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The importance of 
knowing Bethlehem
By Dr James J Zogby 

Ihave long been troubled by the way so many
believing Christians in the West have either been
ignorant of or turned their backs on the plight of

Palestinians, both Christian and Muslim. Right-wing
Evangelicals, under the sway of heretical theology, are
so blinded by their obsession with Israel that they can’t
see Israel’s victims. Other Western Christians simply
just don’t know or about the people of Palestine.

I find this state of affairs to always distressing, but
especially so at Christmas time, since the Christmas
story we celebrate not only took place in that land, it
continues to define the lives of the Palestinians who live
in places like Bethlehem and Nazareth.  When Western
Christians think of those communities, the pictures that
come to mind are the mythologized images that are the
product of our movies, artists, songs, and stories. That
Bethlehem is a real place with real people is lost on
them. It was with this thought in mind, that several
years ago I wrote a reflection on the importance of
knowing the real Bethlehem.

Bethlehem has always loomed large in our imagina-
tion. For generations, the feelings evoked by this town
have been captured in multiple art forms, serving to
inspire both believers and non-believers with its mes-
sage of hope and the joyful promise of new life.

For those who do not know the place, Bethlehem
possesses a timeless quality, derived from these artistic
creations. It is a place of mystery and contradictions. It
is the peaceful little town that played an out-sized role
in history; the birthplace of Jesus, the child born in a
cave, heralded by angels, and visited by shepherds and
kings. For hundreds of millions of Christians world-
wide, these are the images that define Bethlehem.
Sadly, in reality, all of this is but a fantasy, since the
pressures of contemporary daily life in this historic
community paint a remarkably different portrait.

Suffering under Israeli military occupation since
1967, Bethlehem has slowly been strangled. It has lost
most of its land to settlement construction. It is hemmed
in by a 30-foot-high concrete wall, stripped of its
resources, and denied access to external markets. As a
result, 25 percent of Bethlehem’s people are unem-
ployed, while 35 percent live below the poverty level.

Before the occupation, for example, a few thousand
Palestinians in Bethlehem were employed as craftsmen
known worldwide for their olive-wood and mother-of-
pearl artifacts. Today, denied the ability to freely
export and hurt by the instability of military rule, that
industry employs only a few hundred. Similarly,
Bethlehem’s tourism has suffered. Israeli companies
that dominate the industry bring tourists to stay in
hotels in areas they control, making only day trips to
Bethlehem’s holy places. The crowds come to the town
for a few hours, but their revenue disproportionately
goes to the Israelis.

Bethlehem has lost so much land to Israeli confisca-
tion for settlement construction that it can no longer
expand. Now it can only build vertically. As a result,
what is left of Bethlehem has become overcrowded,
with traffic congesting its narrow streets.

Israeli leaders often complain that they must
expand their settlements further so that their youth can
find housing. And they insist that they must continue to
build their wall, in order to protect the residents of
these illegal colonies. What they do not say is that the
wall is built through Palestinian-owned lands, cutting
villages from their properties, and the expansion of the
mammoth settlement colonies at Har Homa, Gilo, Har
Gilo, Betar Ilit, Giva’ot, and more are occurring at the
expense of Palestinians living in the Bethlehem region.
The Israelis call these colonies “neighborhoods of
Jerusalem.” 

This is but a crude effort to obfuscate the reality
that they are all built on Bethlehem area land -illegally
confiscated by Israel and then unilaterally annexed to
what they call “Greater Jerusalem.” As a result,
Palestinians now retain only tenuous control of 13 per-
cent of the Bethlehem region - with the Israelis still
threatening to take more. In fact, the 22 Israeli settle-
ments built in the Bethlehem region, the roads that
connect them, and the wall that protects them were all
built on land taken from Palestinians. And the new
expansion plans for Jewish-only housing and the
extension of the wall simply means that more land will
be taken, leaving less for Palestinians.

Look at a map and you will see that Bethlehem is
but a few miles from Jerusalem. As late as 20 years ago,
standing near Manger Square, one could look out over
a green space, the hill of Jabal Abul Ghnaim, and see
the Holy City. The trip, by car, was only 15 minutes.
Today that view has been obliterated by the 30-foot
wall, and that green space, where Palestinian families
once picnicked, is now the site of the monstrous con-
crete settlement of Har Homa - home to 25,000 Israelis. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

Mumbai-based copywriter Sarah Syed says she
was long alarmed by the Hindu nationalist direc-
tion of India under Prime Minister Narendra

Modi but felt powerless to stop it - until now. Like many
others taking part in the current wave of protests, the
final straw was Modi’s new citizenship law and then the
images of students being tear-gassed when they demon-
strated against it. “It’s not as if one didn’t know that
things were not right. But for many of us, politics was just
too depressing to think about,” said Syed, a Muslim mar-
ried to a Catholic.

“Now though it feels criminal to sit out the protests
and say nothing,” the 27-year-old told AFP. The law,
which offers fast-track citizenship to non-Muslim nation-
als from three neighboring countries, is the latest policy
instituted by Modi’s government that critics accuse of
marginalizing Muslims in the Hindu-majority nation.
During his nearly six years in power, Modi’s party has
renamed places with Islamic-origin names, rewritten his-
tory textbooks to diminish or discredit the role of Muslim
leaders, and stripped the Muslim-dominated region of
Kashmir of its special autonomy.

Modi has insisted the legislation will have no impact

on Indian Muslims, however his party’s 2019 election
pledge to conduct a nationwide survey to identify illegal
immigrants has raised fears among Muslims of becoming
stateless, with no fast-track naturalization option avail-
able to them.

Mumbai-based lawyer Momin Musaddique, who has
been providing free legal advice to people worried
about the implications of the law, said years of pent-up
anxiety among Muslims have finally found an outlet in
the protests rippling across the country. “People have
been afraid for so long of this government’s Hindu
nationalist agenda that they now feel like they have
nothing left to fear,” he told AFP. “Now that their very
survival in India is under threat, they have no option but
to protest,” he added.

‘We have woken up’ 
In addition to Muslims, the demonstrations have gal-

vanized large sections of Indian society, from secular
Hindus and members of other minorities to intellectuals
and opposition politicians. Historian Zoya Hasan of
Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru University told AFP the protests
represented “the biggest challenge to the Modi govern-

ment in the last six years”. Several local governments in
opposition-ruled states such as Kerala and West Bengal
have said they will not conduct surveys for the national
citizens’ register, responding to the public mood and
undermining the prime minister’s authority.

Although the protests began as a fight against the citi-
zenship law, many of the demonstrators are now seeking
a rollback of the government’s push to remake officially
secular India as a Hindu nation, said Hasan. Nevertheless,
she added that the unrest was unlikely to derail Modi’s
Hindu nationalist campaign and risk alienating his base
which propelled him to a landslide re-election victory in
May. “The government may take a step back as a result
of the protests but they are not going to move away from
their core agenda,” Hasan said.

For first-time protester Syed, participating in the
demonstrations left her with “goosebumps” as she
described her elation at seeing people from different
communities come together. “I used to feel so helpless
before, like there was nothing I could do to change the
way things were in this country,” she said. “The govern-
ment’s strategy has been all smoke and mirrors”, she said.
“Now we have woken up.” — AFP 

India’s citizenship protests: Why now? 

Washington Watch 

Little party mood in 
Cameroon as 60th 
anniversary looms 

Next year will see a wave of celebrations in Africa
among 17 countries that gained their independ-
ence in 1960. But in Cameroon, the first country

in the jubilee line, the mood among many people is sour.
The highly diverse central-western state was traditionally
viewed as one of the most stable in Africa. But today, a
combination of conflict, political tension and economic
uncertainty are putting the country through one of its
most wrenching periods since it decolonized from France
on January 1, 1960.

“We’re not thinking about the 60th anniversary. We
just accept it,” said David Fomuso, a father of three, in an
impoverished district of Douala, Cameroon’s oil hub. “If
there hadn’t been the crisis, I would be partying right
now.” Two years ago, Fomuso and his family fled his vil-
lage in western Cameroon where the security forces are
battling armed separatists campaigning for a breakaway
state for the country’s English-speaking minorities.

Bloodshed 
More than 3,000 people have been killed and over

700,000 displaced, according to independent monitors.
Conflict of a different kind is gripping Cameroon’s Far
North Region - the tongue of land that lies between
Nigeria to the west and Chad to the east. Here, brutal
attacks by Boko Haram jihadists from Nigeria have killed
2,000 people, displaced a quarter of a million others and
spurred the rise of vigilante groups, according to the
International Crisis Group (ICG) think tank.

“The people we met in Cameroon’s Far North are liv-
ing in terror,” said Amnesty International’s Samira Daoud.
“(...) They no longer ask whether there will be further
attacks but when they will take place - they feel com-
pletely abandoned by the authorities.” The twin crisis has
placed a stark spotlight on President Paul Biya, who at 86
is the second longest-serving ruler in Africa after
Equatorial Guinea’s Teodoro Obiang Nguema. The close
ally of France has been in power for 37 years - the only
leader known to most of the country’s 25 million people,
more than 60 percent of whom are aged under 25. “(The
people) are thirsty for change,” said opposition leader
Maurice Kamto, the runner-up in presidential elections
last year. Kamto, who alleges electoral fraud, was impris-
oned this year and freed after eight months.

French ties 
Of the 17 countries that mark their 60th anniversary

of independence next year, 14 are former French colonies
- the others are Nigeria, Somalia and Democratic
Republic of Congo. Despite the passing decades,
France’s relationship with its former colonies is colored

for many by memories of exploitation and French backing
for dictators. “People are fed up and the prime cause is
France’s support for despotic regimes,” said Emmanuel
Tchumtchoua, a historian at the University of Douala.
“Whether you like it or not, people are frustrated.”

French President Emmanuel Macron has vowed to
overhaul the relationship. He has thrown his support
behind a reform of the French-backed currency used by
its former West African colonies and characterized by
critics as a colonial relic. The eight countries that use the
western CFA franc will no longer have to lodge reserves
with the Bank of France, and France will withdraw from
the currency’s supervisory boards, under the change
announced in Abidjan on Dec 21.

The big question is whether the six countries, includ-
ing Cameroon, which use the central African variant of the
franc will follow suit. Supporters of the CFA franc say the
current arrangement provides stability, helps financial
transfers between member countries and dampens infla-
tion.  However, critics say it limits growth policies and thus
crimps economic freedom. Biya last month chaired a sum-
mit of central African leaders on the future of the CFA
franc, but so far has not spelt out his position. “Relations
between France and Cameroon are... deep and strong but
they are moving, evolving,” said Laurent Mbassi, an asso-
ciate researcher in international politics at the Cameroon
Institute of International Relations (IRIC). “Cameroon is
moving towards its destiny with others states on the inter-
national scale,” he said. “The relationship with France is
not what it was 20 or 40 years ago.” — AFP 

Supporters and activists of Trinamool Congress (TMC) take part in a rally against India’s new citizenship law in Siliguri yesterday. — AFP 

Rwanda’s vision 
for future leaves 
poor on the curb 

Slum dwellers in Kigali are accusing city authorities of
razing their homes without paying compensation,
stirring anger among poorer Rwandans who feel

marginalized by a government-led push to modernize the
capital. This month, the first of thousands of homes slated
for demolition in Kigali’s unplanned settlements were bull-
dozed, sparking protests from owners and tenants told to
move on. 

City authorities say the homes were built illegally on
wetlands, or areas deemed at risk from landslides and
flooding, and those evicted were being offered lodgings
elsewhere. But many of Kigali’s poorest no longer feel wel-
come in a city that has undergone a major facelift as part
of President Paul Kagame’s masterplan to turn Rwanda
into a wealthy nation by 2050.

The capital has been the focus of a multi-billion-dollar
infrastructure blitz in recent years, with futuristic conven-
tion centers, five-star hotels and modern flats altering the
skyline. The city has earned a reputation among African
capitals for its unusually ordered and clean streets, but the
heavy-handed approach of local authorities has caused
alarm. Rights groups have accused the Rwandan govern-
ment of rounding up “undesirables”, including street chil-
dren, beggars and prostitutes, and holding them in a grim
detention centres.

Critics say the poor have paid a steep price for Kigali’s

transformation. But pockets of resistance have emerged as
slums have been cleared to make way for modern housing
complexes or green areas. In Nyarutarama, a neighbor-
hood hosting Kigali’s largest informal settlements, some
residents have refused to make way for the wrecking ball,
defying state orders. 

“We were told to move because the land was for public
benefit,” said Antoinette Mushiyimana, whose home in
Nyarutarama is among those marked for destruction. “We
are being relocated to another small house in Busanza (a
suburb in Kigali). But they are not giving me the compen-
sation I deserve. That is why many people have refused to
move,” she told AFP. These slums are disparagingly called
“Bannyahe” - a naming roughly translating to “where I can
defecate” - and border some of Kigali’s most exclusive
postcodes.

Left out 
City authorities insist the evictions are for the good of

the people. “The city informed these people that the law
does not allow them to live on wetland areas. They were
given letters and advice, but nothing was done,” Kigali
officials said in a statement. “This is even more important
because of the heavy rain and floods, which might cause
deaths.” But some residents accused the local government
of reneging on a deal to pay for the land.

Emmanuel Bayahore said he agreed to vacate his home
when city authorities valued his property at Rwf 28 million
(USD$29,500) in 2017. But when it was demolished in
December, he was handed just Rwf 30,000 to find new
shelter for his wife and three children. “They destroyed the
house, and didn’t even give me enough to pay rent for my
family,” he said. He vowed to take the matter to court - an
avenue being explored by others who felt cheated and
brushed aside in a city pushing them ever further to the

margins. Kagame, who has been in power since 1994, says
his “Vision 2050” for a new Rwanda will drive economic
transformation for all in the tiny, landlocked country where
close to 40 percent live in poverty. Few at home disagree
with his plan, or the tremendous costs involved in rebrand-
ing Rwanda as a destination for foreign investment, high-
end tourists and global conferences.

A shiny convention centre opened in Kigali in 2016 cost
a reported $300 million, making it one of Africa’s most
expensive buildings. A new $1.3 billion international airport
for Kigali is in the works. The government also paid
European football clubs Arsenal FC and Paris St Germain
to promote its “Visit Rwanda” tourism campaign.

But in Kigali, the rising condos and gleaming buildings
have made life harder for ordinary Rwandans, driving up
rents and the cost of living. Unemployment rose to 16 per-
cent in November, official figures show, and inflation has
climbed too. — AFP

A child plays with a tyre on a street in a slum on the outskirts
of Kigali on Oct 17, 2019. — AFP 


