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THE fragile ceasefire accord brokered by the United Nations is under a serious threat. In an ambience of uneasy calm, Israel and the Hezbollah, standing on the battered plains of Lebanon, are counting their dead. The month-long war between the two unequal powers seemingly appears to have ended though the Israeli troops are reluctant to stop their aggressive assaults.

The casualties on both sides have been enormous. Thousands have been killed or maimed. According to preliminary reports more than 1,070 people have been killed. The number of the Israelis perished in the war is about 140. Israel killed over 800 Lebanese civilians, destroyed their homes, pulverised Lebanon’s infrastructure and made 750,000 people homeless.

This was a war between two unequal combatants. Israel had an edge over Hezbollah because of the open and unqualified support of the United States war machine. The missiles and rockets that Hezbollah fired into Israeli territory were, however, no match to the military superiority of Israel. But what Israel lacked in substantial terms was a strong conviction. Equally apparent was the Jewish state’s low morale. The strategists have termed the war as the worst since the creation of Israel in 1948.

Now the question arises: Will this war be a turning point in the history of the strife-ridden Middle East? Those who have closely watched the political tidings in that part of the world are pretty confused. They are conscious of the fact that the conciliatory moves by the Palestinian leaders have failed to evoke a positive response from Israel. The burden of guilt is so pressing that it fails to come out of the cobweb of suspicion and distrust. It was not an ordinary decision for the Palestinian people to finally revoke the age-old wish to dismantle the land called Israel. They were even prepared to accept the reality of Israel. It was a major change in their political strategy.

Hamas, which has been in the frontline of the war against Israel, has formed a lawful government through a democratic process. Belying the fears that it would accentuate the much-dreaded reign of terror, it has assumed a compromising posture. But unfortunately it has been a one-sided approach. The aggressive leaders of Israel never quite welcomed the change in the political stance of the Palestinians. Even now, on one pretext or the other, they never hesitate to carry out aerial or ground attacks on the Palestinian territories, killing innocent people and destroy property. The mere kidnapping of two Israeli soldiers could not have been the reason for starting a brutal war in Labanon.

Even now after the ceasefire accord, many Israeli leaders are reluctant to recognise the new realities. During a five-hour cabinet meeting held soon after, a heated debate took place in which many grilled the government for its failure to achieve the desired results. Israel has issued a direct threat to Hezbollah and Lebanon asking them to desist from violating the ceasefire and embarking on a military offensive. An Israeli minister participating in the cabinet discussion said, “if a single stone is thrown at Israel from whatever village that happens, it should be turned into a pile of stones.” This certainly is not the language of a government aspiring for peace and amity.

On the other hand, Hezbollah has made it clear that it would abide by the ceasefire agreement. But it has also pointed out that “as long as there is military movement, Israeli field aggression and Israeli soldiers occupying our land, it is our natural right to confront them, fight them, and defend our land, our homes and ourselves. ”Hezbollah is prepared to join the peace initiative of the UN. But it would not make any compromise on the principles.”

There is no denying that Israel is now a house divided. The generals are engaged in in-fighting and blaming the military strategists for their failure to even contain the Hezbollah, much less eliminate it altogether. The political leadership is itself at loggerheads with each other. Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert has been accused of losing an opportunity ` to teach Hezbollah a lesson.’ He is being criticized for lack of firmness in the war. His critics wonder why the mightiest army in the Middle East failed to cripple the Hezbollah. His policy of hesitating to use ground forces is also regarded as unrealistic and faulty.

Ehud Olmert has certainly lost the war and is now poised to lose another war on the home front. The hawks in the government are preparing to get rid of a prime minister who has no experience of military operations. Olmert`s future hangs in the balance. Most significant outcome of this war has been the explosion of the myth that Israel is invincible.

It is a moment of truth for the Muslim countries. Hezbollah has demonstrated to their leaderships how a determined people can fight against all odds. Strangely enough, while there were street demonstrations in the western capitals against Israel`s brutal bombardment on Lebanese territory, little agitation was in evidence in most Muslim countries. The climax came when the Organization of Islamic Conference felt hesitant to convene a meeting to discuss the alarming developments and take some concrete steps to stop the killings of civilians in a member Muslim country. At long last the meeting was held and a resolution passed.

Several Muslim countries have strong links with the United States. Some of them have diplomatic and trade relations with Israel. Their reluctance to take any joint and decisive action against Israel and extend support to Hezbollah’s resistance is understandable.

It appears unlikely that Israel`s humiliation and Hezbollah`s victory in the month-old war would drastically change the situation in the Middle East.Even now when the ceasefire has cme into efect and the two sides are willing to abide by the UN resolution, there is no certainty that there would be an enduring peace in Lebanon. Distrust is so deep that it cannot be removed by a resolution .

Peace has always been elusive in the Middle East. What Syria and Iran have indirectly been doing to help and protect the Lebanese people from Israeli air strikes should be welcomed by all. But the people of Lebanon are aware of the fact that they are living in a dangerous world. Their survival depends on, apart from their military strength, their will and determination to shape their own destiny.

This is an aspect which not only the Muslims but the entire civilized world must also ponder. Israel should also realise that mere might is not always a determining factor. It must come to a political settlement with Hezbollah, which has emerged as a strong political force in the Middle East.

Rhetoric alone cannot sustain a people who do not conduct themselves with dignity. The Israeli government was forced to sack its general in charge of the northern command. This shows how fragile was the military strength of the government. As has been the experience of the Lebanese people in the recent past, they know that Israel would not consider the option of ensuring peace in the devastated land. It suffers from insatiable greed to occupy the land of other peoples. It has been doing this all the time and wants to preserve this tradition.

A few years ago, this writer was on a short visit to Beirut. This beautiful city of many temptations bore the marks of the ravages that it had to suffer fom an unending civil war. Many highhrise buildings, bereft of windows and doors, had turned into rubbles. The smoke had blackened their structures. Nobody had cared to rebuild those houses. But I think by now some of those buildings might have been rebuilt. However once again the city that was the bride of the Middle East is in the grip of a chaotic situation.

The peace force of the United Nations is on the move and it is expected that soon normality would be restored in Lebanon. The Lebanese have suffered a lot. But the way they have unhesitatingly accepted the ceasefire resolution shows that they abhor war for it makes life unbearable. An enduring peace can be restored in the Middle East only if the nations inhabiting this historic region learns to tolerate each other. No religion of the world teaches hatred and animosity.

No peace mission can succeed if the hearts of the people do not beat in unison. For long the people of the Middle East have lived peacefully with a generous approach to the hopes and problems of their fellow beings. They must return to those endearing ways of life. The only superpower that hovers over the world in a state of abandon should also stop bullying others. Syria is a small country and not as powerful as is Israel.

It comes to the aid of the Lebanese people only because it is moved by the plight of the helpless people. Iran, which has stood steadfast in the face of threats from Israel, is aware of the fact that the doomsday will be a catastrophe for the entire world. It is merely a matter of academic interest now to determine whether the Holocaust really took place or not. For, it would have no bearing on the ground realities of the present times. Iran`s support to the Palestinians is based on principles of justice but any adventure to “banish Israel altogether” is not going to change the contours of the world map.

