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   IN THE WAKE OF LIBERATION:

   THE FUTURE OF HEZBOLLAH TODAY

   Haytham Mouzahem

      Following the Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon and the disintegration of its 

   client militia in southern Lebanon, the future of Hezbollah, not 

   surprisingly, has become somewhat of a preoccupation with academicians, 

   Islamic scholars, politicians, and policymakers in both Israel and the 

   Western countries.

      Although the political leadership of Hezbollah has attempted to clarify its 

   future goals, their use of Islamic language, which springs from their unique 

   politico-religious ideology, may make it difficult for many, including 

   non-Shi'a Muslims, to understand what they are actually trying to say.

   This preoccupation comes with some anxiety. The anxiety stems in part from 

   the vagueness of Hezbollah political leaders when they were requested to 

   clarify their future goals after the Liberation of the Lebanese territories. 

   This anxiety might also be due to Hezbollah's use of Islamic ideological 

   language that raises the issues of the liberation of Palestine and the 

   sacred "Quds," which, in turn, raises many other questions, such as how to 

   interpret this interest in respect to Palestine and Hezbollah’s future 

   actions.

   As the people of Lebanon move down the difficult path toward national 

   unification, the future of Hezbollah as a primarily religious movement may 

   be seen as difficult to sustain in the greater Lebanese society, which is 

   viewed as a plural society. Thus, the religious canon of Hezbollah may sound 

   to many to be somewhat inappropriate at this juncture, complicating our 

   ability to make sense of it within the context of a newly rising and secular 

   non-confessionally defined Lebanon. Understanding may be further complicated 

   by the leadership's continued interest in the affairs of Palestine, most 

   specifically Jerusalem (al-Quds). Previously the Hezbollah seemed to 

   demonstrate a desire to limit its field of actual operation and political 

   participation to Lebanon, giving the impression that it might evolve into 

   somewhat of a nationalist party or movement. This would mean limiting its 

   involvement in the affairs of Palestine to such extent that Israel, which 

   continues to occupy Palestine and threatens to absorb the entirety of 

   Jerusalem, does not again expand its operations or interest across the 

   Palestine-Lebanon border.

   Those interested in the future of Hezbollah are adrift in a sea of confusing 

   ideological shifts, Islamic jargon, and differing modes of operation. Yet 

   with close scrutiny we can see a Hezbollah that is in transition, 

   transforming itself to meet the requirements of a new Lebanese political 

   reality, and it is this changing Hezbollah that has captured the interest of 

   Middle East actors and observers alike.

   Hezbollah's influence exceeds the limits of international borders and 

   reaches into a growing Muslim population, Shi'a and Sunni, who are outraged 

   by the recent election in Israel of Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. Sharon is 

   known to Lebanese and Palestinians as the "Butcher of Beirut," due to his 

   complicity in the massacre of Palestinian civilian refugees in the Sabra and 

   Shatila camps in the wake of his 1982 invasion of Lebanon. To many Muslims 

   and Arabs, the promotion of Sharon to the Israeli premiership signaled a 

   shift in Israel's publicly promoted image as the purported "peacemaker" to 

   that of an overtly aggressive warmonger, willing to conduct an all-out war 

   against the mostly unarmed Palestinian people to achieve its political 

   aspirations. This perception is reinforced by Sharon's pre-election 

   incursion into the Al-Aqsa mosque that sparked Palestine's Al-Aqsa 

   Intifadah, which began in September 2000 and continues with no sign of 

   abatement. This visit has caused the deaths of nearly 500 Palestinians, 

   mostly youths, and an intensification of the economic siege (closure) within 

   the West Bank and Gaza Strip that according to the United Nations is 

   threatening the Palestinian people with starvation. In the context of this 

   explosive climate that currently characterizes the region, it becomes doubly 

   crucial that the Hezbollah, and the role it hopes to play in the futures of 

   both Palestine and Lebanon, be understood.

   Behind Hezbollah's Approach to Israel

   Hezbollah's longstanding ideological position in respect to Israel clarifies 

   somewhat its continued interest in Palestine. In February 1985 the 

   organization issued an "Open Letter" which declared: "This aggressive 

   Zionist entity is illegitimate in its initiation and formation, and is 

   founded on usurped land at the expense of an Islamic people .... It is 

   compulsory to fight Israel so as to retrieve these stolen lands and restore 

   the rights of the people, and eliminate its existence."(1) The Hezbollah 

   refused to recognize any peace agreement or negotiated truce with Israel, 

   and it specifically rejected the Oslo approach to ending the conflict as "a 

   treason against the blood of the Muslim Palestinian and the holy cause of 

   Palestine." (2)

   This attitude was considered by some to be radical in comparison to the 

   attitudes of those who were willing to accept Oslo as well as other 

   agreements with Israel, but to others, particularly Palestinian nationalists 

   and the followers of the Islamic doctrine put forth by Imam Khomeini, 3 it 

   epitomizes the Islamic and Arab sentiment on the issue. In keeping with the 

   positions stated in the Open Letter, Hezbollah rejected all international 

   resolutions that recognized Israel, such as the armistice between Lebanon 

   and Israel that was signed in 1949, and UN resolutions 425 and 426, since 

   these resolutions recognized the state of Israel and sought to prevent any 

   further military resistance to the Israeli occupation of Palestine. 

   Hezbollah also condemned the activities of UNIFIL saying that UNIFIL was 

   "colluding and unacceptable" and that it would be treated as an "invading 

   Zionist force," since its mission required not only the implementation of 

   425 but also the preservation of the northern border of Israel through the 

   enforcement of the 1949 armistice.4

   It is important to mention here that not all of the Shi'a of Lebanon agreed 

   with Hezbollah's approach to Israel. The Amal militia, for example, was 

   opposed to the establishment of what was known as "Fatahland," the area of 

   southern Lebanon that served as a stronghold for the PLO, which it blamed 

   for the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Although Amal theoretically believes 

   that the liberation of Palestine is the responsibility of all Muslims and 

   Arabs, its leaders felt that the Lebanese resistance should limit its 

   activities to Lebanon and that the border with Israel should not be attacked 

   by the launching of Katyusha rockets, eliminating, they had hoped, any 

   excuse for Israel to continue its occupation of Lebanon and its aggression 

   against the Lebanese people.(5) Hezbollah continued its campaign against 

   UNIFIL's mission, and this eventually led to military clashes between Amal 

   and Hezbollah that began in April 1988 in the south and in the suburbs of 

   Beirut  in May of that same year. Yet, the cessation of military conflict 

   did not bring these two groups together ideologically, since these 

   ideological differences emanated from their respective attachments to Syria 

   and Iran, both wielding powerful influences within the collective Lebanese 

   resistance against Israel. (6)

   Israel of course wanted to exploit the crisis created by the conflict 

   between Amal and Hezbollah. It also sought to establish within Lebanon a 

   potent collaborator force that could prevent and ensure the termination of 

   rocket attacks against its northern border. Once Antoine Lahad, leader of 

   the South Lebanon Army, had failed at this task, Israel began to court Amal, 

   believing that its increasing power, and its control of some of the areas 

   previously evacuated by Israel, would make it a natural substitute for the 

   SLA. Israel was wrong. (7) Syria, whose influence in Lebanon is not to be 

   ignored, would not guarantee, and in fact rejected any and all security 

   agreements between Amal and Israel. (8) This of course bolstered the 

   position of Hezbollah and increased its power. Amal was reluctant to 

   confront Hezbollah militarily, and this hesitance may have been one of the 

   two primary reasons that Amal was unable to serve Israel in the capacity 

   that Israel required. Although military clashes did eventually occur between 

   Amal and Hezbollah, negotiations between the two groups orchestrated by Iran 

   and Syria led to the end of the conflict with the signing of the Second 

   Damascus Agreement, which was crafted to end the dispute. Some sporadic 

   military clashes continued until 1990, but peace between the two groups 

   ultimately took hold.

   If we review the Hezbollah position on Resolution 425, which seems to be the 

   primary point of contention between Amal and Hezbollah, we see that the 

   Hezbollah attitude underwent a major change, marking two distinct 

   ideological phases. Prior to the Ta'if Agreement, Hezbollah condemned 425 

   emphatically. This attitude seems to have prevailed from approximately 1982 

   until 1990. Following the Second Damascus Agreement with Amal, and the 

   implementation of the Ta'if Agreement, which ended the civil war in Lebanon, 

   dissolved all militias, and called for the deployment of Lebanese troops 

   into most of the Lebanese territories, the Hezbollah moved into a second 

   ideological phase, characterized by its acceptance of the content of 

   Resolution 425. This period lasted from 1990 until 2000. (9) Despite the 

   Hezbollah's continued rhetorical opposition to the Ta'if Agreement (10), it 

   did make efforts to adapt to its language regarding the activities of 

   Lebanese resistance movements and the liberation of occupied Lebanese lands. 

   This change may have been in response to the political changes that were 

   taking place in Lebanon, as well as internationally, rather than any 

   substantive shift in its ideological position regarding Israel. The years 

   1990-2000 were years of astounding political change, the ramifications of 

   these changes extending far beyond the conflict in the Middle East, but 

   nevertheless significantly altering the character of the ongoing 

   Arab-Israeli conflict. (11)

   At the beginning of this period the world witnessed the collapse of the 

   Soviet Union and the emergence of a New World Order, unchallenged by any 

   formative power. The United States led this "new order", newly deemed the 

   world's sole superpower, and unconditional supporter of Israel. There was 

   also the US-led war against Iraq, which destroyed many of the traditional 

   Arab alliances. The year 1991 ushered in the period of Arab-Israeli 

   negotiations based on the Madrid formula, and this created perhaps the most 

   significant political changes in the region. Lebanon began immediately to 

   restore its government after the fall of Michael Aoun and the dissolution of 

   the numerous Lebanese militias, while both Syria and Lebanon entered 

   negotiations with Israel. (12)

   The Hezbollah leadership, no doubt understanding the significance of the 

   political changes taking place, began almost immediately to situate itself 

   politically and militarily to be a long-term player, regardless of the 

   outcome of what it rightly saw as purely provisional arrangements between 

   Israel, Lebanon, and Syria. Hezbollah took on an attitude of realpolitik and 

   began to leverage its influence, continuing and growing as a socio-religious 

   movement, while expanding into the institutionalized political arena and 

   gaining representation in the Lebanese parliament beginning in 1992. (13) In 

   1993 Hezbollah accepted the "July Understanding" (14) following exchanges 

   with Syria and the United States, and in line with that understanding 

   limited its military operations against Israel. It ended its shelling of the 

   northern border, while Israel agreed to end its attacks on Lebanese 

   civilians. As perhaps anticipated by Hezbollah, Israel violated the July 

   Understanding by initiating the "Grapes of Wrath" military campaign in April 

   1996, through which it sought to destroy the infrastructure of the Islamic 

   resistance movement and thereby put an end to its military activities. 

   Israel failed to accomplish this goal and was compelled to accept the April 

   Understanding of 1996, the outcome of negotiations between Lebanon and 

   Israel resulting from the shuttle diplomacy of then United States Secretary 

   of State Warren Christopher.  (15) The April Understanding reiterated the 

   core principles of the July Understanding and created a monitoring committee 

   to oversee compliance with the terms of the agreement. Hezbollah accepted 

   the terms with reservations, most specifically declining to recognize Israel 

   and its borders, and opting instead for recognition of its de facto 

   situation by agreeing not to attack the northern borders despite the 

   illegitimacy of Israel.17 In so doing, Hezbollah accepted absorption into 

   the balance of power equation that governs the conflict, under the pretext 

   that its compromises were dictated by necessity and mounting international 

   pressure.(16)

   Shi'i jurisprudence is flexible in this respect, allowing the Hezbollah 

   leadership to set priorities and enter agreements that facilitate its 

   established priorities without creating ideological disparities within the 

   movement. At this moment it seems that the Hezbollah priority was to 

   preserve and protect the party leadership and cadres, as well as Lebanese 

   civilians, in a purely defensive rather than offensive posture. This 

   strategy worked surprisingly well for Hezbollah. Israel, not surprisingly, 

   continued to transgress its agreements, opening the door for dramatic and 

   effective Hezbollah counterattacks that resulted in an end to popular 

   Israeli support for the Israeli military presence in Lebanon, and the 

   subsequent withdrawal of Israeli troops from the occupied south of Lebanon. 

   Hezbollah considers Israel's unconditional implementation of Resolution 425 

   outside of any auxiliary peace treaty or security arrangement a resounding 

   success and victory, and proof that Hezbollah is a military and political 

   force that can win. Israeli claims that the Hezbollah was disappointed by 

   its withdrawal - based on the idea that Israel's occupation of Lebanon was 

   the only cause for the existence of Hezbollah - are unsubstantiated. Even if 

   Israel's occupation of Lebanon led to the organization of Hezbollah, that 

   organization's proven ability to anticipate and adjust to facts on the 

   ground and the changing politics of the region indicates that it has the 

   capacity to be a potent and permanent player. It was the Hezbollah that 

   managed to rally Lebanese civilians against Israeli forces and the SLA 

   collaborator militia, causing the latter's unexpected collapse and thereby 

   accelerating Israel's withdrawal schedule. It was also Hezbollah, and not 

   the Lebanese army that deployed military units into the previously occupied 

   south prior to the deployment of UNIFIL.

   Charting the Future of Hezbollah

   Future prospects for Hezbollah from every perspective seem bright, whether 

   it decides to expand its role as a socio-religious movement, transform 

   itself into a political party, or deepen its current role as a military 

   force. Many suspect that it will opt to do all of these, although there are 

   at least three options that appear available either together or separately. 

   These are the continuations of military activities, or its opposite, 

   complete military disarmament, and finally, the development of Hezbollah's 

   political future in Lebanon.

   Preserving the Military Option

   The Hezbollah could continue its military activities against Israel due to 

   continued Israeli occupation of Sheba'a Farms and its continued detention of 

   kidnapped Lebanese in Israeli prisons, most specifically Sheikh Abdelkarim 

   Obeid and Mustafa Dirani. In May 2000, Hezbollah struck the Israeli holdout 

   force in the still- occupied Sheba'a Farms area, indicating that this 

   territory lay within its legitimate field of operations. On October 7, 2000, 

   the Hezbollah captured three Israeli soldiers trespassing in Sheba'a Farms 

   and sought to exchange them for the Lebanese hostages and detainees still 

   held captive in Israel. Following that, in November of that same year, 

   Hezbollah planted roadside bombs in the area, one of which exploded, killing 

   at least one Israeli soldier. This was followed by Israel's resumption of 

   bombing and shelling attacks against southern Lebanon. While continuing to 

   implicitly abide by the old armistice, which was signed by both Israel and 

   Lebanon, Hezbollah might continue its guerilla war in Sheba'a Farms, seeking 

   to force an Israeli withdrawal and win the release of the kidnapped 

   Lebanese. Lebanon, Syria, Iran, and other Arab and Muslim governments will 

   support Hezbollah should it choose this option, even though the United 

   States will object. Washington will claim that Hezbollah military activity 

   threatens the quietude along the border with Israel, and it will threaten 

   that this could ignite a military conflict that would extend beyond the area 

   of Lebanon. Israel's continued occupation of Sheba'a Farms, its refusal to 

   hand over the Lebanese hostages and detainees, and its continued occupation 

   of the Syrian Golan could be the cause of continued Hezbollah militancy if 

   this option is taken.

   De-militarization

   So long as Israel persists in its occupation of Sheba'a Farms and its 

   detention of the Lebanese kidnap victims, Hezbollah will likely continue its 

   military operations. The only scenario according to which Hezbollah 

   de-militarization is foreseeable would result from the achievement of a 

   comprehensive and just peace between Israel, Lebanon and Syria, Israel's 

   complete withdrawal from the Golan and the remaining Lebanese territory 

   (Sheba'a Farms), and the release of all detainees. The attitude taken by 

   Lebanon and Syria, united in a strategic alliance against Israel, will be 

   the determining factor in respect to the issue of Hezbollah disarmament, 

   rather than the fact of Israel's unilateral withdrawal.

   If the Hezbollah is de-militarized at some future date, the Lebanese 

   government will deploy its own troops along the border with Israel, and 

   together with Syria it will implement any security arrangements. This would 

   only result from successful negotiations between the three parties. There is 

   a consensus among Hezbollah, Syria, and Lebanon that Israel should be denied 

   any guaranteed security arrangement as long as it continues to occupy any 

   part of Lebanon and Syria. Yet Hezbollah has agreed to abide by the terms of 

   any peace arrangement that may emerge between Israel and Lebanon. Its 

   secretary-general, Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah, noted in a statement issued in 

   early April 2000 that despite the fact that Hezbollah does not recognize 

   Israel as a legitimate entity, continues to oppose its occupation of any 

   Palestinian or Lebanese land, it will abide by what the Lebanese government 

   decides, whether the withdrawal is to the international border or not (17). 

   The Lebanese State, for its part, is seeking total sovereignty over its land 

   and water, compensation for the casualties resulting from Israeli aggression 

   and the implementation of the right of return for the Palestinian people. 

   However, the Hezbollah has repeatedly called for the liberation of 

   Palestine, and it has in fact been recently accused of organizing or 

   participating in several military operations toward that end. Hezbollah 

   denied any direct involvement in such attacks inside Israel or the 

   Palestinian territories, and the party’s attitudes toward its future goals 

   in this context remain vague.

   Military co-operation among Hezbollah, Lebanon, and Syria is designed to 

   balance the power of Israel - which is unconditionally supported by the 

   United States - though perhaps it falls short of that goal. Nevertheless, in 

   the absence of a comprehensive and just peace agreement, the allies are able 

   to deny Israel the security that it requires along its borders and in 

   northern Israeli settlements. By continuing to support the Hezbollah they 

   have also influenced the timing of this Palestinian Intifadah. Hezbollah's 

   defeat of its Israeli enemy in the south of Lebanon - the first time an Arab 

   side has ever expelled an Israeli occupation by military means alone - has 

   inspired and emboldened the young Palestinian generation, demonstrating to 

   them that Israel is not invincible.

   Political Development

   Hezbollah's political influence in the affairs of the region does not match 

   its military influence. Yet its political prospects are good due to its 

   demonstrated willingness to compromise politically and its ability to 

   mobilize popular support, particularly within the large Lebanese Shi'a 

   community. Hezbollah's current relationship with the three primary players 

   in the conflict, Lebanon, Syria, and Iran, also makes expansion of its 

   political influence an attractive and practical option. There is a strong 

   alliance between Hezbollah and the Lebanese State, led by its current 

   president, Emile Lahoud. President Lahoud received Secretary Nasrallah at 

   the presidential palace and awarded him with the Lebanese Medal of Honor, 

   calling him a national hero. This was an historic event since it was the 

   first time a Hezbollah leader had ever met with a Lebanese president. 

   Hezbollah has visibly inspired Syrian President Bashar El- Assad. Bashar 

   received hundreds of Hezbollah leaders and cadres at his father's funeral in 

   the family's hometown, Qardaha, in June 2000. This demonstration of Syrian 

   support for the Islamic resistance movement is extremely significant, since 

   Syria is known for its strong opposition to any Islamic movement activities 

   on Syrian territory. The Syrian media, who for 18 years referred to the 

   Islamic resistance movement only as the "Lebanese Resistance," is an example 

   of Syria's previous reluctance to legitimize Islamist activities.

   Hezbollah's religious orientation will continue to provide a strong linkage 

   between Iran and Hezbollah. The Shi'a recognize the Ayatollah Ali Khameini, 

   leader of Iran's powerful clergy and Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic 

   of Iran, as the Waley al-faqih, or "Supreme Jurisprudent." They will 

   continue to follow Iran's ideological lead, which is a powerful mixture of 

   religious and political theory that has proven its potency. It is important 

   to note that Iran's influence on Hezbollah has been positive. Although 

   Hezbollah insists that it is politically independent of Iran, there is 

   little doubt that Iranian President Mohammad Khatami's emphasis on "open 

   door" policies, democracy, and improved relations between the Muslim world 

   and the West, has motivated Hezbollah to adopt this same political approach, 

   which led to important Hezbollah compromises. The Iranian government's 

   policy of detente facilitated and accelerated the nationalization of 

   Hezbollah into a purely Lebanese movement, even though its "Lebanonization" 

   is partially the result of decreasing Iranian financial support, and part of 

   the planned independence of Hezbollah, even though it has always claimed 

   such independence. Although Iranian state financial support to Hezbollah may 

   eventually no longer be necessary, one-fifth of the poor tax (al-khoms) and 

   the tax levied against personal property (al-zakat) in Iran will probably 

   continue to be distributed to the poor in Lebanon through the Hezbollah 

   social services network.

   While strategic alliances are subject to large-scale political-military 

   developments in most cases, there is little indication that such changes 

   will ever completely uproot Hezbollah from the Lebanese political scene. 

   However, a negotiated Israeli withdrawal from the remaining Lebanese 

   territory and the release of Lebanese hostages and detainees from Israeli 

   captivity could serve to limit or end Hezbollah militarism in the region. As 

   for its relationship with the other three players, Syria, Lebanon, and Iran, 

   it is not likely that its good relationships will be dampened. Lebanon now 

   has a multi-party democratic system in which Hezbollah has been a 

   participant, securing seats in parliament in the elections of 1992, 1996, 

   and 2000, and this was in spite of tensions that previously existed between 

   Hezbollah and the Lebanese state from 1990 until 1998. Should there be a 

   negotiated settlement with Israel, Hezbollah's role would change but not be 

   eliminated. The threat to Israel that Hezbollah represents is an impressive 

   trump card for Lebanon, and insurance that Israel would think twice before 

   breaching the peace with Lebanon in the aftermath of a signed agreement. 

   Syrian-Hezbollah relations will also likely remain solid, even in the case 

   of Syrian peace with Israel. The Hezbollah needs the continued political 

   cover and support traditionally supplied by Syria. Syria will not want to 

   take moves that would force Hezbollah underground, because Syria also needs 

   Hezbollah as an important political player inside the Lebanese system in 

   order to preserve its control on the ground in Lebanon.

   Hezbollah's Political Program

   The Hezbollah's political program has two main themes, first, the spread of 

   Islamic cultural and religious norms, and second, opposition to corruption, 

   oppression, US hegemony, and the Israeli usurpation of Arab-Muslim lands.

   In respect to the first objective, Hezbollah has stated that even though it 

   would submit the shari'ah law for consideration to the people of Lebanon, it 

   would not attempt to force Islamic law upon the Lebanese people. The 

   Hezbollah says that it is committed to Lebanese democracy, in the belief 

   that an Islamic government can win through democratic processes in Lebanon. 

   It has waived its call for an "Islamic Republic of Lebanon," substituting 

   this with a call for Lebanese unification and an end to political 

   sectarianism. At the same time it continues to maintain its commitment to 

   the traditional Islamic emphasis on social and economic justice, equity, and 

   development.

   Previous Hezbollah political alliances and compromises have cost it some of 

   its credibility as a truly Islamic political presence. It entered three 

   sessions of parliament on the lists of Lebanon’s powerful notables or 

   feudalists, due to what it called "political necessity" to preserve the 

   Islamic Resistance against Israel. Its August-September 2000 alliance of 

   convenience with Amal in the south as well as with the Biq'a, was understood 

   as a move to prevent internal Shi'i strife, thereby preserving the 

   resistance. However, its alliance with Prime Minister Rafiq El-Hariri in the 

   Beirut province stood in contradiction with its appearance on Tarlan 

   Arslan's list of candidates, composed of personalities hostile to Druze 

   leader Walid Jumblatt and Hariri in the Ba'abda province. The Hezbollah 

   waived its past refusal to appear on an election list with the former 

   Phalangist commander Elias Hobeiqa, chief perpetrator of the Sabra and 

   Shatila massacres in 1982. Another controversial relationship was that of 

   Hezbollah and the Phalangist Nader Sukar, well-known ex-advisor to Samir 

   Geagea, the former leader of Lebanese Forces imprisoned by the Lebanese 

   State since 1994.

   Whereas these relationships were controversial, they proved to be successful 

   features of the overall Hezbollah political strategy. The Hezbollah 

   increased its parliamentary presence from eight seats in 1996 to ten seats 

   in 2000. It surprised onlookers by refusing to join in a coalition 

   government with Hariri, even though commentators clearly expected that it 

   would. This refusal was possibly due to the Hezbollah's desire to keep its 

   military options open and to remain somewhat aloof from those parties that 

   have not been strong backers of the Hezbollah’s approach to the conflict 

   with Israel.

   Organizing opposition to US hegemony in the region will be a political 

   challenge for Hezbollah unless it is able to transcend its own image as a 

   militant influence concentrated almost exclusively on the issue of Israel. 

   It is questionable whether the Hezbollah is diverse enough or has the 

   resources to manage two important campaigns, one against Israel militarily 

   and politically and another against American hegemony both geopolitically 

   and culturally. Yet the Hezbollah's popular influence is not to be 

   underestimated. This factor can make a difference in the Hezbollah's favor 

   if other parties or organizations should construct copycat programs and 

   attempt to market them as alternatives to those of the Hezbollah. That is 

   because few, if any, of the Lebanese parties could hope to match the popular 

   affection that Hezbollah has garnered as a result of its heroics and great 

   sacrifices in the name of Lebanon, Islam, and the Arab people in 

   confrontation with Israel.

   The Hezbollah's only obvious political weakness is its strict religious 

   character that may be unattractive to Lebanese Christians and others, 

   including Sunni Muslims. Anticipating the need to be more diverse if it 

   hopes to expand its political influence, the Hezbollah formed the Lebanese 

   Brigades of Resistance (saraya al- muqawama al-lubnaniyya) against Israeli 

   occupation during the latter phase of that occupation. This unit is manned 

   not only by Hezbollah cadres but also by the adherents of various other 

   Lebanese political and religious factions that share the Hezbollah objective 

   of opposing Israel.

   Summary

   It is clear that the Hezbollah is in transition; its future goals have not 

   yet been completely clarified. There are many options open to Hezbollah at 

   this stage, and depending upon its vision and resources, it can capitalize 

   on at least two of the above options (further political and/or military 

   development). The other option, which is demilitarization, is dependent upon 

   the ability and desire of Syria, Lebanon, and Israel to conclude a peace 

   agreement. Such an agreement would necessarily come with security 

   arrangements that would have to be implemented by the Lebanese army, which 

   would require an effective end to Hezbollah's current role in providing 

   military security to southern Lebanon.

   The Hezbollah enjoys immense popularity both in the region and among 

   supporters internationally. Muslims are very frustrated by Israel's 

   continued occupation of Palestine and the recent election of Ariel Sharon as 

   Prime Minister. They are angered by the disproportionate and excessive force 

   that Israel has used against Palestinians in their most recent Intifadah, 

   along with the deaths of nearly 500 Palestinians that resulted initially 

   from Ariel Sharon's' provocative intrusion into the Al-Aqsa mosque in 

   Jerusalem. They are also outraged by the international community's tolerance 

   and implied acceptance of Israel's nine-month economic siege of the West 

   Bank and Gaza Strip through the closure. The Hezbollah has been able to 

   capitalize on Israel's strategic blunders, capturing three Israeli soldiers 

   from the occupied Sheba'a Farms region shortly after the Palestinian 

   uprising began. This heroic gesture bolstered the Hezbollah's popularity and 

   reputation as a strong military force that is able and willing to engage 

   Israel on behalf of the Palestinians. Its image is further strengthened by 

   the strategic support it receives from Iran and Syria. The Hezbollah 

   maintains an interest in the liberation of Palestine and has in recent years 

   been accused of expanding its field of operations to include Palestine.

   Yet at the same time, the Hezbollah appears to be going through what might 

   be called a period of "Lebanonization." Its close ties and consultations 

   with the Lebanese government and its willingness to compromise with the 

   government by ending its shelling of Israeli border settlements signal that 

   the Hezbollah may be positioning itself to play a stronger political role in 

   Lebanon. Its calls for a unified Lebanon and for government reforms have 

   replaced its call for an Islamic Republic of Lebanon, indicating that it is 

   transforming itself into a mainstream national political party. Furthermore, 

   historic tensions with other Lebanese and Shi'i groups operating politically 

   in Lebanon have been replaced with tactical alliances. These alliances led 

   to Hezbollah gaining more seats in the Lebanese parliament while avoiding 

   any large dispute with Amal's movement or Syria since such disputes could 

   hinder its strategic purposes in the conflict against Israel.

   The Hezbollah's primary weaknesses on the Lebanese national scene are its 

   strict Shi'i ideological orientation and its inability to transcend its 

   image as a radical religious movement that is tied closely to Iran. Modern 

   Lebanon is a plural society trying with great difficulty to extricate itself 

   from its catastrophic sectarian past, and as such would be expected to 

   resist any attempts at Islamization. Yet, if the Hezbollah is successful in 

   its efforts to benefit from the Khatami reform experiment, building a 

   stronger organizational structure while simultaneously promoting greater 

   freedom, democracy, government transparency, and accountability, it may be 

   able to complete its transition and become a serious and influential player 

   in the future development of the Lebanese body politic.

   ========================================

   - Haytham Mouzahem is a Lebanese researcher and journalist who specializes 

   in Islamic and Middle East affairs.
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