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Lebanese Militias: A New Perspective
MARWAN GEORGE ROWAYHEB
Most of the literature on Lebanon during the years of the civil war, saw militias or
militiamen from a negative perspective. Militiamen were considered ruthless people
who contributed substantially to the breakdown of the state in Lebanon and who
used all kinds of violence against Lebanese civilians for the purpose of acquiring
their private property and imposing their dominance over well deﬁned geographical
areas.1
A few studies, however, have investigated the role of militias, but not from a
purely negative view, such as that of Judith Harik.2 Harik regarded militias as
providers of public services for the Lebanese when the state was unable to provide
those services during the years of the civil war.
This article intends to study militias from a diﬀerent perspective – one that will
shed light on positive aspects of the experience of militias in Lebanon and investigate
how a number of Lebanese (speciﬁcally militiamen) were managed during the civil
war so as to disregard their confessional background and achieve speciﬁed political
objectives. This was in a period when people predicted that the Lebanese would not
abandon their confessional identities since the Lebanese political system and the de
facto situation imposed by the civil war made identiﬁcation with one’s confessional
background valuable in acquiring political power or beneﬁts.
In Lebanon confessional identities were and still are diﬃcult to disregard in a
social and political community. Lebanon’s political system divided the Lebanese
along religious and political lines so as to organize socio-political aﬀairs. During the
ﬁfteen years of the civil war, this polarization was to increase dramatically. Thus, any
group of Lebanese – like the militiamen who will be studied here – that challenged
these cirumstances would be of interest.
In Lebanon and during the years of the civil war, one can list two categories of
militias in terms of the confessional composition of their members.3 The ﬁrst group
of militias such as Harakat Amal, Hizb Allah and Al-Murabitun attracted Lebanese
of similar confessional backgrounds respectively. Each of these militias attracted
Lebanese of the same confessional background who had no need to explicitly draw
their ethnic boundaries on common cultural markers diﬀerent from their
confessional ones to ensure their militia’s internal solidarity. In this case the militias
represented explicitly the interest of members coming from the same confessional
background.
The second category of militias included those whose members came from
diﬀerent confessional backgrounds. It is this group that has relevance for this
article. Since the members of each militia came from diﬀerent confessional
backgrounds, it was necessary to construct a sense of group solidarity based on
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non-confessional cultural markers. Therefore this study will investigate the
following militias: al-Hizb al-Suri al-Qawmi al-Ijtima‘i (the Syrian Socialist
Nationalist Party or SSNP), al-Hizb al-Shuyu‘i al-Lubnani (the Lebanese
Communist Party or LCP), the Kata’ib (Kataib), al-Quwwat al-Lubnaniyya (the
Lebanese Forces), al-Jabha al-Lubnaniyya (the Lebanese Front), and Tajammu‘
Rawabit al-Lijan al-Sha‘biyya (The Association of Popular Committees).
The more intriguing question is how these militiamen to be investigated managed
to mobilize themselves and cooperate in the face of the circumstances described
above? As will be demonstrated, the internal solidarity of these militias was boosted
not only by the organization, motivation, mobilization, resources, and ideology of its
members but mainly by the ability of the militiamen to draw ethnic boundaries along
non-religious cultural lines, and more precisely along Christian, Syrian, Arab and
Lebanese cultural lines.4
Studying theselected militias will also shed light on two other major aspects not
recognized in literature from the Lebanon. First, literature on Lebanon regarded the
war mainly as one which took place between the Maronites, the Sunnites, the Shiites,
and the Druzes. This article will show that the Lebanese with other religious
backgrounds played a substantial role in the war through their contribution to the
militias in this study.
Second, many Lebanese consider that some of these militias such as the SSNP and
LCP were used by some Lebanese (such as the Greek Orthodox) as a disguise to
mobilization on confessional grounds in order to gain political power. The members
of these militias were not mobilized according to religious backgrounds but
participated with other members of diﬀerent confessional backgrounds in drafting
the militias’ political programmes, structuring and organizing the units of these
militias, ﬁghting within para-military units in the diﬀerent military operations
undertaken.
How is one to explain the ability of these militiamen to overcome their religious
backgrounds and be able to claim to have another cultural feature in common with
other fellow members of diﬀerent confessional backgrounds for the purpose of
strengthening the ethnic solidarity of their militias? The instrumentalist approach to
the study of ethnic relations as deﬁned by Fredrik Barth ﬁnds explanations for the
case study presented here.5 This approach considers that ethnic groups are cultural
groups constructed and reconstructed by people for the purpose of interaction.6
Some literature on Lebanon takes some ideas from the primordialist approach to
study ethnic relations and rejects the applicability of the instrumentalist approach to
the study of ethnic relations in Lebanon as will be seen in this article. A good
example here would be Samir Khalaf’s book Lebanon’s Predicament.7 In general
terms, the primordial approach to the study of ethnicity was ﬁrst used by Edward
Shils and Cliﬀord Geertz, who identiﬁed certain types of social bond as primordial,
sacred and civil ties.8 They both stressed the importance of cultural ‘givens’ such as
religion, language, race, nationality and custom to which people assign ‘primordial’
attributes.9 They viewed them as ‘overpowering’ and ‘infallible’.10
The primordialist approach to the study of ethnicity is criticized here for its
inability to ﬁnd explanations for the case of the militiamen studied here and more
generally for its inability to ﬁnd explanations for the malleability of ethnic identities
in Lebanon. If, as claimed by primordialists, ethnic identities or groups are ineﬀable,
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overpowering and coercive, why then did these militiamen not organize themselves
according to the cultural markers from their religious backgrounds?11
On the other hand, a number of scholars did not explicitly accept segregation of
the Lebanese into ethnic groups. Many argue that ethnic groups are only biologically
based and the Lebanese cannot be diﬀerentiated in those terms.12 Whereas many
others consider that in Lebanon there are no clear-cut cultural diﬀerences that will
allow anyone to talk about ethnic groups having separate cultural bases.13
This article does not approve the arguments of the above literature. It strongly
supports the view that ethnic groups are about diﬀerences, be they cultural
or biological. Furthermore, this study considers that common cultural features or
cultural continuity among the Lebanese do not necessarily lead to the formation
of an extended cultural group that includes all Lebanese. It is not the number of
diﬀerences or their nature that provides a base for the formation of ethnic groups but
the way the individuals of these groups perceive these diﬀerences and use them to
distance themselves from others for the purpose of drawing ethnic boundaries.
Ethnic here is not restricted to biological characteristics but to any physical or nonphysical characteristics that can allow members of a group to diﬀerentiate
themselves clearly from members of another group.
Barth stressed that any individual can lay claim to a cultural feature for the purpose
of drawing ethnic boundaries and organize his or her political or non-political
interaction accordingly. Thus the ﬂexible nature of ethnic boundaries becomes a fact
hard to disregard when studying ethnic relations. Ethnic groups become in Barth’s
terms ‘highly situational, not primordial’.14 These boundaries classify militiamen and
other Lebanese under ‘us-versus-them’. In this way, ethnic boundaries organize and
structure interaction between militiamen and their human environment by
distinguishing Lebanese within the drawn boundaries of a designated ethnic group
from those who are not members of the same group.15 The emphasis on ascription as
the critical feature for the appearance of ethnic groups means that the ethnic
boundaries that deﬁne the group, and not the cultural stuﬀ that these boundaries
enclose, become the major and critical focus for investigation.16
Can a confessional group in Lebanon be considered an ethnic group? Yes it can.
Many cultural diﬀerences are perceptible when comparing confessional groups in
Lebanon. Thus, being ethnic, confessional groups are constructed or deconstructed for
the purpose of political interaction. In that perspective confessional identities are not
primordial but situational. Their use for social or political interaction is situational,
instrumental and dependent on the interest they guarantee to the people they claim to
hold. In that regard, individuals and in this case militiamen are free to ‘pick and mix’
from a ‘variety of ethnic heritages and cultures to forge their own individual or group
identities’.17 These boundaries classify militiamen and other Lebanese according to ‘usversus-them’. In this way, ethnic boundaries organize and structure interaction between
militiamen and their human environment by diﬀerentiating the Lebanese within the
drawn boundaries of a designated ethnic group from those who are not members of
that group. Thus, the critical feature in the appearance or disappearance of ethnic
groups becomes self-ascription or ascription by others:18 ‘only in so far as individuals
embrace it, are constrained by it, act on it, and experience it will ethnicity make an
organizational diﬀerence’.19 Ethnic boundaries that classify ethnic groups appear as a
result of interaction between militiamen.20
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This article will investigate the way the militiamen in each of the militias under
consideration drew ethnic boundaries and the way they moved about within these
militias. The drawing of ethnic boundaries will be studied by investigating the
diﬀerent cultural features they claimed to have in common with other militiamen. On
the other hand, the mobilization of these militiamen within these militias will be
investigated in terms of their contribution to the founding of these militias, to the
decision-making process, to setting the agenda of these militias, to their military
activities and to the conﬂicts within these militias.

The Lebanese Communist Party (al-Hizb al-Shuyu‘i al-Lubnani) was established in
the 1920s as part of the Lebanese Communist Party of Syria and Lebanon. This was
achieved by the joint eﬀort of a number of Lebanese and Syrians such as Fuad
al-Shimali, Khaled Bikdash, Nicolas Shawi and Youssef Yazbik.21 In 1964,
the Lebanese section of the Party split and became independent, calling itself the
Lebanese Communist Party.22
Prior to and during the civil war, the party attracted Lebanese Greek Orthodox,
Shi‘is, Maronites and Druzes.23 For example, during the ﬁfth Lebanese Communist
Conference, the confessional composition of the Party’s delegates was as follows: 41
per cent Shi‘is, 19 per cent Sunnis, 17 per cent Greek Orthodox, 9 per cent Druzes, 10
per cent Maronites, and 4 per cent others.24
Most members of the LCP held the view, as all communist-oriented parties did,
that they belonged to the Lebanese working class. In general, they regarded the civil
war in Lebanon from the perspective of ‘class struggle’ and resulting from a conﬂict
between what they referred to as ‘the Lebanese political confessional capitalistic
feudalistic class’ and ‘the secular poor working class.25
Another feature that the LCP identiﬁed with explicitly during the civil war in
order to draw ethnic boundaries was the Arab cultural markers. This was to
contradict the stand taken by the party’s founder on the matter of identifying with
Arab identity. Regarding the Arab cultural feature, the party members who
considered themselves to be Arabs regarded all people speaking the Arabic
language and residing in Arabic-speaking areas as one people.26 They also believed
that the Arabs as a people constituted a nation before the coming of Christianity
or Islam. However, many Arab nationalists accepted the fact that the coming of
Islam had a great impact on Arab culture and added many features to its
repertoire.27
However, when it was founded, the LCP was unconcerned with what the Arab
nationalists were calling for and it did not show support for their ‘cause’.28 However,
from the mid-1960s, things started to change pertaining to this issue. A number of
Greek Orthodox, Maronite, Druze, Sunni and Shi‘i, members of the LCP central
committee, did not approve of the founders’ policy, and accordingly started to
identify explicitly with what they called ‘their Arab identity’.29 From 1968 onwards,
this faction started to plan for a take-over of the party’s command.30 This faction
included the following: George Hawi (Greek Orthodox:), Khalil al-Dibs (Greek
Orthodox), Antoine Madoiyane (Armenian Catholic), Nadim Abd al-Samad
(Druze), Kamal Mrua (Shi‘i), and Mahmud Abu Shakra (Druze).31 They had taken
full control of the party by the end of the 1970s.
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When the war erupted in 1975, the LCP was not ready to get involved militarily.32
However, in the years that followed, Hawi’s faction (Hawi at that time was the
secretary general of the Party and held this position till the late 1980s) started to
establish the Party’s militia units.33 This process was referred to as being ‘for the
construction of a ﬁghting party‘ and was completed by the end of the 1970s.34
Looking at the names of LCP members who died during the diﬀerent military
operations undertaken by the Party, it can be seen that people from diﬀerent
confessional backgrounds are included.35 From these military operations some
examples can be listed. In the ﬁrst years of the civil war, they fought side by side with
the diﬀerent militias of the Lebanese National Movement (LNM) against the
Lebanese Forces in Beirut and Mount Lebanon. In the 1980s, the LCP’s members –
Greek Orthodox, Sunnis, Shi‘is, Druzes and Maronites – participated in Lebanese
resistance to the Israeli Army which entered Lebanon in 1982.36 They also fought
against the Lebanese Army and government forces for the cancellation of the Israeli–
Lebanese agreement of 17 May 1983.37

The Syrian Social Nationalist Party, SSNP (al-Hizb al-Qawmi al-Suri al-Ijtima’i)
was established by Antun Sa‘ada (Greek Orthodox) in 1935.38 With Sa‘ada, a
number of Greek Orthodox, Sunnis, Maronites, Shi‘is and Druzes contributed to the
founding, development and structuring of the party. Of these Abdallah Sa‘ada,
Jibran Jrayj, George Abd Humsi, Assad al-Ashkar, Abdallah Kubursi, George Abd
al-Massih and Ibrahim Yammut can be mentioned.
Since its establishment, the SSNP membership composition in terms of
confessional backgrounds had ﬂuctuated, but in general its main support came
from the Greek Orthodox, Shi‘is, Druzes, Sunnis and Alawites who, decades before
the outbreak of the civil war were mobilized collectively in order to promote the
Party’s policies.39 This was apparent in the Party’s attempts to topple the Lebanese
government in 1949 and 1961.40 Looking at the SSNP members who were detained
or imprisoned by the Lebanese security forces during these two failed coups, it is
clear that they included party members from each of these faiths.41
The drawing of common ethnic boundaries between the Greek Orthodox, Sunnis,
Shi‘is, Druzes and Maronites was pointed to in the SSNP’s ideology. This ideology is
clearly and comprehensively addressed in a document that includes the basic and
reform principles of the SSNP. This document originated as a pamphlet written by
Sa’ada while he was in prison, and was later elaborated and developed to its ﬁnal
shape in a document presented in 1947.
In brief, the ideology of the SSNP was and still is composed of three parts: the
basic principles, reform principles and its aims. The eight principles of the SSNP
incorporate the doctrine of Syrian nationalism. According to Haytham A. Jaber,
‘they proceed in a logical order from a declaration of the existence of the Syrian
nation, to an identiﬁcation of the character of its cause, to a clariﬁcation of its
genesis, and its homeland. The basis of national unit, the sources of national
character and the consciousness and the guiding principles of national militancy
are then deﬁned.’42 The major objectives, behind which the Party was established, also targeted changes in the social, economic and political life of the Syrian
people.43
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Accordingly, the party’s ideology deﬁned the Syrian features according to which
party’s members should draw the ethnic boundaries that diﬀerentiate them from
members of other ethnic groups.44 Syrian features refer to those features that Syrian
nationalists considered common to all the people living in what they termed
Geographical Syria (Suriyya al-Kubra), which included Lebanon, Iraq, Syria and
Palestine.45 Members of the SSNP claimed that the people living in Syria, Lebanon,
Palestine and Iraq were Syrian regardless of their faith, and that they should be
regarded as one nation.46 A nation, to Syrian nationalists, was deﬁned as ‘a group of
people living together in a deﬁned region in the world separated from other regions
by natural boundaries but joined by common material and spiritual interests and
common destiny.’47
During the civil war, members of the militias of diﬀerent creeds were mobilized
with others with the aim of imposing control over well-deﬁned geographical areas
and formulating the Party’s claims and policies. Members who died in the military
clashes that the SSNP was involved in included Greek Orthodox, Druzes, Sunnis,
Shi‘is and Maronites as indicated by the party’s list of martyrs.48 From these clashes
some examples may be listed. In the ﬁrst years of the civil war, the SSNP participated
actively in the military clashes that took place between the militias of the Lebanese
National Movement and the PLO on one side and the militias of the Lebanese
Forces on the other. The SSNP contributed signiﬁcantly to the military operations of
the Lebanese National Movement by providing it with ﬁghters.49 Another example
was in the mid-1980s when members of the SSNP were active in the resistance
movement against the Israeli Army.50 The ﬁrst suicide attacks against the Israeli
Army in Lebanon were executed by a group of SSNP members of diﬀerent faiths.51
Members of the SSNP also fought under the umbrella of the military coalition that
was formed in 1984 to end the Lebanese Army’s and the Lebanese Forces’ presence
in West Beirut. Another example was 1985 when the SSNP conﬂicted with Amal and
al-Tawhid in Beirut and Tripoli respectively. This conﬂict led to a number of military
clashes in which the Greek Orthodox, Maronites, Druzes, Shi‘is and Sunnis of the
SSNP fought side by side to end al-Tawhid’s control over Tripoli and Amal’s and
Hizb Allah’s control over West Beirut.52
Lebanese of diﬀerent religious backgrounds were present within the highest units
of the SSNP.53 According to Hana Nashif, a member of the SSNP Council of Deans
in 1995, the party included members from all confessional groups.54 However,
Nashif insists that the faiths of the members are not to be disclosed.55 He claimed
that there are no statistical surveys on the religious composition of the Party’s
members.56
The party’s leadership was monopolized by Sa‘ada until his death.57 In the years
that followed Sa‘ada’s death, a number of members with diﬀerent religious
backgrounds managed to occupy the presidency and key positions within the SSNP.
For example, between 1974 and the middle of 1987, three people occupied the
presidency successively: a Greek Catholic – In‘am Ra‘d, a Greek Orthodox –
Abdallah Sa‘ada, and a Shi‘i – Issam Mahayri.
Since this change came into eﬀect, the High Council has never come under the
control solely of members of the same religion. For example, in the 1984 election of
the High Council, the members elected were Issam Mahayri (Shi‘i), Daud Baz
(Greek Orthodox), Haﬁz Sayigh (Greek Orthodox), Marwan Faris (Greek
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Orthodox), Mahmud Abd al-Malik (Druze), In‘am Ra‘d (Greek Catholic), Issam
Shatila (Sunni), Zahir al-Hakaym (Maronite), Mas‘ad Hajal (Greek Orthodox),
Wassim Sa‘ada (Greek Orthodox) and Yusuf Sa‘ada (Maronite).58 Thus, this
dismisses any claim that the Party was under the sole control of either Greek
Orthodox, Maronites, Druzes, Shi‘is or Sunnis, whether individually or collectively.
Members of the High Council of diﬀerent faiths joined forces to draw up and
deﬁne the Party’s policy during the civil war. The faction within the High Council of
SSNP that made a substantial contribution to the formulation of the political and
ideological orientation of the Party included Abdallah Sa‘ada, Yusuf al-Ashkar,
In‘am Ra‘d and Wassim ‘Iz al-Dine, each of whom had a diﬀerent religious
background.59
Another indicator which demonstrates that the members of the SSNP were
mobilized according to Syrian criteria rather than their belief was their reaction to
the major splits that took place among Party members. The ﬁrst occurred during the
ﬁrst year of the civil war. When the war broke out in 1975, a conﬂict arose between
Party members. The ﬁrst faction was headed by In’am Ra‘d and included Greek
Orthodox, Maronites, Sunnis and Druzes. The other faction was headed by George
Konayzih and also included Party members from diﬀerent confessional backgrounds. The major source of conﬂict between the two related to the entry and
involvement of the Syrian Army in Lebanon and what the Party’s reaction to this
entry should be. At that time, Ra‘d’s faction took the same position as the Lebanese
National Movement regarding Syria. During the ﬁrst years of the civil war, the
militias operating under the umbrella of the LNM did not approve of Syria’s
intervention in Lebanon, claiming that it gave advantage to the Lebanese Front
militias. When the war started, Syria’s main interest was not to allow any change in
the balance of power to take place among the contending militias. When the LNM
was on the edge of defeating the Lebanese Front’s militias, Syria sent al-Saqiyya to
deter the major oﬀensive of the LNM militias against the areas controlled by the
Lebanese Front. However, after 1978, when the relationship between Syria and
the LNM improved, the source of conﬂict between both factions disappeared and the
party was reunited.
Another split within the Party took place in 1987. The ﬁrst sign of this appeared in
1984 when two factions were formed within the Party after the election of Issam
Mahayri as president on July 8, 1984. Both factions included Greek Orthodox,
Maronites, Shi‘is, Druzes and Sunnis. The ﬁrst one, headed by Issam Mahayri
himself, included Greek Orthodox such as Abdallah Sa‘ada and Mas‘ad Hajal and a
number of Maronites Druzes, Sunnis and Shi‘is from whom Habib Kayruz
(Maronite), Hiyam Muhsin (Shi‘i), Mahmud Ghazala (Shi‘i) and Yusuf al-Ashkar
(Maronite) can be listed. This faction supported Syria’s role in Lebanon and wanted
the SSNP to seek Syria’s assistance. Furthermore, they called for a close coordination with Walid Jumblat. The second faction, headed by Jibran Jrayj, rejected
what they claimed to be the party’s dependency on Syria and called for a closer
relationship with Iraq.60 In addition, they denounced the other faction’s relationships with Jumblat. They accused Jumblat of causing the split within the SSNP.61
In 1985, the Dean of Defence, Muhamad Salim, was assassinated.62 This triggered
several armed clashes between the two factions. As a reaction, and in order to bring
the situation under control, some members formed a committee to mediate between
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the two contending factions. This committee included members of diﬀerent religious
backgrounds such as Marwan Faris, Daud Baz and Abdallah Sa‘ada. Again they
cooperated with others members from diﬀerent confessional backgrounds such as
Assad al-Ashkar, Tuﬁk Muhana, Jihad al-Mu‘alim and Issam Mahayri to solve the
dispute and reunite the party.63 However, this committee broke up and the Party split
into two separate parties in 1987. The ﬁrst faction under the leadership of Mahayri
was referred to as al-Tawariq, while the other under the leadership of Jrayj called
itself the Highest Council (al-Majlis al-A‘la).64

The Kataib party was established in 1936 by ﬁve individuals who were mainly
Maronites: Charles Hilu, George Nakashe, Chaﬁc Nasif, Emile Yard and Pierre
Gemayel.65 The latter was elected president, and held this position until his death in
1984.66
One of the major aims behind the establishment of Kataib was to challenge the
calls by some Lebanese (mainly Syrian or Arab nationalists) to include Lebanon in a
larger entity (either Syria or a pan-Arab state, respectively). These calls were very
much heard during the years of the French mandate and the years that followed.
Kataib claimed that ‘Lebanon is a separate nation with a separate and a distinct
destiny diﬀerent from its Arab surroundings.’67 Kataib’s view of Lebanon as a
unique and separate entity was inﬂuenced by thinking that deﬁned Lebanon within
‘Phoenicianism’ or ‘Mediterraneanism’.68 Phoenicianism as advocated by Iskandar
Riayshi considers that ‘the modern Lebanese’ are descendants of the Phoenicians
who lived on the Lebanese coast centuries ago.69 The other school of thought,
‘Mediterraneanism’, did not stress the historical roots of Lebanon. Instead it
emphasized Lebanon’s physical and cultural place in the Mediterranean basin.70
The Kataib Party not only emphasized a distinct Lebanese culture. It was also to
identify with the Christian. Christian characteristics were also features that the
Maronite members ascribed to themselves in order to move with other Lebanese
whom they considered Christians like themselves.71 As did many Maronites, a
number of Lebanese Christians such as Greek Catholics and Greek Orthodox joined
Kataib after its establishment and during the years of the civil war. However, those
members did not have a substantial impact on the founding of the party, on its
development, or on the formulation of its political or ideological orientations.72
Karim Pakradouni (Armenian Orthodox), a member of the Political Bureau of
Kataib during the 1980s, explained the Christians’ attraction to the Kataib as the result
of the Kataib’s strong stand towards protecting ‘the Lebanese nation and
the independence of Lebanon.’73 He ventured to say that ‘the Christians by their nature
are more Lebanese while Muslims are more Arab’.74 The Christians aﬃliated to the
Kataib Party generally claimed that the special character of Lebanon was Christianity.
Between the 1970s and 1980s, all the Political Bureau members (the highest
authority within the Party) were Christians with more than 80 per cent Maronite.75
The Political Bureau was the main policymaking and executive body in the Party, and
was commanded by the president, vice-president and secretary general. These
positions were most of the time occupied by Maronites with the few exceptions of Elie
Karama (Greek Catholic) and Karim Pakradouni (Armenian Orthodox).76 Before
the death of Pierre Gemayel, the authority of the party was vested in him and no
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decision could be taken without his approval.77 After his death, the party’s leadership
went to Elie Karama, George Sa’ada (Maronite) and Karim Pakradoni successively.
The inﬂuence and participation of other Christians members such as the Greek
Catholic and Greek Orthodox within the Kataib was more substantial when it came
to the militia units. The Party’s lists of martyrs contain mostly Maronites, with a few
Greek Catholics and Greek Orthodox.78 This list also conﬁrms that they participated
in stopping the military oﬀensives of the Syrian Army, PLO and the militias of the
LNM against the Eastern Sector.79 Furthermore, a great number of them were killed
on the demarcation lines separating the two sectors of Beirut.80 For example, the
Greek Orthodox of the Ashraﬁyya area of Beirut constituted most of the ﬁghters of
the Kataib militia units operating in East Beirut.81

The Lebanese Front, al-Jabha al-Lubnaniyya, was established by a number of
Maronite leaders when the civil war erupted in 1975. They gathered in the
presidential palace in B‘abda, at a meeting sponsored by the Lebanese President
Sulayman Frangiyya. The people at this meeting were all Maronites. They were
Kamil Shamun (Maronite and leader of al-Ahrar), Pierre Gemayel (Maronite and
leader of the Kataib), Abbott Bulus Na‘man (head of the Permanent Congress of the
Lebanese Maronites Monastic Orders) and Ityan Sakr (Maronite and head of
Guardians of the Cedars).82 However, the Front did not fully materialize as an
organization until 1976 when the same people met again and oﬃcially announced its
establishment. At this point, they also extended membership to include Charles
Malik (Greek Orthodox), Fuad Ifram al-Bustani (Maronite), Sa‘id Akl (Maronite)
and Marun al-Khuri (Maronite and head of the Lebanese Youth Movement).83
The members of the Lebanese Front explicitly declared that the Front was an
organization that represented the interests of all Christians of Lebanon during the
civil war. For such a purpose, it was called the ‘directory council for all Christian
leadership in Lebanon.’84 However, the Front, like the Kataib, was a clear example of
ethnic mobilization taking place according to undeclared cultural markers. The
confessional composition of the Front’s leadership and the confessional composition
of the militias grouped under its umbrella, reveal that the majority of its members
were Maronite.
It is not enough to say that the Maronites constituted a majority, within the Front
or any predominately Christian militia, since there were twice as many Maronites as
other Christians in Lebanon at that time, and one would therefore expect them to
constitute a majority in any organization representing a Christian activity. What can
be said in addition to the Maronites’ quantitative advantage in the Front was that
their inﬂuence was disproportionate. The balance of power among its members was
always in favour of the Maronite members. In the 1970s, Pierre Gemayel and Kamil
Shamun were the actual leaders of the Front. In the mid-1980s after the death of these
two leaders, the composition of the membership remained the same and in favour of
the Maronites, and the balance of power and authority was also to be kept in their
favour. Kamil Shamun was succeeded by his son Dany. Samir Ja‘ja‘ (also Maronite),
the new commander-in-chief of the Lebanese Forces, became a member in the 1980s.
Although it was dominated by the Maronites, the Lebanese Front witnessed one
Greek Orthodox contribution in the role of Charles Malik. Malik held the explicit

Downloaded by [Lebanese American University Libraries] at 00:17 18 January 2016

312

M. G. Rowayheb

view that the ‘Greek Orthodox should identify themselves as Christians in the ﬁrst
place and that their interest was directly linked to the interest of the Christians in
general and mainly the Maronites.’85 Furthermore, he believed, as has been
traditionally claimed by Maronite politicians and thinkers, that ‘Lebanon is a place
of refuge serving to protect and safeguard the Christians of the East.’86 He rejected
the idea that ‘the Greek Orthodox cause’ should be separated from ‘the overall
Christian or Maronite project in Lebanon.’87 He explicitly called on the Greek
Orthodox to join with with the Lebanese Forces, the Kataib and other militias
operating under the umbrella of the Lebanese Front.
Malik contributed substantially to drafting the political programme of the
Lebanese Front with other Maronites such as al-Bustani and Na‘man. The thinking
of those three members was apparent in two Lebanese Front declarations or
documents. The ﬁrst document was prepared after a conference held in January 1977
and attended by all members. This document was known as the document of Saydat
al-Bir. The major points expressed in it did not include any explicit confessional
identiﬁcation. However, it did express the major policy – orientations of the
Maronite members during the Lebanese civil war.88 The main points of this
declaration were that Lebanon’s sovereignty should be preserved and its
independence should be protected and that if the Lebanese political formula was
to be reformed in any way it should preserve the pluralistic character of the country
by applying either a decentralized or a federal political system. The document
emphasized that ‘Christians’ socio-political rights ‘should not be less than those
given to the ‘non-Christian in any future political reform.’89 This could be achieved,
according to the document, by giving each ‘cultural group’ or ‘confessional group’
autonomy in managing its own culture, education, ﬁnancial and social aﬀairs.90
In the 1980s, the Lebanese Front made another declaration, The Historical
Document (al-Wathiqa al-Tarikhiyya).91 Malik contributed substantially to its
drafting.92 In this document, the Front explicitly referred to ‘the Christians’ as a
‘national community.’93 The Front demanded an end to the Syrian presence in
Lebanon and rejected the permanent settlement of Palestinian refugees within
Lebanese territories.94 They abandoned their support for the 1943 National Pact
formula and called instead for reform of the Lebanese political system following a
federal or confederate structure instead of a highly centralized system.95

After the civil war started in 1975, the Lebanese Front (al-Jabha al-Lubnaniyya) and
The Lebanese Forces (al-Quwwat al-Lubnaniyya) had a very close relationship. The
Lebanese Forces was formed as a loose coalition of militias of the Kataib, al-Ahrar,
Guardian of the Cedars and other Maronite paramilitary units not aﬃliated to any
political party or militia.96 The main objective behind its establishment was to unify
all militias aﬃliated to the Lebanese Front under a single military command. The
Lebanese Forces were expected to deal only with matters of a military nature while
the Lebanese Front was to take care of all non-military issues.
The Lebanese Forces, attracted a number of Christians with diﬀerent confessional
backgrounds, as did the Lebanese Front. It is important to mention that the
Lebanese Forces when established was headed by William Hawi, a Greek Orthodox
who was also head of the militia units of the Kataib party. However, Hawi was killed
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during the ﬁghting that took place at the beginning of the civil war. He was
succeeded by Bashir Gemayel (Maronite). After Hawi, no Greek Orthodox occupied
such a position again. As mentioned earlier, the Lebanese Forces was established to
take care of the military aﬀairs of the Lebanese Front and did not have any
independence. However, Bashir Gemayel was able to liberate the Lebanese Forces
from the control of the Lebanese Front after several military clashes with the
diﬀerent militias operating under its umbrella. This resulted in him being able to
bring all these militias under his centralized command.97
The Lebanese Christians such as Greek Catholics and Greek Orthodox, who
sought recruitment among the Lebanese Forces military units, fought alongside the
Maronites during the military clashes that took place in Beirut, Mount Lebanon and
the North of the country.98 The list of martyrs of the Lebanese Forces during that
period includes a number of Greek Orthodox as well as large numbers of Maronites
and Greek Catholics.

The Association of Popular Committees (Tajammu‘ Rawabit al-Lijan al-Sha‘biyya)
was formed in 1975 by a number of individuals (mainly Sunnis and Greek Orthodox)
who seceded from the Ba‘th (Hizb al-Ba‘th al-‘Arabi).99 The cultural feature that was
mostly emphasized in the ideology and political programmes of these committees
was that of a common Arab identity.
According to Ma‘n Bashur (Greek Orthodox), one of its founders, these
committees had a number of political and social objectives.100 He claimed that
they wanted to represent the interests of the ‘grass roots’ regardless of their
confessional aﬃliation, to provide public services supposed to be provided by the
Lebanese State, and to assist (mainly) the population of West Beirut in facing
diﬃculties resulting from the civil war.101 The Association’s political programmes
were drafted with the contribution of both Greek Orthodox and Sunnis. Of these,
Ma‘n Bashur, Khalil Barakat (Greek Orthodox), Ghazi Adhami (Sunni), Husayn
Usman (Sunni), Abu Imad Itani (Sunni), Habib Zughayb (Greek Orthodox) and
Bishara Murhij (Greek Orthodox) can be mentioned as being the most prominent.
The main points of the political programme of these committees were a call to
replace the Lebanese confessional system by a ‘secular political system, ‘close coordination not only between Lebanon and Syria but also with Iraq, support for the
Palestinian cause, and liberation of the country from Israeli occupation.102
Members of the militia units of the Association who were coming from diﬀerent
confessional backgrounds, fought alongside other members during the military
operations against the Lebanese Front and its militias in the 1970s and 1980s.103 For
instance, both Greek Orthodox and Sunnis participated with Druzes of the PSP
against the Lebanese Forces in the Mount Lebanon war of 1983. They also fought
alongside other militias, such as Amal, SSNP, PSP and LCP, against the Lebanese
Army in the military clashes of 7 February 1984 which led to the withdrawal of the
Lebanese Army from West Beirut.

This article has demonstrated the possibility of overcoming confessional polarization
in Lebanon by studying the experience of a number of militiamen who drew
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ethnic boundaries on either, Lebanese, Christian, Arab or Syrian features. Thus,
confessional identity in Lebanon cannot be considered as given in the primordialist
sense. It is constructed or deconstructed for political purposes depending on the
willingness of the people to do so. The militiamen studied may be considered a
sample of a population in Lebanon that might be willing to identify itself in terms
other than their confessional backgrounds and challenging the socio-political
environments imposed by the Lebanese political system and the civil war that made
confessional identities valuable tools to acquire political power in Lebanon.
The militias studied can be divided into two categories relating to the confessional
composition of their members. The ﬁrst such as the SSNP and LCP attracted
Lebanese from diﬀerent faiths. Ethnic boundaries were based on Arab or Syrian
features. These two militias never had men, belonging to the same confession, who
outnumbered other members of other confessions. These militias were not
established solely by the initiative of members of one confession and their leadership
was not occupied by members having the same confession.
The second category of militias such as the Kataib, the Lebanese Forces and the
Lebanese Front were dominated by a signiﬁcant majority of Maronites. These
militias represented the covert confessional interests of a group of Maronites. These
militias were established solely by the initiative of Maronites, their leadership was
monopolized by Maronites, and these militias attracted mostly Maronites. The fact
that Maronites in these militias did not explicitly draw ethnic boundaries on based of
faiths indicates they intended to attract the support of other Lebanese of diﬀerent
Christian confessions.
It can also be concluded that among Lebanese militiamen any individual can claim
to be a member of a particular group if he/she claims to hold the cultural features of
that group. Such claims will not have a signiﬁcant impact on the individual unless
other members of the group approve an individual’s claim and include him within
the designated ethnic boundaries.
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