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W 

hen Israel Army Ra-
dio broadcast a de-
bate on a poem by 
famed Palestinian 
poet Mahmoud Dar-

wish, the station faced the wrath 
of Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman and other right-wing 
government officials.

Following the mid-July educa-
tional programme University on Air, 
Lieberman summoned station head 
Yaron Dekel for a reprimand on why 
he broadcast Darwish’s poem Iden-
tity Card.

To Lieberman, the poem stands 
against Zionism and calls for the 
expulsion of Jews from their native 
Israel.

According to the English-lan-
guage Israeli Channel 2 television, 
the following words angered Lieber-
man: “Write down on the top of the 
first page:/I do not hate people/
Nor do I encroach/But if I become 
hungry/The usurper’s flesh will be 
my food/Beware…/Beware…/Of my 
hunger/And my anger!”

Written in 1964, Identity Card is 
about Israel’s military control of 
civilian life, specifically of Pales-
tinians who became Israeli citizens 
when the state of Israel was created 
in 1948. The aspects of life the poem 
targets include travel, the feelings of 
Palestinians facing Israeli soldiers at 
checkpoints and the humiliation of 
the occupation.

After Darwish gave his initial 
reading of the poem in Nazareth in 
1965, it quickly spread across the 

Arab world, becoming a protest 
song and a symbol of political and 
cultural resistance against foreign 
occupiers.

Darwish is considered a hero for 
his daring anti-occupation poetry. 
The subjects he picked for his po-
ems were close to every Palestin-
ian’s heart. They include identity, 
belonging, dispossession and ex-
ile from the homeland — subjects 
that are often thorns in the sides of 
many right-wing Israelis.

Indeed, they were to Lieberman. 
In his meeting with Dekel, Lieber-
man said Darwish’s poems cannot 
be part of the foundational narra-
tive of Israeli society as was dis-
played in the programme broadcast 
on Army Radio.

Lieberman stated: “By that logic, 
the complete legacy of the Jeru-
salem Mufti Amin al-Husseini, a 
prominent Palestinian-Arab nation-
alist and Muslim leader during the 
British mandate period, or the lit-
erary merits of Mein Kampf, Adolf 
Hitler’s autobiography, could also 
have been included.”

While attending a recent nam-
ing of Mahmoud Darwish Street 
in Taybeh, an Arab city in Israel, 
former Knesset member Moham-
mad Barakeh said: “We know that 
Lieberman is a racist but when he 
compared Mahmoud Darwish to 
Adolf Hitler, he crossed a line.”

The controversy with Israel Army 
Radio began when Miri Regev, Is-
rael’s right-wing Culture and Sport 
minister, tried to control the radio 
station’s playlist, preferring more 
Israeli-oriented, patriotic music 
over that of foreign artists. She also 
asked Lieberman to stop funding Is-
rael Army Radio as it offers “a plat-
form to the Palestinian narrative 
that opposes the existence of Israel 
as a Jewish democratic state”.

However, Lieberman does not 
have the authority to get involved 
with Israel Army Radio’s program-
ming. He said, however, that the 
use of “texts against Zionism, which 
are used to this very day as fuel for 
terror attacks against Israel”, must 
not go unchallenged.

Lieberman said that the point of 
having a military radio station in 
a democratic and complex society 
such as Israel is to strengthen soli-
darity, not to deepen divides.

The Association for Civil Rights 
in Israel expressed concern over the 
“increasingly intensifying infringe-
ments on democratic freedoms in 
Israel”.

The main threats, it said on its 
website, come from the arenas that 
are supposed to guarantee democ-
racy: The Knesset and government 
leadership. Through anti-democrat-
ic legislation and attempts to hinder 
the operations of human rights or-
ganisations and political groups, 
freedom of expression, human dig-
nity and equality and freedom of as-
sembly are affected, it said.

Dekel stressed the “importance of 
the protection of free speech”, ar-
guing that “studying a text does not 
equate to agreeing with it”.

Darwish was born in 1941 in the 
Palestinian village of al-Birweh. 
After the village was destroyed by 
Israeli forces in 1948, his family es-
caped to Lebanon. When they tried 
to return one year later, they be-
came internally displaced persons 
by not being able to reach their de-

stroyed village and instead had to 
settle in nearby Deir al-Asad.

When Darwish joined the Pales-
tine Liberation Organisation in 1973, 
he was not permitted to re-enter Is-
rael.

In 1995, the award-winning poet 
was granted permission to live in 
the West Bank city of Ramallah. 
There, he said he felt that he was 
living in exile and that the West 
Bank was not his “native home-
land”.

He died following heart surgery 
in 2008 at the age of 67. His work 
has been translated into several lan-
guages, including Hebrew, and it is 
often quoted and studied in Israel.

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.

Lieberman worried about Darwish’s poetry
Noreen Sadik 

A poster depicts Mahmoud Darwish during his funeral in the West Bank city of Ramallah, in August 2008.
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US cautiously watches Israeli-Palestinian peace initiatives

W 

hile the various 
Middle East 
crises have 
seemingly 
sidelined the 
Palestinians, 

the recent proliferation of 
Israeli-Palestinian peace initia-
tives reveals the conflict’s 
continued regional and global 
salience, as well as its domestic 
political relevance for a number 
of countries involved. As yet, 
however, these efforts have 
produced no significant break-
throughs.

Since the Madrid conference of 
1991, which led to the signing of 
the Oslo accords in 1993, the 
United States has played the role 
of moderator, broker and man-
ager of the peace process. US 
President Barack Obama entered 
office pledging to make Palestin-
ian-Israeli peace a priority of his 
administration and on his first 
day in office named former 
senator George Mitchell his 
Middle East Peace envoy.

Mitchell’s efforts ran into 
trouble almost immediately, as 
newly elected Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
refused to meet the US demand 
for a settlement freeze (a pre-

existing commitment under the 
2002 road map, in addition to an 
obligation under international 
law) and Obama did not press him 
on it. Mitchell left the job in May 
2011.

The Obama administration’s 
subsequent efforts met a similar 
fate. Following the collapse of US 
Secretary of State John Kerry’s 
peace initiative in April 2014, 
Obama announced he was 
“reassessing” the US approach to 
the peace process. Shortly 
afterward, he acknowledged that 
the goal of a two-state solution 
would not be reached before the 
end of his presidency.

With the United States putting 
the peace process on the back 
burner, other actors have tried to 
fill the diplomatic void. In 
January 2016, French Foreign 
Minister Laurent Fabius 
announced that France would 
host an international conference 
on the conflict. Many said this 
effort, driven by France’s desire 
to be more globally assertive and 
by sensitivities to its growing 
domestic Muslim population, 
would wither with Fabius’s 
resignation in February but his 
successor, Jean-Marc Ayrault, 
followed through with the 
conference in June.

The Palestinians welcomed the 
French initiative, seeing it as an 
opportunity to escape the 
confines of a US-dominated 
process that they feel, quite 
understandably, has not lived up 
to its promises and has become 
an impediment to achieving their 
national goals.

The Israeli government 
opposed the French initiative for 
the same reasons: Netanyahu is 

quite comfortable with a bilateral 
process in which Israel has a 
negotiating partner (the Palestin-
ians) over whom it enjoys a 
massive power disparity and a 
broker (the United States) with 
whom it has considerable 
influence. It is understandable 
that Netanyahu would resist, as 
would any leader, moving into a 
process in which he would have 
to lobby multiple governments 
instead of just one.

In May, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced 
his support for Israeli-Palestinian 
talks, promising greater regional 
support and acceptance for Israel 
if the Palestinian issue were 
resolved. “I say we will achieve a 
warmer peace if we resolve the 
issue of our Palestinian broth-
ers… and give hope to the 
Palestinians of the establishment 
of a state,” Sisi said.

Both the Palestinian and Israeli 
governments welcomed Sisi’s 
remarks for their own reasons. 
The Palestinians appreciate 
anything that maintains their 
national aspirations as an issue 
on the regional agenda; Netan-
yahu saw in the Egyptian move 
an opportunity to sidestep the 
French initiative (and the 
Palestinian issue) by playing up 
the prospect of a regional 
agreement, consistent with his 
goal of forging an alliance 
between Israel and Arab Sunni 
governments based on mutual 
hostility towards Iran.

Sisi, however, made clear that 
he viewed Egyptian mediation as 
a complement to, not a substitute 
for, the French initiative. Simi-
larly, in a widely publicised visit 
to Israel, a Saudi delegation 

reiterated that ending the conflict 
with the Palestinians was a 
critical condition for improving 
Israel’s ties with Arab states.

The United States has watched 
these developments cautiously. 
Kerry attended the French 
conference in June, though it 
produced little more than a 
statement reiterating commit-
ment to the two-state solution 
and reaffirming the international 
consensus around the contours of 
a final agreement based on 
previous UN resolutions.

The United States has consist-
ently tried to persuade Middle 
East regional actors to play a 
more forward-leaning role in 
creating incentives for peace, par-
ticularly with Israel, though the 
offers of regional recognition and 
integration have done little to 
slow the continued growth of 
Israeli settlements on Palestinian 
land.

As Obama nears the end of his 
presidency, he is widely assumed 
to be considering a last move on 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 
which he has invested so much 
time with so little success. 
Among those options could be 
supporting a UN Security Council 
resolution on settlements, a 
resolution laying out Obama’s 
parameters for a final agreement 
or perhaps even US recognition of 
the state of Palestine.

The question, however, is 
whether any of these options can 
positively affect the situation on 
the ground and arrest the steady 
deterioration of the status quo.

Matthew Duss is president of the 
Foundation for Middle East Peace 
in Washington.
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