Washington has not lost its options, but seems to have lost direction
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The focus of discussions—which US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice is conducting with Arab leaders during her trip to Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates—is the Islamic Republic of Iran. This matter will have ramifications on the Palestinian dossier and the Hamas movement’s formation of a new government following its electoral victory. But the other important ramification will be on Syria and Hizbullah in Lebanon. Indeed, this is the first time a high-ranking American official is touring the region with the intent of discussing the Iranian issue within its regional context, not just from the nuclear angle. For this reason, Rice’s visit will not just be important in terms of the discussions achieved, but in terms of the practical solutions she can bring back with her to Washington. It is time for the US administration to take charge of the Iranian dossier instead of commissioning it to Europeans. Certainly, Tehran has been too hasty with its ambitions for regional hegemony. And Washington is now required to lay out its own scenarios.

Both the international and regional communities have little confidence in the US administration. Part of this wariness of US policies is due to the personalities of some of the key figures in George Bush’s administration, such as Vice President Dick Cheney and Defense Minister Donald Rumsfeld. But there are a number of fundamental reasons that led to the loss of confidence in the United States and its policy toward the Arab region, some of them are due to US mistakes in Iraq and others are due to the United States’ total bias for Israel which it considers its most important ally in the Middle East. But among the most important reasons which have caused the United States’ friends to feel wary of it lies in the reputation which the US has earned for itself over the various administrations. This reputation is the result of the following: defaulting on promises; not possessing the required patience to study the files in question; not devising long-term policies; and to be guided by transient policies and narrow political considerations, instead of carefully examining how to fundamentally reform US foreign policy.

Fixing what the US policy in Iraq had ruined would first require the United States; recognition of its own mistakes in Iraq, and second, it would also require a readiness for being held to account and even for resigning, following an admission of failure. Third, this would also require that the US recognize that its war in Iraq proved to be in Iran’s interest, after serving Israeli interests once Iraq was completely eliminated from the strategic equation and was altogether tamed. (The faulty US policy in Iraq was dictated by Dick Cheney to George Bush, via Condoleezza Rice, and it was implemented by Donald Rumsfeld).

The fact of the matter is that Dick Cheney, the most prominent architect of the failed US policy and the one who is most enamored with the idea of the Shiite Crescent, will not resign voluntarily. He might be forced to feign an illness by the Republican Party, later on, should he remain an obstacle to the party’s ambitions to stay in power. But Cheney is incapable to present his resignation on his own, as he neither recognizes that he committed any mistake nor that he implicated the United States in Iraq nor that he implicated Iraq in a terrorist or even sectarian war. In fact, if Iraq ended up being divided or broken up in a sectarian war, this would not be an American failure, according to people like Cheney, but quite the opposite. In fact, the benefits of dividing up Iraq or its collapse has been taken into consideration, within the context of dreaming of or planning for the “Oil Belt,” which would extend from “Petrolstan” in eastern Saudi Arabia to Iran, in the shape of a quasi-crescent.

Cheney’s Arab advisors have counseled him to consider Sunnis as enemies and Shiites as allies, not only because of their own religious affiliations, but because they consider Iran a nation-state, contrary to Arab countries. They told him that Iran is a state of institutions that has historically possessed know-how, and they insinuated to him that being ruled by religious leaders is not a bad thing, but is rather better than being ruled by a secular regime and Arab generals.

But these advisors were not frank with Cheney about the fact that their real goal is to have Iran impose its hegemony on the Middle East. They were not expecting that revolutionary President Ahmadinejad would be elected and thus would undermine what they had been working for, over several years: to prove that they are “committed” to blindly support Israel and spare it from being suspected or held accountable.

This week, Iranian Foreign Minister Manouchehr Mottaki started a campaign to contain the damage done by Ahmadinejad’s recurring statements, so he admitted that the Holocaust gas chambers were real and he denied any desire by Tehran to “erase” Israel from the world map. But Ahmadinejad’s surprising position is what alerted the US administration to the dangers of its decision to gamble on Iran’s wisdom and know-how, offering Iraq to Iran’s rulers on a silver plate.

In other words, the revolutionary Ahmadinejad has inadvertently quashed the dreams and plans of the American neo-conservatives and extremists. The American neocons had created the war in Iraq not just to help the Iraqi opposition and to topple Saddam Hussein and his regime. One of their main goals was to establish the Shiite Crescent in order to guarantee Iranian hegemony over the mostly-Sunni Arab region, on the grounds that Iran was being ruled by wise and rational mullahs; but the revolutionary Ahmadinejad came as a shocking surprise that no one was planning for.

Had Dick Cheney acted as a man of responsibility, he would have resigned, since he misunderstood, miscalculated, and placed his bets on the wrong side when it came to the repercussions of the Iraq war. And had Donald Rumsfeld been a man of courage, he too would have resigned, since he is the man who is responsible for the United States’ military failure in Iraq and for the prisons of torture and the racist, illegitimate detention centers.

Instead, both these men are pretending that they are right and that what they did in Iraq is successful and a valuable investment in the region. Cheney, the man of excessive reticence, and Rumsfeld, the man of misinformation and distortion, will not resign, despite all calls for them to resign. They will not apologize, but rather act arrogantly.

During a confrontation that took place between the writer of this column and Rumsfeld last week, at the Council on Foreign Relations in New York, it was obvious that the secretary felt displeased with anyone who dared challenge him publicly. He was lecturing members of the media with contempt and derision, accusing them of discriminating against the US administration because they choose not to submit to his war on terrorism. He claimed that he is “honest” and only utters the “truth,” while he was in fact blatantly misinforming and distorting the truth. He was in fact clearly lying. For this reason, when I confronted him, saying that the Guantanamo detention centers were not opening their doors to everyone, as he was saying, but that the United Nation’s representatives who were writing a report on the centers were forbidden from interrogating the detainees, contrary to what he was saying, “honest” Secretary Rumsfeld lost his calm for a bit, before regaining his strength and going back to his style of fudging and attacking and being forceful.

Accusing members of the media with treason and attempting to tame them are popular [policies] with this US administration. They are equally popular in the Arab region. Strategies are being put in place in various parts of the world to tame journalists who would be otherwise threatened and suppressed, should they refuse to be dictated to.  When it comes to Lebanon and Syria, there are those whose mission is to accuse people of treason and threaten them or frighten them. These people can take the form of governments or militias or even “political observers” who would suddenly emerge to defend Syrian Arabism or the Hizbullah resistance and to accuse others of being agents [to other regimes], threatening them with a similar fate to those who were victims of assassinations.

Using journalists as a “trigger” or a “target” in the wars of terrorism, assassinations and mobilization is merely a form of blackmail which would reap no benefit. Indeed, the United States’ mistakes in Iraq will not be erased from the minds of the people of the region, no matter how many strategies Rumsfeld would devise. Neither would Syria’s and Iran’s transgressions via Hizbullah in Lebanon pass unnoticed, unaccounted for, and without prosecution, no matter how many “anonymous observers and analysts” are mobilized to threaten and curse. The media does not create policies. It certainly influences public opinion and sometimes the policies of nations. But the media does not make history; it is merely a witness of history.

Those who make history, and who are responsible for the present and the future of their countries and their people, are the ruling politicians and the opposition politicians. But those who allow the politicians [to make history] are the people, provided they have the required awareness and readiness to practice their citizenry. Should the people be in a slumber or influenced by the herd mentality, then they would prevent their politicians from making history.

What is happening in the Arab region and the Middle East requires that people stop being driven by emotions and traditional thinking, because the upcoming challenges and confrontations are dangerous.

Geroge Bush’s administration is confused about some matters and an expert on others. For this reason, the assumption that it is weak, besieged, and without any options with respect to Iran, Syria or Iraq is false and short-sighted. The same thing can be said about the assumption that this administration has a well-thought-out plan. In fact, this administration is struggling with its policies with respect to Iran because it has not yet made its decision about its policies with respect to Iraq. But this does not mean that it does not have the option of adopting a policy of tough military, diplomatic or economic resolutions with Iran.

Should there be a decision to seek confrontation with Iran, the most important measure that should be taken is an early pull-out from Iraq. At that point, Iraq would become an Arab problem, or an Iranian problem, or an Islamic problem, from the standpoint of the ‘mosques wars’ and the wars of Al-Qaeda, Abu Musab Al Zarqawi and his followers who have been using Iraq for their battlefield in the terrorism war.

Al-Zarqawi and Al-Qaeda, and perhaps the Iraqi resistance, would claim that the US pull-out is their own victory. And the answer would be: So what? Because claims of victory or defeat in a war such as this has no meaning whatsoever. In a war such as this one, a victory is not a victory unless it means a complete annihilation of the other. Anything other than that is nothing but a winning battle here, or a losing battle there. And this war cannot be completely won, since it will not end with the complete destruction of the other side.

Yes, there are long-term strategic considerations. For if American interests would push the US to change the regime in Iran after Ahmadinejad had stripped it [of its cover], then the US military would not care what Ayman Al-Zawahiri would call a victory or a defeat, in this silly chase [after Zawahiri]. Striking at Iran’s backbone, should the need arise, would be much more important than chasing after Al-Zawahiri in the mountains of Pakistan or Afghanistan.

In her tour of the region, Condoleezza Rice talked with Arab leaders about strategic matters that went beyond the complaints of Cheney’s policy with respect to Iran or Rumsfeld’s mistakes in Iraq. She was coming up with options with the leaders of the region, with respect to Iran, in terms of the regional, not the nuclear, issues. Washington has temporarily handed over the nuclear file to its European partners. And Rice’s trip is a sign that there are new ideas in Washington that consider that dealing with Iran is not restricted to the nuclear dossier, but that it is high time that Iran’s influence over the entire region be dealt with.

But Rice made a mistake in being too hasty about isolating Hamas, and she allowed her trip to focus on prodding Arab leaders to cut off their aid to Hamas, and to take the course of politics rather than armed struggle, violence or terrorism. It is still too early to go to Plan B, with respect to Hamas. And it would have been better for the US Secretary of State to complete Plan A before bringing a Plan B into the equation. The issue is not exclusively tied to Hamas. Israel, too, needs to respond to Hamas’ change of approach. As long as the US Secretary of State does not have the required leeway when it comes to influencing Israeli decisions, she will only be met with apologies [by Arabs] for a failure to fulfill her demands. The US administration and the Israeli government have no choice but to really empower Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and truly strengthen him so that he could influence Hamas in one way or another. Anything else would be pure nonsense.

If Condoleezza Rice had secretly discussed with the Arab leaders how to compensate for Hamas’ lack of finances, so that the latter would not need to rely on Iran, she would have been truly thinking strategically, and thinking in depth about ways for weakening Iran’s tools of influence and hegemony over the Palestinian and Arab decision-making.

Hamas is an important link in the strategy of weakening Iran’s stranglehold on the region, and it is possible to release Hamas from Iran’s grip, if the alternative is better for the Palestinian people. That is why, the US administration should adopt an approach that rallies everyone around Hamas instead of isolating the movement. The US should also separate the military wing from the political wing in Hamas, and to work with Arab and Muslim leaders within the framework of pushing both Israel and Hamas to mutually recognizing each other.

As for weakening the stranglehold which Iran practices over the region through Hizbullah in Lebanon and through Syria, part of the difficulty in that is because of the Arab position. There is a quasi-chaos among Arabs when it comes to Lebanon and Syria. This can be seen in the absence of mediation and initiatives from the Arab side. Indeed, many Arab nations are opting for keeping things quiet, on the grounds that they want to maintain stability. But this is wrong. No Arab country has the right to tell any group, whether inside or outside Syria or Lebanon, that stability can only be maintained if these groups stay quiet. This is a violation of the national democratic right to expression, and it also contradicts claims of abiding by international resolutions.
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