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 “TO the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based on mutual interest and mutual respect,” declared President Barack Obama as he took oath of office. 

This assurance represented not only a departure from his predecessor’s disdain for Muslims, but also symbolised a welcome change in how Washington would henceforth view problems plaguing the Muslim world. Two issues, in particular, have played a critical role in blighting relations between Muslims and the West. Both are a legacy of the British colonial rule. Kashmir was rightly diagnosed by Obama, early in his election campaign, as responsible for much of the suffering and misery afflicting South Asia; hence his emphasis on its resolution as essential to peace in the region. 

But it is Palestine that continues to cause deep anguish and generate strong anti-American sentiments among Muslims, particularly the Arabs. Obama’s appointment of the veteran politician, George Mitchell, as his special envoy for the Middle East, as well as his resolve to work for its resolution, “with all the patience that the task requires”, raised hopes of a meaningful change in Washington’s policy on this issue. 

Obama followed this up by daring to stress in his Cairo speech to Muslims that “the situation for the Palestinian people is intolerable”, while affirming that “the United States does not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements…. It is time for these settlements to stop”. 

Obama’s statements raised expectations in the Arab world, but its impact was greater in Israel, where alarm bells had already begun ringing with Obama’s elections. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s meetings in Washington in mid-May confirmed Israel’s worst fears. Obama’s insistence that “settlements have to be stopped in order for us to move forward” reportedly infuriated the Israeli leader. 

This was, however, not a new demand; as virtually all of Obama’s predecessors had spoken out against settlements. What upset the Israelis was the grim determination with which Obama promised to stay focused on this goal. 

While the Israelis reacted with outrage, Washington’s response was to avoid confrontation, opting to exert ‘soft’ pressure. But Netanyahu came up with an ingenious strategy that included galvanising Israel’s traditional supporters, especially in Congress and the media, while offering the US room to wriggle out of the dilemma. 

Instead of rejecting Obama’s stand, he pleaded that Israel be permitted to finish all projects that had already been started as these included 100,000 new housing units that would permit continued settlement activity. Netanyahu knew that this would be endorsed by pro-Israel lobbies, particularly in Congress, whose members were already denouncing Obama’s alleged “pressure tactics” on Israel, insisting that the problem was not of settlements, it was “Arab rejection of negotiation”. 

Netanyahu had another ace up his sleeve. This was the Iran card, which he knew would have a powerful impact in Washington. He insisted on a linkage between the two issues, demanding that progress on the Israeli-Palestinian peace talks had to be contingent on progress on Iran’s nuclear programme. 

The administration could not reject this ploy, even though it recognised that while Iran constitutes a geo-political challenge for Israel, it would be a gross exaggeration to claim that it represents an existential threat to it. 

In the meanwhile, Israel asked the US to press the moderate Arab states to take confidence-building measures, including granting overflight rights to Israeli civilian aircraft, increasing cultural cooperation and allowing Israel to open information sections in foreign embassies abroad. 

The Arab leaders, notwithstanding their lukewarm support for the Palestinian cause demurred, knowing that they were being asked, once again, to offer unilateral concessions. But Netanyahu had already won half the battle. 

In September, he decided to confront the administration when Israeli officials informed the media that hundreds of new housing units in the West Bank settlements would have to be constructed before considering a temporary freeze. Of course, Washington criticised this measure. 

It, was however, Washington that blinked first, when earlier this month the White House declared that the ongoing Israeli settlements should not be a ‘distraction’ to a peace settlement. This was then confirmed by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton when she welcomed Israel’s offer for a slowdown in settlement activity, characterising it as ‘restraint’ and claiming this was ‘unprecedented’, while the Palestinians were asked to resume peace talks unconditionally. 

There was understandable jubilation in Israel at another climb-down by Washington. The Palestinians said that they were deeply disappointed by Ms Clinton’s statement, calling it a surrender that had dealt a fatal blow to US efforts to secure a peace deal. But it only reinforced the harsh reality of the Middle East where UN resolutions, bilateral understandings, multilateral commitments, mean nothing to Israel, confident as it is of America’s unquestioning support. 

For the Palestinians, it was another grim reminder of their own weakness and the fickleness of their Arab allies, from whom not a whimper of protest was heard. 

In less than a year, the Obama administration’s most ambitious diplomatic initiative has proved stillborn. Its willingness to suffer public humiliation at the hands of Netanyahu reconfirmed the truth of the veteran American politician, Tip O’Neill’s famous observation that “all politics in America is local politics”. 

While there is nothing new in Washington’s climb-down, the developments of the past weeks should be an eye-opener for any Arab who may have been carried away by Obama’s powerful rhetoric. 

The US cannot be an even-handed mediator between the Arab states and Israel, nor will Washington hold the Israelis to the same standards of behaviour and conduct as it expects from others. Obama’ call for a new era in relations with the Muslim world can only become a reality if and when the US is prepared to pursue just and fair policies towards Muslims. 

