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There are signs emanating from the diplomatic and political activity taking place in the Arab region these days that reveal a marked enthusiasm for coming up with a sober strategy that is capable of confronting the growing challenges in the Middle East. But this enthusiasm keeps being pulled back by the fear and hesitation gripping the major regional players who believe that accepting the status quo is better at safeguarding the region's security than is challenging it. This enthusiasm also keeps finding itself face-to-face with players who do not wish to see Arabs agreeing over the importance of reaching a common understanding [over the current crucial issues]. These [sabotaging] players include the Takfiriyyun [i.e. those who consider all those who follow other religious beliefs as infidels], the tyrants, those who deny reality, those seeking power and dominance, and those who run away from their dues. These face-offs are not theoretical and they are not confined to differences in political aspirations. In fact, they warn of military confrontations other than those 'anticipated' between the forces of sabotage and those opposed to them. Indeed, there are talks about scenarios for triggering wars in Arab countries. These wars would be prepared by certain organizations and groups along with Arab armies with the coordination and supervision of other neighboring countries. This is only one of the worrying issues with respect to the Arab future, in an era where no one is actively engaged in diagnosing the actual situation in order to take the necessary measures to confront what is going on. 

Common sense requires that a group of Arab countries should get together to discuss the elements of a strategy that is necessary to face the major challenges in the region since they threaten future generations and because ignoring these challenges is harmful both to the present and the future. It is clear now that there is no Arab resolution to be expressed by the Arab League due to the differences among Arab national interests. But this does not prevent a group of important and interested nations from starting a discussion about the nature of these challenges and the choices open to them. This is what some of the Arab leaders are working for. 

During the Petra conference which attracted brilliant minds in fields going beyond mere politics to include a group of Nobel prize winners, there was some kind of 'thinking outside the box.’ In other words, an alternative approach was employed to solve the enduring problems in the Middle East along with new ones. It turned out that among the challenges requiring innovative strategies was what Arab leaders face whenever they sidestep their traditional roles and dare to rock the boat thus revealing how harmful it is to keep holding onto the status quo and preserving it. 

Jordanian King Abdullah II represents an example of Arab leaders that think 'outside the box'. He is engaged in battles for internal change within the Jordanian sphere which do not allow for the absence of the Jordanian citizen from the fateful battle with the Takfiriyyun. Indeed, he has been calling on regional leaders to come up with a common strategy towards issues such as Iraq, Palestine, and Iran. Indeed, Jordan is geographically placed in the epicenter of the storm of these issues, and the king is busy thinking up ways to activate communal thought about these issues. He started a series of visits and meetings with central leaderships in the region like Egypt and Saudi Arabia and will carry out later visits to other capitals to mobilize an Arab team that would think of the challenges facing the region.

Two days ago, the Syrian president Bashar Al-Assad made a rare phone call to the Jordanian king that coincided with news reports that the Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak is expecting a visit from Al-Assad to discuss issues including how to improve relations between Syria and Jordan and Syria and Lebanon. This visit did not take place, and it is not necessary that the phone call be related to it, according to certain signals. But what will take place on the 28th of this month is that a high level meeting will occur in Damascus in which ministers will discuss important bilateral and regional issues.

The Syrian-Jordanian relationship is vacillating between tension and pacification and military confrontation scenarios cannot be ruled out. During this phase, military equations are not like the traditional equations that prevailed in past decades when Syria was in a military 'alliance' with the Soviet Union during the cold war. Therefore any military confrontation will not be according to old power balances but might include an element of surprise. Talks about military confrontations are in part due to the alliances between some organizations and the Syrian army. Iran has a hand in this set-up, which includes scenarios of activating the Lebanese and Jordanian arenas, according to knowledgeable sources. 

Therefore, when talks turn to Jordanian fears of covert Israeli intentions to turn Jordan into the 'substitute home' for the Palestinians there are those who raise an eyebrow pointing to the non-Israeli contributions to this matter. There are those who hasten to remind of the untraditional military relationships between Jordan and Syria because paying attention to them would be beneficial. 

What arouses interest on the sidelines of conferences in various European, American, and Arab areas is recurring talks about the truce-like Iranian-Israeli relation plus the Syrian-Israeli relation, which is far from confrontational, as well as Israel’s decision to turn a blind eye to the sophisticated Iranian missiles which were sent to Hizbullah in Lebanon. At the same time, there are recurring talks about Iran's preparedness to abandon Syria if an Iranian-American deal was reached. Hizbullah is a different matter in the balance of tradeoffs and agreements between Iran and the West. But Syria is expendable. This is what Arab factions are trying to make Syria understand so that it may 'return to the Arab fold' instead of remaining in the 'Iranian fold'.

Damascus wants to freeze anything and everything Arab until the international investigation into the assassination of the Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri is over. This is what it relayed to several Arab leaders: It doesn't want to talk about anything until that date comes, and it occasionally presents promises to place everything on the table once the investigation is over. Such logic presupposes Syria's innocence of Hariri’s assassination. But this cannot be assumed yet. Thus this tactic might be a means to buy some time and to mobilize Arab silence which effectively served in Syria’s interest and puts pressure on the international investigation and paves the way for tradeoffs. 

Some Arab leaders endorsed the Syrian suggestions. Some of them had previously approved of them but are reconsidering their position now. Some others believe that waiting till the investigation is over gives Iran two additional cards by leaving Syria for Iran without any Arab say in this. The latter few totally realize the harm and huge cost of submitting to the status quo under any pretext.

Indeed Syria’s roles, along with the Iranian ones, have an effect on Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq. But the Syrian-Iranian alliance and the signing of mutual defense pacts are what dominate Arab fears especially since Iran's ambitions stretch to include hegemony over the regional leadership. For Arab Syria which constitutes a link between Tehran and Hizbullah in Lebanon and with its own common defense pact has placed itself in the service of the Iranian godfather which is a different role than Syria's previous role in the past century when it used to play the Iranian card over the Arab states in the Gulf, which is a role worth studying by the Arabs.

Iran should not be an Arab obsession but a reality which the Arabs should not submit to without considering other options. For Tehran is still internationally isolated despite all the tactical 'victories'. The Arabs should not exclude themselves from discussions between Iran and the west. The Arabs chose to absent themselves from Iraq. Behold the result—one that involves an Iranian penetration into Iraq with the subsequent side effect of securing special relations with any prime minister whether current, past, or future. 

It is the duty of Arab leaders to think of the scary scenarios surrounding Iraq as well as Iraq's chances of eluding these scenarios. Such scenarios revolve around the rise of civil war and the division or dismantling of Iraq. The most prominent thing that Arab leaders should pay attention to is the Sunni-Shiite struggle in Iraq and its influence over the region. The biggest mistake committed by the Arab leaders is to look at the Shiites in Arab countries as an extension of Iran; and the best investment that the Arab leaders can make is to consider the Shiites, in policy and laws, on an equal footing with the Sunnis in the Arab countries. The Arab Shiites are no less Arabs than the Arab Sunnis and anyone who says otherwise would be insulting them.

What is being repeated within the frame of the Iranian influence in Iraq are Arab suggestions that bring back to mind historic Arab roles in Iraq which may not remain unheeded but may be activated so that Iraq does not remain exclusively in Iranian laps. It is also being repeated that there are important talks going on within the frame of regional security arrangements which place Iran, along with interested Arab countries, in the throes of an American-regional security pact. This is what major Arab countries are working towards in their security relations with the United States.

According to this scenario, the Russian and Chinese dimensions are taken into consideration in the new relations so that the new relation to be formulated in this regard would have a much wider security scope than a military one. 

One of the principal elements in the American-Iranian issue is Israel and Tehran's relations with the Hamas movement. Arab efforts aiming to convince Hamas to endorse the Arab initiative issued by the Beirut summit are useful to Iran should Tehran ever need to adapt to American demands for a bilateral relationship that is principally based on the American acceptance of the Iranian regime and which stops trying to live without it.

During the convening of the second Petra conference of Nobel Prize laureates, the Palestinian issue came into focus with the presence of the president of the Palestinian authority Mahmoud Abbas and the Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert. The Palestinian issue also came into focus because of the apparent anxiety over the fate of negotiating for a two-state solution and the implications of failing to reach such a solution. King Abdullah repeatedly clarified the severity of the unilateral solution imposed on the Palestinians, and considered that there is a window of only one to two years open for the two-state solution.

The Palestinian president held on to his attitudes towards both Hamas and Israel and made it clear to those gathered in Petra that Hamas and Israel are the only two sides that still reject the Arab initiative which talks about recognition and normalization between the Arabs and Israel in return for ending the occupation which started in 1967. He called upon Hamas to accept the initiative and called upon the international community to accept Hamas if it changed its attitude, just as they once accepted the Palestinian Liberation Organization which they first categorized as terrorist after it changed its attitude and recognized Israel and the two-state solution.

He talked confidently and decisively and told Israel clearly that its maneuvers are obvious and its pretext that it has no Palestinian partner in the negotiations [does not fly]. He told the Hamas government that their task is concerned with internal affairs and not making foreign policy, as this is one of the tasks assigned to the president of the authority and not to the government. He said that imposing a unilateral solution, with Israel continuing to build the separation wall on Palestinian lands which were occupied in 1967 is rejected and will not bring Israel peace and end the struggle because it is a solution that is outside the negotiations and the partnership required for the two-state solution.

Abbas's message to the Nobel Prize laureates was simple and is a call to use one’s mind and conscience for a just peace based on international legitimacy 'no more…but, forgive me, no less'. 

King Abdullah's message was also very simple and reiterated the principal philosophy behind the convention by calling upon all these prominent minds for original thinking in the hope that all those who thought traditionally in the past and present in this region might start thinking untraditionally 'outside the box'.

This call by itself is worth being listened to by the Arab leaderships and elites because persevering in thinking 'inside' the box will be costly to the future Arab generations. Really, this is not the time to sit on the edge, in hesitation, merely watching without plunging right in. It is time for decisions to be made, such that each person would blatantly announce his 'position from the fence', and in which fold he is, and does he stand with the Takfiriyyun or against them as there is no third option between the two.
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