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Introduction

Six months after experiencing the worst internal violence since the 1975–1990 
Civil War, Lebanon finds itself at the head of a unique opportunity for domestic 
peace-building—one that, if properly cultivated by the United States, would 
significantly serve the national interests of both countries.1 The most compel-
ling roadmap for realizing this promise, however, lies within Lebanon itself, 
and not, as many in Washington and now increasingly in Beirut argue, in either 
Damascus or Tehran.2 For while it is certainly true that for Lebanon a “grand 
peace” or a terrible war with one or both of these states would likely overtake 
any internal peace-building dynamic, the prospect of either scenario coming to 
fruition remains distant, to say the least.

Rather than again deferring3 efforts toward a peaceful settlement in 
Lebanon—until the menu of more complex regional issues are hopefully 
resolved—the United States should move quickly in the coming months to 
implement a robust, multifaceted approach that breaks with the anemic and 
oftentimes counterproductive policies of the past three years. Crucially, 
this does not mean having to choose between the false choice of sacrificing 
Lebanon’s sovereignty to Syria or the hitherto politically unpalatable option 
of engaging Hizbullah. Nor would it preclude movement on the various other 
tracks toward peace in the region, since progress in Lebanon (available at a far 
lower cost than elsewhere) would actually enhance these efforts by steadily 
diminishing one critical locus of instability and potential violence.

This Century Foundation Report was completed and released in draft form on December 10, 
2008, and therefore does not include analysis of events thereafter. The only substantive modi-
fication to the text or notes appears on page 23 with the inclusion of a figure illustrating the 
various constraints that Hizbullah is forced to operate under.
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The more promising and politically feasible U.S. strategy, then, 
would continue to view Hizbullah’s independent weaponry as the primary 
threat to U.S. interests in the country, but also would seek to broadly 
undermine the party’s rationale (and therefore ability) for holding onto 
these weapons4—in sharp contrast to the Bush administration’s practice of 
bringing direct counter-pressure and sometimes counter-force to bear on 
Hizbullah itself, as well as on its key “partners”5 in Syria and Iran.

As a first concern, such a policy would address those areas where a 
renewed conflict between Israel and Hizbullah might emerge. After recent 
declarations by Hizbullah secretary general Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah fol-
lowing the midsummer prisoner exchange, the three “bleeding wounds” 
(Nasrallah’s term) that remain open as likely flashpoints are: (1) disputed 
and occupied territory in the Shebaa Farms, Kfar Shouba, and Northern 
Ghajar; (2) Israeli overflights in contravention of international law and 
United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1701;6 and, finally, 
(3) the coordinates for Israeli cluster bombs fired in the July 2006 war.

Of course, as Nasrallah and other Hizbullah leaders have stressed 
for some time, simply removing the bleeding wounds will not be enough 
either for Hizbullah to willingly give up its arms or for there to be enough 
internal political pressure to sensibly force the issue. The United States 
therefore must move in tandem with its efforts to close the bleeding wounds 
file—efforts that the United States would have to lead, given its close 
relationship with Israel—to make good finally on its rhetoric supporting 
the creation of a strong national army. This, however, requires accepting 
two premises that U.S. officials have publicly and privately rejected since 
the withdrawal of Syrian troops in April 2005 following the assassination 
of Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri: first, that the Lebanese Armed Forces 
(LAF) be bolstered, but not in order to forcefully disarm Hizbullah; and, 
second, that the LAF credibly arrays itself in a defensive posture against 
Israel.



Nicholas Noe	 5

Once the building of a strong Lebanese army—shorn of bleeding wounds 
that might “reasonably”7 initiate conflict—is in process, the United States also 
would have to move vigorously on two longer-term fronts that, in general, it 
has poorly understood since the first U.S. Marines landed in Beirut almost 
exactly fifty years ago: first, addressing the strategic threats repeatedly outlined 
by Hizbullah and shared by many Lebanese vis-à-vis Israel (threats centering 
on water, potential cross-border violence initiated by non-state actors, and the 
oft-employed bogeyman of future population transfers from Israel, the West 
Bank, and the Gaza Strip); and, second, serving as a catalyst for precisely the 
kind of structural political reform now being signaled as either an inescapable 
eventuality or a preferable “grand bargain” by an array of Lebanese parties 
themselves. Here, however, the United States finally would have to break 
with its unstated policy of silence and connivance at times regarding the main 
destabilizing factor facing the country, domestically, in the years ahead: the 
confessional system that tends toward instability, injustice, and, ultimately, 
perpetual violence.8 Since the Lebanese have identified these problems as the 
de facto result of the confessional system, and have consequently laid out a 
general roadmap (via the Taif Accord and the Constitution) for changing the 
system, such a break with past U.S. policy would not mean projecting a U.S. 
vision of democracy on the Lebanese, nor would it bring an exclusive focus 
on Shia pluralism and enfranchisement—although the latter will be crucial by-
products. Instead, it would mean that the United States would begin to support 
organic processes that are in the long-term interests of a stable, sovereign, and 
democratic country,9 rather than almost exclusively supporting certain parties 
and figures who have generally performed poorly.10

Such an approach by the United States certainly will not be easy to 
execute, given the transitional period that lies ahead for the incoming admin-
istration of Barack Obama, as well as the inherent difficulty in breaking with 
the path-dependency of not only the past eight years but also the past half-
century of Lebanon policy. Most important, though, it will also mean having 
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to convince the Israelis that the risks implied by a new policy are on balance 
in their interest as well—that, at the most obvious level, giving up disputed 
territory and ending overflights will not mean a “win” for Hizbullah, but rather 
will signal the beginning of a significant downgrading of the threat from the 
North. Even though, at times over the past three years—and with varying lev-
els of enthusiasm—the United States has apparently brought just such a case to 
the Israelis,11 Washington, by its own admission, has failed to cobble together 
a compelling vision for exactly how the risks entailed by ending the bleeding 
wounds and adequately arming the LAF might realistically lead to a resolution 
of Hizbullah’s independent weaponry, instead of merely propping up the cur-
rent government of Prime Minister Fouad Siniora.12 

Without such a vision, Israeli resistance to such steps can be considered 
as eminently reasonable, helping, unfortunately, to further perpetuate the sta-
tus quo13 where the United States and its allies grow progressively weaker, 
Hizbullah grows ever stronger, and renewed violence, either with an increas-
ingly aggravated Israeli government14 or internally, is merely deferred to 
another day.

U.S. Policy since 2005: Swift Victory, 
Steady Collapse

When al-Hariri was tragically murdered on February 14, 2005, the United 
States was dealt an unprecedented opportunity to alter the Lebanese landscape 
dramatically in its favor. After deftly marshaling international forces, together 
with indigenous Lebanese movements, to pressure for Syria’s withdrawal 
after what amounted to a thirty-year occupation, U.S. policy soon came to 
be characterized by an almost exclusive focus on constantly ratcheting up 
direct counter-pressure and counter-force15 on the main focus of its interest 
in Lebanon—Hizbullah and, by relation, the strength of Syrian influence in 
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Lebanon and the region. Unfortunately, the result has been that at critical 
points over the past three years—up to and including the most overt signi-
fier of policy failure, the May clashes—Washington and its allies have seen 
Hizbullah’s power and influence deepen while Syria has effectively broken its 
isolation and indirectly reaped the gains of a far less hostile, post-Doha power-
structure in Lebanon.16 As a consequence, it has become increasingly difficult 
even for ardent supporters of the pro-American March 14 Alliance and U.S. 
officials to make the argument that U.S. interests in Lebanon have been well 
served by the current approach.17

Moreover, while the United States and some of its allies in Lebanon 
publicly tout a handful of “wins”—resisting a complete collapse of their “gov-
erning” majority (though now that majority stands at the mercy of the opposi-
tion’s veto), the still-delayed18 implementation of the United Nations-mandated 
special tribunal to prosecute those suspected of assassinating al-Hariri, and 
the exit of pro-Syrian president Emile Lahoud and the election of a president 
not directly associated (though certainly friendly and sympathetic) toward the 
Hizbullah-led opposition—it remains, at the very least, an open question as to 
whether even these few accomplishments could have been secured through far 
less costly means. Indeed, as a retrospective reading of the July War in 2006 
and the May 2008 violence strongly suggests, a less-bellicose, more-nuanced 
U.S. approach would likely have improved Washington’s standing on a range 
of issues (not to mention the standing of our allies in Beirut and Tel Aviv) 
without the severe moral and strategic blows that were sustained during and 
after hostilities.

In the case of the July War, an event that essentially reversed the growing 
political vulnerability of Hizbullah while stymieing the March 14 Alliance’s 
advance,19 we now know that U.S. policymakers from the start alternatively 
encouraged and pressed Israel for an even more vigorous assault against 
Hizbullah in the hope of destroying it.20 After the war, though, when the costs 
of combined Israeli-U.S.-March 14 Alliance “gains” could be tallied (LAF 
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deployment in South Lebanon, a higher risk calculus for future Hizbullah 
operations, and increasing hostility toward the party by non-Shiite communi-
ties), the Israeli government itself, in the form of the Winograd Report, strongly 
suggested that a more successful approach would have deviated significantly 
from the one that was advocated by U.S. officials:

The decision to respond with an immediate, intensive military strike was 
not based on a detailed, comprehensive and authorized military plan, based 
on careful study of the complex characteristics of the Lebanon arena. A 
meticulous examination of these characteristics would have revealed the 
following: the ability to achieve military gains having significant political-
international weight was limited; an Israeli military strike would inevita-
bly lead to missiles fired at the Israeli civilian north; there was not other 
effective military response to such missile attacks than an extensive and 
prolonged ground operation to capture the areas from which the missiles 
were fired—which would have a high “cost” and which did not enjoy 
broad support. These difficulties were not explicitly raised with the politi-
cal leaders before the decision to strike was taken.

Consequently, in making the decision to go to war, the government did 
not consider the whole range of options, including that of continuing the 
policy of “containment,” or combining political and diplomatic moves 
with military strikes below the “escalation level,”21 or military prepara-
tions without immediate military action—so as to maintain for Israel the 
full range of responses to the abduction. This failure reflects weakness in 
strategic thinking, which derives the response to the event from a more 
comprehensive and encompassing picture.22

Similarly, although the United States strongly and publicly supported 
the two cabinet directives pushed through by the March 14 Alliance, which 
led directly to the May clashes,23 an even marginally less confrontational 
approach—focusing on just airport security as an issue of national sovereignty 
and collective security, rather than adding the obvious redline of going after 
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one of Hizbullah’s most critical weapons (its telecom network)—would likely 
have prevented the violence that followed, which embarrassed and weakened 
the March 14 Alliance.24 In both cases, however, U.S. officials apparently saw 
through their “consistent” policy of escalation25 to the bitter end, even though 
they had earlier acknowledged that their domestic position was steadily wors-
ening.26 By the time Hizbullah and the opposition had asserted themselves 
through force of arms in Beirut, the last façade had fallen: Washington was 
exposed as unwilling or unable to back its hard-line approach and help its 
besieged March 14 Alliance allies with its own dose of counter-force (the 
Israelis being unable or unwilling to intervene as well).

The Doha Accords that followed the May clashes may have been grudg-
ingly welcomed by U.S. officials—and even stretched, in Machiavellian fash-
ion, into a kind of long-term loss for Hizbullah27—but the facts on the ground 
continue to suggest otherwise, even beyond the obvious concessions that the 
March 14 Alliance was forced to make over cabinet veto power and a new 
electoral law. The relatively quick and clean use of force clearly demonstrated 
to supporters and opponents alike the party’s strength and agility in break-
ing the agonizing months of increasingly violent, sectarian deadlock. This, 
of course, has had the added benefit of freeing up resources from a draining 
internal struggle that narrowly focused on containing (or occasionally stoking) 
the street conflict.28 Although Sunni-Shia relations were clearly hurt, raising 
the spectre of a Sunni-extremist backlash in parts of the country such as Tripoli 
and the Bekaa, for the opposition, the permanent state of conflict, most notably 
in Beirut, was essentially sublimated with a result welcomed by a broad cross-
section of the Lebanese body politic.29 

As a result, as the International Crisis Group (ICG) points out, Hizbullah 
emerged from the brief conflict—having broken its core pledge not to use its 
arms internally—emboldened by what party leaders saw as the cauterization 
of the March 14 Alliance’s two primary sources of power: “government con-
trol and foreign support,”30 with the country’s sectarian divide standing as the 
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“only truly effective” leverage for the March 14 Alliance (the latter’s rhetoric 
on taking the “nonviolent” high road being regarded as a non-factor due, first, 
to the sub-par fighting in which March 14 Alliance partisans did evidently 
engage and, second, to the clumsy provocation that the two government deci-
sions represented). Moreover, in the cabinet statement that followed Doha, 
Hizbullah was able to successfully secure language to its liking, especially in 
Paragraph 24, which recognizes not only “the right of Lebanon’s people, army 
and resistance to liberate the Israeli-occupied Shebaa Farms, Kfar Shouba 
Hills and the Lebanese section of Ghajar village,” but also for those same three 
actors “to defend the country using all legal and possible means.” [emphasis 
added] For Hizbullah, the national defense issue was clearly enshrined, in law, 
in its favor this time around:31 after all, with little in the way of meaningful 
U.S. or international support for the Lebanese army, the country faced the 
problem of creating an adequate defense in perpetuity, one that only the resis-
tance could credibly purport to solve in the minds of key Lebanese allies and 
constituencies.

Finally, the May clashes and their aftermath failed to significantly dent 
the political alliances and support that Hizbullah and the opposition as a whole 
have maintained through more than two years of massive domestic upheaval. 
On its face, Hizbullah’s use of arms domestically should have greatly dimin-
ished support for both Hizbullah and the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM), 
precipitating some kind of a break between the two recent allies that U.S. poli-
cymakers had long expected and hoped for. Likewise, it should have created 
consternation and wedges within the Shiite community itself. Instead, given 
the way in which the May events were handled, and buffered as they were 
by three years of U.S. policy that suppressed almost any divisions within the 
Shiite community, neither of the hoped-for results came to fruition. Indeed, it 
now appears as though it is the March 14 Alliance that is fraying32—a develop-
ment feeding into what appears to be a growing consensus among key Western 
election observers and diplomats in Beirut that the March 14 Alliance faces 
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serious trouble in the upcoming elections in 2009; and that, although the vote 
will undoubtedly be close, the opposition has a more than even chance of win-
ning the majority.33 

Thus, as it stands—three years after securing an (at times) excessively 
friendly majority—Washington faces the serious possibility of losing its main 
lever for promoting its interests in Lebanon. If this comes to pass, however, 
blame should not be laid solely at the feet of an inflexible and aggressive 
approach apparently pursued and encouraged by U.S. officials. For this policy 
has also been consistently underlined, and perhaps fatally undermined, by a 
derivative unwillingness (sometimes plain ambivalence) on the part of the 
United States to meaningfully assist Siniora in his stated effort to build a strong 
state able to exercise a monopoly over the means of violence.

Washington and the LAF: Rhetoric versus Reality

“Is it reasonable to wait for permission from the United States or Israel to arm and 

equip our national army in a manner that enables it to carry out its main national 

duties?. . .  It is legitimate and even legal for our state to buy weapons for its army 

even from the black market, just as the resistance does. If we wait for Condoleezza 

Rice’s permission, we will only get Rio trucks and poor armoured vehicles. We will 

never get what enables our army to confront the Israeli aggression.”			 

					     —Nasrallah, September 26, 200834

When Syrian troops were forced to leave Lebanon in April 2005, Washington 
faced a number of hurdles in reconstituting what had once been a solid rela-
tionship with the LAF. First and foremost, the national army had been deeply 
scarred by decades of Syrian dominance over training and advancement; also, 
the Lebanese government had, for its part, largely neglected the official military 
institution as a budgetary priority and, partially as a result, equipment remained 
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largely dependent on the (even at the time) outdated hardware that the United 
States had delivered to the LAF in the early 1990s.35 These hurdles, as well as 
others related to absorption capacity, end-use concerns, and the speed and flex-
ibility of U.S. delivery mechanisms, were all eminently surmountable36—that is, 
if Washington truly had the kind of unambiguous commitment to the LAF that it 
repeatedly highlighted in public statements. 

Unfortunately, as Hizbullah and various opposition leaders have been quick 
to point out (with a degree of traction that apparently unnerves U.S. officials),37 
the reality of U.S. support for the LAF has been woefully inadequate for either 
of the two related tasks that Washington considers as its highest priorities in the 
country: contributing to the state-building process and enforcing U.N. Security 
Council resolutions.38 In light of this, Washington’s escalating rhetoric concern-
ing its “strong” and supposedly “unfettered” commitment to adequately arming 
the LAF has been particularly counterproductive,39 with exaggerated statements 
by some officials only throwing into relief what has become a routine assump-
tion, even among reliably pro-U.S. media, of a joint U.S.-Israeli “veto” on 
sophisticated arms transfers.

At the most basic level, that of funding support, although U.S. officials 
claim to have committed $410 million to the LAF since the fiscal year that 
began in 2005 (that is, fiscal years 2006–2008)—supposedly representing the 
second largest per capita U.S. military assistance effort in the world—a closer 
examination reveals that Lebanon actually stands behind nearby Jordan on a 
per capita basis.40 Moreover, if one considers the fiscal year 2007 supplemen-
tal request for the LAF as a unique event ($220 million) related to the Nahr 
al-Barid battle, normal funding levels appear set to hover around $60 million 
per year (based on the fiscal year 2008 appropriation and the fiscal year 2009 
request)—that is, well below the ongoing military aid to Jordan on a per capita 
basis.41 

But it is the all too evident state of the LAF’s fighting ability, and particu-
larly its dangerously outdated and largely ineffective equipment, that stands 
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as the most obvious indicator of a joint U.S.–March 14 Alliance failure to live 
up to their own lofty rhetoric. As Jean Kahwagi, the new LAF commander in 
chief, told one newspaper in his first such interview in September 2008: 

It is time for everyone to look at our conditions. That is the military of 
the past three years. You find them along the entire border in the open, 
indoors, in the alleys and on the roads, in the plains and the mountains, 
active night and day. Who asks about them? Who asks about their living 
conditions, their weapons and ammunition, their means of transport, their 
medical treatment and their compensation?42

Linking the most basic needs of the army—including adequate numbers 
of troops and the ability to deliver food, mobile shelters, and spare parts—to 
the issue of advanced equipment, Commander Kahwagi continued:

The army includes ground, naval, and air brigades and they are all lacking 
in capabilities. The ground brigades need modern tanks and vehicles, and 
more important than that they lack anti-armour missiles, both short-range 
and long-range (on the basis of the experience of the Lebanese resistance 
especially in the July 2006 war). It is necessary to develop the missile sys-
tem and the artillery, and especially the portable individual type. That lies 
at the heart of the defence strategy. . . . The navy brigades need launches, 
boats, radar, missiles, and torpedoes.”43

Kahwagi’s comments, of course, merely underscored public state-
ments made in 2007 by the current president and former army chief, Michel 
Suleiman, who strongly suggested at the height of the Nahr al-Barid battle 
that U.S. support had been largely illusory. “We need a lot of weapons and 
ammunition, conventional and modern,” he said, “but we have received only 
a lot of promises and some ammunition, but no equipment. As if they are tell-
ing us: Die first and back-up would arrive later. That is why we are looking 
for sources to acquire weapons.” Ahmed Fatfat, one of Washington’s most 
ardent backers within the March 14 Alliance, responded curtly that, “The U.S. 
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provided money and equipment . . . maybe the army wants more but whatever 
they requested, they got,” adding that, in his view as minister of youth and 
sports, he did not “think sophisticated weaponry will be of use in such a battle 
which really involves street fighting.” (Ironically, Fatfat went on in the same 
interview to say that, “Politicians shouldn’t talk about military matters and 
military men shouldn’t talk about political issues.”)44

Fatfat’s rejoinder in 2007 was more than just an exercise in self-contra-
dictory posturing. His core charge that the army had gotten what it “requested” 
parroted the official U.S. position on arms transfers to Lebanon. As the deputy 
chief of mission (DCM) in Beirut, William Grant, put it in an interview in 
pro-U.S. An-Nahar daily in August 2008, “There is nothing until now that the 
Lebanese Army requested and the Americans failed to provide. The army real-
izes that it can ask for whatever it wants and we did not offer it a limited list 
to choose from . . . there are no U.S. restrictions on what the army requests.” 
Later, in the same interview, Grant went a step further, explaining that, “We 
always hear complaints from the Lebanese people that the United States helps 
the Lebanese Army but it does not provide it with necessary weapons and 
equipment. This is totally not true.” [emphasis added]45

Grant’s reasoning requires some effort to unpack as literal truth, but it 
is possible. Despite the repeated public and private statements by LAF com-
manders to both Lebanese, European, and American audiences over the years46 
concerning their immediate, multifaceted need for advanced equipment, it is 
the Lebanese ministry of defense under the auspices of the Siniora government 
that makes the official “requests” to Washington. Since the ministry does not 
“request” the said items, Grant is literally correct in saying that they were 
never formally “requested”—although the specific needs on the ground had 
been made clear by LAF commanders.

The deeper problem of forthrightness emerges as a result of Grant’s sec-
ond assertion, that the United States “did not offer it [the LAF, presumably] a 
limited list to choose from.” Why, if the army says it needs certain advanced 
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items, does the ministry not formally request them, especially given that the 
United States, as Grant strongly suggests, would like to give the LAF whatever 
its commanders deem necessary (funding permitting, of course). 

The primary reason for the ministry’s apparent self-restraint, according 
to several retired LAF generals involved in preparing equipment requests 
for the ministry, as well as several European defense attachés and officials 
also involved in the process, is that the United States has long made clear to 
government officials what is on the table and what is off. (U.S. officials them-
selves euphemistically call this “what provokes the fears of the U.S.,”47 with-
out apparently realizing the contradiction.) It is therefore up to the ministry48 
and Siniora not to embarrass themselves (and the United States) by formally 
requesting items that the United States is likely to reject.49

That this practice remains is due to the catch-22 from which both the 
United States and its European allies find themselves unable or unwilling to 
extricate themselves, despite their pronouncements to the contrary. As one top 
Western European defense attaché in Beirut explained:

We would like an LAF strong enough to attack Hizbullah but not strong 
enough to attack Israel. The problem is that with Hizbullah, if you want to 
attack it, you practically need the same level of weaponry as if you were 
going to attack Israel! . . . In reality most, or all, Western countries do not 
want a military system that is modern and competent here; they want a 
security system that is much different, able to maintain order in Lebanon. 
. . . Of course, when we think of “order” we think of grabbing all of the 
armaments from Hizbullah and the other militias—hence the immobility 
on the issue.50

Past and present U.S. officials themselves occasionally acknowledge this 
policy predicament as matter-of-factly as the European defense attaché (with-
out attribution of course)—as do a range of other actors directly knowledge-
able of U.S. policy on the issue.51 But what is stated publicly and on the record 
by U.S. officials is almost equally as compelling. Although they uniformly 
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reject the insinuation that Israel wields a veto over U.S. decisions—a rea-
sonable claim, since U.S. and Israeli interests are so closely intertwined in 
any case—and while they generally eschew talk of avoiding a disruption of 
Israel’s Qualitative Military Edge (QME), several officials have been clear 
in their understanding of what the LAF’s primary mission should be: disarm-
ing Hizbullah.52 Although more often couched in the language of enforcing 
UN Security Council resolutions, the import is practically the same since this 
means disarming Hizbullalh as a first concern for the United States.

Even though Washington has gradually grown more comfortable with 
the LAF, especially after the 2006 July War and then again after Nahr al-Barid 
in 2007,53 meaningful support has not been forthcoming, primarily because 
the LAF is to this day demonstrably unwilling and unable to meet the bar that 
might prompt Washington to overcome its related concern for Israel’s QME. 
This sticking point was underscored for U.S. and European policymakers only a 
few months ago during the May clashes, when the army, hoping to avoid a split 
in its ranks, ended up playing a vital—though ostensibly neutral—supporting 
role for Hizbullah’s successful clear-and-transfer (to the army) strategy.

As such, the LAF remains effectively stuck in neutral—which means the 
joint U.S.–March 14 Alliance commitment to state-building continues to be 
undermined at critical moments. The Nahr al-Barid conflict was, of course, 
only one particularly glaring example, easily exploited by Hizbullah and its 
allies. As Commander Kahwagi explained to As-Safir one year later, “the army 
was compelled to hire giant bulldozers from civilian and commercial estab-
lishments to open up some roads or to dismantle mines,” because the LAF did 
not have such capability. The LAF’s helicopters, he continued, did not have 
bases or rockets, “thus prompting the engineering corps and the air force to 
devise the ‘giant bombs’ that were detonated over the gunmen’s positions in a 
manner reminiscent of some of the scenes of World War I.”54

Kahwagi’s examples, also cited by Suleiman in his August 2007 state-
ments, would continue to serve as an emblem for the hobbled international effort 
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to arm the LAF at its moment of dire need. According to a Western European 
defense attaché and a retired LAF general directly involved and knowledgeable 
of the issue (respectively), although the United Arab Emirates (UAE) delivered a 
small number of Gazelle helicopters before and during the conflict, the LAF was 
greatly disappointed to find them without the HOT anti-tank weapons system 
that would have provided the kind of pinpoint accuracy and lethality needed in 
the tightly populated camp environment. Although the UAE had such Gazelles 
available for its own use, it exercised a “self-veto” because of its understanding 
that either the French (who build the HOT system with the Germans) and/or the 
United States would step in and prevent the transfer.55

An even more vivid example of Washington’s political vulnerability on the 
issue of weapons transfers would come one year later, when Nasrallah suggested 
in a September 2008 speech that, because of “Israeli and U.S.” intransigence, the 
Siniora government should simply go on to the international arms market and 
procure the equipment the LAF said it needed.56 While failing to specify where 
the required funds for such an endeavor would be found, Nasrallah had chosen 
his moment well, just as a controversy had arisen over the non-transfer of U.S. 
Cobra attack helicopters to the LAF.

The issue was raised earlier, in late August, when U.S. deputy assistant 
secretary of state for Asia and the near east, David Hale, swooped into Lebanon 
and ratcheted up expectations that Cobra helicopters were in the offing for the 
LAF—equipment that DCM Grant had earlier said, in more general terms, the 
LAF “asked” for, and which would have represented the most sophisticated 
U.S. transfer of weapons to date. According to the pro–March 14 Alliance Web 
site Now Lebanon, which touted Hale’s statements in a story headlined “Hale 
Conveys U.S. Offer of Cobra Helicopters,” the ambassador “submitted a list 
of U.S.-made helicopters, at the top of which came the AH-1 COBRA fighter 
helicopter, to the Lebanese Ministry of Defence.”57 

With expectations rising that President Michel Suleiman’s first visit to the 
White House on September 25, 2008, would bring a concrete announcement 
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on a delivery schedule, news reports in the pro-opposition Al-Akhbar and from 
the pro–March 14 Alliance  LBC-TV revealed,58 only a week before the visit, 
that Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs 
Jeffrey Feltman was in Israel on a mission to discuss the helicopter issue—the 
Israelis being opposed in principle to such transfers, according to their own 
spokesperson.

Suleiman’s meeting came and went, however, and nothing was announced 
on the issue of the Cobras. Ambassador Hale was quickly reduced to saying that 
Washington would provide the Lebanese army with “stronger and more effec-
tive” equipment.59 

Undoubtedly aware of the Lebanese press headlines stirring on the issue, 
U.S. officials began to make themselves available, without attribution, in order 
to walk back the expectations that they themselves had earlier raised. According 
to one report in An-Nahar, a Pentagon official promptly threw the issue onto the 
Siniora government by using the “what-constitutes-a-request” argument: 

the U.S. administration has not yet received an official or detailed request 
from the Lebanese defence ministry for any specific kind of weapons [em-
phasis added]. . . . He said the delay was from Lebanon since the U.S. Defense 
Department had been waiting for a visit by Defense Minister Elias Murr this 
September “to go into the details of the needs of the Lebanese army. But this 
visit did not take place for Lebanese, and not American, considerations.”60

Unsatisfied with merely ignoring previous public statements by U.S. offi-
cials suggesting that the Cobras had indeed been “asked” for and that the United 
States had reviewed the Cobra purchase specifically with Lebanese officials in 
late August, the unnamed Pentagon official went further and suggested that the 
whole idea of Cobras might not be a sound one after all: “The official wondered 
. . . whether exhausting the amounts for the assistance of the Lebanese army on a 
limited number of combat helicopters ‘would make the Lebanese army capable 
of confronting the challenges facing it.’ ” 61
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But the final expectations’ drop kick was provided elsewhere in the form of 
the sympathetic and knowledgeable U.S. congressman Nick Rahall—who is of 
Lebanese descent. Squelching hopes that the United States might reverse course 
and commit itself not only to the limited sale of Cobras, but also perhaps to a 
wider array of advanced equipment, Congressman Rahall told the opposition-
leaning As-Safir after a meeting with Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, “there 
will be no heavy American military assistance to the Lebanese army.” He added 
that the meeting between Suleiman and Gates “discussed the type of equipment 
needed by the army and they aren’t heavy weapons but necessary equipment that 
allows the army to fulfill its task such as night [vision] goggles and helicopters. 
All the armies in the world possess such equipment.”62

With U.S. policy on LAF arms transfers evidently laid bare (just as the 
limits of its confrontational approach had been unmasked earlier in May), it is 
not surprising that Hizbullah leaders have been able to repeatedly benefit from 
the catch-22 that reliably constrains U.S. and European policy vis-à-vis the LAF. 
Indeed, so confident are they in the durability of the logjam that Nasrallah’s 
political adviser, Hussein Khalil, recently dared the Americans to provide the 
LAF with modern antiaircraft guns as a bare minimum (reports having just cir-
culated that Hizbullah possessed advanced surface-to-air missiles).63

In all the apparent gloating, however, one can discern a thinly masked and 
evidently deep-seated concern among Hizbullah officials on the issue: for what 
would happen if the LAF was, in fact, credibly armed and arrayed defensively 
against Israel? And what would happen if the bleeding wounds were removed?

Hizbullah and Its Limits

In explaining Hizbullah’s rising political and military prowess, Shaykh Naim 
Qassem, in his 2005 book Hizbullah: The Story from Within, explained that 
while the party was dedicated to (potentially violent) resistance on the basis 
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of its religious, ideological, and national commitments, the Resistance 
(Hizbullah) could have achieved its current standing only through “public 
support for such resistance.”64 Qassem was therefore reiterating essentially 
the same point that Nasrallah had made shortly after the fall of Saddam 
Hussein:

We should all learn a lesson—so should the regimes in power in the 
Arab and Islamic countries. The lesson to be learned is that the army 
and security services can protect any oppressive regime, but that the 
army and security services of any oppressive regime will not be able 
to protect it if confronted by a stronger military force. What can really 
protect a regime are its own people and its own citizens, if they are well 
treated by it; if it oppresses them, none of its rallying speeches will do 
it any good. This is the lesson we need to learn from what is now taking 
place in Iraq. A country ruled by a tyrannical and oppressive regime 
has no future if confronted by an invading force stronger than the one it 
relies on for its protection.65

Nasrallah’s “lesson” was indeed one for Hizbullah to heed as the threat 
of another American intervention, quite possibly directed against Syria (at 
the time), seemed to grow.66 Hizbullah could wield the balance of power on 
the ground in Lebanon—as it increasingly has—but if its execution alien-
ated public support, if it became oppressive, then the project of resistance 
would be mortally endangered. Compulsion, as Nasrallah and Qassem both 
make clear, is ultimately a doomed effort, especially in Lebanon. Qassem 
explains: 

Where military power is only and exclusively employed to combat the 
enemy, aiming at liberating the land irrespective of geography, and when 
Lebanon is chained to a set of balances which would render thinking of 
defeating the “other” futile or a source of unity for belligerent foes, and 
where the military supremacy of one sect over others leads to internal 
strife in which all are losers, then would a serious resistance mission 



Nicholas Noe	 21

gain natural legitimacy. Any other form of military mission would be 
quickly exposed and lose its objectives. [emphasis added]67

Qassem’s point is especially prescient to consider in light of the May 
2008 violence. Hizbullah would “never” use its arms internally, party leaders 
had long promised to their supporters and to the Lebanese in general. But, 
because of the actions of the government, Hizbullah was “forced” to use its 
weapons just as it would against an Israeli invasion. In this, Hizbullah calcu-
lated (correctly)68 that the government’s actions were so obviously a direct 
assault on the resistance, and public support for the government had been so 
calcified by years of March 14 Alliance failures and miscalculations, that the 
risk of violent action was worth some inevitable erosion of its support—indeed, 
it might even be beneficial if executed in a swift and contained manner.69 

Here, of course, it is significant that Hizbullah had to make such cal-
culations since, first, it had long acknowledged the “set of balances” in 
Lebanon that “chained” its actions—whether it liked this or not—and, second, 
it recognized the long-term futility of relying on force and compulsion. The 
practical outcome was a set of extraordinarily frank statements following the 
Doha Agreement that moved Hizbullah closer to the Shiite center represented 
by AMAL (Afwaj al-Muqâwmat al-Lubnaniyya, or Lebanese Resistance 
Detachments) and Sayyid Mohammed Hussein Fadlallah. As Qassem put it 
in late May:

We agree to a defense strategy that makes our national army capable of 
protecting Lebanon and of preventing Israel from attacking it. At that 
point, a solution to the weapons situation will be part of this defense strat-
egy. Therefore, we are ready for solutions. However, for us to be weak 
and for our army to be incapable alone of defending Lebanon and then for 
someone to tell the resistance, which staged a fight and achieved libera-
tion, that it should abandon weapons just to make us weak and then for 
Israel to come and impose what it wants on Lebanon—how can any mind 
accept this? We need to confront the Israeli danger. If the Lebanese state 
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tackles it in a certain way, we are ready to be part of this solution. However, 
if it does not, we cannot abandon our resistance and our weapons so that the 
state may become weak and we may become weak and then for Israel to 
control us and do whatever it wants.70

Evidently concerned by the possible fallout of its violent intervention, other 
Hizbullah officials, including Nasrallah and Southern Commander Nabil Qaouk, 
quickly followed Qassem in reiterating the point that the party acknowledged 
the (political) necessity of finding a “solution”—sooner rather than later—to 
Hizbullah’s independent weaponry. “Let us burst this boil!” Nasrallah exclaimed 
in early July, in the clearest terms he has yet offered:

We are ready to draw up a defence strategy for Lebanon, have the prisoners 
released, and liberate the Shebaa Farms and the Kfar Shuba Hills in order to 
close the liberation file. As Lebanese, we will discuss the other file called the 
defence of Lebanon. The Israelis commit violations, level threats, and har-
bour ambitions in water. . . . This means that Lebanon remains under threat. 
. . . If we have another means to defend our country, if we no longer need 
the resistance and its weapons, and if it is better for us to send young men 
back to their schools, homes, and families, then we will have no problem. 
We have never said that our resistance is eternal or that we will keep our 
weapons forever. . . . Some people say that we will not accept any proposal. 
. . . The southern villagers have paid a high price over the past 30 years and 
since the establishment of the [Israeli] entity in 1948. Let us try to persuade 
the southerners of some defence strategy—and this is a new proposal—so 
that they can return to their homes. . . . We do not consider ourselves an 
alternative to the state or any other body. . . . Let others defend and protect 
the country. We have no problem with that at all.” [emphasis added]71

One may consider Nasrallah’s offer to send his fighters home as insincere. 
And indeed, it may well be. But whether Nasrallah wants to continue violent 
resistance in perpetuity or not, his logic demonstrates that Hizbullah’s deep 
desires—liberating Jerusalem, perhaps, or turning Lebanon into an Islamic 
state—are dialectically related to what the party can do under the prevailing con-
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ditions of Lebanon, first, as well as those that lie beyond the country’s border.72 
It is, in short, Hizbullah’s own “Spider Web,” illustrated in Figure 1 (page 24) as 
a series of concentric circles limiting, exacerbating, and sometimes undermining 
the party’s multifarious aspirations and interests. Israel may be “weaker than a 
spider’s web,” according to Nasrallah, but Hizbullah finds itself caught within 
one. Although the regional and international dimensions are certainly powerful 
(especially during open conflict),  as one senior opposition official put it to ICG 
in mid-May 2008, “the problem is not to take power, but what to do with it. In 
a multi-confessional system such as Lebanon’s, if we were to seize power by 
force, we would have every other community against us.”73

That, Hizbullah has made clear through its discourse and through its 
actions on the ground over the years, would eventually make any resistance 
project impossible, especially one led by the Resistance. Accordingly, Hizbullah 
has followed a fairly steady course in carefully calibrating resistance and broad 
public support for the resistance since at least the end of the civil war. As Joseph 
Alagha argues, Hizbullah has been forced to shift its stance on a wide range of 
its earlier, supposedly immutable values: 

From anathematizing the Lebanese state and regarding the regime as an 1.	
infidel, to upholding the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Lebanon, 
which bears a striking resemblance to the [right-wing, Christian] Lebanese 
Forces’ slogan of the 10,425-square-kilometer Lebanon. 

From censuring the Taif Agreement to safeguarding it. 2.	

From calling for the establishment of an Islamic state to working within 3.	
the narrow confines of the Lebanese sectarian-confessional political and 
administrative system, etc.74 

Notably, all three of these shifts were accompanied by a lessening of 
Hizbullah’s use of violence such that by the time Israel withdrew in May 2000, 
the party had abandoned spectacular operations executed beyond Lebanon’s bor-
ders (the last such operation may have been the 1996 bombing of the Khobar 
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Towers in Saudi Arabia, although Hizbullah denies involvement and top U.S. 
officials dispute the party’s purported role), while key leaders seemed resigned 
to settling into a relatively predictable “cold war” with Israel.

After the sudden withdrawal of Syrian forces in 2005, Hizbullah went even 
further along this course in an attempt to protect the resistance through broader 
political alliances. Notable in this regard: Hizbullah joined the Quadripartite 
Alliance75 with its former foes and rivals for the 2005 elections; for the first time, 
it joined the cabinet directly, and therefore assumed executive responsibility (at 
which point it repeatedly made clear the party would pursue limited border oper-
ations in order to return prisoners);76 it began to strongly deemphasize the issue 
of “just” representation (one person, one vote), preferring instead to find refuge 
in confessional checks and balances77; and even as party officials were label-
ing the March 14 Alliance as traitors in the political upheaval that followed the 
breakdown of the alliance, those same officials openly acknowledged the need 
for ruling with the March 14 Alliance. On this issue, Hizbullah cabinet minister 
Mohammad Fniesh explained: “the truth is, we can’t rule without all political 
forces in the country [being represented]. If we had a choice, we would never 
choose to be in a government with them. We are doing this for national unity.” 
As ICG pointed out, his words echoed Nasrallah’s frank acknowledgment after 
the July War: “had we not been concerned about this homeland, had we not been 
aware of the religious and sectarian sensitivities, I would have stood on August 
14, not to speak about a national unity government but to speak about traitors 
who should stand trial in Lebanon.”78 Even after Hizbullah’s weapons had been 
used “victoriously” then, and despite great anger toward the government within 
the Shiite community in particular, Nasrallah was nevertheless forced to admit 
that there was little choice but to accept the limitations that would come along 
with a national unity government—even one where the majority was supported 
by Hizbullah’s bitterest foe, the United States.

The fact that Nasrallah was able to issue such bluster at all reflected, in 
large part, the poor choices that Israel, the United States, and the March 14 
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Alliance made during and after the July War—choices that had the effect of 
shoring up Hizbullah’s case to its own constituency and to its allies, when both 
could have been gravely undermined.79 And it also demonstrated the smart 
investment Hizbullah had earlier made in negotiating those alliances, espe-
cially with AMAL and the FPM.

But here, Hizbullah, by its own logic, has also exposed itself to great 
risk should its rhetoric be called to account. For even as these two parties 
and their respective constituencies continue to provide the vital public support 
Hizbullah needs to maneuver as an independent resistance force, both have 
also produced noticeably different discourses when it comes to the core issue 
of the LAF and national defense.80

As a first matter, although Shiite sentiment has certainly solidified behind 
Hizbullah, even pro-opposition polling suggests there is a strong preference 
among Lebanese Shiites for the LAF to protect the country. When asked, for 
example:  “Disregarding your feelings about Hezbollah’s internal strategy, do 
you consider Hezbollah’s weapons as a guarantee to protect Lebanon until 
the Lebanese Army is ready?— 97% of Shia and only 50% of the other sects 
agree.”81 As the pollster in this case, Abdo Saad, explains, “There is a great 
confidence in the army among all the sects that, if it could, it would defend 
the whole country. . . . If you had a strong army able to defend the nation then 
the Lebanese and the majority of the Shia will choose this option. If the army 
could play the same role as the Resistance then they will welcome it.”82

Not unexpectedly, pro–March 14 Alliance polling confirms the trend, 
albeit with heavy Christian support (79 percent) for a government-only 
“defense option” (the question of whether force should be used to this end is 
noticeably omitted) and a majority Shiite preference (71 percent) for a mixed 
option now (here, though, the critical idea of who has fundamental control over 
decision-making is left undefined).83 Either because of political calculation, or 
out of core conviction, AMAL leaders—together with the FPM—accordingly 
have asserted that they agree with approaching the issue of Hizbullah’s arms 
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through a two-pronged strategy: removing the bleeding wounds and arming 
the LAF so that Shiites, Hizbullah, and indeed all Lebanese can then invest 
their trust in it. While Hizbullah and its supporters rightfully may be accused 
of dissimulating on the issue given their ideological commitments, the pref-
erence for AMAL, the FPM, and their constituencies is to pursue this path, 
and to pursue it now—an element of urgency that Nasrallah has only recently 
begun to co-opt.

“Take Shebaa off the table, implement 1701 and support the LAF,” explains 
Parliamentary Speaker Nabih Berri, a top adviser to AMAL leadership. “The U.S. 
has to assist in putting this kind of buffer zone with Israel in place first . . . then 
you can eliminate the obsession factors that drive Hizbullah.” 84 Underscoring the 
point, a few weeks prior, Berri himself had broached the subject of inte-
gration in unusually specific terms, following the mistaken shooting-down 
of an LAF helicopter by Hizbullah: “As for the function of the Resistance 
and its mechanism and its position in the defensive strategy,” he explained 
during a commemoration of AMAL cofounder Imam Musa al-Sadr, “there 
should be a committee between the army and the resistance to follow up 
on field issues and coordinate steps, in order to preserve sovereignty and 
liberate the land and rights, whether by diplomacy or resistance.” Pointing 
to inadequate U.S. assistance to the LAF, Berri added that, “The question 
should not be why is it that the Islamic Republic of Iran or this or that 
country are helping Lebanon with liberation. . . . The question should 
rather be: Why was not the Lebanese state and army provided with the 
capacities and power to liberate?”85

Toward a New U.S. Approach

“It is not logical for these weapons to remain forever. There is bound to be an end to 

them. The natural key is to tackle the causes and the results will disappear. Come and 
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build a strong and just state, protecting the country and the citizens and their liveli-

hoods, waters, and dignity, and you will find that the resolution of the resistance issue 

will not need even a negotiation table.”

	                             —Nasrallah, “Divine Victory” Speech, September 200686

The United States now faces essentially four policy options to address the 
dominant issue of Hizbullah’s arms—excluding, of course, the still unlikely 
pathways of a broad peace or a broad war with either Syria or Iran. Perhaps 
the least attractive domestic option involves the use of direct counterforce 
in Lebanon. As the Israeli experience in the July War demonstrated,87 such a 
move, executed by either the Americans and/or the Israelis, would undoubtedly 
entail large sacrifices in men and materiel, given the necessity of committing 
sizable ground forces across Lebanon, and would likely mire either actor in a 
long and dangerously unstable theatre of conflict, which could lead to a costly 
region-wide conflagration. Moreover, yet another, perhaps even more brutal 
war would only further damage already diminished U.S. prestige in the Arab 
and Muslim world, as well as far beyond—quite apart from whether or not the 
United States was “successful.”

A second option for policymakers essentially would be to stay the course 
of the past three years, slowly and marginally equipping and training the LAF 
(especially for special operations/anti-terrorism operations), bringing occa-
sional counter-pressure to bear on Hizbullah and its allies and hoping all along 
that the Israelis might lend a hand to the March 14 Alliance by moving on one 
or all of the bleeding wounds. As the narrative above suggests, however, such a 
strategy has not been successful to date, and now bears the added disincentive 
of operating in an environment where the political clock is ticking down to a 
possible transfer of power in 2009.

While there has been some discussion of a third alternative possibly 
favored by the Israelis—the return of Syrian domination—the political impos-
sibility of sanctioning this, from the perspective of Washington, is perhaps 
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matched only by the impossibility of the fourth option of “engaging” Hizbullah. 
Both options stand as seemingly impregnable redlines for a range of policy-
makers at all levels of the bureaucracy and elected leadership, as evidenced 
by strong public statements in this regard. Moreover, an immediate strategy 
of engagement, in the absence of concrete U.S.-led measures preparing the 
political field, would face a long road that—given the visceral opposition in 
the United States—would be immensely difficult for the bureaucracy and the 
elected leadership to see through.

The more attractive course of action, however, would take a different tack 
than all of the above. Recognizing the political, ideological, and institutional 
limitations Hizbullah faces in Lebanon, U.S. policymakers should instead seek 
to undermine the rationale upon which Hizbullah’s independent weaponry is 
based—steadily constraining the party’s ability to exercise violence by wedg-
ing it from both its vital political alliances as well as from its soft supporters 
across the confessional spectrum.

Removing the Bleeding Wounds

“These fools do not learn from their past mistakes. . . . When they withdrew from 

Lebanon, they continued to occupy the Shebaa Farms and kept our brothers in custody. 

Had they released them when they left Lebanon, there would not now be a ‘prisoner 

issue’ between Lebanon and the enemy. They opened the door for us.”

					                      —Nasrallah, January 200488

Prisoners. Two months after the July 2008 prisoner swap, Nasrallah “offi-
cially” closed the file on living Lebanese prisoners in Israeli jails. In doing so, 
he effectively removed one of the four bleeding wounds from the ledger of 
Israeli offenses considered actionable by Hizbullah. This is not to say, how-
ever, that the whole file is closed for Hizbullah. As Sayyid Nasrallah explained 
in a speech during Eid al-Adha in late September, the party considers the issue 
of “martyrs” bodies and people missing in Israel still open. Crucially, though, 
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while explaining the inherent difficulty of resolving the issue (one mirrored 
on the Israeli side by missing lieutenant colonel Ron Arad), Sayyid Nasrallah 
asserted that the remaining file could and should be transferred to the Lebanese 
government—as an official state “responsibility.” Indicating that, at this point, 
the state could play an effective role—in contrast to its apparent inability over 
the years to secure the release of living prisoners—Nasrallah explained, “I am 
not dumping things on the Lebanese government . . . we hope that the govern-
ment will take this burden off of our backs and assume responsibility for it.”89 

His warning that Hizbullah would reengage in the matter in an unspeci-
fied manner should be taken seriously by the Lebanese government and the 
United States. Both should therefore take visible, concrete action on the issue—
with the Lebanese government forming an official investigatory body, ideally 
linked to the issue of missing Lebanese in Syrian jails, that would regularly 
publish findings and report on ameliorative steps taken. The United States, 
for its part, should propose using the pre-existing structure of the UNIFIL-led 
Tripartite Committee (TC) grouping the LAF,  the Israeli Defense Force (IDF), 
and the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) as a mechanism 
for permanent, scientific exchanges of information between the two oppos-
ing sides. In doing so, the United States and the Lebanese government would 
enhance transparency on the issue, affirm their commitment to the missing in 
all countries as an integrated matter, and further bolster the promising conflict-
mitigation mechanism embodied in the TC.

Disputed and Occupied Territory. With a deal reportedly imminent for an 
Israeli pull-out from occupied Northern Ghajar, and with ever-stronger U.S. 
statements on the need for an Israeli pull-out from Shebaa Farms,90 momentum 
finally appears to have shifted at the Israeli, U.S., and international levels for 
an end to the “liberation file.” Indeed, after an extensive mapping effort, the 
United Nations may be prepared to declare Shebaa as Lebanese—thus revers-
ing the earlier U.N. decision in 2000, which declared the territory as Syrian 
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and therefore not subject to UNSCR 425 covering the 1978 Israeli invasion 
of Lebanon.91 The matter of Kfar Shouba Hills, which lie directly adjacent to 
Shebaa Farms, may also be resolved geographically as a part of that U.N. map-
ping effort.92 

In order to address the key Israeli concern of water in Shebaa,93 the United 
States should work to move the technical withdrawal and transfer matters to the 
TC, but with the added functionality of having the committee serve as a further 
conflict mitigation mechanism for any water disputes (see “Mitigating Long-
Term Threats to Lebanon,” below).

The paramount Israeli concern, though, rests on the idea that handing over 
any territory to Hizbullah would be regarded as a Hizbullah victory. As a result, 
although Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert actually declared his willingness to 
withdraw fully from Shebaa in June 2006,94 the official Israeli position has long 
been that such a withdrawal can be accomplished only after a border delinea-
tion of Shebaa by Syria (this has also been the U.S.-stated preference, since the 
Siniora government’s seven-point plan suggested temporary U.N. trusteeship 
over the area in July 2006). Although Syria remains, not surprisingly, wholly 
unwilling to ease the issue forward by doing what the Israelis and the United 
States want, the latter two parties nevertheless should pursue a unilateral with-
drawal from the three disputed/occupied areas by handing the territory directly, 
via the TC, to the government of Lebanon. Such a move would carry three 
immediate benefits: first, ending the liberation file would no longer merely be a 
Hizbullah victory (although Hizbullah will of course claim it as such), since it 
would now be yoked to a larger strategy of effectively sublimating Hizbullah’s 
arms through political means; second, the territory would be handed over to 
the state of Lebanon as a result of the government’s international alliances;95 
and, finally, the issue of border demarcation for official U.N. recognition would 
be thrown into the Syrian court. Israel, the United States, and the Siniora gov-
ernment thus would have effectively removed the issue from their collective 
ledger—as Nasrallah has long suggested they do.96
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Overflights. Since the closing of the “living prisoner” file, the issue of Israeli 
overflights has moved front and center as the likeliest candidate for sparking 
renewed hostilities, perhaps even ahead of disputed/occupied territory, given 
UNIFIL’s presence there. With media reports on both sides of the border 
suggesting that Hizbullah may attempt to strike an Israeli aircraft while over 
Lebanese airspace, closure on the issue is of immediate priority. As such, the 
United States should move on two fronts simultaneously to address Israeli 
and Lebanese concerns. First, the United States should acknowledge unam-
biguously that Israeli overflights contravene international law and UNSCR 
1701, but that cross-border smuggling of arms in violation of the same reso-
lution is a legitimate concern for all parties. Recognizing that overflights are 
also a tool for bringing political pressure to bear on this subject,97 as opposed 
to merely being a (somewhat unsuccessful) intelligence-gathering exercise,98 
the United States should take the lead in crafting a bargain: a tiered cessation 
of Israeli overflights, beginning immediately (and unilaterally) with human 
flights and eventually covering drone flights as well, in exchange for imple-
mentation of the Lebanon Independent Border Assessment Team (LIBAT)99 
recommendations on Lebanon-Syria border security.100 Interestingly, Syria 
recently has called for enhanced border security between the two countries, 
given its apparent concerns over extremist infiltration and smuggling.101 This 
presents an opportunity for mitigating one party’s longstanding opposition 
(or at least inaction) on the issue. But the core issue, of course, is tied to 
internal domestic support for Hizbullah’s armed status. As such, the tiered 
cessation of all Israeli overflights should be accomplished over time as the 
LAF is built up and as Hizbullah’s independent armed status is progressively 
sublimated within the state/LAF structure. Although drone flights might be 
eliminated completely at an earlier date as a result of enhanced U.S. and 
Israeli satellite reconnaissance cooperation,102 the United States also should 
explore concurrently the possibility of using UNSCR 1701 to substitute 
U.N.-mandated overflights for the purposes of investigating cross-border 
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smuggling (the core stated Israeli concern) as well as violations south of the 
Litani River.

Land Mine/Cluster Bomb Maps. The final bleeding wound that remains open 
should be the easiest to resolve. Sadly, it has not been, with the result being that, 
on average, one Lebanese is killed every month.103 As part of UNSCR 1701, 
in September 2006 Israel reportedly “handed over to United Nations Interim 
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) maps of the areas mined by the IDF north and 
south of the Litani River before its withdrawal from southern Lebanon in 2000 
[belying its own statements over the years that the matter had been closed]. 
UNIFIL in turn passed them on to the Lebanese Army. Israel clarified that the 
maps included all landmines put on Lebanese soil by the IDF since 1982.” 
While the decades-long issue of Israeli-planted mines left over in Lebanon 
apparently has now been closed, the problem has turned to Israel’s continuing 
refusal to provide adequate details for cluster bombs fired during the July War. 
According to the United Nations, two years on from the conflict: “there [has 
been] no progress in terms of receiving from Israel precise technical strike data 
on the number, type and location of munitions fired during the 2006 conflict. In 
the absence of such technical strike data from Israel, the level of contamination 
remained uncertain. . . . This issue has been raised in the tripartite forum and 
bilaterally on a number of occasions by the UNIFIL Force Commander.” As a 
result, the “biggest obstacle” to clearing Lebanon of cluster munitions remains, 
according to UN de-mining staff.104

The primary reason for Israel’s continued intransigence on the issue appar-
ently stems from an overriding concern that the absence of strike data will con-
firm suspicions that Israel haphazardly fired munitions in haste into southern 
Lebanon in the closing hours of the July War in the hope of exhausting old stocks 
that would then be replaced by newer stocks potentially subsidized by the United 
States.105 Despite this concern, both the United States and Israel would benefit 
from closing the issue, all the more so since both countries already have received 
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substantial negative publicity over the issue, publicity that will continue  so long 
as innocent Lebanese civilians are killed with such regularity.

Enhancing the LAF

At the center of the ongoing national dialogue among Lebanese parties is 
the issue of creating a strong, credible national defense plan, that is, one that is 
trusted and bought into by all parties. Although suggestions have already been 
made by leading opposition and pro-government figures for eventually inte-
grating or beginning the integration process of Hizbullah’s arms, the discus-
sions likely will go no further than that if there is not also a clear and credible 
process for enhancing the capabilities of the only state-sanctioned body that 
could conceivably head such an integration. This means, in short, that the LAF 
must be supported by friendly states to boost troop numbers, training/support, 
and procurement of weapons systems.

For the United States to back such a multifaceted effort strongly would 
mean, as a first step, restoring Washington’s credibility on the issue by frankly 
and publicly acknowledging that it has not, as officials and some commentators 
routinely suggest, “fully backed the LAF.”106 Second, the United States would 
have to give up on its stated aim of building the LAF to disarm Hizbullah 
forcefully. Indeed, although splits within the LAF are routinely cited as a 
major impediment to risking meaningful support, the core impetus for a pos-
sible split currently rests on the way in which Israel, the United States, and 
some of their allies want to use the LAF; that is, by pitting a majority Shiite 
army against the single most popular Shiite party in the country. By accept-
ing an LAF arrayed credibly, but defensively against Israel (as its current 
mission statement calls for), the potential of force cleavage would be greatly 
mitigated.107

Of course, a critical third step would be necessary: reversing the tra-
ditional paradigm whereby a peace treaty with Israel precedes substantial 
military support for its immediate neighbors (the respective governments 
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then making the argument to elites and popular bases as to indigenous defense 
capabilities). The Lebanon track would have to be treated as an exceptional 
case in this regard, given the benefits of the overall U.S. approach as well as 
the unique characteristics of Lebanon’s position vis-à-vis Israel. As in the 
case of both Jordan and Egypt—which currently hold peace treaties with 
Israel—historical, state-led involvement in hostilities against Israel, under-
lined by large territorial issues and wide popular agreement on the use of 
violence, all strongly militated against a priori U.S. military support. None 
of these conditions obtains in the case of Lebanon. Moreover, as suggested 
above, Lebanon’s specific form of confessional democracy—and Hizbullah’s 
difficulty in exercising both internal and external violence through it, whether 
in a minority or a majority (coalition) position—means the likelihood of the 
state using the LAF offensively against Israel would be effectively low, all the 
more so given the removal of the bleeding wounds.

If one accepts this—that Lebanon should be treated as an exceptional 
case in calibrating Israel’s QME—the question then becomes how to enhance 
the LAF. Here, Lebanese commanders and politicians on all sides have long 
made the case that advanced capabilities—especially air defense, airborne 
capabilities, intelligence gathering, and tank defense—are actually both a 
tactical and a political need.108 Although several of these systems would be 
immensely useful even if one considers only anti-terrorism and internal secu-
rity operations as the LAF’s core mission,109 advanced capabilities on these 
fronts would be particularly important in signaling the desire, willingness, and 
the ability of the LAF to provide meaningful defense in case of hostilities with 
Israel. Should Hizbullah’s significant armament come under the command and 
control apparatus of the LAF, and therefore the democratically elected govern-
ment, even an LAF well below parity with the IDF would, with Hizbullah’s 
contribution, provide a strong deterrent in the minds of the Lebanese and as a 
fact on the ground, given the evidently elevated cost-benefit calculation that 
helped prevent a massive Israeli ground invasion during the July War.
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In order to meet this key objective, the United States actually should not play 
its historical role as virtually the only player on military assistance in Lebanon. A 
wiser strategy would be to encourage President Suleiman to call an international 
support conference—similar to the Paris conferences that have focused on debt 
relief—grouping states friendly with Lebanon and the United States. Key among 
these states should be the UAE, Qatar, and France, who already have contributed 
to the LAF’s capabilities and/or have contributed to political reconciliation.110 In 
this case, the primary U.S. role would be to encourage wide participation and 
signal that it would not attempt to block agreed upon arms transfers or troop 
increases.

Washington’s added role should be to prepare the ground for any confer-
ence by announcing a timetable for specific advanced capabilities paid for via the 
approximately $350 million appropriated by Congress (as of September 2008) 
through the Foreign Military Financing and Department of Defense Section 1206 
programs.111 Although much of what LAF commanders have said they want for 
defense likely would not disrupt Israel’s QME substantially—even in the case of a 
limited number of main battle tanks, given the IDF’s overwhelming superiority—
air defense capability would, of course, significantly change that calculus. Without 
the gradual introduction of a credible air defense system to protect population 
centers, any effort to position the LAF at the head of a national defense plan 
would be far more difficult to consummate, despite the fact that Hizbullah itself 
has demonstrated an extremely limited capacity for air defense. Given the likeli-
hood of strong domestic opposition, the United States therefore should focus on 
meeting some of the LAF’s immediate weapons system needs, but remain neutral 
on other pro-U.S. states supplying air defense capabilities.112 U.S. officials should 
work concurrently to ensure that, while the Lebanese are provided with a concrete 
horizon for integrated air defense, perhaps focusing only in the last period on 
fixed-wing aircraft posing an offensive threat to Israel, the gradual implementa-
tion of such a capability would be conditioned on overall movement toward the 
supremacy of the LAF and the democratically elected government.
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Of course, even if this conditionality takes some time to meet, by mak-
ing a strong, public commitment on other advanced capabilities—especially 
for frontline troops engaged in critical anti-terrorism tasks—the United States 
would be able to provide immediate relief to the Siniora government ahead of 
the 2009 elections and would ensure that the LAF begins to receive substantial 
deliveries within the next six months to two years. 

Finally, the United States also should encourage contributing countries 
and the Siniora government to tie any comprehensive aid package to reform 
measures affecting the state-LAF interaction as well as the quality of the LAF 
itself, including the further sectarian diversification and modernization of the 
officer corps (where Shiites have been historically underrepresented); the 
building up of Special Forces capabilities, the implementation of continuous 
budgeting, transparency, and accountability in the donation/transfer process; 
and, crucially, a strong Lebanese government commitment to enforcing all 
previous UNSCRs. This final point would, of course, be the most sensitive to 
implement. As such, U.S. policymakers, the Siniora government, and contrib-
uting states would have to calculate carefully whether the convening of such 
a conference necessarily should be preceded by a clear Hizbullah statement 
laying out a tiered transfer of coordination, command authority, and then full 
integration (as, for example, the delivery of air defense). Given the political 
capital accumulated through the removal of the bleeding wounds and the stated 
international commitment to building up the strength of the LAF, such a move, 
while probably not a necessary precondition for overall success, could serve as 
a timely instrument for publicly testing Hizbullah’s commitment to its stated 
rhetoric, gauging the party’s political vulnerability on the issues at hand, and 
allaying the likely security concerns of Israel.

Mitigating Long-term Threats to Lebanon

Whether or not Hizbullah moves expeditiously to accept the supremacy 
of the LAF, the United States can and should work to lessen the long-term 
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threats to Lebanon identified by Nasrallah and generally shared across the 
opposition (and beyond). This means, however, that U.S. policymakers finally 
would acknowledge the rational basis of Lebanese arguments about the multi-
tude of dangers perceived to be emanating from Israel—even if such concerns 
are sometimes pushed to irrational extremes.

In this, Hizbullah has long made clear that there are three main threats 
reinforced, it says, by the extensive history of Israeli interventions in Lebanon 
as well as by Israel’s tendency to ignore international law (two points that the 
party argues were only bolstered by Israel’s disproportionate and ill-considered 
reaction to the July 12 capturing operation).

Water. As Nasrallah consistently reminds his audiences, Lebanon is a water-
rich country compared to Israel (which has a poor track record of fair water 
use, especially in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip).113 Some 25 percent 
of the River Jordan’s headwaters—Israel’s main freshwater source—stem 
from southern Lebanon’s Wazzani and Hasbani rivers alone. In 2002, Israeli 
Premier Ariel Sharon went so far as to declare, unambiguously, that a small 
pipe installed on the Wazzani for Lebanese use had become a casus belli for 
Israel.114 Coming from Sharon, who led Israel’s bloody invasion of Lebanon in 
1982, the remark was a vivid reminder to all Lebanese of just how vulnerable 
Lebanon remained, even after the occupation, when it came to its apparently 
bellicose southern neighbor.115 Nasrallah said recently, 

I think you have heard the news about the Ozone [layer] . . . a tragedy 
will befall the whole world. A large percentage of plants and animals will 
vanish. There will be a water problem, and we have water, and their argu-
ment is very strong . . . that our water goes to the sea [that is, essentially 
is wasted]. Will we have a state that can protect Lebanon’s waters at the 
coming stage at a time when it cannot protect the Al-Wazzani spring? This 
is a big question.116
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Non-state Actors. Who will deter Israel, Hizbullah asks, if al-Qaeda or 
some other non-Lebanese or religious fanatics fire rockets or conduct opera-
tions across Lebanon’s border with Israel? Since 2005, there have indeed 
been several rockets launched at Israel that were not tied to Hizbullah, but 
which could provide a casus belli for Israel against Lebanon, if Israel so 
desires. Underscoring the point, Nasrallah points to Shlomo Argov. Although 
Americans and Europeans may not remember him, many Lebanese undoubt-
edly do. In June 1982, the assassination attempt on the Israeli ambassador 
to London provided Prime Minister Menachem Begin with his casus belli to 
occupy Lebanon all the way to Beirut—even though the attack was perpetrated 
by a bitter rival of Yasser Arafat and the PLO (then ensconced in Lebanon), 
and despite the fact that the PLO had gone to great pains to keep the border 
region quiet for several months. As Nasrallah argues further:

Even if Hizbullah did nothing, even if the Palestinians in Lebanon didn’t 
attack Israel, and even if the borders remained quiet, who can guarantee 
that, after failing to achieve an acceptable settlement with Syria, the Israe-
lis wouldn’t get one of their agents to blow up a bomb in northern Israel as 
a pretext to attack Lebanon once more?117

Mass Transfer. Nasrallah pushes widespread fear of the estimated 250,000–
400,000 Palestinian refugees still living in misery, for the most part in 
Lebanon, one step further by raising the specter of another mass movement of 
persons. Although the discussion of “transfer” in Israel (the proposal to expel 
Palestinians from Israel and/or the West Bank and the Gaza Strip) may not 
figure prominently in most of the foreign media, for Nasrallah (an avid reader 
of the Hebrew press and the history of Zionism), the implications are clear: a 
Palestinian-Israeli peace deal will prove impossible to reach, and at some point 
Israel will be forced to confront its demographic and security “time-bomb” by 
expelling Palestinians. At that point, Lebanon—not Jordan or Egypt with their 



40	 Re-Imagining the Lebanon Track

peace agreements, or Syria with its strong deterrent capabilities—will be the 
final stop for the new refugees. Speaking in 2002, Nasrallah wondered:

If we ask what [Arabs] want from Hizbullah at this moment, they would 
say that Hizbullah should open a front from the sea to Mt. Hermon. The 
resistance needs to launch an all-out attack, and Hizbullah should employ 
its missiles and Katyushas in order to smite northern Palestine. . . . The 
worst-case scenario would be mass transfer. We must preserve all our 
weapons in the event of such a danger.118

As Israeli analyst Daniel Sobelman has remarked, 

according to Nasrallah, the “strategic” weapon in his organization’s 
possession—thousands of rockets, including long-range missiles—is des-
ignated for repelling strategic threats against Lebanon, including the mass 
deportation of Palestinians to Lebanon, which would present a concrete 
challenge to Lebanon’s internal stability and national security.119 

For many Lebanese, and not just Christians, Nasrallah’s rationale is pow-
erful, especially given comments by top Israeli leaders over the years in support 
of some kind of a transfer or outright expulsion policy.120 Indeed, according to 
some recent polling—as Hizbullah leaders are quick to point out—roughly 
40 percent of Israelis say they want the government to force Arab citizens to 
leave the country, and close to 60 percent support policies to more benignly 
“encourage” them to emigrate.121

To address these three strategic threats, and to move concurrently from 
a cessation of hostilities to a permanent ceasefire, the United States should, as 
a first step, help to build strong institutional and international frameworks for 
conflict mitigation. As suggested above, the most promising mechanism lies 
with the U.N.-led Tripartite Commission (TC)—the successor to the innova-
tive Israel-Lebanon Monitoring Group (ILMG) established in the wake of the 
April 1996 Israeli invasion of southern Lebanon. Before the Israeli withdrawal 
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in May 2000, the ILMG—comprised of representatives from Israel, the United 
States, Lebanon, Syria, and France—would convene at the Lebanon-Israel 
border every time there was an incident in order to determine what happened, 
decide who was responsible, and prescribe steps that should be taken to calm 
the situation. In reviewing the 103 separate such decisions made public, Israeli 
analyst Adir Waldman notes, “over the course of its existence the group became 
increasingly able to determine that a particular action constituted a viola-
tion of the April Agreement and to apportion culpability for the incident.”122 
Although both of the main warring parties often complained (Hizbullah via 
Lebanon and Syria), and even though Israel pulled out on one occasion, the 
parties always returned to the table because the ILMG represented an effective 
mechanism for rationalizing conflict by mediating the “rules of the game.” 
This rationalization was vital for Hizbullah too—which came to describe the 
post-withdrawal conflict as a “cold war”—in order to maintain the support of 
the local population that sometimes had to bear violations initiated by either 
side. As Brigadier General David Tzur (head of ILMG Israeli delegation) put 
it in regard to the Israeli view, “Back then [April 1996], the optimists said we 
would not last eight months. . . . But the MG has done what it was meant to do 
and proves itself with every new incident which has the potential of causing a 
deterioration in the area.”123

Unfortunately, after the Israeli pullout, the ILMG was quickly disband-
ed—leaving no formal mechanism for any kind of a transparent, balanced 
mediation, despite the continued presence of UNIFIL troops. In the wake of 
the July War, however, the ILMG was revived in somewhat different form and 
under different circumstances. Since Israel had almost fully withdrawn from 
southern Lebanon, the terms of reference were now UNSCR 1701 and not the 
1996 April Understanding, and only Israel, Lebanon, and UNIFIL were legally 
involved in the conflict (the April Understanding having been constituted as 
a document outside of the United Nation’s purview).124 As the U.N. secretary 
General reported in 2008, 
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The regular tripartite meetings with senior representatives of the Lebanese 
Armed Forces and the Israel Defense Forces, chaired by the UNIFIL Force 
Commander, continued to be an essential confidence-building mechanism 
between the parties. The two sides demonstrate a strong commitment to 
that forum, which aims to enhance liaison and coordination and to ad-
dress key security and military operational issues, including violations 
of resolution 1701 (2006) and the findings of UNIFIL investigations into 
incidents.125

Given this, the United States should encourage an immediate expansion 
of the competencies and functionality of the TC, beyond even the issue of miss-
ing persons, to more complicated water disputes and border incidents (the lat-
ter of which are already under its purview). As a first step in this regard, the 
United States should encourage the same publication procedures followed by 
the ILMG for all matters covered. Although both the Lebanese and Israeli sides 
have expressed their preference to work in secrecy under current conditions, the 
benefits of the system would be greatly enhanced by agreed upon procedures for 
expeditiously publicizing the results of TC meetings (for example, a determina-
tion that Hizbullah was likely not the source of a specific rocket attack or that 
Israeli forces had detained a Lebanese shepherd on the Israeli side of the Blue 
Line). By increasing the transparency of the TC and helping to further mitigate 
conflict before it solidifies in the public sphere, the body would be knighted as 
the sole, credible arbiter of disputes along the border—a change that should 
lessen confidentiality concerns.126

On the key issue of water, the United States first should encourage the TC 
to transfer authority over the existing Wazzani River pumping station, currently 
on Lebanese territory, from the Israelis to the Lebanese government. Such a 
move would serve as the foundational step for moving any water disputes that 
arise (at the pumping station and elsewhere) into the framework of the TC, given 
that such disputes are likely to undermine UNSCR 1701. Unfortunately, even 
though an ad hoc arrangement led by the United States in 2002 helped to avoid 
war over the Wazzani, nothing institutional or permanent came of the effort, 
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despite the fact that stopgap mediation had narrowly saved the day. The United 
States should encourage the TC to arbitrate water disputes actively as per the 
relevant international conventions—the Rio Declaration of 1996 and the U.N. 
Convention on the Law of Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses 
of 1997—with the United Nations serving as either the tie-breaking vote or as 
the body charged with forwarding complaints to international arbitration. 

In any event, the United States should finally begin to devote substantial 
USAID-Lebanon resources to the critical issue of water, something that it has 
not done to date.127 In Lebanon, that would mean focusing Washington’s con-
siderable financial support (and presumably the TC’s close oversight) on the 
more than thirty damming, conveyance, and irrigation projects envisioned by 
the Lebanese government’s current decennial plan—especially those in southern 
Lebanon—as a means of mitigating Lebanese concerns about current and future 
water shortages.128 

Finally, as far as the specter of population transfer is concerned, the United 
States should move the issue beyond a potential LAF deterrent and address the 
issue head on by making it clear that extremist solutions put forward by some 
elements of the Israeli government and body politic—no matter how unlikely 
they may be—are not only unacceptable as a matter of principle, but also would 
entail harsh, targeted sanctions by Washington. Following the 2007 Executive 
Order targeting alleged enemies of Lebanese democracy (especially the FPM), 
the United States should consider sanctioning any individual or party that 
endorses transfer policies as undermining the prospects of a Lebanese consensus 
and providing fodder to Hizbullah. This would of course mean an end to the 
all too frequent, high-profile meetings between U.S. representatives and such 
individuals.129

Pursuing Political Reform

Although fraught with peril, a strong U.S. commitment to activating the 
process of structural political reform called for by the Taif Agreement and the 
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Lebanese Constitution would help in realizing several long-term U.S. interests. 
First and foremost, it would begin to address what the Lebanese themselves 
have identified as the root cause of persistent instability in the country: “politi-
cal confessionalism.” Second, it would essentially call Hizbullah’s “bluff”130 
by promoting fairer representation for the Shia community in particular131 
as well as the principle of merit, “equitable rights and obligations amongst 
citizens,”132 in general. This would have the added benefit of promoting mean-
ingful pluralism within the Shia community in the long run as well as within 
and among other sects,133 just as it would promote the legitimacy and hence 
the “buy-in” of all Lebanese in their own unique form of democracy. Third, 
the United States would be able to begin investing in long-term processes that 
are in its interests rather than in parties and figures whose popular support and 
performance have all too often been fleeting and/or unsatisfactory.134

An ideal course of action in this regard would be to use U.S. leverage 
in activating the roadmap laid out by the Lebanese at the end of the civil war. 
As the Lebanese constitution envisions,135 the first step would be for President 
Suleiman to convene a mixed political-expert committee that would then rec-
ommend a concrete transitional plan136—one major goal being the creation of 
a bicameral legislature with a lower house deconfessionalized and a senate, 
based on confessional proportionality, holding a strong, blocking minority 
position on major “national issues.”137

Of course, as is often cited, vested interests on all sides of the political 
divide in Lebanon have various reasons for reproducing some form of the 
confessional system (evidenced most recently in the ratification of the 1960 
electoral law, which largely discards the limited but still reformist recommen-
dations of the Butros Commission).138 Ironically, this could help the United 
States neutralize the short-term political risks since a strong, public push by 
Washington for reforms called for by Taif and the Lebanese Constitution would 
also likely unsettle the FPM and Hizbullah on one side, as well as the March 
14 Alliance on the other.139
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Still, a strategy that manages to threaten the interests of both poles clearly 
would fall short. A grand bargain involving Hizbullah’s arms, tied to an overall 
U.S. vision and leadership on the matter, might provide the political space for 
just such an opening. As one key adviser to Prime Minister Siniora sees it: 
“We are ready to discuss everything—a Shiite head of the army and a Shiite 
prime minister. What is your request? To be confident that the state and the 
army are your own, so you do not need to have a separate state and a separate 
army.” The adviser is steadfast in his belief, however, that such a discussion 
could occur only one or two years in the future, that is, away from the shock 
of the May events. “If we do this right now,” he explains, “it will be a part of 
the attack on Beirut.” 140

Here too the issue remains somewhat deferred. The critical point is that 
instead of the previous discourse, which sees deconfessionalization as a far off 
project, there appears to be a growing realization that a further re-drawing of the 
power sharing system will have to be accomplished soon if future instability is to 
be avoided. The adviser explains further that, “We can make these changes and 
we will simply have to make these changes so that Shiites are a main party in the 
state and therefore not a force to threaten the state.”141

Interestingly, this is a view reflected in recent interviews with various 
opposition members as well. According to Hizbullah’s Ali Fayyad, “in the next 
period after the elections, there will be a new Lebanese debate in addition to 
the question of the resistance . . . there will be a serious, new discussion about 
the form of the state.” Without commenting directly on the bargain that such a 
discussion might strike, he adds, 

In that discussion, the resistance will still be the main issue, but we will have 
to also face issues like why our system is not stable. I think that we will all 
discover that the Lebanese political system is not strong enough to absorb 
the Lebanese complexities. So if we want to go ahead to reform our prob-
lems we have to move in the framework of the Taif Accord—it established 
the mechanism of political reform right there.142
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When probed on the subject, General Aoun likewise explains that the 
immediate concern is to stabilize the system “and then we should get out of it. 
. . . When I focus on the Christians and their concerns,” he adds, in reference 
to his greatly toned down rhetoric on the subject of secularism in Lebanon, 
“I want them to feel on par with the others and not frustrated, because in that 
case they simply withdraw from public life and take up a defensive [posture]. 
The Christians must first feel some security and then we can take them to a 
place based on equality.” Already, he notes, “important steps have been taken 
towards secularism. . . . For the first time you have large, mixed constituen-
cies in two political groups. This means that people are for a choice that goes 
beyond their specific religion. It means in this second period coming, it will be 
easier to talk about secularism.”143

For Prime Minister Siniora, too, there is a clear need to “move ahead with 
sincerity” in the effort to end political confessionalism. 

All groups know that this will be in the interests of all the confessional 
groups and, for sure, in the interests of the country as a whole. No one, 
however, can tell you now that we are in 2008 and in 2010 it will happen. 
. . . But over the years, after the Taif Agreement, there has been a change, 
particularly among the Muslims and throughout all the major factions, 
whereby the commitment to Lebanon as a sovereign, independent state—
definitely an Arab state—has been enhanced.144 

This, he stresses, “has given the Christians additional assurances and that 
is significant because the road to ending political confessionalism cannot be 
imposed—by anyone.”

Expanding U.S. Engagement

Although U.S. officials increasingly have been signaling a new enthusi-
asm for promoting Shiite pluralism, the effort to date has largely floundered. 
The most visible evidence for this was provided midsummer when U.S. 
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ambassador Michele Sison traveled to the mainly Shiite Nabatiyeh district in 
southern Lebanon. After being essentially run out of town, even Sison’s host 
joined townspeople in disavowing her brief presence to local newspapers.145 In 
a different but related vein, U.S. officials eagerly point to (and allegedly fund) 
marginal “free” Shiite figures who have accumulated little in the way of popu-
lar support.146 The practice has gone so far as to prompt some U.S. officials and 
analysts to cite Ibrahim Shamseddine’s appointment as cabinet minister as evi-
dence of a renewed “Shiite strategy” by the March 14 Alliance—or worse, that 
Shamseddine’s credentials somehow validate him as a representative of his 
sect (and therefore a legitimate defense against any future “Shiite withdrawal” 
from the government), despite his thin support on the ground.

While it is probably true that Hizbullah’s ideological and religious posi-
tionings are at one end of Lebanon’s Shiite continuum, it does not therefore 
follow that the primary intra-sectarian split is between “pro-Western, anti-
Hezbollah” secularists in the community and Hizbullah. Indeed, even when it 
comes to the supposedly “secular” AMAL movement, with which the United 
States has rightly maintained links, the balance is heavily tilted away from the 
pole that U.S. officials appear desperate to court.147 

De-listing Sayyid Fadlallah. Given this reality on the ground––a reality only 
strengthened by U.S. policy that has sublimated the historic splits within the 
community148—a more successful approach to reengaging Lebanese Shiites 
would have to focus on the main religious (and to a secondary extent political) 
authority in the country, Sayyid Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah. As it currently 
stands, however, Fadlallah is listed as a terrorist by the U.S. State Department, 
thus preventing any meaningful dialogue—although he has expressed his open-
ness to meeting U.S. officials without precondition, in contrast to Hizbullah, 
which views such an engagement as hopeless.149 

In approaching the delicate domestic political issue of de-listing 
Fadlallah, U.S. officials should first consider that, although Fadlallah is blamed 
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by Washington for allegedly blessing the 1983 suicide truck bombing of 
the U.S. Marine Corps complex in Beirut, he consistently has denied his 
involvement and has publicly condemned what he considers to be terrorist 
attacks, such as those on September 11.150 Second, in sharp contrast to his 
image in the West as the spiritual leader of the party, Fadlallah has, since at 
least the early 1990s, staked out a religious and ideological position some-
times diametrically opposed to that of Iran’s ruling establishment (especially 
on the core issue, for Hizbullah, of Wilayet al-Faqih).151 Amid worsening 
relations between the party and Fadlallah after the Israeli withdrawal, he 
even went so far as to accuse clerics in Qom of trying to issue a fatwa for his 
execution in 2001.152 Third, Fadlallah stands as the primary historical figure 
behind Hizbullah’s rationalization153 and, perhaps more important, the most 
influential voice currently articulating a modernist (and, many Lebanese 
Shiites feel, progressive) vision of Shiism in Lebanon and far beyond.154

Key to immediate U.S. interests, Fadlallah, like Nabih Berri, was 
insistent early on that a clear and reasonable path to resolving the issue of 
Hizbullah’s independent weaponry exists—in subtle contrast to Hizbullah’s 
discourse that had long avoided a sense of urgency or concreteness on the 
resistance/state relationship. In one important postwar sermon, at a point 
when Hizbullah was mostly reluctant to broach the issue of national defense 
and was highly skeptical of UNSCR 1701, Fadlallah explained:

Lebanon’s emergence from the aggressive Israeli war is supposed to 
lead to a solution, not a crisis. The national priorities in such a case are 
clear; namely, the implementation of Resolution 1701 in order to stop 
the Israeli air violations; restore the Shebaa Farms; secure the release 
of the prisoners; end the role of the Lebanese arena that is open to all 
conflicts; allow for the launch of a programme for financial, economic, 
and political reform to guarantee the success of Paris 3 Conference; pay 
attention to reconstruction; activate the economy; and launch a dialogue 
to find solutions to the remaining points, that is, the crisis of rule, the 
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defence strategy, and the implementation of what was consensually 
agreed on.155

Given his long history of political pragmatism, Fadlallah’s statement 
above should be taken on its face by U.S. policymakers as a fruitful place to 
begin a public dialogue at once critical of Hizbullah’s desire for an indepen-
dent armed status in perpetuity, but at the same time self-critical in regard to 
Washington’s approach to Lebanon and Lebanon’s Shiites.

Rapprochement with the Free Patriotic Movement. One of the most glar-
ing indicators of the failure and shortsightedness of U.S. Lebanon policy 
after 2005 has been Washington’s lack of accommodation and often hostile 
approach to General Aoun. Despite war, civil unrest, economic upheaval, and 
an array of pressure tactics by a number of states, the object of U.S. anger 
and frustration, the February 2006 FPM-Hizbullah Understanding,156 has 
survived—just as Aoun, though somewhat diminished, has retained his sta-
tus as the single most popular Christian leader in the country.157 These facts, 
in addition to the vital “Christian cover” that Hizbullah evidently has gained 
from the understanding, should serve as an indicator to Washington that, at 
the very least, something went terribly wrong in its approach.158

Unfortunately, the message has apparently not registered. Aoun and his 
supporters remain under the threat of possible legal action in the United 
States and elsewhere,159 while U.S. officials and representatives persist in 
the historically inaccurate and unproductive view that Aoun, and his duped 
constituency, are mere pawns in the larger schemes of Syria and Iran.160 With 
some Western election observers expressing great concern––in particular, 
that the Christian battleground districts could lean toward the FPM––the 
United States would do well to heed the lesson of the August 2007 by-elec-
tion161 and move toward a rapprochement with General Aoun and the FPM. 
This would not mean hedging electoral bets, however. After all, the United 
States has little wiggle room in supporting its March 14 Alliance allies in 
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2009.162 Instead, the United States should use the opening to signal that it is 
indeed serious about engaging an array of leaders and their constituencies in 
a process that ends Hizbullah’s independent weaponry and creates political 
stability. Aoun and his constituency will, of course, be vital in this mission, 
given not only the party’s historical commitment to secularism and indepen-
dence, but also since, as ICG puts it, 

it is equally clear that while Hizbullah needs Aoun’s support given rising 
confessional tensions, Aoun would like to prove that his alliance has 
paid dividends. As a result, the Aounists have the opportunity to use 
their leverage to persuade the Shiite movement to accept a governmental 
program that would constrain the use of its weapons to strictly defensive 
purposes.163

Recognizing this as a first step, and in light of the fact that the threat of 
a “second government” has receded, the White House should revoke its 2007 
Executive Order on the subject. U.S. officials should then encourage the FPM 
to play a leading role in crafting and supporting a specific plan of action for 
Hizbullah’s peaceful integration into the democratic fabric of the country.

The Risks Ahead

Of all the steps suggested, undoubtedly the most difficult for Washington, 
its allies, and especially the Israelis to implement will be enhancing the 
capabilities of the LAF—that is, in the absence of a peace treaty and with 
Hizbullah’s full sublimation as the ultimate goal.

The point is that, as it currently stands, only Hizbullah is seeing its 
military power grow exponentially—and with no end in sight. With the 
potential flashpoints for conflict ostensibly removed, and with the limiting 
factors of Lebanese democracy even more firmly in place, a credibly armed 
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LAF would, at a minimum, entail far less risk for all parties than staying the 
current path.

More than this, by substituting the rising threat of one increasingly 
emboldened, non-state actor with a deterrent force legally, morally, and politi-
cally accountable to a truly democratic state,164 the prospects for a de facto peace 
between Lebanon and Israel would be greatly enhanced, serving as a potentially 
powerful example in the region.

Some recent analyses have suggested, however, that ongoing U.S. support 
for the LAF might be downgraded in advance of a possible March 14 Alliance 
loss in next year’s elections. Indeed, should the Hizbullah-led opposition win the 
majority, all support may very well end.165 

Considering the above, such an outright reversal would be immensely 
counter-productive.

First, demonstrating a strong, enduring U.S. commitment to the LAF and 
to ending the bleeding wounds in advance of the elections would lend critical 
support to the March 14 Alliance at precisely the moment when it faces what 
may be its last chance to prove the utility of a pro-Western, pro-U.S. stance. 

Second, even if the opposition were to win the majority, its edge likely 
will be razor-thin—thus severely constraining its maneuverability on a range 
of issues, especially military power—and probably would be accompanied 
by a national unity government, in which case the March 14 Alliance would 
have “blocking third” powers at a minimum.166 More importantly, even in an 
opposition-led government, the United States still would have valuable allies 
for accomplishing its overarching goal: peacefully ending Hizbullah’s indepen-
dent arsenal. Indeed, the process of subsuming Hizbullah’s arms into the state 
likely would be even more credible with a government where AMAL and the 
FPM are lead actors. Maintaining a firm and thoroughgoing U.S. commitment 
to state-building and conflict mitigation would encourage both actors to pursue 
the course that they themselves have laid out as being in their interests and in the 
interests of Lebanon.
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Finally, a strong U.S. effort now would help deter any opposition-led 
government from turning toward U.S. competitors and foes in the region for 
support in building up the strength of the state. Chief among these adversaries, 
of course, are China, Russia, and Iran. All three are in the process of strength-
ening their existing presence in the eastern Mediterranean (Russia via Syria, 
and Iran through Hizbullah), with even China now engaging in a multimillion- 
dollar aid program that reportedly includes training for the LAF.167 During the 
Nahr al-Barid battle, both Russia and Iran offered large amounts of hardware 
to the LAF (albeit without training and support) that the Siniora government 
refused.168

Should U.S. support for the LAF dwindle, however, and should the 
United States withdraw itself from the subsidiary processes of state-building 
because of a changeover in the majority, Washington might very well see the 
LAF—and Lebanon—turn not toward the black market, as headlines suggested 
after Nasrallah’s speech in September 2008, but to the East.169 

More troubling than all this, however, the United States would find itself 
in the position of again confirming the accusation that it believes in stability, 
sovereignty, and democracy only when its favored partners are in charge—and 
that it simply does not have the intellectual capacity or stomach to imagine that 
U.S. interests could still be served through alternative means and, sometimes, 
with different actors.
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ated through the lens of Hizbullah, and secondarily, its domestic allies. By March 
2008, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs Jeffrey 
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lenges to moving forward.” Of course, U.S. interests in Lebanon have also come to 
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a range of practical domestic solutions, argues that “Until a broader regional settle-
ment is found—one that deals not only with the Arab-Israeli conflict but also relations 
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Beirut, too, one key proponent of domestically pressuring Hizbullah into disarmament, 
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the Israelis provide the information to the United Nations. The Israelis have provided 
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still insist on focusing the issue on Syrian intransigence over border demarcation—
suggesting that Damascus’s movement on this issue should be a precondition for any 
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to say perhaps a bit inarticulately was that there is no contradiction between having a 
foreign policy that looks at Lebanon as Lebanon and also sees how Lebanon fits into 
our regional calculations.” [emphasis added] In a similar vein, although U.S. officials 
have begun to assert—again, with varying public enthusiasm—that ending the Shebaa 
Farms issue and adequately arming the LAF might “reduce the need of the Lebanese 
to rely on private militias,” the same officials consistently fail to provide an analysis 
of Hizbullah, its alliances, and/or its constituency that would credibly support such 
a statement, much less the related overall argument that Hizbullah could be forced, 
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is Feltman’s reading of the February 2006 FPM-Hizbullah Understanding: “I have 
seen and heard in the time that I was in Lebanon various proposals to incorporate 
Hizbullah more solidly into the state the theory being that Hizbullah would then have 
more of a stake in the state, Hizbullah would be more of a normal player in the state.  
While Michel Aoun still believes his understandings document might yet work in this 
regard, this approach has so far failed with Hizbullah.” As far as why this approach 
has supposedly failed, Feltman does not speculate, although elsewhere he promulgates 
the view that Hizbullah is, at its core, a radical Iranian-Syrian pawn and therefore 
essentially immune to domestic pressures. For Feltman, see “The Lebanon Crisis,” pp. 
33–34; for the Shebaa policy, see “Hearing of the Subcommittee on Middle East and 
South Asia, House Foreign Affairs Committee—Update on the Situation in Lebanon”; 
for Feltman on Aoun, see “The Lebanon Crisis,” p. 23; for Feltman on Hizbullah, 
see  “Remarks by Ambassador Jeffrey Feltman at the Dinner Hosted by Dr. Samir 
Geagea,” January 24, 2008, available online at   http://lebanon.usembassy.gov/lat-
est_embassy_news/press-releases08/remarksgeagea012408.html. 
	 13.	 Support for staying the course, in regard to U.S. policy on the LAF, has nota-
bly come from U.S. analyst and former army ranger Andrew Exum, who argues, 
“Paradoxically, despite severe setbacks to U.S. policy this past year, the U.S. is now in 
a position where patience rather than drastic change may be the best course of action. 
 . . . One of the ironies of the current situation in Lebanon, though, is that the wisest U.S. 
policy option at this point might be to continue doing what we have been doing in terms 
of the LAF.” Exum, however, fails to appreciate that the current U.S. approach has not 
been to build up the LAF as a “viable” instrument of the state, although he sensibly adds, 
“The real danger is that U.S. policy might overcorrect in one of two directions: either 
the United States could enter into direct negotiations with Hezbollah to undetermined 
ends or the United States could redouble efforts to arm Hezbollah’s internal enemies 
in the hopes that their domestic position will be weakened. The former option is fool-
ish, while the latter is suicidal.” For Exum, see “What the U.S. Shold Do,” Center for 
American Progress, July 22, 2008, available online at  http://www.middleeastprogress.
org/2008/07/what-the-us-should-do/; for Exum’s views on the main mission facing 
the LAF, see David Schenker, “U.S. Support for the Lebanese Army,” Weatherhead 
Center for International Affairs, Harvard University, July 14, 2008, available online at 
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/mesh/2008/07/us_support_for_lebanese_army/.
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	 14.	 As one U.S. official told Naharnet recently, “U.S. efforts alone are not enough 
to prevent war, especially if not accompanied by Lebanese efforts to defuse the explo-
sive situation and avert giving Israel a pretext to launch a new war.”  See “Washington 
Warns against Manipulating Lebanon’s Elections,” Naharnet, September 27, 2008, 
available online at  http://www.naharnet.com/domino/tn/newsdesk.nsf/MiddleEast/03
60932DEF24A437C22574D1003340C0?OpenDocument. 
	 15.	 It will, of course, not be certain for some time precisely what official U.S. 
policy was at certain points and who communicated the policy to actors on the ground 
until the archives are made available and/or relevant persons speak freely on the 
record. Nevertheless, the available public evidence, supported both by on and off the 
record interviews with U.S. officials past and present, strongly suggests that the Bush 
administration’s approach to Lebanon has largely hewed to an aggressive, uncompro-
mising line since at least the summer of 2005—one marked by a dangerous inability 
to recognize the pitfalls of continuing to apply pressure even when domestic allies saw 
the wisdom and necessity of compromise. Several events are indicative in this regard. 
Although, as discussed, the U.S. role in the 2006 July War and the May 2008 violence 
are perhaps the best examples of counter-force being brought to bear (with disastrous 
consequences), the U.S. stance on opposition demands for a national unity govern-
ment and a consensus president were also crucial in the framework of the overall 
policy—albeit with counter-pressure as the operative strategy. Having supported the 
March 14 Alliance’s own hard-line Bristol Statement immediately following the end 
of the July War—a statement that unambiguously cast Hizbullah as an Iranian incarna-
tion that should be disarmed as per UNSCRs—the United States strongly backed the 
legality and the necessity of the Siniora government in the wake of the November 
2006 cabinet walkout by Shiite ministers (and one Christian minister). In the efforts 
that followed to reach a compromise on a national unity government, the United States 
failed to apply pressure on its March 14 Alliance allies to accommodate the FPM’s 
minimum demands for joining the government (eventually choosing to threaten Aoun). 
Washington also publicly threatened against a change in the composition of the Siniora 
government. As Ambassador Nicholas Burns put it to Lebanese television early on in 
the crisis: “I think you will see a tremendously positive response by the international 
financial community to help rebuild Lebanon, because that is based on the credibility 
that Prime Minister Siniora and his government have earned in the world . . . [I]f for 
any reason the government does not continue, I don’t think you have a consensus in 
the international community about assistance to Lebanon.” [emphasis added] Burns 
added that he did not “mean to say that as a threat.” Another U.S. official later added 
that the cabinet represented “the diversity of Lebanon itself,” thus effectively ignoring 
the serious domestic debate over the constitutionality of Siniora’s government, while 
dismissing street protests demanding a national unity government as an attempt at a 
coup d’etat by external actors. The approach was only magnified one year later when 
the issue of presidential succession came to the fore. In early October 2007, Jumblatt 
publicly stated that the United States supported a “half-plus-one” presidential vote—an 
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enormously controversial reading of the constitution that key March 14 Alliance fig-
ures would soon come to eschew (most notably Maronite Patriarch Nasrallah Butros 
Sfeir as well as several March 14 Alliance candidates). A few weeks before the legal 
end to President Emile Lahoud’s term, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Zalmay 
Khalilzad explained that, “[I]n many democracies, the president gets elected by a 
majority, and the constitution of Lebanon allows that.” Welch added that two previous 
Lebanese presidential elections had been decided by “the barest absolute majority of 
votes,” while Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice upped the ante by subsequently 
warning against “extra constitutional measures” that would be necessary to allow 
army commander Michel Suleiman to assume the post of president (possibly for two 
years only, as Aoun had proposed). After President Emile Lahoud exited, President 
Bush himself chimed in, saying “My position has been that the March 14th Coalition, 
if it had mustered a majority plus one, 50 percent plus one, should be allowed to go 
forward with the selection of the president.” [emphasis added] Feltman would later 
echo the president’s comments upon his exit from Lebanon, telling a gathering of 
Lebanese forces partisans: “Permit presidential elections now.  Presidential elections 
now, in accordance with your constitution and uncomplicated by other issues, would 
be a significant step forward and illustrate that all parties are looking for a construc-
tive way ahead.” For a compelling recapitulation of the U.S. approach to Lebanon 
policy post-Hariri assassination, including Washington’s stance on Aoun, the Hariri 
Tribunal, and early elections in 2005, see especially Gary Gambill’s piece, “Lemons 
from Lemonade: Washington and Lebanon after the Syrian Withdrawal,” Mideast 
Monitor 2, no. 1 (June/July 2007), available online at http://www.mideastmonitor.
org/issues/0705/0705_1.htm; for the Bristol Statement, see “Lebanon at a Tripwire,” 
International Crisis Group Middle East Briefing no. 20, December 21, 2006, p. 6, 
and interview by author, Walid Jumblatt, August 2008; for Jumblatt on U.S. support, 
see  Nicholas Blandford, “Jumblatt’s Stand,”  Now Lebanon, October 2, 2007, avail-
able online at http://www.nowlebanon.com/NewsArticleDetails.aspx?ID=15059; for 
Feltman on presidential elections, see “Remarks by Ambassador Jeffrey Feltman at the 
Dinner Hosted by Dr. Samir Geagea.”
	 16.	 Echoing a range of official statements on Hizbullah’s growing military power, 
one IDF official told the Israeli cabinet in September 2008 that he believed, “Hezbollah 
in Lebanon now poses a larger threat to Israel than Iran.” His comment came on the 
heels of an earlier statement by Labour Party leader and Minister of Defence Ehud 
Barak who said that the 2006 July War had indeed “strengthened” Hizbullah. Beyond 
the party’s military might, however, even polling by pro–March 14 Alliance organiza-
tions support, the argument that the last three years of upheaval have not been kind 
to the March 14 Alliance. According to one midsummer Lebanese Opinion Advisory 
Committee (LOAC) poll: (1) Even after the May 2008 violence, Hezbollah’s weapons 
ranked only third as a major issue of concern, at 10 percent (the economy was far 
and away the main concern at 70 percent). In LOAC’s April survey, the issue of 
Hezbollah’s weapons had come in at a negligible 2 percent. (2) Although 70 percent 
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of Lebanese believe the country is “headed in the wrong direction,” LOAC noted that, 
“This negative response actually represents a decline of 16 percentage points from this 
April survey, when 86 percent responded with wrong direction.” Interestingly, “Of 
the confessions, Christians gave the highest number of “right track” responses with 
20 percent, up from 7 percent in this April survey.” (3) Buffering the “right-track” 
response, LOAC reported that “Seventy-eight percent of the respondents agree with the 
following statement: ‘The agreements reached at Doha are a reasonable compromise 
in which neither side benefited at the expense of the other.’ ” [emphasis added] Further 
confirming Lebanese satisfaction with the agreement signed by their leaders at Doha, 
85 percent of respondents believe Doha was ‘mostly good for Lebanon.’” (4) On the 
question of the arms of Hizbullah, LOAC again found some movement in attitudes, 
this time more clearly negative for the opposition. But here, too, the percentage change 
is small compared to the magnitude of what happened two months prior (one should 
note that LOAC also fails to ask the key question of how state supremacy should be 
achieved): “62 percent believe that national defence should be the responsibility of 
government forces (national police and army) alone and 34 percent of respondents 
believe that national defence should be jointly assumed by government forces and 
the resistance,” an 11 percent decrease over April 2008. (5) LOAC also found that the 
percentage of Lebanese who viewed the May violence as “orchestrated to advance an 
American project in Lebanon” (41 percent) outweighed the number of Lebanese who 
thought it was orchestrated to advance an Iranian project (26 percent). (6) According 
to LOAC, the opposition remains ahead both in terms of support and perception 
in advance of next year’s elections: “Thirty-eight percent of respondents said they 
intended to vote for candidates aligned with the March 14 coalition and 34 percent 
said they intended to vote for March 8 candidates. . . . However, respondents reflect 
more confidence in March 8 candidates’ chances in the next elections over those from 
March 14. Respondents were asked, ‘Regardless of your personal preference for either 
the government (March 14) or the opposition (March 8) coalition, if parliamentary 
elections were held today, who in your opinion would win the most seats?’ Thirty-nine 
percent of the respondents said the opposition will win more seats in next parliament, 
while 32 percent chose March 14 candidates. Twenty-nine percent said they do not 
know.” Finally, support for Aoun and the FPM appears not to have been substantially 
hurt by the May violence. In July, Aoun was still the most popular Christian leader at 
25 percent (according to the pro–March 14 Alliance poll)—a drop of only 2 percent 
over the same period one year before—while the FPM came in with 29 percent support 
among Christians (those who say the FPM best represents their views), only 1 percent 
lower than July 2007 (Lebanese Forces support actually dropped from 25 percent in 
2007 to 21 percent in 2008). Additionally, support for the Future Movement among 
Sunnis declined precipitously, from 54 percent in July 2007 to 36 percent in July 2008. 
Hizbullah’s support rose among Shiites from 33 percent in July 2007 to 48 percent 
in July 2008. For IDF official, see Benny Avni, “Petraeus Visit Highlights Growing 
Strategic Prominence of Lebanon,” The Sun, August 7, 2008, available online at 
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http://www.nysun.com/foreign/petraeus-visit-highlights-growing-strategic/83386/; 
for Barak, see “Barak: Gaza Invasions Won’t Stop Qassams,” Haaretz, available online 
at http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/1010232.html; for pro–March 14 Alliance 
polling, see the Lebanese Opinion Advisory Committee Web site, available online at 
http://www.lebaneseopinion.org/.
	 17.	 Two prominent Lebanese supporters of the March 14 Alliance have attempted 
to make precisely such an argument. Chatham House’s Nadim Shehadi argues that it 
would be wrong to view the May violence as a defeat for the government: “Imagine 
you and your opponent are 18th century English gentlemen, and he challenges you to 
a duel. Now imagine he challenges you at a moment you are certain to lose, in a place 
that will defeat you and with a weapon you cannot match. If you manage to change 
the time, place and weapon with which the duel is fought and live with your honour 
intact, then you have won the duel.” Although the March 14 Alliance’s “honor” was 
clearly and very publicly diminished—and the March 14 Alliance did fight and was 
defeated in several areas—Shehadi nevertheless argues elsewhere that it was “Gandhi 
versus Genghis Khan. . . . Playing the peaceful resistance and anti-war cards could 
win [the March 14 Alliance] much confidence and support.” Without elaborating on 
how this might be the case, and avoiding reference to public opinion polls by at least 
one prominent pro–March 14 Alliance group that suggests the reverse, Shehadi goes 
on to speculate that “the takeover was also a failure because Hizbollah and the oppo-
sition militias could not govern the conquered territory and had to hand it back to 
the army”—although it quickly became evident on the ground that the opposition’s 
preference was a clear-hold-and-transfer strategy. In a somewhat different vein, the 
Daily Star’s Michael Young argues that, post-Doha, “veto power, while [a] gain for 
the opposition, came at a price: the election of a president, when Hizbullah and Syria 
preferred to maintain an open-ended vacuum in the presidency to bring in a more 
pliant government [which both apparently now have in relative terms], and a new 
president, on their own terms. One of their conditions, often restated, was that Siniora 
not return as prime minister. The Qatari initiative derailed that strategy. Siniora is 
back [quite possibly for less than one year], Michel Suleiman has been elected, and 
while it would be a mistake to see this as a loss for Syria, his election has allowed a 
political process to resume in Lebanon with which Damascus feels uncomfortable, 
as it risks consolidating a post-Syria order.” [emphasis added] Later, Young argues, 
with little evidence to support his conclusion, that Doha “may” have actually been a 
product of U.S. prowess: “the Doha agreement, as several commentators have pointed 
out, was perhaps not a case of the U.S. being marginalized. As the fighting in Beirut 
flared up, the Bush administration held a conference call with its Friends of Lebanon 
partners. Rather than object to Qatari mediation in the Lebanese crisis, Washington, 
for a change, strongly endorsed Arab League action, in this case to end the fighting. 
Far from being irrelevant, the administration may actually have added some teeth to 
the Qatari efforts. . . . The Qataris also needed Saudi and Egyptian backing to medi-
ate in the Lebanese crisis, and American support for the Qatari mission must have 
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encouraged Cairo and Riyadh in that regard.” [emphasis added] For Shehadi, see “Long 
Division,” Economist, September 11, 2008, available online at http://www.economist.
com/displaystory.cfm?story_id=12079102&fsrc=rss&CFID=26886865&CFTOKEN
=29081219, and Nadim Shehadi, “Futile Victory,” The World Today, June 2008, avail-
able online at http://www.nowlebanon.com/Library/Files/EnglishDocumentation/
Other%20Documents/shehadi.pdf; for Young, see Michael Young, “A Logic of Power 
that Threatens Lebanon,” Daily Star, June 12, 2008, available online at http://michae-
lyoungscolumns.blogspot.com/2008/06/logic-of-power-that-threatens-lebanon.html. 
	 18.	 Sounding the alarm, an October 7, 2008, opinion piece by Sarkis Naoum in 
An-Nahar (see p. 14) asserted that, “Despair almost prevailed over the spirit of the 
Lebanese people who are awaiting the launching of the international tribunal. . . . This 
was due to the fact that the information and analyses carried by media outlets during 
the last few months gave the impression that the settlement of this issue was no longer 
urgent and that it might have been placed on the shelf while awaiting the outcome of 
many other developments in Lebanon, in the region and outside of it. . . . The phantom 
of despair returned to the spirits of those Lebanese when observers following the job 
of the investigative committee and the steps of establishing the tribunal said that the 
report of the head of the investigative committee will not include any names unless a 
resolution accusing them is issued, following the establishment of the court and set-
ting a specific mechanism for its function. But the phantom of despair returned to the 
spirits when the issue of funding the court appeared again as a hindrance to the start of 
its work. It is known that in order for it to assume its responsibilities, necessary funds 
should be provided for the coming four year at least. Half of these funds should be 
offered by Lebanon, since private funding is illegal.” Sarkis Naoum, “No International 
Tribunal without Funds and Accused!” An-Nahar, October 7, 2008, translation by 
Mideastwire.com.
	 19.	 According to General Aoun, Jumblatt, and Hizbullah’s Ali Fayyad, in the lead-up 
to the February 2006 Understanding, and then again before the July War, Hizbullah 
found itself in an increasingly difficult position domestically—a point underscored by 
the party’s apparent desire to sign just such an understanding even though it meant, for 
the first time, placing a horizon on its independent weaponry. Hizbullah would also, of 
course, assent to a series of national roundtables on the status of its weapons and the 
creation of a national defense plan, while also tacitly encouraging engagement efforts 
directly with the United States, most notably via Hizbullah-affiliated labor minister 
Trad Hamade who met with Bush administration official Elizabeth Cheney shortly 
after the withdrawal of Syrian forces. The post–July War period, however, brought a 
tightening of Shiite community support for Hizbullah, a public opinion deeply divided 
about the Siniora government’s performance during and after the war (especially in 
regard to the relatively slow reconstruction effort), and a Christian community that 
still viewed the FPM and Aoun as its leading representative. As far as U.S. standing 
after the July War is concerned, according to one August 2006 poll, while 69 percent of 
the Lebanese public viewed the United States as an “enemy” after the war ended, less 
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than 30 percent felt this way about France or Saudi Arabia (Syria and Iran scored 22 
percent and 19 pecent respectively). Four months later, a Gallup poll showed 59 per-
cent of Lebanese still had a “negative” or “very negative” opinion of the United States 
(up from 42 percent in 2005). Interview by author, Michel Aoun, September 2008; 
interview by author, Walid Jumblatt, August 2008; interview by author, Trad Hamade, 
May 2006; interview by author, Ghaleb Abu Zeineb, May 2006; for postwar attitudes 
among Shiites, see especially “Hizbollah and the Lebanese Crisis,” International Crisis 
Group Middle East Report no. 69, October 10, 2007, available online at http://www.
crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?l=1&id=5113; for U.S. standing after the July War, 
see “Lemons from Lemonade: Washington and Lebanon after the Syrian Withdrawal.”
	 20.	 In comments before the American Israel Public Affairs Committee in early June 
2008, former Bush administration official Elizabeth Cheney criticized Israel’s perfor-
mance during the war, citing its “inability, unwillingness to do what was necessary . . . 
to fundamentally deal a blow to Hezbollah.” Her comments echoed statements by for-
mer U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, John Bolton, who told the BBC in March 
2007 that before any ceasefire Washington wanted Israel to eliminate Hezbollah’s 
military capability. “Mr Bolton said an early ceasefire would have been ‘dangerous and 
misguided.’ He said the U.S. decided to join efforts to end the conflict only when it was 
clear Israel’s campaign wasn’t working. Israel was reacting in its own self-defence and 
if that meant the defeat of the enemy, that was perfectly legitimate under international 
law.” According to the BBC, he added, “the U.S. was deeply disappointed at Israel’s 
failure to remove the threat from Hezbollah and the subsequent lack of any attempt to 
disarm its force. . . . Mr Bolton, a controversial and blunt-speaking figure, said he was 
‘damned proud of what we did’ to prevent an early ceasefire.” For Cheney, see  Micahel 
Abramowitz, “Tough Words from This Cheney on U.S. Mideast Policy,”  Washington 
Post, June 9, 2008, p. A15, available online at http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/
content/article/2008/06/08/AR2008060801820.html; for Bolton, see “Bolton Admits 
Lebanon Truce Block,” BBC News, March 22, 2007, available online at  http://news.
bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/6479377.stm. 
	 21.	 For an excellent review of Israel’s options under international law, and the 
further suggestion that Hezbollah would have been significantly undermined by just 
such an approach, see especially Karim Makdisi, “Israel’s 2006 War on Lebanon: 
Reflections on the International Law of Force,” MIT Electronic Journal of Middle East 
Studies 6 (Summer 2006): 9, available online at http://web.mit.edu/cis/www/mitejmes/
MITEJMES_Vol_6_Summer.pdf.   
	 22.	 See “Winograd Commission Submits Interim Report,” Israel Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, April 30, 2007, available online at  http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/
Communiques/2007/Winograd+Inquiry+Commission+submits+Interim+Report+30-
Apr-2007.htm. 
	 23.	 When asked to explain the government’s actions, State Department spokes-
man Sean McCormack told the press on May 8, “I guess one of the main decisions 
behind these clashes is their challenging of the telecom system that Hezbollah [has] is 
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pretty much their strongest point . . . we—in the Secretary’s statement, she restated our 
unshakable and unswerving support for the government, and the March 14th move-
ment is a pillar of that government as well. We are absolutely in contact with them. 
Our Charge on the ground, Ambassador Sison, is in contact with a variety of individu-
als who are involved in the government as well as the March 14th movement . . . we 
fully support the Government of Lebanon and [inaudible]—and the political factions 
in that government that are working on behalf of the Lebanese people. What you’re 
talking about is the Lebanese state simply exercising sovereignty over the territory of 
Lebanon. . . . So the actions that the government took certainly were legitimate actions 
that any government around the world would recognize as working on behalf of the 
people that elected that government.” [emphasis added] When asked by one reporter, 
“by taking this action, and the clashes that ensued in the last 48 hours, is it realistic 
to say that there is a possibility that the March 14th group can actually come out with 
even less influence, less control,” McCormack answered: “Look, I’ll leave it to politi-
cal pundits to, you know, do the political scorecard. We support this government. We 
support those in Lebanon who are fighting on behalf of democracy and the Lebanese 
people,” later adding, “I will restate our unswerving commitment and support for the 
Siniora government for doing all the right things.” [emphasis added] Interestingly, 
Feltman had actually been one of the first figures in Lebanon to raise the telecom 
network issue, as early as fall 2007, evidently viewing it as an ideal wedge issue for 
the Lebanese, just as it certainly was for the Western journalists and politicians he 
regularly engaged and who were generally unfamiliar with the de facto and de jure 
state of war prevailing in the country. For McCormack, see State Department Daily 
Press Briefing, May 9, 2008, available online at http://www.america.gov/st/texttans-
english/2008/may/20080512122555xjsnommis0.8858911.html.  
	 24.	 Interview by author, Ali Fayyad, September 2008; for polling data, see note 
16.
	 25.	 Refusing to characterize the U.S. approach as aggressive and uncompromising, 
U.S. deputy chief of mission William Grant prefers to define it as “unwavering” and 
“consistent.” It is interesting to note, however, that although public records are not 
available to support the assertion, Jumblatt now argues that several prominent March 
14 Alliance leaders “really believed” that the U.S. military would intervene as it had in 
1958 and 1982. Whether U.S. officials encouraged or discouraged this view in the lead 
up to May 8, Jumblatt would not say. Interview by author, William Grant, September 
2008; interview by author, Walid Jumblatt, August 2008.
	 26.	 Although Ackerman was groping for a potentially even more forceful approach, 
he explained that, “In November, Assistant Secretary Welch appeared before this 
Subcommittee and heard this warning, quote, ‘Lebanon is truly on the brink of either 
collapse of the Cedar Revolution or the return of civil war. Like most Lebanese, we 
want neither. For Lebanon to remain a sovereign and independent state ruled by a gov-
ernment elected and accountable only to the Lebanese people, the United States and 
the international community are going to have to act fast,’ unquote. And still there was 
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no noticeable shift or change in U.S. policy.” “Update on the Situation in Lebanon,” 
Hearing before the Subcommittee on the Middle East and South Asia of the Committee 
on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, 110th Congress, 2d sess., July 29, 2008, 
available online at http://foreignaffairs.house.gov/110/43838.pdf.
	 27.	 According to one news report in late May, “Hizbullah has been left weakened 
by the recent turmoil in Lebanon and could pay the price in next year’s elections, U.S. 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and her British counterpart David Miliband have 
said . . . ‘Hizbullah has lost something very important which is any argument that it is 
somehow a resistance movement on behalf of the Lebanese people,’ Rice told journal-
ists. . . . ‘What it is, is a militia that, given an opportunity, decided to turn its guns on 
its own people. It is never going to live that down,’ she said. ‘Yes, I think they have 
been hurt in the long term.’” On the other side of the ledger, Ambassador Feltman 
would later tell Congress that “By taking a step back and placing this development in 
a broader view, we see that this concession [cabinet veto power] may have less signifi-
cance on the ground, given that the previous Lebanese cabinet nearly always operated 
on consensus basis and many decisions require only a simple majority to pass”—a 
misleading statement contradicting strong prior U.S. opposition to any such changes 
and ignoring the way in which a potential walkout by one-third plus one of the cabinet 
could be used to pressure simple majority votes. “Significantly,” he continued, “March 
14th has retained the Prime Minister and majority in the cabinet [for one year poten-
tially until new elections determine the new majority], elected a president it supports 
[and who supports Hizbullah’s right to resistance, for now], and received an agreement 
to raise Hizbullah’s arms in the context of renewed national dialogue [which would 
indeed merely “renew” previous discussions accepted by the opposition].” Feltman 
went on to explain that “Hizbullah has only one minister in the cabinet,” although it 
previously had only one—Muhammad Fneish. “And for the first time, March 14th has 
appointed an independent Shia minister, Ibrahim Shamseddine, to the cabinet, which 
will make it much more difficult for Hizbullah and its allies to assert that they are the 
sole voice of the Lebanese Shia community”—although with little grassroots support 
or organization behind him, Shamseddine is far from representing a credible alterna-
tive to Hizbullah’s dominance of Shiite politics.  For Rice, see “Rice: Hizbullah Hurt 
in the Long Term,” Naharnet, May 23, 2008, available online at http://www.naharnet.
com/domino/tn/NewsDesk.nsf/getstory?openform&7F6F9453009D9C11C22574
52000D0238; for Feltman, see Jeffrey D. Feltman, “Hearing of the Subcommittee 
on Middle East and South Asia, House Foreign Affairs Committee—Update on the 
Situation in Lebanon”; for the limits of an American “Shiite strategy,” see “Israel/
Hizbullah/Lebanon: Avoiding Renewed Conflict,” International Crisis Group Middle 
East Report no. 59, November 1, 2006, available online at http://www.lebanonfiles.
com/uploads/168133.pdf; and interview by author, Walid Jumblatt, August 2008.
	 28.	 As Nasrallah put it in regard to Hizbullah’s overall dislike for internal conflict 
and chaos, “This is because the resistance in Lebanon, being a defensive force, pre-
vents Israel from fulfilling its greed, dreams, and ambitions in Lebanon. Therefore, 
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[Israel] seeks to deplete and weaken it through dragging it into internal fighting and 
conflict, because it will benefit most from any internal infighting or sedition.” See 
“Hezbollah Leader Nasrallah Addresses Jerusalem Day Rally in Lebanon,” BBC 
Monitoring International Reports, October 7, 2007.
	 29.	 See note 16.
	 30.	 See “Lebanon: Hizbullah’s Weapons Turn Inward,” International Crisis Group 
Middle East Briefing no. 23, May 15, 2008, available online at  http://www.crisis-
group.org/home/index.cfm?l=1&id=5526. 
	 31.	 The 2005 cabinet statement, whose vagaries eventually led to a walkout by 
Hizbullah and its allies, was noticeably less favorable to the party, affirming, “Lebanon’s 
respect for international legitimacy in the framework of sovereignty and national unity. 
. . . National resistance is a true and sincere expression of the national right of the 
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