As Lebanon bleeds and burns


WE have heard about a humanitarian “catastrophe” time and again — the tsunami aftermath, the Azad Kashmir earthquake and the Darfur conflict. So there is nothing new when UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan uses this shibboleth for Lebanon. Actually, what we need is a new word for all that is happening in that country under waves of Israel’s air offensive, and there is no one more qualified to articulate his country’s suffering than Prime Minister Fuad Siniora. “We the Lebanese want life. We have chosen life. We refuse to die”, he told foreign ambassadors in Beirut on Wednesday. He must be heard, because his is the desperate voice of a country that is being bombed back into the stone age by Israel. In terms of the destruction it has wrought, Israel’s current offensive is more lethal than its 1982 invasion. In that year, the world was stunned by the strength of the force deployed by Ariel Sharon, then defence minister in Menachem Begin’s government, to drive the Palestinian guerillas out of Lebanon. Besides tanks, heavy artillery, navy and air force, Israel threw in an infantry of nearly 60,000. In its wake the Israeli wehrmacht left a swathe of death and destruction as it advanced towards Beirut. This time, however, there is no infantry and hardly any tank force worth mentioning, but the destruction it has caused in Lebanon far exceeds that in 1982.

This time Israel — keen to avoid casualties of its own- has relied mostly on its awesome firepower to pulverize Lebanon. Now the entire country is in danger of turning into debris. Counting those killed in Gaza — about 100 — the number of recorded deaths in Israel’s offensive in two places has reached 425, thousands have been injured, countless more are unaccounted for, maybe trapped in the rubble still piling up, and half a million rendered homeless. There are other differences, too. First, Yasser Arafat and his Palestinian guerillas were a foreign element in Lebanon; this is not the case with Hezbollah, because they are Lebanese. Israel cannot force them to leave their country (though, given its track record, it is quite capable of doing so, for when it can evict Palestinians from Palestine what moral scruples could it possibly have for not evicting Lebanese form Lebanon?). Second, Hezbollah is in the mainstream of Lebanese political life. Besides having a militia, it also has deputies in the Lebanese parliament. For that reason, given their commitment to resistance, Hezbollah guerillas will fight on and stay where they are, no matter what the cost.

Three, Israel is fighting a phantom enemy, because Hezbollah fighters are nowhere to be seen. They have melted among their people — “guerillas are like fish and the people like water” said Mao Zedong. So Israel is seriously mistaken if it thinks that it can destroy Hezbollah. Let us note that PLO fighters were forced to leave Lebanon after the 1982 invasion, but they were back. Hezbollah will never disappear so the question of its return does not arise. It will stay where it is and will fight on. Knowing this, the Kadima government has vented its anger on the Lebanese people for voting Hezbollah candidates into parliament. Bit by bit, Lebanon is being reduced to a heap of rubble, and the excuse for Israel for destroying Lebanese infrastructure is that it was being used by Hezbollah. America seems to agree, for, as confirmed by the US media, Tel Aviv launched its offensive after a green signal from Washington.

