Miscellaneous News with Significant Meanings and Implications

Raghida Dergham - New York - 03/14/2008

Below are six deeply-related miscellaneous news stories:

a- The Secretary General of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), Professor Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, intends to revise and upgrade the charter of the 57-member organization to combat extremism and poverty, adopt a discourse that "reflects Islam's moderation and tolerance" and "focus on development and solidarity in action among members," as he said.

b- Iran's postal service has issued a commemorative postage stamp featuring a picture of Hezbollah's military leader Imad Mughniyyeh. In a statement to the Kuwaiti daily Rai al Aam, Iran's Minister of Post and Communication Mohamed Soleimani said, "the stamp is decorated with the signature of the leader of the Islamic Revolution in Iran Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, will be exhibited at thirty international museums, and a copy will be sent to Hezbollah's Secretary General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah."

c- Israel and Hamas are observing a mutually-denied, implicit truce in Gaza, while President Mahmoud Abbas announces that Hamas and Islamic Jihad are negotiating with Israel to avoid targeting their leaders. At the same time, ousted Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh vows to "assist" Egypt's efforts to mediate the calm between Israel and Hamas, which seems to draw American enthusiasm.

d- The French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner says: The international tribunal to try those involved in terrorist political assassinations in Lebanon, notably the assassination of the former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and his comrades, has now crossed the point of no return. I know of no one searching for guarantees for Damascus to ensure that the international tribunal will not involve members of Syrian President Bashar Assad's family.

e- Bleak estimates by the Israeli intelligence have indicated that Iran is the primary threat on five fronts and that there is a high probability of renewed confrontations with Hezbollah, which may inflame other fronts. 

f- The US Vice President Dick Cheney kicks off on Sunday a tour in the region to offer assurances on the US commitment to the peace process.

To start with, the OIC Secretary General's efforts to upgrade the organization's charter must be commended, regardless of whether these efforts meet success or failure with the end of the Islamic conference in Senegal today. His efforts are momentous because they bring to the forefront the need to combat radical extremists and violence amidst concerns over anti-Islamic sentiments. Moreover, he is pushing forward the recipe for fighting poverty and extremism at the same time if there is to be a chance for understanding between Islam and the rest of the world. He is prodding an extremely important organization in terms of membership to resist the drive toward adopting and praising extremism as an inherent aspect of Islam. Meanwhile, the Islamic Republic of Iran raises the banner of extremism and blackmails the principle of resistance to expand and impose its radical ideological and religious model on other countries in the region. In fact, Iran's Foreign Minister Manouchehr Mottaki participated in Imad Mughniyyeh's funeral in Lebanon even though the latter was wanted in 42 states. Later, the Iranian Minister of Post and Communication boasted of a postage stamp issued by Iran in commemoration of Mughniyyeh and "ornamented" by Khamenei's signature. The stamp may not be exhibited at thirty international museums, as Soleimani claims it would be, but, coupled with the public participation of Iran's foreign minister in the funeral, it represents a new variety of defiance messages whose significance must be comprehended by the Islamic world and the west. These messages bear the following meaning: We offer you radicalism and we push extremism at you. Iran became the stronghold of extremism when Khomeini's revolution took over and consumed the revolution of those other Iranians who believed they were taking Iran to a future completely different from the present rule of the Mullahs in the Islamic Republic. Iran is manufacturing extremism in the Middle East. Its allies are not solely restricted to Syria, Hezbollah and Hamas, but also include an invisible and most prominent partner, the Israeli government.

This radical alliance does not want a peaceful solution through negotiations, a solution that results in the establishment of a Palestinian state living side by side with Israel. The members of this alliance are dancing to the tune of enticement in one place and hostility in another in a persistent and bitter rhythm, whose cost is borne by civilians in Palestine and Lebanon. So is the case in Iraq where the radical alliance has multiple invisible and explicit allies among the militias, organizations, intelligence agencies and other lethal apparatuses. This is of course on top of the political partnerships such as that between Iraqi government officials and Iran's leaders.

Returning to the radical polarization within and in the name of Palestine, what stands out as remarkable is the developing "truce," "negotiation" or "deal" between the government of Israel and Hamas in its two headquarters, the first in Gaza where it is represented by Ismail Haniyyeh and the second in Damascus where it is represented by Khaled Meshaal. It is not the peculiarity of the deals or understandings between Israel and Hamas that is remarkable, especially since Israel had encouraged the formation of Hamas to weaken the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). What is remarkable is that the "calm" or "truce" may be aimed at the common objective of circumventing the process of negotiations.

The Israeli government share with Hamas and its allies one common goal: to thwart the peaceful negotiations. There are those within the Israeli government who do not want to reach peace with the Palestinians or to implement the Road Map leading to the establishment of the Palestinian state. In the same vein, the Hamas camp and the radical alliance group every party that rejects the two-state solution as well as the peaceful negotiations and wishes to go away with the "Palestinian Authority" headed by Mahmoud Abbas and Prime Minister Salam Fayad. The Israeli government, especially Defense Minister Ehud Barak, has no willingness to accept the Palestinian state or peace. At the same time, Hamas does not even have the least inclination to accept a Palestinian state living side by side with Israel. Hamas wants to perpetuate its roles that represent a natural contradiction between armed resistance, peaceful negotiation, and religious and spiritual leadership. It is willing to offer everything possible to survive.

Meanwhile, the stances of the Israeli government are incredible if it truly seeks a peaceful solution through negotiations. The requirements of such a peaceful solution are crystal clear and its vehicle is none but moderation. Consequently, if the Israeli intelligence estimates indicate that the radical Arab-Iranian alliance represented by Iran will encircle it on five fronts, it is very strange that Israel is not getting engaged in serious negotiations with the Palestinian Authority to achieve tangible results that would go away with extremisms and reinforce moderation.

The gist of what Salam Fayad informed the US administration during his visit to Washington a few weeks ago was that "the Palestinian Authority cannot tolerate Israel's continuous rejection to take such measures on the ground and in the negotiations that would enable the moderate Palestinian side to survive." He also made it clear to the US officials that "the Palestinian Authority is incapable of playing the absent witness to the crimes committed by Israel." He also added, "there are no real negotiations and nothing positive is happening on the ground," and with Gaza evolving into a huge, dominant, and uncontrollable power like an 800-ton gorilla, the US administration has to refocus on what the peace process really needs.

It is quite very suspicious that efforts are made by various players with contrasting associations to picture the current situation as a failure for the Palestinian Authority and its moderation and as an acknowledgement in Israel and the US administration that negotiating with and through Hamas has become inevitable. This is nonsense that reflects political stupidity despite the good intentions of a few among those who propagate it. Just for their information, this is none but the discourse of the neoconservatives who paved the path to collapse for those with such good intentions. This is an organized campaign to promote extremism at the expense of moderation.

At the renowned Princeton University, Jordan's King Abdullah II delivered a message of moderation that was conscious in its content and beautiful in its impact. He spoke of Israel's international isolation because "a third of the world population" are not and will not be at peace with Israel as long as its occupation continues. He warned against the failure "to take the necessary steps to resolve the core problems of the region," Palestine. He also added that failure would make it significantly harder for the countries of the Middle East to "work in partnership with America in the future." Furthermore, the Jordanian King insisted on additional and serious US involvement because if the opportunity to lay down the foundations of a Palestinian state is missed in 2008, peace will be set back, "extremists will continue to act, and the forces for moderation and positive change will weaken." During his meetings with the UN Secretary General and US officials in Washington, the Jordanian monarch discussed his fears about the current situation in the region and shared his reading of the Syrian fears with respect to two central matters: the concern of exclusion from the peace process, which would deprive Damascus of the opportunity to evoke the issue of the Golan Heights, and the fears over the international tribunal concerning Lebanon.

Naturally, no responsible person would consider or accept to carry the following message from Damascus to New York and Washington: In return for guarantees to the Syrian regime to protect members of the Syrian president's close circle from any charges at the international tribunal, Syria would facilitate matters in Lebanon, exert pressure on Hezbollah and Hamas to arrive at a settlement in Lebanon and keep a lid on the situation in Palestine. Any sensible person in any office in any country knows quite well that there is no room to discuss an immunity deal for the President's family at a tribunal established by the UN Security Council. The international tribunal has been outside the realm of trade-ins and bargains ever since its establishment under Chapter Seven of the UN Charter. No rational party can conceive of a deal that offers guarantees and immunities because any involvement in such a deal could constitute obstruction to justice, an act that not only condemns those who committed the actual crimes, but also those who tried to cover them up.

No sane person will consider this logic because it undermines credibility, destroys those attempting to outsmart reality, and uncovers those who rule with the double-edged sword of absolute power. There is no turning back on the tribunal regardless of who will be dragged to court, and this is exactly what terrifies Damascus even if shows a brave face. What really matters is dealing with the fear of intimidation. Syria's neighbors are scared of the power that Syria derives from its alliance with Iran; some are terrified of the two powers' revenge and harassment.

Those who claim to be at the center of the moderate camp, however, have no right to give up on moderation as a regional strategy just because they may pleasantly give priority to bilateral relations, even if this required fomenting extremism.
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