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A difficult reconciliation in Egypt

Elections or not, US offers no hope for Palestinians

Opinion

T
he declarations, 
messages and signals 
that floated recently 
on the Egyptian 
political scene had 
many observers saying 

that both the regime and the 
Muslim Brotherhood were 
seeking reconciliation. Immedi-
ately, pro-Muslim Brotherhood 
figures began putting forward 
ambitious conditions in the hope 
of obtaining the minimum from 
the regime.

The government side was rather 
quiet. When it spoke, it was usually 
in general and vague terms, placing 
the ball in the people’s camp and 
reiterating that, if the people 
accepted reconciliation with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, then the 
government would, too.

What is unusual in this is that 
the voices coming from the 
Brotherhood camp are being raised 
at a time when the government 
succeeded in breaking the bones of 
large segments of the movement 
and its armed militia. So the 
regime definitely does not have to 
accept now what it refused when 
the Brotherhood was powerful. 
In addition, the regime can find 
in Donald Trump’s election as US 

president enough ammunition to 
continue its campaign against the 
Brotherhood.

Be that as it may, recent court 
decisions overturning the death 
sentences against some members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood may 
have been understood by the group 
as a sign of political readiness for 
reconciliation.

Ironically, the Muslim 
Brotherhood has always accused 
Egyptian courts of being “partial 
and blind to the truth” but, after 
the recent sentence reductions, 
it adopted a rather positive view 
of the judiciary system in Egypt, 
accepting the premise that some 
legal decisions are subject to 
political considerations.

Most analyses of the situation 
in Egypt favour the view that a 
reconciliation with the Muslim 
Brotherhood is unlikely even with 
popular support for it. Many in pro-
regime political, security, economic 
and media circles in Egypt find it 
in their interest that the conflict 
with the Muslim Brotherhood be 
perpetuated. They believe that a 
return of the Brotherhood to the 
public scene might threaten their 
interests and endanger their hold 
on political power.

From its side, the Muslim 
Brotherhood seems to want to get 
rid of the accusations about its role 
in violence in Egypt and the region. 
It wants to appear flexible and put 
forth the image that it has always 
adopted and will always choose 
a moderate approach and that it 
is the regime that is responsible 
for aborting reconciliatory efforts. 
This was essentially the gist of 
declarations by Ibrahim Munir, the 
Brotherhood’s deputy supreme 
guide.

Another reason for the 
Brotherhood’s apparent flexibility 
is the deterioration of international 
backing, especially considering 
that, for the past three years, 
this support has not produced 
the anticipated results: The 
Brotherhood has not returned to 
power, pro-Brotherhood former 
president Muhammad Morsi is still 
in prison and the regime is still 
intact.

On the contrary, it is the 
Brotherhood that is showing 
cracks. The gap and disagreements 
between the old guard of the 
Brotherhood and the younger 
brothers are multiplying and the 
Brotherhood is losing its appeal 
among the general public.

The Egyptian regime is gaining 
in strength and, contrary to 
the Brotherhood’s propaganda, 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi’s popularity is on the rise. 
Given the similarity in Sisi’s and 
Trump’s positions on terrorism, 
the Brotherhood might find itself 
in hot water unless it takes pre-
emptive measures to extricate 
itself from the wave of violence 
sweeping across the region.

All of the factors mentioned 
above constrain the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s position and views. 
The Egyptian regime knows that 
very well and is convinced of its 
strong position. Therefore, it will 
not opt for the reconciliation path 
before it clips the major talons of 
the Brotherhood and returns it to 
its former cage, the one it was in 
under deposed president Hosni 
Mubarak’s regime.

To recapture its position as a 
political party, the Brotherhood 
must regenerate itself in a 
form that will be acceptable 
to the population. This is why 
reconciliation remains quite 
difficult to achieve for both sides.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.

A
s world leaders 
reacted to Donald 
Trump’s US presiden-
tial election victory, 
Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas did 

not want to be left out. “Abbas 
congratulates the elected Ameri-
can president, Donald Trump, and 
hopes that peace will be achieved 
during his term,” said a statement 
on the official Palestinian news 
agency.

Abbas spokesman Nabil Abu 
Rudeineh said the Palestinians 
were ready to work “with any 
president elected by the American 
people on the principle of achieving 
permanent peace in the Middle East 
based on the two-state solution”.

Palestinian former chief 
negotiator Saeb Erekat said the US 
position on the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict “will not change with the 
coming administration… We hope 
the next US administration will turn 
the talk about the principle of a 
two-state solution into a reality on 
the ground.”

Meanwhile, Israeli ministers 
were celebrating the pending 
arrival of a US administration they 

anticipate will give its blessing 
to the annexation of Palestinian 
West Bank land or, at the very 
least, facilitate a Jewish settlement 
construction bonanza.

What exactly is it going to take for 
the Palestinian leadership to chart a 
new course of action?

A recap of US President Barack 
Obama’s legacy when it comes to 
the Palestinian territories shows 
that over his 8-year presidency, 
Israeli settlements expanded under 
the political leadership of right-
wing and far-right Israeli ministers 
who openly reject Palestinian 
statehood in any form.

Obama’s inauguration in 2009 
took place two days after the end 
of Israel’s assault on the Gaza Strip 
known as Operation Cast Lead. 
During Obama’s time in office, Israel 
launched two further large-scale 
offensives on Gaza, including the 
unprecedentedly brutal Operation 
Protective Edge in 2014.

Despite that, and a raft of 
discriminatory and ultra-
nationalist legislation passed by 
the Knesset and a spike in home 
demolitions, Obama took no serious 
action against Israel. In fact, he 

oversaw the completion of a new, 
multibillion-dollar military aid deal.

This took place under a president 
loathed by many Israelis as “pro-
Palestinian” and who, all else aside, 
clearly does not like Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu. Yet 
despite all that, Obama delivered 
nothing for the Palestinians.

That alone should be enough 
for the Palestinian leadership 
to abandon this tired, bankrupt 
approach of hoping that 
Washington will reward good 
behaviour with pressure on the 
Israeli government. With four 
years of a Trump administration 
beckoning, this must be the final 
straw.

The strategy has always been 
flawed. US support for Israel is 
shaped by Washington’s own 
regional priorities, mutual 
economic and military interests 
and an active domestic lobby — 
fiscal responsibility in Ramallah 
and security coordination with the 
Israeli military cannot change that.

Palestinians need a strategy that 
does not depend on the largesse 
of Western governments, an 
urgency felt all the more keenly 

with Trump’s victory and the rising 
success of right-wing populists 
in Europe who offer Israel only 
unrestrained backing as an outpost 
against Islamist extremism.

Addressing the prospect of 
Trump moving the US embassy 
to Jerusalem, Palestinian 
Ambassador to the United Nations 
Riyad Mansour warned that his 
government would be ready to use 
“all of the weapons that we have in 
the UN to defend ourselves”.

Perhaps Mansour is being 
serious but, if so, why have these 
“weapons” not already been 
deployed? We know why. It is 
the same logic that saw Abbas 
attend the funeral of Israeli 
former president Shimon Peres in 
September. Impress the Americans 
and Europeans in the hope that 
maybe, just maybe, they will 
change their habits of a lifetime.

It is past time to dump this failed 
strategy. Obama’s eight years and 
now Trump’s victory make this 
crystal clear.

Ben White is a freelance journalist 
specialising in the Palestinian 
territories and Israel.
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Palestinians wave their national and Fatah party flags as they take part in a rally marking the 12th anniversary of the death of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat (portrait) in 
the West Bank city of Ramallah on November 10th.                (AFP)


