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CALENDAR

Sunday, September 18, 2-5 p.m.:  Symposium on Academic Freedom and Middle East Studies, 101 Friend Center.  Keynote speaker:  Joan Scott, Institute for Advanced Study and immediate past chair of the committee on Academic Freedom of the Association of American University Professors.  Panelists:  Zachary Lockman, Professor of Middle Eastern Studies and History, New York University; Miriam Lowi, Associate Professor of Politics at the College of New Jersey, and George Saliba, Professor of Arabic and Islamic Science at Columbia University.

MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES IN THE US

(Taken from Gulf 2000, a specialized newsletter emailed on July 31)

Juan Cole, professor at the University of Michigan, states that of 107 National Resource Centers in area studies at major universities, only 16 focus on the Middle East, and not all are fully funded.  There are vanishingly few endowed posts in Middle Eastern studies at U.S. universities, in stark contrast to the situation in Armenian studies and Judaica.  Many major universities have no position in the political science of the Middle East.  In some few instances that he knows of, the tensions caused by the Arab-Israeli conflict allegedly caused Arabists to not get tenure.  It is scandalous that there are so few positions in Middle East studies.  However, it is because U.S. students and universities had either not been that interested in that particular region of the world, or because some subset of them did not want “those voices heard on campus.”  It is also possible that business opportunities in East Asia made it far more attractive.  In the late 1990s, there were 30,000 Americans studying Chinese and only 4,000 or so studying Arabic. 

In Salon.com on April 22, Juan Cole called the vendetta against Palestinian professor Joseph Massad at Columbia “the New McCarthyism.” 

FOR COMPLETING IRAQ’S CONSTITUTION

(From Steve Negus in Baghdad, reporting in Middle East International (MEI) on July 8)

One reason to complete the constitution quickly is that the sooner a draft is approved, the sooner Iraq can dispense with its current run of short-lived transitional governments and move on to more stable governance.

The problems with the constant short-term rotation of power became clear when Baghdad’s airport closed briefly June 24-26 after the London-based company charged with security there, Global Strategies, temporarily ceased operations.  Global spokesmen said they were simply trying to bring officials to the table – the Ministry of Transport had not paid them since February – and that they had not even been able to get a meeting with a minister.  A deputy minister said they were charging too much and stressed that the new government was not going to “spoil contractors.”

The dispute, however, is as much a consequence of distrust between Allawi’s former government and Ibrahim Ja’fari’s current administration as it is a dispute between the contractor and the ministry.  Ja’fari’s government has frequently leveled charges of corruption against its predecessor, with the Ministry of Transport a particular target.  Iraqi officials say an arrest warrant has been issued against the outgoing minister Luai Hatem al-Aras, currently reported to be out of the country.

Meanwhile, the government is reviewing any contract worth over $3 million, which cannot help but slow the pace of reconstruction and is thought to be at least partially responsible for the electricity sector’s continued inability to provide enough power to the capital.

Whatever the truth of the corruption allegations, and there are certainly many of them in circulation, the Ja’fari government’s focus on the corruption of its “Ba’athist” predecessor also has a political use, in that it refocuses discontent over the economy and infrastructure away from Iraq’s current rulers, and also prevents Allawi’s alliance of secular-leaning Sunnis and Shi’ites from forming an effective opposition to the religious parties currently in power.

MEDIA MISINTERPRETS LEBANESE VOTING

(From Peter Hart in the June issue of Extra, the magazine of Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting)

The media’s excitement over the Lebanese demonstrations following the assassination of Rafiq Hariri make it appear as if Lebanon had never seen political demonstrations before.  The culmination of the media’s lack of political history can be seen in NBC reporter Andrea Mitchell (3/8/05) who spoke of “the powerful appeal of democracy as Arabs see their neighbors voting for the first time”—a remarkable assertion considering that Arabs are probably aware that their “neighbors” in Palestine, Lebanon and elsewhere were voting long before G. W. Bush took office.


NEW TWISTS TO OLD POLITICS IN LEBANON

(Jim Quilty reports from Beirut in MEI of July 8)

Although the Syrian army and Lebanon’s old guard security chiefs have gone, the central pillar of Syrian’s influence in Lebanon—Speaker of Parliament Nabi Berri—will continue to preside over the house for the next four years.  Although neither France nor the US like the idea of Berri’s remaining in power, he was re-elected through the support of the block of 38 deputies of Saad Hariri’s (son of assassinated Rafik Hariri) and the 14-deputy block of Druze leader Walid Jumblat.  The official position is that Berri promised not to obstruct their declared intentions vis-à-vis the economy, corruption and so forth.  Although Washington may not approve of Berri, he is vastly preferable to a Hizbullah candidate.

As one of its last legislative acts, the interim cabinet on June 27 approved legislation to restore the legal right to work to Lebanon’s Palestinian refugees.  The legislation partially undoes a ban dating from 1983 and the Israeli-backed government of President Amin Gemayel.  Since then, Palestinians have been legally barred from 70-odd professions, improverishing and criminalizing their day-to-day existence.

The new bill was watered down considerably by the time it was passed.  However, it allows Lebanese-born Palestinians who are registered refugees to practice some 50 trades in the private sector, ranging from concierge to bank clerk.  Palestinians are still banned from high-profile professions, such as engineering and medicine.  The 2001 ban on Palestinian property ownership has yet to be rescinded.

The legislation coincides with the exodus of hundreds of thousands of Syrian migrant laborers who fled with the Syrian army for fear of their personal safety.

(More from Jim Quilty in MEI of July22)

Lebanese farmers are complaining that security inspections have kept hundreds of produce-laden trucks becalmed at the Syrian border for days.  At one crossing, some 500 trucks were reported stranded.  The situation is serious as most of Lebanon’s regional exports are transshipped overland through Syria.

Responding to accusations that this was a politically motivated blockade, Syrian customs officials assured the press that the hold-ups were necessary to prevent ordinance getting into Syria.  This reverberated with US calls for Damascus to tighten its border with Iraq.  Syrian customs officials reported on July 12 that the previous week they had found explosives in a truck coming from Lebanon and had been warned to expect car bombs.  By this point, the queue of trucks at one border crossing extended across the breadth of the 12 km no-man’s land. 

THE IMPACT OF KING ABDULLAH

(From an article by Anthony H. Cordesman, author of two recent books on Saudi Arabia, included on August 21 on the website of the Saudi-U.S. Information Service, a public service of the National Council on US-Arab Relations, (www.saudiusrelations .org)

King Fahd’s death and Crown Prince Abdullah’s accession to the throne is unlikely to have any negative impact on Saudi stability and may well help the new King move forward in dealing with a number of major issues.

Although rumors always persist of divisions and conflicts within the Saudi royal family, the reality has been very different.  Prince Abdullah was selected as Crown Prince in 1982.  He has acted as de facto regent since King Fahd’s stroke in 1995.

Since that time, Abdullah has been seen as a supporter of both reform, and traditional values—free of corruption and deeply Islamic.  He has encouraged the next generation of princes to support reform, pushed for an Arab-Israeli peace settlement and supported dialogue with the West to counter Islamic extremism.

He has also steadily expanded his de facto control of the Royal Court, the Council of Ministers, the Majlis, and royal appointments.  King Fahd’s death will now give Abdullah full power, and he may well be able to move forward in several areas of reform, exploiting the ties he has already developed to “reform” factions in the family, technocrats and elite.

Abdullah is very unlikely to alter the Saudi system of rule by consensus among the senior princes and close consultation with senior technocrats, religious figures, key tribal figures, and key businessmen.  

Saudi Arabia may not be a democracy, but it has little relation to the Western concept of an absolute monarch.  Rulers are expected to show merit and the ability to govern, to consult, and to be open to appeal of their decisions.  Decisions at the top are generally reached by consensus, and often after extensive conversations with those outside the royal family.  When major disagreements do persist, decisions tend to be deferred.  Power is also compartmentalized, with senior princes taking clear responsibility in given areas—a compartmentalization that minimizes rivalry and tensions between them.

The choice of Sultan as the new Crown Prince has been agreed to since the mid-1990s and his son Khalid has emerged as a major force in the Ministry of Defense and Saudi Arabia’s security structure.  If there is a succession issue, it may come after Abdullah and Sultan.

Few major policy changes are likely in the short term.  High oil revenues have brought economic growth and the short-term pressures for reform have been eased by the flow of money.

The key issues King Abdullah will face in the near term are (i) Islamist extremism as an internal and regional threat, (ii) uncertainties over Iraq, (iii) rise of a nuclear Iran, (iv) lack of meaningful progress in the Arab-Israeli peace process, (v) instability and economic problems in Yemen, and (vi) overheating of the Saudi economy and stock market with so much oil revenue that it could threaten to create a bubble that could produce a major collapse of stock market values.

Longer term issues include (i) the problem of “Saudisation” and finding jobs for Saudi Arabia’s rapidly expanding population, (ii) dealing with the high cost of both modernizing and expanding Saudi Arabia’s infrastructure to deal with population growth and expanding and modernizing the Saudi educational system, (iii) diversifying the economy to reduce dependence on oil export income and create jobs, (iv) developing a long-term strategy for investing in the development of Saudi upstream and down stream oil and gas resources, (v) modernizing Saudi social customs without creating tensions with Islamic conservatives, and (vi) modernizing the political system to expand the political role of those outside the royal family and reduce or eliminate subsidies to those princes and princesses who do not make a major contribution to Saudi governance.  

(Dr. James Zogby, President of the Arab-American Institute, writes an assessment in his Washington Watch of August 8)

“While U.S. critics of the Kingdom (and there are a few) deride the country’s traditionalism, it is important to consider how rapidly the country has been transformed.  Within the past half-century, for example, the population of Saudi Arabia grew from 3.5 million to over 24 million.  During that same time Riyadh, its capital, was transformed from a desert outpost of several thousand to a modern metropolis of four million.

King Fahd’s reign, which covered about half of this period, oversaw much of this expansion and its massive investment in infrastructure, social services and development.  Such rapid modernization and urbanization inevitably, created social and cultural strains and pressure for change.  At the same time, the Kingdom was also being confronted by dramatic external challenges that also had internal consequences.  The Iranian revolution posed not only a regional security threat to Saudi Arabia and its Arab Gulf allies, but also an internal threat that became clear in the wake of Iranian-inspired violent clashes in Mecca in the early 1980’s.  Further complicating Gulf stability was the long, bloody and costly Iran-Iraq war and the 1990 Iraq invasion and occupation of Kuwait.  The Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan, Lebanon’s long civil war and the continued Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands also impacted and roiled Saudi society.

In the face of all these challenges and crises, King Fahd made a strategic decision to deepen the political and military ties that already existed between the US and Saudi Arabia, support a moderate course of action in international affairs and foster continued domestic development, all while attempting to balance domestic pressures.

Even in years of declining oil revenues, domestic development programs continued.  Later in King Fahd’s rule, initial steps were taken toward internal reform.  Too small for some, too threatening to others, these steps, nevertheless, have laid the foundation for further advances.

King Abdullah, Fahd’s partner for many years, faces many of the same challenges and builds on the foundation he helped to prepare with his predecessor.  As he proceeds, King Abdullah will need to continue to face down the threat of domestic terror, while moving forward with his domestic reform agenda and finding new ways to expand job creation for an ever-growing Saudi population.  He will also need to work hard to strengthen ties and resolve outstanding issues with Saudi Arabia’s Gulf partners.

The US can help, of course, principally by relieving pressures on the entire region created by the Iraq debacle and the lack of real progress in establishing Palestinian rights. It is the least we can do to reward the friendship and provide support for an ally.

EDITORIAL RESHUFFLE IN THE EGYPTIAN PRESS

(Paul Schemm in Cairo reports in MEI of 8 July)

A massive reshuffle of the leadership of the press establishment took place on July 4 when the Shura Council, the upper house of parliament and the official owner of the state-owned press, appointed new heads to all the major government dailies.

Editors-in-chief in their 70s were replaced by a new generation in their 50s, a major shake-up by any standards.  Analysts suggest these new editors will keep their allegiances close to the state, since most have lose ties to the Policies Secretariat of the National Democratic Party led by Gamal Mubarak (the President’s son), which has been implementing a series of internal reforms in the ruling party over the last few years.

The state-owned press dominates print journalism in Egypt, with the three major dailies, al-Ahram, al-Akhbar and al-Jumhuriya, far outstripping the circulation of their opposition or independent rivals.  Each daily belongs to a different publishing house that has its own stable of publications, including specialist publications, women’s magazines and sports papers.

One concrete reform has been the separation of administration and editorial responsibilities.  Otherwise, it is difficult to calculate the impact of the changes.  The new men all are products of the state-owned press and none have a particular reputation for independence.  Many hold positions in the ruling party and work on committees supervised by Gamal Mubarak.

There will probably be less of the blatant sycophancy that has long characterized the state-owned press, but few analysts foresee a substantially more independent course.

EGYPTIAN GAS TO ISRAEL

(Paul Schemm in Cairo reports in MEI of 8 July)

After years of false starts and denials an agreement was finally signed on 30 June to sell Egyptian gas to Israel.  The long-awaited deal is a powerful sign of the continuing warming of relations between the two countries.

In August, the commercial agreement, whereby Egypt will sell l.7 billion cubic meters of gas a year for 15 years for $2.5 billion, will be signed between the Israeli Electric Company and the joint Israeli-Egyptian venture, Eastern Mediterranean Gas.

Politics largely dictated the tortured path the agreement followed.  First touted in the mid-1990s, by 2000 Israel announced that a deal was imminent.  Then the Second Intifada began.  The staggering size of Egypt’s natural gas deposits (official estimated these days at 6 trillion cubic feet, but likely to be considerable more) was only just becoming apparent then.  As the economy slid into recessions, the government became anxious to find a way to cash in on this new resource.

The problem is that natural gas is harder to transport than crude oil.  The easiest method is through a pipeline, but neither Sudan nor Libya, Egypt’s other immediate neighbors were interested.  With the outbreak of the Second Intifada, the situation appeared frozen until in 2003 the Israeli press carried news that the deal was on again.  The Egyptians refused to discuss the matter right up until the signing last month.  The state-owned dailies did not put the deal on their front pages.  The submarine pipeline to be built by the Israelis is to go between al-Arish and Ashquelon.

THE BAKU-JEYHAN PIPELINE

(PMES member, Mel Melconian, who has been involved in pipeline discussions reports)

The Baku-Jeyhan pipeline was largely an Israeli-Turkish endeavor promoted relentlessly by US supporters of Israel.  Personnel of some think-tanks and former AIPAC-connected types, even some in oil company public relations, were everywhere in Washington and Houston, at meetings and at conferences.  They were behind the organizing of conferences and press interviews where some of these astute public-relations types were prompting Azeri officials.

I was asked by the Armenians to help out in fighting the pipeline and had urged that their position should be to guarantee the pipeline’s security and help with its economics by advocating a route through Armenia, a more direct and less costly route, exploiting the existing right-of-ways of the gas pipelines from Azerbaijan into Armenia built by the former Soviet Union.

But the 1000-mile pipeline now being built will bypass Armenia and follow instead a torturous Caucasus mountain route through Georgia.  It is being built for one million barrels of oil per day at a cost of about $4 billion.  However, there will not be enough Azeri oil to put through it.  It is the biggest “white elephant” project in recent oil industry history.  But not for Israel; now it will take only a secure overnight Mediterranean journey for a tanker to deliver Caspian oil from Jeyhan to the Haifa refinery.

As for the Bosphorus tanker problem, that was a ruse to push the pipeline.  They could have put a short bypass pipeline around the Bosphorus, which they are doing now.

OUTSOURCING ISRAEL

(From the Spring/Summer issue of Emunah Magazine (of Orthodox American women) 

Americans wishing to emigrate to Israel can support themselves, in the face of 10.7% unemployment in Israel, by establishing outsourcing relations with the U.S.  One pair of American radiologists who emigrated to Israel provide radiology services to 15 east coast hospitals through the internet during U.S. nighttime hours, giving readings that are ready for American doctors in the morning.  Using an American telephone number that rings in Israel, clients may not even be aware of the outsourcing.  Emunah Magazine sees multiplying examples of this transfer of American professionals as a win-win situation that encourages American immigration to Israel while assisting the Israeli economy.

IF LIKUD DISINTEGRATES

(Peretz Kidron in MEI of August 5)

Kidron sees Sharon’s withdrawal from Gaza as not only sacrificing the settlers there, but as dismantling another of his principal political achievements:  the right-wing coalition that has dominated Israel public life for a quarter of a century.  If the Likud disintegrates, it could result in a plethora of small parties or new alignments.  The neo-liberal economics of Finance Minister Benyamin Netanyahu have alienated much of the support Likud has traditionally enjoyed among the Mitzrahi (Jews from Arab lands) poor, who are now the principal victims of Netanyahu’s vicious cuts in welfare and social services.  The most important schism, however, is between the secular nationalism of Sharon and the religious Zionists.  Most secular settlers are busy striking deals with the authorities for compensation and alternative housing, while their religious counterparts dig in their heels.  On the part of the settlers, the profound disillusionment with the state they had hitherto deified is causing the more hard-line circles to reconsider their basic ideological orientation.  Their thinking is simple:  if the organs of that state are now being deployed against their divinely sanctioned settlements, the state thereby forfeits its semi-sanctified status.  With this novel view, they are putting out feelers towards the ultra-orthodox communities, who have always taken a detached and skeptical view of “the Jewish state.”  

TALKING POINTS

(Phyllis Bennis of the Institute for Policy Studies on the Internet, August 1 as “Talking Points for United for Peace and Justice and the U.S. Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation”)

**Israel has a unilateral obligation to withdraw its troops and settlers and end its occupation of Gaza as well as of the West Bank and East Jerusalem.  But the Gaza “disengagement” is not designed to, and will not result in an end to occupation.

**The “disengagement” will leave Gazans worse off economically, socially and politically than they are now, isolating the 1.2 million Palestinians in a besieged prison surrounded and controlled on all sides by Israel.

**Sharon’s goal is to maximize the chaos and televised scenes of Israeli pain and division, so he can refuse any U.S. or international demands that he withdraw from the West Bank and Jerusalem, claiming that the price Israel is paying is too high to go further.  “Gaza first” will become Gaza last.

**The construction of Israel’s Wall continues despite the rulings of the International Court of Justice finding it illegal; it will soon be completed, locking West Bank Palestinians into tiny cantons separated from each other and from their own land.

**All Israeli settlements—from tiny “outposts” to the largest settlement cities such as Ma’ale Adumim and Ariel—are illegal, violating the Fourth Geneva Convention’s prohibition against moving any population from the occupying country into the occupied territory.

**Sharon’s “disengagement” is designed to change the character of Gaza’s occupation from direct troops-in-the-streets and settlers-on-the-land occupation to a kind of occupation-by-siege, in which Gaza will be completely encircled by an Israeli fence, as well as Israeli troops and military force.  All entry and exit to and from Gaza will be controlled by Israel.  The Israeli military will control all crossing points, Israel will control Gaza’s skies and seas; the building and operation of any future port or airport will be subject to Israeli permission or denied permission, and the people of Gaza will have no ability to move in and out of their land, to ship agricultural products out or bring crucial medicines in, except under intrusive Israeli control.

**Gaza will be far from independent.  Israel has announced that it retains what it calls the “right” to reoccupy Gaza at any time it sees fit.  Further, Gaza is an inseparable part of the Occupied Palestinian Territories; withdrawing from one sector of that land, while the military occupation of the West Bank and East Jerusalem remains, does not constitute an end to occupation.

Whatever Sharon may claim, “disengaging” from Gaza does not constitute an end to occupation.  The end of occupation was defined by the post-World-War-II Nuremberg Tribunal:  “The test …is not whether the occupying power fails to exercise effective control, but whether it has the ability to exercise such power.”  As long as Israel surrounds Gaza, controlling its borders, skies and seas, it “has the ability” to control the territory.

Since governments, especially the U.S. government, have so far been unwilling to take seriously their obligations to hold Israel accountable for its violations of international law, it is up to our global civil society to do it.  Both Palestinian civil society organizations and the UN-based International Coordinating Network on Palestine have called for non-violent campaigns of “BDS” – boycotts, divestment and sanction- against Israel’s occupation and the institutions and corporations that benefit from it.  The U.S. Campaign to End Israeli Occupation (www.endtheoccupation.org) will be considering various projects within this framework.

BATTLE OF THE CHURCHES

(Ben White reports in MEI of 8 July)

Despite the continued strength and vitality of the Christian Zionist lobby in America, in recent months there have been signs the Church is a significant source of international pressure on Israel.

The most recent development occurred at the Anglican Consultative Council of the Church of England, which met in late June.  A resolution was unanimously passed endorsing the findings of the Anglican Peace and Justice Network’s visit to Palestine last year.  In their statement released last September the APJN condemned “the draconian conditions of the continuing occupation under which so many Palestinians live” and offered” not only our solidarity for a just peace, but also our observation that it is the occupation in its many facets that foments the violence and fuels the conflict.

The resolution also included praise for the moves made by the US Episcopal Church “to take appropriate action where it finds that its corporate investments support the occupation of Palestinian lands or violence against innocent Israelis.”

The reference to the Episcopal Church in America hints at a broader inclination amongst many of the mainline churches on both sides of the Atlantic to use the practical and moral resources at their disposal in the cause of peace in the Middle East.  Later this year British Methodists will examine a proposal to review the Church’s investments in companies that in some way support Israel’s occupation.  Last month Virginia’s United Methodists demanded that their church disinvest from companies implicated in the confiscation of Palestinian land by Israel or the destruction of Palestinian homes.  [Rachel Zoll reports for AP on August 13 that the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America has voted 668-269 to condemn the wall in its statement:  “Peace Not Walls: Stand for Justice in the Holy Land.”  The 4.9 million-member denomination supports sister churches and a hospital in East Jerusalem that primarily serves Palestinians.  Lutherans are also deeply concerned about the dwindling numbers of Palestinian Christians, who have been fleeing violence in the territories.]  Last summer the US Presbyterian Church voted overwhelmingly to use economic sanctions against businesses profiting from the occupation.

The emergence of high-profile campaigns for justice builds on years of hard work done by other church groups or NGOs with a Christian background.  The foundations were laid by the likes of the British-based Amos Trust, the liberation theology center in Jerusalem, Churches for Middle East Peace and Evangelicals for Middle East Understanding, to name but a few, not to mention the resistance offered by indigenous Palestinian Christians.  Organizations guided by a religious ethos, such as Christian Aid and World Vision, are also keenly involved in both international campaigning and projects on the ground.

THE NEW HAMAS

(Graham Usher in MEI of June 23)

Hamas has recently taken four historic decisions.  On March 12, it declared that it would participate in the Palestinian Legislative Council elections, reversing a decade-old policy of abstention from all Palestinian Authority (PA) institutions born of the Oslo Accords.  On March 17, together with the other Palestinian factions, it vowed to continue “an atmosphere of calm, for the rest of the year—the so-called Cairo Declaration.  It also agreed to commence negotiations for joining the PLO, the “sole representative” (it now says) for Palestinians inside and outside the homeland.  Finally, in April, its political leader in Gaza, Mahmud Zahar, announced that if Hamas were to be “part [of an elected Palestinian Authority] government, it would participate in negotiations with Israel, a state his movement officially refuses to recognize.

Taken together, these decisions represent the most important change in Hamas since the movement was founded in 1988.

Three events caused the change.  The first was the new regional order born of September 11, and particularly the US’ “pre-emptive” invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.  Hamas was particularly concerned that its national-religious struggle against Israel not be tarred with the global jihadist agendas espoused by Usama bin Laden.  In June 2003, two months after the invasion of Iraq, the movement agreed to a “unilateral” Palestinian cease-fire with the new PA government of Mahmud Abbas.  Unlike the five previous Palestinian cease-fires attempted during the Intifada, this one had the backing not only of the Hamas leadership in Gaza, but also of the “outside” leadership based in Damascus, as well as the crucial constituency of Hamas prisoners in Israeli jails. 

Nor did any part of the united leadership abandon the truce, despite an Israeli arrest sweep that netted 300 Hamas activists and an assassination policy that killed three of its military leaders in Nablus.  The truce was effectively ended by the suicide bombing of a bus in West Jerusalem that left 23 Israelis dead, but executed by a rogue Hamas cell from Hebron (an operation the leadership was ready to simultaneously claim and denounce).  It was renounced officially after Israel’s retaliatory assassination of Hamas’ political leader in Gaza, Ismail Abu Shanab, the main advocate of truce and accommodation in the movement.

The second event was the unprecedented military offensive Israel launched against the movement, especially the assassinations of its political and military leadership.  In the seven months following the collapse of the truce, Israeli death squads killed not only Abu Shanab, but military commander Irahim Maqadima, the movement’s founder, Shaykh Ahmad Yasin and Gaza leader Rantisi.  It tried to kill Muhammad Dif, the head of the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades, Hamas’ military wing, as well as the new political leader in Gaza, Zahar, and it also gave clear notice that Hamas’ overall leader, Khaled  Mish’al was in its sights.  Israel, and the new network of collaborators it recruited through its reconquest of the PA areas, was also extremely effective at wiping out large parts of Hamas’ military wing in the West Bank.

These assaults were coupled with diplomatic and financial sanctions.  In August 2003, the PA froze Islamic charity bank accounts in Gaza, as did the U.S. and Britain in their domains.  It appears that, with the exception of Iran, Hamas’ funding from the regional states has all but dried up, forcing the movement to depend every more heavily on local revenue.  And in October 2003 the European Union placed the entire movement (as opposed to only its military wing) on its terrorist list.  It was a designation that marked a defeat for Hamas’ diplomatic struggle to be recognized as an authentic national liberation movement.

The third event was Ariel Sharon’s announcement in February 2004 that, in the absence of a “partner” and a peace process, Israel would draw unilaterally from most of Gaza and four settlements in the northern West Bank.  Hamas immediately claimed the “retreat” as a victory for its strategy of armed resistance.  More astutely, it recognized that “disengagement” offered an exit from an armed struggle that had not only inflicted overpowering Israeli punishment on the Palestinians, but was wrecking Hamas’ own claims to power. 

Sheikh Yasin revealed the new line just prior to his assassination by Israeli helicopter gunships in March 2004.  It had three planks:  First, Hamas and all the other militant factions would hold their fire during the complete Israeli withdrawal from Gaza.  Second, until the withdrawal, Hamas would “escalate” armed resistance in Gaza, while curtailing suicide operations inside Israel.  This serves to support the perception that Israel is leaving Gaza under duress and strengthens Hamas’ hand in the national dialogue.  Third, Hamas would reach a “national accord” with the PA and other factions on power-sharing in a post-disengagement Palestinian administration.  This “Cairo Declaration” represents the greatest organization harmony ever between the PLO/PA and Hamas.

Hamas’ new policies have born fruit.  In the Palestinian local elections so far, Hamas candidates won 60% of all seats.  Needless to say, these and future electoral victories have challenged the US and EU policy of blacklisting the movement and have led to the postponement of the Legislative Council elections scheduled originally for July.  Hamas’ response to this delay is explained as their certainty that sooner or later the elections will have to take place, and its interest, not in seizing power, but in seeking political hegemony in the legislature, and a leading role in future negotiations with Israel.

THEATER THRIVES IN GAZA, DESPITE RESTRICTIONS

(Amelia Thomas reports from Gaza City in the Christian Science Monitor on July 22)

A war zone is hardly a fertile place for nourishing theater companies and filmmaking ventures.  Throughout occupied Gaza and the West Bank, a severe lack of funds, combined with heavy travel restrictions, has had a dampening effect on the output of Palestinian arts groups.

In the face of such disappointments, a bright spot continues to be theater for children. Although most financing for theater in Gaza comes from foreign donors and aid agencies, private Palestinian charitable organizations are focusing their efforts on children, who they believe are key to the re-creation of a thriving cultural environment The Qattan Foundation provides grants for young people and aids them in finding artistic residencies overseas.  It runs workshops in Gaza, and gives teachers basic drama skills.

An inspirational success in the field of children’s theater is the Al Rowwad Children’s Theatre Troupe, which operates from the war-torn and poverty-stricken Aida refugee camp in the West Bank.  One of the very few troupes to have the opportunity to perform outside the occupied territories, Al Rowwad is currently touring the U.S. with its production, “We are the Children of the Camp.”

“Theater is a powerful tool of expression,” says Abdelfattah Abu-Srour, the dynamic unpaid director of the troupe.  “It allows the children to manage and release all the anger, frustration and pressure they live under, and to deliver their message in a peaceful, nonviolent, and civilized way.  It also shows them how educating themselves in different fields is vital, and that they can’t build their country by fighting in the streets.”

A revival of Palestinian cinema is another medium that is now slowly gaining ground. Qattan is funding 28 aspiring Palestinian filmmakers to pursue study in Jordan with the goal of producing an all-Palestinian feature film.  Forty-five educational “cinema clubs” are also being established in Palestinian schools throughout Gaza and the West Bank.  It’s estimated that about 80 percent of Palestinian children have never been to a movie theater.  All cinemas, except for a scant few in Ramallah, were closed by the Israeli military at the beginning of the first intifada in 1987, and none have reopened.

Documentary filmmaking, too, is becoming more widespread amongst Palestinians.  The young filmmakers at Balata Refugee Camp, near Nablus, disseminate their films on the Internet, attracting millions of views despite being unable to go beyond the camp’s perimeters.  While none of the filmmakers in the Balata Film Collective, many of whom are young women, has received professional training, their documentaries make compelling viewing as they often tackle hard-hitting themes.  In one film, leaders of the Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigade talk about how it feels to be the most wanted men in the occupied territories.  Speaking candidly and with emotion, they deal with subjects ranging from their constant fear of assassination, to their close relationships with their mothers.

Sami Abu Salem, already organizing next year’s Gaza Film Festival hopes that “after the disengagement, it will be easier to international groups to join us.  But until then, we’re just intent on [pulling] Palestinian citizens away from the atmosphere of killing, bloodshed, and bombardment, to a new atmosphere:  one of life, entertainment, and love.”

IRAN:  NEW DIRECTION?

(Kamal Nazer Yasin reports from Tehran in MEI of August 5)

As usual, the Iranian public knows next to nothing about the backroom maneuverings and machinations that are permanent features of the Islamic Republic.  But Mahmud Ahmadinejad, Iran’s newly elected president, has kept much of the political establishment equally in the dark, as a strategy to confound opponents before his new cabinet is announced.

This same tactic of secrecy and aloofness yielded huge dividends during the election campaign.  It is also in full keeping with the nature and past practices of the Abadgaran, the political coalition to which the president-elect belongs and which is now in full control of the Majlis and the Tehran City Council.

Particularly irksome to many in the conservative establishment is Ahmadinejad’s personal management style—brusque and dismissive towards notables and officials in sharp contrast to the humble “everyman” demeanor he presents to the press and public.  This does not seem to have damaged his esteem in the eyes of Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who reportedly believes the surprisingly large vote cast for his favored candidate—10 million more than expected—has provided them both with an extraordinary opportunity to create new alignments and set new priorities.

Early indications are that Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy will provide much continuity with that of the Khatami era.  However, on the pressing issue of Iran’s nuclear program, early indications are that, at least in the short term, Ahmadinejad will conduct a more proactive policy than his predecessor.  The new president believes that the nuclear program is an indispensable source of power and prestige for Iran and one of the highest national security priorities.  For example, according to MEI’s source, in a private talk with Hassan Rohani, Iran’s chief negotiator with the European Union troika, Ahmadinejad said Iran’s referral to the UN Security Council would be a small price to pay for continuing the nuclear program.

Significantly, in recent weeks, Iran’s national TV has been running a series of education programs and panel discussions on the benefits of nuclear power, while several hundred conservative academics have collected signatures for a petition urging the government to resume enrichment and not to succumb to external pressures.

In general, despite Ahmadinejad’s past hard-line positions, a great deal of flexibility is to be expected in the next administration’s foreign policy.  In particular, with political rivals marginalized or ousted from power, radical posturing and sloganeering has lost most of its utility.

With the election of Ahmadinejad, all three branches of the Iranian government are now firmly in the hands of the radical right.  This is a rare historical moment that may not be repeated, one that the present leadership is loath to squander.  Nearly 26 years of failed social engineering and experimentation, as well as the problems of governing a complex society like Iran, leave little room for a dogmatic approach.  In both the political and social arenas, the new government is expected to tread carefully and pragmatically, to ensure that the tenuous social equilibrium reach during the Khatami era is not disturbed.
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DARDASH – ARABIC “CHAT” ON THE WEST BANK

(From news@saltfilms.net of August 15 and the couple who produced a film about Palestinians, “Salt of the Earth”)
“Recently we have mostly kept in touch with our friends in the northern West Bank via dardash.  Dardash means “chat,” and, like the English word, it has taken on new significance with advances in Internet technology.

“With a free email account and a few shekels at one of Zababdeh’s Internet cafes, our friends can “meet” and “chat” with us online.  We mix Arabic and English as we dardash, just as we would in talking together.  Typing Arabic phonetically calls for some creativity, but chatting has become so popular that there are standards.  Numbers represents letters that do not exist in English.

“Most of the folks with whom we dardash are young Christian men.  They tell us news from the village…. as well as their opinions about the political situation.  Even as they contradict themselves and each other, these young Palestinians hold onto the same hope.  They are groaning for a future in which they can find dignity, respect, and opportunity.  They yearn for us to make that happen.”

LEBANON’S FUTURE RELATIONS WITH SYRIA

(From an analysis by Ghayth Armanazi in MEI of July 22)

The recent Lebanese election results were a great disappointment to those who dreamed of a new Lebanon.  What is shaping up in Lebanon today can be seen as a return to the old system of political alignment based firmly on traditional confessional loyalties.  Many Christians, represented especially by the resurgent electoral strength of Gen. Michel Aoun, feel that they are able once again to claim a fair share of the political cake.  The large political bloc led by the Hariri family is now well established as the predominant force within the Sunni Muslim community.  

A new equilibrium is being fashioned, but a radical transformation of Lebanon is not on the agenda.  Look no further than the re-election of that stalwart of Syrian hegemony, Nabih Berri, as speaker of parliament, nor beyond the fact that the position of the “pro-Syrian” president, Emile Lahoud appears no longer to be under serious threat.  Although Syria’s hold has been loosened, the interwoven political, geographical social and familial threads between the two countries are inextricably bound and fleeting strains and moments of tension that have sporadically arisen

between the two countries have never altered the underlying determinants of that relationship.  One of the most immediate challenges facing the next Lebanese government has to be the forging of new links with Syria that take into account both Syria’s lasting strategic and security interests and Lebanon’s need for a more assertive and independent role.

The strategic and security interests that Syria will fight tooth-and-nail to preserve can be summed up by the rejection of any attempt to turn Lebanon into an Israeli or American power base directed against Syria.  The risk remains that current American thinking may involve Lebanon in some kind of system of encirclement aimed at Syria.  It is to the credit of all political factions in Lebanon that they have shown full understanding of these Syrian concerns and have sought to allay Damascus’ fears.

