If necessary against the majority

About the panel discussion regarding:

"Anti-Semitism, the German Media and the Middle East Conflict"
at the June 26th, 2003, conference in the Paul-L6be-House, Berlin

by Klaus Faber

translation by Rebekka Schroeder (critical society)

At the June 26", 2003, conference, 140 guests, a panel of experts and MPs discussed
the topic ,,Anti-semitism, the German media and the Middle East Conflict.“ The mee-
ting took place at the Paul-Lobe-House, a neighbouring building of the home of the
German parliament, the Reichstag. The four organizers of the event — the Moses Men-
delssohn Centre for European-Jewish Studies at the University of Potsdam, Wissenschafts-
forum der Sozialdemokratie in (the Social Democratic Science Forum of the federal states
of) Berlin, Brandenburg und Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, das Kulturforum der Sozialde-
mokratie (Social Democratic Cultural Forum) and Honestly-Concerned picked up a cur-
rent question in the German debate. The American Jewish Committee being a co-
sponsor supported the panel discussion. Gert Weisskirchen, the Social Democratic
parliamentary group’s foreign affairs’ speaker, was fundamentaly involved in the or-

ganization.

Stand of the debate on anti-
Semitism

There is no new wave of anti-Semi-
tism in Europe, EU Spokesman Javier
Solana declared to US representatives
in Washington. With this statement So-
lana contradicts all establishments in
surveys and other studies. The French
administration officially acknowledges
that increasingly spreading anti-Semi-
tism at schools also raises a problem
that compels one to action.

The Simon Wiesenthal Centre indi-
cates again and again in its publicati-
ons the biggest perceivable anti-Semi-
tic wave currently in Europe since 1945.
By now experts tend to believe, that the
extent of this new movement surpasses
the antisemitic movements at the be-
ginning of the 30s in the last century. Is
it based on a lack of political sensitivity
that Solana, in difference to others -
especially the immediately affected Je-
wish communities - doesn’t see which
way the wind is blowing? Is Solana not
informed about the numerous publica-
tions concerning the growing Arab-Is-
lamic anti-Semitism, as well among the
Muslim minorities in Europe? The ans-
wer to that question is of importance to
the German discussion and also to the
conclusions from the debate on the 26th
of June, 2003, in Berlin.

Prejudiced statements directed against
Israel by EU officials are well-known.
Terror attacks and Israeli measures ta-

ken against terror are often put on a
common political level. Anti-Jewish pro-
paganda and acts of violence are
presumably seen by Solana, as by other
EU representatives, as a reaction to the
Middle East Conflict - as probably ex-
cessive and therefore to be rejected,
but at least a reaction to be understood
as a result of the oppression of the Pale-
stinians.

That Israel has been made the ,,Jew*
among the States, as had been fomu-
lated by Rabbi Andrew Baker at the
panel discussion in Berlin is withdrawn
from the critical political perception of
Solana and others: that a preconditio-
ned negative judgement is applied on
Israel’s political standards, that does not
apply for any other state; that the de-
mand to wipe out Israel made by Isla-
mic states and groups, or spread by
Arabic school books and media, is not
clearly enough condemned in word
and deed; that political aversions in eve-
ryday life are often directed equally
against Israel and Jewish institutions.

It is seen in a different way, not be-
cause the relevant facts are unknown
to them, but because they interpret tho-
se facts in a way that allows them to see
the issue in relative way or that justifies
the portrayed anti-Israeli and anti-Je-
wish tendencies in society, politics and
media.

Solana’s and the EU administration’s
Middle East politics fit accordingly in a

series of positions, that see the obsta-
cles to peace to a larger part in the Is-
raeli occupation and furthermore in the
characteristics of the Jewish state, and
to a lesser or no extent in the Arab de-
nial of Israel’s right to exist or in the
Arab anti-Semitism and terror. That this
opinion is common among the vast
majority in many European countries
must be presumed.

German Media and the Middle
East Conflict

A similar initial situation exists for the
German media and political debate con-
cerning the Arab-Israeli Conflict and the
new anti-Semitic movements.

Andrew Baker, representing the Ame-
rican Jewish Committee, Ulrich W.
Sahm, a German journalist in Israel,
Eldad Beck, an Israeli journalist in Ger-
many, Sacha Stawski, founder of the In-
ternet forum Honestly-Concerned and
Rabbi Andreas Nachama, member of
the board of trustees of the Moses Men-
delssohn Center gave speeches in the
first round of the Berlin forum. In an
impressive way they have described the
problem: the special position of Israel
in media and politics and the fluid tran-
sitions to anti-Semitism.

The German Public is purposefully
misled, explained Ulrich W. Sahm, by
biased reporting from news agencies
"with seemingly harmless words" - such
as descriptions following the pattern of
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the "hardliner" Sharon, or the since long
disproved formula of "Sharon’s provo-
cation on the Temple Mount", as well as
with "doubtable mini-statistics" about the
Palestinian and Israeli deathtoll - "to-
wards a hatred of Jews, false compas-
sions and partisanship”. For example
one german news agency attaches to
every report such a sweeping number
of the Palestinian and Israeli dead, says
Sahm.

But the Israelis did not kill all of the
more than 2300 Palestinians who died
in the conflict, as some mini-statistics
imply.Taking a closer look on the Pale-
stinian side, more than half of the dead
are combatants, therefore participants
in the armed conflict, or in other ways
without a combatant status, for examp-
le a suicide bomber, but nonetheless a
participant in the conflict. A quarter of
the Arab women counted as victims are
suicide bombers and combatants. The
about 200 palestinian suicide bombers
are all, according to Sahm, counted in
the mentioned statistics of news agen-
cies as victims of the Israelis. The same
with the bomb builders, who are being
killed in an "accident at work" by an ex-
plosion, and even those Palestinians who
were murded by their own people be-
cause of an alleged collaboration with
Israel, for example providing informa-
tion about planned Arab terror attacks.
The number of dead women on the Is-
raeli side is three times as high as on
the Palestinian list of victims. That rela-
tion alone, if spread by the news agen-
cies more than some other facts, which
is not the case, could provide informa-
tion about the nature of the "Al-Aqusa-
Intifada".

One-sidedness and partisan analysis
of the situation shape the majority’s
image of the German Middle East re-
porting, says Eldad Beck.

Large parts of the German media ob-
viously see it as their duty not only to
describe in their reports on the Arab-
Israeli conflict what happened, but at
the same time openly or not to evalua-
te the situation, usually with negative
results for Israel.

Some examples given by Eldad Beck
of the German media coverage are on
the borderline of manipulation.

That applies to the editorial juxtapo-
siton of a headline that has a possibly
Israel friendly effect, by including pic-
tures that are in no relation to the actu-
al topic of the report but match the pre-
vailing tendency to negatively view
Israel. In its report with the headline "Is-
rael is preparing to withdraw", a Ger-
man newspaper put a large image with
the explanation: "Israeli soldier aiming
at an approaching man at a checkpoint
in the West Bank." Eldad Beck proved
in his speech this is not an isolated, sin-
gular case in the german media.
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From right to left: Eldad Beck, Journalist (Yedioth Ahronoth),

Ulrich W. Sahm, Correspondent for the Middle-East (n-tv),
Amit Gilad (Spokesman of the Embassy of Israel in Berlin)
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It is important how members of the
Jewish community see the debate.
Sacha Stawski and Andreas Nachama
encounter as Jews the everyday anti-
Semitism in Germany, which as all stu-
dies show is increasing, and is not only
an issue of the political extreme. Anti-
Jewish opinions are widely spread, also
among the society at lage, as Sacha
Stawski proves with personal experience
and as well with recent surveys. Under-
standable to 36% of Germans is the
opinion: | can well understand why
some people find Jews unpleasant®.
Thirty-five percent of the 18 - to - 29
year olds see a link between Israel’s
actions and the murder of Jews in
Hitler’s Germany, quoted Sacha Staw-
ski from a survey by the weekly news
magazine "Der Spiegel".

Naturally he does not oppose sub-
stantiated criticism of Israel or the Is-
raeli administration, as has already long
been expressed in Germany, stressed
Sacha Stawski, but hatred of Israel and
anti-Semitic partisanship is not to be
accepted. He expressed an opinion,
shared by all of the participants in the
discussion.

Sacha Stawski criticized, like other on
the panel, the biased choice of words

in politics and the media concerning the
Middle East Conflict. It is visible in ne-
gative labels, such as "retaliation", to de-
scribe Israeli measures against terror.
This formulation has recently been used
in a German government statement,
but is a description that has never been
used when discussing measures against
terror taken by the coalition forces in
Afghanistan or in Irag. Jewish German
citizens are personally, as demonstra-
ted with examples by Stawski and
Nachama, repeatedly required to
address the Middle East Conflict. The
main source for the shaping of public
opinion is naturally the German me-
dia. According to Stawski, Jewish pupils
in German schools have been asked
by their German teachers to stand up
and justify the conduct of the Israeli
Defense Forces.

Responsibility of media and
politicians

The compelling question in this mat-
ter is one for social responsibility in
media and politics. But until now, in con-
tradiction with the "Historikerstreit" in the
80s, this question is only hesitantly put
forward.

The Federal Office for Political Edu-
cation, an institution reporting to the
Federal Ministry of the Interior, conduc-
ted a study of the image of the Arab-
Israeli Conflict on the German TV’s
main evening newscast. The Federal
Office presented the study last year at
a news conference. According to the
results, both sides of the conflict - Pale-
stinians and Israelis - got about the same
amount of time in the TV reports. The
study did not find any specific tenden-
cies, but the visible image of Israel is
increasingly determined by the superi-
or military. Israel is put into the roll of
the attacker, which might lead to loss of
sympathy for Israel.

Well-known German media resear-
cher, Rolf Behrens, who published this
year a study of the newsmagazine "Der
Spiegel’s" reporting on Israel (Rockets
Against Stonethrowers - The Image of
Israel in the "Spiegel") has criticised the
study by the German government. Even
without knowledge of the scientific criti-
cism, one can recognize the strengths
and weaknesses of the TV research. The
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survey acknowledges the negative ef-
fects of images like tanks and military,
but who appears to be the attacker and
who does not, does not only depend on
the weapons or military systems used -
as the war in Afghanistan showed.

If German TV never shows, for well
understandable reasons, the bodies of
murdered lIsraeli men, women and
children torn apart by bombs - these
pictures exist and one can see them on
the Internet - but repeatedly shows
wounded or dead Palestinians, while on
the Israeli side only video of the Israeli
military, certain effects are produced,
consciously or not. Those responsable
for these effects are those selecting the
TV-images. Sahm described in his
speech in Berlin the mechanism for
partisan image communication and its
related effects, not only with examples
of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Connections become clearer, once
you register the political signals of the
spoken text in TV news. Previously men-
tioned was the example that Israeli
measures taken against terror are la-
beled "retaliation” to delegitimitize them.
Furthermore, in TV news anti-Israeli,
Arab terrorists are regularly not labe-
led as terrorists but "extremists" and "ra-
dicals", as pointed out by several parti-
cipants at the Berlin discussion. A
German TV station reported on the
same day on a failed bomb attack on
British police officers blaming "Irish ter-
rorists", and afterwords on members of
Hamas as "extremists".

Taking this into consideration, it is rat-
her surprising the Federal Office’s stu-
dy, as happened recently, is used as a
reference for a neutral/positive evalua-
tion of the reporting on the Middle East
Conflict without naming more recent
studies. In the second round of the Ber-
lin discussion in a debate with four mem-
bers of the German Parliament - Gert
Weisskirchen (SPD), Sybille Pfeiffer
(CDU), Claudia Roth (Griine) and Mar-
kus Loning (FDP) - the question regar-
ding the evaluation of the media repor-
ting was again raised. The responsibility
of the Federal Office was directly
addressed. It could be - in agreement
with the results of the Berlin discussion
- surely a good sign, if the Federal Of-
fice conducts a more current and com-

prehensive study on the increasing anti-
Jewish, anti-Israeli and anti-Semitic ten-
dencies, but not only in the media.

"There is a process in the media that
only now has been recognized by us
politicians,” commented Gert Weisskir-
chen (SPD) on the critical results of the
first round of the Berlin panel discussi-
on. Weisskirchen said he was not pre-
viously conscious of the problematic bia-
ses in the media, and that the alarming
descriptions took his breath away.The
other members of parliament had a si-
milar impression. One can compre-
hend it best, if one follows the Berlin
debate not only in quotes, but in the
original speeches available on the In-
ternet at honestly-concerned.org,
juedische.at, israelnetz.de. All speeches
given and the discussions will be pu-
blished in a planned book.

From left to right: Sacha Stawski (Honestly-Concerned),
Rabbiner Dr. Andreas Nachama (Moses-Mendelssohn-
Center), Rabbi Andrew Baker (AJC), Klaus Faber, retired State
Secretary (Science Forum), Prof. Gert Weisskirchen, MP (SPD)

Sybille Pfeiffer (CDU) criticized at the
Berlin Forum in clear words the false
reporting in the German media. Clau-
dia Roth (Bindnis 90/ Griine) traced
the deficiency in the Middle East repor-
ting back to a lack on historical know-
ledge on part of the editors involved -
an argument that plays as well a roll in
the simultaneous French debate. Mar-
kus Loning (FDP) disassociated himself
from the "Mollemann” trend in his par-
ty and shared the criticism of the tenor
of the German media’s coverage of the
Arab-Israeli Conflict. Germany’s place
should be beside Israel, Léning said,
especially given German history. This
opinion was rejected by Sahm, who cri-
ticized, as described, the anti-Israeli and
anti-Semitic propaganda in the German
reporting of the Middle East, but calls
for neutrality in the political orientation.

Anti-Semitism is a problem of the non-
Jewish people that has negative effects

on the living together with Jews and the
society as a whole. This has been poin-
ted out by Claudia Roth, most certainly
in agreement with almost all partici-
pants.

This marked position had an impact
on the following discussion after the Ber-
lin Forum on the 26th of June. Gert
Weisskirchen initiated a plenary debate
in the Bundestag about the increasing
anti-Semitic and anti-Israeli tendencies
in the German media. Furthermore, he
indicated the possiblity of involvement
by party representatives in the "al was
approved by the other MPs. A question
from the audience was directed towards
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, that fi-
nances to a large extent the Hamburg
"Orient Institute”, whose head Prof. Udo
Steinbach recently compared Arab sui-
cide bombers with combatants of the
Warsaw Ghetto and with this indirectly
justified terror attacks against Israelis.

Prospects: The Debate Over the
German Revisionist Movement
And Wether It is Already
Capable of Forming a Majority

In their first statements after the Ber-
lin discussion the participants expressed
a desire to better coordinate the initiati-
ves against anti-Semitic and anti-Israeli
tendencies in media and society. The
beginning of a reaction to the proble-
matic media coverage goes back, with
some exceptions, to last year. The foun-
ding under difficult circumstances of
"Honestly-Concerned" several publica-
tions and other media-related activities,
also at universities, all played an im-
portant role in this context.

The building up of a loose network of
diverse participants - for individual per-
sons, groups, institutions and Internet
forums - has only now been made pos-
sible. In any case most important is the
connection of initiatives with different
backgrounds and aims, as well as the
connection of Jewish and non-Jewish
supporters.

Some media reports tend to describe
activities against anti-Semitism and ho-
stility towards Israel above all as an is-
sue of the Jewish representation sup-
ported by some non-jewish individuals.
This false interpretation should be re-
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jected whenever possible.

In the "Historikerstreit" in the 80s, the
aim was to prevent a reinterpretation
of history, that tried to equate the ge-
nocide and mass murder in the Soviet
Union to the significance of the Ger-
man Holocaust. This argument had
been ended by the German President
at that time.

If today 35% of those between the
age of 18 and 29 in Germany compa-
re Israel’s actions to the murdering of
Jews in Hitler’s Germany, then that is
certainly no minor attempt to reinter-
pret the Holocaust by German histori-
ans, than what we had seen in the 80s.
Even a pronounced anti-Israeli interpre-
tation of the Arab-Israeli Conflict cannot
deny that this conflict, judged by the
number of victims and extent of the
grieve, must take a backseat to other
armed conflicts - such as the north-
south-war in Sudan with hundreds of
thousands of dead and even more ex-
pellees; the Algerian Civil War; or the
oppression of Tibetans in China, to
name just a few. The comparison of
Hitler’s Germany and lIsrael by more
than a third of adolescents allows the
Holocaust - the greatest crime against
humanity, not only of the 20th Century
—to become a marginal note in history.

Can there be a doubt that their dri-
ving motive is relief from the own hi-
storical responsibility? Can German
media, looking at their reporting of the

Middle East Conflict, convincingly claim
not to know about these motives and its
effects on their own reporting tenden-
cies?

Responsibility for letting it go so far
are the non-Jews in Germany; WE non-
Jews and not the Jews are responsible.
The public discussion after the "Mélle-
mann" provocation last year proves that
many in the media, but as well in poli-
tics, easily and without consequences
cross borders, that were once not tole-
rated. Even more disturbing than those
deeds is the silence. A lot speaks in fa-
vor of the viewpoint that the quoted
position of Solana is capable of forming
a majority. An anti-Israeli movement
with an anti-Semitic undertone is revi-
sing the historical responsibility of Ger-
many for the Holocaust by comparing
Israel and Hitler’s Germany.

The difficulties facing initiatives op-
posing the new/old German revisionist
movement are described above. Many
do not see the dimensions of the pro-
blem or, like Solana, despite of all sur-
veys and studies, simply deny its exist-
ence.

Andrew Baker, of the American Je-
wish Committee said in his concluding
remarks at the Berlin Forum, the resul-
ts of the media studies prove the critical
opinions in the USA regarding the ten-
dencies in the European media and
specificly in Germany. On the other
hand, the discussion in the Paul-L6bbe-

House is a good sign - a sign that an
opposing movement is becoming acti-
ve. Some participants of the Berlin Fo-
rum on the 26th of June expressed re-
lief at having heard a "different opinion".
But some statements also suggests resi-
gnation opposing such a superior ma-
jority. The debate in the Paul-Lébe-
House has united for the first time
experts, persons affected by anti-Semi-
tism and representatives of the four par-
liamentary groups on the topic, "Anti-
Semitism, German Media and the
Middle East Conflict". It has contributed
to the solution of problematic German
developments. A first important move.
A visible change can only be expected
after taking joint efforts, if necessary
directed against a German majority,
because the prejudices and characteri-
zations to overcome are by now deeply
anchored in the German public opini-
on, as the Berlin Forum has shown.
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"Honestly-concerned" was founded in May 2002. Alarmed by
the growing anti-Israeli and resentment-loaded side effects of
the Middle East Conflict, an increasing number of statements
made by politicians and parts of the society and anti-Semitic
tendencies in Germany and Europe, we decided to intervene.
Since then, "honestly-concerned" has always taken action when
politicians, the press or members of the public try to score with
anti-Semitic or one-sided statements that are directed against
Israel. One main focus is the observation of the media followed
by a direct reaction.

The members of our initiative - Jews and non-Jews - declare
their solidarity with the people of Israel. We are prepared to
stand up against Anti-Semitism. One of our most important
means of communication is a mailing list. We are using it to
spread information, press reports and event listings. We orga-
nize campaigns, demonstrations and initiatives, and provide
links to interesting websites and background information.

In a review of the past year, we can look back on a great
number of accomplishments: events organized or supported

by us; on almost daily press review concerning domestic affairs,
anti-Semitism and the Middle East Conflict; and a steadily gro-
wing number of mailing list users, campaigns and the exchange
of information with correspondents, politicians and other disse-
minators, foreign or domestic.

This engagement costs time and money. Both are limited res-
sources. To organize new events in the future, we are in need of
financial help.

The following account is a sub account, especially for honestly
concerned, administered by a founding member of our mailing
list, Noemi Staszewski. She manages the incoming donations
for honestly concerned.

N. Staszewski, Dresdner Bank
account: 06 360 002 02, sort code: 500 800 00
as payment for: honestly-concerned.org

Please support us generously, to enable our improvement
of our activities

Design: ERIK-VERLAG KG, 10969 Berlin - Telefon +49-30-615 30 09; Realisation: Druckerei Primoris, Berlin - Telefon +49-30-615 30 09

www.honestly-concerned.org - info@honestly-concerned.org - Phone +49-172/6797744 -Fax +49-721/151433263




