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CALENDAR

Monday, February 6, 4:30 p.m., Dodds Auditorium, Robertson Hall.  Former ambassador Daniel Kurtzer and former congressman Robert Wexler discuss Israeli-Palestinian peace.  [see p. 11]

Tuesday, February 7,  4:30 p.m., Dodds Auditorium, Robertson Hall. "Up to the Minute: The Latest Political Developments in Syria," a panel featuring Richard Murphy, former U.S. ambassador to Syria, Marwa Daoudy, visiting lecturer at the Woodrow Wilson School Karam Nachar, a graduate student in history and Syria specialist; with moderator Daniel Kurtzer. 

Friday, February 10,  Seyyed H. Nasr, preeminent scholar and philosopher of Islam, at 4-5 p.m. in Whig-Clio, a conversation on Islam and Modernity and at 7:30,  Rockefeller College Commons (corner Nassau St. and University Place)  A celebration of the “Prophet Muhammad, His Spiritual Life & Path,” with poetic and musical performances presented by the Muslim Life Program of Princeton  Univ.     .

A CHILD’S VIEW FROM GAZA

To be presented at the 100 level in Frist Campus Center at the end of February and beginning of March:   an exhibit featuring drawings created by children living in the Gaza Strip. Much of the artwork reflects the trauma that the children experienced during “Operation Cast Lead,” Israel’s attack on Gaza in December 2008. The exhibit’s artists, ranging in age from seven to fourteen, were drawn from six of Gaza’s many children’s community centers. Many of them attended art therapy classes for children suffering from trauma, depression and stress disorders bought on by the war. All benefit from creativity and expression of their emotions through the arts: dance, writing, music and art.

The Princeton Committee on Palestine, aided by contributions from several PMES members, has invited  the curator of the exhibit to speak at the exhibit’s opening.  Stay tuned for exact date.

GARY SICK’S ANSWER TO “WILL ISRAEL ATTACK IRAN?” <http://garysick.tumblr.com/>, posted Jan. 29

The real answer is no, they will not. But you would never figure that out by reading the New York Times.  

The sensationalist article in the Sunday New York Times Magazine (Jan. 29) adds to the hysteria surrounding U.S. and Israeli relations with Iran. Ronen Bergman, a columnist with the leading Israeli newspaper Yedioth Ahronoth, concludes that Israel will probably attack Iran this year.

He draws this fearful conclusion after recounting his discussions with key Israeli military and intelligence officials, present and former, who describe to him in great detail: (1) why Israel is incapable of conducting such an attack; (2) why such a foolhardy action would fail to stop Iran’s nuclear program; and (3) why it would actually leave the situation far worse than it is now.

Say what?  Not only is his conclusion at odds with virtually everything he produces as evidence, but there are some omissions in his analysis that regrettably have become predictably routine in talking about the Iranian nuclear program:

He darkly quotes “the latest intelligence” about the number and current activity of Iran’s centrifuges. Where did he get that secret information? Well, just like you or me, he can read the periodic reports of the International Atomic Energy Agency, which are published on the web virtually the same day they are handed to member states.

How did the IAEA get that “intelligence?” Not hard: they have inspectors in all the sites where Iran is producing enriched uranium. These inspectors, who make frequent surprise visits, keep cameras in place to watch every move, and they carefully measure Iran’s input of feed stock to the centrifuges and the output of low enriched uranium, which is then placed under seal. You would think that would be worth mentioning, at least in passing, but it gets overlooked by virtually every journalist writing on this subject.

Like virtually all other commentators on this issue, Bergman slides over the fact that the IAEA consistently reports that Iran has diverted none of its uranium to military purposes. Like others, he focuses on the recent IAEA report, which was the most detailed to date in discussing Iran’s suspected experiments with military implications; but like others, he fails to mention that the suspect activity took place seven or more years ago and there is no reliable evidence that it has resumed. A problem, yes; an imminent threat, no.

Bergman also overlooks the fact that Iran has almost certainly NOT made a decision to actually build a bomb and that we are very likely to know if they should make such a decision. How would we know? Simply because those pesky IAEA inspectors are there on site and Iran would have to kick them out and break the seals on their stored uranium in order to produce the high enriched uranium needed for a bomb.

Would Israel actually attack while these international inspectors are at work? No, they would need to give them warning, thereby giving Iran warning that something was coming. The IAEA presence is a trip wire that works both ways. It is an invaluable resource. Risking its loss would be not only foolhardy but self-destructive to Israel and everyone else.

Bergman’s dramatic statement that “I have come to believe that Israel will indeed strike Iran in 2012,” is also nothing new — it simply changes the date. We heard the same thing a year ago from Jeffrey Goldberg of The Atlantic, and two years before that from uber-hawk John Bolton, who confidently predicted that the U.S. and/or Israel would strike Iran before George W. Bush left office.  It is becoming almost an annual ritual.

Why do these false alarms keep going off? Bergman suggests an answer with disarming honesty: “Some have argued that Israel has intentionally exaggerated its assessments to create an atmosphere of fear that would drag Europe into its extensive economic campaign against Iran…” To this, the ubiquitous “senior American official” adds that “It is unclear if the Israelis firmly believe this or are using worst-case estimates to raise greater urgency from the United States.” In other words, Israel benefits by keeping the pot near the boiling point so that no one can ignore the Iran issue, even for a moment.

If that is true, then Israeli strategists and American hawks should be overjoyed at Bergman’s analysis.

 

WE’VE BEEN HERE BEFORE 

 The great journalist, Robert Fisk, writes, Jan. 25

Turning round a story is one of the most difficult tasks in journalism – and rarely more so than in the case of Iran. Iran, the dark revolutionary Islamist menace. Shia Iran, protector and manipulator of World Terror, of Syria and Lebanon and Hamas and Hezbollah. Ahmadinejad, the Mad Caliph. And, of course, Nuclear Iran, preparing to destroy Israel in a mushroom cloud of anti-Semitic hatred, ready to close the Strait of Hormuz – the moment the West's (or Israel's) forces attack. 

Given the nature of the theocratic regime, the repulsive suppression of its post-election opponents in 2009, not to mention its massive pools of oil, every attempt to inject common sense into the story also has to carry a medical health warning: no, of course Iran is not a nice place. But ...

Let's take the Israeli version which, despite constant proof that Israel's intelligence services are about as efficient as Syria's, goes on being trumpeted by its friends in the West, none more subservient than Western journalists. The Israeli President warns us now that Iran is on the cusp of producing a nuclear weapon. Heaven preserve us. Yet we reporters do not mention that Shimon Peres, as Israeli Prime Minister, said exactly the same thing in 1996. That was 16 years ago. And we do not recall that the current Israeli PM, Benjamin Netanyahu, said in 1992 that Iran would have a nuclear bomb by 1999. That would be 13 years ago. Same old story. In fact, we don't know that Iran really is building a nuclear weapon. And after Iraq, it's amazing that the old weapons of mass destruction details are popping with the same frequency as all the poppycock about Saddam's titanic arsenal. Not to mention the date problem. 

When did all this start? The Shah. The old boy wanted nuclear power. He even said he wanted a bomb because "the US and the Soviet Union had nuclear bombs" and no one objected. Europeans rushed to supply the dictator's wish. Siemens – not Russia – built the Bushehr nuclear facility. And when Ayatollah Khomeini, Scourge of the West, Apostle of Shia Revolution, etc, took over Iran in 1979, he ordered the entire nuclear project to be closed down because it was "the work of the Devil". Only when Saddam invaded Iran – with our Western encouragement – and started using poison gas against the Iranians (chemical components arriving from the West, of course) was Khomeini persuaded to reopen it. All this has been deleted from the historical record; it was the black-turbaned mullahs who started the nuclear project, along with the crackpot Ahmadinejad.  And Israel might have to destroy this terror-weapon to secure its own survival, to ensure the West's survival, for democracy, etc, etc. 

For Palestinians in the West Bank, Israel is the brutal, colonising, occupying power. But the moment Iran is mentioned, this colonial power turns into a tiny, vulnerable, peaceful state under imminent threat of extinction. Ahmadinejad – here again, I quote Netanyahu – is more dangerous than Hitler. Israel's own nuclear warheads – all too real and now numbering almost 300 – disappear from the story. Iran's Revolutionary Guards are helping the Syrian regime destroy its opponents; they might like to – but there is no proof of this. The trouble is that Iran has won almost all its recent wars without firing a shot. George W and Tony destroyed Iran's nemesis in Iraq. They killed thousands of the Sunni army whom Iran itself always referred to as "the black Taliban". And the Gulf Arabs, our "moderate" friends, shiver in their golden mosques as we in the West outline their fate in the event of an Iranian Shia revolution.No wonder Cameron goes on selling weapons to these preposterous people whose armies, in many cases, could scarcely operate soup kitchens, let alone the billions of dollars of sophisticated kit we flog them under the fearful shadow of Tehran. Bring on the sanctions. Send in the clowns.

 

MIDEAST NUKE RACE FEARED
Edith M. Lederer writes for the Associated Press, Jan. 27 


DAVOS, Switzerland: Former Saudi Ambassador to the United States Prince Turki Al-Faisal has warned that unless the Middle East becomes a nuclear weapons-free zone, a nuclear arms race is inevitable and could include his own country, Iraq, Egypt and even Turkey.

Prince Turki said the five permanent UN Security Council members should guarantee a nuclear security umbrella for Mideast countries that join a nuclear-free zone -- and impose "military sanctions" against countries seen to be developing nuclear weapons.  "I think that's a better way of going at this issue of nuclear enrichment of uranium, or preventing Iran from acquiring weapons of mass destruction," the former Saudi intelligence chief and ambassador to the US and Britain said in an interview with The Associated Press. "If it goes that route, I think it's a much more equitable procedure than what has been happening in the last 10 years or so."

Prince Turki said establishing a nuclear weapons-free zone "deserves everybody's attention and energy, more so than other activities which we see unfolding, whether it is redeployment of fleets in the area, whether Iranian or American or British or French, whether it is the sanctions efforts against Iran."

….Prince Turki's proposal could impose sanctions against Iran if there is evidence it is pursuing weapons of mass destruction, which include nuclear as well as chemical and biological weapons. But it could also put Israel under sanctions if it doesn't come clean on its suspected nuclear arsenal.  Israel is widely believed to have an arsenal of hundreds of nuclear weapons but has avoided confirming or denying their existence.

An Arab proposal for a weapons of mass destruction-free zone was initially endorsed by the 1995 conference reviewing the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, but never acted on.

In May 2010, the 189 member nations that are party to the NPT called for convening a conference in 2012. Last October, the UN, US, Russia and Britain announced that Finland will host the conference this year.

Israel is not a party to the NPT and has long said a full Arab-Israeli peace must precede such weapons bans. But at the 2010 NPT review conference, the United States, Israel's most important ally, said it welcomed "practical measures" leading toward the goal of a nuclear weapons-free zone in the Middle East.  It remains unclear, however, whether the US or veteran Finnish diplomat Jaakko Laajava, who is serving as "facilitator" of this year's conference, can persuade Israel to attend.

Prince Turki said his answer to American and British diplomats who say Israel won't accept a nuclear weapons-free zone is "So what?"  He said the five permanent members should make an announcement on the establishment of a Mideast zone free of weapons of mass destruction, or WMD, at this year's conference in Finland.

Prince Turki cautioned, however, that actually establishing a WMD-free zone will take negotiations in which all the underlying issues in the region, from the establishment of a Palestinian state to the future of the Golan Heights, "will have to be dealt with to make the zone workable."

"So there are incentives there for everybody to be serious about establishing an overall peace so the zone can be put in place," he said.  He warned  that if there is no WMD-free zone in the Mideast, "inevitably" there is going to be a nuclear arms race "and that's not going to be in the favor of anybody."

The Gulf states are committed not to acquire WMD, he said. "But we're not the only players in town. You have Turkey. You have Iraq which has a track record of wanting to go nuclear. You have Egypt. They had a very vibrant nuclear energy program from the 1960s. You have Syria. You have other players in the area that could open Pandora's box."

Asked whether Saudi Arabia would maintain its commitment against acquiring WMD, Prince Turki said: "What I suggest for Saudi Arabia and for the other Gulf states ... is that we must study carefully all the options, including the option of acquiring weapons of mass destruction. We can't simply leave it for somebody else to decide for us."

YEAR ONE OF THE EGYPTIAN REVOLUTION: SOME LESSONS
Roger Owen writes for Egypt Independent
January 22, http://www.almasryalyoum.com/en/node/613111
Revolutions, as students of the French and the Russian ones know well, require an inflamm- atory event, something that Vladimir Lenin described as a spark (the name of his newspaper in Russian): something which poor Mr. Bouazizi
provided in Tunisia and the confrontation with the armed security police in Cairo a month later. Sparks unleash an unruly momentum in which more and more people are involved on both sides, some as active revolutionaries determined to root out all traces of the old regime, some as reactionaries equally determined to defend the old order.


Just as important, the revolutionary tradition, as it was expressed in both France and the ex-British states of North America in the late 1780s, provides a program of political action leading to elections and a new constitution, drawn up in the name of the people. This is, by its nature, another
unruly process, in which representatives of various social groups come together to try to agree on a framework for the exercise of a more pluralist politics. It is best served, as it has been in Egypt, by a timetable for the completion of
its various stages. 

In ideal circumstances, the process of constitution-making is a mechanism for creating a consensus between the most powerful of the contending interests - in the Egyptian case,
the military, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the secular middle class. But this requires a great deal of trust and good faith as everyone jockeys for position in the new order. Already we can see such forces powerfully at work, from the bid by the military, somewhat constrained by American
pressure, to secure a supra-constitutional place for itself, to the Brotherhood's advocacy of a sovereign parliament which they would dominate, to the continued revolutionary and long-term desire for an entire root-and-branch reshaping of the Nasserist state, including its systems of law, education, and security.


This is where the hard work really begins. On the table are all the possible institutional arrange- ments for creating a sustainable political order. Presidential or parliamentary?  Elections with or without party lists? Subject to proportional representation or first past the post? And so
on. It is detailed and tricky stuff requiring an expertise that few in Egypt possess after decades of authoritarian rule and which, in the end, has to obtain enough popular consent to claim, as with the American constitution, that the outlines of the new order were written by "We, the people" and not just a self-selected cabal of clever
intellectuals acting in their name.

The use of the word revolutionary to describe the Tahrir events connects us with Egypt's own revolutionary tradition, beginning in 1919 and re-inspired, if only briefly, in 1952. From 1919, we can learn about the creation of the first
constitutional order by monarchists, and about a variety of liberal and popular forces with an insecure electoral system, which, eventually, was to lead to its discredit and downfall.


Already we can see something of the same process, as Egypt's electoral results are examined by the contesting parties in search of ways in which the hastily cobbled-together system used from November to January might be amended to their own future advantage. And this, in turn, highlights the need for an agreed-upon procedure for constitutional and electoral change which will allow the system itself to remain substantially unaltered long enough for it to become a regular and predictable part of people's lives, not just the plaything of rival political forces. 

"Keep it simple" would be my watchword, based on American experience. Find room in it for a process of orderly interpretation and contestation
with significant input from Egypt's formidable
constitutional lawyers meeting in something like an American Supreme Court.


The 1952 revolution has its own lessons too. Then, the revolutionary fervor of 1953 and 1954 and the establishment of a constitutional commission including, among others, Tarek el-Bishri, was hijacked by Gamal Abdel Nasser who drew up his own revolutionary constitution with very little outside advice. Once again, events in the newly created Tahrir Square, designed to be the focus for celebrating the
revolution and its achievements, provided salutary insights into what was to follow. After the first attempt at popular celebration there in July 1953, when a small motorcade of free officers was mobbed by an excited crowd, the fearful officers retired to the balcony of the Abdin Palace for future celebrations, speaking to the crowd from on high. Soon Tahrir itself became emptied of demonstrations, instead
dominated by iconic public buildings like the Mogamma, the headquarters of the Arab League, and the Hilton Hotel used to house visiting heads of state, with only occasional small popular protests like those of the students against Sadat in what proved his Year of Indecision against Israel in 1972.


The millions were only occasionally let in at the start of public funeral processions of famous Egyptians such as Ahmad Lufti-Sayyed, Mustafa Nahhas and, the largest of them all, Um Kalthoum.  Cynics are already saying that, under army rule, all this is about to happen again. The greatest challenge facing Egypt is to turn revolutionary fervor into something like the new
type of constitutional order created after 1919 (although without its flaws) and certainly not the authoritarian pattern that emerged after 1952. Only then will the earlier spirit of liberation from the British, the king and the pasha class be allowed to evolve into the freedoms to live
their own lives for which the people of Tahrir demonstrated so bravely in 2011.
[Roger Owen is currently the A.J.Meyer Professor of Middle East History at Harvard]

Cartoon of Beshar al-Assad finding 0 friends

       on facebook

from The Economist, issue of Nov. 19, 2011

HARD TIMES IN HEBRON                     Jackie Spinner writes in Foreign Policy, Jan. 27 http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/01/27/hard_times_in_hebron 

HEBRON, West Bank – This flashpoint city, nestled in the West Bank's Judean Mountains, is rarely noted for its bustling economy, neatly paved roads, or sparkling performance center. It is far better known for the nets shopkeepers have stretched above the market streets to keep Jewish settlers from throwing rocks on Palestinian pedestrians, its "apartheid sidewalks," the disputed Ibrahimi Mosque (both a Muslim and Jewish holy site), and the recurring street clashes between Jewish and Arab residents. 

And yet, U.S. government funding has led to some small glimmers of economic life for Palestinians here -- gains that may crash to a halt because of a diplomatic feud spurred by the Palestinian bid for statehood at the United Nations.

As with many cities in the West Bank, Hebron's economic vitality centers around the millions in foreign dollars that have poured in, including money from the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). An April 2011 World Bank report noted that real economic growth in the West Bank and Gaza reached 9.3 percent of gross domestic product in 2010, exceeding the Palestinian Authority's budget projection of 8 percent -- although the growth was largely "donor-driven."

USAID has been one of those major sources of foreign funds. Since 1994, it has spent $3.4 billion in development funds in the Palestinian territories of West Bank and Gaza, with new roads, water systems, health care facilities, and schools that have served both residents and businesses of cities like Hebron, the largest municipality in the West Bank, with some 189,000 residents.

The money has helped fuel Hebron's recent boom, especially as other economic indicators have improved. The city has doubled the number of building permits issued since 2006, and is preparing to solicit bids for a road to a new $13 million water treatment facility -- financed, of course, by USAID.

"The USAID support is very essential," said Khaled Osaily, Hebron's mayor. "It creates a lot of jobs. The situation here, the infrastructure is very bad. This USAID money stopped a lot of suffering for the people."

But since September -- when Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, frustrated with the lack of progress of peace negotiations with Israel, defied the United States and Israel by formally submitting a request to join the United Nations as a full member state -- the flow of U.S. funds has been in jeopardy. The congressional committees responsible for the aid moved quickly to stop it. "Despite decades of assistance totaling billions of dollars, if a Palestinian state were declared today, it would be neither democratic nor peaceful nor willing to negotiate with Israel," Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, said at a congressional hearing to review the funding. "By providing the Palestinians with $2.5 billion over the last five years, the U.S. has only rewarded and reinforced their bad behavior. It raises tough questions as to just what are the tangible benefits for the U.S., or for lasting peace and security between Israel and the Palestinians, derived from decades of assistance provided by the United States taxpayers."

Although the Obama administration opposes Palestinian efforts to seek greater global standing outside of the peace process -- and cut off payments to UNESCO, as required by U.S. law after the organization accepted the Palestinian territories as a full member state in October -- it also rejected the congressional moves to punish the Palestinians. "This money goes to establishing and strengthening the institutions of a future Palestinian state, building a more democratic and stable and secure region," Victoria Nuland, State Department spokeswoman, said in an Oct. 3 briefing with reporters in Washington. "We think it is money that is not only in the interest of the Palestinians; it's in U.S. interest and it's also in Israeli interest, and we would like to see it go forward." The freeze on funds has created a climate of paralyzing uncertainty for the workers employed by USAID, for the agency's partners, for contractors who do business with the NGOs and for a Palestinian government that relies heavily on donors' largesse.

"New schools were built, wells were dug, and judges were trained," said Daoud Kuttab, director general of the non-governmental Community Media Network in the Palestinian territories. "All this positive change ... is threatened to evaporate as the United States Congress decides to punish the Palestinian population for the acts of their political leadership."

On Jan. 16, the Palestinian Authority announced that it would need to raise taxes and cut costs to cover a more than $250 million shortfall in foreign assistance, the majority of which was supposed to come from USAID.

"We're hopeful that the rest of the money will come back, but we're not sure," Ghassan Khatib, spokesman for the Palestinian Authority, told me. "This money is going mainly to development and humanitarian projects. There is no justified reason for holding it. It's important for stabilization." 

The Palestinians receive different payouts from different pots of U.S. money, both through USAID and the State Department. Of $187 million in economic assistance from USAID that had been pledged to the Palestinians, Congress is still withholding $147 million from the fiscal year 2011 budget cycle -- $40 million was released in late December. Another $200 million in direct budget support from the State Department to the Palestinian government was paid in two installments; the final $50 million was released in early September after a U.S. congressional delegation returned from visiting the region. Later in the fall, an additional $150 million was released for security assistance through the State Department's Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement. 

"We have to use whatever levels of influence we have to try to get the peace process going," said Rep. Gary Ackerman (D-N.Y.), the ranking member of the House Subcommittee on the Middle East and South Asia. "They're not entitled to other people's money. We're not punishing them. We're trying to encourage them."

U.S. officials have declined to name which projects will be affected, saying only that health service and education projects will feel the biggest pinch. But Osaily, a businessman by training, is understandably worried about how he will keep his city thriving in the coming months without the money. He knows that Hebron will not get all of the pledged assistance it had expected. "If they cut it, all of these projects will be paralyzed," he said. "It's not in the favor of the Palestinians or America or even Israel to do this."

Palestinian businessmen are also wringing their hands as they look for ways to make up lost business revenues, which had been fueled by foreign-funded infrastructure projects.  Nabil Zghier, chief executive of the Royal Industrial Trading Co., which makes plastics in Hebron, said that although he gets no direct foreign assistance, many of his customers do. Zghier said he owes his suppliers $2 million, but his customers, who rely on USAID funding, have not been able to pay him.  "I'm not sure what we're going to do," he said.

Israel initially withheld funds in retaliation for the statehood bid, freezing the monthly transfer of tax funds collected through customs and other fees, but ultimately released the money in late November. It is now pushing the United States to release the remaining USAID funds, under the logic that withholding the funds will only weaken the Palestinian Authority and empower Hamas.

Critics of the Palestinians' reliance on foreign funds argue that the freeze highlights how fragile the Palestinian economy remains, despite Prime Minister Salam Fayyad's much-touted state-building efforts. They also emphasize donor money's negative effects on private Palestinian businesses -- NGOs pay higher wages, for example, making it difficult for private companies to compete for workers.  Sam S. Bahour, a Palestinian-American businessman who lives in the West Bank, said the money was meant mostly to appease Palestinians, offered as a concession because diplomacy has failed to produce an independent state.  "Those donor monies are not coming in to sustain our economy," he said. "Those monies are coming in to sustain a welfare system."

" [But] The question is bigger than the question of money," said Mahdi F. Abdul Hadi, chairman of the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs, an important think-tank in East Jerusalem. "The stake is bigger than the question of funds. Those experiencing poverty, those experiencing misery, they are living in an apartheid system. They have other priorities. The agenda is so big, so complicated, so much more than the people benefiting from the funds."

Hadi said he is confident the United States will restore funding. "This is a political matter, and it's a matter of timing," he said. "They don't want to be out of the arena."  For now, all the residents of Hebron can do is wait for foreign donors to decide their city's economic fate. And, so far, preoccupied with their own fiscal crises or domestic issues, no other countries have stepped in to fill the void…. 

THE CENTER FOR AMERICAN PROGRESS VS. AIPAC, ETC. 

Ron Kampeas 
Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA), Jan. 26 
http://www.jta.org/news/article/2012/01/26/3091377/on-israel-think-tank-adopts-a... 

WASHINGTON (JTA) -- In one corner was the Center for American Progress, or CAP, arguably Washington’s leading liberal think tank. In the other was Josh Block, a pugnacious former spokesman for the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, who aggressively pushed the notion to reporters that CAP has an Israel problem.  Nearly two months after their dispute made headlines, both parties have been left bloodied -- and some in the pro-Israel community say they wish the issue had never played out in such a public way.

“We have been contacted by a couple of people" at CAP "who want to see some peace,” said Jason Isaacson, director of government and international affairs at the American Jewish Committee. “We don't want a war with CAP, although that probably is the intention of some people.”

Today, CAP is noticeably more careful about how its affiliated Think Progress and Middle East Progress blogs treat the issue of Israel. Block, meanwhile, was ousted from the Truman National Security Project, a network of young Democrats with an interest in foreign policy, for what it described as "uncivil discourse."

At issue in the controversy were posts on the Think Progress and Middle East Progress blogs that either criticized Israel and its American allies -- sometimes in harsh terms -- or questioned calls for a tougher line on Iran. In addition, there were personal tweets by a Think Progress blogger that used the words “Israel Firster” -- a phrase that many in the Jewish community feel is anti-Semitic -- to disparage some supporters of Israel.

Late last year, Block shopped to reporters with whom he had longstanding ties a file of what he portrayed as statements that he said showed CAP, as well as the liberal group Media Matters, using the “words of anti-Semites.” Politico was the first to bite, running a story Dec. 7 that said CAP and Media Matters were “challenging a bipartisan consensus on Israel and Palestine that has dominated American foreign policy for more than a decade.”  The story quickly garnered attention, and it proved to have legs. On Jan. 19, the Washington Post reported on the anger of Jewish groups over some of the Israel rhetoric employed by CAP bloggers.  CAP has responded throughout by emphatically denying charges that it is hostile to Israel and insisting that its bloggers’ writings do not necessarily reflect the organization’s position. 

.... CAP emailed a statement to JTA noting the group's "zero tolerance" for anti-Semitism and other forms of bias.  "The Center for American Progress is and always has been pro-Israel, committed to a peace process that produces a durable two-state solution negotiated by the parties, and it takes seriously the threat posed by Iran and its nuclear activities,” CAP said in its statement. “The overwhelming record from hundreds of our articles, posts, and policy papers demonstrates our support for the longstanding bipartisan consensus that the two-state solution is in the moral and national security interests of the United States."

....Figures close to the think tank, speaking on condition of anonymity, said they perceive Block’s efforts as an attempt to keep views critical of Israel out of the discourse or challenge what they see as pieties about the dangers posed by Iran. They also acknowledged, however, that since the controversy broke, CAP has become more careful about moderating its writers’ language on the topic....

The stakes are high because of CAP’s perceived closeness to the White House and its centrality in Washington’s Democratic policy community. In 2008, Time Magazine called it “the most influential independent organization in Obama’s nascent Washington.”

Block says that CAP has allowed its bloggers to peddle distortions and falsehoods that demonize the pro-Israel community.  "As long as CAP chooses to have people writing the organization's day-to-day views on national security and Middle East issues who truck in language and theories more at home on White Power and anti-Jewish conspiracy websites than in the mainstream of the Democratic Party, CAP's work will be judged accordingly and the organization will continue to see its credibility erode,” Block told JTA.

Block is not alone in his distaste for some of CAP’s rhetoric.  “There were certain things that CAP was responsible for putting in the public arena that were not fair to Israel's strategic situation and people who are sympathetic to Israel's situation,” the AJC's Isaacson said.  Perhaps the most incendiary items were tweets by Think Progress staffer Zaid Jilani, who several times used the term “Israel Firster” on his private Twitter feed.

In the wake of the Politico article, three Jewish groups -- the Anti-Defamation League, the American Jewish Committee and the Simon Wiesenthal Center -- expressed alarm. The term, the ADL says, plays “into the old anti-Semitic notion that Jews are more loyal to some foreign entity than to their own country.”  CAP repudiated the term “Israel Firster,” and Jilani expunged from his Twitter feed the posts that used the term....

EXHIBITION IN DIYARBAKIR RECALLS MULTICULTURAL PAST
The Armenian Weekly, Jan. 12


DIYARBAKIR, Turkey—A major exhibition displaying Diyarbakir’s former multi-cultural character will open Jan. 14 at the “Sumerpark Amed” Art Gallery in Diyarbakir.   Created by Osman Koker of Birzamanlar Yayincilik, the exhibition is titled “Cultural Diversity in Old Diyarbakir” and reunites the lost peoples of Diyarbakir with the new inhabitants of the city through more than 200 photos from the early 20th century. The photographs show scenes from daily life as well as the physical architecture of those days.
Data from researchers and travelers show that at the beginning of the 20th century, the population of the city was about 35,000, half of which were non-Muslim. In addition to the largest group of Apostolic Armenians, the communities included Syriacs, Chaldeans, Catholic and Protestant Armenians, Orthodox and Catholic Greeks, and Yezidis. Documents show that the non-Muslim groups had a strong say in the economic life of the city. The 1914 edition of Annuaire Orientale, for example, shows that all 12 jewelry firms, 10 of 11 stonemasons, all 9 copper traders, all 10 firms producing silk fabric, and 29 of the 38 merchants dealing in cotton, gallnut, silk, grains, and wool were Armenian. Catholic and Protestant schools existed alongside Armenian and Syriac ones; newspapers were published in Armenian; and various theatre companies, and Armenian and Syriac bands attested to the colorful life of the city.
Prepared in Turkish, Kurdish, and English, the exhibition will open on Sat., Jan. 14 and remain open until Feb. 7.  The Metropolitan Municipality of Diyarbakir is a co-sponsor. 

KURTZER AND WEXLER TO DISCUSS MIDDLE EAST PEACE. A thorough examination of the impediments to and opportunities for Middle East peace will be presented by Ambassador Daniel Kurtzer, former U.S. ambassador to Israel and Egypt, and the S. Daniel Abraham Professor in Middle Eastern Policy Studies at the Woodrow Wilson School, and former Congressman Robert Wexler (D-FL), president of the S. Daniel Abraham Center for Middle East Peace in Washington, DC. Over the course of two public lectures at the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs at Princeton University, “Is Peace Possible?” will explore the gap between each side’s position on the four core issues of the conflict – borders, security, Jerusalem, and refugees – and evaluate some of the innovative proposals to bridge them. The lectures are being co-sponsored by the Woodrow Wilson School and the S. Daniel Abraham Center for Middle East Peace.

The first session will take place on February 6, 2012, and will focus on border and security issues.  Deborah Amos, a Middle East correspondent for NPR and a visiting Ferris Professor at Princeton University’s Council of the Humanities, will moderate the discussion.  The second lecture to be held on March 6, 2012, will focus on issues relating to the future of Jerusalem and refugees.  Both discussions will begin at 4:30 p.m. and will be held in Dodds Auditorium, Robertson Hall, on the Princeton University campus.  A public reception follows. 
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Some members of the Princeton community are handing out protests at stores that sell Sodastream, made illegally in a settlement on the West Bank. Call editor for more information. 

