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Opinion

I do not know whether 
Sudanese President Omar 
al-Bashir was simply 
following a global trend in 
giving the military a bigger 
role or responding to local 

pressure. Al-Bashir’s strategy is 
not in the best interest of the 
Islamist movement in Sudan, to 
which he belongs.

Right from the beginning al-
Bashir relied heavily on the army. 
He chose General Bakri Has-
san Saleh as vice-president and 
brought several retired officers into 
political service in his National 
Congress Party. At the same time, 
al-Bashir removed from office 
many important figures of the 
Islamist movement such as former 
minister of Foreign Affairs Ghazi 
Salah al-Deen al-Atabani.

Relations between al-Bashir 
and the Popular Congress Party, 
founded by the late Islamist 
leader Hassan al-Turabi, are virtu-
ally nonexistent. Even though 
al-Bashir and Turabi were deeply 
divided, neither dared risk losing 
support of the wider Islamist base 
by starting a direct confrontation 
with the other.

Until mid-2013, al-Bashir 
behaved as if he belonged to 
the wider international Islamist 
movement, including the Mus-

lim Brotherhood in Sudan. His 
political discourse was congruent 
with the Brotherhood’s objectives 
and he was a staunch supporter 
of the group in Egypt. Following 
the June 2013 popular uprising in 
Egypt, which removed Muham-
mad Morsi, a former leader of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, from power, 
al-Bashir began distancing himself 
from the Islamist movement.

Overtly, al-Bashir wanted to 
have good relations with the new 
military-backed regime in Egypt. 
He was careful not to reveal his ties 
to the Muslim Brotherhood and 
draw Cairo’s ire. After all, there are 
an estimated 5 million Sudanese 
living in Egypt and many of them 
are opposed to his regime.

Al-Bashir covertly supported the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and 
gave refuge in Sudan to many of its 
members. He also backed Islamist 
groups and militias against secular 
forces in Libya. His regime has 
been accused of providing weap-
ons and fighters as well training 
facilities inside Sudan to those 
groups.

With the rise of regional and 
international opposition to ex-
tremist militant groups, al-Bashir 
refrained from any actions that 
might discredit him. He had 
previously shown a great deal of 

political flexibility whenever he 
felt in danger. In 1994, he helped 
French secret services apprehend 
the terrorist Carlos the Jackal in 
Khartoum. A year later, he kicked 
out from Sudan al-Qaeda leader 
Osama bin Laden to please the 
Americans.

Thanks to a keen pragmatic 
sense, al-Bashir has remained in 
power for 28 years. He has sur-
vived many crises — both inside 
and outside of Sudan — and wars 
in Darfur and South Sudan. He has 
also nurtured excellent relations 
with many Western countries, 
enabling him to defy the Interna-
tional Criminal Court and dodge 
an arrest warrant against him.

A few years ago, al-Bashir 
seemed to realise that his strong 
relationship with Iran was going to 
jeopardise his relations with Saudi 
Arabia. Ever the pragmatist, he 
unceremoniously closed Iran’s cul-
tural centres in Sudan and hurried 
to strengthen his ties with Riyadh 
by sending troops to the front in 
Yemen.

Al-Bashir’s transformations have 
not gone unnoticed by Western 
powers. They thought he could 
become useful in the war on terror, 
with Sudan serving as a strategic 
link between northern and south-
ern Africa. Al-Bashir can indeed 

play a key role in pursuing and 
hunting down terror and extremist 
groups in Sudan, Somalia, Libya, 
Chad, Nigeria, Niger and Central 
Africa.

Towards the end of his term, 
former US president Barack Obama 
promised to lift economic sanc-
tions on Sudan in force since 1994. 
It was meant to encourage Sudan’s 
further cooperation in the war on 
terror. Other countries made in-
vestment promises in exchange for 
Sudan’s help in important regional 
issues.

Al-Bashir has realised that sever-
ing his ties to Islamist movements 
can be very beneficial. So, to reas-
sure those countries still uncom-
fortable with his political leanings 
and manoeuvrings, he started 
restraining the Islamists in Sudan 
and giving the army more powers. 
The Islamists, however, are still a 
force to be reckoned with and the 
secular opposition is waiting in the 
wings.

Al-Bashir wants to have both the 
army and the Islamists under his 
control. His solution is to appoint 
officers with moderate Islamist 
leanings and start a war on ex-
tremist elements and ideologies.
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M
embers of 
Hezbollah 
wearing black 
uniforms and 
masks staged a 
paramilitary 

parade in the southern Beirut 
suburb of Bourj el-Barajneh. 
Hezbollah tried to play down the 
event late last month with one of 
its representatives describing it 
as a “spontaneous” demonstra-
tion by a party official to intimi-
date drug dealers and other 
gangsters in the area. No one, 
however, was fooled and ques-
tions were raised by political 
parties.

The events in question can 
hardly be qualified as “sponta-
neous”, especially considering 
reports of well-attended meetings 
at the Bourj el-Barajneh city hall 
before the parade. The meetings 
can hardly be said to be secret.

Besides, the parading security 
group did not conduct any arrests 
and seemed happy to just parade 
in the streets. It is well-known 
that drug dealers would not be 
able to operate in Hezbollah’s 
sectors without some cover from 
the group.

Bourj el-Barajneh covers only a 
few square kilometres and is in-
habited by about 1 million people. 
The area has always been the sub-
ject of discussions between the 
government and Hezbollah about 
the necessity to let the official 
security and judicial forces freely 
do their job there.

The Lebanese Interior minister 
has spoken several times of de-
ployment plans of security forces 
in the area to crack down on ram-
pant criminality and prevent the 
area from becoming a safe haven 
and a base for lawless individuals 
and groups. The government took 
steps in that direction but they 
were insufficient and reflected 
the absence of strategic willing-
ness to have the area under full 
control of the state. Events have 
shown that government forces 
intervened only when Hezbollah 
needed them to do so and then 
they would leave when Hezbol-
lah decided that the mission was 
complete.

By having the Lebanese govern-
ment agree to avoid broaching the 
subject of what Hezbollah calls 
“the resistance weapons”, Hezbol-
lah got what it wanted in terms 
of establishing political ground 
rules. The party is proud of its 
special relationship with Lebanese 

President Michel Aoun and is quite 
happy that the head of the govern-
ment understands the party’s 
military and security specificities. 
It is full of praise for the state’s se-
curity and military forces, which 
means that it does not object in 
any way to these institutions.

If that is the case, then Hezbol-
lah will find it difficult to explain 
its refusal to let the security 
forces exercise full control over 
the party’s zones of influence.

Lebanese authorities seem 
reluctant to confront Hezbollah’s 
security and military plans and 
intentions. The government failed 
to react firmly to Hezbollah’s 
staged parade even though it was 
far from being an innocent act. 
Hezbollah’s security apparatus 
does not allow for “spontane-
ity” and spur-of-the-moment 
actions. The parade must have 
been intentional and must have 
been decided in the party’s top 
echelons.

Hezbollah recently decided to 
create “social security” forces. 
There are reports that the party 
is putting together a force of 500 
members and officers whose 
primary role is to keep the peace 
inside the party and the com-
munity. The new force is being 
trained by officers from the Ira-
nian paramilitary volunteer force, 
known as the Basij — “morality” 
— police.

On the surface, this force is at 
the service of the community and 
is tasked with ensuring compli-
ance with Islamic precepts in the 
street. The truth is the Basij often 
violently crush social or political 
manifestations deemed a threat 
to the Iranian regime.

For its training and organi-
sational needs, Hezbollah has 
always relied on Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps. 
Now, and thanks to Hezbollah, we 
will be seeing in Lebanon a new 
paramilitary body ideologically 

subjugated to Iran.
The task force Hezbollah is 

putting together betrays the 
party’s fear of losing its grip on 
the ideological culture of the Shia 
community in Lebanon. It reflects 
the party’s inability and unwill-
ingness to accept and adopt the 
rules and conditions of the Leba-
nese state, even though the party 
effectively controls the state.

Inside Hezbollah’s community, 
the buzz is the need to protect 
it from the “soft war” target-
ing it. The term refers to aspects 
of Western culture and social 
practices deemed by the party 
incompatible with its ideology.

Instead of encouraging an in-
clusive and tolerant social model, 
the party wants to promote a 
closed and special community. In 
the end, however, this model is 
incompatible with the Lebanese 
society at large.
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Beyond borders. Young supporters of Lebanon’s Hezbollah movement carry portraits of the founder 
of Iran’s Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (L), and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei (2L) as they march in the southern Lebanese town of Kfar Hatta, last March.                     (AFP)


