Call For A Return to Field Diary (Yoman Sade)


When I tied up all the loose ends from the spring semester and got on the plane to Israel this past summer, I was not really expecting that I would get to meet Israeli filmmaker Amos Gitai, or that three days later war would break out between Israel and Lebanon. For a recent TV studies class I took at New York University, I researched Yoman Sade (Field Diary) (1982), Gitai’s never-aired TV program about the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the events leading up to it. Israeli TV commissioned the program, but decided the final program was too controversial to run. It screened as a film at the Jerusalem Cinematheque and other international film festivals, and has recently been released on DVD. Gitai’s earlier TV program, Bait (House)(1980), on the various former owners of a house on Dor Dor v’Dorshav Street in Jerusalem, was also commissioned by Israeli TV and also never aired there. Instead it ran as a film in several international film festivals. Gitai recently directed a third film in the House series – News From Home / News From House (2006), which I heard him speak about at the Jerusalem Cinematheque in July. I did not think to ask Gitai about the topic of Lebanon, but when war broke out just days after he spoke at the Cinematheque, Yoman Sade returned to mind. 


Gitai’s film suggests that the 1982 invasion of Lebanon actually occurred as a part of Israel’s internal power struggles and faltering sense of identity as a country. He shows footage of soldiers and civilians in day-to-day life in Gaza, Judea and Samaria just before the invasion. This footage gives the impression that Israel was attempting to expand its military reach in several directions at once. It suggests that, after the Yom Kippur War, Israel had lost some of its “David vs. Goliath” sense of military invincibility from the Six-Day War. Incursions into Gaza and the support of settlements in Judea and Samaria did to some degree directly lead up to the Lebanon invasion.  Israeli military leaders used civil instability in Lebanon as a call to action—and justification to extend military actions in Lebanon.  The film suggests that while Lebanon certainly was in a period of crisis, the 1982 invasion was premature, inefficient, and continued as an occupation for far too long.


As part of my research on Gitai’s film, I read every source I could find concerning the events. I found that Lebanon has had periods of hosting a miraculously balanced system of government shared by several diverse ethno-cultural groups. In times of harmony, Lebanese society has successfully integrated multicultural populations without major internal rifts and hostilities. 

Unfortunately, Lebanon also has experienced periods of severe intercultural and inter-ethnic conflict. Some blame these turbulent times on the legacy of inequality left by the French education system, and the broadening of socio-economic gaps between sectors of Lebanese society. 

Another problem in Lebanon of concern to Israel centers on population distribution. Southern Lebanon traditionally has been settled by Druze and socio-economically disadvantaged communities. It also has served as a strategic military point for Hamas and other terrorist organizations. 


 Over the summer, three Israeli authors, known for their left-wing politics, called a press conference to share their perspectives on the current conflict between Israel and Lebanon. Amos Oz, David Grossman and A.B. Yehoshua said that the invasion of Lebanon was justified, but continued military operations would be going too far. It surprised me that Oz, a member of Shalom Achshav! (Peace Now!), the leftist group known for promoting peace between Israelis and Palestinians, would favor any invasion of a neighboring country. But the group took the stance that this invasion of Lebanon came after a series of kidnappings and military attacks on Israel, which justified a military response. 


As long as Lebanon experiences civil instability, Israel will have problems on its northern border. As long as Hamas and other military organizations populate south Lebanon, Israel will have trouble with that border. Israel must defend that area and the cities in the north. What Israel cannot do is rebuild or stabilize Lebanon. Israel formed a military presence in Lebanon long enough, during stages of invasion and occupation, to know what kind of military and monetary drain, not to mention disruption of civil society, an occupation of a neighboring country can create. 

Israel has no resources to bring about socio-economic change in Lebanon, which sits at the root of the problem. If the Israeli invasion of Lebanon had been the answer to the Lebanese internal conflict and the Lebanese-Israeli tension points, the 1982 invasion would have eradicated both problems. If the recent re-entry of military forces into Gaza was the solution to problems in that region, it should have worked at some point over the many years that Israel was in and out of Gaza. Israel should defend itself – but not by sinking time, resources and human lives into drawn-out occupations of every neighboring group that has problems with internal stability. 

Israel has enough of its own problems with civil divisions and socio-economic imbalances that it doesn’t need to take on those of Lebanon or the Palestinian Authority. As Gitai’s film suggests, invading other countries often indicates a military effort to distract from the very real civil divisions and strife in ones own country. The latest installment in his House series includes conversations with Palestinians, Israelis and others affiliated with a particular Jerusalem residence. With this project, perhaps Gitai suggests we focus on the internal spaces and idiosyncrasies of Israel, and not on wars that cannot be won in other countries.     

