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T 

he Lebanese Parliament 
met for the 35th time on 
February 8th, but again 
lacked the necessary quo-
rum to elect a president. 

This time political quarrels resulted 
from the emergence of new allianc-
es in support of Christian Maronite 
candidates Michel Aoun, leader of 
the Free Patriotic Movement, and 
Suleiman Frangieh, head of the 
Marada Movement. Both are close 
allies of Hezbollah and part of the 
March 8 alliance.

For the first time since their 2005 
formation the bonds that hold the 
March 8 and March 14 political blocs 
together seem to be unravelling.

Both coalitions emerged exhaust-
ed and drained of financial resourc-
es and recently have been unable to 
pay employees’ salaries on time. Si-
multaneously, the political impasse 
has infected national government 
institutions with deterioration and 
paralysis. The Council of Ministers 
has failed to meet or decide on ba-
sic public service issues while the 
country’s 7-month-old trash crisis 
has led to rubbish piling up in the 
streets.

Saad Hariri, the main leader of 
March 14, was the first to drop the 
ball. Leaks of his Paris meetings 
with Frangieh, a close ally of the 
Syrian regime, split March 14 be-
tween enthusiasts and staunch crit-
ics.

The latter, led by the Lebanese 
Forces, represent a large section 
of Christian Maronites. They were 
quick to reject Frangieh’s nomina-
tion and alternatively throw their 
support behind his rival in the 
March 8 bloc, Aoun. Samir Geagea, 
who was initially nominated for the 
presidency by March 14, seems to 
have been preparing his concession 
in favour of Aoun even before Hari-
ri’s rapprochement with Frangieh.

The Aoun-Geagea coalition, 
which has brought together the 
two largest Christian political par-
ties for the first time since 1989, 
has alarmed Muslim groups from 
the March 8 coalition, including 
the Shia Amal Movement, as well 
as Druze parties such as the Demo-
cratic Arab Party and the centrist 
Progressive Socialist Party. They, 
along with the Sunni Future Move-
ment, have forged an undeclared 
anti-Aoun alliance, fearing the re-
surgence of political Maronism.

But smaller Christian groups and 
independent figures, such as the 
Kataeb and Marada parties, have 
been reluctant to join the Aoun al-
liance fearing political marginalisa-
tion and gradual inhalation by larg-
er parties.

Shia Hezbollah, on the other 
hand, has perceived developments 
with caution. Though both presi-
dential nominees are long-standing 
allies and despite Hezbollah leader 
Hassan Nasrallah’s declaration of 
March 8’s victory while mocking 
the seeming collapse of March 14, 

the party remains hesitant.
By backing Aoun for president, 

Hezbollah appears eager for a radi-
cal transformation that prepares the 
ground for Shia-Christian rule at the 
expense of the Sunnis. Such an ar-
rangement, however, may come at 
a high cost. Among considerations 
is the prospect of Christians gaining 
significant power at the expense of 
both Sunnis and Shias. Yet more im-
portant to Hezbollah is the potential 
breakdown of its own March 8 alli-
ance and the resurgence of political 
rivalry within the Shia community 
in Lebanon.

The elephant in March 8’s room 
is the Shia Amal Movement, which 
has been alarmed by Hezbollah’s 
backing of the Aoun presidency. It 
views that a Hezbollah-Aoun alli-
ance will only be achieved at its own 
expense.

Amal will not only lose electoral 
seats in favour of Aoun-Geagea al-
liance but may lose important lev-
erage attained throughout the Taif 
era. A period that witnessed the 
insulation of its own leader, Nabih 

Berry, the speaker of parliament, 
unchallenged for the past 24 years, 
the favourable redistribution of 
public offices, the allocation of key 
government posts for Shia followers 
and the gerrymandering of electoral 
districts to the advantage of candi-
dates within large Christian con-
stituencies.

Worse, the movement’s strategic 
relevance to Hezbollah, serving as 
moderate gateway between the Shi-
as and other sects, may be dimin-
ished. A situation that is prone to re-
ignite old feuds and unleash a new 
feud over Shia leadership, political 
alignments and shares of power.

In his latest televised speech, 
Nasrallah tried to calm Amal’s fears 
by asserting his commitment to 
unity but the consequences of a 
Hezbollah-backed Aoun presidency 
are too difficult to swallow.

Amal has been quick to test Hez-
bollah’s resolve by igniting Shia-
Christian battles over public offices 
deemed crucial to both sides. The 
Amal-controlled Ministry of Fi-
nance and Ministry of Public Works 

recently revoked an agreement to 
promote to higher posts Christian 
public officers, promoting instead 
fellow Shia employees.

Christian leaders, including the 
Maronite patriarch, were enraged 
and demanded the immediate re-
versal of such decisions by Minis-
ters Ali Khalil and Ghazi Zeaiter, 
Amal loyalists and Berry’s close as-
sociates.

Whoever becomes president, 
Lebanon appears destined towards 
a major political realignment. A re-
positioning of political forces gath-
ered around two major poles, a 
predominantly Christian versus an-
other Sunni, while splitting the Shia 
and minor political groups between 
both.
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Regardless of who 
becomes president, 
Lebanon appears 
destined towards a 
major political 
realignment.

The Lebanese deadlock

L 

ebanon’s parliament 
met on February 8th 
and tried for the 35th 
time to elect a presi-
dent. And for the 35th 
time, it failed.

Those who follow Lebanese 
politics are baffled that the country 
should go without a head of state 
for 20 months while leaders en-
gage in a dizzying waltz of shifting 
political alliances. Almost every 
week brings a bizarre, unprece-
dented factional realignment. The 
latest example was Samir Geagea’s 
backing of his erstwhile enemy 
Michel Aoun for president. The 
two veteran Christian leaders are 
distinguished by more than three 
decades of fierce antagonism that 
resulted in the deaths of many of 
their followers.

They are not the only strange 
bedfellows. The Sunni Muslim fac-
tion led by Saad Hariri has enthusi-
astically endorsed the presidential 
candidacy of Suleiman Frangieh, 
a self-declared friend of Syrian 

President Bashar Assad, an enemy 
of Hariri’s.

To add insult to injury, Leba-
nese politicians have blamed the 
institutional deadlock gripping the 
small country on Israel and Syria, 
and now increasingly on Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran.

Lebanese are therefore shack-
led by the excuse of nasty foreign 
actors who are far larger than 
Lebanon. This may have been true 
at various moments of Lebanese 
history but surrendering responsi-
bility to regional and international 
actors leaves the country with a 
good conscience when garbage 
piling up in the streets turns into a 
national nightmare and the presi-
dency is left vacant for two years.

We refuse to acknowledge Leba-
nese responsibility for the repeated 
manufacturing of the presidential 
deadlock, on which rest other 
national disasters; from garbage 
collection, to power cuts, to end-
less bickering over whether to have 
meetings in the Council of Minis-
ters, to legislative bills left sleeping 
in the drawers of parliament.

Recent realignments may have 
made the presidential deadlock 
more opaque but the equation 
is simple. It is easy for a faction 
that considers the presidency its 
natural right to block the election. 
Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasral-
lah expressed it crudely in his 
latest statement supporting the 
candidacy of Aoun: “We are ready 

to attend a parliamentary session 
tomorrow if we are guaranteed the 
election of Aoun by parliament.” 
One can expect Hariri and other 
leaders would boycott the election 
if their candidate is not guaranteed 
victory.

How does mere non-attendance 
lead to persistent presidential 
vacancy? In a country where the 
plethora of political factions oper-
ating on a sectarian basis prevents 
national politics from develop-
ing naturally across the country, 
political alignments may become 
increasingly complicated. But the 
deadlock cannot be understood 
outside a reality that is eminently 
constitutional.

There are many parliamentarian 
countries ridden with factional-
ism. They do not end up with the 
structural deadlocks seemingly 
peculiar to Lebanon; characterised 
by a vacancy at the head of the 
executive power. In the French 
republic, in Westminster, in Israel 
such a dramatic institutional va-
cancy does not occur. In Lebanon, 
it did not exist until ten years ago 
when deputies chose to simply 
not attend a session devoted to 
electing a president and effectively 
prevented the election from hap-
pening.

The answer does not lie in 
politics, as such, either domes-
tic or regional. The deadlock is 
constitutional. According to the 
constitution, decisions are taken 

by a simple majority of members 
of parliament. This is the majority 
used to pass laws and to elect the 
other two presidents; the president 
of the Council of Ministers (the 
prime minister) and the president 
of parliament (the speaker).

The exception is for the election 
of the president of the republic. 
With the constitution requiring 
the president to be elected by a 
two-thirds majority in the first 
round, one-third plus one of the 
MPs may physically leave the 
chamber to prevent a second round 
of majority voting. As soon as they 
leave the room, or if the contrived 
two-thirds majority is not met in 
the first place, the session lacks 
quorum. I know of no similar con-
stitutional absurdity elsewhere.

No country can function with 
this kind of constitutional practice. 
A normal reading ensures that the 
expected game of political allianc-
es takes place in parliament, with 
a winner and a loser. This is called 
democracy.
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Almost every week brings 
a bizarre, unprecedented 
factional realignment.


