The Impact of Egypt's Upheavals on the Middle East Peace Process

Edward Said, Palestine’s most celebrated intellectual, called the 1993 Middle East Oslo Peace Accords, ‘an instrument of Palestinian surrender, a Palestinian Versailles.’ (Said 1993)
I am going to argue that in fact the surrender had come earlier with the Israel Egypt Camp David ‘Peace Accords’ in 1978. This put in place a structure of oppression based upon a tripartite region-wide US-Israeli-Egyptian dominance explicitly at the expense of the liberation of Palestine. However the Egyptian upheavals and indeed the explosive potential of the region wide Arab discontent signal a paradigm shift and a fundamental challenge to this structure.

But first let us return to the meaning of that ‘Oslo peace’.  

At the time Edward Said was a lone voice amongst ‘respectable’ international professional opinion. Outside the Arab world, everyone else was mesmerised by the famous White House lawn hand-shake, beamed by TV stations across the globe, between Israeli leader, Yitzak Rabin, and Palestinian guerrilla leader, Yasser Arafat, hosted by US President Bill Clinton.

 The progressive Israeli scholar, Avi Shlaim, was an enthusiastic supporter and one of Said’s sharpest  critics. But fifteen years later, Shlaim had changed his mind. 
‘From today's perspective, there can be no doubt at all that Edward had the right reading of Oslo and I was completely wrong about it.’(Shlaim 2008)
Oslo established a pattern of negotiations in 1993 which have continued sporadically ever since. And we now know from the publication of The Palestine Papers, thousands of internal Palestine Authority documents leaked to the al Jazeera TV network and the Guardian newspaper in the UK, the astonishing degree of capitulation by Palestinian leaders to Israeli demands.
 Israel will not concede the right of return of the Palestinian refugees, there will be no sharing of Jerusalem, hundreds of thousands of Israeli settlers will remain on the West Bank. 

Actually Avi Shlaim himself summed up well the true meaning of Oslo in 2000, just before the eruption of the second Intifada, itself a direct result of Oslo’s failure. Israel’s intention was to ‘repackage rather than end the military occupation’. (Shlaim 2000: 524, Rose 2004: 162)
‘...Israeli settlements continued to be built on Palestinian land in palpable violation of the spirit, if not the letter of the Oslo accords...In the West Bank, Israel retained control over the water resources and over three quarters of the land. The building of settlements throughout the West Bank and especially in East Jerusalem continued unabated, and a network of bypass roads seemed designed to pre-empt the possibility of Palestinian statehood.’ (Shlaim 2000: 530, Rose 2004: 162))

How have we arrived at this situation? And how might the events in Egypt affect it?
A momentary comparison with the ANC- led struggle against the Apartheid regime in South Africa may be apposite. By the 1980’s the Apartheid regime faced mass townships upheavals combined with unprecedented mass black labour unrest. Sensing a calamitous outcome United States began to re-position itself with a sanctions and disinvestment strategy as its own contribution to ending Apartheid.
 This was also precipitated by the boycott, disinvestment and sanctions campaign waged by the Anti Apartheid movement in the USA.
But we should note the US shift in position followed a calculation that the ANC had now achieved  ‘critical mass’ in terms of power balance shift in its favour, with the Apartheid regime.
It’s an old argument, but a crucial difference between Apartheid and Zionism is that the former exploited black labour along ethnic lines whereas the latter excluded Palestinian labour. This suggests that Zionism may even be worse than Apartheid, a view powerfully argued by Ronnie Kasrils.
 
Hence the Jewish state has never been dependent on Palestinian ‘native’ labour in the way the white South African economy was dependent on black ‘native’ labour. In addition the numbers are very different. The black majority was always huge in comparison with the white minority in South Africa. Whereas Israel’s successful eviction of the Palestinian majority in 1948 (Pappe 2006) has meant that numbers are roughly comparable. Finally Apartheid South Africa never found a role, even at the height of the ‘Cold War’, as a US ‘strategic asset’ in the way that Israel has played this role for the US Middle East (Chomsky 1999). 
In short, ultimately the South African black majority could assert its power against the Apartheid regime in a way that eludes the fragmented and dispersed Palestinian majority.

This raises the wider question of the Palestine question as an Arab question. What the ‘Palestine Papers’ exposed most of all was the political as well as the diplomatic powerlessness and paralysis of the Palestinian leadership. To achieve ‘critical mass’ in its struggle with Israel and its strategic ally, the United States, the Palestinians need to mobilise the massive Arab majority – to achieve equivalence with the black South African struggle.
Now there is nothing original in this perspective. On the contrary, Palestine has always been viewed like this in the region. Zionism was perceived as a threat to Arab independence the moment the ink was dry on the ‘Balfour Declaration’ in 1917, with its promise of a ‘Jewish homeland’ in a post war British-occupied Palestine.
Menahem Salih Daniel, a leading Baghdadi notable from an old Iraqi Jewish family makes a fascinating witness to this argument. The early twentieth century Iraqi Jewish community was highly successful, relatively prosperous, urbanised, (one third of Baghdad was Jewish), and assimilated into Arab cultural and economic society. They were Arab Jews. In 1922 Daniel told the Zionists to stay out of Iraq, viewing them as a threat to Arab and Jewish life across the region.
‘...in all Arab countries, the Zionist movement is regarded as a threat to Arab national life...any sympathy with the Zionist movement is seen as nothing short of betrayal of the Arab cause...’(Rejwan 1989: 207, Rose 2004: 179)
This is also the reason with Israel’s Declaration of Independence in 1948, the Jewish state was at permanent war with its Arab neighbours.

Historically, Egypt was the leader of the Arab world and hence assumed particular responsibility for the fate of Palestine. Popular support for the Egyptian army officers’ coup, which overthrew the British backed puppet monarchy in 1952, was partly fuelled by Egyptian shame at the surrender of Palestine to the Zionists four years earlier.
Nasser’s emergence as Egypt’s national military leader would focus this argument ever more sharply.

His nationalization of the Suez Canal in 1956, and the failure of the invasion by Israel, Britain and France, assured his position as the most important leader of the Arab world in the twentieth century. 

A set-piece battle between Egyptian-inspired Arab national armies and Israel was inevitable. The shock of Israel’s victory, when it came in 1967, didn’t just destroy Nasser, it destroyed Arab nationalism for at least a generation. Arguably, it is recovering only now with the new Arab revolutions at the beginning of 2011.

The United States understood the significance of Egypt’s humiliation in 1967. 
‘Israel has probably done more for the US in the Middle East...than any of our so-called allies and friends elsewhere around the world since the Second World War. In the Far East we get almost nobody to help us in Vietnam. Here the Israelis won the war, single-handedly, have taken us off the hook, and have served our interests as well as theirs.’ US State Department 1967 (Bonds et al 1977: 116, Rose 2004: 157). 

It is now that Israel consolidates its role as US ‘strategic asset’.  In the next four years Israel would receive 1.5 billion dollars military aid from the US - ten times the amount sent in the previous twenty years. (Chomsky 1999)                     
Egypt, under Nasser’s successor, Sadat, attempted a sudden revenge assault on Israel in the so-called Yom Yippur War of October 1973 and succeeded in regaining control of the Suez Canal and the  Sinai Peninsula. Israel was indeed taken by surprise and at first looked like it might even be defeated. But there was no way the United States would have tolerated such an outcome. Indeed Henry Kissinger, US special envoy in the region at the time, made brazenly clear the US strategy for Israeli dominance in the region.

‘The United States saved Israel from collapse at the end of the first week by our arms supply…Some have claimed it was American strategy to produce a stalemate in the 1973 war. This is absolutely wrong. What we wanted was the most massive Arab defeat possible…we sought to break up the Arab united front .’ (Merip Report 1981, Rose 2004: 158)
Interestingly Apartheid South Africa also rushed to Israel’s support in providing emergency weaponry and the Pretoria-Tel Aviv unholy alliance was born.

Kissinger’s intention of destroying Arab unity succeeded and Sadat was bribed with massive armaments and dollars. The US sponsored Israeli-Egypt Camp David ‘Peace Accords’ very effectively detached Egypt from the rest of the Arab world. Israel was now free to destroy, or at the very least eliminate the military effectiveness of, the PLO, the Palestine Liberation Organisation, the leadership of the Palestinian guerrilla movement which had emerged in the shadow of the 1967 Arab national defeat.
‘The Camp David agreements in 1978-79 neutralized Egypt, leaving Israel "free to sustain military operations against the PLO in Lebanon as well as settlement activity on the West Bank" (Israeli strategic analyst Avner Yaniv)… The invasion eliminated the problem…by demolishing the organization in Lebanon…’ (Chomsky 1996)

The 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon resulted in the eviction of the PLO from its base in West Beirut in the context of an extraordinary amount of bloodletting including the genocidal attacks on Sabra and Shatilla Palestinian refugee camps which shocked world opinion. (Chomsky 1999: 364-5)
Meanwhile the United States rewarded Egypt with an unprecedented flow of aid and arms. Between 1977 and 2007 the Egyptian Government received almost $62 billion dollars from the US in economic aid and foreign military assistance. Only one other state has regularly received more than Egypt: Israel. (Alexander 2009: 138)
At the same time Israel was able to massively cut back its own arms budget.

In a panicky statement about the implications of the Egyptian protests on the Israel Egypt ‘peace accords’, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently reminded the Israeli parliament.
"The defense budget was more than 30 percent of the gross domestic product before 1979 and went down to 7 percent after the peace treaty. One reason for Israel's economic prosperity is that it could decrease the defense budget for all those years," 

In a remarkable book published two years ago, ‘Egypt The Moment of Change’ co-written by Egyptian intellectuals, political activists and their British supporters, anticipating with forensic insight the current Egyptian upheavals, Egypt’s role in the US-Israeli strategy for the region was graphically laid bare.  
A terrifying chapter on ‘Torture’ exposed not just the routine use of torture across the country as a central mechanism for social and political control of the Egyptian population. It also highlighted Egypt’s torture chambers as a global strategic prop in the US-led ‘War on Terror’.  A ‘global’ institution assembling,
‘…a network of transportation, incarceration and torture – the ‘extraordinary rendition’ of prisoners held by the US authorities…’

One American security agent boasted that Egyptian interrogators were able within hours to obtain answers to questions provided by their counterparts. (Seif El-Dawla 2009: 132)
The chapter ‘the international arena’ spells out the details explaining how the US Israeli Egypt alliance has operated. It is not surprising that favoured slogans of the Tahir Square demonstrators demanded not just that Mubarak should go, but maybe he should go to Tel Aviv where he would be welcome! The chapter reminds us of Mubarak’s role in attempting to undermine the decisive Hamas victory in the democratic elections in Palestine in 2006. Even worse, in December 2008 Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni visited Cairo to warn Mubarak of Israel’s invasion of Gaza, a visit reported  by the Arab media. From Lebanon, Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah very publicly warned Mubarak that he was likely to be considered an accomplice in the massacre and the blockade… (Alexander 2009: 145)
Thus it is difficult to see how the new mass-based Egyptian democratic movement can avoid confronting the Israel Egypt ‘peace’ agreement. This too is the conclusion of a Los Angeles Times survey of Israeli opinion of academic, media and military experts. (22.2.2011)

Five developments are ringing alarm bells in Jerusalem and Washington.
· The blockade of Gaza on the Egyptian side has been eased through the Rafah crossing. 

· Egypt allowed two Iranian warships to pass through the Suez Canal for the first time since the Iranian Revolution of 1979 in early February.
· During a mass Friday prayer service in Cairo’s Tahir Square, anti Israel cleric Yusuf Qaradawi – who returned to Egypt after years in exile – called for the ‘conquest’ of Jerusalem’s Al Aqsa mosque, Islam’s third holiest site.
· Natural gas shipments to Israel, Jordan and Syria remain suspended after unknown assailants tried to bomb the pipeline route in the Sinai peninsula. A spokesman for the April 6th youth movement, a key organiser for the demonstrations that helped topple Mubarak, had demanded the total cessation of gas supplies to Israel. This has particularly panicked Michael Oren, Israel Ambassador in the US, who wrote in the New York Times (19.2) that this would threaten 40% of Israel’s gas requirements. 
· Oren also noted that Egyptian reformist leader, Ayman Nour, has declared that the ‘era of Camp David is over.’

‘One must bear in mind that many young Egyptians who took to the streets…are anti Israel and anti American.’ Michael Laskier, Mid East Studies professor at Bar-Ilan University told the LA Times. He added. ‘Undoing the peace treaty risks losing American aid. So the new regime could do everything to avoid angering the new Obama administration by not really breaking the peace, but not keeping it either. The peace treaty could be weakened or emptied of meaning.’

The paper also quotes Aluf Benn, a leading columnist in the Israeli paper Ha’aretz, responding to Iran’s warships in the Suez Canal.

‘Egypt is signalling that it is no longer committed to its strategic alliance with Israel against Iran, and that Cairo is willing to do business with Tehran. This is precisely what Turkey has done in recent years under Prime Minister Erdogan.’

The intervention of Ayman Nour is significant. A very worried Jerusalem Post reported that the potential presidential candidate  is a moderate ‘heading not an Islamist Party, but one describing itself as secular, liberal and human rights oriented.’ (14.2)
Nour was imprisoned in 2005 after running against Mubarak in presidential elections. The opposition leader came in first runner-up with 7% of the vote in a ballot widely criticised as rigged. The Jerusalem Post reports that independent observers believe Nour may have actually received twi ce as many votes.
Nour suffered a head wound when he took part in the recent Tahir Square protests when he was hit by a stone during the clashes with pro-Mubarak and anti-government protesters.

‘Of course Palestine is part of our movement.’ Insists Hosam al-Hamalawy, one Egypt’s most influential bloggers. ‘It was the trigger.’
As he wrote recently in the UK-based Guardian newspaper.

‘Only after the Palestinian intifada broke out in September 2000 did tens of thousands of Egyptians take to the streets in protest – probably for the first time since 1977.’ (2/3)

Hossam al-Hamalawy’s website carries a slide-show of protesting placards from Tahir Square to illustrate the Egypt-Palestine crossover.

In translation:
1. Banner at the top : 'No to Mubarak, No to Suleiman - You're both American stooges'
2. Stop selling gas to Israel
3. Omar Suleiman: Israel's preferred candidate for Egyptian President
4. No to Mubarak, No to Suleiman - both American stooges
5. Go to Tel Aviv - they're really keen on you there
6. Presumably the top says 'go' in Hebrew? The Arabic underneath says 'Go' in the language of those who love you' 
7. The placard round his neck says 'Let Israel help you out'
8. 'Butcher, Spy, Thief...'
9. No Mubarak, No Suleiman (same as 1), banner on the left = 'No to dictatorship, No to corruption'. Banner on the right 'Hosni Mubarak will not rule us after today'.
10. Omar Suleiman - Friend of Israel
11. 'Go, Zionist stooge'
12. 'Go, American stooge'
13.  'Israeli stooge'
14.  'Israeli stooge'
15. 'No to Mubarak, American stooge' 

A favourite chant : 'We're not going, he's going - if he doesn't understand Arabic, tell him in Hebrew'.

Rabab El-Mahdi, co-author and editor of ‘Egypt the Moment of Change’, and one of the leaders of the new socialists in the burgeoning democratic mass movement in Egypt, is also in doubt of the centrality of Palestine both as an inspiration and template of Egypt’s revolution .

‘The Palestinian intifada brought collective political action back to the (Egyptian) streets; it also pushed new actors into establishing innovative collaborative forums. Moved by the mood for action, in 2000 a group of twenty NGOs and independent activists of diverse backgrounds established the Popular Committee to Support the Intifada (PCSI). For the first time in modern Egyptian history, the committee had members of rival political factions – Muslim Brotherhood members, Nasserists and Socialists – as well as activists from professional syndicates and NGOs. Over the next two years it collected the equivalent of $400,000 in donations, food and medical supplies for convoys to Palestine (a huge sum in the context of popular politics in Egypt), and and gathered more than 100,000 signatures on a petition calling on the government to cut diplomatic ties with Israel. It managed to overcome ideological differences and historical grievances and translate popular sympathy for the Palestinians into mass campaigns.’ (El-Mahdi 2009: 94)

But let Thomas L. Friedman, veteran pro-Israeli New York Times correspondent for the Middle East with exemplary contacts amongst Israel’s top military, have the last word. He reported a meeting with a retired Israeli general who told him. “Well, everything we thought for the last 30 years is no longer relevant.” 
Friedman concluded. Israel should ‘disentangle itself from the Arabs’ story as much as possible.
‘ There is a huge storm coming, Israel. Get out of the way.’
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