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A 

recent two-phase battle 
against Islamic extrem-
ists in north-east Leba-
non has exposed the 
simmering tensions, 

rivalries and awkward coopera-
tion that exist between the Leba-
nese army and Hezbollah, both 
relatively powerful military forces 
crammed into the tiny land space 
of Lebanon.

First Hezbollah, then the Leba-
nese army took turns to battle Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (JFS) and the 
Islamic State (ISIS) respectively in 
rugged barren mountains of the 
Qalamoun region straddling Leba-
non’s north-east border with Syria.

Both campaigns ultimately were 
successful and Lebanon has finally 
rid itself of the militant presence 
that had been a threat to domes-
tic stability and security for more 
than three years. The Lebanese 
army has demonstrated that it is 
capable of confronting and defeat-
ing non-state external threats such 
as JFS and ISIS. This helps validate 
the existing foreign military as-
sistance programmes, especially 
those of the United States and Unit-
ed Kingdom. But as the Lebanese 
army’s confidence and capabilities 
grow, it risks aggravating the cur-
rent, sometimes uncomfortable, 
relationship with Hezbollah.

One of the reasons the US has 
delivered $1.5 billion in military 
assistance to Lebanon since 2005 
is to build up the Lebanese army 
as a counterweight to Hezbollah’s 
military might. It was never envis-
aged that the army would militar-
ily confront Hezbollah — a scenario 
that would spark civil war.

But it was hoped that a stronger 
army would undermine in the 
Lebanese public eye Hezbollah’s 
rationale for maintaining its weap-
ons. Hezbollah argues that its mili-
tary doctrine, sometimes dubbed 
“hybrid-warfare,” in which guer-
rilla-style tactics are combined 
with advanced weapons and com-
munications systems, is the only 
valid deterrence against Israel. The 

argument has some merit as was 
proven in the month-long Hezbol-
lah-Israel war in 2006 when the Is-
raeli military was unable to defeat 
the Iran-backed group. While the 
Lebanese army is unlikely to ever 
attain the strength to take on the 
Israeli military, it has improved 
its capacity over the past decade 
to tackle other less conventional 
threats to Lebanon.

The Lebanese army is often ac-
cused of actively collaborating 
with Hezbollah, a claim that is 
used to harden the case that the 
US should abandon its support pro-
gramme. It is true that Hezbollah 
wields some influence within the 
Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and, 
as the dominant political force in 
Lebanon, has influence over gov-
ernment decisions affecting the 
army.

Hezbollah has a broad base of 
support in Lebanon and it is un-
surprising that some in the army 
would share the party’s anti-Israel 
credo. On the other hand, there are 
officers and soldiers that bristle at 
Hezbollah’s military and political 
power and resent having to share 
matters of national security with a 
non-state actor.

Hezbollah views a strong army, 
one that works with the US and 
British militaries, as potentially 
undermining its claim to be an es-
sential asset of national defence. 
And lately, there have been indica-
tions that Hezbollah is growing un-
happy with the army’s improved 
capabilities and has acted subtly to 
undermine the army’s credibility.

In April, Hezbollah staged a press 
tour of the southern border with 
Israel. The tour was ostensibly to 
show the new Israeli defensive 
measures along the border. But the 
trip, attended by more than 100 re-
porters, also included the unusual 
sight of a dozen armed and uni-
formed Hezbollah fighters stand-
ing beside the road in full view of 
the press.

The tableau was a breach of a 
UN Security Council resolution 
that forbids any weapons in the 
southern border district other than 
those of the Lebanese state and 
UN peacekeepers. The provocative 
move embarrassed the army (as 

well as the UN peacekeepers and 
the Lebanese government) and 
spurred General Joseph Aoun, the 
commander of the Lebanese army, 
and Prime Minister Saad Hariri to 
rush down to the southern border 
district the next day to stamp the 
state’s authority on the area.

Similarly, the recent battles 
against JFS and ISIS can be viewed 
through the prism of simmering 
rivalry and mistrust between Hez-
bollah and the Lebanese army.

ISIS and JFS had dominated the 
ground east of the Sunni-populated 
town of Arsal and the Christian vil-
lage of Ras Baalbek since 2014. By 
June this year, it was evident that 
a battle to remove the militants 
was imminent. What was less clear 
was whether it would be waged by 
Hezbollah or the Lebanese army. It 
was Hezbollah that made the first 
move, sending its fighters against 
JFS and – in a blaze of publicity – 
driving them out of Lebanon inside 

a week. The Lebanese army was 
left watching on the sidelines, hu-
miliated before its American and 
British patrons while an organisa-
tion classified by Washington as a 
terrorist group removed JFS.

With JFS gone, the pressure was 
on the army to dispatch ISIS with 
the same efficiency and speed. 
As it turned out, the army swiftly 
routed ISIS, faster and more clean-
ly than many expected. The army 
said it was not coordinating with 
anyone. But pro-Hezbollah media 
contradicted the claim by repeat-
edly stating there was close coor-
dination between it, the army and 
the Syrian military, a move seen as 
another attempt to embarrass the 
army in front of the US and UK.

Then, just as the army was poised 
for the kill, Hezbollah stepped in 
and announced that a ceasefire 
deal had been arranged with ISIS 
that would see the extremists 
granted safe passage to eastern 

Syria in exchange for information 
on the fate of nine Lebanese sol-
diers held by the group since 2014. 
The last-minute deal stole some of 
the thunder from the army’s vic-
tory against ISIS.

Furthermore, a “victory” parade 
that was scheduled to be held in 
downtown Beirut to celebrate the 
army’s win against ISIS was post-
poned two days beforehand. The 
official reason was given as “lo-
gistic reasons.” The unexpected 
postponement has drawn anger in 
some quarters and raised suspi-
cions that it is yet another example 
of Hezbollah exerting its influence 
to minimise the role of the army 
and dampen its recent success 
against ISIS.
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In full view. Hezbollah fighters manning an anti-aircraft gun mounted on a pick-up truck in a 
mountainous area around the Lebanese town of Arsal along the border with Syria, last July.            (AFP)
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T
he Lebanese army’s 
military operation 
against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the 
country’s north-
eastern territories has 
proven an over-

whelming success. In one swift 
move, about 600 of the jihadist 
group’s fighters and their families 
were expelled from Lebanon and 
120 kilometres of border returned 
to the country’s control.

The Lebanese armed forces 
(LAF) was thought to be no match 
for ISIS, feared for its barbarism 
and its fighting prowess. From a 
military point of view, little was 
expected from a fighting group 
discounted as weak and incapable 
of defending its own borders from 
the various incursions that have 
plagued Lebanon over the years.

During the Lebanese civil war 
(1975-90), the LAF was divided 
along political and religious lines. 
Under this confessional system of 
operation, accusations of bias in 
favour of one group over another 
were commonplace and contrib-
uted to the LAF’s weakness. After 
the war ended, the Lebanese army 
contingents were reshuffled to 
overcome the ingrained shortcom-

ings foisted upon it by the con-
fessional and sectarian system.
However, despite the reforms, 

little has fundamentally changed. 
Although the army has helped 
preserve internal stability in the 
country, especially in high times of 
tensions, it has never been regard-
ed as sufficiently able to liberate 
land from various alien occupiers. 
The long Israeli occupation of the 
south was only ended after mili-
tary resistance, later coopted by 
Hezbollah, grew powerful enough 
to at least offer some counter to 
Israeli military might. It should be 
remembered that the full Israeli 
withdrawal of Lebanon didn’t take 
place until 2000.

Another foreign power that 
enjoyed 30 years of hegemony over 
Lebanese affairs was the Syrian 
Army. Syrian troops were only 
ousted when angry Lebanese took 
to the streets after the assassina-
tion of former Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri in February 2005, along 
with unprecedented pressure from 
the US and the world to withdraw. 
Up until then, starting with its 
occupation in 1976, Syria all but 
controlled Lebanese politics.

You might have thought that 
years of invasion and occupation 
would be enough to convince 
the Lebanese of the overriding 
urgency of a national defence strat-
egy. However, despite the experi-
ence, the Lebanese community has 
failed to coalesce around a single 

vision of what that defence strat-
egy might be.

Exacerbating the situation still 
further is the continued presence 
of Hezbollah, Iran’s staunchest 
ally and military proxy. It has been 
markedly reluctant to engage in 
any discussion on what kind of 
national strategy might best serve 
the Lebanese people.

On reflection, it’s hardly surpris-
ing. Hezbollah’s reluctance to par-
ticipate in any debate would likely 
speed the restricting of its military 
powers and consequentially lessen 
its influence within the country’s 
political sphere. Irrespective of 
what might be in the best inter-
ests of Lebanon, Hezbollah has 
steadfastly operated on its own 
agenda and, as often as not, that of 
Tehran’s.

So far, tens of national dialogue 
sessions have been staged in 
Beirut, each designed to formulate 
some kind of national strategy. 
Despite the involvement of former 
President Michel Suleiman and 
Speaker of the Parliament Nabih 
Berri, nothing has been achieved.

Compounding the problem fur-
ther have been external pressures. 
From the beginning of the Syrian 
revolution in 2011, Hezbollah has 
gradually been drawn into the 
conflict in support of the Syrian re-
gime and in opposition to many of 

the other factions. None of this has 
been undertaken with the explicit 
consent of the Lebanese people. 
However, no one seems to be able 
to do much about that.

Added to the self-appointed 
role that Hezbollah has elected to 
perform outside of Lebanon is the 
dominant role it has inexorably 
assumed within the Lebanese 
political sphere. From participat-
ing equally within Lebanon’s 
complex power-sharing structure, 
it has come to assume, by denying 
the country the kind of national 
consensus initiatives need to 
progress, the role of final arbiter of 
any legislative reform. This has ap-
plied as much to defence as it has 
to anything else.

Surprisingly, despite these struc-
tural weaknesses, Lebanon has a 
proven track record of confront-
ing terrorism. However, its right 
to retain the monopoly on power, 
like any state within the world, 
remains a long way from being 
achieved.

In the absence of any kind of 
regional settlement, which right 
now seems fanciful in the extreme, 
Hezbollah will retain its weapons 
and Lebanon, the country it pro-
fesses to defend, will be denied the 
kind of national defence strategy 
that might help safeguard its fu-
ture and that of its people.
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