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ebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri’s resignation 
speech left little doubt 
over who he said was to 
blame for his departure. 

Iran, he said, was guilty of planting 
“sedition, devastation and ruin” in 
Lebanon and the wider Arab world 
and Hezbollah was the “arm of Iran 
not only in Lebanon but also in oth-
er Arab countries.” 

Hezbollah has grown from its 
founding by Iran in the early 1980s. 
Established as a specifically Shia 
response to Israel’s occupation of 
southern Lebanon, the group is 
one of the most significant military 
forces in the region, projecting its 
power to devastating effect in Syria 
and extending its influence into 
war-torn Yemen and even Kuwait.

However, in seeking to extend its 
reach throughout the region and, 
in doing so, buttress Iranian influ-
ence, the Army of God has incurred 
the ire of Saudi Arabia and risked 
inviting the wrath of some of the 
region’s most significant players.

The extent of Hezbollah’s reach 
was acknowledged by Hariri when, 
eight days after announcing his 
resignation, he suggested his deci-
sion could be reversed if Lebanon, 
and by extension Hezbollah, would  
return to its policy of dissociation — 
observing conflicts unfold without 
involvement or favour.

His concerns are not without 
foundation. In Syria, Hezbollah’s 
support of the Assad regime an-
tagonised both the West and Israel. 
In Yemen, Hezbollah’s backing of 
the Houthi rebels placed it in direct 
opposition to the country’s govern-
ment. In Kuwait, alleged Hezbol-
lah activity incurred the emir’s ire. 
In all those countries, Hezbollah 
has confronted and subsequently 
flouted Saudi Arabian ambitions; 
in effect, placing an Iranian proxy 
blade at the kingdom’s throat.

Cast in this light, Hariri’s resigna-
tion, most likely taken at Riyadh’s 
behest, looks to be a turning point 
in the kingdom’s willingness to con-

front Iran and its Lebanese proxies.
“The most important Iranian tool 

in the region is Hezbollah,” Hilal 
Khashan, a political science profes-
sor at the American University of 
Beirut, told AFP.

That Hezbollah has played a vi-
tal role in preserving the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad is 
beyond dispute. However, the ben-
efits have not flown in just one di-
rection. Six years of conflict in Syria 
transformed Hezbollah from an 
effective guerrilla group into a po-
tentially devastating conventional 
military force, increasing the threat 
it poses to its opponents and dis-
placing even more diplomatic and 
political water as a result.

Yemen and the threat of Saudi 
sanctions adding to the United 
States’ punitive economic meas-

ures on Lebanon were the issues 
Hariri evoked, asking during his 
second speech after his resignation: 
“Did the kingdom have any posi-
tion towards Hezbollah before the 
war in Yemen?” He suggested that a 
Hezbollah retreat from Yemen may 
be enough to spare Lebanon the 
worst of Saudi retaliation.

Certainly, an economic blockade 
of Lebanon of the type instituted 
against Qatar and the expulsion 
of thousands of Lebanese citizens 
employed in the Gulf would devas-
tate the country’s fragile economy. 
There are thought to be 120,000-
299,000 Lebanese citizens residing 
in Saudi Arabia. Their return would 
likely place an intolerable strain 
on the Lebanese economy, already 
struggling to accommodate 1.3 mil-
lion Syrian refugees.

However, it is the threat of re-
newed conflict with Israel, a pros-
pect Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah accused Saudi 
Arabia of orchestrating, that could 
pose the far more significant risk.

The possibility of renewed con-
flict also sounded in Tel Aviv, with 
Eldad Shavit, a former Israeli mili-
tary official, suggesting to the Times 

of Israel that Gulf Cooperation 
Council frustrations over Qatar’s re-
sistance to its sanctions could push 
Saudi Arabia to demonstrate its re-
gional influence remotely.

Shavit said the possibility of 
conflict was unlikely. He pointed 
to the absence of any mass call-up 
of Israeli reservists, as well as pre-
viously bitter experience of Israel 
confronting Hezbollah.

It is becoming clear that Hezbol-
lah, within a dramatically altered 
regional landscape, has exposed 
Lebanon to the unfriendly scrutiny 
of its donors and allies. Whether 
domestic or regional forces will cur-
tail that ambition is unclear.
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Hezbollah is one of the 
most significant 
military forces in the 
region, projecting its 
power to devastating 
effect in Syria and 
extending its influence 
into Yemen and even 
Kuwait.

O 

n his visit to Washing-
ton in July, Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri appeared to 
be a small figure in 
the White House’s 

Rose Garden as he listened to US 
President Donald Trump declare 
that the Lebanese government was 
working closely with his adminis-
tration to combat terrorism.

Many ridiculed Trump for failing 
to notice that Hariri’s govern-
ment housed two card-carrying 
members of Hezbollah, the same 
organisation accused of killing 241 
US servicemen in Beirut in 1983. 
Michel Aoun, a key Hezbollah ally, 
was serving as Lebanon’s president, 
a position he held largely due to the 
approval of Hariri and his parlia-
mentary bloc.

Four months after Trump’s sup-
posed blunder, his remarks are 
beginning to appear prescient, at 
least as far as Hariri is concerned.

Since his sudden resignation, 
Hariri appears to have declared war 
on Hezbollah, ending the brittle 
truce that had existed between 
him and the principal suspects in 
his father’s assassination in a 2005 

bomb blast.
Placed within the overall con-

text, Hariri’s resignation marked 

not simply the demise of a sham 
government charged with provid-
ing political cover for Iran’s Levant 
operations but a reversal of the so-
called Obama Doctrine, which gave 
Iran and its proxies unmitigated 
freedom in both Lebanon and the 
region.

Perhaps more than anything 
else, it has been the rebuilding of 
US-Saudi relations upon the ashes 
of Obama’s legacy that has set the 
stage for the stand-off between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia in Lebanon.

Obama’s tense relationship with 
Arab Sunnis and his obsession with 
seeing the nuclear deal through 
blinded him from realising that 
empowering Iran and its Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
could only serve to complicate mat-
ters within an intensely compli-
cated region.

Thus, the Obama Doctrine 
increased the schism between the 
White House and the oil-rich Gulf 
states, principally Saudi Arabia, 
acclimatised to American pamper-
ing from administrations intent on 
enhancing economic relations.

Conversely, Obama’s frigid rela-
tions with the Gulf Arabs was all 
Iran needed to secure the elec-
tion of a sympathetic president 
in Lebanon, one possessed of the 

ethics of a door-to-door salesman 
determined on peddling the myth 
of Hezbollah’s vital role in the fight 
against Sunni terrorism.

For Hariri, desperate to stage a 
comeback after a series of politi-
cal and financial setbacks, Aoun’s 
appointment represented a way 
out of his personal predicament, as 
well as a suitable candidate to bring 
Lebanon’s presidential vacuum to 
an end.

That Aoun was appointed is a 
matter of record. Nevertheless, 
irrespective of Hariri and Tehran’s 
ambitions, the tide was beginning 
to turn. With Trump in the Oval 
Office, the previous administra-
tion’s fixation with Persian arts 
and culture gave way to the new 
president’s election promise to rein 
in Iran and rescind what he consid-
ered a senseless nuclear deal.

Allying with the president was 
a new Saudi crown prince, out to 
salvage the region from Iran’s he-
gemony and reverse the kingdom’s 
policy failures in Syria, Lebanon 
and Yemen.

The Riyadh summit was mocked 
by many, not least Iran and its al-
lies, which dismissed the resulting 
policies as merely Trump gimmicks 
designed to sell the Arabs more 
weapons.

In reality, the summit laid out 
the road map to a political, finan-
cial and military response to Iran. 
Trump’s decertification of the Iran 
deal and his clear identification of 
the IRGC as a regional menace were 
accompanied by a call for a robust 
international commitment to 
preventing it from receiving funds 
for it and its various international 
chapters, chiefly its Lebanese flag-
ship, Hezbollah.

Ultimately, to make sense of Hari-
ri’s resignation and the resurgence 
of Saudi hawks, we need to look 
beyond the reports of some of Bei-
rut’s Western journalists, especially 
anti-establishment Americans, who 
fail to realise that their support of 
Obama led to them whitewashing 
the actions of Iran and Hezbollah.

While Saudi Arabia may fall short 
of qualifying as a modern state, at 
least in some analysts’ books, the 
IRGC and all that it stands for are 
certainly not the curators of some 
ancient Persian culture. Carpet-
weaving and training militias are 
two different disciplines.

What is certain is that Obama’s 
legacy, both in Lebanon and the 
region, has been killed and buried 
and the Saudis have delegated 
Hariri to stand guard over its tomb 
to ensure it is never resurrected.
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