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CALENDAR

Tuesday, May 19 – 7:30 PM – In McCosh 50, Amira Hass, heroic reporter for Ha’aretz newspaper (Israel) gives the Edward Said Memorial Lecture:  “One Occupation, Two Governments:  The Onslaught on Gaza and the Palestinian Internal Rift.”  

IN MEMORIAM
It is with sadness that we report some of the numerous losses to the Princeton Middle East Society over the last few years:

John Marks, *2009, professor of ancient history and ancient Semitic languages at Princeton University, served as PMES President and board member and a prayer leader during the first intifada.

David Dodge, *2009, former acting president of the American University of Beirut, served as PMES Vice-President and as a particularly active board member for many years.

Robert Goheen, *2007 who served as President of Princeton University and on the board of the American University of Beirut, and, as a member of PMES, with his wife, offered his house for letter-writing on the Israel-Palestine issue. 

Mel Melconian *2007, a Mobil oil company engineer and innovator, born in Baghdad, served twice as PMES president and was a constant source of information on Iraq.  

Jeanne Cootes, *2004, a music lover and wife of a US diplomat, who was a faithful presence at PMES gatherings. 

CHILDREN OF THE REVOLUTION

(Roula Khalaf writes in the Financial Times, March 21/22)

Azar Nafisi is not a popular figure in Iran.  The author and professor, who rose to prominence with her international best seller Reading Lolita in Tehran, has been living in the US for more than a decade.  She is seen in her native country as part of an expatriate group who had sold out to the enemy, joining forces with the neo-conservatives of the late Bush administration to beat up on the Islamic Republic.  For this crowd, nothing could go right in today’s Iran and everything will go wrong as long as the clerics rule.

So Iranians will not be looking for Nafisi’s latest book, Things I’ve Been Silent About, in Tehran.  And she will not be appearing on television or in newspapers to discuss her story.

That is a shame.  For many Iranians would find her memoir about growing up in a turbulent Iran an engrossing read, regardless of whether they are supporters or strident critics of the Islamic regime.

Forget the politics of today.  And try to forget Nafisi’s own political views.  Her book transports us to a world that is at once enchanting and threatening; it is a tale that mixes family feuds, politics and literature and holds our interest from the first to the last page.  Things I’ve Been Silent About may be read by some for its historic context.  Others will be intrigued by what it says about the condition of women in the Islamic republic.  To me, it was, above all, a touching portrait of a troubled childhood in a family torn apart by a seductive father and an overbearing mother.  But as the narrative unfolds against a complex and at times tragic political

background, it is a political statement on Iran’s modern history as much as a personal attempt to come to terms with a past by unraveling its secrets.

Nafisi’s story is that of a privileged class in Iran in the 1950s and 1960s, the days of the Pahlavi dynasty, when the shah was modernizing the country and brutally repressing its society along the way.

Her family was caught up in the political drama, attracted by power but also resentful of it.  Her father was mayor Tehran but palace intrigue and infighting among the shah’s top lieutenants led to his downfall and he was sent to prison.

“The problem with my family,” says Nafisi, was that “they wanted the power to fulfill their ideals but they didn’t want to be stained by politics.”  Like most Iranians the family was mesmerized by the 1979n revolution and saw the removal of the shah as Iran’s only salvation.  Nafisi by that time had moved to the US and was part of the student movement campaigning against the shah.  She writes of family members who were so enamored with Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, leader of the revolution, they claimed to have seen his image in the moon.

“For the young generation, my generation, we who had such romantic longings for revolutions and upheavals, the image we saw in the moon was that of a future where, in union with the proletariat, we would liberate the country and live happily ever after,” she writes.  “Except that there seemed to be something terribly wrong in the way the dream was shaping up.”

The revolution turned against its children.  Her parents’ hope that moderate religious and secular forces would prevail after the initial upheaval were soon dashed.  Her parents were summoned to the revolutionary tribunals, though they were not jailed ore executed as many other officials of the old regime were.

Though women played an important role in the revolution, the modernized among them became particularly bitter as individual freedoms were systematically denied.  As the regime launched a cultural revolution that would close universities in order to Islamize them, Nafisi was expelled from her job at Tehran University.  She found refuge in literature for a while but eventually left Iran for good.

The revolution, however, liberated Nafisi’s family in one important aspect—her cheating father asked for a divorce.  Her father “was trapped in his own image of himself as a good man.  And what good man would leave his wife?”  It took the crumbling of the old social order, she continues, “to facilitate a decision that he had been unable to carry out a decade and a half before.”

TELL HER THE TRUTH

(Tony Kushner and Alisa Solomon write about Caryl Churchill’s Seven Jewish Children: A Play for Gaza in The Nation, April 13)

Israel’s recent bombing and ground invasion of the Gaza Strip, Operation Cast Lead, killed 1,417 Palestinians; thirteen Israelis were killed, five by friendly fire.  Thousands of Palestinians were seriously wounded and left without adequate medical care, shelter or food.  Among the Palestinian dead, more than 400 were children.  In response to this devastation, Caryl Churchill wrote a play.

Churchill is one of the most important and influential playwrights living, the author of formally inventive, psychologically searing, politically and intellectually complex dramas, including Cloud Nine, Top Girls, Fen, Serious Money, Mad Frost and Far Away.  To this body of work she’s now added the very brief (six pages, ten minutes long in performance) and very controversial Seven Jewish Children:  A Play for Gaza.  The play ran for two weeks in February at London’s Royal Court Theatre and is being presented across the United States in Cities Such as New York, Chicago, Washington, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Los Angeles.

While some British critics greatly admired the play, which was presented by a Jewish director with a largely Jewish cast, a number of prominent British Jews denounced it as anti-Semitic.  Some even accused Churchill of blood libel, of perpetrating in Seven Jewish Children the centuries old lie, used to incite homicidal anti-Jewish violence, that Jews ritually murder non-Jewish children.  A spokesman for the Board of Deputies of British Jews told the Jerusalem Post that the “horrifically anti-Israel” text went “beyond the boundaries of reasonable political discourse.”

We emphatically disagree.  We think Churchill’s play should be seen and discussed as widely as possible.

Though you’d never guess from the descriptions offered by its detractors, the play is dense, beautiful, elusive and intentionally indeterminate.  This is not to say that the play isn’t also direct and incendiary.  It is.  It’s disturbing, it’s provocative, but appropriately so, given the magnitude of the calamity it enfolds in its pages.  Any play about the crisis in the Middle East that doesn’t arouse anger and distress has missed the point.

The now-rote hysteria with which non-Israel criticism of Israel is met—most recently dismayingly effective in quashing Charles Freedman as President Obama’s nominee to chair the National Intelligence Council—has a considerable and ignoble record of stifling opinion and preventing unintimidated, meaningful discussion, in the cultural sphere as well as in the political.  The power of art to open us to the subjectivities of others is especially threatening to those who insist on a single narrative.  Hence efforts to shut down exhibitions of Palestinian art all over the country, most notoriously, perhaps, in 2006, when Brandies University officials removed paintings by Palestinian teenagers from a campus library exhibition, “The Arts of Building Peace.”

Theater, arguably the most humanizing of art forms because it begins and ends with human presence, with an encounter between spectators and living actors, has often attracted the ire of people grimly determined to maintain the invisibility of others.  It’s been twenty years since liberal stalwart Joe Papp caved to pressure and canceled appearances at the Public Theater of a visiting Palestinian troupe, El Hakawati.  In the decades since, American discourse around the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has only become more vituperative and polarized, as the New York Theatre Workshop learned three years ago when it announced, and then retreated from, plans to present My Name is Rachel Corrie.

With its title, its subject matter, its distillation of that subject matter, of a long, tangled, bloody and bitter history down to a few simple strokes, it’s hardly surprising that Churchill’s play has elicited outrage.  The hostile reaction to Seven Jewish Children has been amplified by a context of a frightening wave of anti-Semitism in Britain and elsewhere, and exacerbated by the tendency to misread a multi-vocal, dialectical drama as a single-voiced political tract.

Even among those who are anguished and appalled at the catastrophe in Gaza and repulsed by the invective being hurled at Churchill, some are likely to be startled, if not to say troubled, by the play’s blunt assertion that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a Jewish-Palestinian conflict.  Even those familiar enough with Churchill’s work to recognize in Seven Jewish Children another installment in her recent move toward poetic compression—and Beckett proved how profound dramatic minimalism can be—may be taken aback by the play’s brevity, by the playwright’s implicit rejection of the idea that the situation in the Middle East is too complicated, too impacted, too needful of historical exegesis and balancing points of view to be responsibly explored at anything other than great length.

There are passages, particularly in an ugly monologue near the play’s conclusion, that are terribly painful to experience, especially for Jews.

It’s difficult to imagine that the author didn’t intend to court outrage, whether or not she anticipated its ferocity.  This imputes nothing to Churchill of the mischievous or sensationalistic.  Her play’s political ambitions are at least as important as its aesthetic ambitions.  Moreover, it would be disingenuous and, in a sense, a betrayal of Seven Jewish Children to insist upon a calm, quiet reading or hearing free from the voluble passions it has enflamed.  The fury that rises up around this conflict, and the cowed silence that is that fury’s inevitable concomitant, are simultaneously the object and subject of the play.  It’s an incitement to speech and an examination of silence; in its content and through its inevitably controversial reception, it describes what can and cannot be said.

Why is the play so short?  Probably because Churchill means to slap us out of our rehearsed arguments to look at the immediate human crisis.  No wonder it smarts.  The play dares reduce the complexity of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to the kind of stinging simplicity of Neruda’s lines, “and through the streets the blood of children flowed easily/like the blood of children.”

Why does the title use “Jewish” rather than “Israeli”?  Because all the children the play revolves around are Jewish, but not all are Israeli.  And because not all Israelis are Jewish; a sizable minority is Arab.  More important, because her play addresses the worldwide Jewish community.  Our history of diaspora and persecution led to the founding of the State of Israel, which claims to act on behalf of all Jews.  We have an impact upon its policies.  Many Jews, including the two of us, feel profoundly connected to Israel and concerned for its fate; Seven Jewish Children is speaking to us.

Why does the play feel, even to those of us who admire its virtues, so peculiarly and, at times, almost brutally painful?  It is an exigent text, a rapid public response to and at the moment of slaughter; and, remarkably, as few such texts are, it is contemplative, interior, almost entirely soft-spoken, and demanding.

The play consists of seven sequences, each composed of approximately twenty simple sentences, almost all of which begin with the worlds “Tell her” or “Don’t tell her.”  There is no place-and-time setting specified for the sequences, and the lines are not assigned to specific characters.  In fact, there isn’t a character list or even a suggested number of performers, and the text looks less like a play than the poem it also is.  Nonetheless, it’s clear that these are discussions between the parents, adult relatives and guardians of a young girl, presumably a different little girl in each sequence, who the playwright species is not on stage, nor seen.  It’s also clear that the first of the seven sequences begins during the Holocaust; then the play moves successively to the founding of the State of Israel, the displacement of its Palestinian population and the intensification of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, arriving, finally, in a very dark, very dangerous moment — probably, although this is not made explicit in the text, concurrent with the military operation and humanitarian disaster in Gaza that occasioned the play.  All else—the cast’s size, gender, age (as long as all the players are adults) and ethnicity, as well as staging choices — the playwright leaves to the director and actors.

The central issue being discussed in each of the sequences is what the little girl should or shouldn’t be told regarding her circumstances; the tenor of the debate changes as the circumstances change.  In the first section, the child faces immediate danger of arrest and murder by Nazis.  In the next sequences, which takes place sometime immediately post-Holocaust, telling or not telling revolves around questions of memory and mourning, of protecting a child from the emotional annihilation of a grief too weight and a knowledge of evil too imponderable for her youthful capacities. 

In subsequent sequences, what can and can’t be talked about are the anxieties of relocating (to pre-state Israel, although it isn’t named), then the presence and forcible displacement of others (the Palestinians, again not named), the roadblocks, the bull dozing of homes, water rights.  There’s a shift at this point in the dialogue:  the tension between assertions and their negations becomes tighter, more suggestive of conflict within the family or community, as the speakers struggle over how to deal with conflict from without. 

Just before the play ends, the back-and-forth of the dialogue is stopped for the first time by a monologue.  Though it’s ostensibly an answer to the question of what the girl can or can’t be told, that question becomes mere pretext for an explosion of rage, racism, militarism, tribalism and repellent indifference to the suffering of others.  It’s important to note that this monologue is neither the last word in the play nor any kind of summation or harmonizing of the play’s disputatious voices.  But it’s near enough to the end; and expansive as it is, after so much compression, it unavoidably feels like a dreadful conclusion; to some, it’s manifestly an indictment.

This monologue is the “proof text’ for those who’ve charged Churchill with anti-Semitism and worse, with blood libel, which her accusers discern in the last lines of the speech.

When the two of us first discussed Seven Jewish Children we turned immediately to those lines.  We both winced when we read them; we both became alarmed.  One of us was disturbed by the line “tell her we’re better haters,” resonant of Shylock and Alberich the Nibelung.  The other focused on “tell her we’re chosen people,” contending that in this context it reflected a misunderstanding of the term “chosen People,” casting Jewish chosen-ness as an expression of divine right and exceptionalism rather than of religious/ethical responsibility.  We speculated that these two lines added fuel to the willful misreading as blood libel of the lines that follow:  “tell her I look at one of their children covered in blood and what do I feel?  Tell her all I feel is happy it’s not her.”  Those who level the blood-libel accusation insist that Churchill has written “tell her I’m happy when I see their children covered in blood.”

But that is not what Churchill wrote.  Distortion, misrepresentation and name-calling are tactics familiar to anyone who’s spoken out about the Middle East.  There’s no blood libel in the play.  The last line of the monologue is clearly a warning:  you can’t protect your children by being indifferent to the children of others.

There’s a vast difference between making your audience uncomfortable and being anti-Semitic.  To see anti-Semitism here is to construe erroneously the words spoken by the worst of Churchill’s characters as a statement from the playwright about all Jews as preternaturally filled with viciousness unique among humankind.  But to do this is, again, to distort what Churchill wrote.  The monologue belongs to and emerges from a particular dramatic action that makes the eruption inevitable and horrifying.

The play traces the processes of repressed speech.  The violence forcing that repression comes initially from without; the monologue gives voice to a violence that’s moved inside.  The play stages the returned of the repressed, an explosion of threatened defensiveness that, unexpressed and unowned, has turned into rage.  Encountering it is terrifying; we don’t want to own it.  But that doesn’t mean we don’t recognize it.  And sad to say, there’s no sentiment in the monologue’s spew that we have not heard or read at some point from presumed “defenders” of Israel (as even a cursory survey of the Internet demonstrates:  for example, the chilling story in the March 20 Ha’aretz about some Israeli army units making T-shirts celebrating civilian casualties and rape in Gaza). 

The siege of Gaza over the past several years, which nearly starved a high proportion of the population, was unconscionable in humanitarian terms, but an even worse corner was turned this past winter.  A placard at a peace-movement demonstration in Tel Aviv in January proclaimed, “SLAUGHTER IS NOT SECURITY.”  Apart from some brave thousands who took to the Israeli streets through the weeks of Operation Cast Lead, a large majority of Israelis — and their supporters in America —were convinced that the carnage was, indeed, justified as defense.  Some even boasted about it.  In America’s weekly Jewish newspaper, the Forward, the president of the Reform movement, Rabbi Eric Yoffie, in an op-ed defending the Gaza invasion, disparaged more hawkish Israel supporters for “the obscene, cowboy-like delight” in “the damage Israel’s army is able to inflict.”  But even when softened into Yoffie’s remorseful notion of the Gaza offensive as a “tragic necessity, unwelcome but inevitable,” the justification amounts to the same thing:  better them than us.  Such dehumanizing rhetoric is common in mainstream Jewish-American and Israeli discourse (and, in fact, in all military conflicts).  Churchill, a non-Jew, had the chutzpah to strip that rhetoric of its hangdog, contrite camouflage and reflect it back to us:  “tell her all I feel is happy it’s not her.”

That hideous sentiment, however, is not the play’s final word.  There are three more lines:  “Don’t tell her that.  Tell her we love her.  Don’t frighten her.”

A playwright’s presumptuous job is to imagine others, and the others Churchill has imagined in this play are Jews.  If there’s anger in the writing, there’s also empathy, tenderness and intimacy.  Nothing is more intimate than discussions between parents about what to tell their children; no act of speech is more carefully weighed or more fiercely protected.  This is a family play, told from within the family.  It concludes with love, and it concludes with fear.

Seven Jewish Children is a play.  It must be read with an awareness of the incompleteness of plays on paper, destined as they are for collective rather than singular experience, for warm bodies speaking the lines, for empathy, for the variability of interpretation.  All plays require that directors and actors make considered choices.  Performance produced meaning.  If an actor stresses “tell” in the line “Don’t tell her that,” it might suggest, “That’s true, but don’t let her know.”  But if “that” is emphasized, it might mean, “How can you even think such an outrageous thing?”  And much will depend on how the actor strikes the first word, “Don’t”—collegially or adversarially.  

Churchill ups the interpretive ante by leaving every hint, beyond the lines themselves, to her interpreters.  The monologue and the lines that follow it will carry different meanings if spoken, say, by a grandmother with a Yiddish accent or by a young man in an Israeli army uniform.  Or by, say, a Korean-American man or a Chicano.  Or, since the play is short and could be watched three or four times in a row, with the lines spoken each time by different actors.  Any director and company approaching the play will have to decide whether and how the audience will be made aware of the radical degree to which the written text has insisted, through its lack of character identification or stage action, on collaboration.  Surely it’s essential to understanding Seven Jewish Children that against the specifics of the script, the playwright, relinquishing nearly all traditional authorial control, engineers a far-greater-than-usual slippage among text and audience reception, producing an unusually large amount of room for variant readings.

And it is perhaps only on stage that the central characters of the play come into their own:  the eponymous seven Jewish children who are its heroines.  We never see them.  Our empathic imagines are enlisted by the playwright.  We have to conjure them.

In the opening scene of Churchill’s Far Away, a girl asks her aunt about beatings she’s seen her uncle commit.  What’s most terrifying is how easily the aunt placates, justifies and quells her niece’s will to question.  But in Churchill’s play for Gaza, the girls never stop asking.

This is a powerful trope in Jewish culture; it’s the questioning child around whom the Passover Seder built.  We’re left to hope that this girl we’ve never seen, the last scene’s girl, won’t become one of the Israeli teenagers who recently gave the truly frightening Avigdor Lieberman the highest share of the votes in a high school election poll.  Perhaps she’s a pain in the ass, this girl; perhaps she’ll keep questioning.  Perhaps she refuses to succumb to those in her family whose loving desire is to protect her by not speaking, by not saying.  Perhaps she’s realizing that their repression of the truth has become not only misguided and immoral, but also fatal; for nothing survives on lies, on a denial of reality; eventually, reality wins.  Perhaps she’s found out about a relative of hers, mentioned earlier:  “Don’t tell her her cousin refused to serve in the army.”

Perhaps this girl will grow up to work for justice.

[Tony Kushner, playwright, and Alisa Solomon, theater critic, are the editors of Wrestling with Zion:  Progressive Jewish-American Responses to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (Grove). Caryl Churchill has made Seven Jewish Children available for production without licensing or royalties for presenters who request audience contributions for the London-based relief organization Medical Aid for Palestinians.  The play can be downloaded at royalcourttheatre.com/file/downloads/sevenjewishchildren.pdf]

TORTURE BUSINESS

(By John Goetz and Britta Sandberg writing in Der Spiegel (Germany) of May 12 [translated] http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/0,1518,624432-2,00.html)
The torture practices used in interrogations of a-Qaida prisoners were not developed by government officials in Washington, but by private security experts.  In return for a daily consulting fee, they personally supervised the program at the CIA’s secret prisons from the very beginning.

James Mitchell's new life begins with the same ritual every morning:  He goes jogging, wearing Adidas shorts and a black tank top, his iPod in his ear.  Then he gets into his luxury SUV and drives back to luxury home on Lake Vienna Drive in Pasco County, Florida.  The hacienda-style house, with a natural stone façade, columned walkways and palm trees in front of the door is brand-new.  Mitchell has just had it built, in the midst of an upscale, gated community.
The freestanding garage to the right of the house is big enough for three or four cars, and a mountain bike is mounted to the back of the SUV.  Mitchell, a tanned man in his late 50s with silver-gray hair, a neatly trimmed beard and trendy sunglasses, spends two hours a day exercising.  In fact, exercise plays an important role in his new life under Florida’s blue skies.

Mitchell is the man who, on the behalf of the administration of former President George W. Bush, developed the rules of the program that was somewhat shamefacedly referred to as “special interrogation techniques” and was authorized by the president in the summer of 2002.  In truth, Mitchell developed a torture manual.  His client was the CIA.  The American foreign intelligence agency has engaged in its own share of dubious practices over the years, activities it initially treated as praiseworthy and would later come to bitterly regret.  But now it has become clear that the CIA, ironically enough, outsourced its torture practices              interrogations during the darkest years of the Bush administration.  It entrusted the development and supervision of these interrogations to a private security firm run by James Mitchell and his partner, Bruce Jessen.
The two psychologists, who had never even conducted an interrogation before — in other words, two amateurs — were largely responsible for developing the CIA’s prisoner interrogation program.  The recently published report of the Committee on Armed Services of the USA Senate came out with new proof and details about this collaboration.  ABC News succeeded in filming both Jessen and Mitchell who both refused to answer any questions concerning their past saying that they were not allowed to speak about it.  
Three months after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Bush drove the Taliban out of Afghanistan and assigned the tasking of interrogating senior al-Qaida prisoners to the CIA.  The agency, which had little experience with interrogation, turned to officials at the Defense Department for help.  They, in turn, contacted the Joint Personnel Recovery Agency, a division of the Defense Department responsible for American captured abroad and the US Army’s secret SERE training program.
SERE, which stands for Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape, is a program designed to prepare US soldiers, especially pilots, for situations after being taken prisoner.  In various training seminars, they learn how to improve their ability to withstand mistreatment by the enemy and, in the worst case, torture.
Most of the methods are based on experiences from the Korean War.  During SERE training, US soldiers are stripped naked, exposed to extreme temperatures and loud music and thrown against walls.  They are kept in so-called stress positions for hours and were also subjected to waterboarding, at least until 2007.
The CIA request for possible new interrogation methods also reached James Mitchell.  He had worked as a military psychologist for years and had trained soldiers in the SERE program.  Mitchell deserves a lot of credit in this area, says US Air Force Colonel Steven Kleinman.  “If he had kept on doing what he was doing, you could even have said that he did a lot for his country.  Unfortunately, no one stopped him after that.”
When Mitchell learned of the inquiry coming from Washington, he had already been retired from the military for six months.  For the first time in his life, he had founded his own, small company:  Knowledge Works, a consulting company, at least on paper.  He was clearly happy to accept new customers and contracts.
Around the beginning of 2002, Mitchell contacted an old colleague who was still working in the SERE training program as Senior Psychologist.  Bruce Jessen was in his early 50s at the time and married with one son.  Both Mitchell and Jessen are Mormons.  And both men, say colleagues, are deeply religious and ardent patriots — like so many Mormons.   
Mitchell asked Jessen for help. He wanted him to review the al-Qaida resistance training methods.  Afterwards, the two men wrote an initial recommendation of measures designed to break the resistance of al-Qaida prisoners.  On Feb. 12, 2002 they sent the paper to JPRA Commander Colonel John “Randy” Moulton who forwarded it to his chain of command at JFCOM.

In April, they presented their first draft, "The Exploitation Draft Plan,” of a new interrogation program to the CIA and proposed than an “exploitation facility” should be established.  The draft already included some of the methods that have since come to light, including sleep deprivation, the use of physical violence and waterboarding.  According to someone who was involved in the program at the time, both Mitchell and Jessen were eager to get involved in the War on Terror as advisors to the CIA.  And the CIA?  According to the informant, it was seeking scientific and psychological justification for what it intended to do.

Faisalabad, Pakistan, March 28, 2002:  At 2 a.m. FBI agents and Pakistani police units raided a two-story house on the outskirts of the city, arresting Abu Zubaydah, an al-Qaida logistics expert.  The Americans had their most important prisoner to date.  At the time, they believed that Abu Zubaydah was the number-four man in the al-Qaida hierarchy.
The arrest of Abu Zubaydah was the source of great nervousness in Washington.  “Now that we had an undoubted resource in our hands—the highest-ranking al-Qaida official captured to date—we opened discussions within the National Security Council as to how to handle him, since holding and interrogating large numbers of al-Qaida operatives has never been part of our plan,” former CIA Director, George Tenent later wrote in his memoir.  “We wondered what we could legitimately do to get that information.” 
A number of meetings and presentations followed, attended by Bush, Vice President Dick Cheney, National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice and CIA Director Tenent and his deputy.  Tenent explained that, after careful study, the CIA had concluded that the only way to obtain the details of the terrorist organization’s future plans from al-Qaida fanatics was to use the SERE methods.  Tenent assured the group that these interrogation practices had already been tested in the training of thousands of Americans. 
But someone should have told the Washington politicians about the many warnings the Defense Department had received from half a dozen SERE trainers.  In a letter written in December, Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Baumgartner, who oversaw SERE training, had already requested that the program’s methods should not be used in interrogations.  Baumgartner noted that they were “less reliable” and could in fact achieve the opposite of the intended effect, that is, increase a prisoner’s resistance.  He also warned they would have an “intolerable public and political backlash when discovered.”
On March 29, 2002, a day after the Zubaydah arrest, James Mitchell closed Knowledge Works, the company he had just founded.  He and Bruce Jessen, who would resign from military service a few months later, founded a new company, Mitchell Jessen & Associates.  The men became contractors for the CIA, charging a rate of $1,000 a day, not including special fees.
Only a few days after his arrest, Zubaydah, a Palestinian born in Saudi Arabia, was flown to a secret prison in Thailand, accompanied by FBI agents.  One of the FBI men, Ali Soufan, a native of Lebanon and a Muslim who speaks fluent Arabic, moved to the United States in 1987.  In 2000, he was involved in an investigation of al-Qaida’s role in the attack on the USS Cole, an American destroyer, in Yemen.
Soufan, in his early 30s at the time, was an advocate of the traditional FBI strategy known as “rapport building,” which is based on the notion that an interrogation can only produce the desired results once a rapport has been developed with the prisoner.  Soufan dressed the fresh gunshot wounds Zubaydah had received during the arrest.  He told Zubaydah that he even knew the nickname he had been given by his mother.
For seven years, Soufan remained silent about his role in the interrogation in Thailand.  But last week he decided to give an exclusive interview to Newsweek because “I was in the middle of this, and it’s not true that these [aggressive] techniques were effectives.”
Soufan showed Zubaydah photos of al-Qaida members. When he saw a photo of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the prisoner identified him as “the man who had planned and organized the Sept. 11 attacks.  Later the Bush administration — with no justification whatsoever — would celebrate this piece of information from the FBI interrogation as a significant breakthrough and evidence of the effectiveness of its new interrogation techniques.
A few days later, CIA agents arrived in Thailand. They had brought along James Mitchell, the architect of the new interrogation methods.  Suddenly the tone changed dramatically.  Mitchell gave orders to intensify Zubaydah’s treatment if he did not respond to questions.
One day Soufan, seeing that the prisoner was naked, threw him a towel.  Later on, he and Mitchell argued heatedly over the prisoner’s treatment.  “We’re the United States of America, and we don’t do that kind of thing,” Soufan recalls shouting at Mitchell.  He also asked Mitchell who had authorized him to use the aggressive methods.   Mitchell responded that he had received approval from the “highest levels” in Washington.  All this happened in April 2002, four months before the Bush administration issued its first torture memorandum to legally justify the interrogation techniques.
The FBI finally broke with the CIA on the day Soufan discovered a wooden box that looked like a coffin.  Was it meant to be used for a mock burial?  Soufan called his superior in Washington.  The then FBI Director Robert Mueller decided that his staff would no longer take part in these interrogations and ordered Soufan  and the rest of the FBI team to return to Washington.  Mitchell and the CIA had free rein from them on.
Zubaydah later told Red Cross staff that he had been repeatedly locked into the box, where he had had difficulty breathing.  He said he had also been thrown against a wall repeatedly, prevented from sleeping, doused in ice-cold water and subjected to extremely loud music.  He was waterboarded 83 times.
"I was told during this period," he said years later, "that I was one of the first to receive these interrogation techniques, so no rules applied.  It felt like they were experimenting and trying out techniques to be used later on other people.”
Zubaydah was Mitchell's laboratory experiment. The psychologist allegedly told FBI agents who were present that Zubaydah had to be kept in a cage like a dog, and that it was indeed like an experiment.  When dogs are treated with electroshocks, Mitchell said, they too would give up in the end.
For a short time, the interrogations of Abu Zubaydah were the most well documented of all interrogations.  The CIA once had 92 videotapes of the interrogations, which included waterboarding.  But 90 of the videos were destroyed in November 2005.  This Wednesday, however, FBI agent Soufan is scheduled to testify before the US Senate Judiciary Committee. 
In Spokane, Washington, business is still going well for Mitchell Jessen & Associates.  The company now has 120 employees, and most of them have security clearances at levels normally reserved for government employees.  Many former members of the SERE program now work for the company, which occupies two floors of an office building in downtown Spokane, including the top floor.  It is bug-proof and equipped with special, high-security doors—a standard the CIA requires from its civilian contractors.
Abu Zubaydah's attorney, Brent Mickum, plans to file a civil suit against Mitchell and Jessen, unless US President Barack Obama chooses to file criminal charges against the contractors.
When questioned by journalists recently, Mitchell said that he would be happy to talk about these issues, but that a confidentiality agreement he had signed prevents him from doing so.

OBAMA:  SQUARING THE CIRCLE ON THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE 

(Dr. James Zogby writes in Washington Watch of the American-Arab Institute, May 11)

On April 24th, 2009, President Barack Obama issued a statement commemorating Armenian Remembrance Day—the day when Armenians worldwide recall the genocidal assault on their community that ultimately took the lives of 1.5 million in the post-WWI era.

In the weeks leading up to the 24th, both Turks and Armenians held their breath in anticipation, or dread, of the language the President would use in describing the Armenian tragedy.

During the 2008 Presidential campaign, Obama had been forceful, not only in declaring that the events of 1915 were genocide, but in criticizing those who would not do so. In a statement issued on January 19, 2008, Obama said:

As a U.S. Senator, I have stood with the Armenian American community in calling for Turkey’s acknowledgement of the Armenian Genocide…the Armenian Genocide is not an allegation, a personal opinion, or a point of view, but rather a widely documented fact…An official policy that calls on diplomats to distort the historical facts is an untenable policy…as President, I will recognize Armenian Genocide.

During his April 2009 visit to Turkey, President Obama carefully raised this sensitive issue during his address to the Turkish Parliament.  By beginning with a lesson learned from US history, he sought to prod his hosts into dealing with their past:

“The United States is still working through some of our own darker periods in our own history…our country still struggles with the legacies of slavery and segregation, the past treatment of Native Americans…History is often tragic, but unresolved, it can be a heavy weight.  Each country must work through its past.  And reckoning with the past can help us seize a better future.  I know there are strong views in this chamber about the terrible events of 1915.  And while there’s been a good deal of commentary about my views, it’s really about how the Turkish and Armenian people deal with the past.  And the best way forward for the Turkish and Armenian people is a process that works through the past in a way that is honest, open and constructive.”

The stage was set for the 24th, with a great deal of speculation, but without anyone knowing for certain exactly how the new President would reconcile: his personal beliefs and his commitment to Armenian Americans; the importance he places on the US-Turkish relationship; and his desire to see a stable Turkish and Armenian future. 

Then, two days before Remembrance Day, the Turkish and Armenian governments announced that they had agreed to a “road map” for normalizing relations.  Concerned that he not disrupt this process, Obama’s statement on the 24th reflected this development.  In part, his statement read:

“Ninety four years ago, one of the great atrocities of the 20th century began.  Each year, we pause to remember the 1.5 million Armenians who were subsequently massacred or marched to their death in the final days of the Ottoman Empire.  The Meds Yeghern must live on in our memories, just as it lives on in the hearts of the Armenian people…I have consistently stated my own view of what occurred in 1915, and my view of that history has not changed.  My interest remains the achievement of a full, frank and just acknowledgment of the facts…The best way to advance that goal right now is for the Armenian and Turkish people to address the facts of the past as a part of their efforts to move forward… To that end, there has been courageous and important dialogue among Armenians and Turks, and within Turkey itself.  I also strongly support the efforts by Turkey and Armenia to normalize their bilateral relations… the two governments have agreed on a frame-work and roadmap for normalization.  I commend this progress, and urge them to fulfill its promise.”

Some Armenian American organizations were outraged, others disappointed.  Said one, “President Obama’s refusal to push Turkey to recognize its genocide against Armenians — or even to use the ‘g word’ — fell far short of the clear promise he made as a candidate that he would, as President, fully and unequivocally recognize this crime against humanity.”

One Armenian American publication, however, did note with satisfaction, that while Obama did not repeat the word genocide, he made clear that his position had not changed and he did use the Armenian term Meds Yeghern to describe the horrors of 1915. 

For their part Turks were also displeased, with commentators from left to right agreeing with this editorial in Milliyet, “Obama made the harshest statement that has ever been uttered by a US President since Ronald Reagan. Yes, he did not use the word genocide, but his statement was harsh, unilateral, and accusing.”

Faced with difficult choices, what Obama did was “square the circle.” As another Turkish writer noted, “Obama made a statement…which annoyed both Ankara and the Armenians…it can be claimed that Obama, who annoyed everybody in an equal way, successfully attained his purpose.” 

As the White House now turns its attention, in May, to address the equally sensitive and complex challenges of the Middle East, there are lessons in the President’s handling of this Turkish-Armenian conundrum for all to learn. 
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