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                                    Reviewing the war between Israel and Gaza
                                                   by John J. Neumaier
REPORTS and opinion pieces about the bloody conflict between Israel and Hamas-led Gaza tend to be strongly colored by ideological perspectives.

Whether they’re government spokespersons, media journalists, or Internet bloggers, all commentators are influenced by national, social, religious, economic, and political affiliations and backgrounds, as is their public.

My own reactions to the killings, the brutal bombing campaign, and the massive suffering in this Mideast region are similarly influenced by my background, including having survived the Holocaust — unlike my mother and many other relatives.

SOME MAY think one’s background is irrelevant since what matters most are the “facts.” But it’s the very facts that are in dispute, especially in war. Even when one side may be clearly in the right, no belligerent is without flaws. As the Israeli peace activist Uri Avnery recently put it, “War — every war — is the realm of lies.”

None of this frees us from our responsibility to try to come as close as we can to ascertaining and evaluating the relative merits, force, means and ends of the belligerent parties; and, most important of all, from doing our best to encourage the U.S. government to actively and more equitably assist in negotiations to reach a just peace settlement. This is a most difficult challenge, especially in the present era of nation-states, in which military force, economic resources, geopolitics, and propaganda play such large roles.

IT’S OBVIOUSLY a lot easier to speak about the bitter Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the abstract than to be there in the midst of it, suffering the daily threat of death or hunger and devastation. Although just to speak words of sympathy for the Palestinian victims can evoke irrational outrage.

Witness columnist William Kristol’s attack on PBS’ Bill Moyers and his unconscionable distortion of Moyers’ views (New York Times, Jan. 19 and 24).

Or consider the experience of Nation media commentator Eric Alterman, a long-time supporter of Israel, who quotes syndicated columnist Richard Cohen: “Within the mainstream media punditocracy, discussion of the Israeli invasion of Gaza is not only one-sided in Israel’s favor but also deeply contemptuous of anyone who deviates from that side.” Alterman’s comparatively mild criticisms of Israel’s actions in Gaza led to his being compared to the authors of “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion” and being accused, by a Boston Globe columnist, “of blaming Hitler’s victims for Palestinian misery.”

THE ARGUMENT continues as to whether Hamas or Israel is more responsible for the breakdown of the cease fire, but my first concern is the horrendous intensification of the violence which caused the death of so many people.

One can be thankful not to be living in Israeli towns within the terrifying reach of rockets fired from Gaza, or residing in Gaza, especially after Dec. 27 when the IDF began its horrendous bombing attacks.

We must not forget that both Israelis and Palestinians are human beings. Nor that the 23 days of retaliatory attacks against Gaza by the Israeli army (according to Defense Minister Ehud Barak, “the most moral in the world”) killed hundreds and wounded thousands, a fourth of them civilians, including women and children. There cannot be any talk of a tooth for a tooth or an eye for an eye in view of the fact that Israel is one of the world’s strongest military powers; the slaughter was at a ratio of one Israeli to 100 Palestinians (13 Israelis — 1,300 Palestinians).

IN MUCH of the Western world, especially in the United States, Israel’s strongest ally, there has been much sympathetic understanding for Israel defending itself, and for what people would do if their own houses were invaded. But I didn’t read much about how people would respond if they lived in an area that was under an economic embargo, militarily controlled, and isolated from the rest of the world, as are the 1.5 million Gazans.

Israel and many of its supporters justify the massive military attacks on Gaza by pointing to the numerous rocket attacks launched against Israeli civilians by Hamas (a Palestinian faction which was initially supported by Israel in an effort to weaken the PLO). Conversely, the devastation in Gaza caused furious outrage and further inflamed antagonistic feelings toward Israel among Arab and Muslim populations. They cite the long-standing United Nations resolutions which call for Israel to withdraw from its still continuing occupation and control of Palestinian lands.

THERE IS no doubt that the war has sharply increased anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism, especially in the Mideast (though Arabs too are Semites). True, anti-Zionists can also be virulent anti-Semites, but there are many people, including Jews, who despite their disagreement with Zionist ideology strongly condemn anti-Semitism and the shameful vandalism against Jewish cemeteries and houses of worship, as they do vandalism against Muslim holy sites.

In the United States, in spite of the generally friendly news coverage of Israel’s involvement in the war, it has been hard to ignore the appalling toll of dead and wounded in Gaza, the gruesome destruction of its infrastructure, and the ruthless demolition of Palestinian homes which has left 100,000 homeless.

Yet, one night, the NBC anchor Brian Williams reported that (up to then) the combined figure of those killed in the war was 800, and next evening he cited a combined figure of 900 killed. Apparently, there were outcries over such misleading statistical “facts” because on the next night Williams reported that by then 1,000 Palestinians had been killed and 13 Israelis.

PEACE NEGOTIATIONS and eventual reconciliation between Israelis and Palestinians have been ominously encumbered by Hamas’ insistence on never recognizing the right of the Israeli state to exist.

Similarly, (and long before the Palestinians voted for Hamas) Israel has opposed any proposal that would recognize the future existence of a viable contiguous state of Palestine. I leave aside here Fatah’s vain efforts to persuade Israel to give up its military control of the West bank. Nor is there space here to discuss the attitude of many Palestinians toward Fatah’s leadership and corruption.

AT ANY RATE, not even the more moderate Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas has been willing to accept Israeli proposals for a kind of Bantustan of territories separated by Israeli settlements, walls, and superhighways. Nor are Palestinians unaware of the huge amounts of military and economic aid given Israel by successive U.S. governments.

Most Arab and Muslim populations will not be persuaded by Israeli and Western arguments that the main obstacle to peace is that Hamas is a terrorist organization which will never accept any peace agreement with the state of Israel. Nor will the American and other Western governments be persuaded by Hamas, Hezbollah and various Arab and Muslim states, including Hamas’ strongest ally Iran, that Israel is not a terrorist state. Still, many peace activists, including Israelis, believe that Hamas’ opposition to Israel’s very existence will be overcome (as was eventually Fatah’s strong rejectionist position) once Israel accepts the existence of a viable Palestinian state.

WE CANNOT review here the long history of conflicts and terrorist acts between Zionists and nationalist Palestinians. Suffice it to reiterate that both Israeli Jews and Palestinians have equal human rights to decent, peaceful lives.

To achieve this requires not only constructive Palestinian policies and realistic strategies. It also requires that the incomparably stronger state of Israel end its strategy of dragging out negotiations and of changing realties on the ground via settlements and the use of its superior military power and economic resources to control Palestinians in the West bank and Gaza.

As long as a two-state solution remains an option, Israeli cooperation in the creation of a viable, fully sovereign, contiguous Palestinian state is the only path toward greater security and the chance of peace for both Israel and Palestine.
****
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