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Looking back at Lebanon’s civil war
Beirut

F 

our decades after the start 
of Lebanon’s civil war, 
which the Lebanese com-
memorated on April 13th, 
there seems little to add to 

a conflict that was once regarded as 
the personification of sectarian ani-
mosity.

However, with the Middle East 
having dissolved into generalised 
conflict, it merits looking back on 
the years of Lebanon’s war. I re-
member a monumental event that 
helped shape who I would become. 
Since it is difficult to recall events 
that played a central role in one’s 
life with antipathy, I often redis-
cover a nostalgia for the war years. 
Not nostalgia for violence, but for 
a time when every new facet of the 
war brought a sense of novelty, both 
terrible and exhilarating.

To me, the war had, broadly, four 
phases, with the Lebanese experi-
encing the conflict differently de-
pending where they lived and what 
they had witnessed.

The first was the period of 1975 
and 1976, known commonly as the 
“two-year war”. This was marked by 
an endless succession of “rounds” 
of fighting, interrupted by fragile 
ceasefires. Not yet a teenager, I re-
member this period as one of fasci-
nation with weapons when I began 
collecting bullets and shrapnel. This 
passion led me and my friends to the 
burned out and crumbling Holiday 
Inn hotel on the interface between 
Christian and Muslim Beirut during 
a lull, and to my irresponsible dig-
ging up of an unexploded mortar 
shell.

That sense of irresponsibility very 
much defined my general frame 
of mind at the time. Too young 
to appreciate the meaning of the 
breakdown of the state, of death, 
myself and those of my generation 
regarded the early years of the war 
as an adventure. That I was not in 
a neighbourhood directly affected 
by the fighting surely made a differ-
ence. Others were less lucky.

This period ended with the entry 
of the Syrian army into Beirut, as 
part of an Arab Deterrent Force. I 
recall watching a convoy of Syrian 
tanks from my balcony after a night 
of bombardment that broke a win-
dow in my room. A Syrian soldier 
waved at me and I waved back, not 
sure what it all meant.

The second phase of the war came 
in 1978. That was a year marked by 
the Syrian bombardment of Chris-
tian quarters of Beirut. Though we 
suffered in no way, the presence of 
a Syrian cannon near our building 
was a constant reminder that others 
were suffering. The barbarism of the 
war was getting nearer, and with it 
the realisation that there was a stal-
wartness to the Lebanese that I was 
only beginning to appreciate.

The third phase of the war had 
the most impact on me. It was the 
Israeli invasion of Lebanon in the 
summer of 1982, which led to the 
siege of West Beirut, through which 

I lived. It is then that the war arrived 
on our doorstep, entered our homes 
and made us wonder for the first 
time whether we would survive. It 
ended with an illusory sense that 
the conflict was over, thanks to the 
international military presence de-
ployed in the country.

Within less than two years the 
foreign armies had left and Lebanon 
would return to a state of nature. 
Militias ruled the streets — mad, un-
tamed gangs whose principal pas-
time was fighting with other gangs. 
These were the years 1984-86, when 
the situation would so deteriorate in 

West Beirut that Sunni politicians 
would be pleased to see the Syrians 
return.

At the end of the summer of 1985, 
I left Lebanon to pursue my stud-
ies. Arriving in the normalcy of the 
United States, all I could think of 
was compatriots back home, the 
contempt they provoked in a West-
ern world devoted to rationalism. I 
saw things differently. Lebanon had 
endured far more than most West-
erners could. The Lebanese were 
not innocent when it came to their 
dire situation, but scorn was the last 
thing they merited.

It was during those years that I 
switched on the television to hear of 
the assassination of the president-
elect, Rene Moawad, only to see 
my mother, injured, on the televi-
sion screen. It had been weeks since 
we spoke because telephone lines 
were down but by some miracle I 
managed to get through to her. She 
was shaken but above all was lucky. 

Only minutes before the blast, she 
had been standing where the explo-
sion took place. A Syrian soldier had 
checked her bag and she had said 
there was a bomb inside. Both had 
laughed.

Such violence has become com-
monplace to the region. To many 
Westerners, Arabs are best aban-
doned to their destructive impulses.

Forty years after the start of the 
Lebanese war, this indifference still 
provokes resentment in me. Coun-
tries that demand solidarity when-
ever their own citizens are targeted 
should be prepared to offer the 
same. But as Lebanon taught me, 
those most in need of assistance 
often prompt deep coldness. At no 
time has that been truer than today.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He 
is the author of The Ghosts of 
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness 
Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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Hezbollah’s sectarian politics
Beirut

I
t might be a somewhat 
pointless and tedious 
exercise to recall previous 
speeches by Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah to 
highlight the position that 

his party has come to occupy 
amid the political and military 
developments occurring in the 
region.

But the party’s open declaration 
of hostility towards the Arab posi-
tions on events in Yemen, made 
during the most recent address by 
Nasrallah, sums up Hezbollah’s 
political trajectory since the early 
1980s.

After Nasrallah’s statements 
about the Saudi-led alliance in 
Yemen, the questions are: How 
much of Hezbollah’s Arab and 
Lebanese identity remains intact 
as the party definitively demon-
strated its complete bias on the 
side of the Iran camp? And what 
will be the repercussions of this 
latest stance on Lebanon’s internal 
politics and its relations with Arab 
and especially Gulf countries?

Nasrallah must have realised 
that his allies are holding back. 
This applies to former Lebanese 
prime minister Najib Mikati and 
Speaker Nabih Berri as well as 
Christian MP Michel Aoun; they 
would rather stay out of Nasral-
lah’s fierce anti-Saudi Arabia 
campaign.

This realisation forced Nasral-
lah to say in his address, devoted 
to expressing “solidarity with 
Yemen”, that he “doesn’t blame 
anyone or ask anyone to adopt 
Hezbollah’s policy, since he under-
stands their positions”.

The party’s declarations are in 

line with its ongoing political pro-
ject and behaviour, which reflect 
badly on  the balance that Lebanon 
has sought.

It is  reminder of the many pre-
vious warnings about Hezbollah’s 
two-pronged intent. The party 
thinks it is able to alter Lebanon’s 
political makeup by imposing its 
logic of defeating all other Leba-
nese and relying on its regional 
allies. The latter are deluded into 
believing they can move ahead 
with their project which consists 
in dominating the entire country.

And, if this can’t happen, Hez-
bollah will be as determined to be-

have as a de facto state, relying on 
its own capacities. Nasrallah has 
accordingly put Lebanon before 
two options. Either there is con-
sensus agreement on its policies, 
or pursue its own course, whatever 
the consequences.

The new and unprecedented 
development, however, is Hezbol-
lah’s public expression of these 
policies, which will eliminate any 
chance of a political settlement, 
especially with the parties calling 
for some type of federal, confed-
eral or dramatically de-centralised 
system.

Hezbollah has monopolised 
decisions of war and peace with 
Israel. It has become militarily 
involved in the war in Syria, has 
given priority to the war in Yemen 
and has launched a vicious cam-
paign against Saudi Arabia. These 
facts can’t be hidden; they confirm 
once again that there can be no ac-
ceptable political deal in Lebanon 
with the party exercising this level 
of dominance.

As for the Arab political scene, 
since the 1979 Islamic revolution 
in Iran there have been changes to 
the balance of power and ma-
nipulations of the socio-political 
makeup of several countries. 
Reforming the situation requires 
many years, as changes will affect 
these societies as they struggle to 
regain their political balance.

Sam Menassa is a Lebanese 
political analyst who has been 
covering Lebanon and the Middle 
East for 25 years.
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