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Sharing Power and Faking Governance? Lebanese State and
Non-State Institutions during the War in Syria
Carmen Geha

American University of Beirut

ABSTRACT
The war in Syria has caused both external and internal pressures
on the Lebanese political system and state institutions. Yet, the
Lebanese power-sharing system rests on a set of institutional
mechanisms, both state and non-state, which allow its politicians
to continue to govern, even in this tumultuous situation, and to
respond to crisis. Empirical evidence on how policies were nego-
tiated concerning security, elections, and refugees between 2012
and 2018 shows an interaction between state and non-state insti-
tutions and highlights the role of such mechanisms in power-
sharing institutions.
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At the outbreak of the crisis in Syria, several analysts rushed to predict that Lebanon
would not be able to withstand the geopolitical pressure of a divisive conflict next door
(see for instance Joshi 2012). Indeed, the implications of the protracted conflict in Syria
go beyond the refugee crisis with which Lebanon has had to grapple. Lebanese-Syrian
relations have historically been one of the most polarising and destabilising forces for
this tiny country. The uprising against the Syrian regime pitted Lebanese politicians
against one another on the basis of their standpoints on Lebanese President Bashar al-
Assad as a friend or foe. But now, more than eight years into the war next door, the
Lebanese political system continues to function, with power-sharing as its pillar of
governance.

This article tries to capture the ways in which policies and decisions have been
negotiated through state and non-state institutions during the conflict in Syria. Despite
the tumultuous situation and its precarious geopolitical positioning, Lebanon has
remained relatively stable during the war in Syria, enduring both external and massive
internal pressures to respond to the refugee crisis. The main focus of the article is on
the informal institutional mechanisms that enabled opposing political groups to negoti-
ate decisions and develop policy responses at various phases of the crisis. In so doing, it
looks into three issues that lie at the nexus of politics and governance, namely security,
elections and refugee policies.

Lebanon’s power-sharing system dates back to the Ottoman Millet system. Lebanon
has a form of sectarian, or confessional, power-sharing that was founded by consensual
agreement among sectarian leaders (Weiss 2009, 141-154). Formally, the political
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system guarantees representation to the recognised confessional groups, secures veto
powers, and fosters governance through the formation of grand coalitions. Lebanon’s
state institutions have experienced various and recurrent rounds of failure, breakdown
and political deadlock but continue to exhibit continuity and path dependence on
sectarian representation (El Khazen and Al-Hazin 2000).

Tamirace Fakhoury (2014, 230-55) argues that Lebanon lacks institutionalised arbitra-
tion mechanisms and, as such, is heavily reliant on external support and foreign media-
tors. The predominant conception of Lebanon’s state institutions depicts them as weak or
even failed (Migdal 1988). But the conflict in Syria has led Bassel Salloukh (2017), among
others, to argue that the political system is far from weak and that it has recently endured
massive spillover effects from the war in neighbouring Syria (62-78). Jamil Mouawad and
Hannes Bauman (2017, 60-64) also challenge this assumption of weakness by showing
how the Lebanese state manifests itself in the people’s everyday experience. In trying to
locate the role of the state in Lebanon, however, we must look outside state institutions to
informal mechanisms that provide direction for these institutions. I argue that the inter-
play of state and non-state institutional mechanisms explains the outcomes of decisions
taken between 2012 and 2018, during the events in Syria.

By state institutions, I refer to formal branches and agencies of government includ-
ing Lebanon’s parliament, ministries, army and municipalities. State institutions are
those that require checks and balances with some form of citizen oversight, even if the
Lebanese system is far from democratic. By non-state institutions, I refer to actors or
entities that are not regulated by the state, but are rather para-public and created to
further the interests of political leaders (zu’ama) and which facilitate the functioning of
the state power-sharing arrangements. Alongside state institutions, non-state institu-
tional mechanisms, namely zu’ama concessions over the role of Hezbollah, the National
Dialogue Table, and leveraging foreign patronage became the site of major junctures of
power-sharing and governance decision-making during the war in Syria.

From a normative perspective, the role of the zu’ama and non-state institutions
compromises the role of the state and formal political institutions, but empirically both
state and non-state institutions were crucial in maintaining some form of stable
governance in Lebanon during the neighbouring war. The exogenous shock of the
war, as well as the internal crisis it led to, did not cause a breakdown of Lebanon’s
political system largely because politicians had experience and precedents in resorting
to non-state institutions to negotiate their common goal of governance and control of
public resources. I argue that the robustness of non-state institutions enabled Lebanon’s
state institutions to have direction and remain functional during a turbulent period.

A better understanding of the role of these institutions can contribute to the broader
debate on political and regime change in the Middle East. While many have critiqued
the Lebanese model as failing to introduce democratic reforms (Fakhoury 2015, 349-
354) and achieve peace (Zahar 2005); recent analysis contends that the Lebanese model
could be successfully applied to end conflicts in Yemen, Iraq and Libya (Salloukh 2015).
Stephan Rosiny (2013, 41-55) hails the Lebanese model as a model of co-existence from
which Syria can learn. In this regard, looking at the role of non-state institutions in
power-sharing agreements can open a new avenue for debate among proponents and
critics of power-sharing and consociational democracy.
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The aim of this article is twofold. First, it will illustrate the non-state institutions
devised by the Lebanese zu’ama that played a decisive role in maintaining power-
sharing during the war in Syria, at the same time revealing how state institutions are
actually a façade behind which real power-brokers operate and reach agreements, or
disagreements, outside the state. Second, the article helps revisit the conceptualisation
of power-sharing in Lebanon by capturing empirically the non-state institutions that
facilitate elite bargaining.

The article is divided into four sections. The first section presents a historical back-
ground for conceptualising Lebanon’s state and non-state institutions and the role of
political leaders within these institutions. The second section illustrates the mechanisms
used to address three governance issues during the conflict in Syria: security, elections
and the refugee crisis. The third section explains the policy outcomes at the levels of
central and local state institutions. The final section concludes with the implications of
the complementarity of the roles of state and non-state institutions in power-sharing
agreements. The article utilises insights from semi-structured interviews with 35
Lebanese representatives of political parties, municipalities, governmental advisors
and senior level policymakers.

State and non-state institutions of power-sharing: a historical background

Lebanon’s history of power-sharing tells a story of the role of the zu’ama in creating
and maintaining state and non-state institutions for negotiation and elite bargaining.
Non-state institutions are armed non-state groups like Hezbollah, historically off-the-
record national dialogues, and international donor organisations supporting local
actors. The war in Syria was only the most recent episode, pitting politicians against
each other on the basis of two opposing narratives and interests vis-à-vis the situation
next door.

This political system was institutionalised during the French colonial period through
Lebanon’s first Constitution in 1926. The literature describes the essential role which
sectarian leaders played in forging agreements, mitigating conflicts, and extending their
patronage over the community even before independence in 1943 (Khalaf 1968). The
1943 National Pact, which established Lebanon’s independence was essentially an
agreement between two men – Bechara El Khoury and Riad El Solh, Maronite and
Sunni zu’ama – and remained intact until it broke down in 1975 at the beginning of the
civil war. Political bargaining through power-sharing institutions initially allowed
Lebanon to endure regional upheaval emerging from Arab nationalism and Cold War
polarisation (Hottinger 1961, 127-40). But eventually the Lebanese government could
not withstand domestic and regional pressures (Traboulsi 2012) and this led to the
breakdown of state institutions and the militarisation of various factions.

Although the Lebanese civil war lasted 16 years, during which approximately 150,000
people lost their lives (Sune 2011), the end of the war marked the beginning of a three-
decade Syrian tutelage and a return to the power-sharing formula with some changes to
the prerogatives of the President. The only way to end the war was to bring the zu’ama
of the warring factions to agree on a formula of representation of the various sectarian
groups. The Taif Agreement, which ended the civil war, was negotiated among wartime
zu’ama under the auspices of Saudi Arabia. The Agreement was coupled with an

THE INTERNATIONAL SPECTATOR 127



amnesty law for former wartime militia leaders, who morphed into the postwar zu’ama
and members of Parliament.

The Syrian regime ruled postwar Lebanon for an era that became known as Pax
Syriana. The regime, first through Hafez al-Assad and then his son, Bashar, controlled
Lebanon’s political and security institutions, repressed opposition and censored the
media (Gambill and Aoun 2000). Syria’s Lebanese allies, known as the ‘Troika’, gov-
erned through tripartite bargaining among the President (a Maronite), Prime Minister
(a Sunni), and House Speaker (a Shi’ite). The Troika took all major political decisions,
replacing the role of political institutions and parliamentary deliberations, and offering
a cover-up for the Syrian regime’s interests in Lebanon.

Growing opposition to Syria’s influence in Lebanon emerged in 2004 and peaked in
the March 14 movement, also known as the Cedar Revolution, which called for Syria’s
withdrawal and Lebanon’s sovereignty. The assassination of Prime Minister Rafik Hariri
in 2005 polarised the political scene in Lebanon between the March 14 (anti-Syrian)
political bloc, which included the Future Movement, Lebanese Forces and the
Progressive Socialist Party at the time and accused Syria of Hariri’s assassination
(Clark and Zahar 2015) and the March 8 (pro-Syrian) bloc, namely Hezbollah
(Lebanon’s Iranian-backed resistance arm and leading Shi’ite organisation) and its
allies, who thanked Syria for its service to Lebanon. Although Syria withdrew its troops
in 2005, it remained a ‘special’ neighbour to Lebanon through the Treaty of
Brotherhood and Cooperation, but did not open an embassy in Beirut until 2009.

After 2005, governance remained based on a power-sharing agreement which
extended the rule of the zu’ama through electoral gerrymandering and rampant corrup-
tion (Geha 2016). None of the reforms which were stipulated in the Taif Agreement
were undertaken and, as such, state institutions played only a marginal role in govern-
ance. Instead, an elaborate clientelistic network, as well as an array of non-state
sectarian entities became the major service providers and protectors of the citizens
belonging to the various sectarian groups (Cammett 2014).

The role of Syria and the creation of an International Tribunal to investigate the
assassination of Hariri continued to be points of contention between the March 8 and
March 14 blocs (Salloukh 2013, 32-46). The confrontation reached a peak after the 2006
war with Israel, when March 8 ministers resigned from the cabinet in December 2006,
lamenting the failure of both state and non-state institutions to provide any real
mechanisms for bargaining and negotiation. Shortly after, Hezbollah led a year-long sit-
in in downtown Beirut which was followed by an 18-month deadlock in cabinet and
presidential seats. The sit-in only ended in May 2008 with a Hezbollah-led armed
insurgency in Beirut over March 14’s decision to tamper with the airport security
apparatus.

Much like the negotiations for the Taif Agreement after the war, Lebanon was in
need of regional support which, this time, came from Qatar (Knio 2008, 445-451). The
Doha Agreement ended the deadlock and confrontation only after the zu’ama agreed
on a new electoral law gerrymandering districts to guarantee the representation of all
political groups in the March 8 and March 14 alliances.

When the protests broke out in Syria in 2011, there were deep fears that sectarian
violence could trickle down into Lebanon and that the Taif Agreement would be
jeopardized, due to deep polarisation among the zu’ama over events in Syria
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(Heydemann 2013). Today, Lebanon hosts an estimated 1.5 million Syrian refugees,
making it the country with the highest refugee per capita ratio worldwide, with one out
of four of its residents Syrian (UNHCR 2019). It has no legal framework for refugees
since Lebanon never ratified the 1951 Geneva Convention. The crisis divided and
polarised the Lebanese zu’ama. Hezbollah took part directly in the fighting in Syria
alongside the Assad regime. For more than two years during the conflict in Syria,
Lebanon had no sitting president. But this time, political deadlock and divisions did not
lead to violent confrontation nor the breakdown of state institutions. Instead, historical
mechanisms of decision-making outside state institutions helped maintain the func-
tionality of the state.

The idea that non-state institutions play a role in Lebanon’s power-sharing politics is
not new. Melanie Cammett and Sukriti Issar (2010, 381-421), for instance, use spatial
analysis to show that competition among sectarian groups in Lebanon occurs outside of
formal institutionalised channels and can spill over into street protests or violent clashes
that sway the outcome of elite negotiations. Najib Hourani (2013, 39-55) talks about
“states within states” to refer to institutions that are non-state but which compete with
formal state institutions and jeopardize Lebanon’s sovereignty. But rather than con-
ceptualise these institutions as competitive, I borrow from the seminal work of
Gretchen Helmke and Steven Levitsky (2004, 725-40), which shows that informal non-
state structures through mechanisms of consultation, sanctioning and rule-making can
shape the performance of state institutions. The non-state institutions in Lebanon,
whether abiding by formal or informal rules, have created avenues for dialogue and
decision-making which support the role of the state. Even when political consensus is
lacking, the zu’ama are able to rely on these mechanisms to bargain and further their
own interests in difficult situations, as this historical background has shown.

The significance of studying state institutions and non-state mechanisms in power-
sharing systems lies in the unveiling of the opportunities for negotiating governance
strategies and crisis responses. Douglass North (1991, 97-112) contends that history
cannot be understood without studying the continuity of institutions in imposing
constraints or opening up opportunities for trade, political deal-making, and constitu-
tional development. Sven Steinmo et al. (1992) explain how mechanisms consist of
informal rules, norms and practices historically embedded in the organisation of
politics, society and the economy. But the existing literature on power-sharing has
overlooked the important role of non-state institutional mechanisms in shaping poli-
tical outcomes. Instead, it has largely focused solely on the outcomes of power-sharing
agreements; for example leading to democratic reform (McGarry and O’Leary 2006, 43-
63) or favouring (Spears 2000, 105-18) or impeding (Roeder and Rothchild 2005)
lasting peace.

The focus on these outcomes has however also provided substantial evidence that
political elites can devise non-state institutions to further their own interests in
a power-sharing system. The Lebanese zu’ama have designed and maintained a web
of clientelistic networks through the provision of welfare and have systematically
appropriated public and state institutions to serve their own interests and constituencies
(Cammett 2014). As such, they have an interest in maintaining power-sharing and
exploiting state resources for their own legitimacy. Elections are an opportunity to
extend their role in government by buying votes to maintain the same historical power
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balance among the sectarian zu’ama (Corstange 2012, 483-505). The patron-client
relationship between a political leader (za’im) and his loyalists remains one of the
oldest and most powerful non-state institutions in Lebanon. In the recent words of
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt (2018) “forbearance and mutual tolerance” have been the
norm in Lebanon, except that, unlike in the United States, these notions have served to
undermine democracy and state institutions in Lebanon.

The restricted political elite’s governance through power-sharing rests on the ability
of the zu’ama to design and maintain mutual tolerance even while they are political
opponents. Recent literature on the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon reveals repeated
use of the terms ‘deal-making’, ‘weak state’, ‘immobilism’, and ‘political sectarianism’,
without recognising the role of non-state institutions in governing during this period
(Fakhoury 2017, 681-700). Salloukh’s (2017, 62-78) analysis of the potential spill-over
effects from the Syrian crisis to Lebanon contends that the power-sharing system, as
maintained through non-democratic and extra-institutional mechanisms, may have
helped prevent Lebanon’s return to civil war. What we need to explore more is how
state and non-state institutions interacted together and upheld power-sharing during
the conflict in neighbouring Syria.

The question of how: Lebanese-style institutional mechanisms

Power-sharing in Lebanon has thus far weathered the political and security storm taking
place next door. According to Fakhoury (2017, 681-700), Lebanese politicians have even
succeeded in scoring political gains because of the Syrian refugee crisis. In this section,
I build on this argument and add that this was possible because the zu’ama had created
three non-state institutional mechanisms that were already functional before the conflict
in Syria. These non-state institutional mechanisms are the zu’ama’s concessions over the
role of Hezbollah, the National Dialogue Table, and the leveraging of foreign patronage.
They allow for off-the-record consultations, bargaining and negotiations, in which poli-
ticians use para-public and non-constitutional mechanisms to further their interests,
often with competing aims. They also contribute to creating and maintaining a shared
interest and, as such, result in the absence of an incentive to confront political opponents.
In the words of Giovanni Capoccia and Daniel Kelemen (2007, 341-69), they result in
a “resilient and self-reproducing institutional equilibrium”.

Concessions to Hezbollah

The first of these non-state institutional mechanisms focused on negotiating Lebanon’s
security policy towards the crisis in Syria. Officially, the Lebanese government did not
take a stance for or against the revolution in Syria. But March 8 and March 14 pursued
contradictory narratives concerning whether the uprising in Syria made rightful
demands or not. Despite polarisation and fragmentation, March 14 largely bargained
and avoided confrontation with Hezbollah despite its direct involvement in the conflict
alongside the Syrian regime (Salloukh 2017, 62-78).

The ability of politicians to negotiate contradictory claims over security has its roots
in the agreements reached by the political elite following the civil war. The postwar
governmental policy was the disarmament of all militias except for the resistance arms
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of Hezbollah under the official slogan of “people, army, and resistance” (Berti 2010, 91-
100). Under the pretext of liberating Lebanese land from Israeli occupation, Hezbollah’s
weaponry continued to grow in size and influence, reaching a peak in the 2006 war with
Israel, which ended with Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah declaring a holy victory
against Israel. The 2008 Doha agreement, whereby Hezbollah retains a one-third veto
power in the cabinet, marked a new era in March 8 and March 14 relations.

Since then, both blocs have formed governments together in which rampant corrup-
tion has brought mutual benefits to the parties (Leenders 2012). Although Lebanese
politicians may disagree over the role of Hezbollah in present-day Syria – and Yemen –
they continue to be able to form governments and divide ministries among themselves,
even after long periods of deadlock (Fakhoury 2019, 12). By the same token, even
though Hezbollah is a non-state armed group, it continues to need representation
within the state and alliances with other zu’ama to further its interests.

In 2009, Hezbollah issued a new manifesto claiming that defending Lebanon against
occupation and foreign attacks was the mission of its resistance arm, thus turning the
state, the army, and the people into backers of this resistance. The clear imbalance of
power in Hezbollah’s favour, however, created no incentive for either March 14 or the
Lebanese Army to look for a stand-off with Hezbollah and, as long as March 14 allowed
Hezbollah to operate freely inside Syria, there was no incentive for a confrontation with
March 8 factions either (Nerguizian 2009). As a non-state institution, Hezbollah is
a contentious issue among Lebanese politicians, but its role and weaponry are not
negotiated within state institutions such as parliament. Rather agreements among the
zu’ama allow them to pursue their competing interests and turn a blind eye to
Hezbollah’s role as an armed non-state actor.

National Dialogue

The second non-state institutional mechanism is the National Dialogue Table.
National dialogues have been an essential part of Lebanon’s power-sharing system
since its inception. National dialogues foster consensus-building among politicians to
help address issues of strategic concern (Hartmann 2017). Participants are chosen
and invited by the President or Speaker of the House and the dialogues remain
inaccessible to outsiders. The practice is that the dialogue is convened in numerous
rounds held over several weeks. The media and public await a decision once the
dialogue is completed. The minutes and deliberations of the Dialogue Table are often
released to the press and become as, if not more, important than decisions taken
within state institutions. In fact, decisions emanating from the Dialogue Table create
the vision and scope for the work of state institutions, parliament, and subsequent
cabinet meetings.

With respect to refugees for instance, until 2014, no official plan or decree was issued
to regulate the presence of refugees. Lebanese politicians agreed not even to label
Syrians as refugees but to treat them as displaced Syrians (naziheen) and handled
activities and programs on this issue through strategic directives taken from the
National Dialogue. The National Dialogue Table acts as a substitute for state institu-
tions, but also needs the state for protection and resources.
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Between 2011 and 2016, the National Dialogue Table was convened to address
multiple crises; it focused on Lebanon’s stability amidst regional upheaval and on the
stated need to support both refugees and host communities. Through this dialogue,
politicians effectively sidelined the role of central government institutions and pushed
for municipalities and local non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to fill the gap in
providing basic services whenever and however possible, on condition that aid would
also benefit host communities and not only refugees. Outcomes of the National
Dialogue provided the direction for state institutions to negotiate the aid coming in
for refugees (Geha and Talhouk 2018).

Foreign patronage

The third mechanism is that of the relationship between the Lebanese government and
donor agencies, which results from the fact that different Lebanese factions have their
own foreign allies. These relations shape a complex foreign policy outcome whereby the
same country maintains ties with international rivals. Historically the Christian politi-
cians leverage their ties with France and the US, Sunni politicians with Saudi Arabia,
and the Shi’a with Iran. Therefore, while Hezbollah is free to adopt an anti-American
discourse, ministries and municipalities are also free to receive funding from USAID
and technical assistance from various US and EU funded programs. Close ties with
Saudi and Iranian allies have politicised aid flowing in for reconstruction and local
development efforts, as was the case in the period after the 2006 war with Israel
(MacGinty and Hamieh 2010, 47-64). Thus, foreign patronage has played a major
role in the formation of the Lebanese nation state and continues to be a core pillar
sustaining the Lebanese polity, even in times of crisis.

Formally, the situation of Syrian refugees had a precedent in that Lebanon is host to
almost 450,000 Palestinian refugees who were driven out of their homeland in 1948 and
again in 1967 (UNRWA 2019). Palestine refugees continue to be dependent on the
services of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the
Near East (UNRWA) due to the restricted access to public education, public health care
and employment available to them. Palestinian refugee camps have over the years
turned into pockets of misery, radicalisation and armed conflict between Palestinian
factions and the Lebanese army. To avoid a similar situation with Syrian refugees,
Lebanese politicians imposed a non-encampment policy on donor agencies, but allowed
the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) to register and provide aid and relief to Syrians
starting in 2011. According to one legal expert,

Politically, socially, economically, the crisis was politicised between pro- and anti-Syrian
regime groups. Because of this divisiveness, politicians agreed internally that the govern-
ment does not refer to Syrians as refugees because of the legal obligation the term refugees
brings and instead calls them displaced Syrians which is easier to manage.1

Here a decision negotiated outside state institutions gave directions for how state
institutions should devise policies and with what narratives to address the refugee crisis.

1Legal consultant, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 10 December 2017.
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The question of what: central and local level policies

Through insights from interviews and secondary sources, this section makes the case
that the Lebanese political system was able to maintain governance by purposely
distributing crisis activities among central and local governments, as well as local and
international organisations based on sector-specific criteria and policy preferences. Far
from being a rights-based response, the government opted for very clear policy direc-
tives pertaining to security and border non-control during the crisis.

The overall policy directives were that Syrians were temporarily displaced people
who could be registered with UNHCR and had a right to receive basic humanitarian
aid. There would be no designated area for settlement and no-encampment policy.
Officially, the Lebanese government was open to and encouraged donor support, which
went directly to ministries for certain policy sectors (mainly education and health) or
directly to municipalities and NGOs (mainly relief and socio-economic development).
Municipalities were free to register and regulate the presence of refugees as a strategy of
decentralising the crisis and as such municipalities were free to impose practices
including curfews – as well as random raids on Syrian refugees (Human Rights
Watch 2014). Even when municipalities violated the basic rights of mobility of refugees,
the Ministry of the Interior and Municipalities did not move a finger despite outcries by
activists against such practices (Tahhan 2016).

Interviewees explained how the imbalance of military power led to a laissez-faire
policy towards Hezbollah, as evident in security and border policy. Political party
officials interviewed in this study converged on the idea that while deadlock prevailed
during the crisis, the Lebanese system was able to survive this shock. Representatives of
political parties allied with March 14 clearly explained that this imbalance in military
power, with Hezbollah as the most powerful security actor, discouraged them from
insisting on regulating the status and presence of refugees. One Ministry official
explained, “We were aware that political leaders had one thing in common, which is
that, regardless of their private interests, they do not want to fall back into civil war, and
they are not capable of fighting internally.”2

Confronted with the early repercussions of the Syrian crisis, President Michel
Suleiman convened a National Dialogue in June 2012 and announced a policy of
disassociation; or a policy of no policy (siyasat al na’i bel nafs) towards the conflict
itself. This came to be known as the Baabda Declaration which stated that the
Lebanese government was committed to withholding the provision of military sup-
port for any side in the Syrian conflict, but at the same time was supportive of
humanitarian solidarity and free political expression. Yet, within less than a year,
Hezbollah leader Nasrallah acknowledged that his party had sent combatants to fight
in Syria in support of the Assad regime. No formal legal repercussions of this
involvement were debated in the formal national institutions, occasional voices
were raised in the media but Lebanon never addressed this issue officially.
According to one Ministerial advisor,

There was never really a policy of disassociation. It was only so by name, but in practice
there is a major party involved in the Syrian war. We cannot justify having Lebanese

2Ministry advisor, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 11 December 2017.
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fighters in Syria by saying we are trying to prevent extremists from entering our borders,
this is against international law.3

Hezbollah adopted a discourse which extended its role in resistance to inside Syria
under the pretence of fighting ISIS, while the government remained largely silent
resorting to its earlier policy of ‘army, people, and resistance’, therefore formally
recognising the role of Hezbollah (Hazbun 2016, 1053–70). By 2013 Hezbollah had
troops deployed on the ground and was openly fighting alongside the Assad regime to
take over villages across Syria.

Another government official explained: “There was a positive collusion from the
political parties in the country. Both camps did not want to enter into an internal
conflict for several reasons and so they kept a minimum level of tolerance towards each
other.”4

The second policy outcome during the crisis was the decision to postpone parlia-
mentary elections three times. Here again, the non-state institutional mechanisms of
making concessions to Hezbollah and compromising through off-the-record dialogue
maintained the pillars of power-sharing despite a lack of formal consensus on the
refugee crisis. Postponement of parliamentary elections revealed an entrenched urge to
secure the interests of the zu’ama and to allow them to maintain their grip over existing
resources during the crisis.

Since 1943, the only precedent for not holding elections had been the Lebanese civil
war. When asked how they felt about not holding elections, one party official explained,
“We can’t do anything in Lebanon without consensus. The more we realise this, the
better we get at dialogue and communication with all parties.”5 Indeed, while strongly
diverging on whether the events in Syria constituted a conflict, a war, or a revolution,
and whether the regime in Syria was friend or foe, the Lebanese zu’ama was able to
agree on the need to avoid competing through electoral institutions. By shifting energy
away from an electoral competition, both March 8 and March 14 politicians were left to
negotiate their own interests vis-à-vis a new electoral law and a new cabinet.

The new electoral law finally issued in 2017 after almost a decade of not holding
elections delineated a hybrid system of proportional representation in small districts
with a one preferential vote per each general district (qada), thereby retaining a strong
bias as each sectarian group could vote for their preferred leader running at that level.
Indeed, the law showed continuity with the gerrymandering of districts to correspond
to sectarian homogeneity in voters and the absence of binding provisions against vote
buying. The results of the 2018 elections maintained the status quo in terms of the
make-up of parliament, with the noteworthy election of several figures close to the
Syrian regime. While compromise on electoral laws is the hallmark of power-sharing
politics, postponing the elections for so long and then enacting a new law shows the
relational dynamic between state and non-state institutions during this crisis.

The third policy outcome is evident in the distribution of policy action and pre-
rogatives between central and local levels of government. Although not initiated until
2015, the Lebanon Crisis Response Plan (LCRP) represents the only published

3Ministry advisor, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 7 December 2017.
4Ministry advisor, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 7 December 2018.
5Ministry advisor, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 1 December 2018.
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document, updated in 2016 and again in 2017, outlining the major requirements of
Lebanon’s response plan to the refugee crisis. Also negotiated outside of state institu-
tions, in October 2014, the Lebanese government adopted a new policy to curb the
influx of Syrians trying to enter Lebanon. “When the influx increased, the government
decided to stop registering Syrians. This was an oral decision communicated by the
Prime Minister to the Ministry of the Interior and Municipalities, there is no trace of it
on paper.”6

By May 2015, the UNHCR had complied with the government’s decision and
suspended registration of refugees, essentially handing new entries over to General
Security, the Lebanese intelligence agency. A Ministry official noted that “UN agencies
had acted on their own for the most part in the first stages of the crisis, and this was
after we had given them room to do so. However, they took it overboard. All refugee-
related decisions were left to them.”7 After the government decided to intervene and
take clear policy directives on the presence of refugees, this was no longer possible.

The LCRP and the subsequent statements of Lebanon at the Brussels conferences
supporting the future of Syria and the region highlight specific policy recommenda-
tions, desired outcomes, and budgets per sector of response (EU statement 2017).
Formally and officially, Lebanon did not recognise Syrians as refugees, violated its
own commitment to withhold military intervention in Syria, and yet actively collabo-
rated with the UN to develop an elaborate policy approach to handling education,
energy, food, protection and health care. The LCRP stated that

[T]he concerted response by the government, the international community and civil
society has helped stabilise the situation of displaced Syrians in 2016, with only a slight
worsening of socio-economic vulnerability levels compared to 2015, after a sharp dete-
rioration between 2014 and 2015 (LCRP 2016, 11).

But in reality there was evidence that economic conditions had worsened more than
slightly, and when this was in the interest of Lebanese politicians the economic cost of
the refugee crisis was always highlighted. To further their own demands, Lebanese
government officials would cite that the World Bank estimated that Lebanon had
incurred losses of $13.1 bn since 2012 out of which $5.6 bn in 2015 alone (The
Guardian 2016). Despite claims that the Lebanese infrastructure was weak even before
the crisis, these estimates allowed the zu’ama to exploit the refugee crisis to fund state
institutions.

Most of the response was outsourced to international donors, municipalities, and
NGOs. Almost all humanitarian and developmental funding and responses were decen-
tralised to the local level (Knudsen 2017). Recognising that there was a deadlock at the
central level, Lebanese politicians accepted that donors intervene in providing shelter,
basic assistance and, gradually as the crisis continued, support for local economic
development. These donors understood and recognised the Lebanese security situation.
According to one political party official,

6Ministry advisor, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 11 December 2017.
7Ibid.
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Donors never really asked us about Hezbollah, they just understood that this was the
situation. Of course, they also never shared any real data with us because they did not trust
the government. Still this did not stop them from funding local projects.8

Municipalities and NGOs thus became direct recipients of aid and direct actors in
deciding the policy of service provision, including what services were provided and to
whom. “In many cases it was NGOs that were contacting ministries and involving them
as part of their projects, instead of having things the other way around,” explained one
advisor to a Minister.9 This was the case especially in the Bekaa Valley and the North
which hosted the largest numbers of Syrian refugees from 2012 onwards, with more
than 403,145 accounting for 35 percent of all refugees in the country (UNHCR 2014).
The Ministry of the Interior and Municipalities implicitly gave municipalities a green
light to handle the presence of refugees, which included imposing curfews whenever
municipalities saw it fit to do so. Community actors were also tasked with mitigating
tensions and disputes between refugee and host communities. Representatives of
informal Syrian communities, mainly male figures, became known as the shawish and
would routinely coordinate meetings with donors and speak on behalf of the Syrians
(Mercy Corps 2014).

By delegating the responsibility to respond to donor-supported municipalities, the
zu’ama carried out a role that the central government should have played. They used
the refugee crisis to ask for more funding and support from the international commu-
nity. The Lebanese government however purposefully retained a role for executive
institutions in the policy areas of education and public health as these provide key
state services for constituents (Geha 2019, 82-83). The Ministry of Education and
Higher Education (MEHE) directly managed the education policy and secured funding
for a flagship program for increasing access to education for Syrian children, Reaching
All Children with Education in Lebanon (RACE). The Ministry of Public Health
(MoPH) also developed a central-level policy response to the refugee crisis. Provision
of health care to both Lebanese and non-Lebanese was maintained throughout the crisis
by including Syrians in the existing healthcare system (Ammar et al. 2016) An inter-
ministerial crisis cell was created at the Prime Minister’s office to coordinate program-
matic efforts and liaise with donor agencies.

Politicians, despite their divisions over the events in Syria, sought to maintain
control over funding and distribute roles between Ministries and municipalities.
Regarded initially as coincidental or signs of weakness, these were instead purposeful
outcomes of extended negotiations and bargaining through institutions outside the state
which resulted in directives for state institutions. So much so that, according to UN
High Commissioner for Refugees Antonio Guterres, “Lebanon is a key pillar in the
international framework for the protection of Syrian refugees, and without it, that entire
system would collapse.” (UN News Center 2014). The interaction between state and
non-state allowed for power-sharing to remain the pillar of governance and for that
governance, no matter how democratically flawed, to endure the external and internal
pressures emanating from the war in Syria.

8Advisor to Office of Prime Minister, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 6 December 2017.
9Ministry advisor, confidential interview with author, Beirut, 11 December 2017.
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Conclusion: sharing power and ‘faking’ governance

Lebanon’s state institutions are not weakened by the presence of robust non-state
institutions. Instead, both state and non-state institutions interact and provide mechan-
isms for negotiation and bargaining which are necessary for maintaining power-
sharing. Embedded in historically rooted institutional mechanisms, the negotiated
agreements provide direction for state institutions.

The evidence presented in this article has focused on the role of central state and non-
state institutions, NGOs, andmunicipalities in responding to the refugee crisis. But it is also
possible to find evidence for this in other instances in which off-the-record dialogue
provided strategic direction for policymaking within state institutions. In the words of
one party official, “Our system is designed to endure crisis and shock, it is not reformist and
it is not democratic but it enables us to survive despite our differences.”10 The thin crust of
consensus among the deeply divided zu’ama is maintained not through formal electoral or
parliamentary institutions, but through decisions and agreements crafted outside the state.

While widely recognised, the mediation and arbitration role of non-state institutions in
maintaining power-sharing arrangements is grossly under-theorised. This article has focused
on the case of Lebanon to bring forward empirical evidence of how the political elite can
devise para-public institutional mechanisms to address even the most acute of crises.

The principal aim of this article has been to contribute to the existing literature on the
Lebanese response to the Syrian refugee crisis by showing the relations between state and
non-state institutions. But the conceptual framework used to explain this case can be
applied to other comparable contexts. Studying power-sharing by looking at the role of
non-state institutions that can foster policymaking is relevant to countries such as Libya,
Iraq and even future Syria where deep cleavages require negotiation not only in govern-
ment institutions. The mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion from state institutions as
they relate, for example, to former regime allies in Libya versus pro-revolution forces may
be navigated better through dialogue than through electoral competition. The point here is
not to promote these mechanisms as alternatives to the state, but to understand their role
better in the functioning of the state. Instead of dismissing the Lebanese state as weak,
a look at the role of non-state and often informal institutions shows more robustness and
continuity. Without understanding what keeps the state afloat, we cannot envision the
whole picture nor be able to advocate desired reforms.

The existing literature on power-sharing emphasises the importance of bringing the
warring factions of competing sides to the table to agree on guaranteed representation
for recognised political groupings. The case study here, however, also provides
a conceptual and empirical word of caution: power-sharing can enshrine a form of
‘fake’ governance that rests on a set of non-state institutions and on the willingness of
politicians to continue to control state resources.
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