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Russia, China, the US, France and Britain adopt political patterns that paralyze collective diplomacy and arouse certain instincts that threaten to revive unilateral diplomacy on the one hand, and to unleash extremism on the other. This is at a time when the UN suffers limited efficiency at the general secretarial level and faces many questions regarding the inclinations of its current Secretary General, Ban Ki-Moon. This also coincides with the US presidential elections that prompt a few countries to exploit the election period when, as they believe, the US is at its weakest. This election period also suggests to non-governmental players, such as organizations, militias and quasi-intellectual institutions, that this is their golden opportunity to have a say in shaping their fate and making history. Hence, instead of obstructing any Security Council measure to clamp down on extremism, Russian and Chinese diplomacies must reconsider the outcomes of the policy of paralysis, not only because it weakens the Security Council while strengthening those who defy it, but also because such a policy will once again push the US toward adopting unilateral action. Similarly, the US must reconsider the consequences of preventing the UN, and the Security Council in particular, from taking necessary steps towards the Middle East peace process, such as issuing a resolution against the Israeli settlement which obstructs and impedes the peace process. Such paralysis strengthens extremism and systematically weakens the forces of moderation. France, on the other hand, has recently turned from a tiger inside the Security Council into a pussy cat by systematically hiding behind the effort to seek consensus among Security Council members. If it wishes to possess the weight that distinguishes it as a permanent member of the Security Council, it must stop escaping forward under the guise of consensus to paralyze international measures. For this would dispossess it of any influence it gained under former President Jacques Chirac through the Lebanese crisis. Britain is also a party to the policy of paralysis since it adopts a hands-off approach to certain issues as if matters referred to the Security Council are menu items from which it can choose whatever suits its taste.

In the meantime, the Secretary General has become a direct contributor to the confusion of the international organization, at times seeming lost in the vestibules of change that leads to no change and at others awaiting the unknown that comes after the American elections. So remarkable is the discrepancy between the needs of the American voters - who almost urge the presidential candidates to stay away from foreign affairs except Iraq - and the expectations of international "voters" - who are eager to know the newcomer to the White House and who may not know the difference between political game and political positions in the American electoral process. Such discrepancy is reasonable, despite its many disadvantages, since the American individual has little interest in international affairs and regional conflicts and has grown particularly bored with the issues of the Middle East and the Arab-Israeli conflict.

In return, the "foreign voter" sees the US elections as his direct business because it impacts his life and fate. For this reason, he watches every move and scrutinizes, sometimes in an obsessive manner, every word uttered by the Republican candidate John McCain and Democrat Barack Obama as well as their aides. On the eve of the Conference of Nobel Laureates sponsored by Jordan's King Abdullah II at the city of Petra to focus on scientific, intellectual, developmental, economic, and technological matters away from politics, Jordanian newspapers were laden with news on John McCain's policy towards Jordan. Considered critical by some politicians and observers, this news, as it turned out later, was attributed to Robert Kegan, McCain's aide on foreign issues. Kegan later denied this piece of information, stating that an Israeli website quoted him as saying that McCain supported a solution under which Jordan would become an alternative homeland for the Palestinians, especially that the two-state solution was no longer viable. It later turned out that the remarks had come from a website close to Hezbollah. Regardless of who made this up, the buzz it stirred is pretty remarkable.

It is remarkable because it reflects the Jordanian continuous anxiety over the repeated attempts by Israelis and by American apologists about Israeli extremism to promote the so-called Jordanian option. It is also remarkable because John McCain became overnight an enemy for many Jordanians over positions that turned out not to be his or related to him in any way. The whole affair is worth considering because the forces of moderation are considerably retreating in the Middle East, in a significant move that is apparently blessed by the US. For the record, there is no consensus on moderation or extremism or even on John McCain or Barack Obama in the Arab region. Rather, some form of schizophrenia prevails. Obama lost a significant portion of his Arab popularity when he spoke of Jerusalem as an undivided capital of Israel. But he remains the favorite candidate for the angry Arabs who support extremism as a response to the US bias towards Israel. On the other hand, Arabs who admire the American experience and perceive a positive example in Obama's successful nomination by the Democrats support him accordingly.

On the official level, the pro-Obama governments belong to the extremist camp, such as Iran and Syria, whereas the governments known as friendly to the US prefer John McCain; some of them even fear that Obama may support the forces of extremism to the detriment of the moderation camp. Logically, a realistic look at the wide spectrum of American policies reveals that both American candidates will support the organic relationship with Israel and neither will give up on the US-Israeli alliance under any circumstances. In addition, it would become evident that the Democrats have traditionally been more biased towards Israel than the Republicans - with a few significant exceptions, such as the George Bush administration. Logically too, neither Barack Obama nor John McCain will be in a hurry to exit Iraq. Iraq is the new element in the traditional American policies in the Middle East, which are shaped by oil and Israel. This new element will no longer be a matter of discussion over the purposefulness of the American war in Iraq, poor decisions and mismanagement of the occupation, but will rather enter a completely new stage that entirely focuses on American strategic interests in the Gulf. Once this happens, the tone of dialogue will change, and the declared positions will differ completely.

Ordinary Americans will show no interest in the details that preoccupy ordinary Arabs. They have no interest in understanding the details of the bilateral security treaty with Iraq because this is a matter that concerns the administration and the Congress. Neither are they interested in scrutinizing the implications of the Grand Bargain, if it materializes, with the Iranian regime. Details are too much of a hassle for the American individual, unlike the Arab individual who digs too deep into the details to the point of missing the big picture, occasionally however, not always.

Arabs dwell on American elections, not for entertainment, but in aspiration, fear, or desire for change - just as the majority of Americans does for different reasons although the starting point was common, namely the war in Iraq and its impact on the American and Arab public opinion alike. Arabs wonder about the reasons that make the US embrace the forces of extremism at the expense of the forces of moderation. In mind, they have Iran and Syria as well as their allies, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine. Many immediately point out to the Turkish sponsorship of the Israeli-Syrian rapprochement and negotiations in parallel with the Qatari sponsorship of the Lebanese crisis, a sponsorship that has bred an agreement allowing Hezbollah to keep its arms without any objection by Israel or the US. Some condemn French President Nicolas Sarkozy's rush to welcome Syrian President Bashar Assad on the eve of the French national day celebrations as if nothing had gone wrong in the French-Syrian relations when in reality Paris was the driving force behind isolating Damascus over its policies toward Lebanon, accusing Syrian officials of involvement in political assassinations in Lebanon, especially the terrorist attack that claimed the lives of former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and his comrades. Arabs also wonder about the reasons behind Syria's success in escaping international and regional isolation to the state of embracement and almost total exoneration over the past. Their dialogue revolves around two major issues when it comes to Damascus, namely its relationship with Israel and Iran. Remarkably, while Iran is depicted by a few as an enemy of Israel, it implicitly approves and perhaps even blesses the Syrian-Israeli relationship sponsored by Turkey and Qatar through negotiations and a form of extraordinary normalization.

During the Conference of Nobel Laureates, and despite the attempts to avoid politics, one of the American sympathizers with Israel and an advocate of Israel's interests and supremacy said that Israeli leaders wanted Syria to return to Lebanon and that they were the driving force behind the friendly campaigns seeking to embrace the Syrian leadership in the US, France and Europe. He said that the recent Lebanese crisis erupted when Hezbollah controlled the airport, besieged Beirut, and tried to control the mountain almost a month ago. Israel perceived all this as an irrelevant "domestic" Lebanese crisis because Israel's primary concern is the survival and strengthening of the Syrian leadership such that it can play an effective role on the Lebanese scene. This is how, according to this close source to the Israeli decision makers, military supplies to Hezbollah can be cut off. Regardless of the many flaws in this logic, the fact of the matter is that the Syrian-Israeli negotiations through Turkey, Qatar and others are not confined to the fate of the Israeli occupation of the Syrian Golan Heights. They aim at rehabilitating the Syrian role in Lebanon and the Middle East through Syria's role in Palestine, where the Syrian regime supports the Palestinian factions and the extremist organizations that oppose the moderate Palestinian Authority. This is not to mention that the Syrian role in Iraq is minor in comparison to that of its strategic heavyweight partner, Iran.

Consequently, and as the talk in Arab and international circles goes, what will be next now that the US administration has given in to the demands of Israeli priorities toward Syria? What will be once the reconsidered relationship with Iran ensures massive regional influence for the Iranian regime in the entire Middle East? Why was the decision taken to weaken the camp of moderation and to ensure the victory of extremism through an American and Israeli strategy, with a European participation, as well as Russian and Chinese contribution? What stands behind Israel's enthusiasm to strengthen Hamas and Hezbollah to the detriment of the forces of moderation?

Such decisions are not taken inadvertently nor are they the outcomes of policies scattered here and there. Such situations are not the exclusive outcome of mistakes committed by "moderates" or defiance declared by "extremists." These are strategic bets; some belong to the fixed primary policies of internationally and regionally influential states, and some result from the political practices of different administrations created by the democratic electoral process as the case was and is in the US and France.

The current victories may be a prelude to illusions that will not last because of the nature of these victories and the victors, and also because they are exclusively temporary. The opposite, however, may be true. Still, what is currently taking place in the Middle East at this point continues to arouse curiosity and raises questions of an international nature, ones that are not solely tinged with regional implications and alliances. Since the process of repositioning during the American elections is practiced by the majority of Middle Eastern states as well as by permanent Security Council member states, keeping a watchful eye over developments becomes a necessity… (to be continued).
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