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T 

he renewed focus on Iran 
by the Trump administra-
tion has spurred an out-
break of sabre-rattling in 
Lebanon and Israel and 

raised concerns that the calm that 
has existed along the border for 
more than a decade may be coming 
to an end.

In Lebanon, Hezbollah leader 
Hassan Nasrallah has warned that 
“there will be no red lines” in the 
next war with Israel and threatened 
to strike the Dimona nuclear reactor 
in the Negev desert and ammonia 
plants in Haifa with devastating re-
sults should Israel attack Lebanon.

In response, an Israeli govern-
ment minister promised that “all 
Lebanon would be hit” if Hezbollah 
attacked the Israeli home front.

Since the last war between Hez-
bollah and Israel ended in August 
2006, the border between the two 
countries has enjoyed its long-
est period of calm since the mid-
1960s but the inconclusive end to 
the 2006 conflict, when Hezbollah 
fought Israel to a standstill, has 
long fuelled expectations of a sec-
ond round.

Even so, the calm endured — un-
til the 2011 “Arab spring” upheaval 
and the war in Syria drew attention 
away from the Lebanon-Israel bor-
der.

The anti-Iran (and by extension 
anti-Hezbollah) rhetoric emanating 
from the White House has raised 
fears that another conflict may be 
building up.

However, both parties know that 
the scale of a new war will dwarf 
the 2006 conflict, a reality that has 
helped ensure a mutual deterrence.

Hezbollah has expanded enor-
mously in terms of manpower, 
weaponry and experience in the 
last decade. Israel has retrained its 
army since its 2006 debacle and ac-
quired new weapons and technolo-
gies.

The traditional theatre of con-
flict has long been limited to south 
Lebanon and northern Israel. Next 
time, the entire territories of both 
countries will be the battleground.

Israel will face barrages of mis-
siles raining on its cities and towns 
as well as Hezbollah fighters storm-
ing across the border and possibly 
infiltrating by sea.

Lebanon will likely witness a 
level of destruction unseen since 

its 1975-90 civil war. Some Israeli 
strategists argue that in the next 
conflict Israel should treat all Leba-
non as the enemy, rather than just 
Hezbollah, and target the trappings 
of the state such as infrastructure 
and the Lebanese Army.

“A war against Lebanon, which 
will inflict heavy damage on all of 
the country’s infrastructures, will 
spark an international outcry for 
a ceasefire after three days rather 
than after 33 days like in the second 
Lebanon war,” Giora Eiland, former 
head of Israel’s National Security 
Council, wrote recently in the Yedi-
oth Ahranoth daily.

“It is only from a really short war 
that Israel will be able to emerge 
victorious and without serious 
damage to its home front.”

The flaw in Eiland’s analysis is 
contained in the second sentence. It 
presupposes that Hezbollah, cowed 
by the destruction unleashed on 
Lebanon, will simply stop fighting 
or bow to political pressure to halt 

the combat. But it is not in Hezbol-
lah’s character to hand Israel victo-
ry on a plate. The Party of God has 
an interest in extending a war for as 
long as it can.

By prolonging the destruction in 
Lebanon, it would hope to foster in-
ternational criticism of Israel, has-
ten diplomatic efforts to achieve 
a ceasefire on terms perhaps more 
beneficial to Hezbollah and allow 
the organisation more time to in-
flict damage on the Israeli military 
and Israel’s home front.

Israel’s population is unlikely to 
tolerate a war that brings normal 
life to a halt for weeks, placing tre-
mendous pressure on the Israeli 
government to end the conflict.

The focus on Hezbollah in recent 

years has been on the party’s in-
tervention in Syria rather than its 
3-decade struggle against Israel. 
But Hezbollah’s leadership is acute-
ly aware that an Israeli government 
may conclude that there will never 
be a better time to launch an of-
fensive against its old enemy than 
while Hezbollah is fighting in Syria.

Hezbollah is still very focused on 
the front with Israel with many of 
its top fighters, especially anti-tank 
missile teams and rocket units, re-
maining in Lebanon rather than be-
ing deployed to Syria.

For two months, plain-clothes 
Hezbollah units have been con-
ducting a thorough but low-key 
survey of the Israeli border, taking 
extensive measurements of terrain, 
including slope gradients, and pho-
tographing Israel’s new defences on 
the other side of the frontier fence, 
sources in south Lebanon say.

The survey, which is part opera-
tional planning and part psycholog-
ical needling of Israeli troops, un-

derlines that Hezbollah’s anti-Israel 
activities have not slowed despite 
the party’s heavy commitments in 
Syria.

Both Israel and Hezbollah repeat-
edly say that they do not want a 
war and that mutual deterrence re-
mains strong. However, Israel has 
pushed the envelope more than 
Hezbollah in recent years with as-
sassinations of key Hezbollah fig-
ures and air strikes against suspect-
ed arms depots or convoys carrying 
new weapons from Syria.

Hezbollah has been careful to tai-
lor its reprisal operations so they do 
not upset the balance of terror but 
if another war does break out, it is 
likely to be the result of a miscalcu-
lation by one side or the other that 
quickly spirals out of control before 
either party can dial it back.
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Circle of fire. Hezbollah members walk past vehicles covered in mud for camouflage as they parade in Saksakieh village in southern 
Lebanon.                                                                                                                 (Reuters)

Next time, the entire 
territories of both 
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battleground.

The recipe for chaos in Lebanon
“W

e are not 
merely 
transferring 
power from 
one adminis-
tration to 

another, we are transferring 
power from Washington and 
giving it back to you,” words from 
US President Donald Trump’s 
inaugural speech expressing one 
dimension of populism that 
“means different things to 
different groups but all versions 
share a suspicion of and hostility 
towards elites, mainstream 
politics and established institu-
tions”, as Fareed Zakaria 
explained in Foreign Affairs.

Obviously, populism is on the 
rise in the West. Traditions of 
democracy and constitutional 
rule are at stake. Globalisation and 
open-border policies seem to be 
taking a reverse trend for the sake 
of protectionism, erecting walls 
on frontiers and measures that 

jeopardise decades of cooperation 
between countries. The with-
drawal of Britain from the 
European Union is but one 
prominent example.

The Middle East, being histori-
cally the centre of conflicts, has 
been affected by this trend of 
populism. It contributed to what 
was known as the globalisation of 
rage, as Pankaj Mishra explained, 
considering that “today’s extrem-
ism looks familiar”.

How does such a global trend on 
the rise affect a small country 
such as Lebanon? How can a 
country built on intricate balance 
of powers, with both regional and 
local dimensions, provide space 
for populist speeches that could 
upset the balances?

The unique formula of conso-
ciational democracy that Lebanon 
developed after the Taif accord 
(1989) and especially after the 
Doha agreement (2008) has 
gradually descended into a 
collective governance system that 
requires unanimity on almost all 
decisions. The confessional 
structure aggravated this fragile 
system granting political leaders 
exclusive rights to veto decisions 
that contradict their interests in 

the name of the sect.
Gradually, the right of represen-

tation for the sects turned out to 
be the right to veto, boycott or 
paralyse the political and consti-
tutional system. The monopolisa-
tion of sectarian politics by some 
leaders has given way for pop-
ulism to increase.

Attempts by some groups to 
drag the political process towards 
the creation of pure confessional 
parliamentarian blocs in contra-
diction to a diversified one shall 
automatically lead to the rise of 
populism and extremism.

Political discourse by populists 
in Lebanon is aiming at develop-
ing the idea that proper represen-
tation at the national and parlia-
mentarian levels would not be 
secured if not every sect elects its 
members in parliament whether 
directly or indirectly. For this 
purpose, gerrymandering is being 
practised in all discussions 
pertaining to electoral laws, and 
proposed draft laws have nothing 
to do with reform, rather pursuing 
the attainment of the largest 
number of parliamentary seats.

This populist approach is 
undoubtedly devastating to the 
fragile Lebanese democracy, to 

coexistence and partnership in the 
country. When every sect will be 
strictly allowed to elect its 
members, populist and extremist 
discourse will be on the rise, 
especially when candidates must 
address solely members of their 
sects; whereas, this will not be the 
case had electoral bases been 
diversified.

This populist approach will lead 
to additional fragmentation of 
political life in Lebanon. It might 
be an introduction to mess with 
the intricate balances of power at 
the local level. The redistribution 
of political power as stipulated by 
the Taif accord that ceased the 
15-year civil war might be revis-
ited in one way or another. 
Whether this parallels former 
regional efforts to resketch the 
local power-sharing formula is an 
issue to be examined thoroughly 
in the days to come.

Populism in Lebanon has its 
characteristics, true. Yet, it 
conforms to the international 
trend of populism: Introducing 
chaos!

Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer 
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Twitter: @RamiRayess.

Rami Rayess

View point
How does 
such a global 
trend on the 
rise affect 
a small 
country such 
as Lebanon?

The monopolisation of sectarian 
politics by some leaders has 
given way for populism to 
increase.


