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PREFACE

This Selection of papers and comments is the provisional fruit of an international
conference “Strengthening the Forces of Moderation in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict:
the Role of the European Union after the Gaza War”, organized in Jerusalem, 28th —
30th of June 2009, by the Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the Advancement of
Peace of the Hebrew University, in collaboration with the Clingendael Institute, The
Hague. The principal purpose of the conference was to explore what Europe’s position
should be after the Gaza War, taken the new governments in the US and Israel into
consideration.

Not all the speakers at the conference were asked beforehand to deliver a paper, and this
report is, therefore, not a complete reflection of all the presentations and discussions
during the conference. Nevertheless, it hopefully provides a useful sample of the broad
range of viewpoints brought forward by Israeli, European, and Palestinian scholars, and
of the spirit of the meeting.

The conference has been made possible thanks to the generous support of the Dutch
Friends of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and of the Dutch Ambassador in Israel,
Michiel den Hond. Steven Kaplan and Einat Vaddai of the Truman Institute provided
essential assistance in Jerusalem, and so did Edwin Bakker and Karin van Egmond at
Clingendael .

Avraham Sela, Truman Institute, Jerusalem
Alfred Pijpers, Clingendael Institute, The Hague

October 2009



Strengthening the forces of moderation in the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict

Keynote address by Bert Koenders
Minister of Development Cooperation of The Netherlands

Ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for inviting me to the Beit Maiersdorf Faculty Club today. I’'m very grateful
to the Harry S. Truman Institute for the Advancement of Peace and the Netherlands
Institute of International Relations at Clingendael for the invitation to open this unique
conference. It is an honor and a pleasure to be able to speak to you on a subject that is
close to my heart. I have always had a special, emotional bond with Israel and the
Palestinian Territories. As a member of the Socialist International in the early nineties, I
developed close contacts with the Israeli Labor Party, Fatah and many other political
players. These types of contacts later proved instrumental in the negotiation of the Oslo
Accords. Our recognition of the parties was crucial. And so was creating a climate of
trust. There were personal ties between us, and although the debate was hard, it was also
filled with realistic optimism. Everyone understood that confidence building was
essential in light of the emotional weight of the past. But there was a prevailing sense
that the forces of moderation had a real chance.

Later, while working at the European Commission's Directorate-General for External
Relations, I was involved in organizing the Palestinian elections of 1996. At that time a
rare feeling of optimism again surrounded the Middle East Peace Process. Oslo 2 had
just been signed, and the Second Intifada was still a long way off. Many Palestinians
believed that the leaders they elected would be the first to govern an independent
Palestinian state. As you know this was not the case, and unfortunately many more years
of instability and conflict would follow.

After 1996 I continued to visit the region regularly as an MP for the Dutch Labour
party. In the course of my travels I have not only seen Israel’s society and political
landscape change, from kibbutzim to high-tech and a fractious political system; I have
also watched a divided Palestinian house without a single authority and a wider region
falling into the grip of radical forces, corruption, sometimes authoritarianism. These



elements, mixed with a young population without much chance for work or forming a
family do not constitute a good basis to find forces of moderation.

Now I find myself here once again — this time as Dutch Minister for Development
Cooperation. And as always, I'm on a very tight schedule. I want to see and analyze and
understand as much as possible, and look at how we can play a positive role, however
modest. Earlier today I spoke with Isaac Herzog, the Israeli social affairs minister and
coordinator of humanitarian aid for the Gaza Strip during Operation Cast Lead. We had
a good conversation, but I also made an important request: to open the borders of Gaza
for commercial and humanitarian traffic.

Tomorrow I will be visiting Gaza to see the humanitarian situation with my own eyes. As
we all know, conditions remain very serious there. I will meet with representatives of the
United Nations Relief and Work Agency, the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights and
the International Committee of the Red Cross and listen to judge Goldstone who is
investigating among other things the respect for international law. I will also be visiting
entrepreneurs who, with Dutch help, are working to keep their businesses afloat, often
with great courage and energy, against all the odds. If these people are abandoned; if
they are unable to export their produce, it will be a direct blow to all moderates, to all
those who want to build up their country in a spirit of fairness.

On Tuesday I will meet with the Palestinian Authority to discuss the current political
situation and the ways in which the Netherlands and the European Union can contribute
— under the current conditions — to developing the Palestinian economy and institutions.
I would like to discuss the latter topic in the second part of my speech. First, I would like
to devote a few words to the important subject that you will be addressing over the next
two days: how to strengthen the forces of peace and moderation at a time when it is
clearer than ever that radicalism is a dead end.

Ladies and gentlemen,

We are talking to each other some three weeks after President Obama's Cairo address. It
was a speech that many had been looking forward to with great anticipation. A speech
aimed at opening a new chapter in US relations with the Muslim world, but without
taking anything away from the long-standing solidarity between Israel and the United
States. A speech that I support.

It was clear from the outset that the president’s inspirational message would not satisfy
everyone 100 per cent, and he refused to shy away from the difficult issues. He spoke
about the 'unbreakable’ bond with Israel. He passionately defended the Jewish right to a
homeland. And he condemned anti-Semitism and Holocaust denial as ‘baseless,
ignorant and hateful’. At the same time he also demonstrated his grasp of the Arab and
Islamic narrative. A narrative in which words such as ‘dignity’ and ‘justice’ often feature.
I fully concur with him. It is long overdue to speak out clearly against ‘humiliation’ and



‘occupation’ and President Obama became the first American president to use the word
‘Palestine’.

Whether we have indeed entered a new era of relations between the US and the Islamic
world remains to be seen, of course. Recent events in Teheran have shown that reality
can be complex and unpredictable; that the pursuit of democracy, development and
human rights can take the form of a deadly struggle. We have to pay our respects to
those who struggle for democracy and human rights. At the same time, years of
suspicion and cynicism can not be easily forgotten. In the minds of many in the Arab
world, those years will unfortunately forever be associated with names like Haditha,
Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib, with double standards when it comes to democracy and
human rights. Now is the time to turn the page.

As President Obama himself said, everything depends on whether words can truly be
turned into actions. We all have a duty to do what we can to help make that happen.
The Dutch government, in any case, is prepared to lend its support to the forces that
support democracy, human rights, and development. We will not apply double
standards. We want to do everything in our power to bring about peace and
development in the region. That is why I am here, and that is why my colleague, the
Dutch foreign minister Maxime Verhagen, made an extensive visit to the region,
including Israel, last week.

I hope this conference can further contribute to opening up the public debate. To do so
it is important to stress that we have many shared interests, and to identify where they
lie. Let me add my own modest thoughts on the subject. All the parties must be
reminded of their responsibilities. No one can afford to simply sit back and wait for
change to come. The way to a peaceful future will not be found in radicalism and
confrontation. Instead we need a new, broader narrative — one that can serve as an
incentive for change. A narrative that transcends all the obstacles and creates a vision —
however brief — of a better world, and improved relations in the region. As development
minister I understand the significance of that vision in almost every region in which we
work. There are no solutions based on humiliation, division or terror. That is the clear
lesson to be drawn from Middle East development policy in recent years.

Again, as a development minister — and one who is frequently confronted with the
rhetoric of the ‘West against the rest’” — I also believe it was essential for Obama to
reformulate the ‘with us or against us' language of the War on Terror into a simple
choice for or against peaceful co-existence. This forces radicals on all sides to show their
true colors. This is positive because the history of the Middle East conflict teaches us
that the paths of military action and terrorism lead nowhere. Acknowledging this leads
not to naiveté but to realism and shared security. I am quite convinced that the solution
to this complex conflict will only be found in compromise and restraint. And to achieve
that, it is essential to strengthen the forces of moderation on all sides so they can talk
realistically about compromise based on mutual interests. This will then facilitate
economic development and poverty reduction.



Strengthening the forces of moderation; talking about compromise based on mutual
interests: these are not self-evident choices at a time when radical forces are gaining
ground all over the world as a result of political manipulation combined with a growing
fear of globalization. A time when conflicts within and between cultures are increasingly
becoming conflicts of identity. Take the tensions between Sunni and Shia Islam. Or the
‘born again’ Islamists in Europe. Or the rising tide of radicalism within other world
religions, from Christianity to Judaism and Hinduism: there are always manipulators
who misuse faith for political gain.

The challenge before us is to think of new ways of promoting moderation. However we
do it, I do not believe the answer lies in describing conflicts in existential terms, or in
unilateralism, or in stirring up rivalries within or between different groups.
Unfortunately, all three strategies are still being used in the Middle East. Now more
than ever, many describe the conflict as a ‘zero sum’ game. This is what I mean by
speaking in existential terms rather than in terms of territorial compromise. Some
promote the ridiculous idea that the Islamic world is at war with the West. And as ever,
some resort to unilateral action and violence that makes reaching a peace agreement
difficult, if not impossible. The contours of the peace agreement have been around for
years, and are -fortunately- still recognized by the public on both sides. Yet still,
factionalism, personal vendettas and blockages generational changes combine to prevent
the creation of trust. We see that in the political movements in the region.

How, then, can we promote moderation? As a former professor of conflict management
at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, I believe that the
literature on conflict management can teach us a great deal. In the final chapter of the
book Peacemaking in International Conflict, my old professor William Zartman, who is
Director of the school’s Conflict Management Programme, lists a number of methods
and techniques for ending conflicts. He considers the question of when to negotiate
directly and when mediation or arbitration should be applied. He discusses when states
should act. Or international organizations and NGOs. When carrots and sticks work,
and when they don’t. One of his most important lessons is that dialogue is one of the
most important conditions for achieving peace. It is not simply a question of formal talks
between governments, but of dialogue among ordinary people on both sides of the
conflict.

I think that Zartman may be on to something here. Without mutual recognition of each
other’s right to exist, there is little chance of peace. This applies to the current
negotiations, but the principle also extends to the micro-level. As an MP, I remember
awarding scholarships that allowed Palestinian students to attend Israeli universities.
These young people not only studied with their Israeli fellow students; they talked, they
debated and they formed friendships. The great advantage of exchange programmes like
this is that they give people a chance to learn about each other’s cultures and societies.
This kind of knowledge is essential for promoting moderation and moving closer to
resolving this conflict. At this point the two societies scarcely know each other any more.
These days, almost no one thinks in terms of sharing economic progress or sovereignty.



Walls have been erected between the two groups, both literally and figuratively: walls of
humiliation and walls of misunderstanding. This approach has never worked. This same
observation was made years ago by Palestinian thinkers and investors, and by economic
regionalists like Shimon Peres. Economic blockades do not help to increase security, nor
do rockets flying from Gaza. Working with the wider Arab region is crucial.

Besides dialogue, Zartman contends that trade is one of the best ways of promoting
moderation and conflict resolution. I know it might be a cliché — the Dutch minister
talking about trade — but I really do think that Zartman has a point. Strengthening global
economic relations increases the number of people with a direct interest in peace. That’s
why the Netherlands supports many economic programmes, including an agricultural
project that enables Palestinian farmers to earn money with the help of Israeli exporters.
This benefits both parties and helps give a whole generation of Palestinians a glimpse of
the brighter future that must one day come. When the Israeli government stops these
exports it creates new sources of radicalism.

Perhaps Zartman’s most significant conclusion is that ‘peacemaking rests squarely in the
hands of third parties’. He goes on to say that ‘the very fact of conflict inhibits the parties
involved from finding their own way out: they need help’. And that help ‘may take the
form of direct negotiation, or it may take the form of some kind of mediation —
communication, formulation or manipulation. It may involve the utilization of
inducements, both negative and positive, to push the parties into a process of
peacemaking and then to pull them successfully out of the process into peace.’

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is self-evident that the parties in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict — unequal though they
may be in power and income — will ultimately have to sort things out themselves. Only
they can take meaningful steps on the path to peace; steps that go beyond ‘feel good’
signing ceremonies and interim agreements. Only they can ensure that the younger
generation knows something other than war, and that cynicism does not prevail. That’s
not to say, however, that we don’t need a robust international framework. In my view,
such a framework can create an atmosphere of equality and equity which is clearly
absent today so that moderates will be strengthened and radicals reined in. This brings
me to my second main topic: the role of the European Union, and the Netherlands in
particular.

I mentioned earlier that in the early nineties I was regularly in touch with both the Labor
Party and Fatah, through the Socialist International. At the time there was a shared
sense that Europe had a duty to promote Israel’s security and encourage the
establishment of a viable Palestinian state. It was felt that Europe had a part to play in
the economic underpinning of peace, in areas like development cooperation and regional
trade. The same is still true today in fact, even though the global, regional and local
political context have changed radically. At a time when we’re hearing a lot about the
need for a ‘multilateral moment’, we have a responsibility to seek out the forces of peace



and economic cooperation in the region as a whole. The Arab Human Development
Report clearly shows how openness, labour intensive growth and women'’s rights are a
prerequisite for the area to grow and survive in an increasingly competitive economy.
Peace in the Middle East and development of the wider region can no longer be hijacked
by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

I’m well aware that not everyone in the region sees the EU as a particularly potent actor
in this respect. The Union’s Middle East peace policy is always the result of discussion
and hard-won consensus. This often makes the EU less effective than we would all like.
On the other hand, this very deliberate decision-making process ensures that the EU is a
constant factor and a reliable partner. A partner that maintains good ties not only with
Israel and the Palestinians, but also with the Arab world and the US. These are trump
cards that the EU can play to help bring about a peace deal.

Another trump card is money. The days when the EU was nothing more than a
paymaster are fortunately behind us. However, the Union remains the largest donor to
the DPalestinian territories. Considering the economic situation there, this is
understandable. In its latest report on the state of the Palestinian economy, the World
Bank reported unemployment in the West Bank and Gaza to be at a staggering 19 and
40 percent respectively, up from only 18 and 30 percent before the beginning of the
Intifadah in 2000.The percentage of Gazans who live in deep poverty stood at 35
percent. This was, might I add, before the current economic crisis hit.

The humanitarian aid the EU provides through the UNRWA, its support for civil
servants’ salaries, pensions and benefits, and its involvement in developing the civil
security sector are essential to the Palestinian people. Too essential, you could argue:
last year, a report by the World Bank concluded that the single most important
difference between the Palestinian economy now and a decade ago is that in 2000,
economic development was driven by investment and private-sector productivity; now
it’s being kept afloat by government expenditure and donor aid. This is alarming,
especially given the general assumption that aid can be swiftly replaced by trade in a
viable Palestinian state, where people, goods and capital can circulate freely.

This, in a nutshell, is the dilemma of development cooperation in the Palestinian
territories. A dilemma I am confronted with every day as the responsible minister.

. Current Dutch development efforts in the Palestinian territories concentrate on
three areas:

. humanitarian aid;

. economic support, which is a logical extension of humanitarian aid, because it

creates the prospect of economic growth and prosperity, which become possible
once there is peace;

. good governance, with a special focus on building up the civil security sector.
Security in the Palestinian Territories is vital not only for the Palestinians
themselves, but also for the security of Israel and the peace process as a whole.



We try to spend our aid to the Palestinian Territories in the most effective and
sustainable way possible, but we’ve repeatedly run up against a number of political
hurdles, which must be overcome if we want to see further improvement.

. Restrictions on humanitarian aid should be lifted at once. It is unacceptable that
aid and reconstruction operations in Gaza are being frustrated.

. Well-functioning Palestinian institutions and economic growth depend on freedom
of movement. A recent survey by the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs identified 613 physical obstacles to this freedom. Many are
related to Israeli settlement activity. Such activity must be suspended.

. The realization of a Palestinian state, which is one of the chief goals of Dutch
development efforts, is only possible through Palestinian unity, good governance
and an end to violence against Israel.

At this point, development programmes in the Palestinian territories are facing a Catch
22: our policies aim to change the political parameters, but these policies can only be
effective if political parameters are first redrawn. The issue of reconstruction in Gaza is a
good example of this: reconstruction is necessary from a humanitarian and political
perspective, but without a lasting ceasefire, Palestinian reconciliation and a relaxation of
border controls, it will be impossible to achieve large-scale reconstruction. Then there is
the domestic political dimension: we can’t ask the Dutch taxpayer to contribute to
Gazan reconstruction unless certain prerequisites for sustainable investment are met.
Dutch-backed infrastructure projects (like the port of Gaza) have been largely destroyed,
and the restrictions on exports are undermining our support for investors in areas like
flower cultivation. This plays into the hands of extremists and is unacceptable. These are
important considerations at a time when people are rightly critical about development
aid.

Ladies and gentlemen,

In conclusion, we find ourselves at a critical juncture in Middle Eastern history, where
we must strengthen the forces of moderation on both sides. The two-day conference in
which many of you will be taking part couldn’t be more timely. The international
community — that is to say, every one of us — has a responsibility to do what we can to
support these forces in a way that contributes to a lasting peace in the Middle East.

I’d again like to thank the Harry S. Truman Institute for the Advancement of Peace and
the Netherlands Institute of International Relations at Clingendael for their invitation to
speak to you today. My special thanks go to professors Avraham Sela and Steven Kaplan
of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and Dr Alfred Pijpers of the Clingendael Institute
for organizing this conference. I sincerely hope that the closer cooperation between these
two institutions, of which this conference is the first example, will lead to a productive
partnership in the future. That is in the interest of everyone, and above all, in the interest
of peace. The Netherlands is ready to play its part.



THE CHANGING MIDDLE EAST BALANCE



AVRAHAM SELA

Introductory remarks by the Chair

The Middle East political arena has indeed changed substantially since the eruption of
the al-Agsa Intifada and consequent collapse of the Oslo process, and much of it has
been manifest in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The causes of this change
are multiple: domestic and international.

On the domestic level, the state of economic and social stress in the non-oil producing
countries has gone from bad to worse. The UNDP reports on the social and economic
development of the Arab world since 2002 revealed a shocking reality of continued
deterioration since the late 1980s in these spheres. At the same time, authoritarian Arab
regimes face increasing challenges to their legitimacy and stability due to the revolution
of media and growing access of citizens to foreign sources of information, which in turn
diminishes the state capability to block or prevent the flow of free communication. The
indirect result of this trend is the increasing influence of the Islamic movements and the
domestic constraints on Arab regimes concerning unpopular policies, be it involving
relations with Israel or the US.

On the international level, the most dramatic event was the American invasion of Iraq,
the fall of Saddam Hussein's Ba'th regime and rise of the Shi'i community to a primary
position at the expense of the Sunnis, who dominated Iraq ever since the birth of this
state in the early 1920s. The bold intervention of the American-led international
coalition reverberated across the Middle East at large resulting in escalating inter- and
intra-state instability and tensions, especially because of President Bush's stated "War on
Terror" and vision of reforming—i.e., democratizing—the "Greater Middle East," which
alerted the Arab regimes and forced them into a defensive approach both regionally and
domestically.

The American invasion of, and consequent long-term presence in Iraq, intensified
popular alienation towards those Arab regimes identified as US allies, primarily Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan. At the same time, and similarly to the Arab-Muslim response
to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s, the American presence in Iraq

11



attracted thousands of Holy War (jikad) volunteers from various Arab and Muslim
countries, only this time much of the jihad effort was directed primarily against the Shi'i
population, which rekindled the ideological and political cleavage between Shi'a and
Sunna to an unprecedented level since the early history of Islam.

The growing Sunni anxiety of a "Shi'i Crescent," however, drew primarily from the
emergence of Iran as a pivotal regional power whose strong alliance with Arab states and
non-state actors provided it with 'long arms' to spoil regional and international efforts to
bring about the end of the Intifada and resume Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. Thus,
although Iran's links with Hizbullah and Hamas were by no means new, their practical
meaning became full-blown in the 2™ Lebanon War of summer 2006—practically waged
between Israel and Hizbullah—and most recently in Israel's Cast Lead Operation in the
Gaza Strip, which focused against Hamas, the responsible government for this area since
June 2006.

Iran's ability to engage Israel through its allies in Lebanon and Palestine indeed
demonstrated Tehran's potent capability as a leading revisionist actor determined to
destabilize Arab regimes identified with US policies and spoil any effort at attaining
progress in the Israeli-Palestinian relations. Iran's interventionist policies on both
regional and domestic levels attained a particularly threatening image due to Hizbullah's
entanglement in war with Israel, but also its consequent successful effort to employ its
military clout and popular disobedience to threaten Lebanon's political stability and
attain a veto power on its government's decisions, which was approved in the Doha
accord of 2008, mediated by Syria and Qatar. Iran's promises—though scarcely
fulfilled—to provide Hizbullah and Hams with financial resources to recover the
immense damage caused by Israeli bombings and shelling, as well as the recent exposure
of Hizbuallah's secret terrorist network in Egypt, all further demonstrated Tehran's
potent agitation and capable role as a regional power advocating militancy and
aggression towards the United States and its allies, primarily Israel, but also towards
Arab regimes.

Contrary to Iran's rise as a prominent regional actor, Egypt's Arab leadership has been
on the decline, which further underlines the changing regional balance. The close Iran-
Syria alliance and cooperation with non-state proxies has indeed left its imprint on the
Middle East regional system, reminiscent of Arab Cold War of the late 1950 and early
1960s, which was saturated with ideological struggles between revolutionaries and
conservatives. Contrary to Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordan, which strive for stability and
pragmatism, including about Israel and its conflict with the Palestinians, Syria, Iran and
their non-state proxies have formed a loose ideological and operative cross-national
coalition rejecting the Middle East peace process and coercing neighboring Arab states
to follow their line.

Yet, while Iran’s policy in this respect—sponsored by the clerical establishment—has

been linked to a religious ideology of Islamic militancy and hostility towards Israel and
partly linked to domestic power struggles—Syria’s motivation has been primarily
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pragmatic, intended to pressure Israel into capitulating on its claims over the Golan
Heights.

Another conspicuous change in the regional balance of power is the emergence of
Turkey as a leading Middle Eastern power. After decades of foreign policy shaped by
secular national identity with the face to Europe, the last five years have shown a
growing tendency to look after Turkey's interests in the east, primarily Iraq, as well as in
the south. The American conquest of Iraq and reconstruction of its constitution and
division of power—providing the Kurds broadly defined autonomy—also underlined the
threatening prospect—at least from a Turkish viewpoint—of the emergence of a
sovereign Kurdish state in northern Iraq, which Ankara is determined to prevent,
including by force, if necessary. The last five years have also witnessed a Turkish-Iranian
as well as Turkish-Syrian rapproachement, manifested in these countries' shared interest
in the development and shape of Iraq's future, which also resulted in closer trade
relations, especially with Iran. During these years Turkey also demonstrated a growing
interest in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by adopting a critical attitude to Israeli policy,
which culminated during Cast Lead Operation. Turkey's diplomatic effort to mediate
between Israel and Syria, with a view to resume negotiations towards peace, was another
manifestation of Ankara's self-imposed new role in the region.

Turkey's growing interest in the Middle East can also be explained by the Islamic nature
of the ruling party in since November 2002, coupled by the growing public
disappointment in Turkey of the procrastination of the EU decision concerning Turkey's
possible acceptance as a member. While Israeli-Turkish economic and strategic relations
have not been significantly affected in those years, there has been a considerable loss of
the warmth that marked the relations between these states before the ruling AKP came
to power.

In conclusion, the regional changes of the last few years do not bid well concerning the
prospects for a renewed Israeli-Arab peace process. Coupled with the deep frustration of
the Israeli public with the Oslo process and the Palestinians as a reliable partner for
peace, the chances of a breakthrough in the diplomatic stalemate seem rather slim
indeed.
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BRUCE MADDY-WEITZMAN

The Arab perspective

The title of my presentation is somewhat of a misnomer. There is, of course, an Arab
region — linguistically, culturally and even politically. But one cannot speak of an Arab
“perspective” with regard to specific, concrete issues; rather, there are Arab
“perspectives”, involving states, non-state actors, and social groupings.

Having made that caveat, I’d like to state my main points at the outset:

During the last 15 years, Iran has succeeded in unprecedented fashion in projecting
power into the heart of the Arab Middle East. Its bid to become a regional hegemon,
beyond its immediate Gulf environs, has had a major deleterious effect in the Arab-
Israeli arena, beyond what most analysts had deemed possible

Iran’s success in penetrating the core of the Arab system, in becoming a significant
player in what was formerly more of a “closed” Arab club of states, was a direct result of
Arab weakness and fragmentation, one which resulted in each of the non-Arab states of
the Middle East — Iran, Turkey and Israel — being markedly stronger than Arab states,
whether individually or collectively.

The events of the last half-year — the Gaza war, the advent of the Obama administration,
the Israeli and Lebanese elections, and of course the Iranian elections — have introduced
a new degree of fluidity into the ME scene. Most importantly, Iran’s bid for regional
dominance may have reached its limits, a trend which has been reinforced by the recent
Iranian “intifada”: Arab Sunni elites, led by Egypt, have begun to push back, with some
success; Iran’s “bandwagoning” Arab allies — Syria, in particular, but also Qatar, and
even Hizballah and Hamas —seem to be in the process of recalibrating the particulars of
their relationship with Tehran, and appear to be looking to mend fences with the Arab
majority camp. This in turn has expanded the space for creative diplomacy, in which
Sunni Arab regimes, Israel, the US and the EU may be able to pursue their overlapping
interests in ways which will create more favorable conditions in both the Arab-Israeli and
Gulf arenas.
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Let me now elaborate on these points, beginning with some historical background.
Scholars of 20” century Middle East politics tend to mark off a clear analytical divide
between overall regional dynamics and the Arab state system which began emerging after
WWI and took full form after WWII. Iran and Turkey were generally deemed as external
to the main story lines, one of which was the Egyptian-Iraqi rivalry, the modern
incarnation of the ancient conflict between the Nile and Euphrates civilizations. But
given the current situation, it is perhaps useful to look further eastward, and remind
ourselves of the ebbs and flows of the relationship between Cairo and Tehran, beginning
in the inter-war period, when Egypt, like Iran, had a monarchical regime. Egyptian and
Iranian regional interests at that time were quite separate, and even complementary:
Iran’s primary sphere of interest in the Arab world was (and remains), the Persian Gulf
and neighboring Iraq, Egypt’s primary rival in those years. One manifestation of Iran’s
comfort level with the pre-1952 Egyptian monarchy was the future Shah’s marriage to
the sister of Egypt’s King Farouk.

The heyday of radical pan-Arabism, led by Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser from the mid-
1950s until his defeat by Israel in 1967 and death in 1970, placed Egypt and Iran at
polar opposites in the struggle to shape the region. Iran, you may recall, was a member
of the pro-Western Baghdad Pact alliance, alongside of Iraq, Turkey and Pakistan in the
mid-1950s, an alliance which triggered Nasser’s radical pan-Arab policies and leadership
bid. Throughout the late 1950s and 1960s, Iran paid close attention to Iraq’s shift into
the radical Arab camp and to Nasser’s support for Arab revolutionary groups in Yemen
and the Gulf. In response to Nasser’s Yemen adventure, Iran supported Yemeni
royalists; later, it helped suppress a South Yemeni Marxist supported rebellion in
Oman’s Dhofar province. You may also recall Iran’s membership in the anti-Nasser
conservative “Islamic Pact”, alongside of Saudi Arabia and Jordan. Indeed, in one of
Nasser’s critical speeches just 10 days before the June 1967 war, he attacked the three
countries as serving imperialism and Zionism, and singled out Iran as Israel’s oil
supplier.

With Egypt’s turn westward under Sadat, Iran and Egypt briefly constituted two
important pillars of the Nixon doctrine outlining America’s regional strategy. Just how
close they were was demonstrated by Sadat’s granting the Shah asylum after his
overthrow in February 1979. His death in July 1980 occasioned a state funeral and
burial near King Farouk and other Egyptian monarchs in Cairo’s al-Rifa’i Mosque.
From this point on, Iran and Egypt were again on opposing sides of the geostrategic and
political fence. They had reversed roles: Iran was now the revolutionary state, while
Egypt was the pro-Western status quo power. Diplomatic relations were broken off, and
never fully restored. Iranian authorities named a street after Sadat’s assassin, (to be
changed again, in 2004, to “Intifada Street”). Egypt played a crucial role in bolstering
Iraq against Iran during their eight-year war, providing much-needed manpower and
selling it ample amounts of Soviet-made weaponry. As such, Cairo demonstrated to its
Arab critics, who had ostracized Egypt after the peace treaty with Israel, that the Arab
world as conceived by generations of Arab nationalists could not survive the challenges
posed by non-Arab powers without Egypt standing in the breech.
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However, even then, there was no united Arab front regarding Iran. Hafiz al-Asad’s
Syria found a strategic ally in Tehran. Squeezed between rival Ba’thi Iraq, a powerful
Israel and pro-Western Jordan, secular Arab Syria’s alliance with theocratic Shi’ite Iran
made good sense, strategically and economically. It would also become useful for Syria
in maintaining its hegemony over Lebanon. Throughout the long years of the Iran-Iraq
war and afterwards, Syria rebuffed Arab pressure to sever its links with Iran, while taking
care to maintain an open line to pro-Western Arab states.

Meanwhile, the specter of Iranian power increased, while Arab power, individual and
collective, declined. The post-1967 period in Arab politics is generally described as
marking the definitive triumph of the territorial state framework over radical pan-
Arabism. But it is also increasingly understood as a came to be a period marked by both
internal weaknesses (the terms “state failure”, “state exhaustion”, “stalled society”,
“fierce state”, and “over-stating” the Arab state all entered into common usage among
scholars and analysts), and a fragmented Arab order without a single leading actor or
broad common agenda. Egypt, the acknowledged leader of this quarrelsome Arab
collective since 1945, served as a mirror to this sorry situation, having stagnated
internally and seen its regional influence decline, particularly during much of the last
twenty years following the Gulf War.

There were certainly strategic benefits conferred upon Israel by this state of affairs. But
Iran may have benefitted even more, particularly from the weakening, and ultimate
overthrow of Saddam Husayn’s Iraq, as it attained unfettered access to Iraq’s majority,
and now ruling Shi’ite community. In the Gulf, it strengthened its hold over three
islands belonging to the United Arab Emirates, brushing off all Arab efforts to negotiate
an amicable resolution to the dispute; its naval capacity increased substantially, this in
the world’s most crowded sea lanes for oil tanker transport; periodic comments
regarding Iran’s historical claims to Bahrain tended to rattle Arab rulers; and restive
Shiite communities in both Bahrain and Saudi Arabia appeared to be prime targets for
Iranian meddling. The hand of Iranian intelligence in the truck bombing of an American
military residential complex in Khobar, Saudi Arabia in 1996 certainly rattled the Saudis
even more.

Most disturbing to Egypt was the deepening presence of Iran in the Arab-Israeli arena,
via both the Lebanese and Palestinian spheres. To Cairo’s and Riyadh’s distress, Bashar
al-Asad went much further than his father in enabling Iran to operate in Lebanon, and in
bolstering Hasan Nasrallah. Official Egypt was even more perturbed by Iran’s embrace
of the Palestinian cause, its traditional bailiwick, beginning with the Karine ‘A’ shipment
of arms to Yasir Arafat, and expanding into strategic backing for Hamas, with Hizballah
providing crucial logistical support.

Matters came to a head during the last three years. The 2006 Lebanon war was a first in
the annals of Middle Eastern armed conflicts, pitting Israel against a non-state Arab
actor patronized by Iran. Tehran’s strategic presence in Lebanon was highlighted by
Israel’s destruction of Iranian medium-range missiles in Lebanon during the first hours
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of the war. Iran’s patronage of Syria, Hizballah, Hamas and Islamic Jihad was seen as
openly threatening not only by Israel but also leading Sunni Arab governments — Egypt,
Saudi Arabia and Jordan, and, of course, by the anti-Iranian, anti-Syrian forces in
Lebanon.

Hamas’s provocation of the Gaza war was all-too-reminiscent of Nasrallah’s actions in
2006. In both cases, the wars stirred Arab public opinion, exposing Arab regimes to
harsh criticism for their inability to prevent the Israeli onslaught. More important was
Egypt’s apparent loss of control over a portion of its sovereign territory to Iranian-
Hizballah operatives, coupled with intolerable calls by Nasrallah for the Egyptian public
to insist on the lifting of the siege of Gaza. With Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood opposition
being the parent organization of Hamas, official Egypt understandably viewed Iran’s and
Nasrallah’s actions as brazen interference in Egypt’s internal affairs.

It was from this point that we can speak of a serious pushback by Egypt, assisted by the
Saudis. Just as the Saudis were especially angry with Hizballah for its Iranian
connection, so too was Egypt angry with Hamas. Hamas’s deepening ties with Iran
challenged Egypt’s insistence on being the prime Palestinian patron. Hamas’s disdain for
Egyptian blandishments, the chaos being created on the Egyptian-Gaza border
threatening Egypt’s loss of control over its own territory, the blame being heaped on
Egypt for not assisting Hamas to break the siege of Gaza, and Hamas’s own links with
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood opposition all firmed up Husni Mubarak’s resolve to
respond forcefully. To be sure, as the war dragged on, and the images of mounting
civilian casualties flickered across the region’s TV screens, Egypt’s criticism of Israel
grew. Nonetheless, Egypt and Saudi Arabia refused to be dragged into collective Arab
gatherings initiated by Syria and Qatar designed to support Hamas and place them on
the defensive. Instead, Egypt worked closely with France, in particular, as well as with
the US, to play an important role in promoting a ceasefire. Israeli-Egyptian dialogue
throughout was intense and businesslike, the product of a recognition that each side’s
interests required the other’s assistance. Indeed, throughout the crisis, Israel made it
clear that Egypt, and not Turkey, Qatar or anyone else, was the only legitimate regional
player in the diplomatic game. In the initial days and weeks after the ceasefire, Egypt
confirmed its seriousness of intent to cooperate with Western powers in establishing a
new security and border regime which would staunch the flow of Iranian weapons to
Gaza, begin repairing the shattered glass of Palestinian unity and restore a measure of
influence to Mahmud Abbas and the Palestinian Authority, and ease the suffering of the
civilian population in Gaza. All of this together, it was believed in Cairo, would increase
the chances of insuring a lasting and stable ceasefire, improve the possibilities of the
renewal of the Palestinian-Israeli peace process, and demonstrate to both the Egyptian
public and the international community that Egypt’s role was a crucial one. The real
test, of course, would come on the ground, requiring the Egyptian authorities to be far
more assertive vis-a-vis its own restive Sinai Bedouin population, the main operators of
the smuggling networks.
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Egypt’s renewed assertiveness also served to remind Washington that it should not be
ignored. In that regard, President Obama’s choice of Cairo as the venue for his speech to
the Muslim world was a feather in Egypt’s cap. The Egyptian drumbeat against
Nasrallah, widely viewed in Cairo as an Iranian proxy, is a signal to all and sundry, at
home, in the region and beyond, that Egypt is determined to draw the line in the face of
Iranian penetration, and that it remains the indispensable actor among Arab states. To
that end, it is currently investing all of its energies to broker an intra-Palestinian unity
agreement and Hamas-Israel prisoner exchange, and thus ease the blockade of Gaza and
re-start Arab-Israeli diplomacy. There is even talk of establishing a small inter-Arab
security force which would act in an advisory capacity to Palestinians charged with
maintaining security and stability.

Hence, the Israel-Hamas W