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[Start of recorded material]
Brian Walt:
Welcome, everyone.  My name is Brian Walt.  I am one of the co-founders of Jewish Fast for Gaza, and we welcome you to this monthly call of Ta'anit Tzedek, Jewish Fast for Gaza.


Several of you probably have been on these calls before.  I'm going to be very brief.  We are a group of rabbis who initially called about a year ago for a focus on the humanitarian suffering in Gaza and to call particularly for a complete lifting of the siege on Gaza and also for negotiations between Israel and all Palestinian parties, including Hamas, towards a negotiated settlement of this conflict.


On the third Thursday of every month, we fast.  People across the country fast for the day and pledge to take action to lift the siege on Gaza through education and advocacy.


Today, for our call we are very honored to have Nadia Hijab, who is going to talk with us about the Arab Spring Gaza and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  As many of you know, at this very moment as we are starting this call the President is giving a major address about U.S. policy in the Middle East.  And also, there are various other events that are going to happen over the coming few days, most notably the visit of Prime Minister Netanyahu, a talk by Prime Minister Netanyahu to Congress and also the Conference of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee in Washington.


We will also open this up.  Rabbi Brant Rosen, who is on the call with us, will introduce our speaker and will start the conference.  I just want to say a word before that.  The format is we will start with questions that Rabbi Rosen and I will ask of Nadia Hijab and then after about twenty or twenty-five minutes I will indicate to you that you can ask questions.  To ask a question, you press *1 and you're placed in a line.  We really hope that people will ask questions, but please hold off on pressing *1 until I indicate, which will be after the initial part of this conference.


Brant, why don't you introduce our speaker?

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Thank you, Brian.  As Brian mentioned, we are so honored and thrilled to have Nadia Hijab on our call, especially given that so  much is going on in this area.  It's wonderful to be able to have this conversation.


I want to tell you a little bit about Ms. Hijab, and I think you will understand why we thought she was ideal to help us understand the issue of the Arab Spring Gaza and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  Nadia Hijab is a Palestinian, born in Syria and raised in Lebanon.  She began her career as editor-in-chief of Middle East Magazine and later moved to New York to work for the United Nations Development Program where, among other things, she helped organize the program's contribution to the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights.


After leaving the UN, Ms. Hijab became the executive director of the Palestine Center.  It's a Washington DC-based organization affiliated with the Jerusalem Fund.  And in 2000, she established her own consulting business on human rights, human development, and gender.  


She has served as co-chair of the U.S. Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation and is on its advisory board, and she is a past president of the Association of Arab-American University Graduates.  Ms. Hijab appears frequently as an Arab affairs commentator on television, on radio and in print outlets and has authored more than a hundred articles.  She's also published two books -- Woman Power: the Arab Debate on Women at Work, and Citizens Apart: a Portrait of Palestinians in Israel.


Ms. Hijab, thank you so much for joining us today on our call.

Nadia Hijab:
It's my pleasure.  And as I've told you both, the honor is all mine.  I very much admire what you both do and how you are acting for your morals and principles and values, both personally by fasting and by trying to reach out and get other people to take action.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Thank you.  We're going to get right into it.  As Brian mentioned, as we speak the President is either giving or is about to give a major address on American foreign policy to the Middle East.  And I wanted to ask you what you would like to hear from him about what is going on in the Middle East, about the Arab Spring and about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  


I know you wrote an article where you outlined some of these things, but could you tell us a little bit about both what you would like to hear from him and what you think we will probably hear from him?

Nadia Hijab:
Well, I was hoping that his speech -- which hasn't quite begun yet; I'm looking at my screen here and they're live-streaming it -- I was hoping that he would recognize, either in the way he speaks or by actually saying so, that America has played a minimal role in support the Arab uprisings and that over the decades, not just under his tenure but under previous administrations, it has played a major role in sustaining dictatorship in the region.  In fact, I believe personally that if it hadn't been for the region being rich in oil and being so strategic to U.S. interests we would have had democratic uprisings at the same time as they happened in Latin America fifteen to twenty years ago.


So it would be great -- I'm not holding my breath, but it would be great if there were recognition of that.  Secondly, if he really wants to be credible in the region he needs to set a credible timeline of concretely how and when U.S. troops are going to withdraw -- and not just U.S. troops and then leave behind trainers, contractors and bases, but real withdrawal from Iraq, Afghanistan, and indeed the rest of the region.


And finally, and perhaps most importantly, it would be great to see some evidence -- and again, I'm not holding my breath -- of a willingness and ability to deliver on Middle East peace by ending the U.S. subsidy to Israel's occupation of about three billion dollars a year in military aid, plus its diplomatic cover for Israel at the United Nations.


Now, what I think we will hear -- there have been some reports based on briefings by unnamed senior officials that he's going to review the political changes in the Arab region and spend some time going through those country by country.  He's going to speak about economic aid for the countries that are doing "well," and then he's going to reemphasize that dictators should shape up or ship out, and that he is going to say something about the Arab-Israeli conflict, Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  What he will say on that remains to be seen.  He may make some general statements.  He may specify the sixty-seven borders -- in which case he will please the Palestinians and upset the Israelis -- or he may make the usual statements about sixty-seven borders with some minor swaps.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
We're going to talk a little bit more about Israeli-Palestinian issues a little bit later in the call, but I want to focus a little bit now on the Arab Spring and the uprisings.  First, what is most important for you about this extraordinary set of events in Arab countries over the past few months?  What is the most important thing that you want Americans to understand about the uprisings, and how do you feel it is possibly misunderstood by Americans?

Nadia Hijab:
Well, I think when the uprisings first started it was very clear in America.  The big problem with America is that it's so far from the rest of the world and it's kind of a continent unto itself.  So it's kind of hard when you're in the States to get a sense of the real issues or realities across so many oceans, as it were.


But I think when the Arab uprisings first started, the message was very clear to people in the United States -- that here are peoples who are rejecting being treated like children and rejecting being treated like subjects.  They are taking back their country.  They're refusing to have the narrow definition of democracy that focuses just on elections.  They want to be full participants in what is, after all, their country and their resources.  And, you know, they're actually willing to struggle for this and give up, in some cases, their lives or limbs or are willing to even be tortured.


And it was a very, very moving, very inspiring moment that came through all the spin and all the media filters, I think, and it was just absolutely fantastic.  Democracy is on the way in.  It's not quite there yet, even in the two countries that were able to achieve the most change, which are Tunisia and Egypt.  But I think rulers throughout the Arab region know that they need to be much more accountable to the people and will be held accountable.


And I think it's really emphasized.  Because the region has been so militarized in so many ways, including through arms sales from America and Europe, people thought of military tools or war as being -- that issues are settled on the battlefield.  But this has really shown that there are other sources of power, that those sources of power are within everyone's control, and that it is possible to achieve real change through nonviolence.  


And I think that's really reinvigorated nonviolence throughout the region.  I think it's very important for Americans to know that the Palestinian struggle has been, for the most part, a nonviolent struggle over a course of decades.  At this point, it's achieved huge results -- like during the first intifada at the end of the 1980s and early '90s, which was almost a completely nonviolent struggle -- and civil struggle or nonviolence is not new to the region, but the Arab Spring has shown that this is a very smart way for people to act and sort of reaffirm that.


And I think if Americans want to relate and help, then it would be great to really take full accountability as American citizens for U.S. foreign policy, to urge the representatives, the political leaders in this country and the representatives, to keep the U.S. mutual and supportive of the Arab democracy, to make sure that Israel doesn't try to sabotage or subvert it, and not to try and export -- as has happened in the past, as America and Europe tried to do -- a definition of democracy that is really narrow and is really restricted to holding elections every four years or two years or six years.  That is just one tiny aspect of democracy.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
You actually raised the question of the nonviolence struggle by Palestinians, and I think for our next set of questions we would love you to turn our attention directly to the focus of our group, which is on Gaza in particular, and on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in a broader context.


So what effect do you think the Arab Spring has had on Palestinians in Gaza first and then on the West Bank?  And how do you think it's going to alter this in the future?

Nadia Hijab:
Well, you know, the Arab Spring has really strengthened the Palestinian people's hand.  And I underscore "the people's" because the people in the West Bank and Gaza and East Jerusalem living under occupation have had to deal also with non-democratic regime, first with one and now with two.  And even though elections happen, it's not clear how much the will of the people in moving forward -- and of course the elections were restricted, the ones that were held in 2006, to the West Bank and Gaza and did not include the entire Palestinian people, many of whom are in exile and in refugee camps.  


So now the rulers of the West Bank and in Gaza know that they too will be held accountable and that they need to listen to people's aspirations.  And one of the very first aspirations was we don't want this division of this leadership, even though it's not a fully-representative leadership of the entire Palestinian people.  You know, we just don't want it to be split in this way.  So I think very soon you saw both Mahmoud Abbas and the leaders of Hamas come together and pledge to work for unity.


And then with the changes in Egypt, again very quickly we began to see official statements that Egypt will no longer participate in maintaining Israel's siege on Gaza, that they will start to open the Rafah border.  I don't think that has gone as far as it can go or should go yet, the Rafah border.  I don't know that everybody can go in and out as they want to, but at least it's begun to give hope to the Palestinians in Gaza that the changes will have a direct impact on their lives, their freedom of movement, their ability to deal with the rest of the world, and their ability to develop and rebuild after the horrible destruction that happened after Israel's December 2008/January 2009 assault.


So it's also, in a sense, freed them because many of the Palestinian leadership have been stuck.  You know, they've been vested in the U.S.-led peace process that has led nowhere.  I think it's now freed them to go back to playing a more authentic leadership role.  And also, it's given a very big boost to the Palestinians who have been undertaking nonviolent resistance through the popular struggle against the Wall, for example, which has been going on for six years, as villagers organize village by village to try and stop their lands being swallowed up, as well as through the Boycott Divestments and Sanctions movement.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
You mentioned that it's non-democratic, that Palestinians have been ruled by at least two -- and actually, if you include Israel, three -- non-democratic regimes, but internally two non-democratic regimes.  There was an election in 2006, which didn't include the Palestinians in exile and the diaspora.  How do you view that election?  And there's talk of an election within a year.  Does that seem also like something that bodes well for the future of the Palestinian people?

Nadia Hijab:
Yeah.  I mean, the election, insofar as the election went, was democratic.  It was free and fair and people voted how they wanted.  The results were very quickly subverted with the Bush administration playing a particularly key role, as was documented in the American press sometime later, in making sure that Hamas was unable to rule either by itself -- even though it won most of the votes in Parliament it would be unable to form a government either by itself or with Fatah.  In fact, if you remember, the whole of the West Bank Gaza, the whole of the occupied territories, was put under siege until the Fatah and the others on the West Bank decided to go into the political process.  And then siege was restricted to Gaza.


But there's a limit to how democratic an election can be or how -- let me put it like this. There's a limit to how much you can exercise democracy when you're under occupation, or how real any . . .


So I think now the key things are -- and again, this is where the people's voice and the people's will shall be really important -- the key for people is not so much elections in the West Bank and Gaza or the governance of the West Bank in Gaza, because the governance of the West Bank in Gaza can only be done effectively at a level of municipality, if I'm making myself clear here, not at the level of real sovereignty or being a real state.  Because the leaders don't control any aspects of their lives -- I mean, the negotiators can only come and go to negotiations at Israel's pleasure.  


So that's not the main concern for most Palestinians.  The main concern for most Palestinians is: how do we have a truly representative body, such as the Palestine Liberation Organization used to be, which, even if it doesn't practice the exact mechanisms of democracy, is at least representative of what Palestinians are struggling for?  So a lot of the youth and the Palestinian civil society are asking for a democratic reconstitution of the Palestinian National Council in a way that represents all Palestinians and to reinvigorate the PLO, which had been subsumed throughout this period by the Palestinian Authority.  Rather than the Palestinian Authority being accountable to the PLO and the entire Palestinian people, the PLO became like a sort of appendage to the Palestinian Authority.


I don't know if this is getting too complex and internal.  Let me know.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
No, not at all.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
No, no, I don't think so.  Brant, why don't you follow up?

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Let's go back to the popular struggle.  This past Sunday, on Nakba Day, we saw a remarkable display of Palestinian resistance and demonstrations.  Palestinian refugees from Syria and Lebanon and Palestinians in the West Bank and East Jerusalem and even in Gaza were demonstrating.  In many cases, thousands were crossing borders into Israel.


Do you see the events of May 15th as a direct result of the Arab Spring, and do you think that this is something significant that we need to pay attention to?

Nadia Hijab:
I think it's very significant.  I do think it's a direct (result) of the Arab Spring.  People have spoken about doing this for a long time, of Palestinians going and camping at the borders for as long as it takes to be allowed back in, to make their case to go back in, but this is the first time it's been tried.


I want to focus on the word "borders" here for a moment.  You know, the Golan Heights is really occupied land that was annexed by Israel.  It is not Israel's.  So in fact, those are at best armistice lines between Israel and Syria, but the Golan Heights is occupied territory.  So Israel does not in fact have declared borders, and you see this most in the West Bank where it's trying to, through the settlement policy, define any final lines that are finally declared as Israel's borders.


Then looking at the Palestinian struggle, if we remember what the Palestinian struggle was about until 1988 when the PLO realized that it was, in a sense, too weak to free all of Palestine or at least guarantee . . .


And actually, this process began back in 1974.  The PLO indicated its willingness to accept a settlement on the conflict on the basis of its state solution.  And if Israel had done that, it would have ended up with the lion's share of what used to be mandated Palestine, which is 78 percent of the land, and the Palestinians would have 22 percent.  But because they had embarked on the settlement imperative, they were not able to snap out of that, as it were.


So now what we're seeing is the Palestinian hand getting stronger, in terms of shaping the discourse.  And what we're seeing is reminding people what happened in 1948.  Now, what these unarmed demonstrators did by going to the "borders" was to say: look, we want to go home. This is the whole thrust of Palestinian expirations.  We were expelled from our homes or we had to flee because of situations, and we were never allowed back.  And we want our right of return.


So everything is being refocused on how this conflict started, why it started, and that's being exacerbated by Israel's settlement policy -- because of course that's how Israel was created to begin with, by going and settling on land that didn't belong to the early Zionist movement.  So to my mind, it's putting the whole enterprise into question.


And that's why many Americans, American Jews or other Jews, who would like Israel to remain in its present form are pushing very hard for a Palestinian state -- because they see that otherwise the whole question of Israel or concept of Israel or how Israel was created and why Israel was created, that whole issue then is open and up for grabs.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
It's interesting that you mention that because I didn't participate but there was a J Street conference call yesterday with rabbis, I think.  I think it was a rabbinical call.  And there was an Israeli who was the coordinator, the ruler, of the West Bank and territories in the early 1970s who spoke on the call.  And he made exactly that point.  He said that what's happened as a result of the settlement policy is that, from his perspective, Israel has dug a hole where now 1947-48 is up for grabs, that all the questions that have come up that have to do with the founding of Israel are now up for grabs as a result of Israel's settlement policy.

Nadia Hijab:
Well, that's exactly why the settlement policy -- even though the settlers are extremely strong now and being successful in the short term, that's exactly why they're shooting themselves in the foot.  People can see that the settlements now are wrong.  But soon they will be asking themselves: if the settlements now are wrong, then why were they right to begin with?  Because the settlers are basically saying: look, this is how we started and this is how we're going along.  So they think they were right then and they're not right now, but what people are saying is: no, you're wrong now and therefore you were wrong then.  So I think that's the way things are headed.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
I want to jump out of order here in our timeline of questions -- How do you, as a Palestinian, relate to Jews who feel quite attached to Israel, or very attached to Israel, and what it offers for Jews?  And how do you feel about that sort of liberal Zionist argument that is perhaps portrayed best by J Street and other organizations like Americans for Peace now, that strongly support a two-state solution but don't want to deal with the questions of 1947-48?

Nadia Hijab:
Let me answer that in two parts.  First, let me assume, just for the sake of argument that not a single Palestinian refugee returns to Israel.  Let's just assume that.  There are 1.2 million Palestinian citizens of Israel, and that is a challenge to Israel's current attempt to present itself as a democratic state.  It's not.  It is by law discriminatory to the Palestinians, who are not even recognized as citizens.  They have passports, they're called Israelis, but they don't actually have citizenship.  And there are about twenty or thirty laws on the book, and more being added every day, to make sure that they are kept down and, hopefully some day, also out.  And there's a very racist discourse in Israel, a very openly-racist discourse, that says: to the extent that we can maybe reshape the borders and get rid of some of these Palestinian Israelis, then we can keep Israel pure, ethnically pure. 


Well, in the 21st Century that's nonsense.  And in fact, it's been nonsense since 1948, because 1948 was not only the year that Israel was created but 1948 was the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  And humanity had been moving towards that after one horror after another during the World War and other wars.  So humanity has been trying to define how people deal with each other and how they relate to each other, whether as individuals or as communities or as states.


And in this day and age, it's no longer acceptable -- it's universally seen as immoral and illegal -- to discriminate against people on the basis of their religion or their race or their color, and now growing is their sexuality.  You know, discrimination is abhorrent.  


And what Israel is doing, even if you don't take into account any of what's going on with the occupation or whatever -- what Israel is doing within its country is abhorrent.  So therefore, Israel -- as currently defined as a state for Jews, by Jews, of Jews -- I mean, that's not a modern state, nor is it, by the way, as many states define themselves in the Arab world -- by Muslims, for Muslims . . .


People have to have equal rights, whether Muslim or Christian or Jewish or men or women.  And a state is simply a construct in this day and age.  It's a construct for how to manage resources in a way that is fair and equitable and guaranteeing the rights of its citizens.  That is what a state is.  So Israel faces that challenge irrespective of whether there's a two-state solution or a one-state solution.


Then I wanted to touch on the other part of your question, which is very important, how Jews feel about Israel or how I feel about Jews and what they feel about Israel.  I work a lot with Jews who uphold a human rights approach, no matter what.  And these are people who are my friends and I work extremely closely with them.  And they struggle for justice for Palestinians as well as human rights for everybody, whether they're Israelis or Palestinians, in the same way that I do.  


I respect the work of many, let's say, American Jews or liberal Zionists or whatever who stand up for some freedoms and some rights.  But then when it comes to a question of Israel's security they are less clear about where their loyalties lie.  That's problematic for me.  But I recognize that there is now a Jewish attachment to Israel and I think that over time it will be okay, because Israel exists, it was created.  It was created in a way that was immoral and unjust to the Palestinians, but it was created.  And eventually the attachment and the sense of belonging will be a cultural one, a social one, and maybe of family ties.


And then those attachments can be built across the Arab world as well.  They don't have to be restricted to Israel.  And Israel will become a state of all its citizens, in which Palestinians and Jews and Arabs and Muslims and Christians are all equal and just one of the many states of the region.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
Thank you.  Brant?

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Let's give people the opportunity to . . .

Rabbi Brian Walt:
Okay.  So now we're halfway through this call and we want to give people on the call the opportunity to ask questions.  If you wish to ask a question, press *1 and then you'll be put in a queue, and we will call on you in a few minutes.  So if you want to ask questions, please do so.  We want to encourage you to ask questions.  Brant, go ahead.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
I want to follow up on the topic of human rights.  And I think your point that 1948 was a milestone year on both sides of the coin is a very powerful one.


But I want to ask you a two-part question about that.  First, more personally, why have you chosen to make human rights the frame for your political work?  What is it about international human rights that you find compelling and, in a sense, effective as well?  And also, human rights is controversial in a sense.  For instance, when you talked about the Universal Declaration, there are many in the United States who support individual rights -- we're very individual-rights oriented -- but when it comes to things like social justice and social rights, and economic and political rights that tends to be much more complicated for people.  


Could you share with us your vision of human rights and how you see the connection between individual rights and the struggle for justice of an entire community?

Nadia Hijab:
These are great questions, and thank you for asking them.  I get very excited and very passionate about human rights for many reasons.  First of all, the Universal Declaration in a way draws its power and its content from principles and values that we all uphold in our daily lives, and that have been upheld by all religions and so on.  So it's kind of established a common standard of what is the minimum that a human being has to have recognized to live in dignity.  And the concept of dignity, the notion of human dignity, is at the core of human rights.


And what's really interesting about the Arab Spring is you saw people everywhere claiming dignity.  I mean, they said so.  Everybody understands that.  So, you know, it's not a complex thing.  It may be put in lawyer-like language -- not the Universal Declaration, which is a fantastic document, but other things about human rights may be put in the language of lawyers but in fact the core principles are really simple and everyone can grasp them.  And it brings us together as a human family.


So that's one reason.  The second reason is what makes these things not just nice-sounding words, not just bits of fluff that people can blow away or ignore, is that they've been translated into law.  They've been translated into international law that countries have signed and that countries are, in theory, obligated to respect the laws that they have signed.  And that's why I think international law is so -- I mean, I don't only get excited and passionate about human rights.  I also get excited and passionate about international law.


The United States has signed many international conventions, and those international conventions protect many basic freedoms and liberties that were at risk in the United States after September 11th and probably still are at risk now.  So there is a value for peoples all over the world whose rights are not being recognized, and taking those international laws and understanding them, they're not very complex.  You don't need to be a lawyer.  I'm not.  They're quite readable documents.


And in learning about them and insisting that their countries abide by them, I mean, in some countries in some courts when a country has signed an international law -- for example, the convention on the rights of the child -- you can go to court because the country has brought that international law into its domestic legal system.  And you can actually go to court and have the principles, the articles -- like if, say, you're a Lebanese woman and you've married a foreign man, your husband does not automatically get a nationality.  But you could make a case under the law that your child has a right to nationality because under the International Convention that Lebanon has signed children have a right to nationality.  


So you know what I mean?  It's got direct bearing on our everyday lives, international law does.  And so that's why I get excited about it.


Now, one of the international laws that the U.S. has not yet ratified -- I believe they've signed it but they've not ratified it -- is the international convention on economic, social and cultural rights.  And the U.S. isn't alone in this, by the way.  For example, a country like Sweden and other Western countries -- as you said, Brant, they put an emphasis on individual rights and they do not recognize, they don't want to see, economic, social and cultural rights as rights.  They'd rather see them as needs.  You know, people can come in and play Lady Bountiful and help you out, give you a bowl of soup and go away -- but not, for example, that you have under the law a right to food or that you have a right to water.  Like in South Africa, which has signed economic, social and cultural rights, it has been brought into the domestic law system.  You can't turn off the tap on someone.  There is a right to water.


So these are all really important things that people should be struggling for.  And I think in the Arab world certainly and in the Third World, where people still have a very strong sense of community, there is a struggle between how to balance individual rights and freedoms with the concept that the community as a whole is valued and that there are communal rights and freedoms.  And I think people have a problem with, and resent, efforts to export democracy that are based on a concept that the individual rights trump the rights of the community.


And all these issues, by the way, are things that people are struggling with all the time.  There are no hard and fast answers.  If a community has had its rights to its cultural practices and traditions recognized and its cultural practices -- I think, for example, in one place in the Philippines or maybe it's a Latin American country, the cultural practice is to whip people on the feet.  Well, that's torture.  So the fact that you've recognized an indigenous people's rights or a people's rights, community's rights, within a country, that you've recognized their cultural rights, does not mean that they're also allowed to practice torture -- female circumcision or something like that.


So these are things that people have to struggle with on a case-by-case basis.  But what human rights international laws do for us is establish some standards that we can use for ourselves in these struggles.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
I want to indicate again that people can ask question by pressing *1.  I'm not seeing anyone registered to ask a question, so if you want to ask a question you can do so.  I could be wrong that it's maybe #1, but I believe it's *1.


Can I follow up with a question?  I'm thinking about this question of what you said about Israel and its democracy, or lack of democracy, and the rights of Palestinians in Israel and the two-states issue.  And I wonder about your own position with regards to Palestinian rights.  Do you advocate for Palestinian rights for Palestinians as a national community to a nation state, or for Palestinians' rights as individuals to human rights in whatever state in which they live?  Do you know what I'm saying?  Because I think that one of the conflicts with Zionists and liberal Zionists that you outlined is that Israel, from the beginning -- there was a debate before 1947 between Jews who thought that in order for there to be security and cultural expression for Jews there needed to be a state, a Jewish state, not just a Jewish community, not just a Jewish cultural right but a Jewish national right.


And in some ways the Palestinians responded by saying, "Well, starting in 1974 if they have a national right we have a national right too, so we're going to solve this by acknowledging their national right to a state over there and our national right to a state over here."


What's your position now?  Are you arguing for the right of Palestinians to a state or the right of Palestinians to equality?

Nadia Hijab:
Well, I have to say probably rabbis are dealing with tough questions all the time, and you're sort of shoving them my way now!  

Rabbi Brian Walt:
I'm sorry!

Nadia Hijab:
That's okay.  Obviously, I believe that the Palestinians have a right to national self-determination.  I mean, I believe that .  And I believe Palestinians everywhere believe that, the right to national self-determination.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
To a nation state?

Nadia Hijab:
I want to stick with the word "self-determination."  First you have to start with: is there a people or not?  I do believe there is something called a Palestinian people.  Now, this is all a historic evolution and nobody started as one thing.  I mean, the Zionists had to work very hard on the concept of a Jewish people.  Until in the early 20th Century Jews considered that they were a part of -- either they were Germans or British or part of the states in which they were.  And many Jews still believe that.  So the notion of a "Jewish people" is also fairly new, I would argue.


But there is a right for peoples to have self-determination.  So how have Palestinians defined their self-determination?  There was an agreement in 1988, after fourteen years of education -- subliminal education, not spelling it out, because it was risky for the PLO to spell out -- that, okay, we can express our self-determination in 22 percent of what's left of Palestine without giving up, of course, that the refugees could go back to what is now Israel.  I mean, they would still have a right of return to their homes and lands.


And it was quite risky to say that in 1974, so they hinted at it in 1974 and in 1988 it was adopted formally as a platform and a position by the Palestinian National Council.  


If you want my own personal position, I believe the Palestinian people have the right to self-determination.  I don't care if that is exercised in one state or two states.  I believe that whether it's one state or two states they should both be states that guarantee equality for all their citizens.  Now, separately from that, I do believe the Palestinians -- and this is an individual right -- have a right of return, have a right to say if they would like to go back to what is now Israel and live as equal citizens in that state or if they would like to -- we have the individual right to say if we'd like to stay in the countries where we've landed up and have rights there as citizens or if we'd like to go back to the new state of Palestine and be a citizen there, etc.  Each Palestinian needs to be asked how each one wants to fulfill his or her right of return.


I know that's a big answer, but it was a big question.  I've done my best with it.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
You've done a great job.  Thank you.  For Jews -- for Palestinians too, for both peoples, and for everyone -- these issues are very charged because it seems to me that most Jews, not all, not by any stretch of the imagination all, believe there needs to be Jewish state.  There needs to be a piece of land over which Jews have power, which was the essential goal of the Zionist movement.  That exists right now.  That exists.  And it exists at the expense of another people, and has always.


One solution to it is to create two such entities, you know.  And I'm not quite sure what you mean.  I mean, I did understand your answer but I'm not quite sure why you don't want to call it a state and what you mean by self-determination as opposed to . . .

Nadia Hijab:
What I meant was if self-determination is expressed in a two-state solution, that's fine by me.  I'm just saying that's fine by me personally.  If self-determination results in a one-state solution, an Israel-Palestine or whatever, that's fine by me too.  I'm not hung up.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
Okay.  That's very helpful.

Nadia Hijab:
I do believe, however, that we need to be given the choice.  We need to also fulfill our right of return.  So I might, as a Palestinian, be asked: "Where would you like to fulfill your right of return?"  And I could say I might stay where I am or I could go back to what is now Israel, where my mother had lands, or maybe not that exact same spot but that's where I would like to feel at home.  Or I would like to go to the new state of Palestine, where I have a lot of friends, and maybe I could feel at home there.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
That's very helpful.  Thank you.  Nadia, I just didn't understand.  It was my limited understanding.

Nadia Hijab:
No, no, it's a complex issue.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
I understand.  They have the right to determine what it will be, and if they choose a state then they choose a state.  And it could be a Palestinian state or they could choose a multi-faith state or a non-faith state, whatever it is.

Nadia Hijab:
Now, let me just clarify further.  As a people, the people need to make a people's choice, as it were.  And the people, as represented by the Palestinian National Council -- which was very representative then -- chose to exercise Palestinian self-determination in a state in the West Bank in Gaza.  


So that choice was made.  However, that was at a time when Israeli settlement in the West Bank and Gaza was at a minimum.  This was in 1988.  Since then, Israel has ramped up its settlements.  Most of the land and water has been taken.  Israel has a very powerful position and could easily restrict any element of sovereignty of a Palestinian state.  It could try and get away with most of the best land and resources.


So what kind of state are we talking about?  There has been a Palestinian recognition in 1988 of a state, but to my mind that recognition or expression of self-determination in a state in the West Bank in Gaza has been put into question by the fact that Israel has colonized so much of the West Bank and Gaza.  And it's not clear to me -- as a Palestinian, now; I'm speaking personally -- what kind of Palestinian state could possibly emerge.  You know?


So that's why perhaps the question of how the Palestinians as a people wish to exercise their self-determination is as yet unanswered.  


Separately from that is how each Palestinian has the individual right to decide how to exercise their right of return to Palestine and whether to exercise that right by going back to a new state if one was created or going back to Israel or staying in one of the countries where they ended up.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
Great.  Brant, I think we should move on, going back to the question of the nonviolent resistance of Palestinians and go to the question about BDS.  You were going to ask that.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Well, there was one additional piece I just wanted to touch on.  We're talking about Palestinian consensus -- and this is something you touched on earlier in the call as well -- and the unity talks between Fatah and Hamas.  I notice this is something you've advocated in the past and, as you mentioned before, it's something largely as a result of the Arab Spring that has accelerated it.


What do you think about the current unity talks?  Do you think they'll be successful?  Do you think it will lead to a truly viable leadership that can build that kind of Palestinian consensus that you're talking about?

Nadia Hijab:
Yeah.  First of all, I think we have no choice.  I think the Palestinian leaders have tried.  The Palestinian Authority and the current leaders of the PLO have tried extremely hard to compromise.  And Israel hasn't let them.  I mean, the Palestine papers that were leaked by Al-Jazeera showed how far backwards they were willing to bend in order to compromise, the Palestinian leadership.  And it got them exactly nowhere.


So they have no choice but to turn back inwards, to go back to the Palestinian people, to be held accountable by them, and to reunify with Hamas.  And also, there is no incentive for them to do otherwise because Israel and the United States -- Israel wasn't willing to withdraw and the United States didn't let it.  So by rejoining the unity talks with Hamas, the PA is effectively saying to the U.S. : look, you've tried to broker this thing for a long time but that's it.  We've had it, and we're now taking action that we think can guarantee our rights, including going to the UN to try and get full membership of the United Nations as a sovereign member state, which would put Israel in a legal quandary.  


So they have no other option and so they've started on this path.  And the Palestinians want them to continue on this path of unity.  But how much they move, how much further they move, to really having a fully democratic governing body for the Palestinians through the PNC -- through a reconstituitive Palestinian National Council -- is completely separate to the Palestinian Local Council, or Legislative Council, as it's called, in the West Bank and Gaza.  I think a really representative Palestinian National Council will depend on how much pressure the Palestinian people themselves put on their leadership.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Speaking of Palestinians taking leadership, Brian mentioned before about the nonviolent resistance movement and, in particular, BDS -- Boycott Divestment and Sanctions.  Can you talk a bit about your feelings on this growing movement?  Do you support it?  Do you feel like it can be or is being effective in making fundamental change?

Nadia Hijab:
Yes, I do.  Here's the thing: I think it's very important to be clear.  First, BDS is brilliant.  It's nonviolent.  It has impact.  It is something that everybody can do at his or her level.  You as an individual can boycott.  You can work with other people in communities to make it an effective boycott.  You can work with others to get your church or your pension fund or whatever to divest from companies that support Israel's occupation.  You can engage in cultural and academic boycott.  So it's a very, very effective tool.  It's brilliant.


The thing is I think it's not clear to people that BDS is exactly that -- it's a tool.  It's an amazingly effective tool, but it's a tool or a strategy.  And the question that everybody needs to keep in mind is: BDS for what?  And the leaders of the BNC, which is the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions National Committee -- BNC for short -- are now trying to clarify that, yes, BDS is a fantastic tactic that we want everybody to undertake, however, it is a tactic that's for a purpose.  And the purpose is self-determination for Palestinians and freedom, justice and equality.  Those three words -- freedom, justice and equality -- are the goals of BDS.


So it's important to think of it not as a "BDS movement" but as a movement for freedom, justice and equality.  

Rabbi Brian Walt:
We're getting towards the end of this call. I'm running this call from a different location and I have a suspicion that we didn't have adequate Internet access to see questions.  And if so, I want to apologize if people had indicated questions and I didn't see them on my screen.


I really want to thank you.  It's been a really wonderful call.  I want to end by asking you what are the most important actions you think people -- we are a group that is dedicated to lifting the siege on Gaza and, more broadly, towards a negotiated settlement to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that's based on the values that you talked about -- freedom, equality and human rights.  We're not an organization that advocates for any particular solution, other than a solution that would embody freedom, justice and equality, the values that you laid out as the most important values and the values that are part of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, applied to all peoples.


On our call and in our work, we have a lot of people who would like to take action and so I would like to ask you what you think are the most important things people can do to promote these values in Gaza and Palestine and what makes you most hopeful about the future and what concerns you the most -- all in about a minute and a half.

Nadia Hijab:
Thank you for that, Brian!  I think the most important actions that Americans can take, on this and other issues, is really to hold their representatives accountable for this country's foreign policy.  And, you know, that is not easy work but it's work that needs to be done because without it -- you are doing fantastic solidarity work, and solidarity is very important.  First of all, it gives people hope.  It humanizes people for each other.  It's really very, very important.  But as important, if not more important, is for people in this country to get organized in ways that are effective and to hold their elected leadership at all levels -- whether it's in city councils or state government or the federal government -- that this policy does not represent us and that we want to see a different policy towards the Middle East, one that does not reward occupation and apartheid and discrimination.  We want to see a policy that upholds freedom, equality and justice for all.


So I think that's really, really important.  And what gives me hope is that people are doing this.  And what gives me hope is that people are now speaking up and being extremely courageous about doing this.  And that includes American  Jews.  It is not easy to speak up and to take a position that's so, at this point, far away from the position of the majority of the community.  But that majority is shrinking, and it's becoming easier to take that position in support of justice.  And I think it's due to the bravery of people like yourselves, who have been standing up and being counted.  And that really gives me hope.


And what gives me hope is that the Palestinians are finding their voice again.  And I want to encourage everybody to -- we haven't brought it along as much as we would like to, but I cofounded something called Al-Shabaka, the Palestinian Policy Network.  And you can check it out at al-shabaka.org.  And there is an expression of Palestinian policy analysts, analyzing things from an authentic perspective.  And all over the place you can see Palestinian youth and creativity in terms of reclaiming the Palestinian voice -- many, many different forums.  So that gives me a lot of hope. And of course, the fact that people everywhere in the Arab  world are trying to reclaim their voice gives me hope.  


So I think we live in a very hopeful time.  It's not going to be easy, but at last we can see that there is meaning, that we may have impact, and so it is worth being hopeful.  And it's worth doing this work.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
For one, I just want to say that I've heard you speak before, several times, and I am so impressed with the work you do.  And it's been a total privilege and honor to have you as our guest.  I've learned a lot from this conversation, and I really thank you for taking the time out, especially as you would have much preferred to have listened to our President -- or maybe not -- rather than being on the call.


I really appreciate it so much, and I agree and believe that as American citizens we need to take responsibility for our government and its policy.  And our organization was founded around that, of holding America responsible for the way in which it enables and covers for the siege on Gaza and for the suffering in Gaza and to demand that our government act to lift the siege, which it could do at any moment in a very effective way if it chose to do so.


Brant, do you want to say any closing words?

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
I also want to thank you so much, Ms. Hijab, for joining us.  I also have learned a great deal, and I'm particularly inspired by your passion for human rights and international law.  I think it's a model for all of us on how we think about both the history of this conflict but also about the solutions going forward.  So thank you so much.  I think all of us, as soon as the call is over, are going to rush to our computers to hear what our President's had to say. 


But in the meantime, I just wanted to let people know that you can go to fastforgaza.net and read our statements.  And you can support it, if you haven't already.  You can hear many, many previous conference calls and this conference call will be on our Web site soon.  We encourage you to send it off to anyone you know.


And I just want to thank all of you for joining us and, again, to Ms. Nadia Hijab for joining our call this month.

Rabbi Brian Walt:
And I don't know if it was my fault, but if it was I apologize again if I was the source of no questions.  Thank you to everyone for participating in the call.  The conference call is now ended.  Thank you.

Rabbi Brant Rosen:
Thank you.

Nadia Hijab:
Thank you very much, Brian and Brant, for organizing this.  

[End of recorded material]
