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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,
“spreading information disruptive of
public order,” “incitement to hate
Muslims,” and “insulting the
president,” 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 Beirut’s Arab University when
rival Sunni and Shia’ 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 donors’ conference.  This exceeded
the government’s 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 Iran’s 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-Mash’al, to a
one-year prison sentence.  Also, Le
Journal Hebdomadaire, arguably the
Kingdom’s 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 Mecca’s 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 King’s
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 country’s 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 Year’s reception.
Following the serving of  refreshments, Ibn

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

The Chairman’s
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 party’s 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 project’s goal is to
verify the lists of  voters
in 200 constituencies
spread across 25
governorates.  The
program’s 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
Switzerland’s 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 Center’s 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 Mubarak’s 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 government’s
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
“checks and balances” 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
Egypt’s many civil society organizations was emphasized
by the conferees.  Efforts such as the Ibn Khaldun Center’s
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 Center’s 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 region’s
civil society organizations, the group met with leading
figures from across each country’s 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, Harriri’s
assassination spawned “the Cedar Revolution,” 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 “the
Gucci Revolution,” 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, “March 8,” 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 “March 14” 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 community’s allegiance
between pro- and anti-government. The government also
enjoys the backing of  Lebanon’s 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 summer’s war brought this already volatile situation to
a boil. Following Hizbollah’s abduction of  two Israeli soldiers
on July 12, Israel launched a 33-day assault on Hizbollah
positions and Lebanese infrastructure, forcing the nation’s
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 Siniora’s
regime as impotent and corrupt, a slave to the United States’
diktat and unable to adequately defend Lebanon’s sovereignty.

The divisive question of  Hizbollah’s 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 Siniora’s cabinet
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F l a g s  o f  t h e  M a r c h  8  C o a l i t i o n  P a r t i e s
i n  S o u t h  B e i r u t .  P h o t o  b y  A u t h o r .

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 Hariri’s 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 newspaper’s
editor-in-chief  Gebran Tueni and Minister of  Industry
Pierre Gemayel, have transformed a deadlock into a tense
standoff.

IN HIZBOLLAH’S 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. Berri’s current quandary serves
as a clear caveat against assuming the monolithic nature of
any camp in Lebanon. If  Lebanon’s 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 country’s 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 “democracy is a national industry,” 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 “in the Arab world we have many, many
parliaments but little, little democracy.”

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 “as long as Israel is still one inch in my country.”
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: “People say, ‘But
Shebaa Farms is very, very small.’ I say, ‘if  I am out of  jail
but my finger is still there, am I free?’” 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: “It is Lebanese land just like this place. 
No discussion about that.”

This repeated insistence on territorial integrity is reminiscent
of  a recurrent theme in Hizbollah’s rhetoric. Indeed,
irredentism is Hizbollah’s very raison d’etre, 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 “resistance,” 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 Lebanon’s Shi’a, how did Amal bring anything
to the table?

“I created the resistance,” the Speaker insisted. Charting
the history of  Shi’a 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 Berri’s account.
The importance of  individual actors, complete with their
pride and ambition, is an inescapable fact of  both Lebanon’s
past and its present.

Pressed to provide specific differences in policy between
the two Shi’a groups, the Speaker remarked that “they
believe in an Islamic republic, we believe in a Lebanese
republic,” 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 :  “ [ 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 . ”

 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
Hizbollah’s 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 “we are one with Hizbollah.”

SYRIA’S MAN IN BEIRUT?

Perhaps the only thing more surreal than hearing a
country’s 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  Shi’a 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 Lahoud’s 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 “the
national resistance” 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 – 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 “national resistance” was
autonomous from the state, dismissing such claims as Israeli
propaganda. The president claimed that as “getting the
south back will be for the good of  all Lebanon,” 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 Hariri’s
assassination, commonly held to be the work of  Syrian
intelligence assets. The president went on the offensive:
“Who benefited from the killings? The enemies of  Lebanon.
Who? I’m not sure. But who is the enemy of  Lebanon?
Israel. I’m not saying I have proof  but whoever benefited
the most is the one who did it.” Though never explicitly
questioned on his ties to Damascus, President Lahoud went
out of  his way to stake out his patriotism: “I didn’t choose
the camp of  Syria, I chose the camp of  Lebanon … Being
with Lebanon means wanting a strong Lebanon. How can
Lebanon be strong when Israel can come in whenever it
wants?”

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  Hizbollah’s
Shiite constituency. President Lahoud stressed that he was
a “fervent Maronite” 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: “I am optimistic because I will not let – we
will not let – things be done in Lebanon like before … If
there is a conflict, nobody will win it”

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  downtown’s restaurants, bars, and nightclubs.
The rubble of  buildings decimated by Israeli air strikes
during last summer’s 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 region’s
most renowned organizations: Hizbollah, the Party of  God.

So prominent has Hizbollah’s 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. Hizbollah’s 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, Hizbollah’s 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 organization’s military wing is selflessly
defending all of  Lebanon’s sects from Israeli aggression.
Another Hizbollah official reinforced President Lahoud’s
portrayal of  a truly “national resistance,” arguing that while
Christians and Sunnis cannot officially be in the organization’s
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 “would
take weapons and support from anyone, anywhere.” Going
further, he said that Hizbollah does not want an Islamic
republic like that of  Iran, a direct contradiction of  Speaker
Nabih Berri’s characterization of  the organization’s goals.

As the sole party to the standoff  possessing significant
amounts of
weaponry,
Hizbollah’s
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  Israel’s 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 Qassem’s colleague added
that since Hizbollah’s 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 Lebanon’s current troubles. The conversation
quickly turned to Hizbollah, the perennial of  nemesis March
14. Contrary to President Lahoud’s insistence, Alloush

declared that Hizbollah is hardly representative of  a national
will and rather “completely an offspring of  Iran.” Due to
Iran’s control of  Hizbollah’s financing and materiel it will
be extremely difficult, Alloush maintains, to “Lebanize”
Hizbollah any time soon. In fact, Alloush avers that the
organization’s “main aim is to create a state, like Iran, and
they believe in it, and they are genuine, and they will die for
it.”

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 “preferred to be a martyr.”
Hizbollah’s Sheikh Naim Qassem, the organization’s 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  Shi’a into March 14. Indeed, the
idea of  reconciliation seemed notably absent from Alloush’s
thought; Hizbollah represented an opposition that needed
to be confronted, not a community that needed to be
embraced. Though Alloush’s 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. “We have done civil
war for thirty years. I have lived civil war for fifteen years
and I will not live it again … 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.”

As Alloush exited the restaurant, his security detail checked
his car for explosive as a banner that exhorted Arab leaders
to follow “the glorious example of  Saddam Hussein and
seek martyrdom” 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.”



THE RESURRECTION OF SAMIR GEAGEA

Samir Geagea, head of  the Christian Lebanese Forces, is
amongst the most controversial of  Lebanese public figures.
Freed by the current government in July of  2005, Geagea
is now his sect’s foremost leader within March 14. His
release came after more than 11 years of  solitary confinement
served in a subterranean cell. The news of  his freedom was
greeted with celebratory gunfire in Christian neighbourhoods.
Many other Lebanese, however, were less than ecstatic.
Sheikh Naim Qassem, the southern commander of
Hizbollah, dismissed Geagea as having “got his PhD in
killing Palestinians,” a reference to his alleged role in the
Sabra and Shatilla massacres and a slight aimed at the
questionable veracity of  Geagea’s claim to a doctorate.

In a telling illustration of  the situation in Lebanon, Geagea
has seemingly traded one prison for another. A steeply
winding road leads up from Beirut into the mountains, the
traditional stronghold of  the Maronite community. Some
in the area even favor French as their language of
conversation, shunning Arabic on account of  its Islamic
connotations. It is here that Geagea now makes his home,
in a fortress-like redoubt overlooking the capital, set amidst
concertina wire, guard towers, and barricades. His minders
appear better armed than the Lebanese Army deployed on
the plain below. The compound is complete with a series
of  metal-detectors and impromptu blast walls, the only
thing betraying its humble past is the occasional inscription
reading “Blue Ribbon Hotel.” As with meeting Nabih Berri,
the legacy of  Lebanon’s violent past is alive and well in the
person of  Samir Geagea.

“Because I killed people,” is Geagea’s curt answer as to why
he was imprisoned. The man is unapologetic, that much is
clear. In his view, he fought a war for what he believed in
and war is not a pretty thing. As for his trial, “they picked
out scenes from the civil war – some were true, some were
not – and they described these scenes as crimes.”

Geagea does not mince words when asked about Hizbollah.
Following the 1989 Ta’if  Agreement that brought an end
to the civil war, Geagea claimed that his Lebanese Forces
militia swiftly disarmed in accordance with the terms of
the agreement and channeled its energies towards politics,
as did Walid Jumblatt’s Druze forces. What is completely
unacceptable, according to Geagea, is that Hizbollah and
various Palestinian groups have not disarmed and their
blatant violation of  Ta’if  threatens to push Lebanon into
the abyss once more. His argument is clear, whereas mutual
deterrence or mutual pacifism are acceptable agents of
stability, unipolar military might is a centrifugal force within
the delicate sectarian balance.

Commenting on the sizeable Palestinian population within
Lebanon, Geagea was adamant it be disarmed and that “the
ultimate solution is for them to go back to Palestine once
there is a Palestinian state.” Geagea thus joins Alloush in
distancing himself  from the Palestinian issue, a cause
embraced by Hizbollah, which supports maximalist
Palestinian positions. Further clarifying his concerns, Geagea
focused on what he called “the Palestinians of  Syria,” armed
groups such as the PFLP that he sees as inseparably linked
to Syrian intelligence apparatus and which he believes serve

Syria’s interests rather than those of  their fellow Palestinians.

The question of  Syrian involvement in Lebanese domestic
affairs is an incendiary one for Geagea. According to Geagea,
the Syrian government uses the Arabic word for “lacerate”
(rather than unambiguous language like “dismember”) when
referring to the separation of  Lebanon from what was then
the French Mandate of  Syria. Geagea claims this reveals
Syria’s basic refusal to acknowledge the existence of  an
independent entity called “Lebanon” and is attested to by
the lack of  a Syrian embassy in Beirut. Geagea went on to
dismiss President Lahoud as Damascus’ “puppet … a
leftover from the Syrian era.”

The most striking aspect of  Geagea’s thinking is his
categorical renunciation of  violence. Whether this sea-
change was due to his imprisonment is less than clear. What
is certain, however, is that the sometime militia leader is
adamant about having disavowed his bellicose past: “War
is destructive both ways. If  you lose, you lose. If  you win,
you lose.” His comments, received somewhat skeptically,
were reiterated: Samir Geagea will never take up arms again.

WHAT LIES AHEAD

In Lebanese politics, the middle ground is a rare piece of
real estate indeed, and a sparsely populated one at that.
Former Prime Minister Selim Al-Hoss is one of  its few
occupants, though these days it does not seem as though
it extends far beyond the confines of  his humble apartment.
A Sunni Muslim, Al-Hoss played a unique role in the
torturous history of  the civil war. An avowedly neutral
force, Al-Hoss was often resorted to as an agent of
reconciliation during lulls in the fighting. With these
credentials in mind, more and more Lebanese are looking
to him as a compromise candidate in the current impasse,
a name above partisanship and sectarianism.

Couple the efforts of  figures such as Al-Hoss with each
party’s apparent disavowal of  violence and hope springs
anew for Lebanon. Yet as Civil Society went to press,
opposition protesters and government troops were clashing
across the country with at least seven deaths and over 200
injuries reported as of  January 26. Disturbing images of
youths rioting in the streets flood out of  Beirut. Most
worrisome of  all, however, is that unlike the likes of  Geagea
and Berri, this generation’s zeal has yet to be cauterized by
the searing experience of  sectarian strife.

It appears that Lebanon’s ethnic and religious mosaic is
once more cleaving asunder. In the words of  Alloush, the
course of  Lebanese history is “a matter of  action and
reaction,” the sum of  each individual actor adopting
situational and pragmatic stances, pursuing the course of
action that will best serve their community’s interests at any
given time. The question of  the hour is therefore if, and
when, one community will decide it is now in their interests
to rekindle the country’s sectarian pyre. 
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ust two years ago, there was a push by the international
community to address the role of  Islam in the politics
of  the Arab World. During this period, the European
Union called for discussion with Islamic groups,

described as “more representative,” and Condoleeza Rice
hinted at meetings with the Muslim Brotherhood during
a visit to Egypt (Hassan Shady, “US Tilts Towards Accepting
Islamists’ Political Role.”www.islamonline.net). Sadly, such
calls were fruitless. The Secretary of  State never met with
the Muslim Brotherhood and the European did not engage
these entities. The opposite occurred, with the new Hamas-
led Palestinian government facing a  withdrawal of
international aid from America and Europe, which some
Palestinians now refer to as “the siege.” Why did the West
so quickly turn away from such dialogue? The Western
media continues to talk of  “radical Islamist groups,” and
fails to find those who are “more representative” of  the
values of  their citizens. When I was given the opportunity
to travel with Saad Eddin Ibrahim and a group of  his
students and colleagues to meet regional political actors,
it was a surprise to see first-hand something that hardly
exists in the Western vocabulary about the region: moderate
Islamists. In Jordan and Palestine, members of  these
groups showed a strong dedication to democracy and a
more progressive attitude than is usually portrayed from
external sources.

Despite the aggressive name of  Islamic Action Front, this
Jordanian political group proved to be moderate, democratic,
and a great example of  the type of  groups who need to be
engaged by the West. We met with the former Secretary
General of  the IAF, Mr. Abdel Latif  Arabiat. The discussion
focused on the two major points: the party's dedication to
democratic practice (rather than the stereotypical perception
of  creating a theocracy) and their reaction to the
modernization of  society.

Considering their existence in a monarchic state, the Islamic
Action Front attempted very innovative and impressive
techniques at applying democratic process despite certain
setbacks. Firstly, one of  the greatest achievements of  the
Islamic Action Front was in the 1980s, when they joined
and coordinated in a parliamentary coalition ranging from
Islamists to the Communists. This impressive gesture
demonstrated an aptitude for coalition-building and
compromise seldom heard in the wake of  constant media
attention to the uncompromising nature of  radical Islamists
in the West.

They also show exemplary democratic standards in internal
party procedures.  In keeping with their democratic model,
the Islamic Action Front has a shadow government complete
with an executive, legislative, and judiciary branch. The
membership of  these positions are facilitated by democratic
elections with limitations on the number of  terms, preventing

any one member from establishing
too much control in the party. This
system, unparalleled in American
political parties, demonstrated their
desire for open democracy.

The same level of  innovation was
also noticeable in addressing the
modernization of  Jordanian society.

In contrast to a stereotypically critical stance of  Islamists
towards the modernization of  societal norms, the IAF
displayed innovative and tolerant attitudes.  While women’s
rights are usually perceived as a weakness for Islamist parties,
it appears to be one of  this party’s strengths. The IAF has
some very liberal perspectives on women in society,
particularly in the political sphere. The Jordanian parliament
was structured on a quota system, in which women have a
small contribution. Outside of  encouraging female
participation inside the party, the Islamic Action Front
actively promoted the only female member to win a seat
outside the quota system in the elections. The justification
for this behavior relied on a strength of (Cont’d page 15)

J

The Islamic Action Front actively promoted the
only female member to win a seat outside the
quota system in the parliamentary elections.

Abdel Latif Arabiyat, Former Secretary General of the IAF
 P h o t o  b y  S a h r a  G e m e i n d e r



n a region where autocrats and theocrats vie for political
power and monopolize the public sphere, “the space
for democrats is limited and that gap is closing each

day.” As Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim spoke with students at
Tel Aviv University and with Palestinian activists in East
Jerusalem, his remarks repeatedly addressed this cleavage
that has come to characterize politics in the Middle East.
Such political polarization constricts the democratic process
by limiting the range of  the expression of  the people’s will.
 Both extremes of  the political spectrum rally support by
vilifying their opponent and painting themselves as the only
other alternative. In Egypt, the
National Democratic Party attempts
to position itself  as the last bastion
against the Muslim Brothers’ Islamist
agenda.  In Palestine, the political
deadlock between Fatah and Hamas
may prove a catalyst for civil war.
However, in both Egypt and Palestine
nascent third parties struggle to
emerge as viable alternatives that will
expand and add dynamism to their
democracies.

In Palestine today, Fatah and Hamas
dominate the public arena to the
exclusion of  other challengers. Their
political platforms present the voter
a dramatic choice; while Fatah pushes
for negotiations with Israel, Hamas
refuses to formally acknowledge
Israel’s right to exist, and refuses to
accept the terms of  previous peace
accords. And yet, the Palestinian public’s
answer to this question, a recent poll by the Palestinian
Center for Policy and Survey Research shows that hard-
liners regarding Israel’s existence are in the minority.  So
what accounts for Hamas’ success in the 2005 Parliamentary
elections?

Most analysts argue that protest votes against Fatah’s
corruption and acquiescence to Western demands accounted
for a great percentage of  Hamas’ victory margin. Similarly,
Fatah’s recent success in garnering the support of  the
international community is related to Hamas’
uncompromising stance towards Israel and fears about the
party’s Islamist agenda. In the current deadlock over power
sharing, it seems clear that political imperatives, as well as
an ideological gulf, divide the two parties. This standoff
suppresses the pluralism associated with the democratic
process; the development of  this process may hinge upon
the emergence of  a third party.

However, attempts to develop a third force in Palestinian
politics have been fraught with difficulty.  According to Dr.
Khalil Shikaki of  the Palestinian Center for Policy and
Survey Research, voters are concerned that support of  a
third party or independent candidate will be a throw-away
vote and further marginalize the voter’s political power.
Dr. Riad Maliki of  the Panorama Center suggests that the
major shortcoming of  third party attempts during the last

election cycle was a weakness of  the third parties’ internal
structures, which usually clustered around a charismatic
personality “parachuted into the political scene without
developing a grassroots network.” Significantly, the attitude
of  one Palestinian activist, that “two political parties have
already created enough trouble for the Palestinian people
without the addition of  a third, which would surely only
contribute to the chaos,” echoes the feelings of  many
Palestinians who hope to resolve internal and international
conflict without opening more wounds.

In spite of  the challenges which
Pa les t in ian  th i rd  par ty
candidates have experienced in
the past, attempts to build a
viable third party continue in
earnest. Many observer’s hopes
lay with the newly formed
Islamist Wasatiyya party.
Promoting itself  as a moderate
alternative, the party hopes to
position itself  as the logical
halfway point between Fatah’s
acquiescence and Hamas’
Islamic appeal. Showing the
language of  Islam to be
concordant with Western liberal
democratic ideals, party founder
Dr. Muhammad Dajani hopes
to win the hearts and minds of
Palest in ians  as  wel l  as

international support. With plans
to launch officially during the
spring of  this year, he envisions

the party as a welcome respite “from the winter of  Fatah
and the summer heat of  Hamas.” Although the packaging
and the rhetoric are polished, Wasatiyya’s real struggle will
be to gain the support of  the Palestinian people. To many,
his language is appealing, but his confession that he is using
the language of  Islam as a “shield” against attack turns off
others. Even for those who acknowledge the need for a
third party within the system, the fact that Wasatiyya enjoys
Western support makes it seem like a foreign solution to a
domestic problem. Each of  these objections will pose a
challenge in luring voters away for either Fatah or Hamas,
even from Dajani’s target groups: women, youth and others
disenfranchised by the current system.

Dr. Dajani’s party hopes to bridge the political gap between
Fatah and Hamas by championing democracy as a vehicle
that can accommodate both secular and Islamic values.  In
his vision, he seems to be continuing along a path forged
by Egyptian “Centrist” thinkers and the Al-Wasat party,
founded by former Egyptian Muslim Brothers in 1996.
Since the Wasatiyya party has not been officially launched
it is premature to judge the potential impact or appeal of
its moderate Islamic.  Certainly, any attempt to break the
rigid two party system must be applauded. While the future
may not necessarily lie with Wasatiyya, Palestine is in dire
need of  a political system with a flexible range of  choices
to represent the voices of  its people. 

By Akshaya Kumar

Is There a Third Way?

I
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By Julia Barth-Knowles

The Peace of the Brave, 13 Years On
hirteen years ago, U.S. President Bill Clinton was
moved to declare: “A peace of  the brave is within
our reach.”  On the ground today, peace between

Israel and Palestine seems a distant dream.  Since Israel’s
unilateral withdrawal, the Gaza Strip has descended into a
chaos of  wretched poverty, infighting, militant attacks, and
continued Israeli interference and military incursions.
Simultaneously, in the West Bank, Israel continues to
expropriate Palestinian land and resources, expand
settlements, extend the wall, conduct military raids, and
restrict travel.  The conflict between Fatah and Hamas
further weakens the ability of  the Palestinian National
Authority to serve and govern its people.  The political
instability provides Israel, and its international backers,
justification for pursuing their harsh and unrestrained strategy
of  repressive containment and control.

In a January 15th meeting in Jerusalem, Natan Sharansky,
recipient of  the U.S. Congressional Gold Medal of  Freedom
and former Minister for Jerusalem and Diaspora Affairs,
adamantly defended Israel’s past and present actions vis-
à'88-vis Palestinians.  Maintaining on the one hand that
Palestinians generally receive fair treatment at the hands of
Israel and, on the other, that sustained Palestinian terrorist
activity justifies his government’s heavy-handedness, he
painted a clear picture of  whom he views to be the
indisputable culprit of  the protracted Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.  Sharansky stressed Israel’s repeated good faith
attempts to negotiate for peace in the past, highlighting the
offer made by Israel in Taba in January 2001, while bluntly
asserting that the current Hamas-led government is an
anathema to peace.

But there are other ways to frame a narrative of  the “Peace
Process.”  A central image is, of  course, the historic
handshake between Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin
and PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat on the White House lawn
in September 1993.  Recognized as an attempt to address
the failures of  the 1991 Madrid Conference, many were
ready to believe that peace between Israel and Palestine was
finally within reach.  A careful look at the Israeli-PLO peace
accord established at Oslo can perhaps explain why this

goal remains elusive.  The agreement called for an
unprecedented mutual recognition and a five-year interim
peace settlement based on Palestinian self-rule.  But, while
establishing the foundation for a Palestinian governing
council and granting control over internal affairs, the most
contentious issues – such as borders, the status of  Jerusalem,
the withdrawal of  Israeli settlements, and the Palestinian
right of  return – were deferred.  This evidences the lack of
ideological compromise or congruence between Israel and
Palestine.

Two years later, while still attempting to define the details
necessary to implement the 1993 accord, Israel and the
Palestinian Authority signed an early empowerment
agreement in Cairo concerning the step-by-step transfer of
land and control. Foreign Minister Shimon Peres offered
public reassurance that, even with the advancement of  the
accord, Israel would maintain control of  73% of  the land,
80% of  the water, and 97% of  the security arrangements.
 The failure of  the Oslo accord to deliver measurable
economic, political, or social freedoms to Palestinians on
the ground fuelled anxieties and anger; some militants
demonstrated their opposition with violence.  While Israel
assassinated leaders of  terrorist organizations, Palestinian
suicide bombings became commonplace.  In the space of
eight days alone – from late February to early March 1996
– 59 Israelis were killed and hundreds wounded in four
suicide attacks. (Cont’d page 14)

T

Nets are necessary to protect pedestrians in Hebron’s
market from trash thrown from the settlement above.
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By Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, trans. Neil Durnan

Inside Hizbollah
his is the second time that I have accompanied
students from the American University in Cairo
(AUC) and researchers from the Ibn Khaldun center

on a field trip to the frontlines of  ongoing political
confrontations.  Last year we went to Palestine, where the
first political battle between Hamas and Fatah just had been
settled, against all expectations, in favor of  the former.
However, the newborn Hamas government then entered
into another conflict, this time with the international
community.  Upon coming to power, they insisted upon
adhering to the same slogans and practices they had
maintained during their armed struggle.  This meant the
refusal of  all international agreements signed by the
Palestinian Authority, including the 1993 Oslo Accords.
This treaty involved mutual recognition, the return of
resistance factions from abroad, in addition to providing
the basis for two
Palestinian legislative
elections, the second of
which brought Hamas to
power.  Also, Hamas
announced that it would
continue the armed
struggle and would not
disarm.  On the other
hand, the international
donors – the European
Union, United States,
Canada, and Japan –
announced that they
would support the new
government only if  it
recognized all the
agreements that the
previous government
had signed.  The new
Palestinian Prime
Minister, Ismail Haniya,
replied with his famous
proclamation, “We will not
recognize [Israel].  Even if  we have to live on bread, thyme,
and olives,” (See the article “The Way of  Thyme and Olives,”
Al-Masry Al-Youm, April 29, 2006).

At that time my students were taking a course called “Social
Movements” in which one theory states that radical or
revolutionary movements, which begin their history as
violent rejectionists, moderate gradually when they reach
power.  Thus we were necessarily faced with the question,
“Does this apply to Hamas as well?”  Since this was early

in 2006, and Hamas had only been elected a few weeks
before, the answer I gave my students was, “I cannot say
for sure, since the theory that we are studying is derived
from the experience of  non-Arab social movements,
particularly those in Europe, Latin America, and Asia.”
With that, I challenged my students to correspond with
Hamas and ask them the same question!  They accepted
my challenge, and after engaging in a dialogue with Hamas,
we were invited to speak with them face to face, in Palestine.
 This was in April, 2006, and I wrote about it following our
return (“Inside Hamas” Al-Masry Al-Youm, April 22, 2006).

During the current academic year, the students arrived to
the classroom following a  summer that witnessed the sixth
Arab-Israeli war. The war between Hizbollah and Israel
lasted for 33 days, with Hizbollah standing its ground to

the last, despite massive
Israeli military superiority,
which was supplemented
by American diplomatic
and intelligence support.
 Hizbollah stood and
fought in the face of
unprecedented
destruction.  This was one
of  the major problems of
the war, Hizbollah
represents the Shi’a, and
none of  Lebanon’s 17
other sects wanted another
war within their nation’s
borders, which had
suffered so much during
the civil war (1975-1990)
and the Syrian occupation
(1976-2005).  This view
was supported by the
widely held opinion that

Hizbollah had “provoked”
Israel by capturing two Israeli

soldiers and killing eight more on July 10, 2006.  They must
have been well aware that Israel would strike back in a quick
and decisive manner, as it did on July 12.

To the surprise of  Israel, the Arabs, America, and the world,
Hizbollah’s fighters, numbering less than 10,000 men armed
with small to medium weapons, held their ground against
Israel’s military might, not for six days, like three Arab
armies in 1967, but for six weeks.  What was perhaps more
surprising was the reaction of  the Lebanese people, of  all
sects.  During the war they either remained silent or
supported Hizbollah despite destruction throughout
Lebanon and the deaths of  nearly one thousand Lebanese,
two thirds of  them civilians, compared with approximately
300 military and civilian casualties on the Israeli side.

Indeed the numbers of  dead and wounded on the Lebanese
side were many times greater than those on the Israeli side,
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This is the first in a series of  two articles by Saad Eddin Ibrahim
on his delegation’s trip to the Levant.

This article was originally written in Arabic and translated into
English. It was published in Al-Masry Al-Youm on January 27th,
2007. The second will be published on February 2nd, and will appear
in next month’s issue of  Civil Society.

After nearly two years, the assassination of Rafik Hariri
continues to cast a shadow over Lebanese politics.
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both in military and civilian terms.  What is important about
that war, however, is that public opinion regarded Hizbollah
as a disorganized “militia,” which, in fact, dealt Israel an
unprecedented defeat in the following ways:

1.  In this war, battles occurred on Israeli territory for the
first time since 1948.  During the four intermediate wars
(1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982) they occurred on Arab soil as
Israel saw fit.  This was not the case over the summer.

2.  The Israeli government decided, and therefore promised
the Israeli public, that this war would be a “punitive” action
against Hizbollah for violating Israeli territory, capturing
two soldiers, and killing others.  The war was in fact Israel’s
longest since 1948, lasting six times as long as promised.

3.  Israel did not accomplish its two goals, namely securing
the return of  the two soldiers and destroying Hizbollah’s
combat capabilities.  The war was stopped by the UN
Security Council without Hizbollah releasing the two soldiers.
 On this point Hizbollah had been very clear: it would only
release the two soldiers in exchange for all of  the Lebanese
prisoners in Israeli custody.

Thus, Hizbollah emerged victorious, in the sense that it
stood fast, against the expectations of  Israel, America, the
Arabs, and the Lebanese, without succumbing to any of
Israel’s demands.  Once the external battle with Israel was
over, however, a new, internal one began between Hizbollah
and the other Lebanese factions.  This fight began over
what Hizbollah had done over the summer, namely involving

all of  Lebanon in a war without taking into account the
opinions of  the rest of  the population, to say nothing of
the destruction and death wrought by the war itself.  Once
again the government demanded that Hizbollah disarm, in
accordance with Security Council Resolution 1559, which
was passed a year ago and helped to bring about the Syrian
withdrawal.  Additionally, Hizbollah apologized for the war,
in the words of  Secretary General Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah,
claiming that Hizbollah would not have kidnapped the two
soldiers if  they had known the extent of  the Israeli response.

So began the battle between Hizbollah and its supporters
and allies, who hold around 45% of  the seats in the Lebanese
parliament, and the Lebanese government, headed by Prime
Minister Fouad Siniora, and his allies, among them the
Future Movement and the rest of  the March 14 Coalition.
 The demands of  the minority crystallized around the
necessity of  the Siniora government’s resignation and the
formation of  a “national unity government.”  In addition
there are other sensitive issues involved in the conflict,
namely the investigation into the assassination of  late Prime
Minister Rafik Hariri.  There is suspicion regarding Syrian
involvement in the assassination, as well as the possibility
that the trial will be used to embarrass or blackmail Syria
into forcing the disarmament of  Hizbollah in accordance
with Security Council resolutions.  The latter party counters
by saying that, although they are a parliamentary and cabinet
minority (with seven out of  25 portfolios), they represent
the popular majority.  To prove this point, Hizbollah called
for a sit-in in the heart of  the capital.  This was taking place
during the delegation’s visit, from January 8 to 12, 2007,
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The delegation with Lebanese President Emile Lahoud. Photo Courtesy of the President’s Office
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(Peace Process, continued from page 11)

and continued after the delegation left.

As part of  the field experience, members of  the delegation
rushed to Martyrs’ Square at the first possible moment, to
see with their own eyes and hear with their own ears what
these protests were like.  By then they had entered their
sixth week, and the students discovered the discipline of
the protestors on the one hand, and a joyful, entertaining
atmosphere on the other.  Indeed these crowds (numbering
between a quarter and a half  a million participants) could
not have been maintained without a unique and
unprecedented feat of  organization.  Each faction of  the
opposition gathered in its own area, set up tents, and prepared
the facilities necessary to conduct their lives.  These were
not limited to mundane necessities, but also included music,
argileh, and places of  worship as well.  The AUC students,
especially the Egyptians among them, were overwhelmed
by the scene of  this unique Lebanese protest.  However,
despite assurances given by groups of  protestors that they
would remain peaceful until the end, after we had been out
of  Beirut for ten days the media reported that clashes
between government and opposition supporters had led to
a number of  deaths and injuries.

Hizbollah’s leadership and members were the subject of
primary concern for the students.  Therefore, they spoke
with the protestors downtown, and explored the ruins of
the Dahiya neighborhood in South Beirut.  Afterwards they
traveled to the south to speak with a number of  Hizbollah’s
regional leaders, and to witness firsthand the destruction
caused by Israel.  They grew to understand Hizbollah’s point
of  view, and many of  were sympathetic, including Americans
and Europeans.  Despite this, they insisted upon listening
to the rest of  the Lebanese factions, who represent the
parliamentary majority.

It had been hoped that the delegation would meet the
Secretary General of  Hizbollah, Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah,
but he has been forced to take security measures that make
it impossible for him to meet a large number of  multinationals
at this time.  That said, “Sayyid,” as he is known to his
associates and followers, was generous, and graciously
offered to meet the leader of  the delegation.  This meeting
warrants its own column, which will be published next week.

Attacks from both sides continued, Israel reneged on its
disengagement timetable while continuing to encourage
settlements, and peace negotiations came to a grinding halt.
 Although piecemeal concessions were made, various
negotiations in Sharm El-Sheikh, Erez, and at Camp David
floundered on the seemingly intractable issues of  Jerusalem
and the right of  return for Palestinian refugees.  Prospects
for peace collapsed after Ariel Sharon’s provocative visit to
the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif  and the resulting
Intifada. While the Intifada has since ended, peace remains
elusive.

The recent Middle East visit of  U.S. Secretary of  State
Condoleezza Rice further demonstrated the sorry state of
the peace process.  According to a BBC report, just ten
days prior to Rice’s visit, Israel launched a large-scale military
raid in Ramallah killing four Palestinians and injuring twenty,
most of  them civilians.  While Israel asserts that such raids
will continue as long as the Israeli people are threatened by
armed resistance, Palestinians maintain that their armed
resistance would be redundant if  Israel would simply end
its occupation in accordance with international law.  In a
similar back-and-forth, Israel maintains that no Palestinian
politician is in a position to engage in negotiations given
the current lawlessness and Palestinian infighting, while
Palestinian officials accuse Israeli of  buying time to avoid
negotiations.

The sad reality is that the peace process stalled years ago,
and that the power struggle between Palestinian parties
Fatah and Hamas weakens its position at the negotiating
table.  Our group listened to accounts from Sharansky,
representatives from both Fatah and Hamas, Israeli and
Palestinian political activists and students, collecting them

with our own personal eye-witness accounts to try to get
a sense of  the where the peace process is, and where it is
going. The narrative generally proclaimed by Israel and
accepted by the majority of  the international community
holds that Israel’s measured steps towards peace have been
ill-rewarded with terrorist attacks and now with a terrorist-
led government.  Hamas’ election victory has been employed
as concrete evidence that Palestinians do not want peace
and, since the Hamas-led government cannot be trusted to
act in good faith, the pressure on Israel to negotiate has
waned.  Thus unhindered, new settlements are springing
up in the West Bank and Israel is able to continue
constructing its snaking concrete wall which encroaches on
8% of  Palestinian land and resources and which increasingly
divides the West Bank into a series of  cantons highly adverse
to a future independent Palestinian state.  It seems that
Israel has been granted carte blanche to act with impunity.

With the election of  Hamas and the current infighting
between Hamas and Fatah dominating the global spotlight,
the once all-important Israeli-Palestinian peace process has
been forgotten by all.  Settlers in Hebron continue to throw
trash on their Palestinian neighbors; children in the Deheisheh
Refugee Camp continue to know only one game – to run
and hide when Israeli soldiers are coming; Palestinians
continue to stand in lines at dehumanizing checkpoints for
hours, often missing work or school; and all continue to
live in fear.  Hamas and Fatah must come together to form
a national unity government, not only to effectively serve
their constituencies, which are in desperate decline, but also
to regain the necessary international backing to force Israel
back into negotiations. 



 Al-Rewaq

The Ibn Khaldun Center hosts a dicussion forum, open to the public, each Tuesday evening. The following is Ahmed Shaaban’s
summary, translated by Neil Durnan, of the topics covered in January.

In addition to this month’s annual New Year’s reception, the Ibn Khaldun Center hosted a lecture by Professor
Mohammed Farid Zahran entitled “New Social Movements.”  Professor Zahran outlined the goals and internal
mechanisms of  recently founded social movements, as well as what distinguishes them from more established
political actors such as parties and trade syndicates.  He then went on to discuss particular social movements in
Egypt and their possible roles in the future of  Egyptian politics.

Professor Zahran stated that social movements in Egypt are part of  a tradition that began with the student protests
of  1960s Europe.  Since then, they have evolved into two types of  political movements, broadly based political
movements and more focused groups that concentrate on a specific cause or the rights of  a particular segment
of  society.  The latter was exemplified in Egypt by the People’s Committee to Support the Palestinian Intifada,
founded in October 2000, while to former is typified by The Egyptian National Movement for Change (Kifaya).
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their agenda, grounding their policies the roots of  Islamic
culture and not the status quo of  regional traditions. The
Secretary General was quick to indicate that a German
convert to Islam had researched the election of  the caliph
Abu Bakr, and that not only the men, but women as well
were consulted on who should lead the growing Islamic
community. He concluded their model has been more
inclusive than exclusive towards the opposite sex. Shariah,
as far as Arabiat is concerned, is not the letter of  the law
but a framework that represents the right path. The principle
notions of  respecting property, honor, and others are
therefore far more important than esoteric rulings. The
seeds of  more progressive attitudes like these were noticeable
in Palestine as well.

In the wake of  “the siege” in Palestine, a new call for
moderate political Islam can be seen as well. The area is
heavily polarized between the two dominant political parties,
the very secular Fatah party and the radical Islamic party,
Hamas. Even a group like Hamas, however, has its own
exceptions. The Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of
Education in the Palestinian National Authority, Dr. Nasr
Eddin Al-Sha'er, interestingly refused to even admit he was
a member of  Hamas, despite his arrest during the Israeli
roundup of  Hamas leaders shortly following the formation
of  the government. His comments in his meeting with our
group in Ramallah indicated a heavy leaning towards Hamas.
Nonetheless, he was a Hamas supporter very much open
to compromise and hoping for the institution of  the national
unity government. One part technocrat, one part Islamist,
this figure gave an extremely interesting portrait of  the
politically moderate community who are in power with a
government perceived as uncompromising radicals.
Unfortunately, the number of  people who resemble him
are quite rare.  There are, however, some indications that
moderate Islamists are fighting for a larger space in the

Palestinian political sphere through participation in the
newer parties.

When meeting with various political leaders in Palestine,
one stood out as a curious exception, Dr. Muhammad
Dajani. From a well-known political family, he is establishing
a moderate party that addresses the more secular portion
of  the Palestinian polity while still addressing religious
concerns. The end result is Wasatiya, whose name reflects
their moderate nature and Islamic heritage. Many on the
trip were very curious about the future of  this budding
political group in the West Bank. Many Palestinians, however,
were abruptly dismissive or completely unaware of  them.
This attitude only highlights the dilemma of  moderate
Islamist groups and their limited political involvement.

The few examples of  such groups proves an increased
desire to be “more representative” of  their people, with a
more moderate outlook and democratic mindset, but still
fight to move beyond the periphery. From experience, it is
obvious they are seldom seen or heard on the international
stage. Moreover, it is obvious they are not supported by
Western governments who are looking for this fusion of
politics and Islam that better represents “the silent majority”
in their respective countries. After a few years, the call for
dialogue has faded away amidst the attention given to more
radical groups. It is necessary, on both sides, to remember
Abu Bakr. Islam has left a legacy of  democratic process
and egalitarianism and established traditions that were
progressive even for contemporary standards.  Parties like
Islamic Action Front, the moderate political entities that
more closely resemble this tradition, exist in dire
circumstances. It is time to support these groups, if  only
through dialogue, to strengthen such traditions and truly
encourage democratic reform among the religious Muslim
communities in these countries. 

(Moderates, continued from page 9)



hen Mr Hassan Nasrallah decided to abduct two
Israeli soldiers last summer he was hailed as a
hero and received widespread encomium. Few

were bothered that his antics resulted in the destruction of
a country and the ordeal of  tens of  thousands of  innocent
victims being displaced from their homes, to say nothing
of  the hundreds of  dead and thousands of  wounded. That
didn’t really matter. What did matter to the admirers was
that, finally, the Arabs had found a leader they could gloat
about, someone who could restore their dignity in the face
of  a concerted and insidious western conspiracy to
undermine the Arabs and the Muslims at large.

Mr. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is full of  menacing bluster
with his nuclear histrionics. He does not promise much
hope to the Iranian people, if  it’s a better life they’re after;
just a defiant attitude directed at the evil West. He is also
a widely admired figure all over the Muslim world.

Going back to the mid twentieth century, one can easily
see how this trend began with the arrival on the scene of
Nasser, the father of  all troublemakers. It was much easier
for him to acquire widespread popularity at the time, as it
was a tangible foreign occupier -backed by centuries of
colonial abuse all over the Arab world- that he used as his
punching bag, whereas today it is only in Palestine and Iraq
that the occupier is physically present. In spite of  his
systematic and thorough destruction of  his country and
the implanting of  a vindictive and vicious ethos, Nasser is
still venerated to this day as the modern Saladin, the saviour
of  the Arabs from the infidels.

The trend has not abated. As a result of  decades of
oppression, most Arabs have a perverted sense of  priorities.
They have been lulled into believing ludicrous falsehoods.
Such as Israel and America being the root of  all evil. Or
that the crusades have never receded. Or that continuing
to live under the injustice and corruption of  their present
rulers can lead to better things. Or that they are unfit to be
ruled democratically. Or that indigenous religious rifts are
a worldwide phenomenon unrelated to despotic rule. Or
that education needs to be improved by some invisible hand
before freedom can be allowed.

The current autocratic rulers in the region possess an
appalling list of  accomplishments, given the immense natural
wealth at their disposal. They have looted and plundered
to their hearts’ content. One area in which they have done
brilliantly is the perpetuating of  myths that help deflect the
anger of  their hapless and horrendously exploited people.
The list of  myths that an oppressed people can swallow is
long.

Before we invest so much effort in supporting bombastic
warmongers such as Nasrallah and Ahmadinejad, shouldn’t
we be slightly more concerned about the kind of  life we
would have if  those two gentlemen and their ilk got their
way? What if  Nasrallah had by some miracle managed to

overcome the mighty Israeli army and roll into Tel Aviv?
What if  the Iranian clerics develop their nuclear weapons
and reduce Israel to rubble? Would that make the Palestinians
or the Iranians any better off  or would they simply be
forced to endure more tyranny against even more daunting
odds?

As mentioned, we need to sort out our priorities. Our first
priority must be to ensure that we are free. Free to think,
free to express our opinions, free to choose and criticise
our ruler, free from persecution by our own authorities.
Attacking our perceived nemesis –the Israeli/American
Satan- can only come much later on the list.  The irony is
that, once emancipated, we might well conclude that we
don’t really need to destroy that monster to make things
better.

I am presuming, of  course, that we do want a better life.
Am I being insolently presumptuous? 

W

By Hassan Elsawaf
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In the Arabic Edition
This month’s Arabic issue features a mix of  articles
addressing domestic political concerns as well as
regional issues.

1. Cover Story: The Execution of  Saddam

2. Constitutional Amendments and Social Change

3. On the Constitution and Freedom

4. Who Fears the Dictator?

5. Egypt: Between the Priests and the Muslim
Brotherhood

6. Saddam Hussein and Al-Jad Bin Dirham

7. Editorial:  Since January 31, Nothing Has Been
Enacted Except Excuses

8. Does the Spread of  Democracy Favor a Liberal
Renaissance?

9.  If  the Sun Has Set on David Beckham, Will he
be Able to Shine in the Hollywood Night?

10.  The Second Opinion Poll on Constitutional
Amendments

11.  The Dirtiest City on Earth

12.  Ibn Khaldun Forum (Full Summary)

13.  Civil Society in the Arab World

If  you would like a copy of  the Arabic issue, please
email civilsocietyeditor@gmail.com.
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or a while since the Camp David accord, US policy
was a force for good in the Middle East: an honest
broker to bring peace and development in the

troubled region. It helped Israel conclude a peace treaty
with Egypt then Jordan; it cajoled for talks with Syria on
the Golan Heights; and began a road map to establish an
independent Palestinians state. Since 1979, US invested
more than $70 billion in building up the infrastructure in
Egypt and other Arab countries. For the first time, the
generation that witnessed the original tragedy in Palestine
began to sense the breeze of  peace at the turn of  the 21st

Century. Few years later, the US reversed its role: American
forces occupy Iraq and are hated in the region; tens of
thousands dead and hundreds of  thousands displaced; Israel
devastated south Lebanon as US stood indifferent; Iran
faces increased American pressures to stop its nuclear
program. What happened to replace the good with the ugly?

September 11, 2001 was a line of  demarcation. The horrific
events shook America to its core, and security became a
prime preoccupation of
US policy. For a decade
prior to 9/11, some dark
clouds were gathering:
Huntington’s book on the
Clash of  Civilizations
(Islam as the potential
enemy); first terrorist
attack on New York’s
World Trade Center;
attacks on US Embassies
in Tanzania and Kenya;
attack on the US Navy ship near the port of  Aden. Such
events prepared the US public for a negative disposition
towards Muslims. Those days were bad enough. But it was
9/11 that shifted US policy in the Middle East. Soon
thereafter, in the name of  combating terrorism, the US
launched the war in Afghanistan and removed its Islamist
regime. A year later the US began the war in Iraq and
deposed Saddam and his brutal regime.

With rising insurgency in Iraq and resentment elsewhere
against US forces, the promise of  democracy in the Middle
East dissipated. Yet the US continued to pay lip service to
democratization. Once Islamists scored well in elections in
Egypt and Palestine in 2005 and 2006, and demonstrated
their appeal in the Arab street, the US retreated. That gave
ruthless autocratic regimes a green light to crack down on
local opposition in the name of  stability and security. With
the mess on its hands in Iraq, the US turned a blind eye to
the autocrats’ excesses against their citizens. In Egypt, the
regime’s iron fist pounded the opposition, regardless of  its
‘threat’ to the regime. Even harmless internet commentators
(bloggers) did not escape the ‘treatment’.

But ugliness is not the monopoly of  autocrats. The Bush
administration decided to expand its military presence in
Iraq. A panel of  high-powered Americans, led by former
Secretary of  State James Baker and former Congressional
leader Lee Hamilton, studied the situation in Iraq for several
months and concluded that the solution is political, not
military. Among others, they recommended that Syria and
Iran be brought into the discussion as part of  the solution.
But Mr. Bush ignored the blue-ribbon commission and
continued to treat Iraq’s civil war as a military issue. A great
debate has ensued. Senator Ted Kennedy made an
impassioned speech recently about the eerie parallels between
the escalation of  US forces in Iraq and Vietnam, the last
war to divide the American people. Presently, Mr. Bush’s
support is at an all time low. Even his generals are not solidly
behind him.

What was noteworthy is that Iraq’s public opinion at the
start of  the war was about 80% favorable to the US, at the
time seen as a ‘liberator’ from Saddam and his gang. Why

is it in 2006 that close
to 90% of  Iraqis have
become unfavorable to
the US, now seen as an
‘occupier’? The answer
resides in the US
termination of
employment of  the
Iraqis in the public
sector (army, police,
and public enterprises).
That act took place

shortly after the occupation of  Baghdad, under the pretext
of  membership in the Ba’ath party - a gross mistake for
two reasons. First, public sector employment in Saddam’s
Iraq was conditioned on membership in the Ba’ath party;
no Iraqi had a choice in the matter. Second, the act created
over night hundreds of  thousands of  unemployed Iraqis,
who had families to support and financial obligations to
honor.

Explicitly or implicitly, the US created a nightmare for itself
and for Iraq in which it cannot increase or decrease its
troops; stop the insurgency-related violence; contain the
growing civil war; discourage the outflow of  Iraqis into
neighboring countries in search of  safety and security; or
subdivide Iraq along ethnic lines. Briefly, Mr. Bush created
a glorious mess that some Americans began to circulate
petitions for his impeachment. No surprise that more and
more historians are talking about Mr. Bush as one of  the
worst presidents US has ever had. He has earned the dubious
title of  the ‘Ugly American’.

By Naiem Sherbiny

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly
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Once Islamists scored well in
elections... the US retreated.  That
gave ruthless autocratic regimes a
green light to crack down on local
opposition in the name of  stability.
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