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'Rhymes With Fagin'
Time magazine adds its voice to the chorus of those attempting to delegitimize the Jewish
state.

By BRET STEPHENS
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If you're a reader of a certain age, you might understand the headline.

In May 1977, when Menachem Begin was elected Israel's prime minister, Time magazine set

out to describe the man, beginning with the correct pronunciation of his last name: "Rhymes

with Fagin," the editors explained, invoking the character from Oliver Twist. Modern Israeli

leader; archetypal Jewish lowlife: Get it?

The magazine's other characterization of Begin was that he was "dangerous." A year later, he

shared the Nobel Peace Prize with Egypt's Anwar Sadat.

Maybe there's something in the magazine's DNA. This week, readers were treated to a cover

story by Karl Vick titled, suggestively, "Why Israel Doesn't Care About Peace." That's one way

for Time to address the current state of negotiations between the Jewish state and its

neighbors, which otherwise barely rate a mention in the article.

Mr. Vick's essay draws on the testimony of a pair of real estate agents, a columnist for a left-

leaning newspaper, and a few others to explain that Israelis are too blissed-out by the fruits of

their economic prosperity to pay much attention to the subject of peace, much less whatever

sad things may transpire among their neighbors in Ramallah and Gaza. "We're not really that

into the peace process," says Gadi Baltiansky, a peace activist quoted in the story. "We are

really, really into the water sports."

It's hard to say what to make of this, since the article concludes by contradicting its central

thesis: "For all the surf breaks, the palms and the coffee, the conflict is never truly done,

never far away," Mr. Vick writes.

Indeed it isn't: Nearly every Israeli has a

child, sibling, boyfriend or parent in the

army. Nearly every Israeli has been to the

funeral of a fallen soldier, or a friend killed in

a terrorist attack. Most Israeli homes and

businesses come equipped with safe rooms

or bomb shelters; every Israeli owns a gas

mask. The whole country exists under the

encroaching shadows of Hezbollah in

Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, and the prospect

of a nuclear Iran. How many Americans, to

say nothing of Europeans, can say the same

about their own lives?

Yet when it comes to scoring cheap shots against the Jewish state, Time is not the sort of

magazine to allow the obvious to disturb a prejudiced hypothesis. Can the magazine point to
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affairs, which runs every Tuesday in the U.S. and is also published
in the European and Asian editions of the paper. He is a deputy
editorial page editor, responsible for the editorial pages of the
Asian and European editions of the paper, the columnists on
foreign affairs, and the Far Eastern Economic Review. He
previously worked for the paper as an op-ed editor in New York
and as an editorial writer in Brussels for The Wall Street Journal
Europe.

From March 2002 to October 2004 Mr. Stephens was editor-in-
chief of The Jerusalem Post, a position he assumed at age 28. At
the Post, he was responsible for the paper's news and editorial
divisions. He also wrote a weekly column.

In 2004, Mr. Stephens was named a Young Global Leader by the
World Economic Forum, where he is also a media fellow.

Raised in Mexico City and educated at The University of Chicago
and the London School of Economics, Mr. Stephens is married and
has three children.

More in Opinion

The Obama Economy

Fred Barnes: Washington and the 'Recovery Summer' That
Wasn't

George P. Shultz: Learning From Experience on Arms Control

School Voucher Breakout

Lenore Skenazy: Whatever Happened to Walking to School?

Latest Headlines

Obama to Push Tax Break

Petraeus Speaks Out on Quran Burning

States Test Out New Math

Friction on Financial Crisis Panel Is Downplayed

Probe Finds New Meters Accurate

Small-Business Tax Cuts Fuel Debate

Video

JER: Social
Security Scare
Tactics
5:51

JER: Congress'
Willingness to
Raise Taxes
Waning
6:45

The Politics of 9.6%
Unemployment
10:32

   

Read Emailed Video Commented Searches

4. Craigslist Step Won't End Fight

5. London Copes With Transit Disruptions

Share:

Email Printer Friendly Order Reprints

JOURNAL COMMUNITYAdd a Comment
We welcome your thoughtful comments. Please comply with our Community rules .
All comments will display your real name.

Track replies to my comment Go to Comments tab

CLEAR POST

MORE IN OPINION

equally pointed cover stories about internal Palestinian affairs and what, perchance, they

mean for the peace process? I checked: It last did so in April 2002 with a largely sympathetic

portrait of Yasser Arafat "All Boxed In" by an invading Israeli army.

That's a pity, journalistically speaking, because the stew of Palestinian politics tells us

something important about the wider drift of the Arab world, not least the ways in which Iran

has seized the mantle of anti-Western radicalism to make ideological inroads among Sunnis.

But raising that line of inquiry probably asks too much of a magazine whose circulation is in

steep decline, and whose journalism is now the subject of parodies in The Onion. (Recent

headline: "TIME Announces New Version of Magazine Aimed at Adults.")

Journalism aside, there's also a moral dimension here, especially for a magazine that recently

devoted its cover to the question of whether Americans are "Islamophobic." That dimension is

known as the delegitimization of IsraelÑthe idea that the country ought not to exist. Insisting

that Israel be wiped off the map, as Iran's leaders do with such numbing frequency, is one

method of delegitimization. Suggesting that Israelis don't care about peaceÑnot all of them, of

course; there's always a remnant of politically anguished Israelis to be found, quoted and

celebrated for the purposes of native standing and moral coverÑis another.

Which of these methods does more lasting harm, the malignly blunt or the well-meaningly

insidious? Probably the latter: It shapes a climate of supposedly respectable opinion that

doesn't hesitate to tar one nation the way it never would any other. Or did I somehow miss

the Time covers devoted to why Russians don't care about democracy, or Kenyans about

corruption?

This has consequences.

Last week, a man named Karel de Gucht told a radio station in Belgium that the current round

of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations were certain to founder upon the stubbornness of Jews.

"There is indeed a beliefÑit's difficult to describe it otherwiseÑamong most Jews that they

are right," he explained. "So it's not easy to have, even with moderate Jews, a rational

discussion about what is happening in the Middle East."

Mr. de Gucht sounds like a neo-Nazi; in fact, he is the trade commissioner of the European

Union. How does a paladin like him come to say something like that? Because it's really not

that far from the sorts of things that already are being written; that are, as they say, "in the

air." Like the cover of a magazine that will someday cause a future editor of Time (assuming

there is one) to hang her head in shame.

Write to bstephens@wsj.com
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