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ex Tillerson, US Pres-
ident-elect Donald 
Trump’s choice to be the 
next secretary of State, 
said that fighting “radical 

Islam” would be the State Depart-
ment’s “foremost priority in the 
Middle East” under his leadership.

Tillerson was responding to in-
tense questioning January 11th by 
members of the US Senate’s Foreign 
Relations Committee. The Senate 
must confirm Trump’s cabinet-lev-
el nominees before they take office.

Tillerson, the former chief execu-
tive officer of ExxonMobil, told the 
senators that “we need to be hon-
est about radical Islam… and mur-
derous acts committed in its name 
against America and our friends”. 
He said radical Islam “poses a grave 
risk to the stability of nations and 
the well-being of their citizens”.

“Powerful digital media plat-
forms now allow ISIS, al-Qaeda 
and other terror groups to spread a 
poisonous ideology that runs com-
pletely counter to the values of the 
American people and all people 
around the world who value human 
life,” Tillerson said.

The key to defeating radical Is-
lam, he said, was to defeat the Is-
lamic State (ISIS). “The demise of 
ISIS,” Tillerson said, “would also 
allow us to increase our attention 
on other agents of radical Islam like 
al-Qaeda, the Muslim Brotherhood 
and certain elements within Iran”.

Including the Muslim Brother-
hood in this list suggests that Tiller-
son would advocate for designating 
that group a terrorist organisation, 
something that the Obama admin-
istration resisted doing despite ap-
peals from many in Congress.

Tillerson also said that under 
his leadership the State Depart-
ment would “do its part in sup-
porting Muslims around the world 
who reject radical Islam in all its 
forms”. He did not specify whether 
he meant bolstering governments 

such as that of Egypt’s Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi or providing economic assis-
tance to address underlying social 
issues.

The 64-year-old Tillerson, who 
has never served in government, 
faced aggressive questioning over 
his opinions towards Russia and 
President Vladimir Putin. Despite 
prodding by Senator Marco Rubio, 

R-Florida, Tillerson refused to label 
Putin a “war criminal” because of 
Russia’s role in the Syrian conflict, 
which by many accounts included 
attacks on civilian targets in Aleppo 
and elsewhere. “Those are very se-
rious charges to make and I’d want 
to have much more information 
before reaching that conclusion,” 
Tillerson said.

In a break with what had been a 
major theme of Trump’s election 
campaign, Tillerson said he would 
not support a ban on Muslims en-
tering the United States, saying he 
opposed “a blanket-type rejection 
of any particular group of people”. 
He also declared his opposition to 
a nationwide registry of Muslims in 
the United States, another Trump 
campaign pledge, questioning 
“how such an approach would even 
be constructed”.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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ebanese President Michel 
Aoun, seeking the restora-
tion of billions of dollars 
in aid, completed a 2-day 
visit to Saudi Arabia, a trip 

described as a success by his inner 
circle.

Aoun was tasked with smooth-
ing ties with Riyadh after a year of 
deteriorating relations that saw the 
kingdom cancel $4 billion in mili-
tary aid and institute a travel ban on 
its citizens going to Lebanon.

“There have been some ambi-
guities. I am here today to dissipate 
them,” Aoun told the Saudi Al Ekh-
bariya news channel before meet-
ing with Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud.

The two leaders reviewed bilat-
eral relations and the regional and 
international developments, the 
official Saudi press agency said. A 

source close to the Lebanese presi-
dent told Agence France-Presse 
that Riyadh had changed the status 
of the multibillion-dollar military 
aid.” The blockage is lifted,” the un-
named official said. 

Regarding the return of Saudi 
tourists to Lebanon, once a pre-
ferred destination for Gulf travel-
lers, Aoun told the pan-Arab daily 
Asharq Al-Awsat that a decision 
had been made and that bilateral 
cooperation “would be translated 
through ministerial channels”.

The Saudi government has not 
made any official statements re-
garding restoring aid or lifting the 

travel ban but unnamed Saudi offi-
cials told the Associated Press that 
King Salman promised to review the 
restoration of aid to the Lebanese 
Army but did not give a timetable.

There are fears within the Saudi 
government that weapons pur-
chased from the grant will end up 
in the hands of Hezbollah, which 
is supporting opposite sides in the 

Syrian civil war than those backed 
by Riyadh.

In February 2016, Saudi Arabia 
and fellow Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil members — the United Arab 
Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar and Bah-
rain — banned their citizens from 
travelling to Lebanon and asked 
those living there to leave due to 
safety concerns.

The cancellation of the military 
grant and the subsequent travel 
bans stemmed from the failure of 
Lebanon to condemn an attack on 
the kingdom’s diplomatic missions 
in Iran that took place in early Janu-
ary 2016. 

Relations improved late last year 
with a deal in which Aoun became 
president under the condition that 
Future Movement leader Saad Hari-
ri, who is backed by Saudi Arabia, be 
installed as prime minister.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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The demise of ISIS would also allow us to 
increase our attention on other agents of radical 
Islam like al-Qaeda, the Muslim Brotherhood 
and certain elements within Iran.”US Secretary of State nominee Rex Tillerson

There have been 
some ambiguities. 
I am here today to 
dissipate them.”Lebanese President

Michel Aoun

Trump’s secretary of State nominee 
says fighting ‘radical Islam’ top priority 

Aoun completes fence-mending trip to Saudi Arabia

Rex Tillerson testifies during a Senate Foreign Relations Committee confirmation hearing to become 
US secretary of State in Washington, on January 11th.                                                                                                                                (AP)

Saudi King Salman bin Abulaziz Al Saud chats with Lebanon’s 
President Michel Aoun (L) in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, on January 10h.                     
                                                                                                                                                                               (Reuters)

Mark Habeeb

Mohammed Alkhereiji

P2

The Arab world after 
Obama

Why Middle East 
Christians remain 
hopeful

Morocco’s stalled 
reforms

Chaotic days ahead 
for the Middle East 

Taking sides over 
sectarian and ethnic 
issues

P7

P22

P3

P15

P15

Paul Hamill

Amr Emam

Saad Guerraoui

Nassif Hitti

Mamoon  Alabbasi

Renewable energy
in Abu Dhabi
Jennifer Bell P20

P16

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel, Harvey Morris, Claude Salhani, Paul Hamill, Alessandra Bocchi, Shadi Alaa Eddine, Ahmed Megahid, Kamel Hawwash, Yavuz Baydar


