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COMMENT: Enemy at the gates, disarray within — Tanvir Ahmad Khan
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Tel Aviv knows that its campaign has fallen short of targets in the planned timeline; it may well become amenable to a suspension of war giving diplomacy a chance. It is obviously reluctant to do so at the moment as Hizbollah will claim that as a victory. Painful as it will be for Israel, it is not likely to succeed in destroying it

Israel’s return to Gaza looked like a prelude to yet another aggressive phase in its policy even as it was being camouflaged as a punitive raid to secure the release of one kidnapped Israeli soldier. Before long, the incursion was clearly seen as a forceful bid to bring Hamas down so that Ehud Olmert could proceed to the implementation of the Kadima’s convergence and realignment plan to unilaterally determine Israel’s final frontier.

This has turned out to be an incomplete reading of the situation; the return of Israeli belligerence has a much wider horizon. Israel has always kept a close watch on the capabilities of its potential foes and acted pre-emptively to destroy them. Ideally, its few detractors in the West maintain, Israel wants weak Muslim statelets from the Red Sea to the Caspian under its own hegemonic sway. Its, now well-documented, role in directing the wrath of President Bush to Iraq in the wake of the 9/11 tragedy is a case in point; only a miracle will ensure the survival of Iraq as a unified and coherent Arab state. No wonder, Israel is occasionally described as the smallest but the deadliest empire of human history that acts before anyone else does and that too decisively to compensate for its tiny size.

If this be so, what about a counter-strategy? It seems that many regional states were aware of an Israeli plan to destroy Hezbollah which since 2003 had become the principal challenge to Israel’s military. In 1982, Ariel Sharon had arrogantly marched to Beirut and installed a short-lived ruler expected to help him embark upon the final solution of the Palestinian problem. Hezbollah, an armed movement that left the more moderate Amal far behind in no time, was the only credible Arab response to Israeli occupation. It took it nearly two decades but it did force Israel to pull out of southern Lebanon. Generous assistance from Iran made it a force to reckon with and also develop a political wing that has seats in the Lebanese parliament and has delivered life-sustaining services to the disadvantaged sections of the Lebanese population.

It must have been a serious lapse in Arab diplomacy that Hezbollah made an incursion into Israel without prior consultation with the Arab states. Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia have not concealed their dismay at Hezbollah’s adventure. Perhaps this dangerous autonomy of action was itself the unintended consequence of the relentless, and successful, American campaign to get Syria out of Lebanon’s extremely complex equation. It is more than likely that the current allegations that Iran and Syria instigated this fateful action are baseless and that Hezbollah had simply miscalculated. Their prime objective could well have been a prisoner swap. They had obviously underestimated Israel’s response.

Israel seized the moment to implement with unexpected ferocity the plan to cripple Hezbollah even though it knew that this time the collateral damage would be a virtual destruction of Lebanon itself. Israel’s greater strategy depends heavily on neutralising Lebanon. This is why its war aims are being revealed only in instalments. A distinguished Israeli academic has said that Israel entered this conflict better prepared than ever before. It is now talking of retaining a strip of southern Lebanon to ensure security of its northern districts. Since it knows that the Hezbollah movement has deep roots in the Lebanese people, it is working overtime to drive the entire population north of the Litany River. Indiscriminate aerial bombing and artillery barrages are Israel’s time-tested terror tactics. Once Hezbollah’s power base is destroyed, Israel will count on the United States to convert Lebanon into a protectorate, separated from Israel by a peacekeeping force of its own, and not of the UN’s choosing.

Arab governments seem to be torn between the fear of Israel and that of Iran, which has been able to count increasingly on the support of militias and radical political organisations in Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon. They know very well that Israel’s disproportionate use of force may add to the appeal of these radical non-state actors in the region. The Arabs are not ready for a wider war and their appeals to President Bush to bring about an early ceasefire have been given short shrift.

The only caveat to Israel’s traditional success in its wars is the determined fight put up by the Hezbollah. With no air cover whatsoever, they continue to fire their Katyusha rockets as far as Haifa. They crippled an Israeli warship causing unusual gloom in Israel. Their leaders say that they are not a regular army deployed from the sea to the mountains and yet they have fought the border war without crumbling. Hezbollah casualties are still a fraction of the civilian casualties. They know that no international force will be readily available to disarm them and that they would almost certainly survive as a formidable guerrilla force capable of harassing Israeli occupiers.

The Arab League meeting ended in recriminations. It is doubtful if there is a role for the OIC beyond repeating old pieties about the Middle East conflict. There is, however, some hope that Saudi Arabia has correctly assessed the long-term instability that this war would bring and that it is persisting in its efforts to construct an initiative that may result in cessation of hostilities. Notwithstanding Israeli rhetoric, Tel Aviv also knows that its campaign has fallen short of targets in the planned timeline; it may well become amenable to a suspension of war giving diplomacy a chance. It is obviously reluctant to do so at the moment as Hizbollah will claim that as a victory. Painful as it will be for Israel, it is not likely to succeed in destroying it. It will remain a part of Lebanon’s political landscape and with luck, even an army within an army. Events since 2001 have reinforced the argument for its kind of new generation war-fighting against heavy odds. Israel may be beginning to grasp this reality.
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