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Anti-American sentiment of unprecedented depth and geographical scope indeed does pose a serious challenge.  It surely will become all the more grave between now and January 21, 2009.  The Bush White House is locked into a set of policies in the Islamic world that aggravate negative feelings toward the United States everywhere.  Its only significant initiative over the next fifteen months, a possible military strike against Iran, will cast America in a still harsher light.  Sadly, this state of affairs is unaddressed by the omnipresent yet curiously disengaged Presidential candidates who seemingly live in a bubble as insular as that of the White House.  Focus groups or ‘expert’ advisors attuned only to the tactical needs of the aspirants are of little more value than Karen Hughes.
 
A few thoughts on this current state of affairs and its meaning for post-Bush.
 
I.                    America evokes anxiety and fear because of what it has done, not because of Bush’s irritating style or envy of us.  Courteous modes of address will count for little unless there is a basic redirection of our actions re. Iraq, Iran, and Palestine.  This is true of opinion in Europe as well as in the Middle East.  Yet, we hear nothing substantial from the major Democratic candidates - or their Republican counterparts who are vying to see who will be the honorific captain going down with the ship.  An active military presence in Iraq ensures both continued strife AND our close association with it.  Holding onto our huge air bases, keeping a couple of divisions in place along with their consort of hired guns, and using our Vatican City sized Raj Bhavan as the seat of neo-imperial rule indefinitely are recipes for more of what we have experienced.  At the end of the day, it is the Shi’ites who will show us the door – if not kick us through it.  They are the prideful newly empowered majority; we’re alien interlopers.  It’s always like that, noble intentions of the interlopers notwithstanding.
None of the pretenders to the White House dare say as much.  None, by all  the evidence, have taken the smallest mental steps in this direction.  The discourse in Washington remains punctuated by ‘they musts’ and ‘they shoulds.’  In truth, they won’t.
 
II.                 Iraq is a problem that affects adversely all our interests in the Middle East. It is neither answer nor asset.  The task is to neutralize the liability and to buffer other regional trouble spots from the toxins it has spawned.  That entails the following:
 
        Cease threatening Iran with sponsored regime change and/or military action.  The only way to curb its rhetorical ambitions is via a strategic deal along the lines the Iranians proposed in the Spring of 2003, and was summarily rejected by the White House.  The current strategy of confrontation across the board is ill-conceived.  It is destined to fail in its particulars (as it did with Hezbollah) and it will produce the exact opposite of what we want to achieve with Iran.  The Persians have been at this game for 4,000 years on their old Mesopotamian stomping grounds; we have been at it for 65 – as neophytes from another world.  The multiple absurdities of admonishing them not to interfere in Iraq are evident with the slightest reflection.
 
        Bite the bullet on Palestine.  Annulling a free election and physically punishing half of the Palestinians is self-defeating.  We all know the essentials of a stable peace.  It cannot be achieved by playing games of make-believe with Mr. Abbas and pantomime with Mr. Olmert.
 
        Recognize that Islamic terrorism is mainly a police problem.  When it comes to the motivations of violent jihadists, and what makes them recruits, note the above.  
 
        Failure to raise these issues in the political discourse means digging ourselves a deeper hole.  The next President, who will be anything but a heroic figure, will be handicapped further by: (1) the absence of an Iraq debate that gets beyond calendars; (2) the utter lack of strategic perspective; (3) the consonant inability of the American public to understand the truly significant choices and trade-offs to be made; and (4) a diplomacy hamstrung by the precipitous loss of American credibility and moral authority.
 
The crisis for American foreign policy, intellectual and operational, will be as real in January 2009 as it is today.  It is not clear that we are at the end of the beginning.  We most certainly are not at the beginning of the end.  
It’s time to get off the Marrakesh Express.

 

