
14 October 2, 2016

Beirut

W 

hen Hezbollah en-
gaged in the Syria 
war, it was in a bat-
tle for its own exist-
ence. The collapse 

of the regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad would result in Hez-
bollah losing a major ally that se-
cured a much-needed supply route 
from its sponsor, Iran.

More than five years later, Assad 
is still in power due to Russia’s di-
rect military intervention in the 
war but Iran’s influence in Syria — 
like that of all the other regional 
players — seems in decline, with 
Moscow and Washington emerging 
as the major actors.

A political settlement will be 
needed to end the war in Syria. Al-
though it is premature to speculate 
how and when it will be implement-
ed, the day will come for Hezbollah 
to pull its fighters back to Lebanon 
and this is a major concern.

“If Hezbollah, which awaits a dra-
matic change in Syria in its favour, 
thinks that it will have an influen-
tial role in [a] future Syria in a way it 
will benefit from to later have great-
er influence in Lebanon, it would be 
gravely mistaken,” said Amin Kam-
mourieh, a political analyst. “The 
maximum it can achieve is to have 
an ally or rather a non-hostile re-
gime in Syria that could somehow 
protect it… but it won’t be like it 
was in the past [when Syria had a 
free hand in Lebanon].”

The heavily armed Shia Hezbol-
lah is the most powerful group in 
Lebanon, with a strong military 
structure, well-established social 
institutions and representatives 

in the parliament and cabinet. It 
has become a key power broker in 
Lebanon’s political system, with its 
critics accusing it of controlling the 
country.

However, Hezbollah’s formida-
ble strength proved to be limited 
in Lebanon’s delicate confessional 
system, made up of 18 religious 
sects, with many political and so-
cial agendas as well as regional af-
filiations. The group has failed to 
impose the election of its favour-
ite candidate for president, Michel 
Aoun, to formulate a new electoral 
law that would strip its Sunni ri-
val of majority in parliament or to 
change the constitution.

“These are all signs of weakness 
and not strength. Hezbollah proved 
that it can obstruct but cannot im-
pose,” Kammourieh said.

Riad Tabbarah, a political ana-
lyst and head of the Beirut-based 
Centre for Development Studies 
and Projects research institute, said 
Lebanon is like the UN Security 
Council in which Hezbollah and 
other major political groups “have 
the veto power but not the power of 
decision”.

“Although Hezbollah is the most 
powerful, it is not allowed to use its 
weapons in any internal civil war in 
Lebanon because billions of dollars 
were spent to acquire these weap-
ons, including missiles, for the sake 
of confronting Israel and deter it 
from striking Iran,” Tabbarah said.

On May 7th, 2008, Hezbollah 
fighters, along with other pro-Syri-
an militiamen, took control of Bei-
rut’s largely Sunni areas and tried 
to expand their reach to Druze-con-

trolled Mount Lebanon, triggering 
fierce clashes and almost plunging 
the country into another civil war. 
The Hezbollah coup came two days 
after the government declared a 
private telecommunications net-
work set up by the militant group 
illegal.

“Hezbollah used its weapons dur-
ing the May 7th events to frighten 
its [Sunni-Druze] rivals and it was a 
mistake,” said Tabbarah.

Now heavily engaged in the Syria 
war, Hezbollah appears more cau-
tious and keen to avoid any internal 
strife that could degenerate into a 
Sunni-Shia war in Lebanon.

“The Syria war has created new 
realities and introduced new fac-
tors… The presence in Lebanon 
of 1.5 million Syrian refugees, the 
majority of whom are Sunni and 
support the opposition, is a ma-
jor concern for Hezbollah,” noted 
Kammourieh. “Many of those refu-
gees, who are already trained to 
carry weapons from their military 
service time, could be armed and 
engage in a war here if provoked [to 
support the Lebanese Sunnis].”

Hezbollah is facing solid resist-
ance from its mainly Sunni rivals, 
who are refusing to bow to its de-
mands and pressures to secure 
more political gains for the Shias in 
Lebanon at their own expense.

“If Hezbollah returns from Syria 
weakened, some call for embracing 
it. If it comes back strong, it will not 
be able to exercise such a strength 
because of the existing balance in 
the country,” Kammourieh said.

Hezbollah’s fate is undoubtedly 
linked to a settlement that would 
end the war in Syria and define 
Iran’s future posture in the region. 
This is related to the yet-to-be-
achieved successful implementa-
tion of Iran’s nuclear deal.

“If Iran gets enough of what it 
wants and is rewarded in exchange 
for stopping its interference in the 
region, it would disband Hezbollah 
and the other Shia militias operat-
ing in the region,” said Tabbarah.

One scenario, he said, is Hezbol-
lah becoming a political party en-
gaging in a “democratic debate” to 
secure a larger share in the political 
system.

“But really, we don’t know what 
will happen when Hezbollah re-
turns from Syria,” he added. “I 
don’t think they (Hezbollah and 
Iran) have plans or can say what 
will happen five years from now. 
They are playing that by ear now.”

Lebanon’s experiences have re-
vealed that no party, no matter how 
strong it might become, could ever 
eliminate the other constituents in 
the country.

“We all reached this conclusion. 
I think Hezbollah understands this 
equation and knows that despite all 
its strength and its ability to stretch 
beyond the border, it cannot touch 
the co-existence formula; other-
wise, Lebanon will sink into more 
rounds of violence, which would 
be in no one’s interest,” said Rami 
Rayess, spokesman for the Progres-
sive Socialist Party, one of the main 
armed groups during Lebanon’s 
1975-90 civil war.

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.
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O 

bservers in Beirut have 
noticed momentum 
waning in the campaign 
pushing for the election 
of Michel Aoun as presi-

dent of Lebanon. This lull in the 
campaign is due to opposition from 
inside the Future Movement and 
the absence of a clear Saudi position 
regarding Aoun’s candidacy.

Lebanese Health Minister Wael 
Abou Faour was sent to Riyadh by 
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt on 
a sounding mission but returned 
“puzzled” with no definitive answer 
as whether to push for Aoun’s elec-
tion or not. Some sources reported 
that he had heard from his Saudi in-
terlocutors that Riyadh would rath-
er not have a president who is allied 
with Iran, so it is up to the Lebanese 
people to decide.

Political circles in Lebanon are 
waiting for Jumblatt to clarify his 
position. Known for his capac-
ity to read international moods 
and contexts, Jumblatt might find 
in the Saudi silence an incentive to 
choose Aoun, which might explain 
the sudden fervour inside the Saad 
Hariri camp. He might also choose 
to quench this entire clamour by co-
operating with his ally Nabih Berri, 
speaker of the Lebanese parliament.

Sources in parliament have point-
ed out that the Saudi non-decision 
regarding the presidential elections 
in Lebanon is congruent with its re-
gressing on the Saudi agenda and 
reflects the Saudi wish not to “get 
entangled” in the choice and thus 
influence the current political ma-
noeuvres locally.

Sources following Saudi affairs, 
however, added that Riyadh’s dis-
missal of the elections in Lebanon 
might be the consequence of infor-
mation in Riyadh’s possession indi-
cating that the presidential race in 
Lebanon has not yet reached a point 

warranting its intervention.
Observers in Lebanon agree that 

there are precise indications that 
Hariri and the Future Movement 
have placed Aoun’s candidacy as a 
possible choice for them. There are, 
however, other precise indications 
that the issue has not been decided 
and that negotiations inside the 
Future Movement, as well as with 
allies and foes, might spell an un-
happy ending for Aoun’s bid for the 
presidency.

People inside the Future Move-
ment have questioned the wisdom 
of asking Hariri to side with Aoun’s 
candidacy while no such thing is 
asked of Berri, who is an ally of 
Lebanese Hezbollah, the first po-
litical force to support Aoun. These 
same people wonder whether the 
Shia “sisters” Hezbollah and Amal 
Movement have agreed to inter-
changeably play the roles of pros 
and cons with the aim of reducing 
Aoun’s chances and delaying the 
presidential elections in Lebanon 
until the dust from the wars in Syria 
has settled.

Observers point out that Berri 
has fixed October 31st as the next 
date for the parliamentary session 
dedicated to the presidential elec-
tions. They see Berri’s reluctance 
to support Aoun’s candidacy in this 
manoeuvre. Sources close to Aoun, 
however, consider the long delay 
necessary to complete negotiations 
and remove opposition.

While the Lebanese people are 
joking about the possibility of hav-
ing a “made in Lebanon” president, 
followers of Lebanese affairs find it 
strange that a constitutional entitle-
ment as important as the presiden-

tial election is being delayed in such 
critical times. The outcome of the 
situation in Syria is still confused 
and Lebanon’s next president will 
have to deal with whatever regime 
will come out of the confusion. The 
world is watching the American 
elections, eager to know who the 
next occupant of the White House 
will be so as to adjust its policies ac-
cordingly.

It is well-known that all Lebanese 
presidents since independence in 
1943 were elected following inter-
national and regional compromises 
that dictated election results to 
the Lebanese people. The only ex-
ception to this trend was the elec-
tion of Suleiman Frangieh in 1970 
and this was because the outside 
powers had no reservations about 
any of the candidates. Observers, 
however, say that, even though in-
ternational attention to Lebanese 
internal affairs is decreasing, it will 
not reach a level so as to allow lo-
cal dealings alone to put a tenant in 
Baabda Palace.

Western diplomats in Beirut have 
indicated that their respective gov-
ernments are taking a neutral stand 
towards the presidential elections 
in Lebanon. The same sources do 
not discard the possibility that 
the fervour created locally by the 
elections can eventually focus the 
world’s attention on Lebanese af-
fairs. The elections are becoming 
crucial to Lebanon and the Leba-
nese who have never witnessed 
such crisis levels in their daily life 
and administrative affairs. The pil-
ing up of waste around them is but 
the visible tip of the iceberg.

While some Future Movement 
and March 14 coalition circles op-
pose Aoun for president, the Leba-
nese people fear that with Aoun’s 
election the Lebanese state and re-
gime will simply dissolve under the 
regional influence of the Iranian re-
gime. This fear springs from the fact 
that Aoun and Lebanese Hezbollah 
are allies. They signed a memo of 
understanding in February 2006. 

Aoun remained allied to the pro-
Iranian party regardless of the op-
position stances he took against it 
during the war of June 2006, Hez-
bollah’s attacks of May 7th, 2008, 
and the group’s sending fighters to 
Syria.

Those who staunchly oppose a 
probable Iranian hegemony think 
that to become president Aoun has 
chosen to align himself with Iran, 
Damascus and Hezbollah and has 

distanced himself from the Saudi-
led moderate trend. Without Arab 
and international backing, Aoun as 
president will have no choice but to 
submit to the Iranian agenda. The 
result will be that Lebanon will be 
stripped of its political pluralism 
and of its various Arab and regional 
relations.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Hezbollah’s post-Syria war scenarios

Campaign to elect Aoun wanes in Lebanon

Dalal Saoud

Mohamed Kawas

A 2015 file picture shows a supporter of Lebanese Christian leader 
Michel Aoun’s opposition Free Patriotic Movement (FPM)  during 
a protest, in Beirut, demanding presidential elections.
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Hezbollah fighters hold their group’s flags during a ceremony, last 
May.

The day will come for 
Hezbollah to pull its 
fighters back to 
Lebanon and this is a 
major concern.

Berri has set October 
31st as the next date 
for the parliamentary 
session dedicated to 
the presidential 
elections.


