Davos, Iraq and Palestine
British PM Blair spoke out in favor of U.S. policy at last week’s World Economic Forum, but the Arabs have good reasons to doubt Bush (and Blair’s) motives, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat
Tony Blair had some pretty significant things to say at the opening session of the World Economic Forum at the Swiss ski resort of Davos, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

BLAIR SPEAKS: Just after participants had finished laying down what they saw as the priorities world leaders should deal with, Blair stood up to speak.

Defending what President Bush said in his inauguration speech, the British prime minister said that ‘the U.S. accepts that terror cannot be defeated by military force alone.’ The Bush administration, he said, was prepared to listen and cooperate with other countries in order to defeat terrorism. Blair went on to say that there is still an opportunity to defeat the ‘causes’ of terrorism, including poverty, in addition to ‘defeating the terrorists themselves.’

But why were Blair’s words significant? Simply because the list of priorities agreed by the great and the good at Davos did not mention terrorism at all.

First on the list was poverty—which Blair also mentioned. The difference was that to the experts meeting in Davos, poverty posed the greatest global threat and challenge. To Blair however, it was merely another ‘cause of terrorism.’

On the one hand, it cannot be said that Blair’s approach was wholly wrong, especially since he pointed out the need to deal with the root causes of terrorism.

Nor was poverty the only cause of terrorism, according to the prime minister. Blair also stressed the need to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict—another of the root causes of terrorism. This was commendable, not least because he drew attention to the need for finding solutions to seemingly intractable problems. But Blair’s solutions—like Bush’s policies—were still based on the war on terror and how best to wage it (according to the American president’s good-versus-evil beliefs in freedom and the need to fight tyranny).

The function of the Bush-Blair concept (and of U.S.-British policy as a whole) is in fact to instill false fears in a world full of genuine and fundamental concerns; concerns such as poverty, despair, and unchecked corporate greed—as was made clear in the Davos priority list.

More serious is the fact that the Bush-Blair view gives the terrorists undeserved recognition, aiding their efforts to recruit more gullible young men to do their bidding. That is why we should be wary of the reasons and ramifications of the Anglo-American insistence on putting terrorism at the top of the list of global concerns.

The session that produced the list of priorities at Davos revealed that the continuing interest in terrorism is based on a political decision. The problem of terrorism exists, and it is serious, no doubt. But it is not as serious as the Americans and the British would have us believe. It is not serious enough to allow the United States and Britain to use it to steer the world in the direction they want to go. It is time to stop the hysteria over terrorism because it has become a weapon in the terrorists’ arsenal. In order to defeat terrorism, it has to be marginalized first; raising its profile, being enthralled by it, and using it to justify policies, are not the right way to go about the business of dealing with the problem.

Liberty, freedom from tyranny, and ensuring respect for human rights are noble ideals in their own right; they do not need to be sanctified by association with the war on terror in order to be embraced by peoples living under the yoke of oppression.

As a matter of fact, the problems oppressed Arab peoples have with Anglo-American policies of democratization are not that difficult to understand. The Arabs—quite simply—insist on equating occupation with oppression, while those preaching liberty and freedom refuse to admit that occupation is another form of oppression.

This does not deny the existence of a particularly nasty phenomenon among Arab masses and elites (a phenomenon touched upon by Bush in his inauguration speech). There is a dubious and depraved relationship between tyrants and victims in this part of the world that causes the oppressed to make common cause with their oppressors whenever they hear the American president talk of introducing change in the Arab world. This is made more complicated when certain Arab governments reluctantly accept Bush’s ideas, although they implicitly call for their removal from power.

Arab peoples have enough reason to question American motives, no doubt about that. It is common for Arabs to believe that American policy in the Arab world is driven by the desire to secure U.S. strategic and oil interests on the one hand, and to serve Israeli interests at the expense of Arab rights on the other. But that does not negate the basic fact that Bush is giving the Arab peoples an opportunity to take part in getting rid of tyrannies they failed to get rid of on their own for so long.

It would be odd for such an opportunity to be passed by, even if it has the potential to be used for objectives different to those Bush had in mind. This is especially strange in the case of large countries such as Egypt.

 

EXCEPTIONS: The cases of Palestine and Iraq have proved to be the exceptions to this rule. In Iraq, elections were held in the face of an insurgency and despite strong calls for postponement as part of the requirements of the war on terror.

In Palestine, the Palestinians themselves decided to hold elections, which resulted in Mahmoud Abbas being chosen as Palestinian Authority president with a clear mandate. 

What Abbas is required to do is to agree to the following:

—First decouple the Palestinian case and Palestinian aspirations from the accusations of terrorism leveled at them by Ariel Sharon—with the help of certain circles in the United States that succeeded in persuading Bush to adopt Sharon’s ideas.

—Drive a wedge between the United States and Israel as far as fighting terrorism is concerned, which resulted in the Palestinians being seen as terrorists—and which eliminated the political dimension of the conflict.

Practically speaking, Abbas succeeded in achieving what the UN has failed to achieve in decades: He succeeded in creating a distinction between resistance and terrorism. He managed to negotiate with Palestinian resistance factions on a truce based on his ideas of demilitarizing the intifada. He made the factions choose between peace talks and armed conflict using a strategy that surprised not only the Americans and Israelis but also the Palestinians themselves.

Within a few short weeks, Abbas managed to adopt a realistic approach that went down well with the participants at Davos—an approach that contrasted sharply with the official Anglo-American line. Without denying its existence, Abbas managed to marginalize the significance of terrorism.

This did not happen in Iraq, not only because the terrorism taking place there is beyond the capability of the Iraqi people to cope, but also because it has become—thanks to the efforts of many parties—an intrinsic part of the past, present, and future of the country.

Iraq has become a battleground in the war on terrorism at the expense of a people who were told that the goal of invading their country was to rid them of an oppressive tyrant. After being made to believe that they would become models of freedom and democracy, the Iraqi people are now victims of a war not of their own making.

What is taking place in Iraq is unique: Terrorism was introduced into the country in the course of a war of liberation. Elections brought fears of civil war and fragmentation. During the election campaign, politicians like Ahmad Chalabi called for autonomy for the oil-rich Shiite south, raising the specter of dividing the country and creating an oil belt under the long-term protection of the United States anew.

Very few people are still optimistic that Iraq will remain unified and free of tyranny, not because the Iraqi people are unable to handle democracy, but because they have almost been marginalized in their own country thanks to the consequences of the war on terrorism.

By contrast, the Palestinian scene offers cause for optimism despite the need for wariness of the intentions of all players, including Palestinians and Israelis. The source of this optimism stems from the change that has overcome the way decisions are taken and in the way different Palestinian leaderships talk to each other. This is a development that strikes as much fear in the hearts of Israeli leaders as did Abbas’ success in extricating the Palestinians from the war on terrorism.
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