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ABSTRACT
In a context of areas of limited statehood and contested order, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria
have been affected by similar diffuse global and more specific regional and local risks
over the past two decades. Yet they differ in outcomes. Lebanon has not descended
into civil war despite fears that the one raging in Syria might spill over to its territory
and Iraq has coped better over the past decade than Syria has – despite having been
subject to various forms of conflict since 1980. We analyse this variance by asking to
what extent resilience might buffer against violent conflict and governance
breakdown. Through a comparative discussion of sources of resilience – social trust,
legitimacy and institutional design – we find that limited input and threatened
output legitimacy are harmful to resilience, while collective memory and
reconciliation, as well as flexibility of institutions are crucial factors of resilience.
Nonetheless, our findings caution that resilience should not only mean the
capability to adapt to crises but also needs to set the stage for comprehensive and
inclusive transformations that are locally rooted.
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Introduction

Resilience has become an important concept at the intersection of the International
Relations and Comparative Political Science literatures over the past decade, represent-
ing a polysemous concept whose meaning has been contested.1 Regarding the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA), there has been a longer-standing literature which has
focused on authoritarian resilience,2 i.e. the resilience of political elites and “their
system of patronage and clientelism often endorsed directly or indirectly by the inter-
national community”,3 which undermines the state, its institutions and social trust.4

The “newer” resilience literature has evolved around issues such as resistance as resi-
lience,5 resilience and the Arab uprisings6 and resilience and refugees.7 At the same
time, the concept of resilience has been subject to vociferous debates in the MENA
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that have criticized it as a new stability paradigm that asks local societies to adapt to
oppressive conditions, hardship and inequality8 and to fill the gap of the state while
“agreeing to move on without justice” and “accepting that you don’t have a state to
hold accountable”.9 Resilience also evades the question of how the international com-
munity props up corrupt and authoritarian regimes10 and the fallacies in the larger
neoliberal development model.11

This article contributes to this debate in two respects. Firstly, apart from the author-
itarian resilience literature much of the “newer” research on resilience in the MENA is
based on single case studies,12 we add a comparative perspective to this by analysing
three countries: Iraq, Lebanon and Syria. Secondly, we apply the comprehensive
understanding of resilience of this Special Issue (SI), namely “the adaptive capacity
of societies, communities, and individuals to deal with opportunities and risks in a peace-
ful manner”. This definition is not about stability, but about the ability to change; and it
is not about state but societal resilience. Furthermore, we also draw on the conceptual
framework of this SI regarding the sources of resilience, namely social trust, legitimacy
and institutional design, which allows for a concise comparative analysis.

The comparative analysis of Iraq, Lebanon and Syria is promising, as all three
countries have been exposed to similar risks since the Arab uprisings, be they econ-
omic crises, decreasing oil revenues, reduced flows of regionally recycled oil rents,
internal contestation, foreign interference, the threat of the Islamic State in Syria
and Iraq (ISIS), waves of refugees and internally displaced persons, as well as Covid-
19. While dynamics in the three countries are intertwined and part of what Reinoud
Leenders refers to as “regional conflict formations”,13 the ability and approaches to
cope with the associated risks differ. The area encompasses a rentier state with
hybrid governance structures (Iraq), a semi-rentier state where an unreformed author-
itarianism reigns supreme and oil production has collapsed (Syria) and a formally
democratic sectarian system that has heavily depended on the regional recycling of
oil rents and international capital inflows that have become untenable by now
(Lebanon). In terms of outcomes, Lebanon has not descended into renewed civil
war and Iraq has coped better over the past decade than Syria has – despite having
been subject to various forms of conflict since 1980.

How can we explain this variance? In line with the larger research question of this
Special Issue, we are asking to what extent resilience might buffer against violent
conflict and governance breakdown in a context of areas of limited statehood (ALS)
and contested orders.

The methodology of this article is based on a most-similar case study design,
meaning observing similar cases (in terms of risks, the independent variable) that
differ in terms of outcomes (violent conflict and governance breakdown, the depen-
dent variables). This enables us to look into variance in resilience, the main mediating
variable we are interested in (see Figure 1 in the Introduction to this Special Issue). As
this is a comparative study, we cannot engage in deep process-tracing of a single case
study. Instead, we start by analysing the similar risks that all three countries have been
exposed to over the last two decades before highlighting the variance they have experi-
enced in terms of violent conflict and governance breakdown.

We then turn to a comparative analysis of resilience, particularly three sources
thereof: social trust, legitimacy and institutional design that is “fit for purpose”.14 To
all these ends, we use data from three H2020 projects: an elite survey consisting of
in-depth interviews with 30 Lebanese stakeholders (MEDRESET), a focus group of

1262 D. HUBER AND E. WOERTZ



twelve experts, civil society leaders and activists from the Arab Middle East held in
Beirut (MENARA), and theoretical research from the larger EULISTCO framework.15

We also engage with existing databases such as the Uppsala Conflict Data Program
(UCDP) on organized violence and civil war and the Arab Barometer surveys, as
well as the existing secondary literature, particularly from local researchers, that pro-
vides in-depth research on these three sources of resilience.

Risks for Iraq, Lebanon and Syria

The global, regional and local risks that Iraq, Lebanon and Syria face sometimes affect
them in different ways. Diffuse global risks include climate change, reliability of food
supplies, fluctuations in oil revenues and more recently the Covid-19 pandemic.16 Par-
ticularly important here is the ability to absorb adverse shocks, such as declining oil
production (Syria), oil price corrections (Iraq) and waning indirect inflows of oil
rents from the Gulf countries in the form of strategic transfer payments, investments
and remittances (Lebanon). The strong reliance on direct and indirect oil rents also
affects the ability to finance food imports on which the three countries depend. Con-
siderable government capacity is invested in generating and maintaining oil-related
revenue streams in terms of domestic policy and diplomacy (e.g. at OPEC in the
case of Iraq or with the Gulf countries in the case of Lebanon). In comparison,
climate change does not play a prominent role in policy discourse and implementation.
Although the MENA is among the most affected regions globally, the risk appears as
too diffuse compared to limited governance capacities and the pressing day-to-day
issues. Addressing it would also run counter to oil production and related consumer
interests, such as fuel subsidies. Meanwhile much of the governance capacity and
public discourse is consumed by the regional risks that affect the lives of citizens
with daily immediacy. More recently the Covid-19 pandemic has exposed the strained
public health infrastructure in the three countries, all three states have been inter-
national laggards in rolling out vaccination campaigns and accused of allocating the
few vaccines they received to politically connected people, rather than according to
medical priorities.17

The United States’ invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the failure to control the post-war
situation and build a regional security architecture increased regional risks and order
contestation sharply. As the MENARA focus group has put it, the

“proliferation of weak states has created new opportunities for intervention by other regional
and global actors, as well as non-state players. Regional dynamics are no longer based on
formal or rigid alliances and conventional wars. Instead, they are largely based on proxy
wars, state–society clashes and the larger Saudi–Iranian–Israeli conflict”,

leading to a phenomenon of “de-sovereignization”, particularly in conflict areas.18

Uncontained regional-order contestation is directly connected to ALS and local
risks: it thrives on them and aggravates them. As Börzel and Risse point out,

The ability to set and enforce rules or to control the means of violence can be limited along
various dimensions: (1) territorial, i.e. parts of a country’s territorial spaces; (2) sectorial,
that is, with regard to specific policy areas; (3) social, i.e. with regard to specific parts of the
population.19

If we look at statehood so defined in the MENA today, states are centralized but weak;
regimes have limited social control as well as ability to penetrate and regulate society
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and extract resources from it for later appropriation.20 “Infrastructural power”, using
Michael Mann’s term, is limited, and the focus of regime survival lies on the despotic
power of repression.21 Statehood has been significantly impacted by neoliberal globa-
lization meanwhile. As the welfare state retreated, other social-security nets – ethnic
groups or the family for example – became more important and established a struc-
tural context for sectarianism to evolve within. The victims of these policies, in
Raymond Hinnebusch’s words,

Withdrew their loyalty from the state and attached it to sub/trans-state movements and iden-
tities, Islamism, sectarianism and ethnicity. Thus, as state’s strength declined, so correspond-
ingly did their penetration by global forces and vulnerability to mobilizing sub/trans-state
movements relatively increase.22

In response, the state has increasingly relied on coercive force and has shored up its
close nexus with the security forces and politicized sub-state identities.

Violent conflict and governance breakdown

If in 2010, just before the Arab uprisings began, someone had asked whether Iraq,
Lebanon or Syria was most likely to experience violent conflict and a breakdown of
governance, many would have pointed to Iraq, maybe Lebanon, but most likely not
Syria. The last time the latter had experienced violent conflict was in the late 1970s
(continuing up until 1982). Then, the Hama uprising of the Muslim Brotherhood
was followed by the siege of that city and the massacre of thousands of its inhabitants
by Syrian security forces.

In contrast, Iraq had been through 30 years of conflict in various forms by 2010.
After the long Iran–Iraq war (1980–1988), Iraq occupied Kuwait – only to be
pushed back by the US and its allies (1990–1991). A devastating sanctions policy
(1990–2003) that was accompanied by “no-fly zones” and occasional military
skirmishes was followed by the US-led invasion (2003) that eventually resulted in
insurgency and a civil war (see Figure 1).

Lebanon lived through an ostensibly stable period after the end of its own civil war
in 1990, when parts of its territory were occupied by Israel until 2000 and by Syria until
2005. The most violent episode in the period that followed was the war with Israel in
2006. After 2010, Syria was the country that would become engulfed by an extremely
violent conflict. In Iraq, conflict grew again between 2013 and 2017. Lebanon, in con-
trast, experienced comparatively minor levels of violent conflict as the UCDP graphs
below show.

The Syrian civil war that broke out in 2011 represented a tipping point. It had been
preceded by the detrimental impact of the Iraqi civil war and corresponding refugee
flows as well as of the economic opening up of the over-extended Syrian security
state in an attempt to mitigate its fiscal predicament. The Arab uprising in Syria
began in areas particularly affected by these policies, such as Dera’a. The regime
reacted with outright violence, while opposition actors in Syria were armed by
outside forces; the tipping point cascaded, as an uprising turned into a multiple-
front civil and proxy war. Violence escalated further when ISIS seized territory in
Syria in 2013.

In Iraq, a first tipping point was the eruption of civil war after sanctions had wea-
kened the country’s social fabric and once the US invasion toppled the authoritarian
order of Saddam Hussein. A second tipping point happened in 2014 when ISIS
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overran one-third of the country’s territory, capitalizing on Sunni grievances against
the Shia-led government in Baghdad. It was only defeated by a concerted military
effort by the Kurdish Peshmerga and the Shiite Popular Mobilization Units (PMU),
which received military support from Western allies and Iran respectively. In early
2020, a third tipping point could have occurred with US airstrikes on the PMU, the
occupation of the US embassy, the American assassination of Iran’s General Qasem
Suleimani and the ongoing protests in the country. However, the situation was con-
tained, as an agreement on a new government was found that sufficiently satisfied –
for now, at least – the interests of the US, Iran and protesters alike.

Finally, Lebanon has often been depicted as a “poster child” for ALS since the civil
war years (1975–1990). Yet more recently it has avoided the tipping points occurring
in Syria and Iraq. The end of the so-called “Pax Syriana”, the relatively stable period
following the civil war, could have pushed the country towards the brink of
renewed civil war in the 2004–2008 period. The US pushed the question of Syrian with-
drawal and the disarming of Hezbollah through the United Nations Security Council
in 2004, then Prime Minister Rafic Hariri was assassinated in 2005 and massive dem-
onstrations arose subsequently. In this precarious situation, a year later said war broke
out between Israel and Hezbollah.

UNSC Resolution 1701 ended the violence, but the situation remained tense. As
Karim Makdisi has pointed out, a “bitter internal conflict resulted in sectarian
clashes, the collapse of the national unity government in November 2007 and the

Figure 1. Conflict Data for Iraq, Lebanon and Syria. Source: Uppsala University Department of Peace and Conflict
Research (2020).
Notes: Total number of deaths from state-based violence, non-state violence and from one-sided violence.
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creation of an unprecedented constitutional vacuum” – one which ended only in 2008
with the Doha Agreement. As a result, Hezbollah was reincorporated into the Lebanese
government and “the resistance [to Israel] as a national project that could coexist with
the Lebanese armed forces [was confirmed]”.23 Another tipping point could have
emerged with the civil war in Syria, Hezbollah’s role in it, the threat of ISIS and the
enormous refugee flows to Lebanon – which, amongst other issues, have significant
implications for the delicate demographic balance in the country. Yet it has
managed to avoid a spill-over effect so far. Whether this might change remains to
be seen at the time of writing. In 2019/20 renewed waves of protest occurred.
Lebanon is facing an existential crisis in the wake of currency devaluation, the break-
down of a financial Ponzi scheme that was engineered over decades by its central
bank,24 Covid-19 and the devastating explosion in the port of Beirut. Traditional
elite cooperation is compromised and there is a pronounced short-termism of its
hybrid governance arrangements in the face of such challenges.

To conclude this section, diffuse global, as well as regional and local risks are high in
all cases. ALS were territorially confined in Syria until the outbreak of civil war there,
whereas both Iraq and Lebanon had ALS and hybrid constitutions before 2010. Since
then, Syria and Iraq have experienced diverse forms of violence and governance break-
down; Lebanon decidedly less so. In Syria, a tipping point cascaded into a civil and
proxy war from 2011 onwards. In Iraq, the 2013/14 tipping point emerged in a
layered way out of its recent history of sanctions, invasion, insurgency and civil war.
In 2019/20, the country only narrowly escaped a second tipping point after widespread
protests. In contrast, Lebanon was able to avert tipping points towards violent conflict
during two periods in the recent past (2004–2008 and 2013–present), even though one
can speak of a gradual governance breakdown. How, then, can we explain this variance
in outcomes given the rather similar presence of risks in all three cases?

Resilience

Societal resilience and its constituting factors – social trust, legitimacy and governance
institutions – play a role in moderating risks and avoiding violent conflict and govern-
ance breakdown. We now analyse these factors, and the supporting conditions that
help explain variant levels of resilience in the three countries.

Social trust

According to the Arab Barometer, 95% of people in Lebanon feel that they “must be
very careful in dealing with people”, in Iraq the figure is 91%. Similarly, 81% of
Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon feel that “most people are not trustworthy”.25

Social-trust levels in the region appear compromised. We will now qualitatively inves-
tigate central factors in social trust: namely, “inclusive social identities, impartial pol-
itical institutions and positive interactions between various societal groups”.26 We
analyse these factors from a perspective of “sectarianization”, which has been
driving a wedge between individuals regarding generalized social trust, trust
between groups as well as interpersonal trust.

Nader Hashemi and Danny Postel point out that sectarianization is a “process
shaped by political actors operating within specific contexts, pursuing political goals
that involve […] popular mobilization around particular (religious) identity
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markers”.27 Sectarianization has been used by politicians to deflect demands for pol-
itical change, by external powers to gain influence and by local actors to cultivate
autonomous power bases. In Lebanon, sectarianism “is deployed to camouflage wide
income disparities among regions but also within sects, and to obfuscate debates
about the country’s political economy”.28 In Syria, the Assad regime has used sectar-
ianization extensively to delegitimize protesters and fracture the opposition along sec-
tarian lines29; ethnicity-based militias that are crucial for regime survival and rival the
official army in importance have grown in stature meanwhile, as they have in Iraq as
well. Sectarianization flourishes in a context of authoritarianism, limited statehood and
contested order, harming the various forms of trust substantially.

Interpersonal trust levels have been compromised in Syria and Iraq by the focus of
state power on repression, which contributes to a vivid sense of one’s own insecurity.
During decades of despotism under Saddam Hussein, the Iraqi state exposed the popu-
lation to a high degree of violence and arbitrariness.30 Generalized trust was fully
eroded, and later only haphazardly reconstructed during the emergence of a sectarian
hybrid regime after 2003 that grappled with civil war.31 In Syria, as Abdalhadi Alijla
has pointed out, “the long decades of political oppression, lack of political participation
and absence of public consultation, in addition to securitization of the public sphere,
produced a society of distrust; between the members of the society and in insti-
tutions.”32 A decade later, the country entered a civil war that is still ongoing and
has eroded trust on all levels.

In Lebanon’s system of sectarian power-sharing, there is more flexibility – but insti-
tutions are not “impartial” and have fostered sectarian identities, clientelism and cor-
ruption. Sectarian identities can remain “sticky” even when civil society organizations
(CSOs) try to move beyond them. As evidenced by Janine A. Clark and Bassel
F. Salloukh, sectarian elites seek to infiltrate CSOs, “[thus] preventing them from
effecting political or socioeconomic change at the national level through, for
example, legal campaigns to change personal status laws”. The result is, consequently,
the preclusion of “any effective mode of cross-sectarian affiliation or political mobiliz-
ation and the sabotaging of anti-sectarian initiatives in Lebanon”.33

People both in Lebanon and Iraq are increasingly fed up with these sectarian
systems, however. In the latter, protesters have called for a “country” and turned
against “toxic and unequal living conditions and corruption”, thus rejecting “the eth-
no-sectarian political system […] imposed on Iraq after the 2003 US invasion, which
controls Iraq’s growing oil-wealth surpluses”.34 In Lebanon meanwhile, across the
whole country people have “protested against both the ruling sectarian elites and
the financial elites and banks they see as responsible for the crisis”.35 In both of
these states, protesters have claimed public spaces and reinterpreted them through
inclusive community-building.

This leads us to positive interactions between various societal groups. Sectarian iden-
tities and the politics of sectarianization in the three countries are evident in the ethnic
segregation of urban spaces, which ethnic cleansing during the bouts of civil war would
reinforce (e.g. in Baghdad). They manifest also in the ethnic militias emerging during
civil wars (e.g. Hezbollah and the PMU), the impediments of personal status law to
marriages between different religions and in the declining number of mixed marriages
between different sects (e.g. Sunnis and Shi’is in Iraq).36 The more urbane and affluent
strata of Lebanese society go to Cyprus to conduct mixed marriages between members
of different religions, a bottom-up practice that indicates a degree of social trust
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between various societal groups. In more conservative Syria and Iraq, such practices
are less common.

The most significant difference might, however, be the “shadow of the past” in
Lebanon, namely the painful memory of the civil war. Post-war Lebanon “has been
dominated by a politics of forgetting […] without amnesia”,37 but since the late
1990s there has been “an explosion of creative commemorations and memorializations
of the war”.38 These bottom-up initiatives are not matched by official policies of recon-
ciliation, but the shadow of the civil war is nonetheless present in the official political
discourse too – wherein it is often instrumentalized for political purposes. Such politi-
cal practices construct a collective identity of present-day Lebanese society that per-
ceives the “temporal other” of the not-so-distant past as a constantly looming
danger. The shadow of the past is always imminent, which also resonates in the every-
day practices of ordinary people – as Sami Hermez’s ethnographic study of this
phenomenon shows. People continuously engage in practices of recollecting past vio-
lence while anticipating future forms too – “[a] sense of […] living in between past and
future violence, remembering one, anticipating the other [in a] seamless duration
where recollection and anticipation are simultaneous processes that meld into each
other”.39

These practices do not constitute one monolithic collective memory, but rather a
diverse collective remembrance produced by a mosaic of voices; nor do they constitute
a memory which clearly distinguishes the past from the present, rather they produce a
past always present. The shadow of the past might therefore act as a correlate of gen-
eralized social trust, in the form of the collective and ever-present knowledge that “we
are in this together”. This awareness does not just “hang in the air”, but also translates
into concrete forms and acts of solidarity – as evident, for example, in the substantial
civic engagement in Beirut after the port blast.

This shadow of the past was not present in Syria before 2010 and no mechanism for
reconciliation currently exists. Meanwhile experts have pointed out how crucial such a
process would be to re-establish social cohesion and construct a Syrian identity that is
“pluralistic and expressive of Syrian cultural diversity”.40 In Iraq, reconciliation initiat-
ives to deal with its more recent history of civil war and Baathist repression have been
limited. In the immediate aftermath of the US invasion they were not fostered and later
they were overshadowed by political calculations. Local tribal reconciliations have been
interlaced with state capture and power politics at the national level. Highly transac-
tional, they have been less effective than overtly romantic view of local peacebuilding
initiatives might suggest.41 Indeed – as the MENARA focus group project pointed out,
transitional justice is hardly present in Arab countries, except for Tunisia.42 Nonethe-
less, it might gradually emerge. For example, Iraqi Prime Minister Khadimi has
recently initiated a process of commemoration for the victims of the Yazidi genocide
by ISIS. Such efforts are particularly important as turning points towards a cross-sec-
tarian future.

Legitimacy

Trust in public institutions, as a proxy for empirical legitimacy, is limited in Iraq and
Lebanon according to the Arab Barometer. This is similar for both countries across
almost all parameters (in Syria, the survey series has never been conducted to date).
Governmental institutions only have the trust of around one-fifth of respondents,
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with local governments performing slightly better. The same is true for courts, CSOs
(both enjoy even lower levels of trust in Lebanon) and for religious leaders. What is
striking are the high trust levels in the police (higher in Iraq than in Lebanon), and
even more so in the army – even though these institutions lack transparency and
have a long history of corruption. Their rankings are possibly reflective of the high
degree of insecurity that citizens have to endure and a corresponding prioritization
of basic physical security (see Figure 2 below). Overall empirical legitimacy – that is,
“social acceptance [by the governed community] of a governance actor’s right to
rule” – is low.43 This low level of trust has also been evident in the protests witnessed
in all three countries, and can directly be linked to input and output legitimacy.

Input legitimacy is most restricted in the case of the Syrian regime, while both
Lebanon and Iraq have elections – though they are organized within the framework
of a sectarian power-sharing system. Traditional legitimacy based on religious narra-
tives, pedigree and kinship ties that the authoritarian monarchies of the region have
cultivated (Gulf countries, Morocco and Jordan) is limited in all three countries.
The informal avenues to air grievances that are related to such phenomena (e.g. peti-
tioning in diwans and shura councils) are not available. Lack of input legitimacy helps
to explain the response of the Syrian regime to the protests in the country, which
focused solely on violence and suppression. Violence against protestors was also
deployed in Iraq and less so in Lebanon, but both political systems showed some
responsiveness as they reconfigured their respective governments – even though
meaningful systemic reform has never been pursued in either. As the MEDRESET
elite survey in Lebanon summed it up,

“in terms of domestic issues, corruption and the lack of accountability by political and other
elites figures prominently. The persistence of the confessional political system and growing
socioeconomic inequalities are also mentioned. The Lebanese are often critical of the state
of democracy in their country, and believe their government is working to undermine
rather than promote it”.44

Figure 2. Institutional Trust Levels in Iraq and Lebanon (2018). Source: Arab Barometer (2018).
Note: Percentages of respondents who have “a great deal of trust” or “quite a lot of trust” in the respective institutions.
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The lack of municipal autonomy with corresponding budgetary discretion, with the
partial exception of Lebanon, adds to the dearth of input legitimacy.45 Nonetheless,
the Kurdish areas in Iraq and Syria do enjoy autonomy – de jure in the case of the
former and de facto in the case of the latter. In Iraq, the KRI is semi-autonomous.
In 2017, it launched a referendum on independence that was declared illegal by the
central government and prompted military intervention. Still, Iraq provides a consti-
tutional framework that enshrines the semi-autonomous status of the KRI, which
could offer viable avenues towards reaching federal-level compromise, provided it
was reformed.46 Such a formal status has been out of reach for the Syrian Kurds
who have been deprived of their cultural rights under the Assad regime. It violently
suppressed demands for greater autonomy as recently as 2004 during the Qamishli
football riots.47 However, during the ensuing civil war, the Syrian Kurdish area
(Rojava) has achieved quasi-autonomy. It features a US troop presence and maintains
a fragile balance with the Syrian state that still maintains some governmental functions
on its territory.

With input legitimacy limited, the focus for regime survival is on output legitimacy
instead – especially in Iraq and Syria. Both have enjoyed a degree of it as a result of oil
wealth and related transfer payments and development efforts, as inefficient they may
be. Syria saw growing oil production in the 1990s, which would peak in the early years
of the new century, then halve by 2011, collapsing thereafter due to the conflict. Even
the most authoritarian regime with a narrow regime coalition such as Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq requires and indeed craves output legitimacy, to achieve a degree of
popular legitimacy via welfare policies and maintain the semblance of a functioning
economy to demonstrate state capacity.48

In comparison to Iraq and Syria, hydrocarbons were never a direct option for
Lebanon – hopes to develop gas fields in the Mediterranean aside. However, the
country has benefitted from the regional recycling of oil rents. It actively solicited
such funds from the Gulf region in order to finance reconstruction after the civil
war, balance its current account deficit and also to strengthen its military capacities.
However, such inflows are greatly reduced today. As a result of low oil prices and
Iran-backed Hezbollah playing a role in Lebanese politics, the ability and willingness
of Gulf countries to provide such external funds have decreased over time and remit-
tances have come under pressure.

Lack of accountability and allocation efficiency limit output legitimacy, and have
been targeted by political protest in Syria, Iraq and Lebanon alike. Syria, as a low-
income country, faces tougher constraints. The social crisis in its rural north-east –
it started even before a severe drought in the second half of the first decade of the
new millennium aggravated it – has been attributed to mismanagement and an econ-
omic-liberalization drive that favoured urban cronies at the expense of the country-
side.49 Iraq and Lebanon instead belong to the upper middle-income countries, yet
their ability to provide public goods is also hampered. Electricity blackouts and mis-
managed waste disposal have been focal points of civil protests in both countries.
Lack of such public-goods provision makes reliance on private providers (e.g. of
power generators) mandatory, actors whose own commercial interests in turn have
an influence on government decisions.

As reliance on oil rents is unsustainable, economic diversification is an urgent if
elusive requirement. It is particularly pressing in Iraq and Syria, which both still
have considerable population-growth with fertility rates of 4.3 and 2.8 children per
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woman respectively. In Lebanon, in contrast, the fertility rate has fallen from 5 children
per woman in 1970 to 1.7 today, now being below the replacement level of 2.1.50 Var-
iance in output legitimacy is thus conditioned in major ways by direct and indirect
flows of oil rent, implementation efficiency and differences in development levels
and demographic factors.

Governance institutions

Some scholars (see the introduction to this Special Issue) have argued that institutional
design needs to be inclusive, fair and adequate.51 Protests have highlighted that this is
not the case in any of the three countries, but in Lebanon and to some degree in Iraq
institutions are designed in a more flexible way than in Syria so as to: (a) manage ethnic
diversity and (b) govern relationships with powerful non-state actors. While this “flexi-
bility”might prevent a spiral into conflict, it works mainly in the interests of maintain-
ing a system that serves sectarian and business elites, rather than the state or citizens
for whom it has far-reaching consequences.

According to a prominent strand of the literature, ethnic diversity has a negative
effect on public-goods provision.52 Matthias vom Hau and Guillem Amatller
Domine have questioned this line of reasoning as apolitical and ahistorical. It treats
ethnic diversity as exogenous, when in reality it is rather an endogenous factor ema-
nating from the relative underdevelopment of state capacity and the retarding effect
thereof on ethnic homogenization. Weak state capacity and public-goods provision
are more likely to foster ethnic grievances, while strong state capacity and public-
goods provision provide incentives for assimilation.53 Authoritarianism further
reduces the ability for flexible adaption and inclusive solutions to political conflict,
and has been conducive to a politicization of ethnic diversity.

Iraq, Lebanon and Syria have a high degree of ethnic diversity. Up until the 1980s,
Syria and Iraq were governed by populist authoritarian regimes. The state only granted
limited autonomy to private sector actors, and dominated the economy via socialist
rhetoric and patronage relationships. This period was followed by a transition to a
post-populist authoritarianism facilitating economic reform, fomenting crony capital-
ism and relying on narrower regime coalitions.54 In Syria this process accelerated
during the 2000s after Bashar al Assad came to power. In Iraq the rampant corruption
of the sanction years of the 1990s and the ensuing liberalization agenda in the wake of
the US occupation in 2003 functioned as catalysts. The post-populist shifts have been
accompanied by growing sectarianism. The latter is a symptom of how limited access
systems channel influence and scarce resources after they have narrowed regime
coalitions and estranged considerable parts of their old bases. It is a risk, not a
source of resilience.

This is abundantly clear in Syria, and hopes for change are slim. Exclusiveness, sec-
tarian politicization and the selective allocation of public goods such as electricity to
supportive population segments are part of the Assad regime’s business model.55

Syria’s state capacity was previously excessively focused on bureaucracy, security
forces and the supervision of the population. In the conflicts that the post-populist
transformation engendered this proved to be an inflexible arrangement, unable to
mediate pressures from diverse ethnic groups and different external actors.

In Lebanon, circumstances are different; the same is true in today’s Iraq to some
extent. Lebanon never had a comparative trajectory of import-substituting
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industrialization (ISI) and authoritarian populism that would be followed by structural
adjustment. As a small country with a strong tradition of trading, ISI was neither a pre-
ference nor an option. Furthermore, Lebanon has no oil resources, and thus no easy fix
available in the form of resource capture by elites. Rather, sectarian leaders need to
cooperate to facilitate other forms of external inflows – ones that are often based on
recycled oil rents, and which need at least a semblance of political stability on the Leba-
nese market to function (i.e. strategic transfer payments, investments, remittances).

The Lebanese sectarian system was introduced in the late nineteenth century by the
Ottomans as a concession to European powers,56 enshrined in the constitution of 1926
and subsequently entrenched by political practices. While this system embeds sectar-
ianism in the state, it also includes non-state mechanisms in the mediation of domestic
crises57 and accommodates the interests of external actors (as evident in the fact that
Lebanon simultaneously receives money from adversaries such as the US, Iran and
Saudi Arabia). Similar flexibility could be observed in Iraq, where the new government
was set up to keep both the US and Iran content. Nonetheless, these mechanisms in
Iraq and Lebanon also mean that the system is “stuck” and resists reform.58 It might
make the countries resilient in the sense of being capable to adapt to crisis without
sliding into conflict, but it does not foster resilience in the sense of exiting the cycle
of crises. Rather, it robs locals of agency, by making them reliant on the support of
external actors that view sectarian power-sharing as a stabilizing force. It also serves
the preservation of power of corrupt elites which enrich themselves at the expense
of an inclusive, fair and adequate institutional design.

The centralized but weak nature of MENA states discussed above implies a
center–periphery paradox that manifests, among other places, in the institutional
relations with powerful non-state actors who either cooperate with the government
or have carved out their niche in opposition to it. The state, in turn, structures its
relationship with its peripheries not only via stable ordering, which is rigid, rules-
based and top-down, but also by fluid ordering, which is open, ad-hoc and horizon-
tal. This occurs either for lack of state capacity or as a deliberate strategy of flexible
co-optation under resource constraints in areas that are of reduced importance to a
given regime.59

Regarding Syria, Helle Malmvig has pointed out that “the regime has informally
outsourced a defining element in its performance of statehood to foreign and local
semi-private agents”, “[which has] enabled the Syrian government to perform and
maintain its claim to statehood”.60 In the case of the other two countries two non-
state actors have even greater leeway, namely the PMU in Iraq and Hezbollah in
Lebanon. Hazbun has used the concept of “security assemblages” for the case of
Lebanon, where a pluralist form of governance over security has been established
between the multi-sectarian Lebanese Armed Forces and the Shia Hezbollah.61 This
arrangement has been crucial in their cooperation to drive back ISIS. The same
applies to the PMU, which virtually enacted Iraqi statehood as the country’s own mili-
tary collapsed. While there are important differences to Hezbollah – the PMU rep-
resent a heterogeneous organization of various groups – there are crucial similarities
from an ALS perspective. As Fanar Haddad has pointed out,

When trying to understand hybrid actors in hybrid States, such as the PMU in Iraq, it is
unhelpful to think in terms of rigid binaries between State and non-State, formal and informal,
and legal and illicit. Projecting concepts rooted in ideal-type Weberian States onto cases like
contemporary Iraq is a futile exercise. The PMU today is very much part of the State: its
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more powerful figures and formations are key actors in elite politics, electoral competition, the
economy (formal and illicit) and in Iraq’s security sector.62

These institutional arrangements might have been “fit for purpose” security-wise
because of their flexibility, but they do constitute a bone of societal contention –
and it is important that an agreement on their role is found locally, and not via external
imposition.

Conclusions

The comparative analysis of sources of resilience in Iraq, Lebanon and Syria has
revealed some significant differences in terms of input legitimacy, the fiscal space to
generate output legitimacy (which is partly conditioned by direct and indirect oil rev-
enues as well as demographic dynamics), the flexibility of hybrid governance arrange-
ments to bridge ethnic divides, and elites’ need to cooperate in the attraction of
external rents. What sets Lebanon apart is the shadow of the past: the memory of
the civil war continuously produced by both politicians and ordinary people as a con-
stituting part of the present. While the collective memory is characterized by its diver-
sity, it acts as a correlate of social trust in the form of the collective knowledge that “we
are in this together” and has been linked by scholars to resilience.63 This social fabric
could also be seen in the form of daily solidarity practices following the disastrous
Beirut blast.

These findings should be qualified in three respects. First, this article has exclusively
focused on countries in the Middle East and their recent history. Comparative studies
from other world regions over diverse time periods could increase the generalizability
of findings and test core arguments in other settings. Second, more reliability could be
added with quantitative evidence, which is relatively scarce in the MENA, as author-
itarian regimes are disinclined to share information and have underdeveloped
capacities to collect data as far as they are oil exporters as the need for fiscal bureauc-
racies that reach into society is reduced.64 Third, in-depth qualitative research in a
single case study pursued in an inductive way would also increase the validity of
findings. Such an angle might potentially uncover alternate sources of resilience
which this research neglected in its deductive approach.

What then do these findings mean from a more practical and policy-oriented per-
spective? Limited input and threatened output legitimacy seem particularly harmful to
resilience, while flexible institutions and, more importantly, collective memory can be
crucial factors of resilience. Indeed, all three cases point to the key that reconciliation
holds for resilience understood “as transformation”. However, there is no easy way to
translate these findings into a policy template; rather any resilience policy needs to be
tailored to the respective local context and owned by an array of local actors. Indeed, as
this article has laid bare, resilience can be a problematic concept if it only means adap-
tation to crises. Instead, it must set the stage for a comprehensive, locally driven and
inclusive transformation that is not externally imposed. As Lebanese writer Sara
Mourad powerfully argued after the port of Beirut blast in August 2020,

Resilience romanticizes our loss and dispossession. It brands our survival, making it an object
of fascination for foreigners and inspiration for locals, advertising it as a valorized mode of
attachment. Resilience is a marketing stunt for a political and economic system that runs on
crises, that manufactures crises in order to sustain itself. Resilience celebrates survival at the
expense of justice. It is the rhetorical and symbolic symptom of the normalization of injustice.65
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