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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: If Benjamin Netanyahu is forced to step down from
his position as prime minister without sufficient evidence proving him to be
guilty of criminal activity, the country will lose an experienced and capable
leader at a time of growing danger. The elites who are so eager to push him out
should consider whether their wish to install an individual more to their tastes
is worth the possible cost to Israel’s security.
Winston Churchill was right when he said in 1947 that “democracy is the worst
form of government ever invented – except for all those other forms that have
been tried.” One of the reasons is that sometimes a democracy will fail unless
its citizens act maturely despite inclinations tempting them in another
direction. “Democracy” here means all the processes and behavior that
determine what happens in the governance of a liberal democratic country such
as Israel.
Israel’s democracy is now undergoing such a test. Our region is in a time of
bloody turmoil and instability. Israel, despite its great strength, faces dangers
that require it to act prudently, wisely, and perhaps forcefully to protect itself
from rapidly changing security developments.
Fortunately we have a prime minister who is widely recognized as one of the
most eloquent and capable statesmen in the world today. With that said, no one
would claim that he makes no mistakes or that Israel’s policy cannot be
improved.
Partly because of Netanyahu’s unique experience at the center of affairs for
many years, and the opportunities he has had to build relationships with
leaders such as Putin, Trump, Modi, and Abe (of Japan), it is clear that no other

Israeli today is anywhere near as capable of running Israel’s foreign and
security policy as is Bibi.
On the other hand, a great many Israelis scorn and disapprove of the prime
minister. Even many of his admirers see him as a man of poor character – smallminded, selfish, miserly, and disloyal, unable to create and maintain close
relationships with strong people and political allies (with the striking exception
of Ron Dermer). Perhaps most of all, Bibi’s hedonistic lifestyle – apart from his
strong work ethic — offends many Israelis who contrast it with that of Begin,
Rabin, and other Israeli political leaders of the past.
If it turns out that Bibi is guilty of real criminal conduct, as distinguished from
technical violations of law, Israel would of course have to do without his
foreign policy talent and experience. Perhaps there is still a possibility that the
extraordinary efforts to bring Bibi down, by his long-time enemies in the media
and the police, will prove that he genuinely is a criminal whom Israelis cannot
in good conscience leave as head of government. But so far what is apparent is
that a very small fire can be used to make a lot of smoke. Much of Israel’s
establishment uses double standards to pursue partisan goals at the cost of
weakening their prime minister’s ability to do his job.
Israel’s democracy – its voters, politicians, media, and police – must decide
whether the prime minister shall continue to be the man by far most capable of
protecting the country in particularly dangerous times, or will be replaced by
someone whose personal character is felt to be less objectionable – especially to
leftists troubled by having to face a man of the right who is obviously smart
and sophisticated. Experience suggests that if Bibi is replaced as PM we cannot
assume that his successor will necessarily be a person of better character.
On present evidence, if Netanyahu has to step down now it will be a failure of
democracy. It would be a profligate decision to prefer a more appealing
national leader over a determination to put the country’s safety in the best
hands available.
One possibility is that the police, media, and elite attacks on Bibi will force him
to have an early election which returns him to office, perhaps with an increased
majority. That would be a case of democracy succeeding through the wisdom
of the voters defeating media and legal system leadership. Still, despite their
defeat by the citizenry under those circumstances, that elite would have
inflicted great costs on the country by an unnecessary election and the
diversion of much of Netanyahu’s time and energy from his job.

Of course Bibi will not live forever, and no person is indispensable. Sooner or
later Israel will have to find a new prime minister. If necessary, Israel will get
through the present and future dangers without Netanyahu. But a maturely
prudent democracy will take advantage of Bibi’s special talents and experience
as long as it can, even if it dislikes him.
This article was first published in The Times of Israel on March 14, 2018.
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