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n a dramatic shift of events, 
Sunni leader Saad Hariri has 
taken a major political risk 
by endorsing Christian leader 
Michel Aoun, a strong ally of 

his long-time Shia rivals, Hezbollah 
and Iran, as candidate for president 
of Lebanon.

Hariri’s move brings Lebanon 
closer to ending more than two-
and-a-half years of a presidential 
vacuum and Aoun near to achiev-
ing his long dream of becoming 
president. It falls short, though, of 
appeasing the anger and fears of 
many of Hariri’s supporters and al-
lies who saw the change as a capitu-
lation to Hezbollah and Iran.

Hariri justified his decision by 
saying this was “the last option” 
left to save Lebanon from plung-
ing into civil strife with wars raging 
next door in Syria as well as in Iraq, 
Yemen and Libya, the collapse of 
the state institutions and economic 
deterioration.

While he admitted taking “a great 
political risk” and making “yet an-
other sacrifice”, Hariri revealed the 
terms of his agreement with Aoun: 
Preserving the Lebanese state and 
its Arab identity, reconfirming the 
1990 Taif reconciliation accords, 
reactivating the state institutions 
and economy and remaining neu-
tral concerning the Syria crisis — 
something hard to understand with 

Hezbollah heavily engaged in the 
war there, fighting alongside Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces for 
more than four years.

The comment on Twitter by 
Telecom Minister Boutros Harb, 
a prominent Christian politician 
and a Hariri ally, summarised the 
disappointment and critical mood 
against Hariri. “Congratulations to 
the Lebanese people, the political 
blackmail has won,” Harb posted.

Hezbollah had stood firm on 
its demand that Aoun be the next 
president, refusing Hariri’s ear-
lier compromise to elect Suleiman 
Frangieh, another ally of Hezbol-
lah and a personal friend of Assad. 
Not even the political paralysis and 
economic deterioration that almost 
pushed the country to collapse 
could alter Hezbollah’s position.

Hariri’s warning that the “situa-
tion today is much more dangerous 
and difficult than it might appear” 
did not convince many on why he 
threw in all his cards, wasting years 
of resisting Hezbollah and Iranian 
dominance over Lebanon.

True, Hariri has been politically 
weakened in recent years and is 
shaken by financial problems but 
he remains an important player, as 
a Sunni force in the country’s deli-
cate confessional balance. Without 
him, Aoun’s election cannot mate-
rialise.

Another reason for Hariri’s move 
is that he has been almost aban-
doned by Saudi Arabia, his prin-
cipal supporter, which appears to 
have lost patience and interest in 
Lebanon, focusing instead on inter-
nal and external problems.

It is unclear whether Saudi Ara-
bia, which Hariri visited several 
times, gave Hariri its blessing to 
back Aoun or if he decided to act 
on his own and accept the conse-
quences.

A crack in Hariri’s Future Move-
ment is widening. Prominent mem-

bers of the bloc in parliament and 
other independent allies say they 
will not vote for Aoun, whose can-
didacy was also — strangely — op-
posed by Hezbollah’s close Shia ally, 
Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri.

It is yet to be seen whether all 
obstacles can be removed to secure 
Aoun’s election at the next parlia-
ment session on October 31st or 
afterward and whether Hariri has 
enough guarantees to maintain his 
political position in the country 
and form a cabinet once he is again 
made prime minister.

The memory of how Hariri was 
forced out of that post in January 
2011 when ten ministers allied with 
Hezbollah resigned as Hariri was 
about to meet with US President 
Barack Obama in Washington is still 
vivid.

“Hariri, in the political sense of 
this word, has surrendered,” said 
Sam Menassa, director of the Leba-
nese Centre for Documentation and 

Research. “Would saving Lebanon 
be by handing it to Hezbollah with 
a Sunni blessing?”

Menassa argued that having 
Aoun as president means “the suc-
cess of the Iranian project, which 
started with the assassination of 
Rafik Hariri (Saad’s father in 2005) 
and the consolidation of Tehran’s 
hegemony starting from Iraq to 
Lebanon through its non-state ac-
tors, the Shia militias.”

Kassem Kassir, a political analyst 
well-informed about Hezbollah, 
called for not considering Hariri’s 
move as a “defeat” or “surrender” 
but “rather as an attempt to rear-
range the country’s internal condi-
tions and sharing power to avoid a 
total vacuum in the country”.

“Hezbollah is strong as a regional 
power but cannot rule the country 
alone. It needs a Sunni partner,” 
Kassir said, arguing that Hezbol-
lah’s internal strength is illogically 
exaggerated for it barely consti-

tutes 30-40% of the Shias in Leba-
non. Also, its military power is of no 
use inside the country.

Aoun, he said, is the “guarantee” 
for Hezbollah when “it returns from 
the Syria war, whether defeated or 
victorious”.

An important question, however, 
remains: Was the new settlement in 
Lebanon dictated by developments 
in the region, including a more ag-
gressive role by Russia, Turkey’s di-
rect involvement in Syria and Iraq, 
a still-shy US role and Saudi Ara-
bia’s decreasing influence?

“Lebanon has always been the 
mirror that reflects the balance of 
power in the region,” said Michel 
Nawfal, an expert in Iranian and 
Turkish affairs. “We are still on 
moving sands and the big blocs in 
the region are changing.”
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t is not uncommon for parlia-
ments to fail to pass a specific 
bill or to even elect a president 
but to fail to choose a new head 
of state 45 times, as the Leba-

nese chamber of deputies has, is 
perhaps a record of abysmal failure.

This deadlock might soon be bro-
ken, or so it seems, and the Leba-
nese parliament might achieve the 
required quorum to elect a presi-
dent. This breakthrough was partly 
due to an initiative led by former 
prime minister Saad Hariri to bro-
ker a deal with one of the two presi-
dential candidates, Hezbollah’s 
main Christian ally, Michael Aoun.

Hariri, who heads the largest par-
liamentary bloc, had made Sulei-
man Frangieh his choice for the 
presidency, something that would 
have secured Frangieh’s election 
had the parliament actually con-
vened.

While Aoun and Frangieh theo-
retically belong to the same pro-
Syrian-Iranian political camp, 
Hariri, House Speaker Nabih Berri 
and Druze leader Walid Jumblatt 
opted to support the latter who was 
politically more reliable and a more 
pleasant character to deal with than 
Aoun, who is famous for his anger 
fits and his unorthodox demean-
our.

The main obstacle for the election 
of Aoun transcended his personal 

qualities. Saudi Arabia, Hariri’s 
main patron had implicitly vetoed 
Aoun viewing his election as a win 
for its regional nemesis, Iran.

While this anti-Iran position does 
not seem to have changed, much of 
the Hariri initiative indicates that 
Riyadh no longer objects to Aoun. 
This one-dimensional interpreta-
tion might be misguided, mainly 
because Saudi Arabia simply no 
longer cares for developments in 
Lebanon.

This Saudi position is mainly 
triggered by its engagement in 
conflict with Iran and its allies in 

Yemen and Syria, which naturally 
takes precedence over Lebanon’s 
inconsequential position. Moreo-
ver, Saudi indifferences primar-
ily stems from its disappointment 
with its Lebanese allies, as Hariri 
has failed time and again to field a 
proper political front to respond to 
the attacks of Iran and its Lebanese 
subsidiary, Hezbollah, against the 
Saudi monarchy.

Consequently, the potential elec-
tion of Aoun or any other figure 
might not be the way out for the 
Lebanese predicament but rather a 
continuation of chaos that started 

with the 2005 assassination of Saad 
Hariri’s father, former prime minis-
ter Rafik Hariri.

In 2008, the Doha agreement 
gave the Lebanese political elite the 
required regional support to elect 
Michel Suleiman as president and 
to end a violent confrontation be-
tween Hezbollah and pro-govern-
ment elements.

At this important juncture, the 
election of Aoun, with Hariri’s 
backing, and without this regional 
consensus will not yield any posi-
tive outcomes but would rather 
alienate Lebanon from its regional 
surroundings, i.e. the Sunni envi-
ronment. Berri and Jumblatt seem 
to be aware of this regional aban-
donment and have requested that 
the election of a president comes 
within a package deal with the 
blessing of the regional and inter-
national actors.

Aoun, and Hezbollah by exten-
sion, has refused to pledge any 
commitments that he has publicly 
declared would impede the pre-
rogatives of a strong president, 
which Aoun will certainly fill. This 
so-called myth of a strong presi-
dent clearly disregards the fact that 
strong leaders within a stratified 
country, such as Lebanon, have to 
be balanced arbitrators capable of 
resolving many of the problems of 
governance rather than simply re-
claiming the rights of the Lebanese 
Christians.

Aoun time and again has failed to 
understand the regional role that 

Lebanon could play, if a strategic 
and substantial road map is adopt-
ed, both to reform the geriatric po-
litical system and to more impor-
tantly navigate the murky waters 
of the ongoing Sunni-Shia regional 
war.

As interim prime minister from 
1988 to 1990, Aoun unwisely de-
cided to ignore the global ramifi-
cations of the end of the cold war 
and the unfolding Gulf War. Aoun’s 
decision to launch a suicidal war 
plunged the Lebanese Army under 
his command into a losing battle 
with the Syrian Army, which ended 
with the occupation of Lebanon.

Aoun could nevertheless prove 
his critics wrong if he and his en-
tourage realise that the burden of 
responsibility requires a shedding 
of their populist exclusionist rheto-
ric; even then it might be too little 
too late for the 81-year-old prospec-
tive president.
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Supporters of the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) carry flags and 
a picture of Christian politician and FPM founder Michel Aoun 
during a rally calling to elect a president in Lebanon near Beirut,
on October 16th.                                                                                     (Reuters)

The potential 
election of Aoun or 
any other figure 
might not be the way 
out for the Lebanese 
predicament.

Hariri’s move brings 
Lebanon closer to 
ending more than 
two-and-a-half years 
of a presidential 
vacuum.
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Lebanon’s former prime minister Saad Hariri (L) greeting former general Michel Aoun following a 
press conference in the capital Beirut where Hariri announced his endorsement of political rival Aoun 
for the position of president, on October 20th.                                                                                                     (AFP)


