Middle East flashpoint
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

ISRAEL, says Prime Minister Fouad Siniora of Lebanon has opened the gates of hell and is tearing his country to shreds. Israel is destroying the entire infrastructure of the country — homes, factories, warehouses, bridges, roads, airports — in a cynical bid to sever links between its different parts and shatter the will of its people.

The physical damage is estimated to already exceed $2 billion. The death toll rises by the day and more than half a million people have been displaced. “Can the international community stand by,” he asks, “while such callous retribution by the state of Israel, is inflicted on us?”

This is just one of the several questions that must be asked forthwith. Israel is in flagrant breach of the fourth Geneva Convention prohibiting collective punishment; feeble references made here and there to its hugely disproportionate response to Hezbollah’s incursion across the border make a mockery of that Convention. The UN Human Rights Commission has warned that war crimes with individual culpability are being committed. The Human Rights Council should hold an emergency session now to take note of them.

Above all, there is the question of the Security Council’s delay in ordering a ceasefire that the prime minister of Lebanon desperately wants to stop the wanton destruction of his land which had only recently recovered from the ravages of the past conflicts. As the world leaders converged on St Petersburg for the G-8 summit, some of them certainly had this essential step on their mind. Stone-walled by President George W. Bush who was determined to give Israel the time needed to attain its military objective before any meaningful international peace initiative could be launched, their will simply wilted.

Clearly, this war goes far beyond reprisals for a single raid; it aims at reconfiguring the entire region and Israel is not acting alone. Only a few months back, the Lebanese leader was hailed by President Bush in Washington as the symbol of a new era of democratisation in the Middle East. He earned this praise partly to mark the withdrawal of Syria from Lebanon but today his country is a hapless victim of a much larger strategic game involving many countries.

History alone will sift out the several questions about the nature and purpose of this war. But for the neo-conservatives of the United States, it has a stark simplicity. William Kristol, for instance, does not even recognise it as an Arab-Israel war. Writing in the Weekly Standard, he claims that “the governments of Egypt, Jordan, Iraq and Saudi Arabia are, to say the least, indifferent to the fate of Hamas and Hezbollah” and the PLO (Fatah) isn’t a player.

Consider his definition of it: “What’s happening is an Islamist-Israel war. You might even say this is part of the Islamist war on the West — but is India part of the West?” He is quite convinced that the prime mover behind the terrorist groups who have started this war is a non-Arab state, Iran. The war against radical Islam, he writes, is likely to be a long one and this is why, in his judgment, the war in Lebanon is also America’s war. Kristol is just a trifle more blunt than others who collectively demand that the present conflict should be treated as an opportunity to strike against nuclear sites in Iran and bring about regime change there and in Syria.

Nothing was probably farther than this Islamophobia from his mind when the Saudi foreign minister criticised Hezbollah at the Arab League meeting for having acted without prior Arab consultations. The Arab states had not as yet evolved a common strategy even for Israel’s smaller war against Hamas. Israels sham withdrawal from Gaza was never followed up by any positive measures that would help the conversion of a non-state actor into a proper government capable of addressing severe social and economic problems left behind by a long occupation; in fact, all its efforts were focused on the destruction of Hamas’s power.

When Hezbollah jumped into the fray, two-third of the Hamas government was either in Israeli prisons or trying to escape target killings. Hezbollah’s objectives were not easy to understand. It might have simply hoped to set up another prisoners swap and underline the need for the return of the Sheba’a farms. Alternatively, it might have sought to relieve pressure on Hamas and on Iran. Whatever the intention, it acted when the Arab governments had no unity of thought or action to deal with another major crisis.

Ehud Olmert’s calculated risk in sending the military back to Gaza had improved his standing with the Israeli hawks who were unhappy that Hamas had almost survived the economic strangulation; they wanted to give it a mighty body blow. Hezbollah’s raid encouraged Olmert to proceed with his initiation rites to become the new warrior king of all the Jewish tribes including those manipulating the policy of the United States.

Assured of Washington’s support, he cast aside proportionality of response and embarked upon the total destruction of Lebanon as a means to neutralise the Hezbollah. For the Israeli military still chafing under its humiliating retreat from South Lebanon under Hezbollah’s relentless attacks, it was an opportunity to reassert its regional dominance. The remnants of Hezbollah would be pushed away from the border and Israel’s weakened deterrence against Hamas and Hezbollah would be re-established.

Hezbollah have fought Israeli ground troops with great courage and tenacity and used the main weapon in their arsenal, the Katyusha rockets, to hit targets deep inside Israel. It was probably a silkworm missile that crippled an Israeli warship enforcing a naval blockade of Lebanon. These strikes may have only little strategic value but they make a significant impact on the political situation. They restore Arab pride and help radicalise the Arab youth by demonstrating that radical movements alone stand up to Israel.

It is difficult to see how the kind of conflict that we are witnessing at the moment — a conflict between Israel and the Arab people rather than the states — would enhance Israel’s long term security or advance the larger agenda of the United States in a region already made highly volatile by the fiasco in Iraq.

Lebanon’s prime minister told the Financial Times that Syria and Iran were not “absent” from the scene. They could not be absent, as powerful lobbies in Israel and the United States consider them the real targets. In Iran’s case, it is difficult to give credence to the view that it engineered the Hezbollah raid. Surely, Iran would stand to gain if Hezbollah’s firepower had been kept in reserve for a situation in which Iran was directly attacked. After all, Hamas, Hezbollah and the pro-Iran militias in Iraq were essential components of Iranian deterrence against possible strikes against its nuclear installations by the United States or Israel. It is more likely that Israel is engaged in pre-emptive degradation of Hezbollah by forcing it to expend its assets prematurely.

Syria has sent clear signals of support for a ceasefire and Iran has done nothing to prevent it. It is entirely conceivable that both Damascus and Tehran may think that the legendary Hezbollah leader, Hasan Nasrallah, might, for once, have misread the international situation. The G-8 summit has revealed that the conflict has seriously revived the question of disarming the Hezbollah perhaps through the interjection of an international force tasked to secure the implementation of the UN Security Council resolution 1559 which demands the full extension of the sovereignty and writ of the Lebanese state right up to Lebanon’s southern frontier. This would certainly weaken Hezbollah’s role in regional politics.

For the moment, the cessation of hostilities should clearly be a universal objective. The usually reliable Guardian believes that Washington has given one more week to Israel to achieve its military objectives. Appalled by human suffering, Kofi Annan has finally thrown his weight behind an early ceasefire at the pain of being openly chided by the Israeli ambassador at the United Nations. Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Sultan bin Abdul Aziz has been visiting French President Jacques Chirac who should have no reason to see the conflict prolonged.

Most members of the Security Council would opt for a calmer environment to address long-term issues. Condoleezza Rice would, at long last, head for the region though her game plan is not clear at all. One may still hope that inherent limitations of the current military policy would be realised and the United Nations given a chance to enforce a mandatory peace under Chapter VII.

Writing this piece in an Arab capital on the 10th day of this savage war, one is all too conscious of the complexity of events. If there is anger against Israel and the United States, there are also misgivings about Iran. The Arab world is in disarray and is unable to formulate a joint strategy. There is no guarantee that the conflict will remain limited to Lebanon in the days ahead; a wider conflagration will have serious consequences for the region and the world beyond.

For the first time, price tags of well over $100 for a barrel of oil are being mentioned. It is also possible that when the dust and smoke of the present assault on Lebanon settles down, Israel still finds that it has failed to break the “Hezbollah-Syria-Iran axis”. The conflict has many layers and I hope to discuss them further next week.
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