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An Introduction

In 1975 Lebanon descended into civil war. The conflict arose from disputes
between Lebanese Christians on the political Right and Lebanese Non-Christians and
Palestinians (who were based in Lebanon) on the Left." The hostilities escalated in 1976,
simultaneously increasing the instability of the larger Middle East. This first phase of a
series of many different conflicts that would embroil Lebanon from 1975 to 1990 did not
end until late 1976 after Syria militarily intervened and occupied most of the country.
The purpose of this paper is not to provide an in-depth analysis of the entire 1975-76
Lebanese Civil War; rather it is intended to give a specific and fresh perspective on the
actions taken by the United States Government under President Gerald R. Ford in
response to the conflict. In many ways, the United States was not directly involved. The
Ford Administration never deployed American troops to Lebanon, and it did not directly
mediate any of the major diplomatic agreements. What historians have seen as the
United States’ most pivotal role in the conflict, however, was the Ford Administration’s
effect on Syria’s decision to militarily intervene in Lebanon.

There is a debate as to what role the United States played in Syria’s decision to
occupy Lebanon. At one end of the spectrum are Patrick Seale and Naseer Aruri. Seale
argues that the Ford Administration, and chiefly Secretary of State Henry Kissinger,
successfully conspired in the spring of 1976 to convince Syria’s President Hafez al-Asad
to intervene militarily. Since Syria and the Palestinians both endangered Kissinger’s

vision for the Middle East, he used “discreet string-pulling” to get the former partners

! In defining the sides of the Lebanese Civil War, the Right is used as a label for those who wanted to
maintain the status quo in the government, while the Left is a label for those who wanted reform that would
grant more power to non-Christians. While the Right was predominantly Christian and the Left
predominantly non-Christian Lebanese or Palestinian, the conflict was rooted in political rather than
religious disputes, and there were small numbers of individuals from all sects on each side.



stuck in Lebanon fighting each other. To achieve this the United States encouraged Asad
to intervene, insured that Israel would not stop him, and even had American officials
purposefully take measures to perpetuate animosity among the Lebanese factions to keep
the war going. At the heart of this argument is that the United States took a proactive
role in inducing Syria into military intervention; Syria was an unwitting proxy for an
American design. Similarly, Naseer Aruri calls the Syrian intervention a “diplomatic
coup for the United States.” He claims that the United States began approaching Syria
about interposing itself in Lebanon in October 1975 and was soon supporting Syrian
military intervention in March 1976 in collusion with a pleased Israel.”

Other scholars reject the idea that Syria served as an American proxy. They argue
that President Asad independently decided that Syria needed to intervene militarily in the
Lebanese Civil War for its own security, and that this move was not engineered by the
Ford Administration. Instead, Syria approached the United States about the idea. The
United States came to see a Syrian military move as the best way to avoid a Leftist-
Palestinian take over of Lebanon and avoid another disastrous Arab-Israeli war. Among
these historians there is nonetheless some disagreement. Robert Rabil and Reuven Avi-
Ran present the Ford Administration as quickly and actively working to make the Syrian
intervention possible and reaching a secret understanding among the United States, Syria,
and Israel on how Syria would occupy Lebanon. Naomi Joy Weinberger and Itamar
Rabinovich, by contrast, state that the United States only gradually warmed to the idea of

a Syrian military intervention and that, while the Ford Administration did communicate

? Patrick Seale, Asad of Syria: The Struggle for the Middle East, (London: 1.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 1988),
276-289; Naseer Aruri, “The Syrian Strategy and the Lebanese Conflict,” in Lebanon: Crisis and

Challenge in the Arab World, eds. Fouad Moughrabi and Naseer Aruri (Detroit: The Association of Arab-
American University Graduates, Inc., 1977), 21-25.



between Syria and Israel so that the Syrians would know the limits of how far it could
intervene without provoking the Israelis, America did not actively promote a Syrian
intervention. Rather, the United States acquiesced in the Syrian occupation of Lebanon
for lack of a better alternative. Henry Kissinger essentially presents this last version in
his memoir Years of Renewal. Kissinger writes that Syria approached the United States
with the proposition of a military intervention in March 1976, and that he first tried to
dissuade Syria out of concern that it would inadvertently start a war with Israel. The
Ford Administration only gradually determined that Syrian intervention was probably the
only viable option for a positive outcome for American interests. Israel signaled to the
United States its willingness to accept a limited Syrian invasion, and the State
Department worked as an intermediary between Israel and Syria to prevent any
misunderstanding. When Syria chose on its own to intervene militarily, the United States
successfully prevented an Arab-Israeli war from occurring.’

This debate among historians began shortly after the Syrian intervention
commenced, and it has continued to the present. Both sides have used public statements
of government officials, interviews, memoirs, and deductive logic to try to determine
what role the United States government actually played in Syria’s decision to occupy
Lebanon. This paper also attempts to answer this contested question, but with a

significant difference: it draws on internal Ford Administration documents from the State

* Robert G. Rabil, Embattled Neighbors: Syria, Israel, & Lebanon (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers,
2003), 50-53; Reuven Avi-Ran, The Syrian Involvement In Lebanon Since 1975 (Boulder: Westview Press,
1991), 54-55; Naomi Joy Weinberger, Syrian Intervention in Lebanon (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1986), 291-303; Itamar Rabinovich, The War for Lebanon, 1970-1985 Revised Edition (Ithaca: Cornell

University Press, 1985), 48-49, 59; Henry Kissinger, Years of Renewal (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1999), 1020-1027, 1040-1056.
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Department and the White House that have only recently been declassified and were thus
previously unavailable to historians.

These dbcuments suggest that Syria independently concluded that military
intervention into Lebanon was in its interest, and that the Ford Administration reacted to
Syria’s decision making. In March 1976 the Syrians proposed a military move into
Lebanon to the United States on their own initiative. Even before Syria had approached
it, the Ford Administration had feared a Syrian military intervention. When Syria
advanced this idea to the United States, Kissinger’s initially reaction was to strongly
oppose the idea, mostly for fear that it would start a larger war with Israel. Concerned
that he would not be able to stop Syria, Kissinger approached the Israelis on this matter.
Israel was initially strongly opposed to the prospect of a Syrian intervention in Lebanon,
but as time passed its position softened. Kissinger, however, still tried to prevent a
Syrian military intervention by finding an alternative diplomatic solution through the
spring, both because of the continuing vagueness of what Israel would accept before
setting off a larger war and because he hoped to avoid increasing Syria’s regional .
influence if it could be avoided. Various routes were pursued, including sending an
American emissary to talk with the leaders of the warring Lebanese factions, but these
avenues went nowhere. As the Leftist-Palestinian alliance increasingly wore down the
Lebanese Right, the Ford Administration gradually concluded that a Syrian intervention
might be the only way to offset a Leftist-Palestinian takeover of Lebanon. When Syria
launched its occupation of Lebanon in June, the Ford Administration appears to have had
no foreknowledge of Syria’s plan, but it tacitly accepted the move and successfully

prevented a war from accidentally occurring between Israel and Syria.
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Kissinger would then ultimately see the Syrian intervention as a success, as it
helped to stabilize Lebanon in the short term and weakened the Palestinians and Leftists
whom the United States found inconvenient to deal with. I conclude that the Ford
Administration did not fully achieve success in its dealings with Syria and Lebanon,
however, because it did not solve the long-term issues in the region but instead allowed
them to expand. The Syrian invasion would create problems that Lebanon, the Middle
East, and the United States are still dealing with today. I will also argue that a major
reason the Ford Administration did ultimately fail on this count was because it was too
focused on short-term fixes rather than long-term solutions for Lebanon, because it
viewed Lebanon as secondary to the larger Middle East Peace Process, and because it had

too strong of a bias against the Lebanese Leftists and the Palestinians.

Lebanon’s Sects and History Leading Up to the 1975-76 Civil War

Lebanon’s population contains many different religious sécts that have
commanded the primary political allegiance of most Lebanese on an individual, family,
and clan level. For this reason, most Lebanese combatants in the 1975-76 Civil War
fought along sectarian lines, even though the conflict was not fought for religious
reasons. In 1975, roughly forty percent of all Lebanese were Christians. Maronite
Catholics comprised by far the largest Christian sect in Lebanon, and the third largest sect
overall, constituting roughly twenty-three percent of Lebanon’s population in 1975. The
Maronites as a community generally held a more Westward orientation than most other
groups in Lebanon, and it established strong ties with the Vatican, France, and later the

United States. Their cohesiveness as a Christian community in the Arab world is
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arguably the largest single factor that made Lebanon distinct from its neighbors. Eleven
other Christian denominations resided in Lebanon, but none had the size or cohesiveness
to be a major political or military force as have the Maronites. Of the estimated sixty
percent non-Christian Lebanese, Shi‘a Muslims were estimated to be the largest single
religious group in Lebanon with roughly twenty-seven percent of Lebanon’s citizens and
rising. The sect of Sunni Muslims was a close second with approximately twenty-six
percent of Lebanon’s population. The final major religious sect in Lebanon was the
Druze. The Druze comprised only an estimated seven percent of Lebanon’s population in
1975, but they rigorously maintained their military and social cohesiveness and would
play a large role in defining Lebanon.*

The borders and political institutions of modern Lebanon were established after
World War I when France, under a Léague of Nations mandate, acquired control of the
regi(;n of what is now Syria and Lebanon from the dissolved Ottoman Empire. In 1920
France established the boundaries of modern Lebanon that stand to this day. The
borderlines were set on the model of a “Greater Lebanon.” This not only included the
traditional territories of the Maronites and the Druze in Mount Lebanon, who had a long
history of cooperative rule under the Ottomans (though also a history of violent power
struggles), but also added surrounding regions including coastal cities like Beirut, which
became the capital. This incorporated a large number of Sunni and Shi‘a Muslims into
the Lebanese political system who formerly had not been included. The Maronites were
the main local proponents of a Greater Lebanon. They desired a nation that would be a

Christian refuge, but desired land outside of Mount Lebanon so as to have an

“All population figures are estimates, as no census has been taken in Lebanon since 1932. William Harris,
The New Face of Lebanon: History’s Revenge (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2006), 22-26, 68-75,
93; Helena Cobban, The Making of Modern Lebanon (London: Hutchinson, 1985), 16-28.
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economically viable nation. They believed that the Christians’ slight population majority
at that time, coupled with assistance from France, would be enough to ensure their
dominance. The majority of non-Christians and a sizeable number of Christian Arab
nationalists in Lebanon and Syria were staunchly opposed to the creation of a Greater
Lebanon and instead demanded that Lebanon and Syria be united as one nation. The
French faced revolts and protests from non-Christian Lebanese for the next two decades.
Gradually, however, some non-Christia.ﬁs accepted integration into Lebanon, despite
Christian supremacy, mainly for réasons of greater political and economic opport1mity.5
In 1926 Lebanon adopted a French-sponsored constitution that set up a republican
government with a powerful president and a single parliament called the Chamber of
Deputies. The Chamber was elected democratically, and the deputies voted for a
president, who would in turn choose a prime mh;ister and cabinet. The constitution was
designed to give the Maronites pﬁmacy in Lebanon’s government. The constitution
explicitly stated that Lebanon’s administration should be divided proportionally based on
religious sect; this system became knbwn as confessionalism. It also stated, however, that
this should only be a temporary measure until a non-sectarian system could develop. In
1943 Lebanese leaders established an unwritten compromise called the Natidnal Pact,
which further established the principle of confessionalism. The Pact specified that the
president was always to be a Maionité, the prime minister a Sunni, the head of the

Chamber a Shi‘a, and the make up of parliamentary seats divided between Christians and
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non-Christians at a ratio of 6-to-5. Lebanon gained its independence in 1943, and its
government remained rooted in the 1926 Constitution and the National Pact.®

In its early years Lebanon boasted a booming laissez faire economy, free
elections, and relative freedom of expression and lifestyle. Underneath the glossy
surface, however, lurked significant problems. Wealth was unevenly distributed between
sects and classes. While elections were free, they were dominated by local leaders
known as the zu ‘ama who kept sectarian and clan patronage embedded in politics. As the
proportional population size of Christians shrank to the point that they were a minority,
many non-Christians came to oppose confessionalism as unfair. In 1949 the Druze leader
Kamal Jumblatt formed the Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) to work toward political
reform. Finally, much of the Muslim population still held pan-Arab aspirations.7

These problems came to a head in 1958, when Lebanon experienced its first civil
war. Lebanese internal problems had been exacerbated by the unpopularity of the pro-
Western policies of Maronite President Camille Chamoun and due to the desire of Arab
nationalists in Lebanon to join the United Arab Republic, which was a short lived (1958-
1961) political merger of Egypt and Syria whose goal was the creation of a pan-Arab
state. Riots in Lebanon escalated into civil war as militias of various clans and factions
in pro- or anti-Chamoun alignments clashed with each other. The Kataeb (also known as
the Phalange), a Maronite nationalist militia led by Pierre Gemayel, was a prominent
force on the pro-Chamounist side, while Jumblatt’s forces were aligned with much of the -

Sunni zu ‘ama in the anti-Chamounist faction. The Lebanese army stayed out of the

% Cobban, The Making of Modern Lebanon, 61-62, 65, 69-71, 74-78, 81-85; Harris, The New Face of

Lebanon, 4-5, 150; Lebanon - HighBeam Encyclopedia, http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1E1-
Lebanon.html (accessed November 11, 2006).

7 Ibid.
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conflict, but Chamoun did call on the United States to send in troops to restore order,
which it did in July. Peace was restored later that summer when Chamoun declared he
would not seek another term and a compromise candidate, Fuad Shihab, was elected.®

Shihab and his successor Charles Helou attemp.ted to form a more united Lebanon
with a general strategy that came to be called Shihabism. At the core of Shihabism was
an economic policy aimed at social welfare and é. political policy that endeavored to
allow non-Christians more influence in government and thus reduce sectarian divisions.
The strategy brought needed reconciliation and public works to the Lebanese people, and
a decline in Arab nationalism in Lebanon and throughout the Arab world in the 1960s
minimized the risk that a sizeable faction of Lebanese would again call for integration
into Syria or a larger Arab state. Shihabism did not, howevef, have enough time to truly
address Lebanon’s socioeconomic disparities, confessionalism, or the primacy of the
zu‘ama. Lebanon was thus' still vulnerable to disruption when the 1967 June War, fought
between Israel and Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, occurred.’.

Lebanon had acquired over 150,000 Palestinian refugees after the 1948-49 Arab-
Israeli war, but they had very little impact on Lebanese affairs until after the 1967 war.
They had not integrated into Lebanese society but were instead concentrated in squalid
ca.mpsr outside Lebanon’s major cities, and they had done little themselves to fight Israel.
The Arab defeat in the 1967 war, however, prompted the creation of various Palestinian
nﬁli@ organizations to start a serious resistance against Israel, and many established
themselves in the refugee camps in Lebanon and began conducting raids along the

Israeli-Lebanese border. Soon most of these Palestinian groups came under the umbrella

: Harris, The New Face of Lebanon, 140-150; Cobban, The Making of Modern
Ibid. i r-of A
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