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The “Lebanese Problem”

The modern history of the territory known today as the Lebanese Republic has been

characterized by the penetration of foreign powers pursuing imperialist activities. Those

powers, using the confessional diversity of its inhabitants for their particular interests, have

co-opted these groups, converting them into local agents alligned to their broader plans in the

Middle East.

This scenario is not new. In the 19th century, after defeating the French Emperor Napoleon I,

the countries associated in the Concert of Europe promoted the protection of minorities in the

Balkans and the Middle East, including the Mount Lebanon area. This policy was encouraged

at expenses of the sovereignity of the Ottoman Empire over its subjects. The Porte was

already a weak actor in the region, and its fall was sentenced. In 1916, before the Great War

came to an end, the governments of France and the United Kingdom arranged the division of

the Ottoman territories in the Middle East and forbade the Arab independence, installing

puppet governments, known as “mandates”. In this process, the Lebanese Catholic clergy

present in the Peace Conference of Versailles supported the French in their proposal. On the
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other hand, the independence would not have been conquered in 1943 without the British

pressure against the government of Paris and the approval of the Lebanese trading sector.

After independence, the situation did not change at all. Lebanon was land of disputes between

the Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, sympathetic to the Soviet Union, and his Iraqi

counterparts. This situation led to the United States military intervention in Beirut, back in

1958. The political parties and communities stood on either side during the conflict. During

the Civil War of 1975, Lebanon was twice invaded by its neighbor Israel in 1978 and 1982,

with the approval of part of the population. When the war was over in 1990, and Syria was

given virtual tutelage over Lebanese politics, also received support from different groups

inside the country.

How is that possible? A first explanation comes an analysis of the nature of these minorities,

that engage in political battles, sometimes in Parliament and sometimes in real combat,

without the possibility of securing their position unless they count on the collaboration of

foreign powers. In other words, those minorities are functional to the imperial projects of the

global players.

In his well-known book of 1988 “A House of Many Mansions: The History of Lebanon

Reconsidered”, the prestigious Kamal Salibi, among the most notable academics of Middle

Eastern Studies in the last century, referred to this situation as the "Lebanese problem". This

Gordian knot consisted in the division of the country into different communities, settled

within certain territorial limits (“cantons”), as they present difficulties exhibiting a common

identity. These difficulties deepen when suspicion and confrontation arise. Cantonal loyalties,

he asserted, outweigh the national character of their identities, of the essential “Lebanese”

being (Salibi 1988).

It is, clearly, not a religious problem, in the dogmatic sense. But it is religion indeed the main

ingredient of political identification. Certainly, the political expression of the Lebanese is
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mediated through confessionalism. One example is the religious affiliation in the 1932

census, which established the distribution of seats in the Chamber of Deputies and, indirectly,

in the Council of Ministers2. Another one is the National Pact of 1943, assigning the

Presidency of the Republic to the Maronites, the Presidency of the Council for the Sunnis,

and the Presidency of the Chamber for the Shia, installing between these three authorities a

relationship of checks and balances that requires the formation of agreements. Finally, there

is the Taif Agreement, which resulted after the 1975-1990 Civil War, that shaped equal

representation between Christians and Muslims in the Chamber, the Council, and the Public

Administration sector in general (Maktabi 1999, Salloukh 2015).

Till here, it seems cristal clear that the Lebanese State was built upon these communities, and

not on a strong idea of a Nation. The figureheads of the aforementioned communities became

leaders of political parties that did not aspire to represent the Lebanese, but rather their

particular community: Sunni, Shia, Maronite, Ortodox, Druze, etc. These chiefs established

strong clientelistic relationships with their communities, impeding the mere existance of

politics outside the boundaries supervised and authorised by themselves. These leaders are

known as zuama (singular: zaim). They do not seek to control de State, but to keep their share

of power to prevent others having it, therefore manteining their influence.

When differences emerge between zuama that go beyond the institutional sphere, i. e., the

Chamber of Deputies and the Council of Ministers, and flow into the streets, its a sign that

intercommunal conflict has been unleashed (Khalaf 2002). Clashes have different, succesive

levels: political friction, isolated confrontation between gangs and open war. Every level

encloses harder each community and generates deeper ties to its zaim.

2 While Christians and Muslims are equally represented in the Chamber of Deputies and the Council
of Ministers, the seats for each community are alloted proportionally in each of these institutions,
according the census of 1932. Among the Christian sects recognized by the State, there are Catholics
of Maronite, Melkite, Armenian, Chaldean and Latin rites, Orthodox of Byzantine, Armenian, Assyrian,
Syriac and Coptic tradition, and Protestants in general. Amid the Islamic community, the recognized
sects are the Shia, Sunni, Druze, Alawite and the Ismaili.
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When these communal alerts are activated, the political parties, sponsored by their leaders

and their links, take refuge in the patronage or even in the intervention of foreign actors. In

other words, communal loyalties are internationalized, overriding the National State.

Every zaim knows very well that it is almost impossible to inflict a total defeat to the rival

group. An open confrontation would lead to a prolonged and unpredictable war, since, in an

apparent parity of forces, they would be facing an “intractable conflict”: a conflict without a

solution, almost a perpetual confrontation, with no predictable winner. Therefore, instead of

seeking a contentious victory over the other communities, what every group pursues, in

contexts of crisis, is to protect their share of power, sustaining the status quo, and extending

the duration of the balance of power agreed upon in 1943 and reformed in 1990. At the

domestic level, trapped in a zero-sum game, the zuama need external alliances to secure their

positions: if one of them receives foreign aid, the other leaders must necessarily look for

equivalent support with their foreign associate as well. This search for support ends up with

the country being forced, in short, to enter into the strategic agendas of the powers in their bid

for regional security - Lebanon is nothing but another pawn in the neighborhood.

Lebanon in the Saudi Arabia-Iran rivalry: the case of Syria

The tactic employed by foreign powers was always close cooperation with religious

communities to pursue their goals. In the 21st century, new powers have occupied a

privileged place within two Muslim Lebanese communities: The Islamic Republic of Iran

with the Lebanese Shia and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia with the Lebanese Sunni. The

tension between these emerging powers has taken on an important role in Lebanon an the

region, particularly with the beginning of the Syrian chapter of the Arab Spring, between
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2011 and 2013. Since then, their behavior revealed the permeability of Lebanese domestic

politics, as both make use of structural rifts within the aforementioned Lebanese

communities, the Sunni and the Shia, to play their moves into their Middle Eastern strategies.

The Syrian war has been another arena of confrontation between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and

Lebanon was dragged into the Syrian dynamics. The situation there has strongly impacted in

the relation between the Lebanese Sunnis and Shias. The war in the neighboring country

quickly became a regional affair:

One of the factors that serve to distinguish the Syrian uprising from the uprisings that

have taken place elsewhere is its importance at a regional level. The Syrian uprising

quickly became more tan merely a national uprising. It now involves, encompasses,

and engages a number of conflicts and issues of wide-ranging regional and

international significance: the Syrian case engages the Arab–Israeli conflict; the

question of resistance to imperialism generally; the question of Hezbollah; the power

struggle between Iran, Syria, and Hezbollah on the one hand and Saudi Arabia, Qatar,

and the Gulf Cooperation Council countries on the other; the tensión between Sunnis

and Shi’as (nearly always instrumentally exacerbated by political actors); and, most

recently, the question of regional Islamism due to the Syrian uprising’s Islamist

dimension” (Haddad and Wind 2014, 406).

This regional significance of the war in Syria has affected Lebanon deeply. The country was

dragged into the game that Iran and Saudi Arabia were playing in that territory. In fact, the

lack of a President in the Baabda Palace between 2014 and 2016 was partially because of the

inability between the governments of Riyadh and Teheran to agree on the role that Lebanon

should play in the conflict. What was the mission of Beirut? To cut ties with their neighbor

and leave it to his own fate? Or support the leaders of Damascus to ensure stability?
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When Hezbollah announced in 2011 its support for the Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad,

Michel Sleiman, the Lebanese Head of State, opened a round of dialogue with the Lebanese

political parties to find ways of avoiding the spilling of the neighboring conflict in Lebanon.

In the Baabda Declaration, signed in 2012, the "policy of dissociation" was established:

although it did not aim to adopt a clear position of neutrality, it did seek to avoid in a general

sense the formulation of sectarian agendas in alliance with other countries of the region, in

order to avoid possible tensions within the communities that inhabit Lebanon. The document

stated that the Lebanese territory could not favor arms smuggling or the training of fighters.

Announced as a new founding pact comparable to the Constitution, the accord was born dead.

Iran had ordered Hezbollah to support the Syrian government to stop the expansion of the

Arab Spring in the country.

On the other hand, the Sunni Future Movement had a totally opposed position. Its leadership

was enthusiastic about the possibility of the fall of the Syrian government, pretty much

convinced that this event would lead to greater autonomy for Lebanon, always in the shadow

of its powerful neighbor. The enthusiasm of Saad Hariri's party was shared by Saudi Arabia,

his most generous benefactor, eager for the possibility of overthrowing one of Tehran's top

allies in the Levant.

These differences led to a confrontation between the two groups, and political

decision-making was stopped by uncertainties regarding border security, the paralysis of

appointments to high positions in the defense and security organizations, the null progress of

the Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), and the inability to contain internal tensions in the

population with escalations of violence, among other issues.The fall of the cabinet headed by

Najib Miqati was a fact in March 2013. Sadly, the tension between Sunnis and Shiites arose

not only on the political level. It also included a set of new threats to the daily life of the

Lebanese:
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● The clashes between the neighborhoods of Bab El-Tabbaneh (Sunni, favoring

Al-Assad’s opposition) and Jabal Mohsen (Alawite, loyal to the Syrian President), in

Tripoli. A similar situation erupted in the outskirts of Saida when Hezbollah members

clashed with the Sunni militants of Ahmad Al-Assir.

● Terrorist salafist groups, such as the organization known as Islamic State, confronted

the Lebanese Army around the border, enganging in combat, particularly in the towns

of Qaa and Arsal. Their activity reached the Shia neighborhoods of Beirut, attacking

social areas in Bourj Al-Barajne and Dahieh, the Iranian Cultural Center in Bir

Hassan and the Iranian Embassy in Jnah.

● Selective killings of public figures were up again. The victims were the former

Minister of Finance, Muhammad Chattah, and the Chief Intelligence Officer of the

Army, Wissam El-Hassan.

It was not until ten months after Miqati’s resignation that Tammam Salam was appointed as

the new Prime Minister, as the result of rounds of dialogue between Iran and Saudi Arabia.

This situation led to immediate resolution of the security issues that were targeting the

country.

In fact, the security situation in the country improved around 2014-2015, as a result of the

dialogue between the Future Movement and Hezbollah, under the auspices of the new Prime

Minister. The deployment of Army troops in the Bekaa region and the cities of Tripoli and

Saida coupled with more intense operations in Beirut. Though stability was still under threat

by the presence of extreme Islamist groups, the conflict faced by national actors decreased

notably. The disputes continued in the Chamber of Deputies and the Council of Ministers,

and were of a more administrative nature: various appointments in the security forces, the

direction of airport controls, etc. The war continued in Syria, with the active participation of

Hezbollah in supporting president Al-Assad.
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Conclusion: ¿A “Penetrated State”?

What can be said about Lebanon, where even the most remote sources of their internal

sovereignty, such as political parties, the Armed Forces and foreign policy, are under such an

intense pressure exerted by external actors with imperialist attitude? On this issue, the

academic L. Carl Brown has shed some light when coming with the concept of "Penetrated

State":

A penetrated political system is one that is neither absorbed by the foreign challenger

nor can it free itself from its subjection to it. A penetrated system exists in continuous

confrontation with a dominant foreign political system. The best way to measure the

degree of penetration of a political system is to observe how the differences between

local, regional, national and international politics become blurred (Brown 1984, 5)

In relation to Brown's postulate, the Lebanese Republic is a penetrated political system,

where there is not one but two dominant foreign political systems: Iran and Saudi Arabia.

These foreign systems, although they compete with each other to control the resorts of power

of the penetrated actor, also dialogue, negotiate and agree on their actions on Lebanon when

tensions become extreme, as they seek, in those moments, balanced solutions that sustain the

country in a sphere of a so-called monitored neutrality. There is no will of assimilation or

total control of the Lebanese State, but of penetration.

In this sense, the complexity of the regional scenario to which Brown alludes is always

present. The Syrian war ment more complications to the Syrian-Lebanese link and the

Iranian-Saudi rivalry. Therefore, it is not enough to focus on the dynamics in which the

countries in question interact, also regional activity had to be taken into account. In addition,

the need to also consider the region's links with Western powers should be put on the table.
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Finally, the national actors of the penetrated states also take advantage of the pressure of the

powers and the rivalry that occur between them, trying to benefit their own local interests,

says Brown. This situation pushes diverse nations like Lebanon, organized in several political

communities, much more unstable.
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