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The Virtual Palestine project and the role of arts projects in reconciliation - an Australian perspective.

www.virtualpalestine.org is a Sydney based arts portal produced for young people within the Palestinian diaspora around the globe.  Virtual Palestine was produced by our community arts company Virus Media with the aid of the Australia Council for the Arts. We intend to look at the development of the Virtual Palestine project - its strengths and weaknesses - and assess its impact on the individuals and communities that have taken part in it. We also want to look at the place of arts projects and particularly internet based arts projects in reconciliation issues.

About the Project 

Virtual Palestine is a cutting edge youth arts project, which establishes a cyber presence on the World Wide Web for Palestinian young people from around the world. 

Virtual Palestine is the creation of a virtual community through electronic links between young people who are dispersed over a huge geographical area, separated by political borders, time-zones and oceans. 

The aim of the website is to develop technical skills, cultural pride and personal confidence among participating young people by encouraging expression of ideas and exploration of native culture within a diasporic community.

The creators

In Stage One of the Virtual Palestine project, the website was put together by young Palestinian people from Western Sydney in collaboration with a group of media professionals. The young people trained in internet arts production and, working with the artists and programmers, put together the site you now see - a virtual space which can serve as a meeting point, art gallery, debate forum, and newspaper all rolled into one. 

In Stage Two of the project, the focus has been on content creation.  Young people from Sydney are linking up with groups in Palestine to create new content for the site: artwork, written pieces, videos and music, while a collective of programmers make the site multilingual – operating in both English and Arabic so that is accessible for everyone in Australia and in Palestine. 

Content policy

The website producers welcome any contributions to the site that are related to explorations of Palestinian culture, lifestyle and politics. There are also possibilities for live debate through chatrooms and continuing dialogue through message boards and the establishment of "virtual pen pals" between individuals involved. 

 Site Management and Moderation policy

The Virtual Palestine website is managed by Virus Media with the help of an advisory committee which includes members of the Council of Australian Palestinians, youth workers and arts workers and people from the Arabic community. 

We have been moderating the website  and removing any material which is not supported by the . The process of moderation is a sensitive one as we are anxious not to censor and interfere with free expression yet we do want the site to be non oppressive and certainly not contain any material which is racist, sexist or incites violence.

Site Tour

Background to the project   political climate in Sydney

The Arabic community in Sydney is mostly based in the socially deprived Western Suburbs area. Pre S11 this community had borne the brunt of a racist tabloid media campaign which generated a lot of bad feeling toward the Arabic community. This is documented by the work of academic and community worker Paula Abbood in her film “Of Middle Eastern Appearance” – a reference to the racial profiling of crime suspects. Following September 11th this harassment reached epidemic proportions resulting in widespread physical abuse. 

Parallels with Irish community in England

I was interested in working with the Arabic community because of the parallels  I witnessed to the experiences of the Irish community in England in the 80’s. When I first moved to the UK in 1985 the Guildford 4 and Birmingham 6 were still in prison and the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) was being actively used to control the political and social activities of the Irish community. I was personally questioned under the PTA on numerous occasions. I was interested in finding a way to use art to give a voice to those who were being silenced. 

Collaborative filmmaking

I had worked in England with Hi8us, a production company which developed television in collaboration with young people in fringe communities such as Loyalist East Belfast, a young men’s prison in Hull and homeless drug users in Manchester. I used this “filmbuilding” process in Sydney and made a film with young Aboriginal people in the deprived inner city area of Redfern. 

Using forum theatre with diasporic communities

I was interested to use the principles of collaborative writing and performance work which was loosely based around the principles of Augusto Boal’s Forum Theatre but to apply these principles to an online environment. 

The potential of an online project was that it was able to reach the geographically divided elements of a diasporic community and I was interested in exploring the potential of a project of this kind. 

“Indymedia” self publishing software

The key to the success of this project was the self-publishing “Indymedia” software which was developed by Cat@lyst, a social change media activist group in Sydney with whom we had both been working. This software enables people wherever they are on the globe to contribute text, images and multimedia to the site and has the potential to make this website a truly democratic media space.

The “Indymedia” software was developed by the Cat@lyst  group for the J18 "Carnival of Corporate Globalisation" in  Sydney in June 1999 and was then used to great effect in the Seattle anti -corporate globalisation protests in November1999. The “Indymedia” software is the engine which drives the  Indymedia network, a truly global collection of grassroots news service nodes which  now numbers 92 communities around the world. The software facilitates grassroots news creation and is a practical tool in the democratisation of the media.

Israeli policy of “closure”

We were anxious to find a way to use the internet and particularly the self-publishing aspect of the site in a broader community development fashion . This became increasingly relevant within the Palestinian situation as it became clear that the Palestinian community suffer not only from being dispersed around the globe but that those people who are based in Palestine are not able to physically move within their own communities due to the "closure" policy of the Israeli government.

The production stage

Working with the community

The idea for the project developed through meeting Palestinian student activists and interesting them in the idea of a collaborative project with young Palestinians who were living in Sydney’s Western suburbs. We felt that a website which explored Palestinian culture, lifestyle and politics would be a powerful resource for the community.

Virtual versus physical Palestine

The Palestinian community was particularly excited by the idea of creating a virtual space on the www when a physical Palestine did not officially exist. 

Setting up the website involved liaising with key stakeholders and setting up a community advisory committee with representatives from the Arabic arts and youth work sectors, community leaders and the young people themselves. 

Developing skills, pride and confidence

The project set out to work with young people to develop technical skills, cultural pride and personal confidence in the making of the website. During the development period, 30 workshops took place in topics such as html, dreamweaver, video production and php programming. 

We initially hoped to train up young people to the point where they could produce a website but this proved too complex a process to impart in such a short time. In the end the young people contributes a great deal to the  debate about the design and layout of the site but the actual physical creation of the site was carried out by the professional artists. 

Online debate encourages inclusivity irrespective of location

There was a very lively debate about representation and, for example , what type of image should occupy the front page – should it be the Al Aqsa mosque in the centre of Jerusalem which was such a  powerful  landmark or should it be secular image , representing the vision that these young Australian Arabs held for the future of Palestine? The fact that this debate took place online meant that it was possible for contributors in the Middle East and the USA to add their opinion to the discussion.

Problems

Access to technology is a prohibitive factor

Access to technology was a prohibiting factor at this stage of the project. The fact that the participants had to travel across the city to get access to computers was a definite factor in young women being unable to participate because of the problems of travelling alone. 

Virtual Palestine Phase Two

I visited Palestine in August 2001 and visited the community computer training projects in Dheisheh and Jalazon refugee camps (outside Ramallah and Bethlehem respectively). These community computer projects were part of the above mentioned Oxfam / CAA Across Borders" project which became a sister project to our own. However it became apparent that the lack of Arabic on the site was preventing it being used by young people in the Middle East. 

Arabic language is essential in Middle East

We sought funding to carry out a translation of the software and the text on the site in to Arabic and to carry out further creative projects which would provide content for the site.  In January this year the Australia Council of the Arts gave the project a further grant address these issues.

This second stage of the project has enabled us to develop an Arabic translation of the website so that it is more accessible to young people in Palestine. This translation work was a lot more complex than we first anticipated but we managed to succeed due to the hard work of the technical team.

 We have also been busy on two creative projects with young people.

Sydney /Palestine Pen Pal Project

Pen Pal Project popular with 14 –16 year olds

A series of art workshops have been taking place in Sydney and Haifa with the objective of creating content for the website. An internet Pen pal project is linking up young people age 14 to 16 in Sydney with a group the same age in Haifa. 

We have linked up a group of young people from the Arab-speaking community in Sydney and a group of Palestinian young people via the Virtual Palestine website.

We have designed a series of workshops which are taking place over an eight week period to help them write letters and send photos to a group of Arab speaking young people in Israel. We have commissioned the Baladna group in Haifa to also run projects for their young people to also write back and communicate what is happening in their lives. 

Creative content is simple but effective

We have aimed for each young person to send two letters and one photo / picture over the course of the project. The young people can continue to communicate in the future if they so desire and we will support this but we are anxious to keep the project  to a finite time line. 

We have been posting the letters on to the Virtual Palestine website where they are available for viewing by the general public and using the website to communicate with each other. 

The subject matter

What we have encouraged is an exchange between the two groups  where young people can send information about themselves, their families, their communities, their sport, their music, their dreams and ideas for the future and even their pets! 

We have been interested to allow the young people to be creative and to express themselves. We are happy if young people want to talk about politics and the political situation but this is not essential and we are just as happy to talk about sport, music or films.

The second creative project is the  Virtual Palestine Web Dialogue project (This project will take place from October to December)
Dialogue project is web-based

We aim to link up several Arabic and Jewish organisations catering for 18 to 25 year olds in Australia , Israel and Palestine via the website to debate issues around  reconciliation,  justice, peace, media and art. 

These debates will be facilitated by arts workers in Sydney. We will commission short written pieces from youth arts and media organisations in the Middle East  which will form the basis for further discussion via the message board on the site.

Seeking areas of understanding

We aim to begin a positive dialogue between young people. We seek to find areas of mutual interest and to increase understanding.

Some of the possible participants are:

Jerusalem indymedia (Palestine)

Israel Indymedia (Israel)

Jewish Democratic society (Australia)

Baladna (Haifa)

Rapprochement Centre (Bethlehem)

IBDAA Cultural Centre (Dheisheh Refugee camp)

Jalazon youth centre (Jalazon refugee camp)

Netzer Jewish youth arts group (Sydney)

Council for Australian Palestinians (Australia)

Friends of Palestine (Australia)

Qattan foundation (Ramallah)
Reactions to the project

Reaction to the project has been very positive although there have been examples of negative responses. 

The project has been reviewed in the Australia Arts Council’s magazine “Artwork” where the reviewer commented that the project illustrated “how social and political activities can become an ongoing resource for both the Palestinian community and the broader community locally and internationally.

The project has also been positively reviewed on the Australia Council for the Arts Community Cultural Development website (www.ccd.net).

Content reveals young peoples’ fears

A feature of the site which has been commented upon is the siege mentality of the young people’s postings in the open publishing areas of the site and their need to “justify” themselves to the world. This reflects the highly politicised and racialised issues of refugee politics and the law and order debate in Australia at present. Young “girlz’ in Western Sydney posted stories about their Lebanese identity which highlight their perception of negative attitudes towards them in the wider Australian community and negative stereotypes of them in the media.

Overt and covert pressure applied by critics

The Australian Jewish News newspaper, (which is widely regarded as a right wing organ), reacted negatively to the site and chose to concentrate its focus on one element of the site which it claimed promoted violence. A coordinated campaign by the newspaper put pressure on the board of the Australia Council of the arts to discontinue support for the project but this was resisted by the Australia Council. 

The newspaper campaign also applied covert pressure to participating arts organisations to withdraw their support in kind from the project. 

A pilot project which can be replicated

We are aware that the Virtual Palestine project is a small project and that the numbers using the site have been small but we do see it as a pilot project which could be copied by other diasporic communities. 

Strengths of the project

Enthusiasm indicates success

One of the most successful aspects of this project has been the enthusiasm which has been on show from the young people who have taken part in the project. Their boundless energy in the face of sometimes incredible adversity both on the streets, in the schools and in the workplace has been inspiring. 

Indymedia links cross political divide

Meanwhile through our experience with Virtual Palestine, our production group was able to give logistical support to the fledgling Palestinian Indymedia centre (www.jerusalem.indymedia.org) which went live in April 2002. Palestinian Indymedia has been crucial in providing information on recent events in Palestine in the light of the media restrictions imposed by the IDF.

One of the most interesting features of the creation of the Palestinian Indymedia Centre was the participation of the Israeli Indymedia centre in both the discussion and also the technical creation of the site. This process also included a number of international participants around the world and it was  hugely satisfying  to work with such a variety of people on a project which seemed at last to find some common ground between these disparate groups.

Arts projects in Reconciliation

Conflict reduces dialogue within and between communities

An experience of mine in growing up as a Catholic in Ireland was that I never met any Protestants until I was 18 years old. I know of examples of young people  who lived in small villages in Northern Ireland with less than 1000 people  who had never spoken with anyone from the opposite religion despite the fact that half the people in their village were from the opposite side of the religious divide. 

Internet enables dialogue

I travelled to Israel and Palestine in August of  last year and made a radio program for ABC, the national broadcaster in Australia, about the role of the internet in the Palestinian /Israeli conflict. One conversation that stuck in my mind was a young Palestinian woman who worked in the office of Law – a Palestinian human rights organisation. She told how the internet had given her an insight into the Israeli point of view which she had never had before because the internet offered the possibility of dialogue. This dialogue was possible because within the internet chatroom there were no hierarchies and everyone was equal. There was the possibility of freedom of expression without fear of retribution or violence. It was this freedom of expression which allowed an equal dialogue to take place.

Australian experience

I would like to refer to another project of ours, the “Road” project which was  a collaborative film project made with young Aboriginal people in Sydney’s inner city. The film gave young Aboriginal people a chance to express themselves in the film medium about issues about which they felt strongly. They made a strong statement about racism and the fact that it still continues on the streets of Sydney to this day.

In Australia one of the major issues facing that country is the issue of reconciliation with its Aboriginal community in respect of the wrongs done to that community in the course of colonisation. There has never been a treaty with Aboriginal Australians as there has been with for example the Maoris in New Zealand and indigenous Australians continue to wait for the present government to acknowledge and apologise for the wrongs done in the past. 

I think that the role of the arts in reconciliation is its ability to  facilitate expression which must be the first step to  dialogue. 

Arts give a voice to the unheard stories 

Sir Ronald Wilson, President of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, in his report on the generation of Aborigines who were taken from their families during the years of the White Australia policy said “devastation cannot be addressed unless the whole community listens with an open heart and mind to the stories of what happened and, having listened and understood, commits itself to reconciliation.” To allow the community to tell its own stories we must help it to speak, to express itself, and that is where I believe that these type of arts projects excel. 

Bio
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