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The former longtime speaker of the U.S. House
of Representatives, Thomas O’Neill, once famously
said, “All politics is local.” In Lebanon, it might be
said that all politics is regional.

On Tuesday, when Pierre Gemayel, a govern-
ment minister and scion' of a prominent Christian
family, was assassinated, it was a reminder just how
much this small country is affected by—and can ef-
fect—events and powers far beyond its own shores.

“Everything is connected,” said Simon Karam,
a former Lebanese ambassador to the United States
shortly after visiting the Gemayel family to pay his
respects.

It is not new that Lebanon is a proxy® battle-
field for foreign interests. That reality helped spark
and fuel a 15-year civil war that devastated the
country. What is new, or at least re-energized, is
the intensity of the dynamics, largely a result of the
changing power relationships throughout the Middle
East.

As the traditional Sunni Muslim powerbrokers
of Cairo and Riyadh see their influence wane, Shi-
ite Muslim Iran has seen its influence grow, That
change regionally has reinforced a similar dynamic
in Lebanon, which in tum has fed the regional al-
teration in the balance of power.
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Lebanon backed by Iran, is stronger than ever, and the
Sunni-led, American backed government is so weak it
was considered by many here to be moribund®, at best.
The assassination may have briefly altered the equation®,
but did not permanently change it, political analysts
here said.

The effect of events in Lebanon on regional capi-
tals *played itself out® following the Gemayel killing,
said Oussama Safa, general director of the Lebanese
Center for Policy Studies. Before the assassination, he
said, there were negotiations taking place he believed
would have resolved the politi-.
cal crisis that had crippled®
Lebanon’s  government and
threatened to bring it down. He
said that Egypt and Saudi Ara-
bia had worked hard behind the
scenes to end the crisis, and
that, had a deal been struck, it
would have not only helped sta-
bilize Lebanon but would have
elevated the regional standing of
Egypt and Saudi Arabia, too.

And that would have been a plus for Washington,
which increasingly relies on both—especially Cairo—to
help navigate’ crises in the region.

But the killing derailed the deal, Safa said, and so
regardless of who was behind the assassination, Syria
and Iran come out the long-term beneficiaries.

“While Lebanon has always been an arena for in-
ternational conflicts in the past, it has now served as a
more direct arena for such international conflicts and
disputes,” said Emad Gad, a senior researcher at the
Ahram Center for Strategic and Political Studies in
Cairo.

This strategic crossfire is not always done in the
open; in fact it is most often carried out by proxies. So
while one group of Lebanese may be aware of who is
*pulling the strings®, as Hezbollah is allied with Iran
and Syria, and the Druse leader Walid Jumblatt is close
to Washington, to the rest of the Lebanese it is often
mystery, an exhausting mystery with clues but never any
certainty. Hezbollah opponents blame Syria for assassi-
nating former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in February
2005, and for the murder of five other anti-Syrian per-
sonalities since, including Gemayel. »
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On Wednesday, thousands of people poured into the
small Christian village of Bikfeiya, the home to Gemayel.
With a heavy military presence, they wound their way
down narrow streets; past stout’ stonewalls into the
Gemayel home, where the coffin sat wrapped in the flag
of the Phalange party.

Gemayel’s grandfather was the founder of the party,
a Christian organization that fielded" the largest militia
during the civil war and fought to force Palestinians to
leave Lebanon. Once allied with Israel, the party is now
small, but still deeply resented by Hezbollah and
Lebanon’s Palestinians.

“We have to wait for tomorrow, to see how the
cards fall,” said Jumana Nasser, as she sat on a cold
bench outside the Gemayel family home. “We are wait-
ing and we are living in a state of no war and no peace.
Worry, worry, worry. Every time we think we are safe
and it’s over, something bad happens again.”

Lebanon is a place where the geopolitical steps and
missteps of countries, become personal for the people of
Lebanon.

The country has been affected by the diminished
regional influence of the United States,
measure by the chaos in Iraq—but also because of
Washington’s refusal to press Israel to stop its bombing
attacks last summer.

When the White House, for example, recently issued
a statement accusing Iran, Syria and its allies of planning
a prediction that now

driven in large

violence to topple the government,
appears eerily' prescient?, at least in terms of the violence,
the statement was received as a *kiss of death® by America’s
allies in the government. In Lebanon these days, public
support from America is not seen as support, not at all.

“Arab reformer can’t shake hands with the
regimes, but we can no longer talk to the West,” Safa
said.  “Democrats here were so galvanized" so *hyped
up® only to see the international community approve the
methodical pulverization' of our infrastructure.”

At the same time, some people here are saying »
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they are increasingly fearful that a desperate Wash-
ington will sell out Beirut, and allow Syria to once a-
gain dominate Lebanese affairs,
helping stabilize Iraq.

And the converse of the overall dynamic is true,
too, with events in Lebanon increasingly reverberating
in . capitals beyond its shores. In immediate terms
driven by specific event, for example, Gemayel’s
murder—and the suspicion expressed by the White
House that Damascus was involved—could complicate
American efforts to enlist Syria to help calm Iraq,
even while Syria denies any involvement. At the same
time, Hezbollah’s perceived victory over Israel last
summer complicated the United States’ efforts to trim
Iranian influence in the region by emboldening
Tehran’s proxy force in Lebanon.

When Hariri was killed in a massive car bhomb-
ing in February 2005, many fingers pointed at Dam-
ascus. That led many Arab capitals to shun Damas-
cus, the United States moved to isolate Syria and the
United Nation’s ordered an investigation into the
killing. Preliminary reports implicated Syrian officials.

And in response, Damascus strengthened its own
strategic relationship with Iran, signing economic and
military pacts that in turmn have helped spread
Tehran's influence in Syria, and strengthened it in
Lebanon as well. @

in return for Syria

10 English Digest Jan. 2007

s RS,

REBHONE-BRHEBWLSHENH
B AFSHEFRESROMESF, LBRIEK
SHE R B RS R RS

REMEEN—LEAEBIEENR
WA K, IEX RS T, B RS R
B BBRIEEN. NYSRBSEE, R
OEHAN—UREEFRAD LESS
WE—XFAAE RN T, R
EHEASIRBASSEETER, B2E
SRUNAEFHREFRERBHTHS
#EmE, SR, KEEEANSEER
AT LGSR, RO MR REE
PHEBERER, FEERRELUNFHE
BAZE X B9 B )

MYEE 2005 F2 ALE—RKTEMKRE
MBI E GRS, YRFEANKRD
TERBEITN . XEEFEET R ERA
ADTEEDBRIAR, 2ERRTHML
PFE, BEABGTSRERERBRNEM,
AEE RS A6 HHI 5 ] & R Y — & 4UR T
TRSHBHEEE,

BEXNER, ADLEMET S5HBZE
MREER, NFERT-RIISHNES
MY, XRALER BB LY X T S
WEIRW B NIE T R ERE M Em.,
(2R A # 8 International Herald Tribune

Nov. 22, 2006)



