Muslim world: a silent spectator
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THE perverse justification that the current Israeli onslaught on Lebanon is an exercise in self-defence is in line with the distorted view held by the US and Europe of the Middle East crisis. Just as deplorable is equating the kidnapping of two Israeli soldiers with the killings of more than 400 civilians and the destruction of infrastructure in Lebanon.

This savagery in the name of retaliation defies logic. Israel, with its high-tech weaponry and destructive capacity, is being represented as the victim against the primitive arsenal of Hezbollah. The international media has been manipulated to present Hezbollah as a deadly organisation, supported and sustained by Iran and Syria.

Watching this carnage from the sidelines are Europe and its human rights apostles. In fact, inaction amounts to abetment in these crimes against humanity. The US too has made it clear at the summit held in Rome that it is not in favour of an immediate ceasefire.

The deafening silence of Muslim countries is equally shameful. The Arab League had an emergency meeting but only indulged in rhetoric, without committing any support to Lebanon. The Saudi reaction was typically cryptic as it made clear that Hezbollah’s acts were unexpected and irresponsible.

Pakistan also limited its comments to an appeal for ending the crisis and moving towards a ceasefire. There was no specific condemnation of the aggression and indiscriminate Israeli raids that have killed innocent civilians.

The Israeli aggression, based on the arrogance of power, has violated all principles of inter-state relations and conduct. The use of brute force as an instrument of policy and international acquiescence in this policy create enormous risks to small and defenceless states. Israel’s rejection of the UN appeal for ceasefire is being seen as undermining the moral authority and principles of the UN. Israel’s pretext for an attack on Lebanon amounts to state terrorism. Death and destruction in south Lebanon cannot advance Israel’s stated objective of defeating Hezbollah and destroying its “terrorist network”.

The impact and long-term consequences of Israel’s horrific attacks on Lebanon, and its endorsement by EU and the US need serious reflection. Any state policy based on brute force has proved counter-productive. US policies in Iraq and Afghanistan bear testimony to this proposition. There has been an overwhelming radicalism in these countries and suicide bombings are increasing both in intensity and frequency.

There was no Hezbollah before Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982. There was no Hamas in the occupied territories until 1993. Initially, both worked only as social welfare organisations dispensing medicines, money and other social services to Palestinian families of those killed by Israel and poor segments of society. But Israel’s policies of targeted killings and massive arrests of Palestinian activists led Hamas to assume the political role of a resistance movement.

There are strong indications that Israel with the connivance of US will extend the theatre of war to Syria and Iran. Already a relentless media campaign has been launched against these two countries as supporters of terrorism. Hezbollah is being projected as a creation of Iran, and Syria is accused of providing it with weapons and other logistic support. None of these allegations have been documented. Yet President Bush has held the two responsible for current the crisis, and has said that to tackle it the world should deal with Hezbollah and Syria and continue to work for the isolation of Iran.

It is obvious that such statements are an explicit invitation to Israel to extend the area of its military onslaughts and provoke Syria and Iran. Both have remained on the US hit list and perhaps the current circumstances are being regarded as most propitious to settle the score and, at the minimum, secure regime change in both countries.

While spurious arguments are being advanced in defence of their aggressive designs, the so-called champions of the rule of law and the inviolability of human dignity and rights remain indifferent.

The TV images of the injured and wounded women and children, as a result of indiscriminate Israeli bombings, do not stoke the conscience of human rights activists and international NGOs, none of which are seen in Beirut to provide help and succour to the wounded. As the US continues to replenish Israel’s inventory of weapons, these NGOs do not find the Lebanese tragedy gruesome enough to send at least medicines. It is quite brazen to declare the Darfur tribal conflict a genocide and remain silent on the internal displacement of some 750,000 Lebanese.

Seldom in Pakistan’s history, has a government been so out of sync with public sentiments and the popular will than the present one, be it the issue of peace with India or cooperation with the US on the war on terror. The failure of the government to unequivocally condemn Israel for its barbarity and cruelty towards the Palestinians and its aggression in Lebanon has failed to match grassroots sentiments and has driven a clear wedge between the rulers and the people. Even if our policy planners are afraid of adverse repercussions on bilateral relations with the US, the dire humanitarian situation and increasing civilian casualties in Lebanon deserve a forthright stand.

Our silence at this juncture does us no credit. We lose no opportunity to stress our solidarity with the Arabs and the reciprocal esteem and respect in which Pakistan is held by Muslim countries. Yet the current mayhem in Lebanon has not resulted in concrete action where we are concerned. The paralysis that afflicts our representative organisation, the OIC, on this issue, not only undermines its image in the eyes of Muslims but also violates the ideological basis of the organisation. It is sad that while some voices are being raised in the US, Europe and even Israel against the disproportionate use of force, the Muslim countries remain silent spectators.
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