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Both Israelis and Palestinians are deluding themselves these days. Israelis do so when they pretend that their unilateral withdrawal from the West Bank and the enforcement of their own solution would get rid of the Palestinian problem. Similarly, Palestinians delude themselves when they pretend that by refusing to recognize Israel and by speaking with the terms of a military resolution, this would wipe away the Israeli problem. So too does the Arab street delude itself. On the one hand, it constantly curses its respective regimes, on the grounds that they are deceiving their people and abusing their rights. On the other hand, the Arab street holds onto these regimes, at the slightest mention of buzzwords like resistance, liberation and maintaining [internal] stability—empty concepts that are just meant for local consumption.

In fact, the victims of Arab illusions are also the victims of all kinds of occupations, and of all manner of nationalistic ideas and all types of compromises for the sake of stability—a stability that is given all the blessings that would ensure the permanence of the regimes in power, no matter how corrupt they are or how many crimes they might have committed. This constitutes an alliance that advocates “stability,” as it fears the winds of change that would bring with them things that are not desirable for the rulers of this region. There is also an alliance that advocates “destruction.” This alliance includes power-seeking governmental and non-governmental players. Additionally, there is the alliance that advocates “resistance.” 

This alliance uses others and is used by others. Most of the leaders of this alliance work on empowering militias, as long as these militias are acting in lands outside these leaders’ own states.

Palestine, Lebanon and Iraq are all victims of these alliances. They are also arenas where all illusions are blasted. The other victims are the women and children of Darfur who are being mass exterminated and displaced by force because of the rapes they are being subjected to in Sudan which hosted the Arab summit, without so much of an apology or expression of shame by the Sudanese government in terms of what is happening in Darfur. 

The Khartoum Summit failed from the start, when it dealt with these issues in the manner it did. It was a failure because it spoke of “solidarity at all costs,” thus exposing Arab leaders [as tyrants] and mocking Arab peoples. This is yet another summit in the shameful Arab journey, in which tyrants are respected and leaders who are entrenched in power are lauded, despite a clear and growing popular desire to have them removed from office. 

In fact, Arab leaders do not want to become involved in the Lebanese battle surrounding President Emile Lahoud’s refusal to leave office, because these leaders do not want to set a precedent whereby Arab governments would back a popular movement that topples a leader. It is obvious that there is no Arab consensus on the Lahoud crisis; that is why the Khartoum summit was keen on offering a warm welcome to the man who was seriously isolated by international leaders at the UN only six months ago. Thus, the summit restored to him, at the Arab level, the esteem he had lost internationally.

But the esteem which Lahoud regained through the summit was largely lost when the president chose to keep his own foreign minister, Fawzi Salloukh, out of his meeting with Syrian President Bashar Assad—a meeting that was attended by Syrian Foreign Minister Walid Moallem and Vice President Farouq al Sharaa. Indeed, Lahoud’s behavior reflected his inability to stand up to the dictates of the Syrian president, who also behaved, during the Khartoum summit, as one who had regained some esteem and who had cancelled his own isolation. 

Moreover, Lahoud’s behavior toward Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora showed the president’s disregard for the Lebanese government and the Lebanese Army, which he apparently cannot trust to carry out the mission of establishing the state’s authority and sovereignty over the entire land. For this reason, Lahoud wanted the summit to back Hizbullah’s right to resistance instead of entrusting the Lebanese Army and Government with the mission of resistance to any occupation, as Siniora had called for. 

Siniora did well in attending the summit, instead of boycotting it in protest of the short-sightedness of Sudanese Summit President Omar Bashir and Summit Secretary-General Amr Moussa, both of whom did not search for the appropriate means to respect what they considered to be divisions among Lebanese. Siniora is a prime minister that represents an elected majority; as for Lahoud, his term was extended only because Members of Parliament were forced by Syria to violate the Constitution. Siniora did well when he chose to sit among guests at the summit, rather than behind Lahoud. He did well because when he bumped into Syrian President Bashar Assad, he informed him that he would like to meet with him. However, when President Assad excused himself, saying a meeting in Damascus would not be possible without agreeing on an “agenda” first, he called attention to Syria’s condescending attitude, without undermining Siniora’s self-confidence or the high regard he enjoys at the Lebanese, regional and international levels. 

Among the meetings which Syrian President Bashar Assad held on the sidelines of the Khartoum Summit was one that drew the attention, namely his meeting with Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, which was described as involving a “heated discussion.”  What made the debate intense may be attributed to Syria’s traditional role with respect to the Palestinian issue, in particular since Damascus had repeatedly crowned itself the supreme protector and defender of the Palestinian cause, even though it has, since 1973, refused to open up its long borders for resistance against Israel, which occupies Syrian lands. Add to that, Syria’s decision to participate in the first Gulf War as an American ally against Iraq, thus playing a key role in fulfilling one of the main goals of that war—that of ousting Iraq from the strategic balance of power with Israel. 

Damascus’s contribution to the Palestinian cause has been to sponsor and finance Palestinian factions so they could challenge the Palestinian leadership’s decisions, as represented, previously, by former President Yasser Arafat, and currently by President Mahmoud Abbas. Right now, Damascus finds itself in dire need of these factions, both at the Lebanese and Palestinian levels, in order to accomplish certain Syrian goals, first and foremost. And that is exactly what would make the meeting between Assad and Abbas intense. Indeed, the Palestinian president considers Syria’s sponsorship of Palestinian factions in Lebanon and Syria as interference in Palestinian sovereignty and its decision-making powers. 

The emergence of Hamas as a result of the electoral process is completely different from Syria’s sponsorship of Palestinian militias. That is why Abbas can handle the results of the elections, but he objects to what the militias are causing.

Even on the Lebanese front, Syrian sponsorship of Palestinian factions is not only considered to undermine Lebanese sovereignty and decision-making, but it is also considered as an intervention into Palestinian decision-making and Lebanese-Palestinian relations. Indeed, Syria’s position vis-à-vis Lebanon and Palestine is similar: it refuses to recognize their independence and sovereignty. Likewise, Damascus insists on ensuring that militias control both Lebanon’s and Palestine’s futures. This can also be applied to Syria’s position with respect to Iraq. Moreover, what draws the ire of the Syrian leadership is that Lebanon has managed to liberate all its land from Israeli occupation. For this reason, Syria has included the Shebaa Farms within Lebanese territory, in order to keep the resistance active along the Lebanese-Israeli border, instead of activating it along the Syrian-Israeli border, as the Arab street would have expected. And what adds to Syria’s rage is Israel’s neglect of the Syrian-Israeli track of the peace negotiations which had almost reached the stage of signing a peace treaty and normalizing ties with Israel, except that Israel chose to disrupt these negotiations despite all the concessions which Syria had given it. 

This sordid Israeli mentality, which deliberately disrupted the Syrian-Israeli peace negotiations, is the exact same one which pretended to fail in its negotiations with Palestinians under the pretext that it does not have a Palestinian partner. In fact, it had rejected negotiations with Syria despite the latter’s serious and results-oriented attitude. Similarly, it had rejected negotiations with Palestinians. 

The most recent Israeli elections have resulted in the victory of a majority of seats in the Knesset for the Kadima Party, which was founded by currently comatose Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, and which is currently being led by Prime Minister-elect Ehud Olmert.

There are two very important consequences to the Israeli elections. The first one was that Ariel Sharon had beaten the radical leader of the Likud Party, Benyamin Netanyahu. In fact, he had quashed him politically. He did so while he was in a coma shortly after establishing the Kadima Party. The other consequence was that the elections had officially shown that the majority of Israelis had given up the dream of “Greater Israel.” This is exactly what Olmert referred to in his victory speech, offering Palestinians the chance to resume negotiations as long as they, too, give up some of their own dreams. Olmert also admitted that his party’s willingness to give up parts of the West Bank after it had pulled out of Gaza meant that they had let go of the dream of Greater Israel. 

Olmert’s problem lies in the fact that Israelis are enamored with the idea of having a unilateral withdrawal without engaging in negotiations with Palestinians, and then erecting a separation wall that would constitute a declaration of divorce with Palestinians, thus bringing “security” to Israelis. This idea emerged following Sharon’s success in the “Gaza model” for unilateral withdrawals, despite the fact that the success of that withdrawal was the result of Arab help and Egyptian coordination. The popularity of the unilateral withdrawal from Gaza was heightened because of the international backing it garnered and because of the welcome it received from the world. Thus, Israelis were left with the false and dangerous impression that they could impose their own solutions by having a unilateral withdrawal from the West Bank, without any negotiations with the Palestinians. 

Israeli advocates of this idea thought that by adopting unilateral decisions, they would rid themselves of the burden of having a partner in the negotiations. Indeed, any partner has the right to veto any decisions and thus, one of the attractive attributes of a unilateral decision would be to prevent the partner/enemy from utilizing his rights to object. 

The fundamental problem in this Israeli trend would become worse should Ehud Olmert insist on resorting to separation walls and unilateral withdrawals. Indeed, following this path would only reinforce the idea of enforcing “a siege for the sake of security.” It would also constitute a unique kind of stupidity, should this become a permanent strategy. In the end, isolating oneself within an artificially-made security would only reinforce the mentality of the siege, where there is no security at all.

It would be more useful for Israelis to support Olmert in transforming Kadima into a true center party, instead of a center-right party that was created to protest and redress the right’s choices. Effectively, this would mean that Israelis would have to transform Kadima into a center-left party. This, of course, would require Olmert to really rebel against the “business-as-usual” approach that he has been stuck with. And this is certainly possible. 

Indeed, the man certainly stands out at the personal and family levels, not just because his political views are different from those of his wife and children, but also because he made a point of mentioning these differences in his victory speech, noting that he appreciates all that his family has done to help him redress his distorted views. 

More importantly, Ehud Olmert should manage to adopt impressive decisions such as those made by Ariel Sharon who revolted against his own past, forging a new path, never yet-seen in the history of Israeli politics. 

The first thing which Olmert should do if he plans to make history instead of being driven by it, is to work with the United States on strengthening Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas’ position though an initiative that would encourage negotiations rather than unilateral decisions. This would require an honest willingness, in negotiations, to reach a solution that would go as close as possible to the 1967 lines of victory and defeat in the Arab-Israeli war. 

This means that Olmert should rebel against himself and against the pledges he made during his electoral campaign, thus taking Mahmoud Abbas as his partner in negotiations that start out from the unilateral withdrawal, provided that Israel would pledge to complete its withdrawal based on negotiations for the final status of the occupied territories. So, for instance, if the unilateral withdrawal had taken place in 80 percent of the West Bank, then the remaining 20 percent would be open to negotiation. The same would be applied to Quds [Jerusalem] and refugees, within the context of a permanent solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

It is through such a course of action that good intentions can be tested. Indeed, the dangers that hover over the region are not just confined to the problems resulting from illusions but they are also caused by the unchallenged threats of chaos. 
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