
Middle east news

A publication of the princeton middle east society, inc.
september 2007

www.pmes.org

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Following The Money Trail
1

The Second Time As Farce
2

Lebanon’s Shebaa Farms
3

De Soto Tells It As It Is
5

Boxing In The Brothers
6

Tenure Battle Riles Barnard
7

Members of Congress Head To Israel
8

A Sort Of Peace In Gaza
9

Some Interesting Books To Read
11

CALENDAR

Sunday, September 16 in 101 Friend Center at 4 p.m. “Enlightenment, Imperialism, and Utopia:  A Politically Incorrect Look at Israel/Palestine” by Benjamin Beit-Halhami, a professor of Clinical Psychology at Haifa University and author of Original Sins:  Reflections on the History of Zionism and Israel.

Sunday, October 7 in the Convocation Room of the Friend Center at 4 p.m. “Swimming up the Tigris:  Real Life Encounters with Iraq” based on her recent book, by Dr.Barbara Nimri Aziz, a social anthropologist and journalist who also hosts a weekly radio program, “Tahrir, Voices of the Arab/Muslim Community Here and Abroad” on WBAI Radio NY.

FOLLOWING THE MONEY TRAIL
(From a July report of the Arab-American Institute)

Jordan and Egypt both received the full amount of aid requested by the president, although the House placed significant new hurdles on military assistance to Egypt.  The bill stipulates that before receiving $200 million in aid, the Secretary of State must certify that Egypt “has taken concrete and measurable steps to 1) enact and implement a new judicial authority law that protects the independence of the judiciary; 2) review criminal procedures and train police leadership in modern policing to curb police abuses; and 3) detect and destroy the smuggling network and smuggling tunnels that lead from Egypt to Gaza.”

Palestine, in spite of opposition, received economic support in the sum of $63.5 million from the House and $75 million from the Senate.  The Americans for Peace Now wryly note in their summary that “It is hard going these days for Members of Congress hoping to score points by showing toughness vis-à-vis aid to the Palestinians, given that U.S. assistance to the Palestinians—either in the form of aid to the PA, the PLO, or the Palestinian people via NGO-run programs for the West Band and Gaza—is already subject to such extensive and overlapping prohibitions, restrictions, conditions, vetting and oversight requirements and audits that it seems impossible to come up with any truly original or new requirement to impose.” 

Lebanon was granted $35 million in economic support with a stipulation that not less than $10 million support American education institutions in Lebanon such as the American University of Beirut.  (Senator Sununu (R-NH) and twelve colleagues signed a letter expressly supporting this funding.)  Lebanon was also allocated military assistance ($7 million in the House and $9.6 million in the Senate).

In an effort that has been championed by Senators Feinstein and Leahy, the Senate also incorporated language restricting the sale and transfer of cluster munitions, a continuing threat to civilians in southern Lebanon since Israel dropped over one million cluster bombs during last summer’s war.

Israel received $2.4 billion in military aid.  In addition, although the U.S. usually stipulates that foreign military assistance be spent in the U.S., Israel is permitted to spend over a quarter of its aid in Israel itself.

Also, in spite of the massive refugee populations resulting from ongoing conflict in Afghanistan and Iraq, of the $830 million allocated for the resettlement of refugees worldwide, $40 million has been appropriated to resettle refugees from the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe to Israel.

Saudi Arabia gets no assistance from the U.S., in spite of the usual grandstanding to prohibit funding.  There is a very small program to bring Saudi military officers for training in the U.S. (a program that is viewed by the U.S. military as being of direct strategic value to the U.S. at a very low cost).

Al Hurra:  It seems that some Members of Congress are unhappy with the Frankenstein they created in the Arabic-language U.S.-government-funded television station, Al Hurra.  The committee notes that it is “deeply troubled by several programming decisions at Alhurra television.  On more than one occasion, the network aired live, and without opposing comment, statements by Hizbullah and Hamas leaders that were hateful, anti-American, and anti-Israel.”  The committee deferred Al Hurra’s funding.

THE SECOND TIME AS FARCE 

(From a long article on Lebanon’s reconstruction by Jim Quilty and Lysandra Ohrstrom in Beirut, Middle East Report 243, Summer 2007)

Lebanon’s present reconstruction effort is its second in 17 years.  The architect of the first, launched after the 1975-1990 civil war, was former Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri.  He hoped to return Lebanon and particularly downtown Beirut to its mythic glory and, in the process, borrowed heavily.  By persisting in the pre-war practice of concentrating investment in Greater Beirut at the expense of outlying regions, the Hariri regime reproduced the social disparities that were a component of the sectarian tensions unleashed during the civil war.

At the Stockholm donors’ conference a year ago, the Lebanese government swore to pursue policies that would strengthen the state and end the era of states within the state, a reference to Hizbullah.  However Lebanon is now a muhasasa (allotment) state, which means that it cedes many of its responsibilities—paving roads, social services, and the like—to interested politicians, who dole out contracts to developers and services to constituents as patronage.  Unable and unwilling to dismantle the muhasasa state, the government does not have the means to undermine Hizbullah’s influence with its Shi’i constituency.

Today’s reconstruction differs radically from Hariri’s, but comparisons are informative.  Hariri paid for his reconstruction largely through loans taken out from domestic banks.  As a result, today Lebanon’s public debt sits at $40.4 billion, nearly twice the country’s gross domestic product.  Some of the burden was relieved at the Paris donors’ conferences.  The Stockholm conference drummed up pledges worth $940 million.  Prime Minister Siniora’s government also got a sympathetic mention, if no explicit promises of aid, at the International Monetary Fund and World Bank Summit in Singapore last September.  On January 25, Paris III---Chirac’s parting gift to the Hariri family—netted pledges of $7.6 billion.  All these monies, however, have been fiendishly difficult to track and the political imbroglio now taking place in Lebanon has frozen negotiations on conditions for the donations or the loans.  As there is no alternative funding mechanism, the Ministry of Finance has allowed aid from international and private-sector donors to be channeled directly to recipients, meaning the state has little oversight over how funds are spent.

Saudi Arabia has directed most of its in-kind humanitarian donations through international NGOs, such as a $2 million agreement with UNICEF for education and health programs.  Kuwait has divided its donation between the Lebanese Central Bank and direct aid.  Oman plans to follow a similar regime.  Qatar sidestepped the state altogether.  The emirate says it has spent $67.1 million on the four southern villages it has “adopted.”  In fact, the most spectacular rebuilding interventions in south Lebanon have come from the Arab Gulf states that sidestepped the Lebanese state.

Delivered through U.S.AID, $86.5 million of Washington’s donation has been earmarked for humanitarian aid, highlighting school rehabilitation and oil spill clearance.  By mid-May, no one was able to confirm the total sum of donations received.

Measures that might have been taken to ensure transparency include a comprehensive damage assessment, a reconstruction master plan and an accountable mechanism for channeling funding.  Observers, both more and less sympathetic with the Siniora government, say Lebanon’s current reconstruction regime lacks all three.

In south Lebanon and the western Bekaa Valley, the state’s damage assessments were carried out by the Council of the South, a quasi-state institution established in the wake of the civil war and nominally dedicated to the development of south Lebanon, but widely recognized to be a patronage vehicle for Amal boss and Speaker of Parliament, Nabih Berri.  Assessments elsewhere are also deemed corrupted.

But no one has questioned the accuracy of the assessments of Jihad al-Bina’, the development wing of Hizbullah: it claims to be above the graft of the muhasasa state, its assessments are not available to the public, but knowledgeable economists who have seen some of its reports have been impressed.

The most visible rebuilding has occurred in public infrastructure, particularly bridges, most via the generosity of foreign countries and the local private sector.  One Sunni U.S. business-man adopted the Madfoun Bridge in northern Lebanon and members of the Haririri family have adopted 22 bridges in the south, north and Mount Lebanon.  Most of these are listed as completed or nearly completing.  On the other hand, the 20 bridges listed as adopted by Iran are lagging in reconstruction.

The most consistent obstacle to rebuilding has been simple inaction.  Since the vast majority of the material damage was sustained in regions inhabited by poor and middle-class Shi’a, some have charged the government with purposely obstructing aid distribution to prove that Hizbullah is incapable of rebuilding on its own, thereby alienating the party from its constituents.

Siniora’s challenge to Hizbullah and Iran came one day after Iranian TV aired an interview with Sayyid Hasan Nasrallah in which the secretary-general of Hizbullah discussed the party’s decision to rebuild its headquarters area (the dahiya) in Beirut without state support.  Nine months after the end of the war, with few indemnities disbursed to dahiya residents and no reconstruction on the horizon, Nasrallah accused the Siniora government of politically motivated delays in the rebuilding process.  The dahiya contains congested urban quarters where migrants from the Bekaa, south Lebanon (many refugees from decades of conflict with Israel) and points beyond settled during the civil war.  Its population is overwhelmingly Shi’i and disproportionately poor, and it is they, along with the southerners, who suffered most during the solid month of punishment from Israeli bombers and gunboats.  (The dahiya’s reconstruction languished for the same reason that its destruction was so massive—its close association with Hizbullah.)

The Solemn Promise Project, founded last November by Jihad al-Bina’ to oversee dahiya reconstruction was scheduled to break ground on May 25.  It was the only plan put forward to rebuild this large area of urban Beirut.  The legal framework is elegantly simple and builds upon the broad consensus the party enjoys among its constituency, as well as their modest means.  After organizing some town hall-style meetings to inform residents of its plans, it constituted committees to represent the residents of destroyed buildings.  Politically speaking, the Promise Project maintains and legitimizes the geographical integrity of Hizbullah’s power base, while reinforcing Hizbullah’s prestige—as a state within a state.

LEBANON’S SHEBAA FARMS

(Franklin Lam writes on July 17 in www.counterpunch.org/lam0172007.html)

On July 18, 2001, under intense U.S. pressure, the UN Security Council affixed its imprimatur to the proposition that Israel, after refusing for more than 22 years, finally complied with the provisions of UNSCR 425, and ended its illegal and brutal occupation of Lebanon.

Of course the ‘complete Israeli withdrawal’ language was a fiction, crafted by the new Bush administration to burnish Israel’s image as a reformed international outlaw.  In point of fact, Israel to this date has not complied with SCR 425, 1701 or more than 30 other UN Security Council resolutions.

Looking only at UNSCR 425, Israel continues to occupy the roughly 14 square mile water rich area of Shebaa Farms near where Syria’s Golan Heights and the Lebanese border meet.  A beautiful area, where on a windless quiet night, dear reader, were you to stand at the eastern cliff edge of the former Israeli-run Khiam detention camp, facing in the direction of Damascus and al-Sheikh Mountain and listen carefully, you could hear the intermittent click and purr of Israeli pumps sucking up hundreds of thousands of liters of Lebanon’s renowned (Bible mentioned) mountain water.  The market price in Beirut this afternoon for one liter of bottled water is 1,000 Lebanese pounds or about 68 U.S. cents.

The stolen water is channeled to Israel’s illegal colonies/settlements throughout Palestine to help fill the swimming pools and water the plush green laws of American and European Jewish settlers, while the olive groves and farms of those whose lands were stolen become parched.  Israel continues to take even more water from Lebanon’s Wazzani River without apparent objection from the Siniora government. 

During the 1967 war, Israeli forces seized the Shebaa Farms area consisting of 14 farms located south of Shebaa, a Lebanese village.  Since Lebanon was not a participant in the 1967 war, they had no voice and UN representatives were pressured by Israel, who falsely claimed that the 1923 Anglo-French demarcation and the 1949 Armistice line designated the area as Syrian territory.

According to the July 11, 2007 edition of the Israeli paper, Haaretz, and confirmed by the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia officer here in Beirut, the Secretary General of the United Nations, Ban Ki-Moon, transmitted messages to the Israeli government late last month informing them that UN mapping experts have now conclusively determined that the Shebaa Farms is indeed Lebanese territory and that international law required Israel’s immediate withdrawal.

Ban Ki-Moon gave the UN’s conclusions to Prime Minister Olmert during their meeting in New York last month, while the UN’s special coordinator for the Middle East, Michael Williams, discussed them with Israeli foreign minister Tsipi Livni at about the same time.

The Secretary-General’s office also notified Olmert and Livni that Israel was to coordinate its expedited departure with UNIFIL, some of whose 13,000 troops received orders to secure Shebaa Farms on the tail of Israel’s withdrawal.

In their discussions, the UN officials also advised Israel that Syria and Lebanon agreed that the Shebaa Farms is Lebanese.  Their agreement briefly thwarted Alan Dershowitz and the U.S.-Israeli lobby plan to demand a delaying study by Israeli cartographers.

It is not known to what extent UN Secretary-General Moon felt last week that he had adjusted to the realities and pressures of his new job, but he was about to be tested.  No sooner had his Shebaa Farms news item hit the airwaves than Israeli’s Foreign Minister Livni contacted the White House, which had already heard from Tom Lantos, founder and chair of the U.S. Congressional House Human Rights Caucus, which has never found Israel guilty of a single human rights violation.

Following White House intervention, the UN acted with unusual alacrity and “clarified” its announcement.  Moon told a news conference that in point of fact the discussion of ownership of the dispute Farms was premature.  “I have submitted my Report on this issue.  My senior cartographer has made some good progress but this report is not mentioning anything about ownership or sovereignty yet.  The U.N.’s cartographer continues his work and will be visiting the area shortly.”

According to the Country Chief of a U.N.-recognized NGO who is very familiar with this issue and works in the UN’s Beirut Head-quarters:  “That’s total bullshit!  This was the final Report, not an interim progress report.  Somebody got to Ban Ki-Moon!  The map work on Shebaa has been completed for weeks.  Any second year cartography student could have done that job in less than a month.  It’s not complicated.”

The U.N.’s apparent capitulation may be reversed, but it puts pressure on Hizbullah because as Lebanon’s only deterrence to Israeli aggression and the Lebanese resistance’s pledge to liberate Lebanon from Israeli occupation, critics are using Shebaa as evidence that Hizbullah has not completed the job the Lebanese people entrusted to it.

What particularly alarms Israel is the fact that if the U.N. decides that the Shebaa Farms belong to Lebanon, it would bestow international legitimacy on Hizbullah’s continued resistance to Israel’s occupation.

Although the congressional Israeli lobby feels it “won” against the UN on this issue, the White House is decidedly conflicted.  The reason is that if Israel withdraws from Shebaa Farms, the Bush Administration believes the withdrawal will strengthen the government of Lebanese Prime Minister Fuad Siniora.   

The U.S. Secretary of State Rice’s concern is that Israel’s failure to withdraw gives Hizbullah more credibility and legitimacy.  Livni thinks that if Israel does withdraw, it gives Hizbullah yet another victory and even more credibility and legitimacy.

DE SOTO TELLS IT LIKE IT IS

(Ian Williams writes in the August issue of Washington Report on Middle East Affairs)

For around 15 years, the Palestinians have put their case in terms of the United Nations and the international law that it represents.

That faith must have been shaken by the end-of-mission report of the Special Representative for the Peace Process, Alvaro de Soto.  Leaked to me by U.N. staff who are concerned at the way the organization’s attitude has changed, de Soto’s report complained that he was not allowed to talk to the Palestinian Authority after the Hamas election except under direct orders, nor to Damascus, because in effect the U.N. was following Israeli and U.S. policy in boycotting them.  Pro-Israel sources near the U.N. claim that de Soto did not resign over the limits placed on his meeting with Hamas, but was forced out.

His report is deeply critical of the role of the Quartet (Russia, the U.S., the U.N. and the E.U.), whose statements, he says, have transformed it from “a negotiation-promoting foursome guided by…the Road Map, into a body that was all but imposing sanctions on a freely elected govern-ment of a people under occupation as well as setting unattainable preconditions for dialogue.”

He guessed that the establishment of the Quartet was “vindication and culmination of [Secretary-General Kofi] Annan’s risky but successful effort…to regain Israel’s confidence,” but the failure of the other parties, including the U.N. to stand up to the U.S. have destroyed its usefulness.

“There is no getting around the reality that the Quartet—Russians and the U.N. Secretary General—provides a shield for what the U.S. and the E.U. do,” de Soto concludes.  Citing in particular Israel’s refusal to hand over the tax money it collects to the Palestinian Authority, he asserts that “The absence of any complaint or criticism by the Quartet has in effect given Israel a free pass enabling them to argue that withholding these monies is in conformity with Quartet policy,” even as de Soto demonstrates that it is not.  In contrast, he argues that Quartet policy has taken “all pressure off Israel” and that the “settlement enterprise and barrier construction has continued unabated.”

De Soto is particularly concerned that the Secretary-General had become the closest thing to a spokesman for the Quartet, meaning that he “is being used to provide the appearance of an imprimatur from the international community” on its positions….”

De Soto points out in his conclusions that clause 100 of the U.N. Charter forbids the Secretary-General from taking instructions from any state.  De Soto challenges Ban Ki Moon to insist that he will not accept any Quartet statement that does not call on Israel to pay up the tax revenues, or even to insist on even-handedness in criticisms of the two sides.  In fact, the only hope of that is that Israeli arrogance will annoy the face-conscious Korean team around Ban enough to exasperate them into doing the right thing.

BOXING IN THE BROTHERS

(From a long article by Samer Shehata and Joshua Stacher in Middle East Report Online, August 8)

The latest crackdown by the Egyptian state on the Muslim Brotherhood began after a student demonstration at Cairo’s al-Azhar University.  Dressed in black, their faces covered with matching hoods whose headbands read samidun, or “steadfast,” on December 10, 2006, several dozen young Muslim Brothers marched from the student center to the university’s main gate.  Six of the masked youths, according to video and eyewitnesses, lined up in the middle of a square formed by the others and performed martial arts exercises [frighteningly] reminiscent of demonstrations by Hamas and Hizbullah. 

Around 2,000 students were present for the show, which lasted approximately 25 minutes.  Riot police immediately unloaded from trucks outside the university gate, massing only a few feet away from the unarmed demonstrators, but there were no clashes.  No one was injured or arrested, and the protesters returned to the student center without incident.  Classes were not cancelled.

Nevertheless, Egyptian state television and Arab satellite stations treated the demonstrations as major news, repeatedly broadcasting footage of what they had quickly labeled “the al-Azhar militias.”…Four days after the al-Azhar demonstrations, students as well as senior members of the Muslim brotherhood were arrested.  Periodic repression of the officially illegal Brotherhood, however, had begun more than a year earlier, shortly after the 2005 parliamentary elections that brought the largest number ever (88) of Brothers to the Egyptian legislature.  The regime of President Husni Mubarak was looking for justification for a fresh wave of arrests when the “al-Azhar militia” incident served up an opportunity.  In a rare reversal of political roles, the regime shrewdly exploited the demonstration, while the Brothers proved ineffective in responding to the negative publicity.  It was a fortuitous turn of events for the regime, coming just before Mubarak’s proposal of sweeping amendments to the Egyptian constitution.  The Brotherhood’s reputation with the public was soiled at the precise moment when the regime was introducing new legal measures to rein in its most powerful domestic opponent.

The stage for sharper confrontation was set in early November 2006 when student union elections in the national universities were raising Cairo’s political temperature.  Campuses [especially Cairo University and ‘Ayn Shams] became increasingly tense as various university administrations, in concert with State Security, sought to control the elections, while students—including members of the Muslim Brotherhood, socialists and independents—resisted the interference.  The media campaign was relentless with recurring stories about the “al-Azhar militia” and illegal financial networks that cast a shadow upon the group’s image as a largely peaceful organization committed to working within the system.

The Mubarak regime is intent upon remaking the rules governing the Brotherhood’s participation in formal politics.  Just as the 2005 parliamentary elections placed the Brotherhood on the national slate, the regime’s current moves aim to put the Brothers back in their box.  If the reinstatement of military trials and seizure of assets were warnings of worse to come, the Brothers appear to have gotten the message.  In this sense, the Brotherhood is a victim of its own success—the unexpected breakthrough in the 2005 parliamentary elections and subsequent prominence in Egyptian public life has led the regime to step up its harassment.

Events in the region have also facilitated the current crackdown.  Hamas’ performance in the January 2006 Palestinian elections and the outcome of the summer 2006 war between Israel and Hizbullah produced an international environment even less hospitable to Islamist groups.  U.S. pressure on the Mubarak regime, which had greatly decreased as the results of Egypt’s 2005 parliamentary elections became apparent, ceased entirely after Hamas’ victory. Washington has remained silent as the Mubarak regime has arrested hundreds of Brothers and transferred dozens to military courts.  Despite meetings that took place in April between Muhammad Saad al-Katatni, chairman of the Brotherhood’s parliamentary bloc, and U.S. House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer at both the Egyptian parliament and the U.S. ambassador’s residence in Cairo, there is no reason to believe that the Bush administration has softened the traditional U.S. hard line against the Brotherhood.

Intensified repression notwithstanding, the Muslim Brotherhood is unlikely to exit Egyptian political life.  Indeed, the very fact that the group fielded 19 candidates in the June elections for the upper house of Parliament indicates that the organization will continue its participation in formal politics.  The group is adjusting to a new reality, however.  Among smarter regime sanctions are the severe financial measures aimed at the organization’s ability to provide social services, which many believe to be the backbone of the Brotherhood’s popular support.  Seizing the assets of major financiers might discourage others from funding the organization.  The measures could also have been intended to drain the Brotherhood’s campaign coffers before the June elections (in addition to blackening the group’s image).  Yet the impoundment of individual members’ accounts and the effort to normalize the use of military courts bespeak a more enduring strategy of containment.  

It is too early to tell what the effect of such measures will be.  In April, the Brotherhood’s Deputy Guide Habib anticipated that “national level activities will be affected because they require more money.  But the activities and undertakings that take place at a local level, in the governorates and cities, inshallah, will not be affected at all.”

If some have argued that the current crackdown is the worst since the 1950s, the overwhelming consensus within the leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood is that, at worst, comparing crackdowns is difficult and, at best, today’s repression is nothing like that of the 1960s, when Brothers were routinely subjected to torture and many were forced to flee the country.  As parliamentary department head Muhammad Mursi concludes, “ In the 1960s, they [the government] were trying to destroy [us] completely.  They wanted to rid Egyptian society of such a movement….Now, that is impossible.  There are more roots than anyone can completely pull out from the streets.”

TENURE BATTLE RILES BARNARD

(From the Jewish Telegraphic Agency in Forward.com, August 15)

A brewing battle over tenure for a polarizing Barnard College professor is threatening to thrust Columbia University back into the center of a controversy over its academic treatment of the Middle East.

Nadia Abul El-Haj, an assistant professor of anthropology at Barnard, is the author of “Facts on the Ground,” a 2001 book that questions archaeological claims regarding the ancient Jewish presence in Israel and argues that Israeli archaeologists legitimize the Jewish state’s “original myth.”

An online petition against Abu El-Haj had garnered nearly 1,000 signatures as of Tuesday, the bulk of them from students and graduates of Barnard or Columbia University, its institutional parent.

“This woman has written and made statements that are not based in fact and refused to recognize fact,” said Elaine Bloom, a Barnard graduate and former Democratic member of the Florida House of Representatives, who said she would reconsider her support for the college if the tenure decision goes forward.

Neither Barnard nor Columbia would reveal any details about the status of Abu El-Haj’s tenure application, though Barnard has confirmed that the tenure process is under way.  Abu El-Haj and Barnard President Judith Shapiro denied requests for comment.

The wall of silence has fueled speculation that Shapiro, herself a professor of anthropology, has endorsed the tenure application.  If correct, final approval would rest with a committee appointed by Columbia Provost Alan Brinkley, whose office also declined requests for comment.

The controversy over El-Haj threatens to raise questions anew about the integrity of Columbia’s scholarship on the Middle East, which first came under fire in 2004 with the release of a documentary film alleging university professors intimidated and embarrassed pro-Israel students who challenged them in class.  A committee of inquiry subsequently found only one example of improper behavior, leading critics to call the report a whitewash.

Columbia’s president, Lee Bollinger, has labored to improve the school’s tarnished imagine, most recently by becoming the lead signatory to a statement published in the New York Times opposing an academic boycott of Israel.  Many in the academic community, however, bristle at the notion that tenure decisions may be subject to outside pressure.

At issue is Abu El-Haj’s only book, which argues that archaeology in Israel was used to legitimize the “colonial” enterprise that was the founding and territorial expansion of Israel.  Among her accusations is that Israeli archaeologists bulldozed Palestinian artifacts to more quickly access Jewish ones. 

Scholars are divided on the book’s merits. David Ussishkin, a Tel Aviv professor and one of Israel’s most celebrated archaeologists, has defended the excavation methods Abu El-Haj criticized.  On the other side, Michael Herzfeld, an anthropology professor at Harvard, characterized Abu El-Haj’s work as “meticulous scholarship and even-handedness” in a blurb published on the book’s back cover. 

MEMBERS OF CONGRESS HEAD TO ISRAEL

(From an article by Nathan Guttman in Jerusalem in Forward.com, August 15)

The summer tour season to Israel by American politicians reached its peak this month, with nearly 10% of the House of Representatives visiting Jerusalem in the past two weeks.  Forty Republicans and Democrats met with Israeli and Palestinian leaders in two separate rounds of intensive touring, mixed with high-level policy meetings.

This year’s tours came at a crucial moment, as Congress is considering a massive and controversial arms deal proposed by the White House and aimed at both Israel and Saudi Arabia.  In addition, American policymakers are readying for an international summit in November that will deal with the situation in the Middle East.  The congressional trips, sponsored by pro-Israeli groups, have become one of the main attractions during the summer recess.

On a hot Tuesday morning, 18 Democrats—most of them members of the 2006 freshman class—mounted a tour bus on their way to Ramallah for a meeting with the new Palestinian prime minister, Salam Fayyad.  They returned from their trip to the Palestinian territories with a clear sense of excitement over the new Palestinian leadership.

“I think that the leadership of Mr. Abbas and Mr. Fayyad gives reason for hope,” said House majority leader Steny Hoyer, who led the Democratic delegation.  “We are hopeful that history proves that we have come to a time where the leadership of the Palestinian people has determined that terrorism is not acceptable as a policy.”

The high spirits among the Democrats stood in contrast to conclusions reached by some Republican congressmen, who visited the region a week earlier.  House deputy minority whip Eric Cantor [a leading anti-Palestinian in Congress] became the first American lawmaker to criticize Fayyad after learning that the Palestinian leadership may have provided assistance to Hamas members.  Cantor wrote a letter saying that he would warn other American lawmakers that talks with the Palestinian government “offer little value.”

The congressional trips to Israel were organized and sponsored by the American Israel Education Foundation, an offshoot of AIPAC that focuses on taking political leaders and staff members on education visits to Israel.  The separate group was formed in order to maintain the separation between AIPAC’s operation and the educational foundation.

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas sent last-minute cancellation notices to both the Republican and Democratic delegations that came to Ramallah.  His absence turned over the spotlight to Fayyad, who enjoys significant popularity among American lawmakers and policy officials because of his moderate political views and his efforts to install good governance, accountability and transparency in the Palestinian Authority.  He managed to charm lawmakers from both parties with staff members saying that he came across as a straight talking, down-to-earth partner.  “He’s honest; he’s not a politician,” Hoyer told the Forward after the meeting.

While the delegations may have covered similar territory, they did not draw similar conclusions on the impending policy matters.  On the Israel- Palestinian peace process, it was the Democrats who appeared to be closer to the Israeli government in supporting the Abbas government and strengthening Fatah.

   On the issue of the new White House arms proposal, it was the Republicans who were on the same page as the Israeli government.  The deal would send $20 billion worth of weapons to Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries, and Olmert has declared that Israel does not view it as a threat.

The Israeli support for selling arms to Saudi Arabia has caused confusion among Jewish groups.  Only two organizations have made public statements on the issue. From the right, the Orthodox Union announced it opposes the deal because of the Saudis’ failure to cooperate with the United States on a wide array of issues.  On the left, Americans for Peace Now expressed opposition to the deal because it escalates the Middle East arms race.  Mainstream Jewish groups have remained silent on the issue.

In Congress, it has been Republicans who have been supportive of the Bush administration plan.  Congressional Democrats, on the other hand, have not yet adopted an agreed-upon policy regarding the arms deal, and have presented a number of different fronts.  In Jerusalem, Hoyer tried to remain vague, but Nevada Congress-woman Shelley Berkley said, “I don’t trust the Saudis.”  Berkley, who wrote a letter to President Bush demanding that the deal be called off, told the Forward that the Saudi leaders are “deceit-ful” and “the biggest supporters of terrorism.”

The debate over the Saudi arms deal remained the single issue dividing congressional Democrats on their visit.

On the Israeli-Palestinian front, the members adopted a cautiously optimistic line, similar to that now being advocated by Israeli leaders.

A SORT OF PEACE IN GAZA

(From an article by Andrew Lee Butters, Gaza City, in Time magazine, Thursday, August 2)

On patrol in Shijaiyah, the toughest neighbor-hood in Gaza City, Lieut. Naim Ashraf Mushtaha, 31, an officer of the Hamas Executive Force, spots a man in civilian clothes carrying an M-16 assault rifle and walking through the street suqs in broad daylight. His officers quickly encircle the suspect and demand that he identify himself and turn over the weapon.  The man turns out to be a member of one of the neighborhood’s most powerful clans, and he refuses to give up his gun.  “What’s my name, boys?” he shouts to the gathering crowd of curious onlookers.  “Mohassi Abbas!” they shout back.  “See, everyone knows who I am,” says the gunman.  “I don’t care who you are,” says Mushtaha calmly, without raising his voice or his weapon.  “No one is above the law.”

The rule of law has returned to Gaza.  Just two months ago, this beachfront slice of sand dunes and concrete jungles, home to about 1.5 million Palestinians, was one of the most dangerous places on earth.  In June, after a few days of internecine warfare, Hamas, the Palestinian militant group, took control of Gaza from its rival, Fatah.  Since then, Gaza has been under siege.  Almost all shipments, except for basic humanitarian supplies, are barred from entering, and almost nothing comes out.  The blockade is part of an Israeli and American strategy to isolate Hamas in the hope that Palestinians will turn away from their Islamist leaders, who have never recognized Israel, and toward Fatah, which is willing to restart the peace process.  So far, the plan is not working.  With a free hand to govern as it pleases, Hamas is building popular support and military capability that may well outlast the international blockade.

Security is key to support for Hamas.  Within a week of the takeover, crime, drug smuggling, tribal clashes and kidnappings had largely disappeared.  According to human-rights groups, the Executive Force’s ability to achieve such a result is an indictment of the corruption and criminal collusion at the top of the Fatah-dominated security services that once controlled Gaza.

There have been isolated cases of civil rights abuses by the Executive Force since the takeover.  But Hamas hasn’t set up Shari’a courts.  Without any help from the regular police, prosecutors and judges—all of whom have been barred from returning to work by the Palestinian government—Hamas is slowly trying to train itself in the administration of Palestinian law.  Mushtaha and his officers spend most of their time delivering subpoenas and telling the families of wanted men to turn the suspects in.  In Gazan neighborhoods, everyone knows everyone else, and there’s no place to hide.  Crooks certainly can’t flee to Israel.

With peace on the streets, civil society is returning to Gaza.  On Friday night in downtown Gaza City, the streets are clogged with motorcades taking newly weds and their families to seaside banquet halls.  Just one thing is missing:  celebratory gunfire.  Hamas has banned partying with firearms.  But there has been no cultural crackdown since Hamas took over.  Gaza has long been more religious and conservative than the rest of Palestinian society—alcohol disappeared from public view here long ago.  But secular women who walk the streets of Gaza City without headscarves or veils say they were more likely to be harassed by criminals in the old Gaza than by religious conservatives today.  Rumors that Hamas is ordering barbers not to shave beards are just that.  I got mine shaved off by Hossein Hussuna, the barber of Hamas leader Ismail Haniya, who told me that most of Haniya’s eight sons are clean shaven.

Only if business owners like my barber succeed will normality return to Gaza.  Mohammed Telbani owns the largest factory in Gaza, making cookies and ice cream.  But he can’t get his raw materials and packing through the Israeli embargo, and he can’t send his finished products to the West Bank, where distributors have started buying cookies from Lebanon instead.  “I’ve worked on creating that market for 30 years, and now it’s gone,” Telbani said.  Gaza’s beaches may be packed and its streets safe, but its factories are shut, and its stores have almost no customers.  The economic damage caused by the siege is immense, with unemployment at around 44 percent; about 80 percent of the population receives food aid from U.N. agencies.  Nasser el-Helou, a hotel owner and a spokesman for the Chamber of Commerce, said the Gazan economy would collapse within weeks if the siege continues.

Yet Gazan business owners like Telbani and el-Helou—practical, apolitical men—are unanimous in their criticism of Israel rather than Hamas for economic problems.  “If we are free, we should control our own borders,” said el-Helou.  “But we do not, so the full responsibility is on the Israeli side.”  And business leaders point to a paradox of the embargo; it is destroying the only class of Palestinians who looked favorably on Israel.  Most of those in commerce speak Hebrew and have—or used to have—Israeli clients, partners and friends.  They had once looked forward to the day when there would be no trade barriers between an independent Palestine and an Israel with which it was at peace.  “The majority of Gazans do not like Israel,” said Amassi Ghazi, the chairman of a company that imports building materials.  “Until now, only the private sector had good relations with Israel.  So please open the border before all Gaza will be enemies of Israel.”

Some Gazans take being Israel’s enemies seriously.  At midnight, at what used to be the parade ground for the Palestinian coastal police, a couple of dozen men are practicing small-arms drills.  They are in the Izzedine al-Qassam Brigade, the military wing of Hamas, and ready to bolt at a moment’s notice if they get a warning that Israeli warplanes are overhead.  But since Fatah was driven out of Gaza, said Abu Ahmed, the commander of the unit, there have been fewer collaborators spying on Hamas for Israel, and Israeli strikes have hence dwindled.  Qassam Brigade soldiers have been able to operate with relative impunity.  Later Abu Ahmed takes me to a Qassam Brigade position a couple of hundred yards from the Erez crossing into Israel.  Soon an Israeli surveillance drone starts buzzing overhead, and we leave quickly, back over the sand dunes into Gaza City.  On the streets patrolled by Mushtaha and his men, all may seem peaceful.  But at night, the war between Hamas and Israel continues.

An article about Gaza in The Economist of August 11 is slightly less sanguine about Hamas’ ability to rule there.

SOME INTERESTING BOOKS TO READ

A Shop of One’s Own:  Independence and Reputation among Traders in Aleppo, by Annika 


Rabo, a Swedish anthropologist who spent many months in the Aleppo suq eliciting opinions that would seem common to much of the petit-bourgeois Arab world.

Twice a Stranger:  The Mass Expulsions that Forged Modern Greece and Turkey, by Bruce Clark, former diplomatic correspondent of the Financial Times, who gives an excruciatingly even-handed history of these population transfers and points out the irony that the present-day immigrations from the third world threaten a painfully achieved homogeneity.

The Pasha:  How Mehemet Ali Defied the West, 1839-1841, by your editor, Letitia Ufford, gives a lively, illustrated account of an international crisis with battle scenes, dramatic diplomacy, and views of a future Middle East by leading personalities, both western and eastern.
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