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Beirut

U 

S Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson visited Beirut 
as part of a Middle East 
tour intended to shore 
up American influence 

in the region and counter Russia’s 
growing diplomatic weight.

Tillerson is the highest-ranking 
member of the current US admin-
istration to visit Lebanon and the 
first secretary of state to do so in 
four years. Tillerson’s visit was 
meant to defuse tensions between 
Lebanon and Israel but was over-
shadowed by comments he made 
about the role of Hezbollah within 
Lebanese politics.

During the Middle East tour,  
Tillerson has wavered between a 
clear attempt to appease radical 
pro-Iran party Hezbollah and at-
tacking it as a threat to Lebanon 
and the region. Addressing a news 
conference February 14 in Jordan, 
Tillerson appeared to accept Hez-
bollah’s role in Lebanon, conced-
ing that the United States had to 
“acknowledge the reality” that 
Hezbollah was part of the “political 
process.”

However, Tillerson appeared to 
reverse his position, telling a news 
conference in Beirut with pro-
Western ally Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri the next day that the United 
States did not accept “any distinc-
tion” between Hezbollah’s “politi-
cal and military arms.”

“It is unacceptable for a militia 
like Hezbollah to operate outside 
the authority of the Lebanese gov-
ernment,” he said. “The only le-
gitimate defender of the Lebanese 
state is the Lebanese armed forces.”

Tillerson also suggested the 
group’s retention of its arms, as 
well as its activities across the re-
gion, undermined Lebanon’s secu-
rity.

“Hezbollah’s presence in Syria 
has only perpetuated the blood-
shed, increased the displacement 
of innocent people and propped 
up the barbaric Assad regime,” 
Tillerson said. “Their presence in 
Iraq and Yemen has also fuelled 
violence and the consequences of 
Hezbollah’s involvement in these 

far-off conflicts, which have noth-
ing to do with Lebanon, are felt 
here.”

Though apparently greeted 
warmly by Hariri, Tillerson re-
ceived a less enthusiastic welcome 
from Hezbollah’s political allies 
within Lebanon’s government. 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
reportedly kept the secretary of 
state waiting for several minutes 
and Parliament Speaker Nabih Ber-
ri at first appeared unwilling to be 
photographed shaking hands with 
Tillerson, before posing as request-
ed.

The apparent contradiction in 

Tillerson’s comments is another 
illustration of the mixed foreign 
policy signals coming out of Wash-
ington. It is also reflective of the 
paradoxes in the continued US 
funding of the Lebanese state. Hez-
bollah virtually controls the reins 
of power and could win a majority 
of votes in next June’s legislative 
elections. The United States has 
designated Hezbollah a terrorist or-
ganisation since 1997. The United 
States has also introduced a wide 
range of sanctions against Hezbol-
lah and those thought to be sup-
porting it.

Tensions have been escalating for 

some time between Israel and Leb-
anon with both claiming posses-
sion of a gas field on their maritime 
border. Compounding difficulties 
have been Israeli plans to construct 
a border wall that Beirut regards as 
impinging upon Lebanese territory.

There are more than 750 sq.km of 
waters disputed by both countries. 
US officials have attempted to me-
diate between the two, the most re-
cent effort coming from US Acting 
Assistant Secretary of State David 
Satterfield, who visited the bor-
der area in southern Lebanon be-
fore joining Tillerson on his trip to  
the region.

Lebanon put exploration rights 
on the disputed gas field out to ten-
der, a move characterised by Israeli 
Defence Minister Avigdor Lieber-
man as “provocative.”

Israeli plans to construct a border 
wall have also been met with resist-
ance. Lebanon’s Higher Defence 
Council issued a statement say-
ing it had “given its instructions to 
confront this aggression to prevent 
Israel from building (the wall) on 
Lebanese territory.”

“Let’s get the border agreed first 
and then people can think about if 
they need a security wall or not at 
that point,” Tillerson said.

Lebanon         

O 

n this year’s an-
niversary of the 
assassination of 
Rafik Hariri, his 
son, Saad Hariri, 
stood alone. 
Unlike previous 

years, his partners in the March 
14 movement were absent. No 
class picture and no joining of 
raised hands to declare solidarity 
and unity of purpose. The scene 
resembled the new political land-
scape in Lebanon.

It appears that it has moved full 
circle, back to where it was on the 
eve of the assassination.

During his short political career, 
Rafik Hariri faced the unattainable 
task of striking a balance between 
the presence of Hezbollah, an 
armed resistance to the Israeli 
occupation in southern Leba-
non, and the effort to revive the 
Lebanese state after the 15-year 
civil war.

Yet, as long as the Israeli oc-
cupation continued, the situation 
remained tolerable since the occu-
pation justified the presence of an 
armed resistance. Hariri’s delicate 

balancing act included more, 
however. He had to accommo-

date the huge Syrian influence, 

the implementation of the 1989 
Taif Agreement, which ended the 
civil war, as well as execute a huge 
rebuilding effort.

The withdrawal of Israel from 
southern Lebanon in 2000 
changed things. Although the 
justification for the presence 
of an armed resistance ended, 
Hezbollah refused to disarm. This 
presented Hariri with a more com-
plicated problem: How to rebuild a 
nation in the presence of an armed 
group that is financed, armed 
and receives its inspiration from 
a foreign country. Hariri’s efforts 
failed with a powerful explosion 
in Beirut on February 14, 2005.

Saad Hariri inherited the politi-
cal mission and followed in his 
father’s footsteps in accommodat-
ing Hezbollah. He embarked on a 
policy that gave gradual conces-
sions to the Iran-backed party. In 
2016, he endorsed the party’s can-
didate for the presidency, ending a 
two-and-a-half-year deadlock.

Still, since becoming prime 
minister 14 months ago, Hariri’s 
concessions to Hezbollah acceler-
ated the group’s progress to the 
extent that his critics claim that 
the party controls vital organs of 
the Lebanese state.

Hariri’s allies in the March 14 
movement have accused him of 
appeasing Hezbollah. He respond-
ed that his policy has been one of 
realism because the militant group 
was not a domestic Lebanese 
problem but a regional one over 
which he had hardly any control. 
“I asked myself what would Rafik 
Hariri have done if he were alive 
and concluded that he would have 
done what I am doing now,” Saad 
Hariri said in a speech recently.

Then came the ordeal of his trip 
to Saudi Arabia last November, 
when he announced — in mysteri-
ous circumstances — that he was 
resigning as prime minister, only 
to withdraw the resignation after 
he returned to Lebanon.

Hariri blamed his ordeal on his 
allies whom he accused of stab-
bing him in the back because of 
his policy towards Hezbollah. His 
comrades in the March 14 move-
ment responded that it was he 
who had betrayed them by his 
policy of appeasement.

Hariri may have his justifica-
tions for trying to accommodate 
Hezbollah. It is unimaginable for 
him to confront the party militar-
ily without risking a civil war in 
Lebanon like the Syrian nightmare 

or even worse. In Hariri’s case, it 
is an instance of keeping friends 
close and potential enemies 
closer.

However, this is not without its 
problems. By assuming a role in 
government, Hezbollah controls — 
dictates — government policy on 
such important issues as defence 
and foreign affairs, while the 
government has zero influence 
over the party’s policy within and 
outside of Lebanon.

The militant group feels free 
to operate without any regard to 
the interests of the state or the 
Lebanese people. The conse-
quence of such a policy is that it 
has damaged Lebanon’s relations 
with many Arab countries, most 
notably the Gulf states, while its 
effect on the Lebanese economy 
has been disastrous.

Hariri may have justifications 
for his Hezbollah policy even 
though it all but eroded the basic 
principles of the March 14 move-
ment. However, it will be useful to 
recall that, on the eve of his assas-
sination, Rafik Hariri was pursu-
ing a similar policy to that his son 
is following towards Hezbollah 
today. One can only hope that the 
conclusion will be different.
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Mixed signals. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (R) and Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri at the governmental palace in Beirut, on 
February 15.                                                            (AFP)
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