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FATIMA GATE, southern Lebanon: The bright yellow flag of 
Hezbollah flutters atop an outpost here along the narrow road on the 
Lebanese side of the fortified border with Israel.  
 
A scrawny, black-clad man in his early 20s sits inside the small 
booth, a yellow headband proclaiming that there is no God but Allah 
across his forehead, an assault rifle at his side, just like the one 
featured prominently on the Shiite group’s flag.  
 
Along this last active front in the Arab-Israeli conflict, Hezbollah has 
quietly continued its battle against the Jewish state - with the full 
approval of Lebanon’s Syrian-backed government as well as Tehran 
and Damascus.  
 
But as a shocked and bereaved nation points a finger at Syria and its 
supporters following the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri in mid-February, the issue of Hezbollah and its guns has also 
sharply come into focus. 
 
Although the group enjoys broad support for having ended Israel’s 
22-year occupation of southern Lebanon in May 2000, its tepid 
response to Hariri’s death and its refusal to get on board the 
unprecedented, multi-confessional push to get Syria out of Lebanon 
has brought into question its ultimate allegiances.  
 
Superimposed on local rumblings is United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 1559, whose call for the disarmament of all militias is 
aimed squarely at Hezbollah and whose demand for the withdrawal 



of foreign forces targets Syria’s military and intelligence presence, a 
fixture in Lebanon for almost three decades.  
 
Beirut has ignored the September resolution and rejects efforts 
aimed at forcing Hezbollah to lay down its arms. The government 
objects to Hezbollah’s classification as a militia, insisting that it is a 
“national resistance group” engaged in a struggle to remove Israeli 
forces from a 25-km patch of land known as the Shebaa Farms. 
 
The group is also more than just a disciplined fighting outfit; it is a 
sophisticated and powerful movement with 12 MPs in Lebanon’s 
128-seat Parliament and a vast social welfare program.   
 
Hezbollah’s commander for southern Lebanon, Sheikh Nabil Qaouk, 
outlined his reasons for opposing 1559 during an interview at the 
party’s main office outside Beirut. 
 
“We are not prepared to discuss disarmament until all of our land is 
liberated, all of our detainees in Israeli prisons are freed and Israel 
stops its threats against Lebanon,” the mild-mannered cleric 
explained. “Hezbollah’s arms are directed only against the Israeli 
enemy … they are not part of the internal Lebanese equation, or a 
point of fear for the Lebanese.”  
 
 
In the turbulent aftermath of Hariri’s killing, however, some senior 
opposition figures including Druze chieftain Walid Jumblatt have 
expressed concern that the Syrian-backed resistance might be 
coerced into turning its weapons inward. He, along with many of his 
allies have urged the group to rethink its alliances.  
 
Regardless of whether Hezbollah joins the campaign for 
“independence 2005,” a growing number of Lebanese believe its 
armed wing has had its day. 
 
Gebran Tueni, publisher of the influential Beirut daily An-Nahar, says 
Hezbollah has to change tack or risk making itself at best irrelevant 
and at worst a pariah. 



 
“You can only have a resistance group when you don’t have a 
recognized government or army, which is not the case in Lebanon,” 
he said from his office overlooking Hariri’s gravesite in the capital. 
“Everybody wants to find a way to preserve the resistance. Maybe in 
order to preserve it you must disarm it because if the armed militia is 
to remain, Hezbollah becomes a target for criticism.” 
 
It has long been an open secret, however, that the decision is not up 
to the perennially weak Lebanese state but rather with Hezbollah’s 
powerful regional backers: Syria and Iran.  
 
Hezbollah has long been aided by the two heavyweights, which have 
provided it with arms, money, training, and political support. In 
return, Hezbollah is a lever for both in their separate conflicts with 
Israel. Iran is opposed to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and 
refuses to recognize the Jewish state’s right to exist, while Syria’s 
grievance stems from the Israeli occupation of the Golan Heights 
since 1967. 
 
“Hezbollah is a tool. Iran and Syria are decision-makers,” Tueni said. 
“They want Hezbollah to remain an armed presence in the south just 
to use it the way that they used the Palestinians in the south when 
the area was known as ‘Fatahland’ in the 70s and 80s,” he 
explained, referring to the period when Palestinian guerrillas freely 
roamed throughout southern Lebanon and used the area as a launch 
pad for attacks against northern Israel.  
 
Dr. Judith Harik, a former professor of political science at the 
American University of Beirut and author of Hezbollah: The Changing 
Face of Terrorism, said that Hezbollah’s continued activities along 
the Israeli border are “the only effective pressure” Syria has on its 
old enemy.  
 
“Relinquishing support for Hezbollah is tantamount to the Syrians 
saying ‘we give up on the Golan Heights’ and they are not going to 
do that,” she said.  
 



But “once Hezbollah has no value to the Syrians, they will dump it,” 
said Ed Blanche, a member of the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies and a journalist who has covered the Middle East for over 30 
years. 
 
“Whether they’ll disarm it is another point. It’s a very sensitive issue, 
and Hezbollah won’t give up its arms easily,” he added. 
 
Beirut’s staunchly pro-Syrian government has used the question of 
Hezbollah’s disarmament to justify Damascus’s continued presence 
in the country despite growing public resentment in the wake of the 
Hariri assassination.   
 
“Who will disarm Hezbollah?” Prime Minsiter Omar Karami said last 
week before he resigned under popular pressure on Monday.  
 
His comments echoed those of a prominent Syrian politician.  
 
“1559 signifies that change must be done,” said George Jabbour, a 
member of the Syrian legislature who served as an advisor to the late 
Syrian President Hafez al-Assad.  
“Change can’t be done without bloodshed because there is a militia 
– Hezbollah – it is highly skilled and highly regarded and it doesn’t 
want to disarm. Who will disarm it against its will?” he said in an 
interview at his modest home in Damascus. 
 
But these views are poor excuses, according to former Lebanese 
President Amin Gemayel, one of the louder voices calling for a Syrian 
pullout.  
 
“Nobody is talking about making the Lebanese or Syrian armies 
force Hezbollah to disarm,” he said. “Hezbollah is a Lebanese 
organization and we want to reach consensus with it through 
discussion. The resistance should not be drawn into a political game 
like this.” 
 


