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Deploying Lebanon as a case study, this work considers the concept
of human development in the context of a weak and failed state to
provide insights into ways of enhancing the implementation of devel-
opment strategies. Lebanon serves as an example of a weak state char-
acterised by sharp religious cleavages. Lebanon’s weak statehood is ex-
amined in connection with practices to promote human development,
which is very limited due to weak state institutions and the insufficient
distribution of basic goods and services. As a result, the role of state
institutions in implementing development policies and providing ser-
vices to citizens is taken over by non-governmental organisations, re-
ligious institutions and even political parties. This study argues that
providing development aid and services based on religious affiliations
and political loyalties only exacerbates domestic societal tensions and
deepens religious divisions. It proposes an alternative model of ‘func-
tional networking’ as a strategy to fulfil human development based on
support and emphasising cooperation in securing livelihoods. This
model has the potential to overcome fracture lines in a society.
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Introduction

Weak, failing or failed states are, to varying degrees, incapable of ful-
filling their commitments to their citizens because weak statehood
has a direct influence on the provision (or the non-delivery) of public
goods by the state. Due to this dysfunction - and in some cases the
absence of a central government, the ineffectiveness of government
institutions and the lack of financial, technical and human resources
- segments of the population have limited or no access to basic social
and health services. In such cases, the role of provider of services and
at least some basic public goods may be assumed by foreign and/or
local non-governmental organisations (NGos), donors, local religious
and political organisations or civil society groups.

These actors often stumble on the problem of insufficient financial
resources and other obstacles introduced by an unsupportive central
government and local representatives. Many resources allotted for
development in conflict-ridden areas, for aid to people in need or for
improving the standard of living of people in neglected areas, are, thus,
simply “lost” en route from donor to recipient. One way to avoid in-
effective and corrupt state institutions, and thus compensate (at least
temporarily) for their lack of basic functions like providing services
to their citizens, is to supply development resources directly to NGOs,
which can distribute aid and resources according to the specific needs
of citizens. In so doing, these NGOs can ensure that resources are used
with maximum effectiveness directly in the places where they are most
needed. This study aims to explore this broad theme.

This situation applies to Lebanon, which is the focus for the second
and third parts of this discussion. Taking the example of the inability
of Lebanon’s state institutions and government to control their terri-
tory and provide citizens with crucial services, this work identifies the
benefits that a functional networking approach could have in a coun-
try characterised by severe social fractures and a history marred by
civil war. When internal conflicts and on-going disputes fully exhaust
public resources and weaken or almost completely disintegrate state
institutions, non-state actors become the main agents for delivering
development policies.

The fundamental problem with having religious organisations or
political parties provide services is that these groups tend to distribute
aid mainly to members of their respective religious communities and
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constituencies. As a result, they do not contribute to the development
of the whole society and to raising the standard of living of all citizens
regardless of religious beliefs, political sympathies or ethnicity. Such
an intentionally selective method of distributing aid actually helps to
sustain and deepen cleavages in a society, creating a basis for further
inequalities among individual groups of citizens and potentially lead-
ing to social collapse. Societies need to be motivated in some way to
unite and stand together. Such an approach, based on creating func-
tionally-focused groups of people who are in need of financial or tech-
nical aid from donors and NGOs, has the potential to build mutual trust
between individual groups (e.g. Lebanese religious communities) and
develop their cooperation.

The ‘Functional Networking’ Approach’

Functional networking was created for use in weak state environ-
ments, which by their nature cannot provide a stable national frame-
work for development strategies. Therefore, this model favours small-
scale, local solutions and emphasises both the day-to-day livelihood of
families and individuals and the involvement of civil society and NGOs.
NGos should become the main implementers of development activi-
ties, which ideally include both the cooperation of local populations
and external experts and workers with contacts to financial resources.
Where local populations lack awareness of or interest in civil socie-
ty participation, NGOs from third countries can be the impulse which
sparks their involvement; putting pressure on individuals across vari-
ous social groups to participate should be the most important role of
these external actors. For this strategy to succeed, however, it is abso-
lutely imperative that these local populations are involved as early as
possible.

NGOs may, thus, enter a region with only relatively broadly defined
goals based on their preliminary research. Implemented projects must,
however, be local and prepared by working with local needs, initia-
tives and ideas. This is an essential condition if local populations are
to become involved in implementing various activities, interested in
sustaining results and able to take responsibility for implementing
projects and to show at least a basic degree of integrity in dealing with
the goods or property entrusted to them.
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To enable development cooperation in practice, there is an implicit
need to categorise individuals into various groups which are then ad-
dressed by some development policy. Although unfortunately unavoid-
able, this is a harmful practice as it gives preference to social factors
over ‘functional” ones. 1t is not appropriate to categorise individuals
according to their gender, ethnicity, religion or memberships of clans
or regions. This reinforcement of existing social groups is a hindrance
to the development of society as a whole. Societies in weak states are
often divided, and supporting these rifts promotes disintegration and
social cleavage rather than integration. This can lead to the creation
of an uncooperative and closed system, a situation which is not only
ineffective for strengthening society and the state but potentially dan-
gerous since it may inadvertently escalate latent conflicts.

The functional networking approach counters the demand for na-
tion-building with a call for the building of a society based on sup-
port for associations of individuals who make their livings in a similar
manner (e.g. associations of fishermen, etc.) and who define their own
needs and cooperate to improve their working conditions. Support
for these associations must be based on the operation and successful
guarantee of the livelihoods of those involved, and not on ethnicity,
religion or gender. Here donors and NGos have a crucial role to play
by supporting the formation of such groups on a local scale, setting
the gradual overcoming of social barriers as a condition for resource
provision and, at the same time, acting as mediators in any disputes
among members. Such activities can be arduous and long-term and
they often lead to dead ends. On the other hand, overcoming social
differences through shared work towards a common goal can result in
the building of a unified, pluralistic and non-fragmented society.

Inspired by the liberal tradition of international relations, the func-
tional networking approach is based on the assumptions that pros-
perity is in the shared interests of all people and it can be achieved
through long-term cooperation among the widest possible variety of
stakeholders to achieve this end. This cooperation can also help to
overcome stereotypes and build trust. This aspect of functional net-
working is absolutely vital in divided societies since it will allow for the
lifting of the international community’s disciplinary hand so that the
society functions independently.

If successful, consensual functional networking, established and en-
forced using the economic emergencies of average citizens, can spill
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over into other branches of social life. A society which overcomes its
internal antagonisms for the sake of livelihoods and prosperity can
serve as motivation for the strengthening the state. The strengthened
state can then gradually take over the role which external NGos would
otherwise fill under the functional networking approach.

To a certain degree, functional networking can stand in for a defi-
cient state authority in distributing resources, protecting safety, secur-
ing livelihoods and providing an array of services. A significant portion
of this burden falls on donors, who ensure that money makes it to
needed areas according to their priorities, but NGos also play the role
of the central authority on a micro level. The benefits of the model
have been highlighted above, but we should also consider the desper-
ate situation of some local citizens who, lacking education, proper-
ty or forms of social networks, have the opportunity to gain at least
partial independence and ensure a dignified livelihood. Furthermore,
it is likely that weak states will have no objections to such activities
happening in their territory as this reduces the pressure on them to
provide a complete range of services and goods.

Lebanon’s Weak Statehood and Deep Social Divisions

Lebanon is known as one of the most democratic and liberal states in
the Middle East. The fragile democracy - flawed as it is - that exists
in the country today reflects a long tradition. If it is at all possible to
speak of state unity in Lebanon, then we should at the same time men-
tion how difficult it is for the country to maintain this situation since
it is threatened on almost a daily basis by political and social conflicts
among the members of its confessional communities. Some authors
therefore highlight the structural weakness of Lebanese sovereignty,
which is caused on the one hand by a history of weak governments,
and on the other by the way that regional powers (particularly Syria)
have intervened in Lebanon’s internal affairs and to a lesser or greater
degree influenced domestic political developments. The weakness or
ineffectiveness of state institutions results, then, from the inclination
of past government representatives to minimise state interventions in
the workings of the economy (at times under pressure from business
elites) and society.? Hilal Khashan, a professor at the American Univer-
sity of Beirut, locates the causes of weak state authority in the current
political system set up by party leaders at the time when an independ-
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ent Lebanon was being formed in 1943. This was a system that aimed
to keep the central government weak enough to allow individual re-
ligious communities to act independently.* Such a partisan political
system ensured that state power would be maintained by individual
religious sects.

For many decades, religious diversity has been a distinct character-
istic of Lebanese society, and roughly 18 recognised religious denom-
inations presently coexist in Lebanon. This diversity was reflected in
the division of political power and state functions among the most in-
fluential religious communities during the creation of the sovereign
state.’ In spite of Lebanon’s relative political stability and speedy eco-
nomic development from the time of independence until the 1970s,’
the fragile, carefully maintained confessional system collapsed under
large waves of Palestinian immigrants and pressures from abroad, no-
tably, Israel, Syria and Western (etc) along with other factors.

The Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) seriously affected the country’s
development and population in a number of ways. Although independ-
ent Lebanon was a relatively rich state thanks to its developed financial
and business sector, the Lebanese economy took a serious blow during
the civil strife. There were significant declines in the economy, and
debt grew on the back of the steadily climbing costs of the war and
the funds needed to repair devastated infrastructure, public buildings
and residential areas. During the 1990s, the country became more and
more dependent on foreign aid.® It was average citizens, naturally, who
suffered the most, losing their loved ones, homes and educational and
work opportunities as their quality of life plummeted. Some areas and
segments of the population were, however, afflicted more than oth-
ers, aggravating the hostility among various communities. The Taif
Accord, which formally ended this civil conflict, actually reinforced
these religious quarrels.? Instead of focusing on the creation of a sec-
ular civil society and avoiding the further collapse of the confessional
system, the Accord dealt mainly with the division of power among var-
ious sects.”® Although the division of political roles according to reli-
gious affiliations was done to avoid disputes over power among these
communities’ representatives, the effect was to make the state more
vulnerable. Any change in the balance of power between individual
communities or feelings of injustice and oppression directed from one
group to another could lead to conflicts - the civil war was just one,
albeit the most convincing, of any number of examples."
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Religious divisions in Lebanese society not only make cohabitation
more difficult and lie behind many past disputes and conflicts, but
also represent a serious barrier to human development. The long and
bloody civil war left scars not just in the Beirut, the country’s capi-
tal, but in other cities and especially in the memories of those who
survived; memories which recall the deeply ingrained animosities
and mistrust of an era when various parts of the capital and subse-
quently the whole country were ruled by sectarian militias that created
semi-autonomous areas, each possessing its own economic, political
and social systems.” This situation led to the reinforcement of mutual
suspicions and even greater religious segregation.

The low level of political mobilisation among the Lebanese pop-
ulation and practical non-existence of civil society have also proved
extremely problematic.® Today’s civil society groups and NGos do
not seem to interact with the political system and, thus, the impact
of these organisations on political processes is marginal at best.# In
contrast with the situation in Western countries, these organisations
do not exert pressure on the government, political parties or other po-
litical actors in an effort to reflect citizens’ interests and are therefore
completely cut off from political decision-making. As such, they prove
highly ineffective.

State authority is also weakened by another significant factor, strong
clientelism, which is allowed and strongly supported by the sectarian
political system. The basis of this clientelistic behaviour is loyalty to
one specific political leader known as za’im in Arabic, who provides his
followers with certain services in exchange for their support in elec-
tions. The za'im is the leader of the local community (sometimes the
same as the religious community) and often possesses his own armed
group which protects his interests.’ Corruption and an overall lack of
transparency are serious problems in Lebanese politics, and they ex-
tend to the administration of funds from development aid.

In addition, politicians prioritise the interests of their own religious
communities over those of the entire country, leading ultimately to
the weakening of state institutions and state loyalty. Brogan reiterates
that it was mainly the provisions of Lebanon’s founding National Pact
which - by strengthening the autonomy of religious communities at
the expense of state authority - shaped prevailing loyalties to specific
religious communities over the state as a whole.” Although average
citizens gladly assert that they are not Arabs but Lebanese, identifica-
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tion with the Lebanese state itself is relatively weak. Khashan confirms
that citizens of Lebanon are not defined by their affiliation to the state
but by the strength of their identification with their own sect.®

Paradoxically, this sectarian division of society can also diminish
state authority externally because of the influence which foreign pow-
ers and/or neighbouring states have on individual communities. Iran,
for example, draws on heavy financial and military support and the
ideology of the Iranian revolution to exert influence on Hezbollah’s
policies and thus indirectly on the Shiite community. It was, howev-
er, Syria which for the longest time attempted to influence domestic
political processes including the selection of a president with allied
opinions. Syrian troops were stationed in Lebanon for three decades
until they were forced to withdraw in 2005 when the assassination of
ex-PM Rafiq Hariri gave momentum to the so-called Cedar Revolution.

The influence of foreign governments on domestic politics is also
connected with the martial power (or rather powerlessness) of Leb-
anon, which has very limited military capacities. During the civil war
and afterwards, the Lebanese army was seen as a very weak and poorly
organised institution incapable of protecting Lebanon’s territory or its
population.” Another blow to state authority came from the presence
of militias within its borders. Weak statehood is not a consequence
of the activities of Hezbollah’s militant offshoots; it is rather its cause.
However, the fact that this movement controls certain areas of Leba-
non and its armed members have been active in this territory for some
time, serves further to undermine state. The Hezbollah resistance is
currently the only armed, non-state group in the country, as well as
the sole group capable of defending Lebanese territory against an ex-
ternal attack - it actually has more modern arms technology and better
training than the official Lebanese army* and demonstrated its mili-
tary capabilities in the Summer War against Israel (2000).

In contrast to the armed, non-state actors which central govern-
ments struggle against in other countries, Hezbollah has shown no
anti-state tendencies; it is not striving to overthrow the government
by force or attempting to declare an independent state or autonomous
area in the territories where it operates (though it does in reality rule
those areas).” Although the disarming of all sectarian militias was called
for under the Taif Accord, Hezbollah was allowed to keep its weapons
due to its armed resistance against Israel,** an arrangement approved
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by all former governments. This raises questions about whether Hez-
bollah’s militias actually disrupt the sovereignty of Lebanon - after all,
the central government has acknowledged both Hezbollah’s existence
and its anti-Israeli strategy, and the areas the group dominates seem
to be outside the control of the national government and official army.

Given that Hezbollah has repeatedly deployed its militants to
achieve its own (non-state) goals, the argument that its military activ-
ities do disrupt state sovereignty since they happen without the con-
sent or directions of the government is valid. The Lebanese state has
actually (if not always willingly) accepted Hezbollah’s activities ex post
facto since it was not capable of stunting the movement’s growth from
the outset. The government was left with basically no choice but to
come to terms with Hezbollah so long as its activities stayed limited to
the fight against Israel and defending Lebanon against Israeli attacks.
If government decisions limit Hezbollah’s political power and threaten
its operations, the movement will not hesitate to use armed force to
apply pressure and enforce or defend Hezbollah’s interests.? That the
Lebanese army has no control over Hezbollah’s armed forces and the
organisation unlawfully intervenes in the democratic process are obvi-
ous signs of the disruption of state sovereignty. >

One point should be made clear. Both Hezbollah’s armament and
the social services that it provides are manifestations of Lebanon’s
weakness. If Lebanon were a strong state with effective civil and mili-
tary institutions, it could crack down on the unwarranted operations
of militant groups within its territory. But the state’s political author-
ity, like the military capabilities of former governments, has been in-
sufficient, and it has proven helpless to remedy the situation. We can
complete the overall picture of Lebanon’s weak statehood by consid-
ering the ineffectiveness of its institutions when it comes to ensuring
basic services and distributing goods to the population.

Human Development in an Institutionally Weak Lebanon

The Lebanese government has experienced problems not only in en-
suring public safety, but in distributing public goods. Since the civil
war ended in 1990, Lebanon has struggled to meet its population’s ba-
sic needs: of these, security and power supply issues are foremost and
the cost of living falls next in line. The country’s development plan has
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been one of the most important tools called on by several of its gov-
ernments to stabilise domestic life. The slogan ‘balanced development,
which aims to reduce regional inequalities, has been invoked by many
politicians going as far back as the 1950s.* Despite the painstaking (and
unfortunately often only rhetorical) efforts of Lebanese politicians to
make changes in this area, the practical impact has been felt by only
some of the population; by the first half of the 1970s, the overall stand-
ard of living had risen, but differences in the development of individual
regions had not lessened, and in some cases, they had widened.

Since 1990 when the new Lebanese constitution took effect, both
the central government and local authorities have been faced with a
lack of adequate human and financial resources and technical equip-
ment to ensure essential services to the population. Among the causes
of this is the failure of the central government to intervene in the in-
effective operations of local authorities and so pressure them to im-
prove the living standards of their population.?® In 1992, the Lebanese
government, led by Rafiq Hariri (1092-1998, 2000-2004), attempted to
launch widespread rebuilding of the war-torn country. The govern-
ment first focused on reconstructing the capital, and Beirut began to
see significant progress in the revival of its devastated centre. Even so,
this development neglected both the southern suburbs inhabited by
the majority Shiite population and the countryside, which had been
crippled by the war just as seriously as the capital.

In addition to the building of better infrastructure, the post-war re-
construction delivered major investments in the healthcare and edu-
cation systems. Initially, the country’s relatively high economic growth
allowed for similar development programmes, but later growing state
debt* and a simultaneously weakening economy?® forced the govern-
ment to draw its resources mainly from western governments and
donors from the Arab world.?* Lebanon became largely dependent on
foreign aid. According to some estimates (exact numbers cannot be
obtained due to the non-transparent appropriation of funds), foreign
aid made up as much as 25% to 35% of the state budget.® The govern-
ment’s efforts to improve the economic situation and fulfil develop-
ment goals were blocked not just by economic problems and political
disputes, but by a high level of corruption, ineffective state admin-
istration and intermittent armed conflicts such as the one between
Hezbollah and Israel in 2006. Combined with the small-scale battles
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that raged between the Lebanese army and the Fatah al-Islam group in
the Nahr al-Barid Palestinian refugee camp a year later, these conflicts
caused great damage to infrastructure and put mounting pressure on
the country’s economy.

At present, the situation is only slightly better, and improvements
have only reached certain areas. High government spending is not re-
flected in reduced poverty across the population, and nor has it im-
proved the quality of services in public education institutions or the
healthcare system.* Moreover, the lack of good quality public services
is hitting rural areas and the peripheral regions of cities hard - some of
these regions lack sufficient water supplies and proper sewage systems,
while electricity blackouts take place regularly in the capital. The state
has also failed to coordinate the work plans of state institutions and
offices, and it has not prevented their mandates and authorities from
overlapping. This has had a dampening effect on not just the effective
distribution of public goods but the fulfilment of development pro-
grammes. Despite the extensive funds provided to Lebanon through
foreign resources, the state has not been able to ensure timely and ef-
fective completion of the projects financed by these foreign donors.
Naturally, postponing the deadlines of individual projects has also in-
flated their cost substantially.

On top of these obstacles, which make the provision of good qual-
ity public goods impossible and any development slow, it is necessary
to highlight the corruption and nepotism made possible by minimal
or non-existent checks on state institution operations and public re-
source distribution. One commentary puts it, ‘(c)hecks and balances
are replaced with reciprocal political consent and politicians tolerating
each other’s misdeeds.>

The geographical distribution of public goods in Lebanon does not
match the economic needs of individual regions,» and it has not led
to a balanced decrease in poverty, on the contrary. Salti and Chaaban
observe that ‘public funds have been channelled along a vector re-
markably consistent with political concern, for sectarian balance.s®
The influence of political decisions on the allocation of development
aid resources is one reason for vast discrepancies in the progress of
individual regions; this is clear, for example, in the quality of educa-
tion and health services. Closely connected with the country’s often
mentioned development problem are the different living standards
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of individual religious communities. These interregional differences
are significant and underscore the markedly unequal access of citizens
to the social welfare system. In more developed areas such as Mount
Lebanon (home to a Christian majority), the number of absolutely in-
digent citizens is as much as ten times lower than in the long-neglect-
ed southern (Shiite majority) and northern (Sunni majority) regions
of Lebanon.” For example, Shiites living mainly in the impoverished
southern suburbs of Beirut (as opposed to the modern and wealthy
central business district), southern Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley have
largely been ignored as a group by the state.’®

The lower living standards, tougher economic situation and lesser
political power of the Shiite community in comparison with Lebanese
Sunnis and Christians, all date back to the foundation of an independ-
ent Lebanon. Those who dominated the economic and business sector
were more often affiliated with the Sunni and Christian communities
while the Shiites, who at the time mostly inhabited rural agricultural
areas, formed an economically weaker group. Their lower standard of
living was also the outcome of inferior access to education and impor-
tantly a lack of clientele ties? This was all determined by the division
of state political power at a time when Shiites lacked proper political
representation in political decision-making. The fact that the Shiites
came out of the civil war as the most demographically and militarily
unified of all the religious communities helped to strengthen their po-
litical power - even so, the Taif Accord and its provisions on changes
in the political system failed to reflect the growth of the Shiite popula-
tion in recent decades.

Another factor that clearly worsened the social and economic sit-
uation of the Shiite community - already facing significant poverty
after the civil war - was the position in which they found themselves
on the front lines during conflicts with Israel. The Shiite community
was forced to bear the greatest suffering and damage while remaining
more or less neglected by the government. As a consequence of the war
and various other conflicts, Shiites moved from rural areas of Beka’a
and south Lebanon into cities, particularly Beirut. This steep increase
in Shiite populations in the southern suburbs of the capital actually led
to even lower standards of living for this community.*> Khashan points
out that while Shiites should not be seen as a community lacking polit-
ical representation since they are properly represented in the country’s
bureaucratic and political system# (and Hezbollah remains the only
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armed group in the country), their socio-economic status is still only
improving very slowly.*

Vast differences in living standards across sects, much like the dif-
ferent degrees of their political representation and their unequal ac-
cess to resources, have been the cause of many past inter-community
disputes. If the potential causes of these schisms are to be eliminated
in the future, then improving living and work conditions for the most
disadvantaged groups of the population will be crucial - and a condi-
tion for their non-violent cohabitation.

The lack of government efforts to improve conditions for Shiite citi-
zens and its favouring of Beirut’s development at the expense of south-
ern Lebanon caused Hezbollah to emerge as a significant distributor of
basic services to a mostly Shiite population. Hezbollah quickly proved
its competence in this role, which theoretically should have belonged
to the state; the movement was able to provide a wide range of social
services which citizens otherwise had no access to due to the incapa-
bility of state institutions. Moreover, Hezbollah carried out this work
much more effectively than government authorities, and unlike the
latter, it was not plagued by a corrupt past. In regions inhabited by
Shiites (initially Baalbek and Nabatieh and later Beirut’s southern sub-
urbs), Hezbollah filled the vacuum that appeared in the absence of gov-
ernment authority, and the movement began to provide a network of
health and welfare services that actually became more extensive than
the state welfare system in other parts of Lebanon.# In addition to
providing education in their own schools and healthcare in a number
of their own hospitals,* clinics and health centres, Hezbollah began
to take care of the post-conflict reconstruction of villages and suburbs
and the rebuilding of infrastructure as well as affordable living and
waste disposal, and it provided aid to the families of soldiers killed in
battle. In doing so, Hezbollah elements were easily able to plug the gap
in the distribution of basic public goods and services (including securi-
ty) that was created due to the impotence or practical absence of state
institutions and military forces.# Hezbollah remain one of the most
effective and important providers of social services in the country. It is
this very marked success of Hezbollah which underscores the incapac-
ity of the Lebanese government and its state institutions.*

Next to Hezbollah, the most significant political organisation (in
terms of size and financial resources)*” which also provides extensive
social programmes is the Sunni Future Movement, which reigns over
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many Sunni charity institutions. Rafiq Hariri, who once headed this
organisation (it is now led by his son Saad Hariri), created the largest
representative body of the Lebanese Sunni community from the Future
Movement.“® Like Hezbollah, Hariri’s foundation (a charitable wing of
the Future Movement) was largely a reaction to the insufficient state
welfare system of the period.#> The foundation built and now runs a
number of schools, including one university, in Sidon and Beirut. It
has already provided thousands of students - including non-Sunnis -
with generous scholarships over two decades (1978-2000). In addition
to schools, this movement has constructed clinics and runs the pub-
lic hospital Rafiq Hariri Government Hospital. In brief, its emergence
makes clear that minimal state interventions into the social welfare
system create enough space for many non-state actors to occupy the
void caused by the absence of state control.

The neglect of the distribution of public goods and services by the
central government is not only a social issue, but a political one as well.
Making the social welfare system more effective for the country’s pop-
ulation has actually become a strategy for political parties and other
organisations set up by these parties.® In this way, they attempt to
safeguard the support of their followers and voters and also gain new
supporters.s Khashan notes that ‘Hezbollah “s ability to win the hearts
and minds of the Shia community was based on providing goods and
services that elsewhere in other countries belong to the states

The use of social programmes for political gain is not limited to
Hezbollah - many Lebanese political parties use this tactic to gain
the support of members of their ‘own’ communities and, during vot-
ing periods, to ensure votes from their constituencies. It must also be
mentioned that the sectarian political system - and the distribution of
services and public goods which it influences — makes these practices
even easier. Cammett and Issar claim that in pluralistic societies such
as Lebanon, ‘social welfare can be a terrain of political contestation,
particularly when states fail to provide basic public goods and social
services.ss This means that raising the level of social well-being in this
environment cannot be separated from sectarian politics.

It is also important in this case to emphasise the interconnection be-
tween the nature of the political system and the provision of services
or distribution of resources. Because the political system is sectarian,
all communication and transactions must also take place on a confes-
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sional basis, i.e. in terms of relations between state and community
representatives on the one hand, and community representatives and
community members on the other. There is, thus, no direct relation-
ship between the population and the state (or government). [W]hen
the government interferes on behalf of the people, it happens through
sectarian intermediaries, as one commentator notes.>* The state’s role
lies mainly in financing the welfare system (primarily in the areas of
education and healthcare), but the task of actually fulfilling the ba-
sic needs of the population shifts to the representatives of individual
religious communities, i.e. sectarian-oriented political organisations.
These organisations gain resources from the state and then distrib-
ute them throughout their own communities, thus finally gaining
the support of the citizenry although the funds that they use come
(by an overwhelming majority) from the state treasury. This serves to
strengthen loyalties to the individual religious communities and their
representatives (e.g. Hezbollah for the Shiite community, the Future
Movement for the Sunni community, etc.) rather than the state even
though state loyalty is sorely needed in a fractured society like Leba-
non. This also explains why religious communities are in fact the most
important institutions in the state.

As has been seen, it is common in societies divided along religious
lines for the members of a given religious community to be favoured
in the provision of welfare services. In the case of Lebanon, access to
Hezbollah’s extensive social welfare programmes and various services
goes first and foremost to the Shiite community (and to a lesser de-
gree to Christians and Sunnis living in Shiite communities) and not
to the members of Lebanese society as a whole. Although Hezbollah
insists on claiming that it provides its services to all Lebanese citizens
in need, Shiites - who form the vast majority of Hezbollah’s voting
base - are invariably the target population group to which the group
delivers its services.*® One main exception in the area of development
and post-conflict aid came with the war with Israel, which allowed
Hezbollah ‘to polish a populist pan-Lebanese image.” In light of the
government’s ineffectiveness, the movement began to provide needed
reconstruction services indiscriminately to all afflicted groups in the
population.

Saab notes that charity work and service are an important and inte-
gral part of Hezbollah’s strategy as it attempts to establish an Islamic
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state in Lebanon.’® Hezbollah cannot achieve this goal, however, with-
out the support of the majority of the country’s citizens and it is there-
fore expanding the ‘target group’ for its development and welfare pro-
grammes and making efforts to appear to be the protector of the entire
country rather than just one religious group. According to Flanigan
and Abdel-Samad, employees of Hezbollah’s non-profit organizations®
do not look on their work as merely volunteer or humanitarian activity,
but see it as an act of resistance (against Israel) or a jihad-related act.®
Some Sunnis and Christians have a problem with Hezbollah’s welfare
programmes for religious reasons - although they need aid, they do
not want to incur religious obligations to Hezbollah and thus decide
to reject aid from NGos which are affiliated with Hezbollah. However,
not every individual has a choice - in some areas or communities these
organisations are the only ones which actually offer such aid and social
services.”

In contrast with Hezbollah’s social programmes, the Future Move-
ment and its charity affiliate, the Hariri Foundation, provide welfare
services to both Sunnis and non-Sunnis.®? Aside from these two in-
stitutions, the vast majority (up to 80%-90% according to estimates)
of NGos in Lebanon are religious® while only a few are secular.® This
is again due to the sectarian political system (and, thus, the sectarian
social division), which influences the structure of civil society - NGOs
wishing to heighten their effectiveness must adapt to the way in which
the system functions and therefore be sectarian-based. Religious
NGos are then ‘key platforms of social and political expression.*® The
gaps where the state fails to function are filled by representatives of
various communities through political-religious organisations and
movements.

This all raises the question of why this vacuum - created by the ab-
sence of state institutions - has not been filled by independent, sec-
ular and non-political NGos instead of being taken over by political
actors and the organisations they established. Khashan points out that
although there are actually a relatively large number (i.e. a few thou-
sand) of NGos and interest groups in Lebanon, in reality many of them
do not function as they should.®” This stems from various factors in-
cluding the weak political mobilisation of the population, the highly
ineffective nature or practical absence of civil society and insufficient
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funding for NGos, which lack contact with the government and receive
no state funding in contrast with the representatives of religious com-
munities.

Functional Networking or ‘Hezbollah Style'?

How can human development be assured in a country where the state
institutions are largely incapable of providing their citizens with basic
services and crucial public goods? The state function of maintaining a
social welfare system has been taken over in Lebanon by political par-
ties (and their affiliated organisations and charities) representing indi-
vidual religious groups. At first glance, it may seem logical for a state
with a sectarian political system and strong loyalties to the religious
community that social services are taken care of by representatives of
individual sects. This system fails, however, to provide access to re-
sources and services to all groups of the population - or all regions of
the country - equally. Three factors play a determining role here: first,
which religious community citizens belong to, second, whether or not
they are supporters of a specific political movement,* and whether any
NGos actually function in the areas where they live. In the end, all of
these factors affect whether citizens are provided with quality (or any)
services. It is vital for human development that all citizens have equal
access to all services and aid.

Another critical disadvantage for Lebanon stems from the fact that
this system deepens the cleavages across a society which should in-
stead be looking for paths and policies that would help strengthen
trust among sect members and foster loyalties to the state rather than
to individual religious communities. In so doing, Lebanon could avoid
future eruptions of the inter-religious disputes which are today so
common in the country.

How can these prevailing practices be ended when the most effec-
tive, subsidised and expansive development organisations in the coun-
try are political parties (or the NGOs connected to them)? For some of
the population, aid from Hezbollah, the Hariri Foundation and similar
organisations has surely been beneficial or even fundamental to sur-
vival. The positive effect of these actors’ development activities to im-
prove the living conditions of conflict-stricken or other disadvantaged
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groups cannot be denied. It is true, however, that large segments of
the population are denied access to this support. Further, the work of
organisations based on political-religious affiliation only adds to hos-
tilities across the entire community; this causes harm to both society
and the state in the long run.

Additionally, the methods by which resources and services are pro-
vided at present, namely through political organisations which force
citizens to perform reciprocal services (e.g. compulsory political activ-
ism, voting for a given party in elections, support for specific represent-
atives from a given party, etc.) prevent those who refuse to submit to
these conditions from taking up these services and resources. Palmer
Harik confirms this fact when she reports: ‘People all over would love
to have the state provide [for] them because they don’t want to be be-
holden politically, but the state doesn’t do it. For such people, cooper-
ation with secular local or foreign NGOs is an appropriate alternative
as these organisations do not demand an exclusive commitment and
are apolitical. To provide help, they require that people merely assert
some of their own initiative and be willing to cooperate and take re-
sponsibility. They do not demand votes or other forms of political or
ideological support.

The form of aid which these NGoOs provide, i.e. the whole system of
functional networking, would therefore allow and support people to
be active, and not passive, recipients of aid - a substantial problem for
people in Lebanon, according to Khashan.*® To a large degree, it would
encourage them to actively participate in improving their living condi-
tions. The obstacles which these people meet on the path to ensuring a
livelihood and employment can be cleared by these NGos. This system
would encourage people to seize the initiative and become active and
capable of taking care of themselves in a situation where external aid is
initially necessary to overcome certain challenges - challenges which
are to a large degree the “product” of weak statehood and non-func-
tional state institutions.

People who are denied access to resources and services for politi-
cal or religious reasons find themselves in hopeless life situations and
need external (financial or technical) aid in order to ensure their own
livelihood. For this very reason, such people will be more willing to co-
operate with foreign NGos and act according to their rules, i.e. paying
only the “price” of establishing cooperation with their fellow citizens
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who are also struggling with similar problems. Through such a process,
some barriers between people from different religious communities
may gradually be broken down; a process not currently being fur-
thered due to the distribution of aid on a political-religious basis. The
present system in which the distribution of resources is controlled by
organisations with a political-religious base, is not only deepening the
fissures in society, but compounding differences in the development
of individuals, communities and whole regions. Functionally-based
organisations do not strengthen these hostilities in a society. On the
contrary, they have the potential to slowly build trust among members
of the population across varying faiths and to establish non-state and
civil society associations, initiatives and organisations based on coop-
eration. It will then be possible to build stronger, more stable and more
effective state institutions with the help of such organisations. This
could also serve to weaken loyalties to communities and strengthen a
national identity that could unite the citizens of Lebanon: this Leba-
nese identity still needs to be defined.

While Khashan is sceptical about the opportunities for cooperation
among citizens across various denominations, he notes that profes-
sional groups (e.g. associations of physicists and teachers and various
labour unions) that are actually nation-wide rather than sectarian, do
exist in Lebanon.”” Though there are not many of these organisations
in light of the reign of religious-political movements, some do exist
and operate, giving rise to at least some hope and setting an example
for other secularly-, functionally- or professionally-based organisa-
tions. Secular (local or foreign) NGos supervising the distribution of
aid from foreign donors can ensure that no individual religious com-
munity or region will be given preference over others and that aid will
be provided according to needs and not according to political support
or religious affiliation. In doing so, a more balanced process of devel-
opment can be brought to regions and their populations. This will also
give individual communities the chance to achieve a more equal stand-
ard of living. Decreasing the socio-economic differences in Lebanese
society will at once ease tensions in the community and help to avoid
sectarian conflicts.

In addition, the funding of members of the population will not be
used as a means of gaining political power as is the case at present
among many of Lebanon’s political parties. Aid and services will cease
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to be tools for currying people’s favour and increasing political author-
ity, and support and loyalty will wane for those who act in this way.
Such a system (ideally combined with a unifying idea) has the poten-
tial to decrease religious rifts across a society and overcome the fragile
sectarian political system so as to create a space for strengthening state
unity - an issue which remains complex and problematic.

In today’s Lebanon, sectarianism is still deeply ingrained not only in
politics, but in society as a whole. The slightest fluctuations in pow-
er relations between communities can therefore reignite sectarian
disputes. Prospects for the future are not the brightest, and we can-
not expect change to come from the top down, i.e. from the govern-
ment and state institutions. On the contrary, it should come from the
bottom up, from the society itself. In the last few years, civil society
groups, often founded by young people, have taken shape in an effort
to create a more secular and democratic political system.” Above all,
this requires a fundamental change in the sectarian political system
(together with the political culture still defined by sectarianism) along
with the creation of a stronger feeling of citizenship among the people
and the revival of civil society.”> Although some of these groups were
not successful and their activities quickly came to an end or had little
influence on creating more fundamental change in society, others, for
example, those focusing on humanitarian and development aid, have
fostered growing unity and cooperation among the Lebanese people.’
The main initiatives and activities that work towards society-wide
change have, thus, come from the younger generation, which is the
greatest hope for the future. In contrast to the older generation, young
people have not been traumatised by civil war and are more prepared
for dialogue, cooperation and changes towards a more democratic and
liberal state. We can also expect the number and effectiveness of NGOs
striving to transform the political system to grow in the future.

Neither the supposed unwillingness of citizens to cooperate nor an
ineffective civil society will be the most difficult obstacle to overcome—
this is reserved for the politicians. If governments are incapable of of-
fering services and public goods, they will leave this task to political
and non-governmental organisations. Jawad notes that this is the case
in Lebanon, whose government actively encourages local NGOs to pro-
vide for social services.” Therefore, it is not the central government,
but local authorities and political parties which may create barriers for
the operation of foreign or local, secular NGos. Hezbollah, for example,
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has great political power not only at a state level, but also at a local
level as it controls a large number of districts in south Lebanon, in the
southern suburbs of Beirut and in the Bekaa Valley. As Flanigan and
Abdel-Samadpoint out, based on this multi-level political power and
strong influence in various regions, Hezbollah is able to interfere with
the work of NGos, which need its consent to function in a given area
or community.”® This may obstruct the provision of development aid
from foreign NGoOs, just as international donors may not always be able
to overlook an organisation such as Hezbollah.

Conclusion

Given that the state is the entity responsible for ensuring basic public
goods and welfare services to citizens, and it should guarantee them
equal access to resources and opportunities, Lebanon has clearly failed
in both these respects. Its failure to meet these obligations partly stems

from the fact that it has allowed political parties to replace its basic
role as the main representative of communities. It has also permitted
these political parties to gain citizens’ trust and integrate themselves

into society. In order to prevent these parties from taking further con-
trol over the welfare system and to avoid the subsequent weakening of
the state, there needs to be a mutually enriching relationship between
human development and strong state institutions.
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