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This is the last issue of this season and follows the March issue, since we were not able to publish in April and May.  Our next issue will be in the fall with the return of Letitia Ufford as editor.  See the note from Hope Cobb at the end of this issue.

The articles in this newsletter, as always, are condensed and abridged from the sources cited.

SADDAM WRITING HIS MEMOIRS FROM JAIL

(Roula Khalaf reports in May 14’s Financial Times)

Iraq’s deposed president has decided to write his memoirs while he languishes in an Iraqi jail awaiting trial.

According to Giovanni de Stefano, who is a member of Mr. Hussein’s legal team, “the Americans [holding him] are relaxed about it and we’ve seen some of the translation.  Mr. Hussein is writing about his childhood in Iraq, his early exile to Egypt and his misguided military adventures.  He will try to embarrass the great powers that once saw him as a buffer against the expansionist ambitions of Iran after the 1979 revolution.”

Mr. Hussein likes to think of himself as an accomplished novelist.  The novels are believed to have been written by a committee chosen by him, while inspired by Mr. Hussein.  In Zabiham and the King, released in Baghdad in 2001, a king is portrayed as misunderstood by his people.  Reviewers saw his love for a young woman as a metaphor for his attachment to his country.

AL-JAZEERA LAUNCHING ENGLISH TV CHANNEL

(William Wallis reports for the Financial Times on May 16)

Al-Jazeera, the Arabic satellite television station that has revolutionized Arab media, plans to shake up global broadcasting with its English language channel in 2006.

Nigel Parsons, its new managing director, says:  “If we have to be the enfant terrible of broadcasting, we will.”  Editorial management will focus on developing world issues.  It will also encourage audience participation.  This is a formula that has helped drive the popularity of its Arabic language talk shows and website.

With its news-breaking footage from Afghanistan, Iran and the Palestinians, the station has received global recognition and, at times, notoriety.  The station has survived an advertising boycott imposed by Saudi Arabia as well as numerous attempts by Washington to have its coverage tamed and talk shows silenced.

Mr. Parsons, a British national formerly with Associated Press Television, says he has received hundreds of applications from journalists “disillusioned with the current environment and who want to return to cutting edge journalism.”

SAUDI REFORMISTS JAILED

(From The Economist, May 21)

A Saudi court has jailed three prominent reformers for up to nine years for trying to sow dissent and challenge the royal family.  It was not only the harsh terms that shocked many would-be reformers, but also the procedure of the trial and the wording of the verdict.

Among the “crimes” cited by the judges was the men’s description of the educational system in the kingdom as a cause of extremism.  The court accused them of having “plotted to stir up the masses, so allowing the nation’s enemies to slander it.”

The wife of Matruk al-Faeh, one of the accused, said after the sentencing:  “This is not fair.  To call for constitutional monarchy is not a criminal issue.”

Despite earlier promises of openness, the trial was held mainly behind closed doors.  The arrests drew rare public criticism from the United States. The hazards of even such mild dissent have increased a feeling of beleaguerment among Saudi liberals.  Last year, the government banned its employees from criticizing the state.

SYRIA:  U.S. PROBABLY MAINTAINING PRESSURE

(From an article by Guy Dinmore in the Financial Times of May 2)
Analysts believe that U.S. policy is aimed at destabilizing the regime of President Bashar al-Assad.  They point out that the U.S. still has a long list of grievances against Syria:  its alleged development of chemical weapons; support for militant Palestinian groups against Israeli; and its failure to stop Iraq insurgents using the country as a base.

Flynt Leverett, a former official in the first Bush administration, said that President Bush was moving towards a policy of “basically regime change.”  Now an analyst at the Brookings Institution, Mr. Leverett feels that the U.S. believes regime change should be done “on the cheap’ through destabilization.  He warns, though, that the risk of unintended consequences was high and that the ensuing chaos could lead to a heavily Islamist replacement.

(From an article by David Hirst, a longtime Middle East correspondent for The Guardian, entitled “The Syrian Dilemma,” published in The Nation of May 2)

The very survival of the Baathist regime is threatened since its retreat from Lebanon.  He writes that whereas his late father, Hafez, was absolutely master of his regime, Bashar often seems more like its prisoner, forever torn between the alternative courses of reform or reaction.  Syrians, he says, yearn for change, but this yearning is tempered by fear of the way it might come about, and what could come after.  Mr. Hirst imagines a homily that a typical liberal might address to President Bush:  “As long as your policies remain what they are, our national interest will be to oppose them.  But in any case, if one day we do have free elections here, it won’t be the likes of us who win them but – thanks largely to you – the Islamists.”

JORDAN

(Stephen Glain, a correspondent for Newsweek International, has written a devastating critique of the country in “Letter from Jordan,” in the May 30 issue of The Nation)

“Jordan has degenerated into the kind of despotic kleptocracy the Bush administration says it will no longer tolerate,” Glain says, claiming that the country has become increasingly authoritarian.  He cites a thinly veiled ode written by revered poet Haider Mahmoud to King Abdullah II warning him about “deepening corruption in the Hashemite Kingdom.”

Mahmoud was attacked as a traitor in Jordan’s state-controlled press and his son was pressured into resigning his position at the foreign ministry.  No local publisher would touch Mahmoud’s poem; it only became known to Jordanians after it appeared in an Arabic-language newspaper based in London.  Mahmoud claims that the poem was not an attack; he wrote it out of concern that Jordan’s corruption threatens the integrity, and perhaps the survival, of the monarchy.

Glain tells of those opposing the regime being rattled out of bed for interrogation and of journalists being bribed or intimidated into spying on sources.  The tax burden on ordinary Jordanians has intensified, living standards have fallen, and the appeal of Islamic groups is rising.

Toujan Faisal, a former Member of Parliament who was jailed for 100 days three years ago after accusing the government of graft, says she does not think the monarchy enjoys any popularity with the people.  “King Hussein tolerated a margin of corruption, but not to the extent that exists now.”

Washington has always indulged Jordan by turning a blind eye to its human rights abuses, Glain says.  The kingdom is under little public pressure from the U.S. to fight corruption.  This month King Abdullah agreed to overturn the 1992 conviction of Pentagon outcast Ahmad Chalabi, now a deputy prime minister in Iraq’s new government, for his role in the collapse of a major Jordanian bank.

Charges of corruption have even tainted Jordan’s awqaf, the charitable trust that in Islamic countries is an important source of financing for social welfare programs.  Ghazi Zaben, a first-term parliamentarian, recently opened an investigation into awqaf funding.  He said he launched his investigation because of discrepancies between what the awqaf had been reporting as allocations to his district and what his constituents were actually collecting.  “These numbers don’t add up,” says Zaben, leafing through a pile of documents several inches thick.

In today’s Jordan, there is nostalgia for the late King Hussein.  Many cherish the 25-year-old Prince Hamzah, Hussein’s son by Queen Noor, who bears an uncanny resemblance to his father.  Days before his death, Hussein made the elevation of Abdullah as his successor conditional on Abdullah’s keeping Hamzah as crown prince.  But last November, Abdullah relieved Hamzah of his title.  In response to his dismissal, Hamzah sent the king a verse from the Koran, published by several Jordanian newspapers, about the hypocrisies of unjust leadership. 

TURKEY:  GENOCIDE DEBATE STILL LINGERS

(Vincent Boland reports from Ankara for the Financial Times on April 22)

The Turkish government has been preparing to ask the UK to repudiate a historical document that forms the claim that the Armenians were victims of genocide by Ottoman Turks during the First World War.  Supporters of the Armenian cause, particularly in France, have been lobbying the European Union to delay the start of Turkey’s accession talks for EU membership until Turkey acknowledges a “systematic extermination” in 1915.

Turkish MPs sent a letter to both houses of the British parliament arguing that the document was “a fraud based on fabrications, half truths and biased perceptions” of what happened.  The document, “The Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire 1915-1916,” written by the British historian Arnold Toynbee, was an official Westminster document, which is why Turkey wants the House of Commons and the House of Lords to act.

Turkey says British propaganda in the First World War aimed to portray the destruction of the Ottoman Empire as a key aim of the war and to “render British colonialism in Anatolia and Mesopotamia palatable.”

The official UK position is that the massacres were “an appalling tragedy,” but that the evidence is “not sufficiently unequivocal” to categorize them as genocide.

MORE ON TURKEY

(From Nicole Pope, reporting for Middle East International (MEI) on May 13)

Prime Minister Recep Tayip Erdogan visited Israel, 1-2 May, on a fence-mending tour.  This was only the second visit ever by a Turkish head of government.  Last year relations between the two countries were tense when Erdogan accused Israel of committing “state terrorism.”

Despite a frosty relationship over the past year, trade between the two countries is increasing and Israeli tourists visit Turkey’s Mediterranean coast in large numbers:  300,000 of them last year.  On Erdogan’s visit, trade and military issues were discussed.  A $400 million deal for Israel to upgrade 30 Turkish F-4 Phantom jets is said to have been concluded.  The Israeli newspaper, Ha’aretz, also reported recently that was preparing to buy Israeli long-range Heron drone aircraft.  Sales of Israeli military equipment to Turkey since 1996 are worth a total of $3 billion. 

2004 ARAB HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT ARRIVES AT LAST
(Ian Williams reports in MEI’s May 13 issue)

This report was scheduled for release last October, but was said to be delayed because of American and Israeli unhappiness at language suggesting that the occupations of Iraq and the Palestinian territories was a hindrance to Arab reformation.  Washington’s apparent opposition has boosted the report’s prestige in the Arab world.

The report addresses the rapidly diminishing prestige of the UN in the Middle East:  “The U.S.’s repeated use of threat of its veto has limited the effectiveness of the Security Council in establishing peace in the region.  Such marginalization has been among the factors contributing to continually increased suffering and to the creation of new facts on the ground, such as the establishment of new settlements by Israel in the Occupied Territories and the construction of the separation wall that incorporates additional Palestinian land, all of which militate against a just and lasting peace.  This has pushed many people in the region to lose hope of obtaining justice from global governance.”

The report, says Mr. Williams, follows in the worthy footsteps of its two predecessors in opening up the debate in the region that is an essential prerequisite for positive change there.  

ISRAEL/PALESTINE

Palestinians Join Human Rights Lawsuit Against Caterpillar

(Sent from the Internet on May 3)

The Center for Constitutional Rights (CCR), the Palestinian Center for Human Rights (PCHR) and partnering law firms today added members of four Palestinian families as plaintiffs to their federal lawsuit against Illinois-based Caterpillar, Inc.  The lawsuit charged the company with responsibility for human rights abuses in the Palestinian Territories.  The new plaintiffs join the case brought by the parents of Rachel Corrie, the 23-year-old American peace activist and student who was crushed to death by a Caterpillar D9 bulldozer on March 16, 2003.

The suit alleges that Caterpillar, Inc. violated international and state law by providing bulldozers to the Israeli military that it knew would be used to demolish homes and endanger civilians.  The amended complaint details the stories of ten Palestinians who were killed and another six who were physically injured when Caterpillar’s bulldozers were used to demolish their homes without warning.

Two of the plaintiffs, Ibrahim Mahmoud Khalafallah and Jamal Fayed, were unable to get out of their homes because of physical disabilities.  Members of the Al-Shopi family and the Abu Hussein family were killed or injured when their homes were bulldozed in the middle of the night.

The Corrie’s daughter Rachel, a student at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington, was a volunteer peace activist protesting the demolition of Palestinian homes when she was crushed by a Caterpillar bulldozer.  Much of the world community, including international human rights organizations and the United Nations, has consistently condemned these demolitions as clear violations of international humanitarian law.

Jennie Green, Senior Attorney with the Center for Constitutional Rights, stated:  “International law clearly provides that corporations can be held accountable for violations of international human rights and war crimes.  We are representing people who were injured or lost family members because Caterpillar purposefully turns a blind eye as to how their products were used.”

Caterpillar’s April 13 shareholder’s meeting was dominated by discussion of the human rights abuses being perpetrated with full knowledge of the company.

Israeli Military Demolishes Family Home in Jerusalem
(From the Internet, May 2)

The Israeli Defense Forces demolished today the house of Rami Dabash, his wife and two children in the Jerusalem suburb of Tsur Baher.

About 125 border police, some mounted on horses, arrived at the house this morning, accompanying a bulldozer.  The police formed a cordon at the bottom of the street to prevent journalists and human rights activists from seeing the destruction.  They used force to push journalists and activists back away from the demolition site.

The police then assaulted members of the Dabash family while they were giving interviews, including Rami’s 68-year-old mother who had just been discharged from the hospital after spinal disc surgery.

The Dabash house was not yet fully constructed.  The family had started building it in October 2003 after receiving the necessary permissions from the Israeli authorities.  They spent $35,000 on building the house before the authorities stopped construction.  The family spent an additional $12,000 on legal fees in an attempt to challenge the demolition with no success.

There was no warning before the bulldozer arrived.

Since 1967, Israeli policy has been geared to create a “Greater” Jerusalem, which is to control the entire central portion of the West Bank, cutting the physical and economic heart out of a potential Palestinian state.  While constructing 990,000 housing units for Jews in East Jerusalem, the municipality has intentionally created a shortage of 25,000 housing units for Palestinians.  Since occupying the West Bank and Gaza strip, Israel has demolished over 12,000 Palestinian homes, leaving some 70,000 without shelter and traumatized.

Grab and Settle:  The Story of Ma’ale Adumim

(From the May-June issue of Report on Israeli Settlement in the Occupied Territories, written by Geoffrey Aronson)

Ma’ale Adumim stands out as one of the most important achievements of Israel’s settlement campaign.  Today it has close to 30,000 inhabitants and controls an area of about 60 square kilometers.  It is the most densely populated of all the settlements, except for those located in East Jerusalem.  The Bush administration has cited it as one of the “new realities on the ground” that an Israeli-Palestinian agreement must accommodate.

Ma’ale Adumim exemplifies Israel’s use of civilian settlements as an instrument of national strategic policy.  Ariel Sharon proclaimed the mission of settlement in the Occupied Territories upon returning from the summit at Wye Plantation in 1998.  Sharon exhorted settlers to “move, run, grab more hills, expand the territory.  Everything that is grabbed will remain in our hands.”

In various stages, an adjacent 12,000 dunums [about 4.25 square miles], known as E-1 was included as part of the settlement enterprise.  This accomplishes two complementary objectives.  First, it links Ma’ale Adumim through E-1 to the settlement areas of East Jerusalem, creating a block of Jewish territorial continuity from the approaches of Jericho to the coastal plain.  Second, it splits the northern part of the West Bank from the south.  This strangles 50,000 Palestinians living in the environs, denying them vital reserves of land for housing and development.

On March 25, Ha’aretz reported “there has been no evident attempt by the American administration to stop the project…The main thing is that it be done quietly.”

REMOVE ILLEGAL SETTLEMENTS NOW

(The following is taken from an article that appeared in the Baltimore Sun, Opinion section on June 2 by Mark Rosenblum, the founder and policy director of Americans for Peace Now)

The Israeli cabinet voted March 13 to set up a government committee to propose action within 90 days on illegal settlements in the West Bank. June 11 marks the end of the 90-day period.

Guess what?  There's no sign of a proposal.

The ad hoc ministerial committee, which was established to help implement a government report from attorney Talia Sasson that was accepted by the cabinet, has lived up to the cynics' expectations, serving more as a burial society than an agent of change.

Unfortunately, the problem of illegal outposts continues to fester, along with the lawlessness and government complicity that make them possible. For the sake of preserving Israel's democracy and prospects for peace, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon must resurrect the Sasson report and begin implementing its recommendations immediately.

Outposts are new Jewish settlements that were built in the occupied territories without prior legal approval from the Israeli government.

They are intended to create contiguity between veteran settlements in the West Bank and to establish facts on the ground that will make it more difficult to reach a peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinians.

According to Peace Now's Settlements Watch project, about 120 outposts have been established over the years, about 100 of which with about 1,500 people that still stand.

Under the U.S. orchestrated "road map" to peace between Israelis and Palestinians, Israel is obligated to immediately dismantle outposts that were established since March 2001. Mr. Sharon gave his word to President Bush that these outposts would be removed, telling him at their summit in Crawford, Texas, April 11, "I will fulfill my commitments to you, Mr. President, to remove unauthorized outposts."  While a few uninhabited outposts have been taken down, most of those that should be evacuated—about 50—have not been touched. Ms. Sasson says in her report that she does not believe she was given full information from various government agencies about how many outposts have been built and, therefore, she cannot say for certain how many there are.

The Israeli government's official number of those that must be dismantled under the road map is 24; the U.S. government's number is in the eighties.

Israel's unwillingness to deal with these outposts represents more than a threat to the peace process and Israel's credibility with the United States; it's a threat to Israeli democracy and rule of law.

Ms. Sasson found that many of the illegal outposts—over half of which were built on land that did not belong to the state—were erected with the assistance of several government ministries.

The World Zionist Organization's Settlements Division established outposts without prior political authorization. The Housing Ministry helped with financing for outpost infrastructure and buildings, disguising its assistance as building new neighborhoods for veteran settlements. And the defense minister's assistant for settlement affairs, Ron Shachner, was found to have written letters to the Settlement Division in which he falsely stated that certain illegal outposts are independent settlements and should be funded.

In short, said Ms. Sasson, "it seems that the lawbreaking has become institutionalized and institutional."

To remedy the situation, Ms. Sasson said there is no need for a new law to evacuate and dismantle outposts. Instead, she recommended that all 15 outposts that are built on Palestinian-owned land should be dismantled immediately and returned to their owners.

Further, she called for terminating the activities of the Settlement Division under its present mandate, prohibiting the Housing Ministry from planning the establishment of a settlement or neighborhood in existing settlements without prior political approval, reconsidering the position of the defense minister's assistant for settlement affairs and prohibiting the defense minister from connecting outposts to electricity and water supplies.

"The government must take into its hands responsibility for what is happening in the outposts in the territories and not sit on the sidelines watching as the settlers do whatever they want, without anyone stopping them," Ms. Sasson said. "They are all illegal. It is important to emphasize that it's not merely to evacuate the outposts but to cease the entire procedure of budgeting and transferring state funds to the outposts. The very heart of the report is about the enforcement of the law, which is not a political issue, but a legal one, of tremendous importance for a democratic state."

Mr. Sharon, presented with such a litany of criminal behavior, corruption and abuse, should have jumped at the chance to follow clear-cut recommendations to end these illegal practices.

Alternatively, Mr. Bush should have pressed the prime minister to live up to his personal commitments and use the Sasson report as a pretext to finally dismantle outposts. But neither has happened.

The failure of both leaders to pursue this issue compounds the territorial problems that exist in the West Bank and undercuts Israeli rule of law. The Israeli government must not waste another minute, much less another 90 days, before taking action against the outposts of anti-democracy.

TWO “ROGUE” PARTIES

President Bush has pronounced both Hamas and Hizbullah to be “terrorist” organizations.  We currently have two excellent articles that encourage us to examine each more critically.  

In the April/May issue of The Boston Review, Helena Cobban, a global affairs columnist who has spent much time in Lebanon, has written “Hizbullah’s New Face:  In Search of a Muslim Democracy,” in which she takes a long and in-depth appraisal of Hizbullah’s history in Lebanon and what its future in Lebanese government is likely to be.  Ms Cobban concludes by saying that Hizbullah is not going to go away, and that both the Israelis and Americans will need to find a way of dealing with it.

The second article, “The Lost Palestinians,’ by Hussein Agha and Robert Malley in the June 9, New York Review of Books, does somewhat the same thing for Hamas that Ms. Cobban has done for Hizbullah.  Hussein Agha is Senior Associate member of St. Anthony’s College, Oxford.  Robert Malley was Special Assistant to President Clinton for Arab-Israeli Affairs and has written extensively on the Israeli-Palestinian peace process for the New York Review over the last few years.  Both articles are detailed, trenchant and worth reading for those interested in learning more about these two controversial parties.

ART AND CULTURE

Bearing Witness

(From an interview with Colombian painter Fernando Botero in the May 21 Financial Times)

The grotesque revelations at Abu Ghraib were a kind of epiphany for Fernando Botero.  Until then the Columbian artist had presented an idealized version of the world, one usually peopled by friendly fat people.  “All my life I’ve believed that a painter should concentrate on gentle subject matter,” Botero said while being interviewed at his Paris studio.  “But I changed my mind with Abu Ghraib.  First I was shocked, then I felt very angry and wanted to do something about it.  Painting has the power to point the finger at what happened   Look at Guernica, an event that would probably be forgotten by now if it was not for Picasso.”

“In Colombia there is violence, but this violence is born out of ignorance.  What happened with Abu Ghraib disgusted me far more because it was carried out by a country that presents itself as a model of compassion and civilization.”  So far Botero has completed 16 oil paintings and 40 drawings and has no intention of abandoning his subject just yet.  “I still have a lot of things to say about this,” he mutters.

The first thing one notices about the Abu Ghaib tableaux is that the often naked bodies of the tortured are not the plump prelates of old but muscular he-men, all the more pitiful for their trussed-up impotence.  Rubber batons and snarling attack dogs figure prominently.  In many of the paintings the Iraqi victims are dressed in women’s underwear and are being forced to engage in simulated homosexual acts.

“The artistic possibilities, leaving aside the anger one feels because of the situation, were strong because of the absurdity of the situation,” Botero says.  “When you see bodies piled up in a pyramid you see plasticity there.  There’s a fresco by Grotto called the Massacre of the Innocents, in which you see a pile of dead children.  When I saw the photo of these prisoners in Abu Ghraib stacked one on top of the other it made me think of Giotto.  It’s unbelievable but in this horror one could find artistic beauty.”

Botero does not plan on selling any of the Abu Ghraib tableaux as he says he does not want to profit from people’s suffering.  Instead he is thinking about donating them to galleries in Europe or the U.S.  Before that happens, he will embark on a round of exhibitions beginning next month in Rome, to include ten paintings and 30 drawings from the Abu Ghraib series.  Museums in Hamburg and Baden Baden have offered to hold exhibitions focusing exclusively on the Abu Ghraib work.  So far there have been no invitations from the U.S. 

Editor’s note:  The photograph accompanying this article shows paintings that are indeed graphic, powerful and disturbing.

TURKEY’S RENEWED DAM PROJECT THREATENS HISTORIC SITE

(Lucian Harris writes in the May Art Newspaper)

Plans for the construction of a massive dam on the Tigris River in southeastern Turkey, which threatens to submerge the historically important site of Hasankeyf, are again underway.  An international campaign to halt the project in 2002 had apparently been successful, and Turkey had made numerous promises to save the town.  The renewal of the project appears to flaunt many of the recommendations attached to Turkey’s proposed accession to the European Union.

The Ilisu Dam, part of the Greater Anatolia Project, a series of hydroelectric plants and dams, is all the more controversial because of its location in the predominantly Kurdish south-east of Turkey.  Hasankeyf was an important crossroads between East and West, occupied by nine major civilizations from the Assyrians to the Ottomans.  Among the losses will be the Sultan Suleiman Mosque, whose minaret is one of the most outstanding examples of early 15th century Ayyubid architecture; the cylindrical tomb of Zeynel Bey, a rare example of Central Asian style architecture in Anatolia; and the tomb of the holy Imam Abdullah, uncle of the Prophet Muhammad, a shrine visited by about 30,000 Shi’a pilgrims each year.

THE AGA KHAN:  BRINGER OF HOPE AND FINE ARCHITECTURE.

(From an interview by Anna Somers Cocks in the May Art Newspaper)

Last month, the Aga Khan and Suzanne Mubaarak, wife of the Egyptian president, inaugurated the 30-hectare Al-Azhar Park in the center of Cairo.  It stands high over the city and you look down on the 12th century city wall that runs from Saladin’s great citadel.  Crushed up against it is Darb al-Ahmar, the oldest part of Cairo, a dense network of ramshackle streets that includes 50 monuments, from exquisitely detailed 14th century mosques to the last of the whirling dervishes’ theatres in Egypt.

Al-Azhar Park ended up costing the Aga Khan $32 million as it has turned into a major urban and social regeneration project.  The Aga Khan’s Historic Cities Support Program decided that it could not stop just at creating the park, but had to tackle the restoration of the wall and the houses next to it.  Although the general belief had been that this was a hopelessly poor neighborhood, after conducting a survey of the community, the Aga Khan team discovered that, on the contrary, the community was a precious but endangered human asset to the dysfunctional megalopolis of 17 million inhabitants that Cairo has become.

Just restoring the decaying buildings was not enough for the Aga Khan team.  They follow their leader the Aga Khan in a belief deriving very much from Isma’ili philosophy—that you must help people but also help them to help themselves.  The program made grants, but also lent money as part of its micro-finance scheme.  For example, they bought up a former merchant’s house and turned it into a community center, for women to meet and for children after school.

Over the last seven years, the Aga Khan teams have become part of the local community.  They will stay on to continue giving Darb al-Ahmar support, to help create what the Aga Khan calls “an enabling environment” where hope and self-sufficiency and the civil society can flourish.

Following are some excerpts from the interview:

Anna Somers Cocks:  “You are both a temporal and a spiritual leader.  Would you tell us what your spiritual journey into architecture was?”

The Aga Khan:  “One of the things the non-Muslim world must try to understand is that Islam does not separate faith from the world.  We have an obligation to the world as much as to faith, and that means helping people to live in a better way, ensuring peace and ethical standards in society.”

Cocks:  “Was there an historic inspiration for the design of the Al-Azhar Park?”

The Aga Khan:  “Historically, the design of open spaces was a strong part of the physical environment of the Islamic world, but in modern times landscape architecture has been a very weak area in their architectural schools.  Here in Cairo, change in Darb al-Ahmar will not end with the restoration of the city wall; it will be a continuing process.  My biggest concern is acute pockets of poverty; they are in many cases the breeding grounds of despair.  One has to work to give people confidence and hope:  that changes society.”

His Highness the Aga Khan is the 49th hereditary Imam of the Shi’a Imami Isma’ili Muslims and a direct descent of the Prophet Muhammad through his cousin and son-in-law, Ali, the first Imam.  Today the Isma’ilis, a diaspora people, number about 20 million in some 25 countries.  They are linked by their faith and their allegiance to their spiritual and temporal leader, the Aga Khan.  This faith is flexible, tolerant and very practical.  In this spirit, the Aga Khan Development Network works to improve living conditions and opportunities for all throughout the developing world.  Its activities range from architecture, education and health to rural development.

BOOK REVIEWS ON MUSLIM ECONOMICS

Mullahs, Merchants and Militants:  The Economic Collapse of the Arab World, by Stephen Glain.  New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 2004. 305 pp.  Reviewed by Robert Looney, professor, Naval Postgraduate School in the Winter 2005 issue of the Middle East Journal.

In a fascinating study filled with memorable first hand accounts of individual hopes, despair and struggles for a better life, Stephen Glain tackled the question of “What went wrong?  Why is the region so stuck behind the times?”  He has produced a refreshingly new perspective concerning the day-to-day struggles of entrepreneurs in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Iraq and Egypt.  Glain’s interviewees provide consistently sad accounts of intelligence, 

competence and honest hard work thwarted at every step along the way by useless, arbitrary bureaucratic hindrances, incompetent government officials and corruption.  The over-riding theme is one of breakdown in governance at nearly all levels.

Reaching the end of the book, this reviewer sadly found little basis for optimism.  The Bush administration’s efforts to mold the Middle East into a centerpiece of democracy will fail, Glain argues, unless it rehabilitates the Arab world’s once mighty middle class—not a small task given the circumstances.  Mullahs, Merchants and Militants is a major contribution to our knowledge of the inner economic workings of the harried Arab business class. It is a serious, objective study that should be on the shelf of anyone concerned with the fate of this region.   

Endangered Species:  Why Muslim Economies Fail, by Steven Schlossstein, Stratford Books, 460 pp.  Reviewed by H. Peter Gray, professor emeritus of International Economics at Rutgers University in the Trenton Times of March 27.

The major thrust of this Princeton’s resident’s book is to explain why the Islamic economies are, by East Asian standards, stagnant failures.  The difference between the two blocs is amazing.  In the last 20 years, the average income per person in Arab economies has grown at the rate of ½% to 1% per annum.  In contrast, Singapore has grown from a level of income per capita of $450 in 1963 (after independence from Britain) to $25,000 in 1996, comparable to that of Switzerland.

Schlossstein makes an important link between the economic record of Muslim states and its effect on terrorism.  Young males with no economic prospects are particularly attracted to fundamentalist teaching; the economically disenchanted form a pool of potential recruits for al-Qaeda.

Schlossstein considers religion the main problem because it is the main force underlying the social rigidity that impedes economic progress.  When a seventh century revelation sets the code of conduct, changes required for a modern economy are very difficult to accomplish.  Readers will come away with a better understanding of the root causes of the current tension between the Muslim states and the West, and with the realization that one cannot ignore the inadequate performance of Muslim states.

BOOKS ABOUT IRAN

The first two reviews come from the May 2 issue of The Nation and are written by Meline Toumani.  The third is by the editor. 

Lipstick Jihad:  A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America and American in Iran, by Azadeh Moaveni.  Public Affairs, 249 pp. 

Meline Toumani, author of this review, is herself an Iranian exile and can, therefore, sympathize with the feelings of Moaveni who was raised in California, returned to Iran as a journalist and tries to reconcile nostalgic childhood memories of her country with its present-day situation.  This could have been a predictable homecoming tale were it not for Moaveni’s ability to integrate her nostalgia with her realistic depiction of what today’s Iran is like.  As her stay in Iran wears on, her curiosity turns into exasperation, and her criticisms of the regime become increasingly intemperate.  She now lives in Beirut.

In the Rose Garden of Martyrs:  A Memoir of Iran by Christopher de Bellaigue, HarperCollins, 283 pp.

Christopher de Bellaigue’s memoir provides an instructive comparison.  De Bellaigue is a British journalist married to an Iranian and has been living in Iran for many years.  Although by now he is familiar with life in Iran, he will always maintain an emotional distance from the country and this gives his account a measure of clarity—a clarity, which Toumani implies, is lacking in Moaveni’s account.

Embroideries, by Marjane Satrapi.  Pantheon Books, 2005.  

Those who have already been captivated by this French-Iranian’s comic book accounts:  Persepolis I and II, will not want to miss her current glimpse into Iranian life.  Embroideries lacks the depth and often-traumatic intensity of the earlier books.  It is a humorous and salacious romp through sex Iranian-style with Satrapi’s inimitable and irreverent imprint.  Warning:  males are not spared.

ENVOI

This issue of Middle East News brings me to the end of my stint as editor – one that has been both a tyranny and a pleasure. I have learned a lot about the Middle East in the process and I hope that my readers have learned a little.  I want to thank Letitia Ufford for all her work in transferring the material, via her computer, into the hands (or, more accurately, the computer) of Wood Tate, our tireless production manager, without whom this publication would not have been possible.

My only disappointment has been the lack of feedback from our readers.  Letters to the editor have frequently been promised, but never delivered.  I hope that this can be remedied in future issues of Middle East News.  I am happy to be able to turn our publication over to the capable hands of Letitia, who took on the job of editor for thirteen years before I arrived on the scene.  Her generosity in resuming the position is the good fortune of the Princeton Middle East Society. 

    Hope Cobb    June 2005
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