Obama and the Middle East Challenge
When Obama assumed the presidency of the United States in January 2009, he inherited a very serious situation at home, and a dangerous state of political and military affairs abroad; a deepening global economic and financial crisis; a complicated web of armed conflicts from which the United States could not escape; an American failure to win the war in Afghanistan and end the war in Iraq; a resurging Taliban in Afghanistan and Pakistan; continued Iranian efforts to further develop its nuclear program and increase its militarily capabilities; renewed threats by al Qaeda; heightened tension in the Middle East; and the emergence of strong and active non-state actors in the region. Since all of these problems and developments are interrelated, the old ideological fault lines and simple slogans lost their power of persuasion and legitimacy. While the fears raised of "Islamic terrorism" did not materialize, the much anticipated "Islamic enemy" could not be engineered by the neoconservatives. In fact, the "Axis of Evil" could only be seen in retrospect as residing in and around the White House, as the claims made by Bush and Cheney justifying the invasion of Iraq were exposed as lies, and torture policies and practices are no longer privileged state secrets. As a consequence, the United States lost the organizing principles that guided its foreign policy for a long time. Due to these facts, the Obama administration continues to struggle to formulate a clear strategy for dealing with the many challenges it faces in the Middle East and beyond. 
On the other hand, the election of Barack Obama and the appointment of Benyamin Netanyahu Prime Minister of Israel have changed the dynamics of the US-Israeli relationship and the search for Middle East peace. For a long time, Israeli politicians were allowed to lead all discussions and determine priorities regarding Middle East issues in general and the Arab-Israeli conflict in particular. But with Obama in charge in Washington, the rules of the game have changed; the United States is now taking the lead. Obama's deeds and pronouncements so far indicate a strong commitment to resolving the Arab-Israel conflict in its entirety; to opening a dialogue with Iran, to restoring America's credibility and moral standing in Arab and Muslim countries; and to working with other nations to face the many economic and military and environmental challenges that continue to undermine the world's stability and economic prosperity, while threatening the security of the poor and weak and the disadvantaged everywhere.
The meeting between Obama and Netanyahu held during the second week of May, 2009 demonstrated that the views of the two men are different; and their priorities are contradictory. Obama won because of his claim, "Yes We Can" change things in America, while Netanyahu won because of his claim, yes we can keep the West Bank, and thus no to freezing settlements and to Palestinian statehood. This is not a recipe for convergence of views or interests but for conflict and probably arms twisting. When the two men met they had two major issues of mutual concern to discuss; peacemaking in Palestine and stopping the Iranian nuclear program; they also saw a clear connection between the two issues. Netanyahu argued that Iran's nuclear ambitions are a serious threat to world peace and to the survival of both Israel and the "moderate" Arab states. As a consequence, he tried to convince Obama that the road to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict goes through Tehran and therefore, dealing with the Iranian nuclear challenge ought to have priority over other issues. Obama is contrast, saw the connection the other way around, arguing that lack of progress in making peace in Palestine is a primary cause helping all radical forces in the region, including Iran to expand their influence; therefore, Obama argued against using force to deal with Iran, and for solving the Arab-Israeli conflict first. 

By arguing against a military attack on Iran's nuclear facilities, Obama seems to have been thinking of the argument made by George W. Bush 6 years earlier for invading Iraq; Bush claimed then that the road to Arab-Israelis peace goes through Baghdad, and that changing the regime in Iraq would transform the Middle East into an oasis, opening all doors for peace, democracy, liberty and prosperity. Instead, Bush's misguided policies have lead to strengthening Tehran's position vis-à-vis its neighbors; to increasing radicalism rather than moderation, to undermining freedom rather promoting democracy, and to spreading violence and despair in the region. Following that unproductive meeting with Netanyahu, Obama sent CIA director Leon Panetta to Jerusalem to warn the Israeli government against attacking Iran's nuclear facilities; it was also reported that Panetta told Netanyahu that the United States holds Israel responsible for any possible damage to American interests in the Middle East resulting from such an attack. 
Being a strategic thinker, Obama called for a comprehensive settlement in the Middle East, saying that the establishment of a Palestinian state is in the interest of Israel, the United States and the world community, and that solving the Palestinian problem is "critical to regional stability," adding that settlement activity "have to be stopped." A week later, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton echoed Obama's pronouncements, saying that "We want to see a stop to settlement construction, addition, natural growth - any kind of settlement activity. That is what the president has called for." This mood of change in Washington is not limited to the White House and the State Department only; Jewish-American members of Congress who have maintained a perfect record of supporting Israel and defending its actions are now following Obama's lead. Congressman Gary L Ackerman, for example, dared to equate terrorism with settlement construction, saying that "terrorism and the march of settlements represent a pattern of shallow calculation and venal self-interest through which the two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is fully rendered impossible." Robert Wexler, another Jewish American member of Congress said that "the notion that Israel can continue to expand settlements, whether it be through natural growth or otherwise, without diminishing the capacity of a two-state solution is both unrealistic, and I would respectfully suggest, hypocritical." Harold Meyerson wrote in the Washington Post June 17, 2009 saying, "The Obama administration, Democrats on the Hill who have long championed Israel's interests and a clear majority of American Jews view the growth of the settlements as major impediments to two-state solution, and, therefore, a threat to Israel's long-term survival." 
Such statements coming form Jewish American politicians and media personalities are not motivated by a new inspiration to support President Obama's peacemaking efforts, or to address the legitimate grievances of the Palestinian people. They are rather the product of a calculated decision by Israel's staunch supporters to save it from itself and its foolish policies. Many liberal Jews in America and elsewhere, and even some members of the Israeli Lobby in Washington have begun to raise anew the issue of Israel's survival. More and more Jews inside and outside Israel seem to think that Israel faces major challenges that limit its military and political maneuverability and threaten its Jewishness. They tend to believe that policies to expand settlement and oppose a two-state solution are certain to lead to creating one Israeli-Palestinian state where Jews are a minority. Flowing the Obama-Netanyahu meeting, Uri Avnery wrote that "the settlements are a disaster for the Palestinians, a disaster for peace and a double and triple disaster for Israel; they are slowly but surely transforming Israel into a by-national state with an Arab majority, or an apartheid state with a Jewish minority controlling an Arab majority. First, because their main aim is to make the establishment of a Palestinian state impossible, and thus prevent peace forever. Second, because they suck the marrow out of the Israeli economy and swallow resources that should be used to help the poor. Third: because the settlements undermine the rule of law in Israel, they spread the cancer of fascism and push the whole political system to the right." Therefore, Jewish Americans defense of the so-called two-state solution and opposition to settlements is not meant to help Palestinians gain independence and be free from Jewish colonization, but to guarantee the survival of Israel as a Jewish state. 
On the 4th of June 2009, Obama gave a historic speech in Cairo in which he tried to repair America's damaged relations with the Muslim world in general and the Arab world in particular. He acknowledged past mistakes by describing the US invasion of Iraq as "a war of choice" and called for cooperation based on mutual interests and mutual respect. Obama asked Arabs and Israelis to see the conflict through the eyes of their adversaries by reminding them of their own suffering. He equated the suffering of Jews during the Holocaust with that of the Palestinian people under Israeli occupation, and the humiliation Palestinians have to endure daily in their homeland with that of Blacks in America, saying, "So let there be no doubt: the situation for the Palestinian people is intolerable… they endure the daily humiliation – large and small – that come with occupation," adding. "The United States does not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements;" he then asked all parties to launch "a sustained effort to listen to each other, to learn from each other, to respect one another, and to seek common ground." 
On the 14th of June, 10 days following Obama's speech in Cairo, Netanyahu gave a speech in which he defied the content and spirit of Obama's message. The Israel Prime Minister, in an attempt to change the nature of the discussion said, "In order to bring an end to the conflict, we must give an honest and forthright answer to the question: what is the root of the conflict." In answering the question, Netanyahu claimed that the root cause of the problem is the Arabs' refusal to recognize Israel as the "state of the Jewish people." Netanyahu seems to have forgotten that the Palestine Liberation Organization had recognized "Israel's right to exist," before signing the Oslo Accords in 1993, and in their peace initiative of 2001, Arab states offered Israel recognition and normalization in exchange for withdrawal for territories it occupied since 1967. Netanyahu called for negotiations without preconditions; yet he placed the most stringent conditions ever, prejudging the outcome of negotiations regarding all core issues of the conflict: the right of return for Palestinian refugees, the status of Jerusalem, the borders of the Israel – Palestine states and security. As for the refugees, Netanyahu said, "There must be a clear understanding that the Palestinian refugee problem will be resolved outside Israel's borders." Yet he failed to define such borders; Israel in fact is the only state in the world that has no self-defined or internationally-recognized borders. Regarding the Jerusalem issue, he said, "Jerusalem must remain the united capital of Israel." And because he does not acknowledge that Israel is in the West Bank as an occupation power, he avoided addressing the borders issue directly; he neither agreed to freeze settlement activity as demanded by President Obama, nor recognized the right of the Palestinian people to statehood and independence. He even said in reference to the West Bank, "the land of our forefathers;" adding that "within this homeland live a large Palestinian community." And to make the possible impossible, Netanyahu demanded that the Palestinian Authority must first recognize Israel as the state of the Jewish people. Netanyahu's speech was the most anti-peace speech given by an Israeli leader since the state's inception in 1948, causing an Israeli commentator to remark that Netanyahu did not show "a grain of nobility." Another Israeli commentator said, the speech was "a small step forward for Netanyahu but a giant backward step for peace."
Having uttered the words "Palestinian state," Netanyahu hopes to be able to fool the international community and energize his supports in the United States to put enough pressure on Obama and force him to abandon the quest for a comprehensive settlement to the Arab-Israeli conflict. However, it must be noted that the state Netanyahu is willing to agree to is one that is devoid of all attributes of a normal state But since Israel depends heavily on US political and diplomatic backing and military and financial support, it cannot pursue goals that contradict America's strategic plans and perceived national interests; it will have to acquiescence at the end to America's wishes. Nevertheless, Obama's sailing will not be easy; Israel and its US allies and proxies in Washington seem intent on using political and media pressure to convince Obama and members of congress that history shows that attempts to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict are destined to fail; and that there is no urgency to deal with this issue at this time. They argue further that devoting much attention to the Arab-Israeli conflict will deprive the US government of valuable time it needs to deal with more pressing issues: how to fight and win the war in Afghanistan, how to prevent Iran from producing a nuclear bomb, how to foster a Pakistani government on the verge of collapse, and how to contain the influence of Taliban and al Qaeda. Some Israeli supporters like Charles Krauthammer dismiss the settlement issue as being a "myth" and say that Israelis and Palestinians should be left alone to settle their dispute. In other words, the Israeli government and its American supporters are trying to pressure Barack Obama to go back to the conflict management approach that brought so much radicalism and violence and misery and despair to the Middle East region. Nevertheless, Israeli chances of success are dim but not dead; the Obama administration has several influential Jewish Americans who tend to see Middle Eastern issue through the Likud eyes. In a rare acknowledgement, Aaron Miller was quoted by the Washington Post on June 10, 2009 saying, "Dennis [Ross], like myself, has an inherent tendency to see the world of Arab-Israeli politics first from Israel's vantage point." 
While Palestinians and Israelis did work together before, history tells us that leaving them to settle their differences through negotiations, even with US help, has never worked. Both parties have demonstrated time and again their inability to do so. Neither Israelis nor Palestinians are able to articulate a peace plan on their own, or make a credible offer to the other for a reasonable peace settlement. And because of political fragmentation and ideological infighting within each camp, hopes that Israelis and Palestinians could somehow make peace are unrealistic. Today, Israel has a widely fragmented society and a deeply divided government, making it rather impossible for any Israeli government to sign a peace treaty with the Palestinians, even if the proposed deal incorporates the expressed ideas of Netanyahu or anyone of his political partners. 

The only time that Israelis and Palestinians were able to produce an agreement with little outside help happened 16 years ago when they signed "The Oslo Accords" in 1993. However, time has proven that the accords were not meant to launch a genuine peace process to settle the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; instead, they were a scheme to create a Palestinian administration to foster Israeli occupation, nothing more and nothing less. As a consequence, Israeli and American efforts were directed toward helping the Palestinians to build a political authority and a security apparatus capable of protecting Israeli interests while it continues to expand Jewish settlements in the West Bank and undermine chances for Palestinian independence and statehood. To facilitate the implementation of such a scheme, successive Israeli governments adopted a policy to bribe Palestinian politicians and security chiefs in Ramallah and Gaza, recruit agents to spy on Hamas and other Palestinian nationalists, and blackmail those who refused to cooperate. When Arafat discovered the scheme and decided to change course, Israeli agents moved quickly to get rid of him. Having realized the effectiveness of economic carrots in dealing with Palestinian politicians and security chiefs, Netanyahu started his administration by calling for an "economic peace," or a plan to develop the economy of the West Bank, with the intention of enlarging the circle of Palestinian beneficiaries and collaborators. Netanyahu knows that he does not have to spend one penny to achieve his goals; all that he needs to do is to ease restrictions on the movement of people and goods. While the United State and its Arab allies are helping to build the security apparatus, the Europeans are providing the funds to build and rebuild whatever institutions and projects Israel chooses to let live or decides to destroy. Meanwhile, the widening political and ideological rift between Hamas and Fatah has blinded the eyes of many politicians on both sides, causing each party to see the other as the major obstacle to reaching its goals, whatever those goals may be.
Due to these facts, and because of America's unconditional and undisciplined support of Israel, articulating a comprehensive settlement to the Arab Israeli conflict has become the responsibility of the President of the United States of America, and no one else. Arab leaders need to make this point clear and press Obama to take the initiative and articulate his vision in the form of an official policy statement committing US prestige and resources and political capital and moral standing in the world to achieving peace. A peace settlement proposed by the United States and backed by the international community, including the UN, the European Union, Russia and China, is the only feasible way to achieve Arab-Israeli peace; it gives leaders of all conflicting parties an excuse to accept it, and no safe routes to escape from it. Uri Avnery outlined a possible settlement for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict," In short: a sovereign and viable State of Palestine side by side with Israel, the pre-1967 borders with minor and agreed exchanges of territory, the dismantling of all the settlements that will not be joined to Israel in the territory exchanges, East Jerusalem as the capital of Palestine and West Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, a mutually acceptable solution to the refugee problem, a safe passage between the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, mutual security arrangements." 
How good are Obama's chances of success? No one knows. However, if he shows strong will and determination, he will prevail; if he blinks under pressure from the Israeli government and a minority of American Jews, he will loose, and take every peace-loving American and Arab and Jew down with him. Obama has more than Arab and European support; the American public has already become less antagonistic to Arabs and Muslims in general and more willing to listen to Palestinian grievances in particular, especially after seeing the magnitude of the crimes committed by the Israeli army during its invasion of Gaza in late December 2008 and early January 2009. The Israeli bombardment of Gaza and the siege it imposed on its people have opened the eyes of millions of Americans, encouraging many of them to sympathize with the Palestinian people and call for a peace settlement. Commenting on the situation in Gaza, former President Carter was quoted by the Washington Post on June 17, 2009 saying, "Never before in history has a large community been savaged by bombs and missiles and then deprived of the means to repair itself;" he accused Israel of treating Palestinians "more like animals than human beings." Even the American media was forced to note the atrocities committed by the Israeli army; they also uncovered an old memo written by the State Department's legal council in 1979 that declares Israeli settlements in the occupied territories "inconsistent with international law." On the other hand, public opinion surveys show that 60% of American Jews oppose expanding the settlements; 57% support US pressure on Israel; and 72% support US pressure on both Israel and its Arab neighbors to reach an accord. As for Arabs and Israelis, the support for a peace settlement continues to be overwhelming, giving Obama all the support he needs to pursue peace in the Middle East and bring peace to the Holly Land.
Yet, for Obama to succeed, he needs the help and support of the international community, particularly the European Union, Russia, China and Arab leaders of Egypt, Jordan, Syria and the Gulf states. If Arab rulers adopt the argument that Iran poses a greater threat to their security at this time, or if the Palestinian Authority agrees to reengage Netanyahu in a fruitless negotiation, the once in a life time possibility to achieve peace in the Middle East will be lost. And since the United States is not ready to attack Iran as many Arab and Israeli leaders wish to see her do, Arab and Israeli failure to push hard and work tirelessly for peace will lead to increasing the Iranian influence in the region and strengthen Iran's strategic position vis-à-vis Israel and neighboring Arab states. In contrast, if peace is achieved, both Israelis and Arabs will be in a better position to contain Iranian influence and strengthen their respective strategic positions vis-à-vis Iran, al Qaeda and all other radical forces in the region. 
Arab and Israeli rulers need to understand that the United States cannot and will not attack Iran, at least for years to come; it faces several challenges and serious problems that prevent her from doing so; a deep economic and social crisis at home; an army stretched to its limits; an unfinished war in Iraq; a largely winless and costly war in Afghanistan that cannot be advanced without Iran's cooperation; and a very dangerous and messy situation in Pakistan. In fact, the chances of an Islamic nuclear power, meaning Pakistan, becoming a fundamentalist state in a few years are as good as, or even better than the chances that a fundamentalist state, meaning Iran, becoming a nuclear power. And while there is no guarantee that an attack on Iran's nuclear facilities will end Iran's nuclear program, such an attack is more likely to provoke a strong reaction by Iran and its regional supporters and proxies, causing untold human suffering and material damage, renewed terrorism, widespread radicalism and chaos, and possibly a prolonged regional war of attrition that could lead to using nuclear weapons. The international community must therefore seize the moment and take full advantage of the Obama presidency; it needs to tell him that it stands behind him and will help him get the job done. The Europeans in particular have no excuse not to get fully engaged; they can no longer claim that the United States is preventing them form doing so. Arab leaders should work with Obama to get all other Islamic states to normalize relations with Israel as King Abdullah of Jordan had lately suggested, once Israel signs a comprehensive peace treaty and begins to withdraw its forces from the territories it has occupied since 1967. Arab leaders must show leadership by joining ranks; speaking in one voice, and demonstrating resolve to work with the United State and other European and Asian states to win the peace before the extremist forces on all sides win the last word and the last war.
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