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LEBANON AMIDST THE SPIRAL OF A MIDDLE EAST IN FLAMES

With the heightening of the Israeli bombings in Beirut’s suburbs, the Bekaa, and South
Lebanon, how is this violence being experienced in Lebanon, in a society already deeply
scarred since the Beirut port explosion in August 2020, amid the rapid worsening of the
country's economic and financial collapse?

The unprecedented and overwhelming war on Lebanon — that is still not reaching an effective end
— has reawakened much anxiety in and around the country’s future. For the Lebanese people,
this Israeli aggression inevitably revived the specter of past conflicts, in a society that never really
managed to come to terms with its past. Time and again in recent decades, sudden external
shocks have led to a reshaping of existing political balances, with one faction or another dreaming
of imposing a new political order through its hegemony. However, the history of the Middle East
shows that no lasting social pact can be built on a defeat orchestrated from the outside. Each of
these attempts has carried with it the seeds of its own destruction. No faction in the country should
give in to this strategic illusion today, as Lebanon once again teeters on the brink of collapse.

A NEW CYCLE OF VIOLENCE: THE 1982 PARADIGM

Since the beginning of the Israeli offensive on

— ‘ ‘ Lebanon, many commentators have drawn
Since the beginning of the Israeli offensive on comparisons to the 2006 conflict. HOW?VGF’ the
Lebanon, many commentators have drawn parallel that more aptly comes to mind from
comparisons to the 2006 conflict. However, Beirut’s perspective is the war of 1982. Like in
the parallel that more aptly comes to mind 1982, the Israeli offensive was driven by the goal
from Beirut’s perspective is the war of 1982. of eradicating an armed group — the Palestine

Liberation Organization (PLO) at the time, and
, ’ === Hezbollah today — both viewed by Israel as an

almost existential military threat, and both having
become a burdensome actor in the internal political construction. These military campaigns, both
past and present, are fueled, either openly or implicitly, by the desire to change the existing
political order, to replace one regime with another. In 1982, Ariel Sharon and Menachem Begin
entered Lebanon with the official aim of pushing the PLO beyond the Litani River and imposing a
new security agreement with Lebanon. The operation had then continued until the siege of Beirut,
culminating with the election of a new president of the Republic, followed by the imposition of a
peace treaty (which was later undone when the situation overturned again). This same temptation
for regime change was, and still is present today, albeit more subtly. It surfaces here and there,
including in American discourses, with the outgoing as well as the new administration, embracing
the idea that the war’s objective is to ultimately create a Hezbollah-free political landscape.

The comparison with the 1982 war doesn't stop here. Both outside and inside Lebanon, some
believe that after Hassan Nasrallah’s assassination and the strikes that have severely tested
Hezbollah, the group, which not long ago wielded its near-absolute power over Lebanon, is now
in agony, even on the brink of collapse and annihilation. Building on this reasoning fosters the
belief that establishing a different order on these smoldering ruins is possible. The parallel with
the Christian psyche at the time is tempting: in August 1982, Lebanon’s Christians were at the
height of their power, with the election of their charismatic and historical leader, Bachir Gemayel,
to the presidency. However, Bachir Gemayel was assassinated just twenty days after his election,
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dashing a dream of hegemony only to pave the way for another. Today, it is yet another segment
of the country — a broad spectrum of Hezbollah's opponents — that dreams of hegemony, unaware
of the current socio-demographic and political balances, and perhaps emboldened by the hubris
of Benjamin Netanyahu.

In the aftermath of 1982, Lebanon had also experienced significant sociological changes due to
the Israeli invasion. A large part of the Shiite population from the south had flocked to a partially
destroyed Beirut, transforming entire neighborhoods into makeshift slums, whose traits remain
vividly present in the city today. The same phenomenon is unfolding again right now, and it must
be integrated in any future analysis. One million displaced people have slept on the sidewalks
and in the vacant lots of Beirut; in 1984, it was this very situation that led to Beirut being taken
over by the Amal movement, the only group at the time, just as today, capable of maintaining
order in these devastated neighborhoods. Sure, return has been often quick, once hostilities have
halted, but the overall question of reconstruction and return is still open.

While weakened and humiliated, Hezbollah will however not disappear. It is also possible that it
will mutate and be tempted to return to its origins, meaning a covert, clandestine movement,
sometimes violent and terrorist, recruiting from the new reserve army of the uprooted. Today, 1.5
million Shiites are living through a historical defeat and, with the death of their leader, the feeling
of being abandoned, surrounded, and on the verge of being finished. Syria’s rapid and
tremendous changes, with the fall of the Assad dictatorship, is compounding this feeling of
encirclement. Just hours after Nasrallah's assassination, certain neighborhoods of the city were
cordoned off by the security forces of the Amal movement and Hezbollah. And, in a typically
Lebanese mirroring effect, similar militia-driven tendencies began to emerge within the Christian
community, where long before the current devastating war, separatist discourse had already
begun to surface, centered around the theme of an inevitable divorce from another part of society
to which "nothing binds us anymore, and from people we no longer want to, nor can we,
resemble."

Lebanon is today on the brink of explosion: while there are about one million displaced Shiites,
the country also hosts one million Syrian refugees. Many of those refugees celebrated the news
of Hassan Nasrallah’s assassination, harboring an inextinguishable hatred for Hezbollah due to
the exactions committed by the group in Syria. In the most pessimistic projections, this
impoverished and precarious population, being itself displaced and uprooted for a long time, easy
to arm should it fall prey to regional mobilization projects, could become a reserve force raised to
crush what remains of Hezbollah. Faced with this volatile mix, with all the ingredients already in
place, it would only take one more spark to ignite the powder keg. It is within this context that we
should perhaps understand the ultimatum issued by Benjamin Netanyahu to the Lebanese
population: "Israel has weakened Hezbollah, it is now up to you to finish off the beast; otherwise,
massive bombings will continue, and the fate of Gaza will then be yours." With Syria now freed of
its oppressive regime, refugee return should also be put on top of the Lebanese policy agenda,
S0 as to alleviate this risk.

Amid this bleak picture, however, another positive scenario remains conceivable. Yet, it can only
be so under certain conditions: a solid and lasting ceasefire, an end to hostilities based on terms
that ensure its permanence (UNSC Resolution 1701+ that has now been put in motion), is the
sine qua non for this to happen; any notion of an endless renewed “total war," until the complete
eradication of the complex entity that is Hezbollah, would carry within it the seeds of the country's
overall destruction; leveraging this respite to elect a president of the Republic who is both
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consensual and strong, with the wisdom and capacity to immediately convene a real and honest
national dialogue, focusing on the conditions for Hezbollah's disarmament, its integration into the
Lebanese political community once its transformation is achieved, addressing it with reason, not
through a rhetoric of surrender.

what is needed is the reworking or re-writing of
a new social and political pact; something that

Given the current state of Lebanese politics, ‘ ‘

Given the current state of Lebanese politics,

was outlined at the end of the 15-year civil war what is needed is the reworking or re-writing
in 1990, but has been avoided and hollowed out of a new social and political pact; something
since then, and must now be revisited, that was outlined at the end of the 15-year
rethought, and decisively put into action. To civil war in 1990, but has been avoided and
accompany this new beginning, to give it hollowed out since then.

substance and protect it, it will also be , ’ —
necessary to find a political leadership — from all

sides — one that is farsighted, wise, and moderate in its ambitions, having moved beyond the
illusions of mutual domination, and aware of the fragilities of the social fabric of a country drained
not only since October 8, 2023, or since the gigantic economic and financial collapse of 2019, but
since its elites have put the state and its institutions under tight control, through kleptocratic
cannibalism, identity-driven mobilizations, and subservience to the desires of foreign patrons or
protectors. But how can we set these very figures aside, when it is they who would be responsible
for this task?

In the absence of such a virtuous circle, which is in itself difficult to set off and fraught with fragile
and uncertain sequences, the risk of escalation into civil war becomes tangible. It would arise
from the mix of a possible radicalization of a Hezbollah defeated abroad, humiliated, but still fierce
internally, ready to fight to protect what remains of its gains and what can still be saved from its
popular base on the one hand, and an opposing camp, vindictively seeking revenge and eager to
seize a — sustainable? — shift of the overall regional situation, on the other hand, to push forward
its leverage and reclaim what it deems lost ground. While Hezbollah can be militarily defeated in
the south, it still possesses a significant internal arsenal and remains firmly anchored in its own
social, economic, and political fabric. Only a balanced Shiite leadership — and especially a
restored one — could plug into this virtuous circle and prevent the worst. This is where we must
carefully observe what will happen on the social and intellectual stage of political Shiism, in order
to try to understand not only who will be the new Nasrallah but who will reshape the political scene
of this community on still-open ruins, and how. After 1982, to return once more to this precedent,
it took eight years for the leaders of the Christian community to accept the new balances, validated
by the Taéf Agreement, and end a 15-year war. The lesson is harsh: changing the balance of
power on the ground is not enough to rebuild a viable political order; it should be complemented
by fine and patient engineering of social and political inclusion.
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A NEW REGIONAL ARCHITECTURE? THE 2003
PARADIGM

The evolution of Hezbollah cannot occur independently of other regional actors, with Iran at the
forefront. Today, Hezbollah is a complex organization with a multi-layered structure: an armed
wing, albeit depleted and eroded, a political party that stems from the Shiite segments of the
Lebanese left, Amal, and, at times, remnants of certain branches of the PLO within Lebanon.
Around this, a significant portion of the Lebanese population — multigenerational and spanning
various social classes — has for several years, lived in, from, and around the "Hezbollah society."
While not necessarily being sympathetic to the movement, this population is familiar with it, lives
off it sometimes, and quite often depends on it. Moreover, since 1992, following the end of the
Lebanese Civil War, Hezbollah has undergone a long, slow, and winding process of integration
into Lebanese political and social life. This journey has had its setbacks and episodes of violence
but has also led, through the institutional electoral processes, to the acceptance of Lebanese
political norms and practices. This complex and gradual transformation is something to which
Hassan Nasrallah — perceived as the party’s moderate figure in contrast to others seen as
significantly more radical — has considerably contributed. This raises the risk and fear that the
outcome of this war might reverse this process, causing Hezbollah to retreat to its original
foundations and revert to its core DNA.

Iran's position will thus be decisive, but there remains great uncertainty about what Tehran will
decide. Hezbollah is the most significant investment of the Islamic Republic in the region; in forty
years of methodical construction of Iranian power, this apparatus has cost billions of dollars,
encompassing ideological, military, and societal indoctrination and training, as well as the
meticulous networking of an entire community’s spaces. It is currently unclear whether the
Iranians will choose to reinvest in this party, at least in the same way and to the same extent.
They could just as easily shut themselves away and focus on new negotiations with the West, or,
conversely, initiate a counteroffensive after some time, as they did during Hezbollah's
foundational period. For now, and until the new U.S. administration kicks off, it will be difficult to
gain clarity on Iran’s intentions; and it is not even certain that the situation will become clearer
afterward.

On that level, future directions of American foreign policy in the region, and its vision for the Middle
East under reshaping, will be crucial. Will there be enough international diplomatic leverage to
halt the war, revive a peace process centered on the Palestinian issue, re-engage in dialogue
with Iran, moderate Hezbollah and encourage its integration into Lebanon’s national identity? In
this context, it is not 1982 but rather 2003 that

w— ‘ ‘ comes to mind as a precedent and model.
Believing that the Abraham Accords allowto ~ Similarly to 2003, the Americans today also
circumvent the need for a genuine Israeli- appear to be succumbing to the idea that force
Palestinian peace would mean reinforcing and ~ can resolve everything and that the lIsraeli
perpetuating Netanyahu's illusion. For if there is  military campaign could entirely reshape the
a Netanyahu vision for a “‘new Middle East,”itis  regional order, even at the cost of bringing Iran
undoubtedly one without a Palestinian state. to its knees. If S0, they would be repeating the
, ’ = Same mistakes made in 2003 in Iraqg, although
the Biden administration was expected to




LEBANON AMIDST THE SPIRAL OF A MIDDLE EAST IN FLAMES

embody the antithesis of the neoconservatives who set the tone for U.S. foreign policy at that
time.

Believing that the Abraham Accords allow to circumvent the need for a genuine Israeli-Palestinian
peace would mean reinforcing and perpetuating Netanyahu's illusion. For if there is a Netanyahu
vision for a “new Middle East,” it is undoubtedly one without a Palestinian state, without a “two-
state solution” something he repeatedly emphasizes. Yet the recent history of the Middle East
consistently demonstrates the impossibility of building a lasting order in the region while ignoring
the Palestinian question. Like the Kurdish or Armenian issues, or others, it will always resurface,
as a repressed conflict returning to haunt the region in increasingly violent forms.

This raises the uncertain question of the contours of this new regional order and the architecture
of the Middle East. Assuming the balance of power allows for the near-permanent sidelining of
the Palestinian issue, what allies would Israel then have as a dominant force? Would it rely
exclusively on a few Gulf monarchies whose regional agenda largely revolves around the theme
of counter-revolution and authoritarian restoration, which have stifled the Arab uprisings of the
past decade? Can one seriously imagine, for instance, that the Iranians’ ultimate wish is the return
of the Shah to power — or that the Shah, brought back on the wings of an external intervention,
could maintain the unity of such a mosaic-like country? Netanyahu, just as he had recently done
with the Lebanese, directly addressed the Iranian people a few weeks ago, promising them
freedom and happiness after liberating them from their theocratic-authoritarian regime. This
illusion, yet another one, is as grand as when the United States believed its army would be
welcomed as a liberator by the Iraqis, and that a new Iraq would form around a figure like Ahmed
Chalabi.

In such a paradigm, the current upheavals foreshadow twenty years of violent repercussions in
the region. For the past 120 years, this region has been witnessing the repetition of a tragic cycle,
what is termed in Arabic as “Mazloulmiyyah,” or the humiliation and misfortune of certain factions,
a feeling that rotates, in turn, like a gloomy game of musical chairs. Since 2003, with the fall of
Saddam Hussein, followed by the death of Yasser Arafat and the assassination of Rafik Hariri,
this sense of humiliation and orphanhood prevailed among the Sunnis. As mentioned earlier, it
began with the death of Bachir Gemayel among Christians. Now, it is among the Shiites that the
same sentiment arises and we must resist the temptation, once again, to build an unjust order on
this very rubble, one that carries within it the seeds of its own destruction.

THE “GRAMMAR OF FORCE”: A “PUTINIZED WORLD”

What about the rest of the world? Beyond Iran and the United States, the question also arises
regarding the ambitions of Russia, China, and other powers challenging the international order.
This year of war in Gaza, and now in Lebanon, has also and above all, marked the victory of a
certain conception of international relations, where the language of force and violence against
civilian populations prevails. This is true both in the conduct of the war by Benjamin Netanyahu's
government and in the ‘inaugural’ action of Hamas on October 7. While the devastating trauma
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Netanyahu and his generals have directed it
toward a broader goal: to avenge and re-establish
for a long time the near-absolute supremacy of
Israel in its immediate and extended vicinity
through force and the demonstration of a
disproportionate  destruction capacity. The
objective is to establish, in the name of Israel's right
to defend itself, a kind of perpetual state of war ’ ’ —
under the misleading illusion that security only

stems from this. Whether passive spectators or active supporters, Western powers, particularly
Europeans, have yet to fully grasp the probable effects of this erosion of international law,
humanitarian law, and the law of war. This erosion is gradually ending their own hegemony by
undermining the normative structure on which they built ‘their’ world since 1945.

caused by October 7 fully unleashed Israeli wrath, ‘ ‘

This year of war in Gaza, and now in Lebanon,
has also and above all, marked the victory of a
certain conception of international relations,
where the language of force and violence against
civilian populations prevails.

Already during the war in Syria, a new stage was reached in what | had called in Esprit, the
“Putinization of the world.” For several years now, we have been witnessing a surrender of all
types of law and norms in the face of the language of force and military power. However, it is an
illusion to think that entire countries, or even their societies, can be reshaped by brutal force alone,
by systematically blowing up entire villages, deporting their populations, and humiliating their
symbols; as was done in Syria yesterday, and as is happening today in Ukraine, Gaza, or southern
Lebanon, or as is now happening in the south of a supposedly new Syria, liberated from its former
dictatorship. Whether out of weariness, despair, or perhaps fascination, the West is also starting
to believe that force can solve everything, and that from barbarism, a new form of civility can
emerge.

As has been repeatedly said, this sense of double standards will continue to fuel an anti-Western
sentiment that is rapidly growing in the region. Very recently, German Foreign Minister Annalena
Baerbock explicitly defended the Israeli bombing of civilians in the name of the fight against
terrorism. In making these deaths acceptable, didn’t she realize that these are the same
arguments used by Vladimir Putin to justify the bombing of hospitals in Syria yesterday, or in
Ukraine today? By contributing to the normalization of violence and the dismantling of law and
norms, the West may not realize that it is undermining one of the main pillars of the legitimacy of
the liberal international order in place since the end of the 1940s. This relativization of its own
guarantees is deeply corrosive. Now, on the ruins of Gaza and the southern suburbs of Beirut,
the Western norm can no longer be the dominant parameter in international relations.

Looking ahead, one should ask if today’s revisionist powers, such as Russia or China, will
ultimately accept a Middle Eastern order being shaped without them, or, what’s more, against
them? This seems unlikely, but what is far more plausible is a scenario where Vladimir Putin and
Benjamin Netanyahu work to secure Donald Trump's election, hoping he might broker a deal with
Putin on Ukraine. In exchange, Putin would allow Trump and Netanyahu to reshape the Middle
East as they see fit. Supporting this grim scenario, Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law and
possibly once again promoted as special advisor for a "new Middle East" in the making, recently
wrote a surreal piece suggesting that Gaza could become one of the most stunning real estate
ventures on the Mediterranean — a golden opportunity for developers looking to yield profit from
the region. The United States is no longer the sole power player, neither in the region nor in the
world; but a new world order, functional and disciplined, is still far from seeing the light.
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Paradoxically, it is Iran that is now banking on what remains of American influence, hoping the
United States might still save it from a head-on war it fears — yet one that the entire region views
as an inevitable tragedy looming on the horizon.
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