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CALENDAR

Sunday, March 20, 4:00 p.m.  In Room 101 of the Friend Center, at the corner of Olden Street and Williams Street, Kayhan Irani, a practitioner of Theatre of the Oppressed, will present her one-woman show:  “We’ve Come Undone,” about post 9/11 detainees (with musicians in accompaniment).  She has performed at numerous universities, festivals and forums.  Her interweaving of drama, dance and music has also been broadcast on WBAI and Voice of America.

PMES TO RECEIVE AWARD

The New Jersey Chapter of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee will present its Achievement Award to the Princeton Middle East Society at its annual banquet, Sunday, March 13 at Mayfair Farms in West Orange, New Jersey.  The letter announcing the award speaks of PMES’s “tireless efforts to educate the American public about the Middle East, American policy in the Middle East and Arab culture.”

WHO KILLED HARIRI?

There are as many theories as there are commentators.  We present a sampling:

Farewell to Lebanon’s Mr. Fix-it by Brian Whitaker, in The Guardian on February 15.

Rafiq Hariri was more than a politician; in many ways he was Mr. Lebanon.  Besides serving as prime minister for 10 of the last 14 years, he was a hyperactive businessman, a self-made billionaire who, through his television station and daily newspaper, controlled huge chunks of the Lebanese media.

He was a large man and, still feeling hungry one night after an official dinner, he took his entourage to a Beirut pizza restaurant.  There, he was besieged by customers seeking favors.  Such were his fix-it powers that for several nights afterwards the restaurant was packed with Lebanese hoping he would drop in again.

He was undoubtedly one of the smartest of Arab politicians and he found ways to survive under Syrian influence, sometimes playing along with it, sometimes undermining it.  His business and political connections to Saudi Arabia, where he had lived for 20 years, served as a counterweight to Syria.  After the civil war, Syria had helped bring some stability to Lebanon.  But many Lebanese now feel the Syrians have outstayed their welcome.  Syrian hegemony, including the continued presence of about 15,000 troops, has become an increasingly contentious issue.

Syria is the obvious suspect for Mr. Hariri’s assassination, but it may not be a simple as that.  Rime Allaf, a Middle East expert at the Royal Institute of International Affairs in London, said:  “The Syrians could not possibly have wanted this.  It would be a case of shooting yourself in the foot. It clearly is the pro- and anti-Syrian forces at play, but logically, whoever did this was trying to get Syria into more trouble.”

Why “Mr. Lebanon” Had Many Enemies by Peter Beaumont and Mitchell Prothero in The Observer of February 20.  

In death, the world feted Lebanon’s former Prime Minister, Rafiq Hariri.  But in Beirut, Hariri was hated and distrusted by many.  Not for his politics, but for his controlling interest in the giant post-war Lebanese reconstruction company, Solidere.  Solidere has been accused of carrying out forcible evictions, corruption and wholesale political graft. 

Last week, as British officials voiced doubts over U.S. and Israeli claims that Syrian intelligence agents were behind the bombing of Hariri’s motorcade, a picture began to emerge of a deeply flawed billionaire with as many foes as friends.  It is a story of murky dealings and personal enrichment on a grand scale; a tale of politics and the judiciary suborned to business interests, and of multiple motives for Hariri’s slaying.

It is a very different picture from that presented by Hariri’s family and by Tel Aviv and Washington:  That Hariri, splitting with Damascus and the pro-Damascus government of Emile Lahoud, had been killed by the Syrians.

“It does not make sense,” said one European official.  “It is not really Syria’s modus operandi.  It is such a gift for the anti-Syrian lobby in Lebanon and internationally.  Why would they do it?  Not only that, but the Syrians would not want to upset the Saudis, with whom they are cautious in their relations and who regard Hariri as being very much their own.”

Rafiq Hariri, RIP  Article taken from February 14 website, Http://justworldnews.org of Helena Cobban, an experienced journalist who spent years in Beirut.

Initial speculation in the case of this bomb, as of the one that severely wounded MP Marwan Hamadeh last October, turned to the possibility of a Syrian hand in the attack.  In both cases, however, it is also possible that the attacks were part of an orchestrated destabilization campaign in Lebanon aimed at turning the Lebanese people even more strongly against Syria.

Who might be behind such a campaign:  On the principle of cui bono one would have to say certain hard-line forces inside Israel.  Since October, the Syrians have definitely been trying to handle their relations with Lebanon in a more intelligent, less heavy-handed manner.

Let me point out two things:  (1) The use of car-bombs and other forms of roadside explosive devices has been an established Israeli SOP in Lebanon for many, many years; and (2) Israel has maintained robust special-ops capabilities in central Lebanon throughout the whole period of Syria’s general domination of the area.  Destabil-izing Lebanon’s still fractured, war-ravaged society is something that both its bigger neigh-bors have done a lot of over the past 35 years.  In Israel’s case, the ruling elite has often sought to destabilize things there in the effort to “punish” Syria, to keep Syria “busy” in Lebanon; and to diminish the Damascus regime’s ability to exert influence outside its borders.

It would be much, much easier for the Lebanese to prevent all these kinds of destabilization operations from succeeding if they could come to some kind of a durable national understanding among themselves.  But they have not been able to do that yet.  That has left their country extremely vulnerable to the often-brutal machinations of their neighbors.

The Assassination of Rafiq Hariri:  Who Benefited?  by Bill Van Auken on the World Socialist website, February 17. 

The powers that most clearly stood to advance their strategic aims by having Hariri assassinated and blaming the crime on Syria are the U.S. and Israel.  Among those who play the game of speculating who organized the car bombing in Beirut, the smart money is undoubtedly on Washington and Tel Aviv. 

NBC’s Middle East correspondent declared that the recall of the U.S. ambassador represented “the first indication that the U.S. knows something about Syrian involvement in the assassination attempt.”  It indicated nothing of the kind.  Rather, it suggested that Washington was prepared in advance to seize upon Hariri’s death as a pretext for escalating its threats against Damascus.

Various Middle East “security” experts have been quoted in the media describing Syria as “low-hanging fruit’ in Washington’s military pursuit of hegemony in the region.  The regime is viewed as isolated and vulnerable.  The maneuvers against Syria manifest as well the unprecedented coordination of U.S. and Israeli policy in the region.  Damascus is a primary target because it has provided sanctuary to Palestinian groups that have opposed Israel, including the Islamist organization Hamas.  It has also failed to curb the growing influence of the Lebanese Shiite movement, Hizballah, which forced Israeli troops out of Lebanon after 20 years of occupation.

Tel Aviv calculates that the expulsion of Syria from Lebanon, or the toppling of the Baathist regime in Damascus, could bring to power a Lebanese government more amenable to Israeli demands.  In particular, both the U.S. and Israel want Lebanon to grant citizenship to the estimated 400,000 Palestinian refugees inside that country.  This move would effectively negate their right -- which has never been recognized by Israel -- to return to the homes from which they were expelled in the course of the creation of the Zionist state.

The killing of Hariri has set the stage for the implementation of plans for U.S. aggression against Syria that have long been nurtured by a group within the U.S. administration that is closely tied to Israel.  Prominent among them is David Wurmser, Vice President Dick Cheney’s adviser on the Middle East.  Wurmser played a leading role in the creation of a Pentagon intelligence unit that sought to fabricate a case for linking the Iraqi regime with Al Qaeda in the months leading up to the U.S. invasion.

In 2000, Wurmser helped draft a document entitled “Ending Syria’s Occupation of Lebanon:  the U.S. Role?”  It called for a confrontation with the regime in Damascus, which it accused of developing “weapons of mass destruction.”  This document urged the use of U.S. military force.

If one asks “Who benefits?” the answer is clear.  The destabilization of Lebanon, the mobilization of the U.S.-backed opposition to the pro-Syria government in Beirut, and the vilification of Damascus all serve to advance U.S. and Israeli strategic plans long in the making.

Lebanon, as complex as ever - taken from an article by James Zogby in the Arab American Institute’s Washington Watch of March 7.

As horrific as the assassination of Hariri was and as inspiring as the mass mobilization of the “cedar revolution” has been, the demonstrations don’t tell the whole story of what is happening in Lebanon today.  A recent poll of 1,250 Lebanese, representing all religious groupings in the country, establishes that while an emerging consensus exists on some questions, on several key issues a deep sectarian divide still plagues the country.  And these issues must be tended to if Lebanon’s unity and internal security are to be assured.  The poll was conducted during the last week in February 2005 by a Lebanese polling firm, Information International, in conjunction with Zogby International.

The good news is that all groups are upset by Hariri’s assassination and that many who did not previously support his “vision for Lebanon” now do so and plan to vote for candidates close to him in the upcoming parliamentary elections.  Most also believe that the assassination will hasten Syria’s withdrawal, but that international reaction to the assassination has more to do with U.S. enmity toward Syria than with support for Lebanon, per se.  Here the consensus ends.

On the critical matter of whom they hold responsible for the assassination there is a deep division.  Such division also exists regarding its effect on the future security of Lebanon.

Following are the percentages of various Lebanese factions holding various beliefs:


Maronite 
Orthodox 
Sunni 
Shiite 
Druze
1. Who is responsible for the assassination?

The Syrian authorities
17
11
11
4
22

The Lebanese authorities 
6
5
9
5
10

The Lebanese and Syrian authorities together
30
20
11
5
22

Israel
9
14
16
53
0

United States
13
22
13
19
12

International organizations
4
10
21
2
8

2. How will the assassination of Hariri affect the security situation in Lebanon?


Maronite 
Orthodox 
Sunni 
Shiite 
Druze
The security situation will deteriorate
16
13
26
58
16

Other assassinations will occur
17
23
15
11
27

The Syrians will withdraw from Lebanon
42
29
22
7
39

No effect
21
26
29
21
16

3. What is the solution to the security situation in Lebanon?


Maronite
Orthodox
Sunni
Shiite
Druze
Reinforcement and deployment of the Lebanese 

             Army and security forces all over Lebanon
20
41
47
52
5

Complete withdrawal of the Syrians from Lebanon
48
23
31
35
24

Disarmament of all armed forces in Lebanon
17
16
13
5
60

Bringing in international forces
10
7
3
2
8

Note that the disarming of forces means that of Hizballah.  Note also that the withdrawal of the Syrians by itself does not solve the Lebanese problem.

FOR HIZBALLAH, A DILEMMA

(By Roula Khalaf, Middle East correspondent for the Financial Times, on March 3.)

Lebanon’s opposition, flushed with success after forcing the collapse of the pro-Syrian govern-ment, has intensified its appeals to Hizballah, the Shia Islamist movement, to join its ranks.

Shia Muslims are the only large community that has not joined what the Lebanese call the “intifada for independence” -- the protests that helped topple the government on February 28.  Christians, Druze and Sunni Muslims have all taken part.

The appeals to Hizballah have left its leadership in a quandary.  The party, supported by both Syria and Iran, is reluctant to turn against its backers.  But it is also a popular movement in Lebanon; its guerilla campaign drove Israeli troops out of Lebanon in May 2000.  This party is now Lebanon’s best-organized political movement and has nine members in parliament.

To encourage Hizballah, the opposition has portrayed its struggle against Syria as an extension of Hizballah’s war of liberation against Israel.  Mohamed Afif, a Hizballah spokesman, said that the opposition should focus on the implementation of the 1989 Taif agreement.  The Taif accord, which underpinned the resolution of Lebanon’s 1975-1991 civil war, called for the redeployment of Syrian troops to the Beqa valley by 1992.  This was to be followed by a timetable for withdrawal agreed between the Syrian and Lebanese governments.  But despite repeated promises from Damascus, the agreement was never implemented.

Hizballah has a long history of enmity with the U.S., which considers it a terrorist organization.  The U.S. and Israel lobbied hard, but unsuccessfully, last month to persuade European governments to include Hizballah on their list of terrorist organizations.  France adamantly opposed the move.

Walid Jumblatt, one of the main opposition leaders, said:  “The Americans are asking for the dismantling of Hizballah.  We want to enter into negotiations with Hizballah about its future role in Lebanon.”

IRAQ’S ELECTION AFTERMATH:  A GAIN FOR SHIAS

(The Economist reports on February 5.)

Shias, along with other minority groups, have tended to sympathize with the historic victims of Arab nationalism, such as the non-Sunni Arab majority of Iraqis who turned out to vote.  The gains were celebrated, but not everywhere.  Ever since Iran’s 1979 Islamic revolution, rich Gulf monarchies have worried about the export of Shia fervor to their own countries, where they make up about 12% of the 20 million indigenous Arabs.  Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabist version of Sunni Islam regards the Shia creed as an aberration.  It does not help that the kingdom’s Shias are concentrated in the oil-rich Eastern Province.  In tiny Bahrain, Shias are 60% of the population and have long wished for a fairer share of the power.

Shia leaders in the Gulf are keenly aware of the suspicion with which many regard them.  They argue that they do not want to see an Iranian-style Islamist state emerge in Iraq or anywhere else.  But the new rise of Shia power in Iraq may start to encourage demands for greater enfranchisement elsewhere.  Bahrain’s four chief opposition groups have grown louder in demanding constitutional reforms to curb the powers of the ruling Sunni family.  In Saudi Arabia, the Shias have begun to mobilize in preparation for the municipal elections, which are to be held over the coming months.  And voter registration is running higher in the Eastern Province than elsewhere in the kingdom.

IRAQ’S SHIITE LEADER

(Philip Kennicott reports in The Washington Post of February 18.)

The Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, the most revered Shiite leader in Iraq, appears to be an elusive character.  He has not met directly with coalition leaders and doesn’t speak to reporters.  His views on current affairs are known only through statements made by those who surround him.  This makes him seem to be a remote, oracular figure.

Sistani has proved in the past that he can muster tens of thousands of protesters to influence the course of the new Iraq.  His impact on U.S. efforts to remake Iraq has been enormous.  Yet he remains in many ways an enigma, an unseen hand and a powerful force guiding the country who knows where.

His views on religion, however, are perfectly clear and surprisingly available even to those who don’t read Arabic or the Iranian-born ayatollah’s native Persian.  While his works are not easy to find in U.S. bookstores, Sistani’s writings can be found, and searched electronically, online, at www.sistanti.org
They reveal a mind that works with Aristotelian precision.  Sistani is a marja—a scholar of such immense authority that he can not only give new interpretations of Islamic law, but serves as a source of emulation to the faithful.  He responds regularly, not only to questions from fellow Shiites, but also to those from other qualified religious scholars.  He’s not a fundamentalist, but looks to the intent rather than the literal meaning of the scriptural passages he sites.

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, professor of Islamic studies at George Washington University, says that among his peers, Sistani is “very moderate.”  While American leaders emphasize that Sistani is not like the clerics of Iran, others point out that the Shiite tradition leaves Sistani little wiggle room on fundamental topics, including women’s rights.  Another Islamic scholar, Abdulaziz A. Sachedina, writes that Sistani’s views on women “are restrictive and in his personal communication to me in 1998 he made it very clear that he abides by the age-old opinions regarding women’s inequality with men, and that he regards their testimony, as extrapolated from the Qu’ran, half of a man’s testimony in value.”

It is unlikely, given Sistani’s background, his writings, and his embodiment of a conservative religious tradition, that he will emerge as an ideal cultural leader by U.S. standards.  A reading of Sistani’s writings suggests there may be a lot less room for personal freedom than American leaders, who have downplayed the consequences of an Iraq ruled by Sharia law, acknowledge.

WINDS OF CHANGE, HOW STRONG?

(Summary of a report in The Economist of March 5-11.)

In a widely noticed interview, Walid Jumblatt, leader of Lebanon’s Druze, told The Washington Post that Iraq’s election was the Arab equivalent of the fall of the Berlin wall.  Kahed al-Neena, the editor of Saudi Arabia’s Arab News, says that if elections can be held under foreign occupation in Iraq and Palestine, it should be much easier to hold them in Arab states said to be “free.”

Lebanon’s experience is in many ways unique.  The central government is weak; it cannot suppress protests effectively because it lacks a trained force of riot police.  It cannot silence dissent, because its press has remained in private hands.  It has a cause—freedom from Syria’s domination.

In Palestine, too, the advance of democracy may have been helped by the weakness of the government.  Ironically, Israel’s occupation has helped.  The two intifadas bred a powerful grass roots movement, subverting the usual authoritarian tendency of Middle East regimes.  Graft among the officials of Yasser Arafat’s government alienated the population.  26% of the voters voted corruption and lack of reform as the most serious problem facing the Palestinians, only slightly behind the occupation (31%) and poverty (33%).

Hamas, the main Islamist party, did unexpectedly well in the early rounds of the municipal elections.  This July, it can expect to win a hefty minority in the Palestinian Legislative Council.  Hamas is popular for its armed efforts in the second intifada, which most Palestinians believe forced Israel’s planned withdrawal from Gaza, and for its broad network of social services.

Reform of the Palestinian Authority has been on the agenda since well before the arrival of the new president, Mahmoud Abbas.  Salam Fayyad, the Authority’s determined finance minister, has spent nearly three years cleaning up the books, and says its revenue collection has gone up from $45 million to $75 million, even as the economy has withered under the intifada.  

The grass roots appetite for bottom-up democracy evident in Lebanon and Palestine is not true of many Arab countries, but even the absolute monarchs of the Gulf have opened up to varying degrees of citizen participation.  Qatar’s emir congratulated the Lebanese for toppling their government.  Kuwait is on the verge of enfranchising women now that Islamists back the idea.  Women already have the vote in Bahrain, Oman and Qatar.  And polling for town councils in Saudi Arabia continues across the kingdom.

However, the real balance of power has not yet been threatened with change.  Although Hosni Mubarak, Egypt’s president for the past 24 years, has called for constitutional changes to allow rival candidates for his position, presidential candidates would have to be proposed by legal parties and Mr. Mubarak’s own party controls the legislative process.  Egyptians are so inured to electoral fraud and manipulation that it may be hard to persuade them that it is worth their while to vote.

But pressure for reform throughout is building from within.  Each grudging reform has whetted the public’s appetite for further change.  In Egypt, Mr. Mubarak’s election initiative was greeted not with gratitude, but with demands for wider freedoms and better guarantees that polls will be really clean.  Much depends upon the outcome in Iraq; failure of the political process there could crush democratic stirrings throughout the region.  It is too early to crow about an Arab year of revolutions, but the possibility is there.

U.S. FOREIGN POLICY:  INCOHERENT?

(Samer Badawi reports from Washington in Middle East International (MEI) of March 4.)

There were mixed results from President Bush’s fence-mending tour of European capitals last week.  He did manage to garner French and German support for a tougher line against Syria.  But Russian president Vladimir Putin thumbed his nose at a key Bush concern, giving the go-ahead on February 27 to a deal that brings Russian material and expertise to the Iranian nuclear reactor at Bushehr.

“As you know, the Iranian issue hasn’t even got to the Security Council, yet,” Bush told reporters anxious to draw contrasts with his pre-war rhetoric on Iraq. “And so there’s more diplomacy, in my judgment, to be done.”

This did not sound like the tough-talking Bush of September 2001, when the world was put on notice that it was either with or against America’s war on terror.  Europe’s opposition to the war on Iraq would seem to have paid off.  Bush once thought nothing of roundly dismissing the U.N. Security Council and its members as an ineffectual old guard.  He now finds himself citing both as key to “disarming” Iran.

In fact, Bush has gone so far as to signal his approval for a European plan that would offer incentives to Iran to abandon its nuclear program.  The plan would hold out possible accession to the World Trade Organization in exchange for guarantees that Iran would not seek a nuclear weapon, a “carrot first” policy that flies in the face of earlier U.S. threats to Tehran.

“We’re profoundly skeptical that Iran is going to do anything, but we do want to do whatever we can do to help the Europeans succeed,” a State Department official said.

They may be trying to downplay the dramatic shift from earlier Bush Administration rhetoric on Iran, but White House advisors are keen to reach a compromise with Britain, France and Germany, which have already begun multilateral talks with Iran over its nuclear program.

Although he called the idea of a U.S. invasion of Iran “simply ridiculous,” Bush stressed, while in Europe, that “all options are on the table.”  If the two messages seem contradictory, that is something of a pattern in U.S. relations with the Middle East.

SHORT TAKES:  

A flexible freeze at State.  From the Jan.-Feb. issue of Report on Israeli Settlements in the Occupied Territories, of the Foundation for Middle East Peace, Washington, D.C.

State Department Daily Press Briefing, October 6, 2004.   Adam Ereli, Deputy Spokesman.

Question:  Is it also your [view] that Israel is committed to all parts of the road map, including the freeze on settlements, which would include natural growth?

State Department Deputy Spokesman:  Those are commitments that have been made—to work towards a freeze of settlement activity, including natural growth.

Question:  Well, to work towards a freeze in settlement activity?  No, no, the roadmap says freeze all settlement activity.

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  Not work towards a freeze.

Spokesman; And we are—our position is that that is the goal that we are working toward, a freeze on settlement activity.

Question:  And in the meantime, it may be okay for there to be a growth of settlements?

Spokesman:  We need to get from where we are to a freeze, and that is a process that we are engaged with the Israelis on.

Elections under fire.  From The Other Israel, January 2005.  Editor:  Adam Keller, P.O.B 2542, Holon 58125, Israel.

When the subject of Palestinian elections was broached, immediately after Arafat’s death, Sharon announced that Israel would facilitate “in every way” the holding of free elections.  To this he added, however, the qualifying (read nullifying) clause;  “Without compromising Israel’s security and the need to fight terrorism.”

The army pulled back its forces from the cities one day before the voting, only to send them back in one day after the ballots were counted.  For the rest of the time, before, during and after the election campaign, Israeli troops continued conducting daily and especially nightly raids into the Palestinian cities, arresting and sometimes killing Palestinian activists, some of them directly involved in the elections. 

Similarly, an initial promise to dismantle the numerous road-blocks and checkpoints which make traveling on the West Bank into an obstacle course, degenerated into instituting one-time “special arrangements” to make passage somewhat easier on election day itself.

To mark the extent of Israeli openhandedness and tolerance, Sharon pointed to the permission granted to East Jerusalem Palestinians to take part in the elections.  Yet that generosity was far from unlimited; campaigning in Jerusalem was confined within severe limits set by the Israeli police.  Not only elections workers, but also candidates were detained and expelled from the city on these bureaucratic grounds.  And on election day itself, many Palestinian Jerusalemites found it very difficult to exercise their franchise.  Former U.S. president Jimmy Carter, who headed the numerous international observers, had to intervene.

Quite a few of the Jerusalemites preferred not to register and vote, for fear that doing so might result in the Israeli Ministry of the Interior depriving them of their Jerusalem residency permits.  Those permits are needed for access to social security and health insurance.

Still and all, considerable numbers of Palestinians did go to vote.  Voting under such circumstances can be interpreted in two ways:  as the act of prisoners, held in what amounts to the world’s largest open-air prison, or as an affirmation of belief that the virtually empty shell called the Palestinian Authority may yet fill out to become the basis of a full-fledged sovereign state.  (An overseas Palestinian contact of the writer did take the elections seriously when he complained:  why can a million Iraqi exiles vote and Palestinian refugees can’t?)

THE BATTLE FOR THE OLIVES:  A YEARLY DOCUDRAMA

(By Adam Keller, Rabbis for Human Rights, www.rhr.israel.net and Harvest Coalition at manori2@zahav.net.il.)

October 2004:  Alerts were coming in from villages about settlers assaulting Palestinian farmers during the olive harvest. In one case, the confrontation ended with a Palestinian being shot and killed.  The Harvest Coalition went into feverish activity, mobilizing Israeli and international volunteers to go day after day to the threatened villages and work together with the Palestinians on their land.

October 17, morning.  No less than twenty-five people showed up at the rendezvous point outside the Rosh Ha’aydin Railway Station, having taken a day off from work in order to help Palestinians harvest their olives in the orchards next to settlements.  The mini-bus chartered by Rabbis for Human Rights (RHR) is overcrowded.  “We hope to have this kind of trouble often,” says Yoav, the RHR coordinator, with a smile.  “For today we’ve been asked to help three villages,” says Yoav.  “The largest number of working hands are needed at Beit Furik.  International volunteers are already present and working in the olive groves, but there must be some Israelis with them.  It is very important that if soldiers or settlers arrive, they will encounter Hebrew speakers.”  

“We suffer very much from them,” a young man named Hisham says of the settlers.  “Last week they beat up some of our people, stole the sacks of olives he had filled and also his horse.  We talked to the army and the police, but the horse is not yet given back.  In the night, the owner can hear him neighing from up there.”

Hisham guides us to the plot where Palestinian families were already working with volunteers of the International Women’s Peace Service (IWPS).  We go among the olive trees, many of them with blackened holes.  Hisham explains:  “A few days ago the settlers came and tried to set this plot on fire.  Fortunately, the Palestinian and Israeli fire brigades both arrived quite quickly and together they put out the fire and saved most of the trees.”

A few more rows of trees, and we arrive at where the Abdel Fatah family members—three brothers with their respective wives and children—are already busy on their cluster of trees.  It is a family enterprise, with strong young men making the agile climb to the treetops and merry young children playfully picking up fallen olives from the ground.  We soon find that, apart from Palestinians and Israelis, the party around the tree includes a Puerto Rican from Massachusetts, an Irish woman married to a Palestinian and living in Spain, and a couple of Austrians.

As we take a break, our hosts insist on feeding us, despite themselves being on a fast.  “Ramadan is for us, not for you.  You must have a bite now, you are our guests.”

By noon, the Abdel Fatah trees are about fully harvested and the family is preparing to return to the village center when we get an urgent call on the cellular phone.  “Please come over here, if you are free.  We have a bit of an emergency and need more hands.”

When we get to the other group we find them working with frantic speed.  “The soldiers came and told us these trees are not in the protected sphere; we have to clear out in fifteen minutes,” says Dan Tamir.  Dan is a former intelligence officer who served prison terms for refusing service in the Occupied Territories.  “We must make the most of what time we have.  Don’t go for the individual olives. Find the larger clumps.  Quick, now!”

A bit after 2:00 p.m. a white settler car arrives, someone gets out and approaches the army jeep.  Immediately afterwards the soldiers are there.  “This is it, you must clear out.  Right now!  No more delays!”  “We are just waiting for the white donkey to come back and bear the last full sack.”  “But there is no need for so many of you to wait for one donkey, is there?”

We decide that the Internationals should go back, while Israelis and Palestinians stay with the increasingly impatient and irritated soldiers.  But the wait is finally over, and soon we depart up the mountain trail—two Palestinians and two Israelis behind a snow-white donkey bearing, if not the Messiah, at least a sack with some fifty kilograms of olives in it.

FILM REVIEW

(By Jane Adas, a PMES board member and free-lance writer.) 

Peace, Propaganda & the Promised Land.  For anyone whose main source of information about the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is American news broadcasts, Peace, Propaganda & the Promised Land should be required viewing.  For those who suspect American media biased towards Israel, here is the proof.

The documentary posits seven PR Strategies; provides background for each through maps, interviews, and footage seldom aired on U.S. media; then shows news clips from ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, and Fox that demonstrate the success of the PR strategy.  In “Hidden Occupation,” the context of Palestinians resisting an illegal military occupation is absent from 96% of U.S. television news reports.  Instead, every TV anchor tells us that Israel, in self-defense, has responded to Palestinian attacks.  Language is sanitized in “Invisible Colonization” when network executives send out word that settlements such as Gilo are now to be called “neighborhoods.”  The reporters comply.  In “Defining Who is Newsworthy,” periods when only Palestinians are being killed are described as “relative calm.”  Among topics missing from America media, but not the BBC, are non-violent Palestinian protests, the growing Israeli peace movement, U.S. vetoes of Security Council resolutions critical of Israel, any discussion of massive U.S. aid to Israel, and Israel’s use of American-supplied weaponry against a civilian population.

Filmmaker Bathesheba Ratzkoff, a young Israeli woman who came to the U.S. for graduate study, was surprised at how constricted American media coverage of the conflict is.  She said Israeli media is far more critical of Israeli policies.  Her co-director, Sut Jhally, a tenured professor of communications at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst, taught U.S. media coverage for years without ever addressing this issue, the “only taboo,” in the classroom.  In 1997, after hearing Edward Said, he asked himself why, and concluded it was cowardice, a fear of the anti-Semitic label.  In making the documentary, he described himself as not brave, but as finally being intellectually honest.

The video Peace, Propaganda & the Promised Land is 80 minutes long.  The DVD version is loaded with extras:  side-by-side comparisons of news clips from the BBC with U.S. media of particular incidents, such as an Israeli F-16 attack; a set of 31 maps; 14 short films, and 14 additional interviews with, among others, Hanan Ashrawi, Rabbi Michael Lerner, and Jason Vest.  The lengthy interview with Robert Fisk of The Independent alone is worth the price.  Both video and DVD versions are available from www.AMEU.org (212-870-2053). 
BOOK REVIEWS

(Following are two by L. Carl Brown in the March/April issue of Foreign Affairs.) 

The Persian Puzzle:  The Conflict between Iran and America, by Kenneth M. Pollack.  Random House, 2004.  576 pp.  $26.95

After a broad-brush historical background “from Persepolis to the Pahlavis,” this informed and eminently readable study provides a detailed narrative of that turbulent quarter-century of U.S.-Iranian relations from the advent of the Islamic Republic to the present.  Pollack gives considerable attention to the pressing problem of trying to keep Iran from going nuclear . . . advocating a three-track diplomatic approach as the least bad of the unpromising options available. [This books has also received a detailed review in the February 28 issue of The Nation. Ed.]

Al-Jazeera:  The Inside Story of the Arab News Channel That is Challenging the West, by Hugh Miles.  Grove, 2005.  448 pp. $24.00

Miles, who has interviewed most of Al-Jazeera’s staff and monitored their news and talk programs over the last two years, offers a positive appraisal of the organization’s journalistic competence while introducing as a counterpoint what he describes, convincingly, as the inefficacy of official U.S. public relations. 

A review by Amnon Kapeliuk in the autumn 2004 issue of the Journal of Palestine Studies:  

Refusenik!  Israel’s Soldiers of Conscience.  Edited by Peretz Kidron.  London:  Zed Books, 2004.  118 pp. $19.95 paperback. 

The most startling innovation of the Israeli Left has been the refusenik movement.  It was instigated by young activists who, on being summoned to their annual month of military reserve duty, found themselves in the difficult situation of being assigned to enforce the very occupation against which they had campaigned all year as civilians.

Over the years, the Israeli army has had to deal with an estimated 4000 acts of political refusal.  About 1000 refuseniks have served prison sentences, some repeatedly.  The refusenik movement can be characterized as a unique blend of Mahatma Ghandi and Jewish chutzpah.  Editor Peretz, a refusenik himself, has presented dozens of declarations and court statements whereby refuseniks have defended their position.  The fifteen refuseniks represented in the book give an amazing variety of views, arguments and personal experience.  Kirdon’s “salad” anthology offers a profoundly challenging and moving portrayal.

UNESCO RAISES $4.4 MILLION TO RESTORE BAM

(From The Art Newsletter, February issue.) 

The United Nations cultural branch, UNESCO, has raised a total of $4.4 million for the southern Iranian town of Bam.  The town was destroyed by an earthquake in December 2003 that killed around 30,000.  Emergency relief to the survivors has been the first priority.

Difficult decisions must be made as to how much should be reconstructed.  Last July, Bam was accepted as a World Heritage Site and is on UNESCO’s “endangered” list. 

TURKEY:  HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES STILL A STICKLER

(Vincent Boland reports in the Financial Times of March 8.)

Olli Rehn, the European Union enlargement commissioner, has been in Turkey on a two-day visit to assess Turkey’s preparations for accession talks with the EU, scheduled for October.  But his visit has been dominated by a strong reaction to the sight of police officers using truncheons and tear gas to break up an unauthorized women’s demonstration this past Sunday.  The demonstration was being held to mark International Women’s Day.

Mr. Rehn, along with the rest of his EU delegation, said:  “We were shocked by images of policemen beating women and young people   . . . concerned to see such disproportionate force.”  The incident has embarrassed the government, which has passed a modernized penal code under which heavy-handed police tactics are supposed to be outlawed.  The police action coincided with the release of a report by Human Rights Watch attacking the government’s record in resettling Kurdish refugees who had been displaced by the civil war between the army and Kurdish separatists during the 1980s and 90s.

The Turkish police, which often use force to break up even those demonstrations that are authorized, are a regular focus of criticism by human rights organizations.  This is one of the many areas of Turkey’s human rights record that will come under scrutiny when the country begins its accession negotiations. 
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