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CALENDAR:  Sunday, October 16 at 4 pm, Kathy and Bill Christison will present “Impressions of Palestine:  The Realities,” a graphic presentation, in Room 101 of the Friend Center (corner of Olden St. and Williams Street).  Kathleen Christison is a former CIA analyst and has worked on Middle East issues for 30 years.  She is the author of Perceptions of Palestine and The Wound of Dispossession.  Bill Christison was a senior official of the CIA.   He served as a National Intelligence Officer and as Director of the CIA’s Office of Regional and Political Analysis.  Copies of their two recent articles for Counterpunch may be read on the PMES website:  www.pmes.org.

THREATS TO ACADEMIC FREEDOM

An interview with Joan Wallach Scott, the keynote speaker of PMES’s recent panel on Academic Freedom and Middle East Studies, appears in the September-October issue of Academe, the journal of the American Association of University Professors.

Questioned about the recent report of Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure regarding developments on campuses since the attacks of September 11th, Scott replies, “things were better than we had expected them to be.  Although there had been some incidents that caused concern (the firing of Sami Al-Arian at the University of South Florida was the gravest of these), there were also good examples of administrators acting to uphold the principles of academic freedom.  In the last two years, however, things changed for the worse, largely because of increased intervention on campuses by outside agitators, most of them acting on behalf of organized lobbies intent on securing support for the policies of the current Israeli regime.

The stated goal of these groups is to remove any pro-Palestinian presence from campuses and to silence all criticism of Israel’s occupation of Gaza and the West Bank.  These groups equate any criticism of Israel’s politics with anti-Semitism and with opposition to the existence of the state of Israel—claims that are as irresponsible as they are dishonest, but which seem to command a great deal of uncritical media attention.  The result of their actions has been to make invisible the existence of opposition to the Sharon government among Israelis and among American Jews.  They have also created a climate of fear and intimidation on campuses, making the free and open exchange of opposing ideas—the hallmark of the liberal university—difficult if not impossible.  Critics of Israel have had their academic credentials challenged, their lives threatened, and their courses invaded.  The threat to academic freedom is enormous, as it was during the McCarthy era.  And many university administrations are in disarray.  Fearful of the impact of bad publicity on donors, alumni, and prospective students, they hesitate to take strong stands against the invaders and instead try to accommodate them.  There is no organized counterweight to this powerful lobby, only local resistances, and that bodes ill for the future.”

ACTIONS OF THE MIDDLE EAST STUDIES ASSOCIATION

The Middle East Studies Association’s Committee on Academic Freedom in the Middle East and North Africa has written to President Assad of Syria to protest the detention and alleged torture of up to 40 Syrian university students in Latakia for membership in an unauthorized student organization; to Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia to express concern over the six year prison sentence handed down against Professor Matrouk Al-Faleh for exercising free speech; to the Ambassador of the Republic of Armenia to the U.S. to protest the incarceration at an unknown location of a Ph.D. candidate of Duke University doing research in Armenia; and to Prime Minister Ariel Sharon to oppose a May 2, 2005 decision of the Israeli Cabinet to upgrade the status of the College of Judea and Samaria, located in the West Bank settlement of Ariel, to that of university.  The letter points out that Ariel is an illegal settlement, that no Arab students or faculty exist, that access to Ariel is over a highway built on confiscated Palestinian land and prohibited to Arabs and that the college lies in an area where the Israeli government is obliged to freeze all construction work under the “Roadmap” peace plan.  Sharon has been quoted as saying in support on the decision to upgrade the college that it is “in keeping with the government policy, which views strengthening the settlement blocs as being among its goals.”

FOREIGN AID UPDATE

(From Shirl McArthur in the Washington Report on Middle East Affairs, September-October, 2005 – Vol. XXIV, No. 7)

The House passed its version of the Foreign Operations (foreign aid) appropriations bill, H.R. 3057, on June 28 and the Senate passed its version, July 20.  Both versions include similar money amounts for Middle East countries:  Israeli to receive $240 million in economic aid and $2.28 billion in military aid, consistent with the agreement in the mid-1990s to reduce U.S. economic aid by $120 million and increase military aid by $60 million annually.  In addition, the Senate bill and the House report language would give Israel $40 million for refugee resettlement.  Rep. David Obey’s amendment that the House version include a paragraph supporting the roadmap and calling for a monitoring of Israeli settlement activity was defeated.

For Egypt, both versions provide $495 million in economic aid, consistent with the earlier agreement to cut economic aid by $40 million annually.  The House, but not the Senate bill, earmarks $1.3 billion in military aid for Egypt.  Aid to Egypt came under fire in both House and Senate Appropriations Committees because of Egypt’s allegedly poor record on economic and political reforms and on human rights.  So both bills now place restrictions or conditions on Egypt’s economic aid insisting that certain of the money be spent on promoting democracy and human rights.

Neither bill specifically earmarks aid for the Palestinians.

HOW TO DRAIN THE SWAMP

(Rami Khouri, editor-at-large of the Beirut-based Daily Star newspaper, through moderator@portside.org, 26 September.)

The big question that challenges us all in the Middle East is this: how in practical terms, does the Arab world make the transition from mild autocracies, benign monarchies and a few police state dictatorships to more democratic rule?  How do we “drain the swamp?”

George Bush and Tony Blair have offered their way, via war in Iraq and an aggressive reform agenda throughout the region.  Arab citizens and political actors have other suggestions, and have been constantly meeting and working to find the keys that unlock the current rigid systems and open the door to democratic transformations.  I attended one such meeting in Beirut last week that provides valuable insights into both the sentiments and the transformational mechanics of the Arab quest for democracy, accountability and just plain decency in how power is exercised in our societies.

The private brainstorming session brought together 15 Arab political activists, journalists, academics, former cabinet ministers, students, university professors, and representatives from several U.N. organizations, international non-governmental organizations, and development and aid institutions.  The half-day gathering was impressive because it quickly cut through the usual fog of issues that make discussions of Arab democracy such a complicated and contentious exercise, such as cultural and religions values, foreign pressures for reform, occupation and resistance priorities, income disparities, war-torn societies, and other such relevant issues that tend to divert us away from the core challenge.  The discussions quickly zeroed in on three basic priorities to change this region for the better:  freedom of association and participation, freedom of expression and access to information, and guarantees of fair justice and the rule of law.

From my own experience in meeting regularly with politicians, journalists, academics and civil society activists throughout the Arab World, I sense that these three basic principles accurately capture the views of concerned citizens and would-be democrats across the region, in every corner of the swamp.  In other words, Arabs everywhere know why they suffer lousy government systems and frequent oppression, and we also know very well what needs to be done to change this situation. 

The Arab world today is plagued by strong individuals and families whose control of military power allows them to do anything they want, disregarding all laws and institutions, and trampling on citizen rights.  The antidote to the existing abuse of power is the rule of law, within which citizens organize, debate issues, and ultimately determine the form of government they want and the policies they wish their country to pursue in their name.

We don’t need fancy new organizations, complex international mechanisms or slightly forced speeches by leaders of large Western democracies to drain the swamp and promote democracy and freedom in the Arab world.  Anybody who wishes to move in this direction should simply listen more carefully to the thoughts of those who live in the swamp.  Ordinary Arabs must enjoy the right to meet and discuss, to organize and act, and to have access to a fair system of laws and judicial courts.  These three practical steps are the focus of activists throughout this region and they should stimulate more serious strategies for political change in the Arab world by friends abroad. 

TERRORISM IS HARAM

Islamic Horizons, the magazine of the Islamic Society of North America, reported in its September/October issue that the Fiqh Council of North America reaffirmed Islam’s absolute condemnation of terrorism and religious extremism in a fatwa issued in Washington, D.C., July 18, 2005.  The Fiqh Council, headed by former ISNA President Dr. Muzammil H. Siddiqi, includes leading Muslim-American scholars.  The fatwa included many quotes from the Qur’an condemning violence and concluded by saying:  “Finally, we pray for the defeat of extremism and terrorism.  We pray for the safety and security of our country, the United States, and our fellow citizens.  We pray for the safety and security of all inhabitants of our planet.  We pray that interfaith harmony and cooperation will prevail both in the United States and all around the globe.” 

The fatwa has been endorsed by all major Muslim American organizations.  Islamic centers and mosques across the U.S. are also endorsing the fatwa and are expected to discuss it in forthcoming sermons.   Meanwhile, declares Islamic Horizons, ISNA and all Muslim American and Canadian organizations have also initiated projects to better educate Muslims, especially youth, about such issues.

Leading Muslim scholars are also endorsing a fatwa emanating from the International Islamic Conference convened by Jordan’s King Abdallah II in Amman and attended by more than 170 scholars.  The joint statement, signed by scholars of the eight schools of Islamic jurisprudence—the first of its kind—forbids declaring any adherent to one of the schools or to Sufism an apostate.  It acknowledges the agreement among these schools on the fundamental principles of Islamic belief and practice, instructs the schools to establish a mechanism by which only qualified scholars could issue fatwas; forbids the issue of fatwas by unqualified scholars, and affirms the necessity and benefit of dialogue among the eight schools.  This statement follows an earlier fatwa issued by 10 preeminent Muslim scholars that also condemned calling people “apostate.”  The Grand Sheikh of al-Azhar, the Ayatollah al-Sistani of Iraq, the Muftis of Oman and Jordan, the Islamic Fiqh Academy of Saudi Arabia, and the Grand Council for Religious Affairs of Turkey were among the signatories. 

Another article in Islamic Horizons whose fall issue is dedicated to the question:  “Can North American Muslims contribute towards society’s betterment by advancing the values of family, community, compassion and justice?” suggests three priorities for the immediate attention of North American Muslims:  (1) articulation of the humane and uplifting principles of Islam with clarity and candor; (2) reformation of Muslim practices and speaking out against deformed, corrupt, and excessive actions within the community (religious solidarity must not be allowed to trump our moral and legal commitments); and (3) institutionalization of Islamic values and practices in ways that will establish the North American Muslim community firmly with North American culture and society.

The article finds that North American Muslims whose average household income is $54,000 and of whom 25 % earn more than $100,000 a year, while 33% of employed Muslims have an MA or above, have the resources to play a larger role in American society but lag behind in their ability to channel these resources into institutions and to respond to rising challenges. 

NO JEWISH TERRORISTS? (Another double standard!)

(By Chris McGreal in Jerusalem for The Guardian, September 1.)

Four Arab Israelis shot dead by a soldier opposed to the closure of the Gaza Strip settlements are not victims of “terror” because their killer was Jewish, Israel’s defense ministry has ruled, and so their families are not entitled to the usual compensation for life.

The ministry concluded that the law only recognizes terrorism as committed by “organizations hostile to Israel” even though the prime minister, Ariel Sharon, described the killings by Private Eden Nathan Zaada, 19, as “a despicable act by a blood-thirsty terrorist.”  The defense ministry proposes to pay the families of the victims an undisclosed lump sum instead of the usual lifelong monthly amount to a victim’s family.

Mohammed Barakeh, an Arab member of the Israeli parliament, has proposed an amendment to the law, recognizing anyone harmed by “hostile activities by a terrorist organization” as a victim of terror and therefore entitled to full compensation.  There was pressure to amend the law in 1990 after a 21-year-old Israeli soldier shot dead seven Palestinian workers.  But it was not approved by parliament.

Another Israeli who killed Arabs in the run-up to the Gaza pullout was charged with murder yesterday for shooting dead four Palestinians, including two of his own employees, and wounding a fifth.

An American court has frozen the assets of the Palestinian Authority in the U.S. after it failed to pay compensation to relatives of an American citizen, Yaron Ungar, and his Israeli wife who were shot dead in their car in the West Bank in 1996.  Three members of Hamas were jailed for the killings.

The Palestinian envoy in Washington says his office has been paralyzed by the American court order.  The PA’s assets in the U.S. are estimated at $1.3 billion.

(A BIT OF) JUSTICE IS SERVED

(From Countdown, a regular update from the Arab American Institute, September 23.  www.aaiusa.org/countdown/countdown.htm)

Eric Krugel, a member of the Jewish Defense League (JDL) was sentenced yesterday to 20 years in prison for his role in a foiled terrorist plot to bomb the office of Arab American Congressman Darrel Issa, a Los Angeles mosque, and the Los Angeles office of the Muslim Public Affairs Council.  At his sentencing, Krugel revealed a previously unknown name relating to the ongoing investigation of the 1985 murder of Alex Odeh, Southern California Director of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC).  “According to press reports, the FBI has already identified three members of the JDL as suspects in this act of domestic terrorism.  The disclosure of this additional name means that four persons have now been identified,” said ADC President Mary Rose Oakar.  “ADC calls on the Department of Justice and the FBI to redouble their efforts in this 20-year long investigation.”  Congressman Issa echoed these sentiments, saying, “Such actions are terrorism and our nation must respond strongly so that domestic terrorism is never considered a viable option for those with extreme views.”  

ART HAPPENINGS

(As reported in the September Art Newsletter and provided by Hope Cobb)

Israeli-Palestinian co-operation in Jerusalem Gareth Harris reporting.

This past July, members of the World Heritage Committee meeting in Durban, South Africa, called for the re-formation of the Israeli-Palestinian committee on archaeology.  The committee had disbanded in 1996 when fierce Palestinian protests followed the opening of a tunnel by the Israelis near the Haram al-Sharif (Temple Mount).

A meeting was to take place in Paris in September to have the Israeli and Palestinian representatives discuss further the proposal to recreate the committee.

The World Heritage Committee also announced a new conservation plan, partly funded by the Italian government, to preserve the old city of Jerusalem.  Several parties have been involved with the conservation, including the Waqf (Islamic religious foundation), Israeli government archaeologists and Christian religious organizations.

In addition, the United Arab Emirates government is funding a museum for Islamic manuscripts in the forecourt of the mosque. 

Saudi Arabia is razing its own heritage.  Lucian Harris reporting.

Historic buildings, many with supposed connections to the prophet Muhammad, are regularly being demolished in the Saudi cities of Mecca and Medina.  This destruction is inspired by Wahhabism, an austere interpretation of Islam closely associated with the House of Saud.

Recent press reports—including a front-page article in the British Newspaper The Independent—have relied on the testimony of Dr. Sami Angawi, a Saudi architect based Jeddah, who has been campaigning to raise international awareness of the destruction.  Dr. Angawi believes that over the past 50 years at least 300 historic buildings have been torn down in Mecca and Medina alone.

Wahhabi-inspired destruction of historic buildings has not only happened in the Gulf.  Andras Riedlmayer, a Harvard-based expert on the Islamic culture of the Balkans, claims that Saudi overseas aid often comes with an ideological agenda.  He says that Saudi-funded so-called “restoration” of mosques in the Balkans has often entailed the razing of original remains and the building of new, unadorned structures more in line with Wahhabi orthodox beliefs.

Full story on Iraq Museum looting.  Martin Bailey reporting.

U.S. lawyer Matthew Bogdamos, who led the attempt to recover antiquities stolen from the Iraq Museum, has published a full account of the operation in the July issue of the American Journal of Archaeology.  In contrast to so much of the writing about losses and recovers, the article is extremely precise and likely to remain the definitive account of happenings at the Baghdad museum after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein.

Between April 3 and 12, 2003, there were three separate thefts:  professional crooks stole several dozen of the most prized treasures in the public galleries; random looters grabbed more than 3000 pieces from the upper floor stores, and insiders took almost 11,000 cylinder seals and pieces of jewelry from the basement storerooms.  The final tally is likely to be around 15,000 items lost.  So far, about 5000 have been recovered.

Fifteen of the looted objects from the public galleries have been recovered, including five of the museum’s finest pieces:  a Ninhursag Bull (returned voluntarily), the famous Warka Vase (returned after negotiations), the Warka Mask and the Bassetki Statue (both seized inside Iraq) and the Assyrian ivory bedhead (seized in Jordan).  Many important objects are still missing.

911 objects have been recovered in Iraq and 1,395 were found outside the country.  Of these, 95 came from the U.S. and the U.K. and 700 from the neighboring countries of Jordan, Syria, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.

MORE BLOOD, LESS OIL

(The failed US mission to capture Iraqi oil.)

(By Michael T. Klare in TomDispatch.com, September 20, at http://www.truthout.org/ doc2005/092005R.shtml.  Klare is the Professor of Peace and World Security Studies at Hampshire College and the author, most recently of Blood and Oil:  The Dangers and Consequences of America’s Growing Dependence on Imported Petroleum (Owl Books).

It has long been an article of faith among America’s senior policymakers – Democrats and Republicans alike – that military force is an effective tool for ensuring control over foreign sources of oil.  Franklin D. Roosevelt was the first president to embrace this view, in February 1945, when he promised King Abdul Aziz of Saudi Arabia that the US would establish a military protectorate over his country in return for privileged access to Saudi oil – a promise that continues to govern US policy today.  This faith was clearly a critical factor in the younger Bush’s decision to invade Iraq in March 2003.  Although oil was not the only concern that prompted the invasion, it weighed in heavily with many senior administrative officials.  This was especially true of Vice President Cheney who, in an August 2002 speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars, highlighted the need to retain control over Persian Gulf oil supplies when listing various reasons for toppling Saddam Hussein.  Likewise oil was a factor in the prewar thinking of many neo-conservatives who argued that Iraqi oilfields, once under US control, would cripple OPEC and thereby weaken the Arab states facing Israel.  Whatever the primacy of their ultimate objectives, these leaders shared one basic assumption:  that, when occupied by American forces, Iraq would pump ever-increasing amounts of petroleum from its vast and prolific reserves.

The sense of optimism about Iraq’s future oil output was palpable in Washington in the months leading up to the invasion.  The Department of Energy reported in late 2002 that, with sufficient outside investment, Iraq could quickly double its production from the then-daily level of 2.5 million barrels to 5 million barrels or more.  At the State Department, the Future of Iraq Project set up a Working Group on Oil and Energy to plan the privatization of Iraqi oil assets and the rapid introduction of Western capital and expertise into the local industry, while Ahmad Chalabi—then the Pentagon’s favorite to replace Saddam Hussein as suzerain of Iraq—met with top executives of the major US oil companies and promised them a significant role in developing Iraq’s vast petroleum reserves.

Aside from the purely pecuniary benefits of seizing Iraqi oil, administration officials of all persuasions saw another key attraction:  once Iraqi fields were pumping oil again, the resulting revenues would essentially pay for the war and the costs of occupation.

As part of its planning for the assault, the Department of Defense established detailed plans to seize Iraqi oil fields and installations during the first days of the war.  Once US troops entered Iraq, special combat teams spread out into the oil fields and occupied key installations.  In fact, the very first operation of the war was a commando raid on an offshore loading platform in the Persian Gulf.  The New York Times reported on March 23 that the raids had achieved “a bloodless victory in the battle for Iraq’s vast oil empire.”

This early “victory” was followed by others, as US forces occupied key refineries and, most conspicuously, the Oil Ministry building in downtown Baghdad.  So far, so good.  But almost instantaneously things began to go seriously wrong.  Lacking sufficient troops to protect the oil facilities and all the other infrastructure in Baghdad and other key cities, the military chose to protect the oil alone.  The very visible American emphasis on protecting oil facilities, while ignoring other infrastructure, gave the distinct, and not completely inaccurate, impression that the US had invaded Iraq less to liberate it from a tyrannical regime than to steal, or at least control, its oil.  And from this perception came part of the anger and resentment that constituted the essential raw materials for the outbreak of an armed insurgency against the American occupation and everything associated with it.

The Iraqi insurgency is not monolithic, and it is not always possible to determine the intentions of its various components.  Nevertheless, it is clear that oil—that is, the association between Iraqi oil and the American occupation—plays a central role in the insurgents’ hazy ideology.  

“The insurgents used this,” Iraqi-born oil consultant Falah Alijbury said of American plans to privatize the Iraqi oil industry.  As he put it, the insurgents are telling fellow Iraqis, “Look, you’re losing your country, you’re losing your resources to a bunch of wealthy billionaires who want to take you over and make your life miserable.”  From Alijbury’s perspective, this is one of the insurgency’s most powerful appeals.

The disparate Iraqi insurgent groups were also aware of Washington’s intent to finance its war and occupation through sales of Iraqi petroleum, and so have made sabotage of Iraq’s pipelines, pumping stations, and loading terminals one of their most important strategic objectives.  

According to one source, insurgents conducted 230 major attacks on Iraq’s oil infrastructure between January 2004 and September 7, 2005, causing billions of dollars in losses.  A list of recent attacks, compiled by the Institute for the Analysis of Global Security, reports those of August, 20, 26, 27, 28 and 30; Sept. 3 and 5, ranging from the sabotaging of oil wells and pipelines to the firing of a mortar at Oil Ministry building in Baghdad. 

As a result of such attacks, which continue to occur on a near-daily basis, Iraqi oil output has actually declined since the U.S. invaded Iraq and overthrew Saddam Hussein.  According to the Department of Energy, total production stood at 1.9 million barrels per day in May 2005, compared to 2.6 million barrels in January 2003, just before the American invasion.  Quite the opposite of paying for the American occupation, as promised by administration officials, Iraqi production is costing US taxpayers billions of dollars per year.  Underwriting the costs of using American soldiers and US-paid private guards to protect Iraq’s highly vulnerable pipelines and refineries has proved expensive indeed.

At present, American forces are protecting two main components of Iraq’s oil infrastructure; the Kirkuk-to-Ceyhan export pipeline in the north, near Iraq’s border with Turkey; and offshore loading terminals in the south, on the edge of the Persian Gulf.  These oil-protection operations have proved extremely hazardous.  Despite the deployment of American troops at key oil facilities and the ever-rising amounts of money invested in pipeline security, the Department of Defense has made zero progress in its drive to boost Iraqi oil output.  “In the north, Iraq’s main export pipeline looks all but impossible to protect from sabotage,” the British Financial Times reported in June.  “Meanwhile in the south, local tribal disputes, which often go unreported, hamper efforts to restore oilfields, while security costs and other reconstruction bills all reduce the amount of money available for [the rehabilitation of] the oil industry.”

Efforts to boost Iraqi oil production have also been hampered by two other problems:  pervasive corruption in the Oil Ministry and severe differences between the Kurds, the Sunnis and the Shiites over the future allocation of oil revenues.

The corruption and mismanagement have had another serious consequence for Iraq’s long-term oil potential:  in order to maximize output now, and thereby keep the dollars rolling in, Iraqi oil executives are employing faulty pumping methods, thus risking permanent damage to underground reservoirs.  Even if U.S. companies later were to gain access to Iraqi fields, therefore, they might find yields to be disappointing.

From all that can be seen, oil production in Iraq is likely to remain depressed for years, no matter how much more blood is shed in its pursuit.  It is already evident that American military action will not lead to democracy in Iraq; it can now also be said that we will not gain any additional petroleum supplies as a result of all this sacrifice and tragedy.  Not only has the use of force to procure Iraqi oil failed to achieve its intended results, it has actually made the situation worse.

This is an important conclusion to draw from Iraq as the United States becomes ever more dependent on imported petroleum.  Additional oil will now have to be procured in the Middle East, Central Asia, Africa, the Andes and other areas beset by chronic instability and conflict.  If past experience is any indication, US policymakers will respond to the dilemma of our growing dependence on unstable foreign providers by sending more and more American military forces to those areas in a desperate attempt to ensure uninterrupted access to oil.  This is, in fact, the underlying reason for the Pentagon’s search for new military bases in Central Asia, the Persian Gulf, and Africa.

Now, more than two years after that invasion, the growing Iraqi quagmire has demonstrated that the application of military force can have the very opposite effect; it can diminish—rather than enhance—America’s access to foreign oil.

RAISING ARMENIA and OTHER QUESTIONS FOR TURKEY

(Nicole Pope reports from Istanbul for Middle East International issue of September 30.)

One of Turkey’s most enduring taboos began to crumble on September 24-25 when scholars gathered in Istanbul to discuss the Armenian question and the controversial massacres and deportations of 1915 that decimated the Ottoman Armenian community.

On the face of it, the gathering was a modest one; the speakers were all Turkish academics and intellectuals and the conference was open only to an audience of 300.  Yet for the very first time scholars were able to discuss the tragic events publicly.  Some even used the word “genocide,” which has always been strenuously opposed by the Turkish authorities.

That the conference took place at all, despite strong nationalist opposition, was in itself a major breakthrough.  [It had been postponed from May, and then moved to a new venue at the last minute.]  Nationalist demonstrators pelted participants with eggs and tomatoes, but there was no violence.  Inside, the atmosphere was often emotional.  Turkey admits many Armenians died in 1915, but it denies their deaths were the result of a deliberate policy of extermination.  Instead, it claims many Turks also died in inter-communal clashes in eastern Turkey during the war, and Armenians succumbed mostly to cold, hunger and disease.

Several speakers disputed the official view.  Some were occasionally interrupted and accused of distorting historical facts, but participants were generally able to express their views.

The press acknowledged that an important threshold had been crossed.  The conference is unlikely to have an immediate impact on Turkey’s foreign policy but, as Hrant Dink, editor-in-chief of a weekly Armenian newspaper in Istanbul, pointed out, the openness of the debate will probably surprise Armenians and may give some of them “the courage to enter into a dialogue with the Turks.”

The coming months will be difficult.  As it starts accession talks, Ankara is facing hostility from some EU member-states and fighting a rising tide of nationalism at home, triggered largely by resistance to the reform process.  European Union representatives finally agreed on September 21 that Turkey will not be required to recognize Cyprus before the start of official talks to admit Turkey to the Union.  But European public opinion remains firmly against Turkey’s membership bid.

Although violent incidents are still reported, the PKK has extended the one-month cease-fire it declared on August 20 until the start of the EU talks, perhaps because it has realized that its campaign of violence was getting little sympathy in Europe.  Military operations against the PKK continue, but the government has so far resisted pressure to introduce harsher measures.

Prime Minister Erdogan, who had made timid openings to the Kurds during a visit to Diyarbakir in August, will need steady nerves to sustain the momentum in the coming months.  Although events like the Armenian conference demonstrate that fundamental changes are taking place, opinion polls also suggest that EU demands are fuelling a nationalist backlash—a trend that is likely to increase further during the difficult accession process.

BOOK REVIEWS:

Saudi Arabia Exposed:  Inside a Kingdom in Crisis by John R. Bradley, (Palgrave, $22.95). Part of a review by Milton Viorst on recent books about Saudi Arabia in The Nation issue of September 26.

Bradley, an Arabic-speaking ex-editor of the English-language Arab News uses a graceful journalist’s pen to write with scholarly authority.  He lived for several years in Jeddah, in the Hejaz, a sector of the Peninsula that has resisted Wahhabi Puritanism since the Sauds conquered it nearly a century ago.  Bradley’s work shows a sensitivity rare for a Westerner, reaching directly to the society’s core.

Bradley recognizes, for example, the dangers to social stability of the 60 percent of Saudis who are under 21.  Poorly educated, living at home where they are coddled by parents and foreign servants, without qualifications for administrative jobs, but refusing manual work, they are utterly directionless.  All contacts with the other sex are forbidden.  These youth spread their discontent over the Internet, but otherwise boredom hangs over them “like a toxic cloud.”  Crime among the young and jobless has risen nearly fivefold since 1990.  Their life, Bradley says, promotes feelings of inferiority and inadequacy, leading “some to wantonness and others to the straight and narrow of fundamentalism.”

Bradley also writes shrewdly of Saudi Arabia’s Shiites, a substantial minority nationally, but a majority in the oil-rich Eastern Province.  The government, pressed by its Wahhabi constituency, has always treated them as infidels, forcing them to conduct their religious observances in secret.  Historically the Shiites have been passive, but since the Shiite victory under Khomeini in Iran, and more recently since the rise to power of Iraq’s Shiite community, they have become more assertive, arousing in the monarchy a fear that they might be developing a power base in the oil region.  Whenever the monarchy has made some effort to appease them, it has provoked the ire of the Wahhabi establishment.  Squeezed by the two sides, it is being undermined by both.

Whatever his other strengths, Bradley is at his most impressive in dealing with the subtle political ramifications of Saudi Arabia’s tribal system, about which Westerners know almost nothing.  He reminds us that more than once in the past century or so, the Sauds have had to face tribal uprisings, which they suppressed brutally, and that tribal rivalry is far from over.  As a sign of growing awareness by US diplomats, he tells us, a Saudi who applies for a visa must now provide a tribal affiliation, but Bradley is skeptical about whether American officials can tell the difference between friendly tribes and hostile ones.

To Viorst, the book’s most significant revelation is that most of the fifteen Saudis who hijacked planes on 9/11 were not Wahhabis at all, but rather tribesmen from the southern province of Asir.  Like Hejazis and Shiites, he writes, Asiris “have always been reluctant partners in the Saudi state.”  Interestingly, Asiri women, unique among Saudis, are allowed to drive cars, but Bradley warns that this freedom does not suggest a pro-Western tilt.  On the contrary, bin Laden, who knows Asir well, found eager recruits on personal missions there.  What he and the Asiris shared was contempt for the monarchy’s high life, and so the two had common cause to inflict injury on the Sauds and their protector.  Such observations lead Bradley to conclude that 9/11, far from being the product of recent events, was inevitable from the start of the American-Saudi alliance that was born six decades ago.

Night Draws Near:  Iraq’s People in the Shadow of America’s War, reviewed by Jim Zogby in Countdown, a regular update from the Arab American Institute, September 23.

Arab-American journalist Anthony Shadid is receiving richly deserved praise for his recently release narrative, Night Draws Near.  The book, already a bestseller, draws on Shadid’s reporting for The Washington Post, which earned him the 2004 Pulitzer Prize for international reporting.  The New York Times calls it “incisive and eloquent” and The Washington Post hails Shadid’s ability to offer American readers insight into how Iraqis view their country’s history and questionable future, crediting his Arab background, language skills, and “affection for the region and its people.”  Night Draws Near shifts the familiar debate on Iraq—while Americans speak of “freedom” it is the quest for “justice” that has greater resonance among the Iraqis Shadid meets.  Decisive issues are tackled as Iraqis see them:  Have the Americans come as liberators or occupiers?  How could the US, with all its power, fail to restore services and provide security?  “The American promises to Iraq are like trying to hold water in your hand.  It spills through your fingers,” he is told by a bookstore owner.  Perhaps most importantly, where does legitimacy for a new government come from?  “The Americans never understood the question; Iraqis never agree on the answer,” he writes.  For those who hope to understand war from the perspective of those living it Night Draws Near is a must-read.

ANALYSIS OF RECENT U.N. ACTIVITY

(From an article by Ian Williams in The Washington Report on Middle East Affairs, November issue.)

Ian Williams first discusses the “Oil-for-Food” scandal, pointing out that any program that fed 90 percent of the Iraqi people, and helped maintain sanctions that prevented Saddam Hussein from acquiring weapons of mass destruction should be considered a success and was initially praised by U.S. diplomats.  He accuses Ahmad Chalabi, who was nervous that the U.N. envoy in Baghdad, Lakhdar Brahimi, might blow the whistle on his pretenses, of raising the storm about the Oil-for-Food program.  Chalabi may even have benefited from the $9 billion given by the program to the U.S. occupation authorities for the Iraq Development Fund.  Its spending was supposed to be monitored by an international monitoring board, but the U.S. would not allow the UN access.  The money evaporated with barely a trace.  

Williams points out that although Kofi Annan had gone out of his way to make up with Israel and the American lobbies supporting it, the neo-cons and right-wing enemies of the U.N., inflamed by Annan’s reluctant admission that the U.S. invasion of Iraq was “illegal,” attacked him.  Volker’s committee of inquiry, while admitting that the Oil-for-Food program had fulfilled its mandate, could not bring itself to say that Annan was exonerated—but used instead the strange formula “that the evidence is not reasonably sufficient” to show that Annan knew of his son’s employer’s bid for a contract.  The committee blamed Annan for not having set up an inquiry years before and insinuated that he was responsible for the low caliber of the U.N. administration.  The transfer of the $9 billion was recorded in an annex with no mention of its subsequent disappearance. 

Williams comments that although the new U.S. representative, John Bolton, came to savage the statement for the Sixtieth Anniversary Summit into which months of hard work had gone, in the end, many of the concepts he tried to take out were reinstated.  Williams suggests that because the U.S. decided it needed support in order to refer Iran to the Security Council and to set up Syria for punishment, it backed down on some issues.

The final statement includes what may be the biggest change in international law since the U.N. Charter itself.  It overturns the hitherto sacred international law principle of absolute national sovereignty and introduces the doctrine of humanitarian intervention:  the idea that the world community has the right to intervene, including taking military action, in the case of “national authorities manifestly failing to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.”  Of course, the details will have to be worked out.

There were in fact, very few reforms to the U.N. structure, proposed or passed, concluded Williams.  “We should remember that, apart from the right to bully the secretary-general into firing staff who resist U.S. pressure, when Washington calls for U.N. reforms the most consistent reform they want is the disbanding of the programs for the Palestinians, and the cessation of resolutions about Israel and Palestine.  That was the original cause for the congressional campaign against the U.N. and still remains one of its more potent dynamics.”
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