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Opinion

A new reign in Lebanon ushers in new challenges

Why Trump has fans in the Middle East

A new reign has begun 
in Lebanon. It will 
be different from 
previous ones if we 
take into considera-
tion the circum-

stances surrounding the election 
of Michel Aoun as president of 
the Lebanese republic.

Many have found similarities 
between these circumstances and 
those that surrounded Bachir 
Gemayel’s election in 1982. The 
comparison, however, is unwar-
ranted for reasons too many to 
enumerate here but one is that in 
1982 no one dared to play the card 
of the presidential vacuum to 
force members of the parliament 
to vote for Gemayel.

Up to 2014, when Michel 
Suleiman’s term as president 
ended, never had an interim 
period without a leader at the top 
lasted two-and-a-half years. 
During this time, a question 
crucial to the future of the 
country kept popping up: Was the 
political vacuum in the presi-
dency perpetuated to justify the 
call for ending the current 
political system in the country 
given that the balance of power 
that had led to the Taif agreement 
was no longer in place?

What is important is that 
Lebanon has a president. The 
state has a head. It is true that 
Aoun’s nomination for president 

originated from Hezbollah, with 
which he has had ties since 2006. 
Still, the road to Baabda Palace 
would not have been possible 
were it not for two break-
throughs: The reconciliation 
between the Free Patriotic 
Movement and the Lebanese 
Forces Party, which has given 
Aoun a wider Christian base, and 
winning the endorsement of the 
Future Movement Party.

From the beginning, the actions 
of Saad Hariri, the Future Move-
ment leader, were dictated by a 
strong sense of duty towards 
Lebanon and whatever was left of 
its institutions. The only hope for 
Lebanon was through filling the 
vacuum at the presidency. So, 
Hariri selflessly nominated 
Suleiman Frangieh. The men 
shared similar visions of what 
was needed to put the country 
back on track. A year later, 
nothing had changed.

It has to be admitted that Aoun 
knew how to handle Hezbollah. 
Perhaps the 10-year-long experi-
ence as allies had something to do 
with it. In any case, Aoun’s 
nomination saved the country 
from the vacuum at the head of 
the state.

The new mood is optimistic 
despite Aoun’s less-than-rosy 
past. His speech on taking the 
oath of office was well-balanced. 
The president broached three 

themes: the importance of 
upholding the constitution and 
the national pact; the economic 
crisis in the country; and the 
importance of keeping distance 
from the war in Syria, into which 
Hezbollah has deeply inserted 
itself.

Aoun seemed to be well aware 
of the challenges posed by the 
new reality in the region. One of 
these challenges is Lebanon’s 
relations with the Gulf countries. 
In his speech, Aoun reiterated 
Lebanon’s adherence to the Arab 
League. In other words, and until 
further notice, Lebanon is an 
Arab country and not the black 
sheep it was made to be during 
recent Arab and Islamic summits.

The coming days will reveal 
whether plugging the political 
void will clean up the existing 
chaos. The quick formation of a 
new cabinet will certainly speed 
up things. It will also be known 
whether Hezbollah backed Aoun 
only after being cornered by 
Hariri.

Hezbollah continues to veil its 
true intentions in Lebanon, 
namely to change the very nature 
of the regime. Its manoeuvrings 
during the presidential election 
say a lot about that. Unfortu-
nately, a large segment of the 
Lebanese population, especially 
among the Christians, still 
ignores the serious threats it 

faces.
Sooner or later, the topic of the 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon is 
going to flare up. Aoun did well 
by bringing it up in his speech. He 
said: “We must deal with the 
migration from Syria by working 
to ensure the quick repatriation 
of the migrants. We need to 
prevent the migrants’ camps 
from becoming security camps. 
Any solution to the situation in 
Syria that does not start with and 
does not guarantee the return of 
the refugees will not hold.”

With 1.5 million Syrian refugees 
in the country, Lebanon must 
prepare for a serious crisis. The 
Palestinian refugee situation 
pales in comparison. What is 
worse is that the Syrian regime is 
actively pursuing a policy of 
depopulation with the help of its 
sectarian allies and militia. Small 
countries in the region, such as 
Lebanon, will pay the price of 
those policies.

A new dawn has broken in 
Lebanon bringing with it new 
challenges. There is no choice but 
to face up to these challenges. 
There are signs of hope and 
everybody must come together to 
embody that hope through 
actions that break the shackles of 
the past.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
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A
s election day in the 
United States fast 
approaches, it is 
worth remembering 
why Republican 
Party presidential 

candidate Donald Trump enjoys 
the support of a mixed bag of 
foreign leaders, not least in the 
Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region.

Mostly, they could be put in the 
“basket of deplorables” category, 
which Democratic Party candi-
date Hillary Clinton used to 
describe her rival’s supporters in 
America.

There is Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. The first is a 
strongman, the second a self-
righteous revisionist, the third an 
authoritarian with neo-Ottoman 
delusions of grandeur.

Each has his problems, at home 
and abroad, and a shaky commit-
ment to human rights. Each 
probably hopes that a President 
Donald Trump would not pre-
sume to lecture, harangue or take 
the moral high ground.

The expectation would be 
well-founded. In September, 
Trump lavished praise on Sisi, 
whom he met on the sidelines of 
the UN General Assembly. He is a 
“fantastic guy”, Trump said of the 
former chief of Egypt’s armed 
forces who led the military 
takeover three years ago. “He took 
control of Egypt and he really 
took control of it,” Trump said 
admiringly of Sisi’s handling of 
the bloody transition from 
Muhammad Morsi’s Muslim 
Brotherhood government.

Trump went on to say there was 
“good chemistry” between them. 
Unlike Clinton, who also met with 
Sisi in a standard game of diplo-
matic balancing, Trump did not 
raise concerns about the prosecu-
tion of Egyptian human rights 
organisations and activists.

Trump has also found much to 
admire in Erdogan. Asked if the 
Turkish president was exploiting 
July’s failed coup to purge his 
political enemies, Trump cau-
tioned against American sermon-
ising.

“When the world sees how bad 
the United States is and we start 
talking about civil liberties, I 
don’t think we are a very good 

messenger,” he said. Instead, he 
commended the Turkish leader, 
saying: “I do give great credit to 
Erdogan for turning it around.”

The Wall Street Journal 
reported Erdogan’s appreciation 
of Trump’s approval of the 
campaign his administration has 
pursued since the coup — dismiss-
ing academics, teachers, health 
workers, prison guards and 
forensics experts by the tens of 
thousands and closing media 
outlets.

A similar, but slightly less lyrical 
love-fest has been under way 
between Trump and Netanyahu. 
When they met, Trump promised 
his administration would recog-
nise Jerusalem as the “undivided 
capital” of Israel, a simply 
astonishing foreign policy shift 
that ignored a basic fact. The 
United States, like almost every 
other country, does not recognise 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
because its status is yet to be 
resolved.

Trump also nodded along when 
Netanyahu declared that peace 
could only be achieved if “the 
Palestinians renounce hatred and 
violence”. And Trump praised 
Israel’s 14-year-old, 700km 
“separation barrier” with the West 
Bank, drawing parallels with the 

wall he plans to build along the 
US-Mexican border.

Though the wily Netanyahu — 
this is his fourth term in office; he 
has been in the political game a 
long time — has not trumpeted the 
bizarre matchup of instincts and 
vision with Trump. It is unlikely 
he does not appreciate the love.

There are signs that right-wing 
media outlets close to Netanya-
hu’s Likud Party are inclining 
towards Trump. For Tel Aviv, a 
Trump administration would 
probably be much less trouble 
when it comes to expanding 
settlements and holding firm 
against a two-state solution.

There are two interlinked 
strands that make Trump the 
better presidential candidate for 
some foreign leaders. First, his 
scorn for the flawed way in which 
the United States practises liberal 
democracy. Second, his world 
view. Americans recognise the 
Republican nominee’s mindset as 
Jacksonian isolationism, which is 
to say the nativist, protectionist 
and isolationist ideas put forward 
by Andrew Jackson, seventh presi-
dent of the United States. Foreign 
affairs specialist Walter Russell 
Mead described Jacksonian 
thinking in his book Special 
Providence as deeply suspicious of 

the world and desirous of either 
abandoning it or dominating it.

A retreating America would 
probably suit Sisi, Erdogan and 
Netanyahu just fine. At least there 
would be fewer homilies on the 
virtues of democracy, free speech, 
a vibrant media and rule of law.

That said, there is a flip side to 
supporting an isolationist dema-
gogue for US president. Isolation-
ism means a pronounced jitteri-
ness about physical security and 
that requires more military 
dominance, not less. How else to 
read Trump’s promise that he 
“will make our military so big, 
powerful and strong that no one 
will mess with us”? How else to 
read his threats to whip countries 
around the world into submission 
on diverse issues such as currency 
manipulation, outsourcing and 
overseas manufacturing?

Trump’s America would go from 
globo-cop to globo-bully. A bully 
respects no laws — or rights — 
except his own. There may come a 
time even a foreign strongman 
might find that inconvenient.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
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Her blog can be found at www.
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Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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The coming 
days will 
reveal 
whether 
plugging the 
political void 
will clean up 
the existing 
chaos.

Under a 
Trump 
administration, 
there would 
be fewer 
homilies on 
the virtues of 
democracy 
and rule of 
law.

US Republican Party presidential nominee Donald Trump arrives in Romulus, Michigan, on October 
31st.                (AFP)


