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Israel has long been regarded by many as a beacon of democracy – in fact, by some, as the only
democracy among its neighbours in the Middle East. But it is in the nature of democracy to toler-
ate dissent.

Not too long ago, the prevailing ethos in Israel allowed people who disagreed intensely with other
opinions to be proud that diverse views existed and to understand the role of such diversity in a
democracy. Today, when dissenting opinions are being threatened, it is important to remember that
the strength of a democracy lies in the capacity of its members to embrace vigorous debate, to
attempt to persuade those with whom they disagree and to try to bring about change through the
instruments of democracy – among them the ballot box, the law courts and public opinion.

Recently the Knesset sent to committee two proposals to set up parliamentary panels to investi-
gate the funding of Israeli human-rights organizations, even though there is already full trans-
parency under current law, which applies to all organizations. One panel was to investigate Israeli
groups critical of the Israel Defense Forces, and another called for a parliamentary investigation
of Israeli organizations that have been critical of Israel’s military operations. The proposals were
approved in committee, but the votes in plenary session on the investigatory panels were can-
celled. However, numerous pieces of legislation targeting other aspects of the activities of human-
rights organizations are at various places in the legislative process.

The singling out by the current Israeli government of specific organizations – in this case organi-
zations on the basis of the ideas they express – suggests that Israel is not living up to its own high
standards of social justice. It smacks of a witch hunt whose goal is the delegitimization of human-
rights organizations in Israel. The unjustified suggestion that human-rights organizations are trai-
tors encourages in the news media and elsewhere a rhetoric of denunciation that disregards facts.
Placing participants in such organizations beyond the pale of “acceptable” discourse places them
within the pale of potential violence.



Within Israel, people on both sides of the political spectrum have recognized the significance of
this threat and have spoken out. A demonstration on Jan. 15, prepared with little advance notice,
drew more than 10,000 marchers. In a white paper in preparation for the debate, Eyal Yinon, the
Knesset’s legal adviser, wrote that the two proposed panels set a dangerous precedent in that they
would investigate “organizations that are identified with only one side of the political spectrum
which is currently in the opposition ... These committees, in contrast to previous committees, pro-
pose to deal with what is interpreted as the restriction and limitation of fundamental rights in a
democracy, including those of freedom of expression, of protest and of political organization”
(cited by Jonathan Lis in Haaretz, Feb. 2).

But the potential assault on Israeli democracy concerns all friends of Israel, whether in Israel or
in the diaspora. In the United States, mainstream organizations that are usually reluctant to offer
criticism of Israel because of its vulnerability on the world stage have spoken out. On Jan. 5 the
American Jewish Committee urged the Knesset to reconsider its decision: “The Knesset’s action
today contravenes the democratic principles that are Israel’s greatest strength,” said AJC execu-
tive director David Harris.

On Jan. 11, Rabbi Eric Yoffie, president of the Union for Reform Judaism, and Rabbi David
Saperstein, director of the Religious Action Centre of Reform Judaism, issued the following state-
ment: “We in the Reform Movement are deeply concerned by the recent initiative approved by
Israel’s Knesset that calls for a parliamentary investigation of Israeli organizations that have been
critical of Israel’s military operations.”

Also on Jan. 11, the Jewish Telegraphic Agency reported that the Anti-Defamation League had
issued a statement that “expressed concerns about the ‘highly disturbing trend’ of ‘Israeli intoler-
ance.’ ”

These statements come from mainstream U.S. Jewish organizations, all of them friends of Israel.
Those of us in Canada who are similarly committed to the survival of a strong Israeli democracy
must make our voices heard.
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