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The current conflict involving Lebanon and Israel contains certain strategic concerns that transcend the region. That battle has the United States and Israel confronting a proxy war with Hezbollah, a terrorist organization that is supported by Iran and Syria.

In that conflict, as in the past, Western Europeans appear either undecided or against the deployment of their forces, whether as part of NATO or other peacekeeping entities. That reluctance reflects strategic myopia in various European capitals, an affliction that, if unremedied, will return to haunt them.

As the current images of vitriolic protest signs in London by certain demonstrators calling for the murder of those who do not support Islamic extremist terrorism underscore, the battle in Sidon and Haifa has moved to a rhetorical stage in the cities of the United Kingdom. Although the rhetoric may represent the view of a minority of Muslims, it is a group that is disproportionately vocal, intent on violence and attracted to an ominous wish: the return of the Caliphate, not only in the Middle East, the "Near Enemy," but in Europe and beyond, "the Far Enemy."

As we know, that rhetoric in recent years already has turned to death and destruction in the trains, buses and subways of Madrid and London, and on the streets of Paris and Amsterdam, just to cite a few examples.

Undoubtedly, the violence is in part the result of anti-immigration attitudes and racism that have been directed against the growing Islamic population in Europe. The resulting alienation, especially among the unemployed and disenfranchised youth, has fostered a ready recruiting ground for a new generation of martyrs.

In addition, the violence clearly has exposed the fault lines of ethnic hatred and contentiousness held by a significant minority of the population. Ironically that has happened in countries that pride themselves on their record of race relations and liberal social welfare programs.

The violence also has spawned the rise of counter-Islamic extremists. They use hatred directed against Islamic believers in their midst to justify their own violence, as well as a call for a return to right-wing extremism in the form of fascism and other discredited ideologies.

The result of that extremism on both sides can raise the likelihood of more sectarian conflict in Europe and, in a sense, that region's own "Lebanonization," where sectarian and ethnic affiliation of both the majority and minorities could encourage a path leading to violence.

Thus, it is important for Europe to help seek resolution of the conflict in Lebanon and Israel, and the best way to do that is through peacekeeping operations. In so doing, the governments will have to face a troubling reality -- that terrorism increasingly will visit them at home as a result of their involvement.

But a failure to engage in solutions for the crisis in Lebanon and Israel would create an even more dangerous strategic situation. Disengagement, inaction or a feeble response are seen by those who perpetrate terrorism as weaknesses and, therefore, another step toward the ultimate victory that they project for themselves.

Unless Europe acts forcefully, the tragedies in Lebanon and Israel could easily spill over to those who either intentionally or unwittingly would bring the violence of sectarian politics in the current conflict to European society. The Lebanonization of Western European politics represents a very real short- and longer-term strategic threat to those who would like to ignore their global responsibilities.
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