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There 1s no hiding the religious zeal that gripped Lebanon’s Shiites when, in 2013, Hezbollah chief Hassan Nasrallah
launched the group’s campaign to defend the Syrian regime of Bashar Al-Assad. Thousands of fighters, imbued with
the illusion of rapid victories, crossed the Lebanese border into Syria believing that they would deliver the enemy a

resounding defeat. But as the years passed, their ambitions have turned into bitter experiences with violence. Many

have died in the war, and years of fighting have smashed tangled illusions of life, death, and self-sacrifice.

The Shiite media apparatus has pushed thousands of people to see the Syrian conflict as a holy war, stirring up
conspiracy theories and fear of the Other. Since the start of the conflict, there have been hysterical references to the
massacre of Hussein and the oppression of Shiites throughout history, creating a religious fervor and a desire for
revenge. But that idea quickly turned to shock. Amid the hysteria of war, Shiites’ feeling of power and an ability to do
as they pleased swept away any sense of danger. That rapidly led to intercommunity conflict, guaranteeing the

familiar way of life in Shiite areas would be destroyed.

Propaganda outlets have typically portrayed Shiites as a group in harmony with itself, but such media reports of a
coherent community are now false. Now many Lebanese Shiites are living through one of the toughest periods in
their history. Their social fabric has fallen apart and the class gap between them has widened massively. The

country’s impoverished Shiite districts have closed in on themselves, and youth unemployment has skyrocketed.

Not all Shiites in Lebanon belong to the two main parties, Hezbollah or Amal. While there are few statistics or
opinion polls on Lebanese party affiliations, the latest municipal elections in April and May 2016 exposed the

massive rift between Shiite communities and their political representatives.

For example, in southern Lebanon, the Bekaa valley and Beirut’s southern Dahiyeh district ran their own electoral

lists, which rivaled those of the two major Shiite parties.

Hezbollah and Amal felt the strength of the negative signals coming from these rivals, prompting them to join forces
in many local elections. Setting up joint lists, they tried to hide their mutual dislike as much as possible -- an

awkward feat for both.

In Baalbek, near the Syrian border, which Hezbollah describes as the land of the martyrs, the party took a painful hit

as some 40 percent of the vote went to the “Baalbek is my City” list headed by political activist and Hezbollah critic
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Ghaleb Yaghi.

The city’s residents have long complained of security concerns, which have grown in recent years. Many have
condemned the poor security situation, the absence of the state, the lack of development projects and the pervasive

militia mentality.

Today, Hezbollah is working with the official Lebanese security apparatus to attempt a resolution to problems posed
by thousands of these lawbreakers.For example, local media reported that a Hezbollah delegation met with
Lebanon’s Justice Minister Salim Jreissati to examine the crisis around those accused of various crimes. Sources in
Beirut said that most of the criminals who may be granted amnesty were Shiites. On February 2, Hezbollah MP Ali Al-
Migdad told the Al-Modon website that coordination was underway with the security services to find a legal solution
for 37,000 arrests.

The poor, the unemployed, drug addicts, gangs, criminals, and those harmed by the shrinking of the middle class
and the concentration of wealth in the hands of two parties form a constituency fraught with violence. The Shiite

leadership is unable to work out how it will reform itself and avoid the risk of implosion.

In August 2016, Nasrallah tried to blame the chaos in Lebanon’s Shiite communities on the extension of the
Lebanese map by local actors, evading his responsibilities towards the tough, complex situation in which his
community found itself.Instead, in a meeting with locals in Baalbek, he urged them to give up those on the wanted
list to the authorities. The Bekaa Shiites are not alone in taking the path of unpredictable chaos. The residents of

Beirut’s southern Dahiyeh district are also bracing for the future after hundreds of gangs infiltrated the area.

Gangs have taken root in various parts of Lebanon, working to provide the basic needs of the population. But in

Shiite areas, gangs pose a major threat to local peace and security.

Gangs with black market experience are working to impose their authority in parallel to that of the state and the
parties. The lack of development and the state’s inability to provide essential services such as water and electricity

have allowed for the rise of gangs that can provide such services, albeit at great expense.

Dahiyeh is the biggest district of Beirut and the vast majority of its residents are Shiites. In 2016, the area witnessed
11 murders, most of them linked to revenge and drug trafficking. In recent years, the district has seen repeated
attempts at bank robberies, gunfire and even the firing of mortar rounds during party celebrations and events such

as the funerals of Hezbollah fighters.

On February 8, Al-Jadid channel reported that a gang was running a protection racket in the district. It showed them
setting fire to electricity generators, causing a fire in a residential building, and described the gang’s actions as
“terrorism”. The report included an appeal by locals for “security forces to take a decisive decision and end the state

of lawlessness and destroy the gangs.”

Just days later, unknown arsonists set fire to electricity generators in another part of Dahiyeh. Officials were quick to
cover up the event.

On February 14, a video by a group of young Shiites in the southern city of Tyre was leaked showing dozens of people
beating up the police commissioner at the municipality of the city, Shadi Najdi. The crowd was reportedly resentful

at Najdi for ordering raids in several parts of the city.

Such events are unfamiliar and hard to accept, but they take root in the structure of society wherever they find an
opportunity. Hezbollah has reined in the gangs to a certain degree by forcing them to sign agreements not to enter

into battles with other gangs.

But it is difficult to separate the gangs from the ruling authorities because they have entered into so many secret

agreements and set up a single body to protect their shared interests. Furthermore, the string of crimes by gangs and



the growing frustration of the public, who call on the parties to live up to their responsibilities to hand in criminals
and the people undermining security, shows that there has been a dangerous flip in the equation. The dominant

forces, whether parties or mafias, are edging ever closer to battle with each other.

On top of harsh political and religious discourse full of militarism and populism accompanying the Syrian conflict,
there are parts of society that have already been marginalized for many years. This has played a major role in
nurturing and directing community violence. Shiite authorities have made use of it, through studied and precisely

targeted methods, to dominate how people think and behave.

As Shiites have been marginalized within their communities, their concerns and run-down districts forgotten, some

of them have become de facto authorities, practicing their domination over the weak.

Since Hezbollah was founded, it has kept its political and ideological discourse within clear boundaries, linked to
regional and local conflicts. The Amal movement has stuck to playing the game of official politics with other parties
in Lebanon’s quota system. Thus, the daily concerns of a huge number of Shiites are largely ignored. Tens of
thousands of people have not found a platform for their situation, because they have been reduced to tools for

disguising twisted political conduct.

The relationship between the leadership and their constituency has been cracking of late, slowly pulling Shiites into
a conflict between themselves. As the years go on, the split between the top and bottom of the pyramid is likely to

grow.

It is hard for certain individuals to understand the broader effects of their actions and the way the Shiite community
is being thrust towards instability. They represent the first ground for objections, quarrels, and the growing tide of

chaos that challenges any authority.

The Lebanese government must pay attention, although they will not be able to fix the situation. Nor will they be able
to escape, because when the pyramid collapses, every part of it will fall to the ground. Lebanon’s Shiites are not

expecting a happy conclusion -- only a stage of even greater chaos. %*
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