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The American Administration is sending off conciliatory oscillations in several directions, yet it remains subject to doubts and suspicions. Its legacy is weighing it down, its divisions exude ambiguity, and its composition evokes fright that its palliative impulsion is nothing but a fleeting gesture of appeasement. Immersing in tearing apart everything the American Administration tries, relegating it to nothing but a transitional gambit could obscure available opportunities, but drifting blindly behind luminous promises could also lead to wrong assumptions. What is needed now is for the Arab world to think outside of the “box” whether regarding Iraq, Reform or Palestine. Iraq, as it undergoes a fundamentally different experience in the region’s modern history, has stepped out of the reality familiar to Arabs. Reform is undergoing gravitation between the notion of rejecting dictation and that of resisting change, yet it has become a live option in Arab minds despite resistance from many Arab Governments, and misuse of reform by the American Administration. Palestine is an active test to Israeli, American and Arab Governments, as well as for the Palestinian Leadership and its constituency; it is not frozen in static. There is an abundance of new developments in the Arab, American and Israeli Arenas. Whether frightening or comforting, the new winds require unconventional thinking and a departure from archaic navigation.

     In the next couple of weeks, the Security Council will adopt a Resolution on Iraq, most likely by consensus, and the G8 Summit will endorse Arab Reform as an Arab project with Arab ownership.

     The American Administration would like to go to the G8 Summit in Sea Island, Georgia next week, with a United Nations Resolution that gives the United States the legitimate authority to stay in Iraq until the political process there is completed. This remains a possibility.

     The American-British revised draft resolution attended to many pre-occupations of France, China, Russia, Germany, Algeria and Pakistan and will respond to some of the Iraqi Interim Government. The final text is still being negotiated but there are no indications to fundamental divisions that would prevent its adoption. The mood is totally different from that which prevailed when the United States departed with the Security Council on the eve of the Iraq war, and threatened the UN when it withheld the legitimate authority to wage that war.

     At that time, the hawks in the Department of Defense confiscated the policy decisions and succeeded in neutralizing the State Department, using it at times and excluding it at others. Today, it seems that the State Department has retrieved both the Iraq dossier and international diplomacy. Secretary of State Colin Powell seems now to be the face of American policies towards Iraq. This came about in the aftermath of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s descent from “stardom” together with his extremist crew in his zealous ministry. It also coincided with increased talk of Vice President Dick Cheney as a possible liability that could overthrow George Bush’s bid for reelection.

     One of the reasons behind international hesitance in embracing the change within the American Administration, is the fear that what is happening is only an isolated incident premeditated to leave a positive impact, only for the hawks and the extremists to return thrusting with spite and malevolence. The other reason is due to recognizing the neo-conservatives imprints on the Iraqi dossier, even when it is in the hands of the State Department.

     What happened last week in Iraq when composing the Interim Government fueled those suspicions. Despite UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan’s attempt at putting a good face on what happened to the political process lead by his Special Advisor Ambassador Lakhdar Brahimi, the credibility of that process was undermined, the United Nations was ambushed and it was taken by surprise. Brahimi was in charge of canvassing Iraqi opinions to form the Interim Government. The Security Council expected from him the green light. Suddenly, the Iraqi Governing Council overthrew the process and the expectations when for all intense purposes, it hijacked the mission of forming the Interim Government. The news that accompanied those developments was not free from deliberate misguidance aimed at classifying Adnan Patchachi as an American candidate, to force him to step down. Some news claimed that the American Administrator Paul Bremer stood in the same trench as Lakhdar Brahimi before the sudden attack by the Governing Council, of which the Pentagon has appointed many of its members.

     The downfall of the former spoiled brat of the Pentagon and its extremist advisor, Ahmed Chalabi, charged with allegedly providing Iran with intelligence at the expense of American National Security, indicates that fierce battles are being waged within the American Administration and the Republican Party. These battles are being fought by the CIA, the Departments of Defense and State, the Office of the Vice President, as well as the establishment within the Republican Party,

     Chalabi had worked with Iran during the Iraq-Iran War when the United States was a partner with Saddam Hussein to block the export of the Iranian Revolution, making Iraq a buffer zone between Iran and the Arab Gulf States. One of the reasons for Saddam Hussein’s hatred of Ahmed Chalabi, was Chalabi’s bankrolling of Iranian military capabilities. Chalabi was, practically, “at war” against the United States during the Iraq-Iran war when the US stood by Iraq,  and when men of that American Administration, like Donald Rumsfeld, stood at that time with Saddam Hussein.

     Who used whom is a question for history. The question of today is: Who in the American Administration is truly in charge of Iraq, and for how long. Until the end of American elections, or for an unknown period dictated by developments in Iraq? The other questions is: How long will American troops remain in Iraq after the UN Security Council adopts a resolution declaring the end of “occupation”, and authorizing the United States to stay in Iraq legitimately as the Commander of the “Multinational Force?”

     It is a given that the American forces will remain in Iraq at least for seven months, until general Iraqi elections take place next January electing a Transitional Government. That government, not the Interim Government, will have the authority to request the departure of forces according to the American-British draft resolution. The Draft states that the mandate of the Multinational Force shall expire, “upon the completion of the political process” in Iraq, regardless how long that might take.

     Should it become impossible to hold elections on time, or should the political process fail, the Mandate of the Multinational Force could stay in force for an unknown period, since the empowered Transitional Government will come to be only if the political process and the elections are successful. 

     That is why, some Security Council members, France among them, would like empowering the Interim Government to whom “Sovereignty” will be transferred June 30 with sovereign authorities that would include somehow, the right to ask the American forces to leave. And this is exactly where contradictions accumulate. 

The Interim Government is not an elected government. The process of its formation undermined the credibility of the United Nations, and the possibilities of its influence. It emerged as a result of a coup d’etat by members of the Governing Council whose majority, to begin with, was appointed by the United States. But here is France, as well as others, demanding that the United States grants the Interim Government greater authority, the very government whose Prime Minister, Eyad Allawi, insists that American Forces stay in Iraq. 

     Such contradictions reveal the extent of the Security Council’s confusion as it readies itself to legitimize the outcome of the very war it opposed. They reveal the marginalization of the United Nations, as a Secretariat and as a Security Council, in the bilateral American-Iraqi relationship, with a few exceptions. Both the US and Iraq recognize the importance and the usefulness of an international cover and international legitimacy. However, they do not want to put Iraq in the UN’s lap, because the UN is incapable of managing Iraq at this point. Neither is the Secretariat able or willing to take up such a task, nor are members of the Security Council ready to get entangled in Iraq or to replace American Forces.

     What will determine the length of the American Forces’ stay in Iraq are both the American constituency and the Iraqi constituency. If things go well, it is assumed that Official US and Iraq will determine the departure date of American Forces, or how many of them will stay in permanent bases.

     But if matters worsen with increased operations against American forces, the American constituency could demand of its leadership a total pull out, regardless of how much the US  has “invested” in Iraq. This is exactly the wish of some Iraqi sectors who have come to view the US as a fundamental part of the Iraqi mess, and an agent of the worst to come.

     Iraq today could go either way, to the better or to the worse. Despite all the American mistakes and the use of Iraq as the battleground in the war of terror, the Iraqis have managed admirably so far to stay united avoiding a civil war. The Iraqis deserve every support of their decisions, no matter what suspicions surround some of the Leaders, or engulf American plans when launching the Iraq war. Many of the Iraqi leaderships, Political, Religious, Tribal, Civil Society, as well as those who participated in the Iraqi Governing Council, proved a lot of wisdom and incredible capabilities. They proved that Iraq is thirsty to recover from oppression, as well as from occupation. They made of hope a shield in the face of misery.

Wishing the Iraqi people well is not enough, particularly from the Arab environment,  which is content with simply watching the tragedy of Iraq with sadness, and that which wishes for the United States a detrimental quagmire in Iraq, at the expense of Iraq. 

What all Iraqis, Sunnis, Shiites and Kurds, want from their Arab environment is belief in their determination, respect of their decisions, tangible support, either with Arab forces, or through investment projects in the future of Iraq. They need that the Arab region thinks outside of the “box.”

What Iraqis need from the United States is a demonstration of good intentions, particularly at a time when fears of bad American intentions are at their height. They need to be sure that the pattern of continuous American mistakes has come to an end, and that unacceptable access of violations will not be repeated. They need to know, with reasonable certainty, who is and will be in charge of the Iraq File in Washington.

The Iraqis need of the United Nations Secretariat and Security Council will increase in the coming days when negotiating the draft resolution on the future of Iraq. The Iraqis, in their negotiations with the American Administration, could resort to the likes of France, Germany, Russia, China and Algeria to extract full sovereign authorities for the interim government, rather than a full sovereignty with limited powers. Iraq will need the expertise of the United Nations in organizing the political process, including elections, which promise to put Iraq on the path of real liberation, independence, and democracy with reform unprecedented in the Arab region.

Many fear that a success story for Iraq would lead to the resurrection of the extremists amongst the hawks and neo-conservatives, and to a revival of their patterns of wars for reform. These fears are fully justified, but the greater fear is of an Iraq failure where it becomes a battleground for foreign wars and slips into a devastating civil war. It is indeed necessary to watch how the upholders of the preemptive doctrine and reform be it through wars, chaos, disintegration, outright or secret force, threats or dictation, are up to. If George W. Bush is reelected, this gang will resume its demarche with venom.

But it is equally important for Arab governments to cease their patterns of frightening their peoples, using American extremists as a pretext. It is high time that these governments take on reform and democracy as an Arab project, with an Arab ownership. Nothing is wrong with the G8 Summit pledging to support Arab Reform, and offering its expertise to help it. Here again, there is a dire need for Arab thinking outside of the “box” where reform is no longer considered a Western tool for subordination and dictation.

Neither Iraq nor reform should be a precondition for finding a solution to the Palestinian question, nor should the Palestinian issue be a precondition for Arab reform or for Iraq’s recovery. The American notion that a disconnect between Iraq and Palestine, and that which makes Arab reform a precondition for Palestinian-Israeli peace, is an insane idea. The Arab notion that all must freeze until there is a solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict, is neither a useful or practical idea.

The Middle East and the Gulf Region is undergoing a peculiar dynamism where excessive pessimism meets mild optimism. Despite all the confusion, fright and suspicion, it is healthy that the region is experiencing such dynamism. It certainly would be much more useful to build on the vibes as a catalyst to change for the better, with much prudence, wisdom, and participation rather than to duck fearing the winds of change.
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