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Chieftains are mistaken for leaders in today’s confused world. The Americans want a leader who is able to win the war on terrorism and find in George Bush the strongest chieftain in this struggle. George W. Bush accepts the “call,” as if on a Masonic mission associated traditionally with a religious extremist. He feels as if a divine power assigned him the mission. The Palestinians adhere to Yasser Arafat as a symbolic chieftain of their cause. They refuse to admit that they in fact lack a leader and have not reached a consensus on the type of leadership needed at this important intersection of their destiny. The Israelis found in Ariel Sharon a convenient transitional chieftain of an illusionary security. They close their eyes so that they avoid facing what leadership truly requires. The Arabs generally raised for decades the banners of leadership when they in fact repeatedly bowed to the dictate of the chieftain who traditionally absented himself from the meaning and responsibilities of leadership. Here they are today eulogizing Osama Bin Laden, a chieftain of their anger without questioning the destination to which he is leading them. It is indeed a confused world. These are indeed ignorant choices. What to do then?
 
 Jordan’s King Abdullah canceled this week a meeting with the American President while in the United States. He returned from California to Amman not for reasons related to the security situation in Jordan as much as for political reasons he asked his Foreign Minister Marwan Mouasher to deal with in Washington. He did not cancel his trip in order to boycott the United States but to awaken the American Administration to realities it must take into account if indeed it wants an Arab ally and a friend.
 
      The rare step in American-Arab relations taken by the Jordanian King did not result in furious reaction from American officials. They in fact respected him. This was not a step of a chieftain but rather one of a leader.
 
      An American official who declined to be identified said, “We respect him and respect what he has done. His message to us is: you made a mistake that is hard for me to accept. He acted on principle not on petty considerations. We do not view what he did as a shallow step but as a genuine disagreement with us over real policy. That is why we take his concerns seriously. He is a serious friend looking for a healthy path for our relationship and he has got considerable credibility with us. King Abdullah wanted clarifications and details. His postponement of the visit was not in our view a slap to us. But he got our attention.”
 
      The letter which the Jordanian King sent to the American President asked for assurances and guarantees not only for clarifications. The Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon got the assurances in a written letter from George W. Bush. Kind Abdullah wants assurances in a written letter as well.
 
      The letter of assurances that King Abdullah wants focuses on the principle of neither prejudging the two state solution nor preempting the outcome of the negotiations. American officials, including Secretary of State Colin Powell, repeatedly emphasized in the aftermath of Bush’s letter to Sharon that the Administration only offered its point of view and did not prejudge the final status: that the final status remains a matter for negotiations between the Palestinians and the Israelis. These are only statements: and statements are not letters of assurances and guarantees.
 
      In his letter to the American President, the Jordanian king asked for several issues, amongst them:
 
 - That the withdrawal from Gaza suggested by Mr. Sharon and endorsed by Mr. Bush is part of the Road Map to two states: Palestine and Israel. Such a pledge, if it comes from the United States, would reassure the American commitment to the Road Map to replace the impression that the US agreed to a detour from the Road Map.
 - That borders, settlements, the Wall of Separation, Palestinian refugees and the right of return are not to be prejudged since these are issues to be determined by the final status agreed through negotiations. Such a pledge, if it comes, takes to a different level the American statements and clarifications that Bush simply gave the point of view of the United States in his letter to Sharon and was not prejudging the final status.
 - That the two state solution is the only solution, period. None other.
 
 Jordan is worried over what might be in the mind of the Israeli leadership’s policy of disengagement from Gaza without a partner, without negotiations and without peace in return. Jordan fears that Israeli escalation of the preemptive assassination policy is an invitation to a revengeful escalation by the Palestinians, that eventually results in the forced displacement-transfer of Palestinians to Jordan. Ariel Sharon for years has considered Jordan as a “substitute homeland” for Palestinians.
 
      The unilateral disengagement initiative proposed by Sharon is in fact a negation of the principle of “land for peace” which was the base of the Peace Process that was launched in Madrid in 1991. His refusal to negotiate this withdrawal with the Palestinians detonates practically the principle of a negotiated settlement. His insistence on the letter of guarantees from the American President removes virtually removes the United States from the role of mediator to that of an exclusive ally. His strategy to “twin” America’s war on terrorism and his war on the Palestinians is meant to relieve him from any accountability no matter what action he takes.
 
      What is on Sharon’s mind? What is the counter strategy? What is the counter Palestinian strategy?
 
      Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak is disturbed by the content and timing of Bush’s assurances to Sharon two days after he paid a visit to the American President and pledged publicly his help in post-Israeli withdrawal from Gaza. He may feel insulted and angry, but he did not yet try to correct policies as a precondition for the assistance he offered. He could now demand, as a precondition for his help, a reversal of granting Israel the continued right to control airspace as well as land and sea crossings, even after its withdrawal from Gaza. He could ask for American guarantees that Israel will not keep what is called “Philadelphia” Strip in Gaza.
 
      King Abdullah is trying at least. He expressed dismay with American policy by canceling his meeting with President Bush but he did not stop at anger to simply “get it out of the system.” He found usefulness in building on the positive openings in order to get assurances that amend practically the American positions and impact the Israeli actions.
 
      Palestinians offered nothing except utter rejection. They did not stop for a minute to explore whether Bush’s letter to Sharon, regardless of the obvious negatives contained any openings positive opportunities.
 
      Palestinian President Yasser Arafat has become the chieftain of a symbol: He has lost the fundamentals of leadership. He has made out of his isolation a symbol of perseverance. By withholding authority from the Prime Minister he has become an authoritarian symbol. His indulgence in his arrogance has put the Palestinian future hostage to his persona. It is time for him to take another look at what he has done in the past few years so that history would not record his legacy as the angry chieftain who missed the opportunity to lead. Quitting, sometimes, leaves more impact and is more effective than hanging on to power. Stepping down sometimes is leadership at its best.
 
      The chieftains of the Palestinian factions have opted for armed resistance. The trouble is in fact this is a resistance without effective arms. Costing the enemy does not mean winning as long as the Palestinian people are paying a dear price for the small victories. The right to resist occupation is a historic right. If all Palestinians take up this option, in the way these chieftains want, so be it. But as long as the Palestinian constituency has not reached a consensus on such an option, those chieftains of the Palestinian factions are using the Palestinian agony to get to power.
 
      The truth is there is no Palestinian leadership. It could be said that the American-Israeli policies deliberately undermined every Palestinian leadership. This is true. But leadership is about farsightedness; it is about a strategy to frustrate the tactics of the “enemy”- be it the American or Israeli. There is no Palestinian leadership today.
 
      Even in the United States there is no leadership. There is a chieftain, not a leader. Americans want a leader in the war of terrorism. George W. Bush presented himself a chieftain of the war on terror.
 
      In Israel, the trend is for a chieftain of security. Ariel Sharon presented his initiative to avoid indictment for his alleged corruption. Most likely he will be indictment before the end of the year. And that Benjamin Netanyahu will march in as a chieftain of the Gaza withdrawal plan in both its public and secret objectives.
 
      What decisions is the Arab arena taking in light of all the recent development?
 
      Lumping matters is an Arab tradition that should be ceased now. It has become an excuse to avoid confronting reality and a pretext for refusing to correct mistakes.
 
      Forces of moderation in the region, if indeed genuine in its moderation and upholding reform, would not be stopped by a position taken by George Bush or by American policy; would not be frustrated by a Sharon initiative or by an Israeli policy.
 
      Logically, these forces should have been aware of these policies to begin with and should have put a comprehensive program for its action that has taking such policies into account. In order to be effective, moderate forces must stop the pattern of condemning or justifying American or Israeli policies in the region. They must take up leadership in its true meaning, think as visionaries, put an objective and illuminate the road to it. They should be pioneers in ideas and positions that are out of the traditional norm.
 
      It is unacceptable for the class of moderation and reform to fall into the orbit of His Excellency the chieftain or in the orbit of the chieftain of anger and revenge. Those are mere chieftains: they are not leaders.
 
      It is not acceptable for the sector of moderation and reform to hide behind its frustration with American policies to excuse its implicit acceptance of the destructive path adopted by organizations such as Al-Qaeda.
 
      Moderates and reformists need not wait for the one chieftain who represents leadership particularly if they were serious in bringing about democratic institutions that reject the idea of the one chieftain democracy to begin with.
 
      This is the era of confusion in anger, despair, submission and frustration. Because this is the era of confusion, there is a dire need for leadership beyond the kind claimed by the chieftains of religious missions, symbols, destruction and illusionary security.
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