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INTRODUCTION

SOUTH LEBANON AS A VANTAGE POINT


At the end of the 1980s, while I was visiting the north of Israel as a teenager with my parents, we came to the town of Metulla and the border crossing with Lebanon known as ‘the good fence’. I remember being really surprised. All I knew about Lebanon were the images of the brutal civil war that had ravaged the country. I also remember the moment I discovered with my own eyes the hilly landscape of South Lebanon, watching Lebanese workers crossing the border fences every day and wondering how and why an apparently peaceful place was at the heart of such intense violence. This work originates in a will to understand what seemed to be a complicated conflict zone, Lebanon and in particular its southern part, where the many topics regarding regional and local contradictions of an enduring war zone during the civil war (1975–90) and after have converged. This work is also built on a deep interest in Middle Eastern politics and the central position of the Palestinian issue, which affects Lebanon specifically and the region more generally. In brief, it draws upon key questions of collective identity, relationships between groups and the fluctuation of those categories and their boundaries in time and space. The emphasis on the spatial feature of the issue, namely the South Lebanese borderland, underscores the decision to raise theoretical questions linking the notion of identity with those of space and power.

The main goal here is to discuss the cross-effect of different types of actors – from Lebanese state to foreign powers as well as nonstate armed groups – on a borderland's territoriality and society as well as the border's impact on those actors' identity and strategy. I see this double-binding process as the shaping of the borderland. The inquiry that mixes history with political sociology focuses on the political, geographical, social or cultural means that have shaped South Lebanon over the years. The book looks at three central issues. As territory remains an important factor of identity (Kaplan, 1999), the first is the fluctuation of the border line, which affects the borderland's identity defining it as a disputed entity that has been permeated by social struggles and ravaged by wars and occupation. The second issue concerns the border effect that the region may have on the four main actors that have shaped the borderland: Lebanese state, the Palestinian refugees and their armed resistance, Hizbullah and the United Nations local mission, UNIFIL. Each of them has had to adapt to a local and regional environment while acting on the ground. This point links to the third issue, which is everyday bordering (Jones & Johnson, 2014). This last issue facilitate a better understanding of how local/national agents, as well as refugees or foreign agents, are bordering South Lebanon by means of diplomacy, security, culture and crossing/circumventing the border.

The exploration of these bordering processes and their actors was carried out through in-depth research based on several fieldworks trips since 2009 but also on previous and parallel research investigating the issues affecting Palestinian refugees. The book is organised into two sections. The first shows a progression through time, while the second probes the borderland's many layers of contemporary meaning. The seven chapters that comprise these two sections explore the ways in which different actors b/order South Lebanon's borderland, as well as their interrelationships and the border effect on them.

In the first section, three chapters analyse several armed struggles that have marked the borderland's identity. In line with Bourdieu's theory, any struggle over a physical entity is also a struggle over its classification.1 This point highlights the double dimension (material and representational) that any relationship with a territory entails. In other words, each armed struggle is also a struggle over the interpretation of the symbolic definition of the coveted space. After a long period of marginalisation following Lebanon's independence, ‘the South’ (al-Janoub) became a vantage ground for the Palestinian resistance. The civil war broke out in 1975 and eased Israeli penetration for security purposes, transforming the southern strip of South Lebanon into a buffer zone. Two invasions (in 1978 and again in 1982) helped to consolidate Israel's influence over the South but simultaneously saw the emergence of two different types of Lebanese resistance movements: Lebanese National Resistance Front, which was a mixture of several leftist groups2 and remaining Palestinian resistance fighters, and the Shiʽi Islamist movement of Hizbullah. The latter tied its political identity to South Lebanon's borderland through its armed struggle under the banner of Islamic resistance before developing a national dimension. After its breakdown as a local actor in 1976, the disappearance of Lebanese state was counterbalanced by the arrival of the blue helmets of UNIFIL in the aftermath of the 1978 Israeli invasion, following the passage of United Nations Security Council Resolution 425.

In the second section, focused on borderland narratives, the book's remaining four chapters delve into the main narratives of the border: those of Hizbullah, of the Palestinian refugees, of the international institutions with direct implications for the UN, and of course of Lebanese state itself. Once again, the meanings of the border are made up of collective experience, cross-border relationships and partnership or authority over this land that have all formed different ‘mental maps’ (Migdal, 2004). Hizbullah's refers to its cultural redefinition of the landscape through, among other things, tourist sites as an extension of its Islamic sphere (Halâ Islâmiyya). The one of the Palestinians is linked to a narrative of exile and reconnection across the border, most of the time by circumventing the Lebanon–Israel border. The experience of the UN in this borderland also provides a peacekeeping narrative that draws a political line on the ground and brings enemy states together to administer this line. Finally, Lebanese state claims national sovereignty over its land, airspace and maritime exclusive economic zone in the face of Israeli violations and claims.

The conclusion takes a broader view by questioning South Lebanon's meaning for a region that currently finds itself in turmoil. The direct meaning is tied to South Lebanon's place in the geopolitical context of the current crises in the Middle East as one axis of confrontation among many others. South Lebanon's indirect meaning is what the theoretical framework shows, namely that the triple process of bordering, ordering and othering tends to illuminate the arbitrary and man-made origins of borders. It also underlines the importance of the state–society relationship as well as the changing face of borders/boundaries understood as the cross-result of individual impacts on limits and the power of borders/boundaries over social actors. While borders can be mobile, history teaches us that they tend to persist over time. In an era of the breakdown of Libya and the spreading of the Islamic State across the Iraq–Syria border, it might be less the change of borders than the shift in political regimes that is at stake in the aftermath of the Arab uprisings.

* * *

Examining social interactions in a borderland region is a way of raising issues about the periphery's tangible and symbolic realities, but it also conveys a broader perspective, a vantage point, to observe the regional processes that are at work. As Popescu (2012) puts it, the ‘concept of borderlands poses that a border, because of its influence over the surrounding areas (known as a “border effect”), creates its own distinctive region’. In South Lebanon, this effect seems particularly noteworthy in the light of the persistent tension between Hizbullah and Israel, which can be read as a larger confrontation between Iran, Syria and Hizbullah on the one hand and Israel, the US and the West on the other. Moreover, for decades, this borderland was the sounding board of the Israeli–Syrian confrontation but was rarely investigated per se as a piece of land with a local population, historical changes and relationships with the border itself. This book does not intend to cover all of these domains but more modestly focuses on the political sociology of South Lebanon's borderland relationships.

To start with, I will follow Widdis's (2005: 154) definition of the borderland as ‘a physical, ideological, and geographical construct, a region of intersection that is sensitive to internal and external forces that both integrate and differentiate communities and eras on both sides of the boundary line’. Borderlands are areas where borders have an impact on how and where social processes induced by borders, such as perceptions, stereotypes and actions, are experienced and reproduced (Paasi, 1996; Newman, 2006). Borderlands resemble the frontiers of the pre-nation state era. As such, they provide insight about the centre's limit of power and serve as a vantage point in the confrontation with the enemy. A vantage point allows observers to see new links and relationships between actors, dynamics and spaces. Understood as a point of view onto the borderland, a vantage point is not neutral, as L'Estrange & O'Dowd (2008: 11) emphasised: ‘Our understanding of borders […] very much depends on the vantage point from which we analyse them – whether it is from the perspective of those who impose or manage them, or of those who challenge, circumvent, and contest them.’ This approach echoes Ferdinand de Saussure's aphorism that ‘the point of view creates the object’ (Saussure, 1972), a warning pointing to the necessity of firstly identifying the many actors or groups that shape the borderland and being aware of their points of view and representation of the borderland and, secondly, of building our own reading of South Lebanon's borderlands with theoretical tools.

In the Middle East, societies and states show strong fragmentation along sectarian, tribal or regional lines and a variety of political trajectories. Among other aspects, the Arab uprisings (2011) highlighted the many divisions that persist in the region and the uncertainties affecting many borderlands due to the expansion of nonstate armed groups across borders and/or the breakdown of some states. Socio-political segmentations in Lebanon have made it the fragmented state case study par excellence. While Lebanon's political system is fragmented along sectarian lines, its political history is marked by almost continuous international interference in politics and strong social and political divisions (Corm, 1986). Two epochs can be identified, as they are marked by different types of interferences. The first is the ‘imperialist era’ that started with the establishment of the Mutasarrifiyya (1861),3 continued with the French Mandate period (1920) and ended with the election of Fuad Chehab as president (1958). This latter date followed the local revolutions in the Middle East that were sparked by French and British colonial actions, which included these two Western powers' decision to launch a military operation on the Suez Canal in 1956 and subsequent withdrawal because of international pressure. Until then, foreign influence had been powerful enough to transform and define new boundaries before their decline. A few years later, by the end of the 1960s, new actors emerged in an era characterised by several modes of resistance to confront new forms of imperialism and occupation. This period that symbolically started with the defeat of all the Arab armies in June 1967 after the Six-Day War launched by Israel can be labelled the ‘resistance era’. It is marked by a significant rise in crises and tensions in South Lebanon, by Israel's occupation of large swathes of this borderland and by the emergence of armed resistance groups that have undergone some mutations over the years. Interestingly, the type of resistance fighters changed according to ideologies, from Arab nationalism to Shiʽi Islamism, with their concomitant perceptions of regional space and relationships with local borderlanders.

This research highlights the question of the shaping of the southern borderland of Lebanon during the ‘resistance era’. This focus raises the question of the relationship between the politicisation of space and the identity of the different players. In the aftermath of the Six-Day War in June 1967, a turning point for the balance of power in the region, four of them became major forces in the shaping and re-drawing of lines on the ground as well as of the boundaries among people in this area: the Palestinian resistance, UNIFIL and international actors, Israel and Hizbullah. While





	By which means are nonstate actors able to use the borderland environment to build their own identity and military strength?

	Considering the ‘border effect’, how are identities, strategies and categories affected by the ruling or struggling in that borderland?

	How have local and international actors (e.g. Hizbullah and Southerners, Palestinian Refugees, UNIFIL) dealt with the border issue at different moments in history? And how do they contribute to shaping South Lebanon's borderland and building alternative representations of the border?
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