Syria’s Moment of Truth

All peoples have a natural right to resist and Syria cannot return
to its old ways in Lebanon, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.
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The Middle East is teetering on the brink; heavily engaged in a battle for change against entrenched dictatorships, the region also has to fight a rearguard action against nihilistic terrorism, writes Raghida Dergham for the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

A DIFFERENT FUTURE: This period of transition might take a long time; it could also prove to be extremely bloody and ugly. But there is no doubt that it is a temporary phase on the road to a very different future. It is also a phase full of uncertainty, worry, and fear; a phase in which various parties will seek to instill fear deliberately.

One thing is certain though: There is no turning back. Not for Iraq and Lebanon, nor for Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, or Iran. This is not due to American policies (good or bad), nor to a sudden region-wide burst of mass awareness. It is the result of a mixture of local, American, and European factors which have come to the conclusion that whatever difficulties lie ahead, a return to the past is not an option. So let us steel ourselves and talk frankly.

The recent assassinations in Lebanon of political and literary figures is terrorism pure and simple; terrorism that should attract international—and not only local—censure. The deliberate targeting of civilians in Iraq is not resistance; it is classic terrorism. 

The ‘targeted killing’ of Palestinian activists by Israel is also a form of terrorism; state terrorism to be exact—and so is the Palestinian tactic of using suicide bombers to attack Israeli civilians.

In short, any deliberate attempt to kill civilians—whether individuals or en masse—by armed factions, governments, security organizations, or intelligence agencies is terrorism.

Terrorism—whether as a means of self-assertion, as a way of getting back at the United States, or as a tactic designed to seize power—is nothing new to the Middle East. What is relatively new is the fact that the entire region now seems to be held hostage by terrorism in one way or another. Terror is being used by extremist fundamentalists in their quest to overthrow entrenched totalitarian regimes—as well by those regimes themselves trying to defend their grip on power. Terror is used by both parties in order to intimidate society. Intimidation then is the objective, and terror is only the means used to attain that objective.

Another relatively recent phenomenon in the Middle East is the emergence of a new form of resistance—resistance to the hijacking of the meaning and right to resist. 

Several governments and armed factions are responsible for hijacking the noble concept of resistance—as have certain hate-filled individuals and groups.

It has to be said however that in the final analysis resistance is not only about fighting against foreign occupation. 

Resistance is a healthy manifestation that signifies a defiance of external imposition and diktat. Resisting foreign occupation is a legal and moral right for peoples suffering under foreign domination; a right also enjoyed by the peoples of a country falling under the hegemony of its neighbor, especially when the relationship between the two is not entirely healthy.

This was the case with Iraq and Kuwait before the invasion of 1990; it is also the case with Syria and Lebanon now.

Many Syrian politicians were dumbfounded when they saw so many Lebanese and other Arabs (who had supported Syria in thick and thin—including its presence in Lebanon—for many years) turn against them lately. Some Syrians reacted to this change by adopting hostile positions, while others were confused. While some Syrians understood why the change has taken place, others explained it away by saying that those Arabs and Lebanese who criticize Syria are no good.

While disagreement over assessing the situation is a healthy sign, it must also extend to recognizing—even if only implicitly—what it was that led to the threats now facing both Syria and Lebanon. If, in other words, the Syrian leadership really wants to steer the country clear of the plans and agendas of those who have long been wishing for Damascus to make a wrong move so that they can impose punitive measures on it, this leadership now has a unique chance to do so.

SAVING SYRIA: The Syrians must come clean. They must admit that Lebanon is the route to saving Syria, if that is what the Syrian leadership really wants. This does not mean that the Syrians should use Lebanon as a way of evading their responsibilities concerning Iraq and Palestine. What it means is that however hard Damascus tries to cooperate with the United States concerning Iraq, Palestine, and the war on terror, it will get nothing in return unless it also cooperates on Lebanon.

What the Syrian leadership must understand is that Lebanon’s value can only be realized if it were to be cleansed of the last vestiges of Syrian political and intelligence influence—by Syria itself. There is no scope for compromises or deals over Lebanon as far as Syria is concerned. 

There is no turning back. This is the way it is today, with Washington and Europe (and not only France) in total agreement on what the Syrians have to do.

Syria has a clear choice: Either to cleanse Lebanon completely of all remnants of Syrian political and security influence, or risk confrontation.

Cleansing Lebanon involves several steps the Syrians have to take, some of which had better be left to the Lebanese themselves. Take President Emile Lahoud for instance. If Lahoud was smart enough to accurately gauge the prevailing political mood both regionally and internationally, he would lose no time in resigning now that the elections are over.

At least he would leave office with part of his reputation intact, instead of losing it all should he choose to stay on. For in the minds of many Lebanese, Lahoud is so tainted that he must be gotten rid of if Lebanon is to be restored to health.

When (If?) Lahoud goes, he must also take with him the security apparatus he built up, which has gained such a bad reputation for serving Syria’s interests at the expense of Lebanon itself. But this might need Syrian as well as Lebanese input. There are those in Lebanon who believe that everything that happens in the country is sanctioned at the highest levels; but there are many others who are certain that Lebanese and Syrian intelligence organizations are operating in the country independently outside the control of the political establishment. Both are frightening possibilities, and both are in the hands of Syrian President Bashar Assad.

But an opportunity has presented itself after the last elections for a new Lebanese government to prove its decisiveness, wisdom and good intentions by cleansing the country’s intelligence service of any remnants of Syrian influence. The Syrians can either agree to the eradication of their influence from Lebanon, or they can choose the path of confrontation.

Confrontation, should it come, could take two forms:

First, using the ‘Palestinian card.’ The Syrians might choose to arm Palestinian factions already in Lebanon (such as the PFLP) in order to foment civil war.

Second, assassinating senior Lebanese politicians such as [Rafiq Hariri’s son] Saad Hariri and [Druze leader] Walid Junblatt, and trying to replace them with more pliant leaderships.

Damascus was surprised to say the least at the speed with which Saad managed to fill his assassinated father’s shoes. While part of the Syrian leadership is driven by a desire for revenge, there are those who call for recognizing that relations between the two neighboring countries have entered a new phase.

The fact of the matter is that at the highest levels, the Syrian leadership realizes that its only realistic choice is the hardest one to make, viz. to swiftly prove its readiness to recognize the new reality in Lebanon. The Syrians must understand that even if Saad Hariri and—or Walid Junblatt were struck down by bolts of lightning, Damascus will be blamed and punished severely. The Syrian leadership must understand that the international community is just waiting for the next Syrian mistake.

There are those in the Syrian leadership who assume that the international community will not retaliate for the assassinations of such literary and political figures as [Communist leader] George Hawi and [writer] Samir Kassir. That is why it is not so farfetched that Damascus might order a new campaign of assassinations targeting middle-echelon politicians but without touching senior leaders.

This would be a fatal mistake; cases are already being prepared against those involved in the murders of Hariri, Kassir, and Hawi. The fact that the Security Council classed these assassinations as ‘terrorist crimes’ means that severe punishment is on the way. After the latest assassination (in which Hawi, the former leader of the Lebanese Communist Party was killed), the behavior of both the Syrian and Lebanese governments is being monitored more closely than ever by the international community.

Measures being considered by the international community (i.e. Europe and the United States) against Syria include political isolation, economic sanctions, and even military action. Damascus has been informed in detail of all the measures that might be taken against it.

It could be said therefore that Damascus now has a ‘roadmap’ pinpointing how to ensure the stability of both Syria and Lebanon, and how to help the Syrian leadership escape punishment. But what is this ‘roadmap’? It is, quite simply, the wisdom necessary to face up to Syria’s moment of truth.

It is not an easy moment by any means; in fact, it is a decisive moment both for Syria and 

its youthful leader. 

It is the moment when Assad has to decide whether to confront the traditionalists and hardliners both in Syria and Lebanon.

If Assad chooses wisely, he might yet be able to rescue his country as well as Lebanon. 

The other option—maintaining the status quo—is no choice at all.

End.

RaghidaDergham.Com
