
10 November 27, 2016
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A 

month into the election 
of Lebanon’s new presi-
dent, the current Prime 
Minister-designate Saad 
Hariri has thus far failed 

to form a new government.
Hariri’s task was initially project-

ed as somewhat smooth given that 
almost all the political factions and 
parliamentary blocs had named him 
to form the first government. How-
ever, given all the obstacles that 
have come up, Hariri seems to be 
facing a task that might prove to be 
more than he bargained for.

The challenge is not merely how 
to divide the ministries, but rather 
how to adapt to the new proposed 
structural changes, new President 
Michel Aoun and his Christian al-
lies, mainly the Lebanese Forces, 
are trying to pass. Speaker of the 
House Nabih Berri and Druze lead-
er Walid Jumblatt would like to do 
that, perhaps at any cost.

Aoun’s election, made possible 
only after Hariri agreed to support 
him, was portrayed by the Chris-
tian bloc — the Lebanese Forces and 
the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) 
— as the return of “a strong presi-
dent”. This rhetoric shows Aoun’s 
continued disdain for the 1989 Taif 
Accord which ended the Lebanese 
civil war, put an end to his mutiny 
and ultimately led to constitutional 
amendments that forced the presi-
dent to abdicate some of his powers 
to the cabinet.

Gebran Bassil, the current head of 
the FPM and Aoun’s son-in-law, has 
declared its future mission will be 
to correct the injustices Christians 
have suffered in the past, implicitly 
denoting the Taif Accord and the 
period that followed.

This and other similar statements 
are mainly directed towards Berri 
and Jumblatt, who, alongside the 
late prime minister Rafik Hariri, 
were the pillars of the post-Taif po-
litical structure.

Saad Hariri has never challenged 
Aoun’s statements but instead is-
sued some of his own affirming that 

Taif was something the new presi-
dent and his team fully endorsed. 
By electing Aoun as president, 
Hariri believes, this would mean a 
return to the old set-up where he as 
the leading Sunni politician would 
be running Lebanon’s economic re-
surgence. Aoun, however, will not 
allow anyone to share the spotlight 
and seeks to rule as a strong presi-
dent under the previous 1943 con-
stitutional formula, which means 
the prime minister would have to 
play second fiddle.

In one memorable instance, at a 
public function during the presi-
dential term of Sleiman Franjieh 
(1970-76), as was the custom, the 
seats of the speaker of the parlia-
ment, prime minister and the presi-

dent were set out next to one an-
other, but the president’s chair was 
slightly advanced.

On this occasion, Saeb Salam, 
prime minister at the time, made 
a point of picking up his chair and 
moving it to be level with Fran-
jieh’s in a blatant disregard for pro-
tocol and a clear cry for parity. At a 
subsequent function, when Salam 
attempted to repeat the same ma-

noeuvre, he was unpleasantly sur-
prised to find out that his chair was 
nailed to the ground upon Fran-
jieh’s orders, thus settling this issue 
once and for all and reaffirming the 
primacy of the Maronite presidency 
over the other constitutional posi-
tions.

Much of the refusal of the anti-
Aoun bloc to relinquish any of 
their portfolios in the cabinets is 
therefore better understood when 
viewed through this lens. Conse-
quently, Berri and Jumblatt are in 
fact objecting to Aoun’s craving for 
more power, something that does 
not seem likely to subside.

The real challenge for Hariri and 
his government is not to convince 
Berri to settle for the portfolio of 

public health instead of the much 
coveted Ministry of Public Works, 
but to convince all parties involved 
to adopt a clear map for the road 
ahead.

Allowing any of the Lebanese 
groups to feel like second-class citi-
zens cannot bode well. A strong and 
capable president therefore should 
instead make all feel that, when the 
music stops, no Lebanese will be left 
without a chair, perhaps only then a 
strong state will truly emerge.
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Allowing any of the 
Lebanese groups to 
feel like second-class 
citizens cannot bode 
well.

Which foreign policy for Lebanon in a volatile environment?

T
he election of Michel 
Aoun as Lebanon’s 
president came after 
almost two-and-a-half 
years of dangerous 
and threatening 

paralysis. It was considered by 
some as a Lebanese-brokered 
understanding independent of 
external patrons. It was, in reality, 
allowed — though passively — by 
the external patrons who gave a 
green light to that end to their 
respective allies.

This occurred in response to 
international pressure and the 
looming threat of a costly situa-
tion for everybody if the stale-
mate had continued — a situation 
that could have led to the collapse 
of the state and to the disintegra-
tion of society.

The looming economic crisis 
was a major instigator to break 
out of the stalemate that threat-
ened the country and everybody’s 
interest. The election came as a 
truce amid regional tensions and 
wars and reflected a wait-and-see 
attitude because Lebanon was 
inching closer to becoming a 
failed state with all that that 
encompasses.

This fear and the international 
pressure overcame the escalating 
Saudi-Iranian cold war and the 
intensifying war by proxies 

among the two regional powers.
Aoun promised an independent 

foreign policy to steer Lebanon 
away from the highly polarised 
and rapidly escalating bipolar 
confrontation stretching from 
Yemen to Lebanon.

What is needed in terms of 
foreign policy is to avoid becom-
ing hostage to the regional war 
that could have a devastating 
effect on the country.

First, Aoun should take the 
initiative to install a small 
working group with people 
representing the two contending 
factions as well as neutral 
personalities to work out propos-
als for confidence-building 
measures to contain and neutral-
ise the potential fallout of the 
cold war confrontation on 
Lebanon.

This includes — first and 
foremost — the necessity to stop 
the political and media sniping by 
the conflicting factions — on the 
respective regional friend of the 
“other” — meaning Iran and Saudi 
Arabia. This will be an important 
test for the factions to demon-
strate their credibility of wanting 
to shield Lebanon from the 
devastating effect of the cold war. 
This will help in de-escalation 
and clash avoidance at home and 
from the concerned powers.

Second, to entrust the working 
group to develop proposals for a 
diplomatic discourse to encour-
age, support and engage in any 
international efforts to launch a 
Saudi-Iranian dialogue. Such a 
dialogue is a sine qua non condi-

tion to achieve an understanding 
between the two regional powers 
on ongoing conflicts and save 
Lebanon from turning into a 
theatre of confrontation; an 
extension of the Syrian one.

Third, it is of utmost impor-
tance to engage in a larger 
inclusive national dialogue to 
elaborate the basic tenets of a 
much-needed national consensus 
to liberate foreign policy from 
remaining hostage to regional 
politics.

Small countries need a proac-
tive foreign policy to make them 
present with dynamism and with 
weight in regional and interna-
tional forums. Such an active 
presence on different issues and 
the engagement at trying to settle 
differences and conflicts particu-
larly at the regional level provide 
the country with a security net at 
both regional and international 
levels because of its engaged and 
constructive role. It will be a main 
source of soft power for the 
concerned country.

Lebanon has a keen interest in 
engaging within any collective 
initiative aiming at establishing a 
regional order based on the 
respect of the normal code of 
conduct (respect of sovereignty 
and of other regimes, non-inter-
ference in others’ affairs, the 
management of differences by 
peaceful means) in the relations 
among countries that allow for 
restoring stability in the region.

Fourth, Lebanon has a keen 
interest to engage in any collec-
tive effort to establish a confer-

ence on security and cooperation 
in the Middle East that includes 
the Arab countries and neigh-
bouring Islamic countries, mainly 
Turkey and Iran.

Such a conference, like the 
Helsinki process turning into the 
Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), 
does not substitute for existing 
regional organisations. Indeed, it 
facilitates the functioning of such 
organisations. It will act as a 
forum to pre-empt and prevent 
crises, to manage and settle them 
once possible or to contain a crisis 
so as not to have any spillover 
effect.

Fifth, the proactive role as a 
third party, particularly initiating 
mediations to settle differences or 
contain them and to be active 
internationally in working for the 
settlement of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, is a must. Lebanon pays a 
heavy price if the tense stalemate 
persists and the Palestinian 
people remain deprived of their 
basic national rights of statehood. 
Engaging in such a proactive 
foreign policy provides the 
country with much needed wider 
support that consolidates its 
security as well as its stability and 
allows for its prosperity.

History provides many exam-
ples of such roles in the world. It 
is not an easy road but Lebanon 
needs to take it.
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View point
 What is 
needed 
in terms 
of foreign 
policy is 
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the regional 
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The election of Michel Aoun 
came after almost two-and-a-
half years of dangerous and 
threatening paralysis.


