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n Egypt
Former Egyptian presidential hopeful
and current political prisoner Ayman
Nour was acquitted of  assault charges
on January 23.  The charges stemmed
from an incident during the 2005
election when Nour allegedly accosted
a voter while holding a stick.  Both
criminal and civil charges were
dropped, though Nour still faces 31
other charges.  The ruling does not
affect the five-year jail sentence Nour
is serving for voter fraud.

In an update from previous issues,
the trial of  Egyptian blogger, Karim
Amer, who was taken into custody
in November, began on January 25.
 Amer is being charged with,
Òspreading information disruptive of
public order,Ó Òincitement to hate
Muslims,Ó and Òinsulting the
president,Ó as a result of  information
published on his blog,
karam903.blogspot.com.  The case
is being watched intensely across
Egypt as it is the first of  its kind
regarding a blog.  Two US
Congressmen have also taken a special
interest in the case.  Reps. Trent
Franks, R. Ariz., and Barney Frank,
D. Mass., issued a joint letter to the
Egyptian Ambassador to the US,
Nabil Fahmy, expressing disapproval
with the case.

iLebanon
Weeks of  confrontation reached a
boiling point on January 23, when the
Hizbollah-led opposition called a
national strike in a move to increase
pressure on the ruling coalition.
Business came to a standstill and rioting
ensued across Lebanon, as supporters
of  the ruling March 14 Coalition
clashed with members of  the
opposition.  By the time calm had been
restored, 100 people had been injured
and three killed.

Then, on January 25 gunfights broke
out at BeirutÕs Arab University when
rival Sunni and ShiaÕ students clashed.
These clashed left four dead and
resulted in a dusk to dawn curfew being
imposed upon the capital.

Simultaneously, various governments
and international organizations pledged
$7.6 billion in grants and loans for
post-war reconstruction at the Paris

III donorsÕ conference.  This exceeded
the governmentÕs goal of  $5 billion.
The largest sums were pledged by the
US, EU, France, Saudi Arabia, and the
World Bank.  While the money is
earmarked for repairing infrastructure
destroyed during the war between
Hizbollah and Israel over the summer,
it is also seen by many as a means to
support the Lebanese government and
counter IranÕs financial backing of
Hizbollah.

hMauritania
On January 21, municipal council
members went to the polls to elect the
56-member Mauritanian Senate.  While
the results were not entirely clear when
Civil Society went to press,
commentators have noted that the
incoming Senate will be highly
fragmented, with at least 23 seats going
to unaffliliated, independent candidates.

In other news,  21 candidates had
registered for the March 1 presidential
elections when registration closed on
January 28.   13 of  these were
independent candidates, while eight
represent political parties.   The
candidates include a former president
and prime minister, as well as the first
descendent of  slaves to ever run for
the office, Messaoud Ould Boulkheir.
Despite claims that he had asked voters
to use a blank ballot to cast votes in
his favor, current head of  state Col.

Ely Ould Mohamed Vall has reassured
the public that he will step down
following the elections.

iMorocco
In a setback for press freedoms in
Morocco, on January 15 two journalists
were convicted of  insulting Islam and
given a three-year suspended sentence
for insulting Islam.  Driss Ksikes and
Sanaa al-Aji were brought to court
because of  a series of  popular jokes
on Islam, sex, and Moroccan society,
published in the December edition
of  the Moroccan magazine, Nichane.
 In addition to the suspended
sentences, the two journalists were
fined and banned from being
published for two months.

This, however, is the not the first case
where Morocco, which was looked
upon as a reformer in the 1990s, has
regressed in the arena of  press
freedom.  In 2006, a court sentenced
the editor of  weekly al-MashÕal, to a
one-year prison sentence.  Also, Le
Journal Hebdomadaire, arguably the
KingdomÕs foremost independent
publication, may be forced to close
due to a $350,000 libel ruling.

hPalestine
On January 28, Hamas and Fatah
agreed to talks in Saudi Arabia.  King
Abdullah called for a meeting between

the two factions in MeccaÕs Grand
Mosque in hopes of  ending communal
bloodshed that has brought Palestine
to the brink of  civil war.   In the
previous three days before the KingÕs
proposal, 22 people were killed in
clashes in Gaza.

On the other side of  the Green Line,
the government of  Israel appointed
its first ever Arab-Muslim to the cabinet
on January 12.  Raleb Majadele, a
member of  the countryÕs Labour Party,
was named Minister of  Science and
Technology. All Israeli cabinet
ministers, except for the ultra-
nationalist Minister of  Strategic Affairs,
Avigdor Lieberman, voted to approve
Mr Majadele's appointment.
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n January 23, the Ibn Khaldun Center hosted 100
guests for its yearly New YearÕs reception.
Following the serving of  refreshments, Ibn

Khaldun Center
Chairman Dr. Saad
Eddin Ibrahim gave
a brief  account of
the CenterÕs history
as well as its activities
over the past year and
a look at things to
come.  Dr. Ibrahim
emphasized the
expansion of  the
CenterÕs facilities, as
well as the launch of
the Network of
Democrats in the
Arab World this April
in Doha, Qatar, and
the centerÕs election
monitoring activities.

The ChairmanÕs
remarks were
followed by a panel
discussion on the state of  Egyptian politics and the necessity

of  constitutional reform.  The speakers included Ibrahim
Essa, the editor of  independent daily Al-Dustoor, Hisham
Bastawisi, Vice President of  the Court of  Cassation and a

prominent advocate of
judicial independence, and
finally Osama El-Ghazali
Harb, founder of  the
Democratic Front Party.

The speakers sharply
criticized the current
political order in Egypt,
and expressing
disappointment at the lack
of  progress in 2006 as
compared with 2005.
Despite this, Mr. Harb
ended the discussion on
an optimistic note,
outlining his partyÕs efforts
to form a liberal umbrella
group capable of
competing with the NDP
and the Muslim
Brotherhood. 
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From left: Hisham Bastawisi, Ibrahim Essa, Osama El-Ghazali Harb

By Civil Society Staff

Ibn Khaldun Center Hosts Annual Reception

O

he Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies,
in cooperation
with the Legal

Aid Society of
Mansoura, has
undertaken a project to
train volunteers from the
Sharqiya, Marsa
Matrouh, and North and
South Sinai governorates
in the auditing of  voter
registration lists.  The
objective of  this
program is to verify the
accuracy of  the data on
the voter lists and to
examine flaws in the
registration system itself.
Volunteers will ensure
that the rights of
legitimate voters are
respected while at the same time striking fraudulent entries
from the lists and preventing constituents from voting
multiple times.

The lack of  an accurate voter registration system remains
one of  the main obstacles to the establishment of  free and
fair elections in Egypt.  The goal of  this program is to assist
the Egyptian government in its efforts to reform the electoral

system, something that cannot be achieved without an
accurate voter registration
record.
The projectÕs goal is to
verify the lists of  voters
in 200 constituencies
spread across 25
governorates.  The
programÕs organizers have
furnished the security
services with a detailed
outline of  the proposed
activities of  600 volunteer
observers, who will audit
voter lists in accordance
with Egyptian law.  The
Center looks forward to
cooperating with the
security services in order
to facilitate the completion
of  this project.

At the outset, this project was subject to criticism from
some quarters, resulting in the withdrawal of  three
associations from the project.  However, as the project
gathered momentum it garnered the support of  the
government, and the Ibn Khaldun Center would like to
thank the Ministry of  Social Affairs in particular for its
support of  such an important endeavor. 

T
By Amr Tharwat

Voter Registration Program Begins

A training session for volunteers at the Ibn Khaldun Center



By Neil Durnan

Second Conference on Constitutional Reform
n January 30, the Ibn
Khaldun Center for
Development Studies

hosted its second conference on
constitutional reform at the Swiss
Club in the Cairo neighborhood
of  Imbaba.  Ibn Khaldun Center
Chairman, Dr. Saad Eddin
Ibrahim, began the conference
by joking that the location was
chosen in deference to
SwitzerlandÕs democratic
institutions and policy of
neutrality.  Whether or not this
was the case, the Club serves as
an island of  calm in an otherwise
bustling, working class
neighborhood, and was an ideal
location to facilitate debate on
political reform.

The meeting built upon the
momentum of  the CenterÕs first
conference on constitutional reform, held in November.
The majority of  the conferees had attended the previous
meeting as well, and the discussion reflected their expertise
on the topic as well as recent developments regarding
constitutional reform in Egypt.  Most prominent among
these are President Hosni MubarakÕs recent remarks
regarding amending 34 articles of  the constitution, as well
the proposed replacement of  the Emergency Law with an
antiterrorism bill similar to the Patriot Act.

Regarding the latter development in particular, conferees
were overwhelmingly skeptical of  the governmentÕs
intentions.  Political scholar Kamal Bolous voiced concerns
about the proposed terrorism law often overheard during
discussions of  the Patriot Act in the United States.  These
were twofold; firstly, the term terrorism itself  is incredibly
vague and could be applied out of  convenience to peaceful
political dissidents in violation of  the spirit, but not the
letter of  the law.  Secondly, Mr. Bolous echoed widespread
fears that such a law would grant the security apparatus
sweeping powers without clearly defined limits, thus
rendering it indistinguishable from the Emergency Law in
all but name.

Speakers also included Yehya El-Gamal and Osama El-
Ghazali Harb, the leaders of  the newly formed Democratic
Front Party.  Both men emphasized the importance of
Òchecks and balancesÓ in government, remarking that there
is not a correlation between whether a nation has a
presidential or parliamentary system and the degree of
freedom its citizens enjoy.  Citing the United States and
India respectively, Mr. Harb suggested that these nations
have strong democracies due to decentralization of  power
rather than the particular mechanics of  their systems.
Therefore, the political infrastructure necessary for a
successful democracy in Egypt is already in place, it simply
needs to be reformed.

The conversation then turned to how such reforms can be
achieved.  Hisham Bastawisi, Vice President of  the Court
of  Cassation, was keen to emphasize that any such reform
would start at the ballot box.  Election monitoring, as well
as a drive to increase voter turnout, are the first two steps
down the long road to reform.

The latter part of  the conference was given over to a
discussion of  how the media, civil society, and the Parliament
can be mobilized in support of  constitutional reform.
While the government still controls much of  the Egyptian
media, new technology as well as the bravery of  the
independent press is creating more space for public
discussion of  political issues.  Additionally, the potential of
EgyptÕs many civil society organizations was emphasized
by the conferees.  Efforts such as the Ibn Khaldun CenterÕs
election registration monitoring program will play a
prominent role in facilitating reform and fighting public
apathy towards electoral politics.  Regarding the role of  the
Parliament, speakers such as independent MP Muhammad
Anwar Sadat offered hope that even within that NDP-
dominated institution the voices clamoring for change are
growing ever louder.

The conference ended with a commitment to continued
cooperation between the assembled group of  scholars,
independent politicians, civil society activists, and journalists.
 The presence of  delegates from Upper Egypt and the Nile
Delta served as a metaphor for the widening support for
reform, and increased coordination between likeminded
organizations from all over the country will surely follow.
 The Ibn Khaldun Center plans to host another conference
on political reform in the spring, with an increased focus
on the practical aspects of  working towards a democratic
Egypt. 
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r. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, Chairman of  the Ibn
Khaldun Center for Development Studies, recently
led a group of  students from the American

University in Cairo and the CenterÕs researchers and writers
to Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, and the Palestinian Territories.
With the aim of  both conducting a fact-finding mission
and fostering international cooperation amongst the regionÕs
civil society organizations, the group met with leading
figures from across each countryÕs civil and political spectra.
Nowhere were answers more elusive than in the fractious
arena of  Lebanese politics.

ONE NATION UNDER GODS

In Lebanon, the past is a very long prologue indeed. While
the current stand-off  traces its roots back to the battle
lines of  the 1975-1990 civil war and beyond to the trenches
of  confessional politics enshrined in the 1943 National
Pact, such deep-seated divisions were most recently
catalyzed by the assassination of  former Prime Minister
Rafik Hariri on February 14, 2005. Widely decried as the
handiwork of  Syrian intelligence assets, HarririÕs
assassination spawned Òthe Cedar Revolution,Ó an amalgam
of  disparate Lebanese groups united in common protest
at the perceived meddling of  their overbearing neighbor.

The revolution, however, was not universally popular.
Those opposed to it wasted no time in labeling it Òthe
Gucci Revolution,Ó a jab stemming from allegations that
it catered to the interests of  an elite clique of  Sunnis and
Christians that monopolized political and economic clout
within the current Lebanese system. Their ranks were
also swelled by a number of  powerful pro-Syrian factions,
as a lengthy embroilment in Lebanese affairs had won
Damascus allies as well as enemies. A self-interested guarantor
of  stability was oftentimes seen as the lesser of  two evils
amidst the internecine carnage of  the civil war. And so
Lebanon began to rend itself  asunder once more.
Confessional identities were reassumed with familiar ease
and, after years of  nascent hope, the mosaic of  the Levant
began to splinter again.

On one side stand the pro-Syrian and anti-government
forces dominated by the Shiite parties Hezbollah and Amal,
supported by the Christian pairing of  General Michel Aoun
and Suleiman Franjieh, and buttressed by an assortment of
lesser groups such as the Lebanese communists. This
coalition takes its name, ÒMarch 8,Ó from the mass
demonstration it held in support of  Syria on that date in
2005.

Arrayed against March 8 are the incumbent government
and its supporters - known as ÒMarch 14Ó for the date of
its own show of  force against Syrian influence in Lebanon.
Capitalizing on the anti-Syrian fervor of  the Cedar
Revolution, Saad Hariri, son of  the late Rafik Hariri and
now confessional standard-bearer of  the Sunnis, led his
Future Movement to power in the elections of  May 2005.
Prime Minister Fouad Siniora was nominated to lead the
government. The presence of  leading Christian figures such

as the Gemayel dynasty and Samir Geagea within the ranks
of  March 14 has managed to split that communityÕs allegiance
between pro- and anti-government. The government also
enjoys the backing of  LebanonÕs Druze, mustered by their
leader Walid Jumblatt, a fervent anti-Syrian. Perhaps the
most worrisome aspect of  the standoff  is that the two
camps are fairly evenly matched; each thinks it can carry
the day and each may thus be tempted to try.

Last summerÕs war brought this already volatile situation to
a boil. Following HizbollahÕs abduction of  two Israeli soldiers
on July 12, Israel launched a 33-day assault on Hizbollah
positions and Lebanese infrastructure, forcing the nationÕs
increasing polarization into sharp focus. For the pro-
government March 14 movement, the war served as
testament to the danger of  Hizbollah maintaining an
autonomous armed force that was more beholden to its
co-religionist sponsors in Tehran, and its immediate handlers
in Damascus, than to Beirut. For the anti-government March
8 coalition, the war had exposed Prime Minister SinioraÕs
regime as impotent and corrupt, a slave to the United StatesÕ
diktat and unable to adequately defend LebanonÕs sovereignty.

The divisive question of  HizbollahÕs arms is compounded
by vociferous debate over the legality of  the current
government. On 11 November, 2006, five Shiite ministers
from Hizbollah and Amal resigned from SinioraÕs cabinet
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By Matthew Devlin

The Crucible of the Levant
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along with one Christian aligned with the Free Patriotic
Movement. The move came in protest over what was alleged
to be insufficient representation of  opposition interests.
The March 8 coalition is demanding one third plus one of
the cabinet seats, effectively entitling it to a veto within the
Lebanese government. Pro-government supporters, however,
are quick to decry the resignations as part and parcel of  a
broader initiative to deadlock the approval process for the
international investigation into Rafik HaririÕs murder. Citing
the questionable constitutionality of  any measure passed
by a cabinet devoid of  Shiite representation, both President
Lahoud and Speaker of  Parliament Berri have already
stonewalled the empanelling process. Continuous
assassinations, most notably of  An-Nahar newspaperÕs
editor-in-chief  Gebran Tueni and Minister of  Industry
Pierre Gemayel, have transformed a deadlock into a tense
standoff.

IN HIZBOLLAHÕS SHADOW

Nabih Berri, Speaker of  the Lebanese National Assembly
and head of  the Shiite Amal party, looks worn. More than
40 years of  navigating the byzantine vicissitudes of  Lebanese
politics is bound to take a toll on any man. Yet this is an
especially taxing time for the Speaker. Recent reports suggest
that Berri, through his own overzealous politicking, has
managed to maneuver himself  out of  favor with both
Hizbollah and March 14. BerriÕs current quandary serves
as a clear caveat against assuming the monolithic nature of
any camp in Lebanon. If  LebanonÕs history teaches anything,
it is that alliances can be fleeting.

Berri, at points speaking through a translator, dedicated
much of  his time to a discussion of  democracy in Lebanon.

Berri attacked the system of  confessionalism that has
structured Lebanese politics since 1943. Looking to the
success of  the countryÕs diaspora as an indicator of  what
the Lebanese character is capable of, Berri predicted
comparable success at home once the system was overhauled
and proportional representation established. Such reform,
however, must be indigenous, according to Berri. He stressed
that Òdemocracy is a national industry,Ó using this argument
as a thinly veiled jab at perceived United States involvement
in the Siniora government. Looking about the region for
inspiration, the Speaker noted the Kuwaiti parliament as a
uniquely encouraging example of  democratic reform but
lamented that Òin the Arab world we have many, many
parliaments but little, little democracy.Ó

The question of  Lebanese territorial integrity was also of
paramount concern. Enumerating a bleak history of  Israeli
violations of  Lebanese sovereignty, the Speaker dismissed
the possibility of  normalizing relations with his southern
neighbor Òas long as Israel is still one inch in my country.Ó
Responding to further questioning on this point, Berri dwelt
on the example of  Shebaa Farms (an area he believes to be
Lebanese though currently under Israeli occupation), reciting
a staccato of  dates and United Nations resolutions. Berri
attempted to convey the passion that the question of  Shebaa
Farms is able to evoke in some Lebanese: ÒPeople say, ÔBut
Shebaa Farms is very, very small.Õ I say, Ôif  I am out of  jail
but my finger is still there, am I free?ÕÓ Sitting within his
downtown Beirut compound, a building ringed by layers
of  Lebanese Army checkpoints and aflutter with the red,
white, and green of  the national flag, Berri struck the table
in front of  him: ÒIt is Lebanese land just like this place.Ê
No discussion about that.Ó

This repeated insistence on territorial integrity is reminiscent
of  a recurrent theme in HizbollahÕs rhetoric. Indeed,
irredentism is HizbollahÕs very raison dÕetre, without which
the organization would have to face difficult questions as
to the legitimacy of  its autonomous armed forces. Yet while
Berri at first seemed to play into this idea of  an overriding
justification for a Òresistance,Ó when pressed, cracks in the
March 8 coalition began to emerge. If  Hizbollah had fought
off  Israel in the summer and seemed to be the commanding
party amongst LebanonÕs ShiÕa, how did Amal bring anything
to the table?

ÒI created the resistance,Ó the Speaker insisted. Charting
the history of  ShiÕa opposition to Israeli invasions, Berri
stressed that Hizbollah was originally a spin-off  of  Amal
and that his Amal party had fought the invaders all the way
back from Beirut without Hizbollah. A trace of  resentment,
a nostalgia for a previous preeminence, laced BerriÕs account.
The importance of  individual actors, complete with their
pride and ambition, is an inescapable fact of  both LebanonÕs
past and its present.

Pressed to provide specific differences in policy between
the two ShiÕa groups, the Speaker remarked that Òthey
believe in an Islamic republic, we believe in a Lebanese
republic,Ó and elaborated on this by claiming a more wary
approach to Iran than Hizbollah. Suddenly, the contagion
of  foreign involvement was being recognized within his
own coalition. Berri also drew a distinction between Amal
and Hizbollah in their approach to the question of  Palestine.

N a b i h  B e r r i :  Ò [ S h e b a a  F a r m s ]  i s
L e b a n e s e  l a n d  j u s t  l i k e  t h i s  p l a c e . Ó

 P h o t o  b y  F r a n c e s c a  R i c c i a r d o n e .



While acknowledging that he agrees in principle with
HizbollahÕs program to liberate all of  Palestine, Berri
noted that he himself  was not that ambitious. However,
in concluding his remarks the Speaker was at great pains
to cast these differences as tactical and not strategic
in nature. Berri left no doubt that his main concern
was the defense of  Lebanon and its independence, and
on this Òwe are one with Hizbollah.Ó

SYRIAÕS MAN IN BEIRUT?

Perhaps the only thing more surreal than hearing a
countryÕs Speaker of  Parliament insist upon the
unconstitutional nature of  the government and endorse
an extra-state militia beyond its control is to hear the
exact same line from the President. But in Lebanon,
reality rolls with the punches.
Impeccably dressed and palpably confident, President
Emile Lahoud comes across as a more dynamic and
engaging speaker than Berri. President Lahoud wasted
no time in pronouncing the current government illegal
in the wake of  the mass resignation of  ShiÕa ministers
from the cabinet. Though against confessionalism in
principle, the President conceded that it was a necessary
evil for a country such as Lebanon and insisted that
the current government, devoid of  Shiite cabinet
representation, was therefore illegal. Yet the
constitutionality of  President LahoudÕs own tenure is
open to debate, having been extraordinarily extended
under what was denounced by many as undue Syrian
pressure. It was perhaps unsurprising then that the
conversation took a swift turn away from questions of
legality.
President Lahoud went to great lengths in praising Òthe
national resistanceÓ for repelling Israeli aggression last
summer and continuing to defend the country. If  the
Lebanese Army is unable to deter Israel, the President
argued, a guerilla campaign was necessary Ð a course of
reasoning he repeatedly attributed to the instruction he had
received at the US Naval War College. When questioned as
to how he, as president, could extol the virtues of  an armed
group that operated outside of  the control of  the very state
he headed, President Lahoud forcefully objected to the
insinuation that the Hizbollah-led Ònational resistanceÓ was
autonomous from the state, dismissing such claims as Israeli
propaganda. The president claimed that as Ògetting the
south back will be for the good of  all Lebanon,Ó this
automatically imbued the movement with national mandate.

President Lahoud is consistently accused of  being a puppet
of  Damascus by his detractors. The President therefore
made a conscious effort to engage the topic of  Rafik HaririÕs
assassination, commonly held to be the work of  Syrian
intelligence assets. The president went on the offensive:
ÒWho benefited from the killings? The enemies of  Lebanon.
Who? IÕm not sure. But who is the enemy of  Lebanon?
Israel. IÕm not saying I have proof  but whoever benefited
the most is the one who did it.Ó Though never explicitly
questioned on his ties to Damascus, President Lahoud went
out of  his way to stake out his patriotism: ÒI didnÕt choose
the camp of  Syria, I chose the camp of  Lebanon É Being
with Lebanon means wanting a strong Lebanon. How can
Lebanon be strong when Israel can come in whenever it
wants?Ó

The president was also keen to discount what he sees as a
misperception of  the oppositional March 8 coalition as
being a mere vehicle for the self-interests of  HizbollahÕs
Shiite constituency. President Lahoud stressed that he was
a Òfervent MaroniteÓ and put forward the image of  a truly
transconfessional counterweight to the incumbent
government. Lest his point be missed, the entry hall of  the
presidential palace is dominated by a twenty-foot tall
Christmas tree. In closing, President Lahoud sounded a
hopeful note: ÒI am optimistic because I will not let Ð we
will not let Ð things be done in Lebanon like before É If
there is a conflict, nobody will win itÓ

THE MARTYRS

The southern suburb of  the Dahiya is a conspicuous dark
spot on the otherwise vibrant nightscape of  Beirut. The
impoverished neighborhood is a world away from the
glamour of  downtownÕs restaurants, bars, and nightclubs.
The rubble of  buildings decimated by Israeli air strikes
during last summerÕs war litter the streets, streets devoid of
the otherwise ubiquitous police and armed forces. Dahiya,
and similarly bleak areas in the south of  the country, are
integral parts of  a narrative of  disenfranchisement and
sacrifice that has fed the growth of  one of  the regionÕs
most renowned organizations: Hizbollah, the Party of  God.

So prominent has HizbollahÕs rise to fame been that some
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have begun to treat the organization as synonymous with
the anti-government opposition as a whole. Indeed, Hizbollah
has begun to transcend its Shiite identity. Its symbols and
vocabulary have been appropriated by others as a popularized
expression of  abject frustration, a convenient idiom of
protest against the status quo. HizbollahÕs organization
spans the political, social, and military realms and so has
come to mean many different things to many different
people.

Just who Hizbollah represents, however, is quite the point
of  contention. Sheikh Naim Qassem, HizbollahÕs Supreme
Commander of  the South, spoke through a translator at a
meeting held in southern Lebanon. Qassem asserted that
Hizbollah believes in the coexistence of  Christians and
Muslims and that the organizationÕs military wing is selflessly
defending all of  LebanonÕs sects from Israeli aggression.
Another Hizbollah official reinforced President LahoudÕs
portrayal of  a truly Ònational resistance,Ó arguing that while
Christians and Sunnis cannot officially be in the organizationÕs
militia, Hizbollah has trained brigades from both these sects.
Addressing allegations that Hizbollah is a mere puppet of
Syria and Iran, this official insisted that while the organization
does receive weapons and political support, they Òwould
take weapons and support from anyone, anywhere.Ó Going
further, he said that Hizbollah does not want an Islamic
republic like that of  Iran, a direct contradiction of  Speaker
Nabih BerriÕs characterization of  the organizationÕs goals.

As the sole party to the standoff  possessing significant
amounts of
weaponry,
HizbollahÕs
approach to the
prospect of  civil
war is of  utmost
importance to the
future of
Lebanon. Sheikh
Qassem insists
that Hizbollah
would never use its arms against the Lebanese people and
cites the example of  IsraelÕs withdrawal from southern
Lebanon in 2000. Many feared Hizbollah would turn against
the local Christian population upon returning to the south
yet this did not happen. Sheikh QassemÕs colleague added
that since HizbollahÕs founding in 1985 it has only ever
attacked foreign forces.

SUNNI SOLIDARITY

The mainstay of  the pro-government March 14 movement
is the predominately Sunni Future Movement, rallied behind
Saad Hariri and the image of  his murdered father. Mustafa
Alloush, a member of  parliament, is one of  the luminaries
of  the party. Alloush hails from the northern city of  Tripoli,
a Sunni stronghold that counts numerous former Prime
Ministers amongst its sons. Alloush, his prospects bright,
may well be positioning himself  for a bid for the post.

Sitting in an otherwise empty restaurant in Tripoli, Alloush
reflected on LebanonÕs current troubles. The conversation
quickly turned to Hizbollah, the perennial of  nemesis March
14. Contrary to President LahoudÕs insistence, Alloush

declared that Hizbollah is hardly representative of  a national
will and rather Òcompletely an offspring of  Iran.Ó Due to
IranÕs control of  HizbollahÕs financing and materiel it will
be extremely difficult, Alloush maintains, to ÒLebanizeÓ
Hizbollah any time soon. In fact, Alloush avers that the
organizationÕs Òmain aim is to create a state, like Iran, and
they believe in it, and they are genuine, and they will die for
it.Ó

Lingering on this idea of  blind dogmatism, Alloush lambasted
the cult of  martyrdom that he claims Hizbollah fosters.
Alloush, himself  a surgeon, would have found vindication
in the remarks of  the Hizbollah official quoted above. While
he had the opportunity to go to France to study medicine,
he remained in Lebanon as he Òpreferred to be a martyr.Ó
HizbollahÕs Sheikh Naim Qassem, the organizationÕs southern
commander, towed a similar line, claiming that the
enslavement the majority of  Lebanese currently labor under
is tantamount to death.

Alloush all but dismissed the prospect of  incorporating any
meaningful number of  ShiÕa into March 14. Indeed, the
idea of  reconciliation seemed notably absent from AlloushÕs
thought; Hizbollah represented an opposition that needed
to be confronted, not a community that needed to be
embraced. Though AlloushÕs conversation was certainly
eloquent, a dark picture of  a fundamentally fractured society
lay between the lines.

A former guerilla fighter for the leftist Popular Front for
the Liberation
of  Palestine
(PFLP),
Alloush has
the credentials
to allow him
to adopt a
pragmatic
approach to
the
problematic

issue of  Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. Lebanon cannot
realistically hope to compete militarily with Israel, reasons
Alloush. Therefore, the country should look to contribute
to the Palestinian cause in other ways while prioritizing its
own interests.

Alloush is impassioned in his disavowal of  violence.
Gesturing to his brother who has been confined to a
wheelchair since being injured in the civil war, Alloush
dropped his voice and breathed deeply. ÒWe have done civil
war for thirty years. I have lived civil war for fifteen years
and I will not live it again É I have lost my close friends,
I will not go back. We will leave power and be overthrown
before we return to war. You will never see my movement,
the Future Movement, leading the people with Kalashnikov
in hand.Ó

As Alloush exited the restaurant, his security detail checked
his car for explosive as a banner that exhorted Arab leaders
to follow Òthe glorious example of  Saddam Hussein and
seek martyrdomÓ fluttered in the midnight air.

We will leave power and be overthrown before
we return to war. You will never see my
movement, the Future Movement, leading the
people with Kalashnikov in hand.Ó




