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How Syrian war changed Lebanon’s traditional conflict

London

A 

report covering 2013-14 
was never likely to grab 
headlines but Lebanon 
in Conflict has gained rel-
evance since completed 

by Inga Schei and Lokman Slim and 
published in October. It adopts both 
chronological and analytical ap-
proaches, while drawing from inter-
views with “ordinary” Lebanese, to 
challenge long-held assumptions.

The report, carried out by Hayya 
Bina (the Lebanese Association for 
Inclusive Citizenship) and financed 
by the US Institute for Peace, ends 
in January 2015 with the double 
suicide bombing of a café in Ja-
bal Mohsen, just outside Tripoli in 
northern Lebanon. Seven people 
were killed and 35 others wounded 
in the attack carried out by two Sun-
nis who lived within walking dis-
tance of their target.

Lebanon in Conflict argues the 
Lebanese sense of border security 
flipped in 2013-14, with the Syrian 
border becoming “a sprawling bat-
tlefield… [and] an epicentre of in-
stability” in contrast to the relative 
quiet of the Israeli border, which 
“is very likely to maintain its status 
quo”.

The report cites incidents along 
the Israeli border that failed to esca-
late. In August 2013, four Israeli sol-
diers were wounded by a Hezbollah 
bomb but there was no retaliation. 
Likewise, there was no flare-up in 
September 2014 after a Hezbollah 
fighter was killed when an eaves-
dropping device exploded or in Oc-
tober 2014 when Israel shelled south 
Lebanon after two Israeli soldiers 
were injured in an explosion.

Neither did Hezbollah seek to ex-
ploit the July 2014 conflict in Gaza. 
As the battle raged between Israel 
and Hamas, Hezbollah lost 20 fight-
ers during 72 hours in Qalamoun, 
Syria. Some analysts claim Hezbol-
lah has lost more fighters in Syria 
— an estimated 1,000 — than against 
Israel.

Turning to the Lebanese Army, 
Lebanon in Conflict notes long-
standing hopes that it might serve 
as a unifying institution. It recalls 
this belief leading to foreign aid, in-
cluding from the United States and 
Saudi Arabia, which in December 
2013 announced military assistance 
of $3 billion.

The report surveys pressures in 
2013-14 on the Lebanese armed 
forces (LAF) from growing Sunni ex-
tremism and the Syrian maelstrom. 
It cites the July 5th, 2014, statement 
in which Interior Minister Nouhad 
Machnouk, a Sunni, acknowledged 
Hezbollah’s cooperation with the 
army and security services.

“Clearly, ‘Sunni extremism’ and 
the danger it poses has not only 
changed the LAF’s agenda (and 
those of its beneficiaries) but it has 
also changed the enduring notion 
that the LAF serves as the model 
for… state institutions in Lebanon… 
Not only is the LAF in no position to 
challenge Hezbollah militarily, but 
the very rationale behind any such 
challenge is no longer relevant,” the 
report said.

Since the report was published, 
the Saudis announced in February 
withdrawal of military aid in re-
sponse to what they consider unac-
ceptable Hezbollah influence — one 
of the many ways in which Lebanon 
in Conflict has gained traction since 
publication.

The report marks the birth of a 
new wave of violence from Sunni 
extremists in the small-scale bomb-

ing of July 3rd, 2013, in an “excep-
tionally secure” quarter of Dahiyeh, 
the Hezbollah-dominated Beirut 
southern suburbs. This was two 
months after Hezbollah celebrated 
its “victory” in Qusayr, a strategic 
Syrian town near the Lebanese bor-
der. The following month came a 
car bomb in Dahiyeh, Hezbollah’s 
stronghold in southern Beirut, that 
killed 22 people, claimed by a group 
saying it was responding to Hez-
bollah’s involvement in Syria. In 
November 2013 and February 2014 
came the bombing of the Iranian 
embassy and cultural centre in Bei-
rut, as well as a series of attacks on 
the Lebanese Army.

Lebanon in Conflict reminds us 
that in Lebanon’s “long history of 
bombings… few (if any)… were of 
the suicide variety”. Again, the 
new pattern has persisted: those 
recently indicted over November’s 

double suicide bombings in Bourj 
el-Barajneh, south Beirut, are both 
Lebanese and Syrian. “As long as 
Lebanon remains… involved in the 
conflicts of other nations,” wrote the 
authors of Lebanon in Conflict, “the 
likelihood that this type of violence 
will become increasingly fashion-
able seems a foregone conclusion.” 

Another casualty of Syria is the 
Axis of Resistance, through which 
Hezbollah once allied with Palestin-
ian groups against Israel. This, the 
report argues, was overwhelmed in 
2013-14, as “evidenced by the burn-
ing of Hezbollah-provided aid in Ain 
al-Hilweh [Lebanon’s largest Pales-
tinian camp] in May 2013”.

Lebanon in Conflict charts a litany 
of assassinations, attempted as-
sassinations and kidnappings. The 
last rarely make headlines, even 
within Lebanon. On May 15th, 2014, 
“Iraqi contractor W. Jabbour was re-

leased… after a $50,000 ransom was 
paid. Surprisingly, family member 
Majed Al-Nashi was kidnapped dur-
ing the exchange.” On September 
4th, 2014: “The body of Lebanese 
Orsali Kayed Ghadadah was found. 
The individual was kidnapped sev-
eral days before by a group of Islam-
ists said to be affiliated to ISIS [the 
Islamic State].” 

The report’s authors offer no so-
lutions, framing their work as an 
attempt to encourage understand-
ing of tensions between “stabil-
ity” and “instabilities”. There can 
be no doubt they believe the latter 
are beginning to overwhelm the  
former.
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Members of Lebanon’s militant Shia movement Hezbollah hold their f lags, on March 1st, in the town 
of Kfour, in the Nabatiyeh district, during the funeral of a Hezbollah fighter killed in Syria.
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O 

n March 14th, 2005, 
Lebanese protesters 
from all sectarian and 
political backgrounds 
gathered in Beirut to 

call for the immediate end of Syr-
ian tutelage over Lebanon. The 
demonstration marked the largest 
gathering in Lebanese history.

Mobilised behind the Lebanese 
flag, they demanded sovereignty, 
freedom and independence.

The success of March 14, a po-
litical movement that assembled 
groups opposed to Syrian presence 
in the country, exceeded all expec-
tations.

Two months after March 14’s in-
ception, Syria pulled its troops out 
of Lebanon. Exiled and imprisoned 
Christian leaders returned to the 
country or were released from pris-
ons. An international tribunal was 
established to investigate assassi-
nations of anti-Syrian dissidents, 
most famously the former prime 
minister Rafik Hariri.

There were general elections that 
year, culminating in a March 14 
electoral sweep and the movement 
formed a national government and 
enacted laws at an unprecedented 
rate.

An international donor confer-
ence in Paris pledged more than 
$10 billion in direct aid and loans 
to help Lebanon restore its civilian 
and security infrastructure.

After Syrian military presence 
and many Israeli incursions and 
occupations, Lebanon appeared on 

the verge of restoring its sovereign-
ty, independence and freedom.

But March 14’s early momentum 
was soon met with opposition.

Syrian and Iranian loyalists, who 
framed themselves as an axis of 
resistance opposing a perceived 
post-colonial Western- and Zionist-
imposed regional order, mobilised 
to show popular support for the 
Syrian presence in Lebanon.

On March 8th, just days prior to 
the March 14th protest, they gath-
ered behind the Shia Hezbollah in 
what was famously labelled the 
Thank You Syria gathering, mark-
ing the inauguration of the March 
8 movement.

The past 11 years of political 
quarrels between the Marches have 
proven sufficient to bleed off and 
corrode the March 14 alliance.

At least three prime reasons 
can be cited as responsible for the 
movement’s demise:

First, March 14 was a coalition 
that assembled incoherent political 
groups. Populist Maronite leader 
Michel Aoun demanded exclusivity 
to Christian leadership. After 
facing rejection, Aoun formed his 
own opposition before merging 
with March 8. Walid Jumblatt, who 
had inherited Druze leadership 
from his slain father, Kamal, soon 
broke rank and restored ties with 
Hezbollah and the Syrian regime.

The Future Movement, the Leba-
nese Forces and the Kataeb (Phal-
ange) parties appeared as clien-
telistic networks splitting public 
spoils and manipulating foreign aid 
among close fellows.

Second, the movement failed to 

demonstrate national integration. 
It appeared as a Sunni-dominated 
movement with Christian and Dru-
ze supporters. Hezbollah and the 
Amal movement were quick to play 
on Shia fears of marginalisation 
and exclusion. Hezbollah and Amal 
strengthened their grip on the Shia 
community, denying March 14 a 
crucial claim to national inclusive-
ness and representation.

Third, and most important, the 
March 14 movement was unable 
to establish the Lebanese state’s 
exclusive right to arms. This factor 
has proven the most overwhelming 
and decisive in expanding its vul-
nerability to sabotage. During the 
drafting of a ministerial statement, 
it famously conceded that the re-
sponsibility for defending Lebanon 
lay with the “army, resistance, and 
people”, implicitly recognising 
Hezbollah’s and its Syrian allies’ 
right to arms, the use of violence 
and Shia autonomy.

The consequence is a state-spon-
sored Lebanese Army and security 
forces possessing limited author-
ity and paralysed by political and 
sectarian disagreements. Formal 
state security commanders loyal 
to Hezbollah are appointed to key 
positions. An informal security 
infrastructure established by Hez-
bollah, supported and financed by 
Iran, is ready to overwhelm any 
political dialogue and sabotage the 
country’s civil peace altogether.

The deficiencies of March 14 
have proven many but Hezbollah’s 
military might and its ability to 
overwhelm the country’s political 
establishment is the single most 
important factor responsible for its 

setbacks. 
Co-opting with Hezbollah has 

proven the only strategy capable of 
preserving peace and avoiding civil 
violence. Yet the cost continued to 
pile up as Hezbollah became unre-
strained in its vocal attacks against 
Saudi Arabia, March 14’s main 
backer and the country’s major 
economic partner. Lebanese Prime 
Minister Tammam Salam and 
March 14 ministers appeared help-
less while Hezbollah’s ally Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil abstained 
from voting along with other Arab 
states gathered to express solidar-
ity with Saudi Arabia against at-
tacks on its diplomatic missions in 
Iran.

Despite the sacrifices, assassina-
tions, explosions, splits, sectar-
ian fragmentations and divisions, 
March 14 will be remembered as 
having inspired a generation of 
Lebanese committed to non-vio-
lence as they sought to become an 
independent and sovereign state.
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11 years since Lebanon’s March 14 movement

The March 14 
movement was 
unable to establish 
the Lebanese state’s 
exclusive right to 
arms.

Former Lebanese prime minister Saad Hariri (C), and other 
Lebanese leaders attend a ceremony to mark the 11th anniversary 
of the assassination of former prime minister Rafik Hariri in 
Beirut.


