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ON June 4, 2009 Barack Hussein Obama, President of the United States, addressed a gathering of receptive and cheering persons in Cairo. While they were Egyptians, and he spoke to their concerns, he reached out beyond them to the larger Muslim world of 1.5 billion. 

Equally intriguing is the fact that Muslims heard him not only in cities but also in remote and obscure places. He went out of his way to arouse in their hearts and minds friendly feelings towards his own country and people. He brought out the fact that even though he is a Christian, several generations on his father’s side have been Muslim. He said he felt an affinity with Islam, and that it would be one of his functions as president to dispel misconceptions of Islam harboured in parts of the West. 

Referring to the Arab-Israeli conflict, he observed that while the Palestinians must accept Israel’s right to exist, the Israelis must respect the Palestinian people’s right to a state of their own. They must also stop building settlements in Palestinian territory. Obama’s audience in Cairo applauded him profusely. Muslim listeners elsewhere were also pleased. A few sceptics in some places said they would wait to see the actions that followed his declarations. 

A couple of congressional leaders in Washington praised the president’s speech, but major newspapers and radio and television channels gave it little attention, and instead focused on his visit to Germany. The speech was well received in the European Union offices. Indian officials and the media ignored it for the most part. As one might have expected, it evoked reservations in conservative Jewish circles in America and Israel. 

A prominent journalist in Tel Aviv observed that it was the first time since the establishment of the state of Israel that an American president was treating it like a stepchild. Another journalist in the same town wanted to know why, instead of going after terrorists such as Hamas and Hezbollah, and Iran which supported them, Mr Obama was hung up on the settlements. He also disputed the view that an end to the settlements would pave the way to peace. 

One may now ask if President Obama’s pleas to the groups mentioned above are likely to be heeded. A recent opinion poll showed that a slight majority of Israelis would go along with a decision to stop Jewish settlements on Palestinian land. The conservative and orthodox politicians who are coalition partners in the present Israeli government are strongly opposed to terminating the settlements. If Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu accepts President Obama’s advice, they may abandon his government in which case it will fall. 

Mr Netanyahu has to balance domestic pressure in favour of the settlements against the opposing American pressure. The outcome may depend on the kind of pressure the Obama administration can bring to bear on the Israeli government. Mr Obama will have to contend with the strong pro-Israeli lobbies within America. A policy of adverse pressure on Israel may not even have the needed support in the United States Congress. 

Hamas and Hezbollah are militant, ideological parties with their own agendas. They favour the Palestinian cause and oppose Israel. They consider physical violence a legitimate weapon in waging their political struggles. They do not depend on America in pursuing their goals. In fact they have been getting along well in spite of intense American opposition to their aims and 

modus operandi. They are said to receive some help from Iran but can probably do without it. 

In any case, Iran cannot be dissuaded from helping them, if it is doing so, except as part of an overall settlement with America, which at this point is nowhere in sight. As things stand now, there is no apparent reason why Hamas and Hezbollah would want to listen to President Obama. 

He cautioned fellow Americans against stereotyped images of Arabs and Muslims as retrogressive and violence-prone people, and he cautioned Arabs and Muslims against similarly incorrect images of America as a grasping and exploitative empire. His words of caution were entirely appropriate. But it should be noted also that images on each side are not made and sustained by government agencies as much as they are by vested interests and media barons, including those who own and control the ‘yellow press’. They thrive on the dramatic and scandalous, even if these are nothing more than fabrications or gossip. This is how they make money and they will see no reason to change their ways. 

Images of the ‘common man’, on both sides, are also based on conventional wisdom, inherited prejudices and hearsay. Moreover, the common man prefers to blame outsiders for the failures of his own society. This relieves him of thinking, self-examination and analysis, all of which are agonising processes. 

Talk with any number of Pakistanis and they will hold America responsible for all of their troubles. America, they will insist, wants to destabilise, even break up, Pakistan. You may argue that America has nothing to gain from Pakistan’s destabilisation. They will then contend that America disapproves of Pakistan because it is Muslim and, like all of the Judeo-Christian West, the US is an enemy of Islam. 

President Obama’s mission of removing the mutual misperceptions of the American and Arab-Muslim peoples is doubtless noble. However, it is fraught with difficulties. But it does not follow that his endeavours will be in vain. The words and actions of an American president do have an impact on public opinion in other countries. It is possible that his Cairo address has already improved the Arab-Muslim attitudes towards America. In time, American perceptions of Arabs and Muslims may also become a bit friendlier. 

It is true that the president does not control all of the opinion-makers, vested interests and their lobbies in America. But it is safe to assume that the chiefs of the American armed forces, intelligence agencies, diplomats and policy planners in the State Department, and those who manage the federal bureaucracy will listen to him and, within limits, carry out his policies. If these policies work well and bring advantages to the American people, even the media barons and hitherto sceptical politicians may begin to take a new, and perhaps more sympathetic, look at the Muslim world.
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