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The deadlock in the crisis in Lebanon calls into question the possi-
bility of establishing “a new order” in the country. The campaign in
which Hizbollah — with the support of Syria and Iran — has packaged
the objective of toppling the Siniora government is multidimensional.
This is a battle over the status of the Shiites in Lebanon; over the status
of Hizbollah as an armed organization; over the identity of Lebanon;
and a critical phase in the campaign over the character of the region.
Even if the sides reach a compromise that forestalls the country’s de-
terioration, this is not the end of the line as far as Hizbollah is con-
cerned, and Hizbollah’s uncompromising drive to determine each of
these battles does not bode well for Israel, the United States, or re-

gional stability, and certainly not for the future of Lebanon.

What Does Hizbollah Want?

Since the crisis erupted in Lebanon on No-
vember 11, 2006 with the resignation of the
Shiite ministers from the Siniora government,
Hizbollah’s demand for a unity government
and for political influence — ostensibly legiti-
mate claims on the need for fair representa-
tion of disadvantaged groups (mainly, the
Shiites) — has been couched in escalating crit-
icism of the government'’s ability to function
and its affinity to the United States. At the
same time, senior organization officials have
acknowledged that fundamentally at stake
is the struggle for the very existence of “the
resistance” and that one of its main motiva-

tions is to undermine any attempt by the Sin-
iora government (or any other government,
for that matter) to disarm Hizbollah.!

And indeed, if Hizbollah has instituted a
course of action so far-reaching that it stretch-
es the limits of Lebanese so-called “confes-
sional democracy” to the threshold of civil
war, then apparently the perceived threat is
substantial. Not that significant events have
occurred since the end of the war: the cease-
fire along the Blue Line has for the most part
been upheld;® the fragile rules of the game
between Hizbollah and the Lebanese army
and UNIFIL have generally been observed;
Hizbollah is restoring its military infrastruc-
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ture under the guise of rehabilitation projects
for Shiite villages in the south; and the smug-
gling of arms from Syria continues under the
noses of thousands of Lebanese troops de-
ployed along the Syrian-Lebanese border.

Nevertheless, even before the war Hiz-
bollah understood that in the present reality,
it faces a domestic coalition whose exten-
sive external support favors disarming the
organization. The July-August war and the
adoption of Security Council resolution 1701
merely emphasized for Hizbollah — and this
is perhaps one of the most important con-
clusions that the organization reached from
these events — the need for strong political
entrenchment and for securing a political
rear line in preparation for the next round
of the confrontation. Following Operation
Grapes of Wrath (1996), the organization
understood that its weak point was opera-
tive stamina and the ability to endure a pro-
tracted battle against Israel. Hizbollah recti-
fied this deficiency. Ten years later, the latest
campaign revealed its main weak point to be
political stamina, i.e., widespread domestic
legitimacy to contend with Israel over time
and in its own way.

Hizbollah is trying to rectify this deficien-
cy and by doing so, to ensure that before the
next confrontation with Israel, it will be pre-
pared not only at the operative level but also
at the political level — to guarantee that no
government will stab it in the back during a
confrontation with Israel, as it claims the Sin-
iora government did.’ As far as the organiza-
tion is concerned, the existence of an Israeli
threat against Lebanon lies at the foundation
of its legitimate demand to retain its arms,
and anyone who challenges it is essentially a
traitor. As a result, Hizbollah shifted its main
Strategic effort to the internal Lebanese are-
na, while setting as its objectives the toppling

of the Siniora government and the establish-
ment of a government that is more accept-
ing of the organization. One major tactic is to
ensure early parliamentary elections (the last
were in May-June 2005), since it is confident
that this time, the opposition will win, or at
least improve its position.

The wrestling match between “the oppo-
sition,” led by Hizbollah, and “the coalition,”
led by “the March 14 camp,”* is apt to have
two problematic implications for Israel:

* Paralysis of the government, which
would block the process of creating the
“new order” in Lebanon. Even if a compro-
mise formula is achieved that would provide
the Siniora government with enough polit-
ical clout to last at least until the elections,
it is highly doubtful that Hizbollah will be
satisfied with this. It would not be difficult
for Hizbollah to find causes to attack the
coalition and voice various arguments to
deepen the political and operational paral-
ysis of the Siniora government, and thus it
could claim that the government, perforce
dysfunctional, must be replaced. Any settle-
ment that might be achieved would consti-
tute an intermission that would not obviate
the outbreak of the crisis but only postpone
it. As far as Israel is concerned, the political
paralysis and intensification of the internal
tensions are liable to bring the process of
designing “the new order” in Lebanon and
the implementation of resolution 1701 to a
complete standstill. The Lebanese govern-
ment will be unable to do much more than
what it is doing today. There will still be a
military presence deployed along the border
in the south, which will take care to keep its
distance from Hizbollah. However, the Leba-
nese government, which will be preoccupied
with its own political survival, will be hard-
put to curtail Hizbollah’s attempts to define
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rules of the game for renewing the friction

with Israel. Until now, the organization was
careful to refrain from terrorist attacks be-
cause it was more interested in rehabilitating
its military infrastructure, but it appears that
it is already “testing the waters” along the
border, in preparation for a possible resump-
tion of the game.

* Hizbollah’s gradual legitimization
from within and without. The establish-
ment of Hizbollah as a central power in the
Lebanese political system is liable to cause
political /ethnic groups in Lebanon to join
“the strong side,” similar to the way that
Christian leader Michel Aoun made a pact
with Hizbollah, and this would help the or-

ganization blur the ethnic-Shiite tinge to the
opposition to the government.® This support
has electoral significance for parliamentary
elections. At the same time, more and more
members of the international community
will reason that there is no other choice but
to talk with the organization and to acknowl-
edge the special status of Hizbollah in Leb-
anon, and will consider its involvement in
politics as the key to its moderation. This is
not a new trend, and in Europe (particularly
in France) there has been talk about this since
the Syrian withdrawal. It is doubtful that
this will be the principal trend in the United
States (although there too sentiments of this
sort are voiced’) and the US will not be in
a hurry to consider Hizbollah a part of the
solution. Yet once Hizbollah becomes deeply
entrenched in Lebanese democracy and be-
comes a legitimate central power, it will be
extremely difficult to uproot it as a military
organization, and virtually impossible via
diplomatic means.

Civil War: Lebanon’s Default?
Lebanon is already caught in a dizzying web
of political crises, and every now and then the
Lebanese people sense that the country is on
the verge of civil war, particularly given Leb-
anon’s historical record and the rising ethnic
tensions, mainly between the Sunnis and the
Shiites. The bloody riots on January 23 and
25, 2007 in Beirut revived many memories
of the civil war. Contributing to this sense
is the frequent use of the term “civil war” in
Lebanese political discourse every time one
political faction wants to strike its adversary.
In fact, the definition of “civil war” refers to
different forms of internal confrontation at
an extreme level of violence, which is dispro-
portionate to what is currently happening in
Lebanon.
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Furthermore, although theoretically the
historical, political, and social conditions of
Lebanon make it a country prone to violent
deterioration to the point of civil war, there
are obstacles that at least for the time being
are preventing this:

= Since the end of the civil war in 1989,
the Lebanese political system has undergone
a process of stabilization and perhaps even
of maturation in relation to all matters per-
taining to coping with internal crises, which
are almost an integral part of the political
agenda in Lebanon. Although a high level
of political tension prevails in Lebanon that
tends at times toward outbreaks of political
violence, at present it is contained.

* There is an understanding among
most of the powers in Lebanon that collec-
tive experience memorializes the last civ-
il war as a traumatic event, and that a new
war of this sort would heap disaster on Leb-
anon and not serve the interests of anyone.
Therefore, there is a consensus on the need to
avoid a deterioration of this sort. Hizbollah,
perceived in Lebanon as a force having the
power to prevent or to generate a civil war, is
a party to this view.

As the most organized political and mili-
tary power in Lebanon, Hizbollah is likely to
survive an internal confrontation. However,
such a confrontation is liable to erode its
forces at the expense of its potential struggle
against Israel; there is no guarantee what-
soever that the Shiite sect will continue to
embrace it as it does now; it will completely
lose its domestic legitimacy, particularly if
perceived as responsible for the deteriora-
tion; it will be blamed for causing a civil war;
and it will expose Lebanon to foreign inter-
vention. Nasrallah’s precarious course of ac-
tion includes a certain dimension of political
violence intended to intimidate his adversar-

ies and apply pressure on them, but it is not
directed toward plunging Lebanon into the
abyss of internal deterioration. As the recent
riots in January demonstrated, when the pot
boils, Hizbollah knows how to lower the
flames.

Nevertheless, for a number of reasons
these obstacles do not guarantee that politi-
cal violence will not escalate: the ethnic-po-
litical tensions that cannot always be con-
tained; the existence of more than one armed
force in the country that is not subordinate
to the authority of the government; reports
on the arming of various political groups; the
existence of external elements, such as Syria,
that encourage deterioration in order to top-
ple the Siniora government and believe that
such a situation is likely to serve their inter-
ests; and elements in Lebanon with nothing
to lose by internal deterioration: the Palestin-
ians and members of the global jihad, which
flourish particularly in failed states that are
subject to internal conflict.

As far as Israel is concerned, internal de-
terioration in Lebanon is a dangerous scenar-
io that is liable to redefine the nature of the
threat emanating from the northern arena.
Just as the previous civil war reduced the
Palestinian threat in Lebanon and converted
it into the Shiite threat, even if Lebanon does
deteriorate to an internal confrontation that
will weaken Hizbollah, there is no guarantee
that precisely out of the governmental chaos
a new threat will not arise in the image of
global jihad figures who are already expand-
ing their activities in Lebanon, although
it appears that at the moment the extent of
their influence is relatively limited.

Moreover, the weakening or collapse of
the central government will thwart Leba-
non’s current efforts to extricate itself from
the status of a failed state unable to function
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Once Hizbollah
becomes deeply
entrenched in
Lebanese de-
mocracy and
becomes a le-
gitimate central
power, it will be
extremely diffi-
cult to uproot it
as a military or-
ganization, and
virtually impos-
sible via diplo-
matic means.

as a responsible governing body and turn it
into a regional focal point for instability. Un-
der such a situation, no vestige of a resolu-
tion 1701 regime would remain; Syria would
try (as in the past) to grope its way back into
Lebanon in order to impose order (an unde-
sirable situation as far as Hizbollah is con-
cerned); and Iran would expand its influence.
Lebanon is liable to undergo demographic
fluctuations that would increase the percent-
age of Shiites even more, since the Christians
and Sunnis are more likely candidates for
emigration.® The latent Palestinian volcano
is liable to erupt, with approximately 400,000
refugees demanding to exercise their right of
return and almost certainly joining the side
taking action against the government, which
would have a hard time controlling them.

A Hizbollah Takeover of Lebanon
Another development that could occur in
Lebanon as a result of a prolonged politi-
cal crisis is the far-reaching possibility that
Hizbollah might take over the country, al-
most certainly with the support of Syria and
Iran. The term “takeover” may relate to two
scenarios, first of all, a takeover by force. In
terms of capabilities, Hizbollah is capable,
with the assistance of partners inside or
outside of Lebanon, to physically conquer
large sections of the country (the south, the
Bekaa valley). However, Hizbollah is saving
this possibility for extreme scenarios, under
which the Lebanese country alone, or with
the assistance of foreign elements, would de-
clare war against Hizbollah for the purpose
of disarming it, or as a possible outcome of
a civil war.

It is difficult to believe that Hizbollah
would have an interest in initiating a military
coup in Lebanon under other circumstances.
Lebanon’s unique conditions as a multieth-

nic country whose existence and stability is
dependent upon ethnic equilibrium make
any course of action whereby one ethnic
group gains control over all the rest a proven
recipe for instability to the point of entangle-
ment in a civil war, which is, therefore, not
worthwhile politically. In this scenario, the
organization would have to expend most of
its resources fighting the internal arena at the
expense of the confrontation with Israel. And
while in the ideological ethos of Hizbollah
there is a “fantasy” of transforming Lebanon
into an Islamic republic, the Hizbollah lead-
ership has repudiated this publicly, since it is
clear to it that under the current circumstanc-
es, this would not be practical. This may be a
more tangible scenario in a few generations,
if and when the Shiites become the absolute
majority in Lebanon.

The second kind of takeover could be in
the form of gradual political control. The as-
sumption is that within the scope of its drive
to neutralize the threat from within, Hizbol-
lah is interested in running Lebanon’s af-
fairs from behind the scenes, mainly through
reliance on the Shiite community as a solid
political home front. This occurs by way of a
formula similar to the mechanism of Syria’s
control in Lebanon prior to its withdrawal —
a combination of a puppet government sup-
porting Hizbollah (and Syria) to sustain the
ethnic equilibrium, and the deterring projec-
tion of strength.

Hizbollah is striving to reach this situa-
tion not by a violent or military coup, rather
gradually, through a combination of pres-
sures, threats, and “legitimate” political ma-
neuvering (for example, parliamentary elec-
tions), which would enable an allied coalition
to obtain a majority in the parliament and
set up a government that would back Hiz-
bollah fully as a military organization that
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legitimately defends Lebanon. Later, Hizbol-
lah is likely to exploit the broad parliamen-
tary base to institute material constitutional
changes: to redefine the allocation of duties
among the ethnic groups and delegate key
positions to the Shiite sect to run the country,
and perhaps to cement Hizbollah's status as
“legitimate resistance”; in other words, re-
writing of the Ta’if accord.

For Hizbollah, this is the ideal scenario
(although presumably its implementation
would spark reservations among some of
its political rivals and perhaps even some
of its partners if it pursued this scenario):
outwardly, the “confessional democracy” is
sustained under the auspices of Hizbollah,
which is afforded a dominant standing and
internal legitimization for its status as “resis-
tance” to Israel, without its having to bear the
direct burden of running the country. Thus
the organization, with the encouragement
of Syria and Iran, would be able to restore
Lebanon as the heart of “the resistance,” to
strip resolution 1701 of substance, to distance
itself from the West, to renew the confronta-
tion with Israel along the Blue Line, and to
strengthen the Iranian and Syrian influence
in the country.

This scenario is the most dangerous in
terms of Israel. The more entrenched Hizbol-
lah’s internal standing in Lebanon, the harder
it will be to rout it. Lebanon would become
an active focal point for exporting the idea of
“the resistance” to the Palestinian arena, the
Iraqi arena, and even beyond, in a more ex-
tensive way than today. Hizbollah’s success
in taking over Lebanon would likely become
a model that other radical factors in the re-
gion would want to emulate. Under this re-
ality, the possibility of another confrontation
between Israel and the organization would
significantly increase.

The Syrian Option: A Broken Reed
Syria has once again recently made the head-
lines, but not only in the negative context that
usually accompanies references to the coun-
try, but rather as a relevant factor capable of
contributing to stability in the Middle East
that is even extending its hand in peace to
Israel. The Syrians are encouraging this im-
age and trying to convey the message to the
international community that removal of the
isolation imposed by the United States and
European Union countries would contribute
to regional stability in light of Syria’s connec-
tions with “the resistance” in Iraq, Lebanon,
and the Palestinian arena.’

Indeed, in the international arena there
is recognition that Syria wields influence,
for better or worse, over the regional stabil-
ity in general, and in Lebanon in particular.
This emerges from the Hamilton-Baker re-
port, which attributes to Syria and to Iran
a key role in stabilizing the region, not only
in the Iraqi context;!? this also emerges from
the “wooing” of Damascus by senior offi-
cials in European Union countries and even
by American senators who visited there in
December 2006.'"" Nevertheless, the official
position of Washington has not changed. It
continues to view Syria as a pariah state and
repeatedly warns it about efforts to topple
the Siniora government.'?

Indeed, the party cast as the element that
can help in mitigating the crisis in Lebanon
is also one of the key contributors to its in-
stability. During the crisis, Syria stood be-
hind Hizbollah’s demands, encouraged it to
escalate, and contributed to the incitement
against the Siniora government, activity that
was accompanied by a series of terrorist at-
tacks, subversive actions in Lebanon, and
the continued smuggling of arms into the
country. But the question remains: can Syria
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change direction and play a constructive role
in Lebanon?

There is no doubt that Syria could con-
tribute to mitigating the crisis, but under the
present circumstances one should not over-
estimate its role. In fact, it would be wise to
lower the expectations with respect to how
Syria can contribute constructively to the
Lebanese context. At the most, Syria could
exploit its close connections with Hizbollah
and with other powers in Lebanon in order
to assist in a political solution or to moderate
its subversive activities. Any course of action
beyond this would obligate President Bashar
Asad to choose a substantive change of di-
rection, and it is doubtful that he is prepared
to do this.

As background, one can point to the
weakening of the Syrian influence over Hiz-
bollah after its withdrawal from the country,
concurrent with the tightening of ties with
Iran.” Indeed, theoretically, Syria could dry
up the well and not allow the transfer of
military or other assistance from its territory
into Lebanon, and by this, damage the axis
of “the resistance.” Yet in fact, Syria has deep
and complex interests in Lebanon, whose ful-
fillment since the withdrawal of its forces de-
pends to a great extent on Hizbollah as a key
powerbroker.'* Thus, when there is an inter-
dependence and convergence of interests be-
tween Hizbollah and Tehran and Damascus,
Syria, lacking alternatives or substitutes, will
not be in a hurry to relinquish it.

The possibility that Hizbollah will topple
the Lebanese government and bring about
the establishment of a pro-Syrian govern-
ment suits the Syrian interests, inter alia be-
cause such a government would not cooper-
ate with the international tribunal bringing
to trial those responsible for the assassina-
tion of Hariri and other Lebanese. Syria, the

principal suspect in these actions, considers
it critical to thwart the process establishing
this tribunal, and in exchange for the negli-
gible assistance that it could offer in the Leb-
anese context, it will demand an exorbitant
price — a “concession” to Syria in relation to
the international tribunal and recognition of
its special status in Lebanon. In this context,
the US secretary of state has clarified that the
United States would not agree to a deal with
Syria that would compromise Lebanon’s fu-
ture in exchange for other interests."”

In any case, Syria is facing neither any
significant pressure nor any positive incen-
tive to change its behavior, certainly not in
relation to issues concerning its vital interests
in Lebanon. On the contrary, according to its
line of reasoning, it is in a relatively good
place: more and more elements in the West-
ern world are recognizing its relevance to a
resolution of crises in the Middle East (Iraq),
and the Hamilton-Baker report (even if not
defined as official policy) only bolsters this
feeling; and Siniora’s anti-Syrian coalition
has never been in a more difficult situation.
Furthermore, the stick of economic sanctions
is not too severe, as long as Syria has its Rus-
sian and Chinese backers.

One way or another, the message from
Washington is that if Syria wants both rec-
ognition of its regional status and the gates
to the West opened to it, Syria is the one that
needs to pay the “membership fee” and inject
real substance into its intentions for regional
relevance. Calls for renewing the peace pro-
cess with Israel are insufficient without offer-
ing a clear regional package. Thus far Syria
has proven that it can do more harm than
good. In the Lebanese context, the ball is in
Syria’s court, yet Syria is not sending sig-
nals that it intends to take any steps what-
soever in order to placate the international
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arena and particularly the United States that
would attest to recognition of Lebanon’s sov-
ereignty and independence, for example, the
opening of embassies, or demarcating the
border between the two countries (a course
of action that would help clarify the status of
the Shab’a Farms).

Implications for Israel

Since the Syrian withdrawal in April 2005,
Lebanon has attempted with international
assistance to extricate itself from its status as
a failed state. Thus the deadlock in the politi-
cal crisis in Lebanon casts a dark cloud over
the prospects of establishing a “new order”
in the country, particularly as long as Hiz-
bollah maintains its strength and focuses its
strategic efforts on changing the balance of
power in the internal arena.

The battle over Lebanon is far from over,
and another drawn-out struggle between
the camps can be expected. For the time be-
ing, “the March 14 coalition” is still enjoying
public support in Lebanon,'® in the Arab-
Sunni world, and in the international arena,
and particularly from France and the Bush
government, which views the existence of a
stable pro-Western government in Beirut as
a key phase in the battle for regional order.
These parties succeeded in raising 7.6 billion
dollars among international donors for the
Siniora government.

However, economic, material, and politi-
cal support of the coalition is only one side
of the coin. The other side, which is not be-
ing implemented, is strict enforcement of
Security Council resolutions 1559 and 1701,
particularly the sections pertaining to the
dismantling of the militias. Barring this im-
plementation, there is no real hope for any
government wanting to implement a “new
order” in Lebanon. Focusing only on one

side is tantamount to bailing out a sinking
ship without plugging the hole in the hull.

The current situation presents Lebanon
with three alternatives, and all three are
problematic for Israel. The first concerns the
coming period, possible prolonged political
paralysis along with an escalation of the ten-
sions and political violence. This situation
opens a door to the second alternative, inter-
nal deterioration. A third, long-term possibil-
ity is that Hizbollah will come out of the crisis
even stronger, in a way that would improve
its chances of becoming the dominant power
in the country and establishing Lebanon as a
regional focal point for radicalism, under the
aegis of Iran and Syria.

Can Israel influence the battle over Leba-
non? Stopping the radicalist unrest that the
Damascus-Tehran-Hizbollah triad is fo-
menting and that is challenging Lebanon is
an interest shared by Israel, the Sunni Arab
world, and the international arena. None-
theless, under the current reality, Israel’s
practical ability to influence what is hap-
pening in Lebanon is very limited, and most
of the burden rests on the shoulders of the
international powers. Of course Israel from
the outside could support any type of in-
ternational coalition to assist in stabilizing
Lebanon, but any involvement beyond this
would arouse considerable sensitivity in
the Arab world and in Lebanon. And in this
context:

* Israel must be aware that there is an
acute Israeli angle to the internal tension in
Lebanon: in the “evidence” that Hizbollah is
amassing against “the March 14 coalition,”
the ostensible partnership between it and
Israel and the United States — during the sec-
ond Lebanon War and in the current crisis,
which Hizbollah considers the next stage of
the campaign —is particularly blatant. There-

Even if Israel
does accept Da-
mascus’ offer to
renew the po-
litical negotia-
tions, and even
if it arrives at a
peace accord
with it, payback
in the Lebanese
context would
be poor at best
and too late at
worst.
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fore, any type of Israeli intervention would
be exploited by Hizbollah as another cause
for demanding the ousting of the coalition
and would contribute to a deepening of the
polarization in the country. Furthermore, any
military incident or flare-up along the border
is liable to be exploited by Hizbollah as ev-
idence of the failure of the Lebanese army
to deter Israel. From here to the demand to
assume control of Lebanon’s security affairs
and set new game rules for the confrontation
with Israel is a short road indeed.

= At the same time, the international
community expects Israel to make good-
will gestures to the Siniora government
within the scope of implementation of res-
olution 1701, and under the argument that
this would strengthen the government. This
would include discontinuing the flights over
Lebanon, or willingness on the part of Israel
to arrive at a solution favoring Lebanon in
relation to Shab’a Farms. At the most, how-
ever, such gestures would present Israel in a
favorable light in the eyes of the internation-
al arena, and it is very doubtful they would
yield the government any significant advan-
tage over the real challenge that it is facing,
Hizbollah. Indeed, it is not for this reason
that Hizbollah is taking action to replace the
government in the country. Such a course of
action would be perceived (and rightly so)
by Hizbollah as directed against it, and it
would accelerate its efforts to neutralize the
threat.

= Even if Israel does accept Damascus’
offer to renew the political negotiations, and
even if it arrives at a peace accord with it,
payback in the Lebanese context would be
poor at best and too late at worst. Syria’s
Lebanese dowry under Bashar Asad is far
more limited than during his father’s time.
In the absence of a presence in Lebanon,

Syria’s ability (and desire) to neutralize the
actions of Hizbollah, which would thereby
challenge Iran, is limited.

In the event that the international and
regional efforts to find a political solution
to the crisis fail, Israel needs to take into ac-
count the possibility of an adverse change in
the status quo in Lebanon that would initiate
a profound decline in its strategic environ-
ment, especially if Hizbollah gets stronger
and becomes the dominant power in Leba-
non (which is linked, of course, to develop-
ments in the regional and international are-
nas). In that case, Israel is liable to find itself
between two players, Hamas in the south
and Hizbollah in the north, that have mutual
interests, enjoy foreign patronage, and share
the “doctrine of resistance” and the outlook
that is opposed to the very existence of Is-
rael. Therefore, in light of such a potential
scenario, it would be wise already today to
deliberate modes of action at the political
and operative levels (preferably with the
United States). In any case, the option of an-
other military confrontation with Hizbollah
will always be on the agenda.
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