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i.State Failure in Lebanon

State Failure in Lebanon: Causes and Implications investigates the persistent inability of Lebanon’s political system to establish a cohesive, effective, and legitimate state over the past century.

Drawing on theories of state-building, consociationalism, and political decay, this book explores how Lebanon’s sectarian power-sharing arrangement—initially intended to manage internal divisions—has instead entrenched elite fragmentation, weakened state institutions, and obstructed the development of national cohesion. It examines how internal dynamics, including sectarianism, corruption, and institutional politicisation, have combined with foreign intervention and structural flaws to erode state authority. From the emergence of the Lebanese state to the present day, the book shows how the failure to cultivate an overarching loyalty to the state has contributed to chronic governance crises and recurring instability. Using qualitative analysis of discourse and content, it sheds new light on why Lebanon remains fragile despite repeated efforts at reform.

This book will be of interest to students and scholars of Middle East politics, conflict studies, and comparative state-building, as well as policymakers and analysts concerned with governance, sectarianism, and institutional resilience in divided societies.

Ohannes Geukjian is an Associate Professor of Comparative Politics and Conflict Resolution in the department of Political Studies and Public Administration at the American University of Beirut. He specialises in intra-state conflict, nationalism, nation-building, state-building, and peace-building in deeply-divided societies. His research focuses on the Middle East, the south Caucasus and Russia.
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1.1Introduction and Conceptual Framework


DOI: 10.4324/9781032632322-1

After 100 years of the creation of Greater Lebanon in 1920 by the French mandatory power, and after 80 years of independence in 1943, the Lebanese political elites have failed to build a strong and responsive state. The Lebanese consociational power-sharing (or accommodative) political system, which is designed to manage internal conflict in deeply divided societies, has failed to maintain political stability and the development of democracy. Although a number of internal and external factors have contributed to long periods of political instability and gridlock, human agency is always the proximate cause of failure. Internally, the competitive multiparty system and the degree of antagonism between the 18 Lebanese religious sects or groups often failed to ensure long-term political stability, mainly because post-election coalition governments lacked cohesion and a reasonable amount of trust between the ministers, who represented the major sects. Hence, cabinet instability in the consociational system has been notorious. When the political leaders in coalition governments were unable to bridge their intense differences over policy issues, such as foreign policy, presidential elections, and Hezbollah’s arms (after 1982), they threatened the system itself. Similarly, when the legislature is dominated by parties that are antagonistic towards each other and are far apart on policy issues, they threaten the system too. In the political history of Lebanon, while some cabinets survived their electoral cycle, others have displayed persistent instability and failure in governance. Evidently, sectarian polarisation by the political elites, to promote the interests of their sects and mobilise voters accordingly in pre-election and post-election periods, is a reasonable explanation for political instability, gridlock and failure.1

The weakness of the state and its institutions, foreign intervention, the consociational power-sharing system, intra-state pressures (sectarian and confessional), lack of sovereignty, lack of monopoly of coercion, sectarianism, corruption that precedes and favours failure, mismanagement of public money, government spending without budgets (huge deficit), a politicised judiciary, and regional and global factors are major themes in this book.

State Failure in Lebanon: Causes and Implications is not about the political history of Lebanon. The main aim of the book is to examine and analyse how the Lebanese state emerged, the incomplete process of state-building, the role and 2.complicity of the sectarian political elites in weakening the state, and the internal and external causes that contributed to failure. Some momentous events spanning from the 1950s to the early 2020s line up significantly in a historical sequence of developments, which can be traced back a century ago to the 1920s, at the heart of which stands the challenge of state-building, combined with the factor of foreign influence. This book examines the question of statehood and its underpinnings, particularly in Lebanon. Its starting point is threefold, as it argues that, amidst sectarian and political contests and foreign interference, the Middle East, in general, and Lebanon, in particular, have been ‘wrestling primarily with the challenge of establishing cogent, performative, independent, representative and resilient states’ over the past one hundred years or more.2 This approach in examining statehood is related to several dimensions at the forefront of which stand three main periods: The Ottoman period in the 19th century, when before the establishment of the Lebanese state pre-existing administrative units were created; the mandate period in the 20th century, when the French created Greater Lebanon; and the socio-political and economic developments in the post-mandate period that extends to the 21st century. The aim is to historicise this statehood trajectory and analyse ‘why so little statehood and why so much conflict?’3

This book asks: why and how the Lebanese state failed? It is imperative to examine the role of the state in society, including its ability to control borders, maintain a monopoly on military force, provide political goods, adjudicate disputes, implement the rule of law, promote human rights, and ensure human safety and security. Still, a strong state is expected to maintain well-functioning institutions, to extract resources, to provide and distribute goods and services equally, and to achieve socio-economic development.

Defining the state is crucial for capturing Lebanon’s specificities and understanding decades of state weakness, intra-state conflicts, sectarian and confessional obstacles, institutional weakness, difficulty in reforming the system, and externally-induced conflict. The idealist approach of the state was reflected in the writings of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who defined the state as ‘the actuality of the ethical idea.’4 The difficulty with this definition of the state is that it fails to distinguish clearly between institutions that are part of the state and those that are outside the state. Timothy Mitchell, in his seminal article, criticised Peter Evans’ argument of ‘bringing the state back in.’5 To tackle the subjective dimension, which is the state as policy-making, and to avoid the view of the state as an ‘actual organization’ with an ‘interior and exterior,’6 Mitchell proposed to define the state as ‘the sum of the structural effects’ generated by mundane practices and shifting relations of power in the name as what is perceived as the state.7 The difficulty with this definition is that it does not address genuine political representation or mechanisms for connecting the formal realm of politics (government, system, parties, judicial institutions) with citizens.

To fulfil the aim of this book, we adopt the most famous definition of the state given by Max Weber, who in his 1919 essay, Politics as Vocation, wrote that the state is ‘the human community that, within a given territory, successfully claims for itself the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force.’8 Weber argued that 3.the primary purpose of the state is to be the successful and legitimate governance of a delineated territory and population.9 This ideal type enables the measurement of the state through an analysis of capability and capacity, where the capability and capacity to govern a population and territory without failure, external intervention, or internal challenges is ‘exogenous to governing institutions is perceived as a strength.’10 As such, the strongest states are often considered to be those that are the closest to the ideal type. We also adopt Baghat Korany’s definition of the state ‘as the establishment of an organized political authority in a recognized territory.’11 Since territory is one of the characteristics of the state, the state is considered the sole source of the right to use violence and maintain domestic order. Other institutions or individuals can have the right to use force to the extent that the state permits.

Within this context, Charles Tilly reiterates that ‘when the accumulation and concentration of coercive means grow together, they produce states; they produce distinct organisations that control the chief concentrated means of coercion within well-defined territory, and exercise priority on some respects over all other organisations within those territories.’12 State-making in the third world has faced the challenges of expansion and consolidation of the territorial and demographic domain under a political authority; the maintenance of order in the territory and over the population; and the extraction of resources from the territory and the population under the control of the state.13 Extraction of resources is crucial not only to support policing activities undertaken by state agencies but also to maintain the structures of the state necessary to carry on routine administration and deepen the state’s penetration of society. This book will explore and explain why and how Lebanon’s state-builders (the political elites) failed to meet these challenges. Accumulation of power in the hands of the state is crucial to the state-building enterprise. If a state cannot establish domestic order and legitimate governance, if it cannot project power to the periphery, if it does not have a monopoly on the use of force within its borders, and if it cannot repress separatist tendencies, then the state has failed or is verging on failure.

Concerning state-making and state-building in Western Europe, Tilly emphasises the state’s minimum activities that include war-making (attacking external enemies), state-making (attacking internal rivals), protection (attacking the enemies of the state’s clients), and most importantly, the extraction of resources from the population as a means of state-making, war-making, and protection. In addition to these four activities, coercive means should come into play in a state’s exercise of adjudication to settle disputes among the members of the population, distribution of goods among the members of the population, and production, which is the control of the creation and transformation of goods and services by members of the population.14 The building of states in Western Europe cost the European peoples tremendous suffering and the unwilling surrender of land and labour. It took the Europeans a long time to build their strong states. Borrowing from Mohammed Ayoob, we argue that the post-colonial states of the Third World, including Lebanon, need more time to make their peoples accept the legitimacy of state boundaries and institutions; to accept the right of the state to extract resources 4.from them; and to let the state regulate internal conflict and public aspects of their lives.15 In the empirical case of Lebanon, it is essential to emphasise that after independence in 1943, while trying to build effective statehood, foreign intervention and internal crisis (for example, in 1958, 1967, 1975, 2006, 2019) erupted simultaneously. External intervention was encouraged by the military weakness of independent Lebanon.

This book gives significant attention to the negative social, political, and economic consequences of external intervention, and the impact of pre-determined logics and prejudices by Lebanese parties engaged in development and state-building. Ann Hironaka contends that weak states ‘usually lack the resources and organisation necessary to control their territorial borders, making them liable to incursions from neighbouring civil or interstate wars.’16 Hironaka also reiterates that failure in state-building enterprise provides the basis for explaining why weak states are ‘vulnerable to protracted civil wars.’17 The external and the internal factors became unmanageable because the load they placed on Lebanon’s sectarian-confessional system outran the political and military capabilities of the state, thus further eroding the legitimacy and the already fragile state.

In addition to territory, sovereignty is another crucial characteristic of the state. Robert H. Jackson contends that states should enjoy negative and positive sovereignty. Negative sovereignty can be defined ‘as freedom from outside interference: a formal legal condition.’ Negative sovereignty is the main principle ‘of the classical law of nations: the sphere of exclusive legal jurisdiction of states or international laissez faire.’ Still, Jackson emphasise that ‘sovereignty only presupposes governments which are deemed capable and responsible.’18 In a similar vein, positive sovereignty requires capabilities ‘which enable governments to be their own masters: it is a substantive rather than a formal condition.’19 A positively sovereign government is a government that not only enjoys the right of non-intervention ‘and other international immunities’ but also possesses successful governance, which is the effective provision of political goods to citizens.20

In principle and according to the Westphalian conception of the state, once a state is created, a juridical monopoly of sovereignty is accorded to it within the current international system. Issues of state legitimacy and governance are central to our analysis in this book. Although the state of Lebanon has enjoyed juridical sovereignty or statehood symbolised by membership in the United Nations (U.N.), it did not possess much in the way of empirical statehood, demonstrated in the capacity for effective and civil government. Therefore, this book will also argue that although the international norm of juridical sovereignty protected the legal existence of the Lebanese state without regard to its internal cohesiveness or its effectiveness in domestic control, it has been unable to solve the security problem that is the result of the contradictions within the boundaries of the country and inherent in the state-making and state-building process. Shortly, Lebanon failed to translate juridical statehood to empirical statehood. The following statement by Georg Schwarzenberger and E. D. Brown is typical of empirical statehood: ‘the state must have a stable government, which does not recognize any outside superior authority; it must rule supreme within a 5.territory- with more or less settled frontiers – and must exercise control over a certain number of people.’21

According to Robert I. Rotberg, it is important to make a clear distinction between nation-states and to classify them as follows: strong, weak, failing, failed, and collapsed. This categorization helps us distinguish the positive and negative qualities of nation-states in the Third World, enabling us to assist them and prevent them from descending from strength to weakness and eventually failure.22 Rotberg also describes state weakness and failure as the inability or unwillingness of the government to provide the elements that are required for statehood, such as legitimate political institutions that provide a framework for economic management, social welfare, and physical security.23 Stewart Patrick’s description of state weakness and failure complements Rotberg’s argument.24 Ann Hironaka explores ‘two main dimensions of state strength: material resources and institutional structures.’25 First, weak states may lack the basic material resources, economic and military, to function and maintain order. Second, weak states often lack the bureaucratic and institutional structures necessary to ensure the functioning of government. Such states face difficulty in operating courts, welfare systems, and other essential services to society.

Rotberg rightly argues that human agency is always a proximate cause of state failure. Weak states ‘teeter on the precipice of failure only if and when they cheat their citizens.’26 A number of institutional and normative breakdowns reflect the slide within a nation-state from strength and weakness toward incipient failure. Those breakdowns include corruption that precedes and favours failure, capital flight, escalating inflation, growing rates of infant mortality, the harassment of civil society, electoral fraud, the creation of private militias (such as Hezbollah), identity conflicts, threats to judicial independence, and the use of state security apparatuses to limit freedoms.

Strength, weakness, failure, and collapse are categories that describe the extent to which states deliver high qualities and abundant quantities of essential political goods to citizens. The successful delivery of political goods is associated with good governance that includes security, rule of law, a well-functioning judicial system, participation freely in a democratic political process, independent media, respect for fundamental civil and human rights, the creation of an enabling environment conducive to economic growth and prosperity at the national and personal levels. In addition, a prudently run money and banking system is guided by a central bank. We argue that the unsuccessful provisioning of these essential political goods leads to a downward spiral.

Since independence in 1943, Lebanon has been governed by consensus (tawafuq) between the sectarian political elites. Yet, the power-sharing arrangements that regulated conflict between the Christian and Muslim communities were broken several times. For example, in 1958, 1975, 2005, 2006, 2008 and 2019. In addition, Lebanon has experienced prolonged periods of caretaker cabinets, gridlock, and presidential vacuum, mainly due to the inability of political elites, who rely on external patrons, to elect a president and form a government. Historically, Lebanon’s presidents were not made in Lebanon. For example, the election of 6.President Bechara El-Khuri in September 1943 was the product of an entente between Great Britain and Egypt, the first Arab country to recognise Lebanon’s independence.27 Still, the nomination and consequently the election of General Fouad Chehab, in September 1958, was the result of ‘a secret agreement between the United States and Egypt.’28 The influence of non-Lebanese actors, as well as regional and international, was decisive on the eve of independence. The external component that was crucial for the success of the 1943 National Pact between the Maronite and Sunni leaders was also a source of its weakness. The Ta’if Agreement of 1989, which intended to reform the system, and the Doha Accords in 2008 are similar examples of external intervention to negotiate inter-communal peace and power-sharing arrangements. Internally, it is also important to probe how the political elites drew outside powers into their games. Christian-Muslim coexistence was ostensibly necessary for peace between the 18 sects or religious communities/sects (tawa’if). Yet, Lebanon witnessed conflict, sectarian bickering, and bloodshed at periodic points in history because of its consociational democratic system (al-dimuqratiya al-tawafuqiya), which weakened state institutions. It did not bring sustainable peace and democratic development. According to Bassel Salloukh, a significant reason that caused paralysis of state institutions was that the political elites ‘deploy transnational ideologies or bandwagon with external actors to strengthen their positions in domestic struggles.’29 Eventually, in 1975, the Lebanese state collapsed. External intervention from 1989 to 2005, mainly by Syria, imposed security and helped the Lebanese authorities establish law and order, but it did not contribute to rebuilding strong state institutions.

Lebanon, due to its history and geographic position, has been susceptible to external intervention. To avoid internal division and conflict and to maintain peace between the Lebanese sects, the 1943 National Pact (Mithaq al Watani) stressed that the country was not to serve as a ‘passageway nor a staging ground’ (la mamar wa la maqarr) for foreign powers.30 Accordingly, the 1943 social contract between Christians and Muslims established a power-sharing consociational (tawafuqi) political system to advance national integration. But, in the subsequent decades and in light of competition between the Lebanese sects over who controls the state, the system failed to prevent the eruption of confessional strife caused by unaddressed sectarian animosities and inter-group rivalries. We utilise Edward Azar’s theory of protracted social conflict (P.S.C.) to explain the key sources of contemporary conflict at the state level that include social, economic, and political factors. In weak societies, particularly in heterogeneous states, what Edward Azar calls ‘disarticulation between state and society,’ no overarching tradition of common and juridically egalitarian citizenship prevails.

Contrary to the western liberal theory of the state, states such as Lebanon, which ‘experience P.S.C., tend to be characterised by incompetent, parochial, and fragile governments that fail to satisfy basic human needs.’31 The Lebanese state does not act as an impartial arbiter of conflicts among the ethnic groups and fails to treat all members of society as legally equal citizens. Judge Nawaf Salam, in his recent book, Lebanon Between Past and Future, writes that ‘the tragedy of the Lebanese continues to be that they remain unfulfilled citizens within an unfinished state.’32

7.In the economic sphere, P.S.C. tends to be associated with patterns of uneven development. In the case of Lebanon, the annual rates of growth from 1950 to 1975, which ranged between five and seven percent, did not eradicate the gaps and shortcomings at the socio-economic level.33 The benefits of economic growth were largely confined to specific segments and regions in the country. For decades, the rural areas in the north and the south of the country were neglected. Ghassan Salame, in his edited book, The Foundations of the Arab State, rightly argues that in Lebanon, ‘the economy has been restricted to the private sector, and only with great difficulty can a popular trend be found supporting state intervention in the economy and society.’34 During the civil war period from 1975 to 1989, the state collapsed, and the militias sought to enhance their political and economic control by imposing taxes, trading in contraband, confiscating customs duties by seizing control of the ports, and confiscating private property. In the post-Ta’if period from 1995 to 2000, Lebanon witnessed a declining growth rate ‘with an average of three per cent, becoming slightly negative in 2000.’35 Once again, in 2006, Lebanon witnessed political instability as a result of the Hezbollah-Israel war that caused a vast amount of economic destruction.

The most recent phase of economic decline and political instability commenced in 2011 with the start of the Syrian civil war. This book will examine the negative impact of the Syrian war’s spillover on Lebanon, which has increased political polarisation and led to an impasse in electing a president in 2022, paralysing state institutions. This book will also explore and analyse several internal and external factors that contributed to state failure. For example, the regional uncertainties in the wake of the Arab uprisings, the influx of a large number of Syrian refugees, external intervention, the involvement of Hezbollah on the side of the Syrian regime and Sunni radical groups on the side of the Syrian opposition, lack of governance, system failure in regulating internal conflict, government spending without budgets, mismanagement of public money, corruption, increasing rates of poverty and unemployment, Israeli repeated violations of Lebanon’s sovereignty, the inability of the government to control the border with Israel and Syria and to prevent smuggling, the popular uprising in October 2019, the default and the financial and economic collapse and the port explosion in 2020.

This book will also argue that since the 1990s, following the end of the civil war with the Ta’if Agreement, Lebanese governments have lacked a clear vision for economic development and public policy aimed at eradicating poverty and inequality in the country. The allocation of resources in the country was uneven. The peripheries remained underdeveloped and poor. The signatories of the Ta’if refrained from implementing the designated political reforms, particularly de-confessionalisation of the system and the establishment of a senate to ease the sectarian tension in the lower house of parliament. In 1992, the government embarked on a reconstruction plan to rebuild the capital and the country’s destroyed infrastructure, aiming to attract tourism and foreign investments. Internally, the government was unable to extract enough resources from the people and private businesses to finance public spending. Instead, it borrowed money from global financial institutions and markets to fund its projects, but was unable to repay the 8.sums. The internal debt aside, Lebanon’s external debt exceeded $100 billion.36 Worse, government spending was not transparent. Most of the contracts were allocated to the sectarian political elites, who distributed patronage in return for votes. Tax evasion has become the rule rather than the exception. The foreign debt accumulated until it reached its climax, when in March 2020, Lebanon declared default, which is a situation associated with failing states. We argue that the popular uprising in October 2019, the default and the economic and financial collapse that followed immediately in 2020, dwindling state revenues and financial pressures coupled with negative ratings of Lebanon’s economy by global financial institution (Moody’s and others), inflation, the crisis of the banking sector, depreciation of the value of the national currency, the explosion of the port in August 2020 with the paralysis of the government and its failure to reach an agreement with the International Monetary Fund (I.M.F.) contributed to state failure.

In the political sphere, Azar identifies the prevalence of conflict with ‘incompetent, parochial, fragile, and authoritarian governments.’37 He argues that for scholars and analysts who take a governance-oriented view of the sources of contemporary conflict, the role of the state becomes the key issue, since social and economic grievances are expressed in political form. Arendt Lijphart contends that in plural societies, conflict can become endemic when party politics becomes ascriptively-based and communities perceive that state power has been captured by one community, and is therefore driven to challenge the legitimacy of the state to change the situation, as in Lebanon.38 Holsti J. Kalevi agrees with Azar that ‘vertical legitimacy,’ meaning political consensus between governors and governed about the institutional ‘rules of the game,’ and ‘horizontal legitimacy,’ meaning inclusive political community in which all individuals and groups have equal access to decisions and allocations, are what ultimately underpin ‘the strength of states.’39 According to Azar, in less stable states where political authority ‘tends to be monopolized by the dominant identity group or a coalition of hegemonic groups,’ which use the state to maximise their interests at the expense of others, the ‘communal content of the state’ becomes basic to the study of P.S.C.40 Further, the dominance of the state apparatus by one or a few communal groups is achieved ‘through the distortion of modes of governance.’ To maintain their power, these dominant groups ‘limit access to social institutions by other identity groups and thus precipitate crisis of legitimacy.’ Such a crisis exacerbates already existing competitive and conflictive issues, diminishes the state’s role in providing the political goods, and leads to further conflict. Thus, system type and the level of legitimacy are ‘important linkage variables between political goods and P.S.C.’41

As we shall see repeatedly in the course of this book, the consociational power-sharing system (al-dimuqratiya al-tawafuqiya) became the most significant stumbling block preventing not only the solidification of a notion of secular citizenship, but also hindering building  a strong state. Lijphart’s sanguine prediction that consociationalism, ‘by its very success, will render itself superfluous, has been borne out to a large extent by the Dutch and Swiss, but not by the Lebanese case.’42 We define the consociational (tawafuqi) model of democracy, and we highlight the perils of power-sharing that weaken the state.

9.According to Lijphart, consociational democracies share four general characteristics. The first element is government by a grand coalition of the political elites representing all significant segments of the plural society. In grand coalitions, the political elites, representing all sectors of society, eliminate their differences to reach consensus (tawafuq), but competition among them is limited. The crucial feature in a grand coalition is that decision-making takes place consensually among the top elites representing the segments. Second, the mutual veto, or ‘concurrent majority’ rule, allows elites of each group to challenge decisions that are detrimental to their particular group. This system serves as an additional protection for crucial minority interests. Through the mutual veto, the majority’s ability to rule is qualified by ‘negative minority rule.’ The mutual veto is the core issue in assuring consociationalism. It is ‘synonymous with John C. Calhoun’s concurrent majority,’ which enables each segment to protect itself.43 Third, proportionality must be the standard principle of political representation, civil service appointments, and allocation of public funds. Proportionality is introduced at every level of government decision-making to give the various segments power, participation, and influence that equal their overall size in society. This principle is manifested in two ways: first, through the electoral system that ‘translates voting strength into parliamentary seats as faithfully as possible, without requiring a set of policy decisions;’ and second, through the allocation of resources by the state, including public spending and the appointment of civil servants, according to the proportionality principle.44 This rule contrasts with the winner-take-all principle of unrestrained majority rule. Fourth, segmental autonomy means that each segmental group must enjoy a high degree of autonomy to run its internal affairs.45 Lijphart distinguishes those issues that relate to the common interest and those that primarily concern the segments. Thus, he contends that the former decisions should be made by consensus (tawafuq) and that power over the latter should be delegated to the segments. The basic principle underlying segmental autonomy is ‘rule by the minority over itself in the area of the minority’s exclusive concern.’46 In consociational arrangements, the emphasis is on non-territorial or corporate autonomy, but it could be applied to territorial federalism too.

Brendan O’Leary disputes Lijhpart’s theory by arguing that consociational (tawafuqi) democracy is neither ‘necessary’ nor ‘sufficient’ to stabilise segmental societies. O’Leary mentions that consociational systems may disintegrate, as exhibited in Lebanon in 1975, 2005, and in 2019, when many groups that participated in the popular uprising advocated system/regime change.47 Lijphart focused on voluntary consociational agreements among the political elites without taking into account the role of foreign actors in engineering consociationalism. According to John McGarry, one difficulty with ‘traditional consociational research is its tendency to treat political systems as closed entities’ and focus on endogenous factors when explaining conflict, and ‘stress on internal institutions, modelled on the traditional Westphalian state.’48 McGarry contends:


This focus limits the explanatory and prescriptive power of consociational theory when applied to conflicts like Northern Ireland [and Lebanon], which 10.have been influenced by exogenous as well as endogenous factors, and where satisfactory prescriptions require institutions that transcend state frontiers.49

In deeply divided societies that have experienced civil war, like Lebanon (1958, 1975), groups try to reach an agreement on political institutions with the help and guidance of foreign actors. The political elites representing the various segments of society should meet the task of conducting constitutional debates, holding elections, and crafting political institutions to establish a strong state, maintain stability, and foster democracy in the long run. Donald Rothchild and Phillip Roeder argue that external interveners are ‘particularly valuable during the negotiation and early implementation phases of power-sharing arrangements.’50 In addition, as Barbara Walter suggests, agreement on third-party intervention sends a credible signal to the negotiating parties that all signatories are serious about establishing peace and maintaining stability. On various occasions, the role of external guarantors in enforcing the agreement has been institutionalised.51 Before an agreement, it may be difficult for the conflicting parties to find a neutral and trusted external guarantor. Once an agreement is negotiated and implemented, some political elites may come to see the involvement of the external actor as partisan. This is precisely what happened after Syria participated in both the negotiation and implementation phases of the Ta’if Agreement in 1989. After the Lebanese popular uprising in 2019, and the erosion of state structures in light of the economic and financial collapse in 2020, some Lebanese parties (mainly Christian) have been advocating reviewing of the Ta’if because it weakened the institution of the presidency and caused gridlock, while other parties (mainly Sunni) have been emphasising its full implementation before any attempt to change it.

Concerning the perils of consociationalism, Anna K. Jarstad contends that power-sharing governments seldom resolve all problems in society, and states continue to be unstable, since power-sharing leads to deadlock, inefficient government, and an institutionalisation of polarisation in divided societies.52 Although power-sharing brings peace in the short term, it becomes a potential source of instability, ineffective governance, and exacerbates conflicts through strengthening the divisions between groups in the long term. Critics like the distinguished American political scientist, Donald Horowitz, argue that to integrate identities, the engineering of political institutions should be designed to encourage politicians to reach out across group boundaries. Horowitz criticises the consociational ‘grand coalition’ because it guarantees seats to all major groups on the executive. Still, it provides for little opposition and little incentive for its members to cooperate. The government includes rival politicians, making it unlikely to reach an agreement. It would be better to have a ‘voluntary’ coalition of moderates.53

Rothchild and Roeder explain how power-sharing institutions give rise to seven problems that threaten the consolidation of democracy and stability:54 First, power-sharing institutions limit the essential elements that define democracy because they do not refrain from competitive practices and the use of public appeals over issues that are divisive in society.

11.Second, they empower political elites with the means to challenge the agreement. The mutual vetoes that are institutions of inclusive decision-making can be used by the elites for brinkmanship so that each side threatens to force a deadlock in governmental decision-making until the other side grants concessions.

Third, under power-sharing, the divisive issues come to occupy a central place in domestic politics, sustain inter-group conflict at high levels, and ‘keep alive fundamental issues or renegotiating the rules of power-sharing.’55 For example, under power-sharing institutions, elites often debate the unfairness of the rules of proportionality.

Fourth, the incentives of the majority group to grant concessions on power-sharing when an agreement is negotiated tend to shift as the agreement becomes a reality. As the need to reassure minority groups becomes less immediate, the majority group is inclined to focus on issues of governance and maintaining political power; therefore, commitment to the original power-sharing agreement becomes challenging to maintain.

Fifth, power-sharing institutions are designed to increase the representativeness of the state, but this representativeness often exacerbates governmental inefficiency. Inclusive decision-making, such as granting vetoes to representatives of the groups in government, makes policy-making difficult and more likely to end in gridlock.

Sixth, power-sharing institutions tend to be inflexible and unable to adapt to changing socio-economic conditions and interests in the post-conflict period; therefore, these institutions are likely to be sticky. Thus, ‘balancing the competing needs for strong institutions and flexible institutions through power-sharing may be well beyond the abilities of constitutional designers.’56

Seventh, the opportunistic behaviours of the political elites who are parties to the government may make the enforcement of the rules of a power-sharing arrangement difficult. Violations of the laws of an agreement frequently escalate conflict and threaten the domestic enforcement agencies. Thus, an external guarantor is needed ‘to ensure stability, especially in the early phases of implementation, aggrieved interests can always find reasons to renege on their commitments.’57

Therefore, consociationalism is not without difficulties. Timothy Sisk raises three drawbacks of the consociational (tawafuqi) approach to regulate conflict: ‘reliance on elite accommodation and the problem of elite-initiated conflict; the reification of ethnic identity [sectarian identity in Lebanon]; and the tendency toward antidemocratic and inefficient decision-making.’58 Horowitz added a fourth criticism; consociationalism relies on constraints, not incentives for elite cooperation. He argues that political institutions should induce integration across communal divides. To achieve democratic governance in a deeply divided society, moderate elites must be rewarded and extremists sanctioned. The goal should be to engineer a ‘centripetal’ force associated with the political system by providing electoral incentives for broad-based moderation by politicians and disincentives for extremist outbidding and self-interest.59

In addition, power-sharing is at odds with the establishment of the non-partisan state. Critics assert that ‘consociationalism serves to maintain, legitimize and 12.strengthen segmental claims against the state, reinforcing ethnicity [sectarianism in Lebanon] in the political system.’60 Assigning parts of the state, such as high-level posts in the administrative bureaucracy to specific groups/segments leads to freezing group boundaries and makes those parts of the state significantly partisan. In Lebanon, assigning offices to specific sects in the expectation that these offices will protect the interests of the sects has repeatedly caused deadlock on significant policy issues. Thus, the consociational power-sharing system is considered an undynamic model of state-building and conflict regulation.61

Within this context, this book will strongly argue that Lebanon’s sectarian political system has contributed to state weakness and ultimately state failure. The weakness of the state has prevented the consecutive governments since 1943 from fulfilling their dual role, ‘to deter and assure.’62 As Marie-Joelle Zahar convincingly argues, ‘weak states have no credible deterrent, and they do not have the wherewithal to prevent sub-state groups from using violence.’ Still, a weak state neither can ‘credibly assure those groups to comply with the rules of the game that no other group will take advantage of them’ nor ‘can it assure aggrieved groups that it does not constitute a threat to them.’63 Indeed, the 1958 crisis, the civil war (1975–1989) and Hezbollah’s short occupation of Beirut in 2008, demonstrate the inability of the state to deter and provide safety and security to the Lebanese. In the 2000s, although Hezbollah is arguably Lebanonised, its religious ideology and weapons still posed a significant security threat to the other groups. Iran did not hesitate to announce that Tehran has succeeded in establishing seven armies in the Middle East, one of them, Hezbollah, to defend the geopolitical interests of the Islamic Republic of Iran and fight against Israel.64 After 1982, Hezbollah, with Iranian military and financial support, created a statelet within the Lebanese state.

State Failure in Lebanon: Causes and Implications differs from other books on Lebanon in that it examines and analyses the political, military, and economic causes of state failure in Lebanon. This book is also different because it will examine the sectarian foundations of the state since its creation and how and why the ruling sectarian elites refrained from building strong and responsive state institutions. The three kinds of signals to failure (political, economic, and military) will be examined in detail in the subsequent chapters of the book. Although in each of these cases reductions in income and living standards, inflation and high rates of unemployment, security breaches that presaged the possibility of failure, the ruling elites did not take preventive measures. Therefore, this book will emphasise that failure is almost a result of leadership decisions. Human agency is apparently the proximate cause of state failure.

This book is different because it will also examine the weaknesses of the political system and its inability to manage conflict to prevent communal/sectarian violence and lawlessness. Lebanon is a parliamentary system that enjoys separation between the three branches of government. Yet, separation has been nominal because in reality the system has three heads (President, Prime Minister, and Speaker of the House) who could prevent decision-making if they disagree on policy matters. After the Ta’if Agreement in 1989, the powers of the President have become symbolic. Executive power is vested in the cabinet that is formed to 13.maintain the sectarian balances between the major sects. The concept of sectarianism (ta’ifiya) ‘carries particularly negative power given the maelstrom of confessional conflict out of which it emerged.’65 Policies are made to fulfil sectarian interests rather than the national interest.

This book is different because it will refute the argument by many political elites that Lebanon cannot be ruled without consensus democracy (al-demuqratiya al-tawafuqiya) between the three heads of state and the leaders of the major sects. We argue strongly that consensus democracy has led to cabinet instability and government failure in providing the political goods. Rather than introducing development projects to rebuild or fix deficiencies in state institutions, consensus democracy focused on the distribution of the spoils between the sects. When consensus (tawafuq) is not reached, democratic principles are violated, constitutional provisions are manipulated, governments are paralysed, presidential, parliamentary, and municipal elections are postponed, and the country is left to its destiny. Even when elections occur, unfair electoral laws fail to produce genuine representation, as they are designed to perpetuate the same incompetent ruling elites that avoid implementing economic and political reforms. Opposition candidates who run outside party lists have very little chance to win. Cabinet instability and presidential vacuums have become the norm. Sadly, implementing constitutional provisions to end gridlock has become a contentious issue. For all these reasons, we argue strongly and convincingly that Lebanon’s consociational power-sharing system has caused socio-economic problems and state failure. Rather than being the solution for deeply divided societies, consensus democracy has led to the resurgence of confessional feuds and system gridlock. We argue that the system needs political, structural, economic, educational, and financial reform. Yet, peculiarly, the ruling elites are resistant to reform.


Methodology

To address the research question, this book adopts a qualitative methodology. We use discourse and content analysis to contribute to the existing literature on state failure. This book seeks to go beyond pure description to provide an analysis of the environment under examination. Qualitative research exhibits a preference for contextualism in its commitment to understanding events and how those events unfolded and left an impact on society and government. Thus, the characteristics of qualitative research are ‘whatever the sphere in which data are being collected, we can understand events only when they are situated in the wider social and historical context.’66 We take account of the context in which a piece of discourse occurred. The primary tool for this research is a collection of published scholarly articles, media articles, news agencies, official statements, English and Arabic sources including books, newspapers and reports issued by international organisations, global financial institutions (I.M.F. and the World Bank) and think tanks. The analysis is restricted to Lebanon not for the sake of historical narration of events that contributed to state failure but, because Lebanon represents an unsuccessful model of consociational democracy and a weak state that were 14.durable as long as sectarian co-existence was possible, the regional environment was stable, and coercive exogenous positive pressure was maintained for conflict regulation. The Lebanese consociational system that was created in 1943 endured until 1975. However, the country experienced periods of severe internal strain in 1958. It bore the consequences of the 1948 Arab-Israel war, the Six-Day war in 1967, and the expulsion of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (P.L.O.) from Jordan. Consociational principles initially worked in Lebanon and held the divided segments together, but there was never an overarching loyalty to the state. The Lebanese state, at least, from 1975 to 1989 and after 2005, has been ‘to a great extent a form without a substance’ as Salame contends.67 Lebanon’s consociational system has always been fragile, as Michael Hudson reiterates.68 Michael Kerr argues that ‘the state of Lebanon remains unconsolidated and Lebanon remains no closer to breaking the cycle of externally driven conflict that has plagued it since the late 1960s.’69 It is this link between the unconsolidated state and the fragile consociational system that this book aims to explain and analyse.


Structure

The current chapter introduces the main themes of the book and provides a theoretical framework about state-making, state-building, and state failure. It first discusses the existing scholarship on state formation and statehood in Europe and the Middle East. It then introduces the research question of why and how the Lebanese state failed. This chapter also pinpoints the main arguments of the book, including the failure of the sectarian political elites in building the Lebanese state and their potency in meeting the economic, social, and political challenges. The failure of the power-sharing governments to provide the political goods. Related to this, the current chapter highlights the drawbacks of Lebanon’s consociational power-sharing system that has failed to regulate internal conflict, maintain stability, and bring sustainable social and economic development.

Chapter 2 examines and analyses a long historical period that extended from the 1800s until 1975, associated with state-making and state breakdown. The role of the Ottoman authorities in the 1860s and the French mandatory power in the 1920s in state-making and establishing the sectarian system of ruling are examined in detail. We argue that there is a causal relationship between regional conflict, political stability, and state-building. We also state that after gaining independence in 1943, the confessional/sectarian power-sharing system hindered the development of strong state structures, and it lacked any mechanism for constitutional change and reform. As such, Lebanon was prone to crisis. Chapter 2 also contends that post-independence attempts at state-building were not always successful due to internal and external factors. Internally, inter-sect divisions on the elite and mass levels hindered good governance. Externally, the impact of political upheavals in the Middle East exposed the weak state to socio-economic and security challenges that were beyond the capacity of state institutions to manage. In 1958, external intervention rescued the state from collapse. However, in 1975, Lebanon witnessed a state breakdown.

15.Chapter 3 explores and examines significant external mediation in ending the Lebanese civil war (1975–1989) and post-war state-building. The Ta’if Agreement ended the civil war in 1989 but did not establish sustainable peace and development. We argue that Syrian tutelage that extended from 1991 to 2005, due to Arab and American quiescence, terminated Lebanon’s sovereignty. The Syrians employed informal mediation between Lebanese sects, bypassing state institutions to intervene in Lebanese politics and manage power struggles among the political elites. The Syrians manipulated the political elites and refrained from assisting the Lebanese in building a strong state. Chapter 3 also analyses how the so-called troika system violated the constitutional system of decision-making by consensus. Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and the government would only deal with Lebanon’s reconstruction and refrain from state-building. The Lebanese government accepted the Syrian plan and became complicit in the corruption, never an alien phenomenon in the country’s history. The rigged parliamentary elections and Syrian-imposed power-sharing governments certainly harmed the consociational system. On the economic and financial fronts, Lebanon borrowed from international donor countries and private institutions to develop its infrastructure. Yet, Lebanon ignored the warnings of the I.M.F., the World Bank (W.B.), and local experts regarding the growth of the country’s public debt. Chapter 3 also examines international financial assistance from donor countries to stimulate the economy. However, Lebanon did not commit to reform due to internal opposition to the government’s neo-liberal economic model. Rafik Hariri’s assassination in 2005 and the deep divisions between the 8 and 14 March camps, Lebanon continued to experience instability and sectarian tensions. The attempts to build the strong state that the 1989 Ta’if Agreement proposed had failed.

Chapter 4 examines and analyses the political, economic, social, and military developments from 2006 to 2017 and their impact on the state. Chapter 4 focuses on political, financial, and military signals of state failure. As such, the Hezbollah-Israel war in 2006, the robust U.N. Security Council Resolution 1701 that provided strong support to the government to spread its control over the country, cabinet instability, regional instability, the political paralysis that drew the country to the brink of collapse, economic mismanagement, and lack of reform are examined in detail. Still, Chapter 4 examines external intervention and the Doha Agreement in 2008 that ended the Presidential vacuum and the implications of the Syrian civil war, which started in 2011, on Lebanon. We argue that the recurring divisions between the 8 and 14 March camps on the matters of policy-making and the establishment of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon (S.T.L.) to investigate the Rafik Hariri’s assassination destablilised Lebanon. In addition, rampant corruption, tax evasion and smuggling, clientelist employment, Hezbollah’s statelet, dissociation from regional conflicts, politicised judiciary and insecurity characterised domestic dynamics and hindered state-building. On the economic front, the national debt increased, and the sectarian political elites refrained from implementing structural and sectoral reform. We emphasise that Lebanon’s unsustainable economic model prevented growth and exposed the banking sector to high risks. Still, Lebanon’s fragile power-sharing system was inherently limited to addressing 16.the socio-economic problems and to healing the political divisions between the groups.

Chapter 5 examines the economic and political signals of state failure in 2018 without determined efforts by the political elites to slow its momentum. We argue that Lebanon did not have the luxury of waiting to address the critical socio-economic problems. Chapter 5 builds on the arguments in Chapter 4 and emphasises that political bickering between the sectarian politicians paralysed the work of state institutions and increased the risk of economic collapse. We emphasised that human agency was always the proximate cause of state failure. In addition to government failure to provide the political goods, including electricity, water, job opportunities, and economic development, public health in Lebanon bore the implications of Syrian refugees and Hezbollah’s refusal to surrender its weapons to the state, according to the stipulations of Resolution 1701. Lebanon would also cope with the regional challenge, namely Syrian and Iranian influence in the country and the border dispute over the undemarcated points with Israel. Once again, to help Lebanon overcome its economic and financial difficulties, France organised a donor conference (C.E.D.R.E.) to rally international support. However, financial assistance hinged on the implementation of reforms and the fight against rampant corruption in the bureaucracy and government agencies. Concurrently, the W.B. and rating agencies repeatedly warned Lebanon to address the chronic problem of rising public debt that was no longer sustainable in the long run, and implement structural and fiscal reforms to rescue the stagnated economy. We argue that there was a drastic need to improve political governance and reduce the budget deficit to relieve the market and diminish the dependence of the Treasury on the support of the Central Bank. Following the 6 May 2018 general elections, government formation was prolonged due to the failed power-sharing system, which threatened to plunge the country into an open-ended political crisis. As a result, sporadic demonstrations took place calling for change and for ending the confessional system through which the politicians shared the spoils.

Building on economic and political signals of state failure examined in Chapters 4 and 5, Chapter 6 discusses and analyses the downward spiral and state failure. We argue that the old rentier economic model of financing the requirements of the state and the unwillingness of the sectarian political elites to implement structural, sectoral, and fiscal reforms caused state failure. We also argue that the political class had no interest in fighting corruption because it was responsible for it. The new government formed in 2019 was unable to implement Resolution 1701 and break the vicious debt and deficit cycle to fix the state’s finances and boost confidence in the national economy. In the second half of 2019, various civil society organisations, Central Bank (C.B.) employees, labour unions, and groups of other private and public institutions went on strike to protest the worsening socio-economic conditions and the financial situation in the country. The Lebanese pound’s devaluation, resulting from U.S. dollar shortages, was an indicator of failure. The strikes affected the operations of all commercial banks, reportedly causing cash shortages for many Lebanese. As the economic crisis deepened and as the public’s distrust in the ability of the political class to tackle major reforms 17.increased, nationwide popular protests on 17 October called for the resignation of the government, the ouster of the entire sectarian political elites including President Michel Aoun, the formation of a new government of specialists, the return of the looted money, and early parliamentary elections. Shortly, the protesters demanded the complete overhaul of the sectarian political system. Against the backdrop of snowballing anti-government street demonstrations across the country and sporadic sectarian violence, the government resigned. The free fall occurred in March 2020 when Hassan Diab’s one-sided new government failed to address the political and economic crisis and defaulted by refraining from financing the Eurobond (foreign currency debt) without talking to the creditors to restructure the entire $90 billion debt, which was equivalent to around 170 percent of G.D.P.

The conclusion will summarise the main themes and arguments of the book. Since the creation of Greater Lebanon in 1920, the Lebanese sectarian political class has failed to build a strong and responsible state. We emphasise that state failure resulted from human agency, the unwillingness of political elites to refrain from pursuing sectarian interests, and the inability of consecutive governments to provide the necessary political goods. The state failed because it could not guarantee the minimum living conditions for the Lebanese people and maintain internal peace and security. It is not impossible to rebuild the state. However, the state-building enterprise would require the overhaul of the ineffective consociational power-sharing system, ending Hezbollah’s statelet, restoring empirical sovereignty, good governance, international political and financial support, accepting the I.M.F program, restructuring the banking sector, restoring confidence in the economy, and developing a new economic model.
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21.2State Making and State Breakdown in Lebanon, 1800s–1975
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Lebanon as an autonomous political entity existed in the early seventeenth century with the establishment of the Emirate of Mount Lebanon (Imarah) within the Ottoman Empire. The Imarah’s characteristics shaped Lebanon’s structure and development in modern times. Those characteristics included a Christian numerical majority, conversion to production for the market (mainly silk) and international trade, significant and lengthy cultural exposure to Europe, and external intervention by European powers in its internal affairs.1 The Emirate of Mount Lebanon rested on a feudal system (iqta or iltizam) that linked the primarily Druze feudal landlord class (although there were Druze peasants, too) to the primarily Maronite peasantry (although a few Maronite families had become members of the elite). Religion did not become a factor in inter-group relations until the late eighteenth century.2 Mount Lebanon’s autonomy was premised on subservience to Ottoman masters.

Regarding social structure, a division existed between ranking orders (manasib) and commoners (amma). The manasib held hereditary titles, such as emir (prince), bestowed upon them by the Ottoman Wali or the Sultan. The feudal (iqta or muqata’ji) families enjoyed political and judicial power and benefited from tax exemptions. The amma, a generic term for all untitled subjects, included peasants, merchants, wealthy farmers, artisans, and manufacturers. The emirs were required to maintain social order and deliver required taxes and other obligations to the Sultan in Constantinople (the Sublime Porte).3

In Mount Lebanon, relations between landlords and peasants led to conflicts over rent and land ownership, often resulting in violent peasant revolts. The ammiyyah (commoners) tax revolt in 1820 eventually became linked to the religious communal identities of the Druze and the Maronites.4 Maronite peasants revolted against landlords, using religious identity to challenge the existing social order.5 The revolt resulted in a new power configuration. Claude Kanaan argues that the aims of the revolt ‘extended far beyond resistance to paying taxes; it was part of a resistance to Ottoman authority that the community needed to maintain itself and its separate traditions.’6 Samir Khalaf adds that the revolt was ‘a more communal form of social cohesion where the sources of political legitimacy were defined in terms of ethnicity and confessional allegiance.’7

22.In 1840–41, there were violent land disputes between the Druze and Maronite communities. In 1840, the Patriarch of the Maronite Church, Yusuf Hubaysh (1823–1845), sent a memorandum to the Porte. In the memorandum, he demanded that a Shihab Maronite prince rule Mount Lebanon. The prince should be appointed for life by the Sultan and be assisted by a Maronite Mudabbir (secretary or adviser) and twelve councilors representing the different sects (tawa’if). All councilors should be elected for three years.8 The Patriarch’s memorandum demanded that the Sultanate recognise France’s protection of the Maronite community. It is worth noting that the mixed communities that inhabited Mount Lebanon coexisted in ‘tolerable amity.’9 Hubaysh convened the Maronite notables from all regions of Mount Lebanon, who vowed to remain united ‘in Christian love’ and renewed their allegiance to the Sultan.10 Hubaysh’s program was an illustration of the Ottoman reforms of ‘centralisation’ and ‘modernisation the famous Tanzimat (1839–1876) of the Sultan that intended to include more non-Muslims in the administration.11 Yet, Hubaysh’s program, based on the notion of a Christian majority, destabilised the established order in Mount Lebanon. The official Christian prince ruler heralded the end of the Druze Emirate in Mount Lebanon and deprived the Druze Manasib (ranking orders) of their main prerogatives, reducing the Druze representation to a minority in the proposed consultative council.

In 1842, the French, British, Russian, Austrian, and Prussian ambassadors to the Porte met with the Ottoman foreign minister, Sekib Efendi, to find a solution to the problems of Mount Lebanon. The European and Ottoman powers agreed on the ‘irreconcilability of the Druze and Maronite positions.’12 Thus, in early 1843, the European and Ottoman powers forged a new sectarian political order by dividing Mount Lebanon into two Qaimmaqamiyyas (districts) along Druze and Maronite religious lines. Druze emir (prince) Ahmad Arslan was appointed Qaimmaqam (governor) in the southern district. Christian emir (prince) Haydar Ahmad Abi-Lama was appointed Qaimmaqam (governor) in the northern district.13 Albert Hourani considers the new order ‘the first embodiment of the communal principle, meaning the division of political office along sectarian lines. This arrangement divided political office along sectarian lines. The new order ended the Emirate of Mount Lebanon and exacerbated the struggle over the identity of Mount Lebanon. After consultation with foreign diplomats in 1845, Sekib Efendi drafted regulations (Reglement) to provide Mount Lebanon with a ‘bureaucratic governmental structure.’ Accordingly, an advisory council would assist each district governor, and each council would consist of six advisors and six judges representing the six significant communities.14 Two things must be emphasised: first, this new arrangement introduced confessional/sectarian (ta’ifiya) representation as a ‘constitutional principle into Lebanese public life.’ Second, in the state-making process, and when there was no formal Lebanese state (dawla) before the 20th century, the Qaimmaqamiyyas were ‘pre-existing administrative units or provinces within the Ottoman Empire that broadly correspond to the newly formed states.’ Therefore, it is misleading to say that the Lebanese state is a ‘totally artificial entity.’15

The establishment of the Qaimmaqamiyyas exacerbated the struggle over the identity of Mount Lebanon. It also constituted the context for a series of 23.uprisings, strikes, and disorders that lasted from 1841 to 1860.16 The Maronite Church demanded that the Christians in the Qaimmaqamiyya of the south be put under the jurisdiction of the Christian Qaimmaqam of the north. For their part, the Druze insisted on their traditional right to rule over Mount Lebanon. In 1860, these tensions expressed themselves in class and sectarian conflicts and became bitter intrigue and violence. Indeed, 15 000 Christians were dead, and tens of thousands became homeless.17 The violence in the mountains was followed by an attack on Christians in Damascus, which prompted the French to intervene. The Europeans authorised them to protect the Maronites and other Christians, considered fellow Roman Catholics.

Napoleon III insisted on armed intervention in Lebanon. In August 1860, six thousand French troops landed on the Lebanese coast under the command of General Beaufort D’Hautpoul.18 General D’Hautpoul collaborated with the Ottoman authorities to help restore peace. His objectives were to assist the Christians in rebuilding Mount Lebanon, reestablish the silk industry, and create a self-governing Christian region in Mount Lebanon. This would aim to protect the Maronite community from the hostility of their Druze neighbours and Turkish Pashas.19 During this time, there was intense rivalry between the colonial powers of Britain and France. Britain aimed to uphold the unity of the Ottoman Empire and sought to influence its policies through relations with the Porte instead of supporting separatist movements.

On 9 June 1861, a unique system called Reglement Organique (Organic Law) transformed Mount Lebanon into an autonomous Ottoman province with political institutions based on sectarian power-sharing among its various sects (tawa’if) guaranteed by the European powers of France, Great Britain, Austria, Prussia, and Russia, later joined by Italy in 1867.20 Stephen Longrigg writes that ‘the formation of autonomous Lebanon by armed foreign intervention, overriding the Sultan’s sovereignty and serving the interests of a single sect (taifa), was well-intentioned to save Christian lives.’21 The new system to regulate inter-communal conflict merged the two Qaimmaqamiyyas of 1841–1861 into a Mutasarrifiya (Ottoman governorate) that remained operative in 1915. The Reglement Organique of the Mutasarrifiya, which ended the bloodshed of 1860, further institutionalised sectarianism. As Ussama Makdisi reiterates, ‘every article in the Reglement indicated that the new order was to be sectarian.’22 Kamal Salibi notes that the new system ‘provided the mountain with orderly government, under which considerable advances were made in social development.’23 Politically, the Mutasarrifiya maintained a European orientation with a significant economic, cultural, and diplomatic tie with France. As a result of this orientation, ‘the Ottoman and Muslim character of the region became somewhat muted.’ Economically, the Mutasarrifiya established links ‘with the emerging capitalist economies of the West.’24 The Mutasarrifiya was primarily ‘an enclave of monoculture’ of silk at the service of the silk industry of Lyons. Akkar was the center of silk production, covering the Bekaa, Hasbaya, Homs, and the Wilaya of Beirut. Half of Mount Lebanon’s population was engaged in the silk economy. The silk industry was the backbone of manufacturing ‘with more than two hundred factories operating’ in the Mutasarrifiya before 1924, generating the primary local source of income.25 Still, the French ‘naturalised’ the Syrian 24.silk industry and ranked Syria among the ‘French sericulture departments.’ The Lyons Chamber of Commerce went even further, referring to Syria as a ‘colony of Lyons.’26

The Mutasarrifiya was another pre-existing administrative unit within the Ottoman Empire that corresponded to state-making. The Ottoman governor of Mount Lebanon was a non-Lebanese Ottoman Christian who Constantinople appointed, enjoyed wide-ranging powers, and reported directly to the Porte.27 The Ottoman governor, whose official headquarters was at Dayr al-Qamar, was appointed by the Porte but, in effect, was chosen by the European powers. He was assisted by an Administrative Council (A.C.) of 12 elected members.28 Initially, the A.C. councilors were equally divided between Christians and Muslims, two for each of the six major sects (tawa’if) (Maronite, Druze, Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholic, Sunni, Shi’a). However, when the revised Reglement Organique of 1864 finalised the new regime of the Mountain, the A.C. consisted of seven Christians and five Muslims (four Maronites, three Druze, two Greek Orthodox, one Greek Catholic, one Sunni, and one Shi’a), proportionally mirroring the Mountain’s demographic balance of power.29 Administratively, the Mutasarrifiya was divided into seven districts (qada) governed according to the majoritarian community in each. A local police force under a Maronite commander was organised and trained by French officers.30

Throughout the Mutasarrifiya period (1860–1918), the political life of Mount Lebanon revolved around two poles: Bkirki, the home of the Maronite Patriarch, and Bayt al-Din (later Baabda), the headquarters of the Mutasarrif and the A.C. Initially, France was content to mediate between the Patriarch and the Ottoman governors, as it hoped the ‘catholic experience’ in Mount Lebanon would be a model for the whole Empire.31 After the declaration of the Ottoman constitution in 1876, the Mutasarrifiya system faced difficulty accommodating the reforms and transformations that the other regions of the Ottoman Empire witnessed.

When reforms were proposed, they were blocked by the Maronite Church with the backing of France. After 1879, French politics relied more on the Maronite Church than the Mutasarrif to maintain the social and political status quo. The defeat of the Ottomans in the Russian-Ottoman War of 1877 revived the hopes of independence in Mount Lebanon. By then, France and Britain had begun to envisage the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire. Their main focus was to develop a comprehensive strategy to define boundaries for the entire region. The French Military attaché in Beirut devised a plan for military intervention in Syria and Palestine using the Lebanese coast and Mount Lebanon as a ‘bridgehead’ for the occupation of Hawran and the port of Haifa.32 In addition, in 1902, the adviser to the French Prime Minister, Raymond Poincare, had envisaged a direct French military occupation of Mount Lebanon or French support for the Maronites to create a ‘little France, free, industrious and loyal.’33

As the Ottoman Empire entered World War I on the side of Germany, it revoked the special status of 1861 and 1864 granted to Mount Lebanon, which was reincorporated into the Ottoman Empire and was governed by a Muslim Ottoman Turk.34 The Sykes-Picot Agreement, signed in 1916 by France and 25.Britain, delineated the division of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire into two zones. The agreement stipulated that France would exercise direct control over certain areas while Britain would do the same in other designated regions. Additionally, both countries were to retain zones of influence within these territories.35 The plan received Russian endorsement in 1916 and ‘became public when the anti-imperialist Bolsheviks revealed it after the 1917 Russian Revolution.’36

The agreement drew the Middle East borders based on France and Britain’s economic and geostrategic interests. France’s interest in Syria was nothing new. An expedition was sent during World War I to ascertain whether and to what extent the region was worth colonising. The expedition’s report reached positive conclusions. Modifying the Sykes-Picot Agreement, France dropped any claim to Palestine. It ceded the Mosul region, initially considered part of Syria, to Britain in return for a share in the Anglo-Persian Petroleum Company that had recently discovered oil there.37 Britain had a strong claim over Palestine as a buffer zone between the Sinai and the Levant to defend the Suez Canal and the road to India. Still, British interests in the territory that constitutes present-day Iraq were mainly in its oil fields and the control over the Gulf, which had become a zone of British influence.38 France justified its claim to Syria to defend the Christian, Druze, Alawite, and Shi’a minorities, while Britain claimed Palestine to create a national homeland for the Jews. This plan was demonstrated in the text of the Balfour Declaration that was issued from the Foreign Office on 2 November 1917 and made public a few days later.39

After occupying Lebanon, France’s priority was to ensure that it would receive a mandate over Greater Syria. Britain, for its part, broke its promise and commitment to Emir Faysal to establish an independent Arab state in Ottoman Syria, whose capital would be Damascus and composed of all the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire.40 The Arab revolt was inspired and supported by Britain in its fight with the Ottomans. However, once Britain had secured its interests and appeased its wartime allies, the ‘amount of land left with which to honor the Husayn-McMahon Correspondence, which at the minimum provided a generalised endorsement of Arab self-determination, was considerably smaller and limited to the Arabian Peninsula.’41 Benoit Challand rightly contends that the dishonest colonial promises to Emir Faysal during the last days of the Ottoman Empire ‘laid uneven foundations for a dysfunctional state system plagued by conflicts’ caused by the colonial drawing of artificial boundaries.42


Colonial State-Making

As mentioned above, France’s colonial interest was to ensure it would receive a mandate over Greater Syria and accomplish its ‘Lebanese project.’43 France relied on the Maronite Church to achieve the Lebanese project, represented by Patriarch Elias Huwayik. In 1919, the A.C. unilaterally declared Lebanon’s independence under a ‘democratic system’ based on the principles of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ and guaranteeing ‘the right of minorities and freedom of belief.’44 However, a month later, at the Paris Peace Conference, the A.C. delegation headed by Dawud 26.Ammun faced pressure from French officials to limit its demands to French protection and territorial expansion.

The fate of Lebanon hinged on the outcome of negotiations between France and Emir Faysal. In October 1919, the French Prime Minister, Georges Clemenceau, promised Patriarch Huwayik, who was one of the staunchest supporters of enlarging the territory of the 19th century Mount Lebanon, the annexation to Mount Lebanon of territories in the Bekaa and ‘appropriate ports’ under ‘an autonomous government and an independent national status.’45 On 26 April 1920, the San Remo conference granted France its mandate over Syria and Lebanon. On 10 June 1920, the A.C. reiterated the main points of its independence declaration, adding Lebanon’s desire to ‘live in peace with its neighbours.’46

The modern Lebanese state was created on 1 September 1920, when the French High Commissioner, General Henri Gouraud, officially declared the creation of Greater Lebanon (Le Grand Liban) under French mandate. Syria did not acknowledge the existence of a separate, independent Lebanese state. The newly created state was given a constitution modeled on the French Third Republic.47 The new state was to be governed by a French governor, Georges Trabaud (1920–23), assisted by an executive of seven directors-general, of whom only two were Muslims. The real power in the administration lay in the hands of French advisers. Between the High Commissioner and the Governor, a Secretary General was responsible for designing and implementing the mandate’s French political and economic development strategy. The first Secretary General, Robert de Caix, appointed by Gouraud, ‘laid the foundations of a new Lebanese administration.’48 Gouraud also appointed an Administrative Commission (A.C.) of seventeen members representing the different Lebanese denominations (tawa’if) (six Maronites, three Greek Orthodox, one Greek Catholic, one Druze, four Sunnis, and two Shi’a) who assisted the French governors.49 The sectarian quotas of the sects were established. The members of the A.C. continued the tradition of the Administrative Council of Mount Lebanon, which had tried to defend local interests against Ottoman governors. Still, both High Commissioners, Gouraud and Maxime Weygand, established institutions and new laws. For example, they developed the Lebanese civil service, established a new electoral law and a new currency, new laws regulating land tenure, and reorganised the police.50 The French role, as Meir Zamir contends, was ‘an international guarantee for the independence, territorial integrity and Christian character of Greater Lebanon, recalling the guarantee of the six European powers, headed by France, for the existence of the autonomous Sanjak of Mount Lebanon more than half a century before.’51

On 9 March 1922, the A.C. was replaced by the institution of the Lebanese Representative Council (R.C.). The elections were boycotted by large numbers of the Muslim population, who championed unity with Greater Syria and the Arab nationalists in Syria and other Arab countries.52 Ghassan Salame notes that before Lebanon’s formal independence in 1943, Muslims often expressed their desire to be part of Syria instead of being ‘artificially’ attached to Mount Lebanon.53 Salibi contends that unless the ‘Christian political establishment managed to sell the idea of Lebanon to their Muslim compatriots, Lebanon as a state could not gain the 27.required minimum of legitimacy it needed, politically, to be truly viable.’54 During state-making, the A.C. headed alternatively by Habib Pasha Sa’d, Na’um Labaki and Emile Edde, slowly attracted Muslim support to the new state. To ensure the economic viability of the newly created state and to weaken the Arab nationalist threat from Damascus, the French issued decree No. 318 on 31 August that attached the coastal cities of Beirut, Sidon, Tyre, and Tripoli, all centres of Sunni concentration, to the territory of the Mutasarrifiya of Mount Lebanon. In addition, the dissolved four Ottoman qadas of Hasbaya, Rashaya, Baalbek, and Akkar, and the Bekaa valley, where the Shi’a predominated, was attached to the mountainous ‘heartland.’55 The new state was created due to the Franco-British colonial partition of the Middle East.

As mentioned above, the R.C. established in March 1922, would hold mainly consultative powers, just like its predecessor of Mutasarrifiya (the Arabic term for the power-sharing regime). Its power was limited to an advisory role. The R.C. would comprise thirty deputies elected by general suffrage for four years. As Meir Zamir notes, the formation of the R.C. was based on ‘confessional representation in proportion to the size of each community as revealed by the census of 1921.’56 The design of the R.C. could have aimed to establish intergroup cooperation; instead, it reinforced sectarianism (ta’ifiya) and increased the power of sectarian leaders.57 Unlike the European experience of state-building, in the post-colonial period, the empowered sectarian elites would capture the institutions and the political economy of the state in the name of power-sharing and mutual coexistence, as Bassel Salloukh rightly argues.58 The R.C. began slowly to attract Muslim participation.

As Youssef Cohen and colleagues have argued, the process of state-making should overcome the challenges of expanding and consolidating the territorial and demographic domain under a political authority, maintaining order in the territory and over the population, and extracting and distributing resources.59 In Greater Lebanon, the Christians of the center had better access to resources while the Muslims on the peripheries had less, mainly because the attached areas were less advanced. It is worth noting that the coastal cities (Tripoli, Beirut, Sidon, and Tyre) incurred heavy economic losses because their ports had been separated from Syria. The creation of Greater Lebanon witnessed ‘a steady gap in access to resources among the Lebanese as well as severe disagreements over national identity…[S]‌ocio-economic and national identity divides had overlapped with regional and religious differentiations.’60 Socio-economic development and equal distribution of resources are critical issues in the state-building process. In politics, Theodor Hanf, in his seminal work, notes that although the ‘Christian leadership were thankful for assistance from France in building the new state, they would have preferred immediate independence in 1920.’61 It is worth noting that the Christians viewed the European powers as security sources rather than oppression. However, although they were open to European, and mainly French, cultural influence, they were eager to protect ‘the peculiarities of the country and its institutions against French governors.’ To exercise power, the Lebanese sectarian political elites did not want to relinquish ‘the fundamental rights of the communities that had evolved 28.over centuries.’62 Yet, in post-colonial Lebanon, the sectarian political elites, who produced a sectarian order and stymied state-building, would deny the state any role in maintaining empirical sovereignty and mediating inter-group conflict. Shortly, sectarianism would become the enemy of the state.

Concerning the institutional foundations of the state, in the early 1920s, two significant constitutional decisions were made by the French mandatory power that accepted the political reality of the communities/sects comprising Lebanese society. The first decision, taken in 1922, established the electoral system for the Chamber of Deputies that would be elected on a sectarian basis. The Chamber would replace the previously elected R.C.63 The electoral law specified that every representative would represent the nation. Yet, it also stipulated that the seats were to be distributed in proportion to the relative numerical strengths of the various communities/sects. The delimitation of the constituencies determined the seats for the communities, but the representatives were elected by all citizens who were eligible to vote, irrespective of community belonging. The ‘renunciation of proportional representation for the communities/sects would destroy the equilibrium in the country and give some of them advantages at the expense of others’64—a potential threat to domestic stability. The electoral system would have lasting repercussions in Lebanese society. Still, the creators of the new state ensured that citizens would participate in the political system along sectarian lines and not fully embrace a collective identity as purely ‘Lebanese.’ Consequently, the Lebanese would always think of themselves as ‘Maronite Lebanese,’ ‘Sunni Lebanese,’ ‘Shi’a Lebanese,’ and so on and demonstrate loyalty to their sects rather than to the state.65 Therefore, utilising Edward Azar’s Protracted Social Conflict (P.S.C.) theory, the relationship between the identity groups (the sects) and the state would become a core problem and a significant source of weakness in Lebanon.

Azar calls this core problem ‘disarticulation between the state and society as a whole.’66 The disjunction between state and society in Lebanon is linked to the colonial legacy, which artificially imposed European ideas of territorial statehood onto ‘a multitude of communal groups’ on the principle of ‘divide and rule.’ As a result, in post-colonial multi-communal societies, such as Lebanon, the state machinery came to be ‘dominated by a single communal group or a coalition of few communal groups that were unresponsive to the needs of other groups in society,’ which ‘strained the social fabric and eventually bred fragmentation, protracted social conflict,’ and state weakness.67

The second significant constitutional decision was the adoption of the 1926 constitution that renamed Greater Lebanon the Lebanese Republic, defined its flag as the tricolour French flag with a cedar in the white strip, and adopted French as an official language alongside Arabic.68 The French established the country’s second power-sharing regime after the first (Mutasarrifiya). Lebanon became a parliamentary democracy with wide powers for the president, assisted by the cabinet, whose members he had the right to dismiss. The constitution enshrined confessional politics throughout all levels of governance. Shahram Akbarzadeh rightly contends that ‘the seeds of Lebanon’s future instability were sown in this period as a system 29.of governance based on proportional sectarian representation, or confessionalism (ta’ifiya), emerged.’69

The constitution vested legislative powers in two houses – the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies – representing the sects and the regions. The 16-member Senate, appointed by the French High Commissioner, Henri de Jouvenel (1925–29), was abolished a year later. Article 95 granted the sects fair distribution of government and administrative posts, ‘rapidly turning the bureaucracy into a barrier to overall inclusion’.70 The politicisation of the bureaucracy hampered the emergence of democracy and stifled the expansion of civil society. Article 9 guaranteed freedom of conscience and religion and gave the communities the right to legislate on civil status matters (marriage, divorce, custody, adoption, inheritance, and so on). Article 10 granted the communities/sects the right to private religious education under state supervision.71 Contrary to the Western liberal theory of the state, granting the sects autonomy in running their internal affairs would prevent the state from penetrating society and weaken its role in building the nation as a political community.

French policy created a tertiary sector dominated by a merchant/financial bourgeoisie, gradually embedded into the mandate system. Another French policy was the development of education, which helped create a middle class from which candidates were recruited for liberal professions and bureaucracy. Within this context, Lebanon was to become the banker of the region, a federation of sectarian cantons, and a country for tourism and estivation (summer retreats). Beirut enjoyed economic domination over Mount Lebanon and the rest of Greater Lebanon, but the mountain had significant political and administrative control over the city.

The fathers of the Constitution aimed to uphold the rights of communities. Michel Chiha, a Chaldaean banker and one of the founding figures of the constitution, strongly advocated for peaceful coexistence among Lebanese groups. For him, coexistence was ‘imperative both internally and externally. Internally, it could be successful only under a liberal state and externally only in cooperation with the Arabs, above all Syria.’72 As the state institutions consolidated, Muslims’ opposition to the state waned as they were gradually integrated into the civil service, recognizing that public policies would also benefit them. Hanf also notes another factor that contributed to the Muslims’ change of attitude towards the Lebanese state, and that is the change in the stance of Arab nationalists in the other newly created states in the Arab East, who deferred the creation of the Arab state until the withdrawal of the mandatory powers and achievement of complete independence.73 The political system increased the influence of a small group of prominent Christian families in Beirut and Mount Lebanon (the center), and Shi’a and Sunni landowning feudal families on the peripheries.
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