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L 

ebanon marked Independ-
ence Day on November 
22nd but desperately few 
Lebanese were in a cele-
bratory mood. Even fewer 

have seen genuine independence in 
their country.

The suicide bombings by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Beirut’s suburbs 
on November 12th showed how the 
Syrian conflict is affecting Lebanon 
more profoundly than ever. In turn, 
the country’s 18-month-old presi-
dential vacuum is a consequence of 
Hezbollah’s and Iran’s priorities.

This reality is hardly new. Since 
Lebanon became an independent 
state in 1943, it has faced regular 
crises and open conflicts. All were 
ended through outside interven-
tion.

For instance, in 1958, after a short 
civil war, a settlement was reached 
after the election of a president, 
Fouad Chehab, through an agree-
ment between the United States 
and Egypt. In 1982, during Israel’s 
invasion of Lebanon, the election of 
Amine Gemayel was facilitated by 
international intervention. And the 
1989 Taif agreement, which helped 
end Lebanon’s civil war, was, effec-
tively, a Saudi-Syrian deal backed 
by Washington.

These were all made possible be-
cause Lebanese society has always 
been acutely sensitive to outside 
powers. Major regional states have 
always had great influence over 
their sectarian counterparts in the 
country, who in turn have frequent-
ly resorted to regional powers when 
confronting other Lebanese groups. 
Lebanon, to borrow from an image 
recalled by the British journalist 
David Hirst, is a “garden without a 
fence”.

With regional states deeply di-
vided today over the conflicts in 
Syria, Iraq and Yemen, Lebanon has 
naturally come to reflect this state 
of affairs. A regional consensus over 
the presidency, which, with one ex-
ception, has always required prior 
approval abroad, now seems virtu-
ally impossible.

This highlights a paradox of Leb-
anon. Though the country seems 
constitutionally incapable of unit-
ing when it comes to addressing 
major crises, it also happens to be 
among the most pluralistic of Arab 
societies, much more liberal than 
most other countries in the region.

Lebanon’s weakness is also a 
strength. Because the sectarian 
groups are more powerful than the 
state, communities and individuals 
have much more latitude to do what 
they want. The oppressive, over-
bearing Arab state is not possible in 
Lebanon, because the natural reflex 
of communities is to unite against 
any force, or coalition of forces, that 
threatens their liberties.

But this also makes for a frag-
mented system. For it to work, the 
different communities and their 
representatives must seek constant 
consensus and compromise. The 
problem is that the implicit veto 
power of the communities has in-
creasingly been used to paralyse 
the system, not reach accords.

This has been particularly true 
of Hezbollah and its main Maronite 
Christian ally, Michel Aoun. He has 
had his eye on the presidency since 
the 1980s. For months he has re-
fused to send his bloc to parliament 
to elect a new president, prevent-
ing a quorum that might lead to the 
election of someone else. His aim is 
to blackmail the political class into 
electing him.

Hezbollah, which wants to ensure 

that the next president will endorse 
and support its military autonomy, 
has gone along with Aoun’s ob-
structionism. This autonomy is a 
priority for Iran, and both Tehran 
and Hezbollah apparently do not 
want a president in place before the 
outcome in Syria can ensure that a 
new head of state will defend Hez-
bollah’s interests.

But the collapse of the politics 
of consensus has led to a more 
dysfunctional state. Since sum-
mer, for example, the country has 
been struggling with a garbage cri-
sis after the main trash dump was 
closed. Since then there have been 
efforts to find a solution but these 
have all failed amid political bicker-
ing.

This has posed a major problem 

for the government of Prime Minis-
ter Tammam Salam, which has been 
struggling to address many national 
issues. Indeed, because of brink-
manship, reinforced by the absence 
of a president, the government has 
virtually ceased to function. The 
perpetuation of this situation only 
makes Lebanon more vulnerable to 
regional agendas.

Syria has highlighted the coun-
try’s dependence on the outside. 
Lebanon has paid a heavy price for 
being almost entirely surrounded 
by Syria. Economically, the conflict 
there has cut off Lebanon’s export 
route to the Arab world, while end-
ing land traffic that brought thou-
sands of Gulf tourists each year.

Lebanon has also had to face 
a major influx of Syrian refugees 

since 2011. Some 1.5 million Syrians 
are now in the country, a majority 
of them Sunnis. Their presence has 
been a terrible social, economic and 
financial burden for the state. The 
possibility that some are operating 
on behalf of ISIS could represent an 
additional security challenge.

Lebanon’s sectarian make-up, 
political divisions and geography 
all mean it will indefinitely remain a 
victim of regional dynamics. Many 
Lebanese want to be independent, 
but it’s a luxury they simply seem 
unable to afford.

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.

When independence is a luxury few can afford
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A giant copy of the original Lebanese flag, drawn and approved by the members of the parliament 
during the declaration of independence in 1943, hangs on the wall of a building in Beirut.

Lebanon’s sectarian 
make-up, political 
divisions and 
geography all mean 
it will indefinitely 
remain a victim of 
regional dynamics.
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Will Lebanon regain its independence?

F 

or the second year in a 
row, Lebanese Inde-
pendence Day came 
and went at a time 
when the republic 
lacks a president. So is 

the country beginning to get used 
to life without a head of state?

This vacuum is a clear indica-
tion of the challenges facing this 
small Mediterranean country, as 
well as the ability of the Lebanese 
to endure the crisis, which each 
day takes new and unexpected 
turns.

There is only one side prevent-
ing the election of a new presi-
dent, reflecting genuine efforts 
to carry out a political coup that 
could not only change the nature 
of the Lebanese regime but also 
the make-up of the country.

This would have seen the crea-
tion of an alliance that begins in 
Iran, includes Iraq and Syria and 
reaches Lebanon. But the Syrian 
revolution and Tehran’s failure to 

save its client regime have largely 
put paid to this plan.

But this only increased the 
pressure on Lebanon and there are 
genuine aims to change the very 
identity of this regime — similar to 
the attempts that are being made 
to change the country’s unique 
social identity, which had been 
known for its progressiveness and 
cohesion.

Lebanon just celebrated the 
72nd anniversary of its independ-
ence, but where is any sign of this 
independence?

There are members of parlia-
ment who are failing to carry out 
their democratic duties, refus-
ing to attend parliament, which 
means that there is not even 
enough MPs to secure a quorum 
for a vote to fill this vacant post.

The work of parliament, just as 
the work of all other government 
agencies, is being disrupted. This 
includes Lebanon’s cabinet, which 
is also unable to meet to find a so-
lution to the country’s trash crisis.

Is there any other country in the 
world that is suffering from such 
problems that can be so easily 
solved?

Lebanon has stalled on a num-
ber fronts. It is no longer a place 
that Arabs visit. The Lebanese 
have forgotten what Arab tour-
ists look like, particularly tourists 
from the Gulf who used to flock to 
the country every year, bringing a 
much-needed economic boost.

Lebanon’s economic lockdown 

has coincided with political shut-
down following the collapse of the 
national unity government led by 
Saad Hariri. This was succeeded 
by a Hezbollah-led government 
with Najib Mikati as prime min-
ister.

During this time, Lebanon has 
become isolated from its Arab 
neighbours. It has become a coun-
try with open borders with Syria, 
with Hezbollah fighters crossing 
into Syria to take part in the war 
that Syrian President Bashar Assad 
launched on his own people.

How does this state of affairs 
serve Lebanon’s interests? How 
are the Lebanese people served by 
a sectarian militia embroiling the 
entire country in a conflict that 
has nothing to do with them?

In addition to the presidential 
vacuum, Lebanon is facing a deep 
economic crisis. There are a num-
ber of major sectors that are under 
threat, not least banking and the 
service industry.

This presidential vacuum is 
deliberate, with the objective of 
harming Lebanon’s state insti-
tutions and creating a state of 
general misery across the country. 
Nothing happens by chance in 
Lebanon. Lebanon is facing an un-
precedented attempt to change its 
historic nature. So Hezbollah chief 
Hassan Nasrallah may talk about a 
political “settlement”, but this is 
meaningless so long as Hezbollah 

fighters are taking part in the con-
flict in Syria without any regard 
for Lebanon’s national interest.

Political settlements usually 
take place between parties that 
have the freedom to make this 
choice and enjoy a minimum 
parity of power. But the Lebanese 
people are oppressed, negotiat-
ing with an armed militia that is 
implementing an Iranian agenda, 
nothing more, nothing less. 
Tehran is seeking to confirm its 
control over Lebanon now, due to 
the setbacks it suffered in Syria, 
Iraq and Yemen.

So in 2015, Lebanon finds itself 
isolated from its Arab neighbours, 
facing an economic crisis that is 
getting worse by the day, while 
there is no real political leader-
ship capable of addressing these 
problems

There are a range of major inter-
related problems facing Lebanon, 
any single one of which would 
be a relatively small hurdle to 
overcome. But taken together, 
Lebanon is facing a major crisis. 
Will Lebanon be able to regain its 
lost independence? That is the 
question.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.
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View point
This 
presidential 
vacuum is 
deliberate, 
with the 
objective 
of harming 
Lebanon’s 
state 
institutions.

The Lebanese have 
forgotten what Arab 
tourists look like.

 Because the 
sectarian groups are 
more powerful than 
the state, 
communities and 
individuals have 
much more latitude 
to do what they 
want.


