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Violence accelerates Lebanon’s descent into state failure - David Gardner —
Financial Times - 20/10/2021

Last week’s street fighting in Beirut was not just the deadliest violence in the
Lebanese capital for more than a decade. It is part of a battle waged by Hizbollah,
the Iran-backed politico-military force, and its allies to ensure the judicial
investigation into the August 2020 explosion in Beirut goes nowhere. If they get
their way and extinguish this last flicker of the rule of law, Lebanon will be well on
the way to becoming an Iranian protectorate on the Mediterranean.

The tensions recall the international tribunal that investigated the 2005
assassination of former premier Rafig Hariri. Last summer, 15 years after the
crime and an estimated S1bn in costs, that court convicted one Hizbollah member
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in absentia but left intact the culture of impunity lasting since the end of the
1975-90 civil war. Many of those with knowledge of the Hariri plot met violent
ends. The Shia paramilitaries and their network of enablers intend to block the
latest inquiry, too.

The Shia movement, a state-above-the-state, is determined not to take the blame
for last year’s disaster, one of the biggest non-nuclear explosions in history. For
sure, every sectarian powerbroker in Lebanon has brushed off responsibility for
the storage of a stockpile of combustible ammonium nitrate at the port. Yet
Hizbollah militants tried immediately to seal the blast site, a warehouse to which
access had been limited.

The conflict over the port investigation is accelerating the collapse of a country
already hurtling towards state failure. That process took an ominous turn with the
murder of Hariri, the Sunni prime minister who rebuilt postwar Lebanon. His
death removed a roadblock to the Shia corridor Iran and its proxies have carved
through Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

Hassan Nasrallah, leader of the Shia Islamists, complained last week that Tareq
Bitar, the judge investigating the port blast, was biased and would have to go, just
as his predecessor, Fadi Sawan, was removed after political pressure. Both tried
to subpoena and in two cases arrest leading politicians and securocrats, many
linked to Hizbollah. Then Hizbollah and Amal, a Shia militia turned party led by
Nabih Berri, the Speaker of parliament, staged a show of strength outside the
palace of justice.
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This is just inside the staunchly Christian district of Ain al-Remeneh, but bordering
a mainly Shia area, along an old civil war frontline. Shia leaders say snipers from
the Lebanese Forces (LF) — a Maronite Christian militia from the civil war, now an
opposition party — opened fire, killing seven Shia. The picture is still unclear but
witnesses say Shia activists pushed into Christian side-streets, shouting “Shia!
Shia!”, a chant with which they mark out new territory, and vandalising cars and
shops. Shia fighters emerged with assault rifles and rocket-propelled grenades.

The last time there was fighting this bad was in 2008, when Hizbollah over-ran
Sunni areas of west Beirut, after which the government withdrew a decree to take
over the movement’s dedicated telecoms network. Shia attempts to encroach on
Sunni territory at Khalde south of Beirut led to clashes this year and last,

and attacks on a Hizbollah wedding and funeral. Meanwhile, the port blast, which
devastated the Christian heart of Beirut, has snapped the patience of many
Christians and encouraged their leaders to jostle for position ahead of elections
next year.

Since 2016 Hizbollah has had a Christian ally in the presidency, former army chief
Michel Aoun, and since 2018 a parliamentary majority alongside Amal and the
Free Patriotic Movement (FPM), the biggest Christian party, led by the general’s
son-in-law, Gebran Bassil. With feelings running high after the port disaster, Samir
Geagea, the LF’s chief, is trying to undermine the FPM by contesting
encroachment by Aoun’s Hizbollah allies.

Given the meltdown of Lebanon’s economy and society, this manoeuvring is a bit
like rooting for truffles in a swamp. But it may be working. Aoun has backed judge
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Bitar while Bassil, targeted by US sanctions, denounced Geagea and the LF as
criminals.

In a speech on Monday, Nasrallah reminded everyone of the power of his forces.
He claims they number 100,000 fighters — bigger than Lebanon’s army. Whether
or not that is a boast, they have been blooded by decades of fighting. More
chilling was his implicit warning that Christians might be risking their survival.
“The biggest threat for the Christian presence in Lebanon is the Lebanese Forces
party and its head,” Nasrallah said.

After the exodus over the past two decades of Christians from Iraq and Syria, that
is not to be taken lightly.

Iranians say ‘l do’ to state-sanctioned online romance - Financial Times -
24/9/2021

III

Ali, a devout Shia Muslim, went online to find a woman “not ugly nor beautifu
but religious with a university degree. Sara applied for a man “not short nor tall;
not thin nor fat” but with a masters degree and an average income. Two months
after they were introduced to each other, they got married, one of 3,700 couples
in Iran to have found lasting love through Tebyan, a state-affiliated website that
encourages marriage. In July, amid growing official concern about falling marriage
rates, Tebyan launched Hamdam, an app. “Hamdam is a child of its time,” said
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, Speaker of the parliament who attended its launch,
a sign of official backing for the site and its philosophy of encouraging traditional
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marriage via modern means. Online dating apps, including Tinder and Bumble, are
widely available in Iran but Hamdam and Tebyan are free, rely on a volunteer
matchmaking service and can be seen as a policy tool for a regime that fears the
encroachment of western morals. In its first two months, 170,000 people have
signed up via the app. Official figures show that the number of marriages that
take place every year in Iran has fallen by more than a third over the past decade,
while the number of divorces has risen by a quarter. Over the same period, the
number of live births has declined by a fifth.

During a June election campaign, he recalled asking “young people once why they
didn’t get married? They said ‘With what housing?’ and ‘With which job?’” This
week, Iran’s vice-president for women and family affairs, Ensieh KhazAli,
underlined official concern about falling marriage rates. “We have to help young
people get married when they are at their most fertile age,” she said. In reality,
many people in the Islamic republic, whose regime swept to power in 1979
promising a return to more traditional values, increasingly desire freedoms they
see elsewhere. Authorities often have little choice but to turn a blind eye to
people’s private relationships, choosing not to intervene in “white marriages”,
where unmarried people live together. “Children no longer see life through their
parents’ eyes and question principles like marrying one person for life,” said Alieh
Shekarbeigi, a sociologist. While most Iranian families still favour traditional
values such as early marriage, so-called modern families, focused on education
and independence, “have doubled in number and are on a sharp rise”, she said.
Cultural divides clearly exist, say analysts. Leaders of Friday prayers in the cities of
Karaj and Yazd this month expressed regret that women preferred pets to
children. Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has labelled internet
usage as “unruly”. “Iranians are now confused about how to identify themselves:
with Iranian nationalism? Shiism? Tradition? Or their desire for western lifestyle?”
said one sociopolitical analyst. “Who are the role models? Clergy? Or celebrities,
each of whom have millions of followers on Instagram?” Recommended News in-
depthlran Raisi vows to restore ‘trust” with disillusioned Iranian public Komeil
Khojasteh, director of the Tebyan Institute which is behind the website and app,
said the internet can be used to encourage more traditional lifestyles. His aim is
for 1m of the country’s unmarried people to sign up to Hamdam. “Society has
become modern which needs a new approach so that it does not threaten our
deep-rooted characteristics of identity,” he said. “In the modern world, the family
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institution has been weakened.” Those who sign up to Tebyan come from a wide
range of backgrounds, said Sara, who did not want her real name to be published.
“I saw modern women filling up forms at the website and men who held PhDs,”
she said. “There even was one genius who came with bodyguards as he was a
designer of fighter jets and helicopters.” Sara and Ali knew little about each other
when they first met in the presence of their parents. “l was told: she is 27 years
old, is an urban woman, holds a masters and her parents are teachers. | was not
told how she looked,” said Ali. Sara had requested a man of Persian ethnicity;
between 170cm and 182cm tall. She stipulated no ponytails and said a good
temper was essential. Ali qualified. Volunteer social workers at Tebyan monitored
their initial meetings, including working successfully as mediators in negotiations
over the dowry. Happily settled in married life, Sara and Ali say they have
concerns about their future. “We’d like to have kids but are not confident about
our future and the economic situation,” said Sara. But for Ali “despite all
challenges, marriage is the best decision”.

Autocracy has filled the ideological vacuum in the Middle East - Financial Times -
28/9/2021

Kais Saied, a professor of constitutional law, is an unlikely man of providence or
saviour of his country. Yet Tunisia’s president has shoved aside the post-
revolutionary and democratic constitution of 2014 to govern by decree. After
dismissing the prime minister and parliament in July, this stickler for legal nicety
last week moved emphatically towards one-man rule. Tunisia - the one country
that kept aloft some of the soaring hopes of the so-called Arab spring of uprisings
across the region triggered by the toppling of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali’s
dictatorship in 2011 - looks to have crash-landed. Enraged by a bickering and
corrupt political class too incompetent to resolve a fiscal and debt crisis that is
sinking the economy and spreading poverty and unemployment, Tunisians
elected Saied as president in a 2019 landslide seen as an indictment of their elites.
Many, polls say a majority, greeted his July power-grab as a welcome new broom.
Even Ennahda, the once powerful Islamist party and largest force in parliament,
has split because of dissent with a leadership that both dithers and overreaches.
A social conservative with firm conviction that he knows what is best for his
people, Saied has predictably attracted backing from Saudi Arabia and the United
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Arab Emirates as well as Egypt. The absolutist Gulf dynasties, along with Abdel
Fattah el-Sisi, the former army chief ruling Egypt since a then-popular 2013 coup
against the elected Muslim Brotherhood government, see Saied as a welcome
addition to their anti-Islamist front. The US and Europeans have urged Saied to
return to democratic norms, along a scale from mild rebuke to a slap on the wrist.
This reticence is part of a re-emergence of the fatal western attraction to Arab
autocrats — a preference for trusty despots rather than dodgy democrats,
especially as a bulwark against political Islam. US president Joe Biden, after
withdrawing from Afghanistan’s 20-year war, may well pull back from America’s
positions in Syria and Iraq, if not from the Gulf. President Emmanuel Macron
doesn’t only support Saied and Sisi. France has backed strongmen like Khalifa
Haftar, the Libyan warlord. The west is leaving an ideological vacuum across the
wider Middle East at a time when it is perceived as unreliable by democrats and
despots alike. Russia and China are quite open about their preferences for
autocracy but America and the Europeans are seen as hypocrites, hawking their
hardware behind hollow nostrums, hoping they can manage the Middle East’s
episodic crises. Conniving in the survival of tyranny abets jihadism and spurs the
migration that foments populist extremism in the west. Most people in the Arab
world want change that gives them security and fulfilling lives and livelihoods.
Depriving them of rights is not the way to achieve this. It is particularly haunting
that Tunisia, which unlike, say, Syria, had nurtured vibrant institutions such as
trade unions and gradually reformed to provide quality education, should
succumb to failures of governance. While the attraction of liberal democracy has
dimmed and populists are testing the rule of law to destruction from Brasilia to
Budapest - not to mention Washington - rulers across the wider Middle East are
reaching for alternative narratives to legitimise their autocracy. Their populism
often takes the form of resurgent nationalism and reclaiming past civilisational
and cultural glories. Most obviously, the Iranian theocracy’s construction of a
paramilitary axis across the Levant through Iraq and Syria to Lebanon, and down
into Yemen and the Gulf, is widely felt as a Shia Muslim incursion by new Persian
imperialists who condescend culturally to their neighbours. Saudi Arabia, Iran’s
Sunni Arab arch-rival, emphasises its role as the birthplace of Islam and custodian
of its holiest sites at Mecca and Medina, the closest modern equivalent to the
historic Muslim caliphate. Turkey, which abolished the last caliphate a century
ago, under the Islamist populism of Recep Tayyip Erdogan has long made neo-
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Ottoman irredentist claims to past holdings in Irag and Syria, and elaborated a
doctrine of the “blue homeland” (“mavi vatan”) that stakes huge maritime claims
from the Black Sea to the Aegean and East Mediterranean. Egypt, for its part, is
harking back to the pharaohs to assert itself as what Mohammed Soliman at
Washington’s Middle East Institute calls a “civilisation state”, likening it to Russia,
China, India or Turkey. All of these rulers are asserting a historic sense of destiny
and entitlement that western outsiders interrupted. But in the more sordid
present they are seeking to mask autocracy and endow it with a new legitimacy
that now seems to have spread to Tunisia, former cradle of democratic hope. The
chain of Arab upheavals that began there in 2011 may have failed to banish
tyranny, but certainly revealed the hollowness of some Arab dictatorships and the
brittleness of others. It was briefly axiomatic, moreover, that Arab despotism, far
from being an effective barrier to Islamism, is an assembly line for manufacturing
jihadi extremists. That is unlikely to change.

43



