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Diverse developments in the region do not all point to gloom and doom, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

Events in Jordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon bear no resemblance to each other; moreover, what is happening is neither all doom and gloom, nor indeed inevitable, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.


CONSTRUCTIVE DEVELOPMENT: Some may say that this region – the Middle East – is in such dire straits because of its people, while others might believe that the region’s troubles are largely the result of outside plots designed to drive its people to despair and plunder its wealth.

The fact of the matter is not all events we have been witnessing in the region are the same – particularly in the four countries in question. Interestingly, the Arab world, governments and peoples alike, are totally aware of the differences between the four examples mentioned – and do not believe that any of them are worth emulating.

This is a constructive development. It is high time the outside world stopped making presumptions about the Middle East and started to face reality.

The terror that struck Amman last week is not going to destabilize Jordan, simply because such acts will only succeed in galvanizing public opinion against their perpetrators, be they organizations or states.

The terrorist attacks that targeted three Amman hotels last Wednesday came at a time when the Arab people were already beginning to feel fed up with these sorts of acts. This will have a profound effect on the general Arab view of the justifications put forward for such attacks – particularly those which take place outside the Arab world.

The Amman atrocities will undermine the very logic the terrorists use to justify their actions, and will feed the determination of a significant portion of the Jordanian people to prevent jihadist groups from hijacking their country’s future.

This was what happened in Morocco and Saudi Arabia, where the jihadists – thinking that they would find a fertile soil for their ideas – were surprised to find the population rallying round their governments, not out of love for what are essentially repressive dictatorships, but out of fear of the destructiveness that the jihadists adopt in the name of religion. Exactly the same will happen in Jordan.

The jihadists will never succeed in exporting their brand of terror from Iraq to Jordan (if last week’s attacks really did originate in Iraq), simply because the Iraqi model is not that attractive to other Arabs at all. The only effect of the Amman hotel bombings – if it turns out that they were indeed carried out by the elusive Zarqawi – will be to strengthen the Jordanians’ resolve not to allow their country to become a battleground like Iraq.

Of course, conspiracy theories will continue to appear and wild accusations will continue to be made. We have already heard that the Amman attacks were the work of a neighboring country: Israel, to destabilize the country, overthrow the Hashemite monarchy, and turn Jordan into an alternative homeland for the Palestinians; Iran, because of King Abdullah’s much-publicized warning of a ‘Shiite crescent’; Syria, to save its own skin by destabilizing its neighbors; the Sunnis of Iraq, because of Jordan’s support for the constitutional process in that country.

But at the end of the day, the Jordanian security and intelligence services are competent enough to find out who really was behind the atrocities.

More importantly, the Jordanian people are now motivated enough to act as a safety valve against the possibility of such acts being repeated in the future. Jordanians will never allow anyone to turn their country into another Iraq; it is they who will constitute the strongest deterrent to the infiltration of the Iraqi model to Jordan.

But what about Iraq itself? Iraqis not only accuse jihadists, the ‘resistance,’ and Saddam Hussein remnants of spreading mayhem in their country; they also accuse the United States and Britain.

In fact, it is not only those who opposed the war from the beginning who blame the U.S. for what Iraq has become; ordinary Iraqis, who have to live through the tragedy day by day, also hold the Americans responsible for the mess.

Iraqis simply do not believe that the world’s only hyper-power cannot ensure security and defeat the jihadists and Saddamists. More and more Iraqis are beginning to question the motives behind the U.S. invasion and occupation of their country. They are increasingly talking of a deliberate U.S. policy designed to prolong the ‘war on terror’ in Iraq for reasons other than the welfare of the Iraqi people.

This in itself constitutes a failure for the Americans at least as grave as the strategic failures that surrounded the justifications for the invasion.

There are simply no Iraqis in sight who are prepared to export the ‘Iraqi model’ that the architects of the U.S. invasion said would turn the entire region into an oasis of democracy. The U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq did not cause Iraq’s neighbors to feel jealous enough to welcome further American adventures designed to impose democracy by force or through the propagation of chaos.

As a matter of fact, the only positive achievement of the American invasion of Iraq was to shatter the mental barrier that used to prevent ordinary Arabs from even thinking of getting rid of despots like Saddam Hussein. Saddam’s fall encouraged the idea that regimes are not above accountability, that change is possible from within – and not necessarily through outside military intervention.

Unfortunately, the U.S. administration is still making mistakes in Iraq; it stubbornly denies that its enterprise is failing, refuses to admit that it is in deep trouble, and dismisses advice that it must change its policies vis-à-vis other players in the region.

Yet the partnership Washington entered into with France at the UN regarding the Lebanese-Syrian question apparently reminded the administration not to repeat the mistakes it made in Iraq. At least part of Arab opinion welcomed the role the U.S. played in Lebanon, which was totally different to that it has been playing in Iraq.

Now, with the Syrian question entering a decisive phase, the differences between what has happened in Iraq and Lebanon, what is happening in Jordan, and what is likely to happen in Syria will become even more apparent.

There are indications that a confrontation is likely to erupt very soon between Damascus and Detlev Mehlis, the UN investigator leading the independent international investigation into the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri.

The reason for this confrontation is that Mehlis has categorically rejected negotiating with the Syrians on the cooperation they are expected to extend to his investigation. The UN chief investigator is simply not interested in entering into long dialogues with the Syrians regarding how, when, and where he should interview Syrian officials he believes have a lot to tell his committee – whether as suspects or as witnesses. Mehlis wants nothing less than total and unconditional Syrian compliance with UN resolutions.

In fact, Mehlis has already written to the Syrian foreign minister outlining where and when he plans to interview six senior Syrian officials he regards as suspects in the case. The Syrian response to Mehlis’ request gave the impression that Damascus was willing to talk about cooperation – and trying to circumvent the element of unconditionality inherent in UNSCR 1636.

When Mehlis pointed out in a second letter to the Syrian government that negotiating about the mechanisms of cooperation was out of the question, the Syrians quickly invited him to come to Damascus – and promptly slapped a travel ban on the six officials in question, putting them at the disposal of a judicial committee it had formed to investigate Hariri’s assassination.

But these measures are unlikely to satisfy Mehlis, who sees them as coming too late. Had Damascus taken these steps earlier, it would have saved itself a lot of trouble. Now though, Mehlis is unlikely to cede anything. In his letter to the Syrian government, the UN chief investigator demanded that Damascus comply within a set timeframe of days rather than weeks – otherwise he would have to submit a ‘serious’ report to that effect to the Security Council.

Such a report will include the names of Syrian officials Mehlis believes were implicated in Hariri’s murder. The chief investigator will inform the Security Council that those officials include some who still occupy senior positions in the Syrian government – and not only those who played a past role in Lebanon. He will present evidence proving that they were involved in Hariri’s assassination.

What this means is that the Security Council is likely to move quickly to impose sanctions on Syria.

After UNSCR 1636 was passed, the Arab world expressed its readiness to help Syria avoid sanctions and emerge from isolation – on condition that Damascus helps itself by taking difficult and decisive steps. In short, the Arabs told Syria that it must hand over the suspects in order to avoid paying the price.

This deal – which was discussed in private – can be summarized as follows: 

(1) The Syrian regime must put the country’s interests before those of individual officials; otherwise, the entire country will be lost. 

(2) That the regime must understand regional requirements, and come up with completely new policies regarding Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine; Damascus must also instigate fundamental domestic reforms. 

(3) Syria must understand that the new American policy of calling for ‘behavioral change’ rather than ‘regime change’ is not absolute, but is conditional on a rapid and fundamental change in policy and behavior on Syria’s part.

In the past, the Syrian regime tried to convince the outside world that the only alternative to its continuation in power is anarchy, in an attempt to scare its neighbors. This excuse is no longer valid. It is not a foregone conclusion that anarchy would ensue if a regime was to be overthrown from the inside.

The greatest fear at the moment comes not from the likelihood of anarchy breaking out in Syria, but rather from two possible scenarios: (a) that the Syrian regime might decide to escalate the situation by undermining the stability of a neighbor state, or (b) that a bloody coup might take place which would plunge Syria in uncertainty, the price for which would be paid by the Syrian people.

While Syria’s history is full of military coups and takeovers, the one envisaged in this scenario will be something on a much more serious scale for it will target the Syrian people first of all.

“But this is a worst-case scenario. There is still hope that Syria might emerge from the current crisis without confrontations, coups, or sanctions – so long as those responsible for Hariri’s assassination are brought to book”.
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