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The broken promises of 
the Lebanese president 
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G
rowing up during the 
Lebanese civil war, I 
vividly recall Michel 
Aoun, the commander 
of the Lebanese forces 
at the time, with his 
military fatigues and 

his famously short temper, pledging to 
rid Lebanon of the Syrian occupation, 
even if it meant “breaking the head of 
[Hafez] Assad.”

Despite his failure to achieve this 
goal, Aoun touted the same pro-sov-
ereign line from his Parisian exile, 
relentlessly attacking the Syrian 
hegemony of the Lebanese political 
system and promising supporters the 
total liberation of their motherland.

Aoun’s ultimate contribution to 
that end is debatable. When the 
Syrian Army pulled out in 2005, most 
attributed the withdrawal to the 
resentment fuelled by the assassina-
tion of former Lebanese Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri. Nevertheless, 
the pattern of Aoun promising much 
and delivering little was set and it is 
one that looks likely to continue up 
to his forthcoming visit to Iran.

There’s little that’s new here. 
Following Syria’s withdrawal, Aoun 
returned with a new reformist line, 
campaigning throughout the country 
under the hackneyed slogans of 
reform and change. Shortly after-
ward, Aoun surprised many by 
signing a memorandum of under-
standing with Hezbollah, which was 
under considerable pressure both 
locally and internationally after 
initiating the conflict with Israel in 
July 2006.

Despite the unpopularity of the 
agreement, Aoun rebuked his critics, 
guaranteeing that such a cross-sec-
tarian alliance could only serve as the 
first step to bringing the pro-Iranian 
faction in from the cold and making it 
more Lebanese, whatever that may 
mean.

Be that as it may, the memoran-
dum of understanding brought Aoun 
closer to the anti-Western axis and, 
as Syria began to reconcile with a 
historic enemy, the Assad regime 
welcomed Aoun and his family to a 
personal tour of Syria’s historic 
Christian sites, guided by none other 
than the young dictator and his wife. 
Similarly, Aoun visited Tehran, 
where, despite his minor status as a 
Lebanese legislator, he was received 
and treated as a quasi-head of state.

Looking back, much of the activity 
of Aoun and his cronies during this 
time appears framed as part of a 
larger plan to benefit both Christians’ 
and Lebanon’s greater interests. In 
the case of Syria, Aoun’s friendly 
relations would theoretically secure 
the release or at least reveal the fate 
of the hundreds of Lebanese 
detainees in Assad’s dungeons, many 
of whom were captured after Aoun’s 
military debacle of 1990, when the 
invading Syrian occupied the 
presidential palace and executed 
many of the officers and soldiers who 
were left behind after Aoun fled to 
the safety of the French Embassy.

Likewise, Aoun’s alliance with 
Hezbollah promised to address the 
issue of the 5,000 Lebanese, who, 
fearing persecution by Hezbollah and 

its allies, fled to Israel after the 
conclusion of the fighting. Some of 
them had served in the South 
Lebanon Army during the Israeli 
occupation.

Over the years, Aoun and members 
of his parliamentary bloc have 
piggybacked strategy of the sup-
posed plight of these exiles, many of 
whom happen to be family members. 
By incorporating their cause into 
their electoral platform, yet refrain-
ing from taking concrete steps to 
bring their cases to any kind of 
conclusion, Aoun continues to play 
the long game.

While Aoun’s heart might be in the 
right place, his allies in Damascus 
and Tehran have worked tirelessly to 
prove him wrong, by challenging and 
curbing what remains of the Leba-
nese state’s fragile sovereignty. Syria 
and some of its Lebanese proxies 
have been implicated in a series of 
bombings, the sole intention of 
which was to ratchet up sectarian 
tensions within Lebanon’s volatile 
religious tapestry.

Hezbollah, rather than becoming 
more Lebanese, has become an even 
greater menace to regional stability 
and, by meddling in the affairs of 
Arab countries and fielding its 
militias in conflict zones, further 
exposed Lebanon and its economy to 
potential financial and political 
sanctions.

Officially invited by his Iranian 
counterpart, Aoun will soon embark 
on a state visit to Iran, where both 
sides will engage in a series of fairly 
redundant meetings under the 

umbrella of fortifying fraternal 
relations.

A few kilometres away from where 
the Lebanese presidential delegation 
will be lavishly hosted, Nizar Zakka, 
a Lebanese citizen, languishes in the 
dismal cell where he has been held by 
the Iranian authorities for the last 
two years. Zakka, who was invited by 
the deputy president of Iran to be a 
guest speaker at a technology 
conference, was detained without 
charge on his way to the airport. 
Zakka and his family have reached 
out to people in the Lebanese 
government, including Aoun, 
pleading for their intervention in the 
matter without success.

After his election as president, 
Aoun pledged to be a father to all and 
to protect Lebanon and its people. 
Yet many of the statements and 
positions Aoun has taken over the 
years have yielded the opposite 
effect. The fate of hundreds of 
detainees in Syria remains unknown; 
the families of the South Lebanon 
Army collaborators still dream of 
their sons, brothers and fathers 
returning home; Hezbollah contin-
ues to affirm its undying allegiance 
to Iran and Zakka still hopes he can 
hitch a ride home on the presidential 
jet.

However, if history has taught us 
anything, it’s that many of the 
promises issued so easily by Aoun 
and his supporters can be broken just 
as effortlessly as the shattered 
dreams of the Lebanese who still 
think their leaders will one day 
deliver on their word.
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What the Nobel Prize for 
economics might tell us 
about peace in the Middle East

T
his year’s Nobel Prize 
for economics will be 
awarded to Richard 
Thaler, the University 
of Chicago professor 
who has worked in 
the revolutionary field 

called behavioural economics. The 
prize makes official something the 
more discerning long suspected: 
That human beings are not rational 
creatures and that we’re prone to 
irresponsible decisions.

The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in 
Economic Sciences in Memory of 
Alfred Nobel — the official name of 
the award — has stamped as 
legitimate the terrible self-knowl-
edge that our species regularly 
allows the rational part of the brain 
to be over-ridden by the emotional 
part of our being.

We now know, for instance, why 
we save less than we should for 
retirement and why we make 
foolish investments of time, energy 
and emotion in unworthy people, 
products and ideas.

Could behavioural economics 
have implications for politics and 
policy? Could it inform conflict 
resolution, more particularly, the 
moribund Palestinian-Israeli peace 
process?

It certainly offers useful pointers. 
Ahead of Donald Trump’s election 

to the US presidency, Thaler 
explained the apparent attraction 
of a loud-mouthed billionaire with 
uninformed policy positions. 
“People who are attracted to Trump 
are voting with the primitive part of 
the brain,” Thaler said. What that 
means is “the primitive part of the 
brain” is fascinated by populist 
arguments, pugnacious postures 
and indeed by the irrationality of a 
politician’s prescriptions.

By extrapolation, could Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu’s warlike approach to peace-
making appeal to “the primitive 
part of the brain” of his people? It’s 
a reasonable assumption, consider-
ing Netanyahu is serving his fourth 
— and third consecutive — term in 
office without having done 
anything to advance his country’s 
prospects for peace.

Instead, Netanyahu and his Likud 
Party have won three elections, 
partly by accusing the left of 
undermining Israel’s security. That 
this argument has not been rejected 
at the ballot box speaks volumes for 
people’s irrationality. It is patently 
obvious that the basic rational 
requirement for Israeli security 
would be a judicious and speedy 
end to the conflict with the 
Palestinians.

It would be disingenuous to say 

the Israeli electorate has been 
unaware for more than a decade 
about Netanyahu’s disinterest in 
peacemaking. For years, their 
elected leader has played a con-
spicuous double game, telling the 
world he is willing to negotiate with 
the Palestinians “without precon-
ditions,” while doing nothing to 
promote or nurture a peace 
process.

As Arab League Secretary-Gen-
eral Ahmed Aboul Gheit told the 
body’s council in September, it is 
Netanyahu who “is a stumbling 
block to the peace process.” The 
reference is to Netanyahu’s 
insistence on two “prerequisites of 
peace,” namely that Palestine 
would have to recognise Israel as a 
Jewish state and Israel would have 
to “retain the overriding security 
control over the entire area.”

The second prerequisite has been 
slammed by the Palestinian 
president’s office as proof of 
Israel’s refusal “to reach peace 
based on international law and 
resolutions.”

Indeed, under this Israeli prime 
minister, a remarkably short-
sighted and callous strategy — of 
neither moving towards a Palestin-
ian state nor annexing the West 
Bank outright — has been over and 
oversold to and bought by Israeli 

citizens. The bluffing on aspira-
tions to peace — and Netanyahu’s 
repeated re-election — could be a 
real-time illustration of behav-
ioural politics, the same sort of 
irrationality as informs Thaler’s 
behavioural economics.

The theory has a further bearing 
on public policy and peace-build-
ing. It advances the use of the 
“nudge,” a subtle encouragement 
to people to make better decisions, 
which result in a greater public 
good.

Governments have used the 
nudge and the basic premise of 
behavioural economics to push 
initiatives on less momentous 
issues than peace deals. In the 
United States, it has been used for 
former President Barack Obama’s 
health care and financial regulation 
policies; in the United Kingdom, to 
get people to pay their parking 
fines; in New South Wales, Aus-
tralia, to promote the responsible 
use of energy; in Denmark, to popu-
larise healthful practices such as 
taking stairs rather than elevators; 
and in Western Cape, South Africa, 
to encourage HIV testing.

Nudging a whole people towards 
peace would be the ultimate test. It 
can be done, just not by politicians 
who see base political profit in 
voters’ irrational choices.

It would be disingenuous to say the Israeli electorate has been unaware 
for more than a decade about Netanyahu’s disinterest in peacemaking.
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