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Sunday, April 23, 4:00 pm in Friend Center, corner of Olden and William Streets, Room 100 (note room change), Sadik al-Azm, a leading Arab intellectual, will speak on “The Secularism Debate in the Arab World.”  His talk is co-sponsored by the International Center, the Transregional Institute and the Near Eastern Studies Department and Program of Princeton University.

Al-Azm is a retired professor of philosophy at the University of Damascus.  His intellectual battles on behalf of progressivism, historicism and modernity have elevated him to folk-hero status in the Arab World.  A champion of intellectual freedom, he was jailed and unsuccessfully prosecuted by the Lebanese government after publishing “Critique of Religious Thought” in 1969.  Ultimately his trial paved the way for greater freedom of expression in Lebanon.  He received the 2004 Erasmus Prize, an award from the Netherlands for contributions to European Society.

NEW JERSEY AND THE MIDDLE EAST

(James Zogby writes in Washington Watch (JZogby@aaiusa.org) of April 3)

For over 20 years, Sami Merhi, a Lebanese immigrant businessman in New Jersey, worked to support his local Democratic party.  He raised money, volunteered in campaigns and participated in party functions.  Two weeks ago, his county party leadership rewarded Merhi’s efforts by endorsing his candidacy for Freeholder.  It was, Sami said, one of the proudest days of his life as a US citizen—the fulfillment of the American dream.

The very next day, a state legislator, Gary Shaer, attacked the endorsement, pointing to a four-year-old New York Times story in which Merhi was quoted as saying that the 9/11 attacks on the U.S. were different from terror attacks against Israel.  Shaer and a few others argued that if Merhi’s name remained on the ballot, New Jersey’s Jewish voters might not vote for the Democratic ticket.

For four years, Merhi has insisted that the New York Times quote was partial and inaccurate.  He has made clear that he opposes all forms of terrorism including attacks on Israel civilians.  But it has been for naught.  Shaer’s denunciation of Merhi was followed quickly by equally harsh criticism from New Jersey’s newly appointed Democratic Senator Robert Menendez, who is also running for election in November.  Menendez’s rejection of Merhi was seconded by a spokesperson for Governor Jon Corzine.  Upping the ante, Menendez’s Republican opponent Tom Kean joined the fray, chiding Democrats for placing the Arab-American on their ballot.  No one listened to Merhi’s denials and none of these leaders even spoke to him.

County Democratic leaders who know Sami Merhi recognized that the charges against him were both unfounded and unfair.  Driven, however, by fear that a campaign would be mobilized against their entire ticket, they resolved to rescind Merhi’s nomination.

Gary Shaer was wrong.  Jewish voters are not an intolerant bloc.  Merhi had significant support from Jewish leaders who knew him from business and interfaith activity.  The demographics of northern New Jersey are changing.  Although that state’s Jewish community remains a substantial force, there is a growing Arab American and South Asian Muslim community now demanding recognition.

This past week, Governor Corzine met with Arab-American leaders, including Sami Merhi, in an effort to clear the air.  The Governor has continued his outreach effort, meeting one on one with Merhi later in the week.  And Congressman Bill Pascrell (D), a consistent defender of Merhi, addressing a major gathering of New Jersey’s Jewish community, called for reaching out and including “our Arab brothers and sisters.”  These steps mark a beginning.  Much work remains to be done to heal the breach but one senses that this story is not yet over.

ZOGBY POLLS U.S. TROOPS IN IRAQ

(The following was released February 28 on www.zogby.com/news/ReadNews.dbm?ID=1075)

Seventy two percent of American troops in Iraq think the U.S. should exit the country within the next year, and nearly one in four say the troops should leave immediately, a new Le Moyne College/Zogby International survey shows.

Twenty-nine per cent of the respondents, serving in various branches of the armed forces, said the U.S. should leave Iraq “immediately.”

Another 22 per cent said they should leave in the next six months.  Another 21 per cent said troops should be out between six and twelve months, while 23 per cent said they should stay “as long as they are needed.”

Different branches had quite different sentiments on the question, the poll shows.  While 89 per cent of reserves and 82 per cent of those in the National Guard said the U.S. should leave Iraq within a year, just 15 per cent of Marines favored withdrawal within six months.

The troops have drawn different conclusions about fellow citizens back home.  Asked why they think some Americans favor rapid U.S. troop withdrawal from Iraq, 37 per cent of troops serving there said those Americans are unpatriotic, while 20 per cent believe people back home believe a continued occupation will not work.  Another 16 per cent said they believe those favoring a quick withdrawal do so because they oppose the use of the military in a pre-emptive war, while 15 per cent said they do not believe those Americans understand the need for the U.S. troops in Iraq.

The wide-ranging poll also shows that 58 per cent of those serving in Iraq say the U.S. mission there is clear in their minds, while 42 per cent said it is either somewhat or very unclear to them, that they have no understanding of it at all, or are unsure. 

Eighty-five per cent said the U.S. mission is mainly “to retaliate for Saddam’s role in the 9/11 attacks” and 77 per cent said they also believe the main or a major reason for the war was “to stop Saddam from protecting al-Qaeda in Iraq.”

A NATION OF BEGGARS

(From an opinion piece by Amira Hass in Ha’aretz (Israel), March 1)

It is not natural disasters that have transformed the Palestinians into a nation that lives on handouts from the world; it is Israel’s accelerating colonialist process.  One facet of this is the continued takeover of Palestinian lands (whether “private” or public lands, it is the same thing), expansion of construction only for Jews, and de facto annexation by Israel of extensive tracts of Palestinian territory, while simultaneously breaking up the West Bank into enclaves and enclosures for Palestinians.

Another facet of this colonization is a regime of excessive restrictions imposed by Israel on the movement of Palestinians between their enclosures and enclaves within the West Bank, and between the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.

The pledged European donation, part of which is intended to pay salaries in the Palestinian public sector, shows that Europe is having a difficult time preventing Israel from robbing Palestinian tax and customs monies, amounting to between $50 million and $65 million a month.  It also shows that Europe assesses that the U.S. will not pressure Israel to return the stolen funds – in contrast to the pressure it exerted at the beginning of the intifada, when Israel also blocked the transfer of Palestinian tax monies.

The money constitutes about two-thirds of the income that derives from Palestinian economic activity.  One third – about $35 million a month – are taxes directly levied on economic activity within the West Bank and Gaza Strip.  These sums could be much higher, and could help to balance out the donations and handouts to the Palestinian ongoing budget, were it not for the Israeli measures taken against the Palestinian economy and its potential for development. 

These measures were not newly imposed on the occasion of Hamas’ ascendance.  No – Israel has destroyed and continues to destroy Palestinian agriculture, the two Palestinian national vegetable production areas in the eastern and in the western sections of the West Bank.  It does this by means of the separation fence and de facto annexation of the Jordan Rift.  Destruction of lands, prevention of access to cultivated lands and orchards, imposition of marketing impediments, harm to water resources – all of these have made destitute tens of thousands of proud farmers, and reduced their contribution to the national income.

Even before the current intifada, Israel hurt Palestinian industry’s chances to develop.  Through its control over most of the West Bank territory (60 percent – all of the Area C – which Israel set aside for expansion of Jewish settlements), control was achieved through   imposition of maximal restrictions on construction permits, Palestinian development plans, transfer of factory buildings out of residential neighborhoods, and the upgrading of industrial facilities.

Another method was based on restriction of movement from one region to another.  These restrictions have existed since 1991, but have grown harsher in the past five years.  You do not need to be an economist to understand just how unworthwhile it is to manufacture, to employ, to market or to trade when it takes a truck loaded with raw materials or finished goods eight hours to reach its destination, instead of one hour.

Another method of impairing Palestinian development potential is cutting off access to institutions of higher learning.  Israel does not permit Gazans to study in the West Bank, where the educational institutions are better, and does not permit East Jerusalem Palestinians to study in the West Bank.  The checkpoints and the creation of fenced-off enclosures compel students from the West Bank to live near their university, even if it is only 20 kilometers from home.  This is an additional financial burden that many families cannot bear.

There are no lack of economists who can prove the connection between Israeli methods of control and decline of the Palestinian economy.  Abundant studies trace the direct line between the draconian restrictions on movement and the transformation of the majority of the Palestinian people into a nation of charity recipients.  It is a safe bet that initiatives to continue giving them handouts rather than ending the oppression, would go on unabated.

Therefore, the Palestinians should be worried and concerned at signs the West will continue to forfeit opportunities to exert political pressure to stop to the Israeli policy of colonization.  By transferring funds, they are covering up, and will continue to do so, because of their political helplessness, and their decision not to quarrel with the U.S., which supports this Israeli policy.  The government of Israel now will cry foul and scream “Aid to Hamas!” but will quietly be pleased at the prospect.

PALESTINIANS LOSERS IN MIDEAST WATER WAR

(From Agence France Presse, March 19)

Israel’s vast separation barrier slices Nazlet Isa off from one of the richest water sources in the arid northern West Bank, where the fight for water is a fight for survival.  Israel is believed to monopolize around 75 percent of Palestinian water resources in a region where rainfall is infrequent and water is a strategic asset.

In the agriculture-dependent Palestinian territories, hemmed in by Jewish settlements, the lack of resources causes havoc for farmers, while pollution and inadequate waste disposal create sanitation and health problems.

In the northern West Bank town of Nazlet Isa, giant concrete slabs 10 meters (33 feet) high—lambasted as an apartheid wall by the Palestinians—have left six homes stranded on the Israeli side along with the rich underground aquifer.  A special system of pipes to access the water was finally built with Israeli permission, but immediate access and control has passed into other hands.

“The route of the wall matches that of water resources, the latter being conveniently located on the Israeli side,” said Elisabeth Sime, director of the aid organization CARE International in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.

The Palestinians are adamant that the wall—which they see anyway as a land grab designed to delimit the borders of their promised future state—was built deliberately to siphon off the aquifer.  Israel says it was built for security reasons to prevent suicide bombers infiltrating Israel or Jewish settlements.

“With the wall, the Israelis clearly sought to commandeer water resources,” charges Hind Khury, a former Palestinian cabinet minister responsible for Jerusalem and now the government’s representative in Paris.  “Israeli policy has always been to push Palestinians into the desert,” he added.

Abdul Rahman Tamimi, director of the non-governmental Palestinian Hydrology Group, said the coincidence of the route of the wall with the layout of the region’s aquifers was no accident.  “The wall cuts some communities off from their only source of water, prevents tanker trucks from getting around and puts up prices,” he said.

“In Qalqilya, in the northern West Bank, around 20 wells, or 30 percent of the town’s resources, were lost because of the wall,” Tamimi says.

While agriculture accounts for nearly a third of Palestinian gross domestic product, only five percent of Palestinian land is irrigated.  On the other hand, 70 percent of Jewish settlement land is watered, although agriculture amounts to barely two percent of Israeli GDP.  “The fact that Israeli confiscates and overexploits water affects every sector of Palestinian economic life and causes problems for the chances of development in the region and therefore chances of peace,” Tamimi said.

More than 220 communities in the West Bank—around 320,000 people—are unconnected to water mains.  Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians are therefore forced to buy water from trucks—an expense many can ill afford—to supplement local supplies that often fall woefully short of requirements.

In the small town of Attil, a least a third of the local drinking water is contaminated by sewage and pesticides.  Doctor Hossam Madi says diarrhea, gastroenteritis, fever, kidney failure, infection and dermatological problems blight most Palestinian children and persist into adulthood because of poor water supplies.  “The quality of water is getting worse and worse,” says CARE’s Sime.  “A high proportion of new-born babies die of water-born infections.  In the long run, Israelis will be affected by the pollution of water in the Palestinian territories.”

In villages such as Jalbun, household, agricultural and industrial waste from Israeli settlements speed up the process of water pollution.  Tamimi accuses some Israeli businessmen and settlers of dumping toxic waste on Palestinian land in an act of “environmental terrorism.” 

SOME ISRAELI OPINIONS

Shulamit Aloni, former member of the Knesset, writing in Ha’aretz, February 27, calls attention to Israel’s generals, Moshe Ya’alon and Shaul Mofaz, who warn of a threatening future, both in Jordan and in Egypt.  “They launch provocative acts of aggression on the lands of the West Bank, and continue assassinations, while ruining or murdering innocent people (without any ticking time bomb).  All this is to ensure that there will be action and risk, that the army will be given a larger budget, that the arms industry will grow and increase trade and that we will continue to worships our heroes who sacrifice their lives for our security.

“Every simpleton knows that there is no existential threat to Israel.  Every reasonable person understands that the Israel Defense Forces’ excessive operations against the Palestinians stir hatred, anger, fanaticism and a lust for revenge.  The aim of the generals is to make us continue to be afraid and continue to allow the killing, destruction, expulsions, roadblocks and apartheid roads.

“Apparently our ‘wise men’ will be happy if the Muslim countries once again mobilize against us.  Then we will again be able to see ourselves as the ultimate victim of the world, and then – long live the army, long live armaments.

“It does not have to be that way.  It can be different.  It is possible to try and build conciliation, to try and understand that the Palestinians are also entitled to a state of their own.  We have to understand that we are applying a racist, colonialist and contemptible policy that we did not want.  Merely saying these things aloud gives us the chills because after all, we thought that we, the Jews, have humanitarian values and that we remember that every person was created in the image of God.  If we really do remember this, but continue with our actions against the Palestinians, then all of us are afflicted with split personalities.”

Akiva Eldar, in an opinion piece in Ha’aretz of February 28, points out that without anyone realizing it, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip are being transformed into two separate entities.  Israel’s decision not to allow passage of Hamas ministers between Gaza and the West Bank is having far-reaching ramifications that may well end up by creating two Palestinian states.

THE ISRAELI LOBBY: SOME CRITIQUES

The publication of Stephen Walt’s and John Mearsheimer’s long article, “The Israel Lobby,” in the March 23 issue of the London Review of Books, has prompted a plethora of critiques.

Tom Regan writes for the Christian Science Monitor of April 6 about some of them:

“Harvard Law School’s Alan Dershowitz has posted a 15,000-word response to the Walt-Mearsheimer paper on the Kennedy School’s website.  It is the first time in the Kennedy School’s history that it has allowed faculty from other schools at Harvard to answer back directly to the work of any of its professors.

“Since the paper was published, several other well-known authors have condemned or disagreed with it, including David Gergen in US News and World Report and Christopher Hitchens in Slate.com.  The Washington Post reported on Sunday that while well-known Israel critic Noam Chomsky [in ZMag.org] applauded the two professors for their courage in writing the paper, he felt they took a naive view of US foreign policy.

“University of Maryland professor Shibley Telhami, a vocal critic of the war in Iraq, said the men were ‘incredibly bold’ for trying to start the debate.  But he also said “he does not believe Jewish neocons and their Christian supporters forced the United States into the war (as the Walt-Mearsheimer paper contends);” it was George W. Bush’s decision alone.

“The original working paper was also strongly defended over the weekend.  The Guardian Observer reported on Sunday that the editor of the London Review of Books, which was the only nonacademic publication to carry a shorter version of the original 81 page report, defended her decision to carry the report, and also said the charges of anti-Semitism were ridiculous.  Editor Mary-Kay Wilmers, who is Jewish, said that while the support of people like David Duke was ‘unsettling,’ it did not detract from the debate the authors were attempting to start.  ‘No one can say Israel’s posture does not contribute to anti-Semitism, yet charges of anti-Semitism are used to justify that policy.’

“The Financial Times on Sunday editorialized that in the U.S., ‘Reflexes that ordinarily spring automatically to the defense of open debate and free enquiry shut down—at least among much of America’s political elite – once the subject turns to Israel, above all the pro-Israel lobby’s role in shaping U.S. foreign policy.’

“As Daniel Levy, a former Israeli peace negotiator, remarked in Ha’aretz about the Walt-Mearsheimer controversy:  “It would in fact serve Israel if the open and critical debate that takes place over here were exported over there (to the U.S.).”  Regan, writing in the Monitor, agrees:  ‘Nothing is more damaging to U.S. interests than the inability to have a proper debate about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, how Washington should use its influence to resolve it, and how best America can advance freedom and stability in the region as a whole.  Bullying Americans into a consensus on Israeli policy is bad for Israel and makes it impossible for America to articulate its own national interest.’

“As Michael Kinsley wrote in Slate in the autumn of 2002, both supporters and opponents of the coming war did not want to invoke classic anti-Semitic images of cabals, arcane conspiracies and malign courtiers whispering into the prince’s ear.  Such motives are honorable, and yet there is always a danger when something is willfully ignored.  As Kinsley said, the connection between the invasion of Iraq and Israeli interests had become ‘the proverbial elephant in the room.  Everybody sees it, no one mentions it.’  Until now, at any rate.”

Mark Mazower, professor of history at Columbia University, writes in the Financial Times of April 3 about the Walt-Mearsheimer paper:

“What is striking is less the substance of their argument than the outraged reaction:  to all intents and purposes, discussing the US-Israel special relationship still remains taboo in the US media.

“If fear of being tarred as an anti-Semite—and there is no more toxic charge in American politics – blocks the way, what anti-Semitism actually implies in today’s America is increasingly unclear.  Over the past century, secularization, wealth and prestige have bolstered the place of American Jewry in national life.  Polls suggest that seriously anti-Semitic views are now found only among a small minority of Americans.  Yet, fear of anti-Semitism has not vanished.  Where once it was suspected—and often found—in the workplace and the domestic political arena, it is now expressed in terms of sensitivity towards criticism of the Jewish state.  Often ambivalent about the methods of lobby groups such as the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), American Jews generally share the committee’s ultimate goal of maintaining a high level of U.S. support for Israel.  Defending [Israel] is seen by many as synonymous with defending Jews as a whole.

“A striking illustration of this occurred in the run-up to the 2004 U.S. presidential elections.  At that time, Congress passed the Global Anti-Semitism Awareness Act, in spite of strong objections from the State Department.  The Foreign Service did not see why any one form of discrimination should be singled out for official U.S. concern.  It was equally troubled by the Act’s language, which asserts that ‘strong anti-Israel sentiment’ or indeed ‘Muslim opposition to developments in Israel and the occupied territories’ should count as evidence of anti-Semitic attitudes.  At one level, Congress was connecting with a diplomatic strategy of the Sharon government that sought to highlight anti-Semitism as a way of deflecting criticism of its policies in the occupied territories.  But behind the lobbying lie deeper semantic shifts in mainstream American discourse.  To be a Zionist is unproblematic in political terms, but to declare oneself an anti-Zionist is to become vulnerable to the charge of anti-Semitism.  I have even heard a student impute the same bias to a professor for referring to ‘Palestine’ rather than Israel in a lecture on the eastern Mediterranean under Roman rule.

“It has proved hard to fix the precise boundary between [opposition to Israeli policies and anti-Semitism].  The Global Anti-Semitism Act talks about a line separating the latter from ‘objective criticism’ of Israel, but does not spell out where this line lies.  Lawrence Summers, former president of Harvard University, castigated ‘profoundly anti-Israel views’ for being ‘anti-Semitic in their effect if not their intent.’  Others refer to ‘disproportionate’ criticism and vilification.  But none of these terms are self-evident in their application.  Because the costs of stepping over the line are high, the result is that debate is put under surveillance and inhibited.

“Intellectual discussion has thereby been constrained, too.  To take an extreme but pertinent example:  any comparison of Israel and the Third Reich is generally denounced by the organizations that pronounce on these issues.  It is not hard to see why.  Offensive to many Jewish survivors of the camps, the comparison with the paradigmatic criminal state of the modern world is often made as a means of ruling out the Israel state’s right to exist.  Nevertheless, German and Jewish nationalists –like many others in the 20th century –sought to nationalize land through a combination of colonial settlement and conquest.  It happens that the two shaped many of their colonization policies in reaction to the very same historical experience—the earlier German anti-Polish land campaigns of the 1890s.  They differed substantially in how they saw this precedent, of course, as in their policies and treatment of those already on the land.  But precisely because comparisons can bring out these differences, there seems no reason to allow political correctness to trump scholarly enquiry.

“Vigilance can be carried too far.  Having denounced American academics for supposedly making anti-Semitic statements, the Anti-Defamation League last year leveled a similar charge at faculty in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.  In fact, the intellectual climate in Israel is tougher-minded than in the US and the authorities at the Hebrew University simply took no notice.  But brandishing the big stick of anti-Semitism against all and sundry helps no one.  It lumps together serious critique with crackpot ravings, does a signal disservice to those who really suffered from it in the past and stifles a badly needed debate within the U.S.  There is no reason why the partnership between the U.S. and Israel should not be susceptible to the same kind of cost-benefit analysis as any other area of policy.”

See also a critique by Joseph Massad, an embattled professor of Middle East Studies at Columbia, who has written in Al-Ahram Weekly [http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/print/2006/787/op35.htm] that the U.S. support of dictators and other actions against its own interests in the Middle East as elsewhere, are part of its own outlook and that the Israeli lobby is only marginally responsible for some of them.

E.U. MOVES UNDERCUT CYPRUS SOLUTION

(From www.turkishdailynews.com.tr of April 6)

The E.U., keen to reward the Turkish Cypriots for their support for the reunification of Cyprus, proposed twin regulations of direct trade and financial aid after the 2004 referendum.  But the direct trade proposal was apparently shelved when the member states agreed earlier this year to decouple it from the financial aid scheme and released 139 million euros to the Turkish Cypriots without a hint on when the trade regulation could be taken up.

The Turkish government is now pressured by the European Union to implement a customs union protocol and open its ports and airports to traffic from E.U. member Greek Cyprus.  What is needed, warns the Italian ambassador to Turkey, Carlo Marsili, is for the E.U. to go ahead and allow direct trade with Turkish Cypriots.  Without such an agreement, no Turkish government can support opening its ports and borders to the Greek Cypriots.

The Italian government appears to be particularly supportive of Turkish entry into the European Union and its ambassador has declared:  “We, as the E.U., have undertaken a commitment to treat Turkey in the same way as other candidate countries.  Anything that does not go in line with this commitment, I think, would not be fair,” he said.

TURKEY’S RELATIONS WITH THE U.S.

(From an opinion piece by Mehmet Ali Birand in www.Turkishdailynews.com.tr of April 6)

The annual American-Turkish Council conference was held last week in Washington.  Turkish and American business representatives, journalists, politicians and military officers come together every year in an official forum.

It is possible to judge from the organization itself, as well as from statements from the participants, in which direction Turkish-American relations are headed and at what stage they seem to be.  If relations are good, there is always high attendance by the top ranks of American officials.  If things are not going well, participation drops and criticism rises.  

Based on the accounts of participants this year, people whose word I trust, and also based on the observations of the newspaper Milliyet’s Washington representative, the portrait painted of the current Turkish-American state of relations is fairly pessimistic.  In addition, when I add some of the statements made by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Peter Pace, who was in both Ankara and Istanbul for unusual high-level talks recently, as well as consider the speech by U.S. Ambassador Ross Wilson at Tuesday’s Turkish-U.S. Business Council meeting, what I see is something even more disturbing.

During the period when the Justice and Development Party (AKP) first came to power, just before the U.S. invasion of Iraq, everything was all right in this area.  The first blow to Turkish-American relations came in March 2003, when the AKP-majority Parliament voted to reject a bill that would have allowed the U.S. greater access to Iraq through Turkey.  At least, though, this was a parliamentary decision and therefore could be perceived as a result of a democratic process that could be met with understanding.  Criticism from the U.S. was directed more at the Turkish military’s General Staff, and at Turkey’s general stance.  And so, the Bush administration did not hold the AKP responsible for this development.

But the situation is different today.  The U.S. has begun to watch the AKP with suspicion.  At this point, there is not yet a crisis per se in relations.  What there is, though, is something that could be characterized as stomach pains.  The people guiding foreign policy in the Bush administration are saying, “There is a feeling that we are not seeing the same thing as Turkey these days, that there is no deep-rooted sense of trust, and that our shared goals have not been determined.”

Despite the fact that a couple of months have passed, the wounds caused by the Hamas visit to Turkey are still fresh.  But the Hamas visit is not the only problem.  Statements from the prime minister and some AKP members about Turkish-U.S. relations strengthen the impression that the party has turned its sights to the East, rather than the European Union.  Superpowers like the United States don’t like it when their allies take very different stances from them.  We need to calculate what sort of bill we may face at the end of the road after we have implemented different policies.  It would not be in the best interests of the AKP, which is charged with guiding the country and is currently leading Turkey through a very sensitive economic, political and social period, to enter into a crisis with America.

There are double standards that continue in the face of fighting terrorism.  The Americans have pointed to the Hamas visit and said:  “These people have opened the way to the deaths of innocent people by training suicide bombers, and you, a country that has suffered so much from PKK terror, extend an official invitation to them to come to Ankara and accept the position of interlocutor on their behalf?  What kind of mentality is this?”

In response to this, the Turkish side points to Washington’s acceptance of Kurdish Diyarbakir Mayor Osman Baydemir, and says, “How is it that you officially welcomed a person who supports the PKK?”  To which the Americans say:  “But Baydemir is an elected politician.  And it is under this title that we accepted him.”  And Ankara’s reply is, of course, that Hamas, too, like Baydemir, was elected.  Even the Democratic Society Party has come forward and, given this example, asking Erdogan why he, a prime minister who met with Hamas, is not meeting with them.

SHORT TAKES

Sixty-eight percent of Israeli Jews would refuse to live in the same apartment building as an Israeli Arab.  These are the results of a poll commissioned by the Center for the Struggle Against Racism published in Ha’aretz.  Forty percent of Jews believe “the state needs to support the emigration of Arab citizens.  Thirty-four percent agreed with the statement that “Arab culture is inferior to Israeli culture.”  Fifty-seven percent did not agree with the statement.  Half of Israeli Jews express fear or discomfort when hearing people speaking Arabic.  Eighteen percent of Jews said they feel hate when hearing Arabic speakers.

Rachel Corrie’s e-mail to her mother, February 27, read at the Riverside Church’s performance of Rachel’s Words:  “When that explosive detonated yesterday, it broke all the windows in the family’s house.  I was in the process of being served tea and playing with the two small babies.  I’m having a hard time right now.  Just feel sick to my stomach a lot from being doted on all the time, very sweetly, by people who are facing doom.  I know that from the United States, it all sounds like hyperbole.  Honestly, a lot of the time the sheer kindness of the people here, coupled with the overwhelming evidence of the willful destruction of their lives, make it seem unreal to me.  I really can’t believe that something like this can happen in the world without a bigger outcry about it.  It really hurts me, as it has hurt me in the past, to witness how awful we can allow the world to be.”

The Syrian writer, Mohammad al-Maghout, whose poems and plays fiercely criticized Arab regimes, died April 3 in Damascus, aged 72.  “Syria and the Arab world lost a giant today,” the Syrian news agency SANA declared.  Marghout’s work combined satire with descriptions of social misery and malaise, illustrating what he viewed as an ethical decline among rulers in the region.  He teamed up with Syrian actors Dureid Laham and Nihad Qali to produce some of the region’s most popular and acclaimed theatrical works, such as “Exile.”  From one of his poems:  “Policemen, Interpol men everywhere; you search for the perfect crime.  There is only one perfect crime: to be born an Arab.”

From a summary of a Conference of Historians against the War which took place in Austin, Texas, February 15:

Nada Shabout spoke of the attack on cultural Iraq and destruction of the last 25 years of Iraqi art.  The works in the Museum of Modern Art have been destroyed, and public monuments torn down and rebuilt in a “New Iraq” image.  While conceding that much of it was monumental art that celebrated the regime of Saddam Hussein, some of it was actually good art.  She questioned the effect that conscious destruction of 25 years of art would have on a country.  She also pointed out the U.S. promotion of a “new” Iraqi artist named Pashi, who many Iraqis believe is a fraud.  He is being promoted by the U.S. government.  His art is now being shown in New York and was featured in an AP story. 

DESERT FAUX:  THE SAHARA’S MIRAGE OF TERRORISM

(From moderator@portside.org by Conn Hallinan, March 3)

When two U.S. Marine helicopters recently went down off Djibouti, a tiny slice of desert at the entrance to the Red Sea, they exposed a low profile program that has poured money and troops into a broad swath of northern Africa from the Indian to the Atlantic Oceans:  some nine nations in the region. 

The Bush administration claims the target of this program, called the Trans-Sahara Counter-Terrorism Initiative, is the growing presence of al-Qaeda influenced organizations in the region.  Critics, however, charge that the enterprise has more to do with oil than with Osama bin Laden, and that stepped up military aid to Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia will most likely end up being used against internal opposition groups in those countries, not “terrorists” hiding out in the desert.

“As we pursue the global war on terrorism,” says Marine General James L. Jones of European Command, “we’re going to have to go where the terrorists are.  And we’re seeing evidence, at least preliminarily, that more and more of these large uncontrolled areas are going to be potential havens for that kind of activity.”

According to the Brussels-based International Crisis Group, the Sahara is ‘not a hotbed of terrorism,’ and North African governments are only going along with the initiative because it gives them training and weapons they can use on their own people.

MIDEAST INVESTMENTS IN THE U.S.

(From “Mideast Investment up in U.S.” by Paul Blustein in the Washington Post, March 7)

Middle Eastern investment in the U.S. is once again picking up steam, showing big gains since the tense period following the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  And while some takeovers trigger alarm – most famously, the purchase of a seaports management firm by a Dubai-owned company– others are evoking warm welcomes.

Among recent acquisitions are a $1 billion portfolio of 21,000 apartments in U.S. Sun Belt cities; a 2.2 percent stake in the automotive giant DaimlerChrysler AG that cost another $1 billion; and a Manhattan landmark building.

Behind such transactions are two powerful forces.  One is the high price of energy, which has left several oil-producing Arab countries swimming in cash.  The other is the burgeoning U.S. trade deficit - $726 billion last year – which means that the U.S. needs foreign capital.  A country that imports more than it exports must cover the gap with money from abroad.

Until now, investments in the U.S. from Europe and other parts of Asia have dwarfed those from the Middle East.  But an increasing share of the foreign money required to fuel the U.S. economy is likely to come from places that, like Dubai, trigger visceral reactions among Americans seared by memories of the September 11 attacks.

Already, the list of U.S. businesses owned by Arab investors – not just from Dubai –includes some well-known names.  Among them are Caribou Coffee Co., the fast-growing rival to Starbucks Corp.; Church’s Chicken, a fast-food concern; Loehmann’s, a specialty retailer, TLC Health Care Services, Inc., a provider of home nursing and hospice care; and even several financial publications, including The American Banker.

Such “direct” investment in hard assets – companies, factories and real estate – is generally preferable for the U.S. economy, in the view of most economists, to foreign investment in bonds, stocks and other financial assets.  One advantage of direct investments is that they cannot be dumped in a panic the way that, say, a Treasury bond can.  Moreover, they often involve high-wage jobs.  Average annual compensation per worker at U.S. subsidiaries of foreign companies is about $60,500, 34 percent higher than the rate at all U.S. companies, according to the Organization for International Investment.

Arab direct investments would probably be more extensive were it not for the political and legal atmosphere in the post 9/11 era.  They fear what might befall their holdings at the hands of U.S. authorities.

“I was in Bahrain the week before last and had a meeting at a bank where they said they would love to invest in the States,” said Gary Sheehan, a New York real estate executive.  “But, they said:  ‘Syrian interests own 12 percent of our bank.  So we know that if push comes to shove (that is, a serious confrontation between Washington and Damascus) our assets will be frozen.’”  Such negativity toward investing in the U.S. could well deepen as a result of the controversy over the Dubai ports deal.

Whatever Arab investors abroad finally do, their clout is relatively small—at least for now.  At the end of 2004, investors from Arab countries held just $4 billion in direct investment in the U.S., according to Commerce Department data.

British investors, by contrast, held $252 billion, Japanese investors held $177 billion, Dutch investors held $167 billion and German investors held $163 billion.  Foreigners held roughly $9 trillion of U.S. financial assets at the end of 2004, according to government data.  Middle Eastern oil exporters held a modest percentage of that, including about $121 billion in U.S. government securities.  But the oil revenue flooding into the Mideast means that the region’s financial strength is rising apace.

Arab Stock Markets Tumble

(By Carl Boice, published by Portside (portside@portside.org), March 28)

Think people in the Emirates don’t stage street demonstrations?  Think again.  On March 8, hundreds of protestors gathered in front of the Kuwait City stock exchange.  They weren’t anti-globalization protesters, but stockholders who had seen their net worth plummet over the preceding month, culminating the previous day when the market fell 400 points.

As the market continued to fall, some blamed big money traders.  However it soon became clear that the crisis was not limited to Kuwait.  On March 26, when the Kuwaiti exchange shed another 239.8 points, the market in the United Arab Emirates plunged to its lowest level in 11 months.  The stock markets fell 11.7 percent in Dubai and 4.74 percent in Saudi Arabia.

How strange it is that in an area of the world that has been officially named a strategic priority for the U.S. since the 1970s, an economic meltdown is underway and shows no signs of slowing any time soon and yet people in the U.S. are almost totally unaware it is happening.

Why the stock markets across the region are being shattered is not clear.  International observers and analysts on the scene admit it remains somewhat a mystery.  However, it is becoming increasingly clear that the panic behind the rout is interrelated with the political and military situation in the Middle East and Gulf region, the U.S. conflict with Iran and the continuing costly and destabilizing war in Iraq.

“High-Living Saudis Panic as Stock Market Collapses,” reported the London Daily Telegraph (March 17), observing that Saudi “rich kids have been selling their cars and even rushing to the doctor after a whirlwind stock market crash saw huge profits perish.  Heart-attacks, stress, hospitalization, and panic selling are all reported results of the Saudi collapse, which has seen tens of billions of dollars in losses in a fortnight.”

Whether the slide is a correction after a bubble of oil profits or a longer-term reaction to the local political and military situation has yet to be determined.
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