Obama Inherits the Palestine Predicament: Neither will Israel be Victorious ...nor Hamas!
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Four days until the historic day when the young handsome black man stands before the world to be sworn in under his full name, Barack Hussein Obama, as 44th President of the United States of America. Four days, within which perhaps forty or four hundred more children will die in Gaza, before Israel and Hamas, as well as the other Palestinian factions, agree to a ceasefire. Four days until that moment, for which the world longs as if it was the moment of judgment, the moment of salvation, or the moment of magic, when Obama will be invested with the office of President of miracles and practical abilities at the same time. However, until that moment, until Obama takes office, there are still four days for those who rush to impose one kind of a de facto situation or another, some by decorative policies, others by a military show of force. The world did not start with Gaza, and it will not end with Gaza. But Gaza is not simply a war-torn Strip, nor is it "that place" where in 18 days more than a thousand Palestinians were killed, including 315 children, and more than four thousand wounded. Gaza today is the site of division and polarization among the Arabs, the Israelis, the Iranians and the Turks, and has perhaps come to represent an important turning point in the fate of choices and balances of power in the region. It is also being used, at a high cost in terms of casualties, as a situation that would attract the attention of the US President-elect so that he may favor one party, or perhaps as a warning from another party, a message signifying that his hands remain tied, and that decisions are dictated by the developments on the ground. What is taking place in the midst of initiatives, visits and meetings, is not just the struggle of nations, or the struggle of summits, but rather radical battles between the forces of moderation and the forces of defiance, as well as the forces that seek to hold the keys of influence over the forces of extremism, in order to say to Washington in particular that theirs will be the main card in the Middle East under Barack Obama. Because the new president will have to deal with the Middle East with all of its complexities, perhaps the best way he can begin with is by clarifying the meaning of the "change" which has become associated with his name and his promises. He could begin by clarifying the bases and the margins of the next administration's engagement with the Iran-Syria-Hamas-Hezbollah axis, alongside Qatar and to a lesser extent Turkey, that seek to maintain their relations with this axis, each for its own reasons. He should also clarify the kind of partnership he seeks with the forces of moderation, such as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, the UAE, Morocco and the Palestinian Authority. As the greatest favor to the United States and to the world, if only Barack Obama would present an outline of how to reconcile what the US national interest requires with what Israel considers to be a de facto situation to the detriment of US interest in the region.

The US President-elect was right when he refused to be dragged into the events in Gaza, insisting that America has one president at a time. Indeed, there is no need for him to rush into the Middle Eastern meanders that await him anyway. However, Obama has certainly not closed himself in behind iron doors, and he has certainly seen the tragic scenes of the military operations in Gaza, and how civilians, men, women and children, have paid the price. Doubtless, his heart aches a little when he sees images of children torn to shreds with bodies half-buried in the rubble. Certainly this will leave an impact on the decisions of the next president in the White House, especially if he reaches it before both sides agree on a ceasefire, although persistence in refusing to abide by the ceasefire until that date is unlikely.

Barack Obama will not lay the blame entirely on Israel, despite its excessive use of military force, and despite the fact that the number of Palestinian victims, those killed and those wounded, has reached more than five thousand, whereas Israel's casualties as a result of Hamas's rockets have reached 15 people. If he blames Israel, he will to the same extent blame Hamas, first because it ended the truce and second because its fighters hiding in civilian locations have contributed to the death of children, women and men. He may oppose Israel's use of white phosphorus, which burns people, and he may agree with Human Rights Watch, an organization that monitors human rights violations, in demanding that Israel abide by its commitments under international law. However, he may not adopt the calls issued by the Human Rights Council in Geneva to send a team to investigate the truth, and to prove that Israel has violated international law in its operations in Gaza.

The reason resides in the manifold American-Israeli relationship, with its qualitative depth and its submission to both visible and invisible pressures. Whoever believes that the new president will tear the American-Israeli relationship to shreds is ignoring the background and the requirements of this relationship. The fact of the matter is that there is no need for Barack Obama to invent a new relationship for the United States with Israel, nor to abandon the relationship of alliance that they share. All he has to do is apply the fundamental principles and the conventions of bilateral relations between the US and those most important to it among other countries. All the "change" he has to think of is for US support to Israel to be based on Israel's respect for America's national interest. This is all very important at this juncture because Obama is expected to be, at the very least, lucid, fair, sincere and daring in creating positive change. By suggesting such a change and asserting that the relationship of alliance with Israel will not regress, but will rest on conditional support for Israel, he will send an important message to all, one that discourages desperate adventures, and that informs everyone that a new man has come to power in the United States.

However, if the new president surrounds himself with the old team which has devoted itself to "managing" crises and "managing" the peace process, then he might end up with surprises neither he nor his team may succeed in "managing." Hence, he and his Secretary of State Hillary Clinton are required not to replicate what former President Bill Clinton's team did, even if they decide to entrust this team with the issues of the Middle East. It may be in Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton's interest to think of Arab Americans who are not of the kind that seek high offices and take stances accordingly, but rather of those who are daring in laying out the facts on the table. Such facts are not of a single kind, nor are they "permanent." Indeed, the region changes, so do people. It is true that Arab American advisors told Republican President George W. Bush and his Vice-President Dick Cheney not to worry about the Arab street, as it is a sleeping giant that will never wake up, and not to fear awakening it when invading and occupying Iraq. It is also true that history has proven them right, as Arab public opinion was protesting the war before it took place only verbally, and no movement took to the streets neither before nor during nor after the war in a way that would frighten decision-makers wherever they may be. However, the matter is much more complex than merely monitoring popular protests. Indeed, the divisions and battles of polarization for moderation or for its opposite, take place at the level of the leaderships of countries that possess vast amounts of money ready to be invested, either in the forces of extremism, or in those of moderation, or even in order to manipulate the sensitive spots of competition and clash between extremism and moderation.

The Emir of Qatar, Sheikh Hamad Bin Khalifa Al Thani has renewed, for the fourth time in two weeks, his invitation to hold an urgent Arab Summit to issue decisions regarding Gaza, among them "suspending the Arab peace initiative and ending all forms of normalization with Israel" as well as "organizing a sea route through which all Arab countries would supply Gaza with its needs," according to his statements yesterday. He said this while denouncing the fact that the quorum legally required to hold the urgent summit which he had called for in Doha on Friday had not been met. Qatar has the most profound trade relations with Israel, even though no official peace agreement has been reached between them, such as with Egypt or Jordan. Israeli leaders have visited Qatar, and the opposite has also taken place. Qatar, which is very wealthy, also has deep relations with Hamas, Hezbollah, Syria and Iran. It seeks to be in a position of leadership on the Arab level and to sponsor reconciliation and treaties, as well as official and unofficial agreements. Qatar enjoys playing this role and considers itself to be skillful in having joined between hosting the greatest US military base and the television station that incites the Arab street the most, having the best trade relations with Israel and the best relations with Syria, Iran, Hamas and Hezbollah. Because it is wealthy, generous and unusual in its alliances and policies, Qatar may be as harmful as it can be useful. Relations between the leaderships of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and of Qatar has noticeably improved in recent times, amidst calls for their bilateral reconciliation to be the gateway to leaving their past rivalry or disagreements behind. Yet it seems that the events in Gaza have hindered the path of reconciliation, which is unfortunate and important. However, the main problem resides in Syria heading the Arab Summit.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia led an effort at the UN Headquarters to issue the UN Security Council Resolution which called for a ceasefire, the withdrawal of Israeli troops, a means to monitor the ceasefire and crossings, a national Palestinian reconciliation, and the revival of effective work to achieve the two-state solution. The problem with Saudi diplomacy, despite its skill, influence, and the concentration of its activity at the level of its Foreign Minister Prince Saud Al-Faisal, is that the members of Saudi delegations always practice a type of secrecy that conceals what Saudi diplomacy is really doing from the public. To state it as plainly and as simply as possible, the fact of the matter is as follows: the camp of moderation knows quite well that those who call for the option of resisting the occupation, peaceful negotiation with Israel and the two-state solution, are merely distracting the Palestinian people with meaningless talk. Syria runs the "logic of resistance" until the last Palestinian falls, and uses Palestinian factions in Palestine and in Lebanon to turn the people's attention to mere cheering for "the Resistance." Syria imagines that the protests in the Arab street are on its side, that it is behaving responsibly by not opening a battle front with Israel, and that this will thus make Obama consider it the most important and effective asset for him in his policies towards Palestine, Iraq and Lebanon. In this Syria receives the support of Qatar, Turkey and Israel, and also that of some of those who take positions to obtain high-ranking offices in the Obama administration.

It is up to President Barack Obama to decide whether Damascus deserves to be rewarded for its policy of stick and carrot. It is up to him to decide whether his discourse with it should be based on the word "enough." Enough using neighboring countries and the people under occupation as instruments in applying the principle the logic of resistance in parallel with the logic of negotiations.

It is up to Obama to decide the extent to which he will allow himself to personally understand and observe in terms of what Israel really wants, and of what it will do in order to achieve what it wants. If it truly wants peace, then the two-state solution stands before it, and the next president should urge it towards it with determination and audacity. However, if its choice is Jordan as an alternative nation for the Palestinians so that it can engage in ethnic cleansing and establish a purely Jewish state in Israel, then it is up to Obama to tell us whether he will consent to or truly oppose this taking place during his presidency.

Gaza is a window to a painful reality, one that will not end unless new presidential and legislative elections are held. Indeed, the Palestinian reconciliation does not seem within reach, especially as the regional players are encouraging Hamas against it. Israel will not be victorious in Gaza and neither will Hamas, and thus neither of them will agree to a temporary exit strategy. However, the real solution or the escalation will be inherited by Barack Obama, whether he likes it or not.
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