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BEFORE embarking upon his four-nation European tour, President Musharraf made yet another offer to Israel to help find a solution to the tangled issues of the Middle East. These offers appear to be rather sudden and unpremeditated and, in the absence of credible evidence of a systematic formulation of Pakistan’s conceivable role in the crisis, are widely interpreted as part of some complex manoeuvre to retain the support of the United States for his own absolute power.

Since the tour was to terminate in Turkey, Islamabad had its share of rumours of coming clandestine contacts with Israel. Unfair as they might have been, the offer and Israel’s scotching of it did pose the question why Pakistan’s diplomacy gets frequently mired in such unproductive ventures.

It is a time of change in the region. The architects of the “axis of evil” are having second thoughts about decisions taken in moments of supreme arrogance. Derision shown by the Bush camp for the visit to Damascus of an important congressional delegation only a few weeks ago has given way to Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice meeting the Syrian foreign minister on the sidelines of the meeting on Iraq in Sharm El Sheikh.

The Iranian foreign minister visited the UAE just before joining that meeting as a significant player. The recent American campaign to build up an Arab-Islamic coalition against Iran is taking second place to the need for having Iran on board for the “stabilisation” of Iraq. Israel itself is rocked by a series of grave scandals involving the head of state and the prime minister.

The backlash of failure in Lebanon last July/August may lead to a regime change in Tel Aviv this summer. What singular contribution the Pakistani leadership can make by soliciting an invitation to that turbulent capital is incomprehensible. Israel is by far the worst violator of international law but it is, internally, a functioning democracy. Lebanon is being investigated and responsibility boldly determined.

The Israeli government appointed a committee under 81-year old judge, Eliyahu Winograd, on September 17, 2006, “to look into the preparation and conduct of the political and security levels concerning all the dimensions of the Northern Campaign which started on July 12 (2006).” It was, by any criteria, a war of choice and its failure created a severe wave of insecurity and despondency in Israel.

Issues of war and peace in the Middle East have a global import and, therefore, the Winograd report attracts attention as an index of Israeli introspection. The report claims that Israel is a learning society.

In the Baker-Hamilton report on Iraq, a similar assumption of rational decision-making was implicitly invoked. Many of Israel’s own analysts will want to go beyond the process of decision-making and a quantitative evaluation of the preparedness of armed forces in this particular campaign and seek an answer to Israel’s heavy dependence on war as the main instrument of state policy.The report finds in unequivocal terms that Prime Minister, Ehud Olmert and Defence Minister Amir Peretz had embarked upon the war “without examination of alternatives and without an understanding of the political significance and strategic ramifications.”

It accepts that “the complexity of the Lebanon scene is basically outside Israel’s control”. In Iraq’s context, George Tenet has revealed that “there was never a serious debate that I know of within the (American) administration about the imminence of the new Iraqi threat.”

In the United States and the United Kingdom, information and intelligence were manipulated to secure executive and congressional approval for the Iraq war. The Winograd report notes that support within the Israeli cabinet was gained through “ambiguity”.

Israeli commentators have written about the thick fog of lies, half truths and spins surrounding the invasion which was “without a moral compass, without a political agenda and without a grip on reality.”

The crux of regional problems today is that through semantic reductionism millions of people have been arbitrarily and unilaterally cast into the role of an enduring enemy. It has made a vast, diverse and complex region prone to resistance movements which are becoming indiscriminate in their tactics and targets. This conflict will not end till the world learns once again that unilateral security doctrines that ignore the aspirations of other people are no basis for international policy and no substitute for international law.

The Winograd report could not have said that Ehud Olmert and his associates were driven by the dark demons of hidden prejudice and hatred.

While ordering massive destruction of Lebanon, Pertez had, however, claimed that Hasan Nasrallah would never forget his name. There was also the racist myth of the invincibility of Israeli armed forces in battles with Arabs. It was the shattering of this illusion that led to the demands for an investigation into Israel’s failures.

This report, too, would fail if it ends up only in an evaluation by the general staff. Even cosmetic political changes will not be enough to convince the world that Israel is a learning society. Ehud Olmert may survive only in the short run.

On the horizon are the foreign minister, Tzipi Livni, a Mossad prodigy, Israel’s most beguiling politician Shimon Peres — unless the Labour Party can produce a surprise, and even Likud’s diehard colonist, Binyamin Netanyahu. The 200,000 Israelis who demonstrated against Olmert clinging to office, however, should aim at a government that can address the causes of the conflict.The best course is the one that the Arabs have shown again. Israel has to overcome its morbid fear of peace. For decades on end, the powerful Israeli lobby in the United States has helped Israel perpetuate the canard that the Arab world was first and last a rejectionist monolith committed to the destruction of Israel.

The Saudi plan of 2002 on which the present Arab initiative rests is an important milestone on the journey to a comprehensive settlement and not its beginning. Earlier too, moderate Arab leaders had launched ideas for peace provided Israel renounced expansionism, colonisation and racism.

Then there was the Oslo peace process itself. In the Clinton-led parleys at Camp David in 2000, Yasser Arafat went as far as he could; the rest depended on Israel’s leader Ehud Barak making a decisive break with the unsavoury practice of colonisation.

An honest analysis would show that for a long time, it is Israel that has destroyed peace moves. When Jimmy Carter reached more or less the same conclusion, the Israeli lobby went into near hysteria.

In a remarkable essay published in the New York Review of Books, authors Hussein Agha and Robert Malley observe that “the dream of Greater Israel has expired, but so has Oslo’s vision of peaceful reconciliation with the Palestinians”. They pointed to a “scarcity of charismatic leaders” in Israel and to a new generation of run-of the-mill politicians who are in themselves a “symptom of a system in crises”.

If this be the case, the full text of the report of the Winograd Committee should analyse the deeper malaise of Israel. It is important for Israel; it is no less important for world peace because this “system”, based though it is on mediocrity, corruption, land hunger and apartheid, continues to influence decisions of the United States disproportionately.

Furthermore, peace-making all over the world benefits from men of vision but cannot wait for them. The world order has to be a self-executing mechanism for peace and development; a case in point is the present India-Pakistan dialogue which is inching forward without personalities in the heroic mould.

The Palestinians have now a coalition that can deliver. The alternative will almost certainly be another upheaval, another Intifada which may have unsuspected dimensions of violence. Since the landmark electoral victory of Hamas, the Palestinian polity had remained split. Israel tried hard to widen the split to convince the world that there was no interlocutor, no peace partner, on the Palestinian side.

The Riyadh summit created a working unity which Israel remains reluctant to convert into an opportunity. It is nothing short of tragic that the international community allows the fiction that talks could be held only with President Mahmoud Abbas. By doing so, it is endangering internal coherence in the Arab approach to a possible peace process.

The Winograd report is yet another moment for the international community to remind Israel that its ultimate security would be ensured by an early implementation of the Arab plan for a comprehensive settlement which envisages the end of Israeli occupation of Arab lands, the establishment of a sovereign and viable Palestinian state and the recognition of Israel by the Arab states, which in turn would be followed by recognition which several other states are holding back because of Israel’s persistent disregard of international law.Amongst them is Pakistan which has no theological reasons to deny such recognition but no compulsion to dispense with the minimum criteria needed for it either. The Pakistan foreign office seeks some elusive validation for the current preoccupation with Israel from past covert contacts.

If its mandarins derive some secret pleasure from similar games of hide-and-seek, the people of Pakistan could live with them. But for full normalisation of relations, they should tell their powerful interlocutors in Washington that Israel should have finite borders like any other state, that it should vacate territories occupied now for full 40 years, that it should engage in serious negotiations on the basis of the Arab initiative and that it must accept a settlement that respects Muslim and Christian rights in Jerusalem.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
