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Ramallah

A 

lthough Palestinian-
Israeli negotiations re-
main stalled, Russia and 
other world powers are 
trying to get Palestinian 

and Israeli leaders to negotiate even 
before the United States’ traditional 
role as sponsor fizzles out with the 
approaching presidential elections.

After Israel flatly rejected an ini-
tiative by French President François 
Hollande to restart Israeli-Pales-
tinian talks, Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu postponed a 
meeting with Palestinian Author-
ity President Mahmoud Abbas that 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
had planned to host in September.

An Israeli official said chances for 
the meeting to be held under Mos-
cow’s auspices still exist.

“The most important thing is that 
Palestinians drop preconditions to 
the meeting,” the official told The 
Arab Weekly, insisting on anonym-
ity, citing the sensitivity of the in-
formation.

Abbas has said he was not inter-
ested in another photo opportunity 
with the Israeli leader but wants to 
get to certain issues to make pro-
gress towards a comprehensive 
peace settlement. Israel, however, 
insists on an open agenda for the 
meeting.

Despite the interpretations of Ne-
tanyahu’s decision to postpone the 
meeting, Abbas affirmed his com-
mitment to peace and readiness 
for any encounter with the Israeli 
leader.

The proposed meeting received 
attention because it was called for 
by Russia, which has gained a higher 
profile in the Middle East, fighting 
alongside forces allied with Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. It has also 
been trying to take over from where 
the United States left off as the main 

broker in Palestinian-Israeli peace 
negotiations.

The last time Abbas and Netan-
yahu publicly met was in 2010. De-
spite media reports of unpublicised 
correspondences or a handshake 
and greeting at international fo-
rums, the two have reached a dead 
end with Netanyahu’s insistence on 
bilateral talks and Abbas’s precondi-
tions.

While Abbas reiterated willing-
ness to meet Netanyahu anywhere 
around the world, Palestinian offi-
cials were quick to rebuke Netan-
yahu.

Abbas’s spokesman Nabil Abu 
Rudeineh said Netanyahu “had 
once again shown a lack of serious-
ness in searching for a just peace 
based on the two-state solution, es-
pecially as settlement activities and 
Israeli violations continue against 
the Palestinian people”.

He said the decision to postpone 
the meeting with Abbas confirms 
Israel’s desire to evade any inter-
national peace initiative to save the 
peace process.

Deputy-Secretary of the Fatah 
Central Committee Jibril Rajoub 
said Netanyahu wants to manage 
the conflict instead of end it.

Netanyahu accused Abbas, by in-
sisting on preconditions, of having 
no desire to meet.

“Palestinian spokespeople clari-
fied that they are prepared to meet 
but that they have conditions — the 
release of prisoners and they also 
want to know beforehand what will 
be the end result of the talks,” he 
said recently at a news conference 
in The Hague.

The Palestinian presidency re-
iterated that moving the peace 
process requires Israel to meet its 
obligations, namely stop illegal set-
tlement construction, release the 
fourth batch of prisoners and com-
mit to international peace resolu-
tions to establish a Palestinian state 
based on 1967 borders, with East Je-

rusalem as its capital.
However, the question that arises 

is the futility of efforts to have any 
direct negotiations between the 
Palestinians and Israelis when both 
have made their positions clear.

Political analysts said the meet-
ing will never take place because 
for Abbas to meet and shake hands 
with Netanyahu without achieving 
some of the demands will damage 
the Palestinian Authority’s image, 
which is suffering due to internal di-
visions and growing criticism inside 
and out.

Analyst Abdul Satar Qasim said 
Abbas would “suffer a major loss if 
he meets Netanyahu without secur-
ing some of the demands he insist-
ed on for several years”.

On the other hand, Israel is ada-
mant to keep the Palestinian cause 
away from the international arena 
because the roof of Arab and Pales-

tinian demands is much lower than 
the international one. “This is why 
Israel rejected the French and Rus-
sian initiatives but approved the 
Egyptian,” said Qasim.

There is a Palestinian understand-
ing that there is an attempt to foil 
the French initiative by introducing 
a new one that would free Israel of 
its obligation in front of the inter-
national community, especially af-
ter rejecting the French initiative, 
which had received approval from 
many governments.

Analyst George Jaqaman said 
Egypt was doing Israel a favour by 
foiling the French initiative while 
Russia was aiming to become more 
involved in the peace talks due to 
a power vacuum since the US-led 
talks hit a standstill in April 2015.

While Abbas insisted that he 
would never relinquish his precon-
ditions to negotiations, his state-

ment that he was willing to meet 
anywhere opens questions on 
whether he would eventually agree 
to meet with no preconditions.

Jaqaman said he believed the 
meeting would never happen be-
cause Abbas would damage his 
status internally and prove that the 
Palestinian Authority was acting for 
survival only, instead of doing what 
is best for the Palestinian people.

Netanyahu will not agree to Ab-
bas’s preconditions and is more in-
vested in creating a reality on the 
ground. Therefore, Palestinians 
should focus on their strategies and 
the expansion of the Zionist project 
in the Palestinian territories, espe-
cially with the latest Israeli plans to 
annex parts of the West Bank, Jaqa-
man explained.

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.

Russia unlikely to bring Abbas, Netanyahu together
Malak Hasan

A November 2015 file photo shows Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) talking with 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas at the UN Climate Change Conference, in Le Bourget, outside 
Paris.

The last time Abbas 
and Netanyahu 
publicly met was in 
2010.

Netanyahu accused 
Abbas, by insisting on 
preconditions, of 
having no desire to 
meet.
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W 

hen Sana Jammaliyeh 
and Haitham Haddad 
designed a white tote 
bag with bold Arabic-
language imprint on 

one side, the two Arab Israelis never 
thought that their product would be-
come so popular.

After a photograph taken of one 
carried by a passenger on a train 
in Berlin, the bag and its message, 
which read: “This text has no mean-
ing, except to terrify  those who are 
afraid of the Arabic language”, went 
viral.

Indeed, it is a bad joke that could 
inflict security hazards on its holder 
but the designers insisted they did 
not mean to endanger anyone’s life. 
Rather, they said they sought to 
highlight the extent of stereotyping 
against Arabs and their language in 
Israel.

“We made the bag specifically for 
people who are terrified of the Arabic 
language in my community,” Jam-
maliyeh wrote on her Facebook page.

“The idea is fear of the Arabic lan-
guage, which is extracted from our 

reality,” Haddad said, referring to 
prejudice, stereotyping, misunder-
standing and suspicion of Arabs in 
Israel’s larger Jewish community.

“Let go of the Arabs and enough 
with media stereotyping,” Jammali-
yeh pointed out separately in a video 
posted on her Facebook page.

Both designers refused several 
Arab Weekly calls and text messages 
to be interviewed, citing “personal 
reasons”. However, Jammaliyeh veri-
fied the accuracy of her Facebook 
comments in a reply text.

Although Haddad and Jammaliyeh 
found a humorous way to ridicule 
those who are wary of Arabic, dis-
crimination in Israel surrounding the 
language is not a laughing matter.

Of Israel’s population, 20% is Pales-
tinians who remained in their homes 
when Israel was created in the 1948 
Arab-Israeli war in British-mandate 
Palestine. Although Hebrew is the 
country’s official language, the 1.7 
million Arab Israelis consider Arabic 
their official language and mother 
tongue.

During the British mandate of Pal-
estine between 1922 and 1948, He-
brew became an official language 
along with Arabic and English. How-
ever, when Israel was proclaimed, 
Hebrew maintained its status and 
spread more than Arabic, which is 
considered an official language but 
has little relevance to the majority.

The Arab identity in Israel is tied 
to the Arabic language. While many 
Palestinians include Hebrew in their 
speech, some fear this will ultimately 
erode the language.

Thabet Abu Rass, executive direc-
tor of the Abraham Fund Initiative, 

a non-profit company that promotes 
coexistence and equality among Is-
rael’s Jewish and Arab citizens, said 
he believed that “Jews are taught that 
Arabic is the language of the enemy”.

“Since Israel’s inception, the gov-
ernment has worked to minimise 
the status of the Arabic language as 
a way of Judaising the country. They 
even distort Arabic words, including 
the names of old Arab villages, in the 
hope that over time, the Arab names 
will be forgotten,” Abu Rass said.

Discrimination against Arabic has 
manifested itself in several basic 
ways, making life for some Arab citi-
zens who do not know Hebrew more 
difficult.

Underlining how politicised the is-
sue is, hard-line, right-wing parties 
in the Israeli Knesset submitted bills 
recommending the removal of Arabic 
as an official language, with Hebrew 
remaining as Israel’s only official lan-
guage.

Some Israeli politicians disagreed. 
On May 24th, the Knesset celebrated 
what it termed as an Arabic Language 
Day. Knesset Speaker Yuli-Yoel Edel-
stein said: “Despite the fact that the 
mother tongue of most of our citizens 
is Hebrew, we cannot and should not 
ignore the Arabic language or push it 
away from the public sphere or from 
the landscape of our lives in general.”

Numerous topics relating to the 
Arab population, including public 
transportation in the Arab sector, the 
teaching of Arabic in Jewish schools, 
providing court services in Arabic, 
providing online government ser-
vices in Arabic and Arabic signage in 
mixed cities were discussed. In spite 
of that, implementation is slow and 

inequality is clearly evident.
A study by the Abraham Fund Ini-

tiative in April 2013 studied 34 gov-
ernment websites and concluded 
that about one-third have no Arabic 
content.

In 2002, Adalah and the Associa-
tion for Civil Rights in Israel (ACRI) 
petitioned the Israeli Supreme Court 
regarding the lack of Arabic on mu-
nicipal signs in cities that have Jew-
ish and Arab populations, such as Tel 
Aviv-Jaffa, Lod, Ramle, Acre, Upper 
Nazareth and Beersheba. The court 
ruled that municipal signs should be 
in Hebrew and Arabic.

However, 14 years later, some of 
the cities still ignore the ruling. Last 
year, the municipality of Beersheba 
replaced street signs in Arabic with 
new ones in only Hebrew and Eng-
lish.

In the Mediterranean port city of 
Haifa, where 10% of the population is 
Arab, the Ministry of Transportation 
vowed that, by the end of August, Ar-
abic would be added to its road signs. 

Hebrew maps and electronic signs 
— some even catering for the deaf — 
have since been posted but nothing 
in Arabic.

According to a study of Israeli Jews, 
17% of those asked said they can un-
derstand Arabic, 10% can speak it 
fluently and 1.5% can write fluently. 
Next year, Jewish fifth and sixth 
graders will begin learning Arabic. 
By contrast, Arab school children be-
gin learning Hebrew from grade one. 
However, a 2013 survey showed that 
45% of Arabs have difficulty with He-
brew.

According to a Pew Center report, 
nearly 48% of Israeli Jews said Arabs 
should be deported or exiled from Is-
rael. Religious people tend to be par-
ticularly supportive of such a move: 
About 71% of respondents said they 
agree that Arabs should be expelled.

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.
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This tote bag stirring controvery reads: “This text has no meaning, 
except to terrify those who are afraid of the Arabic language”.
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language.
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