Since the six-day war
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THIS week marked the 40th anniversary of Israel’s swift and decisive victory against its Arab neighbours in the June 1967 war. The war was inevitable, given the fact that the earlier conflicts of 1948 and 1956 had failed to resolve fundamental differences between the two sides. Though the Arab leaders were left dazed by the scale of their ignominy, seething anger and unbending defiance on the streets gave hope that this massive failure of Arab political leadership could yet become the catalyst for reform.

Sadly, this was not to be. The result is that an unprecedented air of gloom and pessimism pervades the region today. For the Arab youth, there is not even the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel. The Arab states cannot even cling to the hope, however forlorn, of earlier times that Moscow had represented for them. With the emergence of the US as the sole superpower, their room for manoeuvre has been further constricted.

With every major regional or international development, the Arab position has become weaker, while Israel has gained on all fronts — military, diplomatic and political. And, of course, the unflinching support, always available to it from the US, has made Israel stronger and frighteningly arrogant.

True, Egypt was able to regain the Sinai through President Anwer Sadat’s bold initiative and skilful diplomacy, enabling the Egyptians to concentrate on their economic development, but at great cost. By opting to pursue narrow nationalist interests, rather than the broader Arab agenda, Sadat lost the respect of his own people, and his country the influence that it had always enjoyed.

More importantly, by not insisting on clearly defined time frames for progress on other fronts, especially on the issue of Palestinian statehood and the return of Syrian territories, Egypt broke rank with fellow Arab states, damaging their ability to confront Israel.

The after-effects of this monumental defeat continue to haunt the region to this day. Arab nationalism was dealt a coup de grace, and the Arabs were left to ponder a fate bereft of hope. Even technically, the war, which lasted for only six days, is still going on. Within Gaza, the territory that Israel conquered in its blitzkrieg remains in a state of turmoil. The massive wall that Israel is building, in defiance of the International Court of Justice’s ruling, has cut across historic Palestinian villages and olive groves.

Not only are the Palestinians suffering from daily onslaughts that include all forms of individual and collective punishment, they are also fighting each other — with more intensity and passion than when confronting the Israelis. Currently, Fatah fighters and the Islamist recruits of Hamas are engaged in a fratricidal war that is causing greater damage than what the Israelis have been able to inflict.

Israel’s victory in the 1967 war was so complete that it left the Arabs in a state of stupor. On the other hand, it excited the imagination of Israel’s friends and admirers who saw in it a “small country’s grit and determination”. Even if this is true, has Israel been able to achieve its most important objective: ensuring peace within its borders and gaining recognition of its Arab neighbours? Instead, the 1967 victory turned Israel into a military occupier, as hated and despised as any foreign power, with the Palestinians reacting exactly as any occupied people would do.

Although Tel Aviv has shown no compunction in unleashing the full force of its military, security and intelligence forces on unarmed civilians, there has been no weakening of Palestinian resolve. Refusing to be cowed, they are adopting increasingly desperate measures to resist the Israelis who fail to appreciate that the right to resist occupation is recognised by international law. UN resolutions such as 2955 and 3034 have affirmed the “inalienable right” of all peoples to self-determination and the legitimacy of their struggle against foreign domination and subjugation, “by all available means”.The Israelis claim that the Palestinians have failed to respond with the required degree of flexibility to their “initiatives” or to appreciate the ground realities. Without getting into the merits of their claim, for nearly 20 years — 1967 to 1987 — there was little civil disturbance in the occupied territories, with the Palestinian leadership concentrating on political efforts in the belief that international opinion would convince Israel to recognise the futility of perpetuating the occupation, as well as on account of its realisation that the occupation was damaging the very character of the Jewish state.

It was only in 1987 that the first Intifada began followed by suicide bombings. Hundreds of Israelis, most of them innocent bystanders, have been killed in these attacks, but far larger numbers of Palestinians have perished in Israel’s punitive attacks.

Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben Gurion, fearing the consequences of endless occupation, had advocated a conditional withdrawal from the territories won in the 1967 war, but even he could not have foreseen the colossal damage caused to Israel. Before 1967, Israel was militarily insecure but demographically triumphant, because 85 per cent of the people living within its frontiers were Jewish.

With its occupation of neighbouring Arab lands in 1967, Israel became militarily unassailable but demographically insecure because most of the Palestinian refugees of 1948 were back within its fold. Moreover, if all of Israel and the occupied territories are taken as one, the Jewish population would constitute only a small majority — 5.5 million against 4.5 million Palestinians.

More worrying for Israel, since the Palestinians have a much higher birth rate, they are likely to become the majority by 2015. If Israel retains the occupied territories, it is stuck with the Palestinians living on it. If Israel wishes to be democratic, it will have to grant all these people the right to vote which will mean that it will cease to be a Jewish state. As Israeli sociologists are pointing out, “if Israel is truly democratic and grants all these people the vote it will no longer have a Jewish majority. If it remains Jewish by excluding these people, then it is no longer democratic.”

Israel remains militarily invincible and politically unassailable thanks to the carte blanche provided to it by the US. But the respect and admiration that Israel enjoyed in its early years has been lost. There is another aspect no less troubling to Israelis who value the life of all human beings, irrespective of their ethnic or religious origin. A brutal occupation may do wonders for the macho spirit of the occupiers, but slowly and surely, it corrodes their very soul.

Israel may draw satisfaction from the current strife among Palestinians, but the transformation of Gaza into a lawless, failed territory, which is likely to spawn desperate militants, should not be a matter of joy. By refusing to engage in a political dialogue with the popularly elected Hamas and insisting that its friends in the US and Europe ostracise it as well, Israel is making a grave mistake. Branding Hamas as Al Qaeda would be worse as it could become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

As journalist Jonathan Freedland warned recently: “what is currently a grievance-based national movement with an Islamist hue — its main cause shaking off occupation — could become more rigid, more ideological, beyond the reach of reason and negotiations. This is a lesson Israel has failed to learn these last 40 years. If you refuse to deal with a group because it is too extreme, you don’t get to deal with a more pliant, moderate alternative. On the contrary, you eventually confront a force that is even more extreme. It happened when Fatah was eclipsed by Hamas — and it could happen again.”

Former US officials have also begun to speak of the dangers of Gaza becoming a Hamas stronghold. Writing in the Washington Post, Dennis Ross, Bill Clinton’s policy planning chief, said that the US and Israel were being confronted with the spectre of Hamastan. According to him, this approach offered “inspiration to other Islamists throughout the Middle East” and provided “a new haven for Islamists of all stripes…it would spell the end of even the possibility of a two-state solution.”

But instead of counselling dialogue and negotiation with Hamas, he has urged Egypt to provide money and weapons to Fatah to counter Hamas and even to coordinate with “Israel to deter Hamas from seeking to impose itself.” It is this kind of warped thinking that encourages extremism in the occupied territories.

Those who believe that Israel’s final victory is inevitable and that the Palestinians are doomed to disappear as a nation need to read history. People who have offered sacrifices and suffered as grievously as the Palestinians, cannot be made to lose their identity. In fact, Israel’s success in subjugating the Palestinians would amount to a defeat for all those values that the human race has aspired to over the centuries. It would be a defeat for justice and the truth.

The 1967 war gave Israel huge areas of territory but at the cost of peace and the possibility of normalisation with the Palestinians or its Arab neighbours. In fact, at least two generations of Israeli youth have been deeply traumatised by having to perform occupation duties which means engaging in horrible human rights violations. More importantly, they have had to cope with two Intifadas and the perpetual terrorism threat.

Aaron David Miller, who served as Middle East adviser to six US secretaries of state, has pointed out that Israeli-Palestinian relations have undergone a fundamental transformation. “The confidence, trust and problem-solving spirit of the 1990s’ Oslo peace process has been replaced by unilateralism, fear, anger and a loss of faith in the power of negotiations. and altered by cruel realities on the ground.” Miller laments the loss of powerful leaders in the region, people such as Jordan’s King Hussein and Israel’s Yitzhak Rabin, who could have cut through peripheral matters to tackle the core issues. He is critical of the Bush administration for not attaching any kind of priority to the Arab-Israeli conflict.

For 40 years, both the Palestinians and the Israelis have continued to suffer grievously. If the Palestinian suffering has been horrendous, that of the Jewish people, too, has been deep and painful. Why should the two communities be doomed to remain locked up in this vicious cycle of suffering? Is it not incumbent on the international community, primarily the major powers, to get together and engage in serious and sincere efforts to promote a fair, balanced and equitable settlement that meets the aspirations of the Palestinians, while protecting the legitimate interests of the Jewish state?

Such a settlement should then be sanctified and enforced by the United Nations. This is what all world leaders who are genuinely desirous of promoting dialogue and conciliation among the adherents of the three Abrahamic faiths should be endeavouring to achieve.

The writer is a former ambassador.
