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Beirut

T 

he decision by Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri 
to put his resignation on 
hold has, for now, eased 
a crisis that threatened to 

send Lebanon back into protracted 
political deadlock. But it remains 
unclear what the Iran-backed Hez-
bollah is willing to concede to Hariri 
to ensure that he continues in office.

Hariri returned to Beirut on No-
vember 22, more than two weeks 
after his shock resignation an-
nouncement, to mark Lebanon’s 
independence day. He announced 
that he would suspend his resig-
nation. Sources close to the prime 
minister say it is conditional on 
Lebanon maintaining close ties to 
other Arab nations and all Lebanese 
parties abiding by the policy of dis-
association from meddling in the af-
fairs of other countries.

“Now we must fortify our rela-
tions with all our Arab brothers by 
having Lebanon’s interest as the 
basis and not harm our Arab broth-
ers or any other country,” Hariri said 
on his return to Beirut. “We do not 
want to harm a country for the in-
terest of another, but we are within 
an Arab system that we should pre-
serve. Disassociation is the basis in 
the ministerial statement, and this 
is what we must emphasise and ap-
ply and not just say.”

The comments on disassociation 
are directed squarely at Hezbollah, 
which is involved in at least three 
conflicts in the region. Hezbollah 
has admitted to deploying forces to 
Syria and Iraq but continues to deny 
any role in the war in Yemen.

In 2012, the Lebanese govern-
ment agreed to a policy of disassoci-
ation to keep the country out of the 
conflicts roiling the region, particu-
larly in neighbouring Syria, which 
was descending into full-blown 
civil war at the time. However, a 
year later, Hezbollah leader Sayyed 
Hassan Nasrallah confirmed that 
his fighters were operating in Syria 
to preserve the regime of President 
Bashar Assad. Since then, Hezbol-
lah has played a key role in helping 
Syrian government forces crush the 

rebels and safeguard Assad’s rule.
It is in Hezbollah’s interest that 

Hariri remain as prime minister. He 
is regarded as a credible and mod-
erate Sunni leader in Lebanon who 
is well thought of internationally. 
Since he took office a year ago as 
head of a coalition government that 
included Hezbollah, Lebanon has 
enjoyed some welcome stability. 
But Hariri’s compromising behav-
iour was seen by Riyadh as a fig leaf 
for Hezbollah to dominate Lebanon 
and pursue its Iran-guided policies 
across the Middle East. That appar-
ently led the Saudis to strong-arm 
Hariri into resigning.

But what can Hezbollah offer to 
satisfy Hariri’s conditions and ap-
pease the Saudis? Perhaps Nasral-
lah pointed the way in a speech on 
November 20 in which he said he 
was prepared to withdraw his fight-
ers from Iraq now that the territo-
rial battle against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) was over.

“We consider that the mission has 
been accomplished, but we are wait-
ing for the final Iraqi victory decla-
ration,” he said. “If we find that it 
is over and that there is no need for 

the presence of these brothers, they 
will return to be deployed in any 
other arena that needs them.”

Hezbollah dispatched about 250 
trainers and advisers to Iraq fol-
lowing ISIS’s takeover of Mosul in 
2014. Their role was to assist the 
150,000-strong Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces, the Shia militia con-
glomerate, rather than to partici-
pate in the fighting against ISIS.

In Syria, the war is entering a less 
intensive phase that may give Hez-
bollah some latitude to reduce its 
footprint in the country. Hezbollah 
has lately withdrawn some of its 
fighters, including special forces 
units, from Syria and deployed 
them in Lebanon in reaction to 
heightened concerns about a loom-
ing war with Israel. Nasrallah could 
possibly spin the redeployment of 
fighters from Syria as a commit-
ment to the disassociation policy, 
although it is inconceivable that he 
would agree to a full withdrawal.

Yemen is a more thorny issue 
and also Saudi Arabia’s main bone 
of contention with Hezbollah. Hez-
bollah continues to deny any role in 
Yemen. However, sources close to 

the party have admitted that some 
fighters are operating in a training 
and advisory capacity with Houthi 
tribesmen in the war-torn coun-
try. Additionally, wounded Houthi 
fighters have been treated in Hez-
bollah-run hospitals in Lebanon 
and others have received advanced 
training at Hezbollah camps in 
south Lebanon and the Bekaa Val-
ley, the sources said.

“Hezbollah is responsible for all 
the training in Yemen and the firing 
of ballistic missiles and special op-
erations,” a source said

Hezbollah’s alleged role in the 
occasional firing of ballistic mis-
siles into Saudi Arabia, other than 
annoying the Saudis, may have the 
ancillary benefit of allowing the 
missile teams to hone their skills on 
advanced systems under battlefield 
conditions ahead of a future war 
with Israel, according to a Western 
intelligence source. Hezbollah is 
widely believed to have amassed a 
rocket arsenal that includes variants 
of the solid-fuelled Fatah-110, some 
of which are fitted with inertial 
guidance systems and have a range 
of up to 700km.

“The Yemen war is a good oppor-
tunity for Hezbollah to tinker with 
payload and guidance systems to 
help improve range and accuracy. 
That’s a useful experience for any 
future war with Israel,” the intelli-
gence source said.

Nevertheless, it would be diffi-
cult for Nasrallah to agree to end 
Hezbollah’s involvement in Yemen 
when he denies his forces are there 
in the first place.

Much will depend on the ongo-
ing stance of Saudi Arabia towards 
Hariri, Lebanon and Hezbollah. It 
seems evident that the Saudis mis-
calculated with their Hariri resigna-
tion ploy, but that does not mean 
the kingdom will soften its attitude 
concerning Hezbollah and Lebanon 
if Nasrallah is unwilling to concede 
anything to Hariri. The crisis may 
have dissipated with Hariri’s return 
to Beirut, but it could be far from 
over.

Nicholas Blanford is the author 
of “Warriors of God: Inside 
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Against Israel” (Random House 
2011).
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Brief respite. Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) kisses the forehead 
of Lebanese Grand Mufti Abdellatif Deryan ahead of their meeting at the 
Government Palace in Beirut, on November 22.                              (Dalati and Nohra)

Hariri’s resignation postponement 
offers Lebanon fragile reprieve 

Beirut

T 

he warm reception 
that Lebanese Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri 
received upon his re-
turn home two weeks 

after he announced his resigna-
tion from Riyadh November 4 
reinforced his status as the un-
disputed leader of Lebanon’s 
Sunni community.

Thousands of supporters from 
various regions, including the 
north, south and the Bekaa Val-
ley, converged on Hariri’s man-
sion downtown Beirut to greet 
him, raising Lebanese flags and 
the banners of his Future Move-
ment.

“We offer you our blood and 
soul,” chanted the crowd, reaf-
firming their allegiance to the 
political heir of slain premier 
Rafik Hariri, one of the most 
popular Sunni leaders in Leba-
non’s modern history.

Since Hariri’s return to Leba-
non was confirmed, prepara-
tions to welcome him kicked 
off in the streets of Beirut and 
across parts of the country. 
Posters of Hariri with the slo-
gan “We are all with you” were 
raised from the road leading to 
the airport all the way to Bei-
rut’s centre, including on main 
streets and intersections and in 
the mainly Sunni cities of Sidon 
and Tripoli.

“Regardless of the (contro-
versial) way the resignation was 
made and which harmed Leba-
non’s national dignity, Hariri’s 
return to the country constitut-
ed a test of his popularity,” ob-
served political writer Radwan 
Akil.

“The rallying of the people 
from across the country around 
him clearly revealed that the 
man is still the number one lead-
er of the Sunni community and 
capable to lead it politically and 
in the (forthcoming) elections,” 
Akil said, adding: “If elections 
are to be held tomorrow, I am 
sure that the majority of the 
Sunni seats in parliament would 
be swept by Hariri’s party.”

Saudi-backed Hariri, who put 
his resignation on hold at the re-
quest of President Michel Aoun, 
saw his popularity slide when 
he agreed to Aoun’s election 
last year and formed a govern-
ment largely dominated by Iran-
backed rival Hezbollah.

“The scene today and the 
large demonstration of support 
would not have happened be-
fore Hariri’s resignation. There 
is no doubt that his declared in-
tention to resign has served his 
popularity,” Akil said.

“It is an internal message as 
much as it is a message to the 
Saudis and the whole world 
that the Future Movement is the 
nerve of the Sunni community 
in Lebanon and that this com-
munity is on Hariri’s side,” he 
added.

Under Lebanon’s sectar-
ian power-sharing system, the 
president must be a Christian 
Maronite, the premier a Sunni 
Muslim and the parliament 
speaker Shia.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section 
editor.

Hariri’s status 
as Lebanon’s 
Sunni 
community 
leader 
confirmed

T 

he explosive rift among 
the Arab League, 
Hezbollah and Lebanon 
following the former’s 
stinging criticism 
of the Iranian proxy 

on November 20 has once more 
highlighted the uncomfortable di-
chotomy at the heart of Lebanon’s 
multifaceted identity.

The Lebanese sense of self has 
always been a source of division. 
Generally, it could be said to fall 
between two competing factions: 
a pro-Western group calling for 
greater affiliation with Europe and 
a pro-Arabian group advocating for 
the country’s Arab identity. In an 
effort to reconcile these two groups 
came the historical compromise 
of 1943, generally known as the 
National Pact.

Despite the best intentions of all  
involved, the pact frustrated every-
one and satisfied no one. As one of 
Lebanon’s better known academ-
ics phrased it, two negatives do 
not build one state. The doctrine 

of “no east, no west” has done 
little to stand the test of time. On 
the contrary, Lebanon has passed 
through its most turbulent times, 
typically during periods when 
regional tensions were on the rise. 
The revolution of 1958 is certainly 
one striking example; the eruption 
of the Lebanese civil war in 1975 an 
even more notable one.

The Taif accord of 1989 at least 
attempted to resolve the contra-
dictions of its predecessor, clearly 
stipulating that Lebanon was an 
Arab state. Yet, with Iran rising in 
prominence as a regional power, 
helped not least by an American 
foreign policy intent on eliminating 
its checks — the Taliban, Saddam 
Hussein and Osama bin Laden — 
Tehran now seems to view Leba-
non as little more than a forward 
location in its mission to reach the 
Mediterranean.

Since the early 1980s, Tehran’s 
enormous support of Hezbol-
lah has moulded the group into a 
strong armoured militia capable 
of executing military operations 
well beyond Lebanon’s borders. 
Seen in hindsight, the liberation of 
the country’s south after 22 years 
of Israeli occupation in 2000 now 
appears more like the first step in 
a long journey towards Syria, Iraq, 
Yemen, Kuwait and Bahrain.

However, before the election of 
Hezbollah ally Michel Aoun as pres-
ident in October 2016, the country 
was more than capable of separat-
ing the official Lebanese position 
from Hezbollah’s various regional 
adventures. Over the previous year, 
that demarcation has become more 
blurred with every transgression 
Hezbollah makes.

Thus far, the Lebanese presi-
dent has proven himself far from 
reluctant in defending Hezbol-
lah’s weapons, positing them as 
necessary until the various issues 
racking the Middle East have been 
resolved.

Traditionally, the kind of termi-
nology employed by the president 
to justify Hezbollah’s retention of 
its arms is of the sort generally used 
to describe the group’s role in the 
longstanding Arab-Israeli conflict. 
However, when Aoun employs it, 
it tends to sound a little broader. 
With fires burning throughout the 
region, the issues he appears to 
be referring to seem to grow more 
intractable by the week, raising the 
prospect of Hezbollah as a per-
manently armed militia. Iran, the 
group’s sponsor, is unlikely to balk 
at the prospect.

However, after an Arab League 
ministerial meeting in Cairo on No-
vember 19, during which Hezbollah 

was labelled a terrorist organisa-
tion, Lebanon’s relations with 
many Arab countries look to have 
reached a breaking point.

Lebanon cannot boycott the 
Arab states, taking into consid-
eration that almost half a million 
Lebanese make their living in the 
Gulf countries. Nor does it have the 
capacity to fight Hezbollah, which 
is by far stronger militarily than the 
Lebanese Armed Forces.

Neither does it look like Iran is 
ready to compromise, with the 
commander of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps stating unam-
biguously that Hezbollah’s weap-
ons were not negotiable. Right now, 
it is abundantly clear that Tehran is 
not prepared to surrender one of its 
strongest negotiating cards in the 
region for free. A military appara-
tus that it has been supporting and 
building since 1983 to reach a stage 
where it serves as the executive 
arm is logically not negotiable.

Pressure upon the Lebanese 
state to confront Hezbollah can 
only be expected to mount. For 
many, further sanctions now seem 
unavoidable. However, in ratchet-
ing up the economic pressure upon 
Lebanon to confront a wayward 
Hezbollah, the Arab League is 
gambling with the country’s very 
survival.

Faced with conflicting pressures, Lebanon’s 
balancing act looks increasingly untenable
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