Why recognize Israel at this juncture?

HE present government

has mooted a matier

which no previous govern:

ment could ever dare to
initiate: the recognition of Israe] by
Pakistan. Indeed, Musharraf
dezerves oll the credit for displaying
an unpleasant frankness and unad-
mirable courage in floating such a
semsitive question that had all the
potential of hurting a traditional
Pakistuni's sensibilities. However,
tho political climate in which the so-
called bold initintive has been taken
miukes it, at beet, o suspicions propo-
sition for one hordly finds it o mat-
ter of such preat import to be pur.
sued in earnest withour delay in
‘natonal interest.”

What puzeles one is its timing.
Why has this issue cropped up at
this juncture? The common percep-
tion 1% that since the Musharraf goy-
ernment, a4 the present govern:
ment can truly be described, is
under strong influence of the US, it
it only on the prodding of
Washingron that matters like recog:
nition of Israel and sending of
troops to Iraq (agreed in principle
by Gén Musharral ot Camp David)
are being roived, But implicit in it is
an attempt to convinee the public
thut these measures were in nation-
ul interast and hence should be
tiken.

It is argued that two prominent
Arab ‘front-line’ states, namely
Egypt and Jordan, recognize lerael
and maintain full diplomatic rela-
tions with it. But the general view
among the public is that these two
states have acguiesced in to
American pressure to do so, and
their odd decisions have not daomp-
ened, in the least, Istaeli hostility
towards the Arabs in general and
the Palestinians in particular, and
its policy of usurpation of
Palestinian rights.

The Camp David accord that
Sadat agreed to sign with Israel at
least resulted in the return of the
Sinai peninsula to Egypt and ade-
quate economic assistance from the
178, in return for recognition. But
the much more important reason
could have besn that it penerated,
for them, a peace of sorts with
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Israel. After all, they are frontline
states,

What did Musharraf get at Camp
David for Pakistan — a promise of 3
billion dollars, half of it in military
nssistance, spread over 5 years, and
subject to the approval of American
Congress and vagaries of US pali-
tics. Even in a world of realpalitik,
there are limits to pragmatism. And
if our vision of national interests is
confined to keeping the incumbents
in power and getting financial aid
packages from abroad, irrespective
of whether we get it with dignity or
otherwise, then we should at least
try to sell ourselves at a good
enough price!

This is hardly the time to consider
recognition of Israel, or even moat
the question. The maner cannot be
taken up until the Palestinian issue
is resolved and lsrael gives proofl
that it has started giving respect to
the rights of the hapless
Palestinians. By not bringing up the
{ssue at this juncture, we have noth-
ing to lose, but by initating such a
sensitive debate leading to ultimate
recognition we can lose much.
Muoreover, the governmont will be
inviting the opposition parties to
launch a protest movement in which
it will be a clear loser and only the
latter con gain

Above all, it will end up confusing
the common man. Far over halfl a
century, we have brought him up on
a diet of anti-Isracli sermons under
which a Jew can never be believed
to be a good person (as our history
books describe o Hindu as well) nor
can Israel be seen other than an evil
state (which to a large extent it has
always tended to act like). And now
suddenly if he is told to be prepared
to swallow lsrael as a normal state
like others and think in terms of
what “suits our national interest”
There was a time our passports car-
ried the stamp, “All countries of the
world except Istael™ It was as much
unnecessary to carry such s stamp —
it was a kind of deliberate snub to
Israel — &s it is now to open up the
guestion of recognining Israel Why
this abrupt change of heart?

If at all we are to change heart in
‘narional interest.” it shonld be

towards India, which is our nexi
door neighbor and our immediate
concern, as relations with it affect
the country profoundly. By main-
taining continued hostility wowards
India and making overtures towards
Israel, perhaps we lose both ways.
But the pointer is unmistakable.
Thiz is the present governmont's
view of ‘acting in cational interest.’
Perhaps it suffers from the illusion
of becoming part of the ‘inner circle”
of US allies after this recognition.
Many governments in Pakistan had
indulged in such fantasies before,
but in the end were disillusigned.

an help. The plane
Zinul Hague, the
t of the military rulers,
in myysterions circumstances
in August, 1988, killing him and
mare than two dozen high ranking
military afficers.

Would the current military regime
fare better in aligning irsell so com-
pletely with US interests? It had jus-
tified the ditching of the Taliban,
after two decades of the military's
support to the Afghan jihad, on the
ground thar this was the only option
after 911, and majority of the pec
ple sccepted this plea, because the
sole superpower seemed to be charg-
ing like a mad bull after that event
Now, is Israel's recognition the anly
option at present? Is it even neces-
sary 1o contemplate it? For domestic
reasons, it is bemer o let the matter
rest where ir is. The same is mue of
sending troops to Iraq for peace-
keeping, -and being seen as aiding
the occupying power and hence
allowing our soldiers to become tar-
get of Arabs” wrath for oo sound rea-
son. Managing the occupation is pri-
marily in the concern of the two
coalition powers.

Estabh t of full diplomaric
ties will provide a direct access to
Israel through its diplomats 1o
Pakistan and Pakistamis. This is not
to say that they cannot have such
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access through mtermen?nn'ns and
third parues, but direct, legitimate
and official access is quite another
matter. What makes us believe that
the Israelis would be more
favourably disposed towards
Pakistan after Pakistan has recog-
nized Israel? Perhaps the assump-
tion is that recognition may lessen
the hostlity the two countries feel

toward each other. However, as long |

as the Palestinian issue is not
resalved to the Palestininns’ satisfne:
o, it would be counter-productive
to accord recognition to Tsracl,

Fools rush in where angels fear to |

tread! In the current situation, the
issue thould be seen as more than
just a simple recognition of a state,
It is & change in perception, ardrude
and views and a big change in for-
eign policy, Perhaps time might
come when this could be the right

and the normal step, but at this -

stage it seems to be driven more by
external pressure than by Paldstan’s
national self-interest.

At a time when the US is threaten-
ing more Muslim states, and Isracl is
stronger than ever vis-a-vis its Arab

%, the move could greatly
benefit larael politically and become
a major setback for the Arabs. If
nothing, the move could at least cre-
ate a split in the ranks of Muslim
countries. Reciprocal benefits ta
Pakistan would be doubtful

There is gainsaying the foce that
such & decision would do us more
harm than good. As far as the talk of
‘building up a consensus’ belore recog-
pition is concerned, it can only be
taken with a pinch of salt. On which
ather major issue were the people
taken into confidence: providing
unstinted support 1o the US over
Afghanistan and handing over airbas-
e for ‘logistic support’; or ‘deciding in
principle’ to send troops o Irag for
peacekesping: or bringing real democ
racy to the country through Legal
Framework Order? It could rather be
viewed as a feeler meant to gauge
public reaction 1o a possible recogni-
tion of Israel in all likelihood under
US pressure. Even if it does provide
some benefit in terms of pleasing the
US. it could also erode our sense of
independence as a naton. B
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