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tion and several spots in the Middle East, including 
Lebanon, require a new US approach.

The Lebanese elections were seen as a turning 
point for the consolidation of democracy in the Cedar 
country. Obama was said to have paved the way for 
the unexpected victory of the governing 14th March 
coalition, headed by Saad Hariri, which obtained 71 
seats against 57 for the 8th March coalition, led by 
Hezbollah. The latter movement immediately recog-
nised its defeat in the elections, which suggests that 
politics in Lebanon is moving away from its former logic 
of existential confrontation between sectarian parties.

The outcome of the elections obviously pleased 
Washington. The White House released a statement 
wishing that ‘the next government will continue along 
the path towards building a sovereign, independ-
ent and stable Lebanon’. In a nutshell, if the Obama 
speech did influence these results, it may well be the 
first time in a long time that an American-backed coali-
tion in the Middle East has won an election for this 
very reason − being aligned with the US. 

But neither Obama’s speech in Cairo nor the US reac-
tion to the Lebanese elections have provided straight-
forward answers on the inclusion of political Islamist 
movements and American policies towards them. 

Hezbollah performed well in the recent elections (its 
coalition actually now has one seat more than in the 
previous parliament) and, as a consequence, the 
balance of power in Lebanon remains largely un-
changed. 

In recent years Hezbollah has shown a shift in its own 
constituencies and its role within Lebanese politics. 
Although still firmly backed by Iran and Syria, Hezbollah 
has become a mainstream political party, abandoning 
its former commitment to exporting the Islamic revo-
lution to Lebanon, and participating in the country’s 
sectarian political system. It has also strengthened its 
resistance identity against Israel since the war of sum-
mer 2006, but it has done so in a bid to ‘protect’ the 
Lebanese sovereignty rather than pursuing pan-Islam-
ic objectives. Hezbollah thus remains a political party 
with an armed wing, which gives it the status of the 
strongest political and military player in the country.

Paul Salem convincingly argued the need to establish 
a coalition government in Lebanon, regardless of the 
result of the elections.1  For him, ‘a stable government 
1 See Salem’s ‘Whoever wins this week’s elections, Lebanon needs a 
coalition government’. http://carnegieendowment.org/publications/index.
cfm?fa=view&id=23198

cannot proceed without a broad coalition’ − the only 
political option to maintain a ‘stabilizing middle ground 
preventing radical departures in policy’. If Hezbollah 
were to be marginalised from the new government, 
this could reinforce the movement’s wish to form a 
destabilising opposition in Lebanon and reinvigorate 
its resistance identity.

Inclusion thus appears a key feature of Lebanon’s fu-
ture stability. This raises the dilemma of dialogue with 
groups that are still considered terrorist movements by 
the US administration, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon 
and Hamas in the Palestinian Territories.2  

Washington has traditionally boycotted any action that 
would lead to the reinforcement of these groups’ posi-
tion in their respective political arenas. The US does 
not share some European countries’ stance towards 
Hezbollah, whose leaders have restored contacts with 
the movement’s political wing. Following such moves 
by the UK and France, EU High Representative Javier 
Solana has had recent contacts with Hezbollah’s po-
litical wing in a bid to ‘get to know Hezbollah better’, 
acknowledging that the movement ‘is part of political 
life in Lebanon and is represented in the Lebanese 
parliament’. 

Solana’s initiative raises uncertainty about Washington’s 
next steps. In his speech in Cairo, Obama made it clear 
that America will commit to democratic processes held 
in the Muslim world. A caveat was introduced when he 
added that ‘America respects the right of all peaceful 
and law-abiding voices to be heard around the world, 
even if we disagree with them. And we will welcome all 
elected, peaceful governments.’ (Emphasis added.)

Hezbollah is likely to participate in the next Lebanese 
government even if it is not a peaceful, law-abiding 
movement and uses violence to achieve political 
ends. Let’s recall, for example, that it last used force 
when it granted itself a veto power in the parliament 
after overrunning the Sunni neighbourhoods of Beirut 
a year ago.

So the US faces the following dilemma: should it re-
main reticent to Hezbollah’s strong presence in the 
Lebanese government, potentially endangering politi-
cal stability in Lebanon since Hezbollah’s representa-
tion in the Lebanese parliament remains strong? Or 
should it rather shift its traditional approach towards 
Hezbollah and abandon Obama’s promises to respect 
only peaceful and law-abiding voices? 
2 On Hamas, see Alvaro de Vasconcelos’ ISS opinion piece ‘Obama and the 
Palestinian question’. http://www.iss.europa.eu/uploads/media/Obama_and_the_
Palestinian_question.pdf
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The Obama administration may wish to follow Solana’s 
steps and consider Hezbollah an inescapable political 
actor in Lebanon. This would suggest the abandon-
ment of former foreign policy premises for the region, 
while giving some concrete follow-up to the Cairo 
speech. Obama would act according to particular po-
litical configurations in Lebanon and would consider 
an approach to Hezbollah similar to that of the UK, 
which differentiates between its political and military 
wing. This is not a minor issue, based on its current 
inclusion in the US list of terrorist organisations, which 
puts forward policies to ‘stigmatise and isolate desig-
nated terrorist organizations internationally’.       

On the contrary, the Obama administration could also 
justify the continued isolation of Hezbollah on the 
premises that this is neither a ‘peaceful’ nor a ‘law-
abiding’ movement. The maintenance of Hezbollah on 
the US terrorists list would follow, as would political 
moves to keep a pro-Western coalition in place with-
out Hezbollah’s participation in the government. This 
would undermine expectations about Obama’s open-
ness to key political Islamist movements in the region 
such as Hezbollah or Hamas.  

An eventual shift in Obama’s stance towards Hezbollah 
brings us to the geopolitical consequences of a policy 
of rapprochement. Some critics have argued that 
Obama’s speech in Cairo was disconnected from the 
actual conundrum of Middle Eastern politics and the 
arenas of American interaction. 

Firstly, a new Obama approach to movements such 
as Hezbollah or Hamas as suggested above would 
inevitably damage Washington’s relations with Israel. 
These have already suffered a serious blow with the 
President’s stance on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
and Israel’s settlement activities. Obama still believes 
that this may be a good time to launch a Middle East 
peace plan − even if Netanyahu’s weak alliance has just 

formed a government that is not ready to push forward 
a locally or internationally accepted Palestinian state.

Secondly, the contested re-election of Ahmadinejad has 
rebalanced optimistic interpretations of the ‘win for the 
West’ that the Lebanese elections represented. The of-
ficial results make it hard to believe that Ahmadinejad’s 
government will halt its financial and military support 
to Hezbollah, regardless of Washington’s intentions to 
pursue dialogue with Iran on Middle Eastern security 
issues. The alliance with Hezbollah has traditionally 
aimed at reinforcing Tehran’s geostrategic position in 
the region. 

Thirdly, geopolitics also plays an important role in 
Syria’s involvement in post-electoral Lebanon. Syria 
has been trying to reach equilibrium between its in-
terference in Lebanese affairs and its dialogue with 
the new American administration. After Hezbollah’s 
defeat, Syria may consider its interests in Lebanon at 
stake and may recall the need to enhance Hezbollah’s 
position in a unity government. It may do so in order to 
delay progress by the international court on the assas-
sination of Rafiq Hariri and the settlement of the dis-
puted Shebaa Farms. In short, Damascus may want 
to use the Syria-Iran-Hezbollah axis to put pressure 
on the Obama administration.  

Obama’s projected path of a ‘new beginning’ of US’ 
relations with Muslims around the world, and his aim 
of restoring US’ soft power, have encountered their 
first dilemmas in Lebanon. The politics of inclusion of 
Islamist movements such as Hezbollah still lacks an 
official positioning that could represent a major shift in 
US policies towards the Middle East. The challenging 
road Obama has taken since his speech to the Muslim 
world somewhat depends on his ability to juggle with 
the complexities of the Lebanese political landscape. 
At stake is the success of Obama’s first grand strategy 
in foreign policy.
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