Collective psychosis

Mental health workers in Middle East struggle to offer comfort amid chaos.
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Published Tuesday, August 27, 2002

The looks on their faces said it all. Earlier this month, a team of mental health
professionals from the University of Missouri-Columbia’s International Center for
Psychosocial Trauma conducted a five-day training program in Cairo, Egypt, for their
counterparts and physicians from Arab countries.

Forty of the 60 participants were Palestinian. They had trouble concentrating. Having
spent recent months dealing with the psychological aftermath of suicide bombings and
Israeli incursions into territory controlled by the Palestinian Authority, the participants
looked totally overwhelmed and overworked. Like their clients, many suffer from post-
traumatic stress disorder and desperately needed a week away from the front lines.

Some had to walk mountain paths to bypass Israeli checkpoints just to attend the
conference on violence and mental health. The other participants were professionals from
Algeria, Egypt, Kuwait and Yemen.

Although the University of Missouri-Columbia delegation, led by child psychiatrist
Arshad Husain, crossed the globe to provide assistance, it was impossible not to learn
from the participants.

Individual discussions provided insight into what the situation looks like through the eyes
of mental health workers who have to deal with the emotional consequences of ongoing
death and destruction in their Palestine.

These are good people. They bleed and hurt just like the rest of us, and their religion is no
protection from the grief, hopelessness and fear that have become a focal point of their
lives.

Jennifer Jordan, a Canadian psychologist with the Palestinian Red Crescent Association,
coordinates the work of a group of Palestinian mental health workers. Her account of life
in the West Bank is troubling.

" Basically we’re living in a community with 3 million people under house arrest,"” she
said. "The curfew comes and goes. They lift the curfew for a few hours every few days so
people can get food. When curfew is on, you can’t even go outside your door. I’ve found
it is even dangerous to show yourself at a window; they will shoot at you. Some children
who took a chance to play in the street have been shot at.”

Because of the actions of suicide bombers, it’s a terrifying time to be a Palestinian,
Jordan said.



" They search for terrorists by going house to house, making mass arrests of men 15 to 45
and putting them all in a school that is treated as a military prison."

" People who are stopped by soldiers may be beaten and things in their houses
destroyed," she added.

" Residents can be in the house when occupied by soldiers, but they are not allowed to
move freely."”

Ambulance drivers and their families, she said, are among the most at-risk
psychologically.

" It’s dangerous work. Three ambulance drivers have been killed, and 70 percent have
been injured,” she explained. "The TV here is not edited, so children of these drivers see
the bodies of the casualties and the blood. This frightens them for the safety of their
fathers. Their families want them to stop, but they are very dedicated.”

Unemployment in the West Bank is 80 percent and the drivers are reluctant to give up
their jobs, Jordan said. With little assistance, the alternative is a life of poverty and, often,
crime.

" People are out of money, and some of the women are starting to steal because they can’t
pay for food. As many as 22 percent of the people suffer from malnutrition, and dental
problems are rife. The U.N. has been effectively stopped from helping, as has the Red
Cross.

" Most suicide bombers come from refugee camps. These people have no money, no jobs,
no food, and everything seems hopeless. They will commit suicide one way or another,
and it carries more honor to do it as a suicide bomber.

" Neither side understands the cultural nature of the other. There are better ways to
handle this, but what the soldiers are doing is pleasing to the Israeli public.”

Jordan’s observations are hardly rare.

Another mental health professional working in the West Bank said life there is a daily
struggle to survive. The worker asked not to be identified because of the danger of
retaliation.

Just getting to the conference in Cairo was difficult, the worker said, explaining that it
was a three-hour walk through the mountains with a donkey.

" Itis illegal to go out when there is a curfew. At night, they will shoot you on sight,"” the
worker said.



" During the day, they hold you up. You must take off your shirt" so soldiers can check
for explosives. "They take your identity card and check on the radio. Then they may let
you go home or they may take you to a location to be held.

" This week is different than last week; it depends on how angry they are, what their
orders are from the top. You just can’t guess, and things change by the minute."”

It has changed the very fabric of life for Palestinians who need medical attention and
others.

" People who need treatment - heart, pregnancy, kidney - cannot get it," the worker
added. "Some women have died in childbirth because they could not get to the hospital."

The Israelis are trying to force their will on the Palestinians. Since June 20, the
Palestinians have been subjected to a curfew almost daily. They’ve become dependent
upon charitable groups for survival, but even the Red Cross has been hampered by Israeli
soldiers.

" They want to injure or hurt people to create fear," the worker added. "June, July and
August, the occupation has become much more dangerous. The psychological effect is
double over previous occupations.

" What we have rebuilt after the last occupation has been destroyed. At the checkpoints
bulldozers have destroyed streets. Telephone lines are cut and transportation shut down.
It is almost impossible to get enough food and to take care of basic needs."

The worker said that living with the threat of retaliatory shootings and missile strikes has
made the Palestinians tense and uneasy.

" They want to clear the territory and kill the resistance movement. They destroy 20
houses and arrest 100 people. They want to cut off the head of the snake, but if they kill
10 it creates 100 more terrorists,” the worker said.

It has been a way of life for years.

" | was born in a refugee camp. Our generation has been raised here, but we are displaced
persons. Proposition 194 says we must have two states. Our people have the position we
will not leave our land, and if they come to take us away ... we are not afraid to die,"” the
worker said.

It was obvious that the mental health professionals saw Israel as trying to force them out
of their country and that Israel’s retaliation for the suicide bombings was not bringing the
situation any closer to a peaceful settlement.



Men who are detained have been shot with the claim that they were trying to escape, the
participants said. They were concerned that Israeli soldiers have demolished homes with
little pretext.

The Israeli army has destroyed homes and property of relatives of people connected to
terrorist attacks, they said. The participants were concerned that the rest of the world is
not paying attention to the dehumanizing collective punishment strategy employed by

Israel.

The Palestinians believe they have been dehumanized. They feel helpless to do anything
about it. The workers were not surprised that some of their people have carried out
suicide bombings - in their final moments they feel that they can accomplish something
to help their people.

Several stressed that the United States is wrong to classify the suicide bombings in the
region to the terror attacks on America.

The United States, the workers said, is not an occupied country with no way to fight
against oppression.

" We’re under occupation,” another mental health worker said. "We’d just like rights as
normal people living under freedom.”

" The more pressure they put on us, the more we attack. There are reasons for the attacks;
we want the occupation to stop.

" Since 1948 our land has been taken and settlers are squeezing us. We’re humiliated
every day, and our IDs are checked everywhere. We are desperate people, and desperate
people do dangerous things. We can’t fight back any other way.

" The army blows holes in our walls to get from one place to another. The dead are left in
the streets. It looks to me just like the holocaust. Why didn’t they learn from their own
experience?

" | don’t want to smell death anymore."



