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Towards a new radical politics

Paige Austin of Mother Jones interviews Tariq Ali -- activist, author,
historian, and producer -- on the war in Lebanon, US imperialism, and
the prospects for reformin the Middle East.

Paige Austin: In the letter that
you and several other writers
published on July 19, you said the
"liquidation of the Palestinian
nation" is proceeding more rapidly
these days. How long have you
felt that the possibility of
Palestinian statehood is gone?
Tariq Ali: | have felt that for some
years, even before these latest
Israeli actions. Once it became
clear to the Palestinians that the
Oslo accords were a farce and
that no Israeli government was
prepared to implement even the
limited concessions they had
promised in them, then it was only
a matter of time.

My view has always been that
either the Palestinians get a fair
and just state or you have a sin-
gle-state solution -- there is no
third way in between these two.
Now, curiously, the Israelis by
their own action have made a
single state the only possible
thing.

Some of the signatories are,
like yourself, both fiction writ-
ers and activists. Do you think
that writers have an obligation
to use their fame as platforms
for activism? Even if they are
venturing out of their field?

I think it depends on how they feel.
You know, in many parts of the
world, including the Arab world,
the Latin American world, and
even parts of the Western world,
there is a tradition of writers being
quite engaged. Particularly in the
Arab world you have had very,
very strong traditions of literature
and poetry and most of the writers
have been deeply committed to
the cause of the Arab nation.

In Latin America likewise:

they're public intellectuals. And |
think this is a good thing, espe-
cially in a world where the main-
stream media offers very little
diversity of opinion in its pages.
How do you think the current
war in Lebanon, and
Hezbollah's apparent military
successes, will change the
equation in the Middle East?
It has shaken the world, butit's not
shaken it enough to understand
the root causes of this, [which is
why] we have this grotesque
situation where the Israelis, the
United States and the French
collaborate to try to push through
a resolution which is so pro-Israel
that even the tamest of Arab
leaders can't acceptit.

But Hezbollah has changed
things, there's no doubt about
that. Now even Lebanon's Prime
Minister, not known for being a
particularly strong politician, has
told Condoleezza Rice she
shouldn't bother visiting the coun-
try. Unheard of! And the other

aspect of this of course is that
there have been demonstrations,
small but important demonstra-
tions against the war, in Tel Aviv, in
Haifa, in Jerusalem, and | think
that these will grow in size as
people see that this absurd and
criminal war waged by the Israeli
regime against Lebanon is mak-
ing their lives unsafe.

Do you have the same hope for
amovement demanding the end
of Israel's occupation of the
Palestinian Territories?

Yes, | think you will have within
Israel a resistance, including
many Jewish people who will see
we can't carry on in the same old
way. And here | think the South
African analogy is not so foolish:
that many white South Africans
finally realized that we can't carry
on in the same old way, we have to
do a deal with the people we've
been oppressing, and this is best
for both communities. Maybe I'm
being ultra-optimistic, but | think
that before this century comes to
an end something like that will
emerge.

How can you support
Hezbollah's actions, or those of
Hamas, given both groups'
adherence to a fundamentalist
ideology that you make no
secret of disliking?

Well look, | don't agree with their
religious views, obviously. I'm not
a believer. That's hardly a secret: |
state it in public. However when a
country is invaded and attacked
and people resist it's important to
speak up and to say they have the
right to resist and to defend their
right to resist.

The whole history of the 20th
century is a history of resistance
groups which are either national-
ist or, in large parts of the Muslim
word, religious groups, including
for instance in Libya and the
Sudan. There, the groups resist-
ing the Italian invasion were ones
that [Europeans] couldn't support
politically, but nonetheless they
defended them against attack.
When Mussolini invaded
Abyssinia and Albania in the
name of European civilization and
said he was going to wipe out
these backward feudal despo-
tisms, most people in the West
defended the Ethiopians and the
Albanians against the Italian
onslaught and said they had the
right to resist.

So it's on that principle -- that
when people, whoever they may
be, you may not like them, but
when they decide to resist, you
have to defend their right to do
so.

You've been writing about impe-
rialism for decades. Do you
think the current Bush adminis-

tration is practicing a new form
of imperialism?

It's different in the sense that the
enemy has changed. It's nolonger
communism and it's no longer
nationalism, but it is other move-
ments who they feel have to be
destroyed to bring the world
totally under the sway of the
hegemon. But here | think as I've
been arguing since 9/11 they've
made a big miscalculation in
attacking Afghanistan and Iraq.

And now even US commenta-
tors who were really sort of gung-
ho for the war, like Tom Friedman,
or Democrats, like Edwards, have
said that it was a mistake to vote
for the war and we need to discuss
with the military the best way of
withdrawing. The fact that some of
these weasel politicians who
didn't have the nerve to oppose
the war when they should've
opposed it, are now jumping ship
is an indication of how badly the
war is going.

You've written that the so-called
war on terror requires a political
not a military solution. Aside
from ending the American occu-
pation of Iraq and Afghanistan,
and the lIsraeli occupation of
Palestine, what would that politi-
cal solution entail?

Well, | think that because they've
made war it makes a political
solution much more difficult. |
think the United States now and
its British attack dog are not taken
seriously anywhere in the world
and can play no role in helping a
political solution.

You've called for an Islamic
Reformation. Where do you see
the best prospects for such a
movement?

| used to hope -- and I've still not
given up on it -- that a big reform
movement could arise in Iran, which
in some ways is one of the most
cultured Islamic countries, with a
very long pre-Islamic tradition as
well which hasn't been completely
wiped out. But when the United
States and Israel behave in the way
they do, then that sets it back. So I'm
quite despondent on that particular
front at the moment. That's one
problem.

The second problem is that in
many parts of the Islamic world,
secular forces, where they exist,
tend now to be so unsure of them-
selves, so lacking in self-
confidence, that in many cases --
not in all -- they line themselves
up fairly squarely behind the
imperial project and that then
creates a big vacuum in which the
Islamists become the dominant
power because they are the only
ones then who are seen as resist-
ing. And that | think has been a
very, very dangerous develop-

ment in the Islamic world. And
when | go often | meet very, very
good people -- intellectuals,
writers -- just sitting completely
despondent, trapped between the
American hammer and the
Islamist anvil, not knowing which
way to turn.

Can you point to any leaders
you've encountered in Muslim
countries, Arab or otherwise,
that might be a beacon of hope
forreligious reformation?
There's no movement as such,
but you know if you look at Iran,
the bulk of the population, 75% of
the population, is under 30 years
of age, and these are people
who've grown up totally under
clerical rule, and their first sort of
gut instinct is to resent all the
social codes which are imposed
on them. | have been arguing that
this is where you will probably
have an upheaval in about ten
years time.

Currently that situation is on
hold because of all the threats
against Iran, which has united the
country. Whatever you think about
those threats or why they are
made, certainly they have the
effect of making the majority of
people in Iran very angry with the
West, and they see the Islamists
as the only opposition, and the
reason they see them as the only
opposition is because there ain't
nobody else!

To judge from your writings you
don't appear to place much
stock in the potential of non-
governmental organizations
(NGOs) to effect change.

I don't. In the first place, | don't call
them NGOs, | call them WGOs,
Western Governmental
Organizations. Some of them do
decent work, but by and large
what they do is to buy up lots and
lots of people in these countries
who are not then engaged in any
form of political activity or social
movements, who basically pay
themselves salaries, run small
offices, and go on demonstrations
chanting: "Another world is possi-
ble." And | don't think that's partic-
ularly helpful, and | think increas-
ingly now people are beginning to
see through the NGO-ization
process.

Like many on the far left, you
link anti-imperialism to anti-
capitalism. And you seem to
discount the possibility of
Islamic or other religious
fundamentalisms providing a
long-term basis for resistance.
But capitalism and religious
conservatism are quite broadly
based and well entrenched.
What alternate framework for
resistance do you envision?

| have been arguing in recent
years that while what is happening
in the Middle East is important in
the sense that it prevents the
imperial power from getting its way
in whatever it wants. But in terms of
offering a socio-political model for

the world, it offers nothing, either to
the world or to its own people. So
from that point of view, the situation
is grim.

Where there is a different model
emerging is not in the Islamic world
but in Latin America. This is a
continent where you have had
giant social movements from
below pushing a whole range of
politicians and political leaders to
power through democratic elec-
tions and then putting pressure on
them to fulfill their promises -- and
in Venezuela and Bolivia the lead-
ers are beginning to do so. This is
now creating a massive pole of
attraction all over the world.

When Hugo Chavez flies into
an Arab country and is inter-
viewed on Arab television, you
have a phenomenal response
from the Arabs, saying why can't
we have an Arab Chavez? And the
reason is that he explains what he
is doing in Venezuela, that they
are using the oil money to build
schools, to build hospitals, to
build universities, to help the poor,
who have never been helped, and
from my point of view, this particu-
lar model, which | would describe
as a left-social democratic model,
is very important because it's the
only thing that challenges the
neo-liberal strangle hold on the
global economy.

You were in Bolivia decades
ago during Che Guevara's
campaign there. Have you been
since the election of Evo
Morales in January?

I've not been but | will go soon. It's
very, very heartening what's happen-
ing there. Someone asked me the
other day what | think of Bolivia and |
described it as "Che's revenge." You
have a government in power which
has publicly paid homage to Che and
his struggle and | said, he would've
been so pleased by that if he'd been
alive! It's the only developments
taking place in the world which one
can identify with to a large extent and
say, Great!

Do you see Morales potentially
abandoning his promises to aid
the poor now that he's in office,
as you have accused Lula of
doing in Brazil?

Not so far. You can't exclude any
possibility, but so far no. The first
thing Morales did when he was
elected was very interesting: a
plane was sent for him, he gotinto
it and flew to Havana and got a
two-and-a-half-hour tutorial from
the old man about what to do, how
to proceed. And that's a very
public gesture. Most Europeans
when they're elected go to
Washington and kiss ass in the
White House.

You visited Cuba last year and
met with writers and intellectu-
als there. How would you char-
acterize their situation? You've
always lauded the Cuban
Revolution but certainly it has
meant a lot of restrictions for
Cubans.

| haven't defended those restric-
tions. | think the big tragedy of the
Cuban Revolution was that it
became dependent on the Soviet
Union, and it became dependent
on the Soviet Union under a very
reactionary bureaucratic regime
led by Leonid Brezhnev. | think
that adversely affected Cuban
culture and Cuban politics, [and it]
made the Cuban press the most
dull and dreary and predictable in
the whole of Latin America.
Writers were persecuted. | never
defended any of that.

But at the same time, | refused
to back those who wanted to get
rid of Fidel, who sent assassins to
kill him, who want Miami to move
to Havana, I'm not in favour of
that. | think that the Cuban
Revolution has made incredibly
important gains -- and you can
see these when you go, despite
the hardships. It's the most edu-
cated country in the continent,
probably in the whole of the third
world. In a population of 12 million
you have between 800,000 and a
million graduates produced each
year. You have human capital in
the shape of doctors who are
helping Africa, Latin America. |
remember very vividly that when
the earthquake happened in
Pakistan, the Cubans sent 1,100
doctors, half of them women,
which were more than the doctors
sent by all the Western countries
put together.

But | do think the Cubans have
to change some of the political
structures there and allow critical
voices, for their own sakes,
because unless there is account-
ability the revolution will totally
atrophy. | said this very, very pub-
licly to people of all sorts when |
was in Havana and they took it on
board, | think. They have a very
cultivated minister of culture, Abel
Prieto, who certainly understands
the problem. He is re-printing all
the Cuban authors who were
banned during the bad times:
Cabrera Infante, Reinaldo Areinas,
all these people are being re-
printed now in Cuba. And these
absurd, absurd and crazy restric-
tions on homosexuality have all
gone: there is none of that left,
which is a big leap forward.

So many movements you were
once part of -- from Marxists to
the non-aligned camp to anti-
Vietnam war activists -- peter
out. What has kept you on the
same track, ideologically?

| guess one of the thing that has
kept me on the track is that I've
worked very closely with a group
of people, we have a magazine
called The New Left Review, a
publishing house called Verso.
And we have maintained a collec-
tive intellectual identity, even in
bad times. It's not the case that
The New Left Review has been
unaffected by the cataclysmic
changes of the late 80s; many [of
our former contributors] today are
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basically liberal war mongers or
"laptop bombardiers." So it's not
that we've been unaffected, it's
that the circle that actually pro-
duced the magazine and kept it
going has kept going and this sort
of solidarity within a small group
of intellectuals has been impor-
tant.

In my own case, in the 1980s |

stopped being active politically in
a direct sense and did a lot of film
work, documentaries, cinema,
theatre, wrote plays, wrote
scripts, produced a great deal of
stuff, and wrote a lot of fiction --
and that move sideways | feel was
quite beneficial, in the sense that |
cut myself off from dominant
political trends of the time which
were triumphalist and celebratory
and everything was over and
nothing was to be done. | just kept
aloof from all that. And so when |
got re-engaged after 9/11, | came
to it fresh, | hadn't been touched
by some of these anti-communist
and anti-political and pro-
capitalist currents that were
sweeping the world.
So you'd say you are applying
the same principles to conflicts
today that you were decades
ago?

No, not exactly, because the world
is very different now. The world
which existed when | was young
was a world in which all the
European empires had collapsed;
the United States had suffered a
horrendous defeat in Vietnam;
many, many countries of the world
were asserting their rights and
their sovereignties and resisting
the big powers, and so it was a
very different world. There was a
lot of space in that world for radi-
cal politics to function in. That
world has gone, completely,
destroyed, wrecked, gone. And so
a new form of politics has to be
built and how you fight, politically,
becomes extremely important.
And that is why, as | was saying
earlier, what is happening in Latin
America, | think, offers great hope

forthe 21st century.

(c) Mother Jones.

The plight of the disabled

RoMINA DEWAN KABIR

ANGLADESH is consid-
B ered one of the least

developed countries in
the world in terms of average
income, calories consumed per
person, infant mortality rate and
literacy rate. The plight of people
with disabilities in Bangladesh is
regrettable. People with disability
(PWD) are systematically
excluded from most government
and non-government programs.

Disability is a crucial problem
in Bangladesh. Disability has
long been considered a humani-
tarian or a charity issue rather
than a development or human
rights issue. But the trend has
been changing nowadays. The
changes have been taking place
in the arenas of education,
health, skill, and training.
Disability is bringing to focus
many of the burning social devel-
opment issues like women's
empowerment and gender roles,
good governance, social security
and safety nets.

The government of Bangladesh
has set up "Protibondhi Unnayan
Foundation" with a view to helping
and accelerating the programs of
NGOs by giving monetary assis-
tance. The government has also
introduced a system of allowance
for the PWDs recently. But, com-
pared to the gigantic problem, the
assistance is too meager.

There are a few hundred
NGOs who are working for the
PWDs and have extended their
support to the government.
These NGOs have either been
formed and managed by the
disabled persons themselves or

have been working for the dis-
abled persons. But the number of
NGOs working in disability and
development sector is ftrifling.
However, it is the NGOs, rather
than the government, that are
taking the disability movement
forward in Bangladesh. Most of
these organizations are funded
by foreign donors.

NFOWD (National Forum for
Organisations Working for the
Disabled) co-ordinates and finan-
cially helps some of these NGOs.
However, only a handful of them
are active. There is a severe lack
of finance and knowledge about
treatment and care of the dis-
abled.

In addition to this, there is a
lack of proper monitoring system
to monitor the activities of these
NGOs. Sometimes the same
kinds of disability issues are
addressed differently by different
organizations. There is no simi-
larity in their approaches. All of
these NGOs are working sepa-
rately.

Some of these organizations
are supporting the government
by training the teachers of the
primary schools on disability
issues so that they are able to
address the disabled children in
the classroom. It is indeed a very
good approach. But, doing the
activities without the knowledge
of the government has no effect
on the system as a whole.

As NFOWD is coordinating the
activities of some of these NGOs
and is working as a national
NGO, the government can
strengthen this monitoring activ-
ity working in cooperation with
NFOWD. It will help them identify

what kinds of disability programs
already exist, how far they have
succeeded, and then they can try
and replicate their successful
programs.

Monitoring generally refers to
the routine tracking of the pro-
ject's ongoing activities, achieve-
ments and constraints. It helps to
ensure that activities are carried
out as planned. It answers the
questions: What are we doing?
How many people are trained or
counseled on disability? How
many PWDs have been given
therapy? etc.

Evaluation generally refers to
the assessment of pro-
gram/project implementation and
its success in obtaining pre-
determined project
goals/objectives. It answers the
questions: What have we
achieved and how? What have
we not achieved and why?

To do a proper monitoring, a
monitoring tool or indicator
should be developed .

An indicator is a quantitative or
qualitative factor or variable that
provides a simple and reliable
basis for assessing achievement,
change or performance. It is a
unit of information measured over
time that can help show changes
in a specific condition.

Moreover, before an NGO
starts working in a particular
district or area, proper attention
should be given to find out the
nature of disabilities in that area
so that the disability issues can
be addressed accordingly.

For example, if in a particular
area the malnutrition of the
mother during her pregnancy and
poor home delivery system lead

to mental disability of the child,
then the program can put empha-
sis on creating awareness among
the women and community
regarding pregnancy related
complications.

In this way, attention can be
given to prevention rather than
cure, which in turn will reduce the
rate of disability among children.
The government can also inter-
vene in this sector by conducting
researches or studies with the
technical help of some national or
international NGOs.

However, | believe we can pat
our backs for having been able to
bring the PWDs out of their shells
as they have become more aware
of their rights and issues.
Needless to say, the credit goes
first to the NGOs, who even
though they are working in a
scattered way, but still are able to
bring these people out of their
shells. These NGOs have a very
positive effect on the attitudes of
people towards the disability
issues, and especially on PWDs.

Recently, the government of
Bangladesh has also come up
with many disability programs,
providing a regular allowance to
PWDs being one of them. But
value will be added to all of these
programs if proper monitoring
and evaluation are done, unified
approach of addressing the
disability issues is followed,
mainstreaming of the different
disability activities based on their
successes is done, and research
to find the reason behind the
disability is conducted.

Romina Dewan Kabir is a freelance contributor to
The Daily Star.

Can he fill Fidel's boots?

JOSEPH CONTRERAS and ARIAN
CAMPO-FLORES

RDINARY Cubans could
O only wonder whether Fidel

Castro was alive or dead.
They had no news photos of their
79-year-old leader convalescing
from his reported surgery for gas-
trointestinal bleeding, no TV foot-
age, no radio broadcasts of his
voice -- just one or two uncharacter-
istically terse statements issued in
his name, calling his condition
"stable," along with sporadic official
assurances that El Jefe was recov-
ering. Even the bleeding's cause
was a state secret.

Unconfirmable rumors said he
was sitting up and eating. The loyal
sibling who had been named as
acting leader, 75-year-old Defense
Minister Raul Castro, remained
conspicuously out of sight, as did
just about every other senior mem-
ber of the two brothers' circle. Some
observers said the regime was
trying to project a sense of nor-
malcy. Still, people in Havana
seemed no more uneasy than
usual. After 47 years under Fidel's
rule, Cubans have learned to wait.
They spend life standing or sitting
as patiently as possible while their
officials insist that everything is OK.

Up north, the reaction was less
restrained. Many of Miami's
650,000 Cuban-Americans danced
on Fidel's grave, ignoring the fact
that he wasn't in it yet. For the first
time, the Cuban dictator had turned
over power, even if it was to his
brother. In Miami, that was cause
for a nonstop street party. The
exiles hate Raul, too, but never
mind. Mario Diaz-Balart, a leader in
the exile community, recalls his

father predicting long ago: "When
Fidel Castro goes, this regime will
disintegrate like a sugar cube
dropped in a glass of water." Roger
Noriega, former assistant secretary
of State for Western Hemisphere
affairs, thinks the younger Castro
can't hold on more than a few
months. "l don't see that Raul has
the legs to pull this off," he says. "I
don't think he has the credibility or
awe of the people." There are
potential schisms in the military that
could bring down the regime,
Noriega believes, but real change
can only come from the grass roots.
"This is the time for a burst of pride
in the Cuban people," he says.
"They need to doitthemselves."

Still, Washington is desperate to
help. Recently, a bipartisan team of
Cuban-American lawmakers met at
the White House to swap ideas
about fostering democracy on the
island. "Everything was discussed,"
says Diaz-Balart, who was there.
Another participant, Senator
Robert Menendez, says one topic
was ways to gain more control over
the granting of US visas in Cuba.
The State Department issues
roughly 20,000 a year there, mainly
by a lottery system, but the Castro
regime decides who may leave the
island. There was some discussion
of giving visa priority to Cuban
physicians living not only on the
island but in many other countries,
too. Doctors are among Cuba's
proudest exports; if they start
defecting, the regime is in big
trouble.

Everyone has ideas. Senator
Mel Martinez, another participant at
the meeting, wrote to Donald
Rumsfeld the same day asking the
Defense secretary for communica-

tions aircraft to transmit American
TV broadcasts into Cuba. Others
want to send gear to the island's
dissidents, particularly items such
as computers, fax machines and
satellite phones. Diaz-Balart likens
it to what the Reagan administra-
tion did for the opposition in Poland
while that country was still under
communist rule. Far more contro-
versial is a proposal to loosen
restrictions on travel to the island,
allowing Cuban-Americans to join
their relatives there and perhaps
spread democratic ideas. That
would be a big departure from the
administration's hard-line policy on
keeping Cuba isolated -- and
Havana hardly seems likely to
permitaflood of troublemakers.
Raul's biography offers little
encouragement to democrats. He's
been living in the older Castro's
larger-than-life shadow ever since
the early 1950s, when they
launched a revolt against the thor-
oughly corrupt dictatorship of
Fulgencio Batista. The brothers
were thrown in jail together, left
Cuba together for a two-year exile
in Mexico and finally in 1959 top-
pled the Batista regime together.
The younger one earned the nick-
name "Raul the Terrible" for his
readiness to eliminate anyone Fidel
suspected of treachery, and at the
revolution's close he directed the
summary execution of Batista
troops by dozens and scores.
There is more hope that the
younger brother may ease up
economically, possibly in the way
China's communist rulers did.
Fidel's estranged daughter Alina
Fernandez, another member of the
Miami community, has described
her uncle as "the practical brother."

When the island lost its financial
lifeline with the 1991 collapse of the
Soviet Union, Raul argued force-
fully for opening up the island to
more foreign investment, and he
has shown considerable interest in
how China has done it. "Raul is one
of the foremost advocates of
decentralizing the economy," says
retired CIA analyst Brian Latell,
author of the younger Castro's
biography "After Fidel." Other
veteran Cuba watchers aren't so
sure. "Initially he will be as harsh or
harsher than Fidel, and | don't see
any opening of the economy for the
first year or two," says Jaime
Suchlicki, director of the University
of Miami's Institute of Cuban and
Cuban-American Studies. "Raul is
no Gorbacheyv, and | don't think he
can afford to become a reformer."

Long before that can happen, a
lot of exiles hope he'll be gone. So
far, US authorities are reporting no
unusual traffic across the Florida
Straits, whether by Cubans fleeing
their country or by anti-Castro
activists heading in. "This is not a
time for people to try to be getting in
the water and going either way,"
said White House Press Secretary
Tony Snow. A few forlorn banners
hang from government buildings in
Havana, bearing the slogan Viva
Fidell Eighty more years. His 80th-
birthday celebration, scheduled for
August 13, has been postponed to
December. The question remains if
he has even 80 more days.

With Carmen Gentile in Miami.
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