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ADVOCACY ACTION

Sign online [www.mideastcalm.org] the petition of the Campaign for American Leadership in the Middle East (CALME) that brings together Democratic and Republican leaders as well as religious leaders in urging President Bush to make the Arab-Israeli peace process, with its connection to all the other issues in the Middle East, the central activity of the remaining years of his administration.

LOCAL AID FOR PALESTINIAN VICTIM

Several New Jersey families, including our members Rima and Hilal Taha, are involved in helping a Palestinian boy to receive free neuro and orthopedic surgery at Monmouth Medical Center.  Ten-year-old Adham is from Gaza, and suffered terrible injuries last June when his family was killed on a beach in Gaza.  If you would like to help with Adham’s airfare and expenses, you can send a donation to: The Palestine Children’s Relief Fund, Princeton Chapter, P.O. Box 141, Rocky Hill, NJ 08553-0141 (a U.S.-based, nonprofit, tax-exempt humanitarian medical relief organization).  If you want more information on how you can help Adham, or other children from the Middle East, please contact our member Nora Whisnant at 908-874-5844 or nmwhisnant@aol.com.

NEW JERSEY VOTES

On September 6, N.J. Senator Robert Mendenez, who is opposed to the war in Iraq and up for election on November 7, voted for the Feinstein amendment which called for the protection of “civilian lives from unexploded cluster munitions” by preventing U.S. tax dollars from being spent to acquire, utilize, sell, or transfer cluster munitions.  The final vote was 30 Senators for and 70, including NJ Senator Frank Lautenberg, against such an investigation into U.S. sales of cluster bombs.

IDF COMMANDER:  WE FIRED MORE THAN A MILLION CLUSTER BOMBS 

(Meron Rappaport in Haaretz (Israel), September 12)

“What we did was insane and monstrous, we covered entire towns in cluster bombs,” the commander of an Israeli Defense Force (IDF) rocket unit in Lebanon said about the use of cluster bombs and phosphorous shells in the war.

Quoting his battalion commander, the rocket unit commander stated that the IDF fired around 1,800 cluster bombs, containing over 1.2 million cluster bomblets.

In addition, soldiers in IDF artillery units testified that the army used phosphorous shells during the war, widely forbidden by international law.  According to their claims, the vast majority of said explosive ordinance was fired in the final 10 days of the war.

The rocket unit commander stated that Multiple Launch Rocket System (MLRS) platforms were heavily used, in spite of the fact that they were known to be highly inaccurate.

MLRS is a mobile rocket launching platform capable of firing a very high volume of mostly unguided munitions.  The use of such weaponry is controversial, mainly due its inaccuracy and ability to wreak great havoc against indeterminate targets over large areas of territory, with a margin of error of as much as 1,200 meters from the intended target.

The cluster rounds, which don’t detonate on impact, believed by the U.N. to be around 40% of those fired by the IDF in Lebanon, remain on the ground as unexploded munitions, effectively littering the landscape with thousands of land mines, which will continue to claim victims long after the war has ended.

Because of their high level of failure to detonate, it is believed that there are around 500,000 unexploded munitions on the ground in Lebanon.

According to the commander, in order to compensate for the inaccuracy of the rockets and the inability to strike individual targets precisely, units would “flood” the battlefield with munitions, accounting for the littered and explosive landscape of post-war Lebanon.

It has come to light that IDF soldiers fired phosphorous rounds in order to cause fires in Lebanon.  An artillery commander has admitted to seeing trucks loaded with phosphorous rounds on their way to artillery crews in the north of Israel.

A direct hit from a phosphorous shell typically causes severe burns and a slow, painful death.

International law forbids the use of weapons that cause “excessive injury and unnecessary suffering,” and many experts are of the opinion that phosphorous rounds fall directly in that category.

The International Red Cross has determined that international law forbids the use of phosphorous and other types of flammable rounds against personnel, both civilian and military. 

The IDF Spokesman’s Office stated that “international law does not include a sweeping prohibition of the use of cluster bombs.  The convention on conventional weaponry does not declare a prohibition on [phosphorous weapons], rather on principles regulating the use of such weapons.  For understandable operational reasons, the IDF does not respond to ‘[accounts of] details of weaponry in its possession.

SHUTTING DOWN JUDT (AND OTHERS)

Several members of PMES attended the September 28 debate on the Walt-Mearsheimer paper about the power of the "Israel lobby."  A panel consisting of Rashid Khalidi, John Mearsheimer and Tony Judt, who supported the paper's premise, and of Martin Indyk, Dennis Ross, and former Israeli foreign minister, Shlomo Ben Ami, who opposed it, was moderated by Anne-Marie Slaughter of Princeton's Woodrow Wilson School.  It is worth noting that all the pro-Zionists on the panel had held high government positions and all the critics were academics.  The audience (at Cooper Union hall) sounded most enthusiastic when supporting statements that the power of the Israel lobby stiffled debate on U.S. policy in the Middle East.

Since that debate, the Israel lobby has gone after Tony Judt, a frequent contributor to the New York Review of Books, director of the Remarque Institute of NYU, and author of the highly praised recently published Postwar.  He writes on October 4 [www.antiwar.com/blog/2006/

10/04/tony-judt-speech-shut-down -by-adl]:  "I was due to speak this evening, in Manhattan, to a group called Network 20/20, comprising young business leaders, NGO, academics, etc. from the U.S. and many countries.  Topic:  ‘The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy.’  The meetings are always held at the Polish Consulate in Manhattan.

"I just received a call from the President of Network 20/20.  The talk was cancelled because the Polish Consulate had been threatened by the Anti-Defamation League.  Serial phone calls from ADL President Abe Foxman warned them off hosting anything involving Tony Judt.  If they persisted, he warned, he would smear the charge of Polish collaboration with anti-Israeli anti Semites (=me) [Judt is Jewish and much of his family perished in the Holocaust] all over the front page of every daily paper in the city (an indirect quote).  They caved and Network 20/20 were forced to cancel.

"Whatever your views on the Middle East I hope you find this as serious and frightening as I do.  This is, or used to be, the United States of America."

In an October 9 article in The Washington Post by Michael Powell, Judt reported that he was forced to cancel another speech later this month at Manhattan College in the Bronx after a different Jewish group had complained.  The Post article quotes American critics of Judt, like David Frum and CAMERA, who say that he panders to genocide or persues "genocide liberalism," or that his view of Israel is "an offensive caricature."

But the Post article continues:  "The Mearsheimer and Walt paper, however, has drawn praise in some quarters in Israel, particularly on the left.  So, too, some Israeli writers, not least Israeli historian and social critic Amos Elon, have praised Judt's writings on Israel.  Nor are Judt's arguments without historical precedent.  M.I.T. linguist and political philosopher Noam Chomsky, who is Jewish, has advocated a binational solution in Israel, a view that, three decades ago, sparked such anger that police stood guard at his college talks.  More recently, the ADL repeatedly accused De Paul University professor Norman G. Finkelstein, who is Jewish and strongly opposes Israeli policies, of being a 'Holocaust denier.' These charges have proved baseless.”

UNDERMINING MODERATE FORCES

(From an editorial in the Daily Star (Lebanon) of October 4)

U.S. Secretary of State Rice has called on all governments in the Middle East to pursue policies that empower moderates.  But the U.S. has turned a blind eye to Israel’s policies that have been fueling extremism for generations.

Consider, for example, Israel’s policy of military incursions in Lebanon.  Israel’s near daily violations of Lebanese sovereignty do not get much coverage in the Western media, nor are they often mentioned by Western diplomats.  But these incidents have an enormous political impact on the ground.  From June of 2005 to June of 2006, prior to Israel’s recent war on Lebanon, the Lebanese Army recorded no fewer than 11,984 Israeli air, land and sea incursions into Lebanese territory.  Yesterday, just two days after Israel’s withdrawal from most of South Lebanon, four Israeli warplanes flew deep into Lebanese territory.

Israel insists that it has a “right” to conduct military incursions into Lebanon, even though these operations have no apparent strategic value.  The Israeli government openly announced this week that it will continue authorizing overflights in order to ensure that weapons do not reach Hizbullah.  But the Israeli military has long had access to satellite technology that would serve the same purpose—both more effectively and at a lower cost.

The greatest price of Israel’s policy of incursions is that it bolsters forces of extremism at the expense of moderates.  Day by day the Israelis are exposing the weakness and impotence of the “moderate” Lebanese government in the face of Israel, which has won free license from the U.S. to behave as it pleases.  This daily example provides extremists—both anti-Israeli and anti-American—with useful fodder to support their calls for resistance and jihad.

THE ISRAEL LOBBY AND HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

(Philip Weiss writes in The Nation of September 18)

For progressives who are even mildly critical of Israel, a never-ending concern is the response of the Jewish community.  Generally, Jews are among the biggest backers of liberal causes.  But a common refrain from liberal Jews is that Hamas and Hizbullah represent threats to Israel’s very existence, and so conversations about policy take on an emotional and religious character. “There’s a deep schizophrenia in some of the Jewish community, and people who are at the forefront of every single rights issue, from racial justice in the U.S. to the ethnic cleansing in Darfur—on Israel, it crumbles, and there is all this hand-wringing,” says Saraleah Whitson of  Human Rights Watch.  “And everyone [who is critical] is successfully marginalized.”

The struggle for Jewish hearts and minds explains the latest battle in the ideological war over the Middle East:  the firestorm over reports by Human Rights Watch (HRW) from the Lebanon war.  The New York City-based monitor issued a several dozen reports during the conflict, some sharply critical of Israel for killing civilians, and has had to fight a rear-guard action to maintain its standing among American Jews.

The leading human rights organization in the world, HRW has a dry and thorough manner that reflects its executive director, lawyer Kenneth Roth, who is given to tweezer-like fact-finding and incisive conclusions, with a moral backbeat.  The restrained tone has allowed HRW to grow by half in the past five years and stay firmly in the mainstream.

HRW has often been critical of Israel, while showing respect for its security concerns.  For instance, it has condemned suicide bombing as a war crime and also assailed Israel’s actions in the occupied West Bank.  On July 12, the Lebanon war began, and soon escalated into a wholesale air attack by Israel on Lebanon (and a rain of Hizbullah rockets on civilian targets in Israel).  HRW’s first critics were the left, which felt HRW was twiddling its thumbs as hundreds died, when it alluded delicately to “potential violations of international humanitarian law” in a letter to Secretary of State Rice.  HRW did not issue more forceful statements in the first two weeks of the war, Roth says, because its two researchers couldn’t get into southern Lebanon.  Once they got there and spent two days visiting villages, HRW issued a fifty-page report August 3, accusing Israel of war crimes in its “indiscriminate” bombings.  The researchers had documented more than a third of the reported civilians deaths at that time and could show that in none of 153 killings were Hizbullah forces or weapons “in or near the area that the IDF targeted during or just prior to the attack.”  HRW alleged a war crime after it visited Qana, the scene of twenty-eight civilian deaths on July 30.  There Israeli missiles had hit a three-story house in which people were sheltering.  Israeli officials later stated that rocket fire had originated from the village three days before the attack.

HRW’s statements got international news coverage (if only two paragraphs in the New York Times), but put the group in the cross hairs of the Israel lobby, notably in the New York Sun.  The Sun linked Ken Roth with Mel Gibson as an enemy of the Jewish people and said his moral compass was “haywire.”  It is tempting to dismiss the four-year-old Sun—whose most memorable contribution to American letters has been its statement that Iraq war protesters were guilty of “treason”—as a right-wing rag.  Its backers include Manhattan Institute former chair Roger Hertog and Bruce Kovner, chair of the American Enterprise Institute.  But Kovner is also chair of Julliard, and the Sun is a sophisticated newspaper, with extensive arts and sports coverage.  As managing editor Ira Stoll says, the Sun has influence; it represents the views of organized Jewish leaders.  Among the Sun’s readers, say Stoll, are some of HRW’s biggest financial backers.  Indeed, in an editorial the Sun said that Robert Bernstein, HRW’s former chair, was having “private agonies” over the group’s reports and quoted Morton Zuckerman, listed as a donor of between $25,000 and $99,000 in HRW’s 2005 report, as saying the reports on Israel were an “outrage…Human Rights Watch has lost all moral credibility.”

Roth responded to every attack the Sun printed.  In one letter he spoke of Israeli “slaughter” and wrote, “An eye for an eye—or more accurately in this case, twenty eyes for an eye—may have been the morality of some more primitive moment.”  The comment was echoed in smears.  The Sun printed a piece by Abraham Foxman of the Anti-Defamation League saying that criticisms of the Bible are a classic anti-Semitic stereotype, a diagnosis of Roth’s motivation that Stoll says he shares.  “In my view unfortunately and dangerously, it’s increasingly respectable in mainstream circles to engage in old style anti-Jewish stereotypes,” says Stoll.  (It seems Roth’s personal history—he went into human rights law in part because as a boy he had listened to his father’s stories of escaping Nazi Germany—is sinister camouflage.)

The Jerusalem Post and New York Daily News soon piled on.  Never one to miss the limelight, so did Harvard law professor Alan Dershowitz, who wrote on the Huffington Post that HRW had invented facts.  Dershowitz then invoked Jewish solidarity:  “Within the last month, virtually every component of the organized Jewish community, from secular to religious, liberal to conservative, has condemned Human Rights Watch for its bias.”

Roth says that HRW was isolated in its role as Israel critic in part because the prospect of the sort of vitriol he faced has scared other groups away from even looking at the Middle East. HRW emergency director Peter Brouckaert explains, “We always get attacked for our findings by the government involved.  What makes this case different is, it’s not the government, it’s the external lobby.  We have a difficult but positive dialogue with the Israeli government and the IDF.  They don’t dismiss us as morally repugnant or irrelevant.  They take our findings seriously.  The attacks are not about the facts, they’re about insulating Israel from any type of criticism.”

Bouckaert says the attacks represent a real threat to HRW.  “All we have is our reputation for credibility and impartiality.  We have a lot of Jewish donors and funders, and I think Ken wants to be sure they don’t think of us as not impartial.”

At the height of the criticism, HRW organized a conference call with Bouckaert and two other researchers who were on the ground in the Middle East and members of the HRW board, to explain their methods.  “They made it clear that they understood the political sensitivities and were bending over backward to be impartial,” says Michael Geller, an HRW board member.  So much bending over backward can give a fact-finder a backache.  Bouckaert says that Israel is “an emotionally upsetting place to work” because while he sometimes feels outrage at Israeli actions, he is compelled to report publicly in the most careful and balanced terms.  That pressure grinds researchers down.  They leave or avoid the subject, which is the aim of the critics.  “We’re one of the last ones standing in the mainstream,” says Whitson.

Remaining in the mainstream is vital to HRW.  While Roth stuck to his guns on Israel’s “indiscriminate” bombings, and the organization repeatedly condemned Israel’s use of cluster bombs in civilian areas, it also seemed to go out of its way toward the end of the war to blast both sides.  The chariness alienated the international left.  Roel Bramer, a Dutch-Canadian, resigned from the board of the Toronto chapter of HRW in August, saying its criticism of Israel was too tepid.  In a resignation letter, Bramer wrote, “Ken [Roth] is quoted as stating that we abide by a ‘fact/research-based application of international human rights and humanitarian law’” and criticize governments on human rights grounds, not political ones.  “I feel that HRW should protest boldly and loudly against this borderline genocide and the calamitous rubble and grief Israel has left behind.”

Roth does not appear to be too worried about his credibility on the left.  He is much more concerned about the right, even if that means fielding arguments about whether the Bible is primitive.  One board member, Shibley Telhami, an Arab-American who is sometimes enraged by Israel’s actions, says engaging the pro-Israel community is vital to the organization’s mission and his own.  “The New York Sun is framing HRW in a context that resonates with a community that’s much broader…. What you have here is Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, within the American political mainstream, not just the Jewish groups, saying this about Israel’s right to defend itself and let them finish the job.  But you’ve got to connect, so you think, What is the best mix of effectiveness, credibility and principle?  I struggle with that every day.”

THE GOP’S “ANTI-ISRAEL” ADS

Howard Berman writing in the Jewish Forward (www.forward.com), of September 29. reports that over the last month, the Republican Jewish Coalition has placed ads in Jewish newspapers across the country asserting that Democrats are “turning their backs on Israel.”  At the same time, the accusation has been made by individuals who have sent out thousands of e-mails to all those in their inboxes.

Berman calls this “a reckless strategy to politicize support for Israel—a strategy that will have negative long-term consequences for the vital American-Israeli relationship.

“President Bush, former House speaker Gingrich and many other Republicans have certainly been reliable friends of Israel.  But they have been no better friends than the great majority of Democratic leaders—including Clinton, Harry Reid and Nancy Pelosi—all of whom are unwavering supporters of the Jewish state…

“When Democrats controlled Congress, we passed legislation prohibiting American contact with the PLO until it recognized Israel’s right to exist, approved massive increases in aid for Israel, blocked certain arms sales to Israel’s enemies in the Middle East and took other steps to enhance Israel’s security.

“As members of the minority, Democrats have played an integral role in legislative efforts to cut off funding for Hamas and stop Iran from developing nuclear weapons.  Both of those legislative efforts have, unfortunately, been blocked by the Bush administration.”

After writing that statements of President Carter and Cindy Sheehan used in the ads are ludicrous as neither of them represent mainstream Democrats, Beerman, a California Democrat, and member of the House International Affairs Committee, continues: 

“In the increasingly polarized American political system, support for Israel is one of the issues that remains truly bipartisan.  This gives Israel confidence that no matter which party occupies the White House or controls the House and Senate, the U.S. will always be committed to Israel’s security and right to exist free from terrorism.  The Republican Jewish Coalition’s…cheap ploy will ultimately make Israel less secure…”

AT THE CENTER OF THE STORM

The recent war between Israel and Hizbullah has encouraged new talk about the necessity of a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian issue.  The September newsletter of Churches for Middle East Peace (info@cmep.org) reports that Senator Chuck Hagel (R-NE) stated on the Senate floor, “The core of all challenges in the Middle East remains the underlying Arab-Israeli conflict.”  Rep. Chris Van Hollen (D-MD) wrote President Bush that “…no lasting solution to the turmoil in the Middle East will be achieved without resolving the Israeli-Palestinian problem…There can be little doubt that the lack of progress on that front continues to breed hatred and hostility that is effectively exploited by Hizbullah, Iran, Syria and others.”  The highly respected International Crisis Group advised: “Only through a serious and credible rekindling of the long dormant peace process can there be any hope whatsoever of addressing, and eliminating, root causes.”  And Brent Scowcroft, national security adviser to Presidents Ford and Bush I, recently outlined the necessary elements for a comprehensive peace:

· A Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders, with minor rectifications agreed upon by Palestine and Israel

· Palestinians giving up the right of return and Israel…removing its settlements from the West Bank, again, with rectifications as mutually agreed

· Deployment of an international force to facilitate and supervise traffic to and from Gaza and the West Bank.

· Designation of Jerusalem as the shared capital of Israel and Palestine, with appropriate international guarantees of freedom of movement and civic life.

“These elements are well known…”concludes Scowcroft.  “What seems breathtakingly complicated, however, is how one mobilizes the necessary political will, in the region and beyond, to transform these principles into an agreement on a lasting accord.  The current crisis in Lebanon provides a historic opportunity to achieve what has seemed impossible.”

Other initiatives for moving towards a solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict have recently surfaced without any noticeable effect on the present administration.

The Middle East Quartet (U.N., E.U., Russian Federation and the U.S.) issued a statement on September 20 stressing “the urgent need to make progress towards a just, lasting and comprehensive peace in the Middle East.  The Quartet expressed its concern at the grave crisis in Gaza and the continued stalemate between Israel and the Palestinian.”  It also urged greater donor support for the Palestinians. (www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2006/sg2116.doc.htm) 

And the Boston Globe of 5 October  (http://www.boston.com/news/globe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2006/10/05/charting_a…) had an op ed piece by two former U.S. ambassadors to Israel reporting on a recent discussion convened by the Israel Policy Forum, which included, as well, senior advisers to four US presidents, former State Department officials, and academic researchers.  The five steps the U.S. should take that would have significant, positive impact in the region and on U.S. foreign policy focused largely on what Palestinians should do first before Israel stopped its “incursions,” etc. 

WHY DIVESTMENT? AND WHY NOW?

The August-September issue of The Link, a publication of Americans for Middle East Understanding, Inc. features an article by David Wildman, comparing the desperate situation of the Palestinians to that of black South Africans before the end of apartheid.  He advocates nonviolent action against the Israeli occupation because One, it works.  Two, it’s moral.  Three, it’s nonviolent.  Four, churches actually have years of experience in morally responsible investing/divesting.  Failure to act, once one becomes aware of immoral corporate behavior, constitutes tacit support for violence and injustice.

The Link article goes on to describe efforts by churches and other institutions to take actions that will convince the Israelis to end their brutal rule of the Occupied Territories.

A GROCER’S MIND WON’T SOLVE ARAB PROBLEMS

(From an article by Rami Khouri in the Daily Star  (Lebanon), October 7)

The five most crucial points of contention in the Middle East have no immediate resolution in sight:  the relationship between Lebanon’s government and Hizbullah over the latter’s arms, Iraq’s domestic order, Palestinian political power-sharing, Syria’s fate after release of a report by the U.N. commission investigating the assassination of Rafiq Hariri, and Iran’s nuclear industry. 

These issues are all directly or indirectly linked to one another, so we should not expect anything very different within individual countries in the region, unless some dramatic diplomatic initiative is launched.  During  U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s recent visit to the area, however, her main diplomatic achievement has been to secure an imprecise and limited Israeli agreement to open the border point between Gaza and Israel more often, alleviating pressure on Palestinian exports of fruits and vegetables, which are a key part of the battered Gaza economy.

By continuing to shun or actively oppose those populist forces in the Arab world and Iran that clearly have significant or majority support among the public, the U.S. pursues a policy that is guaranteed to fail.  More than that, it will probably also make things much worse as the U.S. and others start funding and arming political, security and militia groups that are actively engaged in domestic ideological struggles.  Many sensible but bewildered people do not see much difference between Iran supporting and arming Hizbullah in Lebanon and the U.S. supporting and arming the Fatah security forces in Palestine.  Both recipient groups are engaged in militant political activity and deep contests over the identity of their societies. 

Baby steps being attempted by the U.S. and others in the region are a sign of the inability or unwillingness to do much more than that.  Not only have the prevailing political elites largely failed to address the issues that matter to their people—sovereignty, security, economic well-being, a sense of dignity in day-to-day life—but they have also managed to spread the consequences of their collective incompetence to cover most of this region.

A generation ago, the Middle East was plagued primarily by the Arab-Israeli conflict and its ramifications; today, political disputes and the causes of chronic violence are more diverse, and manifest themselves in greater suffering by ordinary people.  That is why today it is impossible to get any movement in Lebanon, for example, until the status of the Syrian ruling regime is resolved, or until the Iranian-Western nuclear issue is resolved.  The Palestinian and Iraqi situations, similarly, will not improve while countries like Syria and Iran remain locked in ideological battle with the U.S.-led West.  The Iranian-Western nuclear standoff would be easier to resolve if the situations in Iraq and Palestine improved, and American and Israeli attitudes to Iran and assorted Arab political forces were less hostile.

It is not fair or reasonable to put all the blame for this situation at the door of the Americans, because the criminal neglect and incompetent management that brought us to this point are also shared by Israeli, Arab, Iranian and other leaders.  The U.S., though, is the party with the greatest ability to break this pattern of stalemate and mediocrity if it wishes to do so.  All the signs are that it is not interested in exploring a grand bargain to simultaneously address the main conflicts in the area.  So we will remain mired in the peculiar world of global powers with the ability to change history, but that prefer to act with the vision of small-town grocers, while the rest of the interested parties in the Middle East slowly sink in their self-made marginality and irrelevance.

THE FINAL REFUGE FOR MIDDLE EAST CHRISTIANS

(By William Dalrymple in The Guardian, September 2)

Wander through the streets of Damascus this week, and you will see signs everywhere of the conflict in Lebanon.  The bearded, black-turbaned Hassan Nasrallah stares out from every shop window, even in the Christian quarter.  Here electric-blue neon crosses wink from the domes of the churches, and processions of crucifix-carrying boy scouts squeeze past gaggles of Christian girls heading out on the town, all low-cut jeans and tight-fitting T-shirts.  The video shops are full of DVDs showing “highlights” from the war –exploding Israeli tanks and jubilant Hizbullah fighters—which sell even better than the ubiquitous pirated versions of the latest Hollywood releases, The Devil Wears Prada and The Da Vinci Code:  evidence that in the contemporary Middle East you don’t have to hate western culture, or even be a Muslim, to relish the bloody nose given to ill-judged Israeli and American attempts at imposing their hegemony in the region by force of invasion and cluster bombs.

Evidence of the conflict in Iraq, Syria’s neighbor to the north-east, is at first harder to spot than the ubiquitous images from Lebanon, but on closer examination it is no less pervasive.  Lounging in every park and teahouse are unshaven, tired-looking Iraqi refugees, driven from their homes by sectarian mayhem.  This summer, as Baghdad spiraled out of control, Syria responded by providing asylum (though not work permits) to all Iraqis who were forced to flee, as well as free education for their children.

Talk to the refugees in Damascus, however, and you soon find that one group predominates:  the Iraqi Christians.  Although they made up only about 3% of the population of prewar Iraq—700,000 people—under Saddam they were a prosperous minority, symbolized by the high profile of Tariq Aziz, Saddam’s Christian foriegn minister.  Highly educated and overwhelmingly middle class, the Christians were heavily concentrated in Mosul, Basra and especially Baghdad, which before the war had the largest Christian population of any Middle Eastern town or city.

Now at least half of these Christians—around 350,000 people—have fled Bush’s new Iraq and its violence, mass abductions and economic meltdown.  Wherever I went in Syria I kept running into them—bank managers and engineers, pharmacists and scientists, garage owners and businessmen—all living with their extended families in one-room flats on what remained of their savings and assisted by the charity of the different churches.

“Before the war there was no separation between Christian and Muslim,” I was told by Shamun Daawd, a former liquor-store owner who fled after he received Islamist death threats.  “Under Saddam no one ask you your religion, and we used to attend each other’s religious services and weddings.  After the invasion we hoped democracy would come; but instead all that came were bombs, kidnapping and killing.  Now at least 75% of my Christian friends have fled.  There is no future for us in Iraq.”

The Christian community in Iraq is one of the oldest in the world, and has existed since the first century…At the Council of Nicaea, where the words of the Christian creed were thrashed out in 325 A.D., there were more bishops from Mesopotamia and India than there were from western Europe.  Later, the region became a refuge for groups considered heretical by the Orthodox Byzantine emperors….Now most members of these ancient churches have been forced to flee.

This is part of a much wider problem across the Middle East. Almost everywhere the Christians are leaving, as ill-judged Anglo-American adventures, intended to suppress terrorism, actually have the reverse effect and steadily radicalize the entire region.  Today in the Middle East the Arab Christians are a small minority of 12 million; in the last decade at least two million have left…Only in Syria has this pattern been resisted.

Now there are worries that Syria, one of the last countries in the region without an Islamist movement, is also in Washington’s cross hairs:  Donald Rumsfeld, among others, has accused Syria of sponsoring the Islamic resistance in Iraq and in Lebanon. 

Few would deny that Syria has much to reform.  Yet if it is a one-party police state, it is one that tends to leave its citizens alone as long as they keep out of politics.  And if political freedoms have always been severely, and often brutally, restricted—as is also the case in most of the U.S.’s ally states in the region—Assad’s regime does allow wide-ranging cultural and religious freedoms, which give Syria’s minorities a security and stability far greater than their counterparts anywhere else in the region.

The Assads have stayed in power by forming in effect a coalition of religious minorities, through which they were able to counterbalance the weight of the Sunni majority.  In Syria the major Christians feasts are national holidays; Christians are exempt from turning up to work on Sunday mornings; and churches and monasteries, like mosques, are given free electricity.

It would be tragic if the British now assisted the U.S. in destabilizing not just Iraq and Lebanon, but also Syria.  As Sabah Mansur put it:  “Bush brought nothing but killing, violence and mass emigration—not just to Iraq, but to Afghanistan and Palestine also.  Now we just pray he leaves Syria alone.  For us it is the last place of refuge.

STAR BAGHDAD MUSEUM ANTIQUITY FOUND IN NEW YORK

(Martin Bailey in Art Newspaper of September)

To the delight of all who have despaired over the looting of antiquities from the Baghdad Museum in April 2003, the headless stone statute of King Entemena of Lagash was recovered in New York and turned over to the Iraqi embassy in Washington on July 25.

A complicated deal, brokered by an Iraqi businessman in the European construction business, arranged for the famous statue to be shipped from Syria to a warehouse in Queens  where it was seized by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security with the help of Interpol.  It is proposed to exhibit it temporarily at the Pennsylvania University Museum in Philadelphia, which has an important collection of Mesopotamian antiquities.

HAMAS’ FALL IS NEARER

(Danny Rubinstein, Opinion, in Haaretz (Israel), October 9)

Palestinian Authority Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh’s recent speech before masses of his supporters in Gaza shows that betrayal by Arab brethren is causing more pain than the opposition of Fatah.  Since his party’s election victory, no Arab government has invited Haniyeh to visit aside from the emirate of Qatar.

A journalist from Gaza says he also heard Haniyeh complain that in the past few months, Abu Mazen of Fateh has traveled to every corner of the world, but not once did he bother to take along anyone from the Hamas government.

In one Palestinian publication last week, Haniyeh was quoted as having said that the outlook is black.  In the best case scenario, he said, Gaza and the Palestinian Authority will sink into anarchy, and in the worst case, a civil war will break out.

Public opinion surveys in the West Bank and Gaza have recently shown a weakening of Hamas, and the Palestinian public seems to be sending the organization a message:  We elected you in order to lead reforms in the government and demonstrate pride and determination vis-à-vis Israel, but not to transform Palestine into a branch of Iran.

17 CONGRESSMEN WRITE BUSH ON IRAN

Some members of Congress, none of them from New Jersey, have written the President urging the U.S. to open direct diplomatic channels with Tehran.  Like leaders  Kofi Annan and Angela Merkel, they declare that no diplomatic approach that rejects direct talks with Iran can be regarded as a serious effort to seek a peaceful solution.

“There are seldom occasions in history where a great country should fear dialogue with a potential adversary.  On the contrary, dialogue is needed to explain clearly the compelling nature of America’s objectives in the Middle East.  More than 25 years of isolating Iran has moved us farther from, not closer to, achieving these goals.  No one can dispute that the U.S. has a strong track record of diplomatic successes in autocratic societies after opening negotiation channels.”  The congressmen, in their letter of 29 September urged the president to do so “as soon as possible.”

THE SHIA REVIVAL

(From an article by Vali Nasr, adapted from his new book with the same title (http://www.theglobalist.com/DBWeb/StoryId.aspx?StoryId=5617) of September 26) 

The Shia-Sunni conflict is about two things at once.  It is a struggle for the soul of Islam—a great war of competing theologies and conceptions of sacred history.  And it is a manifestation of the kind of tribal wars of ethnicities and identities, so seemly archaic at times, yet so surprisingly vital, with which humanity has become wearily familiar.  Faith and identity converge in this conflict.

Theological and historical disagreements fuel it, but so do today’s concerns with power, subjugation, freedom and equality—not to mention regional conflicts and foreign intrigues.  It is, paradoxically, a very old, very modern conflict.

What complicates matters further is that, for the quarter century between the Iranian revolution of 1979 and September 11, 2001, the U.S. saw the Middle East far too often through the eyes of the authoritarian Sunni elites in Islamabad, Amman, Cairo and Riyadh, who were America’s major local allies.

The recent war on Lebanon has drawn a line between and “old” and a “new” Middle East. The region’s problems, ambitions, identity and self-image were primarily, if not exclusively, those of the Arabs and their power towns of Cairo, Baghdad and Damascus, those ancient seats of Sunni caliphs. The dominant political values of the old Middle East are a decades-old vintage of Arab nationalism.

Sunnis and Shias parted ways early in Muslim history and each views itself as the original orthodoxy.  Their split somewhat parallels the Protestant-Catholic difference in Western Christianity.  Just as past intra-Christian conflicts shaped European politics, so the Sunni-Shia conflict continues to shape the history of the Islamic world and the broader Middle East.  To Arabs, Iranians, Afghans and Pakistanis living in the region, it is an age-old scourge that has flared up from time to time to mold Islamic history, theology, law and politics.

In Saudi Arabia, it is said that Shias spit in their food—a slander no doubt meant to discourage even socialization over meals between Sunnis and Shias—and that shaking hands with a Shia is polluting, and requires ablutions.  Stereotypes of the plebeian Shias and their wrongheaded view of Islam have become deeply embedded in popular prejudice.

In Lebanon, popular lore has held that Shias have tails—they reproduce too prolifically, are too loud in expressing their religiosity—and, given Lebanon’s debonair self-image, are ridiculed for their low-class, tasteless and vulgar ways.  Despite the political popularity of Hizbullah, Shias face discrimination and are dismissed as provincial, uncouth and unfit for their lofty pretension of representing Lebanon.  

Conflicts and rivalries have not always been over matters of theological principle.  More often, they have reflected competing claims to power made by rival communities with roots in differing religious identities.  Sectarian conflict will make Sunni extremists more extreme and will likely rekindle revolutionary zeal among the Shia.  In the coming years, Shias and Sunnis will compete over power, first in Iraq, but ultimately across the entire region. Their conflict will play a large role in defining the Middle East as a whole and shaping its relations with the outside world.

Even those who will attempt to douse the flames of sectarian conflict will not always do so in the 


name of moderation.  They will, rather, seek to build a common front between Shias and Sunnis in a larger struggle against the U.S. and Israel.  As war, democracy and globalization force the Middle East to open itself up to a number of long-resisted forms of change, conflicts such as the Shia-Sunni rift will become both more frequent and more intense.

Before the Middle East can arrive at democracy and prosperity, it will have to settle these conflicts—those between ethnic groups, such as Kurds, Turks, Arabs and Persians, and, more importantly, the broader one between Shias and Sunnis.

Just as the settlement of religious conflicts marked Europe’s passage to modernity, so the Middle East will have to achieve sectarian peace before it can begin living up to its potential.
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