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A 

rab foreign ministers 
have reiterated criticism 
of the role being played 
by Iran and Hezbollah in 
the Middle East during 

an Arab League emergency meeting 
in Cairo.

The November 18 meeting, called 
for by Saudi Arabia, came after Yem-
eni Houthi rebels fired an allegedly 
Iranian-made missile at Riyadh on 
November 4 and a November 10 at-
tack on a vital Bahraini pipeline by 
what Manama said was Iran-backed 
terrorists.

“We are not declaring war on Iran 
at this stage,” said Arab League chief 
Ahmed Aboul-Gheit during the 
emergency session. However, he as-
serted that the “next stage” could 
see his organisation call for a UN 
Security Council meeting in order to 
formally submit an Arab resolution 
against Iran.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz appeared 
to further escalate tensions with 
Iran when he described Iranian Su-
preme Leader Ali Khamenei as the 
“new Hitler of the Middle East” in 
an interview with the New York 
Times.

“We learned from Europe that ap-
peasement doesn’t work. We don’t 
want the new Hitler in Iran to repeat 
what happened in Europe in the 
Middle East,” he said. Crown Prince 
Mohammed acknowledged that Ri-
yadh was seeking to build an Arab 
“coalition” to stand up to Iran.

Saudi Arabia had earlier described 
the launch of a ballistic missile by 
Yemeni Houthi rebels, which was 
intercepted over Riyadh, as “direct 
military aggression” and an “act 
of war” by Iran, saying Riyadh re-
served the “right to respond.”

Tehran has been backing the 
Houthi rebels in the conflict, in-
cluding supplying them with arms. 
Although the Houthis denied that 
the missile was supplied by Iran via 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, military ana-
lysts said that the Houthis likely did 
not have the capabilities to produce 
ballistic missiles.

“We say it in clear terms that 
Iranian threats have exceeded all 
boundaries and are pushing the re-
gion towards the abyss… Iran’s mis-
sile programme poses a danger to 
the region,” Aboul-Gheit said.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir called on his Arab counter-
parts to take a firm stance against 
Iran. “Showing leniency towards 
Iran will not leave any Arab capital 
safe from those ballistic missiles,” 
he said.

“We are obligated today to take 
a serious and honest stand… to 
counter those belligerent policies,” 
Jubeir added.

The Arab League emergency 
meeting, only the 12th emergency 
session to be held since the organi-
sation’s founding in 1945, also took 
place in the middle of a political 
crisis in Lebanon. Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri had announced his res-
ignation on November 4 while in 
Riyadh, citing Iran and Hezbollah’s 
“interference” in Arab countries.

Hariri has subsequently returned 
to Lebanon, saying he would “sus-
pend” his resignation and called on 
the Lebanese to “disassociate from 
wars, external struggles and region-
al conflicts,” in what many took to 
be an implicit reference to Iran and 
Hezbollah.

Hezbollah has been fighting for 
the Assad regime in neighbouring 
Syria, with critics saying that its 
backer Iran was using the group, 
which is also part of the Lebanese 
government, as a proxy to advance 
its regional agenda.

“Hezbollah is in total control [of 

Lebanon],” said Bahraini Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed 
al-Khalifa during the Arab League 
meeting.

“Iran’s biggest arm in the region at 
the moment is the terrorist [Hezbol-
lah] arm,” he said.

Khalifa called on Arab countries 
to hold nations where Iranian prox-
ies were flourishing “responsible” 

for their actions. “We want to hold 
countries where Hezbollah is a part-
ner in government responsible, spe-
cifically Lebanon,” he added.

In a joint declaration issued fol-
lowing the meeting, Arab League 
members accused Hezbollah of 
“supporting terrorism and extrem-
ism groups in Arab countries with 
advanced weapons and ballistic 
missiles.” The declaration specified 
Hezbollah as a “partner in the Leba-
nese government,” with many call-
ing on Beirut to rein in Hezbollah.

The emergency meeting was not 
attended by Lebanon’s Foreign Min-
ister, Gebran Bassil, but Lebanon’s 
Arab League representative Antoine 
Azzam objected to the declaration.

Following the meeting, Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun also object-
ed to the declaration, saying that 
Beirut was not responsible for re-
gional power struggles.

At the same time the Arab foreign 
ministers were meeting, Iranian 
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif was meeting with his Turk-
ish and Russian counterparts in 
Antalya, Turkey, ahead of a trilateral 
summit in Sochi.

“Unfortunately countries like 
the Saudi regime are pursuing divi-
sions and creating differences and, 
because of this, they don’t see any 
results other than divisions,” he told 
Iranian state media on the sidelines 
of the meeting.
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Facing challenges. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (R) speaks with members of the Saudi 
delegation during a meeting at the Arab League headquarters in Cairo, on November 19.        (AFP)

Arab foreign ministers unite 
positions against Iran, Hezbollah

The Arab League 
emergency meeting 
was only the 12th 
emergency session 
to be held since the 
organisation’s 
founding in 1945.

M
any in Saudi 
Arabia were 
shocked by 
the reaction of 
the Lebanese 
people to ac-
cusations that 

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri was being held against his 
will in Riyadh. That story was 
propagated by Hezbollah and its 
Christian allies and blessed by 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun. 
It was a media trap that ensnared 
even Sunni figures.

Saudis were deeply shocked by 
such blatant ingratitude, espe-
cially considering the amount of 
aid Saudi Arabia has provided to 
Lebanon since its independence. 
Any fair-minded person would 
find it difficult to understand why 
such vicious insults were heaped 
upon Saudi Arabia, its leadership 
and its people. History bears wit-
ness to how much Saudi Arabia 
values and favours Lebanon.

The latest crisis with Lebanon 
brought forth a nagging question 
that goes beyond the country 
and concerns all Arab nations: 
With Iran currently meddling in 
the affairs of all Arab countries, 
boasting that it controls four Arab 
capitals and even daring to have 
those it backs launch ballistic mis-
siles at Mecca and Riyadh, what is 
Saudi Arabia supposed to do?

Before the era of King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the nag-
ging question in the Arab world 
was: Why is Saudi Arabia turning 

the other cheek and what is it 
waiting for to fight off Iran’s ar-

rogance and conceit in the region? 

The Arab world’s complete change 
of attitude, however, boggles my 
mind and the minds of all true 
Arab patriots.

During the last three years, 
Saudi Arabia moved on sev-
eral fronts to counter the Iranian 
agenda in the region. It aborted 
Iran’s plans in Bahrain and Yemen, 
took the necessary steps to keep 
Iraq in its Arab environment and 
struck deals with the United States 
and Russia to move towards a 
permanent solution to the Syrian 
crisis. When Hezbollah’s long 
arm reached all the way to the 
kingdom’s flank in Yemen, Saudi 
authorities adopted an appropri-
ate stance towards the Lebanese 
government because, after all, the 
belligerent Hezbollah is part of 
that government.

Another bewildering compo-
nent to the official and popular 
reactions in the Arab world is their 
emphasis on national sovereignty 
and pride, which seem to only 
be discovered during situations 
involving Saudi Arabia. When 
Saad Hariri chose to announce 
his resignation from Riyadh, for 
example, spending a few days 
there before returning to Beirut, 
the whole episode turned into the 
Saudis’ alleged attack on Lebanese 
sovereignty.

But when each and every Leba-
nese citizen was forced to accept 
Hezbollah’s totalitarian domina-
tion and pay allegiance in their 
country to the Iranian banner, that 
same Lebanese sovereignty and 
pride took a long leave of absence. 
No one in Lebanon dares to decry 
Iran’s direct meddling in the 

country’s affairs or stand up to its 
continuous insults at the hands of 
rogue militias.

In trying to explain this perni-
cious Arab state of mind, we can 
only appeal to either one or two 
plausible factors. The first has to 
do with people of Arab heritage, in 
general, being emotionally drawn 
to authoritarian and domineering 
figures. If we look at the modern 
history of all Arab countries, we 
see many instances of blind al-
legiance and love for authoritarian 
regimes and autocratic rulers who 
have driven their countries to the 
brink of disaster at all levels. Even 
decades after their death, these 
dictators still enjoy a great deal 
of popular adulation among their 
people.

When we look at the Saudi-
Iranian conflict, we find the same 
pattern. The more Iran flexes its 
military muscles, arms to the 
teeth its agents in Lebanon and 
kills innocent people in a num-
ber of Arab countries, the more 
we will find among Arab nations 
those who admire it and defend its 
agendas.

By contrast, Saudi interven-
tion in some Arab countries was 
strictly for the purpose of counter-
ing Iran’s evil plans. The kingdom 
has always been very gener-
ous with aid and has provided 
employment opportunities for 
millions of Arabs. At the slight-
est crisis, however, it finds itself 
on the receiving end of a barrage 
of insults and false accusations 
in both official and non-official 
media outlets. There is a growing 
feeling among Saudis that they 

are left alone to stand up to Iran’s 
dangerous manoeuvres in the Gulf 
and the Arab world.

The second plausible factor be-
hind the latent animosity against 
Saudi Arabia is the old superiority 
complex among the Arab na-
tions outside the Arabian Penin-
sula and the Arabian Gulf. Front 
pages in Egypt and Lebanon, for 
example, have a field day depict-
ing stereotypical images of Saudi 
or Emirati Bedouins and their 
camels, splashing large, offensive 
headlines across the page. That’s 
exactly what the Lebanese daily 
Ad-Diyar did last week.

Given all of the above, we need 
to ask whether the Arabs would 
have adopted a different and 
firmer attitude towards Iran if 
there had been another non-Gulf 
country standing up to it. It is a 
legitimate question to ask but, 
unfortunately, we cannot afford to 
wait to find out the answer. Fate 
has decreed that Iran is closer to 
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf and, 
therefore, the Saudi kingdom 
has no choice but to confront the 
Iranian threat.

In Saudi Arabia, we wish to see 
the other Arab nations stand by 
our side in this crisis as we have 
done with them during their wars 
and crises. But if we have to do it 
alone, we will need to put an end 
to this fantasy of Arab brother-
hood and all this talk about a 
common Arab national security. 
In fact, this was the gist of the 
Bahraini foreign affairs minister’s 
speech during the Arab League’s 
ministerial meeting earlier this 
month.

Saudi Arabia and Gulf region have no choice but to stand up to Iran
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If we have to do it 
alone, we will need 
to put an end to 
this fantasy of 
Arab brotherhood 
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about a common 
Arab national 
security.
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