Amira Hass to be awarded the first Anna Lindh Award

Since 1991 the Israeli journalist, Amira Hass, has been reporting from the West Bank and Gaza for the Israeli daily newspaper, Haaretz. Her fearless style and ability to critically examine both the Israeli and Palestinian sides have made hers a well-respected name, read by both the Israeli military and peace activists. Now she is to be awarded the first Anna Lindh Award.
“The fact that I’ve lived among the Palestinians for ten years doesn’t say so much about me, as it demonstrates that the Palestinians are much more tolerant and good-natured than the image being painted. When one behaves normally, and is not a soldier or a settler, one is treated in the same way,” says Amira Hass over the telephone from her home in Ramallah on the West Bank.

Yes, she lives there full-time, in the midst of the Palestinian community. Something she considers as a matter of course.

“It’s just as natural as though I would live in France if my job was to portray French society.”

Living as an Israeli in the midst of the Palestinians could sound hazardous. Amira Hass doesn’t feel safe: But not because of the Palestinians. She makes it clear that it’s the Israeli tanks, Israeli helicopters and bullets that pose a threat. 

But she still sees the opportunity to live exactly there as a privilege. And it’s her profession that facilitates this. Israeli laws now prohibit Israeli citizens from even visiting the West Bank and Gaza.

“Being on the spot is vital for my work. That’s what makes it possible to see and describe the developments in the society that I write about. By living here I can gain a sociological understanding of the fundamental reasons for phenomena such as suicide bombers.”

Critical examiner of both sides

Her reports are harshly critical of the Israeli occupation. But neither does she hesitate to criticise Palestinian organisations and authority. Consequently not everyone reads her work with approval, but that’s also how she has achieved respect and become renown as a journalist.

Amira Hass cynically claims that she and other critics of the Israeli occupation at present seem to be writing for the archives rather than for topical debate.

“I am not the only critical voice in Israel, but we reach very few people. And it’s tremendously frustrating. The logic that I represent in my writing, namely that Israel will not achieve security through military might, doesn’t have a great deal of penetrating power at present.”

The Haaretz newspaper for which she writes is read by an educated elite, and Amira Hass has been told by several Israeli military officers that her reports on military events have been accurate, even though her analysis of the situation contradicts the official version. 

“But it will take more than some journalists to change policies. Change requires a greater movement. My role is to provide those who want to act with evidence,” she says.

When the first intifada broke out in 1989, Amira Hass cut short her university studies in history and landed a job in the editorial office of Haaretz. The Academia suddenly seemed far too distant from reality. Parallel to this, she volunteered in an advocacy group for Palestinian workers’ rights.

The fall of Communism in Romania during 1989 was her first writing assignment for Haaretz. In 1991 she started reporting from Gaza, and two years later she set up house there. Now she lives in Ramallah, on the West Bank.

At present she doesn’t envisage any time limit to her life in the Palestinian area.

“I’m content here and intend to stay. I usually say that my job is secure for many years to come. But I won’t be allowed to stay here if Haaretz instructs me to take another job,” she says.

Author of two books

These days, Amira Hass no longer needs to report on daily news events. Her role is freer and she regularly contributes to the newspaper as a columnist and analyst. She is also the author of two books, “Drinking the Sea at Gaza: Days and Nights in a Land Under Siege,” and “Reporting from Ramallah: An Israeli Journalist in an Occupied Land”.

Under current conditions she doesn’t see a bright future for the Israelis and Palestinians. The younger generation is becoming radicalised, while the older, peace-oriented generation is becoming increasingly weak. She views Israel’s claim that it protects itself from acts of terrorism by building fences and walls as part of a carefully prepared strategy to split up the Palestinian areas into small, isolated enclaves.

“The situation is now very similar to the apartheid politics pursued by South Africa. The difference is that the world appears to be much more tolerant towards Israeli apartheid than South African,” says Amira Hass.

And whether peace really is possible, depends on what connotation we give the word peace.

“Right now I believe that peace is a long way off. Particularly since Israel has not relinquished its territorial and colonial momentum. As I see it, it seems that peace only means ‘calm and quiet’ for the powers that be in Israel. Instead of justice, conquest is being sought,” states Amira Hass.
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Amira Hass has also won previous awards for her work. In 2000 she received the Press Freedom Hero Award from the International Press Institute. Also, in 2002 she was given the Bruno Kreisky Human Rights Award, and in 2003 she was awarded the UNESCO World Press Freedom Prize.

About Haaretz 

Haaretz is an independent daily newspaper with a broadly liberal outlook both on domestic issues and on international affairs. It has a journalistic staff of some 330 reporters, writers and editors. The paper is perhaps best known for its Op-ed page, where its senior columnists - among them some of Israel's leading commentators and analysts - reflect on current events. Haaretz plays an important role in the shaping of public opinion and is read with care in government and decision-making circles. (www.haaretzdaily.com)
