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The new chapter opened with the Democrats' victory in the US midterm congressional elections and the resignation of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld should not be strictly limited to Iraq. It must encompass a comprehensive review of US polices toward Iran, Israel, Syria, Palestine, as well as Lebanon.

This in-depth review would almost certainly lead to the dangerous and impulsive and mechanical assumption that the advocates of the Iraqi invasion also sought to invade Iran and Syria, and that the US withdrawal from Iraq necessarily entails yielding to Tehran's and Damascus' demands in Iraq and in the region.

The neo-conservatives, who dragged the US into the Iraq War, claim to be the promoters of democracy in the Middle East; those who set up good plans for a useful war that failed due to the incompetence of those who conducted it.

This group of extremists has been consistently misunderstood, not on account of the innocent nature of their ideology and its objectives, but because of its exaggeration and circumvention in waging a racist war in the Arab region and against the Arabs for the sake of Israel, Iran and oil.

Now, as Bush breaks up with this cabal, the conservative Republicans, who are recuperating their president from the den of the ideology, should avoid falling into the pitfalls of 'realism' and 'pragmatism'.

They should not grant Iran a second reward: at the invasion and at the withdrawal. This would constitute a serious blow to US interests in the region, and a threat to America's magnitude, in the upcoming race with China and its allies.

The conservative Republicans must also seize the available opportunity to bring about a radical change in the US policy that would lead to a just solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. They must also prevent the democratic model in Lebanon from collapsing, since, unlike Iraq, democracy emanated from within the Lebanese society and has won international support. This democracy is on the verge of a violent fallout at the hands of Iran and Syria, on one side, and Israel, on the other.

The safest way to achieve a gradual withdrawal from Iraq, while safeguarding a dignified presence in the region lies in turning the table on the Israeli diktat on US policies and the Iranian-Syrian diktat on the region.

George Bush has been released of the burden of the neo-conservatives, who held him hostage to the war on terror and the war on Iraq, after deceiving him into believing that his campaign against dictatorship, authoritarianism and oppressive regimes will be welcomed with glory. 

They rushed into a war that had not been prepared by the military. They systematically and deliberately misled the American people regarding the objectives of the war on Iraq. When it became clear that a US defeat had been confirmed, not because the opposite side was winning, but because the war was not liable to be won, they hastened to disclaim the US president before he did the same to them.

They did so when they felt the come back of the veteran Republicans and their sway on the White House - the conventional leaderships among the conservative Republicans. This trend became evident when former Secretary of State James Baker was called in to help the administration find a way out of the Iraq War predicament.

Knowing that Bush will not pull out of Iraq as urgently as required, and that he will not strengthen the US troops with the required numbers - the only two options for achieving victory - they rushed to disclaim George Bush in order to evade accountability for defeat.

Donald Rumsfeld ushered the neo-conservatives' cabal into the heart of US policy-making through an unelected and unaccountable council. He seized the reins of the US foreign policy through the Pentagon, and teamed up with figures like Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz, who was appointed as Deputy Secretary of Defense.

These, in turn, collaborated with their allies at the office of Vice President Dick Cheney, and hijacked foreign policy from the Secretary of State. They deliberately exerted efforts to crush the then Secretary of State, Colin Powell.

This cabal also includes David Frum, Douglas Feith, Elliott Abrams, James Woolsey and Michael Ledeen, among others. They deliberately and systematically worked to disrupt George Bush's 'vision' of a peace that would provide justice to the Palestinians.

They deliberately thwarted all efforts to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict before the invasion of Iraq. Moreover, they were keen to rush into the Iraqi war without waiting for a resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

The neo-conservatives and their allies in the Israeli apologist think tanks and institutes were terrified when George Bush delivered his first strategic address on the Middle East in April 2001. His address implied a qualitative shift in the US policy toward Israel and Palestine.

Accordingly, they launched their campaigns and offered Bush the ladder from which he could escape from this 'surprising' commitment. The outcome was materialized by the June address, which shifted the focus from ending the 1967 occupation, to a confusion over ending an occupation.

Then, thanks to the neo-conservatives' effort and solid campaigning, came the April 2002 address to consolidate their victory. In this address, George Bush completed his retreat from what he had said a year before. This draw back was the result of the patience, persistence and strategy of the neo-conservatives to guarantee George Bush's failure in realizing his vision of a Palestinian State that would replace the Israeli occupation, living side by side with Israel within frontiers as close as possible to the borders of 1967.

Then came the 9/11 terrorist attacks of 2001 as a valuable gift to this cabal. It allowed them to pin the terrorism on the Palestinians and undermine the Palestinian-Israeli peace partnership.

Naturally, terrorist acts committed by the Palestinians against civilians contributed to supporting this position. But capitalizing on the 9/11attacks to pin terrorism on both the Palestinian government and people was, nevertheless, the neo-conservatives' strategic political decision.

Thus, George Bush's vision was foiled, and the strategy to drag the US into an ideological war in Iraq succeeded, not only in luring terrorism into the heart of Iraq under the elusion of vanquishing it there, but also in exonerating Israel from its commitments both as an occupying power and as a partner in the peace process.

Furthermore, the neo-conservatives set forth a strategy to overthrow Arab regimes and split up regional countries by fueling sectarian conflicts. The neo-con cabal sees Iran, with its Shiite majority - although a minority in the Islamic World - as a necessary 'partner'.

In the view of the neo-conservatives, since Iran has never waged a war or entered into direct confrontation with Israel, and, despite all the public US and Israeli challenging rhetoric against Iran, it remains the most qualified candidate for a pragmatic partnership with the US.

Vice President Dick Cheney may be among those who have reassessed the Iranian dimension following the Iraq War. He seems determined to deny Iran the benefits of an alliance with Syria or Lebanon. He is also opposed to rewarding Iran's blackmail in Iraq.

In the US collective conscience, however, Cheney has become associated with corporate corruption and the unsuccessful adventure in Iraq, rendering his contribution to US foreign policy limited, especially after Bush's dismissed Cheney's dear friend and partner, Rumsfeld.

The US president has decided to hand the position of Secretary of Defense over to Robert Gates, who was one of the pillars of the conventional team as Brent Scowcroft's deputy and a close associate of Bush senior. With the president's decision, the new team faces major responsibilities that require courage and the courage to take advantage of the neo-conservatives' mistakes and the Democrats' victory, which, far from being earned by plans, programs and policies, was due to the others' inability. 

One of the most valuable lessons is that change produced by wars and chaos is a failed ideology. Moreover, change imposed from abroad without any consideration for domestic priorities only worsens the hatred for those behind the change.

Accordingly, the Iraq War is a valuable lesson on the failure of the thoughts and strategy of the neo-conservatives, who, with a forthright arrogance, risked going to war in Iraq before resolving the fundamental Palestinian question.

Making use of this lesson should be manifested in the veteran Republicans' adoption of a bold policy toward the Palestinian-Israeli conflict that would revive Bush's vision as expressed in his April 2001 address, and which constituted a radical insurgency against the neo-conservatives.

This requires James Baker to place the Palestinian question in the forefront of the prerequisites to exit from the Iraqi deadlock and to publicly confront Israel and its apologist lobby with what he repeatedly stated offstage and in closed meetings: higher US interests call for looking Israeli politicians in the eye and telling them that the 'superpower' status enjoyed solely by the US will no longer be risked merely to protect Israel from its intransigence in denying the commitments of peace with the Palestinians and refusing to end the occupation.

This is what Bush's address and vision entailed. And now that his mind is liberated from the domination of the neo-conservatives, he should realize that forging a partnership with the Arabs in the war against terror necessarily requires resolving the Palestinian question. This means that this crucial partnership requires a fundamental and fair tackling of the Palestinian issue, and ending the occupation. This, in turn, would save the Palestinians from falling into the meshes of terrorism, and would de-claw the Iranian and Syrian leaderships' exploitation of the Palestinian issue for destructive ends in Iraq and Lebanon. A US-Arab partnership would also help in the war on terror calculations.

Another highly important issue for the US administration under the leadership of the conservative Republicans is Lebanon. Dealing with it as a non-strategic non-oil issue would be one of gravest, most costly mistakes made by the US.

For, any suggestions related to a deal with Syria would in fact constitute a flagrant violation and interference with the international probe into terrorist acts and systematic assassinations in Lebanon that claimed nearly 35 lives.

Any deal with Syria contemplated by the conventional Republicans as they return to the White House at this particular juncture would necessarily entail abandoning the trial of those behind the assassinations classified by the UN Security Council as terrorist acts. Accordingly, a deal would be a compromise with terrorism; it would be against the trial, and a surrender to blackmail in the name of realism and pragmatism.

The conventional Republicans must realize that this particular file is not subject to offstage compromises, even if Syria were the key to a smooth US withdrawal from Iraq. The reason is that the investigation has made significant progress, and any partnership with the Syrian leaders will backfire on those forging the deal. Thus, they will pay a heavy price.

The pragmatic leaderships should therefore give the investigation time, recognize the tribunal's authority and statute, and wait for proof of Syria's innocence before cutting any deals with Damascus.

The anger of the American voters over both the neo-conservatives and George Bush's embroilment of the US in the war in Iraq is behind the Democrats' victory in the congressional elections. They won because others failed, not as a result of an integrated platform on Iraq or any other issue.

As a matter of fact, the Democrats are calling for a gradual withdrawal from Iraq. But they fail to explain the means for making such a withdrawal safe for the US troops, and lack the reasoning that would make this withdrawal a victory of some sort. However, it is not victory that the US is after, but pulling out of a non-winnable war in Iraq. Another fact is that Bush is opposed to this withdrawal, and that he will remain president for the next two years.

With control of Congress, the Democrats will peddle the Iraq War for electoral benefits. But, in the meantime, they are greatly responsible for the war, and are evading responsibility.

It is only Bush who is not convinced that withdrawal is in the interests of the US, because he sees Iraq as one of the most important battlefields in the war on terror, while others want a gradual, timetabled withdrawal by battalions, or any kind of withdrawal, no matter what.

Rejoicing at turning the table on Bush's presidency and at the victory over the despotism and arrogance of the neo-conservatives, the US public is currently risking entering a new phase of misinterpretations and miscalculations.

This is the same public that allowed this war to happen, without fully comprehending its objectives or scrutinizing its aims. It is the same public that denies that the Palestinian issue is the focal point, and that a US-Arab partnership is needed to defeat the forces of extremism and terrorism.

Unless the American public acquires a sense of justice and dares to challenge Israel's domination of the US' Middle East polices, it will merely have made a fleeting contribution and exercised its voting rights simply to express anger, and not to reflect a much-needed and fundamental reform of US policies, or show how US citizens should take on their responsibilities.

Among the most important of these responsibilities is separating the failed attempt in Iraq from the need to respond to Iran's ambitions. This responsibility demands putting an end to America's lethargy and quitting the habit of being spoon-fed by television as a means to understand both history and the future in two short sentences.

We are entering a crucial historical stage, not only for the Middle East, but also for US interests in the region and the rest of the world, as well as for the world's economy. It is also a crucial phase in the race between the US and China and its allies for superpower status. It is a new chapter for testing American credibility.
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