of the Palestinian people, compared to only 46% who
said the same about the Israeli people — and only 24% said
the same about the Israeli government.® This generational
divide helps to explain why the Biden administration’s
full-throated support for Israel’s war has opened an
unprecedented rift within the Democratic Party which

could tip the upcoming Presidential election.

Stephen Zunes, in his paper in this collection, notes the
truly exceptional nature of this wave of pro-Palestinian
activism in the United States in relation to the decades of
such action which came before, as it draws in far wider

constituencies and achieves something like hegemonic


https://abuaardvark.substack.com/p/reading-middle-east-political-science
https://www.timesofisrael.com/amid-war-israel-academics-experiencing-substantial-career-personal-harm-survey/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2024/03/21/majority-in-u-s-say-israel-has-valid-reasons-for-fighting-fewer-say-the-same-about-hamas/

status among youth and progressives. That activism is not
confined to campuses, but they are often ground zero for
mobilization and for national scrutiny. Zunes, like Claudia
de Martino in her discussion of Europe, worries about

the intersection of such activism with real antisemitism,
particularly as frustrated activists look for who to blame
for political inaction and bridle at the weaponization

of discourses of antisemitism and the invocation of the
Holocaust to silence discussion of what they see as an
actual genocide happening in real time. More broadly,

the vast divide between political discourse and attitudes

at the popular level and at the level of institutional politics
suggests that academics working on these issues may need
to rethink outreach and engagement strategies which

primarily target government and official policy audiences.

This POMEPS collection originated as an open call

for papers for scholars affected by or invested in these
urgent issues, in an initial effort to give a platform and

a voice to those in our network who have grappled with
these trends. We kept the call intentionally broad, asking
potential authors to reflect on the effects of October

7 and the Gaza War on politics or scholarship. As it

Endnotes
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turned out, most of the contributors wanted to talk about
academic freedoms and the conditions of public discourse
in their countries — perhaps because of how profoundly
they felt this crisis, perhaps because of the availability

of other platforms to discuss the war itself. European
scholars, especially in Germany, were especially keen to
contribute, understandably given the frenzy which has
overtaken discussion of Israel and Palestine and led to
the veritable criminalization of criticism of Israel and the
forced cancelation of a wide range of events, scholars,
and activists for their pro-Palestinian speech. There are
so many more topics which merit exploration, here and
elsewhere; we received no submissions focused on the
experience of Israeli academics, the implications of the
ICJ ruling for studies of international law, the political
theory of violence and resistance, the technical definition
of genocide, the unprecedented nature of the humanitarian
crisis engineered by Israel’s blockade, the fallout for
Lebanon, and so much more. The issues confronting

our field have never been more urgent and the need for
academic networks and institutions to rise up to defend it

has never been greater.

! Marc Lynch and Shibley Telhami, “The Two State Mirage: How to Break the Cycle of Violence in a One State Reality,” Foreign Affairs (March/April

2024).

> https://www.cnn.com/2024/03/27/opinions/gaza-israel-resigning-state-department-sheline/index.html
3 Marc Lynch, “An Invasion of Gaza Would Be a Disaster for Israel,” Foreign Affairs 14 October 2023 (online only: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/

middle-east/invasion-gaza-would-be-disaster-israel)

* Marc Lynch and Shibley Telhami, “Scholars Who Study the Middle East Are Afraid to Speak Out,” Chronicle of Higher Education, 5 December 2023,
available at https://www.chronicle.com/article/scholars-who-study-the-middle-east-are-afraid-to-speak-out; Marc Lynch and Shibley Telhami, “The

Middle East Scholars Barometer,” MENA Politics 7, 1 (2024).
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'The Hidden War on Higher Education:

Unmasking the ‘Educide’ in Gaza

Ibrahim S.I Rabaia, Birzeit University' and Lourdes Habash, Birzeit University*

Introduction

Since October 7, 2023, there has been a dramatic
escalation in Israeli official and public rhetoric targeting
Palestinian educational institutions, describing them by
centers for educating and producing terrorism. Palestinian
higher education institutions (HEIs) in Gaza have been
directly targeted by Israel during the war, resulting in

the prolonged destruction of 11 out of Gaza’s 19 Higher
Education Institutions (HEI).? The destruction included
4 out of 6 major universities in Gaza and killed, as of
February 13, more than 450 academic and administrative
university staff.*That number includes three university
presidents, seven deans, and 64 professors.® On October
11, the Islamic University was completely destroyed by
Israeli aircraft. The headquarters of Al-Azhar University
has been shelled in Gaza city, along with its branch in
AL-Megraqa south of Gaza City on October 11 and 21.
On December 7, Al-Israa University was destroyed and
used as operation and detention center. On December 16,
two main buildings of Al-Agsa University were entirely
destroyed, alongside the partial destruction of the others.
Likewise, several buildings of Al-Quds Open university
were partially destroyed, including the Gaza branch and
the North Branch.®

The attacks on Gazan Higher Education have been
justified in terms of Israel’s discourse of fighting terrorism.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu emphasized
education in a speech expressing the desire to establish

a new authority in Gaza which would not “teach terror”.
This speech’ aligns with the long-standing colonial policy
that has governed the Palestinian higher education sector
since the occupation of the West Bank (WB) and Gaza

in 1967.8 Israeli authorities have constructed fragility in

the Palestinian higher education sector and created “Bare

”?in all components of that sector. That has

included physical attacks well before 2023. Since 2008, the
higher education institution (HEI) in Gaza Strip has been

Education

targeted, with the bombing and destruction of the central
laboratories of the Islamic University justified by the claim
that laboratories are “used to manufacture and develop
rockets and that their halls are used for meetings of Hamas

leadership in Gaza'°

The incitement against the University escalated after
being granted a seat in UNESCO in 2012, when the Israeli
Ministry of foreign affairs accused the Department of
Chemical Engineering of the University of supporting

the Qassam Brigades; the university clarified that it did
not have any section or specialization in that particular
area. In 2014, the University was bombed by F-16 aircraft,
under the pretext that it was “collecting donations to
Hamas and forming a military operational center for the
Qassam on the rehabilitation, training, development and
production levels”"! In 2014 alone, approximately 12
higher educational institutions in Gaza were targeted by
the occupation. In 2018, Al-Azhar University was attacked,

causing the destruction of several of its colleges.

The situation has deteriorated drastically in the ongoing
war. Over the course of five months, approximately
78,000 Gazan university students have been deprived

of continuing their education. The targeting of higher
education has been deliberate and systematic; 94
professors were targeted and killed by Israeli occupation,
while well-known universities such as Al-Azhar and
Al-Islamiah were the focus of devastation. These leading
higher education institutions have been utterly dismantled,
leaving no trace behind. The remaining universities in
Gaza have also suffered heavy damage, exacerbating the

disastrous impact on higher education.



One can analyze the systematic targeting of Gaza through
various lenses, one of which is the concept of Spacio-Cide,
as described by Sari Hanafi.'? Spatial cleansing works

to facilitate the “voluntary” transfer of the Palestinian
people by targeting Palestinian space. This paper attempts
to track the eradication of higher education in the Gaza
Strip, under the Israeli occupation. While spatial cleansing
partially defines the comprehensive cleansing of the
education sector in Gaza, the paper contends that the
occupation’s practices go beyond this, encompassing the
creation of sustained vulnerability, the elimination of
opportunities for recovery, and the removal of educational
personnel through both targeted killings and “voluntary”
displacement. As a result, the structure of higher education
in the Gaza Strip is facing educide, following decades of
implementing a de-development and cleansing strategy

against the education sector.

Background: De-developing HE in Gaza

The higher education sector in Gaza witnessed significant
growth after the establishment of the Palestinian Authority
(PA). In 1994, there were seven higher education
institutions in Gaza, comprising four institutes and three
universities. By 2017, this number had expanded to 28
institutions, including 8 universities and 20 colleges.
According to statistics from the Ministry of Higher
Education (MOHE), by 2017, approximately 80% of the
87,000 students enrolled in higher education institutions
in Gaza were studying at universities, while the remaining
20% were enrolled in colleges. The annual statistical book
published by the MOHE in 2022" revealed that out of the
53 registered and recognized higher education institutions
in Palestine,18 were located in Gaza.' This highlights the
significant presence and contribution of Gaza’s higher
education sector within the broader Palestinian higher

education landscape.

Since 2008, Israeli military operations in Gaza have
specifically targeted those higher education institutions,
causing substantial physical destruction. During the 2008-
2009 war, the Israeli Air Force destroyed six university
buildings.” In the 2014 Israeli war against Gaza, the

THE WAR ON GAZA

Palestinian Economic Council for Development and
Reconstruction (PECDAR) reported significant losses

in the higher education sector, estimated at around

$10 million. According to the PECDAR report, three
universities endured the greatest form of this destruction.
Al-Azhar University suffered the complete destruction

of three buildings, resulting in losses estimated at $3
million. The Islamic University experienced damage to
two buildings, amounting to approximately $4 million.
Additionally, the University College of Applied Sciences
faced the destruction of classrooms, scientific laboratories,
the central library, the computer center, and electricity
generators, with estimated damages valued at $2.5
million.’® Some estimations claimed that the total losses in
2014 were $33 million."” These targeted attacks on higher
education have had desolating impact on educational
infrastructure, hindering academic progress, and impeding

the development of future generations in Gaza.

The previous Israeli operations and the blockade on Gaza
had left the higher education sector in a vulnerable state
for the past 17 years. The combination of infrastructure
and equipment obsolescence, limited electricity supply,
restrictions on financial transactions, and scarce resources
has hindered the development of this sector and severely
limited reconstruction efforts following each Israeli
operation.'® The Israeli government has implemented a
comprehensive and multi-dimensional hermitic blockade,
which has had detrimental effects on various aspects of
life in Gaza, including education. As a result, the higher
education sector has experienced de-development, as it
faces numerous challenges and contradictions. While local
attempts were made to build and improve educational
infrastructure, Israeli actions have caused physical and

non-tangible destruction, undermining these efforts."

The 17-year blockade and resulting de-development have
imposed various structural limitations on the higher

education sector in Gaza in term of:

De-mobility: HEI in Gaza were forced to design their
plans and programs based solely on local capacities,

with limited and uncertain interaction with regional



and international partners, including universities and
specialized institutions. This isolation has hindered Gaza’s
participation in exchange programs, as students and
academic staff are unable to travel outside of Gaza, while
foreign staff face restrictions in visiting Gaza universities.
Consequently, the capacities and quality of higher

education institutions in Gaza have been undermined.

Furthermore, the connection between higher education
institutions in Gaza and their counterparts in the West
Bank has been severed due to de-mobility. It is worth
noting that the situation of higher education institutions
in the West Bank is also challenging, characterized by
restrictions imposed by Israel on the employment of
foreign academics in universities, limiting their work to
five years and imposing a ceiling of 100 professor and 150

students.?

Since 2000, Israeli authorities have imposed strict
restrictions on Gazan student who wish to pursue their
education abroad. Most of their travel requests have been
rejected, severely limiting their opportunities. In 2015,
Israel introduced measures to “ease” travel restrictions

by granting 50 permissions to Gazan students who
wanted to study in the West Bank. However, later on,

the Israeli authorities froze this action. These measures
caused a significant decrease in the number of Gazan
students studying in the West Bank over the years. In
1998, students pursuing their education in the West Bank
were approximately 1,000 students. However, the number
has dwindled to few dozen due to the ongoing travel

restrictions.?!

De-mobility impacts extend the limitations on student
travel; it affects infrastructure and teaching materials

of higher education institutions. Importing essential
items such as laboratory equipment and books has
been prohibited, further hindering the progress of
academic activities. The Islamic university is an obvious
example, where Israeli attacks led to the destruction

of approximately 74 laboratories. Engineering faculty
research projects have come to a halt due to university’s

inability to import necessary items needed, despite the
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urgent need for equipment replacement. Likewise, since
2005, Al-Azhar University has been unable to import new
publications to its library collection, resulting in limiting
students’ and faculty’s access to current and relevant

resources.?

These conditions posed significant challenges to higher
education community in Gaza. The 2014 war on Gaza
emphasized the dire circumstances students and their
lecturers confront, with limited possibilities to escape, and
inadequate shelters to protect them from life-threatening
situations. Since 2007, the experience of life threating
situations has been constantly repeated, forcing the higher
education community to prioritize survival. During

2014 war, disastrous impact on higher education sector
was indisputable, with roughly 407 students and 9 staff
members including academics and administrative were

killed, in addition to 1,128 students suffered injuries.®

Financial dilemmas: The financial capacities of Gazan
families declined significantly due to the blockade and
increasing unemployment since the second intifada

in 2000. The financial resources of higher education
institutions in Gaza have been directly affected by these
factors. The main financial sources for these institutions
are students’ tuition fees and Ministry of Higher Education
(MOHE) annual allocations. Yet, since 2016, MOHE
allocations have been abandoned, exacerbating the

financial dilemma faced by these institutions.

The retreat of financial resources has caused a significant
decrease in the number of students enrolled in the main
three universities in Gaza: Al-Azhar University, Al-
Islamiah University, and the University College of Applied
Sciences. The total number of students attending these
universities decreased from 45,000 in 2010 to 3,000 in
2019. As a consequence of declining registration rates and
accumulated dept, a cancellation of several degrees and
departments has been enforced.?* A significant structural
financial dilemma in higher education institutions
occurred due to the notable decline in the enrollment rate,
where only 20% to 40% of students have been able to pay

their fees in recent years. An average of 30,000 graduates



were unable to receive their certificate by January 2023
due to financial reasons.” In 2019, the average debt

of universities reached $30 million, correspondingly,
intermittent payments of salaries have been done, besides
replacing salaries with unstable financial rewards. This
drove universities to rely on part time employment in

order to manage their financial challenges.?

The HEIs in Gaza after October 7

The wholesale destruction of Gaza’s Higher Education
Institutions has received significant international criticism,
including in South Africa’s case alleging genocide to

the International Court of Justice. On January 23, 2024,
following the bombing of Al-Israa University, United
States demanded an official explanation for targeting the
university. Israeli response claimed by the Chief of Staff of
Israeli army, announced an investigation into the incident,
stating that preliminary investigation revealed that “Hamas
had been utilizing the university and its surroundings

for terrorist operations against the military”*” However,
no official results from the investigation were released
thereafter.”® Afkhai Adre, the Arabic spokesman for the
Israeli Army, claimed that the Israeli Army had “destroyed
a number of buildings containing Hamas infrastructure at
Al-Azhar University”®

However, according to Omar Al-Hendi, the Chairman of
the Board of Directors of the University, the destruction

of the University was not an isolated incident but rather
part of a larger campaign targeting HE sector since long
before the war, which involved the killing of academics and
students, preventing travel and preventing the recruitment

of academics, restrictions on scientific research, etc.*

Educide

South Africa’s application to ICJ shed light on

the systematic educide characterized by Israel’s
predetermination to target and destroy higher education
institutions in Gaza. This destructive practice led to the loss
of universities and to a tragic death of esteemed Palestinian

academics. The Israeli Professor Neve Gordon expressed
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his concern, stating “academia has been destroyed” in Gaza
as part of an “educide” Gordon warned that “the damage

of three months will take 10 to 20 years to recover from.!
In its application to the ICJ, South Africa detailed the

systematic targeting of Higher Education in Gaza:

“Israel has targeted every one of Gaza’s four
universities — including the Islamic University of
Gaza, the oldest higher education institution in the
territory, which has trained generations of doctors
and engineers, amongst others, destroying campuses
for the education of future generations of Palestinians
in Gaza. Alongside so many others, Israel has killed
leading Palestinian academics, including: Professor
Sufian Tayeh, the President of the Islamic University
— an award-winning physicist and UNESCO Chair
of Astronomy, Astrophysics and Space Sciences in
Palestine — who died, alongside his family, in an
airstrike; Dr Ahmed Hamdi Abo Absa, Dean of the
Software Engineering Department at the University
of Palestine, reportedly shot dead by Israeli soldiers as
he walked away, having been released from three days
of enforced disappearance; and Professor Muhammad
Eid Shabir, Professor of Immunology and Virology,
and former President of the Islamic University of
Gaza, and Professor Refaat Alareer, poet and Professor
of Comparative Literature and Creative Writing at the
Islamic University of Gaza, were both killed by Israel
with members of their families. Professor Alareer was
a co-founder of “We are Not Numbers, a Palestinian
youth project seeking to tell the stories behind
otherwise impersonal accounts of Palestinians — and

Palestinian deaths — in the news”2,

The entangled principles of de-development, spatial
cleansing, and educide paint a grim picture of the hidden
war against education. Over the years since 2007, there
has been an escalation of policies in spatial cleansing and
de-development which have laid the ground for Israel’s
attack on education in Gaza. De-development can be
seen through the systematic restriction imposed on
educational institutions, which disrupts the immediate

access to education, alongside undermining the long-



term development of this sector. Also, by preventing the
movement of scholars and limiting their ability to engage
in international academic collaborations, the occupying
forces systematically isolate the Palestinian education

system, hindering its growth and development.

Spatial cleansing involves the deliberate destruction and
targeting of physical spaces tied to higher education.
This means that university buildings, laboratories, and
other essential facilities are intentionally demolished,
effectively disrupting and dismantling the higher
education sector. Spatial cleansing, which also includes
the forced displacement and removal of Palestinians
from their homes, performs a crucial position inside the
educide process. By uprooting people from their familiar
environment, spatial cleansing irrupts the educational
process, inflicting a ripple effect all the education system.
Displaced students are deprived from getting access

to universities and hindering their academic progress.
Spatial cleansing illuminates the systematic nature of the
occupation’s policies, which extend beyond mere military
actions. The deliberate eradication of these vital spaces
demonstrates a concerted effort to stifle intellectual and

educational growth among the Palestinian population.

The destruction of the educational system not only denies
people their right to an education, but also jeopardizes
society’s intellectual and human capital of the entire
society. It stifles the potential and ambitions of Palestinian
people by methodically eliminating teachers and pupils,
thereby extending a cycle of control and oppression.

By concentrating on faculties and universities, Israel

not only bodily dismantles the infrastructure, it also

Endnotes

The Department of Political Science, Birzeit University, irabaia@birzeit.edu

targets Palestinian national identity and its history. This
intentional destruction denies Palestinians satisfactory
education, perpetuating a cycle of educational deprivation
and marginalization and hindering their ability to build a
brighter future. This hinders the collective advancement

and development of society as a whole.

Conclusion

The progression from spatial cleansing and de-
development to educide accurately describe the intentional
techniques employed to undermine the progress and
potential of the Palestinian humans. It is a calculated
strategy, designed to assert control and suppress the
Palestinian by destroying spaces where critical thinking
and the exchange of ideas flourish. These three elements
work together as a strategy to systematically demolish

the higher education sector and deny Palestinians their
fundamental right to education. Furthermore, it seeks to
erase the collective memory, cultural heritage, intellectual
growth of the Palestinian people. By maintaining

control and stifling any form of resistance or intellectual
advancement, it effectively hampers Palestinian access to

knowledge and intellectual development.

These measures collectively are a serious blow to Gaza’s HE
system. The loss of lives and destruction of universities are
all factors of the educide. Educide has far-reaching effects
since it caps societal growth and advancement. Educide

in Gaza encourages a vicious circle of oppression and
control, and foster violations of human rights, necessitating

acknowledgement and addressing of such phenomenon.

2 The Director of Ibrahim Abu-Lughod Institute of International Studies, Birzeit University, lhabash@birzeit.edu.
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Organized Forced Migration, Past and Present:

Gaza, Israel-Palestine and Beyond

Fiona B. Adamson, SOAS, University of London & Kelly M. Greenhill, Tufts University and MIT

Almost two million people have been forcibly displaced,
and more than 30,000 reportedly killed, in Gaza since
October 7, 2023.! The Gaza Strip itself is the product of
earlier waves of organized forced displacement, and the
ongoing war has featured multiple proposals by Israeli
ministers and other prominent actors for the mass
transfer of Gazans out of the territory.> Proposals for
mass population transfers are nothing new to the broader
region, which has long been shaped by state-led forms
of demographic engineering. This history, including

the vigorous debates and conflicting interpretations of
forced displacement around Israeli state formation and
the Palestinian Nakba or ‘catastrophe; offers a valuable
and instructive lens through which to view current

developments.

In this essay, we reflect on how the simultaneously
paradigmatic and exceptional case of Israel-Palestine
relates to broader patterns of population transfers,
exchanges, expulsions, repatriations and exodus in the
region and beyond — phenomena that we collectively

refer to as organized forced migration. Our reflections

are based on an ongoing dataset-building research
project, which examines organized forced migration as a
geopolitical tool used by state elites and other actors for
purposes such as empire-building, colonization, nation-
state building, foreign-policy bargaining, war-making, and
even contemporary regimes of “migration management.?
Excavating the phenomenon’s legacies and practices, and
integrating the Israel-Palestine case into regional and
global histories of organized forced migration opens up
space for broader discussions on Israel-Palestine — both
past and present — and can shed light on significant
dynamics and processes that have shaped, and continue to
shape, the regional (and global) order.
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What is Organized Forced Migration?

Organized forced migration can be distinguished from
other types of migration as it is deliberately orchestrated
by state and other actors.* In our research, we identify
five types of organized forced migration. Transfers (or
resettlements) are state-driven movements of groups

of people from one state or region to another (often
geographically-distant) region or state, most frequently
based on identity markers, such as race, ethnicity or
religion, but sometimes on identity-blind economic
factors. Exchanges are state-driven cross-border
movements of two populations in opposite directions

at about the same time. Repatriations are state-driven
cross-border movements of people designed to return
them to their country of origin or citizenship. Expulsions
are involuntary state-driven cross-border movements

of people with little regard to where the people end up.
Exoduses are state-driven flights of populations achieved

through indirect means.

The boundaries between these categories are fluid and, in
many cases, overlap. For example, expulsions and exoduses
are often quite difficult to distinguish: in some cases, there
is clear historical documentation of a government order
for mass deportations and expulsion, and identifiable
actions, such as direct physical removal, the confiscation
of property, or denaturalization/the removal of citizenship.
In other cases, policies are implemented using indirect
means, such as the use of intimidation and violence by
third parties or special units, extreme policies of forced
assimilation, or ongoing state-sponsored harassment

and intimidation. The term repatriation (or return) is
frequently used in cases of ethnic transfers in which
populations are transferred back to a “home” that they
have never lived in or perhaps even visited. This applies

to many historical cases of transfers based on ethnic



or religious criteria, but such misnomers are still used
today. Notably, these terms are all employed to describe
politically contentious events and dynamics in the Israel-
Palestine context, but also have a longer history and
broader applicability in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region and beyond.®

Interconnected Histories of Organized Forced

Migration

Organized forced migration as a tool of state-building

and statecraft in the MENA region pre-dates European
colonization: population transfer and resettlement (szirgiin)
was used by the Ottoman Empire as a means of empire-
building from its earliest days for a range of economic

and strategic reasons.® In the nineteenth century, imperial
rivalries led to transfers of populations back and forth
across the borders of the Russian, Ottoman and Persian
empires.” Large-scale expulsions of Tatar and Circassian
populations from the Russian Empire were strategically
dispersed and settled by the Ottomans, as were Muslim
expellees from the Balkans.® Simultaneously, European
empires also used organized forced migration during this
period: expulsions and transfers to and from Algeria were
used by France as a means of colonizing, redistributing
populations and managing political dissent.’ Italy similarly

used forced transfer in Libya in the early 20" century.?

Organized forced migrations were also common in the
1912-13 Balkan Wars and World War I (WWTI).!! In
Anatolia, for instance, hundreds of thousands of Armenians,
Assyrians and other Christian minorities were killed or
forced out of Anatolia in highly organized massacres and
expulsions.'? Population transfers and exchanges formed

a key part of the post-WWI settlement. The Lausanne
Convention of 1923, which marked the end of the Ottoman
Empire, included a population exchange between Greece
and Turkey and resulted in the forcible relocation of
approximately 1.5 million people.”® Overseen by the newly-
formed League of Nations, Lausanne was widely viewed as
the first compulsory exchange of populations authorized
by international law — although it was certainly not the first

diplomatically-agreed exchange in the region."*
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Nevertheless, Lausanne set a precedent. In the following
decades, proposed and actual transfers proliferated and
were used by European powers, the League of Nations, and
post-Ottoman states, among others. In the newly-formed
Republic of Turkey, expulsions of minorities, including
Armenians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Kurds and other related
groups from Eastern Turkey and the border regions of
Syria and Iraq — which were now under British and French
mandates — continued throughout the 1920s and 1930s."
The same period saw a variety of realized and unrealized
population transfer proposals, such as relocating Armenian
refugees to Soviet Armenia and Assyrian refugees to
far-flung locations such as Brazil.'® The 1930s and 1940s
featured widespread organized forced migration across
Europe, instigated by fascist, communist and liberal actors
alike. Bilateral transfer treaties within Europe and the
former Ottoman space were concluded throughout the
1930s, forcibly displacing hundreds of thousands.!” The
Nazi Heim ins Reich transfers; Stalinist mass transfers in
the Soviet Union; and US and UK-led post-WWII Potsdam
Treaty transfers of Germans and Poles created mass
displacements that collectively uprooted tens of millions of

people across Eurasia.'®

Organized Forced Migration and Israel-Palestine

Population transfers and exchanges were also historically
prevalent in Zionist thinking and international diplomacy
around Palestine. Numerous schemes designed to transfer
Jews to locales across Africa, Latin America and elsewhere
had been investigated or proposed by the British, German,
and American governments, as well as Zionist leaders
themselves.” Ideas about population transfer and exchange
also shaped visions of Jewish state-building in Palestine,
with the Greek-Turkish exchange and other mass transfers
viewed as models for removing Arab populations.?’ Some
Zionists who had originally advocated for co-existence

in Palestine switched over time to supporting population
transfer as an aspect of state-building, following the
growth in acceptance and implementation of organized

population transfers across Europe.?!



Organized forced migrations, transfers and systematic
persecutions of Jews and others in Europe provided the
background to mass settlement policies in Palestine. This
included not only the rescue of European Jews suffering
under the Nazi oppression, but also the development

of plans by Zionists to encourage rapid migration as a
means of altering the demographic balance in Palestine
and creating a “political fact” of a Jewish majority as

a prelude to state creation.” At times, the boundaries
between voluntary and organized forced migration were
blurred — as with the facilitated deportation of Zionist
convicts from the Soviet Union to Palestine in the 1920s,
or the controversial 1933 Transfer Agreement negotiated
between Nazi Germany and Zionist organizations, which
operated until 1939.2 An organized population transfer
was included in Britain’s 1937 Peel Commission plan

for Palestine, and US President Franklin D. Roosevelt
considered transfer schemes for Arabs from Palestine
during World War IL?* Roosevelt’s interest in organized
forced migration was further reflected in a top-secret
research project on transfers and resettlement — the M
(for “Migration”) Project. Advisors to the project included
experts and advocates for population transfer, including
the Revisionist Zionist, Joseph Schechtman, who went on
to serve on the unofficial Transfer Committee set up in
1948 to oversee land clearings and expulsions of Arabs that

accompanied Israeli state formation.”

The demographic policies of the then dominant states in
the international system were viewed as models for state
development by Zionist leaders. These included future
Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion, whose plan

for building a Jewish state in Palestine included changing
the demographic balance in the region through a “radical
‘state plan’ of a swift population transfer” of one million
Jews to Palestine within an 18-month period.*® What later
became known as the “Million Plan” included provisions
to transfer Jews from Arab countries to Palestine,
creating a new category of “Mizrahi Jews” as a means of
counterbalancing the potential effects of the loss of Jews
in Europe.” The principles laid out in the plan provided
a basis for clandestine transfer and settlement operations

carried out by Mossad Le’Aliya Bet, an arm of the Zionist
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paramilitary organization Haganah, which later became a
branch of Mossad, the Israeli intelligence agency, following

the creation of the state of Israel.?®

Early transfers of Jews from Arab countries and elsewhere
in the world involved bilateral diplomacy, financial deals,
and high levels of Israeli and external involvement — as well
as elements of duress and resistance by the populations
who were moved.” The transfer of Yemenis in the early
1950s was negotiated by Israel, the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee (JDC), and the governments of
Aden and Yemen. Framed as a “rescue mission” at the time,
it led to hundreds of Yemeni deaths and was marked by
state abductions of Yemeni babies who were reallocated

to Ashkenazi couples.’*® Mossad and the JDC were also
involved in the transfer of Jews from Iraq in what are
known as the Ezra and Nehemiah operations.*' Operation
Yachin, conducted in the 1960s, transferred Moroccan
Jews to Israel. The movement was facilitated by the Mossad
and accompanied by bilateral arrangements that included
monetary payments from the Israeli Foreign Ministry to
Morocco.** Similar financial deals were struck elsewhere

— the resettlement of 100,000 Jews from Romania to

Israel between 1948-51 led Romanian President Nicolae

)«

Ceausescu to boast that Jews were one of the state’s “most

important export commodities”*

Displacements of Jews from across the Middle East

have been variously framed or understood as rescues,
transfers, expulsions, exodus, or population exchanges.
The “population exchange thesis” has been promoted

by some Israelis as a counterpoint to Palestinian claims
for compensation or return — i.e. by labelling Jews from
Arab countries as “refugees” and framing their transfers
as part of a unified process of “exchange”®* In this respect,
Ben Gurion’s “Plan Dalet,” -- the military plan to take
control of Mandatory Palestine described by some as the
“blueprint” for expulsions of the Palestinians — provided
the demographic counterpoint to the Million Plan.*® The
subsequent organized forced migration of Palestinians,
which occurred concomitantly with the establishment
of the Israeli state, and which has alternatively been

characterized as expulsion or exodus, marked the



beginning of the ongoing and still unresolved Palestinian
refugee crisis.* Expulsions and displacements continued
to occur after 1948, throughout the 1949-1956 period of
Israeli state-building.”

The occupation of Gaza, the West Bank and the Golan
Heights following the 1967 Six-Day War led to a further
exodus of Palestinians from the occupied territories, as
well as proposals from within the Israeli government

to reduce the population of the Gaza Strip by raising
“international and Jewish money” to fund a transfer of
the population and cast it as an exchange “like Greece
and Turkey™® In the period since 1967, ongoing “forcible
transfers” in Israel-Palestine have led to the expulsion

of over 14,000 Palestinians from East Jerusalem via
residency revocations. These involuntary movements
have been accompanied by the use of other demographic
engineering policies, such as the building of settlements
in Gaza (subsequently dismantled in 2005, following the
withdrawal of Israeli military forces) and the West Bank.*
As recently as 2020, then US President Donald Trump’s
Abraham Accords included a proposal for a forced Arab
population transfer.” There have been numerous calls by
actors in Israel for an organized population transfer and
resettlement of the Gaza Strip since the Hamas attack on

Israel on October 7.4

Organized Forced Migration, Past and Present

The case of Israel-Palestine is simultaneously quite
exceptional but also paradigmatic. Across the MENA
region and beyond, organized forced migration has
frequently been used as a tool of state-building and
statecraft in ways both related and unrelated to the Israel-
Palestine issue. Egypt, for example, expelled British, French
and Israeli passport holders, as well as large segments of its
native Jewish community, in retaliation for the 1956 Suez
crisis and, quite possibly, to influence British and Israel
foreign policy behavior.”* During the 1990-91 Gulf War,
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were expelled or
fled from Kuwait when Yasser Arafat expressed support for
Saddam Hussein and attempted to link Iraqi withdrawal

from Kuwait with Israeli and Syrian withdrawals in
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Palestine and Lebanon.”® At the same time, Saudi Arabia
expelled a million Yemenis as a means of penalizing
Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh for his support of Iraq
and to signal its desire that Yemen rethink its position.**
Organized forced migration has been used in the MENA
region as a tool of colonization (e.g. by Morocco in
Western Sahara), and decolonization (e.g. by Algeria in
1962 following independence, and by Libya in 1970), as
well as wielded as a tool in geopolitics and international
rivalries (e.g. Algeria and Morocco in 1975; Iraq and Iran in
1980; and Libya and Tunisia in 1985).

Population transfers and exchanges featured in the still-
unresolved 1974 conflict in Cyprus (a former Ottoman
territory and British colony), and is just one case of the
serial orchestrated expulsions of “Turks” and “Greeks” that
occurred in every decade between the 1950s and 1990s,
such as the expulsions of tens of thousands by Turkey in
1955 and 1967 and hundreds of thousands from Bulgaria
in 1950-51 and 1989.% Strategies of organized forced
displacement have also been used extensively in Turkey’s
conflict with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), as well
as in the Syrian Civil War.”” Population transfers continue
to be used by Turkey in its occupation of Northern Syria —

a situation that has been described as a “new Gaza*®

The extent to which the current situation in Gaza and
Israel-Palestine is shaped by both the legacies and ongoing
practices of organized forced migration is exceptional in
many respects: 85% of the population of Gaza has been
forcibly displaced since October 7, and displacement has
been accompanied by the highest daily death rate of any
21 century conflict so far, with the vast majority of deaths
being civilians, women and children.* Furthermore, the
use of organized forced migration in the Israel-Gaza war is
occurring in the context of the broader historical trajectory
of Israeli state-building, in which strategies, practices and
discourses of population transfer, expulsion, exchange,
exodus and “return” have all played highly significant roles.
In several other respects, however, these same features of
the Israel-Palestine case are also distressingly common:
organized forced migration has been used as a geopolitical

tool of state-building and statecraft far more than the



literature in political science has reflected, and in ways that
are also not reducible and limited to settler colonialism.*
This suggests the need for adopting a broader analytical
framework that accounts for its prevalence and
significance in the case of Israel-Palestine, across the
MENA region, and beyond.
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MIDDLE EAST STUDIES AND THE WAR ON GAZA

The Wretched of Political Science and the Fanonian Shift

Alexei Abrahams, Canadian Media Ecosystem Observatory, McGill University

For those of us who research the Palestinian struggle, the
violence of the past months has been uniquely devastating.
It has delivered a verdict, legible only to us, that says our
collective research agenda is a failure. That for all our
articles and books and lectures and painstakingly acquired
knowledge, we were unable to divert history from this
trajectory, doomed like Cassandra to watch helplessly as
the horror unfolds. We have managed to save no-one: not
the men, women, or children of Gaza; not our colleagues
who lived and taught there, nor even their libraries or
ancient artifacts. What could possibly have been the
purpose of all our years studying Palestine if not to avert a
scenario such as this? And since we could not, then what
frankly is the point of us, except to line the neglected

shelves of yet another library, until it too is razed?

But in this moment of existential doubt there is the
opportunity for rebirth. What has transpired in Gaza
should awaken us to renew our commitment to
Palestinians, to reassess the intended audiences of our
work, and to refocus our intellectual energies on those
questions which are most practical and morally urgent.
Because what has happened in Gaza must not happen

to Palestinians ever again. And together we can write the
science of that. This future is already in the making, and I
will draw positive attention to a few examples of which I

am aware.

Ignored Experts

The moral bankruptcy of Western policy on Gaza
over the past six months is surpassed only by its non-
instrumentality. No-one I have read since October, from

specialists on Israel-Palestine, to Middle East experts, to

conflict scholars, to IR theorists, can figure out what the

Biden administration possibly imagines to be the value of
Israel’s campaign — neither for Israel, nor certainly for the
United States and its allies. Its own civil servants within

the State Department appear equally dumbfounded and
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aghast; one with a doctorate in political science even

resigned in protest. Many of the most respected scholars

of this conflict are employed at universities and research
institutions across the United States. Despite being readily
at hand, the White House has refused to solicit their
advice. Thus, those who have considered this context

the longest and most carefully of anyone, are left out in
the cold, forced to compete alongside everyone else for

attention in op-eds or on Twitter threads.

The ignoring of experts on the Palestinian issue, and indeed
on Middle Eastern political questions more generally,

is of course hardly a new pattern, and it has seemingly
engendered a complementary fatalism among scholars.

At a reception a few years ago at an AALIMS conference
(Association for Analytic Learning about Islam and
Muslim Societies), after I had described my research
agenda to some fellow attendees, a senior scholar of Middle
East political science took me aside and told me with a
paternalistic smile that we scholars cannot really change
anything about the world. Perhaps, he said, we can read a
book and better ourselves. But as for achieving real political
change? Forget it! Had I been feeling satirical I might have
intoned “...ya waladii” as an appropriately lugubrious coda.
But the verse that I kept to myself was William Blake’s:
expect poison from standing water. I took my leave of him
as quickly as I could. Of course, his sentiments were directly
at odds with POMEPS’ mission to “[increase] the public
and policy impact of MENA scholarship”. Nevertheless, I
have heard many scholars in the community share the same

sentiment in not so many words.

As a convert to political science from economics, I have
never quite habituated to this defeatism. Economists,
perhaps more than any other social scientists, tend to
have the ear of policymakers (think of the CEA, Federal
Reserve, or the recent wave of nudge units). With that
kind of access and influence comes a culture of optimism,

in which it is assumed that what scholars discover today
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has every possibility of becoming policy tomorrow. Say
what you will, such a culture imbues research with energy,
excitement, urgency, even a sense of responsibility — that
what a scholar does is not merely for their edification or
career advancement, but may well affect the trajectory of

people’s lives.

Political scientists, by contrast, are generally far more
pessimistic than their counterparts in the so-called dismal
science. They see policy makers as self-interested actors
and motivated reasoners, for whom programmatic policy
is a secondary concern. These two differing views collided
in my dissertation research on Palestine, where I set out
to measure the impacts on Palestinian unemployment

of Israeli checkpoints and barriers deployed in the West
Bank. My job market paper on this subject was thorough
and careful, and recently won paper of the year at PSRM.
But when it came to advising policymakers, I found no
audience. The Palestinian Authority (PA) has no power

to dismantle Israeli checkpoints or barriers. The Israeli
government, meanwhile, is at best indifferent, at worst
pleased, to know that their security measures have
deleterious impacts on the Palestinian economy. By the
end of economics grad school, I was a sad convert to

political science.

Insofar as this pessimism about policymakers holds true,
it breaks the linkage from scholarship to policy making. It
is also incredibly demoralizing for junior scholars. Over a
month into the recent carnage, [ witnessed a depressing
exchange on Twitter between two seasoned researchers
describing how they had left off studying the Israel-
Palestine Conflict and Middle East politics after becoming
frustrated that their work seemed to make no impact on
American foreign policy. Based on what I have learned
from interacting with scholars in the POMEPS community,
I believe this is merely the tip of the iceberg of attrition as
scholars either leave the field, hedge their research agenda
to include areas where there is greater hope of influencing
policy, or generally limit their ambitions to the boundaries
of the academy. Those who persist with trying to influence
policy on Palestine often face harassment and doxxing, or

even disciplinary action within their institutions.
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But the world can and does change, sometimes quite
dramatically, thanks to the efforts of small groups of
determined activists. Like others over the past months, I
have found myself thinking of Frantz Fanon, who not only
fought a liberation struggle, but narrated and analyzed it
in real time. What is to stop scholars of the Palestinian
struggle from finding and linking up with activists, and
designing their research agenda around the science of
liberation? Perhaps that senior scholar at AALIMS meant
to say that we cannot change the world if we restrict
ourselves to polite repertoires of resistance, and if we limit
our ambition to influencing Western policymakers and
their clients. The world, however, is so much wider than all

that now.

Policy-relevant Research in a Multipolar World: the
Fanonian Shift

In the foreword to Wretched of the Earth, Jean-Paul

Sartre identifies in Frantz Fanon’s writing a profound shift
in audience. Until Fanon, the colonized had written to
decry the crimes of empire, to beseech the metropole, to
appeal to its conscience. Even today, much scholarship
and advocacy on Palestine runs along these same pre-
Fanonian lines. Scholars document the horror of apartheid
and occupation, hoping to move Western policymakers to
intercede. Activists implore the West to impose a ceasefire
in Gaza. Such behavior is characteristic of a unipolar
mindset, in which we suppose that power is monopolized
by a single global hegemon. Accordingly, positive change
happens only if the hegemon favors it, and so we must
make our case politely and appeal to their conscience or

self-interest.

But in Fanon, Sartre detected a new current. Fanon
inhabited a multipolar world and understood that power
was not monopolized by Europeans alone. Although the
old powers still featured in his writing, they appeared as
objects. He was talking past them, to Algerians and his
comrades across Africa fighting for decolonization. “The
Third World finds itself and speaks to itself; as Sartre
lucidly summarized it. Fanon chose as his audience the

“wretched” and dignified them with agency. Instead of


https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/political-science-research-and-methods/article/hard-traveling-unemployment-and-road-infrastructure-in-the-shadow-of-political-conflict/135F8A50F613DA3C9C4CB9335F0BFCF7
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addressing the colonial administrators, he treated activists
across the Third World as the policymakers, and within his
expertise as a psychiatrist and revolutionary, he offered a

diagnosis of their predicament, and prescribed treatments.

Now, as we transition into a multipolar world, Fanon’s
audience shift carries renewed relevance. Writing
exclusively for Western policymakers no longer makes
sense. Their hegemony has brought death to Palestinians —
fast these days in Gaza, slow in the West Bank. But now the
wretched will not wait for peace and justice to be bestowed
from above, the overflow of imperial munificence. Now
they will vote with their feet. They will shrug off Western
hegemony, forming alliances with each other and with
other nodes of power. In a multipolar world, Israel’s
security will be the outcome, not the precondition, of

peace with the Palestinians.

What will this Fanonian shift look like for POMEPS
scholars, or specifically for those of us who study Palestine?
In a few months, POMEPS will release an issue on Fanon,
reflecting a widening recognition of the liberatory potential
of his thought. In a related spirit of inquiry, I was invited

a few years back to participate in a special issue of Middle
East Law and Governance, organized by Diana Greenwald
and edited by Wendy Pearlman, consisting of essays on
Palestine centering Palestinian society. The issue, published
in late 2022, drew upon original data to reflect on what
Palestinians themselves say and think and want, and how
through civil society they are seizing agency to advance

their interests without waiting for permission from above.

As the special issue suggests, this Fanonian shift does not
necessarily imply a shift in representation. Dana El Kurd
and Yara Asi, both of whom are Palestinian, contributed
to the special issue; but the majority of the authors were
non-Palestinian. This is okay! Fanon himself was not
Algerian, nor even African. Unlike Fanon, however, most
of the contributing scholars were not embedded in the
region, nor were they activists themselves. This is also
fine, so long as scholars continue interfacing with activists
to keep their science grounded. Along with my coauthor,

Etienne Maynier, I contributed an essay that aimed to shed
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light on Palestinian civil society’s vulnerability to cyber
espionage, and to encourage greater vigilance. In the wake
of publication, we made a deliberate effort to connect

with Palestinian civil society, and ultimately a number of
organizations were alerted and advised to update their
security. We consciously framed the paper as speaking to
Palestinian civil society as the policymakers, affirming their
agency to take steps to improve their own security without
needing to wait for the permission or intercession of an
outside power. All of which is to say, the essence of Fanon’s
maneuver has nothing per se to do with your identity or
what you represent, and everything to do with your target

audience. Ask yourself, “whom does my science empower?”

For scholars looking to write research on the Palestinian
struggle directly relevant to activists, there are at least two
urgent research agendas to consider. Firstly, the atrocities
of 10/7 have exposed a rift among proponents of the
Palestinian struggle over what should or should not be
countenanced within the tactical repertoires of resistance.
Of course, international law allows for certain kinds of
resistance while disallowing others; but international

law itself is a figment of unipolarity, and in any case was
only ever selectively enforced. In a multipolar world,

the relevant concern is efficacy, not legality, and this

plays directly into the skill set of political scientists. The
relevant efficacy of different tactics, from protests to civil
disobedience to sabotage, and all along the continuum

of violence, can and should be evaluated empirically, as
part of supporting evidence-based activism. And relevant

to 10/7: tactics also ought to be evaluated according to

the kind of future reconciliations upon which they may

foreclose.

Secondly, social movements are known to collapse from
infighting and betrayal, and the Palestinian movement

is no different. A research agenda addressing the causal
channels of internecine conflict is badly needed. Why do
movements devolve into internecine fighting? How can
activists detect when that is happening, and mitigate it?
For example, towards this, Dana El Kurd and I are scraping
the social media posts of Palestinian activists and using an

LLM to detect incidents of ‘cancellation’ and ideological
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outbidding known to fragment and demobilize, and then
testing whether such divisive acts of speech correlate with
movement structure. Indeed, in such a data-rich era, it
makes no sense that activists should remain in the dark as
to the patterns and trends of their movement, and scholars

can make themselves useful in this regard.

Though the past months weigh heavily on our hearts, they
also prompt us to revisit our assumptions about the role
we play as political scientists of the Palestinian struggle and
the Middle East more generally. The rules-based order has

been dealt a terrible blow, and if we truly wish to prevent
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Palestinians from falling victims to such violence again, we
need to look beyond the eroding unipolar order. Science is
never apolitical, but as the balance of power continues to
shift regionally and globally, scholars have an opportunity
to correct the asymmetries with which political science

of the Middle East and Palestine has tended to be written.
Western policymakers now constitute just one category
among many. Courting their favor now constitutes just
one option among many. Ignored in the metropoles of

a faltering order, we scholars can look further afield, to
affirm and be affirmed by the agency of those heretofore

treated as objects of history.
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On Academic Integrity and Historic Responsibility:
Shrinking Spaces for Critical Debate in Germany after October 7

Jannis Julien Grimm, Freie Universitdt Berlin

There is no doubt that October 7 and its aftermath
represent a critical juncture that has altered the horizon

of the thinkable and possible. This brutal episode has
introduced a sense of liminality into a structural context
that was already being described as untenable, reshaping
the conditions of possibility for future interactions in this
conflict. References to October 7 as a point of no return for
the Arab-Israeli conflict and for the (already precarious)
rules-based order capture this consequential nature of

the present moment.! Actualizing divergent historically
mediated traumata, the October 7 massacre and Israel’s
brutal retaliation have radically anchored those living

and witnessing them in the ‘now’ while ‘the past and

the future became less present’” Prior imaginations of a
potential peaceful future and everything that was invested
into making them real seem to have lost much of their
meaning. Instead, the future is now open again. In this
sense, October 7 has paradoxically both opened and closed
spaces of imagination and debate. While freezing the
dominant debates in the post-Oslo era on institutionalized
pathways towards a two-state solution, it has reignited new
ones on the meaning and implications of a people’s rights

to exist and to resist.

This ambivalent effect has become particularly visible at
academic institutions — and hardly anywhere more so
than in Germany: On the one hand, the siege on Gaza and
genocide accusations against Israel by the state of South
Africa and various scholars of genocide® have put the need
for regional and historical conflict expertise as guidance
for German foreign policy decisions into sharp relief. On
the other hand, selective empathy, symptoms of moral
panic, and a violent discourse marked by the disciplining
of critical voices and a wrangling over terminology to
describe the suffering inflicted on civilians have hindered
scholars in their ability to provide much needed context
and analytical depth to a highly emotionalized and
polarizing public debate.
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At German universities, where discussions about the
normative and practical implications of unprecedented
violent escalation ought to take place, the spaces for
critical debates had been shrinking even before October

7. The Middle East and North Africa as a region may

have experienced a surge of academic attention in the
aftermath of the Arab uprisings. But scholarship on the
conflict in Palestine and Israel has steadily decreased,

as discussing Israeli violations of international law has
become a discursive minefield that few dare to enter. Since
the vicious campaign against Muriel Asseburg, one of
Germany’s most distinguished Middle East experts in early
2023,* many researchers have refrained from speaking
publicly about Israel/Palestine. The demarcation of limits
for acceptable critique of the siege on Gaza, including by
influential public intellectuals,® have only reinforced this

trend.

This has exposed the few who still do even more. As

[ write this article, I too find myself weighing words
carefully. That is not to say that no critical discussions are
taking place at academic institutions anymore. They are,
as they always have. But many scholars have retreated

to counterhegemonic and subaltern spaces outside of

the limelight to argue without fear of repercussion. Both
associations and private individuals have collected a
worrying number of incident where researchers and
academic faculty were limited to freely share and discuss
their research and ideas related to Palestine and Israel.®
The documented repercussions range from retaliatory
discharge to the suspension of funding, to the cancellation
of events and deplatforming of critical voices. Most
prominently, the Max Planck Society terminated its
contract with renowned anthropologist Ghassan Hage
over a controversial poem he had posted on social media.
Other examples include from the cancellation of movie
screenings in solidarity with Palestinians, the postponing

of events with thematic or geographic reference to the



Middle East, and the disinvitation of speakers for their
political stances. Tensions between pro-Palestinian and
pro-Israeli student bodies have also intensified. This has
caused the suppression of student events in solidarity
with Gaza on campus, setting a dangerous precedent

for the securitization of protest at academic institutions.
After the brutal attack on a Jewish and Pro-Israeli student
activist, the Berlin senate is now planning to reauthorize
universities to impose penalties up to the exmatriculation
of students under certain provisions — a prerogative
previously abolished in a 2021 Higher Education reform.
Proposed in a fast-track procedure, the draft law has
been criticized for potentially providing a gateway to
policing students’ political participation. Given its vague
formulation, critics fear that the law might provide a
pretext to penalize all sorts of contentious activities,

from the disruption of events, to protest on campus, to

controversial posters and public statements.’

Cultural institutions, traditional hosts of academic events,
and media outlets, have also supported deplatforming

— if only to avoid becoming part of a turf war, for which
they possess neither the stamina nor expertise. In their
efforts to avoid debates on Gaza, however, many of them
overshoot the mark: In the past months, it has become
difficult to find venues for events that have something

to do with the Middle East (including on issues totally
unrelated to Palestine or Israel). Likewise, it has never
been harder for conflict scholars, courted by media when
it came to writing about Ukraine or Syria, to publish their
expertise on an ongoing war. Gatekeeping has complicated
an honest discussion of Germany’s direct involvement in
Israeli war efforts — and potentially war crimes — through
its diplomatic support and weapons deliveries. But it has
also precluded secondary analyses of the damage done

to Germany’s credibility by its unconditional stance with

Israel and its opposition to a ceasefire.?
New discursive frontiers
This sharply curtailed public sphere has caused a

concentration of German debates on Gaza on questions

of legitimacy and discussions of international norms and
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provisions for legitimate warfare, while marginalizing

or ostracizing those who dare to note that these guiding
principles are clearly not guiding warfare in Gaza. Azmi
Bishara has aptly captured this disjuncture between
abstract debates and empirical realities in his critique

of Jiirgen Habermas’ controversial intervention into
public discourses on Gaza. Instead of criticizing the
brutal war that is actually being waged, commentators
have overwhelmingly argued about a hypothetical war

in Gaza, which is in full compliance with international
humanitarian law. Drawing its legitimacy from a principled
right to self-defense, this ideal version of Israel’s war

in Gaza can be determined as proportionate and just,
regardless of its actual impacts, and independent of

the civilian death toll, the scale and scope of aerial
bombardment, and the number of reports of war

crimes committed by Israeli soldiers. Similar principled
justifications, detached from brutal realities of this war,
are also at the basis of efforts to deny or relativize the war
crimes committed by Hamas operatives in the Kibbutzim
and at the Nova Festival. Among German academics,

however, such attempts have remained marginal, at best.

In these discourses, October 7 has functioned as what
Laclau has referred to as an “empty” or “floating” signifier,’
a symbolic container that is filled with a variety of
contingent meanings by contending actors. These mutually
exclusive ascriptions have become symbolic markers

of antagonism in a variety of debates, including on the
hierarchization of victimhood and human life, on the
threshold of genocide, and on the normative boundaries of
legitimate warfare and resistance: Was October 7 an act of
resistance or antisemitic terrorism? Is the Israeli siege on
Gaza a justified war of self-defense or “a textbook case of
genocide”'%? Free Palestine from Israel occupation or from

Hamas?

How these questions are answered is more than a matter
of personal opinion. It has immediate and tangible
consequences by inspiring different solidarities, delineating
political camps, and constituting the limits of acceptable
responses, including at academic institution. Laclau

describes this as the emergence of an “internal frontier”



which conditions what aspects of the social reality
unfolding in Gaza are perceived and addressed, and which
ones are neglected. October 7 may have created a need for
differentiated debate. But amid this dichotomization of
public discourse, there has been little room for addressing

these questions with the necessary analytical depth.

Scholars of Middle East politics in particular have felt

a heavy pressure to position themselves publicly. This
pressure has only intensified with the calls by prominent
politicians and intellectuals to unequivocally stand with
the Israel in its war against Hamas. Many academic
institutions have internally communicated unease with
one-sided declarations of solidarity. Publicly, however,
they heeded these calls to avoid being singled out in a
public discourse that has put the refusal to take sides on a
level with tacit opposition against Israel. In doing so, they
not only solidified a problematic binary depiction of the
conflict in Gaza, which reduces its empirical and moral
complexity. They also undermined the essential role of
universities as spaces of knowledge exchange and dialogue

among diverse perspectives, in defiance of partisan logics.

From prejudgement towards explanation

Working against oppression constitutes a moral imperative
for researchers, but fundamentally scholarship is not about
taking sides. The closure of discursive spaces and the
public rush to judgement highlight the risks when scholars
turn advocates. Academic interventions cannot stop at
value judgement. It should question such simplifications

of social reality and situate the unfolding events in Gaza

in larger conflict trajectories and logics of violence.
Contextualization and comparison — to the Troubles in
Northern Ireland, to the Israeli occupation of Lebanon,
etc. — does not deny the uniqueness of the current
moment. It merely shows that not all the dynamics at play
are extraordinary: Conflict scholars have shown time and
again how many armed actors use shocking violence and
terror tactics as central elements of an asymmetric war of
attrition against an superior force.'? They have identified
the targeting of hospitals as a particularly worrying signal

of civilian victimization in a variety of conflicts.”® They
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have demonstrated the devastating effects of parental
harm on victimized communities."* And they have
illustrated how conflict parties aiming to dominate the
public narrative come to treat warfare as a performance
for their respective audiences, to the detriment of civilian
populations.’® Through this thematic expertise, social
scientists are uniquely situated to explain why critical
junctures are interpreted in so vastly different ways, and to
highlight the structural conditions in which the images of
bulldozers toppling the walls and fences around Gaza on
October 7 were instinctively met with elation by people
in Gaza and by Arab populations, while they horrified
audiences in the Global North.

Such differences can partly be explained by proximity,
which has exposed Arab populations to a much greater
extent of psychological stress'® — a social effect that mirrors
the higher emotional impact of the Russian invasion

of Ukraine on Germany and Eastern European states

in February 2022. But they also result from disparate
perceptions of the status quo ante October 7: While
described by many commentators as a frozen conflict

that had entered the stage of conflict management, for
Palestinians this label did not describe the reality of life
under occupation and continued threat of settler violence.
Likewise, how the “Peace to Prosperity” initiative and the
gradual Arab-Israeli normalization process were marketed
as effective steps towards peace, hardly resonated with
Arab publics, where 81% doubt the seriousness of the
United States’ commitment to the establishment of a
Palestinian state.'” These divergences crucially set the stage
and provided the resonance structure for the Hamas attack
on October 7. They also continue to shape the responsivity
of conflict parties to international interventions into the
ongoing war, and to proposals for the day after which all
fall short of providing a pathway to a Palestinian state — a

precondition for sustainable peace.

As stated by Wendy Pearlman, the tendency “to divorce
politics from its social context feeds misunderstanding
and misguided policies”® Whether we like them or not,
reasoned assessments of available options and constraints

drive and condition armed conflict — and explanation



cannot be equated with justification, as too often happens
in our toxic discourse.” Their understanding is essential
for an informed debate about policies that could end the
slaughter in Gaza without perpetuating violence potentials
in the future. Understanding without justifying, however,
has become increasingly harder with the polarization of
public discourse. At German universities, there has been
little room for discussing the multiple realities through
which October 7 and its aftermath are experienced.
Interviews I conducted in the frame of my research on the
transformative impact of October 7 highlight how Jewish
Israelis in the diaspora were reminded of antisemitic
pogroms in Eastern Europe by the murder and abduction
of entire families, and by the participation of civilians

in these atrocities. These tales of violence are deeply
engrained in Israel’s collective memory.® For Palestinians,
in turn, the death and destruction brought by Israeli
bombardments and evacuation orders recalled prior IDF
campaigns on Gaza as well as the horrors the Nakba — a
historic analogy that has only become more tangible

with the forced displacement of a staggering 85 per cent
of Gaza’s population. But pointing out the necessity to

acknowledge both of these realities has subjected scholars

to allegations of “academic antisemitism” and of trivializing

the massacres of October 7.2

Talking about Gaza, talking about ourselves

In some ways, the debate in Germany is not even
about Israelis and Palestinians. It has centered on the

),

implications of Germany’s “Staatsrason”. Formulated as a
core pillar of German state doctrine by Angela Merkel at
the Knesset in 2008, the term describes the recognition
that Germany, in light of the Shoah, bears a collective
responsibility to protect and safeguard Jewish life and thus
affirms its commitment to fight antisemitism domestically
and abroad. In arguments premised on this doctrine, the
people who are starving and dying in Gaza are merely a
sidenote, as the situation in the Middle East is reduced to
the state of Israel and those threatening it. In other words:
“The only actor in Gaza is Hamas. And if Hamas is not
the only actor, then the alternative actor must be Israel.

In either narrative, the Palestinian people disappear”*
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The collective ignorance of the catastrophe unfolding

in Gaza resulting from this self-referential debate is
perfectly exemplified by the outrage over declarations

of solidarity with Palestine at the 2024 Berlinale festival.
While most Germans reject the Israeli war on Gaza as
disproportionate,” commentators not only attacked
filmmakers as antisemites for using words like “apartheid”
and “genocide” in their speeches. They also scolded their
audience for applauding and not speaking up. “You were
there. And you did not object,” one prominent publicist
wrote in his critique of the Berlinale audience,* failing to
see how these words effectively captured how Germany’s

official stance on Gaza has been perceived globally.

Notably, critics are not denying Germany’s historic
responsibility. What they challenge is the German
government’s exclusive authority to define the boundaries
of this responsibility, and the fact that it has made the
state of Israel its principal referent, thus neglecting the
multiplicity of Jewish voices. They furthermore criticize
that the sedimentation of this specific understanding of
state reason has served to externalize responsibility for
modern forms of antisemitism. As Klaus Holz has recently
argued, “we prove our anti-antisemitism by focusing on
Israel-related antisemitism. [..] From this follows that being
pro-Israeli is eo ipso anti-anti-Semitic”* This premise may
be theoretically questionable and factually incorrect. But it
undergirds several resolutions to set binding limits for the
critique of Israel, such as the Bundestag’s BDS resolution
and the adoption of the controversial IHRA definition

by the ministers of education and cultural affairs of all

German states.

Finally, critics posit that the focus of German memory
culture on the extermination of Europe’s Jews prevents
the recognition of other atrocities — past or present —
caused, facilitated, or tolerated by Germany. This critique
of memory culture as the culprit of Germany’s moral
blindness when it comes to the Middle East resonates
with a controversy about the uniqueness of the Holocaust
that has polarized the German academy for years, and
has been termed as “Historikerstreit 2.0”* While the

first Historikerstreit concerned the comparability of



the Holocaust and Stalinist terror in the late 1980s, its
relation to non-European and colonial history has been
at the center of this second iteration. When the German
announcement to intervene at the International Court of
Justice on behalf of Israel actualized this debate, this turf
war became the terrain that those contextualizing and

historicizing the war on Gaza found themselves in.

A solipsistic sense of moral superiority

Some observers have pathologized the vicious attacks
against these authors as symptoms of a “national
guiltwashing” in which compunction merely functions as a
pretense to cover up authoritarian policies in the present.?”
These narratives are not fully convincing though. They
misrepresent the fragile relation of Germans to their past
as mere strategic calculus, and neglect the genuine, albeit
selective, sense of responsibility that is deeply engrained

in German society. Furthermore, they inadvertently echo
revisionist calls to end “guilt culture” by which Germany’s
radical right has sought to trivialize Nazi crimes and
relativize Germany’s responsibility for its past. This
explains why the “guilt” argument has been met with
overwhelming rejection including from the antiimperialist

German left.

A more convincing argument, by contrast, may be that
of Frank Trentmann, who has argued in his history

of “The Germans, 1942-2022” that Germans have

always had a “stunning capacity for self-deception” that
shaped how they were able to repress and disregard

their role in the fascist destruction of Europa.”® The

pride of having overcome a dark past, which developed
out of the successful postwar reconstruction and the
institutionalization of a much-lauded memory culture,
may have prevented broader reflection on the questions
what lessons we want to derive from our past. It may

also prevent Germans from seeing that it is currently not
incorporating the role of moral paragon that it has grown
used to over the past decades. Yet, exploring this question
has proven a tightrope walk for academics in Germany.
When drawing on analytical vocabulary that has been

employed to describe National Socialist crimes, scholars
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have to fear accusations of relativizing those very crimes.
Like prior cataclysmic events, in time, this critical juncture
will produce an analytical language that can aptly capture
the essence of the present moment. Until then, the use

of historically shaped terminology is not only natural

but necessary to make sense of a reality that is hard to
grasp. This is particularly the case when concepts — from
colonialism to genocidal intent, to apartheid — have a solid
foundation in political theory, peace and conflict studies,

and international law.

Threats to the academic integrity

In a recent essay, Samuli Schielke has noted, “We are
biased in war, we are more moved by the suffering of
some people than others. That is difficult to change. But

a minimum level of decency demands that we do not
forbid others to feel sad and angry about the killing of so
many people’? Likewise, as scholars we are situated in
different intellectual histories. We find analytical lenses
and concepts more or less convincing, and more or less
transferrable from one specific historical context to
another. But whether concepts, such as settler colonialism,
genocide, and apartheid, but also antisemitism or
terrorism, are productive lenses to study October 7 and the
siege on Gaza must remain the subject of argumentation.
Doubt and dispute, rather than prejudgment and
premature affirmation or condemnation are at the heart of

social sciences.

At the very least, academic communities must thus

resist those who are denouncing the mere analytical use
of specific concepts as a marker of ideology or political
identity. Rather than “exighophobia, the fear of socio-
historical explanation,”®® what is needed is argument

in good faith about the value of these perspectives.
Ultimately, the question whether the Israeli everyday
structural violence of Israel’s occupation® amount to the
crime of apartheid and whether Hamas’ atrocities or Israeli
policy in Gaza qualify as genocidal will likely be answered
by international courts that were founded precisely to
make that assessment. Until then, it should be possible

to analyze parallels where they impose themselves and



highlight divergences where historical categories do not fit. atrocities of October 7 and the victimization of Gaza’s

Controversial concepts, which have already exposed sharp civilian population requires a thorough reconstruction of
divisions in the field of violence and genocide Studies,* their enabling conditions and anticipated consequences.
may remain the object of contention, but their discussion Some of these parameters may indeed have historic

should not be off limits. counterparts.

Furthermore, we ought to revisit the historical origins Germany, with its commitment to a value-driven and

of these concepts — in Germany and elsewhere. The feminist foreign policy has a special responsibility to
Holocaust, Porajmos, the Holodomor, or Germany’s tolerate such critical projects. We ought to embrace them
ethnic cleansing of the Slavic people were undoubtedly as opportunities to question ourselves and ask whether our
incommensurable crimes. As were the European colonial heritage, rather than giving us a better awareness, might
projects, the racial segregation regimes in the United not actually make us blind to some of the most abhorrent
States, or Apartheid in South Africa. History does not forms of oppression of our times. German universities,
repeat itself — at least, not in exactly the same shape. But with their legacy of facilitating past genocides and their
their idiosyncratic uniqueness of these and other violent post-war commitment to independent and critical inquiry,
episodes must not prevent scholars from exploring in turn, have a responsibility to provide and protect the
continuities to contemporary forms of displacement, spaces where such reflections can take place. The must
discrimination, and devastation. As Jiirgen Zimmerer has enable scholars to compare and contextualize, and to
argued, rather than asking ourselves whether past crimes intervene into public discourses, free from accusations
were unique, the question should be which of their aspects and repercussions. Both are currently not living up to their
were,*® and which ones can give us a better understanding responsibilities.

of violent dynamics in the present. Comprehension of the
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Supporting plausible acts of genocide:
Red lines and the failure of German Middle Eastern Studies

Benjamin Schuetze, Arnold Bergstraesser Institute (ABI) Freiburg, Freiburg Institute for Advanced Studies (FRIAS), Germany

Since the International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruling on
January 26, 2024, it is official that Germany, the perpetrator
of the largest genocide ever deliberately executed, is one of
the primary supporters of what the principal judicial organ
of the United Nation has described as plausibly amounting
to genocide.! German support for Israel’s onslaught on
Gaza stretches from an intervention in front of the IC]J;

a 10-fold increase of German military exports to Israel,?
including tank ammunition;* an unparalleled crackdown
on pro-Palestine protests due to ‘possible antisemitism’;*
the decision to not approve new funding for the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees
(UNRWA) in Gaza in light of unsubstantiated Israeli claims
that employees had aided Hamas;® and the assurance of
unconditional support for Israel by effectively the entire
German political elite — as expressed in the unanimous
parliamentary approval of a motion that assures Israel of

Germany’s ‘full solidarity and any support needed’®

It is hard to overestimate the scale of human suffering that
Germany’s unconditional backing of Israel has enabled and
caused, and continues to do. First and foremost, Germany
has willingly made itself complicit in the killing of — at the
time of writing — at least 31,045 Palestinians, including
more than 12,300 children, in the destruction of more
than half of Gaza’s homes and all of Gaza’s universities,
and in the forced displacement of more than 85% of the
total population of Gaza.” It would take four times the
space of this essay to merely spell out the first names of

all Palestinian children killed by the Israeli military over
the past months. While German political and military
support for Israel is nothing new, the audacity with which
German politicians and members of the public legitimise
said support with claims of moral authority, even in the
face of overwhelming evidence of Israeli war crimes, and
criminalize any criticism of those crimes, is new. The latter
include indiscriminate attacks on civilians, deliberate

starvation, looting, torturing and genocidal language.®
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Evidence for it is abundantly available for everybody to
see, including via videos, tweets and testimonies by Israeli
soldiers, who proudly record themselves blowing up
Palestinian homes in honour of the birthdays of their loved
ones, and who use tanks to deliberately run over civilians

alive, mutilate dead bodies, and shoot unarmed civilians.’

This is remarkable because for decades Germany has
celebrated itself for its culture of remembrance and its
acknowledgment of responsibility for the Holocaust.
However, Germany’s culture of remembrance is first and
foremost about Germany itself and about desired self-
understandings. German atonement for the Holocaust
did not emerge from, nor does it go hand in hand with, a
full and unconditional embrace of international human
rights, regardless of the current government’s claims

of pursuing a value-based foreign policy. The ongoing
colonial amnesia and widespread ignorance vis-a-vis
‘Germany’s other genocide’ — the killing of 75,000 Herero
and Nama in today’s Namibia — are a case in point.'°
Germany’s almost exclusive focus on the Holocaust has
enabled blatant ignorance of German colonial crimes.
Insistence on the Holocaust’s singularity or exceptionality
— while emotionally understandable given its monstrous
scale — is analytically problematic, as it takes the Holocaust
out of ‘normal history; separating it, as remarked by Raz
Segal, from ‘the piles of bodies and destroyed cultures that
European imperialism and colonialism [...] had left around
the world in the preceding few centuries;" and ignoring
the prevalence of genocidal tendencies in Germany long
before 1933, as well as racist continuities that stretch

until today. Also, as stated by Michael Wildyt, it ‘blocks

an appropriate culture of remembrance, which should be

open and ‘multidirectional’™?

The dominant understanding of the Holocaust is centred
around the elimination of six million European Jews. This

narrative sidelines and relegates to lesser importance the



German mass killing of people with disabilities, LGBT
people, and Soviet prisoners of war, as well as the Romani
genocide (porajmos).”* This narrow definition of the
Holocaust is a crucial first step in constructing Israel,

the self-proclaimed homeland of all Jews worldwide, as
‘the Holocaust’s happy ending for Germans; as pointedly
stated by German Jewish journalist Emily Dische-Becker."*
For German political elites, Israel appears to constitute a
source of redemption. Anything that challenges this and/
or Israel’s own supposed moral authority might potentially
open the floodgates to the uncomfortable realisation

that antisemitism, racism and genocidal tendencies have
shaped and continue to shape German politics much more

profoundly than merely for the twelve years of Nazi rule.

The main character in Germany’s culture of remembrance
are not the victims of past German crimes, but Germany
itself, and desired self-understandings that revolve around
German innocence, civilisation and moral authority.
These are protected at all costs. While the monstrosity

of the Holocaust is clearly irreconcilable with this, the
open acknowledgment of said monstrosity and the almost
exclusive centring of Germany’s institutionalised culture
of remembrance around it has bizarrely been turned into
just another sign of Germany’s moral superiority.”® The
process of doing so requires simple answers to complex
questions, such as the mentioned narrow definition of the
Holocaust, the equation of Judaism with Israel, and the
repression of dissenting Jewish voices, as well as various
acts of silencing, open disregard and omission, such as the
mentioned colonial amnesia. Together, they facilitate easily
implementable political acts and rituals that supposedly
provide continuous evidence of Germany’s moral
superiority, in reality however merely illustrate the extent
to which German society and politics is deeply German-

centric and marked by structural racism.

In this context, a number of red lines have emerged. Their
combined effect is the continuous upholding of images

of German redemption, civilisation and moral authority,
irrespective of German support for what could plausibly
amount to genocide. Since the October 7 Hamas attacks,
these red lines have solidified at lightning speed, and
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are increasingly reminiscent of authoritarian contexts.
One such red line is the use of well-established academic
terminology, such as ‘genocide, ‘Nakba; ‘settler colonialism’
and ‘apartheid’ Comparisons of ongoing Israeli violence
to the war crimes committed by Nazi Germany constitute
another marked red line, as illustrated by the cases of
Masha Gessen and Ghassan Hage.'® Further, observation
of a Palestinian right to resist Israeli occupation, and
support, but also already merely indicating understanding
for the non-violent Boycott, Divestment and Sanction
(BDS) movement can be added as a third distinct red line.
A fourth one concerns the question of contextualisation.
Contextualisation, which is distinctively different from
legitimisation, is arguably to quite some extent what
social science research fundamentally is about. German
mainstream discourse, however, not only insists on
framing Israel’s ongoing horrific war on Gaza within

the context of Hamas’s violent assault on October 7, it
effectively seeks to legitimise the former by continuously
centring the latter. This becomes all the more problematic
as the insistence on the need for contextualisation is
deployed selectively. References to the context of decades
of Israeli occupation, within which both the Hamas attacks
and the ongoing war on Gaza occur(red), are thus mostly

avoided.

The upholding of these red lines and the associated
discursive protection of German moral authority in the
face of active political and material support for Israeli
war crimes draws on a number of highly disturbing
intersecting dynamics. These are based on the dangerous
and factually incorrect equation of Judaism with Israel, and
include the externalisation of German antisemitism onto
Arabs, the criminalisation of pro-Palestine activism and
Palestinian identity, the normalisation of Islamophobia,
and a full-scale attack on postcolonial approaches. When
it comes to responding to these worrying trends, there is
no beating around the bush: we must state directly that
German Middle Eastern Studies as a discipline has failed.
Despite better knowledge and safe job contracts (at least
in the case of the not insignificant number of Germany-
based professors of Islamic law, Arabic language, and

history, geography, economics and politics of the Middle



East and North Africa), German Middle Eastern Studies
excels in acquiescence, silence and/or absence from public
engagement. This is not to say that individual scholars have
not publicly taken a principled stance — but the field as a

whole has failed its most existential challenge.

Jannis Grimm has argued that, in Germany, showing
empathy for both Israeli and Palestinian victims of political
violence ‘is a tricky balancing act; and insisted that, in

light of increasingly polarising debates, ‘universities must
remain places of dialogue’'” The November 2023 statement
‘Principles of solidarity, in which Nicole Deitelhoff, Rainer
Forst, Klaus Giinther and Jiirgen Habermas expressed the
narrow limits of their solidarity, by fundamentally refusing
to even engage ongoing discussions among genocide
scholars about whether the legal standards for genocide
have been met,'® was followed, in early December, by a
much more balanced analysis by Hanna Pfeifer and Irene
Weipert-Fenner.” Both this article and the one by Grimm
are important contributions, but primarily argue in favour
of a more differentiated and balanced discussion. While
both articles were, in the German context, much needed
interventions, the IC]J decision and the escalating death
toll among Palestinians warrant more critical assessments.
The arguably most powerful latest intervention by a
Germany-based Middle Eastern Studies scholar dates back
to summer 2023, when Muriel Asseburg, in an interview,
observed that many Palestinians accuse ‘the West’ of
double standards, insisted on the legitimacy of certain
forms of Palestinian resistance against Israeli occupation,
and expressed her understanding of BDS.?° While
Asseburg immediately became the target of a defamation
campaign, including accusations of antisemitism by the
Israeli embassy, she, luckily, also received significant official
and public backing. Whether she would have received such

support after October 7 is troublingly unclear.

It is clear that public interventions that challenge the
above-mentioned red lines come at a cost. Given the
scale of the dynamics that we are currently bearing
witness to, each and every one of us, however, must do
more to resist. This counts all the more for Germany-
based Middle Eastern Studies scholars and/or political
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scientists, including this author, but especially for those

on permanent contracts. This is not to say that all of the
aforementioned dynamics can easily be overturned by a
discipline that is seen as exotic by the mainstream and,
when compared to others, remains rather small. Still, the
relative silence of Germany-based professors of Middle
Eastern studies, especially politics, is deeply troubling. It
testifies to a widespread tendency to remain passive, to
best avoid the topic of Israel/Palestine, and to certainly not
seek to proactively impact public debate by adopting what

may be seen as a controversial position.

But if an ICJ decision about the plausibility of Israel
committing genocide does not make a scholar publicly
speak out against unconditional German support for
Israel, what will? What purpose does a state-funded
expert in Arabic language have, who remains stuck in

the ivory tower when politicians representing that state
contemplate the generic prohibition of Arabic slogans at
public protests?*' What purpose has a renowned scholar
of Ottoman and/or Arab history who fails to publicly
speak out against the open distortion and/or negation of
simple historical facts in state-funded exhibitions?*? What
purpose have scholars working on decoloniality, who are
only decolonial in funding applications, or selectively on
those topics where there is no controversy to be feared?
What about an expert of MENA politics, who remains
silent when politicians from the biggest German political
party suggest withdrawing citizenship from anti-Semites,
but in doing so only mean those with dual citizenship, i.e.
Arab immigrants?® There is no lack of expertise, there is
a lack of courage to take a principled stance against the
large-scale dehumanisation of Arabs and Muslims, and the

ongoing mass murder of Palestinians.

Given the extent to which almost all German political
parties have adopted Islamophobic and/or anti-Arab
discourses,** public engagement by Germany-based
scholars studying Islam, the Arab world, and/or
postcolonial politics is not anymore an option, but a duty.
Resistance must occur on a number of fronts, including
defending academic freedoms much more proactively, and

imparting knowledge about the Arab world to German



society at large, as well as to politicians and decision-
makers in particular, who far too often still lack even basic
knowledge of politics in the Arab world and orientalise it.
The public showing of exhibitions about the Nakba,” and
the establishment of more school and university exchange
programs with the Arab world are only some examples of
what is highly needed.

A key reason behind the silence of German Middle
Eastern Studies is the widespread but incorrect and
dangerous equation of Israel with Judaism and, relatedly, of
antizionism with antisemitism, and the concomitant levels
of self-censorship when it comes to publicly discussing
Israel/Palestine. The German parliament’s designation of
the BDS movement as anti-Semitic and public adoption of
the IHRA definition of antisemitism — as opposed to the
Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism,? which provides
much clearer guidance to identify and fight antisemitism
— have heavily restricted freedom of speech on Israel/
Palestine.” With its heavy focus on Israel, the IHRA
definition helps gradually redefine antisemitism so that
Germany can now, in light of its unconditional support
for Israel and in light of initiatives like Strike Germany,
bizarrely portray itself as victim of antisemitism.?
Contrary to this, the state-condoned repression of Jewish
voices in solidarity with Palestine however only barely

conceals the German establishment’s own antisemitism.?

Antisemitism is thriving in Germany. For instance, ‘Jew’
is widely used as an insult in schoolyards.*® Last year it
was leaked that the Deputy Minister-President of Bavaria
circulated an anti-Semitic pamphlet in his school days.
Despite this, his party was re-elected with an increase of
the vote. According to official figures, 83% of recorded
violent anti-Semitic acts in Germany in 2022 were
committed by the far-right.> It goes without saying that
antisemitism must be fought no matter the context. If,
however, critique of Israeli politics is almost automatically
met with accusations of antisemitism, something is
seriously going wrong.* This development has reached a
point whereby the German mainstream has increasingly
adopted the generic labelling of any critic of the occupation

as anti-Semites, similar to, among other actors, the Israeli
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far-right.® It is hard to top the absurdity of non-Jewish
German bureaucrats accusing Jews in solidarity with

Palestine of antisemitism.3*

Besides the active silencing of Jewish voices in the name of
fighting antisemitism, German authorities have gone so far
as to enable Berlin schools to prohibit mere indicators of
Palestinian identity, such as the wearing of the Kuffiyah and
the use of ‘free Palestine’ stickers or slogans.*® The police in
North Rhine-Westphalia started circulating an information
brochure to regional schools, in which it states that accusing
Israel of committing a genocide may constitute hate speech
and may thus be indictable as a criminal offense.® If the

ICJ was based 200 km further east of The Hague, its judges
might face legal issues. In Germany, using well-established
academic terminology, quoting the principal judicial

organ of the UN and/or merely being Palestinian is widely
interpreted as support for terrorism and/or antisemitism.
According to an initiative for research on antisemitism based
at the University of Trier, ‘Stop the genocide in Gaza’ is an
anti-Semitic slogan.*” Local Berlin authorities introduced

a brochure to school programs that trivialises the Nakba.
An exhibition on the establishment of Israel, officially
supported by the Federal Government Commissioner for
Jewish Life in Germany and the Fight against Antisemitism,
claims that the primary reason for Palestinian expulsion and
flight in 1948 was ‘general fear of the threat of war;*® instead
of deliberate ethnic cleansing, as is historically proven.*
Among other places, the library of the University of Freiburg
hosted this exhibition, which also reproduces the colonial
trope of an empty Palestine that was available for Jewish
colonisation. The term settler colonialism, which effectively
is, as stated by the British Society for Middle Eastern Studies
(BRISMES) a ‘descriptor of the policies of dispossession

and displacement implemented by the Israeli state against
Palestinians)® evokes similar reactions as the term apartheid,
which the German government rejects outright, despite
Amnesty International (among many other human rights
organisations) providing ample evidence for its applicability

in the case of Israel/Palestine.*!

The criminalisation and/or public condemnation of

terminology such as ‘genocide; ‘Nakba; ‘settler colonialism’



and ‘apartheid’ renders meaningful conversations about
Palestine practically impossible. An ever-growing archive
of cancelled public events, awards and/or job contracts
gives testimony to the scale of ongoing attacks on academic
freedom.* The idea that Israel could be a perpetrator of
genocide fundamentally clashes with the German state’s
self-understanding as defender of international human
rights and its embrace of Israeli security as part of its own
reason of state. As a consequence, German politicians
and mainstream media fiercely police the use of the above
terminology and almost instinctively insist on Israel as
victim of genocide. As such, it can be portrayed as both
the logical recipient of unconditional support and an easy
source for moral redemption. Discursive framings matter,

plausibly genocidal acts don't.

Thus far, the most powerful and vocal resistance to the
German state’s direct support of plausible acts of genocide
comes from outside the political establishment. Creative
artists, as well as Arab and Jewish activists, journalists,
lawyers and intellectuals have been among the most
prominent voices of dissent.* Instead of providing

such critical Arab and Jewish voices with a platform,
mainstream debate is, with a few exceptions, characterised
by the silencing of Arab voices and the policing of Jewish
ones, i.e. the integration of those who are pro-Zionist, and

the turning of Anti-Zionist ones into passive objects to
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be patronised. At the core of public German debate are
(non-Jewish) Germans who seek to speak on behalf of
minorities, and who police Jewishness, anti-Semitism, and
what is deemed to be acceptable terminology. Just as the
‘Antideutsche’ ‘weaponise the fetishisation of Jews through
their obsessive Zionism, as stated by Rachael Shapiro,* the
far-right use their support for Israel as entrance ticket into

the mainstream.

In theory, German Middle Eastern Studies would be well
equipped to offer a counterweight to the above-described
developments. However, fear of reprisals and the curious
persistence of the belief that scholarship can and should

be apolitical have thus far prevented any form of more
vocal public engagement by the German Middle Eastern
Studies Association (DAVO). This institutional silence

has only helped worsen an already toxic German public
debate on the Arab world at large and Palestine, Palestinian
suffering and the Palestinian right to resist Israeli
occupation in particular. While promising efforts are under
way to hopefully soon establish a DAVO Committee on
Academic Freedom (CAF), akin to similar already existing
committees operated by both BRISMES and MESA,

the level of institutional and individual reluctance is
considerable. What is certain is that if/when established, a
DAVO CAF would have a lot of work to do.
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MIDDLE EAST STUDIES AND THE WAR ON GAZA

Teaching the Middle East after October 7:

Reflections on Academic Freedom, Antisemitism, and the Question of Palestine

Nader Hashemi, Georgetown University

Middle East Studies is in peril. Today, we are facing the
biggest threat to academic freedom since the founding

of the Association of American University Professors
(AAUP) in 1915. Arguably, McCarthyism was worse.
While engaging in public intellectual work and teaching
the Middle East always involved a degree of risk, these
dangers have risen to new levels after October 7, 2023.
Topics such as political Islam, US Middle East Policy, Iran
and especially the Israel-Palestine conflict, are now subject
to an intense new level of scrutiny that impede academic
freedom. The sources of these threats are twofold: private
interest groups ideologically associated with the American
and Israeli Right and university officials who invoke
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) criteria to purportedly

protect students from harm.

In this essay, I will draw upon my own experience at the
University of Denver and a panel I organized in 2023 at
the Middle East Association Conference on “The Ken
Roth Scandal at Harvard and Academic Freedom” The
aim is to share with colleagues lessons that can help them
navigate this perilous new terrain without compromising
the freedom to speak, teach and conduct research in

areas that reflect our diverse intellectual interests. In
assessing this topic, there are a set of common themes and
political challenges that recur. They are directly related to
accusations of antisemitism and restrictions on academic
freedom imposed by university administrators. Identifying
these themes and overcoming these challenges are
essential to maintaining the integrity and independence of
Middle East Studies after October 7.

The Post-October 7 Crisis
The crisis in Gaza has rattled American universities. In

January, a lawsuit was filed against Harvard accusing it

of tolerating antisemitism and ignoring the civil rights of

39

Jewish students. Similar lawsuits have been filed against
MIT, Penn, Brown, and NYU. “Mobs of pro-Hamas
students and faculty have marched by the hundreds
through Harvard’s campus, shouting vile antisemitic
slogans and calling for death to Jews and Israel,” according

to the lawsuit.!

Old debates about freedom of speech on campus and
academic freedom have been reignited. This time the focus
is almost exclusively on Israel/Palestine. Massive media
coverage has produced a national debate which intensified
in December 2023 after the presidents of Harvard,

MIT and Penn testified at a congressional hearing on
antisemitism. Two of them subsequently resigned after an
embarrassing performance.? Instead of being principled on
questions of bigotry and free speech, they offered careful
lawyerly answers, while refusing to unequivocally affirm
that calls for Jewish genocide violated campus policies. A
backlash from donors and alumni immediately ensued.

To deal with the fallout, antisemitism task forces were

set up. As a direct result of these events, the Department
of Education’s Office of Civil Rights is now investigating
more than 50 cases of alleged antisemitism.? Ignored in
this context are two critical facts: 1) the absence of credible
evidence that Jews on campus are facing calls for genocide
and 2) the unfolding of a plausible US-backed genocide

in Gaza while this drama plays out openly supported by
the same plaintiffs and a bi-partisan coalition of American

lawmakers, including the President of the United States.*

Prefiguring our current moment, in 2022, I was subjected
to an orchestrated vilification campaign at the University
of Denver (DU). Six Colorado Jewish organizations
accused me of antisemitism for criticism of the Netanyahu
government.” This story made local, national, and
international news and was fed by a rightwing media
frenzy. Death threats and hate mailed ensued. CNN’s Jake



Tapper joined in the fray and Republican congressmen
promised to investigate DU for treason.® The worst part
of this scandal was when the Chancellor of DU, after

an intense lobbying effort, issued a calumnious public
statement that implied I was a threat to Jews on campus.”
Completely ignored during this drama was the fact I was
a leader on campus in raising awareness about rising
antisemitism. None of this mattered. Antisemitism
wasn't the real issue, insufficient loyalty to Israel was. I
subsequently learned my chancellor sought to shut down
the Center for Middle East Studies for which I was the

acting director.

Threats to academic freedom in the context of Middle
East Studies have a long history. After October 7, these
threats have significantly increased. Recent events at
Barnard College encapsulate the crisis facing Middle East
Studies today. When the Department of Women’s, Gender
and Sexuality Studies posted a statement on its website

in support of Palestinian rights, it was immediately take
down by university administrators on the grounds that

it constituted “impermissible political speech”® Faculty
who have posted pro-Palestinian posters on their office
doors have been ordered to remove them and when a
group of 20 students held an authorized peaceful pro-
Palestine rally on campus, they were summoned before a
disciplinary committee. As the New York Times reported,
Barnard College has been “facing pressure from some
donors, alumni and student and faculty to limit some pro-
Palestinian speech on the grounds that opposing Zionism
or the state of Israel can veer into antisemitism and can

make those who support Israel feel uncomfortable””

This vignette is a microcosm of what is happening at
other educational institutions. Petitions have circulated
calling for the firing of senior faculty.”® Tenured professors
have been suspended for social media posts and in one
outrageous case a tenured political scientist at Indiana
University was suspended for “alleged mistakes in the
filing of a room reservation form” in support of a Palestine
solidarity event."! Accusations of antisemitism are central
to all these cases. Equally important is the role of private

interest groups who lobby university administrators with
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the goal of policing the debate on Israel/Palestine. These
groups are connected to conservative political action
groups and leading American Jewish organizations such as
the Anti-Defamation League (ADL). The question is how

can faculty best respond?

How to Respond?

Public intellectual work in Middle East Studies requires
thick skin. It is not for the faint hearted. The more vocal
you are, the more you will be scrutinized. Every word you
write, every interview you give or lecture you deliver will
be closely monitored. The risks are greater for untenured
faculty. These risks increase if you are an academic or
program director who has convening authority to organize
public events or to supervise curriculum. The larger

your social media profile, the bigger the target on your
back. Inevitably your name will appear on McCarthyite
websites like Campus Watch and Canary Mission where
out of context quotes will be put on display to present you
as un-American, an extremist or an antisemite. In short,
be prepared to be attacked, vilified, libeled, and defamed,
sometimes by your own institution after they have heavily
lobbied by outside pro-Israel groups. The first lesson to be

learned: be careful and be vigilant.

Lesson number two: do not underestimate the moral
cowardice of senior university officials. Most have little
knowledge of the politics of the Middle East, and even less
awareness on how antisemitism has been weaponized and
redefined to be equated with criticism of the policies of the
Israeli government. The goal of outside lobby groups is

to police the debate on Palestine/Israel on campus. When
administrators are heavily lobbied by donors and alumni,
they typically give in to donors’ demands, regardless of
how ill-founded or unsubstantiated they might be. This

is what precisely what happened to Kenneth Roth at
Harvard and to me at the University of Denver.”® It is a
common pattern of behavior across the board. There are
things, however, that can be done to protect your academic

freedom.

At the start of every academic year, seize the initiative



and meet with key university officials and their staff.
Specifically set up meetings with the president, provost,
relevant deans and DEI coordinators. Key faculty who
teach Middle East Studies should join you. Educate them
on the background and nature of the Canary Mission, the
politics of lobbying on Israel/Palestine, the weaponization
of accusations of antisemitism to silence support for
Palestinian human rights and critically, the values you
expect your university to defend. If criticism of Israel is
inherently antisemitic, you should point out by the same
warped ethics criticism of Iran, Saudi Arabia or the Taliban
is similarly Islamophobic. Criticism of all governments and
all politicians is equally valid and should not be dismissed

by invoking charges of Islamophobia/antisemitism.

Today, there is a popular view among university
administrators, informed by debates on diversity and
inclusion, that a key goal of a college education is to
protect students from harm. My view is more nuanced,
and it echoes Van Jones’ succinct formulation: “the point
of college is to keep you physically safe but intellectually
unsafe, to force you to confront ideas that you vehemently
disagree with'* This is at the core of a liberal education. It
applies today to campus debates and controversies related
to Israel/Palestine post October 7th. This principle must be
robustly defended.

Lesson number three. Be prepared to undertake unpaid
labor to defend your academic freedom. When I was
defamed by the University Denver (due to an intense
lobbying effort by pro-Israel groups), I looked around
campus for resources of support and I found none. [ was
forced to take time away from my research and teaching
to defend my academic reputation. We had no faculty
union and our ombudsperson office had permanently
closed. I had supportive colleagues, but they had to be
mobilized. All of this took time, and it also took a toll

on my peace of mind. Luckily, I was a member of MESA
and their Committee on Academic Freedom issued an
early supportive letter. A close colleague of mine was the
AAUP representative on campus. They issued a supportive
letter as did the Colorado chapter of the AAUP. I deeply

felt the absence of faculty union. In an ideal world, my
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union representative could defend my integrity with
senior university officials based on a collective bargaining
agreement. A lesson for all: if you don't have a faculty

union, start one.

If you are publicly defamed and targeted in a toxic media
environment the natural reaction is to recoil and stay quiet.
Self-censorship soon follows as your conscience asks: do

I want to be attacked again? Is it worth it? What about

my research agenda? I have a mortgage to pay, a marriage
to nurture, children to raise — who needs this stress? The
instinct is to shut down and refrain from speaking or
writing on topics that matter such as the many problems
associated with US Middle East policy or the behavior of
repressive Western-backed Mideast regimes. Normatively
and ethically, this response would be a tragedy for all of
us. Ideally, we want to be working in academic contexts,
where we don't live in fear; where we can teach, write and
research topics that inspire us without fear that someone
is watching over us, as though we are living under a
dictatorship. Combating this problem requires a work
atmosphere where you are fully protected and supported
by your university on matters of free speech and academic

inquiry.

Finally, there is a moral gray zone that must be considered
in the context of Middle East Studies today. The dilemma is
how to confront defamatory pro-Israel lobbying efforts that
seek to restrict academic freedom/freedom of speech while
not contributing to rising antisemitism. In the context of
the Ken Roth scandal at Harvard, the ADL argued that
criticism of pro-Israel donors “plays into antisemitic myths
about power and money” and “implicates Israel and the
American Jewish community”*® This is a serious ethical
consideration that scholars of Middle East must not ignore.
At the same time the thuggish intimidation tactics that
seek to restrict academic freedom must be confronted.
Navigating this moral terrain requires a deep sensitivity

to the problem of historic antisemitism and its recent
resurgence. Critical analysis and discussion of Israel can
sometimes veer into antisemitism and that can easily be
exploited for nefarious ends by unsavory groups. Those

of us who teach, write, and work on the Middle East must



always be sensitive to this exploitation. Simultaneously, Conclusion:

it must be acknowledged there has been a premeditated

and deliberate effort to instrumentalize and weaponize In our post-October 7th world, academic freedom in the
accusations of antisemitism to silence support for context of Middle East Studies can no longer be assumed.
Palestinian human rights. It must be robustly defended. For anyone unconvinced

about the urgency of this problem consider the case of

For example, more than fifty years ago, the distinguished Germany today, where support for Palestinian human
Israeli diplomat, Abba Eban, observed that “one of the rights has been effectively criminalized by the state and
chief tasks of any dialogue with the Gentile world is to where tenured professors have lost their jobs as a result.”
prove that the distinction between anti-Semitism and This is the model of academic life that awaits us here if
anti-Zionism [i.e., criticism of Israeli state policy] is not a we do not take steps to defend ourselves and our core
distinction at all. Anti-Zionism is merely the new anti- academic values.

Semitism”*® When Jimmy Carter published his book in

2006, Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid, he was accused of In 1915, the AAUP published the “Declaration of Principles
antisemitism by the head of the ADL."” More recently, on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure” This is the
when Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International founding document of the AAUP. Academic freedom is
published their reports on Israeli apartheid, they too defined as “freedom of inquiry and research; freedom of
were accused by the same American Jewish organizations teaching within the university or college; and freedom

of fueling global antisemitism."® In this context, there are of extramural utterance and action”® All of these core
competing moral imperatives that must be addressed and values are under severe threat today at American colleges
attended to. Rejecting the claim that anti-Zionism equals and universities. If they are not rigorously and robustly
antisemitism is the place to start. defended, the basic idea of a university could be lost.
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Antiwar/Solidarity Activism on Gaza:

New Generation, New Challenges

Stephen Zunes, University of San Francisco

Israel’s war on Gaza and the Biden administration’s
strident support for the massive Israeli assault in the face
of widespread violations of international humanitarian
law and the international outrage at the civilian death

toll has brought a new generation of activists to the fore
on campuses and elsewhere across the United States. I
have followed campus activism on Palestine as both an
observer and occasional participant since the 1970s, and
recent months have witnessed a dramatic quantitative and

qualitative shift in mobilization.

This essay examines these recent developments, the
reasons behind the dramatic growth in pro-Palestinian
activism among young activism, and the challenges these
movements face from both valid and specious allegations

of antisemitism.

These activists, even more so than protesters against
controversial foreign policies of previous administrations,
are disproportionately young. There is a huge generational
disparity regarding political attitudes towards the Israeli/
Palestinian conflict and the U.S. role, which exceeds even
that regarding Vietnam during the famous “generation gap”
of the 1960s. A recent poll shows that 72 percent of voters
ages 18 to 29 disapprove of Biden’s handling of the war on
Gaza.! That is a higher percentage of young voters than
those who disapproved of Bush’s handling of the war in
Iraq,* Reagan’s handling of the wars in Central America® or

even Nixon’s handling of the war in Vietnam.*

Another poll in December noted how 18-29 year olds
sympathized more with Palestinians than Israelis, while
those over 65 were seven times more likely to sympathize
with Israelis. Similarly, while two-thirds of Americans over
65 thought it “very important” for the United States to
support Israel, only 14% of those under 30 agreed.® A poll
in early March showed that only 38% of Americans age
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18-34 have a positive view of Israel, as compared with 71%
of those over 55.° With the possible exception of LGBTQ+
rights, there is no other political issue in which there is

such a direct correlation between age and political attitude.

There are a number of reasons for this. While older
Americans remember Israel under social democratic
leadership open to territorial compromise, younger
Americans have only known Israel under rightwing and
overtly racist leadership who openly seek to colonize
and incorporate the occupied territories. Younger
Americans are more racially and ethnically diverse and
therefore more likely to identify with Palestinians against
the predominantly white Israeli leadership, including a
growing percentage of young Muslims who have become
politically mobilized. With young Jews often in the
forefront of pro-Palestinian campus activism and nearly
half of younger Jews believing Biden is too supportive

of Israel,’” it has become easier for young non-Jews to be
openly critical of Israel and U.S. policy without coming

across as being motivated by antisemitism.

The older generations of Americans, even among those
willing to acknowledge excesses by the Israeli government,
saw Zionism as a legitimate national liberation movement
of an oppressed people. By contrast, today’s youth are not
only more cognizant of indigenous rights but, as a result of
the mobilizations around Black Lives Matter and greater
awareness of institutionalized racism, the Palestinian
struggle less in isolation and more part of broader global
struggle. Though such a lens, Zionism appears to be more
of a colonial-settler enterprise. Indeed, young Americans
are less likely to see nationalism itself as progressive force
as it was back when it was challenging colonialism and
neocolonialism in the Global South, and are more likely to
see it as a reactionary force like the nationalist movements

which have emerged in Eastern Europe in recent decades.



A related shift is that, unlike during the previous century,
they are less likely to see the nation-state as the only
vehicle through which a people can assert their collective

rights, making Israel appear less central to Jewish identity.

Another change is that, unlike the first several decades

of Israel’s existence when its primary American support
came from the liberal establishment, today Israel’s

biggest backers are rightwing Republicans and Christian
fundamentalists. Up until the 1980s, the Republican
Party—in part due to its ties to oil interests and the Arab
monarchies—largely took a more balanced perspective on
Israel/Palestine than did the Democrats. With the ascent of
the Christian Right as a major force in conservative politics
in the 1980s and the more recent ties between Netanyahu'’s
Likud and the Trump-led Republican Party, combined
with the growing influence of Bernie Sanders and young
progressives in the House of Representatives critical of
traditional U.S. support for the Israeli government, support

for Israel is increasingly seen in terms of a left/right divide.

The growth of the movement against the Gaza War is

not exclusively among younger people, of course. Among
older liberals and progressives—who had marched against
the Vietnam War, the nuclear arms race, apartheid in
South Africa, intervention in Central America, and the
invasion of Irag—there had traditionally been a reluctance
to address U.S. policy towards Israel/Palestine. That has
changed dramatically in recent months, as veterans of
these struggles have joined younger activists. Polls now
show that 55% of Americans now oppose Israel’s war on
Gaza, including 75% of Democrats.® Similarly, a growing
number of mainstream peace groups and multi-issue
progressive organizations, which had also traditionally put
Israel/Palestine on the backburner, have now pushed the

Gaza War front and center on their agenda.

However, it is on college campuses where the movement
is most visible and most controversial. Congressional
hearings on alleged rampant antisemitism and the failure
of universities to crack down on pro-Palestinian protests
have led to the resignation of two Ivy League presidents,

cancellation of speakers and films, and other suppression
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of dissent. There are problems with this campus activism
which have not been fully confronted. Too young to
remember the U.S. war in Iraq and born long after U.S.
wars in Central America and Vietnam, many student
activists have difficulty seeing U.S. support for Israel in the
context of broader U.S. foreign policy in the region and
beyond. There is little appreciation for and understanding
of previous popular movements against U.S. support

for rightwing allies engaged in war crimes. There has
therefore been a temptation to see U.S. policy not as a
reflection of a long history of pushing false narratives,
denigrating international legal institutions and human
rights organizations, and defying a broad consensus of
the international community, but as some kind of unique

aberration singular to Israel.

One problem with this approach is that it builds upon

the exaggerated notion that U.S. policy towards Israel/
Palestine is rooted primarily in the pro-Israel lobby. The
“Lobby’, centered around the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and allied organizations, has
indeed created a climate of intimidation on Capitol Hill,
has sought to censor speakers and other public events
critical of Israel, and has generally made it more difficult
to challenge U.S. support for the Israeli government.
However, the assumption that U.S. policy towards the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict would somehow be based upon
a commitment to international law and human rights,
when the U.S. has often failed to uphold these principles
in other conflicts involving U.S. allies, is demonstrative of
this failure to recognize how U.S. policy towards Israel/
Palestine fits into the modern history of U.S. foreign

relations.

U.S. support for Israel’s ongoing occupation of Palestinian
and Syrian territory is not unique. In the 1970s, the United
States vetoed a series of UN Security Council resolutions
opposing apartheid South Africa’s illegal occupation of
Namibia. Between 1975-2000, the United States supported
Indonesia’s 24-year occupation of and repression in

East Timor, where U.S.-backed Indonesian forces were
responsible for the deaths of up to 200,000 civilians,

nearly one-third of that island nation’s population.’



Today, the United States not only supports Morocco’s
ongoing occupation of the nation of Western Sahara in
defiance of a series of UN Security Council resolutions
and landmark decision of the International Court of
Justice, it is the only country besides Israel to formally
recognize Morocco’s annexation of that country, a full
member state of the African Union."° Freedom House has
ranked Moroccan-occupied Western Sahara along with
only three other countries as having the least political
freedom in the world." In none of those cases was there
a powerful domestic lobby forcing the United States to
support governments engaged in such flagrant violations

of international legal norms.

During the 1980s, the U.S. supported bloody
counterinsurgency campaigns in El Salvador, Guatemala,
and elsewhere and supported a far-right armed insurgency
against the leftist Sandinista government in Nicaragua, all
of which primarily targeted civilians. As with Gaza today,
there were civilian casualties in the tens of thousands, the
United States vetoed a series of otherwise-unanimous
UN Security Council resolutions'? and dismissed rulings
by the International Court of Justice."* Also, like today,
the majority of Americans opposed U.S. policy and
demonstrated in the hundreds of thousands, including
widespread acts of civil disobedience, only to be largely

ignored by Washington policymakers.

Similarly, U.S. support for Israel’s war crimes in its
bombing of crowded urban areas of the Gaza Strip are

not that different than U.S. support for Turkey’s bombings
of Kurdish towns and villages in the 1990s and of Saudi
Arabia’s bombing of civilian areas in Yemen just a few
years ago Indeed, U.S. support the Saudi war was even
more direct—helping the Royal air force with targeting and
refueling fighter bombers in flight."* There was opposition
raised by human rights groups and peace organizations
and some unsuccessful efforts by bipartisan members of
Congress to challenge U.S. policy, but there was nothing
close to the mass movement there is today regarding Gaza.

If seen to be in the strategic interests of the United States,

Washington has proven itself quite willing to support
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the most flagrant violations of international law and
human rights by its allies and block the United Nations

or any other party from challenging it. No ethnic lobby

is necessary to motivate policymakers to do otherwise.

As long as the amoral imperatives of realpolitik remain
unchallenged, U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East

and elsewhere will not reflect the American public’s
longstanding belief that U.S. international relations should

be guided by humanitarian principles and ethics.

Few of today’s young pro-Palestinian activists are aware
of this history, however. Though the movement is largely
centered in the left, many of them have embraced the
analysis pushed by neorealists like John Mearsheimer and
Stephen Walt,'® former State Department Arabists, and
others unwilling to put forward a more systemic critique
of the assumptions of the foreign policy establishment,
sometimes referred to as “the blob,”’¢ or acknowledge that
U.S. support for Israel is part of a well-established pattern
of supporting allies engaged in flagrant violations of

international legal norms.

While there are certainly reasons to argue that U.S. support
for Israel ultimately harms U.S. interests, the overall
consensus within the foreign policy establishment that the

strategic relationship is of overall benefit.

Israel has successfully prevented victories by radical
nationalist and Islamist movements in Lebanon, Jordan,
and Palestine, while also keeping anti-American regimes
like Syria and Iran in check. The militaries of the United
States and Israel are inextricably tied. Israel’s frequent
wars have provided battlefield testing for American arms,
and Israel’s intelligence service has assisted the United
States in intelligence-gathering and covert operations."”
Israel has also served as a conduit for U.S. arms to regimes
and movements too unpopular for openly granting

direct military assistance. During the Cold War, this
included apartheid South Africa,' the Islamic Republic

of Iran," the military junta in Guatemala,” and the
Nicaraguan Contras.”» More recently, Israel has backed
Colombian paramilitaries? and various Kurdish militia® as

well as Moroccan occupation forces in Western Sahara.?*



Israel has cooperated with the U.S. military-industrial
complex on research and development for new jet
fighters® and anti-missile defense systems.” The country
has even trained U.S. forces bound for Iraq and other
Middle Eastern destinations in counter-insurgency and

counter-terrorism operations.?”

Former Secretary of State Alexander Haig referred to
Israel as the United States’ “unsinkable aircraft carrier
And Joe Biden once said, “Were there not an Israel, the
United States would have to invent an Israel to protect [its]
interests in the region”?® He has repeated version of that

phrase subsequently, including as president.

By failing to recognize how U.S. support for Israel’s war
on Gaza and U.S. support for Israel’s rightwing leadership
overall is part of a longstanding policy of supporting allied
governments regardless of their violations of international
legal norms, it opens up antiwar and pro-Palestinian
groups to charges that they are unfairly singling out
Israel. Similarly, placing most of the blame on powerful
Zionist organizations and overstating their influence
uncomfortably parallels the historic antisemitic tendency
to exaggerate the power of an alleged cabal wealthy Jews
controlling the actions of non-Jewish political leaders.
While it is certainly not antisemitic to be anti-Zionist,
when “Zionist” is used in a manner similar to the old
antisemitic tropes (i.e., “Zionist” control of government,
the media, finance) it certainly does cross that line. For
example, too many young activists assume that the media
bias in in favor of U.S. policy supporting Israel is a result
of Zionist pressure rather than a general predisposition to
support the politics of U.S. allies and militarism overall.
Similarly, when a member of Congress takes a right-wing
position on virtually any issue, the assumption is that

it is a result of their ideological proclivities, while if the
same politician takes a right-wing position in relation to
the Middle East, many young pro-Palestinian activists
will often assume that they are being forced to take such

perspectives due to powerful Zionist interests.

In the long history of protests against U.S. policy towards
conflicts in the Global South, whether it be support for far
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rightwing governments engaged in war crimes, such as El
Salvador and Israel, or direct military intervention, as with
Vietnam and Iraq, it was not uncommon for small far left
groups—through manipulation, hustle, and other means—
to take a disproportionately visible role in demonstrations
and elsewhere. Anti-intervention groups would sometimes
become dominated by those who were not just opposed to
U.S. culpability in war crimes, but who insisted that true
solidarity meant unquestioningly supporting the policies of
whatever government or armed group was challenging U.S.

imperialism and its allies.

Marching amid an occasional banners praising Marxist
revolutionary groups seeking to liberate their country
from far-right generals and feudalistic landowners during
the 1980s was less awkward and less likely to discourage
broader participation than is marching among those
praising Hamas and calling for the physical destruction of
Israel. While it can certainly be argued that U.S. and Israeli
policies are largely responsible for the rise of Hamas and its
extremist ideology, uncritical support of any a group which
espouses antisemitism and terrorism can seriously harm a

movement’s ability to widen its appeal.

Part of the problem is that there are segments of the
anti-imperialist left who fail to recognize that the

leading adversaries of Western imperialism today are

not what they were during the Cold War when similar
movements challenged U.S. foreign policy. While the
national liberation struggles opposed by Washington

and its repressive allies during the Cold War were often
more militaristic and authoritarian than many American
antiwar activists would have liked, there was a sense that
they represented progressive alternatives to the rightwing
dictatorships and the colonial/neocolonial forces backed
by Washington. By contrast, Hamas—like Al Qaeda,

ISIS, and other Salafist groups; the Iranian regime and its
allies; Putin’s Russia; as well as other leading opponents of

Western hegemony today—are decidedly reactionary.

Even though the vast majority of student activists are
motivated by sincere outrage at Israeli war crimes and

U.S. culpability rather than a rigid ideological agenda or



bigotry against Jews, these problems have hampered the party system. Not only will the resulting lower turnout
effectiveness of campus activism in changing U.S. policy. among young voters threaten Democratic electoral

prospects in November, the frustration at the failure of

The bigger problem, however, is in U.S. policy itself. the political system to respond to constituent demands
Recognizing that, despite two-thirds of Americans, could contribute to the embrace of more extremist
including 80% of Democrats, supporting a permanent ideologies. Regardless, just as Vietnam did for the Baby
ceasefire” while the Biden administration and all but Boomers, Central America did for Gen X, and Iraq did for
a few dozen members on Congress are unwilling to Millennials, the legacy of the October 7 terrorist attacks
take such a stance, many in this new generation are and the war that has followed will likely have a major
becoming alienated with electoral politics and the two- impact on Gen Z and their politics in the coming years.
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Struggling for Relevance?

MIDDLE EAST STUDIES AND THE WAR ON GAZA

Academia and Public Debate on Israel/Palestine in the Czech Republic

Jakub Zahora, University of New York in Prague; Jakub Kolacek, Charles University; Tereza Plistilova, Charles University

In early February, a group of Czech public figures

and intellectuals issued an open letter criticizing the
government’s position and policies regarding the Gaza
war.! Highlighting the disregard for the humanitarian
disaster in Gaza and breaches of international law by the
Israeli forces, the letter called on the Czech government
to actively seek humanitarian relief for Palestinians and
a just political solution for Israel/Palestine at large. The
document can be read as a culmination of a built-up
frustration with Czech foreign policy and mainstream
public debate towards the war in the wake of the Hamas
attack. While Czechs vocally expressed their sympathy
and support for the Israeli victims of the October 7
massacre, the ensuing Israeli onslaught on Gaza and the
unprecedented scale of the Palestinian human loss and

destruction were repeatedly relativized and belittled.

Several of the letter’s authors and dozens of its signatories
(including all three authors of the present piece) were
working at Czech universities. As such, this initiative
marked one of the most visible manifestations of

Czech academia’s growing discontent with the public
discourse and policies regarding Israel/Palestine. As

we discuss below, the Czech debate as well as the
international position are not only highly skewed in the
pro-Israeli direction, but they are often characterized by
Islamophobia, anti-Arab racism, and disregard for the
Palestinian plight. This is in contrast with the academic
field which has over the last two decades produced
nuanced and critical voices capable of both deconstructing
the dominant discourse and providing an alternative
perspective on Middle East politics. The scholarly
expertise, however, has been largely sidelined in media,

public discussions, and policy-making.

Drawing on the symbolic watershed of the open letter

criticizing the Czech foreign policy, in what follows we ask
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whether the current crisis and unprecedented disaster in
Gaza could mark a possible shift in academics’ attitudes
towards their public engagement with the topic of Israel/
Palestine. While the events in the region and the intensity
of the pro-Israeli leaning of the Czech discourse caught
local academics by surprise, over the following months
there have been shifts towards a greater willingness to
confront the ideologically charged environment. At the
same time, it should be added that so far, academics who
have voiced critique of Israeli policies have not faced
professional repercussions and backlash similar to what we
have seen in Germany, the US and other countries, a reality
which arguably has facilitated bolder public engagement.
More generally, this case prompts broader reflections on
the relevance of academic expertise in the public domain

and the challenges it faces.

The Czech public and political discourse on Israel and
Palestine

The developments following October 7 can only be

fully appreciated by attending to the longer history of

the Czech political elites’ position towards Israel and
Palestine. Historically, Czech(oslovak) policies were
significantly shaped by geopolitical influences, aligning
with the dominant orientation within Central and Eastern
Europe. Prior to 1989, the Czech stance was unequivocally
pro-Palestine, determined by the coerced geopolitical
partnership with the Soviet Union. In turn, the post-
Velvet Revolution Czechoslovakia adopted a discernible
shift towards a pro-Israel leaning, a move that was seen

as an integral part of the new pro-Western, Transatlantic
orientation. Today, the Czech Republic is considered one
of the staunchest supporters of Israel within the European
Union?, a stance consistently showcased in international
forums such as the United Nations. The Czech Republic

nearly at all times votes in line with Israeli interests, most



recently against the humanitarian ceasefire in Gaza.?
Domestic political developments, such as changing left-
wing and right-wing governments, have had a minimal

impact on the Czech position towards Israel/Palestine.

The unwavering support for Israel extends beyond political
elites and permeates the media discourse with implications
for public opinion. Despite recent studies revealing a gap
between Czech politicians and public attitudes toward

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict*, the public maintains
predominantly uncontested pro-Israeli views compared to
other nations. As opposed to Germany, this seems to be
rooted not in the legacies of the Holocaust (as Czechs have
never fully acknowledged the historical responsibility for
partaking in the mass murder of their Jewish and Roma
fellow citizens during WWII) but rather in the myth of the
shared fate of small besieged nations facing overwhelming
adversaries, as well as historically positive attitudes
towards the Jewish minority in Czechoslovakia in the
interwar period which have been translated into support
for the self-proclaimed “Jewish state” after 1989.%> The
resonance of the widespread pro-Israeli discourse may be
further explained by the lack of civil society organizations
representing Palestinian interests. Initiatives such as the
Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement are
nearly non-existent and unfamiliar to the wider Czech
audience. Topics regularly discussed in Western countries,
such as the occupation of the Palestinian Territories,
expansion of the illegal settlements in the West Bank, or
concerns about the ongoing shift of Israeli politics towards
the right, exemplified by the current government’s extreme
make-up, remain marginal in Czech public debate and
largely unnoticed by Czech political elites. Many Czech
politicians are not hesitant to call the mutual relations with
Israel “special” and even “strategic”® In the mainstream
political discourse, Israel is seen as the island of stability
and democracy in an otherwise hostile environment of
Arab nations. Former Czech president Milo§ Zeman, who
held the presidential office from 2010-2023, significantly
contributed to this narrative with rhetoric often tainted by

anti-Arab and Islamophobic statements”.

These prevailing attitudes underpinned Czech responses

to the October 7 events and the Israeli assault on Gaza.

The Czech foreign minister’s prompt visit to Israel

after the Hamas attack, followed by visits of other key

state representatives, and accompanied by statements

of uncritical support for the Israeli actions, are both a
continuation and demonstration of this special alignment.
From the outset, the political posture adopted by the
Czech government was almost fully endorsed and
reproduced by the reaction of the public as well as private
media. Public voices presented by most mainstream media
reacted with a chorus of not just condemnations of Hamas’
attack but also, frequently, endorsements of harsh Israeli
response. Media reactions spanned from liberal-Zionist
perspectives, emphasizing the threat posed by Hamas to
the Israeli’s security and the state’s right to self-defense,

to openly racist rhetoric equating all Palestinians with
Hamas and evoking Orientalist tropes of murderous Arabs.
Concerns over the humanitarian consequences or the
overall fate of Palestinians were notably absent, persisting
even after months of the Israeli operation in Gaza, which
resulted in massive destruction and drew international

condemnation elsewhere.

Czech academia and the question of Israel/Palestine

Like most other Central and Eastern-European countries,
Czechia possesses a relatively long history of specialized
study of the region (formerly under the rubric of Oriental
studies), reaching as far back as the 19th century. Sustained
for the reasons of trade, translation, training of diplomatic
staff, or out of purely academic interest, this expertise,
however, rarely effectively determined or intervened in
the official state policy. This is a part of a bigger issue of
disconnection between academic knowledge and policy-
making in the Czech context, as there is not a sustained
tradition of academics being involved in shaping foreign

policy.

The October 7 attack and the subsequent war in Gaza
thus found Czech academics in a situation in which there
has been little to no experience with public and political
engagement. Experts in the Middle East have only rarely
sought to influence Czech foreign policy towards the
conflict (or the region at large) or to utilize their academic

capital to intervene in the public discourse. Nor was there



demand for their services: neither politicians nor the
majority of the media sought a wider variety of expert
voices or a nuanced analysis once the new round of
violence erupted, relying instead on a rather small number
of scholars who for the most part did not deviate from the
mainstream discourse. Media space valorized a plethora of
non-expert voices, many of whom rarely displayed focused
interest (if any at all) in the region before, i.e. journalists,
commentators, writers, or public intellectuals of different
expertise. In addition, media and public debates featured a
small number of known pro-Israel experts and observers
who continued legitimizing Israeli actions even in the face
of mounting international critique of the Israeli onslaught

on Gaza.

The public and media space thus took a particularly
articulated ideological shape in which siding with Israel
was largely established as a “non-questionable common
sense”. As even hints of a critique of the Israeli policy (such
as calling a cease-fire) were often attacked and denounced,
academics with more complex perspectives whose
ideological positions did not align with the dominant
discourse faced a rather hostile environment. Under these
conditions, expertise and knowledge of the region were

deemed largely irrelevant in the mainstream discourse.

Nonetheless, the extremely one-sided Czech foreign
policy, and the increasingly grave impact of the Israeli
war on Gaza’s population, started to generate critique
of both the Czech steps in the international arena and
the Israeli campaign. The growing discontent was not
limited to academic voices, as it gradually found its way
into the public sphere in the form of critical opinions
coming from journalists and other public figures.® At
the same time, it needs to be noted that any organized
pro-Palestinian movement remains limited in terms of
membership and activation of the public: for example,
the biggest demonstration in support of the Palestinians
so far attracted no more than five hundred people. Czech
scholars contributed to these debates by providing long-
term historical context of the conflict and emphasizing
different collective memories of the global North and

global South.” They have also attended to the dynamics
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of (de)colonization - a prism that remains largely at the
margins of Czech debate and is only slowly finding its

way into public discourse' - showing how it shifts our
understanding of power hierarchies and political dynamics

in Israel/Palestine.

More generally, criticism coming from Czech academics
and others echoed the global arguments against the Israeli
operation. From the early warning that the Hamas attack
may invite an Israeli reaction too harsh by any reasonable
measures', the discontent became more urgent with the
mounting material and human cost of the ground Israeli
invasion. This prompted questions about the moral and
legal justification of this cost in terms of proportionality
and unconditional humanitarian obligations'>. A set of
pragmatic concerns has also been articulated, such as harm
to the long-term credibility of the Czech foreign policy, the
risk of the spread of the war throughout the region with
further negative international repercussions, and the likely
negative implications of the Israeli destruction of Gaza for
the long-term interests of the Israeli state itself."® At the
same time, the critique offered by Czech academics has
also shown restraint in some respects compared to many
of their Western European and American counterparts,
most notably in refraining from the gravest accusations

of Israel committing genocide and apartheid against the

Palestinians.

Critical arguments regarding the war in Gaza, pursued

by academics as well as a few other commentators, grew

at first largely at the margins of the media and public
space.'*In the mainstream media, the critical expert

voices remained not only comparatively underrepresented
but, perhaps even more significantly, when they were
occasionally aired they were not taken up as an impetus

for a genuine debate and contestation of the official state
positions. Thus, even if critical arguments and dissenting
opinions were voiced and broadcasted, most journalists and
commentators would not take them seriously into account
nor draw on them in their further coverage of the conflict.
The critique was not utilized to press the politicians on
crucial issues or to question the prevailing partisan opinion

giving a blank check to Israel and its policies.



Becoming more vocal

Eventually, this inability to shape or influence the Czech
state policies and the one-sided public debate, along with
a strong moral appeal, should be seen as a key motivation
for issuing the open letter calling for the change of these
policies, as well as a reason for many others to sign it.
Publishing the letter as a public petition which gathered
thousands of signatures meant that the initiative could not
be ignored as easily by the media and politicians as the
individual voices. This can be exemplified by the reaction
of a former diplomat and presidential candidate and
currently an MP aligned with the ruling liberal coalition
who responded with a proposal (the first of its kind) to
organize a delivery of humanitarian aid to Gaza.”” A few
state officials have also met with the initiators of the letter.
Incidentally or not, shortly in the wake of the publishing
of the letter the Czech government abandoned some of

its most extreme policies, such as the blocking of the EU
consensus on demanding a ceasefire and sanctioning
extremist Israeli settlers in the West Bank. Significantly,
the letter also succeeded in eliciting media reaction and at
least partly disrupting the atmosphere of consensus within
the public sphere. The majority of responses have been
rather polemical and defensive of the pro-Israeli stance
and, unsurprisingly, did not stay short of attempts to smear

authors and signatories with the slur of antisemitism.'®

Regardless of its immediate impacts on the public
discourse, the letter, together with the other separate
statements and interventions in the media, may be seen
as a marked shift in the rather apolitical and restrained
posture of the Czech academic community focused on
the Middle East. It is the first document of its kind in the
history of Czech academic research on the region, and, by
articulating a normative position on Israel/Palestine and
open criticism of the official Czech policy, it poses a novel
development in academia’s public engagement, something
that would be inconceivable to many in the field before.
While the Islamophobic statements that characterized
the Czech debate during the so-called “migration crisis”
of 2015-16 and the emergence of the Islamic State were

criticized by some academics with expertise on the Middle
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East and Islam, their vocality and public engagement were
much less pronounced. Motivated by the perceived gravity
of the current events in Gaza and the indignation caused
by the ignorance—both within the public debate and the
political sphere—of the facts and circumstances viewed by
the experts in the field as essential and crucial, a significant
part of this community found it inevitable to contest the

popular consensus.

The labor of formulating and publishing the letter, and
engaging in the public debate after it came out, has already
generated new dynamics and positionality for members

of the academic community. Arguably, for many of the
involved, joining the public debate and voicing their
dissenting opinion against the overall consensus in a
heated and sometimes openly hostile environment has by
itself been an important step towards a new role that they
had not previously envisioned in their professional careers.
It has led to acquiring new experiences and skills in the
public domain, forging new interpersonal relationships
and networks of like-minded scholars, and as a result
integrating previously disparate debates and areas of
expertise. Overall, the events of the last six months can

be seen as leading towards enhancing the professional
identity which combines academic expertise with public
engagement and fostering a new sense of community and
identity.

Conclusion

Despite the developments discussed in this article, we

do not argue that the Czech public debate and policy
orientation have undergone a profound change in the
wake of the public letter and the discussions it generated,
nor that we should expect such a shift immediately.
Nonetheless, what should be noted in this regard is that
available data suggest that the Czech public is in fact

not as unequivocally supportive of Israeli policies as
governmental steps and dominant media framing suggest.
According to a public opinion poll conducted by the
Peace Research Center Prague and Herzl Center for Israel
Studies at Charles University, the Czech public shows

more nuanced views on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,



although nearly half of the population is often unable to
form a strong opinion on this topic.'” More vocal public
engagement of scholars thus might find a less hostile

audience than it appears now.

Regardless of the extent to which Czech scholars will
influence foreign policy and mainstream media discourse,
what might prove crucial in the long run is the honing of
skills and attitudes that are necessary preconditions for
academia to play a more important role in public debate
and deliberation. While it is too early to evaluate if this
shift towards public engagement will be permanent, or will
have long-term consequences for how academic expertise
is wielded and heeded in making crucial foreign policy
decisions, it shows that striving for relevance depends not

solely on developing scholarly programs per se.

The scale of destruction and human life loss in Gaza,

coupled with the inability - or, in many cases, unwillingness

MIDDLE EAST STUDIES AND THE WAR ON GAZA

- of the international community to stop the Israeli war,
makes yet again clear that scholarship on the politics of
(not only) the Middle East cannot remain separated from
public and policy debates. The brief overview of the Czech
debate and academic intervention however reveals that
there may be a gap between cultivating academic expertise
and mobilizing it in situations in which it may prove
influential. While there are ongoing debates concerning
how (and if at all) should academia seek to influence
policies and public attitudes, this case shows that we need
to account for the wider constellations of public, media,
and political relationships in coming to terms with the
feasibility of such influence in the first place. Disciplinary
politics, the matter of funding, and global hierarchies of
knowledge production do indeed underpin and channel
possibilities of academia’s social and political relevance, but
the encounter with particular local conditions needs to be

taken into account as well.
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izraeli/?ref=list; Jakub Kolacek, ‘Cesky postoj k valce v Izraeli a Gaze je moralnim i politickym selhdnim; A2larm (blog), 7 February 2024, https://
a2larm.cz/2024/02/cesky-postoj-k-valce-v-izraeli-a-gaze-je-moralnim-i-politickym-selhanim/; Jan Bélicek, ‘Postoj k vélce v Gaze podryva kredibilitu
zahrani¢ni politiky Zdpadu, fikd analytik Jan Daniel, A2larm (blog), 10 February 2024, https://a2larm.cz/2024/02/postoj-k-valce-v-gaze-podryva-
kredibilitu-zahranicni-politiky-zapadu-rika-analytik-jan-daniel/.

Critical reactions appeared mainly or exclusively on non-mainstream media platforms with limitted leadership such as Denik N or A2larm/A2. The
latter, comprising a non-commercial “alternative” platform ordinarily identified with leftist and progressive agenda also devoted perhaps the most
effort to provide a balanced coverage of the war with, among other things, a series of six podcasts staging academic experts’ views on the history of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and a special issue assessing the war from different angles.

CTK, ‘Vldda by mohla zorganizovat pomoc potiebnym v Gaze’, Pavel Fischer (blog), 9 February 2024, https://www.pavelfischer.cz/17525-vlada-by-
mohla-zorganizovat-pomoc-potrebnym-v-gaze/.

' Though indirect and shrouded in ambiguous language, these found their way even in the public broadcast media; see Jan Fingerland, ‘O tom otevieném
dopise, Rozhlas Plus, 11 February 2024, https://plus.rozhlas.cz/jan-fingerland-o-tom-otevrenem-dopise-9172189 .

Peace Research Center Prague and Herzl Center for Israel Studies, ‘Czech Attitudes towards Israel, prcprague.cz, 10 May 2022, https://www.prcprague.
cz/news/2022/5/10/czech-attitudes-towards-israel-new-study.
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Europe and the abused “Shoah guilt complex” after October 7

Claudia De Martino, CORIS, La Sapienza University

Accusations of European double standards and
inconsistency in the war Israel is waging on Gaza have
raged since October 7, coming from Arab states, the
BRICS, European public opinion, and even from some
Western officials themselves. The comparison between the
EU reaction to the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February
2022 and Israel’s war on Gaza is stunning. Moscow’s
blatant violation of international law had then ushered a
unanimous response by European powers and peoples

and triggered sanctions, economic boycotts, and mass
economic, cultural, and diplomatic disengagement from
Russia. On the other hand, since October 7 many European
governments have been perceived as colluding with the
Israeli aggression in the Gaza Strip which has prompted
one of the worst humanitarian catastrophes of the 21+
century. In fact, many EU states, both from the staunchly
pro-Israel Visegrad group (four former Communist eastern
and central European countries: Hungary, Czech Republic,
Poland and Slovakia) and the Western bloc (the “filo-
Atlantic” Western European countries and founders of the
EU, such as France, Germany, the Benelux and Italy plus
Spain and Portugal), usually more balanced in its approach
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, have abstained on UNSC
resolutions asking for an immediate ceasefire and cracked
down on Palestinian NGO’s and institutional funding

— including to UNRWA, in the midst of a tremendous

humanitarian crisis.

The EU-Israeli relationship is tarnished by a guilt complex
based on the Holocaust (Shoah) nurtured by most Western
states towards the Jewish state. This partially explains the
recent and vocal emphasis in Shoah commemorations
displayed by European heads of states and party leaders in
attending the “March of the Living” in Auschwitz or laying
wreaths of flowers in places where Jews were murdered

in World War II, all actions that are doing little in helping
raising awareness among the public about racism,

intolerance, and Islamophobic violence again on the rise
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throughout Europe. This Shoah-related “guilt complex”
buys into the rhetoric of Israeli PM Benjamin Netanyahu,
who throughout his 20 years in power has framed the
existence of Israel as the single shelter of Jewish life and
prioritized anti-Islamist and anti-terror security discourses

in its relations with Europe.

The European “guilt complex” acts in two ways: first,

fully supporting Israel, shielding it from attacks in the
diplomatic arena by subscribing to its victimization’s
narrative of a lonely “David-style” oppressed single Jewish
state confronting a “Goliath-like” galaxy of enemies, all
united against it under the banner of “terror”; and second,
in defending Israel from any critique and any attempt to
address it as a normal country expected to act responsibly

in the international arena.

Paradoxically, the “guilt complex” has recently been
emphasized by governing right-wing parties in Western
Europe more than it used to be in the past, when left-
leaning or central Christian Democratic coalitions

were ruling. European right-wing government use it
instrumentally to advance a so-called Judeo-Christian
identity of the EU in deep contrast to the multinational
and multicultural vision of the EU, embracing Muslim
minorities and new immigrants of any background,
supported by left-leaning parties. Yet, the alliance between
European right-wing parties, among which lie many
formerly anti-Semitic political forces, with Israel is quite
controversial even among Israeli right-wing politicians.
For instance, in 2016 the Israeli President Reuven Rivlin
publicly denounced members of the ruling party (Likud)
for flirting with far-right European politicians. At that
time, the warning was directed at those government
members who had invited Austrian leader Heinz-Christian
Strache of the Freedom Party (FPO), previously accused of
anti-Semitism, to visit Israel as a gesture of normalization.

On that occasion, Rivlin thundered against “those who



try to form alliances with xenophobic and anti-Semitic
parties and groups that only seemingly support the State
of Israel,” adding that “it was up to his generation, closer
to that of the Holocaust, to draw a clear line: no interest
in the world could justify this unfortunate alliance with
groups (...) committed to fighting all foreigners, refugees,
and migrants who dare to enter their space”! Since 2017,
though, Netanyahu’s Israel has been strengthening

its cooperation with the right-wing “Visegrad Group’,
(Slovakia, Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland) with
the goal of expanding its international relations beyond
Western Europe, often perceived as hostile in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, while also playing on the traditional
“guilt complex” of Western Europe and the EU growing
understanding of Israel in Western Europe as a bulwark

against “Muslim terror”.

In an era where the memory of the Shoah has never been
so central in the political agendas of half of Europe, the
United States, and Israel, Shmuel Rozeman, President of
the Jewish association managing the “March of the Living”
and an authoritative voice in matters of Holocaust studies,
bucked the trend articulating a rather pessimist opinion
in an interview with the Rhein-Neckar Zeitung (April 24,
2017), predicting that “in the next ten years there won’t be
any direct witness of the Shoah and (thus) antisemitism
and denialism will pull themselves back together” His
prophecy touches a raw nerve: the universal message
against genocide and its ever possibility of recurrence
that the Shoah was supposed to convey is gaining
legitimacy in institutions, but it is progressively fading out
in European societal fabrics. The memory of the Shoah
should have acted as a powerful reminder of the rejection
of any form of discrimination against minorities, ethnic,
national, or racial hatred propaganda eventually leading
to new genocides, and the refusal of unjust orders, even

if imposed by lawful authorities, which should in turn
represent the fundamental core of any liberal democracy’s
social contract. However, this message has failed to
transcend the specific case of the Jewish suffering during
the Shoah, failing to boost international vigilance against
discrimination of any oppressed or colonised minority.

Even the establishment of a dedicated day for the memory
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of the Shoah (the 27" of January), introduced by the United
Nations in 2005 (UN General Assembly Resolution 60/7)
was originally meant to shore up the compliance with

the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of

the Crime of Genocide (1951) — signed or ratified by 152
states — which lies at the foundation of the International
Criminal Court based in The Hague (1998). The link
between the Jewish genocide’s yearly commemoration
and its universal value as moral warning against any
possible mass persecution has not been enshrined either
by European states’ policies or those of Israel. In addition,
the divisions between the two main Jewish organizations
engaged in the commemoration of the Shoah — the US-
leaning World Jewish Congress and the Russian-leaning
European Jewish Congress — has further complicated these
narratives and, as [ have argued elsewhere, “undermines
the common intent that both declare to pursue as well as
the moral authority of those very institutions that would
like to stand as guardians of the memory of the Shoah
when there will be no more witnesses.”? This development
raises the question whether the memory of the Shoah has
become so politicized over time that it can no longer unite

even the Jewish community around its commemoration.

Indeed, a “Holocaust fatigue” has been noticed in
German public opinion as much as in other European
countries: according to the Anti-Defamation League,
three-quarters of Poles declare that Jews talk excessively
about the Holocaust, followed by 44% of Austrians, 40%
of Belgians, 38% of Italians, and 37% of Spaniards.® This
societal “fatigue’, in sharp contrast to most European
governments’ pro-Israel vocal support and Holocaust
state canonization, is marking the emergence of a young
generation no longer defined by World War II's memory,
but also increasingly moving away from the Holocaust
guilt complex by acknowledging that “Jews also have also

"% in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In

committed crimes
2015, a survey conducted by the Bertelsmann Stiftung on
Israeli-German relations highlighted a strong desire in
Germany for a “Schlusstrich” (“to draw a line” or “to put an
end to something”), meaning the emergence of the need

to move away from a heavy historical legacy such as the

Holocaust responsibility. Such a shift was supported by a



remarkable 65% of respondents under the age of 40. Young
Germans are tired of bearing the burden of events dating
back to 80 years ago. It marks no attempt at denialism, but
rather an aspiration to be relieved from a burdensome past
loosely connected to the present. The Auschwitz memory
stays important for young Germans at national level,

but no longer defines identity at a personal one. Young
German feelings are in line with those of their Europeans
peers, with the European newspaper Politico reporting that
a third of Europeans interviewed on this matter complain
that Jews are too much invested in commemorating

the Holocaust to “advance their own political agenda”
(November 27, 2018)°, mistaking Jews with Israelis, and
showing a high degree of confusion between diaspora
Jews and Israel, primarily generated by Israeli government
authorities who would not miss an opportunity to blur

the distinction between them. And while anti-Semitism

is not yet a rampant phenomenon in Western Europe,
despite being again on the rise since October 7, conspiracy
theories about the supranational Jewish lobby are already

the rule.

Muslim minority communities stand at an uneasy
relationship with such trends. Some worry that the
authorities” attachment to the Holocaust as a “European
moral norm” might further alienate social and religious
minority groups of Arab and Islamic descent who

already feel little part of the respective European national
communities and see it as a way to silence criticism of
Israel. Frantic reactions such as those of Germany’s Vice
Chancellor Robert Habeck, blaming Muslim groups for the
rise of antisemitism in Germany but also indiscriminately
identifying pro-Palestinian demonstrations with pro-
Islamist supporters, together with the proposal to make
migrants’ residency status conditional on the public
rejection of Antisemitism, could only deepen the cleavage
and fan the flames.® Muslim groups already blame the
authorities for applying a double standard, overemphasizing
Europe’s historical role in the Shoah while paying little
notice to other crimes, such as colonial ones, perpetrated
in countries from which many migrants in Europe today
originate. A “selective memory” process frown upon by

the Arab collective and acutely described by Professor
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Karim Emile Bitar as a “double traumatism” (Shoah
versus colonialism) nurturing two separate, and mutually
exclusive, historical legacies and marking the cleavage
between the Global South and the former colonial West.”

Finally, some observers project diverging trajectories
between Israel and Europe in the near future, due to
multiple factors: the small number of Jews living in Europe
(about 1 million); the growing value-based distance
towards Israel (reciprocated by Israel, with 69% of Israeli
citizens considering “Europe” an enemy?® by virtue of

its support of the “two state solution”); the increasing
irrelevance of the values stemming from WWII, such as
the commitment to build a united Europe; and the flare-up

of small countries nationalisms within the EU.

In the next European elections due in May 2024, opinion
polls show most of European countries projected to

shift further right-wing, driven by a strong opposition to
migrants, and particularly Muslim migrants. Yet, there
seems to be a growing divide among generations on
hostility to Muslims: negative attitudes toward Muslims,
in fact, are much more common among older people
(60+), while 18-34 years old seem to adopt more lenient
or tolerant positions, with a gap of over 25% points.’
Additional surveys, such as the popular Economist/
YouGov poll'®, confirm this trend. Consequently, there
seems to be a positive correlation between appraisal of
Muslim migrants and support of the Palestinian cause
among youth aged 18-29, which tend to side slightly more
with Palestinians than with Israelis (28%-20%) compared
to those aged 65 and over, consistently siding with Israel by
a margin of 65% to 6%. A trend in line with similar surveys
conducted in the USA, with only 48% of Millennial and
Gen Z'ers approving U.S. support to Israel."!

Youth (Gen-Z’s) engagement with the Palestinian cause
reveals a wide generational gap in attitudes towards social
justice on a global scale. If youth are generally more likely
to embrace change in their respective societies, Generation
Z’s mark is its tech-savviness and its consequential wide
exposure to global social media, producing a horizontal

rather than top-down information filtered by the



governments.' In contrast to national official media, in
facts, social media are more likely to host contributions

by on-the-ground, free-lance journalists from the Global
South providing alternative readings of events. This feeds
Generation Z’s main generational hallmark of being highly
invested in promoting global campaigns based on racial

and gender equality and individual rights.

In the current conflict on Gaza, social media have been
far less shaped by authorities” attempts to control speech,
accessing more alternative sources released directly

from Gaza, displaying the extent of sufferance of average
civilian people, and challenging or, at least, denting
official narratives of the Israeli Defence Forces acting with
restraint in warfare. In addition to being exposed to the
brutality of war in full display, they have been stricken by
the lack of intervention of the international community
and by the stark contrast between sound international laws
and humanitarian international laws’ provisions and real-
time images of mass bombings and starvation in the Gaza
Strip, which these same laws seemed completely unable to
stop. Dramatic images of Palestinian suffering posted on
social media have fostered a sense of solidarity with those
perceived as killed by a great military power, that is Israel,
able to bomb the Strip for successive 180 days. Therefore,
the Palestinian cause has been ranked among the “just
causes” by young activists already protesting century-

old oppression of great powers or Western white elites,
linking it up with other global contention movement, such
as “Black Lives Matter” or anti-apartheid ones, based on
intersectionality. A latest development marking a global
shift in narratives in which Israel is rapidly losing out the
support it once enjoyed among Black activists, who used
to sympathize with Jews as a people historically oppressed
throughout and by the West, and European leftists, who
associated it with collective farms.

In the latest round of war in Gaza, however, many Muslim
youth in Europe are seizing the opportunity to raise their
voice on Palestine to voice their discomfort of being
regarded as second-class citizens in many European states,
where they feel more tolerated by than equal to natives.

“Freedom for Palestine” is a catch-all slogan superseding
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all internal differences among Muslim groups, providing
them with an opportunity to denounce the Islamophobia
they experience in their daily life in Europe, this time for

a humanitarian just cause shared by many of their peers.
Yet, Islamophobia has been on the rise throughout the
conflict in Gaza, with Federal Germany, for example,
invested by a wave of hostile acts against Muslims, digging
further the trench between German native citizens and
new minorities. Particularly in the Bundesrepublik, pro-
Palestinian demonstrations chanting “from the river to
the sea, Palestine will be free” have been forbidden, thus
curbing freedom of expression in favour of a blind check
and widespread consensus for Israel just now starting to
crack. In France too, the Government has been caught
between a rock and a hard place by pro-Palestinian

mass protests, fearing the recovery of youth clashes of
Arab descent with the police in the banlieues, like the
riots sparked by the shooting of a 17-year-old driver of
Maghrebi descent in a Paris suburb in June 2023, which
ravaged the city’s outskirts." Yet, this time, pro-Palestinian
support is also very spread among European youth and
University students, who from Ghent to Berin, from Pisa
to London', have been voicing their discontent with their
respective authorities siding with Israel and thus making
themselves complicit with genocide in Gaza. This trend
could show an increasing bond between young EU natives
and their fellow citizens of migrant background, signalling
a potential convergence on attitudes towards global issues
and conflicts in the Gen-Z, overcoming deep cultural and

societal cleavages.

Finally, the EU should not be blinded by its “Shoah guilt
complex” in relation to current affairs in the MENA region
and should be seriously concerned by its plummeting
reputation among Arab countries. Having bet on

civil societies’ cooperation as the largest donor in the
Mediterranean region, its activity in MENA countries
could not be insulated from widespread repercussions
due to its one-sidedness in the Gaza conflict and its
non-abidance to international law, in sharp contrast

to the Ukrainian war, where sanctions on Russia had
been advocated on a moral ground. The EU’s reputation

in advocating for human rights, the rule of law, and
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democracy in the Arab world — all values and objectives than the one caused by the 2003 invasion of Iraq, when
pompously outlined in the “EU’s 2021 New Agenda for some major EU countries (Germany and France among
the Mediterranean strategy” — relies on good connections them) refrained from partaking to the US-driven but UN-
with civil societies and local communities, now massively justified military campaign. Furthermore, the devastation
alienated by EU stances on the Gaza conflict and its inflicted on Gaza could fuel terrorist attacks of lone wolves
alleged complicity with genocide. Buit the blatant double and scattered jihadi groups in Europe, such as the one
standards over Gaza have drawn much criticism from defused in Brussels on the 6™ of March.!” For Europe
activists of the region. The same activists supposed rebuilding strong ties with the Arab world is a high priority
to challenge their own governments on human rights which would prove not only rewarding in political gains
with EU assistance no longer perceive it as neutral. In and moral standing, but also a rational and far-sighted
November, for instance, the Tunisian foreign minister is decision, aligning the EU with the positions advanced
reported to have said “we want an authentically Tunisian by many BRICS and Global South countries in defence
democracy, without intervention from the outside or of the decisions of the International Court of Justice, the
foreign NGOs” just before the European NGO’s office in International Criminal Court and of a more multipolar
Tunis was vandalised.”® In other countries, such as Egypt, order yet to emerge, but this major shift will require a

the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights led by Hossam firm resolve from EU institutions and governments and a
Baghat has cut all ties with the EU Commission. The breakaway from the “Shoah guilt complex” to embrace a
European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR) concludes more universal understanding of 20* century history and,
that by now “Europe’s soft power in the Arab world may consequently, of present events too.

have suffered irreversible harm”'®, much more serious
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Mis-framing the Houthis:

The European Debate Focuses on Iran, And Eclipses Yemen

Eleonora Ardemagni, Italian Institute for International Political Studies (ISPI)

The way the public debate in Europe' has framed the
Houthi movement since it began attacking Red Sea
shipping in late 2023 is a case of mis-framing. The debate
has produced an incomplete and thus fallacious framing
which tends to disregard the agency of the Houthis

while focusing on its assumed political dependency on
Iran.? Since October 7th and the following opening of

the Red Sea crisis by Yemen’s Houthis, the European
public debate about the Zaydi Shi'a movement (also
known as Ansar Allah) has centred on Iran’s interests

and strategies, stressing the proxy-client relationship
assumed to govern relations between the Houthis and
Tehran. In my view — and that of many Yemen experts —
the Houthis are partners, but not proxies, of Iran. They
are an armed movement with a local genealogy and
leadership, which first of all pursues to consolidate and
expand its authoritarian rule in Yemen merging part of
the Zaydi tradition with Khomeinism, in rejection of the
central government’s authority, of the Saudi-backed rise of
Salafism in Yemen and the way economic resources and
religious affairs have been managed by the government
since the 1990 unification. In this framework, the Houthis
have gradually developed a partnership with Iran and its
allies in the region, especially since Saudi Arabia has begun

the military intervention in the country in 2015.

What is more salient for my purposes than the proxy-
partners dispute is that such an Iran-centred approach
to the Houthi issue has eclipsed Yemen itself from the
European debate, removing its civil war and the internal
scenario that enabled the rise of the group led by Abdel
Malek Al Houthi from the discussion. This phenomenon
has been dominant in European media, and it has also
affected most of Europe-based think tank productions in
the context of the Red Sea crisis. In the majority of cases,
journalists and experts have concentrated — especially in

the early phase of the crisis — on how the offensive the
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Houthis conduct against international navigation in the
Red Sea, Bab el-Mandeb and the Gulf of Aden fits into
Iran’s regional strategy during the Gaza war, and the role
Tehran plays in the maritime crisis, rather than on the

Houthis’ own motivations and interests.

The Houthi maritime offensive should instead be seen
within the broader context of the Yemen war, started in
early 2015 after the Houthis’ coup in Sanaa, and current
power balances in the country. The fact the European
public debate about the Red Sea crisis is Iran-centred and
overshadows Yemen disregards the Houthis” agency as a
political and military actor, thus offering an incomplete
picture which risks negatively affect policymaking, since
poor background and inaccurate framing are likely to led

to misleading policy recommendations.

Against this backdrop, reframing the European debate
about the Houthis on Yemen is a priority for knowledge
production, which should both improve academic and
analytical approaches to the crisis and also enable a more
effective policy response to their violent attacks against
freedom of navigation. This reframing effort can benefit
from a closer look at the Houthi movement’s genealogy
and group trajectory. Doing so, making sense of when
the Houthi-Iran relationship has started, and Zzow it has

evolved, can be a very useful reframing exercise.

The European ‘discovery of the Houthis'. Two

dynamics, the same mis-framing

Two entrenched dynamics have contributed to mis-frame
the Houthis in the European debate, maximizing the
focus on Iran while eclipsing Yemen. The first dynamic
relates to the widespread lack of knowledge about the
Houthis, and Yemen more broadly. Before October 7%,

European newspapers and TV channels did not publish



in any depth about, or cover, the Yemen war, especially

in my country, Italy. For too long, this conflict has been
“off the information radar’, as it was considered —in a
short-sighted way- peripheral to European interests due

to Yemen’s geographical position but also because of the
absence of a ‘migrant threat’ to Europe (differently from
Libya and Syria) and of the absence of Russia’s involvement

in the country (differently from Syria and Libya, again).

European media and public opinion “discovered" the
Houthis only because of the impact on shipping caused
by the Red Sea attacks since late 2023. At that point, the
media then tended to oversimplify the issue mis-framing
the Houthis as Iranian proxies executing Tehran’s orders.
This helped to reduce the complexity and provide “a
label" to the unknown through a plausible but misleading
heuristic scheme. Portraying the Houthis merely as Iran’s
puppets was the easiest way to frame the Red Sea crisis
exclusively as a direct fallout of the Israel-Hamas war,
thus providing a linear, effortless narrative to the widely
distracted European audience vis-a-vis international

politics.

The second dynamic regards the research angle from
which most of the Europe-based analysts and experts

have conveyed perspectives about the Houthis to public
opinion after October 7th. Most of the articles and
analyses published by experts about the Red Sea crisis
have focused on Iran’s role in Yemen, the typology and
quantity of weapons Tehran provides to the Yemeni group,
or the implications of maritime disruption on global
economy and trade balances. More broadly, Houthis’
attacks have been analysed through the regional lens of the
“escalation risk’; or the “enlargement risk” in the Middle
East. Conversely, only a very small quantity of Europe-
based think tank’s articles about the Red Sea crisis have
investigated the history and the strategy of the Houthis as
an armed movement, the goals they would pursue through

the attacks, and current conflict balances in Yemen.*

The Iran-centred research angle followed by Europe-based
experts can be partly explained by the limited number and

media presence of Europe-based Yemen experts and the
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experts’ widespread incentive to focus on topics of media
interest such as Tehran’s leverage in Yemen and the Israel-
Gaza war. As a result, Iran’s role and goals in Yemen and in
the Red Sea crisis have monopolized the European debate
about the Houthis, with both media and experts widely

mis-framing the armed political actor.

Observing the Houthis as armed political actors: A
reframing attempt.

A 2020 Report on the Houthis by the American RAND
Corporation acutely observed that “although we have
learned much about the Houthis since 2015, many

crucial questions remain unanswered. And absent this
information, observers tend to fall back on old prejudices.
But analysts should avoid falling into this trap. The
Houthis, like Iran, are a strategic actor with clear interests.
At their core the Houthis are focused on domestic issues

and historic grievances”’

To demonstrate this, it can be helpful to chart the political-
military trajectory of the Houthi movement since its
foundation trying to reframe the European debate about
the Houthis from Iran to Yemen. This effort doesn’t aim
to understate the decisive role Tehran played, and has
been playing, in supporting the evolution of the Yemeni
movement from a local guerrilla group to a regional
actor with significant military capabilities. Rather, such a
reframing can contribute instead to highlight the often-
neglected agency of the Saada-based movement and its
evolving relationship with power, putting Yemen again at
the centre of the debate. Analyzing the Houthis first of all
as an armed political actor also allows to better identify
when and how the Iranian variable has intervened in

shaping the group’s path.

1980s-2004: Resistance to power. The Iranian Khomeini as
the Houthis’ inspiring model

At an early stage, the linkages between the embryonic
Houthi movement and Iran were ideological, more than
religious (both belong to the Shi'a confession of Islam, but

the Houthis are Zaydis while the Iranians are Twelvers,



so they follow different branches), as they shared a
similar worldview. The topic of the “resistance” to the
Yemeni government, the US and Israel was central in the
Houthis’ formation. Husayn Al Houthi, the founder of
the movement in early 2000s who had previous political
experiences with Zaydi Shia political parties (Hizb al-
Haqq) and formations (The Believing Youth), built much
of his political discourse upon the opposition against

“arrogance” and “corruption”

At the very outset of the war on terror launched after 11
September 2001, Al Houthi condemned the security-
oriented alliance the Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh
established with the US against al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP). This provided him with an effective
argument to target both the internal (the government) and
the international (the US) power. At that time, the Houthi
slogan “God is Great, Death to America, Death to Israel,
Curse upon the Jews, Victory to Islam” was shouted for the
first time by Al Houthi’s supporters in Sanaa against Saleh.
In his collection of lectures (“Malazim”), Husayn Al Houthi
frequently mentioned the Ayatollah Khomeini as an
inspiring leader not because he was an Iranian or a Shi’a,
but because he “resisted” to the Western pressure.® The
founder studied in Iran in the 1980s and had contacts with
Shi’a religious seminaries abroad, comprised in the Shia
holy city of Qom (Iran), but combined the anti-imperialist
message of Khomeinism with the distinctive Zaydi religious

traditions from which the movement emerged.

2004-10: Rebellion against the power. Iran starts limited

weapons provisions.

According to the UN, Iran started to provide a limited
number of weapons to the Houthis in 2009, as Saudi
Arabia had military intervened in the Saada wars after the
Houthis performed border raids crossing the kingdom’s
territory. The six rounds of the Saada wars, fought in 2004-
10 between the Houthis and Yemen’s army (supported

by the Republican Guard and tribal Salafi militias),
represented a watershed for the movement. Fighting
started in Saada, the Houthis’ stronghold in the upper

north, gradually expanding in two directions: down to
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Amran and northern Sanaa and up till the Saudi border. In

2004, Husayn Al Houthi was killed by Yemen’s army.

The Saada wars can be considered a rebellion against

the central power: it turned into an attrition war that
exhausted the Yemeni army and allied forces although
the Houthis weren't able to transform fighting groups
into a coordinated and synchronized combat force. As of
2009, “the Huthi phenomenon is not yet an insurgency”
since lacks a political agenda; also, it isn’t an organized
entity, even though “it may develop in this direction”’
With regard to Iran, a confidential UN report seen by
AFP in 2013 suggested the existence of “a pattern of arms
shipments to Yemen by sea that can be traced back to

at least 2009,® the year in which Saudi Arabia reacted to
the Houthis’ cross-border ambushes intervening with air

power and artillery on the Yemeni territory.

2011-15: Revolution against the power. Iran systematically

provides weapons.

Iran has begun to systematically provide weapons to the
Houthis since 2015, in the context of the Saudi-led military
intervention in Yemen following the Houthis’ coup in
Sanaa. The Houthis joined popular protests against Saleh’s
government in 2011, calling their movement Ansar Allah
(Partisans of God) to reach a wider Yemeni audience. The
Houthis didn't start the revolution; however, they largely
profited later from both popular and elite discontent. They
derailed the institutional transition process (2012-14),
forging an alliance of convenience with former president
Saleh against the interim government, and then setting up
camps in the capital to denounce government’s economic
measures (mid-2014). In this way, the Houthis were able
to take the power in early 2015: they seized institutional
palaces in Sanaa, placed the interim president under
house arrests, emanated a constitutional declaration and
formed a revolutionary committee. Therefore, the Houthis
upgraded their military capabilities first of all thanks to
Saleh’s power bloc, and the support of the majority of the
regular army which still sided with the former president,
and, since 2015 onwards, due to the increasing provision of

weapons by Iran.



2017-24: Capture of power in Yemen and maritime

disruption. Iran steps up weapons provision and training.

The 2015 war, still formally ongoing, has allowed the
Houthis to increase their military capabilities, structuring
as a political organization and also as an economic actor
in held territories. The Houthis have gradually captured
the power in the northwest,’ first placing supervisors
alongside local officials and then taking over fully the
state machine after they killed Saleh in late 2017. From
that moment on, the Houthis have consolidated their de
facto government. Differently from other Iranian-backed
armed actors in the region, they are largely autonomous
from Tehran’s money, relying upon taxes, customs duties,
confiscation of properties/lands, revenues from fuel and
telecommunication sectors, smuggling,'® while receiving a

limited financial support by Iran.

During the war, Iran has played a decisive role. The al-
Qods force of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) and also Hezbollah have provided training to

the Houthis, with military advisers also teaching how

to internally assemble and build drones. In 2016-22, the
Houthis targeted Saudi Arabia with missiles and drones
and, to a lesser extent, the United Arab Emirates. In 2019,
a medium-range ballistic missile was launched for the
first time against Saudi Arabia. The Houthis have been
partially integrated in the “axis of resistance” led by Tehran,
for instance with the establishment of the Jihad Council
in Yemen to further coordinate military strategy,'' even
though preserving a significant degree of autonomy in

decision-making.

Since late 2023, maritime attacks against international

navigation in the Red Sea, occurring also with Iran’s
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intelligence support, have allowed the group to gain in
regional status and media visibility, disrupting a collective
interest like freedom of navigation. In terms of political
language, the Ayatollah Khomeini is missing in the
speeches of the current leader Abdel Malek Al Houthi:
when he mentions Iran, this is mostly related to the
“resistance” against Israel, which therefore remains a key

issue.!?

Many Reasons for Reframing

A deeper look at the Houthi movement’s trajectory
demystifies many of the oversimplifications the mis-
framing of this armed political actor has spread, in times of
heightened media attention. Although sharing a worldview,
the Houthis weren't created by Tehran, so they can't be
considered its puppets, but rather partners. The Houthis
play with Iran’s ‘team’, but they also have profited on

the material (ex. weapons, training), and immaterial (ex.
political support, media, political discourse) assistance
coming from Tehran and the axis to advance their own
goals in Yemen. The military and political rise of the
Houthis as regional actors wouldn’t have been possible
without the Iranian military support. Nevertheless,

the Houthis are a Yemeni actor with their own agency.
Observing the Houthis through these lenses sheds light
on the local genealogy of the group and agenda, as well

as on the incremental tightening of the relationship with
Iran. Reframing the European debate about the Houthis
from Iran to Yemen allows first of all to recalibrate the
analytical and media representation of the group, in order
to better grasp what’s going on. Moreover, this effort can
also benefit policymaking, favouring the elaboration of
more effective tips and recommendations about the Red

Sea crisis.
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How the war in Gaza shattered Iraqi civil society’s trust in

Western institutions

Hamzeh Hadad, European Council on Foreign Relations

Since the 2003 war, the United States has invested millions
in the promotion of grassroots democracy in Iraq through
the funding of civil society organizations (CSOs). Despite
the American troop withdrawal in 2011 and Iraq fatigue
in Washington, the connection to Iraq’s civil society

was maintained through the American embassy, and
through development arms like USAID, the National
Endowment for Democracy (NED), and various United
Nations agencies. Although the U.S’s diplomatic presence
in Baghdad was minimaland its military presence was
contentious, it was able to cultivate soft power through
civil society. At a time where the United States may

be exiting Iraq, these societal links are arguably more

important to American policymakers than ever.

The importance of the civil society which the United States
helped to promote in Iraq became even more clear during
the 2019 October protest movement, which lasted months
and culminated in a new electoral law and the resignation
of a prime minister. For many who had lost hope in Iraq’s
stagnant democratization process, this reinvigorated their
beliefs in the possibility of democratic change and led to
the establishment of new protest-based political parties
and organizations.1 NGOs from across Iraq began to host
training sessions, discussions, and conferences with new
political activists, usually with the financial and technical

support of Western or international organizations.

However, many of the ties that link Iraqi activists and
researchers to their Western allies are beginning to
unravel under the weight of the war in Gaza. For many
Iraqi activists, particularly those young enough not to
remember the United States invasion and occupation,

the West’s commitment to human rights and democracy
made Western institutions an appealing partner. For some
organizations - like pro-democracy, women’s rights, and

environmental groups — Western support kept them
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afloat when there were few sources of local funding, thus
creating a partnership of shared beliefs. But this was

no longer the case, as the unwavering Western support

for Israel’s bombardment of Gaza shook not only Iraqi
civil society, but activist groups throughout the Middle
East. These organizations and activists enjoy a great deal
of legitimacy in their own communities, largely due to

the personal sacrifices they make in support of freedom
and good governance. In Iraq, their association with the
United States has come at a high cost and has led to their
persecution, a risk they were willing to take when they
believed in the sincerity of their ally and patron. This is due
both to the legacy of the United States invasion and the
continued skepticism with which many Iraqi politicians
view the United States. In light of recent escalations
between the United States and paramilitary groups in Iraq,
and the growing unpopularity of the United States more
broadly, this is a risk they may no longer be able and/or

willing to take.

This paper explores the implications of this lost faith in
working with the United States by Iraq’s (and the region’s)
activists. In the short term, this can halt organizational
programming and research collaboration on important
topics. In recent years, research on Iraq has proliferated,
and foreign researchers traveled to the country where
they met and made contacts with local organizations,
researchers, and activists. Iraq, which had achieved hard-
earned stability after decades of violence, was beginning
to look inwards and to ask crucial questions about good
governance, transparency, political freedoms, economic
development, and climate change. In the long term, this has
made Iraqi activists question the viability and universality
of those values and ideas that have often been pushed by
the West. In Iraq, it is civil society actors who curate the
democratic debate on the street and shape the language of

the growing number of young liberal protestors.



Protests, civil society, and democracy in Iraq

The October protest movement, the largest in Iraq since
2003, involved a vast array of activists, many of whom were
part of CSOs or had participated in their leadership and
democracy workshops. In fact, it was civil society veterans
who helped transform the energy of the movement into
practical political aspirations, like an early election law.
Later, they helped leaders from the protest movement
position themselves as political candidates and provided
training for campaign management and running for office.
It is not surprising, in the Iraqi context, to see longtime
civil society veterans become political candidates, or vice-
versa, to see an unsuccessful political candidate turn to

civil society work.

Before 2003, civil society had been either swallowed up

or wiped out by the former Ba’ath regime. After regime
change, CSOs began to pop up across Iraq, as international
donors, primarily the United States, began to fund various
CSOs to promote democratization. Although democracy
promotion through supporting NGOs is an oft-criticized
tool of American foreign policy, it has produced mixed
results in Iraq. As of May 2020, there are over four
thousand registered CSOs, and nearly 500 are devoted

to human rights or democracy.? In the past, many CSOs
have been abandoned, as they had run out of funding or
were created to tackle a specific issue that was no longer
necessary. Having said that, there is a significant number
of active CSOs in Iraq, many which are still in operation
years after foreign funding decreased, and they were active
in promoting democratic values over two decades that

accumulated in the 2019 October protest movement.

A key and organic democratic value that was manifested
by the protests was the deliberate promotion of anti-
sectarianism by Iraqi youth. The protests took place largely
in Shia-majority areas and were protesting the informal
consociational system in Iraq and the Shia-dominated
government.® Political elites, from across the ethno-
religious spectrum, responded to these protests in various
ways. There was, of course, the heavy-handed security

approach in which hundreds of Iraqi protestors were
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killed by security forces. Others, like Muqtada Al-Sadr,
tried to co-opt the protests in an attempt to gain political
momentum. Arguably the response that had the most
enduring impact was to paint the protestors and civil
society activists as foreign agents. When the U.S. targeted
Qassem Soleimani and Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis on
Baghdad Airport Road, it marked a dark turn for activists,
in which they were now painted as disloyal foreign agents.
In doing so, the political elite were trying to delegitimize

their grievances.

While some protestors were revolutionary in their
demands, many in the protest movement were pushing for
reforms within the system. To help push for reforms, these
same CSOs have assisted in the research of better policies
in Iraq. Whether it is democratic reforms, women’s rights,
or climate change, Iraqi CSOs have been at the forefront
in supporting this research and promoting its policies.
Moreover, they have done so despite significant threats to
their lives and livelihoods, directly associated with their

actual or imagined ties with the United States.

Iraqi civil society reacts to the war in Gaza

Four years after the October protest movement, CSOs in
Iraq find themselves at odds with the Western countries
that had supported them. They watched as hospitals,
refugee camps, schools, mosques, and churches were
attacked in Gaza, and all the while, many of their Western
patrons continued to support and defend Israeli actions.
From the perspective of Iraqi CSOs, the Western states
that have been funding programs promoting human rights
were nothing more than hypocrites, who held selective
views of human rights that excluded Palestinians and
Arabs. Iraqgi CSOs were not the only ones who formed

that view. In late October, a group of activists from Egypt,
Palestine, Kuwait, Jordan, and Lebanon who had received a
German-French human rights and rule of law award, wrote
an open letter to the French and German ambassadors in
their countries, stating that “we have no recourse but to
imagine that you too believe that the people in Gaza are
less important humans, perhaps this belief extends to all
Arabs”*



Members of Iraq’s CSOs have also gone public with

their condemnation of the Israeli campaign in Gaza and
have expressed their shock and disgust with the stance

of Western states. The negative response to the South
African case at the International Criminal Court of
Justice (ICC]J), further enflamed anger at the apparent
subjectivity of human rights international institutions. This
has manifested in several policies on the ground. First,
many of the politically oriented CSOs are now producing
content relating to Palestine and the war on Gaza, thus
serving a role of informing the public. Others have taken
to organizing protests and public gatherings in support

of Palestine. Although the Sadrist-led protest in October
garnered the most media attention, as it attracted nearly
half a million participants, other protests have taken place
across Iraq. For example, a prominent activist from Mosul
led a protest in late February in his hometown, which

had avoided political activity in 2019. Finally, some have
refused to collaborate with Western organizations, and
critically, to accept funds from them. For many CSOs, it is
impossible to function without Western financial support,

which makes this position both rarer and more powerful.

Although it is too early to map out and measure these
responses, it is evident that the mood is changing in

civil society spaces, and this will have short and long-

term impacts. In the short-term, it will have a negative
impact on the cooperation between Western researchers,
particularly among international organizations and think
tanks, and local researchers and CSOs. This has played out
on social media and behind closed doors. For example, a
prominent American think tank, with a good reputation

in Iraq, was seeking to hire a local researcher for an
important project on climate change, an issue that is of dire
importance to Iraqis. One of the environmental activists
that was approached for this refused to participate, saying
that they had already left the environmental NGO they
were working with because it was receiving foreign funding
from sides they viewed as aiding the Israeli military
campaign in Gaza. They were not interested in working
with an American think tank, despite their personal
interest in climate change and the importance of the

research to Iraq.’
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The issue has become more troubling for Western research
centers that have offices in Iraq. With the improved
security situation in Iraq, and Baghdad in particular, the
space for Western organizations to have a presence on the
ground became possible. With the democratic backsliding
in Tunisia and the economic crisis in Lebanon, Iraq has
become the rare state in the region whose stability is

not based on an autocratic regime, making it viable for
research. Unfortunately, one Western institution was
forced to close their local office after the conflict in Gaza
broke out, because their institution’s main office showed
solidarity to Israel. This closure meant the loss of a research
institute that was conducting high quality research on the

ground.

In the long-term, Iraqis who believe in liberal democracy
will be disheartened with the double standards of the West.
For the West, their chief allies in the region should not be
the autocratic regimes that do not share ideological beliefs,
but the CSOs that do. Autocratic regimes may serve as a
stable ally to the West today, but they are quickly able to
begin flirting with other autocratic powers like China and
Russia if it serves their interests. That is not the case for
ideologically driven CSOs who have put themselves at risk
to promote liberal democratic values. The current conflict
risks CSOs in Iraq and elsewhere in the region becoming
disillusioned with Western states, who are seen to prefer

working with autocrats for the sake of political expediency.

Conclusion

The United States has a multiprong approach to

foreign policy in the region. Although it has cultivated
longstanding alliances with autocratic regimes, like Jordan,
Egypt, and Saudi Arabia; it has also invested in promoting
grassroots democracy through funding civil society actors
across the region. The former gets far more attention

than the latter, but it is investing in civil society that has
continued to give the United States the upper hand over

China and Russia. This form of soft power is now at risk.

Although the Middle East is one of the world’s least

democratic regions, its leaders are not immune to the



pressures of public opinion, as witnessed during the While the United States has worked with autocratic leaders

Arab Spring in 2011 and the regional Hirak Movement in to maintain stability, the long-term vision of a democratic
2019. Regional public opinion is shaped by civil society Middle East is harnessed through promoting civil society.
activists, which the United States considers as the only Now, civil society is growing disenchanted with the West
ones that hold democratic principles in the region. In for their silence in the face of Gaza’s bombardment. As

the rare democratizing states, like Iraq and Lebanon, it the death toll mounts in Gaza to over 30,000, the United

is civil society actors who serve on the frontlines against States’ credibility with its once staunch civil society allies is
authoritarian encroachment. waning.
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'The Impact of the Gaza War on Jordan’s Domestic and

International Politics’

Curtis R. Ryan, Appalachian State University

Since the beginning of the Gaza war in October 2023,
Jordanians have been closely watching the enclave, and
the rising tensions in the region, with deep concern and
increasing anxiety. By January 2024, the war and related
regional conflicts began to hit Jordan more literally, in

the form of Israeli artillery strikes on a Jordanian field
hospital in Gaza and drone strikes by Iran-backed militias
on a U.S. base inside the Hashemite Kingdom. The crisis
over funding for the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA)
had profound implications for Jordan and its people. And
all of these challenges helped to revive a protest movement
in Jordan that demanded major changes to the kingdom’s
domestic and foreign policies, even as the state was trying
to make itself heard in the international din and to bring

about a ceasefire and access to aid for Gaza.

Many Jordanians get their news not from newspapers or
television, but through social media. Like so many others
around the world, they find themselves too often ‘doom
scrolling’ through posts and videos about the Gaza war and
its staggering civilian death count. It is not an exaggeration
to say that the war may be taking a psychological toll on

a country whose citizens deeply identify with, and care
about the suffering of, the Palestinian people. This is true
across Jordanian society—not just among Jordanians of
Palestinian descent, but also among East Jordanians of
tribal backgrounds, Chechens, Circassians, as well as
among Muslims and Christians. As recent polling has
shown, the cause of Palestine remains close to the hearts
of almost all Jordanians and other Arab peoples, and

the relentlessly negative news cycle is taking its toll.> At
both the state and society levels, Jordanians were also
deeply concerned about any further displacement of the

Palestinian people.?
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Another UNRWA Cirisis

Throughout its history, Jordan’s domestic and international
politics have been deeply affected by the politics of
refugees, from the Nakba, to the Syrian civil war, to Gaza.
This makes it uniquely vulnerable to the recent campaign
against UNRWA, which operates multiple refugee camps
in the Kingdom.*

On January 26, the Biden administration abruptly
announced it was pausing funding for UNRWA —the
main international organization supporting Palestinian
refugees—following accusations by the Israeli government
that several of its employees were connected in some way
to the October 7 Hamas attack on southern Israel. Many
European funders promptly followed the American lead.
Jordanian officials quickly scrambled to press donors to
restore funding, an exercise that felt very similar to one
that followed the Trump administration’s 2018 decision
to cut US funding for the agency. In 2021, the Biden
administration had resumed funding for UNRWA, but
then it too suspended aid.

As Jordanian officials and UNRWA itself were quick to
point out, Israel leveled its accusations at 12 employees out
of a staff of 13,000. UNRWA has long been controversial
in Israel, and successive Israeli governments have at

times sought ways to bring it down. But UNRWA, in
addition to condemning the Hamas attack and firing the
accused, stressed its key role as the main source of aid for
Palestinians in Gaza. The Israeli government, in short,
was trying to shut down UNRWA just when it was needed
most, given the massive death toll, levels of displacement,
destruction of hospitals, restrictions on aid, and emerging

fears over the spread of famine and disease.



These are all, of course, urgent concerns for Gaza. But
UNRWA'’s work extends well beyond the Strip, as the
agency delivers similar services in the occupied West Bank,
Lebanon, Syria, and very importantly, Jordan. Specifically,
UNRWaA in Jordan provides key services to more than 2
million registered Palestinian refugees in the kingdom.
This includes services in ten refugee camps, in 169 schools
serving 119,000 students, and in 25 medical clinics and
other health centers. Jordanian officials therefore urged the
United States and other countries to reverse their funding
freezes, especially in the heat of the ongoing war in Gaza
and the broader regional crises. The links between the
Gaza war and other regional crises were already clear with
the Houthi attacks on Red Sea shipping, which impacted
Jordan’s only port at Aqaba.

Tensions Over Border Security and U.S. Forces in

Jordan

The costs became clearer still on January 28, 2024, when
Iran-backed Shia militias professing solidarity with Gaza
attacked a U.S. base in Jordan itself, for the first time killing
American military personnel in the Hashemite Kingdom.
The attack killed three U.S. soldiers at Tower 22, an
American base in Jordan located close to the Syrian border
and not far from the U.S. Tanf base in Syria, which was
also attacked. The Islamic Resistance in Iraq, a grouping

of Iran-backed Shia militias, claimed responsibility. Such
pro-Iranian militia attacks on U.S. forces in Syria or Iraq
are not uncommon. The deadly attack in Jordan, however,
was a significant escalation amidst the mounting violence
and chaos across the Middle East. The attack also shed
unwelcome light on Jordan’s increasing regional insecurity
and on its position in the crossfire between conflicts from

Gaza to its own northern borders.

In addition to being a violation of Jordanian sovereignty,

the attack on U.S. troops stationed in Jordan appeared to be
retaliation against the United States for its support for the
Israeli bombardment of Gaza. The ramifications of the Gaza
war, in short, risked destabilizing the kingdom itself, even as

it tried not to be dragged into a broader regional war.
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The Jordanian government condemned the attack on U.S.
forces, noting that their presence was meant to secure the
kingdom’s borders and to help Jordan fight terrorism. The
foreign military presence also underscores the kingdom’s
broader concerns with securing the border against the
Islamic State or Da'esh as well as against Iran-backed
militias—long a concern for the Jordanian government.
Border security issues in recent years have also included
the plight of Syrian refugees and, especially at present,
concerns with drug smuggling, most notably of Captagon

pills into the kingdom.

But the U.S. military presence is a double-edged sword.

It is intended to support Jordan’s borders, its territorial
integrity, and the security of the state and the Hashemite
regime, a close ally of the United States. Yet the
unpopularity of the U.S. military presence threatens to
undermine the regime’s domestic security and legitimacy.
There may be an increasing disconnect between state and
society on this issue, as the question of the U.S. military
presence has become ever more controversial in Jordanian
domestic politics, even as U.S.-Jordanian relations and

military cooperation grow steadily closer.

In September 2022, the United States and Jordan signed
their fourth Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on
the U.S.-Jordan “Strategic Partnership” The MOU pledged
$1.45 billion in U.S. annual economic and military aid

to Jordan from 2023 through 2029, which represents the
largest-ever American aid commitment to the already
aid-dependent kingdom. Cooperation between the two
countries has been extensive for decades—ranging from
trade and aid to military and intelligence cooperation.

In 1996, the United States and Jordan signed a Status of
Forces agreement allowing U.S. forces to operate in the
country and in the same year the United States designated
Jordan a “major non-NATO ally” This was followed in
2001 by a free trade agreement between Jordan and the
United States. Underscoring the extensive level of military
cooperation, Jordan has since 2010 hosted U.S. and other
international military forces for two weeks of annual

military exercises known as “Eager Lion”



In 2021, Jordan and the United States added a defense
cooperation agreement that became law by royal decree,
bypassing parliament and generating considerable public
backlash. Opposition members of parliament denounced
the agreement as a violation of Jordanian sovereignty and
as a national humiliation.® While the backlash in no way
changed the agreement, or U.S.-Jordanian relations for
that matter, the indignant tone was a harbinger of things to
come, as domestic opposition to the US military presence
has grown since then. With U.S. support for the Israeli

bombing of Gaza, that opposition became louder still.

The U.S.-Jordanian relationship has at times been bumpy,
most recently during the Trump years, when bilateral
economic and military ties remained expansive, but there
was a widespread perception at both the state and society
levels that Jordan was being marginalized and neglected.
That changed slightly as the Biden administration took
office and restored a more active diplomatic partnership.
But the two countries have diverged significantly over the
Gaza conflict, with King Abdullah II and Jordanian officials
at all levels consistently decrying Israel’s use of force as

excessive and calling for a ceasefire.

Jordanian Prime Minister Bishr Khasawneh warned Israel
against any attempt to forcibly displace Palestinians from
Gaza, saying that such a move would cross a “red line” for
Jordan and amount to a “fundamental violation” of the
1994 peace treaty. In November 2023, Jordan recalled its
ambassador from Israel, and told the Israeli ambassador
not to return to Amman. Jordan also supported South
Africa as it took Israel to the International Court of Justice,
accusing it of committing genocide in Gaza. Jordan’s
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Ayman
Safadi accused Israel of committing war crimes, while
warning the international community of the threat of a

broader regional war.

At the state level, the king, the prime minister, foreign
minister, and other officials—none of whom are fans of
Hamas—have been consistent in their harsh criticisms
of Israeli policy and their demands for a ceasefire and the

defense of Palestinian civilian lives. Yet at the grassroots
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level, Jordanian activists have gone further, as a revived
protest movement has demanded more radical levels of
change. The Gaza war has reinvigorated many of Jordan’s
opposition forces and its protest movements, even leading
to the rise of an increasingly populist politics at the street

level.

A Resurgent Protest Movement

As Jillian Schwedler has noted, “Jordan’s government
and citizens alike fear that Israel and the United States
will pressure the country to accept another large wave of
Palestinian refugees”” She also points out that “the issue
of Palestine has, for decades, driven Jordanians to push
the limits of permissible protest”® Some worry about
another Nakba against Palestinians, while others focus
on a longstanding fear in some Jordanian political circles:
that Israel and the United States might try to “solve” the

Palestinian issue at Jordan’s expense.

Historically, countless ideological and identity issues
have been used to drive wedges in Jordanian opposition
movements, dividing and weakening them. But the
Israeli use of force against Palestinians has long been a
unifying issue within Jordan, and Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu has seemed uniquely disposed to
have inadvertently unified Jordan’s grassroots protest
movements. This unity may turn out to be especially
important in Jordan’s new electoral and party systems,
with general elections expected to take place by November
2024. Still, Jordan has a long history of political protest.”
In recent years these include the extensive protests of the
‘Arab Spring’ era.® But they also include revived protests

over austerity crises in 2018 and after.’

The post-October 7 protest coalition brings together
diverse ideological groups from leftists to Islamists to
nationalists. This new coalition builds on the existing
Jordanian movement against the gas agreement with
Israel.’ That movement followed an earlier anti-
normalization campaign that had begun after Jordan
signed the 1994 peace treaty with the State of Israel.

Since October 2023, activists maintained a campaign



of marches in Amman and elsewhere in increasingly been audible in the various slogans and chants in

large demonstrations that sometimes numbered in the demonstrations across the country. For these increasingly
thousands. The protestors echoed the harsh criticisms active and vocal movements, the U.S. military presence

of Israeli policy already coming from state officials and does not strengthen Jordanian security but undermines it.
from the king himself—and then went much further, As one Jordanian activist noted to this author, “a majority
calling for far more extensive measures and changes. As of Jordanians think that the US military presence is a threat
Schwedler has noted in her extensive work on Jordanian to the country, may involve it in war if hostilities expand,
protests, many demonstrations tend to follow established and might be directed against Palestinians or other Arab
repertoires.!! But recent protests in the Jordanian capital and neighboring nations*?

have pushed the usual parameters, with ever larger protests

almost reaching the Israeli embassy (historically a red line Even for the many Jordanians who do not attend protests
not to be crossed). or belong to any opposition movement, these seem to be
increasingly widespread sentiments. The Gaza war has
A January 2024 communique issued by the protest also hurt Jordan’s already struggling economy, causing
movement referred to the 1994 peace treaty as “the tourism revenues to plummet just after they had revived
treaty of shame” and demanded that Jordan cancel it. The following the COVID-19 pandemic. Aside from taking part
communique also called on the Jordanian government in demonstrations, many ordinary Jordanians have joined
to end all relations with Israel, to close each country’s boycotts of U.S. and European companies and products,
embassies, and to annul the 2017 gas deal. It demanded while worrying that Jordan’s geographic location and its
that Israel open Gaza’s borders to the delivery of food, fuel, international ties may drag it into a broader regional war.
water, and medical supplies, and called on other states in
the region to cease participating in trade with Israel. “Jordan is not in a position to start any wider conflict,” a
Jordanian journalist told this author, adding that “Jordan
But the protest coalition was not just making demands wants this nightmare to end. After the Palestinians, Jordan
regarding Jordanian relations with Israel. It also sought to has the most to lose with war in the region"® This appears
dramatically change Jordanian relations with the United to be a majority sentiment in Jordan right now. From state
States. Protestors focused on the U.S. military presence to society, Jordanians are deeply and increasingly worried
by calling for an end to the U.S.-Jordanian military about the fate of the people of Gaza, of the occupied West
agreements and the withdrawal of all foreign forces Bank, and of Jordan itself as the Gaza war continues.

from the kingdom. This latter demand has especially
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Gaza and the Gulf States

Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, Rice University’s Baker Institute for Public Policy

The horrific attack on Israel by Hamas militants and other
Palestinian fighters on October 7, 2023, and the months-
long Israeli war on Gaza that followed, has presented a
number of challenges to both policymakers and scholars
of the Gulf States. Three challenges in particular stand
out: the durability of the Abraham Accords and the fate
of the momentum that seemingly had been building for
the further normalization of ties between Israel and Arab
states; the notion that had taken root in some circles,
especially in Washington, D.C., that the Palestinian

issue was no longer central to a region riven by different
fault-lines in contemporary geopolitics; and whether the
stresses in the international rules-based order exposed
by responses to the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine
in 2022 have been blown wide open by the war on Gaza
in ways that accelerate a likely rebalancing in Gulf States’

foreign policies.

First, the war on Gaza has reshaped the conversation
about the prospects for normalization between Israel and
Saudi Arabia. In the runup to October 7, a succession of
curated leaks to U.S. media outlets laid out the contours of
a three-way dialogue involving American, Saudi, and Israeli
officials in pursuit of a U.S.-brokered deal to normalize
relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia. Reports of
negotiations over a defense treaty for Saudi Arabia and
closer cooperation on energy prices and civilian nuclear
power formed the backdrop to Mohammed bin Salman’s
highly anticipated interview with Fox News on September
20. The Saudi Crown Prince used his first English-
language television interview to state that “every day, we
get closer” to a breakthrough that he asserted would be
“the biggest historical deal since the end of the Cold War

Mohammed bin Salman balanced his prediction about
a deal with Israel with a statement that ‘for us, the
Palestinian issue is very important; and indicated that the

details of an agreement remained elusive. On October
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4, just three days before the Hamas attacks, an op-ed in
Arab News by Faisal Abbas, the paper’s editor-in-chief,
suggested that for the past two years, a team within the
Saudi Ministry of Foreign Affairs had been examining
‘every detail imaginable’ to ‘boost the Palestinian economy
through exports to Israel and other neighbors, but did not
elaborate on specific policy proposals.? Both the Saudi and
the U.S. reports lacked any suggestion that the Palestinians
themselves were part of the negotiating process, other
than as an element in a broader package that was being put

together without their direct participation.

Saudi-Israeli normalization would have built upon the
Abraham Accords signed in 2020 between Israel and the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Morocco, and Sudan.
President Trump took credit for the accords, which
represented the outcome of an unconventional and
transactional approach to policymaking, and was one of
the few Trump-era policies that the Biden White House
was committed to keeping. Support for the Abraham
Accords appeared to seal the ‘outside-in’ approach that
delinked recognition of Israel from a deal for Palestine
and marked a shift away from the Arab Peace Initiative

of 2002. A prioritization of economic over political issues
was a thread that linked the Trump and Biden approaches
and was evident in the September 2023 announcement of
IMEC, an India-Middle East Europe Economic Corridor.
Launched at the G-20 Summit in New Delhi by the U.S,,
European governments, and Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and
India, the plan was quickly overtaken by developments in

Israel and Gaza just four weeks later.

IMEC and the dialogue with Saudi Arabia illustrated how,
for members of the Biden administration, their approach to
regional issues was conditioned by broader considerations
of a perceived great power competition with China. After a
decade of expanding economic and strategic ties between

China and most Gulf states, senior administration officials



seemed to sincerely believe that the U.S. could offer
Mohammed bin Salman a set of concessions that would
outdo anything the Chinese could put on the table, and
thereby pull Saudi Arabia back into the U.S. orbit. IMEC
was seen by many observers to be an attempt to counter
China’s Belt and Road Initiative by developing alternative
forms of connectivity. Both exposed a blind-spot in
Beltway thinking in Washington, D.C., namely a tendency
to see the initiatives through a zero-sum lens rather than
as part of regional states’ balancing of competing interests

and staying out of global rivalries.

Thus far, the Abraham Accords have survived the Israeli
onslaught on Gaza. The UAE has insisted that the Accords
are a strategic choice, and none of the countries which
normalized with Israel has yet broken diplomatic ties, with
the murky exception of Sudan’s vague and unimplemented
declaration of support for the process in 2020. Saudi
officials paused talks over a deal with Israel five days after
October 7 but have left the door ajar for them to resume,
potentially in 2025 once the Israeli war on Gaza has ceased
and a new U.S. presidential administration is potentially

in place. And yet, any eventual normalization agreement
will need to feature Palestinian interests front and center
and move beyond the premise of the Abraham Accords
that a diplomatic and political relationship with Israel

can be a sustainable alternative to addressing the roots of
Palestinian dispossession and grievance. Moreover, any
hope or expectation among Israeli officials that the Gulf
States will take the lead on or finance the reconstruction
of postwar Gaza has failed to gain traction in any of the
six Gulf capitals. Nor, so far, has speculation that the

UAE might push for the return to Gaza of Abu Dhabi-
based Mohammed Dahlan as a ‘strongman’ alternative

to President Mahmoud Abbas seemingly found any local
support in Palestine.

Second, Gaza has shown that Palestine remains the central
issue in the politics of the Middle East, however much
officials in certain quarters believed it had been superseded
by geopolitical changes in the 2010s that reshaped regional
fault-lines and created new dynamics between Israel

and Arab states. Particularly after the Arab uprisings in
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2010-11 and amid rising frustration in Jerusalem, Riyadh,
and Abu Dhabi at U.S. policies toward the Middle East,

a narrative took hold that they shared a common threat
from Iran, political Islamism, and (more intangibly)
perceived U.S. disinterest in the region. Concern with the
Obama administration’s response to the toppling of Hosni
Mubarak in Egypt in 2011 and willingness to work with the
elected Muslim Brotherhood government of Mohammed
Morsi was followed by alarm at the secret U.S.-Iran
negotiations in 2012-13 that expanded into the P5+1
negotiations with Iran in 2014-15. The exclusion of Israeli,
Saudi, and Emirati officials from the negotiations for the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) generated
further connections among their security, defense, and

intelligence officials.

The 2022 FIFA men’s World Cup in Qatar demonstrated
how Palestine remained an issue with a mobilizing and
ideational appeal like no other. When Arabs and Muslims
from around the world gathered in Doha, displays of public
support for Palestine and the Palestinian cause provided

a constant and highly visible backdrop to the tournament.
The sight of Morocco’s players and fans waving Palestinian
flags on the pitch and inside the stadiums was especially
symbolic, given that the Moroccan government was one
of the four signatories to the Abraham Accords. Held
nearly a year before the Hamas attacks and the Gaza War,
the World Cup was a ‘bottom-up’ riposte to advocates of
the top-down process of political normalization between
governments, as well as an indication that Palestine
retained potency among younger generations who had
come of age long after the twentieth century era of Arab-

Israeli wars.?

While political demonstrations over Gaza have been
carefully handled by Gulf governments lest they become
sites of wider protest, the buildup of public anger has been
palpable and not something that leaderships could ignore
or brush aside. Rallies for Gaza have been permitted to
occur in Qatar and in Oman and have taken place more
spontaneously in other Gulf States, and media coverage
of the onslaught and statements made by governments

and officials have hardened. In December 2023, Oman’s



foreign minister, Badr Albusaidi, went so far as to tweet
that “I deeply regret that the United States should sacrifice
the lives of innocent civilians for the cause of Zionism.
Long after we are gone the world will look back on today
with shame* Given Omani officials’ traditional restraint
in engaging with regional issues, the tone of Albusaidi’s
comments made an impression on many observers, as did
remarks by Lulwah Al Khater, Qatar’s Assistant Foreign
Minister, which drew attention to international double-

standards.?

Finally, the sense of a different standard applied to

Russian actions in Ukraine and Israeli actions in Gaza

has generated anger across the Arab world and indeed
much of the ‘Global South! Even prior to October 7, it

had become evident that many in the non-Western world
simply did not buy into the campaign to isolate the Russian
leadership through sanctions against President Putin and
the oligarchical regime. Russian businesspeople and capital
relocated from Europe to the Gulf as Dubai, in particular,
became a safe haven, while Saudi and Russian officials
worked closely together within the OPEC+ framework

to sustain oil revenues at a high level, despite repeated
entreaties by U.S. and European officials to do otherwise.
In 2023, a former Qatari Minister of Energy was appointed
Chairman of the Board of Rosneft in another indication
that none of the Gulf States — even those, like Qatar, which
have moved closer to the U.S. in recent years — were willing
to pick sides in a dispute they felt did not directly concern
them.®

Over the past decade, and partly in response to their
concerns about U.S. decision-making across multiple
presidencies, Saudi and Emirati leaders moved toward

a foreign policy that carried echoes of the non-aligned
movement and was a shift away from their stance during
the Cold War in the twentieth century. Such an evolution
is not in itself a surprise, as all the Gulf States were
engaged in the process of state formation and oriented
firmly toward a conservative status quo that marked them
as distinct from most countries in the region and in the
postcolonial world, and impeded ties with the Soviet

Union and China. By contrast, the twenty-first century
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world of multiple centers of polarity is as different as the
Gulf States’ positioning within it, and a rebalancing within
the global order has been underway since at least 2008 and
reactions in the Gulf to the global financial crisis and its

aftermath.

Policy responses to Gaza have widened the divergence
between the Gulf States and ‘the west’ writ large. The
decade of geopolitical confrontations, between the Gulf
States and Iran, deep intra-Gulf rifts, and across the
broader region in Yemen, the Horn of Africa, and Libya,
which marked the 2010s produced no clear winners and
gave way after the pandemic to a pragmatic and at times
uneasy rapprochement. Especially for Mohammed bin
Salman, the need to ‘de-risk’ the region has assumed
urgency as Vision 2030 and the deadline for delivering

the giga-projects looms into view. The Saudi leadership

is mindful of the optics that surrounded the Formula

One Grand Prix in Jeddah in 2022 which took place with
smoke billowing from a fuel depot near the racetrack
struck by Houthi missiles fired from Yemen. For the
(overly) ambitious targets to attract tens of millions of new
residents and visitors to Saudi Arabia to be met, and mega-
events such as Expo 2030 and the 2034 FIFA men’s World
Cup to succeed, the Kingdom can ill-afford another bout of
regional instability (much self-inflicted) as in the previous

decade.

Gaza has thus seen multiple trends come together. The
centrality of Palestine in regional politics has been restated
and the limitations of the Abraham Accords exposed,
especially the notion that inverting the sequencing of
normalization could or would bring about a different

and more sustainable policy outcome. The strains in

the rules-based international order which opened up

over the Russian war in Ukraine have been widened
considerably by the Israeli actions in Gaza, and the threat
of a regionalization of the conflict has highlighted the
diverging priorities between an interest in escalation or a
preference for de-escalation. Decisions such as the closure
of the Texas A&M branch campus in Doha have also raised
the possibility that regional states, especially Qatar, given
its hosting of Hamas political figures and high-profile
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mediatory role in Gaza, may be drawn into the polarization
and politicization of Israel-Palestine in the United States.
These three streams have not yet led to a seismic break

in US-Gulf relations, or an end to the normalization

path with Israel, but they have introduced significant
complications which seem unlikely to be quickly resolved —
and which could grow much worse if the war is not quickly

brought to an end.
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The Project on Middle East Political Science

The Project on Middle East Political Science (POMEPS) is a collaborative network that aims to increase
the impact of political scientists specializing in the study of the Middle East in the public sphere and in
the academic community. POMEPS, directed by Marc Lynch, is based at the Institute for Middle East
Studies at the George Washington University and is supported by Carnegie Corporation of New York.
For more information, see http://www.pomeps.org.
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