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SOME MAIN POINTS OF THE UN DRAFT RESOLUTION ON IRAQ PROPOSED BY THE U.S. AND THE U.K.  (Summarized from the Financial Times, May 26, 2004)

· Welcomes an end to U.S.-led occupation by June 30, 2004, when the Coalition Provisional Authority will cease to exist. 

· Endorses direct democratic elections no later than January 31, 2005.

· Envisages UN assistance in convening a national conference to select a consultative council.

· Vests a multinational force with authority to maintain Iraqi security and stability.

· Lifts the arms embargo on Iraq.

· Envisages that funds in the Development Fund for Iraq will be disbursed by the Iraqi government; oil receipts will continue to be put into the fund that will be monitored by an international audit board.

According to Steve Krasner, deputy director of the Stanford Institute of International Studies, the extent to which the arrangements have popular support is probably the most important factor in how successful they will be.  “You can do anything you want as long as you do it voluntarily,” he says.  “Once it looks like there’s some element of coercion, it makes it messier.”

GETTING OUT OF IRAQ
Exit strategies from Iraq have been explored by many political analysts, including PMES board member Ray Close and past PMES speakers John Brady Kiesling and Phyllis Bennis.  (See The Nation of May 24, 2004.)

The following is excerpted from a very trenchant piece forwarded to us by Ray Close on the same subject, written by Middle East specialist and commentator William Pfaff and published in the May 22 International Herald Tribune.  The entire article, entitled “Give Iraqis Complete Sovereignty,” can be found on the web at www.iht.com.

Washington’s notion that its military presence and continuing political tutelage can still produce political stability and democracy in Iraq is no longer credible.  Neither the White House nor the Kerry campaign seems able to admit that the American occupation itself creates instability and provokes national resistance.

The isolated acts of violence with which the resistance began last year have become organized attacks, accompanied by massive popular rejection of coalition authority.  If the grant of sovereignty at the end of June is not complete, the resistance will acquire the legitimacy of a national and nationalist movement.

An early withdrawal by the United States would be very difficult, but may yet be possible.  The key to getting out is transfer of sovereign control.  Any effort to hand over less than complete sovereign control will provoke comprehensive resistance.  If, on the other hand, the United States offers complete sovereignty and American military withdrawal, a genuine, indeed enthusiastic, effort to make the political and security transition work can be expected from the United Nations and its agencies, and from European allies.

New possibilities will be opened, such as a national consultation of tribal, religious and other professional leaders in Iraq, and a general international conference on providing a transitional government.  Before such a transition can be contemplated, the Bush administration and the Pentagon must bite the bullet and agree that the United States is not going to have a major strategic base in Iraq.

The White House must also give up the idea that American corporate investors are going to have a big role in Iraq’s economy in the near future, and that the United States will be able to influence oil prices through its leverage over a new Iraqi government.  If Washington has economic influence in Iraq in the future, or enjoys its military cooperation, this will have to be earned from a sovereign Iraqi government.

Two things are necessary:  First, set a deadline for U.S. military and political withdrawal, and begin that withdrawal.  Second, ask the United Nations to assume complete responsibility for forming a sovereign Iraqi government, or for a process by which such a government can be brought into being.

“SOFTENING UP”:  COMMENTS ON THE ABU GHRAIB SCANDAL  (From an article by Dilip Hiro in Middle East International May 14)

There is something novel, and very disturbing, about the scandal of the torture of Iraqi detainees in Abu Ghraib and other jails in Iraq.

The root of it lies in the doctrine that President Bush and his aides developed after September 11, 2001:  the “War on Terror,” a war like no other, would adopt the concept of preventive attack.  Those waging this crusade, led by the morally upright United States, will regard the Geneva Conventions as mere “legalese” and treat their captives however they like.  Out of this unilateral doctrine arose the Guantanamo prison camp in Cuba after the Afghanistan campaign.  Major-General Geoffrey Miller, the present commander of prisons in Iraq, used to run Guantanamo.

Another new element is the hiring of private contractors.  At first, as part of damage control, the Pentagon tried to shift the blame onto them.  Now it turns out that the ranks of the contractors engaged by the U.S. Defense Department are filled with former American and British Special Forces personnel.

Interrogation techniques, developed jointly by the U.S. and British, are known as “R2I,” (Resistance to Interrogation).  The 52-point menu served up by R2I is comprehensive.  It includes such basics as hooding, sleep deprivation, and depriving the detainee of essentials such as warmth, food and water.

It then graduates to keeping the prisoner naked, making him crawl on a leash, letting dogs loose on him while he is shackled, and forcing him to masturbate in front of a female soldier.

The photographs taken at Abu Ghraib last autumn fit this pattern – they are part of the “softening-up” of the detainees before CIA operatives interrogate them.  However, such techniques need to be authorized by a general officer, who would most likely be implementing a policy decided by someone higher up…..

CULTURE OF HATE:  RACISM

“A profound racism infects the U.S. and British establishments,” writes Arab author Ahdaf Soueif (A Map of Love) in The Guardian of May 5.

The photographs [taken at Abu Ghraib] have strengthened the feeling that there is a deep racism underlying the occupiers’ attitudes to Arabs, Muslims and the third world generally.

We have grown used to seeing Arab men bound and hooded in the occupied territories and Gaza.

Israel advised the U.S. on how to control civilians and interrogate them.  Ariel Sharon has made the Israeli army’s “rules of engagement” available to the U.S. military.  The world notes the similarity between the practices of the U.S. army in Iraq and those of the Israeli army in Palestine.  There is evidence that scenes like the ones now shocking the world have been common in “Facility 1391”, Israel’s secret prison, and, some say, in other Israeli jails.  We just haven’t seen the photos.

There have been reports of U.S. troops outside Falluja talking of the fun of being a sniper, of the “rat’s nest” that needs cleaning out.  Both Kenneth Adelman and Paul Wolfowitz have spoken of “snakes” and “draining the swamps” in the “uncivilized parts of the world.”

The world needs to see the photos coming out of Iraq not as “deviant” but as an authentic message from the heart of the thought system that is seeking to control our planet.

STATEMENT ON THE IRAQ PRISONER TORTURE SCANDAL

On May 7, the American-Arab Discrimination Committee and the Muslim Public Affairs Committee held a press conference at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C.  The following are excerpts from their joint statement.

Anti-Arab and anti-Islamic sentiment is threatening the national security of America, as are the images of hooded Iraqis tortured by American soldiers in one of Saddam Hussein’s most notorious prisons.  The President and the Congress should be more concerned with addressing root causes of this hideous behavior by our military rather than the largely ineffective damage control we have been witnessing.

It is time to hold accountable those who are instigating hatred against Arabs and Islam.  They are undermining American values and increasing the threat to our national security.

Anti-Arab and anti-Muslim sentiment is spreading in our national institutions.  Several members of Congress have made anti-Arab or anti-Muslim remarks, but none have been censored by either the House or the Senate.  There has been an increasingly vicious and sustained attacked by leaders of the evangelical Christian right on Islam as a faith and even on the prophet Muhammad as an individual.  Rev. Jerry Falwell told CBS’s 60 Minutes program that Muhammad was “a terrorist.”  Rev. Pat Robertson of the 700 Club said Muhammad was a “killer” and a “brigand.”  The evangelical preachers involved have by no means suffered significant social or political stigmas.  The Rev. Robertson’s organization was in receipt of many thousands of dollars in federal aid under the President’s faith-based initiative programs. 

Right-wing talk radio has become a bastion of hatred, rage and incitement to violence against Arabs and Muslims.  The most shocking recent example of this trend was Jay Severin, a highly regarded host on Boston’s WTKK-FM, who demanded the killing of Muslims.  WTKK took no action whatsoever to discipline Severin or to ensure he would not continue his call for mass murders.

It is time for our national media to take responsibility for their content, especially since our American media is being watched around the world and has a direct impact on our national security.  Religious, political and cultural figures in the United States who consistently promote fear and hatred of Arab-Americans and Muslims should be held accountable for their hate mongering.  Businesses should not sponsor radio programs that promote hatred against Arabs and/or Islam.  They should be aware of the views they are promoting and decide whether or not they want to be responsible corporate citizens or peddlers of fear and hatred.

IRAQ’S CULTURE OF CORRUPTION
Roula Khalaf writes in the Financial Times (May 21/22, 2004) that Iraqi ministries had been told they must fend for themselves when UN sanctions were imposed after Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990.  Seeking their own sources of finances, they created a web of corruption that spread throughout society.  Theft became widespread and bribes became a part of the daily struggle for survival.

Now, this pervasive culture of corruption is becoming one of the main obstacles to stability.  The inspector general chosen by the U.S. to combat corruption at the interior ministry was recently dismissed.  He had been found to be demanding payment from other officials he found guilty of fraud.

The interior minister said in an interview with the Times that even though salaries have sharply increased since the end of the war, the old fraud networks keep on working.  Custom duties, for example, have virtually disappeared but the officials at borders still ask for bribes.

The persistence of corruption has reinforced suspicions of the U.S. and further damaged the reputation of the Governing Council.

THOUGHT CONTROL IN MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES
In the March issue of Middle East News, we reported on the dangers of a bill, “The International Studies Higher Education Act” (HR 3077), which has passed in the House and is now coming up before the Senate.  The bill requires all universities receiving U.S. government grants to promote international studies that “reflect diverse perspectives and represent a full range of views.”  Adam Dickter, writing for The Jewish Week of April 16, reports that a committee appointed by President Lee Bollinger of Columbia University has been quietly probing allegations of bias and intimidation by the faculty, particularly in Middle East studies. 

The panel convened by President Bollinger comes at a time when Jewish students at Columbia have complained that some Middle East classes are unbalanced.  Columbia has recently hired an array of teachers who have come under fire by pro-Israeli activists.  They include Rashid Khalidi, a former aide to Yasir Arafat, who was appointed to the University’s Edward Sa’id Chair of Middle East Studies, named for the renowned scholar of comparative literature who died last year.  Rabbi Charles Sheer, the campus Hillel director, said:  “I know many alumni are disturbed about the Sa’id chair.  His expertise was in English, but the chair is in Middle East studies.  This is seen as a political way of remembering him that is far from his principal area of scholarship.”

Some members of Congress have called for federal monitoring of anti-Israeli activity on campus.  But some, including former Moment magazine editor, Leonard Fine, have denounced this approach.  “It’s an unprecedented intrusion of a government agency into the academy,” he said.  “It raises many more problems than it proposes to resolve.”  

PUSH FOR MEDIA REFORM  (From Le Monde Diplomatique, April 2004)
After September 11, 2001, misreporting in the U.S. media contributed greatly to popular support for war.  According to recent surveys by the University of Maryland, 60% of Americans and 80% of those watching television’s Fox News believed at least one of the following false statements:  (1) weapons of mass destruction had been found in Iraq and (2) there was evidence of a link between Iraq and al-Qaeda.  The more viewers watched Fox, the more likely they were to believe these claims.

Last year, two events inspired millions to protest in the U.S.:  (a) uncritical war coverage by the commercial news outlets and (b) a hugely unpopular decision by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to further deregulate the media.  In November 2003, the media reform group, Free Press, held the largest ever conference on this subject in Madison, Wisconsin.  Despite an absence of publicity, it drew 2000 people.  Speakers included former Democratic presidential candidate, Jesse Jackson, and popular historian, Studs Terkel.  Just as ecologists made the environment a crucial policy issue thirty years ago, these activists are politicizing the issue of the media.

On June 2, 2003, the FCC released a ruling on deregulation, which, according to Jonathan Adelstein, one of the five FCC commissioners, was “the most sweeping and destructive rollback of consumer protection rules in the history of American broadcasting.”  By September 2003, both the House and Senate had voted to overturn the FCC decision.  But the White House, in a backroom deal, pressured Congress to accept a compromise.  The final bill legalized the holdings of New Corporation (owner of CBS and UPN), which previously had exceeded the ownership caps.

The fight at the FCC is just beginning, though.  Jeff Cohen, who directs the media watchdog organization, Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR), says:  “Never before has the FCC seen a more unified, coherent and effective campaign.”  Candidates for political office will be forced to address the issue in the November elections.

QUASHED TESTIMONY  (Chris Strohm at cstrohm@govexec.com reported this story on April 30, 2004)

This week, the Justice Department succeeded in temporarily preventing an FBI whistleblower from testifying in a class action lawsuit over the September 11 terrorist attacks.

A federal court granted Justice an emergency motion to prevent former FBI translator Sibel Edmonds from giving testimony to a group of 9/11 relatives and survivors who have filed suit against international banks and two members of the Saudi royal family for allegedly aiding al-Qaeda.  Edmonds has been under a Justice Department gag order since October 2002.  The government argued that information provided by Edmonds “would cause serious damage to the national security and foreign policy interests of the United States.”

Edmonds worked for the FBI from September 20, 2001 to March 2002 as a contract linguist [Turkish her specialty].  She was hired to retranslate material that was collected before September 11 to see whether anything was missed in the translations relating to the plot.  Edmonds concluded that documents clearly showed that the September 11 hijackers were in the country and plotting to use airplanes as missiles. 

Edmonds elaborated on her situation in an April 30 interview with Jim Hogue in the Baltimore Sun Chronicle, published on May 7.

Hogue asked Edmonds:  “Do you believe that 9/11 could have been stopped if information like yours had been properly handled?”

Edmonds replied:  “At the very least, as early as May/June 2001, we would have issued this very urgent warning system which would have increased our airport and INS security. . . We would have had a very, very good chance for preventing it. . . For them to say that we did not have any specific information is just outrageous. . . The attitude of the Senate members has been:  ‘See no evil.  Hear no evil.  Just let it go.’”

Edmonds asserted that she had taken the issue to both mid-level and higher level management within the FBI, to the Senate Judiciary Committee and to the Inspector General’s office at the Department of Justice.  Despite promises of an investigation, nothing has been done.  Edmonds added:  “We have to remind the people:  Congress has the constitutional obligation and public responsibility to oversee these issues and the Department of Justice’s operations…That’s why they are there.  That’s what they are getting paid for.”

SCHOLARS GATHER TO DISCUSS DANGERS OF CHRISTIAN ZIONISM  (From the British Internet site www.ekklesia.co.uk on April 30, 2004)

More than 600 Christian Bible scholars, religious leaders and peace activists representing 32 countries gathered in Jerusalem’s Notre Dame Center to look at ways of challenging Christian Zionism.  The conference was organized by Sabeel Liberation Theology Center, an initiative of Palestinian Christians to educate and work with Christians in the West.  The Arabic name means “The Way,” referring to the name given to first-century citizens in Palestine, who were called “the people of The Way.”

The conference addressed Zionism as a worldwide theological and political movement.  It embraces extreme ideological positions based on selected Biblical texts, stressing a literal reading of the Book of Revelation.  Sabeel’s Jerusalem director, Rev. Canon Naim Ateek, called Christian Zionism “a worldview where the Gospel is identified with the ideology of empire, colonialism and militarism.”

Catholic theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether criticized what she sees in Christian Zionism as the “language of apocalyptic warfare and messianic nationalism.”

The Rev. Dr. Stephen Sizer, an Anglican and Chairman of the International Bible Society in the U.K., said that, at its simplest, it is a “political form of philo-Semitism” or just “Christian support for Zionism,” meaning the political and expansionist aims of the State of Israel.  Christian Zionists believe the Jewish people have “a divine right to possess the land of Palestine.”  Sizer claims that Christian Zionism has become the most powerful and destructive force at work in America today, shaping foreign policy in the Middle East and inciting hatred between Jews and Muslims.

A conference statement was to be distributed by all participants in their respective localities, calling upon Christians to liberate themselves from ideologies of militarism and, instead, to pursue the healing of the world.

CHRISTIANS IN THE HOLY LAND - II

The following two articles continue the topic begun in the March issue of Middle East News.

New Constraints Squeeze Churches  (From an article by Jane Lampman in The Christian Science Monitor of May 8)

The churches’ difficulties in Israel have been building over the past three years.  The Israeli government has failed to renew visas or residence permits for hundreds of religious workers.  It has begun sending tax bills to charitable groups that have long had tax-exempt status – some since the Ottoman Empire.

So great is the concern that Vatican diplomats have spoken out bluntly and Americans have sought U.S. help.  Bishop William Gregory, president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, recently wrote to President Bush calling this “the most difficult situation in living memory for the Church in the Holy Land.”  Israeli officials have been saying that the visa problem is a bureaucratic issue, but to some church officials it looks like a concerted effort to make life difficult for Christians and Christian institutions.

An Israeli Foreign Ministry spokesman says that the prime minister and foreign minister have promised to bring the issue to a speedy conclusion.  But with many religious workers, including longtime residents, now without legal papers and unable to travel outside Israel even in emergencies, church officials say they will only be convinced by action.

“It’s hard to accept the argument that it’s a purely bureaucratic problem,” says the Rev. Robert Fortin, a Catholic official in Jerusalem.  “Renewing a visa used to take only half a day.  They are even threatening to expel a sister who is 92 years old and has lived here for more than 50 years, and another who is 82.”  Apart from the holy sites, the Catholic Church runs 151 institutions in Israel, including hospitals, schools, seminaries, and homes for the elderly and handicapped. 

Some charitable institutions have received huge tax bills despite long-standing tax-exemption agreements.  The Lutheran World Federation went to court over the issue.  The Israeli district court in Jerusalem said the government could repeal such agreements unilaterally.

The Wall Threatens Christian Sites  (From Robert Novak on CNN.com, April 1)

There is hardly a more resolute supporter of Israel in Congress than Rep. Henry Hyde, the venerable chairman of the House International Relations Committee.  That is why his March 25 letter to Secretary of State Colin Powell is so important.  The letter contains a plea to deflect Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s wall around the Holy Land from its planned route, which is blocking the Scriptural pathway of Jesus Christ.  “I fear that important religious sites will become museums and will no longer be maintained as places of spiritual worship,” Hyde, a Roman Catholic, told Powell. 

As Holy Week approached, he asked the Secretary’s help to “ensure that the Stations of the Cross are not cut off from each other, preventing the normal celebrations of Easter.”  One wonders whether the Bush administration will confront Israel on this issue.  Sharon’s government last year abruptly cut off negotiations with the Vatican.

An 8-meter (26 foot) high concrete wall will completely enclose the last passage from Bethany to the Mount of Olives, restricting the Palm Sunday procession from Bethpage into Jerusalem.  A proposed route of the wall will separate the convent from the school of the Rosary Sisters. 

A dilemma faces Powell, Hyde, and all official U.S. supporters of Israel.  The wall manifests Sharon’s policy of blood and iron.  While soldiers from the Israeli Defense Force overrun church properties, the U.S. taxpayer is paying for much of the $8 billion wall.  The pilgrim, stopped at IDF checkpoints, sees this graffiti at many places:  “The USA is paying for this wall.”

PULLING A TIGHT KNOT TIGHTER  (From The Forward, May 20, 2004) 
The annual conference of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the lobbying powerhouse, was the scene of shadow-boxing between President Bush and Israel Prime Minister Ariel Sharon on May 20, as each sought to dictate to the other the pace of upcoming Middle East peace moves.  Bush made a personal appearance, only the third by a U.S. president in AIPAC’s history.  His impassioned speech in defense of his anti-terrorism policies won him 24 standing ovations from the delegates who interrupted him at one point an extended chant of “four more years.”

Some, however, complained that Bush had not repeated earlier promises rejecting the return of Palestinian refugees and supporting Israeli retention of large areas of the West Bank.  AIPAC decided not to lobby for the disengagement plan.  The notion of a philosophical partnership in fighting terrorism dominated the conference with House Majority Leader Tom Delay electrifying the crowd by declaring Israel and America joined in an unrelenting determination to see that every terrorist on earth ends “in a cell or a cemetery.”

Bush called Sharon’s plan to disengage from Gaza (soundly defeated in a May 2 referendum by his own Likud party) “a bold and courageous step.”  Israel’s message, delivered no less pointedly:  “We’re moving, but don’t rush us.”

The disengagement plan is being viewed within the context of U.S.-Israel relations as part of a platform of a post-9/11 worldview that poses the war on terrorism as the chief mission of the free world.

WITHDRAWAL FROM GAZA

We have received a copy of a most interesting piece that comes from Ed Abington, former Consul General in Jerusalem, giving a personal summary of two recent conferences held to discuss the implications of a unilateral Israeli withdrawal from Gaza.  One conference, headed by Martin Indyk at the Brooking Institution’s Saban Center, was held May 12-13.  UN Secretary General Kofi Annan chaired the second, May 15.

Mr. Abington’s summary lists several points on which there was general agreement:  (1) While Sharon’s initiative contains serious flaws, he has seized the initiative and his disengagement proposal is the only viable option on the table.  It should be made to work in a way that leads to resumed Palestinian-Israeli negotiations. (2)  The success of this policy entails (a) a proposal implemented multilaterally, with a strong Palestinian partner, (b) a total end to Israeli occupation of Gaza, including an end to the Israeli presence there in all its forms, (c) stability in Gaza, (d) a connection to the Road Map leading to resumed final status negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians.

Martin Indyk summarized the conditions needed for the success of the Gaza proposal:  a ceasefire among Palestinians and between Israelis and Palestinians; Palestinian power-sharing agreements; Israeli commitment to full withdrawal from Gaza; a robust international role, including a major donor effort to restart the Gaza economy; and an economic link between Gaza and the West Bank.

Several participants observed that these requirements demonstrated how much has to go right for the Gaza proposal to work and how little has to go wrong for it to be derailed. 

SAUDI ARABIA:  SECURITY TRUMPS REFORM  (Roger Hardy, from London, in the May 14 issue of Middle East International)

The shooting spree in the Saudi industrial city of Yanbu on May 1 seemed designed to drive Western expatriates from the country.  The four attackers, all members of a single Saudi family, killed five westerners.  Among them were two Americans.  The U.S. ambassador, James Oberwetter, advised Americans in the Kingdom to leave, as they could no longer be protected.  

This was the first time that armed Islamists had struck an economic facility in the country – in this case, a petrochemical plant.  Security at oil and gas installations was stepped up; economists warned that the attack might make it harder for the kingdom to attract foreign investment. 

The consensus among political analysts seems to be that the security situation, while worrying, is not life threatening for the House of Saud.  And the new violence has alienated many Saudis normally sympathetic to “jihadi” Islam.

But those Saudis who have argued that the only answer to violence is reform have suffered a serious setback.  (On the possibility for meaningful Saudi reform, see “The Saudis’ Quiet Revolution” in the April 2004 Middle East News.)  The arrest, in mid-March, of about a dozen prominent reformists sent shockwaves through the reformist camp.  Western diplomats were also startled and dismayed.

Saudi analysts see a number of reasons for this policy reversal.  In the eyes of senior princes, the reformists had crossed a red line when they called openly for a constitutional monarchy.  Also, the Saudi rulers are less afraid that the Bush administration will put serious pressure on them to pursue democratic reforms now that the U.S. is bogged down in Iraq.

The message from the White House continues to be that the Saudi government is to be congratulated for its vigor in fighting terrorism.

TURKEY:  HEALING RELATIONS WITH GREECE  (Nicole Pope reports from Istanbul for Middle East International of May 14)

On May 6, Recep Tayyip Erdogan visited Greece on the first official visit by a Turkish prime minister in 16 years.  He was warmly received.  The trip confirmed that the two countries wish to bury their old rivalry and to develop a “strategic alliance” for the future.  They also want to boost bi-lateral trade, expected to reach $2 billion this year.  One hundred businessmen accompanied the Turkish prime minister on his visit.  Greece is now an active champion for Turkey’s bid to join the EU.

On May 7, the Turkish National Assembly adopted by an overwhelming 457-8 vote a series of important constitutional amendments aimed at giving Turkey a “stronger democracy and a very different place in the world,” according to Foreign Minister Abdullah Gul.

INEQUALITIES STILL FLOURISH IN TURKISH EDUCATION  (From an article by Vincent Boland in the Financial Times, May 25)

The World Bank is spending some $600 million on new schools and facilities, such as buses to transport children to them, in rural sections of Turkey.  This effort is an attempt to narrow the gap between urban and rural, rich and poor, in Turkish society.  But girls are still being underserved.  UNICEF, the UN Children’s Fund, says that in some rural areas more than 60% of girls between the ages of 11 and 15 have not been enrolled in school.  Old prejudices, such as not letting girls ride in the same bus with boys, are still strong.

ART AND ARCHAEOLOGY

Tour Proposed For Afghan Treasures  (From the May Art Newspaper)

The National Geographic Society in Washington, D.C., and the Musée Guimet in Paris have independently approached the Afghans to suggest an exhibition for the famed Bactrian Gold.  This is a treasure of 2000-year-old objects discovered in northern Afghanistan in 1978.  It has never been exhibited.

A traveling exhibition is expected by 2006, and will raise funds to preserve the country’s national heritage.  Several other museums are interested, including New York’s Asia Society.

Thieves Still Looting Iraq’s Ancient Sites  (From a report by Joshua Chaffin in the Financial Times of May 21)

Archaeologists and art experts have seen hundreds of cylinder seals, Mesopotamian statues and cuneiform tablets on Internet auction sites.  Some experts claim to have received e-mails from U.S. soldiers asking about the value of items they have brought back as souvenirs.

McGuire Gibson, a professor of Mesopotamian archaeology at the University of Chicago, said:  “It’s a golden age for people who want to collect stolen artifacts.  It’s not just that they’re digging thousands of objects out of the ground, but they are destroying the sites.”

Professor Gibson’s visit last May to Nippur, one of Iraq’s oldest sites, was an exercise in futility.  He arranged to pay guards a year’s salary to protect the grounds, but armed bandits overwhelmed them.  When he returned a week later, he found and documented more than 100 new holes at the site.  The digging continued throughout June and July before authorities regained control.  When he visited other sites he saw hundreds of illegal diggers.   “It’s unbelievable.  When we were there, they tried to sell relics to us,” he said. 

Life As An Artist In Iraq  (Excerpted from “Letter from Baghdad,” written by Esam Pasha al-Assawy in the May Art Newspaper)

“The situation for artists under Saddam was not good. There was the prohibitive cost of materials and the problem of being blocked off from the outside world.  Saddam stopped all government support for art and was interested only in having thousands of portraits of himself made.  Iraqi art survived only underground.

“After the war everything changed, mostly for the better.  Under Saddam’s regime, I could paint whatever I wanted, but I had to be very careful about which paintings I took out of my studio.   I had to hide the drawings I made when thoughts of freedom would carry me away as I worked, and I had to be very careful not to show them to anyone I didn’t trust completely.  Showing one of these drawings to the wrong person could have been the last mistake I’d make in my life.  It nearly happened to me once when I took a painting of a falling eagle to the Estate Art Center.  A friend there told me in a low voice to hide it quickly before anyone saw it as meaning that the regime was falling.

“I never painted anything for Saddam, and I am proud that I am now painting a mural representing Baghdad over one of his huge portraits. It is now considered to be the first post-war mural in Baghdad.”

The author’s work can be seen online at www.ArtVitae.com
FILM

Control Room, the documentary about the Arab television station Al-Jazeera that we mentioned in the April Middle East News, is receiving more attention from the mainstream press.  Caryn James of the N.Y.Times (May 21) calls it “an intelligent and eloquent behind-the-scenes look” at the news channel.  In a segment showing a conversation with Lt. Josh Rushing, “the thoughtful American officer who is one of the film’s central figures,” Rushing is shown saying that “no American connects the Palestinian issue” with the war in Iraq, but that everyone he has met in the Arab world sees them as “the exact same thing” – “an eye-opening observation for most people,”  Ms. James reports.

Control Room is currently playing at the Film Forum in Manhattan and we are promised a nationwide screening in June and July.

SUMMER READING

(The following three book reviews have been excerpted from the Spring 2004 issue of The Middle East Journal)
Judith S. Yaphe, a Senior Fellow at the Institute for National Strategic Studies, National Defense University, has written a review article, “Iraq Considered.”  The article covers six recent books on Iraq and includes extensive commentary.  

Remarking dryly:  “Rarely have so many who knew so little about a subject written to much about it,” Dr. Yaphe gives her highest praise to one of these books, Phoebe Marr’s The Modern History of Iraq (Westview Press, Boulder, Colorado, 2003; second edition).  Not “a mere second edition,” but “a new book with new insights and not reworked history.  Her sources include extensive personal interviews, original Arabic source material, and a lifetime of first-hand experience and knowledge.  The text is rich in detail and analysis.”

Marr notes the historical importance of tribes in Iraq, and is the only author to explain the real legacy of tribalism – “the extreme emphasis on family, clan and tribe; the devotion to personal honor, courage, and other manly virtues; and the inability to cooperate against kinship lines.”  Marr warns that the United States, in assuming the role of an imperialist power, now faces the same dilemma that the British faced more than 80 years ago; on the one hand, the U.S. has promised a more democratic government; on the other, the U.S. must protect American interests on issues such as access to oil, regional security, a halt to WMD proliferation and peaceful relations between Iraq and its neighbors.  Marr concludes that, “In the end, the British put few resources into Iraq and left early, only to have to reoccupy the country later, in 1941.  Will the United States be willing to put the time, resources and energy into ‘changing’ Iraq?  Or will it try to realize its goals with an economy of resources, and end up with little change?”

The Palestinians;  In Search of a Just Peace by Cheryl A. Rubenberg (Lynne Rienner Publishers, Boulder, Colorado, 2003.)

(This book was reviewed by Glenn E. Robinson, Associate Professor of Defense Analysis at the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, California.)

Rubenberg sets out to answer the question of why the Oslo peace process between Israel and the Palestinians failed.  Her answer is that, lacking the principle of justice at its core, Oslo merely reflected the enormous imbalance of power between Israel and the Palestinians.

Her analysis of the texts of the various peace agreements leads her to conclude that Israel “never intended” to withdraw fully from the Occupied Territories, as required under international law, and was unwilling to permit the emergence of a contiguous and genuinely independent Palestinian state.

Rubenberg makes the well-documented case that for most Palestinians life under Oslo was getting worse, not better.  For example, more lands were being confiscated for illegal Jewish settlements and for a new system of “bypass roads.”  Curfews and closures increased after 1993.  The supposed benefits remained elusive.

Rubenberg shows that U.S. policy was partly responsible for the breakdown of the peace process.  America’s unwavering support for Israel created a permissive environment for Israel to run roughshod over the Palestinians.

The arguments that Rubenberg presents are not new.  The real value of her book is the extensive documentation she provides for the ground she covers.  This is the best book to date in English on why Oslo failed.  It is also accessibly written.

Following Muhammad:  Rethinking Islam in the Contemporary World  by Carl W. Ernst (University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, N.C., 2003)

(This book was reviewed by Omid Safi, Assistant Professor of Islamic Studies, Colgate University.)

Carl Ernst, a non-Muslim, is widely considered one of the leading scholars of Islam.  This excellent volume is his learned, profound reflection on the situation of Islam, Muslims and the world at large.  Examining Islam as a religious tradition, Ernst moves with ease through the 1400 years of rituals, institutions and ideas that have been marked as Muslim.  While probing the sources of Islam, he engages Islamic ethics, spirituality, literature and philosophy.  Few scholars of Islam can undertake this humanistic approach with such mastery.  Here is where Ernst truly shines.

UNC Press has made this text its leading volume in their forthcoming series, Islamic Civilization and Muslim Networks, and has done a superb job in its production.  The book is beautifully illustrated, containing eight pictures and six luminous calligraphy pieces by the contemporary South Asian calligrapher Rasheed Butt.

This volume is recommended enthusiastically to anyone who wishes to gain a nuanced and balanced understanding of the position of Islam in the modern world.  This is the rare work that only a scholar at the very zenith of his/her field can write.  Such a task is all the more daunting, given all the polemics about Islam today.

CURRENT ARTICLES OF NOTE

Scott Sherman, in the June 7 issue of The Nation, writes in “The Rebirth of The New York Review of Books,” that this publication has recently sprung back to life after undergoing a tepid, if not moribund, period.  Now the Review has become “a powerful and combative actor on the political scene.”  Sherman particularly commends the writing of Professor Tony Judt, based at NYU’s Remarque Institute, who has taken an insightful and astringent look at the current state of Israel.  Middle East News reprinted his essay, “Israel:  The Alternative,” published in October 2003.  Sherman concludes that “…the editors met the challenges of the post-9/11 era in a way that most other leading American publications did not…” 

Jeffrey Goldberg has written a remarkably honest article, “Among the Settlers,” in the May 31 issue of The New Yorker. 
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