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			Lebanon is often described as “the most successful failed state of the 21st century.” This ironic phrase perfectly summarizes the reality of a country that has a wealth of life-giving energy and remarkable economic and cultural potential, but which has suffered extreme and inextricable violence for two centuries. From the 19th century onwards, Lebanon was constantly buffeted by external interventions from the Ottomans, the Iranians, the Syrians, the Israelis, the British, the Americans and, not forgetting the French, who continue to play a prominent role there. 

			While this gateway to the Middle East has managed to survive and heal its internal divisions, in recent years it has been hit by a succession of unprecedented crises that have caused the exodus of many Lebanese and the massive arrival of Syrian migrants—representing half of the indigenous population—driven by the war in their own country. To top it all off, the destructive confrontation between Israel and Hezbollah has devastated entire swathes of Lebanon.

			Like the author of a thriller whose hero is an entire state condemned to constant struggle, Fouad Khoury-Helou tells this fascinating story with gusto. He also considers the various scenarios likely on the horizon and tries to come up with solutions that would enable the Land of the Cedars to overcome its problems.
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			Introduction—In Lebanon, the Violence of History

			Lebanon has been described as the most successful “failed state” of the 21st century1. Despite its irony, this expression perfectly describes the reality of this country, which harbors vital forces, economic and cultural potential and a remarkable civil society, yet remains suspended on the edge of a precipice, constantly threatened with collapse, jostled by external interventions, from the Ottomans to the Syrians and Iranians, via the Israelis, the British and the Americans, not forgetting France, which has played a pre-eminent role in Lebanon for almost two centuries. The fact is that Lebanon, marked by deep political, religious and community divisions, has always struggled to assert its identity. The country’s history bears witness to these dissensions, synonymous with instability and violence, as certain Lebanese communities—the Christians, to name but one—have in the past considered splitting off from the rest of the country to create an autonomous canton, without really having the means to do so; while others, in this case the Sunni Muslims, would at one time have liked to join a larger entity, linked to the rest of the Arab world, but are unable to contemplate it given the spectacle of disintegration offered by this Arab entity today; and that others, namely the Shiite Muslims mans, at least those led by Hezbollah, would like to fight Israel at all costs, equating it with the supreme enemy, and have found themselves confronted by the Hebrew State in a conflict on an immense scale, truly regional and international, which far exceeds Lebanon’s capabilities, and which has caused unprecedented destruction.

			 

			This situation, inextricable and paradoxical as it may seem, is nothing new. In fact, it’s simply a repetition of the same historical pattern that has prevailed for the past two centuries: that of a country blessed by geography, which has placed it at the confluence of East and West, but which, as a result, has fallen prey to all kinds of covetousness. At the same time, its highly skilled population remains divided into competing politico-religious groups and factions, constantly calling on external allies in the struggle. Internal division thus mirrors external intervention, one feeding the other, in a particularly deadly dialectic that hinders the emergence of a strong state. This is truly a collective failure, and the spectacle that Lebanon has been offering for years is a perfect illustration of this, on every level—political, economic and social.

			 

			However, although Lebanon has been the scene of successive invasions for two centuries, it has miraculously escaped any permanent occupation. Occupiers follow one another, without having the time to really change the country to the point of altering its identity or composition. Indeed, while Lebanon’s geographical position has made it the focus of incessant struggles between regional and international powers (the Ottoman Empire, France, Great Britain, Russia and then the USSR, the United States, Iran, Syria, Saudi Arabia and Egypt), none of them has been able to control Lebanon on its own since the 19th century, as the other powers have conspired to prevent it. Even the French Mandate, which lasted only two decades, encountered major difficulties, before coming to an abrupt end at the end of the Second World War. As a result, Lebanon is a permanent challenge, making it one of the places that best embodies the instability of international power relations. 

			 

			In this environment, Lebanon’s religious communities (eighteen in all)2, all numerically in the minority, but with strongly asserted identities, are in permanent competition and cohabit in a system built on community quotas, within the political, state and administrative apparatus, the functioning of which requires consensus and permanent collaboration between the country’s political elites. In this sense, the Lebanese State does not impose itself on the communities: its essential function is, a contrario, to absorb and channel the clashes between them. In fact, no single community or political grouping, whatever its capabilities or the support it receives from abroad, has ever been able to control the country for long on its own, or even enjoy a decision-making monopoly, as the other groupings automatically band together to redress the balance. If one community pretended to gain the upper hand, there was always one or more others to act as a political counterweight, generating a new form of internal status quo. Neither the Maronite Christians at the start of Lebanese independence (1943-1975), nor the Sunnis under Rafic Hariri (1992-2005), nor the Shiite Hezbollah after 2008 (despite its weapons and military organization) were able to monopolize political power completely, as they came up against both internal and external barriers that conspired to prevent them from doing so. 

			 

			There is thus a duality in the Lebanese system, with a permanent interaction between the internal and external dimensions: as soon as an external power tried to influence the Lebanese space, by allying itself with one of the local communities, one or more rival powers would try to counter it, by forging alliances with other local communities. Conversely, if one of the Lebanese communities sought to ally itself with an outside player, the others would immediately follow suit, allying themselves with a rival outside power. Any change in the external situation provoked an internal reaction, and vice-versa. As a result, Lebanon is not a neutral zone, shielded from conflict. On the contrary, it is the buffer zone par excellence, continually absorbing shocks and conflicts, and managing, against all odds, to survive. At a prohibitive cost to its population, who are confronted every two or three decades with a major crisis that threatens to sweep away the entire edifice. 

			 

			The aim of this book is to recount the Lebanese “thriller”, the story of a country whose history, over the last two centuries and right up to the present day, has been marked by an almost continuous succession of particularly brutal upheavals, from which it has always recovered. Although Lebanon, the gateway to the Middle East and the center of international rivalries, has managed to survive against all odds, it has nevertheless been hit in recent years by a succession of unprecedented crises, with a financial and economic collapse in 2019, which brought the country to its knees and provoked massive emigration of Lebanese, followed by the gigantic explosion at the port of Beirut in August 2020, which destroyed entire districts of the capital. Not to mention the huge influx of Syrian migrants fleeing the war in their country, equivalent to 50% of the Lebanese population, topped off by a particularly destructive confrontation since 2023 between Israel and Hezbollah, which has ravaged whole swathes of the country, while the entire Middle East seems to be hanging on the outcome of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Will Lebanon manage to emerge from these crises once again, and how? To understand this, and before unfolding the historical panorama that has led us to this situation, let’s first take stock of the current state of the country and the region.

			 

			 

			

			
				
						1. Wood Paul, “Lebanon: the world’s best failed state”, The Spectator World, August 3, 2019.


						2. Christian communities: Maronites, Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholics, Armenian Orthodox, Armenian Catholics, Syriac Orthodox, Syriac Catholics, Assyrians (Nestorian rite), Chaldeans (Catholic rite), Copts, Latins, Evangelical Protestants; Muslim or Islamic-born communities: Sunnis, Shiites (Duodecimans), Ismailis (Septiman Shiites), Alawites, Druze; as well as Jews.


				

			

		

	
		
			Part I—The Current Geopolitical Tipping Point in Lebanon and the Middle East

			In early 2025, Lebanon awakens, almost incredulously, from a long political slumber. After two years of a vacant presidency, four years of an impotent and widely reviled government, and half a century of crises punctuated by chronic violence since 1975, things may be looking up. One after another, the country has elected a President of the Republic, appointed a Prime Minister and formed a government, apparently determined to change the face of the country. Lebanon, a ruined country, a hostage-taking country, is beginning to breathe again. Will destiny hold out its hand this time?

			Iran’s Retreat from the Middle East

			But first, let’s set the scene. On October 7, 2023, Hamas launched an attack on Israel from Gaza, causing numerous casualties and taking hundreds of hostages. Was this a premeditated act, had the perpetrators thought through the consequences, had they foreseen the Israeli reaction? Was it, as has been said, the result of the exasperation of a people confined for too long in the confines of Gaza? In any case, the consequences of the Hamas attack go far beyond Gaza itself. Israel, through the mouth of its Prime Minister Benyamin Netanyahu, is declaring out loud its desire to “change the Middle East”. Immediately afterwards, the Hebrew state launched a military operation against Hamas, which resulted in the destruction of most of the Gaza Strip, its homes and infrastructure. The confrontation also has a dual dimension: on the one hand, the purely Israeli-Palestinian dimension, whose resolution is extremely thorny, and which is causing immense human suffering. It also has a regional dimension, since another player, Iran, is also involved. While several regional players are involved in Gaza (including Qatar, which provides financial support to Hamas, and Egypt, which maintains a strong influence in Gaza, not to mention other actors), the influence of Iran, which provides Yahya Sinouar’s Hamas3 with financial, logistical and military support, has been growing for years. Striking Hamas in Gaza is therefore a de facto demonstration of Israel’s determination to eradicate Iranian influence there. And therefore, to eliminate an essential means of pressure for Iran, which has been trying for years, via its allies in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen and the Palestinian Territories, to secure its place in the Middle East game. 

			Teheran immediately understood the message and reacted through its main local ally, the Lebanese Hezbollah. Starting on October 8, 2023, Hezbollah began gradually striking Israeli areas along the Israeli-Lebanese border, and announced that Lebanon would henceforth constitute a “support front” in Gaza. This name means that Hezbollah does not intend to wage all-out war—yet—but reserves the right to escalate if Israel oversteps certain limits and, in any case, if the Hebrew state does not put an end to its military operations against Hamas in Gaza, which is Hezbollah’s condition for a ceasefire. From this moment on, the Lebanese front therefore constitutes a pressure card in the Middle East confrontation for the Lebanese Party and, above all, for its Iranian ally. Is Iran convinced of Hezbollah’s capabilities, and does it believe it is capable of confronting the Hebrew state? Is Teheran convinced of its own ability to lead the confrontation throughout the Middle East? In fact, the Yemeni Houthis, another of Iran’s allies, launched their own attack in October 2023, bombing Israel from the tip of the Arabian Peninsula, while carrying out operations against ships plying the Red Sea, threatening to cut off maritime traffic through the Suez Canal, a vital artery for world trade. The confrontation continued to escalate, culminating in a confrontation between Iran and Israel, who twice exchanged direct strikes on their respective territories. However, the two countries refrain from going any further. It has to be said that, in the meantime, the United States has deployed an imposing naval air force, urging all players—and Iran in particular—to draw a line under their actions.

			So 2024 rolls around, and while Israel and Hamas clash in a deluge of fire, reducing the Gaza Strip to ashes, pressure mounts in parallel on the Lebanese-Israeli border, where destruction is increasingly visible, while tens of thousands of inhabitants are displaced on both sides. Then, suddenly, in September 2024, just as Hamas began to show signs of weakness, the Israeli army turned against the Lebanese front. Israel dealt Hezbollah a series of violent blows, which the latter had not expected, even by its leaders’ own admission. The Jewish State is implementing a new form of warfare, combining cutting-edge technology and intelligence capabilities. Thousands of booby-trapped beepers, in the hands of Hezbollah militants (and supposed, by their archaic nature, to protect these militants from manipulation), exploded, wounding as many Hezbollah soldiers. In successive air raids, Israel eliminated Hezbollah’s main leaders, as well as several high-ranking Iranian officers. Strangely enough, the Hebrew state seems to know their every move in advance, which means that Hezbollah, and more generally the pro-Iranian axis, has been largely penetrated by the adversary’s intelligence. The Hebrew state’s drones prowl the Lebanese skies, monitoring every move and striking by surprise. Finally, the Israeli army enters southern Lebanon and, without venturing deep into the country, razes a kilometer-wide strip of territory along the border , destroying numerous villages and creating a no-man’s-land, while its air force strikes the southern suburbs of Beirut and other regions, destroying ammunition depots, barracks and buildings belonging to Hezbollah, while continuing to wipe out its cadres at an accelerated pace. Nearly a million people are fleeing the bombed-out areas, huddling together as best they can in the rest of the country (or, for some, moving abroad), as Lebanon and its capital sink into ever-greater chaos. 

			Finally, on November 27, two months to the day after the assassination of Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah (by aerial bombardment on September 27), and following weeks of negotiations, a ceasefire was declared. While Prime Minister Netanyahu declared himself victorious, the Israeli population, which had just spent months in shelters, fleeing Hamas and Hezbollah missiles, was at its wits’ end. Finally, on the other side of the border, the toll is clear: Hezbollah has been largely decapitated, while Lebanon is on its knees. The terms of the ceasefire, and above all its practical application, show the imbalance in the balance of power: while Hezbollah has ceased firing on Israel, the Hebrew state’s air force continues to bomb the country from time to time, targeting the cadres of the “Party of God”4, while threatening to resume fighting if Israeli demands, notably concerning the final disarmament of Hezbollah, are not met. Clearly, the ceasefire has not removed the Israeli sword of Damocles, which still hangs over Lebanon. Iran and its Lebanese ally Hezbollah thus appear to have lost this round. 

			But things didn’t stop there. Barely ten days after the conclusion of the ceasefire in Lebanon, it was Syria’s turn to catch fire. Syrian opposition forces, led by HTS (Hay’at Tahrir al Sham5) leader Abu Mohammad al-Jolani (real name Ahmad al-Chareh), launched an offensive from Idleb, in northern Syria bordering Turkey, and from the south, from the town of Deraa near Jordan. To everyone’s surprise, they encountered no serious resistance from either the Syrian regime or the Iranian forces camped in Syria, and even less from the Lebanese Hezbollah, which nonetheless controls several regions there. The Russian air force, an ally of the regime, which had previously wreaked havoc in the ranks of the opposition, also remains on the ground. In just a few days, the Syrian opposition swept across the country, taking control of the main cities of Aleppo, Hama and Homs, as well as the capital Damascus. After more than half a century of rule, the Syrian regime collapsed, while former Syrian president Bashar al-Assad fled. 

			The final consequences of this changeover remain unclear, however, and Syria’s political future has yet to be defined. The country itself is highly heterogeneous, with three minorities—the Druze in the south, the Alawites in the north-west and the Kurds in the north-east—asserting their particularism. The new regime needs time to get its bearings, as Ahmad el-Chareh, Syria’s new president, will assert when he says that the country needs three years to promulgate a constitution and four to five years to hold elections6—a timeframe that can only raise questions, even if it is partly justifiable by the need to get the country back on track and resolve the minority issue, which has a truly explosive regional dimension. The Kurdish question, in particular, is of the utmost concern to Turkey, which intends to do everything in its power to prevent the establishment of an independent Kurdish state in Syria (even if this means using force), lest this in turn prompt Turkey’s Kurds, who number 15 million (20% of the population), to demand independence. Does Ankara intend to take advantage of the victory of its allies in Syria to assert its authority over the country, which would probably provoke a violent reaction from other neighbors, particularly Israel? Does the Hebrew state want to strengthen its influence in Syria in response? While further developments must be awaited before any conclusions can be drawn, one thing is certain: in the wake of Syria’s overthrow, Iran must take note of its retreat in the Middle East, where its other allies are severely weakened, since the Palestinian Hamas is ex sangue, while Hezbollah is now surrounded in Lebanon, where its lines of communication with Iran through Syria are cut off. Forced to retreat, Teheran faces a new situation. The Iranian regime, which is facing domestic dissent and had built part of its legitimacy on its external achievements and its ability to defend Iran against the Israeli-American “axis of evil”, is now seeing its rhetoric called into question by the retreat of its regional allies. A number of events also call into question the regime’s stability and solidity, such as the sudden death in May 2024 of hardline Iranian President Ebrahim Raissi, accompanied by his Foreign Minister, in a bizarre helicopter crash, followed in July by the assassination of Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in the middle of the Iranian capital, despite all the security measures in place. In the end, will the Iranian regime be caught up in its failures, or will it, on the contrary, be able to hold out and negotiate with the Israeli-American tandem?

			The Need for International Commitment to Stabilize Lebanon Today

			For its part, Lebanon seems to be experiencing a major political shift. After decades of war and political stagnation, punctuated by an economic collapse in 2019 that brought the country to its knees economically and socially, Iran’s retreat accompanied by the weakening of Hezbollah, which had held the upper hand in Lebanon since 2008 (without ever having been in a position of total monopoly), seems to be ushering in a new phase, where a new pact could be forged between the Lebanese, setting in motion the indispensable financial, economic, social, judicial, administrative and political reforms needed to turn the page on half a century of crises. Political reforms that should be fair to all communities (Christians, Sunni Muslims, Shiite Muslims, Druze), and reassure them (notably through administrative decentralization), while paving the way for the future establishment of a deconfessionalized citizens’ state.

			For this “optimistic” scenario to become a reality, however, a number of conditions need to be met. We can highlight three in particular. Firstly, the internal situation must be clarified, particularly with regard to Hezbollah. Although Hezbollah was forced to back down in the face of Israeli firepower, it nonetheless retains a strong foothold internally and within the Shiite community. In addition, the question of Hezbollah’s weapons—the only Lebanese group to possess both heavy weapons and a military organization—has yet to be settled definitively, as these weapons are to be handed over to the Lebanese state in accordance with UN Resolution 1701. This issue can be resolved in several ways: either by force, which nobody in Lebanon seems really in a position to do—and which would, in any case, involve further fighting and cause a new rift in the country. Or through internal political pressure, i.e. to isolate Hezbollah, pit other Lebanese formations against it (notably within the Shiite community) and try to weaken it among its political and electoral base—the next parliamentary elections will take place in 2026. But this would mean several months, if not years, of infighting and maneuvering that would poison the climate in the country and between Lebanese communities, with no guarantee of results. Or, finally, through a global agreement under which Hezbollah would give up its weapons in exchange for a modus vivendi and a new political agreement establishing a better understanding between the Lebanese communities, who today fear—each for different reasons—for their survival and their identity. Obviously, the third option is preferable. But what would be the price of such an agreement, and who could exert sufficient pressure on the “Party of God” to bring it about? Would such an agreement be conditional, in essence, on agreement between the various regional and international forces that could influence the course of events in Lebanon? 

			To stabilize Lebanon, we need to ensure that the balance between the three main Middle Eastern powers—Turkey, Iran and Israel—remains under control, and that none of them tries to upset it, once again using their local political clients to do so. Yet the main meeting point of these three powers and their respective influences is Syria, the real center of gravity in the Middle East, from which Iran has just withdrawn, while Israel and Turkey have been advancing their pawns, The Israeli air force massively bombed the Syrian army’s infrastructure and barracks after Bashar al-Assad’s departure, to prevent the latter from repositioning itself vis-à-vis the Hebrew state (at the same time depriving Turkey, an ally of the new Syrian government, of this pressure card vis-à-vis Tel Aviv). It is therefore essential that the situation in Syria remains stable, and that the country does not once again become the scene of regional rivalries and fighting. This also implies clarifying the issue of Russia’s presence in Syria (with several observers raising the possibility of a Russian withdrawal, or a drastic reduction in its presence, in exchange for a settlement in Ukraine). Moreover, the situation in Lebanon is closely linked to that in neighboring Syria, given the close geographical, historical, social and human links between the two countries. This situation is exacerbated by the presence of almost two million displaced Syrians in Lebanon, whose long-term survival would upset the country’s demographic map. For these displaced persons to return to Syria, the latter must at the very least remain stable, and Lebanon must maintain good relations with it.

			Last but not least, it is vital to avoid a resumption of clashes on the Israeli-Lebanese border, given their destructive effect on Lebanon. This means, in any case, that Iran should refrain from inciting its allies to confrontation again. What’s more, if Lebanon is to regain long-term stability, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict must be brought to an end, as further escalation could destabilize all neighboring countries, including Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, especially as Lebanon itself hosts a large number of refugees as well as armed Palestinian formations. If the Israeli-Palestinian conflict were to escalate any further, would there not be a risk of one of these formations again striking Israel from southern Lebanon, provoking a large-scale Israeli response, as has been the case for decades? Last but not least, we need to understand what the Israeli government really wants: will it push for an immediate settlement of the Hezbollah weapons issue? Will it seek to exert pressure on Lebanon to obtain a peace agreement and full normalization as quickly as possible, which would risk provoking inter-Lebanese tensions between those who would have no objection to such normalization and those who would reject the prospect today?

			If their arrival in power signals the start of a new era, Lebanon’s new leaders will have their work cut out for them. The President of the Republic, Joseph Aoun, elected in January 2025, has held the position of Commander-in-Chief of the Army since 2017. An institution supported by the United States, particularly since the Lebanese economic collapse (which began in 2019 and whose consequences continue to this day), during which they will contribute to the salaries as well as the logistical needs of the troops. In fact, the new president, who has declared his reformist ambitions, enjoys the support of Western countries as well as the Gulf States, including Saudi Arabia—while always taking care not to arouse the adversity of Hezbollah. This is also the case for the new Prime Minister, Nawaf Salam, who enjoys a great deal of external support, even though Hezbollah, which has long opposed his candidacy, did not support his nomination. The Lebanese daily Al-Akhbar, which is close to Hezbollah, even questioned whether his appointment was not a “complete coup d’état by the United States”7. And yet, Nawaf Salam is known for his support for the Palestinians, which Hezbollah cannot ignore, since it itself entered the war on October 7, 2023 in “support” of Gaza. Nawaf Salam is also a committed reformer who wants to change things in Lebanon. The first government of the new term will reflect this desire, with a majority of pro-reform ministers, and two ministers from Hezbollah. A World Bank report8 estimated the total material and economic losses resulting from the war between Israel and Hezbollah at 14 billion dollars, for a country whose current economic size (gross domestic product) is between 20 and 25 billion. The scale of the losses is therefore colossal, and gives an idea of the mission awaiting the government. All the more so as the security situation, in Lebanon as in neighboring Syria, will remain a constant concern, at least in the period ahead. 

			While hope may be reviving in Lebanon, the country remains extremely fragile, and will only be able to truly recover if it receives multi-faceted political, economic, and even military and security support from the international community. Without this, it will fall back into the trap of its internal divisions and remain hostage to regional pressures and rivalries. It is therefore to be hoped that international intervention, and in particular that of the United States, will this time be beneficial to the country of the Cedars, in the long term. Lebanon, a Sisyphean country that must constantly climb back up the slope, remains, in essence, in a state of survival. It is therefore important to look back at its turbulent history, which has been in a perpetual state of renewal for the past two centuries, so as to shed light on the past, present and perhaps future of this very special country. 

			 

			 

			

			
				
						3. Political and military leader of Hamas, killed by Israeli forces in October 2024. 


						4. Literal translation of the word “Hezbollah” in Arabic.


						5. Which could be translated as “Organization for the Liberation of Damascus” or “of Syria”.


						6. Voice of America, “Syria’s Election Timetable Sparks Debate”, December 30, 2024 (https://www.voanews.com/a/syria-election-timetable-sparks-debate/7918897.htm)l


						7. https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2025/01/14/au-liban-nawaf-salam-reformateur-et-president-de-la-cour-internationale-de-justice-designe-premier-ministre_6497114_3210.html“Race to the presidency of the council of ministers: are we facing a complete American coup?”, translated from Arabic, Al-Akhbar, January 13, 2025.


						8. https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/03/07/lebanon-s-recovery-and-reconstruction-needs-estimated-at-us-11-billion


				

			

		

	
		
			Part Two (to 1920)—The History of Lebanon: A Series of Invasions and Occupations

			The Slow Collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the Emergence of the Minority Question

			The genesis of modern Lebanon lies in the gradual weakening of the Ottoman Empire, opening up a space into which internal and external forces could rush, reshaping a political, economic and social landscape that had remained unchanged until then. These events left an indelible mark on Lebanon’s personality, enshrining political confessionalism and the allocation of political and administrative functions, as well as the exercise of power, according to religious and communal criteria. In fact, at the turn of the 19th century, the immense Ottoman Empire, stretching from the Balkans to Eastern Europe and Anatolia, and covering almost the whole of the Middle East and North Africa, began to shrink in the face of the advance of the European powers, led by Great Britain, France and Russia. Under the Treaty of Kütchük Kaynardji, signed in 1774, the Ottoman Empire, militarily defeated by Catherine II’s Russia, ceded the Crimea and numerous provinces on the Black Sea coast to the latter, opening up the Mediterranean and warm seas to the Russian giant, whose route took in the Dardanelles Strait and Istanbul itself. Russia also worked to mobilize the Greek populations of the Ottoman Empire9, who, driven by their shared Orthodox faith, rose up during the Russo-Turkish war of 1768-1774. Although this revolt was short-lived, it nevertheless demonstrated the Turks’ increasingly obvious weakness. 

			 

			Napoleon Bonaparte’s expedition to Egypt in 1798 shook the region to its foundations. In the midst of his political rise, Bonaparte sought to challenge Great Britain, France’s main adversary, by seizing the Nile country, a strategic position on the route to the British Indies. While he quickly won a victory over the Mamelukes of Egypt, putting an end to the Ottomans’ nominal suzerainty over the country, and attempted to advance along the Levantine coast (where his troops reached the outskirts of Tyre, in southern Lebanon), he failed to capture Saint-Jean-d’Acre in Palestine, defended by the Turkish governor Djezzar Pacha10, who resisted the French siege thanks in particular to the active support of the British troops who had come to lend him a hand. Bonaparte’s campaign bogged down, while the British fleet, which had neutralized the French fleet, imposed an increasingly tight blockade on his armies. While Napoleon swallowed his failure and finally resigned himself to returning to France, the Ottoman Empire was deeply destabilized by the ordeal, having suffered a crushing defeat in its Arab and Islamic heartland, and owed much of its salvation to the support of Great Britain. The Ottomans also lost the strategic glacis represented by Egypt, which fell into the hands of the Albanian-born Ottoman general Mehemet Ali after Bonaparte’s departure. Mehemet Ali, in turn, drew closer to France and, while maintaining a formal link with Istanbul, laid the foundations of a new state in Egypt, which was now a very dangerous competitor for the Ottoman Empire. From then on, the “Question d’Orient”, that of the Turkish Empire’s decline, haunted the chancelleries for over a century, right up to the First World War. On the one hand, Russia, the “destabilizing” power, sought nothing less than the capitulation of the Ottoman Empire, and repeatedly attempted to occupy its capital Istanbul, the ancient Constantinople, the heart of the Orthodox Church, in order to gain a foothold in Asia Minor and the Middle East, and to open up access to the oceans, which would enable it to bypass Europe and give it the means for unlimited expansion. On the other hand, Great Britain, enthroned as the world’s leading power after the fall of Napoleon in 1815, sought to preserve the Ottomans, in order to block Russian ambitions while protecting the British East India route. France, for its part, hesitated between two paths: the first was to destabilize the Ottoman Empire, which would enable it to gain a foothold in the East against its British rival, and in particular to control Syria (and therefore Mount Lebanon), the strategic key to the route to India; the second was to preserve the empire at a minimum, to counter the rise of the Russian giant. Between these two possibilities, France, seeking at all costs to regain its influence after the defeat of 1815, positioned itself as a permanent challenger to the European and world order, a position that earned it repeated clashes with rival powers, and made the Middle East and even Lebanon the scene of continual opposition between the French, British and Russians, culminating in 1916 in the Franco-British Sykes-Picot Treaty, which divided the region into respective zones of influence (and to which Russia, in the person of its Foreign Minister Sazonov, gave its approval). Throughout the 19th century, the region remained the seat of bitter rivalry, leading to the destabilization of the Ottoman Empire, and for which Lebanon, in the front line, paid the price.

			 

			But it was primarily in Greece that the danger became clearer from the 1820s onwards. The rise of Greek independence, strongly supported by Russia, which saw it as a historic opportunity, shook the Ottoman Empire to its foundations, while the Balkans rose up against Turkish domination11. This presented Great Britain with a dilemma. The Turks were having great difficulty in containing the wave of independence in the Balkans, and were powerless to prevent the ethnic cleansing of some of the Muslims living there. And while the Greeks enjoyed the support of European public opinion, which was enthusiastic about their cause, London feared that Russia, which had won a series of victories in the Balkans and the Caucasus during the Russo-Turkish War of 1828-1829, would seize the opportunity to strike a fatal blow against the Ottoman Empire, bringing Greece and the entire Balkans under its control. Faced with this prospect, and Turkish weakness, Great Britain adopted a paradoxical, albeit highly effective, strategy: it decided to temporarily abandon its declared policy of support for the Turks in order to gain a foothold in Greece, supporting Greek independence instead of Russia. The objective was clear: to block Russian expansionism at all costs, by simply taking their place. London offered the Greeks military, political and financial support, enabling them to win their independence, while Russia had to content itself with co-sponsoring Greek independence, an initiative joined by France, seeking to consolidate its influence (French troops had themselves intervened in Greece alongside the British, during the Morea expedition). Although Greece’s independence was confirmed at the London Conference in 1830, and then by the Treaty of Constantinople in 1832, the new state had to rely constantly on British protection to safeguard it from the ambitions of its powerful neighbors. Greek independence is thus a paradox, since Great Britain supported the Greeks against the Ottomans, the better to repel Russia… in order to protect the Ottomans themselves from the Russian threat! A manoeuvre that shows the entanglement of issues in the Ottoman area, which had become the meeting place and hostage of international rivalries. Lebanon will soon experience the same. 
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