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                                                                                        3 SYRIA’S POLITICAL SECURITY

                                                                3.3 The Syrian Domination in Lebanon

                                
                    The Lebanese political system both before and after the war was essentially an oligarchic 
 system where political leaders and representatives used their positions to consolidate personal 
 power and economic interests. Once in power, they remained relatively free in their 


dispositions. Their relationship with their constituencies was mainly one of patronage, 
 providing them with services and favors in return for their votes and allegiance. Traditional 
 clan-based allegiances and patronage systems remained deeply entrenched in modern Lebanon. 


The majority of the public remained poor and without influence on the political system, which 
generated a general disinterest in politics as well as a gap between the public and the political 


      


elite (Rougier, 2000:4). Also, the political “troika” eclipsed the powers of the Assembly and 
 the Cabinet (Salem, 1998; Khashan, 1997:28). The political elite’s relative autonomy made it 
 susceptible to Syrian influence since the majority of the public and large parts of the political 
 system were shut out from the main decision-making circles. While some Lebanese politicians 
 still depended on their constituencies, like Druze leader Walid Jumblatt and Amal leader 
 Nabih Berri, they also depended on Syria’s sanctioning. Moreover, the Syrian domination 
 offered a chance to make a political career to politicians who had no traditional power base or 
 constituency, but who were willing to support Syrian interests. In sum, there were no real 
 prospects for a political career without an initial Syrian approval. This gave Syria a formidable 
 influence over Lebanese politics. 


Syria’s domination in Lebanon was based, firstly, on its alliances and the ability to reward its 
 allies with political positions, in which they could continue to serve Syrian interests; secondly, 
 on Syria’s ability to control the political setting and define the rules for political discourse, 
 punishing those that did not abide by them; and thirdly, on a policy of divide-and-rule that 
 sustained sectarianism, while preventing any faction, friend or foe, from becoming 


independent of Syria.29


3.3.1 Political alliances 


There is a popular myth in Lebanon that external forces instigated the civil war. 


Responsibility, many Lebanese say, lies with the PLO, Syria, Israel, Jordan or Iraq, depending 
 on one’s political position (Abukhalil, 1994a:124). Surely, foreign intrusion contributed to 
 dragging out the war, but this kind of conspiracy theory only conceals the underlying intrinsic 
 causes of the war. The fact that Lebanese factions and leaders were more than eager to seek 
 foreign backing for their domestic political agendas provided an opening for Syria’s successful 
 alliance strategies in Lebanon. 


Syria’s Pan-Arab orientation attracted some Lebanese political leaders and movements like the 
 Syrian wing of the Ba‘th Party and the SSNP. But these had marginal influence in Lebanese 
 politics. Most of Syria’s alliances with Lebanese factions during the war were rather based on 
 Syria’s political and economic power, i.e. its ability to lend economic and material support, or 
 sometimes even direct military assistance. This later became the basis for its post-war 


domination, as Syria remained the main military power in Lebanon. It is, of course, difficult to 
 determine the motivations behind the Lebanese political alliances with Syria. I can therefore 


29 See Wedeen (1999) for a discussion of the dominating practices of the Asad-regime. She argues that the concept of “power” 


is difficult to verify. We do not know whether the “active consent” of the ruled emanates from conviction or from fear. Rather, 
 the personality cult of an authoritarian regime, notably in Syria, is so “transparently phony” that it cannot possibly generate 
 legitimacy or any active consent in a meaningful sense. It is the practices of ubiquitous personality cult and mass rallies, the 
 display of power rather than the literal content of the official discourse, that produce the “taken-for-granted” image of the 
 regime’s power. It defines the rules for permissible speech and behavior and leads in turn to the entrenchment of power. The 
 regime may not control the minds of people, but it controls the main “settings” of society through coercion, sustaining its 
 domination. This approach effectively combines the legitimacy discourse with the coercive practices, based on the notion that 


“all power has a need to justify itself” (Weber 1990:87). It enables us to both identify the sources of legitimacy in the official 
political discourse and the coercive practices behind it.  


      


only suggest their motivations based on their actions and to some extent on their discourse. In 
 so doing, we may distinguish three main sources of motivation. 


Firstly, the need for a powerful patron, either against domestic political rivals or against 
 external enemies, led some to turn to Syria. This was probably the case with the Shi‘ite militia 
 Amal. When Asad’s regime came under attack from Syrian religious circles for its secular 
 outlook in the early 1970s (the Alawi sect was not recognized as an Islamic school), the leader 
 and founder of Amal, Imam Musa al-Sadr, issued a fatwa recognizing the Alawi sect as a 
 Shi‘ite sect, thus bolstering the regime’s Islamic credentials (Seale, 1988:173; Abukhalil, 
 1990:9). Sadr on his hand needed a patron to back his embryonic political party and was 


rewarded with Syrian weapons and training. The Amal movement became a loyal Syrian proxy 
 throughout the Lebanese war, fighting Gemayel’s pro-Israeli government and effectively 
 curbing the influences of Iraq, the PLO and Iran (Hinnebusch, 1998:145-147).30 Sadr also 
 helped Syria conclude a strategic alliance with Iran in 1980 (Agha and Khalidi, 1995:3-5). 


Nabih Berri, the Amal-movement’s leader from 1982, was an even more loyal and valuable 
 political ally of Syria. His position as Speaker of the Assembly since 1992 gave him power 
 over the Assembly’s work and agenda. He proved himself valuable whenever Syria or the 
 government needed the Assembly to pass important issues concerning Syrian interests. In 
 return for his support, Syria rewarded him with political backing, all-important in the Lebanese 
 post-war political system, and especially since the Islamist party Hizbullah (Party of God) 
 began challenging Amal’s position as champion of the Shi‘ite community in the late 1980s. 


A second motivation, was personal interest for political and economic power in a clientelistic 
 and corrupt political system. Political power brought huge economic benefits. Ministers, MPs 
 and state officials used their positions to “sell” off government contracts to the highest bribes 
 and to distribute services and employment to their constituencies. Pervasive corruption on all 
 levels of government led to millions of dollars being spent on lubricating the clientelist 
 neo-patrimonial system every year.31 Many made fortunes allying themselves with the Syrians, or 
 simply tacitly accepting the order of things as it proved beneficial. 


And finally, a third motivation was sheer political necessity. Because Lebanon was a small 
 state in a hostile regional environment, it could not dispense itself of a strong foreign ally. The 
 influence of the other regional powers had been contained by Syria. The United States and 
 France (or the EC/EU), and indeed any other foreign power, lacked the means or the political 
 will to challenge Syria in Lebanon. Since Syria effectively controlled Lebanese politics, many 
 Lebanese politicians and parties realized they had to make do with the current situation. The 
 Damascus-Hizbullah alliance seems to fit this description. The fighting against the Israeli 
 occupation in South Lebanon by Hizbullah’s armed wing, the Islamic Resistance, has earned 
 the party immense popularity and respect. It would not have been possible without Syria’s 
 approval. While Hizbullah received spiritual guidance and material and financial support from 


30 Amal fought the PLO militias in the War of the Camps (1985-1987) and then the Hizbullah (1987-1989).  


31 Samir Kassir ”Au Liban, un pouvoir sans responsabilité, des querelles sans enjeux”, Le Monde Diplomatique, October 1994.  


      


Iran, all equipment was channeled through Damascus. Syria’s strategic alliance with Iran 
 precluded Tehran from intervening in Syria’s sphere of influence. Syria also had the means to 
 disarm the resistance movement if it wanted to.32 Although Hizbullah had a broader political 
 base, terminating the resistance-activities was liable to seriously weaken the party’s political 
 power. Syria on its hand used the Islamic Resistance as an effective proxy against the Israeli 
 forces (IDF) and its proxy, the South Lebanon Army (SLA).33


Although they did not command political parties or militias (Abukhalil, 1985:35-43), Sunni 
 notables such as Salim al-Hoss and Saeb al-Salam of Beirut, and Omar Karami of Tripoli, had 
 traditional power bases of their own. But even they seemed to choose loyalty to Syria out of 
 political convenience. The powerful multi-billionaire Rafiq al-Hariri similarly chose to side 
 with the Syrians, although his position was much more autonomous due to his strong ties to 
 Saudi Arabia, the West, and his enormous personal wealth and power.34


Several Christian leaders similarly chose co-operation over confrontation, although the 
 majority of their Christian communities, especially the Maronites, vehemently opposed any 
 Syrian interference. 


The pro-Syrian orientation of Druze leader Walid Jumblatt, appears to be one of necessity too. 


The Druze had historically played a prominent role in Lebanese politics that had exceeded 
 their small demographic weight (7%), mainly due to their strong cohesiveness. Playing along 
 with Syria assured them a continued strong influence (Abukhalil, 1985:31). However, a few 
 Lebanese Druze in South Lebanon fought with the SLA. 


The alliances with leaders of all the important Lebanese factions gave the Syrian domination 
 an appearance of a cross-sectarian Lebanese consensus. But more importantly, they gave Syria 
 access to all the power institutions in Lebanon, bolstering the Syrian domination and 


legitimacy discourse. For instance, the Syrian regime justified its presence by referring to 
 President Franjieh’s plea for help in 1976. Until Syria was formally requested to withdraw 
 from Lebanon by the Lebanese President and government, Syrian forces would remain 
 stationed in Lebanon to secure its stability.35


The so-called political “troika” dominated post-war Lebanon. They constituted a virtual 
 triumvirate where the three leaders, the President, the Prime Minister and the Parliament 
 Speaker were all-powerful. However, constant bickering and struggling for power between the 
 two strongest institutions, the President and the Prime Minister, allowed Syria to play the role 


32 Interview with Professor Michel Nehme of the American University in Beirut, Beirut, 26 September 2000. 


33 The South Lebanon Army was established by major Haddad in 1976 with Israeli support. He was replaced by General 
 Lahad in 1984. The militia, counting around 2,500 active, consisted mainly of Christian officers, but recruited a large portion 
 of its rank-and-file from the Shi‘ite and Druze communities (Lia, 1997:21). 


34 Hariri made his fortune in the service of the Saudi royal family and married a Saudi Princess.  


35 Interview with Professor Sataihi, of the University of Damascus, Damascus, 3 October 2000; See also interview with Syrian 
Vice-President Khaddam: “Selon Khaddam, Bechir Gemayel a proposé à la Syrie d’annexer une partie du Liban”, L’Orient Le 
Jour, 4 February 1995. 


      


of mediator and patron (Hinnebusch, 1998:150). The Speaker, was more a counterbalance to 
 the powers of the other two than an independent power in his own right (Salem, 1998:20). 


3.3.1.1 The Presidency 


The alliance with the Lebanese president was important to preserve Syrian influence for 
 mainly two reasons. Firstly, the President even after Ta’if remained an important political 
 figure with substantial power. Secondly, the President was a Maronite. A pro-Syrian president 
 could allay Christian fears of being marginalized and help imbue the Syrian domination with 
 an air of legitimacy. 


Elias Hrawi, a man with no apparent power base of his own, was hastily chosen for President 
 in 1991 under Syrian auspices and heavy security precautions in the Syrian military 


headquarters in Chtaura, near the Syrian border. His predecessor, President Muawad, had just 
 been assassinated after only two weeks in office.36 Muawad had been Syrian-friendly, but also 
 a bridge-builder, and had sought a political compromise with general Aoun while keeping 
 Syria at a distance and allowing the Arab Tripartite Committee an important mediating role. 


President Hrawi on his hand did not waver in his allegiance to Syria (Maïla, 1991a:17). He 
 formally asked for Syrian assistance to oust general Aoun, and bombed him out of the 
 presidential Palace in Ba‘bda in October 1991 (Winslow, 1996:279). Aoun sought refuge in 
 the French embassy and then went into exile. 


After ousting Aoun, Hrawi received all the backing he needed from Damascus in acquiring 
 more power over the Cabinet’s work, contrary to the intentions of the Ta’if Agreement. His 
 quarrels with Prime Minister Salim al-Hoss led him to constantly consult with Asad in 


Damascus and finally led to Hoss’ resignation, allowing the more pro-Syrian Omar Karami to 
 take over. Syria’s part in this was especially revealing as the new cabinet was announced by 
 the Syrian press two days before Hoss’ formal resignation. The decision, contrary to the 
 Lebanese constitutional practice, had already been made in Damascus.37


In 1995, President Hrawi’s term was coming to an end, which caused Syria to worry about his 
 successor. Damascus first opposed the idea of extending Hrawi’s term since it would require 
 an amendment of the constitution.38 But by the end of the summer Syria faced difficult 
 negotiations with Israel over the Golan and feared that allowing a free presidential election 
 could jeopardize its position in Lebanon, and even the country’s stability (Winslow, 
 1996:288).39 Syria therefore extended Hrawi’s presidential period by three years (half of a 
 normal presidential term). The Lebanese cabinet and National Assembly were simply informed 
 of the decision. The Assembly then amended the constitution (117 against 11). 


36The murder of Muawad remains unsolved, although people have pointed the finger in multiple directions, including Syria. 


See Jim Muir, “Can Hrawi and Syria get rid of Aoun?”, Middle East International, 1 December 1989; and Robert Fisk (1992: 


640-641). 


37 “Hoss demissionerait aujourd’hui”, L’Orient Le Jour, 19 December 1990; Samir Kassir “Au Liban, fragile domination 
 syrienne”, Le Monde Diplomatique, March 1991. 


38 According to the Lebanese constitution, the President cannot run for two consecutive terms. 


39 Godfrey Jansen “Constitutional coup”, Middle East International, 3 November 1995. 


      


President Hrawi finally stepped down from office in 1998 and left the post to the former 
 Commander of the Lebanese Armed Forces, General Emile Lahoud. Again, Syria handpicked 
 the Lebanese president. Lahoud had helped to oust Aoun and was widely respected, also 
 among Maronites, for his job in re-building the armed forces as a professional and politically 
 neutral body. Presidents Hrawi and Asad reached a consensus on a sole presidential candidate 
 in early October, which left other would-be candidates with no hope of running for the 


Presidency.40 Once the decision had been made, the Assembly hastily amended the 
 constitution barring high civil servants from candidature to allow Lahoud to run for the 
 Presidency. 


Lahoud was considered a strong president, with more integrity and autonomy than his 


predecessor. The fact that he did not go to Damascus for consultations all the time underscored 
 this relative independence, and boosted his popularity also among Lebanese Christians. With 
 Lahoud, power shifted back to the President after a period when politics had been dominated 
 by a very powerful Prime Minister (see below). But when political realities eventually exposed 
 Lahoud’s loyalty and subservience to Syria, his popularity plummeted.41


3.3.1.2  The Prime Ministers and cabinets 


The power-balance of the “troika” tilted back from the President towards the Prime Minister 
 when the powerful Rafiq al-Hariri took office in 1992 (Winslow, 1996:287). Hariri’s takeover 
 was welcomed by the Lebanese after the two former governments of Karami (1991-1992) and 
 Solh (1992) had failed to address the economic problems following the war, leading to riots 
 and social unrest in the spring of 1992. Throughout his period in power (1992-1998), Hariri 
 enjoyed a unique personal power due to his wide patronage network, which included political 
 leaders, government officials, business leaders and even high-ranking officials in the Syrian 
 regime. He also held large shares in almost every major business and media corporation in the 
 country (Salem, 1998:21-22). Although he was not Syria’s candidate in the 1992 elections, his 
 takeover was received with immense expectations.42 Hariri’s intimate ties to Saudi Arabia, and 
 his good relations to the West were considered important to attract investments.43 But the 
 continued fighting in South Lebanon hampered his attempts to restore confidence in the 
 Lebanese economy. Hariri’s ambitious reconstruction program plunged the country into huge 
 foreign debts. Lebanon also witnessed an increasingly authoritarian regime during his period in 
 power with tough restrictions on the media and suppression of the opposition. Despite some 
 initial independent initiative, Hariri loyally supported Syria’s position in the negotiations with 
 Israel. When Hariri resigned in 1998, and the respected but much weaker Salim al-Hoss took 
 over, the Prime Minister office was again eclipsed by the Presidency. 


40 Reinoud Leenders “Time for a strong President”, Middle East International, 16 October 1998; “Assad’s choice”, The 
 Economist, 10 October 1998. 


41 One thing was the inability to guarantee a deployment of the Lebanese Army to the Israeli border after the question of an 
 Israeli withdrawal came up in 1999 due to Syrian pressure (see next chapter). More humiliating yet was the incident where 
 Lahoud did not attend the funeral of King Hussein of Jordan in Amman because Hafiz al-Asad initially had not made up his 
 mind. When Asad decided to go in the last minute, it was already too late for Lahoud. 


42 Jim Muir, “The bandwagon rolls on”, Middle East International, 18 December 1992. 


43 Samir Kassir ”L’oligarchie financière au pouvoir á Beyrouth”, Le Monde Diplomatique, Decembre 1992. 


      


3.3.1.3  The National Assembly 


The National Assembly served mainly as a rubberstamp for the dominating political “troika” 


and as a convenient façade of legitimacy for the Syrian domination. It was instrumental in 
 passing new laws and treaties, as well as making necessary constitutional amendments in favor 
 of Syrian interests. Since the end of the war, it had a pro-Syrian majority. In 1991, the 


government appointed 40 new MPs to fill the vacant seats from the war, backed by Syria and 
 with the tacit support of the United States. The idea of holding by-elections under international 
 supervision was dismissed by Syria who had little interest in elections that might undermine its 
 influence in Lebanon (Norton and Schwedler, 1994:50). 


However, Syria’s wish to hold elections in Lebanon in 1992 met opposition. Political leaders 
of all Lebanese confessions warned of the consequences of margina-lizing the Maronites who 
threatened to boycott the elections in protest of Syria’s military presence, which they feared 
would hamper free elections. But Syria insisted, probably because Syria wanted a compliant 
Assembly before the Ta’if Agreement-deadline for the Syrian redeployment later that year 
(ibid.; Salem, 1994a:55). It was also in Syrian interest to have a friendly Assembly in 1995 
when president Hrawi’s term would expire and a new president would have to be elected.44
The parliamentary elections in 1992 and 1996 were marred by several irregularities suggesting 
government and Syrian interference (Salem, 1994a:55-56). There were allegations of rigged 
elections and the use of coercion against opposition candidates, but none of these reports could 
be confirmed (Khashan, 1997:36-42). Moreover, the electoral lists were widely inaccurate.45
They contained the names of thousands of people that were deceased, while the names of 
thousands of new eligible voters were missing. There were numerous reports of irregularities 
at the polling stations too, but there were no independent bodies to monitor the elections or to 
prevent such things from happening. However, the government did intervene directly by 
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