                                 Situation in the Middle East

Dear colleagues,

Last January the Hamas movement won the parliamentary elections in Palestine. It is noteworthy that the Christian population of Palestine which makes up 10 per cent of the entire population of the autonomy also voted for Hamas.

In March during the elections to the Israeli Knesset Ariel Sharon’s and Ehud Olmert’s  Kadima party received a majority of votes – 29 seats, and the Avoda party – 20 seats.

The victory of Hamas has a special meaning, since the Palestinian people gave preference to a national and religious party with its idea of solidarity, equality, care for the neighbour and turned away from the materialistic liberal paradigm.

The less convincing victory by Kadima attests to the commitment of the Israeli people to observe the implementation of the “road map” plan with its content of “security for territory”.

Ehud Olmert  in his victorious speech announced: “I would like to apply to the head of the Palestinian Autonomy Mahmud Abbas. We are ready to abandon our dream of possessing a united and indivisible land of Israel. I call on the Palestinians to abandon part of their wish and myths for the sake of living in peace with Israel”. In these days the political leader of Hamas Haled Mashaal emphasized that Hamas would never bargain its principles and would not yield to the persuasions to reconcile with Israel without the fulfillment of their basic condition: liberation of all Palestinian territories, including Jerusalem and return of Palestinian refugees to the homeland.

What is the way out of this situation fraught with the restart of violence, does it exist? What are the historical and ideological roots of the conflict which does not end since the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948?

Jerusalem is really too complicated, and it is not accidental that the Lord needed to send three different prophets to different places.

I believe that the main obstacle on the way towards the peaceful end of the Arab-Israeli conflict is in the opposite understanding by both parties of the eventual goal of the negotiating process. Peace in the region for the Israelis is a normal state, when mutual claims of the conflicting parties are lifted and their relations acquire a solid legal status. In other words in their arguments the Israelis are based on concepts typical of the 20th century liberal democracy. The Arabs, in particular the Palestinians regard the appearance of Israel as an encroachment upon the holy Arab land. In the view of authoritative experts they could agree to a territorial compromise only for the lack of other ways out. But to treat this compromise they will in the same way as France which had to agree to the annexation of Alsace and Lorraine in 1870. It means they will see  this as a  forced necessity linked to the resolve of waiting for the moment and return whatever they had lost.

How to act in the given situation? Henry Kissinger in his book “Does America need a foreign policy” recalls one of his conversations with Yasir Arafat: in July 1994 in Paris at the ceremony of awarding the Felix  Houphouet-Boigny Peace Prize to Yitzhak Rabin, Shimon Peres and him, Kissinger asked why the Israelis should believe him. “Because the Saudis rejected us, the Jordanians are trying to make us weaken and the Syrians wish to rule over us”, answered Yasir Arafat.

This means that the possibility for the compromise in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to a lesser extent depends upon the position of Arab states. What are the perspectives? The Islamic Arab world is not homogenous. It has some weighty geopolitical junctions, each of which is based on isolated religious, historical, cultural and civilization traditions and pursues an independent strategic policy both at a global and local level.

Thus, Egypt which has already restored its national borders is usually committed to  a moderate approach. However for internal reasons it has little grounds to risk and be in favour of such negotiating programmes which could be subjected to condemnation by radical Arab regimes and the radicals in Egypt proper. Let us remind that at the recent more or less democratic parliamentary elections held in Egypt approximately 20 per cent of the votes went to the “Muslim brothers” group, from which in 1987 Hamas was born.

As for Saudi Arabia it rules both over the tribes of nomad fundamentalists and urban conglomerations comparable with Western ones. Nobody has the right to involve the Saudis into shady negotiations requiring mutual concessions. Moreover if we take into consideration the fact that it has never taken part in any Arab-Israeli wars, and  will certainly promote any final outcome acting behind the scenes. 

Jordan has always supported the Arab-Israeli diplomatic efforts. However the position of the Hashemite kingdom of Jordan located between Israel, Syria, Iraq and the future Palestinian state makes it exceptionally sensitive towards the pressure of the radicals from all parts.

At the recent annual summit of the League of Arab States held in Khartoum (Sudan) Amre Moussa,  secretary general of the organization in reply to the question regarding the situation in the Palestinian-Israeli affair declared that Hamas conducted a balanced policy.

Summing up one can come to the conclusion that the formula “security for territory” leads to the fact that the territorial concessions by Israel will depend on the Palestinian “compromise” with respect to the Islamic holy places. This will eventually lead to the enlargement of the circle of the participants in negotiations, which will turn the positions of one of them in a pan-Arab, even pan-Islamic which will strengthen the influence of the Palestinian leadership, at the same time limit its flexibility in the negotiating process.

The situation in Israel is not  clear  either. On the eve of the elections to Knesset in a small place called Ta’amon the Israeli soldiers were hurled stones at by their compatriots. The impression was as if it was taking place in an Arab and not 

Jewish  settlement, as if one was a witness of an act of retaliation following a terrorist act. But the stones were flying from Jewish hands who had organized here their §intifad¦, borrowing the experience  of battle actions by Palestinians.

They defended their homes, their land as the Palestinians do it. After thousands of  years of wandering the attitude of the Jewish people towards a piece of land which could be called their own land, is a special one. This can be an explanation for the rage with which they were defending small Ta’amon from their compatriots, who in their view acted in the interests of the enemy – Palestinians according to the “road map” plan. Two policemen were killed, approximately two hundred of them were seriously wounded. Two thousand soldiers and over three thousand policemen took part in the operation against the people of Ta’amon. Three thousand Jewish radicals, right-wing extremists and even “terrorists” counteracted them, to judge from the bloody outcome.

It is noteworthy that at the height of the massacre in Ta’amon the liberals (“Kadima”) insisted upon an unprecedented decision on paying compensations to twenty-eight Palestinians in the amount of 100,000 dollars each for the fact that they had spent one and more years in the Israeli jails.

How to split the Gordian knot of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict blooding for decades. Let us recall the event that took place ten years ago. On 4 November 1995 Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated. The entire world watched, and many others attended his funeral. For  king Hussein of Jordan it was the first official visit to Israel. For the Egyptian president Mubarak it was the first ever visit to the Jewish state. Everybody was mourning - be they Jews, Muslims or Christians. Everybody for whom humanism and compassion were close were mourning.

On 25 September 1976 one of the leaders of Hamas Haled Mashaal was attacked by two men when he was getting off his car in Amman, Jordan. One of the attackers pressed a silver tool to the head of Mashaal and injected him with paralyzing poison. Mashaal’s bodyguards detained the attackers and handed them to the Jordanian police, which determined that they were Israeli agents. King Hussein of Jordan, possibly, one of the best friends of Israel in the Arab world, was on the brink of  breaking diplomatic relations with Israel. The then Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu went to Amman to apologize but the king refused to receive him. Hussein declared that in the event of Mashaal’s death the Israeli agents would face an open trial and would be hanged. Eventually Netanyahu sent antidote and the life of the current political leader of Hamas was saved. Israel also agreed to set free seventy Palestinians accused of terrorism. Among them was the spiritual leader of Hamas Sheikh Ahmed  Yassin killed last year during an Israeli missile attack. 

In 1996 a crazy Jordanian soldier killed seven Israeli schoolgirls. And then unlike other Middle East leaders the king of Jordan did not start to seek an excuse. He went to Israel, met with the parents of the murdered children, with his knees down prayed together with them, and repented on behalf of his country and expressed condolences. This gesture of good will was of tremendous importance because he displayed the care and respect for the human life, irrespective of the fact whether it is an Arab or Israeli life. This was only one  deed, but in it one could perceive the key to the solution of all possible problems hanging over the Middle East.

At the ceremony of signing the Wye-Rivers memorandum in 1998 between Palestine and Israel  one of the direct descendants of prophet Muhammad, king Hussein of Jordan, during his public visit to the White House made a statement without  a prepared text on the need to put an end to the culture of death and destruction and occupy a place in a world in a world “which we and our peoples deserve. A worthy place for the descendants of Abraham’s children – the united Palestinians and Israelis”.

These words are especially topical today for all of us. We believe it is very important that the current Azeri leadership could listen to the advice of the prophet’s descendant and abandon the dangerous and militant rhetoric unleashing violence. And the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe could contribute to the acceleration of the international and legal recognition of Nagorno Karabagh, which has been de facto democratically self-determined for over sixteen years and is independent. Only this way can prevent turning the South Caucasus region into a new Palestine.
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