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Introduction
Since its independence from France in 1943, Lebanon has been a military and ideological
battleground in the Middle East. Lebanon is fractured among competing sectarian communities,
each with their own interpretation of the identity of the state. For some, Lebanon is one of the
last remaining Christian refuges in the Middle East whose ancestry can be traced back to
Phoenician merchants and sailors. For others, Lebanon orients itself east to Syria and its Arab
neighbors. Still others prefer the state gaze neither east nor west, but embrace its unique,
cosmopolitan identity. Whichever vision one holds, Lebanon’s identity is nothing but contested,
which becomes a source of domestic conflict.
One result of this domestic contest is that Lebanon lacks a single, unified foreign policy.
Instead, the divergent conceptions of the identity of the state result in a collection of foreign
policies that are held by various state, sub-state, and non-state actors. Without understanding
domestic Lebanese politics, it becomes impossible to fully appreciate its multiplicity of foreign
policies and external relations. Because of the fractured political and foreign policy environment,
external regional and international actors direct their policies not only at the Lebanese state, but
also at these sub-state and non-state actors.
Under these conditions, regional political dynamics played out in Lebanon are best
understood as a two-level game that combines domestic and foreign politics. Analyses such as
ours must therefore examine political events on multiple levels of analysis, and reconcile the
debates among different schools of international relations (IR) theory to adequately place
Lebanon within a broader regional context; the Montréal School is a theoretical framework that
allows us to do so by linking domestic politics to regional environments. Furthermore, this
approach helps demystify Lebanese politics by establishing a durable analytical structure. While
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the domestic and international actors involved will fluctuate, the two-level game endures,
allowing analysts to more clearly comprehend the complex environment that is Lebanese
politics.
We conduct our analysis by employing IR theory to explain actions the foreign policies
of and towards Lebanon, and attempt to place Lebanon within a broader regional framework. To
illustrate the domestic and regional conflicts that play out in the state, we employ primary
documents, including recently leaked US diplomatic cables and Lebanese print media sources,
the academic literature on Lebanon, its foreign relations, and the interests of external actors, and
interviews with US government officials, Lebanese political figures, and academics.
This paper has been divided into three sections; the first introduces the Lebanese political
system and the role of sectarianism. The second address competing theoretical approaches that
are applicable to our analysis, which include Realism, Constructivism, the Bureaucratic Politics
model, and the Montréal School framework. The third section is comprised of two case studies—
the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005, and the 2006 Israel-Hizbullah War—to illustrate
our theoretical approach and findings.

Sectarianism and the Lebanese System
A historically divided and multi-confessional land, Lebanon is comprised of eighteen
different nationally recognized sects. Under its constitution, political power is formally divided
amongst these in a consociational arrangement, with political and bureaucratic positions
distributed according to sectarian identity. In 1920, under a League of Nations mandate, France
established Greater Lebanon by knitting together seven regions into one country. Upon achieving
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independence in 1943, Christians and Muslim Lebanese agreed upon a “National Pact” to share
control of the country.1 Under this agreement, the major religious groups split control of the
government, with a Maronite Christian as president, a Sunni Muslim as prime minister and a
Shi’a Muslim as speaker of parliament. Reflecting the demographic makeup of the country, the
parliament was split into a 6 to 5 Christian to Muslim ratio. The National Pact also recognized
Lebanon’s identity as outwardly Arab, but with Western cultural links, which was designed to
end Muslim advocacy for unification with Syria and Christian demands for French military
protection.2As a result of the power-sharing structure organized by the National Pact, no
individual sect was politically or militarily powerful enough to either dominate another or shape
the national identity and political orientation of the state in its own communal image. Dating
back to at least the nineteenth century, conflicts between the Christian, Muslim and Druze
communities were prevalent, demonstrating the deep mistrust and anxiety that existed between
the sects.3
This mistrust erupted in 1975 into civil war between the rival confessional factions within
Lebanon. The civil war was the result of perceived injustices in the political system, as religious
groups fought to both transform and maintain the status quo distribution of power and influence
in the government. In 1976, Syria entered Lebanon under the guise of reestablishing stability and
order to its war-torn neighbor.4 On October 22, 1989, the 62 remaining members of the 1972
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The National Pact was a gentlemen agreement between Maronite political leader Khoury and Sunni political leader
Sohl. The National Pact strengthened the Maronite authority and power in Lebanon by establishing full executive
power to the Maronite President and gave the Christians a 6:5 ratio majority in Parliament over the Muslims. The
National Pact was achieved through a non-violent communal rupture but rather because of a deeper understanding
on the political, social and economic issues facing Lebanon, between the Sunni Muslim elite and the Christian elite.
The Pact paved the road to a defined confessional system in which the roles of each sect became clearly distinct.
2
Traboulsi, Fawwaz. A History of Modern Lebanon. London: Pluto Press (2007), pp 109-11.
3
Azar, Edward. “Lebanon and its political culture: conflict and integration in Lebanon.” In The emergence of a new
Lebanon. Praeger Publishers, 1984, p 40.
4
Lawson, Fred H. “Syria’s intervention in the Lebanese civil war, 1976: a domestic conflict explanation.”
International Organization, Vol. 38, No. 3 (Summer, 1984), pp 451-2.
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Lebanese parliament, which had fallen apart due to the war, signed the Ta’if Agreement, ending
the civil war.5 Mediated by Saudi Arabia and the United States, the agreement aimed to balance
the numerous communal interests and redistribute power and authority in Lebanon. While
maintaining the same assignment of a Maronite president, Sunni prime minister and Shi’a
speaker that was present under the National Pact, Ta’if adjusted the balance within the
parliament. The number of seats increased from 99 to 128, while the former Christian majority
ratio was changed to a 50-50 split in seat apportionment between Christians and Muslims.
The agreement was a starting point in the pursuit of positive change to the confessional
system established by the National Pact. On its surface, the Ta’if Agreement offered Lebanese
politicians an opportunity to move away from the flaws of the National Pact and set the country
on the “path to peace and reconstruction.”6 Rather than abolishing the confessional system
outright, Ta’if sought to maintain the power-sharing system, while adjusting it to reduce the
internal tensions that led to the civil war.
Traboulsi describes the National Pact “one of the most unstable political power relations
imaginable,” while Ta’if “created another system of discord. The Christian population, in
particular, viewed themselves as the losers in the post-war era, as they were demographically
outnumbered, yet felt underrepresented, cheated by the system, insecure and alienated.7
Throughout the text of the Ta’if Agreement, the importance of Lebanon’s sovereignty is only
sporadically mentioned as a necessary component of national unity and reconciliation. .”8
Despite the discord present within the system after Ta’if, Syria emerged as the dominant actor in
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post-war Lebanon, acting as the regulator of Lebanese affairs, mitigating inter-sectarian conflict
by exerting its political control.9 Ta’if recognized the increased role Syria played in Lebanon,
emphasizing the “special relationship” between the two states as the result of “blood
relationships, history and joint fraternal interests.”10
Further, Ta’if stipulated that Syria would redeploy its troops to the Bekaa Valley near the
Syrian border two years after constitutional reforms were passed.11Salloukh contends that Ta’if
committed Lebanon to a pro-Syrian alignment and paved the way for “bilateral agreements that
underscored Lebanon’s pro-Syrian foreign policy, both at the regional and international levels.”12
Thus, Ta’if imposed genuine constraints on Lebanon’s ability to formulate a foreign policy
absent external influence, limiting the country and its sub-national actors to its restrictions.

Comparative Theoretical Framework
The foreign policy of Lebanon and foreign policy making toward Lebanon have
traditionally proven to be difficult subjects for theoretical analyses. A theoretical model of
Middle East IR with Lebanon at its analytical focal point must account for a broad range of
behavior by state, sub-state, and non-state actors.13 The model must address Lebanon’s role in
the Middle East, both as a participant and as a battleground for regional and international conflict
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Interview with Bassel Salloukh, Mar 17, 2011.
Ta’if Accord, 22 October 1989.
11
Salloukh, Bassel. “The Art of the Impossible: The Foreign Policy of Lebanon,” in Bahgat Korany and Ali E. Hillal
Dessouki, eds., The Foreign Policies of Arab States: The Challenge of Globalization, New Revised Edition (AUC
Press, 2008): p 288.
12
Salloukh, Bassel. “The Art of the Impossible: The Foreign Policy of Lebanon,” in Bahgat Korany and Ali E. Hillal
Dessouki, eds., The Foreign Policies of Arab States: The Challenge of Globalization, New Revised Edition (AUC
Press, 2008): p 288.
13
We define “sub-state” actors as those operating within the structure of the state (e.g., members of parliament), and
“non-state” actors that those operating outside the structure of the state (e.g., religious leaders). Both sub-state and
non-state actors can influence foreign policy, regardless of their affiliation with formal state institutions.
10
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and political competition. It must also address two interrelated elements: the domestic political
environments of both Lebanon and external participants (e.g., their political structure and the
relationships between sub-state actors; distributions of political power; regime type), and the
regional environment and conditions that influence external behavior towards Lebanon (e.g.,
military and ideological interstate conflicts; strategic considerations and alliances).
A theoretical approach to Lebanon and its role in the Middle East must also have
applications beyond a discreet analysis of Lebanese politics. Our critique of existing theoretical
models, and the alternatives we advocate, can be applied to a general analysis of IR of the
Middle East, as can our use of the Montréal School as a framework to understand state behavior.
Finally, our application of the Montréal School’s two-level theoretical framework to Lebanon
can be used to draw comparisons to other weak states and inform analyses on the regional and
international roles of contemporary Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan, and other states with factionalized
political environments and penetrated by external forces.
In the pages that follow, we survey competing theoretical approaches relevant to our
analysis, and highlight their utility and deficiencies. No single theoretical approach proves either
wholly applicable or devoid of explanatory power. We end by offering an alternative
framework—the Montréal School of IR—that is informed by our theoretical survey, and explains
the broad range of behavior observed in our case studies by addressing variables on both the
domestic and regional levels of analysis.

Realism
The standard, or ‘traditional’ theory of IR—realism—is helpful in explaining some
aspects of the foreign policies and behaviors we observe, but has limitations. Realism defines a
set of conditions under which states interact, and makes assumption about how states respond in
7

their environment. In his contribution to the literature, Waltz makes three claims: first, states are
the dominant actors in international affairs and are coherent units that execute foreign policies in
the pursuit of their national interest. While domestic foreign policy debates exist, the decision
makers are relatively united in defining what constitutes their national interest.14 Second, because
states exist in an anarchic international environment, their national interests are defined by
national security concerns and power; their foreign policies are crafted to address these
concerns.15 Third, military force is an effective tool for achieving their foreign policy
objectives.16

Realism is thus a theory of “a few big and important things”17 – balance of power

between states, and military force. Realism does not reject social, economic, or ideological
variables than influence state behavior, but argues that they are less important that a state’s
security concerns.18
Realism is a useful tool in understanding some elements of foreign policies towards
Lebanon that we observe. For example, Israel’s incursions into Lebanon in 1978, 1982 to 2000,
2006, and briefly in 2007 were all meant to confront national security threats from the
Palestinian Liberation Organization and Hizbullah.19 Likewise, Syrian intervention in Lebanon in
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Waltz. Kenneth N. Man, the State and War: A Theoretical Analysis. New York: Columbia University Press (4th
Ed, 1965) pp 178-179.
15
Waltz, p 160.
16
Waltz, p160.
17
Waltz, Kenneth N. “Reflections on Theory and International Politics: A Response to my Critics”, in Robert O.
Keohane (ed.), Neorealism and Its Critics. New York: Columbia University Press (1986) p 329.
18
Kaarbo, Juliet. “Power Politics in Foreign Policy: The Influence of Bureaucratic Minorities.” European Journal of
International Relations 4.1 (1998) p 67-68.
19
On the 1978 invasion 1982-2000 occupation of South Lebanon, see Traboulsi, Fawwaz. A History of Modern
Lebanon. London: Pluto Press (2007) p 206, 213-215; on the 1982 Operation Litani, see Saunders, Harold H. “An
Israeli-Palestinian Peace.” Foreign Affairs 61.1 (1982) p 100-101; on the 2006 Israel-Hizbullah War, see Brom,
Shlomo. “Political and Military Objectives in a Limited War Against A Guerilla Organization”, in The Second
Lebanon War: Strategic Perspectives. Tel Aviv: Institute for National Security Studies: 13-23; on the 2007 Israeli
incursion into south Lebanon, see interview with Mark Rasmussen, 20 March 2011.
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1976, and its occupation until 2005 were designed to achieve its national security objectives.20
However, realism has limited utility in analyzing other regional actors because national security
and balance of power concerns do not always dominate international relations. Walt argues that
states form alliances not to balance against power, but against threats. In Walt’s analysis, ‘threat’
is defined by the geographic proximity between states, their offensive capabilities, and perceived
intentions.21 However, Gause notes that perceptions of threat can also include domestic and
transnational political identities.22 Walt and Gause highlight a broader range of variables than
Waltz in explaining state-to-state relations.
Examining

Lebanon’s

foreign

policy

reveals another deficiency of realism.

Fundamentally, Lebanon breaks realism’s assumption that states are ‘coherent units’. As
Salloukh notes, “most significant for Lebanon’s foreign policy [are] its national and cultural
cleavages, where different segments of the population [subscribe] to their own ‘visions of
Lebanon’…Local [Lebanese] actors deploy transnational ideologies or bandwagon with external
actors to strengthen their positions in domestic political struggles.”23 Therefore, Lebanon is not a
‘coherent unit’ because domestic actors create their own individual foreign policies that are
independent of a ‘national interest’.

Constructivism
Constructivist theory offers an alternative account of international affairs, in which state
relations are not always determined by the balance of power or threat, but negotiated under
20

Weinberger, Naomi Joy. Syrian Intervention in Lebanon: The 1975-76 War. New York: Oxford University Press
(1986) pp4-7; Abukhalil, As’ad. “Determinants and Characteristics of Syrian Policy in Lebanon”, in Peace for
Lebanon? From War to Reconstruction, ed. Deirdre Collings. Boulder: Lynn Rienner Publishers (1994) pp 130-133.
21
Walt, Stephen. The Origin of Alliances. Ithaca: Cornell University Press (1990) p 5.
22
Gause, Gregory F. III. “Balancing What? Threat Perception and Alliance Choice in the Gulf.” Security Studies
13.2 (Winter2003/4) pp 273-275.
23
Salloukh, Bassel F. “The Art of the Impossible: The Foreign Policy of Lebanon.” The Foreign Policies of Arab
States: The Challenge of Globalization eds. Korany & Dessouki. New York: Cairo University Press. New Revised
Edition (2008): p 284.
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norms of behavior and identity. As Barnett notes, “all groups of actors including states, have
norms that regulate their behavior…Regional order emerges not only because of a stable
correlation of military forces [i.e., balance of power] but also because of stable expectations of
shared norms…States implicate their identities as they defend or advance a regional order.”24
Political and national ideologies can be used as weapons, just as military force can, to compel
states to change behavior by imposing costs on their failure to do so. By highlighting the role of
norms in regulating state behavior, Barnett rejects the realist notion that balance of power or
threat is the primary regulator of state behavior.
Although national security concerns are present in external states’ foreign policies toward
Lebanon (e.g., Israel’s security interests in south Lebanon, or Syria’s interest in Lebanon as part
of its geo-strategic calculations vis-à-vis Israel), so too are non-military conflicts. Lebanon is not
only a battleground for military conflict, but also an ideological battleground. Domestic factors
are another source of international ideological conflict. “Most Arab governments are engaged in
intense ideological conflict domestically, they become suspicious and intolerant of divergent
regimes [or neutral states like Lebanon]. They [cannot] help but see these regimes and their own
domestic opposition in the same light.25”
One example of the ways in which ideological battles are fought out in Lebanon is the
regional contest between Saudi Arabia and Iran. While this battle plays out in other arenas as
well, both states support their Lebanese allies as proxies in a larger regional battle for influence
that is, in part, religious but also political. Saudi Arabia seeks to defend its status as leader of the
Sunni Muslim community and its pro-Western foreign policy orientation; Iran challenges Saudi’s

24

Barnett, Michael N. Dialogues in Arab Politics: Negotiations in Regional Order. New York, Columbia University
Press (1998) p 6.
25
Noble, Paul C. “The Arab System: Opportunities, Constraints, and Pressures.” The Foreign Policies of Arab
States: The Challenge of Globalization eds. Korany & Dessouki. Boulder: Westview Press: Cairo (1984) p 43.
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pro-Western orientation and presents itself as an alternative to the pro-American status quo. Both
states are in a unique position to leverage Islamic identities to their advantage and enhance or
defend their transnational influence.26
The strength of Constructivism is its ability to explain influences on international affairs
that are not based on the balance of power between states, or military conflict. However, in our
analysis, Constructivism is limited in its utility because, like realism, it is primarily focused the
relationships between states. While the origins of identity or ideological conflicts on the
international level may be domestic, it seeks to explain the relationships between states. In
Lebanon, issues of identity and ideology are a significant source of conflict, can be used to
explain internal alliance building, and are helpful in demystifying Lebanese foreign policy
making.

Bureaucratic Politics
As noted above, the realist assumption of ‘coherent units’ breaks down when applied to
Lebanese foreign policy making. Allison and Halperin offer an alternative approach—the
Bureaucratic Politics model—in which they argue, “the ‘maker’ of government policy is not one
calculating decision-maker, but rather a conglomerate of large organizations and political actors
who differ substantially about what their government should do on any particular issue and who
compete in attempting to affect both government decisions and the actions of their
government.”27 In this model, sub-national actors influence the foreign policy making process
and can affect international conflict.

26

Noble, Paul C. “From Arab System to Middle East System? Regional Pressures and Constraints.” The Foreign
Policies of Arab States: The Challenge of Globalization eds. Korany & Dessouki. New York: Cairo University
Press. New Revised Edition (2008) pp 105 -109.
27
Allison, Graham T. & Morton H. Halperin. “Bureaucratic Politics: A Paradigm and Some Policy Implications.”
World Politics 24.Supplement: Theory and Policy in International Relations (Spring 1972) p 42. Keohane & Nye
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The Bureaucratic Politics model is helpful in understanding Lebanese foreign policy
making. Because of the consociational distribution of political power, competing sectarian
communities and parliamentary coalitions control different elements of the state bureaucracy,
while simultaneously advancing their own foreign policy agendas. To illustrate: when the
Lebanese Prime Minister meets with the US Ambassador, he is not speaking only on behalf of
the Lebanese state—though this may be one of the roles he plays. He also speaks as a
representative of a particular political party, coalition, and sectarian community. While the
phenomenon of elected or appointed representatives embodying multiple identities and functions
are hardly unique to Lebanon, because of the consociational balance of power and the conflicts
over national identity it fosters, the parochial agendas of sub-state and non-state actors are a
primary factor in their external relationships. Likewise, when external actors shape their foreign
policies toward Lebanon, they often target specific actors that most effectively serve their
interests, to supplement their formal relationship with the Lebanese state. For example, Iran
advances its foreign policy agenda in Lebanon by directing support to Hizbullah, not the
Lebanese government.28

The Montréal School
Realism’s focus on state-to-state relations and military conflict is ill-suited to analyze
Lebanon’s role in the international system, but can be useful in explaining some actions of
external actors in Lebanon. Barnett’s constructivism illuminates the non-military types of
conflict being played out in Lebanon, while Allison and Halperin’s model of bureaucratic

make a similar argument concerning “multiple channels” of actors involved in the foreign policy making process
and their affect on interstate relations. See: Keohane, Robert . & Joseph S. Nye. Power and Interdependence: World
Politics in Transition. Boston: Little, Brown & Company (1977) p 24.
28
Fuller, Graham E. “The Hizbullah-Iran Connection: Model for Sunni Resistance”. The Washington Quarterly 30.1
(Winter 2006-07) pp 141-144.

12

politics explains Lebanon’s collection of foreign policies. The above assessment has articulated
why traditional realist assumptions of IR do not always apply to the Lebanese example, and that
elements of other theories and models are more appropriate. However, we must reconcile these
disparate elements and integrate them into an analytical framework that is parsimonious, but also
broad enough to account for the range of behaviors we observe in Lebanon.
The way to integrate these disparate analytical approaches and their different levels of
analysis is by applying the Montréal School of IR. The Montréal School is an analytical
framework that can be used to explain the relatively broad range of behavior observed in the
foreign policies of and toward Lebanon by emphasizing the importance of two categories of
variables: domestic politics and the regional environments in which states exist. As Noble
argues, “The foreign policy of states is shaped by domestic conditions, by the values and
perceptions of policy-makers, and by the global and regional environments in which they exist.
National concerns [or sub-national in the case of Lebanon] influence what governments would
like to do, but the environment determines what they are able to do.”29 Noble’s characterization
of foreign policy describes a two-level game, a phenomenon Putnam observed as one in which:
Domestic groups pursue their interests by pressuring the government to adopt
favorable policies, and politicians seek power by constructing coalition among
those groups. At the international level, national governments seek to maximize
their own ability to satisfy domestic pressures, while minimizing the adverse
consequences of foreign developments. Neither of the two games can be ignored
by central decision-makers…Unlike state centric-theories, the two-level approach

29

Noble (1984) p 41.
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recognizes the inevitability of domestic conflict about what the ‘national interest’
requires.30

We argue that the two-levels the Montréal School analyzes—domestic conditions and
regional environments—represent two categories of variables that can reconcile the IR theories
and frameworks we surveyed. Domestic variables include the Bureaucratic Politics model;
regional environments include realism and constructivism, however, constructivism also has
domestic applications as well. The utility of the Montréal School is that it does not advocate a
particular theory—at least in the case of Lebanon—but instead argues that the mechanics that
define IR are shaped by the two-level game between domestic and regional, or international
factors. Additionally, this framework does not assume that all states behave in the same manner
or are driven by the same concerns. If this were the case, there would be no need to examine
domestic politics and drivers of individual states’ foreign policies.
The value of the Montréal School is its parsimony, by integrating a complex set of
variables to examine the domestic and regional environments in which these relationships exist.
The Montréal School is particularly well-suited to an analysis of Lebanon and its place in the
international system because it can account for balance of power and national security concerns,
battles over ideology and identity, and domestic politics.

30

Putnam, Robert D. “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games.” International
Organization 42.3 (Summer 1988) pp 434, 460.
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Case Studies
We now analyze two case studies – the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005, and the
2006 Israel- Hizbullah war – to apply these theoretical models and illustrate the utility of the
Montréal School of international relations.

2005 Syrian Withdrawal from Lebanon
After entering Lebanon in 1976 sensing the opportunity to “[reign] in the PLO and
[strengthen] Syria’s position in the Arab-Israeli conflict,”31 Syria maintained a constant presence
in Lebanese political life. During the subsequent occupation, Damascus wielded considerable
political influence in Lebanon, using Lebanon to achieve its domestic and regional objectives.
Syria justified the legitimacy of the occupation by arguing that without Syrian guardianship
Lebanon lacked “a climate favorable to political dialogue.”32 Through the support of its allies
over the next 25 years Hizbullah, Syria was able to maintain this presence. Syria bolstered
Lebanese groups from across all confessions favorable to its presence, as part of an effort to end
the civil war and establish special ties between Syria and Lebanon. Syria’s presence, though, did
not go without opposition. Some Lebanese militias, particularly the Christians under Michel
Aoun, waged wars against the Syrian occupation.33 By exploiting the weakened Lebanese state
during the civil war, Syria established a hold on Lebanese politics.
The Ta’if Agreement of 1989, negotiated under Saudi guidance, ended the Lebanese civil
war and established a new system of governance of shared power between the Muslim and
Christian population, in order to diffuse domestic tensions. Importantly for Syrian interests, the
31

Kerr, Michael. “‘A Positive Aspect to the Tragedy of Lebanon’: The Convergence of US, Syrian and Israeli
Interests at the Outset of Lebanon’s Civil War.” Israel Affairs, Vol. 15, No. 4, (October 2009), p 359.
32
Pogany, Istvan. The Arab League and Peacekeeping in the Lebanon, (Aldershot: Avebury, 1987) p 75.
33
Reinkowski, Maurus. “National Identity of Lebanon since 1990.” Orient: Deutsche Zeitscrift fur Politik und
Wirtschraft des Orient, 39, 1997. p 493.
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agreement recognized the “strength from the roots of neighborhood, history, and joint strategic
interests, between Lebanon and Syria.”34 By acknowledging, at least for the time being, Syria’s
strength in maintaining some order in Lebanon through its military presence, Ta’if allowed Syria
greater leeway to manipulate the system to its advantage. During this time, Syria’s power in
Lebanon remained unquestioned, as Damascus took control within Lebanon and oversaw the
“transition from war to peace.”35
Syria’s presence within Lebanon provided Damascus a considerable advantage in
pursuing its regional interests, without directly engaging with other actors. Chief among Syria’s
objectives within Lebanon are its antagonisms with Israel, the United States and Saudi Arabia,
and its alliance with Iran and sub-national organizations within Lebanon, particularly Hizbullah.
In particular, Syria viewed Lebanon as central to Hafez Asad’s “strategy of confronting Israel.”36
Utilizing these Lebanon-centered relationships, Syria established itself as an influential player in
the region. In doing so, Syria sought to defend itself from the perceived external threats to its
security.37
However, domestic debate over Syria’s presence did not disappear. Threatened by Syrian
moves to replace him, as well as a growing power struggle with Syrian-backed President Emile
Lahoud, Hariri became increasingly frustrated with Syria’s continued control over Lebanese
domestic politics.38 Most prevalent amongst this was Syria’s desire to extend Lahoud’s term as
president for another three years, despite Hariri’s opposition; Syria reasoned doing so would
provide continuity in Lebanon’s government, as its relationship with the US continued to
34

Ta’if Accord, October 24, 1989.
Salloukh, Bassel. “Syria and Lebanon: A Brotherhood Transformed.” Middle East Report 236, (Fall 2005), p 18.
36
Kerr, Michael. “‘A Positive Aspect to the Tragedy of Lebanon’: The Convergence of US, Syrian and Israeli
Interests at the Outset of Lebanon’s Civil War.” Israel Affairs, Vol. 15, No. 4, (October 2009), p 359.
37
El-Hokayem, Emile. “Hizballah and Syria: Outgrowing the Proxy Relationship.” The Washington Quarterly,
(Spring 2007), p 37.
38
Blanford, Nicholas. Killing Mr. Lebanon. I.B. Tauris: New York, p 87.
35
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dissolve.39 Though having served most of his term with Syria’s blessing, Prime Minister Rafik
Hariri came to lead an anti-Syrian, pro-Western alliance, along with Druze leader Walid Jumblatt
and numerous leaders in the Christian community. Representatives from nearly every major sect
joined the anti-Syria coalition, with only major Shi’a parties refusing to join, exemplifying the
expanding nature of Lebanese animosity against Syria. This sectarian divide resulted in a
dramatic “[polarization] over the presence of Syrian troops,” which set the course for further
discord in the country down the road.40 In October 2004, after months of stalled negotiations
within the government and an expanding conflict with Lahoud and Syria,41 Hariri resigned his
position in protest Syria’s dominance in Lebanese politics.

Principal Sub‐national Actors
On February 14, 2005, a roadside bomb exploded alongside the motorcade carrying Rafik
Hariri through Beirut, killing the former prime minister, along with 21 others. The assassination
“catalyzed a crisis that was slowly heating up within Lebanon before his death brought it
international attention,”42 galvanizing elements of the population against the Syrian occupation
and others in support of Syria’s role in Lebanon From Hariri’s assassination came two political
movements: the anti-Syrian March 14 coalition, headed by Hariri’s son, Saad; and the pro-Syrian
March 8 coalition, with Hizbullah as its main party.
March 14
A popular and influential businessman, Hariri’s death shocked many Lebanese,
particularly those opposed to Syria’s continued presence. Though assassinations had been
39
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Salem, Paul. “The Future of Lebanon.” Foreign Affairs, vol. 85, no. 6 (Nov.-Dec. 2006), p 15.
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Blanford, Nicholas. Killing Mr. Lebanon. I.B. Tauris: New York, p 91.
42
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attempted previously against anti-Syrian leaders, Hariri was the highest ranking victim and
target. His assassination exposed the fragility of the sectarian balance and how far the two
confessions’ interests had drifted.43 In particular, the Sunnis saw Hariri’s assassination as a blow
to their power, as much of that centered on the extent of his influence. Opposition leaders and
their supporters gathered across the country, but primarily in Beirut, demanding Syria’s exit and
the restoration of Lebanese self-sovereignty.
The protests, which came to be referred to internationally as the Cedar Revolution,
represented a wide swath of the Lebanese population, with members of every confessional
group, numerous political parties and civil society organizations condemning the government.44
Analysts at the time made much of the disparate nature of the protestors, as followers of many of
the faiths within Lebanon took to the streets. Additionally, the protesters seemed to represent far
more of the educated and wealthy from within Lebanon.45 For many, the protests served as a
unifying event, with protestors “raising not the flags of their respective political parties, but the
national flag.”46
The gatherings, which continued nightly for several weeks, called for the withdrawal of
Syrian troops from Lebanon, the end of Syrian political influence in Lebanese and an
international investigation into Hariri’s assassination. The Lebanese government at the time was
headed by the pro-Syrian leaders Prime Minister Omar Karami, Hariri’s replacement, and
President Emile Lahoud. The protestors demanded their resignations and for new elections to be
held, free of Syrian influence. Lahoud felt his influence rapidly declining as the protests grew,
43
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pushed for negotiations to settle the dispute in government, including asking for Karami’s
resignation.47 Two weeks after Hariri’s death, as protestors gathered in Beirut’s Martyr’s Square,
Karami tendered his resignation to Lahoud, whilst a no-confidence measure was moving through
the parliament.48 The protesters saw this as a victory, but this was short-lived as Lahoud invited
Karami to form a new government a week later. Karami, though, expressed his intention to
resign if a new government failed to materialize; one never did.49
March 8
In response to the anti-Syria protests, competing rallies, organized by Hizbullah, sprung
up to offer an alternate direction for the future of Lebanon. These rallies differed in composition
from the Cedar Revolution’s with “far more women with covered heads and men in traditional
dress” in attendance.50 Largely organized by Hizbullah, these rallies echoed the calls for
Lebanese sovereignty presented by the March 8 protestors, but with dramatically alternative
messages and goals for the country.
Hizbullah Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah, included demands for international actors
to refrain from “meddling with our country.”51 The March 8 gathering denounced UN Resolution
1559, recognized Syria’s role in Lebanon and insisted on being included in any new government
that formed after Karami’s resignation.52 Nasrallah criticized the United States and other nations
for attempting to impose their will on the Lebanese people. In rejecting 1559, Nasrallah declared,
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“We tell the whole world that we refuse the 1559 resolution. Isn’t this Western democracy? The
majority is rejecting Resolution 1559.”53 During the first Hizbullah rally, held on March 8, 2005,
Nasrallah told Syrian supporters, “Today, you decided the future of your nation and your country
today you answer the world.”54
For many within the March 8 camp, the biggest threat to Lebanon came not from Syria
but Israel. Hizbullah is supported primarily by Lebanese Shi’a; as the predominant religious
group in Lebanon’s south, the Shi’a were more directly affected by the 18 year Israeli occupation
of Lebanon from 1982 to 2000, holding. Indeed, having faced Israel, some March 8 protesters
believed that the March 14 protests were American and Israeli manufactured, with Nasrallah
declaring to them, “What you did not win in war, I swear, you will not win with politics.”55
However, the motives behind the March 8 protests cannot be described as entirely
supportive of Syria’s presence in Lebanon because of a strong allegiance to Syria. In the years
following Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, Hizbullah grew stronger in its role within
Lebanon, allowing it to become more independent from Syria’s manipulation.56 Nevertheless, the
continued presence of Syria in Lebanon was seen by the Shi’a as providing them cover in south
Lebanon, where it pursued its anti-Israeli agenda.57 The loss of Syria in Lebanon would result in
a diminishment of Hizbullah’s power. From this, the militia feared an increase in international
pressure to disarm, which would limit its ability to style itself as opposition to the Israeli threat.58
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Additionally, making up a significant portion of the pro-Syrian camp within Lebanon are
the Syrian guest workers. These workers are estimated to send millions of dollars every year
back to Syria.59 As a consequence, both these guest workers and Syria would prefer a continued
Syrian presence within Lebanon, in order to maintain that cash flow. As Brian Montopoli of the
Columbia Journalism Review pointed out the guest workers “are pretty likely to show up at a
rally in support of Syria, particularly because the withdrawal of Syrian troops might seriously
complicate their lives in Lebanon.”60

International Actors
In addition to the two competing domestic factions that sprang up following Hariri’s
assassination, international actors responded to the events. Some were forced to act, due to
circumstances surrounding the assassination, while others intervened in order to pursue their
particular agendas with regard to Lebanon and the region as a whole.
Syria
Utilizing its relationships with Lebanese domestic players, Syria established itself during
the civil war as an influential player in the region. Syria viewed the country as a battleground by
which to disrupt American and Israeli interests in the region, without directly engaging either.61
In doing so, Syria sought to defend itself from the perceived external threats to its security,
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“especially US hegemony in the Middle East after the fall of Baghdad in April 2003 and the
persistent Israeli menace.”62
As a result of contested borders, over the past 30 years, Israel and Syria have fought both
directly and indirectly in Lebanon, as each utilizes at times tenuous alliances with Lebanese
groups against the other. Syria views the Lebanese Bekaa Valley as the “soft underbelly” in its
security, through which Israel would be able to launch assaults with little resistance.63 Syria’s
ability to use its relationship with Lebanese groups against Israel has proven effective in
achieving both Syrian goals to confront Israel, as well as the local organizations’ to bolster their
domestic influence.64
The outbreak of protests against its presence in Lebanon threatened Syria’s desired role
and its perceived ability to protect itself. In a March 1, 2005, interview with Time magazine,
Asad said, “When there's trouble externally, it will affect Syria ... If you don't have peace, you
have to spend most of your money on the army and security issues. All these factors won't make
reform fast. It will definitely be slow. We are living under tension ... You can't have reform
under tension.”65 As a result, Syria relied upon Hizbullah to counter the growing pressure from
the United States and other international actors to abide by 1559 and withdraw from Lebanon.
For Syria, the tacit support of Hizbullah served as a way to highlight Syria’s role in regional
politics, even if this was waning.66
Nevertheless, Asad recognized the necessity to withdraw from Lebanon, as a result of
mounting international pressure. In that same Time discussion, Asad stated that Syria would be
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fully withdrawn from Lebanon “in the next few months, not after that.” Despite several political
maneuvers to back away from, and sidestep, this statement Asad’s prediction proved true. 67 Over
the next week and months, Syria began redeploying its troops to the Bekaa Valley, eventually
withdrawing them completely. On Tuesday, April 26, 2005, following a military ceremony, the
final Syrian troops exited Lebanon, ending the Syrian military presence in Lebanon after 29
years.68 Following the exit, the leader of the Syrian Army, General Ali Habib, said, “Syria has
now fulfilled [the 1559] demand. Syria never had any desires or ambitions in Lebanon except to
preserve its unity.”69
After its withdrawal from Lebanon and the loss of direct influence inside Lebanon, Syria
seemed resigned to a diminished role. However, it has pursued other means to achieve its goals
vis-à-vis Lebanon. Rather than attempting to reassert itself militarily in Lebanon, a prospect
Cordesman believes is only possible if another major civil war breaks out in Lebanon, Syria’s
best opportunities in Lebanon are through the pursued an increase in its soft power capabilities.70
Syrian influence remains prevalent within Lebanon, as it is still able to affect elections through
its connections with Lebanese elites.71
Saudi Arabia
Next to Syria, Saudi Arabia is perhaps the second most influential Arab country within
Lebanon. On numerous occasions, the Kingdom played the role as mediator in internal disputes
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between Lebanese confessions. In 1976, Saudi influence led to the legitimization of Syria’s
intervention in Lebanon, through the recognition of the Arab Deterrent Force by the Arab
League.72 In 1989, through Saudi mediation, the Ta’if Agreement was reached, establishing the
new order of Lebanon with Syrian dominance.73
In the first week of March 2005, Asad travelled to Riyadh to meet with Saudi Crown
Prince Abdullah bin Abdel-Aziz. Asad’s visit followed a meeting with the Qatari emir,
demonstrating his desire to dampen tensions between the many Gulf states and his handling of
the protests in Lebanon. As a close ally of the United States, as well as having its own stake in
Lebanon, the kingdom took a hard line against Syria, pushing Asad to withdraw his troops
“rapidly.” Threatening a continuation of already strained relations between the two countries,
“Abdullah told Asad Syria must start withdrawing soon; otherwise Saudi-Syrian relations will go
through difficulties.”74
The relationship between the two countries was on already tenuous grounds, as Rafik
Hariri was also a citizen of the kingdom and had a close relationship with the royal family. As a
result, for Saudi Arabia, the assassination of Hariri was perceived as “a strike against one of its
own,” intensifying its demands for a full investigation into the matter.75 Additionally, the
perceived failure of Syria to abide by its Ta’if Agreement instructions, as seen by Saudi Arabia,
was seen as an affront to the nation that hosted the negotiation.
Within Lebanon, Saudi Arabia focused on supporting Lebanese Sunnis to counter the
Iranian influence on Lebanese Shi’a. Additionally, sensing an opportunity to push its agenda in
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the wake of Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon, Saudi Arabia attempted to limit the extent of
Syria’s relationship with Iran.76 Saudi Arabia saw Lebanon as a battleground through which it
could engage with Iran indirectly and counter the Islamic Republic’s growing stature in the Arab
world. In providing support to the Sunni Lebanese, Saudi Arabia essentially became their patron
to confront Hizbullah domestically and Iran regionally.77
United States
Having played a central role in Lebanon in the early 1980s, through its involvement in
the Multinational Force, the United States faced a series of defeats, most particularly the 1982
Marine barracks bombing. In the following years, the US shifted its approach toward Lebanon
through its interactions with Syria, accepting Syrian domination in Lebanon after the civil war, in
exchange for Syrian support during the Gulf War against Iraq.78
It wasn’t until after the attacks of September 11 that the United States felt compelled to
redefine its strategy throughout the Middle East, including its relationships with Lebanon and
Syria. In December 2003, the US Congress passed the Syrian Accountability and Lebanese
Sovereignty Restoration Act and President George Bush signed into law. The act defined Syria’s
continued presence in Lebanon as illegal and unacceptable.79 This was followed by Executive
Order 13338 in May 2004 imposing sanctions on Syria for its alleged support of terrorism,
continued presence in Lebanon and interference in the stabilization of Iraq.80
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American pressure on Syria grew in September of 2004 when, with the support of France,
the United States pushed through the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1559. The
resolution condemned the continued Syrian presence within Lebanon, calling for all “remaining
foreign forces to withdraw from Lebanon” and cease intervening in the Lebanese political
process, as well as “for the disbanding and disarmament of all Lebanese and non-Lebanese
militias.”81 In the months immediately following its passage, despite the hopes of its authors, the
resolution failed to achieve its goals in the months, as Syria tightened its grip. In the wake of
Hariri’s assassination, however, the United States led the Western push for Syria to comply with
1559. Speaking out against Syria’s continued presence in Lebanon, President George W Bush
connected the issue with other US regional concerns:
“Just as the Syrian regime must take stronger action to stop those who support
violence and subversion in Iraq – and must end its support for terrorist groups
seeking to destroy the hope of peace between Israelis and Palestinians – Syria
must also end its occupation of Lebanon.”82

For the United States, the protests erupting after Hariri’s assassination represented
something of a victory. The Bush Administration’s Freedom Agenda had gained some promotion
following pro-democracy rallies elsewhere in the world, but Lebanon represented the first such
event in the Middle East. The United States saw the potential to promote the Cedar Revolution as
an example of its rhetorical successes in the region. Bush declared that the protests in Lebanon
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“would amount to a ring ‘on the doors of every Arab regime,’” and, in a message to the Lebanese
protestors, that “the American people are on your side.”83
The United States expanded its newfound role in Lebanon by supporting the many
demands of the protestors, as part of a way to connect Lebanon to its regional objectives.
Claiming a connection between the Cedar Revolution and the elections held in Iraq in January
2005, an idea supported by Walid Jumblatt,84 the US sought to push forth its designs for a new
Lebanon, free from Syrian dominance and with a more pro-West outlook. Despite the illconceived nature of this proposal, the protests had little to do with Iraq and everything to do with
Hariri’s assassination, the United States seized upon the rhetoric as an opportunity to limit
Syria’s regional role, calling for the strengthening of Lebanese institutions, an investigation into
Hariri’s assassination and isolating Syria.85
Theoretical Implications
In the months and years preceding, Syria had been defiant in the face of international
pressure, with President Lahoud reiterating the mantra that Syria’s presence was a “‘stabilizing’
factor and should be preserved.”86 The combination of UN Resolutions and various criticisms
from the United States were not seen as legitimate threats to Syria’s continued domination in
Lebanon. This all changed in the wake of Rafik Hariri’s assassination, as Syria became the focus
of intense international pressure regarding its presence in Lebanon. Increased scrutiny from
83
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Saudi Arabia pushed Syria and reevaluations of the United States’ position in region pushed
Syria to reassess its role in the region. The US-led invasion of Iraq, and the numerous criticisms
levied by the United States against Syria’s activities in the region, left Syria concerned for the
security and stability of its own government.87
The assassination of Rafik Hariri served as the critical rallying point through which
regional actors, particularly Saudi Arabia and the United States, could further pressure Syria to
acquiesce to their vision of the regional order. This lay in direct contrast to Syria’s national
interest in Lebanon: preserving its ability to counter Israeli advances through Lebanon.88 The
threat posed by the United States’ presence in Iraq and Saudi Arabia’s regional influence pushed
to Syria to reorganize its position in the region through allegiance realignments and restructuring.
The ever-present and increasingly vocal external threats forced Damascus to recognize
withdrawal as the best option in order to maintain as much of regional power as possible.
The loss of its ability to directly influence Lebanon through a military presence,
however, did not limit Syria’s ability to affect Lebanon in any way. Rather, Syria recognized the
fragile state of Lebanon’s domestic politics following its withdrawal and sought to use it to its
advantage. The two political factions that emerged in Lebanon after Hariri’s assassination
competed with one another over the future of Lebanon and, essentially, the very nature of the
Lebanese identity. Both sides struggled to pursue their interests on how to advance their agendas,
while foreign actors sought to utilize the divide to best achieve their goals in the region.
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Operating under the guidelines of the bureaucratic politics model, Syria offered its
implicit support to Hizbullah, recognizing the resistance movement as its best chance to maintain
a presence within Lebanon. The March 8 coalition, headed by Hizbullah, accepted the
inevitability of Syria’s withdrawal, but sought to maintain a strong relationship with Syria. In
contrast, the March 14 coalition, headed by Hariri’s son and comprised of a wide swathe of the
Lebanese populous, rallied around a vision of a national Lebanese identity free of the perceived
undue influence of Syria. These contrasting visions were present in the messages put forth by the
pro-March 14 head of the Maronite Council of Bishops, Patriarch Nasrallah Sfeir, and the proMarch 8 Foreign Minister Jean Obeid and Muhammad Issa, secretary-general of the Lebanese
Ministry for Foreign Affairs. Sfeir urged members of parliament to reject the Syrianization of
Lebanon and called upon Hizbullah to disarm; while Obeid, a Maronite supporting Lahoud, and
Issa stressed Syria’s role in maintaining Lebanon’s stability in the post-civil war era, pushing for
Syrian-Lebanese brotherhood, and accepting Hizbullah’s role as defender against Israel.89
In addition to Syria, latching onto this internal divide were the United States and Saudi
Arabia. Both saw the March 14 coalition as an opportunity to gain prominence within Lebanon.
The United States foresaw a Syria-free Lebanon that would inherently pursued interests “parallel
to those of the United States.”90 Further, the United States saw the peaceful rallies of March 14
as a blueprint for the future of popular-led regime changes across the Arab world. Additionally,
for both the United States and Saudi Arabia, March 14 provided the chance they were looking
for to diminish Syria’s role in the regional politics game. 91
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Within the context of the 2005 Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, and the events
surrounding it, laid the groundwork for recognizing the role the two-level game plays in defining
Lebanese role in international relations. The confluence of Syria’s diminishing power to
influence the region’s political system and the rise of competing identities within Lebanon, both
of which were seized upon by external actors for numerous purposes.

2006 Hizbullah‐Israel War
On July 12 2006, Hizbullah, backed by Iran, launched a series of rocket attacks into
Israel’s northern border, killing eight Israeli soldiers and capturing two others. These events
elicited a full blown military response entangling the region in a multi-dimensional conflict92.
The war came at a time when Iran was facing mounting pressure over its nuclear program but
above all at a time when there was growing domestic tension between the pro-and anti-Syrian
factions as a result of the Syrian withdrawal in 2005.
The four week war showed the capabilities and disadvantages of an asymmetric conflict
between a non-state actor and a state. Hizbullah launched rocket attacks (rockets which
Hizbullah received from Iran via Syria) against cities and towns in northern Israel. In response,
Israel carried out air strikes against Hizbullah’s infrastructures in southern Beirut and
simultaneously launched a full-scale ground operation in Lebanon “with the hopes of
establishing a security zone free of Hizbullah militants.”93 Israel was convinced that the war
would be ‘quick and easy’ and that it would “weaken Iran in any upcoming showdown, and
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eliminate what the United States considers a major opponent in the war on terrorism.” 94 Almost
a month later , on August 11, 2006, the U.N. Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution
1701, calling for a “full cessation of hostilities based upon, in particular, the immediate cessation
by Hizbullah of all attacks and the immediate cessation by Israel of all offensive military
operations.”95
Sub‐National Actors
Hizbullah
Why did Hizbullah launch a surprise attack on Israel in July 2006? There is a growing
body of possible explanations to understand Hizbullah’s behavior in the summer of 2006. Some
analysts believe that Nasrallah’s intentions were strictly related to effectuate a prisoner exchange
with Israel; while other observers claim that Hizbullah may not have calculated the extent of
Israel’s response and was expecting “the usual, limited” Israeli response typical of the period
since 2000. Other observers look at Syria’s military withdrawal from Lebanon as the beginning
of Hizbullah’s actions as an extension of Syrian and Iranian policy.96 For them the movement
was acting at the “behest of or with the approval of Iran, its main sponsor,” in order to divert
international attention from the deadlock over its nuclear programs.97 On the American side, U.S.
CENTCOM Commander general John Abizaid speculated that Syria and Iran were exploiting the
situation created by the kidnapping, rather than having planned the attacks.98 Furthermore former
U.S. State Department Coordinator for Counterterrorism Henry Crumpton asserted that Syria and
Iran do not control Hizbullah, but Hizbullah’s leaders might ask Iran for “permission if its
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actions have broader international implications.”99 But while these speculations depict
Hizbullah’s reliance on international actors, Emile El-Hokayem argues that Hizbullah’s
objectives are often misunderstood. In fact since Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, and
thus the removal of the threat in South of Lebanon, Hizbullah’s has tried to justify its raison
d’être as a military resistance.100 The key challenge for the ‘resistance movement’ was to
preserve a consensus across sectarian lines on the legitimacy of its weapons and as a result
maintain the status of a patriotic resistance force. Hizbullah was able to justify its raison d’être
by claiming that “Israel never withdrew from a small area-- the contested Shebaa Farms.” 101102
Up to 2005, Hizbullah could count on Asad’s regime – an external enforcer – to protect
its weapons. However Syria’s departure from Lebanon changed the strategic environment in
which Hizbullah operated. The need to reaffirm itself domestically pushed the movement to
redefine its role in the political system through the cultivation of political alliances for domestic
and regional reasons. Additionally, Hizbullah sought a formal Cabinet position, to approve its
status as the ‘Resistance’ and addressing itself as “a sincere and natural expression of the
Lebanese people’s right to defend its land and dignity in the face of Israeli aggression, threats,
and ambitions as well as of its right to continue its actions to free Lebanese territory.”103 The
statement resulted in widespread criticism from the other sects who called for Hizbullah to
disarm. Once again Hizbullah in the face of mounting criticism felt the need to assert itself and
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reaffirm the value of its arsenal by carrying out the July 12 operation. A few hours after
Hizbullah’s raid, capturing the two Israeli soldiers, and the resulting Israeli response, Nasrallah
held a press conference in which he declared that Hizbullah had no intention to start a war, but
only to negotiate for a prisoner exchange. Nevertheless, Nasrallah announced that if Israel
“want[ed] a confrontation, we are ready and we have some surprises for them.”104
The 2006 war exposed the deep internal divisions within the Lebanese government.
Immediately following the war’s outbreak, a rift emerged between President Lahoud and Prime
Minister Siniora. Lahoud was convinced that Hizbullah still maintained the same determination
it had in 2000, following Israel’s withdrawal. Telecommunications Minister Marwan Hamade
told Lahoud at a meeting of the Council of Ministers: “Look at what your friends did.”105 Lahoud
countered that the Resistance would walk away from the war victorious, “as Israeli can’t destroy
them.” Lahoud also claimed that Israel had been preparing this war for some time now. Siniora
responded by stating that Hizbullah had acted without consulting the government, and thus
threatened the entire country with its unilateral action. He pushed for negotiating with Israel
through the United Nations for a ceasefire.106
In the first few days of the war, some members of the Lebanese government followed by
the other moderate Sunni Arab states in the region, such as Saudi Arabia, criticized Hizbullah for
initiating the war on Israel. Members of the March 14 coalition and Jumblatt accused Hizbullah
of carrying out a Syrian-Israeli agenda.107 Some Sunni within the March 14 coalition believed
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that Hizbullah’s attack was a Syrian-Iranian backed attempt to drive out March 14 coalition and
to then take over Lebanon.108
On the other side of the spectrum, Hizbullah and the Shi’a community felt that the
opposing coalition was encouraging the war in order to obliterate the resistance movement. For
many, Israel’s actions were not directed against Lebanon, but against Shiites. Some clerics
claimed that Israel’s and its supporters’ objective was to “cleanse” the south of Shiites, sending
them to Syria or beyond.109 Hizbullah played to that perception, asserting that “to eliminate the
weapons of the resistance is to eliminate the Shiites, and to eliminate the Shiites is to eliminate
Lebanon.”110
In this highly emotional context Sunni-Shi’a tensions escalated while Israeli attacks in
southern Beirut intensified.111 During the war, members of the March 14 coalition and Jumblatt’s
Progressive Socialist Party privately supported Israel’s actions against Hizbullah. Christians and
Sunni hoped that Israel’s military capability would either destroy Hizbullah or at “least make
sure that it “could not return to the status quo ante.”112 Saad Hariri made a commitment to the
USA that when the moment was ripe he would “F*** Hizbullah.”113
On July 26, 2006, Siniora joined the foreign ministers of Russia, the United States, Italy
Germany, France, the UK, Spain, Canada, Greece, Cyprus, Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan
and the UN (represented by Kofi Annan), EU (Javier Solana) and the World Bank in a
conference held in Rome.114 Siniora presented a seven-point plan in an attempt to fill the
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diplomatic vacuum. Of the seven points, two stand out as attempts to limit Hizbullah’s role in
Lebanon: Point Three called for the UN to take control of the Shebaa Farms, until the delineation
of borders and establishment of Lebanese sovereignty; and Point Four called for the Lebanese
government to maintain the monopoly of force within Lebanon and the disarmament of all nonstate actors, as provided for in the Ta’if Agreement.115 This challenged Hizbullah’s role as the
protector of southern Lebanon, a policy adopted since Israel’s withdrawal in May 2000.116
Lahoud criticized Siniora’s visit in Rome claiming that: Siniora had no authority to talk on
behalf of Lebanese foreign politics because he did not have the approval of the Council of
Ministers before presenting the seven points; Siniora hadn’t sought the president’s approval,
which, according to the constitution, is necessary in order to sign treaties.117 Lahoud contested
Siniora’s plan, claiming that the underlying message of the points was an attempt to force the
disarmament of Hizbullah and thus lead to the end of the resistance.118 Hizbullah supporters saw
Point Four as a direct challenge to Hizbullah’s role as the ‘defender of Lebanon,’ while
Hizbullah’s critics saw Point Three’s focus on the Shebaa Farms, a “favorite propaganda” tool of
Hizbullah, as an opportunity to limit its activities.119 Lahoud’s criticism strengthened his ties
with the Shi’a political party Amal and Mohammad Fneiche, a Hizbullah MP and the minister of
energy and water.“The agreement for the withdrawal of Israel from Shebaa Farms, said
Hamadeh, would, regardless of the outcome go far in removing Hizbullah’s favorite propaganda
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tool. Hamadeh offered that Lebanon is, “still hostage to Syria and Hizballah” as long as the issue
of Shebba can be kept alive among the Lebanese.120
The outcome of the war, and people’s perception of it across the region, fed into the
notion that Lebanon depended on Hizbullah for its security and thus further legitimized
Hizbullah’s status of a ‘Resistance Movement.’ At the end of the war, while Nasrallah was
chanting victory, members within the March 14th coalition were accusing Hizbullah" of
provoking the destruction of Lebanon and were hoping to "reverse the perception" in the ArabMuslim street that Hizbullah was the victor.121 Gemayel said that the Druze and the Christians
would be out front in holding Hizbullah, and specifically Nasrallah, publicly accountable for
dragging Lebanon through weeks of war.122 In Lebanon, however, the response was mixed. In
demonstrating its power to confront and, by its measure, defeat Israel, Hizbullah became a
“source of pride and relief” amongst its supporters. However, the extent of its military
capabilities and ability to unilaterally wage war against Israel concerned non-Shi’a. Hizbullah’s
rising power with its core supporters was contrasted by its “rapid decline among others.”123
International Actors
Israel
Since the Israeli unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon in May 2000, Hizbullah had
repeatedly provoked Israel through cross-border attacks, rocket launches and soldier abductions
without receiving a vigorous Israeli military response. Despite the prevalence of attacks
immediately following the withdrawal, Hizbullah’s rhetoric emphasizing the Jewish state’s
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illegitimacy, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak believed Israel could not afford to start another
large-scale military campaign in Lebanon for two main reasons: A limited amount of time had
passed since Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon and reentering Lebanese soil would damage its
diplomatic image in the region; in the latter half of 2000, Israel became preoccupied with the
Second Palestinian Intifada, which was draining the country’s resources and prevented any other
meaningful operations.124
This line of thinking persisted after Ariel Sharon took office in 2001, whose advisers
cautioned him that any massive military operation in Lebanon could further isolate Israel in the
international arena. Israel’s restraint ceased when on June 25, 2006 Hamas militants kidnapped
Gilad Shalit, an Israeli soldier, after killing two others in a cross raid attack in the Israeli border
with the Gaza strip.125 A few days later, Nasrallah publicly linked the Hamas and Hizbullah
kidnappings, declaring “that he would conduct joint negotiations for all the abducted soldiers.”126
In a July 12, 2006, security debate, Deputy Prime Minister Shaul Mofaz warned that the link
between those two groups “had to be broken without delay.”127 At the time, Israel’s government
was relatively new and its three top officials, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, Defense Minister
Shimon Peres and Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni, had minimal military experience. Generally,new
governments often respond drastically to provocations as they might feel pressure to assert
themselves in the domestic and international arenas.128 After six years of restraint, Israeli
government approved a military campaign against Hizbullah, in response to the security threat
that the non-state actor posed to its borders.
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United States
Olmert’s full blown military attack in Lebanon was perceived by the United States as a
necessary step to guarantee Israel’s security and its right to self defense. President George W
Bush expressed his belief in the right of sovereign nations to “defend their people from terrorist
attack, and to take the necessary action to prevent those attacks.”129 He further emphasized that
the conflict in Lebanon was more complex than it appeared because of Hizbullah’s relationship
with Iran and Syria, noting Syria’s long-term role as a sponsor of Hizbullah through facilitating
the shipment of Iranian weapons into Lebanon. Bush described Iran’s defiance of the
international community through its nuclear weapon program and support to terrorist groups as a
threat to the region and preventing the pursuit of peace.130 Soon after the beginning of the war,
the US engaged in the planning of Israel’s retaliatory attacks. The Bush Administration was
convinced that a successful militarily campaign against Hizbullah’s main infrastructures could
relieve Israel’s security concerns and also “serve as a prelude to a potential American preemptive
attack to destroy Iran’s nuclear installations.”131 And this was perhaps one of the reasons why
although the international community and the Lebanese government (in particularly Siniora)
were calling for a ceasefire, the US preferred not to advocate for it within the first few weeks of
the war.132 The Bush administration was trying to ‘buy time’ in the hopes that Israeli military
strikes would severely weaken Hizbullah and its protector.133
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Saudi Arabia & Iran
Bush called on the moderate Sunni Arab States to dampen the crisis. They responded by
charging Hizbullah with “dragging the region into adventures,”134 with Saudi officials describing
Hizbullah’s actions as “irresponsible adventurism” that exposed Arab nations to grave dangers.
135

The Arab League, with Saudi Arabia at its forefront, praised and supported Siniora’s seven

points. Young argues that the Arab League supported Siniora’s plan as an attempt to target
Hizbullah directly, and more particularly its sponsor, Iran, by limiting Hizbullah’s ability to
maneuver.”136 By doing so Saudi Arabia, and the other moderate Arab Sunni states, implicitly
allied itself with Israel and the United States.137 A likely explanation to this silent alliance was
the general fear amongst the moderate Sunni Arab states towards non-state Arab-Islamic
movements, which existed “largely beyond their control and champion issues holding great
popular resonance” that pose a threat to their regime security.
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In fact for Riyadh, as well as

for many Sunni and Christians within Lebanon, Israel’s military superiority offered the
possibility of a ‘swift victory’ against Hizbullah. If that were the case, the obliteration of
Hizbullah would result in the weakening of Iran’s position in the Arab street and in the region
leaving Saudi Arabia and Israel as the sole Middle Eastern axis of power; but these comments
against Hizbullah rather than having influence over the militant Shi’a group (and its backers Iran
and Syria) ended up widening the gap between the regime and its people.139 The growing number
of war casualties and Israel’s bombing of several civilian infrastructures within the Shi’a
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community dampen Saudi Arabia rhetoric against Israel. Riyadh started distancing itself from the
US and Israel while condemning the latter’s actions. This reflects the regime’s sensitivity to
Arab public opinion and its need to compel to it. Hijab claims, “These events (of the 2006 war)
put pressure on Arab governments to take action, and they haven't.”140 In fact part of Iran’s
growing popularity is a direct result of Arab leaders across the region to pay less attention on
central problems in areas where extra social, political and economic attention is particularly
needed. This passivity of the Arab world accounts for the rising popularity of Ahmadinejad and
Nasrallah in South of Beirut and South of Lebanon and feeds into Iran’s rhetoric and regional
strategy to differentiate itself from countries like Saudi Arabia that appear to accommodate
Israel.141At the end of the 2006 war, Nasrallah publicly denounced those Arab States that during
the 2006 did not use “the weapon of oil and money” to break ties with Israel.
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Nasrallah

however, reassured all Arabs living in these ‘traitor countries’ as well as all Arabs across the
region that “the era of defeats for the Arabs” was over, and that a new era that marked the
beginning of Arab victories had just started. “143
Iran’s anti Israeli and anti western rhetoric nurtured its secondary role in the conflict.
Some political analysts believe that Iran ‘has used Hizbullah to expand its power in the Middle
East while others believe that Iran’s aspirations “are closely focused on its potential weapons of
mass destruction capability.”144 Cordesman argues that these strikes against Israel “distract from
its nuclear activities. They show the Arab and Muslim world that Iran is a government willing to
strike at the Israeli enemy... [And] Israel's reprisals build Arab and Muslim anger against the
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US.”145 In this light, the fighting in southern Lebanon was viewed as a race between two of the
Middle East’s most powerful actors, Israel and Iran (via Hizbullah by proxy) as well as an
ideological race between Arab and non Arab states. Tehran has viewed “the success of Hizbullah
in the 2006 war) as a manifestation of the spread of its influence and evidence of Iran’s regional
centrality and Islamic Leadership.”146 Iran’s popularity within the Shi’a community grew after
Tehran vowed to help reconstruct southern Beirut and parts of South of Lebanon.147 Thus, having
a proxy army in southern Lebanon allows Iran to maintain a strategic stronghold on the Israeli
border as a vanguard of its influence beyond its own borders. It also permits Iran to
counterbalance the US influence in the region and above all it reassures that in case of an Israeli
strike on Iran’s nuclear facilities, it will be able to enter a multidimensional war through its
proxies, Hizbullah and Hamas.
Theoretical Implications:
The 2006 war between Hizbullah and Israel represents the playing out of the two-level
game, as described by the Montréal School. In the wake of the Syrian withdrawal, Lebanon
became a battleground between local and external actors seeking to redefine Lebanon’s position
in the international system. The 2006 war was the ultimate fruition of these competing struggles.
The domestic political conflict in Lebanon over the state’s foreign policy orientation
reflects Allison and Halperin’s bureaucratic politics model. In the years leading up to the 2006
war, Hizbullah was trying to reframe its raison d’être across sectarian lines, while March 14
vehemently criticized Hizbullah armaments. During the war the deep internal divisions led each
coalition to reach out to external actors for protection and support in expanding their influence
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inside Lebanon and out. In putting forth his Seven Points Plan, Siniora exposed a fundamental
rift between the Christian president and the Sunni Prime Minister, which reflected the conflict
between Hizbullah and its detractors. Siniora hoped that the 2006 war and its aftermath could
limit Hizbullah’s role as a resistance movement and eventually lead to the demilitarization of the
movement. Contrastingly, Lahoud vehemently advocated for Hizbullah’s continued presence
within Lebanese political culture and praised the movement for its determination.148
Siniora’s initiative to draw up a plan without receiving Lahoud’s consensus is significant
in understanding Lebanese foreign policy making and to illustrate how competing sectarian
communities advance their own foreign policy agendas. Siniora attended the conference in Rome
with the goal of advancing his agenda to weaken Hizbullah. Rather than adopting the role of the
Lebanese state’s prime minister, Siniora acted as the spokesperson for the critics of Hizbullah.
By advancing his own agenda, Siniora was reaching out to external actors who had previously
supported the demilitarization of the resistance movement. His stance gave external actors, such
as the USA and Saudi Arabia, stronger grounds to shape their foreign policies toward Lebanon,
through the formalization of ties with Siniora and his supporters.
The United States and Saudi Arabia found an opportunity in Siniora’s Seven Point Plan
to advance their interests in the region. In fact, Siniora’s plan, supported by other Lebanese
factions, echoed American and Saudi regional interests, primarily: the stabilization of Lebanon,
preserving Israel’s security and countering Iran’s rising role in the region. Iran, however, saw
Hizbullah’s perceived victory against Israel as an opportunity to expand its influence in the
region.
The deep sectarian divides within Lebanese domestic politics in 2006 illustrate the
analytical framework of the Montréal School, through the prevalence of domestic conditions in
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affecting foreign policymaking, coupled with external actors exerting their influence on a
divided state. Further, the 2006 war shows that the Montréal School is not limited solely to weak
and fractured states, but also militarily powerful states, such as Israel.
Israel’s behavior in the 2006 war is best explained by looking at both domestic and
international factors. Israel faced a security threat from Hizbullah before 2000 until they
ultimately responded in 2006 with a large scale military response. Since its 2000 withdrawal
from Lebanon until 2006, Israeli leaders preferred to limit their responses to assaults from
Hizbullah. During this time, Israel was faced with the pressures of the second intifada, as well as
a desire to ameliorate its image in the region. However, in July 2006, the Israeli security cabinet
approved an expanded retaliation to establish a security zone free of Hizbullah militants.
In this case realist premises explain the external reasons why Israel went to war. Israel
saw Hizbullah as a profound threat to its security, an organization conducting continued hostile
activities on their northern border, with a military capability that had grown stronger due to the
support of Iran and Syria since 2000. However, it could be argued that the nature of the threat
that Hizbullah posed was similar to other menaces elicited in the past from the non-state actor.
What differed in 2006 was Israel’s domestic factors, particularly the newly Israeli elected
government felt an apparent need to assert itself domestically and internationally. The combined
security threats of Hamas and Hizbullah, and Israel’s need not to appear weak in the eyes of
regional menaces, contributed to the ultimate decision to break the six-year period of relative
peace. As a result the combination of domestic factors as well as Israel’s concern to secure its
borders shows how one international theory is not sufficient to explain the underlying reasons
that led Israel to attack Lebanon.
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Conclusion
Lebanese foreign policy and the states role in the Middle East can be demystified by
conceptualizing its politics as a two-level game between domestic and regional environments, an
approach embodied by the Montreal School of IR. The Lebanese political system is defined by
the consociational distribution of finite political power—although, additional power can be
gained by leveraging the capabilities of external allies. Thus, the Lebanese system invites both
political and military intervention as domestic actors reach out to external patrons, who often
seek to advance their own agendas. Lebanon’s domestic political balance, and the role of
regional, or international actors hinder its ability to craft a unified foreign policy to achieve
national objectives. In Lebanon, parochial interests take precedence over nation ones.
As our case studies illustrated, a theoretical analysis of Lebanon and its role in the
international system can partially be informed by established IR theories such as Realism and
Constructivism, as well as domestic theoretical frameworks like the Bureaucratic Politics model.
However, while each has its utility, they are also limited in their explanatory power. A
parsimonious way to reconcile these disparate theoretical approaches is by applying the Montreal
School framework; a two-level game that examines variables on the domestic and regional levels
of analysis.

Policy Implications
Our conclusions not only add value to an academic understanding of Lebanon, but can
have significance for US policy makers as well. Fundamentally, the US lacks coherent policy
objectives in Lebanon. For example, there is disagreement between members of Congress and
the Defense Department over the rationale for supporting the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF);
some member of the former feel that support for the LAF is intended to prepare the army to
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disarm Hizbullah, while others strengthen the LAF to prepare it to take responsibility for border
security with Israel.149 Furthermore, since the Lebanese government collapse in January 2011
after a parliamentary walkout by members of the March 8 coalition—that included members
from Hizbullah—the US has chosen to await the formation and composition of a new
government before reaching out to Prime Minister Designate Najib Miqati, who was nominated
to the post by Hizbullah.150 A ‘wait-and-see’ approach may be an acceptable policy in the shortterm, especially give unlikelihood of American rapprochement with Hizbullah in the near-future,
but in the long-term, the US needs to identity what its interests in Lebanon are.
When crafting its policy towards Lebanon, it is paramount that the US recognizes the
two-level game being played in Lebanon. While the actors involved in this game will change
over time, the two-level structure remains intact. A lesson can be learned from Syria’s policy in
Lebanon, which during its occupation had been to maintain alliances with a broad contingent of
domestic actors.
While we do not advocate the US adopt an occupation mentality in Lebanon, given the
fluid nature of Lebanese politics, with incumbents rotating in and out of power, it would be
advisable for the US to deepen its alliances in Lebanon. Member of the Departments of State and
Defense who interact with Lebanese actors on a regular basis surely recognize the impact of the
two-level game on Lebanese politics and its position in the Middle East, less frequent
participants in Congress or other departments would behoove themselves to take note of this
fundamental dynamic.
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