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Beirut

T 

he election of Michel 
Aoun as Lebanon’s 13th 
president cements Hez-
bollah’s immunity against 
domestic opposition and 

safeguards its military priorities — 
the simmering confrontation with 
Israel and its armed intervention in 
Syria.

Aoun’s inaugural speech, while 
generally bland and appeasing, in-
cluded statements that confirmed 
that Hezbollah has emerged as the 
true winner from Lebanon’s pro-
tracted presidential crisis and vin-
dicated the party’s decision, along 
with its allies in the March 8th 
parliamentary coalition, to boycott 
two-and-a-half years of electoral 
sessions until its candidate was as-
sured success.

Referring to the conflict with 
Israel, Aoun said Lebanon would 
spare no effort “and no resistance” 
to liberate the occupied Lebanese 
territories and “protect our country 
from an enemy that still covets our 
land, water and natural resources”.

This formulation echoes Hezbol-
lah’s justification for maintaining 
the Islamic Resistance, the name of 
its armed wing. Hezbollah’s argu-
ment long ago moved on from the 
assumption that the end of out-
standing disputes between Israel 
and Lebanon would lead to a quid 
pro quo disarming.

In 2006, Ali Ammar, a Hezbollah 
MP, said the “extent of the resist-
ance is not the Shebaa farms nor 
the return of the [Lebanese] pris-
oners [held in Israel, but its extent 
is when it becomes impossible for 

Israel to violate Lebanon’s sover-
eignty even with a paper kite”.

It is highly likely that the army-
people-resistance formula, which 
helps legitimise the Islamic Resist-
ance as an asset of Lebanese de-
fence, will be retained in the official 
statement of the next government.

As for Syria, Aoun also had reas-
suring words for Hezbollah, saying 
that “terrorism”, meaning the ver-
sion practised by extremist Sunni 
groups such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS), should be dealt with through 
pre-emption, deterrence and con-
frontation until it is eliminated.

The key word here is “pre-emp-
tion” as it helps gird Hezbollah’s 
argument that its intervention in 
Syria is intended to defend Leba-
non against attack by groups such 
as ISIS: Better to fight them in Syria 
before they reach Lebanon.

The next government, headed by 
former prime minister Saad Hariri, 
will not pose an obstacle to Hezbol-
lah’s domestic and regional agenda.

Hariri returns to the premiership 
holding a weak hand. His financial 
empire is in disarray; there is no 
cash to sustain his patronage net-
works and his decision to endorse 
Aoun for the presidency has further 
sapped his popular support on the 
Sunni street.

Rivals for the country’s Sunni 
leadership, particularly former 
Justice minister Ashraf Rifi, are be-
ginning to snap at his heels. Rifi is 
sweeping up discontented Sunnis 
not only in his traditional fiefdom 
of Tripoli and the north but also in 
other Sunni regions further afield, 
such as the central Bekaa valley and 
Iqlim el-Kharroub north of Sidon.

Hariri cannot rely on the backing 
of Saudi Arabia as a counterweight 
to Hezbollah and Iranian influence 
in Lebanon. Under King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, Saudi Arabia’s 
interest in Lebanon has shrivelled 
amid more pressing issues for the 
kingdom, such as the war in Yemen, 
the struggle against Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad and domestic 
economic difficulties.

Still, Hezbollah faces pressing 

challenges, particularly the heavy 
cost of the war in Syria on the mo-
rale of the party’s support base, 
even among the cadres themselves.

Iran’s Tasnim news agency re-
ported that 33 Hezbollah fighters, 
including at least two commanders, 
were killed in Syria in October.

Traditionally, the process of re-
cruitment into Hezbollah’s ranks 
takes months and consists of an 
initial vetting procedure, extensive 
religious classes and basic military 
training at the party’s camps strung 
along the flanks of the Bekaa valley.

While this arduous and thorough 
recruitment process is continuing 
for true believers in Hezbollah’s 
cause, the party is also scooping up 
recruits specifically to fight in Syria, 
luring them with monthly salaries 
and benefits and foregoing vetting 
and religious instruction.

These raw recruits are given a 

month-long basic training course 
before being dispatched to Syria’s 
front lines. There follows a brutal 
Darwinian process in which the 
unlucky or inept are quickly killed 
off while the luckier or more skilled 
live to fight another day.

There is, however, increasing 
anecdotal evidence to suggest that 
some fighters are tiring of the con-
flict, particularly of being deployed 
to places such as Aleppo that are far 
from Lebanon. A common refrain 
from these unhappy cadres is that 
they accept the rationale of fight-
ing ISIS or Jabhat Fatah al-Sham in 
Qalamoun along Lebanon’s eastern 
border or defending the tomb of 
Sayyida Zeynab, the Prophet Mo-
hammad’s daughter, in Damascus. 
But why do they need to fight in 
Aleppo?

Some fighters are refusing to re-
turn to Syria and say they will only 

pick up a gun again and fight with 
Hezbollah during the next conflict 
with Israel. Other fighters are leav-
ing the party altogether.

It is unclear how deep such sen-
timent runs within Hezbollah’s 
ranks but the party apparently has 
formed a unit to address issues of 
low morale, underlining that the 
leadership takes the discontent se-
riously.

Hezbollah may have secured its 
domestic flank through the election 
of its ally Aoun as president but the 
interminable war in Syria will con-
tinue to sap the party’s resources 
and chip away at the morale of 
some cadres.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
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(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.
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Mohammed Raad, the head of Hezbollah bloc in Lebanese parliament (L), congratulates the 
newly elected Lebanese President Michel Aoun at the Lebanese parliament, in Beirut, on October 
31st.                                                                                                                                                                                     (AFP)
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Michel Aoun: Machiavelli’s Prince or Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince?

M
any Lebanese 
remain divided 
over the country’s 
former army 
commander 
Michel Aoun, who 

after vying for the presidency for 
nearly two decades was finally 
voted to the top job. Just getting 
all of Lebanon’s opposing political 
parties to agree on the candidate 
after two years without a presi-
dent is quite an accomplishment.

Getting those of varying 
political agendas such as Hezbol-
lah and conservative Christian 
parties to agree to sit at the same 
table requires a certain degree of 
political know-how.

A former Lebanese army 
general, Aoun was forced into a 
14-year exile in France because he 
opposed Syria’s presence in 
Lebanon but has now won the 
presidency with Syria’s support. 
But does that make him Niccolo 
Machiavelli’s Prince or Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince?

After numerous attempts to find 
a president acceptable to all 
political factions, foreign and 
domestic, the Lebanese parlia-
ment has made Aoun proud with 
his unexpected last-minute 
political alliances. The result 
placed him ahead of his rivals for 
the post, which under Lebanon’s 
sectarian system is awarded to a 

Christian.
Some Lebanese see Aoun as the 

leader who will take the country 
out of its years of political wilder-
ness. Others regard him as a 
renegade officer and loose cannon 
who could well reignite the civil 
war. If nothing else, Aoun is a 
highly controversial, if not 
somewhat enigmatic figure. But is 
he the Prince or the Little Prince?

While Saint-Exupéry, who 
served as a French military aviator 
during the second world war and 
ultimately disappeared in the 
southern Mediterranean when his 
aircraft crashed, may have had 
more in common with the Leba-
nese military officer, Aoun picked 
up more on the practicality of 
politics from Machiavelli.

Despite his political shortcom-
ings, Aoun promised to change 
Lebanon’s stagnating politics and 
do away with corruption and 
sectarianism. This alone has given 
the 83-year-old military officer-
turned politician a head start in 
the race to the presidency.

The retired general claims much 
credit for Syria’s rapid exit from 
Lebanon.

This is worrying many Lebanese 
who view Aoun with suspicion, if 
not outright revulsion. Others see 
in him new hope.

“We have to put the past behind 
us,” said Tony Haddad, a close aide 
who lobbies for the general’s 
interests in Washington.

This might not be as easy as it 
sounds. Before his exile, Aoun 
made many enemies when he took 
on the Syrians, then the Christian 
militias in one of the final, but 
harshest, stages of the 1975-90 
Lebanese civil war.

So how do you put the past 
behind you? First, you forgive 
your enemies, hoping they will 
forgive you. Second, you try to 
introduce reconciliation — a 
relatively little-tested concept in 
Lebanon. Third, you try to win the 
people’s trust.

“Transparency is going to be the 
key,” Haddad said. “People trust 
him, they want a clean leader-
ship.”

Haddad said some of the 
antipathy felt by many Lebanese 
towards Aoun was the clash of 
“reformers versus traditionalists”. 
Haddad called Aoun a “reformer” 
who wants to change things. 
Indeed, his uttering this one word, 
“change”, was enough to ensure 
Aoun the support of hundreds, if 
not thousands, of followers.

“I think his vision is beyond 
what most people can compre-
hend in this region,” said Haddad.

It is, however, precisely this 
vision that is being questioned. A 
vision many accuse of being rather 
blurred and quick to forget the 
past.

“Ask him about the millions of 
dollars he received from Saddam 
Hussein,” suggested a Lebanese 
friend. I did ask.

“The general got help from 
Saddam but he gave him nothing 
in return,” said Haddad, adding 
even former US secretary of 
Defense met with Donald Rums-
feld had, in the past, met with the 
now executed Iraqi president.

“The help from Iraq was 
unconditional,” said Haddad. “We 
gave nothing in return.”

“Ask him why is it that he has 
allied himself with the most avid 
supporters of Syria,” said the same 

Lebanese friend. I did ask.
In politics, things change, 

alliances change, explained 
Haddad, adding all Lebanese 
politicians, including opposition 
leader Walid Jumblatt, have in the 
past dealt with Syria.

It was late at night as I sat down 
to write these words and caught 
sight of Machiavelli’s ghost as it 
floated over my desk.

“Niccolo, is this correct? Is it 
true?” I asked.

Looking somewhat ashen and in 
a great hurry to escape Levantine 
politics, Machiavelli replied, 
“Certo, certo,” (sure, sure) before 
quickly disappearing into the 
night.

But if Machiavelli’s ghost ran 
away, my friend persisted.

“Ask him how come he has given 
the Syrians a clean bill of health by 
announcing they are no longer in 
Lebanon under any guise when the 
United Nations hasn’t yet? What 
was his hurry to do so?” added my 
friend.

I did ask.
“The general carries no grudges 

against his former enemies,” 
replied Haddad.

The general may carry no 
grudges but some of the people he 
shelled during the “war of libera-
tion” find it hard to forget. 
Summing up the feelings of many 
Lebanese who fall into that 
category, another friend from 
Beirut simply said: “Ask him when 
he is going back to Paris?”

Alas, the ghost was gone before I 
could get an answer to that last 
question.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
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Despite his political 
shortcomings, Aoun promised to 
change Lebanon’s stagnating 
politics and do away with 
corruption and sectarianism.


