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Iran’s nuclear program, which could have the capac-
ity to produce weapons-grade nuclear material sooner 
rather than later, remains a principal focus of interna-

tional attention, despite a vast international policy crisis 
vis-a-vis the Middle East, due to the developments engen-
dered by the so-called Arab Spring. The harshest sanc-
tions regime applied in modern times is in place against 
Iran, even as other covert efforts, including a cyber-war 
intended to sabotage Iran’s research, have been carried 
out, presumably by Israel and the United States. As a re-
sult of this global pressure, Iran has come back to the ne-
gotiating table to see if it can strike a deal that will allevi-
ate some of the pressure.

Nonetheless, hawks in both Israel and the United States 
still maintain that bombing Iran’s nuclear facilities is the 
only way to slow down, if not stop its nuclear progress. 
Yet the potential repercussions of such an escalatory step 
have not been sufficiently discussed in the media of ei-
ther country. Rather, the debate has so far focused on the 
possible blockade by international forces of the Straits of 
Hormuz which, it is anticipated, would lead to a massive 
increase in oil prices. That in turn could be expected to 
severely affect the already recession-hit economies of Eu-
rope and the United States, not to speak of those poorer 
countries of the developing world that are dependent on 
Middle Eastern oil.

However, if Israel bombs Iran’s nuclear facilities − a 
step that is bound to involve the United States, either ac-
tively or indirectly − Iran is unlikely to retaliate in an all-
out confrontational style: by launching missiles against 
Israel, trying to sink U.S. ships in the Persian Gulf or even 
imposing its own closure of Hormuz. Instead Iran is far 
more likely to mobilize on the basis of the much wider sup-
port it can muster in the Muslim world, which is already 
seething with anti-American and anti-Israeli feelings.

The Islamic Republic’s primary support would come 
from the small but politically active and well-financed 
Shia minorities that can be found in almost all the states 
stretching from Lebanon to India. In many countries like 
Pakistan or Afghanistan, the Shia communities constitute 
up to 15 percent of the population. In the Gulf state of Bah-
rain, and of course in Iraq, Shia constitute a majority.

Since the Iranian revolution, in 1979, Tehran has seen 
itself as both spokesman and protector of the global Shia 
population, even though many Shia may resent this fact. In 
this self-delineated role, it has funded local Shia organiza-
tions, provided educational scholarships to Shia students 
to study in Iran, trained and armed local Shia militias in 
such places as Lebanon, Afghanistan and Pakistan, and 
provided military training and education to young Shias in 
their countries of origin.

In the Arab states of the Gulf, for example, these Shia 
minorities are often at odds with their own regimes be-
cause of the lack of protection or respect they receive, or 
the prejudice that is inherent to many Arab Sunni funda-
mentalist regimes. In countries that border Iran, such as 
Iraq, Pakistan and Afghanistan, all of which are subject 
to a powerful U.S. military or political presence, Iran, to 
protect itself against possible American incursions or 
sabotage, has trained local militants to attack U.S. targets 
in their respective countries in the event of any attack on 
Iran. This program had its origins during the second term 

of the Bush administration, when Vice President Dick 
Cheney spoke openly about attacking Iran. Iran organized 
and planned for retaliatory attacks against U.S. targets 
everywhere that it was in a position to arm and fund clan-
destine groups.

Thus, the Shia protest in the Muslim world would likely 
be organized and widespread, and would target Ameri-
cans and Israelis, and include major acts of terrorism and 
extreme violence.

At the same time, anti-Americanism is reaching dan-
gerous levels in predominantly Sunni countries such as 
Pakistan and Afghanistan. Both countries have extremist 
Sunni groups that engage in terrorism, as well as conser-
vative Islamic parties that participate in electoral politics. 
Any attack on Iran could see a merging of all these Sunni 
elements as well as of the broader Sunni population, and 
one could expect widespread anger in the streets.

Such widespread and angry protests could make it al-
most impossible for Americans or Israelis to travel, work 
or do business across the Arab world and the Indian sub-
continent. Such protests would almost invariably wipe out 
the gains and aspirations of the democratic movements 
within the Arab Spring countries, and lead to a reinforcing 
of Islamic fundamentalist parties, which could be expect-
ed to jump on the anti-American bandwagon. Widespread 
Sunni protests would invariably make the U.S. and NATO 
withdrawal from Afghanistan planned for 2014 much 
more difficult and possibly lead to the strengthening of 
the Taliban. It also could lead to a possible new intifada 
among the Palestinians, who in any case see little hope of 

an agreement with Israel on a two-state solution.
Thus any attack on Iran can be expected to unleash a 

violent reaction throughout the Muslim world, both in the 
more organized Shia minority camp where Iran has influ-
ence and in the majority Sunni countries where Iran may 
not have influence but anti-Americanism certainly does. 
The risk will be greater for Israel than for anyone else − a 
state already isolated and besieged by hostile states. With 
its conflict with the Palestinians unresolved, it will find 
itself even more isolated and under threat. The United 
States will find itself besieged in many parts of the Mus-
lim world, making normal diplomacy unworkable and 
the effort to enlist Muslim states to support the U.S. war 
against Al-Qaida more difficult.

Israel needs to carefully consider the consequences of 
any military action against Iran.

Ahmed Rashid, a Pakistani journalist and writer, is the 
author of five books, including the best-selling “Taliban” 
and “Descent into Chaos,” and the newly published 
“Pakistan on the Brink: The Future of America, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan” ‏(Viking‏). 
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If Iran decides to mobilize the Shia
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More than a hundred Israelis die 
needlessly each year because not 
enough people donate organs for 

transplant. Yet the same Israelis who re-
fuse to donate organs are willing to take 
them when their lives depend on it. In an 
attempt to stop this social parasitism, the 
Knesset recently passed a law that gives 
priority in organ allocation to transplant 
candidates who are organ donor cardhold-
ers. The law is the epitome of fairness, rep-
resenting the ethical principle of recipro-
cal altruism − those who try to help others 
will be helped themselves. Yet Rabbi Dr. 
David Shabtai, in a recent oped in Haaretz 
English Edition ‏(“An immoral incentive,” 
May 4, 2012‏), turned the moral aspect of 
this law on its head, and described it as 
“unfair” and an example of “religious 
discrimination.”

Some Orthodox Jews do not accept that 
brain death constitutes death. They believe 
that a brain-dead body is a living human 
being so long as its heart is still beating, 
even if that’s with the help of a ventilator. 
These religious people claim that to agree 
to have their organs removed when their 

heart is still beating would be like agree-
ing to be murdered. They just can’t do it.

It is true that religiously observant 
people should not be punished for their 
convictions, but we believe they should be 
held accountable for their behavior. What 
kibbutz, for example, would allow a mem-
ber to eat communal food if the member 
refuses to work?

In truth, the new law is not as severe as 
it should be. In accordance with principles 
of strict justice, the law should dictate 
that, if you don’t give, you don’t get. But 
the new law is more merciful, saying: If 
you don’t give, you still will get − but only 
after others have gotten first.

Shouting “religious discrimination” in a 
liberal society is a sure way to attract atten-
tion. But it is a faux cry. The new law applies 
to everyone, and not just to a group of peo-
ple affiliated with a specific religious sect. 
It applies to people who act ‏(or in this case 
don’t act‏) in a certain way. Many Orthodox 
Jews accept brain death as death and have 
organ donor cards − and they will benefit 
from this new law. It is people who are not 
ready to help others who will be “discrimi-
nated” against and “punished.”

The law does not target religious people; 
it targets behavior. It also targets secular 
Israelis who are too squeamish to sign a 

donor card, or too lazy to type www.karti-
sadi.org.il into their Web browser to regis-
ter for an organ donor card.

Moreover, consider the immorality of 
someone who rejects the concept of brain 
death as death, but who is willing to take an 
organ from a brain-dead patient for them-
selves or their loved one. In effect, this 
individual is asking the medical establish-
ment to commit − what he or she believes 
to be − murder. The argument that the or-
gans are being taken out in any event, so 
why not make use of them to save lives, is 
simply based on a false assumption. Or-
gans are only removed once an appropri-
ate recipient has been identified. This is 
because they have very limited viability 
outside the human body, and need to be 
matched with a specific recipient ‏(based 
on tissue, blood and size compatibility‏) be-
fore they are removed. Make no mistake 
about it: The organs are being removed for 
the person who put his name on the organ 
transplant waiting list.

Even if you don’t think you are an ac-
complice to murder, putting yourself on 
the waiting list for organs and taking a 
beating heart means you are at the very 
least participating in commerce in ill-got-
ten goods ‏(because you believe the donor 

was alive and murdered‏). An analogy can 
be made to the purchase of stolen goods, 
which is prohibited by halakha ‏(Mishnah 
Torah, Hilchot Gneivah, 5:1‏). Even if the 
goods weren’t stolen specifically for you, 
halakha ‏(Jewish law‏) still forbids you from 
buying them because you are encouraging 
immoral activity. In the same way, for a re-
ligious person to put his name on the organ 
transplant waiting list, asking physicians 
to remove organs from what he believes to 
be a living person, would be akin to encour-
aging a market for immoral activity.

The bottom line is that some Israelis are 
contributing to society in the field of organ 
donation while others are willing to sit back 
and reap the benefits from it. The situation 
is as untenable as it is repugnant. People 
have a right not to sign an organ donor card 
− but they should have the courage to bear 
the consequences of their own conviction.

Robby Berman is founder and director of 
the Halachic Organ Donor Society ‏(www.
hods.org‏). Prof. Jacob Lavee is director 
of the heart transplantation unit at Sheba 
Medical Center’s Leviev Heart Center, and 
initiator of the new law that gives priority 
on the organ recipient list to registered 
organ donors.
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Turning morality on its head

I can’t remember a French presidential election 
whose outcome held less suspense than last 
Sunday’s runoff. For months, the country had 

been getting ready for − or resigned to − Socialist 
candidate Francois Hollande’s victory. That it was 
a foregone conclusion has more to do with Nico-
las Sarkozy’s multiple errors than with Hollande’s 
perceived ability to draw massive popular support. 
This may be why the only surprise in the election 
result was Hollande’s narrow victory − with 51.62 
per cent of the vote vs. Sarkozy’s 48.38 − despite 
predictions of a 4- to 8-point gap. The urge to get 
rid of Sarkozy undoubtedly accounted for a size-
able proportion of the Hollande vote.

Sarkozy’s concession speech, in which he took 
full responsibility for his defeat, was an exercise 
in dignity and composure − a startling contrast to 
the vulgarity and glitz that had tainted his presi-
dency. Unfortunately for him, Sarkozy the gentle-
man came out of hiding too late.

Sarkozy the incumbent candidate dragged the 
campaign into the gutter. He resorted to every pos-
sible trick to manipulate opinion, threatening eco-
nomic collapse if his opponent were to be elected, 
and portraying Islam as the main concern among 
the French, even as the country is facing record-
high unemployment, stunted economic growth and 
the prospect of yet another euro zone crisis.

His desperate bid to pry votes away from the 
far-right National Front by pitting immigrants 
against the French-born backfired on him, provid-
ing National Front presidential candidate Marine 

Le Pen with an unprecedented 17.9 percent of the 
vote in the first round ‏(some pundits pointed out 
that, “people prefer the original to the copy.”‏) Yet 
Sarkozy pursued this losing strategy in the two 
weeks before the runoff − apparently blind to the 
hostility most Le Pen supporters felt for him. As 
a result, he alienated the centrist vote that might 
have saved the day for him.

Worst of all, perhaps, he introduced character 
assassination as a weapon of mass destruction be-
tween the two rounds in a country whose political 
culture is averse to it, alleging at one point that 
controversial Muslim scholar Tariq Ramadan, 
along with the imams of 700 mosques in France, 
had expressed their support for his opponent.

Hollande nimbly reacted to the blitz by remain-
ing above the fray. He is uncharismatic, and his 
platform promises a tidal wave of social expendi-
ture that only manna from heaven could fund, at a 
time when Europe is striving to reduce the debt. 
But virtually all he had to do was portray himself 
as a “normal” candidate who, if elected, would be 
a “normal” president. In multiple ways, Sarkozy 
handed him a victory.

Where does that leave France? And, French Jews 

might add, where does that leave us, and where 
does that leave Israel? It is likely that a majority of 
the Jewish vote went to Sarkozy. Like most Israe-
lis, most French Jews perceived him as a friendly 
figure with deep sympathies for Israel. Those who 
voted for him may now fear both the rise of Marine 
Le Pen − who intends to play a leading role in the op-
position − on the far right, and the access to power 
of the Greens, who are nominally allied to Hollande 
and have radical anti-Israel views.

On the night of Hollande’s victory, TV broad-
casts showed Arab-French youths displaying Pal-
estinian, Algerian and Moroccan flags on Place de 
la Bastille, where his supporters had gathered to 
celebrate. To many Jews this must have been an 
unsettling sight. But disgruntled supporters of 
Sarkozy in Israel and among Jews here may be 
well advised to ask themselves what exactly Israel 
has gained from his presidency, what diplomatic 
impact his affection for Israel and strong stance on 
Iran has really had. Hollande too has sympathy for 
the Jewish state ‏(and many more Jews on his staff 
than Sarkozy ever had‏), and he shares Sarkozy’s 
advocacy of the two-state solution. There’s little 
reason to anticipate the Greens having any say on 

foreign policy in a Hollande government. And, to 
be frank, France today is a negligible diplomatic 
player in the Middle East anyway. Even the Euro-
pean Union hasn’t been able to carve a significant 
role for itself there, in particular as a mediator in 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

As for the National Front, I believe that Jewish 
concern is moot. Yes, Marine Le Pen’s father, who 
headed the party for decades, is a notorious anti-
Semite, and the daughter might be, too, at heart, 
though she’s taken great pains to distance herself 
from her father’s histrionics and develop a more 
palatable persona. But yesteryear’s France is gone. 
The French state has never been able to choose be-
tween promoting diversity through participative 
citizenship, as Anglo-Saxon countries do, or bull-
dozing minorities into integrating, a policy it has 
officially advocated but has never pursued consis-
tently. Sarkozy, who easily rode to power in 2007 on 
promises to impose a French Muslim embrace of 
the Republic’s core belief in the secularist model, 
failed on this count as well, which laid the ground for 
the rise of the far right. Consequently, the National 
Front’s No. 1 enemy today is no longer the Jews, but 
outwardly observant Muslims, militant Islamists 
and disenfranchised Arab youths. If Marine Le Pen 
rises to the status of major political player in the 
coming years, she may find in a growing segment of 
the Jewish population here her best supporters.

Corinne Mellul is a political commentator in 
France. 
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Au revoir, Nicolas

If there is an issue that captures the essence of the deep-rooted 
disputes, mistrust and lack of dialogue between the Jewish 
majority and the Arab minority in Israel, it surely must be the 

subject of national-civic service.
Now, with the formation of a new government coalition, and 

after the High Court ordered the drafting of a new bill to replace 
the Tal Law, there is a likelihood we will see passage of a bill man-
dating universal service in either the army or a national or civic 
framework. Hence, it is possible that within weeks, Arab citizens 
will be told they are required to serve in a civic service corps.

It would be a grave mistake, however, to bundle ultra-Ortho-
dox Jews and Arabs together in the same basket. It’s true that 
both groups are not drafted into the army, but the reasons for 
this are fundamentally different. Any attempt to change the 
status quo with the Arabs must take into account their present 
lack of representation in decision-making circles, and the long-
standing mistrust between Arabs and the state  − a situation 
deeply rooted in a public climate that questions the legitimacy 
of their citizenship.

Advocates for civic service from the Jewish majority suggest 
that Arab youngsters should volunteer for service as an expres-
sion of their willingness to assume their share of the national bur-
den and to advance their own integration. The Arab leadership 
has long rejected this line of thinking, fearing that agreement 
would be interpreted as acceptance of the second-class status quo 
and affirmation of Israel’s definition as a Jewish state. They are 
also concerned that it would perpetuate existing discrimination, 
by legitimizing the anti-democratic notion that civil rights can be 
made contingent upon service.

Added to these misgivings is Arab mistrust of the genuine aims 
of the existing national service program which initially involved 
organizations associated with the security establishment. These 
suspicions have been so deep as to trigger speculation that the 
current system is only the first phase of a plan to institute manda-
tory Israel Defense Forces service for Arabs, which would put 
them in an unbearable confrontation with their brethren across 
the borders. That the budget for national service volunteers 
comes out of the Fund for Discharged Soldiers within the Defense 
Ministry does nothing to dispel such fears.

Arab concerns are also aggravated by the unilateral manner 
in which the national-civic service apparatus was established, in 
2007: without consultation with prominent members of their com-
munity. This is a classic example of the state’s disregard of what 
it considers to be the “irrelevant” leadership of the Arab minor-
ity, a type of official indifference that triggers intense anger and 
frustration again and again.

All these factors have produced and fueled an opposition front 
to national service, organized by the Arab leadership. But they 
have also promoted thinking about possible alternatives.

Despite broad public opposition, there are Arab youngsters 
who do volunteer through the national-civic service administra-
tion, which operates today under the Ministry of Science. True, 
they number only 2,000 each year, representing a mere 5 percent 
of the 40,000 young people who reach age 18 during the same pe-
riod. But, many perform a significant social service, primarily 
within the Arab community itself. And there is growing appre-
ciation of the benefits such service can have for the youngsters 
themselves.

Such service can enhance their chances of success in academ-
ic studies and the job market. Today, tens of thousands of high-
school graduates are not realizing their potential: Some sink into 
idleness or menial jobs, while others wait to continue their educa-
tion, sometimes due to intentional age restrictions at colleges and 
universities.

Fundamental support for social solidarity and voluntarism, as 
well as recognition of the need to offer more constructive oppor-
tunities to these young Arabs, have led to a search for alternative 
volunteering initiatives within Arab society. However localized 
and limited these initiatives may be right now − they are not rec-
ognized or funded by the national-civic service administration − 
they prove that Arab society has the desire and the ability to es-
tablish and independently administer such projects.

Still, if the initiators of the civic-service program had hopes that 
it would become a major, legitimate tool for widespread volunteer 
community service and integration of young Arabs in Israeli so-
ciety, these hopes have been dashed. Needless to say, compelling 
Arab youngsters to serve by law will not repair this situation, but 
only deepen alienation and frustration among them.

Broad, sweeping legislation is not the way to settle this issue. 
However, the fact that the topic now tops the public agenda cre-
ates an important opportunity for dialogue. A responsible, signifi-
cant parliamentary debate, in which Arab MKs and other lead-
ers play a genuine role, could lead to a breakthrough and even 
to agreement on the principles of an alternative, popular civic 
service program for Arab youngsters.

One alternative is to establish a volunteer community service 
organization operated by Arab local governments. Its programs 
would be subject to supervision of a regulatory-professional au-
thority in the welfare or interior ministries, and funded by gov-
ernment budgets earmarked for this purpose. Such an initiative 
should be part of a comprehensive government program to re-
duce the gaps between Jews and Arabs, and grounded in a dia-
logue with elected officials of the Arab public. The service would 
be purely civic in nature and would give Arab local governments 
the additional power and agency they so need. Above all, such a 
program would clearly signal to Arab society that its welfare, its 
empowerment, and the future of its young people are at the cen-
ter of public interest and concern.

Amnon Be’eri-Sulitzeanu and Mohammad Darawshe are co-
executive directors of the Abraham Fund Initiatives, a nonprofit 
organization that promotes coexistence and equality between 
Israel’s Jewish and Arab citizens. 
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If Israel bombs Iran’s nuclear 
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much wider support it can 
muster in the Muslim world.
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