Beyond Humanitarian Outrage
A meeting to assess the Israel-Lebanon Conflict

                                                                                           by Jay Hauben

A timely discussion about the Israel-Lebanon conflict was held August 11, 2006. It was arranged by the editors of a blog with an interesting name, “Against the War on Terror” (AWOT).
 The event took place at Columbia University in New York City. The title of the event was, “Beyond Humanitarian Outrage: Assessing the Israel-Lebanon Conflict”.

The chair of the meeting, Alex Gourevitch,
 introduced the three panelists in the order of their presentations. They were, Ramzi Kassem,
 a NYC civil rights lawyer who was born in Beruit and has been an advocate of Arab-Jewish dialogue, Nicholas Frayn who grew up in Oxford UK and at one time had been a student at Birzeit University
 on the West Bank in the Palestinian territories, and Guy Grossman who was born in Israel. Grossman is a member of Ometz Le'sarev (Courage to Refuse), known as the Israeli Refuseniks
 and a PhD student at Columbia University. 
The chair observed that media discussion of the current war involving Lebanon and Israel has been dominated by comparing tactics and “moral perversity” of both sides. He suggested a discussion was needed that would go beyond humanitarian concerns. When the arguments stay on the question of how much suffering is inflicted and on morality, both sides end up demonizing the other in order to gain the high ground and the discussion gets nowhere. His hope was that the meeting would seek to explore other principles like “sovereignty” or “security”.
The first panelist looked at the motives and calculations of the Hezbollah leadership. He began by giving an explanation of the basis for the popularity of Hezbollah among Lebanese Shiites and in the Muslim world. From its beginning in 1985 when it issued an Open Letter announcing its creation, the panelist recounted, Hezbollah has taken as its core purpose the liberation of occupied Lebanese territory. Hezbollah is given credit for the withdrawal of the Israel Defense Force (IDF) from Southern Lebanon in May 2000. After 2000, Hezbollah continued its activities with the avowed purposes of gaining the release of all Lebanese held as prisoners by Israel and of regaining the Shibaa Farms area of Lebanon still held by Israel. In the process of pursuing its goals Hezbollah has provided a social network and advocated within Lebanese politics for its core Shiite constituency. Over the 21 years of its existence Hezbollah is perceived to have fulfilled on its promises. Its practice holds up an unflattering mirror to other regimes in the area, the panelist said.
In the last 10 years, he continued, Israel and Hezbollah have battled each other but within a defined context. There have been abductions and prisoner exchanges as in 2004 when an abducted Israeli business man and the remains of three Israeli soldiers where exchanged by Hezbollah for release by Israel of prisoners and detainees being held in its prisons.
 Since 2000, there has been a sort of rule of engagement that limited this tit for tat battle to the area between the Latini River on the North and the Israeli border on the South. The panelist then asked if the July 2006 abduction at the start of the current war was a blunder. More likely it was not a blunder, he said, but a calculation by the Hezbollah leadership that however it came out Hezbollah was prepared to defeat the IDF.
The panelist called attention to the fact that there had been a debate in Lebanon for a long time over the question of disarming Hezbollah. He suggested that the government of Israel seems to have had the mistaken expectation that the Lebanese people would unite against Hezbollah, blaming it for the destruction the Israeli forces would produce. 
The first presentation concluded with the prediction that both the Israeli and Lebanese governments would accept the forthcoming UN resolution. Hezbollah could argue it had won because it had held back the IDF and was not disarmed and Israel could argue that it achieved some of its goals by removing the threat to northern Israel by clearing Hezbollah out of the areas closest to the Israeli border.
The second presentation took up to explain how many people in the world ended up seeing the Israel-Lebanon conflict as a humanitarian crisis without discussing the political issues. He described this as “humanitarian discourse” dominating the discussion and asked why.
His answer was that in the last major Israel-Lebanon conflict in 1982, although there were many similarities, the principles were clearer. Israel sought a friendly regime at its northern border and Lebanon resisted foreign intervention. Now in a time when there is much talk of a vague “war on terror”, it was harder to know what were the objectives of the Israeli government and difficult to know what were the true strength and motivation of Hezbollah leadership. The panelist argued that, in place of past debates over who was best, we now have debates over who is worst. Therefore, humanitarian rather than political arguments had been made, discussing who is killing or destroying more. Is one side more brutalized than the other? Focusing on the victims, the panelist argued, helps to avoid the more difficult political questions. Humanitarian discourse has only one objective. The killing must end. But it gives no answer to why did this war happened and what would end it. To end the war, based on humanitarian arguments, foreign forces can be allowed in. But with what consequences? Will such a result violate the sovereignty of the Lebanese nation? Will foreign troops be treated as occupiers?
He concluded that sovereignty and self determination were basic underlying principles but he feared that the humanitarian considerations have helped hide these. His implication was that any peace not based on these solid principles would be fragile.

The third panelist had served in the Israel Defense Force (IDF). He felt in this conflict the goals of Israel were abstract and unrealistic. Interest and means analysis therefore would yield little insight. By ending up agreeing to foreign forces in southern Lebanon, Israel has achieved the opposite of its stated goals. So seeking to understand its goals would lead no where. How then could this war and its outcome be understood?

To this panelist, the war was the logical outcome of three political developments. One development was Israel’s “unilateralism”, the assumption after 2000 by Israeli leaders that negotiations and peace talks were a dead end. Only Israel acting unilaterally out of strength could protect Israel’s interests. So Israel severed all ties with Lebanon and Syria. The second development is the rise of Muslim ascendancy in the Arab world leading to a greater importance to Hezbollah and support for it. The third development is the US commitment to “war on terror”. Encouraged by the US, it seems Israel broadened its military objectives. For the US, this was part of “the war on terror” and an effort to change the regional balance of power. 
The panelist argued that Israel’s unilateralism contributed to the victory of Hamas in the Palestinian territories and the strengthening of Islamic forces there and in Lebanon. When Hezbollah abducted two Israeli soldiers, unilateralism left Israel without a ready means of negotiating and also with a rational for a military solution. Since the abduction was from a territory Israel had given up, it could take a position of righteousness. Meanwhile Islamic ascendancy in the Arab world encouraged Hezbollah to take a position of strength. And the “war on terror” contributed to an escalation which turned out to be to Israel’s disadvantage. 
The result is that Israel has had to accept help from the international community while the prestige of Hezbollah is strengthened. Essentially the war has killed Israeli unilateralism. What will replace it? The speaker suggested a new policy of some sort of international reengagement. He also commented that the war turned out not to be about the survival of Israel as the government tried to portray it, but rather about the survival of this government.
 
After the three presentations, the chair encouraged an open discussion to include opinions, comments and dialogue involving if possible everyone present. Many questions were asked of the three panelists but also there were comments and statements and challenges expressed.
A major question raised was what about Lebanon? Did Lebanon get left out of the discussion because in Lebanon the humanitarian crisis is a major factor? One response was that Hezbollah accepts Lebanon as a mosaic of people with at least three or four different religions. So Hezbollah does not seek to form an Islamic state in Lebanon. Some one suggested that also should apply to Israel. Another response was Lebanon showed some strength by the role its government playedwith respect to the UN Security Council resolutions. One panelist suggested that applying the principles of self determination and sovereignty means that a foreign force in southern Lebanon is a negative and dangerous development.
One commenter wondered if the situation in Israel was one where the civilian political players were weak so that the military players dominated in the war decisions. A response was that the Israeli left or at least the Labor Party was in the government but in this war took the position that Israel should fight for a military victory.

A short thread developed wondering what people in the US should be doing since the US government seems to have been an exasperating factor in this war. One suggestion was the difficult goal of winning the US government to be under the control of the people. How could there be self determination of people if the people are disjointed from their government as many people in the US feel they are? Also, who are the people? In Israel, if you ask all the Jewish people about what state they want you might get a different set of answers than if you asked all the people who live in Israel today, Jews and non-Jews the same question.
One person rose and said he thought he was the only pro-Israel person in the room. He felt every discussion like this one was somehow an expression of anti-Semitism or hatred of the Jewish people. The person in front of him commented that there is a difference between Zionism, a political ideology and Judaism and the Jewish people which are religion based. Criticism of Zionism should not be mistaken as an attack on the Jewish people. He felt Israel should be a political State not a religious state, then the Jewish people would be able to live at peace with and among their neighbors. Others responded that to make constructive criticism and analysis of Israel is not anti-Semitism. One person said he supported the Israeli and Lebanese people. He was answered that accepting self determination of a people required respecting the governments the people have. One panelist responded we can’t just blame government of Israel but should understand that it  responded to fears of the Israeli people exasperated by statements from the leaders of Iran and Hezbollah. Another person asked if people are motivated by “meta narratives.” When he was asked , “Are you?” he answered “yes”. He believed that the long narrative of the Jewish people was a guiding principle for him. 
A person from Japan contributed that he and many people in his country believed that the war was the result of a US-Israeli plan. He wondered, if that is true, how do you deal with countries that make such plans? That raised the “democracy” question. Are not most people in the world cynical about having an impact on their governments? 
The chair asked the panelists if they wanted to sum up. They expressed the opinion that it was a good discussion and that somehow they were not pessimistic. The discussion did not come to any conclusion but it did assert again the importance of the principles of sovereignty and self determination. There will be a cease fire soon. But the political situation is still fluid and probably is weaker because the humanitarian discourse had dominated.

The chair invited people to stay and continue the discussion with the panelists who would stay around for a little while. About one half of the attendees stayed around and spoke together in small groups.

It is rare that such a discussion happens in the US because of real threats made against people who openly challenge the dominant “war against terror” ideology. This was a refreshing discussion. Its value was perhaps summed up by a comment made on the AWOT blog.

“Nice event. Will there be a follow up? What was nice was that the format and chairing of the event allowed for statements and opinions and differences among all who came and chose to say something. Generally attendees did speak up and for such a contentious subject, it was refreshing to hear many different opinions without rancor.”
� � HYPERLINK "http://againstwot.com" ��http://againstwot.com�


� � HYPERLINK "http://gadflyer.com/writers/writer.php?WriterID=103" ��http://gadflyer.com/writers/writer.php?WriterID=103�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.pdsoros.org/fellows.cfm?year=2001" ��http://www.pdsoros.org/fellows.cfm?year=2001�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.birzeit.edu/" ��http://www.birzeit.edu/�


� Ometz Le'sarev (Courage to Refuse) known as the Israeli Refuseniks, those


Israeli reserve soldiers and officers who have signed a letter declaring their


refusal to serve in the territories. � HYPERLINK "http://seruv.nethost.co.il/defaulteng.asp" ��http://seruv.nethost.co.il/defaulteng.asp�


Current signers number: 550. See also :� HYPERLINK "http://seruv.nethost.co.il/signers/12_1_Eng.htm" ��http://seruv.nethost.co.il/signers/12_1_Eng.htm�.





�See the Israel Foreign Ministry statement concerning the 2004 exchange at �HYPERLINK "http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/Communiques/2004/Government%20statement%20on%20prisoner%20exchange%20-%2024-Jan"��http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/Communiques/2004/Government%20statement%20on%20prisoner%20exchange%20-%2024-Jan�


See also  the Israel Foreign Ministry explanation of its prisoner exchange policy: � HYPERLINK "http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/2000_2009/2004/1/Background%20on%20Israeli%20POWs%20and%20MIAs" ��http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/2000_2009/2004/1/Background%20on%20Israeli%20POWs%20and%20MIAs� which contains the following:





“Since the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, Israeli soldiers and civilians fell captive and were imprisoned by enemy forces. In most cases, prisoner exchanges were carried out between Israel and its enemies, and in some instances bodies of the fallen that were held by the enemy or by Israel were exchanged.”





In January 2004, a prisoner swap was carried out: 30 Lebanese and Arab prisoners, the remains of 59 Lebanese militants and civilians, 400 Palestinian prisoners, and maps showing Israeli mines in South Lebanon were exchanged for Israeli businessman and former army colonel Elchanan Tenenbaum abducted in 2000 in Kuwait and the remains of the three IDF soldiers.  


� The third panelist, Guy Grossman, contributed an essay to the AWOT blog. His presentation followed closely this essay. See � HYPERLINK "http://againstwot.com/2006/08/guest-essay-unilateralism-deterrence.html" ��http://againstwot.com/2006/08/guest-essay-unilateralism-deterrence.html�


�� HYPERLINK "http://againstwot.com/2006/08/beyond-humanitarian-outrage.html" ��http://againstwot.com/2006/08/beyond-humanitarian-outrage.html�
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