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A new generation of activists taking part in a remarkable workshop, the central theme of which is based on the deep conviction that change is not an impossible dream but a vision waiting to be realized, is at work in the Arab region. This new generation with its progressive thinking and mode of action refuses to succumb to the de facto rule and the frustration, and does not fear adventure or thinking out of the box. It is a new generation that will not content itself with simply repeating what has been deemed as conventional; deeply convinced that reform is tied to the political, economic, and social dimensions of this reform. This generation views the workshop as local, regional and international, but certainly anything but conventional. An international gathering comprising of nearly 550 women from all walks of life is taking place in Jordan this week. These women discussed the politics, religion and the economical outlooks for employment, and listened to views from the beautiful generation of Arab women, who respect the views of others, even in the battle to make critical choices, regardless of whether they agree with these views or not.

By the end of the week, the peace activists conference would have taken place in the Jordanian port city of Aqaba, where the Dead Sea will be transformed into a fortress of international thought, with iconic political, media and academic figures, who conduct public, as well as closed door, discussions, dealing with the finest of details, and weaving the future trends. However, there is one particular turning point expected to prove controversial due to the creative aspect behind it, namely: the Nobel Peace Laureate Conference in Petra, Jordan. It has revealed that the Israeli side is the one standing against change and is even the side placing obstacles in the face of the wave of Arab moderates who are convinced that things can indeed change, and who are working toward this change.

The Petra conference revealed that the change sought by the Israeli circles and advocates such as Elie Wiesel, the conference's co-chairman, is the abrogation of facts by abolishing the terms that describe these facts, in an attempt to pave the way for misinformation campaigns. The most prominent fad of the day came in the form of the attempt to reject the use of the term 'occupation' when describing the situation in the occupied Palestinian territories. According to what we have been told this week by Nobel Peace Prize Laureates Shimon Perez and Elie Wiesel, Israel does not recognize the term 'occupation' to describe its subjection of the Palestinian territories. This attitude is not only an indication of violence with all that the world entails, but it is an astounding attitude, because it is devoid of the least degree of sensitivity with regards to the Jordanian hosting of the conference, and the Jordanian leadership of the workshops that aim to introduce changes as well as domestic and regional moderation.

The World Economic Forum (WEF), taking place on the banks of the Dead Sea today, under the theme of 'Putting Diversity to Work', aims at accentuating the possibility, rather than the impossibility, and the centrality of launching such workshops with the aim of harnessing the powers of diversity and plurality of the region's different faiths, nationalities, groups, ages, sects, and generations, rather than the impossibility of launching such workshops because of these very same factors.

This theme, chosen by Jordan in coordination with the WEF carries with it significant denotations of priorities, approaches and overall visions. The young Jordanian Monarch, King Abdullah II is not the only one steering the bandwagon of the desired change, as there are the many young Jordanian activists at his side who are enthusiastic for change. These youths come from within the private sector and the public sector, along with a large number of ministers in their 40s. Young Queen Rania Al-Abdullah is also among the leading figures that are active in the domestic, regional and international arenas. Queen Rania was actively involved in a number of activities this week, including bestowing honors on Arab students who won the 'Best Student Partnership' competition launched in the Arab region by the 'Injaz' program, and who were chosen from the program's sponsor counties: Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon, Bahrain, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, and the Sultanate of Oman.

The central concept behind the 'Injaz' program is the workshop for change through the training on the use of basic skills to improve the youth's employment prospects in the job market through the use of state-of-the-art distant learning methods. Volunteers from private enterprises from all Arab States are given the task of training these students on the latest working techniques and methodologies used in the world of business and finance.

The conference of the International Women's Forum (IWF), was held under the theme of 'Building Bridges - Breaking Walls', which dealt with key issues, such as 'Faith, Identity, and Coexistence', and 'In the Gray Area: The Complex Relation between the East and West'. Among the most notable statements made by the participants, both men and women, was the call for boldness in the making of change, efforts, as well as divorcing fear. Debates and divergent views covered numerous political, social and religious issues, where some defended the revival of religious politics, touting this as a welcome return of faith to politics; others, however, rejected the politicization of religion and forcing it onto politics under any circumstances.

Fear was not dominantly prevalent, but was replaced by boldness, which took its natural course among the women who came from the world's different continents to try to understand and appreciate the Arab World. Arab women have been seen as boldly rising to the challenge of addressing issues of faith, democracy, modernization, and authoritarianism. Some asked whether it was democracy that is shunning away from Islamists, or if the reverse was true. Some said Islam embraces democracy, but does not call for making it compulsory. There were those who were equivocally clear when it comes to making hard choices; favoring autocratic secularism over religious democracy in governance and authority, regardless of the time and the place, and particularly at the current stage, characterized by winds of change blowing over the Arab region.

Some advocates of this view, including the author of these lines, find themselves forced to take the side of the military autocracy in Turkey, not because those at the helm of power there are bad, but because separating religion from the State is a basic principal held by these advocates. Others, who belong to the same school of thought, see in extremist Islamists, and even in terrorists, an 'opportunity' for change, in the sense of changing the regimes and the status quo and shaking the prevailing political equations within the Arab States and with respect to Israel.

Therefore, the disagreement over how to produce a radical change exists not only between the ranks of moderation and extremism, but also among the ranks of moderation. For their part, the exterminators and the 'takfiris' seek change through oppression under the slogan of canceling the 'other'. The demagogues call for change every day, and talk about the ill fate of the Arab regimes, advocating salvation at the hands of Islamic extremists. Popularists seek change through cheering and overstating, while the great majority in the Arab streets is acting as though insults and anger are its constant companion; frustration could make up for its inability to change.

Despite all this, a new generation of activists taking part in the workshop for change exists in the Arab region, and is convinced with the feasibility of change. While they are not pitching exclusively on politics they, nonetheless, are not ignoring it. They debate and interact with what is happening in Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine, and Sudan, declaring their stances and positions in the face of the developments taking place in the region, particularly in the face of extremism and terrorism. At the same time, they are active in the fields of education, civil rights, health, the economy and the fight against poverty, discrimination and violence against women.

During the third Petra Conference, attended by some 40 Nobel Peace Prize laureates under the theme of 'Building a Better World', in which scientists in medicine, physics, economics, and chemistry took part, King Abdullah II focused on the benefits the youth could derive from the vast wealth of expertise of these men (and the only woman among them), calling on the laureates to assist the younger generation. He also called for the establishment of a fund managed and supervised by the laureates and which aims at attracting and encouraging global support for distinguished academic and scientific research and the training of scientific cadres of the future.

During the Conference, sponsored by the 'King Abdullah Fund for Development', and the 'Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity', speeches were delivered by Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and his predecessor Shimon Peres. During a working luncheon and the discussion between Peres and the Advisor to the Palestinian Authority President, Yasser Abd Rabbo, Peres emerged with an amazing statement in response to Abd Rabbo, saying: "There is nothing called occupation". In saying so, Peres completely abolished the term 'occupation' from the Israeli-Palestinian relationship and refused employing such description to the Israeli role with the Palestinians. What was even more surprising took place the next day, when four scientists submitted the summery of their reports on education, health, economy, and environment, pointing to the sordid and deteriorating conditions experienced by the Palestinians as a direct result of one factor or another, but without making any reference to the fact that any of these conditions were the result of the occupation and arbitrary actions that accompany such occupation.

The author of this article posed a question about the reason for the absence or deliberate abstention of the term 'occupation' as a contributing factor in the deteriorating Palestinian situation, and also posed a question to Elie Wiesel asking him - in his capacity as a staunch advocate of human rights - whether he believed that the occupation was incompatible or in violation with human rights. Elie Wiesel's answer revealed an amazing capacity for double standards, as he grimaced and frowned before tersely replying: "The answer to this question was given yesterday by Nobel Peace Prize laureate Shimon Peres". When a Jordanian woman stood to express her disapproval of this reply, he went on to say that Peres "explained why Israel does not accept this term. And I respect his view". He added that he is very sympathetic toward the Palestinians, adding that this podium - referring to the conference - was not a platform for 'politicization' and challenge, adding, "Do not try to force tension into this conference", and that the agreement was "to take politics out of this conference ... So do not politicize it".

It is strange that Elie Wiesel claims that questions about trying to find the correct placement of the term 'occupation' is an attempt of politicization, especially since he did not see any politicization in his discussions with Olmert or in inviting Peres to the conference; swinging the door wide open before politics. What was even more strange was the fact that this Nobel Peace Prize Laureate seemed to have completely forgotten that all peace plans, whether international, American or Arab, call for an end to the Israeli occupation as the cornerstone of peace treaties between the Arabs and Israel, and as a cornerstone for the Two-State solution: a Palestine State alongside Israel. Even US President George W. Bush's vision stemmed from ending this occupation.

The gravity of replacing the principle of ending the occupation with the technical maneuver of abolishing the use of the term 'occupation' lies in the ill intentions of this new strategy, which must be addressed. For such strategy serves to provide substantiation to premises that suggest that Israel is not seeking peace on the basis of the Two-State solution, which replaces the occupation with a Palestine State. Moreover, this strategy, in addition to all the violence it implies, seeks, intentionally or inadvertently, to weaken the ranks of moderation in the Arab arena and undermine their efforts to coexist with Israel on the basis of ending the occupation. Furthermore, the decision of Peres and Wiesel to promote this dangerous strategy and its ill intentions during the Petra conference reflects the haughty arrogance that lacks the most rudimentary levels of appreciation or respect of the conference host, King Abdullah II, who has repeatedly called for coexistence, tolerance, moderation and change toward a better region and a better world, that take as a start point the end to the occupation.

Some of the scientists taking part in the Petra Conference tried to contain the damage done by Wiesel, taking stances that have been made public in order not to give the impression that the Nobel Prize Laureates were actually siding with this extremist camp. Eventually, some expressed their disapproval to Wiesel in private and away from the limelight, frankly voicing their indignation with regards to his actions. The fact remains, however, that it would not be wise to completely overlook the advantages of the Peace Prize Laureates Conference on the account of a political folly, or even because of the ill intentions and judgment from the conference's co-chairman, Eli Wiesel's part, since the conference brought together an elite group of greatest people of thought, who stand to influence and impact the world's public opinion, and it is imperative to take advantage of this fact regardless of the mistakes or the attempts to stealthily pass or smuggle a strategy to abolish reference to the occupation.

Jordan's hosting of this annual conference is the greatest proof to the progressive and creative line of thought, embodied in the versatile and multi-faceted workshop for change that stands in the face of the different forms and shapes of denial, whether denying the existence of the 'other', or denying the existence of the reality and the definition of the occupation.

Unleashing the powers and impetuses in the crucible of diversity and plurality and taking advantage of the Arab arena's diversity and plurality is a challenge that is not merely limited to the theme of an international congregation for the WEF at the Dead Sea today, but is rather a workshop for reform, not only to reform inter-Arab challenges, but also to reform international and regional pre-existing conceptions and impressions based on the assumption that the next Arab generation is either oblivious, in a deep slumber or liable to be put in such state. The truth of the matter is that such assumptions reflect nothing but the utmost naivety, for this was a workshop for revival.
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