Azerbaijan needs 'to do more' to promote its culture in Israel
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Tue 25 May 2010 
News.Az interviews Yegana Salman, member of the Israel-Azerbaijan international association and director of the Azerbaijan Cultural center.
A representative delegation of Azerbaijan visited Israel recently. During the visit the sides stressed the need to make these visits regular. Do you think such exchanges of delegations will make our states closer? 
 
Absolutely. An exchange of views and dialogue has never done anyone any harm. To learn more about the country and its people it is necessary to communicate. It is no secret that Israel and Azerbaijan have been successfully cooperating in strategic industries, such as the military. Furthermore, everyone knows about cooperation in high technology, agriculture, health and education, that is, cooperation and mutual interest in developing relations at a high level are obvious. However, it's absurd that there is no communication which could give the right idea about the social situation in our countries on a simple human level. People in both Israel and Azerbaijan are far from understanding how our peoples live - they are unaware of the culture, political views and history of our countries. And this is despite the fact that large numbers of immigrants arrived in Israel from Azerbaijan. In this situation, the mutual exchange of delegations, media workers and promoters of culture, of course, can play an important role in improving relations between our peoples.
 
Are people in Israel familiar with Azerbaijan and its problems? 
 
You know, the majority of Israelis do not know about the existence of such countries as Azerbaijan. All of us who come from the Soviet Union are called Russians and former residents of Azerbaijan are called "Caucasians". For some reason, Georgian Jews are called "Georgians" and all others who come from around the world are called by the name of their country of origin, but only those from Azerbaijan are not called by the name of their country. In addition, there is no Azerbaijani embassy to promote our country in Israel, so we still have a lot to do for Israelis to obtain reliable information about Azerbaijan, about its history, culture and the current geopolitical situation. 

Ignorance is known to cause misunderstanding, if not to say an "unwillingness to understand" a country, its history or its present position. Those countries whose names are constantly talked about, become much closer and clearer, they get sympathy by virtue of the fact that they are known. And a state convinced that it is right but unwilling to engage in propaganda, simply hoping that truth will eventually triumph, is left in an information vacuum. And considering that the political opponents of Azerbaijan, as well as Israel's adversaries, have been busy "evoking pity and causing tears", it is understandable why the policies of our countries are not understood in the world.
 
You have mentioned the absence of the Azerbaijani embassy in Israel. Does it seriously affect full cooperation between the two countries? 
 
As I have said, our two countries cooperate in important areas for mutual benefit and the absence of a formal diplomatic representation cannot prevent their further development. 

But we should not underestimate the contribution to promoting the image of Azerbaijan in Israel, which could be made by an embassy by organizing or sponsoring events on the history, culture and national traditions of Azerbaijan. We, people of Azerbaijan, the Joint International Association Israel-Azerbaijan, organize these events on our own, although with the support of an embassy we could promote Azerbaijan in Israel more efficiently and at a higher level. In addition, the absence of an embassy is often the focal issue in debates on the relationship between the two countries. I often witness the defenders of the political interests of Azerbaijan unable to find the exact answer to the question why there is no embassy. Therefore, opponents doubt the favourable attitude of Azerbaijan to Israel’s policy in the Middle East. And here I have to recall the dual and very delicate situation between our two countries, which is unlikely to change soon and is likely to adjust our actions and policies, both in terms of friendly countries, and against our foes.
 
The AzIz (Azerbaijan-Israel) association was created just recently but it is already well-known for its role in our countries. Are you satisfied with the involvement of ethnic Azerbaijanis in the sociopolitical life of the country? 
 
Many highly educated people and professionals have arrived in Israel from Azerbaijan. Compared with other communities our people have successfully integrated into Israeli society. A striking example of a successful political career might be that of Yosef Chagall, who was a last Knesset member. Many of our compatriots are members of city councils and political activists. If we take into account the fact that these are people who have been living here for only 20 years, you can appreciate the political activity, conducted by our people in a country unconnected to their country of origin – everything is different here including the language, ideology, culture and social environment, because Israel has collected immigrants from all over the world. So, I think that the Azerbaijani community has proven one of the best.
 
What do you think should be done to make interaction between communities more productive in reconciling our countries? 
 
The state of the two communities in their countries of residence is absolutely different. Azerbaijan has an Embassy of Israel, a Community House, a Jewish Cultural Center, funded by Israel, a Jewish school and this is not a complete list. This is despite the fact that neither Israel nor Jews need propaganda. They have lived in Azerbaijan for centuries and there is no Azerbaijani, who would not hear or know about Israel and its people.
 
Meanwhile, the Azeri community of Israel is in a different state. Over 20 years we have taken tremendous strides and have been able to integrate into Israeli society. During all these years we have had many occasions to feel a lack of information about our country, and if there was the information, it was often not true, and sometimes directly opposite to the present state of affairs. Recently, a positive trend has occurred, the media have started talking about Azerbaijan and there is often information on the development of ties. But this is clearly not enough. 

For more effective development of Azerbaijani-Israeli relations, multifaceted actions in all vital areas are needed - business, culture, science, agriculture, education and medicine. These are areas where there are some contacts and they need to be developed. To further consolidation the established links it would be useful to strengthen work in the field of tourism, and for this purpose it would be nice to overcome some of the bureaucratic nuances facing Israelis travelling to Baku. 

I think another important factor in the development of bilateral relations is cultural exchange. Nothing plays such an important role in getting acquainted with the country as the promotion of its art. 

Israel hosts very many festivals, but Azerbaijan is rarely represented in them. When famous Azerbaijani cultural figures come here, it turns out that nobody knows them. Even world famous Azerbaijani authors, who have become classics, are unknown here in Israel. 

Certainly, Azerbaijan needs to do more to promote its history and culture in Israel and the Azerbaijani community could make an invaluable contribution to this.
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