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Editorial

Najaf a Political Minefield for U.S.

Thebattle between the U.S. occupation forcesin
Iraqg and theMahdi Army of Mugtadaal -Sadr hasbeen
raging intheheart of Ngjaf for morethan two weeks.
Thereportscoming out of Irag are contradictory and
confusing, with claimsof apeace agreement oneday
being denied the next. In addition, most independent
journaistshave beendriven out of thecity by theU.S.
military soitisdifficult to get aclear pictureof what is
actualy happening ontheground. However, itismuch
clearer what ishappening politically asaresult of the
determined resstancein Ngjaf.

Asaresult of thestrugglewaged by thelragi res st-
ancefightersin Ngaf, theinterim Iragi government of
AyadAllawi hasbeen thoroughly discredited politicaly.
Allawi hasissued an ultimatum virtudly every day about
what hewill dototheresstancefightersif they refuse
to lay down their arms and every day he has had to
backtrack on hisbluster. For itspart, the U.S. military
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isunableto presshomeitsattack for fear of damag-
ingthelmamAli Mosguewherethefightershavetaken
shelter. Thelmam Ali Mosgueis one of the most
sacred religiousingtitutionsof theldamicworld and
itsdestruction or damage could lead to political un-
rest throughout the Middle East.

Theinability of thelragi Interim Government or
theU.S. military to suppresstheresistancein Najaf
has created asituationinwhich all of the hopesand
aspirationsof thelragi peoplefor freedom and de-
mocracy arefocused onthisonebattle. If thefighters
aredlowedtoleavethe mosquewith or without their
weaponsit will be seen asavictory for the Mahdi
Army. If they are crushed, they will be seen asmar-
tyrsfor thecauseof Iraqi liberation. Inthissituation,
theAmericanssmply cannot winpolitically.

See page 4: Najaf

Venezuela Exposes Strategic Weakness
of U.S. Imperialism

Therewasatimewhen U.S. imperialism could do
just about anything it wantedin LatinAmerica. Itin-
stalled and removed governmentsat will and, if the
peopleobjected, it unleashed the desth squadsto make
them disappear. The crushing defeat of the U.S.-spon-
sored opposition groupsin last week’srecall referen-
duminVenezuelaindicatesthat those daysare gone;
U.S. imperialism can no longer dowhatever it pleases
inLatinAmerica

Hugo Chavez waselected president of Venezuela
inalanddidevictory in December 1998 and againin
July 2000. He cameto power on awave of dissatis-
faction with the pro-U.S., neo-liberal policiesof the
previousgovernment. Although Venezuelaisone of
thelargest oil producersintheworld and the state has

amonopoly on oil production the vast mgjority of
Venezud ans have seen no benefitsfrom the exploita-
tion of their country’snatural wealth. For decadesoil
royalties have been kept artificialy low in order to
increasethe profitsof theAmerican buyers, whilethe
revenuesthat have been generated have been expro-
priated by the economic eliteof Venezuela. Asare-
sult, over 80 percent of the population livesin pov-
erty, half of themin abject poverty.

During the 1998 and 2000 €l ection campaigns,
Chavez promisedtoingitutereformsandimprovethe
livesof the poor. However, the Board of Directors
of the state-owned oil monopoly refusedtoreleasea

See page 2: Venezuela
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sgnificant portion of the company’sprofitsto the state,
claiming that to do so would jeopardize theindustry.
Unabletofinancethereformshehad promised, Chavez
popularity rapidly declined.

If the Bush administration had been patient, Chavez
would havelikely lost the next electionin 2005and a
pro-U.S. government would have taken power again.
However, inaclassicdisplay of unbridled imperialist
arrogance, the Americansthought they could take ad-
vantageof Chavez' dwindling popularity toengineer an
immediate regime changein Venezuela. Thevarious
opposition groupsinVenezuedlawerecaledtotheU.S.
embassy and preparationsfor amilitary coup beganin
broad daylight. Theshort-lived coup took placeinApril
2002, with Chavez being arrested and transported to
anidand off theVenezuelan coast. Thenewly installed
“president” promptly suspended the constitution, fired
the Supreme Court judges and pledged around-up of
pro-Chavez forces. However, Chavez was prepared
for the coup and military forcesloyal to him arrested
thenew * president” and defeated the coup, whichlasted
alittlemorethan oneday.

Inthewake of thefailed coup Chavez purged the
armed forces of those generalswho had backed it, re-
placingthemwith officersloyd tothegovernment. He
aso escalated acampaign of organizing Bolivarist Cir-
clesthroughout the country, especially inthe poorest
communities. Balivarist Cirdesarena ghbourhood com-
mitteesresponsiblefor organizing socia servicesand
defence of the Chavez revolution. Inthisrespect they
arebascally loca organsof revolutionary state power,
similar to Cuba s Committeesfor the Defence of the
Revolution or Russia ssoviets. Although disguised as
defensive manoeuvres, these measuresactually repre-
sentedamgor revolutionary offensveagang thewedthy
elite, smashing, to asignificant extent, the state power
of the capitaistsand establishing astatein the hands of
the poor.

Despitethissetback, theU.S. imperiaistsand their
Venezuelan allies continued their plotsto overthrow
Chavez. Various opposition |eaderstalked openly of
another coup and planswere hatched for amajor eco-
nomic showdown with Chavez, similar to the events
that took placein ChilebeforetheAmerican coupthere.
Inlate 2002, agenera strikewas organized, centering
on acompl ete shutdown of the oil industry. In most
sectorsthegenera strikefizzled withindays, but it con-
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tinued to affect oil production for several weeks.
Responding to thisattack onVVenezuela seconomy,
Chavez ordered that all striking workersand man-
agersinthe state-owned oil monopoly befired and
replaced withworkerswillingtodotheir job. The
Board of Directorswasalso fired and replaced with
membersloyal to the government. Within ashort
time, production level swere back to pre-strikelev-
elsand the new Board authorized the transfer of
some of the profitstothe state.

The accessto oil revenuesallowed Chavez to
beginimplementing hiselection promises. Schools
and medica clinicswereopenedinthe poorest dis-
tricts. When Venezuel an doctorsrefused to staff the
new clinics, Chavez reached an agreement with the
Cuban government to bring in more than 10,000
doctorsfrom Cubato treat the poor.

Still determined to effect aregimechangein Ven-
ezuela, theU.S. and itsalliesmost recently organ-
ized arecall petitioninthe hope of forcing Chavez
from power. Despitewidespread documented cases
of fraud, Chavez alowed theresultsof the petition
to stand and the referendum was held on August
15, with Chavez receiving amost 60 percent of the
votes. TheAmericanshad been counting on atradi-
tional low turnout of the poor to win thevote, but
about 80 percent of eigiblevoterswent tothepalls,
testament totheorganizing abilitiesof theBolivarist
Circlesand to the determination of the poor to sup-
port thefirst and only president who has ever ad-
dressed their needs.

The significance of these events should not be
underestimated. The Cuban revolution wasableto
survivein part duetothethreat of Soviet retdiation
if theU.S. invaded. No suchthreet existsinthecase
of Venezuela. Therevolutionwhichisunfoldingin
Venezudahasbeen ableto surviveand grow stronger
duein part to the determination of the Venezuelan
people, but also dueto thefact that the U.S. impe-
ridistsare powerlessto do anything about it. Their
alieswithin Venezuelaareweak, divided and dis-
credited, whilethe bulk of U.S. forcesare bogged
downinlrag.

Thereareindicationsthat the Bush administra-
tionisfinaly comingtotermswiththereditiesitfaces
Both the Organization of American States (OAS)
and the Carter Center have declared that the elec-

See page 4: Venezuela



August 23, 2004

Page 3

Palestinian Prisoners Begin Hunger Strike
to Protest Inhuman Conditions

OnAugust 15, 1,600 Palestinian prisonersin four
different Isradli prisonsbegan ahunger strikeaimed at
improving the conditionsfaced by the over 7,000 Pal-
estiniansdetainedin Isradli jails. Inannouncing the
strike, the Palestinian Prisoners Society issued astate-
ment that accused | sradl of “robbing usof al our rights,
treading onour dignity and treating uslikeanimals’.

Thedemandsof thehhunger strikersincludeacall
for prison guardsto stop conducting repeated strip
searches, allowing more prisonersfamily visits (40
percent arecurrently denied any visits), accessto public
telephonesand improved sanitary conditions.

Thelsradli government responsewastypical of an
occupying colonial power. Isragli Internal Security
Minister Tzahi Haneghbi told reporters. “ Asfar asl am
concerned they can strike for aday, a month, onto
death.” Herefused any negotiationswith the hunger
strikersand instead announced that in responseto the
srike, which had been deemed contrary toregulations,
prison officid shave confiscated televisonsandradios,
stopped the sales of cigarettesand sweetsand barred
al vigts. Isradi prison officialswould ded withthe
hunger strikeby setting up barbequesand grilling mest
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infront of the strikers, he added.

According to Haneghbi, the treatment the hunger
strikersare protesting isnecessary to “ prevent pris-
onersfromorganizingfurther terror attacks’ fromther
cells. However, themgority of Palestinian prisoners
currently detainedin | sradli jailshave not been found
guilty of organizing any attacksbut have smply been
rounded up on suspicionsand held indefinitely.

Accordingtothelsradi Public CommitteeAgainst
Torture, “torture, ill trestment, humiliation and incar-
cerationininhuman conditions’ haveall increased
sharply inthelast year. The Committee published a
report onlsradli prisonsearlier thisyear, based onthe
andydsof affidavitsand testimoniesgiven by dozens
of Palegtinian prisoners.

InJuly, Isragl’ sPublic Defender’ sOfficedso criti-
cized conditionsin Isradli detention centres, charging
that they were* overcrowded, violent and unsanitary,
with many prisonershaving to eat and sleep on bare
floors”

Protestsin solidarity with the strikers have been
held in Bethlehem and in the Gaza town of Beit
Hanoun.

Plight of Palestinian Prisoners

The Pd egtinian people havethe highest ratesof in-
carcerationintheworld. Sincethelsragli occupation
of theWest Bank, East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip
in 1967, an estimated 650,000 Palestinians - or 20
per cent of the Pal estinian popul ation - have beenim-
prisonedinlsradli jailsor detention centres. OnePal-
estinian writer hasnoted that in 1989, during thefirst
intifada, | srael detained 50,000 Pal estinian men be-
tween the agesof 14 and 55, that isover 15 percent
of the entire mal e Pal estinian popul ation in the Occu-
pied Territoriesat thetime. By contrast, during that
sameyear, under the apartheid regime, South African
police and security forces detained around 5,000 Af-
ricans, or around 0.2 percent of the South African
population.

In addition, Palestinian children area so detained
and imprisoned, often inthe samefacilitiesasadults.
Therearecurrently 370 Palestinian children and youth

imprisonedinsradl; during thefirst threeyearsof the
second intifada, atotal of 2,000 Palestinian children
and youth have been detained.

Every report by independent observersreveals
that whileincarcerated, Palestinian prisonersface
trestment that violatestheir humanrightsandtherights
accorded to prisoners held by an occupying power
under the GenevaConvention. Estimates of the per-
centage of Palestinian prisonerswho aretortured or
treated poorly in Israeli jailsand detention centres
range from 50 to 80 percent. Approved methods of
torture used by the State of I sragl against prisoners
include beatings, choking, pulling hair off the body,
prolonged solitary confinement, prolonged deep dep-
rivation, blindfolding, shackling, threetsagaingt family
members, constant screaming and deprivation of

See page 4. Palestinian Prisoners
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Theresstancein Ngaf isasoapalitical victory for
thelragi peopleinanother sense. Sincethe battle be-
gan, theactsof terrorismin Irag that madedaily head-
lineshave almost vanished from sight. Whether they
have declined in frequency or aressimply no longer
newsworthy remainsto be seen, but in either casethe
Mahdi Army has established amodel of resistance
which engagesthe occupying forces, rather thaninno-
cent civilians. Thisisanimportant political advance
for thelraqgi resistance movement asawhole.

Venezuela...from page 2
tionswere conducted in afair manner, with no evi-
denceof fraud. Itisdoubtful that either organization
would have endorsed the e ection without at | east tecit
approval fromthe Bush administration. Think tanks
closetotheU.S. government arecalling for the Ven-
ezuelan opposition to exerciserestraint becausethe
U.S. economy cannot afford any disruptionsin oil de-
liveriesat thistimeand the U.S. military cannot send
troopsto Venezuela, at least until thesituationin Irag
stabilizes. It appearsthat the Americans believethat
they will beinabetter positionto get rid of Chavez by
thetimeof the2005 presidentiad dectionsinVenezuda
In particular, they arehoping that Chavez will usehis
victory to crack down on the opposition forces,
thereby restoring someof their lost credibility.
However, thereisevery indicationthat Chavez has
far more skillsasarevolutionary leader thanthe U.S.
imagines. He hasavoided taking pre-emptive actions
againg theoppositionforces, alowing themtodevelop
and carry out their plotsand organizing the poor to
defeat thoseplots. At every stage hehasbeen ableto
usetheactivitiesof the opposition to justify broad re-
formsand restructuring of the state. In 1999 hissup-
port was based on general discontent with the status
quo andwaslargdly unorganized. Now itispoliticized
asnever before, active and well-organized. In addi-
tion, thepprogram of reformsbeing carried out will guar-
antee even greater levelsof popular support inthefu-
ture. Furthermore, it appearsthat the army hasbeen
trandformedinto aninstrument of revol utionary change.
Whileitishighly likely that theU.S. imperidigtswill
continueto carry out activitiesdesigned to destabilize
the Chavez government, it isdifficult to seehow their
position will improve during the next year. To date,
everything that the U.S. imperialistshave done has
strengthened Chavez. Venezuelaisaclassic case of
thereactionariesliftingastone, only todropit ontheir
own toes.
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Palestinian Prisoners...from page 3
showersandtoilets. Isragl hasalso used deprivation
of medication and necessary medical treatmentsas
aninterrogationtactic.

Photos published in mainstream | sragli newspa-
perssuch asHa' aretz have al so depicted Palestinian
prisonershooded and handcuffed, being beatenwith
truncheonsand sexualy humiliated—imagesvery Smi-
lar to those rel eased afew monthsago depicting the
tortureof Iragisby AmericansintheAbu Ghraibjail.

Morethan half of the Palestinian prisonersheldin
|sraeli jailsare currently being detained without any
charges. Accordingtothelsradli humanrightsgroup
B’ tselem, themagjority of those being held without
chargesarepalitica prisonerswho have been detained
for “security” reasons. They have been accused, but
never tried or convicted, of inciting violence or en-
couraging terrorist attacks. “If these same standards
were applied inside Israel, half of the Likud party
would beinadminigrativedetention,” B’ tsdem stated
inarecent report. Closeto 500 Palestinian prisoners
being held without charge have been detained under
Military Order 1500, which dates back to British co-
lonid ruleof Paestineand dlowsauthoritiesto detain
any individua (including children) for upto Sx months
without bringing chargesagaingt them. However, this
timelimitisroutinely extended for periodsof upto
four years.
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