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Marc Gopin: I thank you all very much.  I know it’s not easy making these international connections, but I think communication and collaborations are essential to trying to move things to a positive direction with this whole relationship between countries in the Middle East, other countries to the Middle East, and the U.S. in particular.  I am glad we are doing what we are doing and this is what needs to be done on a diplomatic level.  With that being said, I will talk for a few minutes and then work off of a collage of your questions – I think that is the best way to work with Brit Tzedek’s wonderful constituency and the rest of the guests who I think are a number of them are my students.  I am a permanent professor at ICAR (the Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution) at George Mason University, and many of them said they were going to be on the call.

There has been an increase in civilian counts of death by first 1 out of every 4, but now is creeping up to about 50% of the casualties (about 220 out of 490).  I think that is important because at the initial stages of the bombings, there were clear infrastructure targets that were the great weakness of Hamas and that is that they had developed a place in the world and that is something Israel decided to attack in terms of their infrastructure and that was further removed from civilians, but they started to get to houses where they suspected Hamas was, which led to civilian casualties.  It will become more fatal to the civilians living in the crowded space of 30 miles with a million and a half people living on it.  Over 100 tons of explosives have already been dropped on that space which is only about twice the size of Washington DC (not greater DC, but the district itself).  So we’re having a situation where as this proceeds, there are going to be more civilian casualties especially if there is ground assault.  From what I understand, Defense Minister Barak wanted to stop it after 48 hours because he made a very dramatic point and David Grossman and others have been writing about the fact that he had made his point and now is the time to stop.  And apparently, that could’ve happened, but today rocket hit Beersheba, which was a significant blow to the possibility of a truce because Hamas has apparently begun to escalate and show their determination.   And there is a war going on here (as there was in Lebanon) as to who’s going to have the decisive advantage at the end of the war? And we can all take a step back and ask, “is this a legitimate reason to persist?”  This is apparently the thinking going on in the inside about when and if to stop?  The humanitarian situation is complicated in which Israel is saying and helping with giving tons of food aid and medicine and yet the reports I am getting from the ground (and just blogged about) are disastrous.  There are families are inside of their homes, with no food, no heat or electricity, can’t close windows because they will blast with all of the explosions, they are sitting underneath blankets with no where to go and no food.  The humanitarian level will get worse in a short amount of time.  There is a relationship with the Brit Tzedek role and the role of President-Elect Obama.  Background, Livni’s party Kadima is slightly ahead in the polls from the Likud party, by 30-29, there is a significant increase in the constituency of the right wing party which was taken away from the Kadima party, this could mean that Netanyahu, is more likely at this point to form a coalition.  There is a very stark choice here, if it is Netanyahu, he could form a coalition at the center with Kadima and with Meretz, and with the Arab parties.  If this is the case, it will be one kind of scenario that is building.  Or he could go in a more radical direction within the right wing of the Israeli parliament.  That has implications with what President Obama’s choices are, and his diplomacy peace team.  Marc thinks that this is the right time to do a couple of things.  The first, is that President Obama recognized that the world could not wait in his announcements on what he was going to do about the economy.  He made it very clear that he was Presidential in announcing the economic stimulus package.  He did it in order to fore solve disaster.  If these events go on much longer, if there is an accidental or purposeful missile that comes from Lebanon, or if there is other events that are unforeseen, if there is a suicide bomb in an Israeli major city, (people are beside themselves with anger in hurt in the old city because they all have family in Gaza).  A lot of things happen here because someone gets beat up and then a soldier gets hit riots and it spreads.  Not to mention there are ground rockets on Beersheba  which is a very crowded city could lead to unprecedented anger.  There is a lot of catastrophe blooming here.  This is the time for President Obama and the team to state explicitly the direction that they hope to be taking on Palestinian-Jewish relationships in the future and it behooves us not to predetermine what that language will be.  This is the time to say (like with the economy), that this will not go on the back burner for six months there is too much suffering going on and there’s too much danger to not say that Obama will send people over to at least listen to the sides in the current situation (Egypt, Israel, Syria,), it would be a great signal to send them to Syria as well.  We need engagement and we can’t wait for January 20th.  It’s just like the financial crisis it’s melting down and even though the military advisors and Gabi Ashkanazi are itching to go in on the ground, they have their orders they’re hoping, militaries are always hoping to do what they planned to do.  That does not mean it will not spin out of control.  A lot of people, both in Washington and in Israel are feeling that politics aside the triumvirate, Barak, Livni, and Olmert should come to the determination that a fairly quick end now has already made their point and they can negotiate for a verifiable cease fire, a long term cease fire that will stop the bombings for the foreseeable future.  I feel from a humanitarian, values, and strategic point of view, it is a mystery to him that part of the bargaining and negotiating could not be the significant opening up of the borders and the blockades to commerce, that will be carefully monitored by international troops and whatever the Israelis insist upon.  That’s something that would allow life into Gaza again.  It is essential (10:25) to make Hamas’s rockets into Israel to be illegitimate and really test a new possible relationship between Gaza and Israel.  The mood at the moment in Israel is somber, despite doing well militarily, its nervous people are waiting for the other shoe to drop.  Among Palestinians and Israeli Arabs is heard to describe.  It’s just mourning, it’s rage, it’s frustration, they simply don’t know what to do anymore with themselves and in that atmosphere.  There’s no conspiracy, there’s no planned Intifada there’s just a lot of teenagers hearing their parents crying and angry and screaming at their televisions and that to Marc, is a prescription for a civil conflict there that is in nobody’s interest.  As people who can have a positive influence in Washington can say that we’re hearing from the highest levels in Israel, that Israel needs the leadership of the United States right now.  Israel is not the psychological frame of mind to know quite how to stop this and they need American leadership said by Israelis very high up.  That is where things stand at this moment.

Questions:

Sue Swartz:  Talk to us about how this particular military conflict is similar or different than from the war from two years ago with Lebanon.  Does the Israeli Military or the government think of this in different ways?  Do you see this playing out in different ways?

Marc Gopin:  From the point of view of strategy, there are a lot of remarkable differences between the two situations in the sense that this was a secret six month plan, whereas many things in Lebanon were quite half hazard, and had the look and feel of them as an exaggerated reaction to an assault on some soldiers, and this campaign is also based on a great deal of ground intelligence. It seems pretty remarkable, and I suspect it’s because there are a lot of secret Fatah supporters in Gaza who would like to see Hamas fall.  It’s a remarkable level of strategic knowledge of all the different buildings.  Even today, Shabak (Shin Bet) knowing that Hamas leaders are hiding in mosques or as impersonating doctors in hospitals, so it’s remarkable how much intelligence there is which was not the case in Lebanon.  So for many reasons you can understand (this is not a position I agree with, I have to be not just an analyst I have my opinions), but you can see why it’s tempting for the leadership to feel like they may be on the verge of really conquering Hamas once and for all. That some how they could just shatter their ability to govern that it’s possible that we could finally have a unified Palestinian leadership over Palestine again and the beginning of a different era.  So it’s very tempting because they really their intelligence seems vastly better, their execution seems vastly better, but I step back because I look at the quantity of hatred that’s producing and that history has proven the last 60 years that no matter how excellent the execution, the war with the Arab world and with the Palestinians doesn’t end.  Nothing was more brilliant than ’67, and that didn’t end anything, on the contrary it created generations of humiliation in neighboring states.  So I think it’s very different on it’s technical effectiveness, but in many ways another trap especially the moment the troops go in.  It’ll be very similar to that inconclusiveness and therefore it’s dangerous.  The very temptation to militarily crush, to use force only as a way to bring Palestinians to the table, is I think something that history has shown to be disastrous.  Now, is it understandable why the Israeli population was sick and tired of the rockets?  Absolutely.  But it is questionable whether this is going to eliminate the rockets as opposed to a series of cease fires that would be of a long term nature.  I think that the chances of that, especially with the engagement that Obama’s about to make with Syria that we’d have a much better chance that now than ever, I’m worried that this is going to preclude that possibility.  

Sue Swartz: According to an unnamed source close to Barak (as quoted in the NY Tines) , "the leading option right now is a ground invasion but the target is an improved cease fire and if that can come with out the invasion, fine."

So my question is, along with a possible ground invasion, what do you know as far as diplomatic efforts?  And if there aren't diplomatic efforts, what possibility to do you see for them coming into play?
Marc Gopin:  There are many numbers of third parties that would like to be playing a role here, and there are those who are directly talking to the Israelis like the French, and then there are others like the Turks who are very angry about this because they had cultivated such hard work on that channel between Israel and Syria, they’re traveling in the region.  You’re going to see a lot of people traveling.  At the end of the day, it’s going to be an internal question, as to what each of these leaders considers a success.  That’s something that again we have to have a lot more conversation across the border on what is success here from an Israeli point of view, and what is short term and what is long term.  Now there’s different kinds of ground invasions, there’s the most extreme, which is a ground invasion for at least a year in order to completely eliminate the Hamas.  And with very high Israeli casualties as well and probably an Arab world determined to take military action or to at least allow their Jihadis across the borders to come join the fight in Gaza in some fashion.  There are other kinds of grounds being discussed in terms of eliminating the tunnels, that also is going to end all of the urban warfare at the other end of Gaza.  It’s hard to say what people would see is a short term ground invasion and what that would accomplish.  I can’t really say, I’m pretty convinced it’s going to be full of surprises, and I think things are right at the edge and that a ground invasion is going to lead to some unforeseen consequences, either inside Israel or from Lebanon at the behest of Iran.   Even if Hezbollah doesn’t want to get involved in this fight.  I’m concerned about what the cost-benefit analysis is and whether there is an anticipation of all of these outside actors and what they will do in response to a ground invasion.  

Suez Swartz:  Give us a little bit of background of internal Gaza politics.  How much power is held by Hamas in Gaza?  How much by Fatah?  What is the role of Gazan clans?  Who is actually firing the rockets now and over the last few years?  Who is being killed among the population?  Where are the ties between Hamas and outside players, versus Fatah and which outside players?  So essentially, I am asking you to paint a picture of internal Gazan politics to further our understanding of what’s going on.

Marc Gopin:  One thing you didn’t ask me about which is important in understanding Gazan politics is who is making all of these informal offers and some even written from Hamas offering for cease fire before this happened.  So what is that dynamic that was in the Israeli papers for months, I’ve heard it personally from two pretty senior people that they had offers from Hamas and what exactly is the nature of those offers?  So people should be curious about that as well.  By most accounts, Hamas is firmly in control in Gaza, they not only defeated Fatah, but they created a national movement by heavily investing in the people and by having a completely different style of leadership that wasn’t based on corruption.  They’ve really eliminated, they’ve collected all of the weapons, they eliminated all of the opposition, according to some reports they’ve even collected the kaffiyas which everyone thinks is a Palestinian symbol, they see as a Fatah’s Arafat symbol.  So the level of control is pretty intense which makes you wonder if this is just a matter of killing their leadership in terms of taking over Gaza.  Again, the question of whether military options are as present as people in the military seem to think they are.  That’s not what people are saying who’ve been on the ground and who are talking to the people there.  At the same time of course there are people who were supportive of Fatah before who are secular or not fundamentalists who are outraged by the imposition of Shari’ah, death penalties and all sorts of developments, women’s issues that are obviously, you kind of have opposition, but that’s all been silenced.  This is not the first place in the Middle East where Islamism has way of addressing human needs and then suppression at the same time that effectively undermines a lot of the more typical factionalism and tribalism of other regions that aren’t governed or governable.  And in fact, as people will remember, going back to the Afghanistan, the Taliban, and many other places in the world, the Islamists are sometimes invited in precisely, in order to unite the fighting tribes.  In fact that is exactly what Muhammad did with Arabia at the very beginning of the dawn of Islam.  So there is something very tempting in that narrative for more people to simply stop factional fighting, stop corruption, and have a more decent civil society.  By all accounts if it wasn’t for the blockade people would be pretty satisfied with that.  On the other hand, the argument is that they never voted for Hamas in order to carry on an Intifada, they voted for Hamas in order to get rid of Fatah corruption.  And eventually they would not go on with Hamas continually fighting a war with Israel for war’s sake.  That’s not really why the population voted for Hamas, not the majority.  As far as those being killed, a lot of conscripts, a lot of people who got their jobs through Hamas, and of course there are many militants being killed, but apparently these are a lot of young people who got jobs through Hamas, they were  in uniform, they were in police stations, and they were the ones being killed.  But like I said, the statistics are shifting, and almost half of the casualties are now civilians.  Like I said, they’re shifting they’re targets, and from the reports I have, I sat with a wonderful sheikh in Jerusalem yesterday, he is desperately trying to help his daughter sitting without any petrol, the house is constantly shaking, they can’t even close their windows, they’re freezing.  This is just a regular family and their house was almost blown up because some Hamas officers were fours blocks away.  So, this is why there are so many civilian casualties as well, it’s a tiny, tiny concentrated area and this is inevitable.  As far as the politics of the offers of cease fires, it has been clear from the beginning that there were signals even from Mashal in Syria, people didn’t ask about that, about a long term cease fire.  Is there an offer of a peace treaty with Israel?  Recognition of Israel’s right to exist? No.  But there is an offer of long term cease fire.  And obviously no one wants to cease fire so the Hamas can bring in more ground rockets and have a Lebanon right at Israel’s border in the South.  But that would be subject to the negotiation and in other words a long term cease fire would have to have negotiations elimination of the tunnels, elimination of smuggling of missile systems and again you couldn’t do that without cooperation from Syria. I think the elements of that are there, I think that there were offers on the table that were informal and we need an understanding of who or why that was rejected, are there election considerations, I suspect there are.  And that the Israeli-Jewish population has not been prepared for that possible negotiation with Hamas, although according to some statistics two thirds of Israelis do think that Israel should negotiate with Hamas.  So yet another thing that American activists should be thinking about is clarifying the situation with where we are, especially as Obama takes over with the question of how and whether and what the precedents for are for bringing military groups to the table such as Shin-Feng  (29:29) and whether there are formulas that people have been thinking about who are part of Obama’s constituency and advisors, and there are many good ones as to what formula we’ve become to, to hold out a different possibility here.  

Sue Swartz: What is your take about a negotiated settlement with Hamas?  Is it possible to resolve this conflict without military might, and are there power holding parties in Gaza who are able to make those compromises for the long term? 

Marc Gopin:  Well, there are parties and parties here and there are factions.  Hamas has a right wing and a left wing just like every other entity, Syria has a right wing and a left wing.  An intelligent approach to Iran, to Syria, to Hamas is an approach that understands the fact that inside each of these entities, people are arguing about the future and about trust verses distrust and a military solution verses a non-military solution in the same way that they are arguing inside of Israel and inside of the United States.  It’s not as open, you can’t follow it much in newspapers, but it’s there.  Based on many of us who’ve talked to people who know them well.  That says to me that there is opportunity to leverage, and some senior formal intelligence people in Israel say the best thing to do is to ask Hamas to come to the table and immediately you’ll see a split in the movement and how can they possibly hurt Israel?  In other words, you test the other side.  In fact I always suggested to the Israelis to test Syria’s seriousness and it’s the same thing here.  The dynamics of offering someone to come to the table is that you create great ferment between left and right and things become more clarified.  There’s no down side to doing that.  The only down side is the naïve approach to negotiations.  It happened in the Oslo years, where once we moved leftward, we just dismissed the right’s worry about incitements of violence in the text books and that was all right wing concerns, well really we had to think in terms of our right brain and our left brain.  The left brain should say engage, engage, engage, always in history is a good way to test what reality is.  On the other hand, a right way to think is to state your needs, to state your grievances and say that these things are non-negotiable.  We cannot have a cease fire with Hamas when you are actively bringing in thousands of missiles from Iran.  That has to change, and it has to be verifiable so that we can trust that.  I think that that is eminently possible thing.  The other thing, again I’m just an advisor a third party I’m not representing Brit Tzedek’s official position.  My intuition when it comes to the issue of the recognition of Israel and their charter, is that the great agreements of history, that prevented a catastrophe in the 20th Century, and it saved the United States from its own civil war were with Vietnam and with the Soviet Union.  In neither case, did either Vietnam or the Soviet Union say, we need you to recognize our right to exist.  If they had said this, if the Soviet Union had said, we will not de-escalate the nuclear conflict, unless you recognize our right to exist, then we would have to recognize their illegal and forceful occupation of half of Europe. And we couldn’t possibly do that.  So I think that the realist school here is actually the most peaceful one an idea that this is about safety and security it’s not about a Jewish or Zionist attachment to Hatikvah, no this is about what is going to make people safe in the short run and the long run.  My reason why I’m so convinced of that is that if we indeed  have a ten year hudna, a long term cease fire, where these Islamists are not required to say that they will recognize Israel’s right to exist, in ten years a full normalization of relations and commerce, I assure you the resilient middle class on the Palestinian community in Gaza, will not go back to a suicide bombing in Intifada.  This is a process of easing a terribly wounded community out of a desperate embrace of Hamas.  And I think it’s possible, with pragmatism, with care, and with a realist verification of the conditions of that treaty and that this is the most clever, and most intelligent way to pull us back from the brink of a Jihadi war, which if it escalates, will be a global Jihadi war against Israel where Jihadi will be coming from everywhere to this location.  

Sue Swartz:  Well that’s a chilling statement.

Marc Gopin:  It’s a reality.  They already have 10,000 volunteers in Iran.  

Sue Swartz: How much do you think that political ambition is affecting the timing of this operation on the timing of the Israelis?  Why didn’t Israel take this matter to the U.N. or use other kinds of international avenues?  What did Hamas really want when they decided to cancel the cease fire?  Didn’t they see that Israel would respond in the way that it responded?

Marc Gopin:  Those are both good ways to drill into the psyche of both sides.  It is very important information, again I hope that the American population and the people listening are going to each feel responsible to help the United States, and help third parties here, be constructive with both sides as a way to moves things forward.  This has been our biggest problem in Washington, our biggest problem dividing left and right in the United States as well as in Israel and that is people need deep empathy on both sides and then moving forward with pragmatic solutions.  So as far as drilling into the Israeli side, I wouldn’t call it political ambition, political ambition is obviously a very pejorative word here when you are talking about so many people who are dead and wounded and we all feel very frustrated and feel horrible and can’t sleep because we know how many people are dead and that this is an election season, and what is the relationship.  Yeah, but it’s very real, it’s more real than that and Tzipi Livni and Barak and Olmert who’ve all shown evidence that they were serious about negotiations the various points however flawed you may think some of them were at those negotiations.  The fact is, that we have overwhelming evidence that all three sincerely believe in a two state solution. They look at the elections, and they see Likud going up and up and they see the right wing getting even more with (Moshe) Feiglin on the Likud list.  And they say this may be our last chance and we need to show we’re tough and we’re going to lose this to a side of Israeli politics, that doesn’t even want a negotiated settlement.  So that’s a very gray area of moral decisions if you can call them those.  I wouldn’t call them just blind ambition.  I would also call it the desperate politics of what it takes to get into the Prime Minister’s office.  They may have well gotten a lot of votes as a result of this.  The polls did shift.  I don’t whether there would be enough for Livni to become Prime Minister, I don’t think so.  But that may have been a significant factor, this was apparent for many months, that Likud was gaining, the centrists were losing, and that the stakes were very high.  I’m not going to pass judgment in this phone call, but that’s part of the reality that I think is going on, in the inside of the minds of the people at the top.  The second thing is, that as far as why Hamas opt out of a cease fire at this moment, I think that their trade mark is to do what they say because this is true in many of the Islamist movements and they’ve always opted for a willingness to suffer in order to prove the principal that the blockade and others are illegal and that this is their form of resistance.  I think that Kuttab and others have pointed out that Hamas’s popularity was going significantly down.  I don’t know enough from the inside to say that, I’ve heard contradictory reports about inside Gaza.  I can say that there were alignments happening here before Obama comes into office that suggest to me that Hamas may be on the verge of losing their base in Syria.  They may be on the verge of an alignment or realignment, bringing in from the cold of Syria together with a significant Saudi faction that’s very serious about a peace plan and that altogether the Arab-Sunni world is moving towards more of a consensus of pressuring Israel to the table and serious about that table of full normalization.  Now that leaves with only one patron and that is Iran.  So you would have the Sunni-Islamist movement in Gaza, completely dependent on a Shiite non-Arab entity and they would become increasingly delegitimized.  So now would be the time, with the Bush administration still in power, to guarantee that this would be a horrible violent clash that would gain them great sympathy, which it has.  So they’ve been revived across the Middle-East, at a time when I think the world was moving towards Hamas as a military phenomenon to be history.  And even possibly the pressure and the horror of being engaged.  In other words the militant wing of Hamas would see an Obama accession and the conversations with Syria as a catastrophe for their approach.  And this would be the time to convince them to end the cease fire, throw a few rockets, get an incredible bloody response from Israel and they’re back in business.  This is the stock and trade of this very brutal calculation.  

Sue Swartz: What do you think we can do as American Jews in particular?  So I ask, many of us who say that it was an unwise response to bomb Gaza and I will add G-d forbid send in troops as well, we are challenged by others to say what we would’ve done in response to Qassams from Gaza.  Doesn’t Israel have a right to defend its citizens and when does a response become disproportionate? The deaths are so unequal, how can this be understandable in light of the Biblical criteria of a limitation on retaliation? 

Marc Gopin:  Somebody asked me that today, and I had a wonderful talk with a Muslim leader in the old city and his daughter is underneath the bombs in Gaza he’s been working passionately for peace here for twenty years and he said to me of course three years of Qassams, 18 dead it’s horrible, it’s terrible.  Three hundred people dead in a matter of hours, I don’t understand.  In other words he just couldn’t understand the response to three years and eighteen lives lost to be three hundred in a matter of hours.  Now, I sat there and I was in sympathy with a father who’s there to fight for the future of his daughter, who’s freezing and starving.  But I do know that when you have a state that has a very powerful army, and it’s not using its army to eliminate a threat and hundreds of thousands of people never know when a Qassam going to hit even if the casualties are low, the enormous pressure on the Israeli government to do something, because they have the power to do is very tempting.  That’s exactly why such military might is often used, because it’s there.  It’s not about what’s proportionate because, I’ve been thinking about this, and I went through it in my mind what the logic of this was, not because I agree with it.  I’ll say what I do think should’ve happened instead and that is that if they know very well, that if they killed eighteen people, the eighteen people that were killed from  Qassam rockets for the last three years, Hamas would laugh.  Hamas is the type of organization to make suicide bombing into the highest religious act.  They don’t exactly retreat easily and it was the same with Hezbollah and from a military perspective it presents you with a pretty ugly set of alternatives.  My argument is, as with many decisions of the neo-conservative years, the problem is not with the military strategic execution, it’s with the fact that the only thinking is military.  When it’s very clear, that there were many signals coming from the Arab world, that they were desperate to bring Hamas to the table and that Hamas itself was sending out signals, as best as they could within their theology and also within their ideological frame for a long term cease fire with a wink and a stare, a ten/twenty year cease fire is affectively a peace treaty.  So, I think that the tragedy here was not that Israel was frustrated for three years and then finally explodes with this overwhelming disproportionate response, it’s that the world and particularly the United States allowed this to fester and not to proactively preempt this downward spiral of a relationship where it is inevitable ultimately that all of these F-16s and all of these missiles will be used in Israeli arsenal in an explosion of anger to completely silence an enemy that was aggravating them for three years. The other issue that has not been addressed and that is that in the sense of frustration the average Israelis feel, it’s the Qassams as if the Qassams are the beginning of history.  There is not enough of a third party effort here to see the blockade and the abnormal life in Gaza as a subject of negotiations on a serious level with Israel in some ways decouples the need to defend against Hamas and at the same time the life and the blood life of Gaza as a civilian population.  And again the careful third party aggressive intervention particularly by the Untied States and that’s where I would go from here and where I hope that activists will push.  I know that the deeper spiritual Jewish religious question of an eye for an eye is being completely disproportionate, those are deeper emotional problems that the current state of the Jewish community reacting to what they perceive as a thousand years of turning a blind eye to their own humiliation to now to having two eyes for an eye as a response to who the Jew is in a contemporary world.  This is what one side of the Jewish community feels.  There is another side of the community that doesn’t feel that way at all and it is a community of great struggle over how to respond to assaults.  I think most communities that have new found power have a hard time facing the fact that they are now powerful and that that’s a very different relationship to violence than being completely disempowered in circumstances like the Holocaust or the Crusades.  And that’s the struggle that the Jewish community has to engage in but that’s not a Washington struggle.  The Washington struggle is how to help the American leadership do the best that they can with the most intelligent and empathetic advice that we can give them on how to move forward.

Sue Swartz: What should the American-Jewish pro-peace pro-Israel community be doing (i.e. the incoming administration, and the general Washington atmosphere) as opposed to the deeper more communal question?  And is there anything we can do to help the Israeli left?  Also, are there ways that we can send monetary relief to the Middle East right now to help on the ground humanitarian needs?

Marc:  I think that the Israeli left actually needs a lot of help and I’ve always felt this way with all do respect and that is that the kind of coalition building that led to Obama’s victory, and the spirit of compromise and the spirit of faith and hope in a broader vision that unites people.  That is exactly what’s been missing in the Israeli electorate for a long time.  The left and the right have rarely made political parties that really are attractive to both Jews and Arabs, to both religious and secular.  There is a new movement, a new green movement that has two wonderful lists and I have hopes that they will start to symbolize a new kind of Israeli politics that cuts across lines and focuses on common projects like saving the earth, like saving energy that will unite both communities and will also lead to jobs in both communities to equality between Arabs and Jews all of that is something that some very exciting people here are doing and they deserve our support.  They also deserve our highlighting to the Washington community and our education of congressmen in particular to the subtleties of what needs to happen here.  It is inexcusable that I go into congress with a Palestinian friend or student, and they are horrified by seeing a Palestinian because they think that AIPAC will find out or they think that the person is a terrorist.  It’s inexcusable in this day and age and it’s absolutely vital that at the most simple level we flood congress with models of a different future, that we demonstrate to them and we bring them evidence of where many Jews and Arabs are working together both in the United States and in Israel and in Palestine.  There are no less than four new non-violent organizations in Palestine.  There are people working together in the worst of circumstances, they’re utterly impoverished, the peacemakers here.  And yet, if we highlight them and we demonstrate a third way it will help all the protégés of Obama that are about to take over, who really would like that kind of vision to emerge in the Middle East to subtlety use their diplomacy with the pro-Israel community to help nudge things in a more rational more humane direction.  Even if a final status issues are not resolvable in the short term, the fact is that we can immensely improve the situation on the ground inside Israel for Arabs, in Palestine in the West Bank, and eventually in Gaza after a cease fire with the right spirit in congress with the right advice, from those of us who will study the situation well and bring them the facts, bring them the dozens of organizations that are working together and to help get them funded through Congress and through the mechanisms of the multilateral agencies.  I think we can do this and that evidence of new cooperation and new respect will strengthen the forces in the West Bank and also strengthen the left wing of Hamas to come to the table.  It will strengthen Syria’s left wing to come to the table and to see that there’s a new spirit and Washington and we need that evidence now because the wound of this onslaught is overwhelming.

Sue Swartz:  You talk about them creating a new spirit in Washington, what do you think we as Jewish peace activists should be doing, what is that message we need to be bringing to Washington or is it just the fact that we need to be there?  

Marc Gopin:  I think that the standard fare for a good relationship with Congress is being in their offices on a regular basis, it’s letters, it’s an onslaught of constructive engagement that is unassailable by the right wing forces who would declare it as anti-Israel.  In other words,  you want to be in their face both virtually and in the offices with very constructive suggestions of positive engagement that are so irrefutable that it would be silly not to do them as opposed to Washington that would be divided and those who say they’re defending Israel and those who come in attacking Israel.  That’s a nonstarter in a congress that’s completely bottled up with thresh if they say anything against Israel.  It’s the truly pro-Israel thing for Jewish community here is to help congress help Israel with a new relationship between Arabs and Jews and there are many congressmen who want to hear this message.  But they usually want to hear concrete things to invest in, concrete legislation, or concrete statements that they can make.  The right wing has flooded congress with statements that are always pushing them to the wall about disengagement and staying away from this problem and demonization of the various parties.  We need to flood them with pressure with other kinds of letters and there are enough courageous congressmen that will sign those letters and will keep us moving in a certain direction.  I also urge that everyone try to have consultations in the next few months with some of the key players that will be in the Obama administration who will be advisors on the Middle East.  Set up meetings with Scowcroft, with Dennis Ross and even those who will not immediately be in the inner circle.  Try to bring to them the importance of the humanitarian relationship between the constituencies in the communities that they should not once again do an elite process that doesn’t check constantly on the situation on the ground.  We want a two state solution and we want a fair settlement that is always moving forward in improvement of people’s lives.  That is strategically and realistically the only path and yet the elites that negotiate the final statuses are constantly forgetting that.  They need us to remind them and many of us are the ones who have the personal relationships on both sides.  That is vital.  There is not a single Jewish pro-peace activist who should ever again spend his life with other Jewish pro-peace Jewish activists or standing over a Sabbath table arguing with his right wing family.  He should be building Palestinian relationships.  Even one. Arab relationships, Syrian relationships, this is the evidence of the future and it takes a lot of courage and a lot of work, but it is the evidence of the future that we need to put in the face of Washington.

Sue Swartz:  I want to thank you, that is the most hopeful I have felt in days.  Thank you for speaking with us Rabbi Gopin from Jerusalem.   
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