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Cast of Characters

Mosbah al-Ahdab—Parliamentarian from the northern city of Tripoli until he lost his seat in June 2009. An early member of the rump group of parliamentarians opposing the extension of President Émile Lahoud’s mandate in 2004, and later a vocal figure in the March 14 coalition.

Michel Aoun—Former army commander and prime minister of a military government between 1988 and 1990. A leading opponent of Syria, he was forced into exile after his ouster by the Syrian army. Leader of the Free Patriotic Movement, he currently heads the Change and Reform bloc in parliament and is among the most prominent of Maronite politicians.

Talal Arslan—Parliamentarian and former minister allied with Syria and the Lebanese opposition. He heads the weaker faction in the Druze community, which opposes Walid Jumblatt.

Bashar al-Assad—President of Syria since June 2000.

Hafez al-Assad—President of Syria between 1970 and 2000, and father of Bashar al-Assad.

Daniel Bellemare—A Canadian former judge, currently prosecutor of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon based near The Hague, which is considering the assassination of the former prime minister, Rafiq al-Hariri, and other killings and crimes committed in Lebanon after 2005. Before becoming prosecutor, he was the third commissioner of the United Nations International Independent Investigation Commission investigating those crimes.

Nabih Berri—Speaker of Lebanon’s parliament and head of the Amal Movement, which during Lebanon’s civil war was the main Shiite militia.

Serge Brammertz—A Belgian judge, he was the second commissioner of the United Nations International Independent Investigation Commission investigating the Hariri assassination and subsequent killings and crimes. Currently, he is the prosecutor of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia.

Wissam Eid—A captain in the Lebanese Internal Security Forces, he was assassinated in a bomb attack in January 2008. At the time, he was working on analyzing telephone intercepts related to the Hariri assassination.

Jeffrey D. Feltman—U.S. ambassador to Lebanon between 2004 and 2008. Presently, the assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs.

Elie al-Firzli—A former deputy speaker of the Lebanese parliament and a former minister, he is among Syria’s stalwart allies in Lebanon.

Peter Fitzgerald—A former Irish deputy police commissioner, he was sent to Beirut by the United Nations soon after the Hariri assassination at the head of a fact-finding mission to prepare a preliminary report on the crime. On the basis of his findings, the U.N. decided to establish an independent international commission to determine who was responsible for the killing.

Suleiman Franjieh—Lebanese Maronite politician from the northern town of Zghorta and long a close ally of Syria. He is the namesake of his grandfather, who served as Lebanon’s president between 1970 and 1976.

Samir Geagea—Leader of the Lebanese Forces party and a leading figure in the March 14 coalition. He formerly headed the Lebanese Forces militia during the latter stages of Lebanon’s civil war, and fought a bitter war against Michel Aoun in 1990. He spent eleven years imprisoned at the Defense Ministry after being condemned in several postwar trials; he was released in 2005.

Amin Gemayel—Lebanon’s president between 1982 and 1988, he heads the Christian Kataeb Party, founded by his father Pierre, and is a prominent figure in the March 14 coalition.

Bashir Gemayel—The younger son of Pierre Gemayel, the founder of the Kataeb Party, he forcibly united, then led, the Christian militias in the middle stages of Lebanon’s civil war. In 1982 he was elected president in the wake of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, and was assassinated shortly thereafter, before formally taking office. He was succeeded by his brother Amin.

Pierre Gemayel—Founder of the Gemayel political dynasty and founder of the Kataeb Party, once Lebanon’s leading Christian political organization, he played a leading role during Lebanon’s post-Independence years, then during the civil war. He was the father of both Bashir and Amin Gemayel.

Pierre Amin Gemayel—Elder son of Amin Gemayel, he was an opponent of Syria and a member of the March 14 coalition before his assassination in November 2006, while he was serving as industry minister.

Antoine Ghanem—A parliamentarian from the Kataeb Party and a member of the March 14 coalition, he was assassinated in September 2007.

Rustom Ghazaleh—Head of Syria’s Security and Reconnaissance Apparatus, effectively the country’s military intelligence network in Lebanon, between 2002 and 2005. He succeeded Ghazi Kanaan in the post, after having served as his deputy responsible for Beirut.

Rafiq al-Hariri—Lebanese businessman who later was given Saudi nationality, he served several times as Lebanese prime minister after 1992. Hariri’s governments until 1998 oversaw the postwar reconstruction of Lebanon. He was assassinated in February 2005, amid growing conflict between him and Syria following the Syrian-imposed extension of the term of President Émile Lahoud, a rival of Hariri, in September 2004.

Saad al-Hariri—Son and political heir of Rafiq al-Hariri, he became a leading figure in the March 14 coalition after the parliamentary elections of 2005. Formerly headed several of his father’s companies in Saudi Arabia. At the time of this writing, Lebanon’s prime minister.

Elie Hobeiqa—Formerly head of the Lebanese Forces militia, until he was ousted by Samir Geagea in 1986 after aligning himself with Syria. He began as the militia’s security chief under Bashir Gemayel, and in September 1982, after Bashir’s assassination, he ordered his men into the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila, where they massacred the inhabitants. Several times appointed a postwar minister, he was assassinated in 2002.

Salim al-Hoss—Lebanese politician who served several times as prime minister, most recently between 1998 and 2000.

Kamal Jumblatt—Leading Lebanese Druze politician since the 1950s, who played a significant role in the early stages of the Lebanese civil war. He opposed the Syrian entry into Lebanon in 1976 and was assassinated by the Syrians in 1977. The father of Walid Jumblatt.

Walid Jumblatt—Paramount leader of the Druze community, he heads the Progressive Socialist Party, which during the war was one of the leading Lebanese militias. Several times a minister in the war and postwar period, he was a close ally of Syria until 2004, when he had a falling out with Damascus over the forced extension of President Émile Lahoud’s term in office. Thereafter and until the elections of 2005, he became the effective leader of the opposition to Syria and a leading figure in the March 14 coalition, until he announced in August 2009 that he would distance himself from his former comrades.

Ghazi Kanaan—Head of Syria’s Security and Reconnaissance Apparatus, its military intelligence network in Lebanon, between 1982 and 2002. An Alawite, he was the effective ruler of Lebanon throughout the postwar years, until he was called back to Damascus. He was said to have committed suicide in 2005 amid signs that the Syrian regime was setting him up for a fall.

Omar Karami—Former Lebanese prime minister close to Syria, he headed the government in 2005 that resigned in the face of popular protests by the anti-Syrian opposition following the assassination of Rafiq al-Hariri.

Samir Kassir—Lebanese journalist and academic who was among the most vocal critics of the Syrian presence in Lebanon. He played an important mobilization role in the 2005 demonstrations that followed Rafiq al-Hariri’s assassination. He was killed in a bomb attack on his car in June 2005.

Bishara al-Khoury—Lebanon’s president in 1943 when the country gained independence from France. With Riad al-Solh, the Sunni prime minister, he agreed to the National Pact, the founding contract of Independent Lebanon.

Émile Lahoud—President of Lebanon between 1998 and 2007. A former commander of the Lebanese army, he was a close ally of Syria.

Detlev Mehlis—German judge appointed as the first commissioner of the United Nations International Independent Investigation Commission investigating the Hariri assassination. He left office in December 2005.

Walid al-Muallim—Syria’s foreign minister and a former ambassador to the United States.

Hassan Nasrallah—Secretary-general of Hezbollah since 1992, when he succeeded Abbas Musawi, who was assassinated by Israel.

Naim Qassem—Deputy secretary-general of Hezbollah.

Moussa al-Sadr—Shiite cleric who was the first to mobilize the Lebanese Shiite community politically, starting in the 1960s. He founded the Amal Movement, Lebanon’s first major Shiite political-military organization. He disappeared in Libya in August 1978, and is believed to have been killed by the regime of Moammar al-Qadhafi, though the motive remains a mystery.

Jamil al-Sayyed—Former head of Lebanon’s General Security directorate and among Syria’s strongest allies in Lebanon. A political enemy of Rafiq al-Hariri, he was forced to resign, along with three other security chiefs, in the aftermath of the Hariri assassination, and was later arrested, along with the security chiefs, as a suspect in the crime, on the recommendation of the United Nations International Independent Investigation Commission.

Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir—Patriarch of the Maronite Christian Church.

Fouad al-Siniora—Lebanese prime minister between 2005 and 2009. A close political ally of Rafiq al-Hariri, under whom he served several times as a minister responsible for Lebanon’s financial affairs.

Riad al-Solh—Prime minister of Lebanon in 1943, when the country gained its independence. With Bishara al-Khoury, he came to an agreement over the founding contract of Independent Lebanon, the National Pact.

Michel Suleiman—Current president of Lebanon and commander of the Lebanese army between 1998 and 2008.

Gebran Tueni—Lebanese journalist and parliamentarian, he was for several years the publisher of Lebanon’s leading daily, Al-Nahar. A prominent critic of Syria and one of the leaders of the March 14 movement, he was assassinated in December 2005.

Ghassan Tueni—Prominent Lebanese journalist, political figure, and diplomat, who was responsible for turning the Al-Nahar daily into Lebanon’s leading newspaper. The father of Gebran Tueni, he took over his son’s parliamentary seat following his assassination in 2005.



Lebanon Time Line

April 28, 1920—The Allied powers, meeting in San Remo, Italy, place Syria and Lebanon under a French Mandate. Both countries had been part of the Ottoman Empire, which the Allies defeated in World War I.

September 1, 1920—The French High Commissioner in the Levant, General Henri Gouraud, declares the establishment of Greater Lebanon, including Beirut and Mount Lebanon, the central Lebanese mountain chain, to which the French joined the Beqaa Valley, the north around and including the city of Tripoli, as well as southern regions around and including Sidon and Tyre.

May 23, 1926—Lebanon’s constitution begins operating, following a statement to that effect by the French High Commissioner, Henri de Jouvenel, even though its formal publication into law does not come until 1930.

May 26, 1926—Lebanon’s first president, Charles Debbas, a Greek Orthodox Christian, is elected by Lebanon’s Representative Council and Senate.

October 12, 1927—The two houses of parliament approve a draft version of an amended constitution, pushed through by the French Mandatory authorities. The amended constitution, among other things, abolishes the Senate and affirms that the new parliament will have both elected and appointed representatives, the latter equivalent to half the number of elected ones. The aim is to stabilize the running of the state and give the president (and with him France) more power over the legislature. This ultimately proves unsuccessful.

May 14, 1930—The French High Commissioner, Henri Ponsot, publishes organic laws for the Mandatory territories, including Lebanon, as the basis for a policy to replace the Mandates with treaties to be concluded with elected governments in these territories. However, in November 1931, Ponsot is instructed not to apply the treaties policy to Lebanon, only to Syria, minus the autonomous Alawite region and Jabal Druze.

November 1933, March and October 1936—Amid prospects that Syria, then engaged in negotiations with France, would gain independence, Lebanese Muslim representatives hold three conferences, known as the Conferences of the Coast, to demand the reintegration of Muslim-majority areas into Syria from which they had been detached by France to form Greater Lebanon. The conferences reflect Muslim uneasiness with a Lebanon independent from Syria, even if a growing number of Muslim leaders seek to use such protests to enhance their role in a Lebanon not dominated by France and the Christians.

January 31, 1932—Lebanon holds a census, the last time this was done in the country, showing Christians holding a narrow 52 percent majority over Muslims.

January 2, 1934—Habib al-Saad, a Maronite, is appointed president for one year by the French High Commissioner, Damien de Martel. His term is later extended by one year.

January 20, 1936—Émile Eddé, a Maronite, wins the presidential election for a three-year term, against his Maronite rival, Bishara al-Khoury.

November 13, 1936—Two months after a similar treaty is signed between France and Syria, Lebanon and France sign a treaty stipulating that Lebanon will be granted independence within a three-year transitional period. However, because of the rising tension in Europe, successive French governments fail to ratify both treaties. During the Franco-Syrian negotiations, the Syrian delegation refuses to recognize an independent Lebanon, despite French pressure.

January 24, 1937—Damien de Martel restores constitutional life to Lebanon, and a new government is soon thereafter formed by a Sunni, Khaireddine al-Ahdab, setting an important precedent in Lebanese political life. Henceforth, Lebanon’s elected presidents would be Maronites and its prime ministers Sunnis, an unwritten agreement later formalized in the National Pact of 1943.

October 5, 1937—As the tension between Eddé and Khoury rises, de Martel extends Eddé’s term by three years. This is a poisoned chalice, as the conditions imposed on the presidency, like the conditions the High Commissioner forces on Eddé, including that he cannot seek reelection, undermine the president’s ability to play an effective political role.

January 1939—Gabriel Puaux arrives in Beirut to replace de Martel. He later announces that France will not ratify the Franco-Lebanese Treaty.

September 21, 1939—Three weeks after the start of the war in Europe, Puaux suspends the Lebanese constitution, dissolves parliament and the government, and appoints Eddé as nominal head of state, with real power held by France.

June–July 1941—The Free French government proclaims the independence of Syria and Lebanon, and British and Free French forces invade the two countries, expelling Vichy forces. Georges Catroux is named Delegate-General.

November 26, 1941—Lebanese independence is officially proclaimed, one month after Syrian independence, a move immediately recognized by Great Britain, whose representative in Beirut is Major General Edward Spears, who would later be named British minister to Syria and Lebanon. However, the French look to delay implementation of the decision.

December 1, 1941—A Maronite judge, Alfred Naccache, is appointed president by Catroux.

August 28, 1943—Parliamentary elections are held in two stages, leading to the victory of the Constitutional Bloc led by Bishara al-Khoury, who is elected president on September 21 for a six-year term. Khoury asks his main Sunni Muslim rival, Riad al-Solh, to become prime minister. The government begins negotiations with the French Delegate-General, Jean Helleu, to amend the constitution and implement the provisions needed to realize independence.

October 8, 1943—Riad al-Solh presents his government to parliament and for the first time publicly outlines general principles that are later embodied in the National Pact, the agreement defining communal relations in post-Independence Lebanon, even if these principles evolved over time. The first is that posts in the state are to be allocated along demographic lines, perpetuating the custom from the Mandate years, so that the president is a Maronite Christian, the prime minister a Sunni Muslim, and the speaker of parliament a Shiite Muslim, and so on, while parliamentary seats are allocated in a 6:5 ratio in the Christians’ favor, according to the 1932 consensus. The second is that Lebanon is part of the Arab world, having an “Arab face,” but should neither join Arab unity schemes nor serve as an instrument for Western penetration of the Arab world.

November 8, 1943—In response to a French rejection of Lebanon’s right to unilaterally amend the constitution, Lebanon’s parliament does precisely that, formally endorsing measures granting the country effective independence. Three days later, Helleu orders the arrest of Khoury, Solh, and several ministers, who are imprisoned in the fortress of Rashayya in the western Beqaa Valley.

November 22, 1943—Amid popular pressure and British opposition, France is forced to release Khoury, Solh, and the ministers, marking the beginning of the end for French domination over Lebanon. The date is now recognized officially as Lebanese Independence Day.

May 25, 1947—Lebanon holds its first post-Independence legislative elections. Widespread fraud brings in a parliament friendly to Khoury, which one year later votes to amend the constitution to allow him to stand for a second term in office.

May 27, 1949—Bishara al-Khoury is elected for a second six-year term in office.

July 16, 1951—Prime Minister Riad al-Solh is assassinated in Amman, Jordan, by a member of the Parti Populaire Syrien, whose leader, Antoun Saadeh, had been executed by the Lebanese authorities two years earlier for organizing a failed coup attempt.

September 15, 1952—A general strike is called amid growing opposition to Khoury, whose administration never recovered from the illegitimate extension of his mandate in 1949, and from the subsequent death of Solh, his main Sunni ally. Two days later, Khoury resigns, naming the Maronite army commander, Fouad Shihab, as interim head of government until new elections can be held.

September 22, 1952—Camille Chamoun is elected president.

January 27, 1957—Prime Minister Sami al-Solh, speaking for Chamoun, expresses his support for Lebanon’s adherence to the Eisenhower Doctrine, which aims to set the groundwork for collaboration between the United States and the Arab world against what is deemed to be the Soviet threat. This provokes a furor both inside Lebanon and in the Arab world, coming in the midst of deep polarization in the region between the West on the one hand, and the Arab nationalist regime of Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser on the other, which had culminated in the Suez War of 1956. More specifically, this is a major test for Lebanon’s National Pact, with many of Lebanon’s Muslims siding with Abdel Nasser and many Christians sympathetic to the West.

March 16, 1957—Lebanon formally adheres to the Eisenhower Doctrine, to the displeasure of many Muslims, worsening Lebanese-Egyptian and domestic Lebanese relations. This is exacerbated by the fact that Chamoun’s supporters begin a campaign to amend the constitution to allow him a second term.

June 1957—Parliamentary elections are held and bring in a majority favorable to Chamoun. The opposition accuses the president of manipulating the election results in order to ensure a friendly majority that will extend his term in office.

May 8, 1958—The assassination of a pro-opposition journalist provokes the start of an insurrection against Chamoun by his political rivals, which soon turns into a civil war. While this takes place mainly between Christians and Muslims, the president does have strong Christian opponents, particularly the Maronite patriarch, as well as Muslim allies. The army, led by General Fouad Shihab, remains neutral in the conflict, despite Chamoun’s orders to the contrary.

July 14–15, 1958—Following a coup against the pro-Western monarchy in Iraq, the United States lands soldiers in Lebanon, answering Chamoun’s request, fearing that his administration might fall as well. While this does not end the insurrection, the practical outcome is to end Chamoun’s efforts to extend his term, and on July 31, Shihab is elected president, his term beginning when Chamoun’s ends on September 23. This begins six years of relative stability under Fouad Shihab, during which the president repairs his relations with Abdel Nasser’s Egypt but also comes to rely more heavily on military intelligence to contain his adversaries among the traditional political leaders.

August 18, 1964—Charles Helou is elected to succeed Shihab.

December 28, 1968—Following the Arab defeat in the June 1967 war, and as Palestinian armed groups based in southern Lebanon become more mobilized, Israeli commandos land at Beirut Airport and blow up the fleet of the national carrier, Middle East Airlines, as punishment.

April 23, 1969—Pro-Palestinian demonstrations in Sidon and Beirut lead to clashes with the Lebanese security forces, who open fire, killing some 20 people and injuring dozens of others. The incident illustrates the growing rift between those supporting the Palestinians and their growing militancy, and those, particularly in the Christian community, who oppose the Palestinians.

November 3, 1969—The Lebanese state and the Palestinian organizations sign the Cairo Agreement, regularizing the increasingly tense relations between the Lebanese army and armed Palestinian groups and permitting the latter to circulate along special corridors in the border area with Israel. The agreement is a compromise between the state and the Palestinians, but its net impact is to push Lebanon more deeply into the status of a “confrontation state” against Israel.

September 1970–July 1971—The Jordanian army begins attacking armed Palestinian groups in Amman, expelling them from Jordan in July 1971. The Palestinian leadership, in its majority, relocates to Beirut.

April 13, 1975—Following years of heightening hostility between Palestinian groups and their predominantly Muslim Lebanese allies on the one hand, and Christian paramilitary groups on the other, an incident in the Ain al-Remmaneh suburb of Beirut leads to a major outbreak of fighting. After gunmen shoot at a leading Christian politician, Pierre Gemayel, killing 4 of those with him, Christian gunmen fire on a bus full of Palestinians, killing 26 people. This is considered the formal start of Lebanon’s fifteen-year civil war.

June 1976—Syrian forces launch an invasion of Lebanon in support of Christian militias, mainly to prevent a military triumph of Palestinians, which, the Syrians fear, might force them into a confrontation with Israel. This comes several months after the Syrians had already deployed pro-Syrian Palestinian units in Lebanon. The growing Syrian role in Lebanon receives American and Israeli acquiescence, so that Washington mediates a “red lines” agreement to regulate Syrian-Israeli relations in Lebanon.

March 11, 1978—Palestinian guerillas attack an Israeli bus in Galilee, provoking an Israeli invasion of southern Lebanon that lasts until June. The United Nations Security Council deploys an international force in southern Lebanon, known as the U.N. Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).

April 1981—Fighting between Christian militias and Syrian forces escalates into a confrontation between Syria and Israel when Israeli warplanes shoot down a Syrian helicopter. Syria responds by deploying antiaircraft missiles in Lebanon. The “missile war” ends thanks to Arab mediation between Syria and the Christians and the negotiation of a broader ceasefire by U.S. envoy Philip Habib.

June 6, 1982—Israel launches a major invasion of Lebanon, its aim to expel the armed Palestinian groups and bring to power a friendly president in Beirut, namely the leader of the Christian Lebanese Forces militia, Bashir Gemayel. Within a matter of days, the Israelis surround western Beirut, laying siege to the part of the capital where the Palestinian leadership is located.

August 23, 1982—As the Israeli siege of western Beirut nears its end, thanks to an international agreement to evacuate Palestinian guerillas, Lebanon’s parliament elects Bashir Gemayel president to succeed Elias Sarkis. Three weeks later, Gemayel is assassinated in a bomb attack at a party headquarters.

September 15, 1982—Israeli soldiers enter western Beirut following Gemayel’s assassination. A day later Lebanese Forces gunmen enter the Palestinian camps of Sabra and Shatila, killing what is estimated to be between several hundred and more than a thousand people, most of them civilians.

September 21, 1982—Bashir Gemayel’s brother Amin is elected president. A multinational peacekeeping force that had helped evacuate Palestinian guerillas from Beirut, and that includes U.S. Marines, returns to Beirut to assist the Lebanese government. This brings on a period of relative calm, despite continued sectarian tension in the mountains between Christian and Druze militiamen.

July 1983—An Israeli redeployment from the Shouf Mountains toward the Awali River north of Sidon is followed by fighting between the Christian militias and Walid Jumblatt’s Druze militia backed by Syria and Palestinian forces loyal to Damascus. This leads to a rout of the Christians and the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Christians from the mountains.

June 1986—Several hundred Syrian soldiers, supported by the Syrian intelligence services led by Brigadier General Ghazi Kanaan, deploy in western Beirut to end the chaos there between mainly Muslim militias. This is the first time Syrian troops return to Beirut after withdrawing from the capital following the Israeli invasion of 1982.

September 23, 1988—Amin Gemayel’s term ends without any successor being chosen. Gemayel appoints the army commander, Michel Aoun, as head of an interim military government. A rival government, headed by Salim al-Hoss and supported by Syria, is also in place, although because Hoss had submitted his resignation, Gemayel considers his government merely to have a caretaker role until Aoun takes over.

March 1989—Aoun, whose effective writ covers parts of the predominantly Christian areas of Lebanon, declares a “war of liberation” against Syria, which degenerates into destructive artillery barrages, leading to months of Arab mediation.

September 30–October 22, 1989—Lebanese parliamentarians meeting in Taif, Saudi Arabia, agree to constitutional amendments to redistribute political power among Christians and Muslims. This includes weakening the Maronite presidency and introducing a 50–50 ratio of Christians to Muslims in parliament. Michel Aoun rejects the agreement, arguing that it does not set a clear deadline for a Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon. Taif is effectively a compromise accord between Saudi Arabia and Syria, blessed by the United States.

November 5, 1989—René Mouawad is elected president, but remains in office for only seventeen days. On November 22, Independence Day, he is assassinated in a car-bomb attack in western Beirut. Two days later Elias Hrawi is elected to succeed him, even as Michel Aoun continues to challenge his authority.

January 31, 1990—Fighting breaks out within the Christian areas between army units loyal to Aoun and the Lebanese Forces militia led by Samir Geagea.

October 13, 1990—Syrian forces move militarily against Aoun’s forces, entering the Christian areas of Beirut and its surrounding areas. The general takes refuge at the French embassy. This imposition of a Pax Syriana on Lebanon, one implicitly endorsed by the United States and the Arab countries, brings an end to Lebanon’s fifteen-year round of wars. Aoun soon departs for France.

October 31, 1992—Following Lebanon’s first parliamentary elections since 1972, Prime Minister-designate Rafiq al-Hariri, a Lebanese businessman close to Saudi Arabia, announces the formation of a thirty-minister cabinet.

April 24, 1994—The leader of the Lebanese Forces, Samir Geagea, is arrested by the authorities for his alleged involvement in the assassination of a Christian leader in October 1990. A month later he is accused of responsibility in the bombing of a church in Zouq, north of Beirut. Supporters of Geagea say the arrest is politically motivated. Acquitted in the church case, he nevertheless later receives four life sentences in prison for other crimes.

April 1996—Israel, whose soldiers occupy the border area of southern Lebanon, launches massive air and artillery attacks against Lebanon, in response to cross-border rocket fire from Hezbollah. The sixteen-day war, which results in over 150 dead, leads to what is known as the April Understanding, an informal agreement between Hezbollah and Israel imposing limits on cross-border attacks. The understanding is a political victory for Hezbollah, because the party has been able to impose rules of engagement on Israel.

November 24, 1998—General Émile Lahoud, the army commander, is elected president, ending the term of Elias Hrawi, whose mandate was extended for three years by Syria. Replacing Lahoud as army commander is General Michel Suleiman. Rafiq al-Hariri is replaced as prime minister by Salim al-Hoss.

May 25, 2000—Israel completes its withdrawal from southern Lebanon, more than a month earlier than the stated deadline set by its prime minister, Ehud Barak. This brings to an end more than two decades of the Israeli military presence in southern Lebanon and represents a major victory for Hezbollah.

June 10, 2000—The Syrian president, Hafez al-Assad, who had ruled over Syria for thirty years, dies. He is succeeded by his son Bashar.

August–September 2000—Lebanon holds parliamentary elections under a hybrid law, drawn up largely by the head of Syria’s intelligence service in Lebanon, Ghazi Kanaan. The results, which include a sweep by Rafiq al-Hariri of all the seats representing Beirut, are seen as a setback for President Lahoud, Hariri’s bitter rival. In the election aftermath, Hariri returns as prime minister.

August 8, 2001—Maronite Patriarch Nasrallah Sfeir makes a three-day visit to the Shouf Mountains to meet with the Druze leader Walid Jumblatt. Both men formalize reconciliation between the Druze and Maronite communities after the expulsion of the Christians from the mountains in 1983.

September 2, 2004—Amid rising tension in Lebanon over the decision of Syria to extend the mandate of Émile Lahoud by obliging parliament to vote in favor of a constitutional amendment to that effect, the U.N. Security Council issues Resolution 1559 calling for a withdrawal of all foreign, meaning primarily Syrian, forces from Lebanon, the disarming of Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias, and noninterference in domestic Lebanese affairs.

September 3, 2004—Despite passage of Resolution 1559, parliament approves an amendment to the constitution allowing for an extension of Émile Lahoud’s term in office. Rafiq al-Hariri, who opposes the extension, is nonetheless obliged by Syria to vote in favor of it, along with his parliamentary bloc, according to several accounts. Among those voting against an extension is the bloc led by the Druze leader Walid Jumblatt, who had been a close Syrian ally.

October 1, 2004—Marwan Hamadeh, a parliamentarian and former minister close to both Walid Jumblatt and Rafiq al-Hariri, narrowly survives a car-bomb attack near his home. The assassination attempt is viewed as the first sign that Syria will not tolerate growing opposition to its rule in Lebanon, amid indications that Hariri is moving closer to opposition figures critical of Syria in the run-up to parliamentary elections scheduled for summer 2005.

February 14, 2005—After weeks of growing tension between Syria and the emerging Lebanese opposition, Rafiq al-Hariri is assassinated in a massive truck-bomb attack in Beirut’s hotel district. Twenty-one other people are killed, including the former economics minister, Basil Fuleihan, who survived the initial blast. This provokes what would be known as the Independence Intifada, or the Cedar Revolution.


The
Ghosts of
Martyrs Square


Introduction

IN LATE SUMMER 1983, the eighth year of Lebanon’s civil war, Beirut’s airport happened to be closed because of fighting. Many of us wanting to reach the city had to take an overnight ferry from Larnaca, Cyprus. As a matte sun rose over the Mediterranean and our ship drifted into Lebanese waters, I saw what it was about the country that I later hoped to describe. A group of Muslims began praying as other passengers looked on silently. Interrupting our introspection, a tall woman emerged on deck in an afterthought of a miniskirt, unsteady in her high-heeled shoes before she cut across the tranquil scene of those bent in prayer. The woman, an east European croupier from the ship’s casino, was followed out by dozens of Lebanese still electrified by the night of gambling, their safari suits sodden with perspiration and scotch. The scene was neither unique nor especially powerful. But in its prosaic way it said much about the Lebanese, their resilience in a long journey that could often be punishing, their hedonism, even their intermittent spirituality, and those contrasts always seemed to me essential to understanding Lebanon’s peculiar liberalism, a liberalism infused with the ideal of the many instead of the one.

This book is an effort to explain what this ideal can tell us about Lebanon’s larger truths, particularly those pertaining to the country’s social and political culture. For a long time I had wanted to write a book that would be one part reportage, one part essay on Lebanese society, and one part memoir. The events that followed the assassination of the former prime minister, Rafiq al-Hariri, on February 14, 2005, gave me an opportunity to do that, through a firsthand description of the defining developments in the country after 2005, when Syria ended its three-decade-old military presence here. They also allowed me to open windows on other aspects of Lebanon, its capital Beirut, its politicians, the war years and postwar memory, and the headaches brought on by hubristic leaders who, to our misfortune, have regarded themselves as better than the system.

I knew there was the possibility of a fourth ingredient: a postmortem. Syria would not go easily, we knew in 2005, nor would its Lebanese allies, particularly Hezbollah, permit Lebanon to develop in ways that might require them to accept the authority of a sovereign Lebanese state, let alone carry the country outside Syria’s and Iran’s orbits. Indeed, what began in my mind several years ago as a story about the potentialities of Lebanese liberal inclinations became one about the five-year struggle to make that liberal moment meaningful.

On that fatidic February day, Hariri, along with almost two dozen others, was killed in a truck-bomb explosion outside the St. Georges, a once-legendary seaside hotel in Beirut destroyed during Lebanon’s civil war. Its owner had been caught up in a bitter dispute over access to the sea with a property company effectively controlled by Hariri. The owner later said that when the bomb went off, he thought that he was the target. However, the man didn’t rate over a ton of explosives. Hariri did and it was no small irony that he was served up at the St. Georges’ doorstep. The only serious culprit in the crime was Syria, which had ruled over Lebanon in one way or another for twenty-nine years. Syrian power was virtually unlimited, its intelligence services and information networks ubiquitous. Yet Damascus protested that it was innocent, that it was all a ghastly plot to discredit Syria, another of those plots to discredit suspects in crimes with no other suspects. Syria’s regime feared several things in Hariri: that the former prime minister would mount an electoral challenge against Damascus in the parliamentary elections that summer, almost a year after the United Nations Security Council, in its Resolution 1559, demanded the withdrawal of Syrian forces from Lebanon; but more generally that a Sunni Muslim like Hariri would, through the elections and his growing defiance, destabilize the established Syrian order in Lebanon and indirectly embolden Syria’s own majority Sunnis, who, since 1970, have lived under an Alawite-dominated minority regime led by the Assad family.

The subsequent domestic and international furor was too much for the Syrian president, Bashar al-Assad, to deflect, and in a much-publicized visit to Saudi Arabia two weeks after Hariri’s murder, he heard Crown Prince, later King, Abdullah, tell him that it was time for the Syrians to leave. In 1976, the Saudis had been instrumental in legitimizing Syria’s entry into Lebanon during the civil war, so that this stopping of the clock had both political and symbolic meaning. According to Arabic press reports at the time, Assad tried to delay the pullout but was told that he had better order it soon or face Saudi enmity. The Saudis had few doubts about who had killed Hariri, however as patrons of immovability they were keen to avoid letting the Hariri assassination spin out of control and mar inter-Arab relations, particularly their own relationship with Syria. That required that Syria leave Lebanon quickly.

Hariri’s murder provoked what would be known as the Cedar Revolution (a term coined by an American official, Paula Dobriansky, at a moment when popular movements in Ukraine and Georgia had, similarly, earned catchy brand names). For several weeks hundreds of thousands of Lebanese from all social categories, from most religious communities (with the exception of the Shiites, who in their majority, but by no means their totality, sided with the pro-Syrian Hezbollah and Amal movements), participated in peaceful rallies demanding that the Syrians go. The gatherings were held at Beirut’s Martyrs Square, in the old downtown area that the latest martyr, Rafiq al-Hariri, had been instrumental in rebuilding after its destruction during the Lebanese conflict—a place doubly symbolic for being where Hariri was buried, if not triply so for being on the old wartime dividing line between predominantly Christian eastern Beirut and predominantly Muslim western Beirut, therefore embodying the surmounting of Lebanese divisions.

Initially, little heed was paid to Dobriansky’s term among those assembling at Martyrs Square. The political allies of Hariri, who were demanding an end to Syrian hegemony, came up with the alternative name of Independence Intifada, which was regarded as more meaningful to an Arab audience, particularly a Sunni Muslim audience, because of the connotations it had with the Palestinian uprising against Israel. But gradually the Dobriansky label caught on, so that after a time many Lebanese themselves were referring to the “cedar revolution,” not overly troubled that a revolution is more sweeping than an “intifada”—a word that in Arabic means a revolt but that can also mean something as modest as “shaking off” or “convulsion.” And this coincided with a rising feeling among more than a few Lebanese, intense and vaguely expressed, and more powerful for being vaguely expressed, that what was taking place at Martyrs Square was the possibility of a revolution, an opportunity for a metamorphosis of their society into something more modern, where a citizen could be a citizen, not the factotum of a religious community; where political leaders could be held accountable to the law, not behave as overbearing patriarchs; and where (it was never quite expressed this way) everyone could fall into a fraternal embrace so often eluding the Lebanese, usually defined by their differences and parochial agendas.

If this was too idealistic for some tastes, including my own, idealism was also present in the way the outside world looked at the Cedar Revolution/Independence Intifada. So, too, was calculated cynicism. The reason was that both the Bush administration and its critics chose to interpret the shaking off of Syrian rule largely through the prism of what it said about American policy in the Middle East. Not for the first time, certainly not after the insular debate over the U.S. intervention in Iraq, an Arab society was afforded a bit part in its own story. Once Lebanon happened, it did not take long for American officials, and approving publicists in general, to insist that a “democratic wave” had overcome the region. This was destined to lend momentum to the faltering American endeavor in Iraq, and to George W. Bush’s fluctuating “democratization” agenda. And precisely because the situation in Lebanon was eagerly picked up on by the United States, a disapproving backlash against the emancipation movement came from those who could not suffer the Bush administration. But Lebanon was never about Bush, and those who downplayed the impact of the Lebanese rejection of Syria for fear of overplaying Bush’s merits, effectively silenced the voice of a majority of Lebanese who, Bush or no Bush, were simply fed up with Assad rule, and liked it that, for once, an American president agreed with them.

The “independence intifada” emerged from the convoluted realities of Lebanese society. That’s why there was pragmatism in how the Lebanese played the situation outside. The American invasion of Iraq had not triggered rumblings of liberty in Lebanon in 2003, but Saddam’s fall had allowed a prospect of change among Arabs more concerned with the message than with the American messenger. As far as the Lebanese were concerned, Iraq had usefully placed American forces on Syria’s eastern border, a reminder to the Assad regime of its own vulnerabilities; and just as usefully it placed Lebanon higher in American attentions after Hariri’s assassination. The Lebanese instinctively grasped the advantages to be gained. That’s why, unlike most Arabs, they were prepared to employ American power against Syria. But most Lebanese hadn’t planned their intifada. Indignation was their first impulse when Hariri was killed; from that indignation emerged an assumption that the absence of freedom and rule of law would only bring on more indignities, so that Syria’s rule had to end because everything about it denied freedom, the rule of law, and indignation. It was a convergence of different interests that fed Lebanon’s rebellion, and it told us an essential truth about the country’s pluralism: in the pursuit of common goals the fractured Lebanese will create unexpected alliances.

•   •   •

THIS BOOK aims to unpack the Lebanon that emerged between 2005 and 2009, an essential moment in modern Lebanese history. During this time the country’s very existence as a cohesive entity, more particularly the existence of its paradoxical liberalism and the reality of its emancipation from Syria, was overcome by doubt, after a beguiling moment following Hariri’s killing that had pointed in a different direction. Some of this was predictable. It would be foolish to defend Lebanon as an ideal liberal example. Its system is in profound need of renovation. The country offers two roads: one of renewal through a new social contract; and one of failure to present itself as a sustainable model because of its unstable identities. Manifestations of Lebanese liberalism derive from a complex array of social and political relationships infused with illiberal drives and habits, enforced by numerous fathers who, like Saturn, devour their own children. But as I hope to show, these often illiberal relationships have also given rise to a system that, objectively, even reflexively, imposes equilibrium between Lebanon’s political and social forces, allowing liberalism—albeit a paradoxical liberalism—to thrive in the spaces opened up.

Yet if only things could remain so simple. Throughout the post-2005 period, Lebanon’s pluralism also became a curse. The society retained its diversity, but also saw its liberal tendencies on all sides wilt amid growing violence as its diversity turned to discord after the Syrian departure. This allowed Syria and Iran, with Hezbollah, to undermine systematically the consolidation of a fully sovereign and independent Lebanese state. Like many of my countrymen, I’ve spent much of my adult life observing, and hating, what the Syrian regime had done to Lebanon—its trashing of our constitutional institutions, its manipulation of our admittedly craven political class, its murder of civilians, politicians, and religious figures—and to watch the gains of 2005 being contested at every turn was not easy. Leading this effort was Hezbollah, toward which so many Arabs and “progressive” Westerners have displayed indulgence, but which I’ve seen to be mainly an autocratic, semisecret, military, political, and religious organization more powerful than the Lebanese state, that describes itself as, no less, the Party of God, is led by a leader who will probably remain in office for life, and that has made violent self-sacrifice and permanent armed struggle a centerpiece of its ideological mind-set, mainly on behalf of an autocratic clerical regime in Iran.

However, effective Hezbollah certainly has been, and in the aftermath of the Syrian pullout, the party adapted to a new situation where it not only protected Syrian and Iranian interests; it also shaped the environment in such a way as to protect its weapons and autonomy. The party’s success has, arguably, been more threatening to Lebanon than the civil war between 1975 and 1990. For even at the height of the war, most Lebanese still retained faith in seeing a sobered, united country appearing out of the maelstrom.

That’s why this book contains another ambition: to defend Lebanon, pluralistic Lebanon, warts and all, against the all-too-frequent accusation that because its system can be dysfunctional the country is not worth preserving as an independent entity. This has created a default attitude justifying subcontracting control of Lebanon to Syria, seen as the only state that can bring order to Lebanon’s disorder, though Syria has always tried to make that clear by aggravating Lebanon’s disorder. That doesn’t lessen the responsibility of the Lebanese to agree to a reformed, consensual, functioning political system ensuring that outsiders won’t have their way. Yet the conditions prevailing in the country don’t allow for much optimism.

The most selfish reason for writing this book, however, is that Lebanon provokes powerful emotions in me, not all positive but that together offer the seductions of poignant imperfection. In 1970, at the age of seven, I was brought here by my mother, who had decided to rejoin her brother and his family after the premature death of my father. An American, he had dreamt of dropping everything and moving to Beirut. He dropped everything and we moved to Beirut. Those early years, which were supposed to bring consolation, were instead interrupted by a civil war that brought us a great deal more. The war, so ruinous in every other respect, was a valuable primer on the extent to which Lebanon is a country built on an absence of certitude, an embarrassment of myths. After all, no butchery can long be sustained where truth prevails. However, over the years I have also come to understand that those trying to cut through the myths, to present us with an uncompromising interpretation of Lebanon, have often only manufactured new ones of their own. The myths survive, metastasize, so that Lebanon’s truth is frequently built on an immoderate accumulation of unsubstantiated perception.

That’s why to better understand what happened after 2005, we might look at the foundations of Lebanon’s political and social order and the discussion among publicists of something called the “Lebanese idea.” On the one hand there have been those who see Lebanon as a “message,” to quote the late Pope John Paul II, echoing earlier statements to that effect. Their reasoning is that Lebanon is something special, unique, and therefore that the Lebanese are special and unique. What has made Lebanon unique are many things: that it has eighteen recognized religious communities but that none can impose its will on the rest, requiring all to compromise; the country’s openness to both East and West; its large Christian population when compared to that in other Arab countries; and the quality of its educational system and culture.

Defenders of this version have tended to regard Lebanese history as linear, stretching back millennia to the time of the Phoenicians and extending down to the present day, so that the formation of the modern state in 1920 and independence from France in 1943 were a culmination of historical processes leading toward a single point of national self-fulfillment. This linear interpretation is debatable; efforts to posit historical predestination often are. It has also been an outlook associated more with Christian publicists than Muslim ones. Yet it has earned a place of honor in the modern Lebanese identity—if only because the modern Lebanese identity is like a supermarket, where you can pick and choose what you want to be.

On the other side has been a less sanguine view of the country. From both the political left and from a segment of the Christian community uncertain of its fate in a changing Lebanon, there emerged in the 1960s and 1970s a profound critique of the Lebanese system, directed against its most upbeat ideologues. The left denounced a political order that it saw as inequitable socially and economically; retrograde for basing political and social life on the religious community, or sect; and unsustainable for failing to impose an agreed-upon balance between Lebanon’s Arab character and what passed for its Western, or even Mediterranean, character.

From the Christian doubters, especially during the civil war, came a narrower critique, that of a minority fearing its waning power in a state where Muslims had become a majority. These doubters emerged primarily from within the largest of the Christian sects, the Maronites. They maintained that because Christians were losing ground demographically and politically, it was necessary to find a new arrangement guaranteeing Christian rights. That proposed arrangement oscillated between plans during the war to take back control of the state, which ended in predictable failure since no single community can hope to control the state alone; to promoting a federal structure for the country, which, though legitimate as an idea, has often come across as motivated by a yearning for self-imposed isolation.

It is difficult for someone like me, a product of the war years, not to smile when hearing Lebanon portentously described as a “message.” Too often I’ve seen Lebanese re-create a tranquil Lebanon of the mind as a palliative to the unsettled one encountered daily. The critics are not wrong about the inequitable nature of the system, the existence of little despotisms tarnishing the gentler image of the whole. Lebanon’s sustainability as a unified state is an unremitting worry, challenging the foundations of the optimists’ narrative. Even the country’s historical-psychological prop—that Lebanon is and always has been a “bridge between East and West”—is dated. Of what value is such an attribute in a globalized world where bridges have proliferated thanks to modern transportation and technology?

Then there is sectarianism, the axial point of the Lebanese political and social system. Sectarianism has created an absurdity: a bond between religious communities that derives far more from their rivalries and mistrusts than from a sense of common national destiny. Among the most influential ideologues of the Lebanese idea was the journalist and banker Michel Chiha, who struggled with the contradictions of a Lebanese reality he was instrumental in helping define. He once wrote, “The dream would obviously be to see the Lebanese, all and suddenly in agreement. But that’s maybe only a dream. No one will perform the miracle of uniting them in one day.” Chiha’s way out of the dilemma was to argue that, with time, the Lebanese could develop a shared national sentiment, so that the primary goal in the interim was to create a system of equilibrium through national institutions representing everyone.

The point Michel Chiha made was and remains a compelling one. In a Lebanese system determined by laws of equilibrium, psychological or institutional, the mission shared by all, the common denominator accepted by all, consciously or unconsciously, has been self-protection by denying domination over the system to any one actor or coalition of actors—be they Lebanese or outside powers. Even Syria, which controlled Lebanon for nearly three decades, faced tenacious opposition throughout, always operated through a system it could direct but never truly change, and finally had to leave when it woefully misread the country’s mood in 2004 and 2005.

What are the particularities of Lebanese sectarianism? Political office, civil service positions, and senior military and security appointments are apportioned according to the principle of religious balance. The unwritten National Pact of 1943, essentially the founding contract of Independent Lebanon, outlines that the president of the country is a Maronite Christian, the prime minister a Sunni Muslim, the speaker of parliament a Shiite Muslim, and so on down the hierarchical ladder. In parliament, Christian and Muslim seats are today distributed on the basis of a 50-50 ratio. Given that Christians roughly make up a third of the population, this provides them with representation beyond their numbers. Systems based on formulas of communal power-sharing in mixed or divided societies are known in the jargon of political science as “consociational” and are anathema to those defending one-man, one-vote. However, it can be shortsighted to apply majoritarianism as the sole benchmark of democratic legitimacy. Over the decades, the rationale has been that because Lebanon is a country of minorities, one-man, one-vote would only marginalize the smaller communities, would alter the equilibrium that Chiha wrote about, particularly with respect to the dwindling Christians, so that they might slowly abandon the system—through emigration, a heightened sense of paranoia, indifference. Lebanon would therefore lose an essential component of its pluralism, namely its scaffolding of religious coexistence. By and large, this is true, but it is all the truer in that resorting to one-man, one-vote would also risk destabilizing the far more sensitive relations today between Sunnis and Shiites, so that it would be misleading to limit the matter of representation to the Christian-Muslim dichotomy.

The late historian and journalist Samir Kassir observed that sectarianism, or what he referred to as “confessionalism” (Lebanon’s religious communities are also known as “confessions”), was not a distillation of timeless communal prejudices, but something more contemporary. He wrote, “Far from being something archaic, confessionalism was a ransom paid to modernity,” by which Kassir meant the modernity of the nineteenth century, when Lebanese society was transformed demographically and economically, and when Beirut grew into a cosmopolitan Mediterranean city. But individuality was also a ransom the modernizing Lebanese paid to confessionalism. For what was the value of the individual in a larger collectivity determined mainly by identities acquired at birth?

A leading detractor of the Lebanese sectarian system, the writer and former minister Georges Corm, has made a similar case. For him sectarianism has turned Lebanon into an “impossible state,” a “state that cannot be found.” Corm describes Lebanon as “a state in the conditional, with sovereignty limited by the forbearance of its constituent [religious] ‘communities’ and their foreign protectors.” However, a detractor can also hide an optimist. In the early 1990s, Corm was mentor to a group calling itself the Movement of the Citizen. This spoke to his belief in the possibility of a Lebanese citizen who could transcend the religious community. Corm argues that the sectarian order is, in fact, of relatively recent vintage, dating back only to the seventeenth century. Like Kassir, he too has seen it as a ransom paid to modernity, and is right in attacking an essentialist approach to Lebanese communal identity. Sectarianism may be a characteristic of a particular Lebanese moment that will disappear into the mist of time. But where Corm falters is in not taking his argument for the transitory nature of the sectarian system to its logical conclusion. If sectarianism has endured, then it must have a certain measure of flexibility, seeking out an equilibrium that its flexibility reinstates. What is that equilibrium? The same equilibrium that Chiha outlines: a balance of power between the religious communities, which translates into a supple mechanism preventing the rise or consolidation of an authoritarian, exclusivist regime. While Corm believes that individuals represent less in such a system, their freedoms may sometimes be better preserved through its natural checks and balances.

That was the message in the Independence Intifada and its aftermath. Starting in 2004, before Hariri was killed, most of Lebanon’s leading political figures began allying with each other against Damascus, including former wartime foes. There was no essentialism there. The Lebanese sects and their leaders responded pragmatically in defending their endangered prerogatives, which in turn created wider spaces later that allowed individuals to expand the range of their liberal ambitions when the Syrians withdrew. This was a different way the Lebanese had of reaffirming their individuality, rather than by presuming that a modern, nonsectarian Lebanese citizen could abruptly be invented. It was also much more realistic.

Is being weak the Lebanese state’s worst fault? I believe not. In the hierarchy of evils, we should place much higher the limitations on freedom. What makes Lebanon relatively free in an unfree Middle East is that the country’s sectarian system, its faults notwithstanding, has ensured that the society’s parts are stronger than the state; and where the state is weak, individuals are usually freer to function. This goes against the modern view of statehood, where the nation-state is supposed to do away with primary loyalties and identities and mash them into an all-inclusive national whole. Modern democracies, in particular, have done this through institutions of representation and national integration. So to hold up Lebanon’s divided order, its frail state, its sectarian atavisms, as worthy progenitors of its paradoxical liberalism, would seem absurd to a modernist. But that’s precisely the case that will implicitly be made throughout this book, even if the shortcomings of the Lebanese system will be flagrant throughout.

Why adopt such a position? Because the affliction of the Middle East is the failure of its states. The Arab state has almost everywhere become a vessel for absolute rule, and many of the region’s regimes have demonstrated the acute degradation of their political orders by establishing republican monarchies. Lebanon is not the only sectarian society in the Middle East; but it is the only one where the state is less powerful than the religious communities. Where the state has been more powerful, a secular ideology, usually some strain of Arab nationalism, was supposed to transcend sectarian or other identities. What happened, however, was that these ideologies became instruments of total control, so that at the top sat the autocrat, while at the bottom primary identities prevailed because the state offered no better than dictatorship. Syria and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq are examples of this.

In Lebanon alone a formula was worked out to accept the reality of sectarianism and take advantage of the liberal openings it created. Despite two civil wars since independence and unrest recently, the system has been more capable of absorbing its contradictions than anyone thought possible. Lebanon may not quite be a message, but it is undoubtedly an outpost of invigorating variety in an Arab world that generally dislikes variety. The country’s pluralism has allowed informal interstices to flourish in the society, interstices in which the Lebanese have developed their eccentric freedoms. Lebanon’s women are allowed, by and large, to be just that: women; with personalities, exigencies, and determination, whichever community they come from, not shadows. Its youths, wherever they come from, take a functional view of the outside world, revealing an innate cosmopolitanism that makes them willingly pick up at any time to settle elsewhere. Lebanese clergymen lean toward the reassuringly shady rather than the dogmatically pure, often preferring the adulterated city of man to the austere City of God. The country’s politicians are venal, but the better ones know that unless they value the needs and fears of their followers they could not survive. These examples are anecdotal, reply the pessimists, excuses to represent the impossible state as a possible one. That overstates things. Lebanon is an impossible state in its worst moments; it may well be an intangible one through its relentless permutations. However, these deficiencies only strengthen its paradoxical liberalism. For what kind of domineering order can easily take hold in a place of relentless permutation and exasperating impossibility?

After 2005, Lebanon suffered deeply from the open spaces its sectarian system created. The reason is that Hezbollah turned the Lebanese system on its head by using those spaces to defend its own parallel state, after having earlier used them to build up that state. The party could not impose its will on the rest of society, though it tried, but it was able to bring the political system to a standstill. It was able, as well, to take advantage of divisions in the society, which in turn allowed Syria and Iran to make considerable headway in reversing what the emancipation movement had achieved. The stalemate this created endures to this day, as Lebanese society is neither in a position to absorb Hezbollah nor to break with it, leaving a remarkably free system that also happens to be cripplingly unstable.

This might remind us of a conversation making the rounds after the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, and Iraq’s subsequent descent into chaos. It centered on whether Arab countries were better off embracing freedom or stability. That the two should have been placed against each other implied that Arabs could not have both at the same time. It was a cultural thing, the agnostics whispered: what Arab societies needed was the time to develop democratic habits. The argument was both contradictory and circular: contradictory in that this assumption led to a counterintuitive notion that accepting, therefore legitimizing, what existed at the present, namely dictatorship, would eventually bring about more democracy; and circular because asserting that Middle Eastern societies were institutionally unprepared for democracy only encouraged regimes to make sure their societies remained institutionally unprepared for democracy. The argument also happened to be condescending and deterministic, condescending in its determinism.

However, Lebanese society has not required generations of democratic experience to appreciate that states are not there to blackmail citizens into surrendering their freedom to ward off instability. Lebanon is a country that has repeatedly failed to find the right balance between freedom and stability, but at no point has the society seriously considered that the two are necessarily incompatible. The years after 2005 only confirmed this basically sound view of what a society should seek to achieve. And that sound view came out of the social order of a country that too many people regard as no better than a failure. Yet to read Lebanon solely as a failure is terribly constricting. Fragmentation and a weak state can allow people to be who they are, even if they do not always allow them to be who they want to be. In today’s Middle East just being who one is can be an extravagance. Lebanon is not the region’s future, but it does offer valuable aspects of a better Middle Eastern future. The Lebanese were forced to find themselves after 2005, and are still doing so to this day, with mixed results. To their advantage is that their society is one in which, uncannily, liberal impulses have often come out on top, despite those who would prefer otherwise, who don’t want to believe otherwise.



1
A Voluptuous Vibration

If men and women began to live their ephemeral dreams, every phantom would become a person with whom to begin a story of pursuits, pretenses, misunderstandings, clashes, oppressions, and the carousel of fantasies would stop.

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

THE PEOPLE GATHER at the top of Martyrs Square, near where, some weeks earlier, he had addressed those demanding that the Syrian army leave Lebanon. It is June 4, 2005, and the procession—large but not nearly as large as the journalist Samir Kassir deserves—is there to accompany him in the one starring role (his brashness notwithstanding) that he would have surely preferred to delay.

Two days earlier—it was nearly 11 A.M.—Kassir had sat down in his silver Alfa Romeo in an eastern Beirut neighborhood. One or several people were watching him and detonated a bomb under his car, killing Kassir instantly.

At that moment a great deal was ended: the biting pen of one of Lebanon’s most daring political commentators and a scholar of the modern Middle East; but also the venomous antagonism between Kassir and a Lebanese intelligence official, who a few years earlier had had the writer harassed after being criticized in two impertinent articles. The bullying continued to the end. When he was killed, Kassir was about to pick up a bodyguard—really more a burly driver accompanying him about town.
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