Bringing down the Lebanese President

is a first strike against Hizbullah
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The million Lebanese who swarmed Martyrs’ Square this week sent an important message to those who say that a bad stability is better than a good chaos in the Arab region. It was a message that said that the Lebanese have opted for a third course, which involves a strong push for internal change, with strong support from the direct environment and from outside. This course is the model that should be followed and which should cause some of the regional governments to curb their passion and tenacity for corrupt stability provided by the ruling regimes, for fear of achieving constructive chaos. This is a moral responsibility that lies on the shoulders of the decision-makers in the Arab region and the world, so that they understand the cry for help voiced by a million Lebanese who shouted out “God Protect You” to their political leaders, at a time of assassinations, vandalism, burning of embassies and dragging the region into wars.

Hariri’s assassination had prompted the passing of UN Resolution 1595, which placed Syria under international surveillance, and forced Syrian troops to withdraw from Lebanon. Those who were assassinated after Hariri had been among the backers of those two decisions and all the other Lebanon-related UN resolutions that followed. The UN Security Council realized this, and accepted to expand the investigation in Hariri’s assassination to include all the following assassinations, such as those of prominent journalists Samir Qassir and Gebran Tueni, as well as the assassination attempt of journalist May Chidiac.

The developments of this week warn of more assassinations, whose goal would be to punish Lebanese leaders for crossing some red lines, and also to spark a Lebanese civil war and drag the region into a war that would reshuffle all cards and divert attention from the investigation being conducted by the UN Independent Investigation Commission.

This means that the UN resolutions and reports have become part of those policies that are utilizing these assassinations as their own tools, in an attempt to evade the implementation of the international resolutions. This precedence requires careful consideration and a new way of thinking. For it is not acceptable that the international community wait for another assassination before acting, particularly since it knows without any doubt, of the dangerous impacts of these assassinations, should they happen.

Among those who received the blessings of the million demonstrators with screams of “God Protect You,” was the president of the Democratic Gathering parliamentary bloc, Walid Jumblatt, who told his jittery body-guards (who feared for his life) in the “Freedom Tent,” near Hariri’s grave: “God is the protector, relax a bit.” And then he went out of the tent, waving at the crowds with a red rose and smiling.

The fear for Walid Jumblatt was exacerbated on Tuesday, despite the ongoing fears for the other leaders who all converged on Martyrs’ Square, headed by the leader of the Future Movement, MP Saad Hariri, and the president of the executive committee of the “Lebanese Forces,” Dr. Samir Geagea. This tripartite alliance, which is important for Jumblatt, Hariri and Geagea, was confronting the understanding that took place two weeks earlier between General Michel Aoun, the leader of the Free Patriotic Movement, and Hizbulah. The written understanding agreed on a list of principles relating to a series of contentious points in the Lebanese arena.

What caused fears over Jumblatt’s life to become exacerbated was the so-called crossing of red lines. Indeed, Jumblatt responded to Syrian President Bashar Assad’s description of Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora as a “slave of a slave,” by saying: “O ruler of Damascus, you are the slave.” Similarly, Jumblatt addressed (Lebanese President) Emile Lahoud, saying that “the representation of someone who is an agent and a pawn for the Syrian regime resides in Baabda,” in reference to the presidential palace. He added, in reference to the Shebaa Farms which Damascus says it is Lebanese: “We came to say that we refuse the Shebaa argument and the Syrian-Iranian axis… so let us liberate the Baabda Farm instead of the Shebaa Farms.”

In the authoritarian Arab tradition, when the so-called red lines are crossed, the intelligence and security apparatuses are activated to take revenge at any cost. What Walid Jumblatt said, automatically makes him into a target for revenge; that’s why the million Lebanese shouted out and cried for him: “May God Protect You!”

The Lebanese political arena witnessed this mass rally with great amazement, as it was the second biggest popular demonstration in Lebanon’s recent history, and it contained several messages to several parties. The shouts for protection for each of Jumblatt, Hariri and Geagea require that the UN Security Council keep its eyes open for the next round of assassinations, in a manner that anticipates the next assassinations, instead inertly waiting for them to happen.

The UN Security Council should sound the alarm in a stern manner to all those who are concerned, warning them of the political repercussions to the assassinations. It should also set a strategy in support of Lebanese popular demands, which are a form of backing for the UN resolutions, because the massive one million Lebanese march was transformed into a popular referendum that enshrined the “[ruling] majority,” in retaliation to Syria’s characterization of its opponents in Lebanon as “a transient majority” and in response to Hizbullah Secretary-General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah’s characterization of this “ruling majority” as a “fictitious majority” in his speech last week.

The priority of the one million Lebanese demonstrators was obvious: to bring down Lahoud who became at the root of the problem when Syria imposed him as president in spite of the Lebanese constitution.

The UN Security Council agrees that Emile Lahoud was not elected in a legitimate fashion, and it has been constantly calling for new presidential elections. What the Security Council has not done, and which it should to do, is to pay some attention to the presidency issue which is addressed in its resolutions. The popular masses in the streets of Beirut had wanted the international community in the UN headquarters in New York to hear them calling out for the following: It is time for bringing down Lahoud from the presidency. It is time that the UN Security Council act seriously and progressively when it comes to supporting its position that the presence of Emile Lahoud in power is not legitimate or legal. The man will not leave voluntarily, and there is no choice but to force him to leave.

The other matter which the anti-Syrian parliamentary majority along with the popular Lebanese demonstrators supporting it had asked for was disarming Hizbullah. It had sent a message to Michel Aoun, who had made a rapprochement with Hizbullah, that his absence from Tuesday’s march means that he had ganged up with Hizbullah, which is with Syria. Consequently, the message to him was political: you made a mistake and miscalculated the popular unity against Syria’s role in Lebanon, both its direct role and its indirect one, whether through Hizbullah or the Palestinian factions or any other Lebanese faction that is allied with Syria. But the stronger message was the one addressed to Hizbullah, since [statements] during the popular mass rally declared the people’s support for the state and their belief in “confining weapons to the state.” This comes in complete contradiction to Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah’s statement that the “weapons of the resistance are linked to the peace settlement in the Middle East and not the Shebaa Farms.”

In other words, Hizbullah’s secretary-general has expanded the role of his militias, which UN Resolution 1559 is calling to dismantle and disarm. Now, he is talking of things other than the Shebaa Farms as justification for holding onto his weapons, since Hizbullah considers itself the “head of the [regional] resistance.” Nasrallah is now talking of the Hizbullah militias’ role in a “settlement” in the region.

Whether in peace or in war, Sayyed Nasrallah wants Hizbullah to be a regional player in this “settlement” which he talked about. He considers that Hizbullah is a part of a tripartite axis composed of Iran and Syrian along with Hizbullah. With this stance, he is transcending the consideration that he is a local Lebanese player. He is classifying Hizbullah as an entity that is equivalent to the Lebanese state and the Lebanese army.

Hizbullah should not be allowed to play in two fields, such that it can keep the so-called “resistance” card which is equivalent to the state and the army, while at the same time join the Lebanese political process in Parliament and the Cabinet.

It is up to Prime Minister Fouad Siniora to move the dialogue with Hizbullah in such a manner as to force it to choose between two roles, that of a political player and party within the state and its army and that of an armed opposition to the state and its army.

The popular mass rally has charged Siniora with this kind of task, and the international community should help him with it. For any weapons being transferred to the resistance with the Lebanese army’s blessings – if confirmed—is a development that should be dealt with immediately, and by any means, even if that meant that new strict laws should be passed or that the army’s leadership should be changed. Indeed, in addition to the importance of bringing Lahoud’s presidency down as fast as possible, it is also important to put a stop to any games with respect to the resistance issue, such that the army would become in sole possession of weapons, and would take its orders from a legitimate government, not from an illegitimate president.

Regional and international backing of Siniora is important, especially since the implementation UN Resolution 1559 should take place in April, and Terje Roed-Larsen, the UN Secretary-General’s envoy who is tasked with monitoring the implementation, will be touring the region next month. It is best for everyone to convince Hizbullah to transform itself into a pure political party; and the means to convince Hizbullah might be in the hands of Tehran, rather than Damascus. But the tools for pressure can be found anywhere between the local and international arenas.

It is not in the interest of Hizbullah to take a stance that is opposed to the real Lebanese majority, after the latter informed Hizbullah that it is neither a fictitious not a transient majority, and after it left Hizbullah with the burden of choosing between its Lebanese character and its regional character, which would come at the expense of Lebanon.

There will not be a civil war in Lebanon, and there will not be a sectarian war in Lebanon, unless Hizbullah wished for that, in compliance with non-Lebanese desires. In that case, Hizbullah would not be spared being held to account for any of the assassinations of the anti-Syrian leaders, even if it is innocent of these crimes. For Hizbullah is now involved in the escalation and provocation leading to such dangerous transgressions [as internal wars and assassinations], should they happen. But Hizbullah still has the opportunity of adopting its Lebanese identity, if it so wishes. If that happens, the welcome ceremony [in its honor] would be jubilant, and it would prove to be the most beautiful festival ever held in Lebanon.

Until that time comes, here is a salute to all the mothers who accompanied their nursing babies to this historic demonstration; every young man who raised the cross and the Koran at the same time; each veiled woman and each secular woman; and congratulations to all those who had the opportunity to participate, since they were not forced out of the country due to threats to their lives.
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