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There is a common factor between Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni’s message from Doha in Qatar and the meetings that former US President Jimmy Carter is holding with Hamas leaders in Ramallah, Cairo and Damascus. It is that they are both trying to undermine the Palestinian Authority, as well as the option of negotiating to end the Israeli occupation of the 1967 Palestinian territories and to reach a peace agreement. Livni’s claims of partnership with the moderate Arab states are almost hypocritical, since the policies and practices that she adopts are intended to repeatedly strip the moderates of the means needed to face the axis of radicalism and to mobilize the public in their support. Carter’s insistence on embracing and kissing Hamas leaders reflects the superiority and stubbornness that have characterized Carter in his older age, but that have also resulted in ignorance and recklessness, at the expense of the Palestinians under occupation and at the expense of the moderate Arab states. Carter, like Livni, is encouraging the axis of radicalism and practically providing it with ammunition, whether deliberately or not. It is continued Israeli settlement and occupation that are transforming the peace process into a procession of illusions. The time has come to stop this procession. However, this does not mean that Carter, or others in the US, particularly in the Jewish community, who endorse the “fashion” of embracing Hamas, has the right to mislead the Palestinians with alternative illusions. The reality of Hamas is that while it rejects the option of negotiation, it in fact does not have the option of resistance. Hence, it claims to combine both options and refuses to meet the demands of the Middle East Quartet, comprising the US, Russia, the UN and the EU, to respect previous agreements between the Palestinian Authority and Israel. 

There is no need for Carter to waste his time and efforts trying to convince the Islamic movement to change its political doctrines and ideology. His moral duty demands mercy for the Palestinians who are torn between the delusions of the peace process and those of the resistance, and his political duty demands that he refrain from undermining the Palestinian Authority as it negotiates with Israel. The next stop for the procession of illusions that is the peace process may be Moscow, as Russia wishes to host an international conference as a follow-up to Annapolis, and to the efforts of the Middle East Quartet, steadily advancing towards the desired peace between the Palestinians and Israel, and between Israel and Syria. 

Russian leadership will have a great opportunity to either save the peace process or expose it and reveal the flaws of the Annapolis process, which was led by the US administration without providing the momentum needed to ensure its success. Everyone knows what the peace process requires. However, it is not clear whether or not President George Bush and his Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice intend to pressure Israel into carrying out its duties in regard to the peace process, duties that are explained in sufficient detail in the “Roadmap” to establishing a Palestinian state alongside the state of Israel. The obstruction of the peace process is certainly not the result of Hamas refraining from participating in it, as is claimed by those who “embrace” Hamas and advocate making it a partner in the very negotiations that it rejects. The obstruction lies in past Israeli policies, such as those regarding settlement building, erecting the separation wall, or preventing the Palestinian Authority from supervising the crossing points into Gaza in order to avoid keeping the Gaza Strip isolated and under siege. Those who divert attention from this reality, under the guise and with the slogan of engaging Hamas in talks of peaceful solutions, are in fact doing Israel a big favor, whether deliberately or not. They are doing this, first by diverting the attention away from Israel’s violations, and second by weakening the bargaining position of the Palestinian Authority and by scattering the Palestinians’ means of negotiation and casting doubt on the credibility of the Palestinians who are negotiating with Israel. 

Discrediting the Palestinian side is an old trick, but today it is being marketed by those who may perhaps be dubbed “neo-leftist”, who enjoy shredding and weakening the Palestinian negotiator vis-à-vis Israel while under the illusion that they are siding with the Palestinians. They ignore the close connection between the radicalism of Hamas and that of Israel, and their common efforts to systematically undermine the Palestinian Authority. Each of them needs the conflict to go on and to repeatedly avoid the responsibilities of peace. They are both in the same trench in opposing the process of establishing a Palestinian state. Consequently, those who promote “embracing” the Hamas leaders are in effect entrenched in the Israeli fortress, which erects a gibbet for every serious Palestinian negotiator in order to evade and avoid the establishment of a Palestinian state that would replace occupation. Carter does exactly that, when he heads to Damascus to embrace Khaled Meshaal. He had made the decision to meet the Hamas leader in the Syrian capital before Israeli authorities took the foolish and humiliating decision of preventing him from visiting the Gaza Strip. The two decisions are not related. It is likely that the decision taken by Hamas leaders in Gaza to head to Cairo to ensure a meeting between Carter and former Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh, along with senior Hamas official Mahmoud Zahhar, foreshadowed the meeting of Carter and Meshaal in Damascus. Rivalries within Hamas are another matter, which Damascus and a few other Arab states such as Qatar are well aware of. 

Qatar, which made the decision to invite Israel’s foreign minister to address the Democracy Forum in Doha, does not conceal its commercial ties with Israel, or previous meetings between Qatari and Israeli officials. Neither does Qatar conceal its support of Hamas, at a time when its American ally – hosted by Qatar at the largest US military base in the region – demands an end to this support, following Hamas’s coup against the Palestinian Authority. Information has recently leaked indicating a change in Qatari-Syrian relations, which have allegedly reached a lukewarm state. Such leaks may not be accurate. However they may hold sufficient information to indicate a change in the relationship. This may be a casual development, perhaps a tactical one, or it may be a radical change due to undisclosed reasons. The issue of Lebanon and the clear indications that the Special Tribunal to try those suspected of assassinating former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri has crossed the point of no return may be behind the alleged “lukewarm” state of relations between Doha and Damascus. 

Regardless of how “cool” or “warm” Syrian-Qatari relations may be today, Qatari-Israeli relations are growing increasingly solid, to the point that it allowed Qatar to openly host Tzipi Livni at a conference at Doha, where she publicly met for the first time with Oman’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs and visited Al-Jazeera headquarters. There is no problem with carrying Qatari-Israeli relations to a more public level. Qatar has the sovereign right to choose its bilateral ties in the manner that best serves its interests. As such, Qatar is free to exchange views on future gas projects with Israel to reinforce commercial cooperation. The problem is not with Qatar’s bilateral choices but with its role in regional issues. It appears today to be wearing the mask of moderation only in matters limited to domestic affairs and to relations outside the regional environment. Radicalism characterizes Qatar’s regional policies, to the extent of bringing it closer to the axis that includes Iran, Syria, Hamas, and Hezbollah in Lebanon than to that of moderation, which includes Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and the UAE. 

Hence, when Tzipi Livni prances around in Doha, talking about the axis of moderation as if she belonged to it, she is in fact prancing around as she climbs the axis of Arab moderation. If she truly believed in moderation, she would have used the Doha Forum to announce additional practical measures to strengthen the ranks of the moderates, and especially the Palestinian Authority, instead of delivering a lecture which forced moderates to leave the hall. Had she been serious about choosing moderation, she would have discussed Israel’s commitment to the foundations of the peace process, and she would have addressed the Arab world from the Doha forum to welcome the Arab peace initiative, which includes complete normalization with Israel in return for its withdrawal to its 1967 borders and for establishing the Palestinian state. 

Tzipi Livni has offered radicalism yet another gift by climbing the axis of moderation to pretend to be a part of it, while avoiding the issue that is of most concern to her as Israel’s foreign minister: ending the occupation and setting the foundations of normalization on that basis. Such an approach may be temporarily useful, but at the end of the line, it may lead to forcing the moderates, on the non-governmental level, to withdraw from moderation, in an effort to resist the use of moderation and the peace process to numb and distract the public. No matter how skillful Livni may be, this is not in Israel’s interest. Nor is it in the interest of the Arabs, regardless of the developments of their play on the strings of radicalism, especially when indulged in by those who claim moderation.
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