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Colin Powell said some pretty remarkable things about Iran and Syria a couple of days ago. Damascus, Powell said, was not in line for regime change so long as it was doing well in the tests Washington set for it – especially on Iraq. The Syrians had recently agreed to cooperate with the Iraqis and Americans to control their border with Iraq to prevent the infiltration of jihadi militants.
Tehran however still had a long way to go to escape the twin threats of sanctions and military action. According to Powell, Washington was determined to continue down the path of diplomacy – as far as Tehran’s nuclear program was concerned – without ruling out any other options. More pointedly, the U.S. secretary of state stressed that the U.S. would not dissuade Israel from striking out at Iran’s nuclear facilities if the Israelis thought fit to do so.
In his speech before the UN General Assembly, President Bush did not mention Iran and Syria by name; but he did remind the world that Afghanistan and Iraq would in due course become “examples for the greater Middle East” – quite oblivious of the fact that any sane person could clearly see what those two unfortunate countries were going through on their way to becoming “examples.”
The days when the United States used to turn a blind eye to oppression in the name of stability, Bush declared, were over. The policy from now on, he insinuated, was not to be based on the premise of stability but on liberty and reform. It was also to be based on protecting Israel – not only from outside aggression, but also from the specter of peace. That was why he said that a true Arab commitment to democracy was a basic condition for any settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Bush thus delivered a blow to the Arab reformists he had always said needed to be supported; reformists who had long fought on two fronts: Against making reforms conditional on a solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict, and against making the resolution of that conflict conditional on democratic reforms being implemented in the Arab world.
George W. Bush delivered an unequivocal message to the Arab world from the UN podium: “First, stability is no longer the bedrock of U.S. policy in the Middle East; second, international forums and bodies no longer have a role in the region, only the United States; third, nothing is guaranteed so far as the Arab order is concerned. Everything is up in the air, whether that means retaining the present system, eradicating it altogether, or maintaining it on a temporary basis until a better system is devised; fourth, peace with Israel must await democratization of the Arab world; fifth, there is no realistic prospect at the present time of a two state solution. The issue of Israel’s separation wall – which the U.S. opposed initially – is now forgotten. In a campaign season, the Palestinian question is best reduced to an issue of terrorism, whatever international law and human rights have to say.
While Americans are split about the embattled Bush administration, most Arabs have apparently decided that the president is going to win a second term. But what are they doing about it? Precious little, except planning to supplicate Bush for mercy once again.
There is no strategy to promote Arab issues and concerns in a second Bush term – just eagerness on the part of some Arab leaders to gain favor with Washington (even with Bush administration neoconservatives, the Arabs’ worst enemies) and Israel.
So supine have the Arabs become that their foreign ministers held a risible and disgraceful meeting in New York recently in which they agreed to convene an Arab-Latin summit on an undisclosed date.
The meeting was held after Bush delivered his recent speech at the UN; a speech which the Arab ministers roundly – but privately – condemned as an insult to the Arab peoples.
Worse than that, Arab foreign ministers refused to support the ICJ ruling on Israel’s separation wall, in spite of the significance of the court’s decision.
For his part, Israeli foreign minister Silvan Shalom met with the Tunisian foreign minister who currently heads the Arab summit, the Mauritanian foreign minister who chairs the current session of the Arab League, and the Qatari foreign minister who heads the group of 77 – in addition, of course, to his Egyptian and Jordanian counterparts, and the Prime Minister of Iraq. In these meetings, Shalom did not discuss issues of war and peace, but rather such mundane subjects as tourism, security, gas supplies, etc. In other words, issues revolving around trade and normalization.
The Europeans meanwhile tried to find ways to arrive at an understanding with PA president Yaser Arafat, and thus give him some freedom of movement in exchange for his accepting to instigate reforms.
This was rejected by the U.S. and Israel however, since they had apparently decided to omit Arafat from the Middle East equation entirely. As for the Arabs, they did not even figure in these discussions. The paralyzed, supine Arabs were too busy mending fences with the United States to bother about Arafat and Palestine. To them, what is at stake is their own survival after all.
The Egyptians have been pretending to play the role of negotiator and mediator; but as a matter of fact, they have been in cahoots with Israel and the United States to support Sharon’s plan to disengage from Gaza. Egypt has been cooperating with the Sharon government under the banner of trying to avert a Palestinian civil war, but – for domestic reasons - without using its considerable influence to pressure Israel and the U.S. 
Because of the atrocities they allowed to take place in Darfur, the Sudanese brought the wrath of the entire world upon their heads. The Sudanese government is now afraid of the consequences of its actions and is trying to repent. But it seems that it is already too late for that. Sudan is now on its way to being split up, not only into northern and southern parts, but also into east and west. The reason for that is as much poor governance as an outside plot to tear apart the entire Arab world.
Iraq is going through a terrible test. While Iraq is hailed by the Bush administration as an example of democratizing the Arab world, it is to most Americans – not to mention the rest of the world – proof of the failure of Bush’s strategy of preemption. The fact of the matter is that the U.S. administration still has no clear strategy for Iraq. The Iraq war has always been pushed forward by the neoconservatives, whose objectives do not include spreading democracy in Iraq and the Arab world. What the neoconservative clique wanted was for Iraq to be destroyed and marginalized to serve Israel’s strategic interests. It is in Israel’s interests that no Arab country is able to pose a military and strategic threat to the Jewish state.
The Syrians have apparently gotten the message; but the problem is that they cannot do much about it. When it joined the U.S.-led coalition that drove Iraqi forces from Kuwait in the Gulf war of 1991, Damascus knew that it was participating in the process of eliminating Iraq completely from the military balance with Israel. Now that Syria has signed a security and intelligence sharing agreement with the United States and the interim Iraqi government, the Damascus regime has once again decided to join an American-led endeavor; a decision as significant as that its predecessor made in 1991.
Does that means that Syria has decided to put all its eggs in an American basket? Hard to believe. While political shrewdness is a hallmark of the Syrian regime, it might have escaped Damascus’ attention that the age of shrewdness and traditional alliances has passed.
For Damascus holds neither the strong Iranian card it held in the 1990s, nor can it use Damascus-based Palestinian organizations or the Lebanese Hizbollah to do its bidding as it did in previous times.
Strategically speaking, Damascus is mostly concerned about its position in Lebanon and its influence with Iran. The Syrians never viewed Iraq as a strategic asset – only as an arena where they could play out their strategic rivalries. Now though, the Syrian regime understands completely the significance of Iraq so far as improving its image in Washington is concerned.
In other words, Syria does not believe Lebanon to be as important for the U.S. administration as Iraq clearly is. Damascus can manipulate its relations with Iraq in order to make gains with the U.S. administration as well as with regional players. Its strategic ties with Tehran are set to continue, albeit with a practical eye open on possible developments.
That was why the Syrian government did all that was demanded of it in order to delay the U.S. campaign against it in the Security Council. For its part, Washington happily turned a blind eye to Syria’s behavior in Lebanon so long as Damascus was cooperating in the far more important issues of Iraq and the war on terror. U.S. policy vis-à-vis Syria is now based on the principle of “take and demand.”
As far as Iran is concerned, the U.S. has asked Europe to talk diplomacy to Tehran, the Security Council to threaten sanctions, and Israel to wave the big stick of military strikes. But Iran is not the pushover Iraq was.
Iran is not an Arab country, and the Iranians speak in confident tones far removed from the meek and frightened exhortations of Arab leaders keen only on maintaining their positions.
No sane person would be happy with the current situation, which makes a mockery of promises of stability and freedom made in the past and still being made today.
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