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Although everyone (including the U.S.) bears a certain responsibility for preventing a slide towards violence in Lebanon, the Party of God remains the critical player, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.

Should current events lead Lebanon to the brink of civil war, Hizbollah will be held largely responsible because of its decision to stand against the will of most Lebanese to get rid of Syrian domination, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

CORRECT READING: But it is highly unlikely that a new civil war will break out, simply because Hizbollah is wiser than to risk one. The Party of God shares with its Iranian sponsors an ability to correctly read situations and come up with accurate predictions. That is why the responsibility for Lebanon not sliding into civil war must also rest on Hizbollah’s shoulders.

For it was Hizbollah that sided against the Lebanese opposition; it was Hizbollah that chose to restore the situation in the country to what it was prior to the current uprising; it was Hizbollah that chose to make Lebanon shoulder at least part of the international pressure meant for Syria; and it was Hizbollah that broke the back of the newfound Lebanese unity by organizing demonstrations against it.

Hizbollah therefore is primarily responsible both for plunging Lebanon into a new civil war and-or for averting one.

Besides Hizbollah, the Lebanese government, President Lahoud, and the Lebanese security apparatus must also shoulder part of that responsibility. Should the country’s political and security leaderships decide to involve the country in a new civil conflict by manufacturing an ‘incident’ or two, they certainly have the means to do so.

The end result however is unlikely to resemble that of the last civil war. Lebanon’s new civil war—should it take place—will not last fifteen years simply because today’s international community (the United States, Europe, and even the Arab world) will not allow the powers of yesteryear to impose their own agendas.

This is true unless the powers that be in Lebanon (political and party leaders as well as leaders of the country’s security apparatus) decide to unleash the scourge of blind terrorism in the country. In this case, the resulting civil war will take on a different shape.

But whether Lebanese leaders open the doors to foreign terrorists or decide to rely on homegrown Lebanese, Palestinian, or Syrian terrorist ‘talent’, they know that they will ultimately be held responsible and brought to account.

But what about the external powers? The two parties that will be held primarily responsible for deliberately instigating civil war in Lebanon are the Syrian leadership and the U.S. administration (should it decide to listen to the advice of neo-conservative hawkish apologists for Israel who do not care what happens the Lebanon).

While Damascus must be dissuaded from using cards it believes it holds whatever the cost for Lebanon, Washington must also be persuaded not to use the country to prove the success of Bush’s policy on Iraq, further his project to democratize the Middle East, or to involve Lebanon in the war on terror.

If the Bush administration, really supports the Lebanese rising for independence—the so-called Cedar Revolution—it must rein in those who have been speaking as if they were spokespersons for American foreign policy. While the State Department usually goes to great lengths to couch its statements in diplomatic language, Republican columnists and TV commentators have been leading irresponsible campaigns of incitement.

Bush, who has scarcely let an opportunity go by without urging Arabs to stop incitement, must do the same with his own camp. It is untrue to say that incitement in the U.S. has been coming out of independent media outlets and think tanks over which the administration has no control. It is mainly these organizations that have 

undertaken the task of promoting and marketing Bush’s policies.

These commentators and columnists are threatening the future of the Lebanese uprising through their ignorant—and deliberately misleading—positions that are built first and foremost on a hatred of Arabs, a desire to protect Israel from accountability, and a tendency to view events in the Middle East exclusively in the light of (Arab) terrorism.

In short, Bush has to tell his core constituency to take their hands off Lebanon; he has to order them to stop speaking about Lebanon from the viewpoint of Israel’s interests. He has to make them understand that the approach they are pursuing—besides being totally wrong—harms the very Lebanese forces that are struggling for freedom and democracy.

There is no doubt that Bush’s support for Lebanese aspirations for freedom from the Syrian yoke is very important; his decision to coordinate American efforts with those of France send an extremely potent message. It was wise of the American president to give the UN a chance to settle the issue of Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon because by doing so he avoided criticism for overstepping the international organization—like he did in the case of Iraq. By insisting that the Syrians complete their withdrawal before next May’s Lebanese elections demonstrated American seriousness.

As a matter of fact, the American administration has no real problem with the clauses in UN Security Council Resolution 1559 calling on Syria to withdraw its troops from Lebanon. The problem arises with the clauses regarding disarming Lebanese (and non-Lebanese) militias.

For his part, by stating in a recent speech that the ‘resistance’ and ‘settlement (of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon)’ were the real problems, Syria’s Bashar Assad made the mistake of appearing to be prepared to play these two cards very badly.

The problem is not with Syria, since Syria will leave Lebanon sooner or later. The Syrian army will withdraw, while Damascus will try to maintain some form of security and intelligence presence through the Lebanese security apparatus. But in the end, the Syrians will have to leave. The Syrians’ strongest card is not that of Palestinian resettlement but that of Hizbollah.

Which takes us back to the Bush administration. Washington’s problem is this: Having already classified Hizbollah as a terrorist organization, it now finds itself having to accept the Party of God as an active force in Lebanese politics. Washington is almost isolated in this regard, and has to find a way out of this dilemma if it really wants to help Lebanon. In short, the U.S. has to declassify Hizbollah as a terror organization if it really wants to avoid a new Lebanese civil war.

In other words, Washington has to stop dealing with Hizbollah as another al-Qa’ida and start dealing with it like it has been dealing with Iran—with carrots rather than sticks, albeit decisively.

DIFFICULT QUESTIONS: Hizbollah understands the languages of strategy and wisdom. The United States must give it a choice: Either to act as a purely Lebanese political party, or alternatively as an offshoot of Syria and Iran at Lebanon’s expense. Hizbollah has to answer a number of difficult questions:

The first: What are you, and what do you want? While many people are grateful for what Hizbollah has done in the past (by forcing the Israelis to withdraw from South Lebanon), there is very little support (in Lebanon, not to mention the international community) for its stance regarding the Shebaa region.

Just for the sake of clarity, it has to be said that there is no clear consensus in Lebanon either for or against Syria’s continued military and-or intelligence presence in the country. Neither are the Lebanese agreed on Hizbollah’s assertion that Lebanon is a battleground against Israel.

Consequently, the least that Damascus and Hizbollah should take into consideration is the fact that their desire to maintain Lebanon as an avenue for Syrian ‘resistance’ against Israel does not enjoy universal support. If Syria wants to continue ‘resisting’ the Israelis, that is her concern—but it should do that through her own territory or through Shebaa (which is officially Syrian territory occupied by Israel).

In his talks with the Syrian leadership, UN Envoy Terje Roed Larsen could propose the so-called Blue Line plan as a mechanism for implementing Resolution 1559 and settling the Syrian-Israeli conflict. The Blue Line plan was used to implement UNSCR 425.

Larsen should also be tempted to explain to Syrian, Lebanese, and Hizbollah leaders that resistance through Shebaa is no longer acceptable to a Lebanese public that has grown tired of having to pay the price. The international community moreover is no longer prepared to turn a blind eye to Shebaa’s status. Larsen’s objective is not to absolve Israel of responsibility for occupying Shebaa. The UN still considers the region to be Syrian territory occupied by Israel.

Larsen’s objective should be to inform the leaders of Syria and Hizbollah that their talk of continued resistance through Lebanon weakens Lebanon—and lacks support among the majority of ordinary Lebanese. His other objective will be to demonstrate the determination of the international community to see UNSCR 1559 implemented in full.

During his stay in the region, Larsen will have listened well to what his interlocutors will have to say. Lebanese leaderships must therefore listen to messages emanating from Syria—and formulate Lebanese policies for Lebanon.

Damascus wishes to use Larsen’s visit for more than sending messages to regional countries; the Syrians are fully prepared to compromise at Lebanon’s expense if that were to their advantage—and they would be justified in doing so; after all their primary responsibility is to Syria and not Lebanon.

It is in Lebanon’s national interest that UNSCR 1559 is implemented in full—whether that was to Hizbollah’s liking or not. If Hizbollah wants to take part in building an independent Lebanon rather than continuing to act as a proxy for Syria and Iran, this is its chance.

Should Hizbollah choose the former, all Lebanese will stand foursquare behind it; the Party of God will gain the respect of all Lebanese not only because it drove the Israelis out of the south, but also because it chose Lebanon above all others. The entire Lebanese people will scream with one voice to the extremists in Washington: ‘Do not dare use us in your war on terrorism!’

On the other hand, should Hizbollah choose to impose itself as the sole guardian of patriotism and pan-Arabism in Lebanon, it would—besides risking its reputation in Lebanon and the Arab world—also risk losing vital Lebanese, Arab, and European support in its battle against being classified as a terror organization.

Should Hizbollah miscalculate, it will be seen as an instigator of civil war, and will thus lose its unique reputation in Arab eyes.

That is unlikely because Hizbollah is far too shrewd a political operator. But since the situation is so delicate, and since Lebanon’s fate now hangs in the balance, Hizbollah must understand the following: It will be held responsible should Lebanon be plunged into a new civil war. After organizing last week’s massive demonstration, Hizbollah must work hard to avert the civil war it almost ignited.

All now hinges on Hizbollah’s wisdom, political astuteness, and loyalty to Lebanon. Should the Party of God try to exploit the situation to its own perceived advantage, it will have to answer to future Lebanese generations rather than to the U.S. administration.

Sadly, Hizbollah crossed a red line by mobilizing thousands of Lebanese (and busing in thousands of Syrians) to take part in a demonstration designed not only to support Syria’s continued domination of Lebanon, but also to abort a genuine uprising against the country’s confessional system of government.
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