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The “Dispenser Policy”

Is Saudi Cash Enough to Contain the Identity Crisis
of the Lebanese Sunni?
Although a complete accounting
of what really happened in Arsal
beginning August 2 has not been
given by Lebanese political and
military authorities, but the absence
of such a narrative is almost
inconsequential: the story has yet
to reach an end. What we know
today is that more than two dozen
Lebanese soldiers and policemen
are being held as hostages/prisoners
of war by the “armed groups” that
controlled Arsal for several days
before they withdrew.1 And when
they did withdraw in accordance
with an “agreement” brokered by the
nebulous Sunni-Salafi “Muslim Clerical
Association,” those forces took with
them their military hardware, their
injured and the dozens of Lebanese
soldiers and policemen.
One of the most recognizable
outcomes of the “Arsal
debacle” is that it prompted an
immediate response by the Saudi
establishment—which came in the
form of an offer of a billion dollars
in aid to Lebanon’s state security
forces. Interestingly, this latest Saudi
contribution was not made via
the conventional state-to-state
communication conduit but through

An iconic picture of Saad Hariri’s return to Beirut
on August 8. Here, he is taking a selfie while being
welcomed home by his paternal aunt, MP and
former minister Bahiyya Hariri. Nader and Ahmad
Hariri, Bahiyya’s sons (Saad’s first cousins) are,
respectively, his Cabinet Director and Secretary
General of the Future Movement.

former Prime Minister Saad Hariri.
Speaking from the stately Jeddah
residence he inherited from his father
Rafik, the younger Hariri announced
on August 6 that King Abdullah
“informed [him] of his generous
decision to provide the Lebanese
army...with $1 billion to strengthen its
capabilities to preserve Lebanon’s
security.”2
Anecdotally, in response to a
related question, Saad Hariri sent an

1

In a statement given on August 2, Prime Minister Salam characterized those against whom the LAF is fighting as “NonLebanese armed groups.” http://www.pcm.gov.lb/arabic/subpg.aspx?pageid=5793
2
http://goo.gl/OLJXyX
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indulgent message to Hezbollah. In
it, he tacitly validated Hezbollah’s
statement that it had not engaged
in joint military operations in Arsal
with the LAF but also characterized
Hezbollah’s involvement in the Syrian
conflict as “criminal.” Just two days
after Hariri made the statement
(which boosted the leverage of the
Hariri dynasty), his private jet landed
in Lebanon at Beirut-Rafic Hariri
International Airport. Following an
immediate stop at his father’s tomb,
the younger Hariri headed to the
Grand Serail to meet with incumbent
Prime Minister Tamam Salam.

cost him a broken leg. Adding insult
to injury, Sheikh Ahmad al-Assir (at the
time a favorite guest of the Lebanese
media and talk shows but whose
“stardom” has since been outlawed)
observed that “…he’s [Hariri] even a
bad skier.”3
The reference to Sheikh Ahmad
al-Assir, who challenged the Hariri
dynasty in its hometown of Saida
(south of Beirut), is by no means
irrelevant to Hariri’s return to Lebanon
with a $1 billion letter of credit from
King Abdullah to fight terrorism. Some
sources have also asserted that Hariri
received a few hundred million dollars
in “pocket money” to resurrect the
once formidable influence the Future
Movement wielded within the Sunni
community and welcome back to
the fold all those who no longer look
to Riyadh as the only Sunni address in
Lebanon and in the region.

It is important to note that Saad
Hariri’s return ended his more than
three years of absence from Lebanon
due, formally, to issues of security.
In review, at the very moment Saad
Hariri began his meeting with U.S.
President Barack Obama on January
11, 2011, ten members of his cabinet
(who were affiliated directly or
indirectly with Hezbollah) abruptly
announced their resignation. The
action caused the government to
collapse and stripped Hariri of his
responsibilities as prime minister. Since
that exceedingly public political
humiliation (which also ended SaudiSyrian-Iranian entente), Saad Hariri
self-exiled himself.

That Sunni conditions top the agenda
shared by Saad Hariri and his Saudi
benefactors—at the expense of
electing a new president of the
republic, a development considered
dear by the Lebanese Forces, which
is the main Christian ally of the Sunni
Future Movement (and other proFuture “independent Christians”)—is
certainly not a baseless assumption.
On the contrary, several of Hariri’s
counselors have made that
statement unequivocally.4 Even if
the Hariri milieu had not made that
case, the identity crisis affecting
Lebanon’s Sunni community (and
the attendant leadership crisis) had
already reached the point that
those changes were being denied
vehemently. Moreover, the slogan
“[the] Sunni community is moderate”
is being uttered ad nauseam, as

In view of the perspective outlined
above, it seems logical to opine
that despite the general danger in
Lebanon and specific threats against
him, Saad Hariri’s return to Beirut is as
significant to the country as was his
choice for self-exile.
While away, Hariri flitted between
Riyadh and Paris, and even made
time for a skiing trip to the Alps almost
a year after losing office—a jaunt that

3
http://www.al-akhbar.com/node/45684
4
An example of the sorting out of Hariri’s agenda was done by North Lebanon Sunni Future Movement MP Ahmad
Fatfat in an interview broadcast August 10 on Sawt Lubnan Radio (93.3).
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Although Sheikh Ahmad al-Assir is not always taken
seriously by the Lebanese establishment because of his
casual/populist behaviors (some of which are captured
in these pictures collected randomly on the Internet), he
has become a lightning rod. Born in 1968 ostensibly to a
mixed Sunni (father)/Shia (mother) family, al-Assir quickly
began to ascend the public ladder on a national scale
in 2011. His popularity was confirmed in June 2012 when
he called for a rally in Martyrs’ Square to commemorate
and denounce Hezbollah’s punitive campaign of May
2008 and demonstrate solidarity with the Syrian uprising.
Importantly, al-Assir seemed to fulfill a real expectation, if
not a genuine need for self-confirmation within the Sunni
milieu. The Hariri establishment dealt lightly with the alAssir phenomenon (and other Sunni movements toward
extremism) as evidenced by its failure to manipulate
them in an effort to deter Hezbollah.
Today, Sheikh Ahmad al-Assir is being judged in absentia
by Lebanon’s military court, a development which proves
that the “turbaned clown,” a derisive moniker used by
some Lebanese, was certainly not clownish. For instance,
the June 2013 assault on al-Assir’s Abra stronghold near
Saida killed numerous Lebanese Armed Forces soldiers.
The families of al-Assir’s followers apprehended during
the assault continue to organize impromptu sit-ins to
demand that those arrested be judged quickly. Finally,
a report by Wafic Hawwari (a connoisseur of Saida issues
and moods) published recently to coincide with the oneyear anniversary of the Abra assault that crushed the
Sheikh’s stardom and made him an outlaw, asserts that
“one year after [that battle,] Saida is more sympathetic
to al-Assir [than before].”(*)
But while Sheikh al-Assir’s rise can be understood from a
political perspective, the generous funding he received
to sustain activities that seemed patently theatrical
remains shrouded in mystery. By extension, the assertion
that al-Assir enjoyed Qatari funding from the beginning
of his stardom until today is one that not even the Hariri
establishment would dare endorse. Since an accusation
of that kind would be tantamount to meddling in interGulf issues, even the thought of acknowledging such
conditions is taboo!
(*)

http://janoubia.com/198386

fatalistically “The yellow wind of ISIS is
about to blow [into Lebanon].”6

if extremism and moderation had
somehow been included genetically
into this or that group of people.5
Nevertheless, this crisis, which has
been expressing itself variously for
years, was definitely accelerated by
regional developments in Syria, Iraq
and beyond. It has since become
the schwerpunkt that prompted
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt to state

The threat Lebanon is facing
today makes the country part
of the region’s greater theater
of operations, and that reality is
unconditional. At the same time, it
becomes a point of convergence
for the Hariri establishment and

5
As stated by Saad Hariri during the August 6 press conference. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BDcwwe2WUtQ
6
http://assafir.com/Article/364546/RelatedArticle
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by its opponents unless it imposes on
itself a revision to the “style” of Islam
it observes in order to ensure the
stability of the Saudi regime.

Hezbollah, clients of Saudi Arabia and
Iran, respectively. Moreover, while the
longstanding identity and leadership
crisis that affects the Lebanese Sunni
community is a key factor in the
danger creeping in on Lebanon,
one question must be asked. Is Saudi
Arabia’s policy of “disbursement”
that consistently pumps cash into
Lebanon’s security organizations and/
or the pipelines of its Lebanese clients
sufficient to contain the identity crisis
being expressed by the Lebanese
Sunni community and convince it not
to heed the siren call of extremism?

In reality, Saudi Arabia appears
unable to impart that revision to
move forward at home and engage
in a genuine reform process through
which all underrepresented Saudis—
not just the Shia—might benefit.
Those changes notwithstanding,
Saudi Arabia has very little to offer
regionally regardless of the amount
of money it spends. Of course, the
same can be said of other regional
“players,” such as Qatar, which also
has billions to “invest” as it sees fit.

Until proof is given to the contrary,
one may remain justifiably
unconvinced that Saad Hariri’s
seemingly messianic return home
with a billion Saudi dollars earmarked
for “fighting terrorism” will indeed be
able to check the growing identity
crisis among the Lebanese Sunni and
lead that community back into the
fold of “moderation.” Two rationales,
at least, argue in favor of skepticism.

Still, absent a clear vision and a
discrete strategy, the dollars those
countries are disbursing are doomed
to ignominious and unaccountable
loss or consignment to “worthwhile
commissions.”
• Before the Future Movement/Hariri
establishment can even attempt
to redirect the black sheep of the
Sunni community back into the fold
of “moderation,” that collective
must first commit to a painful reform
and renovation of its structure that
will help it look more like a family
enterprise.

• To date, the effectiveness of the
Saudi policy of “disbursement,” which
that country uses to promote its own
agenda, has proved to be limited
not only in Saudi Arabia, but also in
other parts of the world—including
Lebanon. The reasons behind its
limited effect are very simple: without
a well-defined vision coupled with
an ill-informed Weltanschauung,
cash alone, regardless of the sums
involved, is eventually invested “in the
cause” (the best-case scenario) or
frittered away by corruption.

The Movement must also review
and address its past performance
at the financial high and low tides.
It must avail itself of self-criticism by
asking a series of pivotal questions.
Chief among those, why, despite
all of the support the collective has
received, has the “value” of Rafik
Hariri’s blood and legacy—regardless
of what we may think of it—tumbled
so dramatically on the political/
ideological “market?” By extension,
why is it that young Lebanese
Sunni prefer to model themselves
as “shouhada” for whatever the
cause—in imitation of the “heroism
card” being played by Hezbollah—

In today’s struggle for hearts, minds
and influence, Saudi Arabia has
done very little since 9/11 to clarify
and exemplify its concepts of
“moderation” and “moderate Islam.”
Further, the money Saudi Arabia is
now ready to spend cannot purchase
for its regional allies the type of
“conceptual toolbox” being carried
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rather than become the lovers of life
cherished so dearly by March 14?7
The ability of the Future Movement/
Hariri establishment to undergo such
a renovation is not only instrumental
to the success of its Saudi-backed
counter-attack plan, but it will also
prove decisive in securing its own
future!
On August 24, 2008, three days
after Lebanese leaders had
reached the Doha Agreement
(prompted by the mini-war of May
2008 during which Hezbollah
thrashed the Future Movement
militarily), al-Hayat editorialist Daoud
ash-Shiryan published a relentless
indictment of the Hariri dynasty/Future
Movement titled “The Future of the
Future.”8,9 The final paragraph reads
as follows:

“The Future of the Future” is a harsh but prescient
307-word op-ed published August 24, 2008 in
al-Hayat. It is apparent that the article has not
been read carefully by advisors and strategists
within the Hariri establishment.

It’s to be expected that the
coming phase will witness the
emergence of other Sunni
poles, which will be compelled
to form alliances with Future
adversaries; in other words, the
Sunni representation [within the
Lebanese landscape] will fade
and become subject to the will
of other confessions. The course
of action needed to curb this
deterioration is a meaningful
Sunni-Sunni dialogue evaluating
the Future Movement’s role,
redefining it on a nationally
oriented basis and doing away
with the hereditary/inheritance
system. The Sunnites are a
nation (umma), not a family.10

While the late Rafik Hariri
overshadowed a whole
community in its entirety,
abused its economical and
financial strength, reduced its
representation within his persona
and used this to safeguard the
premiership as well as his own
interests, Saad Hariri transformed
the Future Movement into a
platform for others’ fights at the
expense of the Sunnis, inclining
to overstate the Movement’s
secularism and creating alliances
that will end up discouraging
the Sunnis from pursuing their
role as a confessional body.
Compounding these moves
was Future’s abandonment of
its previous strategy of providing
assistance and developing
projects to impoverished areas.

While it is understandable that
ash-Shiryan, who must wear the
shoes of his patron and speak with

7
In response to Hezbollah’s martyrdom idolization which followed the July 2006 war, March 14 funded and launched a
prodigious billboard campaign that used the key slogan “I Love Life.”
8 As the House of Saud is complicated by innumerable “wings,” it is important to note that Saudi Prince Khaled bin
Sultan, the eldest son of the late Prince Sultan and former deputy minister of defense oversees the publication of
al-Hayat.
9
Ash-Shiryan is exceptionally well connected and well versed in the nuances of the secretive House of Saud.
10
Al-Hayat, August 24, 2008.
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concessions, particularly since
Hezbollah is showing no interest in
reviewing its alliance with the Syrian
regime. Quite the contrary, it is
advancing its supra-Lebanese
policies by involving itself in the
conflict in Iraq. Especially with that
in mind, ash-Shiryan’s piece should
be read again by Saad Hariri and
his counselors. Still, no one can
guarantee that the time for doing
so—and for making those important
changes—has not already passed….

his master’s voice, placed the
entire blame squarely on the
shoulders of the Hariris, the advice
he offers remains cogent. To
compound matters, it remains
to be seen how Lebanon’s Sunni
public can be convinced that
fighting Sunni extremism is not
in the interest of Hezbollah and its
Iranian patron.
After all, that initiative certainly
would not offer them any more
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