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BOOK REVIEW:
THREE BOOKSON THE ISRAELI-

PALESTINIAN CONFLICT

NOTE: The following book review by JAY MURPHY appeared in a
dightly different formin In These Times, May 13, 1996.

BOOKSUNDER REVIEW

Peace and Its Discontents,
by Edward W. Said, Vintage Books, 188 pp. $12;

The Obstruction of Peace: The United States, | sradl, and the Palestinians,
by Naseer H. Aruri, Common Courage Press, 370 pp. $18.

Intimate Enemies: Jewsand Arabsin a Shared Land,
by Meron Benvenisti, University of California Press, 260 pp. $24.95

Peace When?

by Jay Mur phy

For a pair of groups that operate without any discernible politictkgty or strong popular
support, Hamas and Islamic Jihad perhaps still have reason tolgleastbombings of
February 25, Marc h 3 and 4 that killed 62 Israelis succeeded in hdltiog mortally
wounding, an already precarious and profoundly troubled peace process. Rake i
find themselves in a state of siege much harsher than any enfofoesl hée Israeli closure
of the Palestinian territories imposes daily losses to theredtRalestinian economy of at
least twice what international donors have provided; general econamitydwas fallen off
by 60 percent since the closure; and in a new twist of fate tireessecurity police act in
tandem with the Israeli Defense Force (IDF), storming unitiessand arresting students.

Medical clinics have closed across the Occupied Territories dwnhoto the restriction of
movement but also to the lack of medicines, even though such distributiorotzenned
even during the height of the Gulf war or during the intifada. "THisasvorst siege we
have been in," says Palestinian spokeswoman and newly elected heg{Staincil
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Member from Jerusalem Hanan Ashrawi. This is total isolablon.does Ashrawi see any
hope of diplomatic relief: There are no talks, there is no peace$s. They have been
unilaterally suspended and violated by Israel, which acts as i&itinilateral process, that
there is no partner.

The question of whether Israel will continue to accept the flovhe&p Palestinian labor
into the country, which brings an estimated $2.5 million a day into thttess, pales in
significance next to the larger problem of how to jump-start Palasteconomic life. "What
little industry we have is collapsing,” Ashrawi says. An outspokéic ofi the Oslo peace
agreements, flabbergasted at the Palestinian concessions thattavémem, Ashrawi now
sees the chickens coming home to roost. Yet according to Ashrawyrtieat impasse
stems not so much from the flaws of the Oslo | and Oslo lloas fine Israeli refusal to
comply with the most miniscule things specified in the agreementngrthe lapses are the
Israelis failure to release of Palestinian political prisenter guarantee basic human rights,
and to allow safe passage and freedom of movement among Paleseamrganwhile the
building and expansion of settlements proceeds apace, including a new ditmedny the
Labor government in East Jerusalem.

The Palestinian National Authority (PNA) has not improved conditions any émdéat's
rule. The PNA maintains a 20,000-member police force in Gaza mdakiag for a 50-to-1
citizen to police ratio , the highest in the world. PNA offidesise moved to censor
publications critical of the Oslo accords, while detaining citizedscriminately in their
searches for suspects in the Hamas bombings .

Palestinians in Gaza who have lived longest under PNA rule have sdmamel sanitary
conditions worsen. Sara Roy, who has studied Israeli strategide-deVelopment" in the
Occupied Territorie s, estimates that 33 percent of the Pédespoor in Gaza became so
after the Oslo accords. Many Gazans sought to use the forum ofdékarifan elections in
January to challenge the corruption and overweening bureaucracy of th&8MaA popular
resentment of the PNA was already surfacing in the West Banfrjosto the January vote
-- graffiti in Nablus read "No to the Gazan occupation !"

So far, the many critics of the "peace process" have been msttdidm the mainstream
U.S. press. American coverage of the Palestinian opinion sirogligtpits the terrorist
opposition (Hamas) against the peace camp, to the exclusion of anyiethhe®ne of the
only positive developments of the current crisis may be that itavde the press to give
Oslo critics their long overdue hea ring, now that the process hagmound in a manner
many of them foresaw quite clearly.

Peace and Its Discontents is a collection of a number of cligmuent editorials against
Oslo I and Il by the most prominent defender of Palestinian righteiblhited States. Peace
and lIts Disc ontents, as Edward Said says in his introductiohgidifét of my books to

have been written from start to finish with an Arab audience in i@icthe 21 essays and
single interview collected h ere, only four were previously publishedrerian journals.
Said's writings for al-Hayat and al-Ahram are unfailingly focuseectiand anti-

imperialist.

Despite this especially horrid period for Palestinians Said camsuamp a bracing,
unexpected optimism. Recent changes in the region's balance of powat aresejue
opportunity for the Arab wor Id to develop its own mind. "It will cartginever develop at
all if we are still dependent on the Great White FatherhgPoint is that he has come to
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end of his reign."

Said spices his searing commentary on the "peace process" lnth personal vignettes,
such as his 1992 visit with Yasir Arafat as the PLO chairmauperated from a 1992 plane
crash in the Liby an desert. Watching TV coverage of the 1992 Istaetfions, Said
realized that Arafat had so little in the way of a long-terntigalistrategy that he "felt he
was staking his entire future on R abin"s electoral win." Tdliance on "wagering on the
other" is what led the Palestinians to their present stae@at of the will,” Said contends.

Fiercely and with some exasperation trying to right a historicatrdetat is "breathtaking in
its dishonesty," Said is nothing if not acerbic about Rabin, conseanadedth by the
Western media as a "man of peace" but reviled by Said as ag'fagivk" guilty of "ethnic
cleansing." Nor is Said any easier on Arafat: "Poorly educateghloreaniac, and now
living in the terminal dream world of all petty dictators, he caanotnever will be
reformed.”

On the other hand, his warm tribute to figures like Sara Roy, slelecipherer of the "de-
development" and dispossession of Gaza whose parents were HolocaustsuoviHanna
Mikhail, (the enig matic Abu Omar vividly described in Jean Genetthpomusly
published, poetic meditation on his time among the Palestinians Pssidriave), who
represented the best of the once free-wheeling Pa lestinian remohdtise the book with a
vibrancy and immediacy that goes a long way toward establishing the "authesitectual
idiom" Said calls for in the region's cultural and political discaurse

Many books have exhumed the murky diplomatic history of the Palestiniat-tsyaflict
(among the most recent is Norman Finkelstein's Image and Redlity Israel-Palestine
Conflict). But Naseer Aruri's The Obstruction of Peace pays edlyedose attention to the
United States' historic interests and policy goals in the regioni'Anarrative moves
soberly, systematically, and inexorably in explicating how the Oslo llagieements
finally fulfill the United States' long-coveted goal of being the Mideist's unilateral
superpower, in league with its Israeli ally. As Aruri no ths,realization of this ambition
undercuts nearly a half-century of U.N. resolutions and internatiomattaating a situation
where "U.S. policy becomes, in effect, a substitute for intenmatlaw."

Aruri points out how the Gulf war was nothing if not decisive in weanmwayamany Arab
countries as well from their own adherence to the U.N. and "iti@nadconsensus” on the
issue that called f or Israeli withdrawal from the occupiedtderes. That approach had been
affirmed in a long string of Arab summits in Rabat (1974), Fez (1988jman (1987), and
Algiers (1988). Saudi Arabia, Aru ri records, after the Gulf exsen fielded a proposal for a
Palestinian state in Jordan, much like the Reagan plan of 1982.

In Aruri's view, the region's most dangerous development is the creepaligd¢éion of the
military occupation -- an occupation that Israel still has not owned. ow legal niceties
and diploma tic euphemisms are giving this fiction the force of Tds.Clinton
administration recently shifted from the use of the descriptive teccupied” to the more
discreet "disputed"” in referring to Ga za and the West Bank. §Aieelsraeli euphemism
was "controlled territories"). Madeleine Albright, the U.Sbasssador to the U.N., spelled
out the logic of this shift on June 30, 1993 when she stated "We simply docegt the
description of territories occupied by Israel in the 1967 war as " @zlestinian
territory."...this language could be taken to indicate sovereignty attemvhich both Israel
and the PLO have agreed must be decided in negotiations on the funalotite
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territories."

In other words, the concessions Israel manages to wring out of tleblexdf®LO are the
final word on the status of the territories, not U.N. resolutions 232, or the host of other
U.N. rulings that recognize the national rights of self-deternandtr Palestinians, that
their territories were conquered by force, and that Israel Bpsmsibilities under any
number of human rights conventions concerning the treatment of a populatiommiirtdey
occupation.

According to U.N. resolutions, Israel is obligated to leave trgdres; under the new
agreements, they leave not as a matter of compliance withatiteral law, but only if they
want to. The Clinton administration, for the first time in histévgs gone so far as endorse
the Israeli annexation of East Jerusalem, widely condemned by mosisnatthe world,
including the U.S., and maint ained, contrary to even statements bad#stinctly pro-
Israel Reagan and Bush administrations, that settlement adivity illegal.

While Arafat fatuously speaks of the Palestinians' "friend inthée House," Aruri knows
that Bill Clinton is more like what Yediot Ahronot columnist Nahumriga ironically
dubbed him -- "the last Zionist." This historic shift in the Clindoiministration is
symptomatic of the moving into major foreign policy positions for the tiims¢ of Zionist
policy wonks like Martin Indyk and Samuel Lewis; Indyk as key Middle BHter in the
National Security Council and then Ambassador to Israel, Lewdsestor of policy
planning in the State Department.

Aruri is acute in analyzing U.S. domestic politics in this aggpak-Americana, pax-
Israelica,” where Congress, with members beholden to right-wimghlerganizations and
Israel's Likud, interven es in foreign policy, taking positions to the afjtite Israeli
government itself. Aruri shows the contours of this profound retrenchmenaek of
sympathy with the Palestinians that has new do minance in Ameriagacapdife.

Aruri, like Said, seems to underestimate the popularity of Anafdite "autonomous
zones" (polled at 58 percent after Oslo Il), as well as fais support for the peace
accords themselves. Many , if not most, Palestinian citizeggiperthe accords as a poor
bargain, but the only way to move ahead. Yet his most damning crititiatrthe
agreements make Arafat and the PNA an "enforcer" that answeeesto Israel and the
United States than to their own people, now has come all too vividly anfdlpeto pass.

Meron Benvenisti is that rarest of figures in the Middle Eastirevinced Zionist Israeli who
also grasps the true proportions of the Palestinians' rather biéspradicament. A former
deputy mayor of Jerusalem, Benvenisti's West Bank Data Projesastas rich source of
information and so useful that he won the respect of an unlikely ramg#icd, from
resident New York Times orientalist Thomas Friedman, Fouad Ajasmost frequently
guoted Arab in the American press, as well as the incorrigitdelifiuman rights activist
Israel Shahak.

Benvenisti objects to a solution of "national ghettos" that dividekttig and tries to hold
out for an "intercommunal” solution to intercommunal hatred and stitiférva "common
geopolitical fr amework." In explaining the September, 1993 agreement&Bisti stresses
the "post-ideological” nature of the new Israel, which has developachplagience with
political conflict typical of many Western consumer societies. ilrmbme contrast to critics
like Said and Aruri, who imply the Palestinians gained nothing fromdberds, Benvenis
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emphasizes that most Israelis took the recognition of the PL@asmic shock, posing as it
did the at-least implicit acknowledgment of another people with staima to the same
land.

Benvenisti outlines his own personal struggles of head and heart id tedghis seemingly
interminable conflict, described his own shock at the "historic handsbakée White
House lawn, and yet offers a brutal summation of the original pgaeeraent: "l admit that
it did not occur to me that the Palestinians could reach sucheataeakness and go
through a period of such desperation that they would recognize defeatcanthakbe who
had brought catastrophe upon them to dictate the conditions of their sufrender.

Benvenisti, who begins his book with an account of the Oct. 8, 1990 massabeeTemple
Mount, is deft at showing how political or ethnic conflicts becomemlbracing religious
ones. He is particularly good on the history and applicability of "populaadmsfer” to the
conflict, as well as skewering what he sees as the hypocribg &fdace Now brand of the
Israeli left. During the Gulf war, Benvenisti thought the "Isrbedt was a bit unmannerly,
indecorously overeager, in the speed with which it divorced the Pa@stihexhibiting
"more than a bit of condescension and a sense of relief."

In Benvensiti's view, the left used the crisis to return to tleedbthe "national consensus,"
giving up its illusion that the intifada would end the occupation and that tied not lift a
finger." When Israel used the Gulf war as cover for extremeshhdraconian measures in
the territories, there was hardly a dissident voice to be hearavatinings that a "peace"
based on such fundamental inequality cannot survive seems especiallyeaghgievents
of the past two months.

"Extremists exist due to lack of justice here,"” reflecte@$tadian liberation theologian
Naim Ateek back in January in his office in St. George's Cathiedlakusalem. "They are
not extremists for extremism's sake." Ateek's practical linkadgrael's security with a just
political solution that is seen as such by the Palestinian peopleaeaya reasonable
enough stance in a region awash with irrationality, although it hasl f@lreach the White
House or the editorial board of thiew York Times.

Although the refrain in the U.S. media runs "the ball is in Alafadurt,” it may actually be
that the "ball" is in the court of the Palestinians, if only begaas with so many tragedies in
the past, the world and the Arab countries have left them berdfgrdy able to rely on
themselves.

Jay Murphy is editor of the anthology For Palestine (1993) and is a journalist
and critic living in New York City.

THE END
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