Time for Israeli-Palestinian peace —Ishtiaq Ahmed
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The Israelis must understand that they took away land from a people who lived there. That fact can never be denied. Therefore, they have to make the adjustments that are necessary for establishing lasting peace

I am a great admirer of President Barrack Hussein Obama. He is a man with the healing touch. I remember during a seminar at the Institute of South Asian Studies someone received an SMS on his mobile phone about the US Congress having voted in favour of Obama’s health reform that would benefit millions of poor Americans who hitherto had been denied medical insurance. I was so overjoyed that I got off my chair and waved my hands, something one does not do in an academic seminar. I am not a US citizen and therefore would not benefit from it in any way, but as a human being I could feel that it was the right thing to happen.

If now Obama and his team can bring to bear their benign influence on the Israeli and Palestinian leaders to remain steadfast in their commitment to resolve within a year their dispute, it would be the greatest achievement in the modern history of enlightened diplomacy and statesmanship of not only the US president but also Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. They will have to rise above narrow zero-sum considerations. The greater good it will do to the people on both sides outweighs the adverse consequences that extremist minorities will have to live with. This bitter and bloody conflict has generated so much fear and hatred, and shattered so many lives that nobody in his right mind can want it to continue.

Unfortunately, those not in their right minds include significant portions of the Israeli (some 30 percent) and Palestinian populations (some 20 percent). Fanatical Jewish settlers who believe that the whole of historical Palestine is a land gifted exclusively to them by God are up in arms and have been ever since the 1993 Oslo Peace Accords were signed and consummated in the famous handshake on the lawns of the White House on September 13, 1993. Nothing epitomises that mindset more dramatically than the murder in 1975 of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin by a young Jewish fundamentalist. Fortunately, however, currently within the Israeli Right there are some very sober voices in favour of peace. One such person is the leader of the Likud Party, Dan Meridor, who is also one of the deputy prime ministers. Therefore, if Netanyahu sincerely wants to seek peace with the Palestinians, he has the backing of the most important of his coalition partners. A continuation of the freeze on settlements on occupied territory should create the milieu necessary to continue steadfastly on the road to peace. 

With regard to the opponents on the Palestinian side of a peace deal with Israel, they exist not only within the Palestinian community but also beyond it. Hamas and Islamic Jihad have threatened to undermine the peace process by embarking upon another round of rocket firing into Israel. Will that bring down the Israeli state or even force them to the negotiating table on the preconditions of Hamas and Islamic Jihad? I doubt that very much.

The other major spoiler is Iran. It is not easy to understand what the Iranian mullahs hope to gain from a confrontation with Israel with which Iran has neither borders nor a particular Shia minority to safeguard. To prop up extremist Sunni groups in Gaza in the hope that somehow the Persian-Shia leadership of the Muslim world will become a reality is to live in a fool’s paradise. 

No doubt support to Hezbollah in Lebanon has been useful to enhance Iranian influence in the Middle East. Also, connivance at the US invasion of Iraq helped bring down the Sunni-dominated Ba’ath regime under Saddam Hussein. These two success stories should have sufficed, but it seems the Iranians are determined to persist in their bid to capture the leadership of the Muslim world. That will never happen because except for Hamas there are hardly any takers of Iranian leadership in the vast Muslim world.

In fact, Hamas needs to reconsider if an alliance with Iran serves any purpose at all. When the Israelis were bombing the Gaza Strip in the winter of 2008-2009, Hezbollah did not fire a single rocket to engage the Israelis. They are not likely to do so this time again unless ordered by Iran. I do not think that President Ahmadinejad really wants to go to war with Israel. His denial of the holocaust makes no sense: it is like someone saying that the tragedy of Karbala never took place. 

On the other hand, the Israelis must understand that they took away land from a people who lived there. That fact can never be denied. Therefore, they have to make the adjustments that are necessary for establishing lasting peace. US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton clearly mentioned that the Palestinian state will be established in the territories that were occupied by Israel in 1967. That is the correct position, but both sides must accommodate each other’s security concerns and the viability of the Palestinian state is of special concern since the occupied West Bank and the Gaza Strip are not directly connected. Negotiations on Jerusalem are likely to be the most difficult, but where there is a will there is a way. 

It is very good that compensation to the Palestinian refugees is also on the agenda. To maintain Israel’s identity as a Jewish state, the return of the Palestinian refugees is out of the question. This is a harsh fact but it is in the nature of the beast, so to say. The beast is the so-called nation-state with fixed impassable borders. The application of the Westphalian model of state building has been a most bloody affair in modern times and the losers have had to leave. Proper compensation should be accepted as the next best option by the Palestinians. If now a fair settlement comes about, it would be imperative that not only the Israelis but the Arab and Muslim states sincerely extend recognition to Israel and accept it as a legitimate member of the Middle East.

President Obama has spoken eloquently urging the two leaders to seize the opportunity. Such an opportunity may not come again soon. Hillary Clinton and Senator George Mitchell have done a great job in preparing the grounds for a peace settlement. Now is the time to act and act courageously.
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