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Alone, Hariri is seeking a president for Lebanon

Beirut

F 

or almost two years, Leba-
non’s principal rivals — 
Iran-backed Shia Hezbol-
lah and the mainly Sunni 
Future Movement — have 

been engaged in a regular, quiet 
and low-profile dialogue to de-
fuse sectarian tensions that have 
reached alarming levels in the small 
multi-confessional country.

Despite deep differences and the 
inability to reach agreement on is-
sues such as Hezbollah’s arsenal 
and its participation in the fighting 
in Syria alongside President Bashar 
Assad’s regime, the two parties opt-
ed for keeping the contacts — mak-
ing their dialogue the only open 
channel between Sunnis and Shias 
in the region and thus indirectly 
between their rival sponsors: Saudi 
Arabia and Iran.

Tensions between Hezbollah, 
led by Hassan Nasrallah, and the 
Future Movement, headed by for-
mer prime minister Saad Hariri, 
grew following the assassination 
of Rafik Hariri, Saad Hariri’s father 
and long-time prime minister, who 
was killed in a huge truck-bombing 
in Beirut on February 14th, 2005.

The subsequent withdrawal of 
Syrian forces from Lebanon, the es-
tablishment of the Special Tribunal 
for Lebanon that accused Hezbol-
lah members of being behind Hari-
ri’s assassination, and Hezbollah’s 
show of force by sending its fight-
ers to take control of Beirut in 2008, 
were the first signs of a Sunni-Shia 
conflict that has been exacerbated 
by the war in Syria and Iran’s upper 
hand in Iraq.

“We couldn’t leave things go out 
of hand in an already inflamed re-
gion… and reach the point where 
the situation could explode within 
seconds,” said Samir Jisr, a parlia-
mentarian and one of three mem-
bers representing the Future Move-
ment at the dialogue sessions with 

Hezbollah.
The dialogue, which started in 

December 2014, was limited to the 
two sides discussing the election of 
a new head of state after president 
Michel Suleiman completed his 
term in May of the same year and 
to defuse sectarian tension.

While they have failed to pave 
the way for electing a new presi-
dent, the Hezbollah-Future Move-
ment meetings helped maintain 
an acceptable level of stability in 
the country, which found itself 
deluged by more than 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees. Most important, 
they eased Lebanese fears of likely 
Sunni-Shia violence on their own 
territories.

“The dialogue achieved very lit-
tle and less than what we aspire 
for,” Jisr said, adding on a realistic 
note that the relative stability Leb-
anon is enjoying was due to the fact 
that “the big powers don’t want to 
move the war to Lebanon but if 
they decide otherwise, it will take 
less than 24 hours for the whole 
country to plunge into violence: 
Tension, fears and weapons are all 
there”.

However, Jisr appeared confi-
dent that, sooner or later, the pre-
sent dialogue will turn into “a more 
serious, in-depth one”.

“This is a preliminary phase… 
waiting for changes in the region,” 
he said.

No doubt, the conflict in Leba-
non has many internal roots but it 
is also affected by the Saudi-Irani-
an dispute and the political strug-
gle over influence in the region.

In that context, maintaining the 
dialogue between Hezbollah and 
the Future Movement, clearly with 
the consent of their respective pa-
trons, represents an open chan-
nel that could open the way for a 
much-needed regional dialogue 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia.

“That means that this cold war 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
which is destructive to both and 
to the region, could be contained 
and stopped by regulating their 
disputes,” said Michel Nawfal, a 

political analyst and expert in Ira-
nian and Turkish affairs. “At the 
end, there is no escape but to have 
a dialogue.”

Nawfal suggested a mechanism 
similar to the 1975 Helsinki ac-
cords, which were meant to reduce 
tension between the Soviet and 
Western blocs by securing their 
common acceptance of the post-
second world war status quo in Eu-
rope.

The region may not be yet ready 
for such a deal as “the world is 
changing and the features of this 
new world are not clear”, he said. 
“But to lessen the losses, we should 
by all means create a mechanism to 
contain the disputes.”

Turkey, according to Nawfal, is 
“eligible and prepared to be the 

mediator” between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran, taking into consideration 
the good relations Ankara enjoys 
with both as well as its strategic po-
sitioning in the Islamic world and 
internationally.

He said that the diminishing role 
of the Western world is allowing 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan to have “a big margin of ma-
noeuvre”, emphasising that when-
ever a mechanism for initiating a 
rapprochement between the two 
sides is in place, it would be then 
possible to define the issues of the 
conflict.

“This is the only way to tell the 
Iranians that there are limits for 
their presence in the region, that 
they are adopting an unbalanced 
strategy which could benefit them 

now but not in the future for the 
simple reasons there are other big 
blocs: Saudi Arabia and Egypt — so 
not to say the Sunni bloc,” Nawfal 
noted.

Consequently, the leaders in 
Iran and Saudi Arabia should be 
convinced that “no one can beat 
or break the other” and that they 
should seize the opportunity to get 
together while the big powers are 
almost inactive in the region.

Turkey would then be filling a 
gap largely left by an ailing Egypt, 
which should have been the one 
mediating between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, Nawfal concluded.

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

Beirut

T 

he flurry of consultations 
by former prime minis-
ter Saad Hariri towards 
ending Lebanon’s presi-
dential vacuum signals 

a commitment to the independent 
political system. Meanwhile, other 
fragmented Lebanese forces are 
trying to come up with ways to by-
pass the National Pact of 1943 and 
the Taif agreement of 1989, which 
together resulted in the current 
power structure.

Hariri seems to be working alone 
in an intricate search for a president 
to fill the power vacuum at Baabda 
Palace but the political elite in the 
country does not seem very eager 
to end the constitutional farce that 
has been blocking the election of 
the only Christian president in the 
Arab world.

It appears that the two main can-
didates for president — Suleiman 
Frangieh and Michel Aoun — are 
leaving the issue to Hariri, the lead-
er of the Future Movement, as if the 
matter did not affect Christians in 
Lebanon and in the Middle East as 
a whole.

Hezbollah looks preoccupied 
with an agenda that it shares with 
Iran, including regional ambitions 
in Lebanon, Yemen, the Arab Gulf 
states, Iraq and Syria. Lebanon’s 

troubles are low on Hezbollah’s 
agenda and, hence, the Baabda race 
has turned into a childish fuss ex-
ploited to divert attention from the 
Shia movement’s blunders in Syria.

Whenever Hezbollah is request-
ed to support one of the two main 
presidential candidates, who are 
both allies of the group, it falls si-
lent, holds on verbally to the candi-
dacy of Aoun or stands behind the 
talents of parliament Speaker Na-
bih Berri in defending the so-called 
package deal on the presidency.

In the face of all this idleness, 
Hariri stands alone, knocking on 

doors. Until recently, he endorsed 
painful initiatives, proposing 
Frangieh for president and then 
pitching Aoun for the ceremonial 
post.

The two main presidential can-
didates are both allies of the “axis 
of resistance”, which includes Syria 
and Iran on the regional level and 
Hezbollah on the national level. 
And, it actually looks surreal that 
Hariri, the leading political ally of 
Saudi Arabia in Lebanon, is strug-
gling to arrange things for the “sons 
of Iran” and pave the path for them 
to sit on the top of the Lebanese po-

litical establishment.
Hariri continues to suggest that 

he is not aware of the whispers be-
ing spread by some parties, which 
are hoping to abandon the Taif 
agreement and move towards the 
adoption of a political system that 
produces new quotas dictated by 
Hezbollah. If there were a failure to 
call a constitutional convention, as 
Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah 
hopes, the labours and schemes to 
abandon the Taif deal would never 
stop.

The Future Movement and the 
supporters of the Taif agreement 
reject the package deal as a pre-
condition for the election of a new 
president. Recently, Maronite Patri-
arch Bechara al-Rai also joined the 
opposing camp, arguing that such 
a deal violates the constitutional 
principles and strips the Christian 
president of his prerogatives.

The idea of the package deal rests 
on a suggestion that failures to 
agree on a prime minister, the for-
mation of the next government and 
an electoral law will block the elec-
tion process, which has long been 
overdue since the departure of for-
mer president Michel Suleiman in 
May 2014. Berri’s position suggests 
that obstruction has become the es-
sence of the political game. It also 
implies that dealing with the cur-
rent stalemate necessitates a viola-
tion of constitutional principles.

In recent years, Hezbollah has 
blocked any decision or resolution 

that seems unfavourable to its in-
terests. The movement is inces-
santly working to impose a form 
of political Shiism on the Lebanese 
governing system, if not by means 
of weapons, then by way of some 
manoeuvres such as the Doha 
agreement of 2008, which resulted 
in the fall of the entire political sys-
tem into the hands of Hezbollah 
and Tehran. Berri seems to believe 
that obstruction is no more occa-
sional or incidental. It has rather 
turned into an authentic Lebanese 
tradition at the very heart of the po-
litical system.

Hariri’s critics may consider his 
moves a form of surrender to the 
options of Hezbollah. Yet, the critics 
are failing to see that Hariri wants a 
president for Lebanon while Hez-
bollah wants all of the country for 
itself. And, when the Lebanese 
would vote to elect a president, 
their ambitions would not be con-
sistent with the objectives of Hez-
bollah, which only hopes to control 
the political institutions with the 
aim of serving its own agenda.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.
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A February 2016 photo shows Saudi Ambassador to Lebanon Ali Awad Assiri (C) receiving Sunni 
clerics during their visit to express their solidarity with Saudi Arabia, at the Saudi Embassy in Beirut, 
Lebanon.                                                                                                                                                                           (The Associated Press)

Lebanon’s former prime minister Saad Hariri (C) attends a political 
event held by the Future Movement, last April, in Beirut. 
                                                                                                                      (Reuters)
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The Hezbollah-Future 
Movement meetings 
helped maintain a 
level of stability in 
Lebanon. 

The conflict in 
Lebanon is affected
by the Saudi-Iranian 
dispute.

The political elite in 
the country does not 
seem very eager to end 
the constitutional 
farce.


