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Viewpoint

A 

s British rock star Sir 
Elton John played 
to a packed crowd 
at Byblos Stadium 
near Beirut, briefly 
reminding the weary 

Lebanese of a life beyond the cur-
rent internal and regional squab-
bles, so, too, did the country play 
host to a less-celebrated visitor.

A few days earlier, 110km south 
of Beirut and on the Lebanese 
border crossing known as the Fa-
tima Gate, Iraqi militia leader Qais 
al-Khazali paid his respects.

Khazali has been accused by 
British and US forces of establish-
ing death squads across Iraq for 
more than a decade. Kicked out of 
the Mahdi Army in 2004, Khazali 
established a militia of his own, the 
Iran-backed Asaib Ahl al-Haq.

Video of Khazali’s visit was 
leaked through his militia’s TV 
station al-Ahed, showing him tour-
ing the border escorted by senior 
Hezbollah field commanders, who 
assured their Iraqi dignitary that 
their forces were ready for any 
confrontation with Israel.

Such a visit would not normally 
engender much controversy. After 
all, Hezbollah has resorted to 
similar publicity stunts with more 
reputable celebrities, such as the 

late Columbia University profes-
sor and polemicist Edward Said, 

who posed while throwing a stone 

across the fence into occupied 
Palestine.

Khazali’s visit, however, was 
unique in that its timing and its 
implicit message carry a stark 
warning that can hardly bode well.

While Khazali’s visit occurred a 
week before the video was posted, 
its transmission coincided almost 
precisely with the International 
Support Group for Lebanon’s 
meeting in Paris. Convened under 
the auspices of French President 
Emmanuel Macron, attending 
countries reiterated support for 
Lebanon and particularly for the 
Syrian refugees harbouring within 
its borders.

Attendees were sure to remind 
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri of “the need to fully imple-
ment and respect all UN Security 
Council resolutions, especially 
1701,” referring to the ceasefire 
agreement brokered in 2006 stat-
ing that no armed foreign forces 
could venture south of the Litani 
River.

Accordingly, Khazali’s theatrical 
appearance on the border stands as 
a provocative challenge to both the 
international community and the 
ceasefire agreement itself. More 
importantly, by milking the visit of 
an Iraqi militant such as Khazali, 
Hezbollah is essentially remind-
ing Hariri that the dissociation he 
stressed as a precondition to re-

scinding his resignation essentially 
counts for naught.

Beyond the relatively trivial 
squabbles of Lebanon’s internal 
politics, both Iran and Hezbollah 
are under pressure to produce 
some meaningful counter to US 
President Donald Trump’s declara-
tion on Jerusalem’s status.

While many expected the so-
called champions of the Palestinian 
cause to declare all-out war against 
the United States and Israel, Hez-
bollah Secretary-General Hassan 
Nasrallah’s muted speech boiled 
down to him essentially urging the 
public to rely on street protests and 
social media to object to Trump’s 
reckless and arrogant move.

Contrasting the paucity of Iran’s 
response were declarations from 
various generals of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
warning Israel and its American 
ally that “only 7 minutes is needed 
for the Iranian missile to hit Tel 
Aviv.”

In the absence of either missiles 
or regional apocalypse, Iran settled 
for Khazali, dispatching the militia 
leader to the frontier as a reminder 
to the legions of the multinational 
array of Shia forces that could po-
tentially descend on the border at a 
moment’s notice.

It was not by mere chance that 
the broadcast of Khazali’s visit 
was followed by a similar video, 

in which Iraqi and Afghan Shia 
militants belonging to the Saraya 
al-Salam (“the Peace Brigades”) 
were shown in southern Lebanon 
smoking hookah and boasting of 
their presence a few kilometres 
from occupied Palestine and UN 
peacekeeping forces.

Beyond the immediate theatrics 
of Khazali’s visit is Iran’s message 
behind it. Within Khazali’s short 
statement at the border are clear 
clues of Iran’s overarching intent. 
That is, beyond liberating the 
Palestinian territories, the country 
remains focused on clearing the 
ground for the return of the Mahdi 
— whom followers believe will be 
the redeemer of the Islamic faith — 
and the establishment of justice on 
Earth, or at least their version of it.

By opting for such sectarian 
rhetoric, far removed from classi-
cal Shia thought, Khazali and his 
Iranian handlers are not so much 
threatening Israel but address-
ing the Arab and Sunni world and 
warning them of the consequence 
of using the West as a check on 
Iran’s expansionary plans.

Ultimately, while the Sunni-Shia 
regional showdown continues, Iran 
no longer feels the need to hide 
behind a facade of Pan-Islamism 
or nationalism. It’s a key fact and 
one that, in Lebanon, Hariri and his 
allies need to not only be alert to 
but act upon.
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beer Kayyal, a 19-year-
old student, is adamant 
about a few things.

“Jerusalem is the capi-
tal of Palestine, not the 

Israeli capital. The United States 
doesn’t have the right to give Jeru-
salem to the Israelis. Every grain of 
sand is Palestine,” she said.

However, the young Palestinian 
woman is also firm about her rights 
in Lebanon — or lack of them.

“We don’t have our rights here 
— to work, to own things,” she said 
while standing at a pro-Palestinian 
protest near the US Embassy. “The 
Lebanese people are our brothers 
but they should give us our rights.”

There has been widespread con-
demnation in Lebanon of the United 
States’ recognition of Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital. A Hezbollah-aligned 
newspaper carried the front-page 
headline “Death to America.”

Lebanon harbours widespread 
anti-Israeli sentiment, bolstered by 
the southern neighbour’s invasions 
during the civil war and repeated 
conflicts in the 1990s and 2000s.

While authorities have directed 
deep anger at US President Donald 
Trump and Israel, there has been 
little noise about the plight of Pal-
estinians, such as Kayyal, within 
Lebanon.

The United Nations says Lebanon 
is home to approximately 450,000 
registered Palestinian refugees, 
who fled to the country in several 
waves after the creation of Israel 
in 1948. They largely live in deplor-
able conditions in 12 refugee camps 
where provision of basic commodi-
ties is inadequate.

The UN Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA), the UN agency responsi-
ble for Palestinian refugees in Leba-
non, Syria, Jordan, the West Bank 
and Gaza, provides social services 
such as schools and doctors’ surger-
ies but operates with a $49 million 
deficit.

Palestinians are barred from own-
ing property and working in up to 
20 professions, condemning them 
mostly to low-paid posts.

Since Trump’s announcement 

recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital, Lebanon’s Future parlia-
mentary bloc, led by Prime Minis-
ter Saad Hariri, has described it as a 
“blatant violation” of Palestinians’ 
rights to Jerusalem as the capital 
of an independent state. It called 
for “all the world’s nations… to es-
tablish a global front that defends 
legitimacy, principles of justice, 
freedom and democracy, and the 
need to respect international reso-
lutions.”

At an emergency summit of the 
Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion in Istanbul, Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun talked of Israel acting 
“against the course of history and is 
defying human and social develop-
ment.”

Speaking in a televised address to 
tens of thousands of people in Bei-
rut’s southern suburbs, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah told Palestinians to “have faith 
in Allah and in the resistance that 
have triumphed in every battle it 
engaged in” — a likely reference to 
Hezbollah’s conflicts with Israel.

All such addresses failed to ad-
dress the poverty, discrimination 
and barriers to development faced 
by Lebanon’s Palestinians.

“All parties in Lebanon, includ-
ing Harakat Amal — supposedly on 
the so-called resistance side — are 
punishing Palestinians for having 
participated in the civil war,” said 
Hassan Chamoun, a Lebanese sup-
porter of the Boycott, Divest and 
Sanctions movement against Israel.

He said he was concerned that 
Palestinians in Lebanon were ma-
nipulated by the political elite that 
has remained in power since the 
end of the civil war in 1990.

“Most important, it’s to always 
keep a ready, Arabic-speaking 
cheap labour that one can repress 
easily. It’s at the end a class ma-

noeuvre by the ruling elite,” Cham-
oun said.

Lebanon’s politicians claim that 
giving Palestinians full citizenship 
within the country would under-
mine their right of return to land in 
the present-day state of Israel.

That is a null argument, said Jad 
Chaaban, an associate professor of 
economics at the American Univer-
sity of Beirut.

“Providing Palestinians their ba-
sic human rights in Lebanon would 
in no way undermine the right of re-
turn,” he said. “Also, the Lebanese 
must acknowledge the fact that 
many Palestinians born in Lebanon 
are entitled for Lebanese national-
ity, as many have lived, worked, 
consumed and contributed to the 
local economy for decades, without 
any rights or proper recognition.”

While leaders remained quiet on 
the issue, some Lebanese have used 
the protests that have taken place 
since Trump’s announcement on 
Jerusalem to draw attention to the 
plight of Palestinians at home.

At the same demonstration out-
side the US Embassy attended by 
Kayyal, Vladimir Mawleh, a 17-year-
old half-Lebanese, half-Russian 
high school student from Labwe in 
the Bekaa Valley, said Israel had no 
rights over Jerusalem but Lebanon 
needed to support its Palestinian 
population as a priority.

“Palestinians should have all 
their rights in Lebanon. The gov-
ernment should support Palestin-
ians in Jerusalem but they should 
first give rights to Palestinians in 
Lebanon,” he said.

Some Palestinians claim they do 
not want full civilian rights in Leba-
non.

“I was 1 year old when the Nakba 
happened and my country has now 
been destroyed,” said 70-year-old 
Amouna Massoud, from Beirut’s 
Sabra Palestinian refugee camp, in 
reference to the forced exodus of 
Palestinians in 1948. “I don’t want 
rights in Lebanon. I want to return 
to Palestine,” she said at Hezbol-
lah’s anti-Israel march.

The Lebanese-Palestinian Dia-
logue Committee, an inter-ministe-
rial agency, will next week publish 
the government’s first study on the 
country’s Palestinian population 
but did not give information on its 

stance regarding work and property 
ownership rights.

Like Palestinians across the re-
gion, the community in Lebanon 
feels abandoned by Arab leaders 
but they see little hope of improv-
ing their own situation or that of 
people in Israeli or Palestinian-con-
trolled territory.

“My heart really hurt when I 
heard Trump’s decision about Jeru-
salem,” Kayyal said. “We will fight. I 
can’t do anything except stand here 
outside this embassy and protest.”

Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based 
freelance journalist focusing on the 
Middle East.
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Long road to basic rights. An elderly Palestinian refugee walks 
in an alley in the Burj al-Shamali camp near the Mediterranean 
coastal city of Tyre in southern Lebanon.                 (AFP)

In Lebanon, rage for Jerusalem 
but not for Palestinians at home

While authorities have 
directed deep anger at 
US President Donald 
Trump and Israel, 
there has been little 
noise about the plight 
of Palestinians within 
Lebanon.
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