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V 

ery little solid infor-
mation has filtered 
out about Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri’s talks in Ri-
yadh. However, the 

selfie Hariri posted showing him 
with Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz and 
the Saudi ambassador to Wash-
ington is quite telling about the 
atmosphere of the talks and sends 
the right signals to Lebanon about 
the nature of Saudi-Lebanese rela-
tions with the Hariri family at the 
helm.

It is possible that Riyadh 
wishes to edge closer to  
Lebanon, as it had previously 
done with Iraq. In Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia chose to “revive” its 
presence even though many had 
said it was a wasted effort.

Riyadh is trying to recapture its 
historical presence in Lebanon. 
One, however, should not risk 
any comparison between Saudi 
policies in Iraq and in Lebanon. 
Saudi Arabia had always enjoyed 
close relations with practically 
all political currents in Lebanon. 
Those relations were based on 
the Taif Agreement and the 
political vision of the Hariri clan.

That was not the case with 
Iraq. Saudi-Iraqi relations had 
always been tense, even under 
Saddam Hussein. The countries 
had common borders but they 
had diametrically opposed 
political systems.

Before French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian’s visit to 
Tehran, Paris had postponed 

French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s trip to Lebanon because 
it conflicted with “previous 
commitments.” France is leading 
European efforts, in coordination 
with the United States, to 
pressure Iran into giving up its 
expansionist policies and stop its 
ballistic missile programme.

By postponing Macron’s visit, 
Paris does not wish to bless a 
political regime in Lebanon that 
is under complete Iranian 
influence. Riyadh, by contrast, 
feels that it is the spearhead in 
opposing Iran in the region and 
must reinforce its presence in 
Iraq and Lebanon without going 
as far as opening opposition 
fronts to Iran in those countries.

It seems that the purpose 
behind inviting Hariri to Riyadh 
was to convince him to revive the 
political strategy he has followed 
since he backed Michel Aoun’s 
candidacy for the presidency of 
Lebanon. However, Hariri’s 
strategy was quite in tune with 
Saudi wishes and Riyadh had not 
objected to it.

It seems that Riyadh is quite 
upset with Aoun’s pro-Hezbollah 
positions. Aoun has defended 

Hezbollah and justified its armed 
militias. Hezbollah, of course, 
mounted a media campaign 
against Saudi Arabia and was 
found guilty of militarily aiding 
rebels in Yemen. Riyadh was 
growing impatient with not 
reaping the dividends of its 
political investments in a 
country that is clearly growing 
anti-Saudi by the day.

Riyadh seems convinced that 
opposing Iran and its proxy 
militias should involve more 
than just Saudi means. It must be 
an international effort.

Riyadh is aware of mounting 
international pressure on Iran. 
Whether that pressure will lead 
to war or to peace, an Arab side 
must be ready for negotiations 
on the fate of the region.

Saudi communications with 
Hariri never ceased. There may 
have been tensions at times but 
both parties have always been in 
contact. This probably explains 
why Hariri expected Riyadh’s 
official invitation and why he 
was quick to acquiesce to it. 
Hariri’s visit must have been 
prepared for quite some time.

The hullaballoo raised by Saudi 
Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir’s 
expected visit to Lebanon 
indicates that the political class 
in Lebanon has taken notice of 
Saudi Arabia’s comeback. The 
Saudi presence will certainly 
colour the May 6 elections in 
Lebanon.

Lebanon’s Future Movement, 
led by Hariri, announced its 
candidates without necessarily 

coordinating with other pro-
Saudi parties. Hariri seems to 
have taken for granted that he 
won’t be the only representative 
for Saudi interests in Lebanon.

Saudi Arabia seems to be 
genuinely interested in building 
healthy relations with all politi-
cal forces — except Hezbollah — 
in Lebanon. During his visit to 
Beirut, Saudi envoy Nizar 
al-Aloula had positive words 
about Lebanese Parliament 
Speaker Nabih Berri. This can be 
read as Saudi interest in develop-
ing relations with Shias inside 
Lebanon, whether through Berri 
or other Shia leaders not con-
nected to Hezbollah.

They are also interested in 
building bridges with Christian 
political blocs. Their relations 
with Aoun and his movement are 
a given considering the fact that 
the leadership of both countries 
must always be in contact.

The biggest loser in this 
political game is no doubt 
Hezbollah, which remains 
very wary of this sudden Saudi 
comeback. Hezbollah had 
thought the crisis created by 
Hariri’s impetuous resignation 
announcement in November had 
banned him from Riyadh’s 
agenda.

For Hezbollah, a Saudi come-
back in Lebanon represents a 
threat to Iran’s plans for  
Lebanon. That this comeback 
coincides with growing interna-
tional concern about Iran’s 
expansionist tactics simply adds 
to Hezbollah’s anxiety.

T 

he combined efforts of 
US Presidents Barack 
Obama and Donald 
Trump and the lack 
of a comprehensive 
foreign policy have 

ceded the United States’ position 
of leadership in the Middle East to 
Russia. Indeed, both Obama and 
Trump are responsible for rel-
egating the United States behind 
Moscow in terms of political clout 
in the Middle East.

Despite a continued military 
presence in several countries in 
the region, the United States is in 
a position of political weakness 
while Russian President Vladimir 
Putin is emerging as the new tsar 
of all of Russia’s regions of influ-
ence.

Washington maintains impor-
tant bases for the US Air Force and 
Navy in many countries in the 
region, along with, the Carnegie 
Endowment for International 
Peace said, some 55,000 military 
and civilian contractors. Diplomat-
ically, however, Washington has 
been missing in action across the 
Arab world or at best left standing 
on the sidelines as US diplomats 
are often left without a proper 
sense of direction.

Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, which have always 
been staunch US allies, are queu-
ing up to visit the Kremlin and 
confer with Putin, the new centre 
of power and political influence 
in the region. Even Israel, which 

would not exist were it not for US 
military and financial support, has 
been playing up to Moscow with 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu visiting Putin. This is 
despite Trump recently declar-
ing that the US Embassy in Israel 
would be moved from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem.

The United States maintains an 
important air base in Qatar despite 
accusing the country of support-
ing terrorists. Bahrain serves as 
regional headquarters for the US 
Navy’s 5th Fleet. Additionally, the 
United States has outposts in Iraq, 
Syria and Afghanistan. While the 
United States has failed to under-
stand the importance of Syria in 
the Arab world, Putin jumped on 
the occasion and has obtained 
what he wanted all along: access 
to year-round ports for the Rus-
sian Navy.

The geopolitical map of the 
region is changing and Moscow 
has reacted in a manner that has 
caught Washington by surprise. 
It used to be that Western powers 
would call on their militaries to 
back up their diplomatic and po-
litical initiatives. Thus derived the 
term: “gunboat diplomacy.”

In recent years, however, gun-
boat diplomacy seems not to have 
worked. Instead, what is needed is 
a reverse policy in which politi-
cians and diplomats back up the 
military rather than the other way 
around.

This is what Moscow has been 

doing in the Middle East, having 
learnt the hard way in Afghanistan 
that gunboat diplomacy is passe. 
Moscow’s charm offensive began 
in earnest during the tenure of 
the previous US administration 
but picked up its pace with the 
changing of the guard in the White 
House. The chaotic atmosphere 
that enshrouds the Trump admin-
istration has not helped American 
diplomacy, either.

Add to the travails of the White 
House the shortcomings of the US 
State Department, where numer-
ous important positions remain 
unfilled more than a year into 
Trump’s first — and hopefully  
only — term.

Putin is re-establishing close 
links with former Soviet clients by 
offering new business incentives. 
Moscow’s penetration in the Mid-
dle East should be ringing every 
alarm bell from the White House 
to the State Department and 
across the river at the Pentagon.

Part of the problem is that there 
is practically no one at the White 
House with enough knowledge 
of the Middle East to make any 
inroads and the alarms may well 
be ringing at the State Depart-
ment, except that they are ringing 
in empty offices. Also empty — 
incredibly as it may seem — are the 
offices of the US ambassadors in 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey 
and, of course, Iran.

The United States has been 
engaged in making its presence 

noted through military actions 
using drones and warplanes while 
Putin has proved to be an astute 
negotiator, establishing cordial 
relations with practically every 
country in the Middle East, includ-
ing Israel, Turkey and Iran and, 
with the exception of Syria, the 
Russian military did not need to 
deploy.

Putin has succeeded where 
the Soviets failed and has raised 
Russian prestige to previously 
unattained levels. Regretfully, 
Washington still doesn’t seem to 
get it. Politically, Trump is lost 
in the fog of the 1970s and ‘80s, 
wanting to devote incredible sums 
of money to build up US forces 
when emphasis should be given to 
diplomacy.

President Theodore Roosevelt 
was quoted as saying “Speak softly 
and carry a big stick.” Trump is 
concentrating on building a big-
ger stick, ignoring the need for 
dialogue.

“We’re not acting like a state 
with global responsibilities and 
interests,” said Jessica Mathews, a 
distinguished fellow at the Carn-
egie Endowment for International 
Peace. “We are building tanks we 
will never need, aeroplanes that 
cannot operate in modern combat 
airspace.”

“No great nation has ever been 
built on military strength. The 
Soviet Union tried and left its peo-
ple standing in line for soap and 
matches,” said Mathews.

Why Hezbollah is anxious about Saudi 
Arabia’s comeback in Lebanon

Riyadh seems convinced that opposing Iran and its 
proxy militias must be an international effort.

is a Lebanese writer.
Mohamad Kawas

While Russia is making inroads, Washington 
is stuck in gunboat diplomacy era

The geopolitical map of the region is changing and Moscow has 
reacted in a manner that has caught Washington by surprise.

is a regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Claude Salhani

That Saudi 
comeback coincides 
with growing 
international 
concern about Iran’s 
expansionist tactics 
simply adds to 
Hezbollah’s anxiety.
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