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				EXCERPTS FROM FRANCESCA ALBANESE’S SPEECH TO THE UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY, OCTOBER 30, 2024

				For the first time, I’m really upset. I’m upset at people’s indifference.

				The intensity of this genocide and the way it enters into our lives and the fact that some people are not affected by it while others are devastated.

				To think that I find myself once again in front of the people who represent most of the countries that, either all together or some smaller group, could stop this. Really, at the stroke of a pen.

				I always experience a sense of shock and disappointment when I come to this room because many of you recited the same script from last year.

				Of course, we condemn Hamas’s attack. Of course, we express solidarity with the Israeli victims. Of course, we demand the release of the hostages.

				But is it possible that after forty-two thousand people have been killed, you cannot empathize with the Palestinians?

				Those of you who have not uttered a word about what is happening in Gaza demonstrate that empathy has evaporated from this room. Empathy is the glue that makes us stand united as humanity. This is not about charity toward the Palestinians. This is about your obligations. Your obligations include ensuring the full implementation of the conventions to prevent the crime of genocide.

				And therefore, today, if you really want to comply with international law, there is no other way than by imposing sanctions on Israel and revising the diplomatic, economic, political, military, and strategic ties you have with it.

				And may this be the last genocide in human history.
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			PREFACE

			I AM WRITING THESE WORDS at a strange moment in my life: I have just been sanctioned by the United States. As of July 9, 2025, I have been named a “specially designated national” by the Department of the Treasury, barring all US nationals, including my own daughter, and corporations from engaging with me and causing the freezing of my assets in the United States.

			I am the first UN official in history to receive such a sanction — one I share with Vladimir Putin, Bashar al-Assad, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and Nicolás Maduro — for the absurd “crime” of allegedly working with the International Criminal Court. In reality, I have been targeted for reporting on Israel’s violations of Palestinian human rights — or, as the United States chooses to frame it, “anti-Semitism.” This label does a grave disservice to Jewish people worldwide and risks trivializing the history and reality of hatred against Jews. These sanctions are punishment for my insistence on fulfilling my UN mandate under the harshest circumstances, when the people of Gaza and the Occupied Palestinian Territory were enduring unspeakable suffering.

			I did not set out, at the start of my life, to confront power in this way. I was born and raised in a small mountain town in southern Italy — a place few leave and even fewer move to. My adolescence was shaped by a visceral rejection of injustice. At that time, the Mafia’s violence — its assassinations of judges, lawyers, and journalists — left an indelible mark on me. After the anti-Mafia prosecutors Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino were murdered in 1992, Sicily found the strength to erupt in outrage. Ordinary people began to stand together against organized crime, joined in solidarity by Italians from other regions.

			From this, I learned that unity and courage are the most powerful forces for change. At eighteen, after my father passed away, I sought refuge in the rationality of law. Although a sense of social justice had long been in my veins, the order, structure, and logic of legal disciplines offered reassurance. I was also lucky to have a strong and supportive mother always by my side, graciously holding my hand or with her arm on my shoulder, at every moment of need.

			At university, I started to find my path. I joined a collective of critically engaged students, animating the cultural life of the law school and representing my peers in academic institutions. My political conscience started to manifest. For example, I took it personally when my department sought to honor Giovanni Gentile, Mussolini’s minister of education who signed the 1938 racial laws that condemned thousands of Italian Jews to death. I helped mount a protest, and we won: The commemorative plaque to honor the memory of Gentile was not placed in the law school.

			To support myself, I worked one, two, sometimes three jobs at the same time, and still graduated with the highest honors. Those years allowed me to travel, study English abroad, and glimpse horizons far wider than my small town. Becoming a practicing attorney-at-law was never my calling. I did complete my law degree but had no interest in the bar; I wanted to be a human rights lawyer, using the law to defend those whose rights had been denied, beyond the courtroom — an idea that scarcely existed in Italy then. (While in the United States “lawyer” is tied to bar admission, internationally the title is widely used for specialists in law in both academic and professional settings. That is where I belong: me voilà.)

			For a brief moment, I even entertained the idea of becoming a journalist, but it faded when a generous scholarship — and the chance to study in the charming city of Lecce, in my beloved southern Italy — drew me back to international law and development.

			It was during one of my many student jobs that I first stepped into the world of international affairs, with an internship at Italy’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. That experience opened the door to my first missions abroad, to Pakistan, Guinea-Bissau, and more fundamentally to a UN scholarship, which took me to Morocco for two years, where I both enjoyed traveling and worked as an unwilling chronicler of injustices and human rights abuses. This led me to want to further pursue postgraduate studies in human rights law, so I decided to enroll in an LLM program at the University of London School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS).

			SOAS played a decisive role in shaping my intellectual trajectory. As a postgraduate student, I first encountered critical approaches to international law and development studies, and it was a total epiphany, though not pain free of course. This is where I met Edward Said — not in person but through his writings. Orientalism and his other works offered me the language and framework to understand the politics of representation, the construction of “the Other,” and the distortions embedded in Eurocentric legal narratives and development approaches. These ideas were not always comfortable, but they were irresistible in their power to unveil the world as it is. Said, along with Antonio Gramsci — another of my intellectual lighthouses — helped me grasp how culture sustains power, and how resistance begins by questioning the stories power tells.

			These influences left a profound mark on my work and the choices I made from that point forward. What followed was four years with the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, when I was based in Geneva but traveled across the Arab world and Southeast Asia. Eventually, I moved to Palestine to work with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), fulfilling what had since SOAS become my “dream” of going to Palestine. In London I had studied the question of Palestine through a legal lens and was left with a sense of insurmountable and enduring injustice that, with my good intentions and hard work, I felt totally equipped to help resolve! (Not to be missed is how much my good intentions were tinged with white-savior illusions, which would soon be shattered by reality.)

			As a UN lawyer in occupied Jerusalem, often traveling across Gaza, the West Bank, and the neighboring countries where millions of Palestinian refugees still lived, I wrestled daily with the dissonance between the principles of international law — equality, justice, dignity — and the realities of power politics. Nowhere was this gap more visible than in Palestine, where the international community’s inaction made a mockery of the law it claimed to uphold. This contradiction ultimately led me to leave the United Nations, first to pursue other job opportunities and then independent research.

			After Palestine I moved to Washington, DC, where my husband had joined the World Bank and where we welcomed our first daughter, Leila. To celebrate her US citizenship, we decided to make the first and biggest investment of our lives: a small but lovely condo in Adams Morgan. Unlike my husband, who didn’t particularly love DC life, I slowly fell into a pleasant relationship with the city. Yes, there were the lobbyists, but there were also lovely parks: the first huge green spaces I truly experienced in a city. I still remember what I call the “green, red, and yellow baptism”: the first rain of leaves I encountered during one of my early walks in town, while, with my relatively small eight-month belly, I toured potential condos with a Realtor, searching for the nest where I would give birth. I also traveled across the racial contradictions that survive, often painfully, under the skin of the city and are reflected in its urban geometries and demography.

			As a new mom to a wonderful girl, I began exploring the city and, slowly, the United States. I used my maternity leave to step away from human rights work for a while and trained to become a yoga teacher, which was the most spirituality I could absorb at the time. But the continuous bombing of Gaza — in 2012 and 2014 — pulled me back in. With Leila tied to my chest, I began attending protests, trying to assuage the guilt I felt for being away from my UNRWA colleagues and the people of Gaza who were mourning their loved ones. The sense of impotence was suffocating. I remember joining a sit-in in front of Target on Columbia Road in the summer of 2014 and crying on the shoulders of volunteers from Jewish Voice for Peace. That was the beginning of my friendship with many DC-based peace activists. I also began volunteering as a yoga teacher for disadvantaged communities, from Columbia Road to Anacostia.

			It did not take long before, despite a well-paid but emotionally unfulfilling job as a “technical expert” with an American NGO, my heart and mind returned to Palestine. This time, it was for research, which I conducted while an external researcher affiliated with Georgetown University’s Institute for the Study of International Migration.

			Four years later, after another international move — this time to Indonesia — and the birth of my son, Giordano, my research culminated in a book on Palestinian refugees in international law, published by Oxford University Press in 2020. For Palestinian refugees, “refugee status” is more than a legal label; it is the lived experience of exile from a homeland that once existed. Their plight made clear to me that any resolution must address the collective right of the Palestinian people to self-determination. This became the focus of my first report as a UN Special Rapporteur on the Occupied Palestinian Territory, a role I assumed in 2022.

			Professor Michael Lynk, my predecessor, had first sparked my curiosity eighteen months earlier. After attending several of my online book talks, he asked whether I had considered expressing interest in the position. “You have stellar UN experience, academic credentials, a kind spirit, and you’re a great communicator…” I still remember my husband’s gaze from the back of the room as I Zoomed with Michael: This is so not going to happen, Franci.

			But it did. From an extraordinary pool of candidates, the Human Rights Council chose me for this voluntary position, created in 1993 to document and report to the UN on violations committed by Israel as the occupying power in Gaza, the West Bank, and East Jerusalem — territories under military occupation for twenty-six years by then. I am the eighth person, and first woman, to serve as the UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights situation in the Palestinian territory occupied by Israel since 1967. Though the work is pro bono, the mandate is demanding.

			In this role, as one among more than fifty UN independent experts (the crown jewel of the UN, as late UN secretary-general Kofi Annan used to call us), I strive to embody what Said modeled: a truthful witness. Impartiality does not mean indifference; it means investigating rigorously, judging facts against the law, and speaking truth to power — even when it’s inconvenient. In Palestine, this entails exposing the deep asymmetry between occupier and occupied, colonizer and colonized, and showing how decades of dispossession have been normalized by an international community that is unwilling to act.

			The journey from a small southern Italian town to the heart of international law has been marked by restlessness, conviction, and an irrevocable intolerance for injustice. If there is one lesson I carry with me, it is this: Standing together with courage, even against entrenched power, makes change not only possible but inevitable.

			

			—

			THIS BOOK was originally written for an Italian audience, and in its first few months, it was an absolute success. At every stop on the Italian book tour, I was met by thousands of people, all eager to learn more about the situation in Palestine and how they could contribute. This enthusiasm is unusual for an essay, all the more so for a book written by a jurist on a topic that has been systematically erased from the public agenda by a subservient press and the ideology of those in power.

			Given the impact this book has had in Italy, I was glad to hear that a US publisher was interested in bringing it out in English. All the more as the United States remains the main obstacle to a peaceful resolution of the situation in the Occupied Palestinian Territory because of unconditional US support for Israel. By shielding Israel from the proper consequences for its actions in front of the international community — whether diplomatically through its veto in the Security Council or materially through billions of dollars of arms shipments to Israel that allow it to maintain the status quo of occupation, or the sanctioning of people and institutions critical of Israel, as has happened to me and many others working for justice, from the International Criminal Court to Palestinian human rights organizations — the United States has fostered a culture of impunity for Israel that has allowed it to commit the worst of crimes.

			At the time this book is being translated, the Gaza genocide is a part of our history: a blemish on humanity for which our grandchildren will hold us to account. This is said and done; now the task at hand is to stop the genocide and find a way forward. This book is a small effort toward that end. In presenting the ten stories that follow, I aim to grapple with the past and present of Palestine, with the hope of imagining a better future for all who share the land. I don’t aim to sugarcoat the gruesome reality in which we live today; make no mistake, these stories are brutal, devastating, and heart-wrenching, many of them told straight from ground zero of genocide, others from the unimaginable position of those who have been forced to watch the atrocities unfold from afar.

			Yet even as these stories present a picture of pain and despair, it is my hope that they will also bring an understanding that peace in Palestine and in the entire region is possible — that this land can be a home for Jews, Christians, Muslims, and anyone who calls the Holy Land home, regardless of whatever name the land goes by — through a grounding in universal justice and accountability for all. Each story offers a different, complementary lens from which to view the ongoing genocide and the global missteps that brought us to this point, and presents the raw human experiences from which we might fashion an alternative, shared future for Israelis and Palestinians alike.

			What might that future look like? Though any long-term solution will need to be decided upon by Israelis and Palestinians themselves, I can say with confidence that a lasting peace will require sacrifice from everyone, most of all from Israelis — not of their rights as human beings, to live in peace, security, and dignity with their neighbors, but of their privileges as citizens of a settler colony built on the denial of indigenous self-determination. True peace can only be built on equality and freedom for all, grounded in a vision of universal justice that affords equal rights and responsibilities to all, regardless of their race or nationality.

			Not to betray Said’s message, I resolutely include the Israelis in this rehumanizing discourse. Like the Palestinians, they are part of an anachronistic settler-colonial endeavor, of course with unequal responsibilities and suffering. Ending Jewish Israeli domination will be a rehumanizing act. No one can oppress and brutalize others without themselves experiencing a loss of humanity in the process.

			And meanwhile, one thing is for certain: This future will be made possible only by the work we do today. What matters now is that the current injustice is stopped immediately and further injustice is prevented; it is up to us, international civil society, lawyers, students, and citizens of the world, to take responsibility and use our voices to demand our governments meet their obligations and protect the multilateral international order that is threatened now more than ever.

			When the world sleeps, it falls on us, we the people, to wake it up — and now more than ever the world needs an awakening.

		

	
		
			
			
			INTRODUCTION

			Is solidarity a political form of love?

			
				I became a refugee at the age of ten. What stands clearly in my child’s mind was the identity of the invisible enemy who destroyed my life. What did he look like? Was he a human or a beast? Why did he make me a refugee? What had I done to him? Where did he come from? What language does he speak?

				
					— SALMAN ABU SITTA, Mapping My Return

			

			IN RECENT TIMES I have found myself thinking very often about George Orwell. His famous proclamation, according to which “War is peace, freedom is slavery, ignorance is force,” has never seemed to me to be more topical and pertinent than in the debate of recent months on Israel and Palestine.

			For example, many people continue to speak of what is happening in Gaza as a “conflict.” Or, even worse, as a conflict that began on October 7, 2023. In this reading there is all the superficiality of those who start a book halfway through, ignoring the preceding pages that contain vivid traces of blood and pain, a story that actually has its roots much further back and that continues to remain ignored.

			Similarly, the call to justice that the Palestinian people have been raising for almost a century, their protests against the regime of apartheid that has oppressed them for generations, remains muffled and unheard, just like the senseless tragedy of what has been happening since the end of 2023 and continues to happen even after the supposed ceasefire between January and September 2025: a full-blown genocide.

			

			—

			THE HORROR IN GAZA is unprecedented. When I say that Israel is writing one of the darkest pages of history, comparable to the genocides of the past, many people tell me that we do not yet know for sure, that we have to wait for the verdict of the International Court of Justice. But the court — the body established to settle disputes between states and issue advisory opinions on questions of international law — already affirmed the risk of genocide in January 2024, ordering states to take action to stop Israel’s genocidal acts. Many countries, however, seem not to have understood this, or have deliberately ignored it. The international treaty is called the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide: How can states prevent it, if not by acting promptly when the risk arises (as the Court of Justice states)?

			And even leaving aside the legal aspect, how is it possible not to express oneself in the face of atrocities of this level of ruthlessness?

			When I was in Berlin in May 2024, a few weeks after presenting a report called “Anatomy of a Genocide” to the UN, mine was still one of the few voices denouncing in these terms the crimes of Israel that were underway in Gaza. Excluding the pending proceedings initiated by the South African government at the International Court of Justice in December 2023, alleging that Israel was committing acts of genocide against the Palestinian population in Gaza, there was virtually no other literature on the subject.

			Some illustrious scholars, such as the historian Raz Segal, had spoken of genocide immediately after October 7th, but theirs were isolated voices. Ilan Pappé, another well-known Israeli historian, also denounced Israeli practices in the Gaza Strip as an incremental genocide in 2006: a genocide that gradually increases in violence and intensity. Yet within the United Nations no one dared to utter that forbidden word about Israel. No one except myself and a few other UN speakers, especially those from countries of the Global Majority (or Global South), for many of whom the trauma of colonization and genocide that Europeans have perpetrated over the course of half a millennium from Latin America to Africa to Asia is still alive.

			“Anatomy of a Genocide” was the first report to provide the United Nations with a detailed denunciation of the fact that Israeli military operations in the Gaza Strip revealed an intention to annihilate Gaza as such, to destroy everything. In Berlin, where a series of meetings and conferences awaited me, I was welcomed with great interest from civil society and the German think tank community.

			Less than a year later, the reception in Germany for a new round of public events turned out to be very different. Today there are many voices that support my interpretation of the facts and their legal qualification as genocide: illegal occupation, settler colonialism, and apartheid, among other offenses imputable to the State of Israel. But the repression of the message I bring, of my functions, and of my person has grown in unprecedented ways, as has intolerance in the debate on the Israeli question. So, what has changed?

			

			—

			JUST BEFORE I ARRIVED in Germany in February 2025, the two university events I was supposed to attend were canceled under political pressure. The first — a lecture at the University of Munich — was canceled immediately. However, thanks to the students, I was still able to give the lecture in a refugee reception center that does not depend on the government but is supported by private funds and has a courageous director who did not give in to pressure.

			At the University of Berlin I was supposed to give a lecture along with Eyal Weizman, an Israeli expert in forensic architecture. However, when we arrived, the university had already canceled the public event. They proposed holding it behind closed doors, but we refused; it wouldn’t have made sense to have gone all the way there to hold a meeting that could only be followed online. Some professors and students managed to move the event to a cultural center that could accommodate up to six hundred people (although at that point there were already twelve hundred registered). However, the Israeli ambassador, the police, several politicians, a government minister, and other institutional figures pumped up the pressure. After pushing the university to cancel the conference, they threatened to revoke the grants to the cultural center if it agreed to host the event. Faced with the risk of having to close due to lack of funds, the center gave in, only to find the next morning its walls daubed with the writings of the usual pro-Israel groups, insulting me and the United Nations: ALBANESE ANTI-SEMITE, ALBANESE TERRORIST.

			In the end, the event was held anyway, but at the headquarters of the newspaper Junge Welt, where there was only room for a hundred people. Outside there were a lot of people crammed together. Meanwhile, the police had surrounded the building with officers in riot gear, with batons and machine guns in plain sight. It was in this setting that Eyal and I spoke of peace for a people who are suffering.

			In Germany, as in other parts of Europe and increasingly, shamelessly in the United States, repression has taken on extremely violent tones. In recent months I have had the opportunity to read many times about police charges against students and those who demonstrate with them. And sometimes to witness these scenes with my own eyes. The forces of law and order beat, club, and imprison people of all ages and nationalities: first and foremost, Palestinians and anti-Zionist Jews.

			The drama is twofold: Not only are these people fighting to stop atrocious crimes but they are doing so by exercising their sacrosanct right to criticism and dissent, a right which is a corollary to the even more fundamental freedom of expression and which should be one of the bulwarks of our so-called liberal democracies.

			What does democracy consist of, if there can be no room for debate?

			Of the people from the think tanks I had met in Berlin the previous year, none showed up this time. Of the eighteen NGO delegates, only three came.

			Then, the evening before the event at the headquarters of Junge Welt, there was a threat of arrest. The German federal police contacted the sponsoring organizations to warn me not to appear, otherwise I could be arrested for violating German anti-Semitism laws. After an almost sleepless night, at six in the morning I called my husband and told him: “I don’t know what I have to do, Max…I know I’m doing the right thing, but I don’t want to be arrested, I haven’t seen the children for twenty days.”

			He replied, seraphic: “You go ahead and do what you have to do. We are here.”

			So I went.

			But the UN had to intervene, reminding the German police that as the UN Special Rapporteur I enjoy diplomatic immunity, and that my arrest would have been an unprecedented scandal. Only then did they back down, but in any case the event was practically under siege: In addition to the twenty or so police vans outside the newspaper’s headquarters, officers in riot gear packed the room. I arrived with a smile, pretending everything was fine. When I went onstage, my heart was full of indignation, but that did not prevent me from expressing myself clearly and precisely. At the end of the event, Michael Barenboim, a violinist and professor at the Barenboim-Said Akademie, played with Palestinian violinists. It was beautiful. And the next day, Melanie Schweizer, a German government official who had attended the event, and who had already been suspended for her critical stance on Israeli policies, was fired.

			This is the level of repression in Germany today.

			

			—

			AS MY COLLEAGUE IRENE KHAN, the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, said a year ago, the crisis in Gaza is now a symptom of a global crisis.

			I think more and more often that all of this, while it is bound to instill fear, must also give us courage. The system that represses the Palestinians — a well-established alliance between Israel and all the other states whose elites guarantee it the impunity it has always enjoyed — is the same one to which we belong. It is the system that decides for us on issues that are crucial to our lives, without listening to us and representing us; it is the system that transforms secure jobs into part-time and temporary work, rights into privileges, that alienates us from each other, making us all more fragile and insecure; that considers solidarity a subversive act and empathy a form of mental and social dysfunction. These are subtle mechanisms, that day after day contribute to unraveling ties and compromising our ability to act together for a just cause, from the environment to Palestine, from precarious jobs to gender issues. I have often reflected on the fact that for me Palestine was the red pill in The Matrix, the one that opens your eyes to the hidden reality of things. My work, all the study of the Palestinian question over the years, has helped me to see and understand better the system in which we live. And, in a counterintuitive way, to continue to love it.

			Lately I have really understood the value of courage that is needed to clog the gears of the system. I have had many opportunities to observe and ask myself questions, during months of incessant travel in which I have met a multitude of people and heard their stories: representatives of the authorities, members of civil society, scholars and intellectuals, workers, trade unionists, and, above all, students and ordinary people. Special people who are searching for useful and important words, who want to find hope to exchange and share. It has happened to me in the United States, Australia, Spain, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Portugal, Egypt, Jordan, Canada, and, many times, in Italy. Even in Belgium, where the presence of the European institutions — sometimes more linked to bureaucracy than to the effectiveness of the result — often makes the air particularly heavy. It’s been a long journey that has allowed me to grasp the transversal impulse of many communities in search of justice, truth, dignity, and a better future, beyond our differences.

			

			—

			IN PUTTING TOGETHER the book that you have in your hands, physically and virtually surrounded by all of these travel companions, I have therefore chosen to dedicate to ten people dear to me the story of the themes that I consider fundamental to an understanding of the history, present, and future of Palestine. These ten people, with their teaching, their testimony, and sometimes even their presence, have accompanied my journey of learning through a land that has suffered for too long.

			It will therefore be Hind, who died at the age of six for the crime of being Palestinian, who will open our eyes to what it means to be children in a country where for generations minors have not had the right to have a nest that protects them and respects their roots. It will be George, one of my closest friends from the years when Max and I lived in Jerusalem, who will introduce us to the streets on both sides of the city, among the wonderful houses of the past, the bookstores where today children’s books are seized by the Israeli military, and the clubs where, until a few years ago, it was possible to go dancing alongside those same Israeli boys, in this case not in uniform. It will be Ingrid, a European woman who chose Palestine and who gave so much to Palestine, who will explain to us the importance of a certain rigor in the thought and use of the legal framework of apartheid, as she
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