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dismiss what comes out of the com-
mercially minded dream factory of 
Hollywood as simplistic, candied, 
trivial. Yet Zero Dark Thirty and 
Lincoln, another of the year-end 
movies at the center of the unfolding 
Oscar race, are dedicated to the ethi-
cal ambiguities and messy compro-
mises of governing — to the muck 
and stink that sometimes go into the 
effort of keeping this mighty country 
of ours intact and safe.

Lincoln looks at that through 
the prism of our 16th president and 
the legislative art and chicanery by 
which he and his allies passed the 
13th Amendment, ending slavery. 
Zero Dark Thirty uses the war 
on terror as its lens and raises 
big, complicated questions about 
whether one brand of evil excuses 
another and the preservation of 

freedom hinges on targeted applica-
tions of savagery. 

Zero Dark Thirty takes its title 
from a military term for half past 
midnight, which is when Navy 
SEALs raided bin Laden’s com-
pound in Pakistan. It’s the work of 
the director Kathryn Bigelow and 
the screenwriter Mark Boal, who 
previously collaborated on The Hurt 
Locker. As they researched their 

new movie, they got considerable 
cooperation from the CIA and the 
Defense Department, provoking 
complaints from some conserva-
tives, who smelled an Obama 
hagiography in the making.

They smelled wrong. Obama 
isn’t a character in the movie but, 
rather, a part of the backdrop to a 
narrative about the bloody drama 
and bloodless tedium of intelligence 

gathering over the course of nearly 
10 years between 9/11 and the kill-
ing of bin Laden. It’s about finding 
a needle in a uniquely messy and 
menacing haystack. “Enhanced 
interrogation techniques” like water-
boarding are presented as crucial to 
that search. And by the movie’s ac-
count, it produces information vital 
to the pursuit of the world’s most 
wanted man. And the intelligence 
agents involved in torture seem not 
so much relieved as challenged by 
Obama’s edict that it stop. Their 
quest for leads just got that much 
more difficult.

That’s hardly a universally ac-
cepted version of events. “Some of 
the FBI agents and CIA officers in-
volved in this program at the really 
gritty, firsthand level were the ones 
who blew the whistle on it, because 
they were really horrified,” said 
Jane Mayer, the author of the best-
selling book The Dark Side, widely 
considered the definitive account of 

the interrogation program.
And for the drone attacks that 

have been a favored tactic of the 
Obama administration, leading to 
the assassinations of people never 
tried or convicted? Is there ample 
justification for that? The end of 
“enhanced interrogation” wasn’t the 
end of methods seemingly outside 
the usual precepts of U.S. law, and 
as Zero Dark Thirty reminds us, 
Obama ordered the raid that led to 
bin Laden’s death without any guar-
antee that bin Laden would be there 
and that the bullet-riddled bodies in 
that Pakistan compound would be 
his and his associates’.

In the name of our democracy, 
we have long done and we continue 
to do some ruthless cost-benefit 
analyses and some very ugly things, 
to which we should never turn a 
blind eye. Whatever Zero Dark 
Thirty gets wrong, it gets that 
much right.
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Are political leaders in 
Jerusalem contemplating the 
dire cost to Israel if the pros-
pects for a two-state solution 
come to an end? 

It doesn’t seem so. Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanya-
hu has proposed new Jewish 
settlement projects in and 
around Jerusalem that will 
effectively bisect the West 
Bank. They will also sever 
the physical link between 
the Palestinian territories 
and Jerusalem. If carried 
out, these projects will make 
it impossible to establish a 
viable, contiguous Palestinian 
state alongside Israel. 

In other words, these 
settlement projects could 
finally bury any prospect of 
a two-state solution. And the 
death of the two-state solu-
tion threatens the future of a 
democratic Jewish state. 

Ironically, Netanyahu’s 
call for new settlements was 
meant as retaliation against 
the Palestinian government 
for seeking a U.N. General 
Assembly vote that strength-

ened the concept of two 
states. Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas 
sought the vote, which el-
evated Palestine to observer-
state status, to strengthen 
his hand against his Hamas 
rivals in Gaza, who refuse to 
recognize Israel. 

Netanyahu, playing to 
his hard-right base before 
the January elections, didn’t 
seem to grasp that irony. In-
stead, he called for building a 
particularly controversial new 
settlement east of Jerusalem, 
on land known as area E1.

He knew that building on 
this particular land would 
cross a red line for Palestin-
ians and infuriate his closest 
Western allies, because it 
would rule out any possibility 
of making Arab East Jeru-
salem the capital of a future 
Palestinian state. 

Indeed, the E1 project has 
drawn harsh criticism from 
European and U.S. officials 
(as it did from the last Bush 
administration when it was 
proposed before). 

Netanyahu chose to poke 
a finger in President Barack 
Obama’s eye just after the 
United States voted with 
Israel against observer status 
for the Palestinians — one 

of only nine countries to do 
so. In one stroke, the Israeli 
leader not only undercut his 
country’s strategic interests 
and boosted Hamas over its 
West Bank rivals, but also 
further undercut Obama’s 
standing in the Middle East. 

The perverseness of this 
move was stated with breath-
taking clarity by former 
Israeli Prime Minister Ehud 
Olmert in a recent address 
to the Israel Policy Forum in 
New York. 

“I thought the president 
(Obama) deserved a vote 
of thanks,” Olmert said, “so 
I was utterly surprised, as 
were most countries in the 
world, that the next morn-
ing, the (Israeli) government 
did the one thing that was 
certain to offend U.S. policy-
makers” — call for building 
in the E1 corridor. 

 Olmert also argued that 
the U.N. vote on Palestinian 
status was in Israel’s strategic 
interest. “At the end of the 
day, we pray that the danger 
of one state for two peoples 
will be removed from the 
agenda,” he said. “So when 
the U.N. General Assembly 
approved the concept of a Pal-
estinian state ... I thought this 
is precisely what we want.” 

Olmert, a politician of the 
center right, has no illusions 

about the ease of achieving 
two states. During nego-
tiations with Abbas in 2008, 
he put forward the most 
far-reaching peace plan any 
Israeli leader has. “It was not 
rejected,” he said, “but it was 
not accepted.” 

 Olmert said he “prayed” 
that the Obama administra-
tion would “start from where 
we left off,” but the Obama 
team pursued a different tack, 
as did subsequent, harder-line 
Israeli governments. For the 
past two years, Abbas has 
refused to negotiate unless 
Israel imposes a total freeze 
on Jewish settlements. 

 No doubt Palestinians 
also bear a heavy share of the 

blame for the failure of nego-
tiations. Yasir Arafat’s deci-
sion to talk and fight during 
the second intifada, which be-
gan in 2000, convinced many 
Israelis that peace was impos-
sible. (Olmert says he never 
believed that Arafat wanted 
to make peace, though he 
believed that Abbas did.) 

 Moreover, Hamas’ take-
over in Gaza, and its firing 
of rockets at Israeli towns 
and cities, make most Israelis 
reluctant to contemplate any 
further withdrawals from 
the West Bank. The Arab 
upheavals in the region add 
to Israeli fears. 

 However, as Olmert rec-
ognizes, an end to talks on 

two states confronts Israel 
with an unthinkable future: 
permanent rule over mil-
lions of resentful Palestin-
ians. If Israel gives them the 
vote, their high birthrate 
guarantees that they will 
ultimately outnumber Jews 
in Greater Israel. 

The other alternative, 
rule by force over a disen-
franchised majority, would 
turn Israel into a variant of 
an apartheid state. 

 Netanyahu appar-
ently hopes he can persuade 
Palestinians to accept an 
ersatz state composed of 
disconnected cantons linked 
by tunnels or bridges, and 
severed from Jerusalem by 
Israeli settlements. Many Is-
raelis hope they can devolve 
responsibility for populous 
Gaza onto Egypt. Both these 
hopes are delusional. 

 Israel’s plan for the E1 
corridor lays bare the grim 
question no one in Jerusalem 
or Washington wants to face: 
What are the consequences 
of the death of the two-state 
solution? Unless the E1 plans 
are dropped and negotiations 
are resumed, we are likely to 
start learning the answer all 
too soon. 

Reach Trudy Rubin at trubin@
phillynews.com. 
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CAIRO — When you fly along 
the Mediterranean today, what do 
you see below? 

To the north, you look down at a 
European supranational state system 
— the European Union — that is 
cracking up. And to the south, you 
look down at an Arab nation state 
system that is cracking up. 

It’s an unnerving combination, 
and it’s all the more reason for the 
U.S. to get its economic house in 
order and be a rock of global stabil-
ity, because, I fear, the situation on 
the Arab side of the Mediterranean 
is about to get worse. 

Egypt, the anchor of the whole 
Arab world, is embarked on a 
dangerous descent toward prolonged 
civil strife, unless a modus vivendi 
can be found between President 
Mohammed Morsi of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and his growing op-
position.

If Syria and Egypt both unravel 
at once, this whole region will be 
destabilized. That’s why a billboard 
on the road to the Pyramids said it 
all: “God save Egypt.”

Having watched a young, veiled, 
Egyptian female reporter tear into 
a Muslim Brotherhood official the 
other day over the group’s recent 
autocratic and abusive behavior, I 
can assure you that the fight here 
is not between more religious and 
less religious Egyptians. What has 
brought hundreds of thousands of 
Egyptians back into the streets, 
many of them first-time protesters, 
is the fear that autocracy is return-
ing to Egypt under the guise of 
Islam. The real fight here is about 
freedom, not religion.

The decisions by Morsi to unilat-

erally issue a constitutional decree 
that shielded him from judicial 
oversight (he has since rescinded 
most of it after huge protests) — 
and then to rush the completion of 
a new, highly imperfect, constitu-
tion and demand that it be voted 
on in a national referendum without 
sufficient public debate — have 
rekindled fears that Egyptians have 
replaced one autocracy, led by 
Hosni Mubarak, with another, led 
by the Muslim Brotherhood.

Morsi and the other Muslim 
Brotherhood leaders were late 
comers to the 2011 Tahrir Square 
revolution that ended six decades 
of military rule. And because they 
were focused only on exploiting 
it for their own ends, they have 
grossly underestimated the deep, 
mostly youth-led yearning for the 
freedom to realize their full poten-
tial that erupted in Tahrir — and it 
has not gone away.

Whenever anyone asked me 
what I saw in Tahrir Square during 
that original revolution, I told them 
I saw a tiger that had been living 
in a 5-by-8 cage for 60 years get 
released. And there are three things 
I can tell you about the tiger: 

that cage. 

your own narrow purposes or party 
because this tiger only serves Egypt 
as a whole

been fed every dog-food lie in the 
Arabic language for 60 years, so 
don’t try doing it again.

First, the Egyptian army under-
estimated the tiger and tried to 
get it back in the cage. Now the 
Muslim Brothers are. Ahmed Has-
san, 26, is one of the original Tahrir 
rebels. He comes from the poor 
Shubra el-Kheima neighborhood, 
where his mother sold vegetables. I 
think he spoke for many of his gen-

eration when he told me the other 
day: “We all had faith that Morsi 
would be the one who would fulfill 
our dreams and take Egypt where 
we wanted it to go. The problem is 
that not only has he abandoned our 
dream, he has gone against it. ... 
They took our dream and implanted 
their own. I am a Muslim, but I 

think with my own mind. But the 
Muslim Brothers follow orders from 
their Supreme Guide. ... Half of me 
is heartbroken, and half of me is 
happy today. The part that is heart-
broken is because I am aware that 
we are entering a stage that could 
be a real bloodbath. And the part 
that is happy is because people who 

were completely apathetic before 
have now woken up and joined us.”

What’s wrong with Morsi’s new 
draft constitution? On the surface, 
it is not some Taliban document. 
While the writing was dominated 
by Islamists, professional jurists had 
their input. 

Unfortunately, argues Mona 
Zulficar, an expert on the constitu-
tion, while it enshrines most basic 
rights, it also says they must be bal-
anced by vague religious, social and 
moral values, some of which will 
be defined by clerical authorities. 
This language opens loopholes, she 
said, that could enable conservative 
judges to restrict “women’s rights, 
freedom of religion, freedom of 
opinion and the press and the rights 
of the child,” particularly girls.

Or, as Dan Brumberg of the U.S. 
Institute of Peace put it, the draft 
constitution could end up guaran-
teeing “freedom of speech, but not 
freedom after speech.”

The wild street demonstrations 
here — for and against the constitu-
tion — tell me one thing: If it is just 
jammed through by Morsi, Egypt 
will be building its new democracy 
on a deep fault line. It will never be 
stable. Egypt is thousands of years 
old. It can take six more months to 
get its new constitution right.

God is not going to save Egypt. 
It will be saved only if the op-
position respects that the Muslim 
Brotherhood won the election fairly 
— and resists its excesses not with 
boycotts (or dreams of a coup) 
but with better ideas that win the 
public to the opposition’s side. 

And it will be saved only if 
Morsi respects that elections are 
not winner-take-all, especially in a 
society that is still defining its new 
identity, and stops grabbing author-
ity and starts earning it. Otherwise, 
it will all fall down.
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As Egypt goes, so does the Mideast 
MORSI MUST REALIZE THAT DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTION CANNOT BE PUT BACK IN CAGE 

Egyptian army tanks, left, deployed outside the presidential palace as Egyp-
tian protesters gathered during a demonstration against President Moham-
med Morsi in Cairo on Tuesday. Thousands of opponents and supporters 
of Egypt’s Islamist president staged rival rallies ahead of this weekend’s 
referendum on a contentious draft constitution. 
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