
It is easy to be cynical 
about the international rule 
of law. No sooner had the 
International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) found1 that Is-
rael is plausibly committing 
genocide against the 
Palestinian people than the 
U.S. State Department de-
clared, “We continue to be-
lieve that allegations of gen-

ocide are unfounded and note the court did not 
make a finding about genocide or call for a 
ceasefire in its ruling…” Israeli leaders declared 
the case to be “outrageous”2 and “antisemitic”.3

Yet the risks for Israel of the ICJ ruling, and its 
follow-up in the next year or two, are profound. If 
Israel spurns the Genocide Convention, it imper-
ils its place within the community of nations.

True, the ICJ provisional ruling by itself will not 
end Israel’s war in Gaza or perhaps the mass 
killing of the Palestinian people, already at 
26,0004 and rising (with 70 percent women and 
children). The ruling by itself will not end Amer-
ica’s complicity in Israel’s slaughter of Palestini-
ans. Israel could not fight the war in Gaza one 
more day without the U.S. providing the muni-
tions and other military support.

Yet the ruling has started the clock on Israel’s 
future. If Israel continues to act with impunity 
and finds itself declared as genocidaire in the 
ICJ’s final ruling, Israel will become a pariah 
state. Young Americans in particular will pull the 
plug on U.S. backing for Israel. Israel will stand 
utterly alone, condemned by the world.

Most of the 193 governments in the United 
Nations already disdain Israel’s behavior. Most 
see a country that has occupied the neighboring 

territories of Palestine for 57 years (since the 
1967 war), that has scorned and failed to act on 
dozens of votes by the UN Security Council and 
the UN General Assembly, and illegally5 and 
blatantly settled more than 700,000 Israelis6 in 
the occupied territories.

Most UN member states hear clearly the ex-
pressions of visceral hatred by many Israeli lead-
ers toward the people of Palestine. For example, 
the statement by Israeli President Herzog blam-
ing all of the people of Gaza,7 as cited by the ICJ; 
and they understand clearly the intention of 
today’s Israeli government to occupy Palestine 
and rule over the 7 million Palestinian Muslims 
and Christians living in Israel and Palestine 
today. South Africa brought the ICJ case against 
Israel in part because it knows murderous 
apartheid rule when it sees it, and it sees 
apartheid rule in Israel’s ongoing domination 
over the Palestinian people.

Israel has so far not been deterred by global 
opinion because of its nuclear weapons, its mes-
sianic zeal, and most importantly, the military, fin-
ancial, and public backing of the United States, 
including its votes in the UN Security Council and 
General Assembly. Moreover, the U.S. and Israel 
have acted on the belief that the offer of Amer-
ican money and weapons systems to the Arab 
nations would induce them to turn their backs on 
Palestinian people. Israel and the U.S. act with 
supreme arrogance, believing that military might 
makes right and that money talks. 

Yes, Israel also acts out of fear of the Palestini-
ans, but that is the overbearing and grossly un-

9 February 2024

Israel Cannot Hide From 
the International Court of Justice

by Jeffrey D. Sachs,* USA

* Jeffrey D. Sachs, Professor at Columbia University, is 
Director of the Center for Sustainable Develop-
ment at Columbia University and President of the 
UN Sustainable Development Solu�ons Network. 
He has served as adviser to three UN Secretaries-
General, and currently serves as an SDG Advocate 
under Secretary-General António Guterres.

Jeffrey D. Sachs 
(Photo Gabriella 
C. Marino, 2019)

The judges of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) at the 
pronouncement of judgement in the genocide proceedings 
against Israel in The Hague, Netherlands, 26 January 2024 

(Picture ma)

file:///Users/Ronge/Documents/%20Daten/Verein/%20%20Schweizer%20Standpunkt/%20%20Online/%20%20bearbeitet/Sachs%20Israel%20IGH/1%09https:/www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/192/192-20240126-ord-01-00-en.pdf
file:///Users/Ronge/Documents/%20Daten/Verein/%20%20Schweizer%20Standpunkt/%20%20Online/%20%20bearbeitet/Sachs%20Israel%20IGH/1%09https:/www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/192/192-20240126-ord-01-00-en.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/video/netanyahu-rejects-outrageous-icj-charges-of-gaza-genocide-203021381942
file:///Users/Ronge/Documents/%20Daten/Verein/%20%20Schweizer%20Standpunkt/%20%20Online/%20%20bearbeitet/Sachs%20Israel%20IGH/3%09https:/www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/ben-gvir-slams-icj-as-antisemitic-says-israel-should-ignore-ruling-on-provisional-measures
https://www.voanews.com/a/gaza-death-toll-climbs-above-26-000-health-ministry-reports/7458258.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/gaza-death-toll-climbs-above-26-000-health-ministry-reports/7458258.html
https://twitter.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=50ec04f7fdd8f247aecfa0ddf&id=29ca89af99&e=111aa3756f
https://twitter.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=50ec04f7fdd8f247aecfa0ddf&id=78fabca6eb&e=111aa3756f
https://twitter.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=50ec04f7fdd8f247aecfa0ddf&id=01907a133c&e=111aa3756f
https://twitter.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=50ec04f7fdd8f247aecfa0ddf&id=01907a133c&e=111aa3756f


2/3

justified fear of the underdog, the conquered, and 
the displaced. By recognizing and making peace 
with an independent state of Palestine, Israel 
would remove the hate and humiliation that fuels 
support for Hamas, and thereby diminish the 
threats that lead to Israel’s own fears.

Israelis should understand that the U.S. can-
not – and will not – save Israel in the long run. It 
will not do so any more than America has 
“saved” South Vietnam; Iran after the U.S.-U.K. 
coup in 1953; Afghanistan after 2001; Iraq after 
the U.S. overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003; 
Syria after the U.S. attempted overthrow of 
Bashar al-Assad in 2011; Libya after the NATO 
overthrow of Moammar Qaddafi in 2011; or 
Ukraine since the U.S.-led coup in 2014.

American military force is useless or worse in 
sustaining regimes that lack broad international 
support and legitimacy. America tires of each 
misguided military adventure and moves on, and 
will eventually do so vis-à-vis Israel if Israel be-
comes a pariah and outlaw state.

Nor will U.S. money and weapons systems 
carry the day with the Arab neighbors. The U.S. 
is at the end of its financial largesse. The U.S. 
public debt is already 122.9 percent of GDP8 and 
rising rapidly. There is no consensus in Washing-
ton, D.C. on how to stabilize the U.S. budget, but 
one point is clear: large support for foreign 
countries will not be part of the bargain. 

The cutoff of U.S. financing for Ukraine, des-
pite the intense lobbying by the politically power-
ful military-industrial complex, is a vivid case in 
point. Even access to advanced U.S. weapons 
systems will not persuade Arab nations to aban-
don the cause of a Palestinian state. In any 
event, Russian, Iranian, North Korean, Chinese, 
and other advanced weapons systems will be on 
highly competitive offer in future years, and with 
better financing terms.

At the moment, the Israeli public ardently 
backs Israel’s brutality and slaughter in Gaza. 
The public is gripped by a combination of over-
whelming fear, religious zealotry, and state pro-
paganda. Israelis widely believe that the Arab 
nations are implacably out to destroy Israel. 
They do not travel in the Arab countries and do 
not know or understand the attitudes and 
policies of those neighboring societies. They do 
not attend to the statements of Arab and Islamic 
leaders calling for peace based on the two-state 
solution because Israeli mainstream media, like 
U.S. mainstream media, is in the grips of relent-

less state propaganda, brain-deadening patriot-
ism, and relentless war-mongering.

Israeli society is immeasurably traumatized 
by the Nazi Holocaust, which remains the central 
fact of modernity and memory of every Jewish 
family of European roots in any part of the world. 

An eventual finding by the world’s highest 
court that Israel itself has now become a perpet-
rator of genocide will therefore shake Israeli so-
ciety to the roots and will rupture Israel’s social 
contract with world Jewry. At that very painful 
and very dire stage, Israeli public opinion may 
begin to reconsider its current assumptions.

Yes, despite the ICJ ruling Israel’s killing goes 
on, but under greatly heightened legal and polit-
ical scrutiny. Every Israeli murder in cold blood,9
every bombing of a hospital,10 every destruction 
of a Palestinian school or university,11 every Is-
raeli denial of food and water for Gazans,12 will be 
meticulously recorded by South Africa’s superb 
legal team, and by highly respected legal insti-
tutes around the world, including the Center for 
Constitutional Rights and Law for Palestine.13 All 
will be duly conveyed to the ICJ.

Palestine will survive the current horrific or-
deal, deeply wounded but with strong worldwide 
backing. Israel’s future, by contrast, hangs in the 
balance, as it could soon find itself banished by 
the community of nations as a stark violator of 
international law. Israel urgently requires leaders 
who embrace international law over military 
force, humility over arrogance, and peacemaking 
over brutality. 

And Israel – no less than the United States – 
must come to understand the self-destructive 
futility of deploying military force to deny justice 
and political rights for the Palestinian people.
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