PALESTINE MEDIA PROJECT:
Promoting Accuracy and Non-Bias in
Middle-East Reporting, and Thus Facilitating
The Evolution of Just Solutions, and Human 
Rights and Equality through International Law. 
  

 

Greetings Everyone:

A major staff writer for the Washington Post, Thomas Shales, has written a review of the HBO special profiling the veteran White House reporter Helen Thomas, but laments that the show did not cover her flaws as well as her virtues.

 

But Mr. Shales lists only one thing as a flaw that the show should have covered --  her support for the Palestinian cause!

 

Let us take this opportunity to remind Mr. Shales of the legion of Israeli violations of international law and morality which Ms. Thomas would have good cause to criticize.

 

Please check out our website for additional resources you might quote or send to Mr. Shales to suport your points.

 

Here are a few ideas involving Israeli violations of international law which you might find useful:

 

==========================================================================================

PART 1.  INTERNATIONAL LAW AS A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING THE PALESTINIAN/ISRAELI CONFLICT

 

It is important to understand that international law has 2 important purposes:

 

(1)  Protecting civilians, and human rights through ending colonialism, apartheid and racism through enforcing laws against war crimes and crimes against humanity.  This includes protecting stateless people and refugees, indigenous populations and minorities.

(2)  Protecting national rights of, and encouraging international cooperation and communications between sovereign nations, and the equitable and sustainable usage of common areas and resources for the prosperity of all.

 

The conflict between the Palestinian people and the Israeli government largely involves a conflict between these two goals of international law, and can be summed up with three statements:

 

ISRAEL CLAIMS THE RIGHT OF SELF-DEFENSE AGAINST ILLEGAL PALESTINIAN TACTICS, AND THAT ITS ACTIONS, ALTHOUGH THEY MIGHT BE REPREHENSIBLE AT TIMES, ARE OF MILITARY NECCESSITY TO ENSURE THE SUCCESS OF THEIR SELF-DEFENSE, WHICH IS AN UNDENIABLE RIGHT OF SOVEREIGN NATIONS. 

 

BUT MANY BELIEVE THAT ISRAEL'S ACTUAL EXERCISE OF THEIR RIGHT OF SELF-DEFENSE IS DISPROPORTIONAL AND CONTAINS CLEARLY ILLEGAL ELEMENTS, AND IN THE COMPANY OF OTHER ILLEGAL ISRAELI POLICIES, MIGHT/PROBABLY INDICATES ULTERIOR MOTIVES, WHICH ARE THEMSELVES ILLEGAL AND TOGETHER MAY ACTUALLY FULFILL THE DEFINITION OF ILLEGAL AGGRESSION BY THE STATE OF ISRAEL AGAINST THE PALESTINIAN PEOPLE.

 

IF THIS IS TRUE, THEN THE STRUGGLE OF THE PALESTINIAN PEOPLE QUALIFIES AS A LEGITIMATE STRUGGLE FOR THEIR RIGHTS AND FREEDOM, AND THIS STRUGGLE SHOULD NOT BE JUDGED BY A FEW ILLEGAL AND ILL-CONCEIVED TACTICS.

 

These 3 statements can be deconstructed in 6 steps with reference to actual laws.  The numbers in parenthesis refer to notes at the end of this section which give sources and references.

 

===============================

1.  ILLEGAL PALESTINIAN ACTIONS:  The Palestinian tactics of suicide bombings and rocket attacks against civilian areas are clearly illegal(1) and should be stopped.

 

==============================

2.  JUDGING REBEL MOVEMENTS:  But it is also important to understand that it is important not to judge an entire rebel movement by a few poorly chosen illegal tactics - choice of tactics do not define the overall reasons for the rebellion, but are after-the-fact and constitute a secondary issue -- the original motivations for the rebellion still require separate review and judgment.  

 

In fact, in reference to the Palestinian rebellion, most Palestinians actually participate in non-violent protests and many are even apolitical, both of which are not a threat against the State of Israel and therefore not deserving of punishment.  In addition, the Palestinian rebellion has been accepted by the international community as a legitimate rebellion against repression(2) (but again this does not excuse illegal actions by some of its members).

 

==========================

3.  CLAIM OF SELF-DEFENSE:  Thus it might seem that the State of Israel would have a legitimate need for self-defense against these illegal violent tactics.  But on the other hand - does the Palestinian rebellion have a legitimate complaint against the State of Israel, and does it per chance call into question the claim of self-defense in some other way?

 

===================================

4.  JUDGING ACTS OF SELF-DEFENSE:  Sovereign nations due have a legal right to self-defense(3), but the problem with the Israeli claim of self-defense is that the response is full of illegal tactics and disproportionate so as to suggest ulterior non-defensive motives.

 

In addition, many have even proposed that the initial idea of the Zionist movement (to build a sovereign state in a land already occupied by a native people, dedicated to the welfare of another people who constitute a non-native minority) would be unacceptable and even illegal as per international law as it exists today, and was only accepted by the international community back then because it was proposed before the full development of laws protecting the full rights of indigenous peoples, refugees, minorities and stateless peoples.  These do not represent abstract idealizations, but real protective principles who's unfortunately timed violation early in the century led to massive suffering and injustice which would be judged these days reason enough for vigorous rebellion seeking judgment and correction.

 

==========================================

5.  EXAMPLES OF DISPROPORTIONATE RESPONSE:  The disproportionate response Israel uses contains 9 parts.  

 

* Parts A & B --  contain illegal direct responses to Palestinian rebellion which exceed normal allowable steps taken by police or military to halt criminal actions.  

* Parts C - E --  are illegal actions which the State of Israel claims are preventative or pre-emptive, which also exceed normal or necessary police actions.  

* Parts F - I --  represent illegal practices implemented by Israel to fulfill national goals, which are clearly illegal, and which form the major reasons motivating Palestinian rebellion in the first place, but which the Israelis also claim are necessary to ensure fulfillment of those goals in the face of native opposition.  These goals are the ones that were initially accepted by the international community early in the 20th century only because international law had not been fully developed yet.

 

The important thing to see is that these 9 steps do not just achieve self defense through the legal suppression of illegal criminal actions and apprehend perpetrators, but they actually work together to achieve the illegal national goals described below in Parts G - I - and it is these goals and efforts to achieve them that actually are what provoke rebellion in the native population in the first place, who see themselves as only defending their ancestral homeland(4), and then the Israelis suppress that rebellion in such a way as to also oppress and exploit the native economy, as well as to drive them from the area.

 

If this scenario is true, then it qualifies as illegal aggression as defined in international law(5).

 

NOTE:  Note (4) contains information which is extremely important in understanding why the situation is so important for the Palestinian people, and why Israelis actions are so wrong - it describes how the Palestinian people are the latest generation of the people who have inhabited that land for over 5000 years, and that they are and always have been the majority population of that area, and thus by definition that area is their ancient ancestral homeland.  The sources for this information are the Encyclopedia Britannica, the CIA, and the United Nations.

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Direct Illegal Responses in reaction to Palestinian Rebellion (Part A&B):
 

A.  Israel practices collective punishment against entire Palestinian communities (illegal because it punishes innocent apolitical civilians such as infants and the disabled as well as legal non-violent protesters for the illegal violent actions of a few).  The best example of this is the recent blockade of Gaza which punishes equally everyone who lives there(6).

 

B.  Israel also practices massive violation of human rights with practices listed in multiple UN resolutions condemning Israel and protested by international human rights organizations.  These include torture, assassination of rebel leaders (including moderate non-violent leaders), destruction of homes, commercial property and municipal buildings and infrastructure, land closures, imprisonment without trial or charges, deportations, unwarranted killing of civilians including children, harassment at checkpoints which has led to medical emergencies, interfering with local elections, censorship of local media, interfering with medical, food and energy supplies, and much more(7).

 

-----------------------------------------------------------

Illegal Preventative Tactics Against Palestinian Rebellion (Parts C-E):
 

C.  Expropriate Palestinian-owned lands (legal only if necessary for self-defense(8));

 

D.  Build Israeli settlements for Israeli civilians only, and a network of Israeli-use only highways on the confiscated Palestinian-owned lands (always illegal(9)) which divide up the area inhibiting movement and commerce;

 

E.  Build a confinement wall through Palestinian communities in the West Bank (judged illegal by the UN and ICJ specifically because of its route(10));

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Illegal Measures Suppressing Rebellion in Fulfillment of Illegal National Goals (Parts F-I):
 

F.  Israel has imposed a discriminatory and oppressive dual-legal system within the occupied territories - one system links the Israeli settlements to Israel and gives them special privileges and democratic rights, while the other system applied in the Palestinian areas suppresses growth, economic development and social interaction, and facilitates economic exploitation of the Palestinian areas by Israel.  Both systems fulfill the 6-part legal definition of apartheid found in international law in the International Convention for the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid, except with a criteria for discrimination based on religion rather than race, which is thus prosecutable as 'persecution' in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, which is now the main international legal venue for the prosecution of war crimes and crimes against humanity (11).  Discrimination in Israel is implemented partially to fulfill the national goal of creating a Jewish State, wherein the Jewish people can find safety, but wherein they also find special privilege.

 

G.  Israel has also since its beginning in 1948 taken steps to maintain a demographic imbalance so that their Jewish population would maintain a significant majority portion so as to keep control of their democratic government.  This demographic manipulation is implemented in many different ways, the most clearly illegal being driving out most of the Palestinian villagers in 1948 and then not letting them return to their homes afterward(12), and the 2003 legislation maintaining separation of Palestinian families who have one spouse living in the occupied territories (Nationality and Entry into Israel Law)(13).  This policy of the Israeli government to manipulate the demographics of the region for their own gain violates the basic democratic principle of majority rule(14), protection of the political rights of indigenous peoples(15), and protection of family unity(16).  Many people label this demographic manipulation as a form of ethnic cleansing because it attempts to maintain control over the government by denying residency and political rights to the native majority.  This policy serves the national goal of creating a democracy ruled and controlled by the Jewish people who are actually an ethnic minority in the region.

 

H.  Israel also has a history of illegal annexation of land gained by force - in 1948, Israel annexed into itself land which the UN Partition Plan had designated for the Palestinian State which amounted to an additional 15% of Mandate Palestine, and then in 1967 Israel annexed into itself East Jerusalem and the Syrian Golan adding onto the middle and the northeast corner of Israel.  The annexation of East Jerusalem achieves the national goal of creating a unified Jerusalem as the capitol of the Jewish State(17).

 

I.  It is important to understand that Israel has violated more UN resolutions (protesting many of these policies and practices) than any other country in the entire life of both the UN and of Israel (by violating 29 Security Council resolutions and over 100 General Assembly resolutions since 1948)(18).  These violations represent the opposition of the international community to policies by Israel which violate basic principles of democracy (such as majority rule and equal rights) and modern international state craft as expressed in the Charter of the United Nations (for example violating respect for the rights of indigenous peoples and the right of self-determination).

 

 

================================================= 

6.  JUDGMENT OF DOUBT FOR CLAIM OF SELF-DEFENSE:  Thus I believe it is clear that the sum total of these policies and practices suggest that Israel is interested in more than just defending itself against rocket attacks and suicide bombers, and is more interested in expropriating land in Palestine from the indigenous owners, and then driving out that native population so as to impose its own control over it.

 

And this is what then motivates the rebellion of the Palestinian people - that Israel is a country who's existence is dependent on ongoing commission of illegal policies and actions (including internal religious apartheid to maintain the Jewish nature of the state, and collective punishment against all the refugees and native peoples who surround the state whom they have made enemies of), and then Israel's rights to maintain their illegal situation (right to exist, right of self-defense) are respected, while the Palestinian Arabs (whom legally are the native majority population in the region) - their legally guaranteed rights (right to return to their homes and political rights in their ancestral homeland) are then denied in order to protect the ill-gotten rights of the Israelis.

 

Thus Helen Thomas has much to criticize in the policies and practices of the State of Israel against the Palestinian people.

 

=============

NOTES --

 

(1)  Attacks against civilians are illegal - Geneva Conventions IV.

(2)  Acceptance of the Palestinian cause as a legitimate rebellion against illegal oppression and exploitation - for example in the  Declaration of the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (8 Sept. 2001)

"Article 63.       We are concerned about the plight of the Palestinian people under foreign occupation. We recognize the inalienable right of the Palestinian people to self-determination and to the establishment of an independent State..."

(3)  Sovereign nations have a right of self-defense - UN Charter, article 51 - 

"Article 51. Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual or collective self-defence if an armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations, until the Security Council has taken measures necessary to maintain international peace and security."

(4)  History of the region shows that the region has been continuously inhabitated for almost 5000 years of which the latest generation is the present-day Palestinian Arab population.  The Hebrews only dominated around 2000 BC and have been a clear minority since about 135 AD when most were driven from the region by the Romans.  The source for this is the article on Palestine found in the Encyclopedia Britannica (2007).

(5)  Legal definition of aggression as per UN General Assembly resolution 3314 (XXIX) -

"Article 7.  
Nothing in this Definition, and in particular article 3, could in any way prejudice the right to self-determination, freedom and independence, as derived from the Charter, of peoples forcibly deprived of that right and referred to in the Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly Relations and Co-operation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations, particularly peoples under colonial and racist regimes or other forms of alien domination; nor the right of these peoples to struggle to that end and to seek and receive support, in accordance with the principles of the Charter and in conformity with the above-mentioned Declaration. "

(6)  The Gaza blockade has been deemed an example of collective punishment by the international community.  Please see our Information Resource page on Collective Punishment for multiple declarations by human rights groups like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International declaring the blockade an act of collective punishment.

(7)  Israel has been accused of massive violation of human rights in multiple UN resolutions and by international human rights groups - please see this webpage for summaries of UN resolutions and partial lists describing which ones list HR violations -

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/unresolutions/studyguide/sgunres1.htm

(8)  International law forbids expropriating occupied lands except when it is absolutely necessary for military purposes, but then it must be returned afterwards -

Hague Regulations (IV) (1907), article 55
Charter of the United Nations (1945), article 2(4)
Declaration On Principles Of International Law Concerning Friendly Relations And Co-Operation Among States In Accordance With The Charter Of The United Nations (1970), principle 1
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (1998), article 8(2)(b)(ii) + (xiii) + (xiv)

All these laws can be viewed at --
http://www.israellawresourcecenter.org/internationallawalpha.htm


(9)  The Israeli settlements and highways are illegal - 

Convention (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War (1949), article 49(6)
Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions (1977), article 85(4)(a)
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (1998), article 8(2)(b)(viii)

All these laws can be viewed at -- http://www.israellawresourcecenter.org/internationallawalpha.htm


(10)  The wall in the West Bank has been judged illegal - please see the Study Guide for the 2004 Advisory Opinion of the International Court of Justice --

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/miscdocuments/icjadvisoryopinion2003/studyguides/icj2003sgmain.htm


(11)  The State-sanctioned law-based discrimination based on religion that permeates Israel legal system fits the 6-part legal definition of apartheid -

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/israellaws/essays/israellawsessay.htm

However, it is important to note that actual prosecution would have to be for the crime of persecution as per the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court because Israel's discriminatory laws use the criteria of religion instead of the criteria of race as is required by the anti-Apartheid laws.  Please see article 7 defining these Crimes Against Humanity in the Rome Statute - 

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/statuteicc.html

versus the definition of apartheid  requiring "practices of racial secregation and discrimination" given in article 2 of the International Convention against Apartheid found at --

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/apartheidconvention.htm


(12)  Expulsion of the Palestinian people in 1948 has been thoroughly documented by Benny Morris in his many books on the subject, and then Israel has kept these refugees of war from returning by laws it quickly passed to that effect.  These laws are listed in the essay on Religious Apartheid found at --

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/israellaws/essays/israellawsessay.htm


(13)  The Nationality and Entry into Israel Law (2003) has decreed that spouses of Israeli citizens who are residents of the occupied territories only have limited access to join their spouses in Israel.  You can study this law and read it for yourself in the following Study Guide --

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/israellaws/studyguide/SGTII2D.html

You can also read the latest developments on the Adalah website -

http://www.adalah.org/eng/famunif.php


(14)  One of the basic principles of democracy is majority rule.

(15)  International law now protects all the rights of indigenous peoples, refugees, stateless peoples and minorities.

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), article 1(1) --
http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/internatlcovenantcivilpoliticalrights.htm

"1. All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development."

Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (1951)
http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/conventionrefugees.html

Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons (1954)
http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/conventionstatelesspersons.html

Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities (1992)
http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/declarationminorityrights.html

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007)
http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/fulltext/declarationindigenousrights.html


(16)  International law protects family unity - please review the study guide found at --

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/israellaws/studyguide/SGTII2D.html

You can also read the latest developments on the Adalah website - 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.adalah.org/eng/famunif.php" http://www.adalah.org/eng/famunif.php


(17)  The unity of Jerusalem as the capital of the State of Israel is embodied in a Basic Law to that effect - 

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/israellaws/fulltext/basiclawjerusalem.htm


(18)  UN resolutions violated by Israel - summaries of all these resolutions and lists of what HR are violated can be viewed at --
http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/unresolutions/studyguide/sgunres1.htm

 ===============================

 

Comments to Mr. Shales can be sent through the Comment Input Form found on the Washington Post website at --


http://projects.washingtonpost.com/staff/email/tom+shales/
 

Letters to the Washington Post editors can be sent to --

letters@washpost.com
 

It is probably too late to be published but if you wish to try for publication then make sure your email is less than 150 words, and include your name, address and phone number for identification purposes only.

 

 

Below is a copy of the actual article --

======================================================

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/08/17/AR2008081702454.html
 

 

A Story With a Few Holes
Portrait of Helen Thomas Obscures Flaws

By Tom Shales
Washington Post Staff Writer
Monday, August 18, 2008; C01

"Thank You, Mr. President," an engaging HBO documentary about the career of journalist Helen Thomas, is a fine little film as far as it goes. It goes only as far as 38 minutes, actually -- quite short for a biographical project. HBO calls it a "documentary short," but did it start out that way? One can't help wondering if the film was shortened in the final edit to obscure a blemish or two on Thomas's celebrated career -- the documentary equivalent of cosmetic surgery.

In the film (premiering at 9 tonight), Thomas is profiled as the strong-willed, proudly opinionated and pioneering Washington institution that she is. No word mincer by a long shot, Thomas refers to George W. Bush bluntly as "the worst president in American history" in a clip from a CNN interview with Wolf Blitzer. But she can't be accused of party partisanship, expressing fondness for Ronald Reagan, albeit mitigated ("very affable -- but very, very distant"), and disappointment in Jimmy Carter ("missed his calling . . . would have been a great minister").

The first woman to open and close presidential news conferences (hence the title), the first woman member and president of the White House Correspondents' Association, even the first woman to sexually integrate the Gridiron Club (President John F. Kennedy refused to attend the annual dinner if the group continued to exclude women), Thomas has certainly had the proverbial front-row seat to history, which is just where she wanted to be.

"There's nothing that can replace 'being there' for a reporter," she tells the film's director, Rory Kennedy (JFK's niece, as it happens). "It was my determination and desire to watch history in the making." A montage near the film's beginning shows how many administrations Thomas has covered, as we see the oath of office taken by Kennedy, Richard M. Nixon, Carter, Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton and Bush 43, all edited together into one continuous sequence.

Lyndon B. Johnson isn't there because he first took the oath on an airplane, and Gerald R. Ford -- well, you know. But Thomas covered them, too, doggedly and undaunted even when, in more recent times, access to presidents has been sharply curtailed.

She is, however, no longer a reporter. She quit United Press International, her longtime employer, when it was purchased by the Rev. Sun Myung Moon -- finding him a politically inappropriate boss -- and now works as a columnist for the Hearst papers. The column is not widely carried or frequently quoted, but it keeps her in the fray, where she wants to be. She's a remarkable example of persistence, tenacity and guts; having been cited as a "pinhead" by Fox pit bull Bill O'Reilly puts her in very good company.

What's disappointing about Thomas, and troubling about the film, is her stridency in criticizing Israel and defending its enemies. Other than a passing reference to Thomas's parents as having been Syrian immigrants, the film never hints at Thomas's anti-Israeli rhetoric. In her writings, she's already dismissed both John McCain and Barack Obama as being friendly to Israel and hostile to the Palestinians, "so the Israelis have no worries about the November election."

Especially during the current administration, her "questions" at press briefings have been more like tirades, on one occasion prompting Tony Snow, the late journalist who was then press secretary, to respond, "Well, thank you for the Hezbollah view." This would have been a pertinent and amusing clip to include in the film. Not for nothing was Thomas recently hailed as "the epitome of journalistic integrity for over 57 years" -- by the Arab American News.

When controversies are a large part of a person's career, it's reasonable to expect even an adulatory documentary at least to mention them. "Thank You, Mr. President" could easily have included both sides -- Thomas attacked and Thomas defended. Even attacking the attackers would have been more honest than ignoring the matter altogether.

None of this means the documentary isn't worth watching. It's well made, buzzes along without a lull, and replays some golden moments of modern political history, like Nixon saying, "Well, I'm not a crook" or, for that matter, Thomas herself at the Gridiron Club dinner singing "Gerri From Queens" (to the tune of "La donna è mobile") in honor of guest Geraldine Ferraro.

Her accomplishments are formidable, and that she remains active in her 80s is impressive. She's also brave enough to chastise fellow journalists -- for supporting the Iraq war in the aftermath of Sept. 11 and abetting what she considers the right-wing persecution of Bill Clinton. Thomas is an individual with strong opinions; it's too bad that Kennedy chose to tippy-toe around some of them.
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Thank you,

The Staff of the Palestine Media Project
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