Lebanese crisis: US concerns
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THE United States never ceases to amaze outsiders, even wizened old cynics like myself, who have been living in or visiting that country for more than three decades. Having arrived in the US last week on my annual three-week yatra, I was immediately struck, once again, by what makes this such a fascinating place.

The diversity in all aspects is massive and breathtaking — whether it is ethnic origin, religious belief, cultural orientation or political affiliation. The contrasts are everywhere and in everything. The dynamism, vibrancy and vigour are remarkable. There is so much about this place that attracts and yet so much that repels, even frightens, especially those of us who belong to a different world.

As in other places, the Lebanese crisis has been a big story here as well, but its treatment in this country has been totally different. There is no effort and even less pretence at evenhandedness between the combatants. Much of the media and most major political analysts have publicly advocated that there can be no neutrality between Israel on the one hand and Hezbollah on the other. Any neutrality in a battle between good and evil is wrong and immoral, it is claimed.

Not surprisingly, the Bush administration, has backed Israel to the hilt; but its support has been qualitatively different, having broken previous records of partisanship in favour of the Jewish state. Earlier administrations, while sensitive to Israel’s interests, had nevertheless sought to project an image of balance and fairness. American assistance was provided to Israel quietly, even surreptitiously, to ensure what came to be known as “plausible deniability”. The Bush administration, on the other hand, is doing so publicly and aggressively.

Of course, it was encouraged in this policy by the absence of even a murmur of dissent, far less any opposition, from the Arabs and other Islamic states. Even by the standards of their subservience on earlier occasions, the performance of these states this time has been truly abysmal. Some Arab leaders were actually rooting for the Israelis in the belief that any whittling down of Hezbollah’s influence would strengthen their own authoritarian regimes.

This enabled the Bush administration to portray the Israeli military operations against Hezbollah as a war against a terrorist organisation that was a foreign body in Lebanon, rather than as the violation of the independence of a sovereign state. The fact that Hezbollah enjoys widespread support in Lebanon and is a member of the ruling coalition in that country was totally ignored.

Israel’s massive air raids that succeeded in destroying much of the economic infrastructure of this small and peaceful country were of little relevance either. But the real villains, as far as the Americans are concerned, are the Iranians. Nobody is willing to question this, given the bitter hostility between the two countries ever since the ouster of the Shah.

Many reasons are advanced for this, including the belief that Iran is sponsoring terrorism across the globe. Moreover, the Iranian president’s statements, especially those about Israel, have strengthened the belief that he is not only anti-Semitic, but that his country is implacably opposed to Israel and possibly determined to destroy it as well. There are others who claim that Iran instigated this crisis to divert the world’s focus away from its nuclear weapons programme.

Off-the-record meetings with more credible analysts in Washington, however, revealed a more nuanced picture. Many of them did not hesitate to admit that the Lebanon war could not have come at a more opportune moment for the Bush administration. The daily trickle of reports of American casualties in Iraq is becoming too much for the president to handle and is whittling down his popularity.

The Democratic opposition that has so far been either supportive of or submissive to the president’s claim that the Iraq war was not only the right thing to do, but even necessary in the pursuit of the global war on terror, has started to become increasingly restless. Such enthusiasts of the war as Senator Hillary Clinton have begun to show public exasperation — which recently took the form of a public spat with Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld — with the administration. Others, too, have been encouraged to question the whole rationale of the administration’s foreign policy in the Middle East.

The most visible fallout of this public disenchantment so far has been the shocking defeat of the veteran politician Joe Lieberman. Though a Democrat, he rose to national prominence when chosen by Al Gore to be his running mate. But he has also been the most enthusiastic supporter of the Iraq war and was among the first to call for Saddam Hussein’s ouster. His defeat by a fairly unknown politician, who savaged Lieberman for his support for the invasion of Iraq, sent shockwaves around the country. This has given rise to a whole new industry concentrated on analysing what impact the continuing Iraq war will have on the forthcoming November congressional elections and even the next presidential elections.

In such a scenario, the administration’s strong and enthusiastic support for Israel, that prevented the UN from even considering a possible ceasefire in Lebanon for a month so that Israel could achieve its war objectives in that country, has brought it rich dividends at home. The administration has earned kudos from the traditionally pro-Israeli lobbies, and, more importantly, given fresh sustenance to the Christian right and the neo-conservatives, who had been expressing the fear that under Condoleezza Rice’s influence, the president was wavering in his commitment to the neo-con agenda that had dominated his administration in its first term. These important lobbies are the ones on whom the Republicans are counting for raising the money and galvanising the voter turnout in the forthcoming elections.

While the Lebanon war was still being analysed, news of the planned London attacks provided the administration with a substantial boost. While that will be the focus of my piece next week, suffice it to say that the arrests in London enabled the administration to redirect all its energies to claiming how right it has been to view all regional and global developments through the prism of the war on terror.

In any case, the Lebanon war, as seen in Washington, has gone through major evolutions. It started off with an understanding of and admiration for Israeli policies. Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert was hailed as a bold and forceful leader, a genuine protege of Ariel Sharon, and who was doing America a favour by his willingness to knock out Hezbollah. This sense of excitement and expectation was best reflected in Condoleezza Rice’s now infamous remark that the invasion was the harbinger of the birth pangs of a new Middle East.

Rami Khouri, the well known Jordanian political analyst, characterised the remarks as “crude, insensitive and cruel”, and warned: “If it is a new Middle East, it won’t be the one she’s expecting.” Eugene Robinson writing in the Washington Post on August 11 also ridiculed Ms Rice for her statement and argued that the US policies had, in fact, added to the numbers being drawn to extremist ideology. He described the Bush policy as “trying to smash mercury with a hammer”.

US expectations were soon transformed into disappointment with the Israelis and anger at Hezbollah, especially when it turned out that the latter were not fighting as other Arab armies had and were showing far greater skill and grit than expected. Surely, it must be on account of the weapons and the money that the Iranians were providing them, otherwise, like other Arabs, they should have abandoned the battlefield and surrendered to the professional skill and superior weaponry of Israel, it was argued here.

There is, however, a growing concern and grudging admission that the latest adventure has been a serious setback for the Israeli state and its ally, the United States. The embarrassment is greater now that word has leaked out that not only had Israel received the “green light” for the invasion, but had discussed this operation with both the US and the UK. Bush may claim a major victory for Israel as he did after the ceasefire was announced, but even the Israelis are admitting that they made a mess of everything.

Not only has Israel’s myth of invincibility been shattered, but Hezbollah has demonstrated what a non-professional, irregular army can achieve, if it has the people’s genuine support and commitment behind it. Hezbollah’s success in raining down rockets, virtually at will, on Israeli cities, has been another big surprise. This led Hillel Frish of the Begin Centre to remark that “technology has taken a blow in the war”, and that this will surely result in major shifts in Israel’s military strategy and tactics. Most worrying for the US, it is Iran that appears to have gained the most from this conflict. Its effectiveness and credibility have been enhanced and it has proven itself a major player in the region.

Another casualty of the war has been the American pretence that it remains committed to the promotion of democracy in the Middle East. This is even more ironic when it is recalled that only last summer Secretary Rice, in an emotional speech in Cairo, had declared: “there are those who say that democracy leads to chaos, or conflict or terror. Freedom and democracy are the only ideas powerful enough to overcome hatred and violence.”

However, in the wake of the setback it received in Lebanon, the US had to fall back on those very authoritarian rulers who were targeted for ouster. After all, who better to serve America’s interests than these potentates, as evidenced from the manner in which Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak’s son, Gamal, was feted in Washington, as if he was already the anointed successor to the throne of the pharaohs. Not surprisingly, Robert Malley of the International Crisis Group, was constrained to warn: “On almost every count, you see diminished assets and credibility.”

In these hot, humid days, generally known here as the dog days of August, I cannot help but recall what Barbara Tuchman wrote in her seminal book, The Guns of August, when she pointed out how seemingly isolated events nearly a century ago set off a chain reaction that culminated in the First World War. She spoke of nations being “caught in a trap” from which there was no escape. Are we all heading towards a similar disaster?
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