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News 

Upon a Saudi initiative on March 1, 2016, the Arab League’s foreign 

ministers’ committee declared Hezbollah a terrorist organization. 

Summary 

By announcing the Arab League’s decision to label Hezbollah a terrorist 

organization, Saudi Arabia showed that it is—at least on the ideological 

level—eager to further securitize the conflict between politicized Sunni and 

Shia. It is telling to note that even the European stand toward Hezbollah is now 

more nuanced than the official Arab one, as the European Union’s 

condemnation of Hezbollah is confined to its military wing. The main task of 

the present short article is to contextualize Saudi Arabia’s recent policy move. 

The Arab League’s decision is actually only one – albeit spectacular – move in 

a game that Saudi Arabia has been playing since the Arab Spring by 

conducting an active regional policy, including the utilization of regional 

institutions, particularly the Arab League. 
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Analysis: 

As the outcome of a Saudi Arabian initiative, the Arab League’s foreign ministers’ 

committee condemned Hezbollah as a terrorist organization, with only two members 

stipulating reservations: Iraq and Lebanon.
1
 The Saudi Ambassador to Egypt, Ahmad 

Kattan, added fuel to the flames by elaborating that “We will deal with Hezbollah as we 

deal with any terrorist organization. Saudi Arabia and the Gulf countries have begun 

preparing measures it will take against that terrorist party and they will be announced at 

the right time.”
2
 Even though Saudi Arabia lacks the military means to walk over 

Hezbollah, the Arab League’s move is remarkable in the light of the fact that Hezbollah 

(still) enjoys the reputation among many segments of Arab societies as being the most 

effective and uncorrupted Arab force positioned against Israel. Ideologically the Arab 

League went much further than the European Union in its condemnation of Hezbollah 

and joined forces with the US and its allies Canada and Australia, as well as Israel, 

whose Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu accordingly praised the Arab League’s 

decision.
3
 

This raises the question of how to explain the far-reaching declaratory policy of Saudi 

Arabia and the Arab League in the light of the fact that the flagship of Middle Eastern 

regional organizations in the 20
th

 century and beyond has hardly managed to come up 

with clear declarations on highly contested political issues in the Arab world;
4
 in the 

20
th

 century Saudi Arabia acted as a rather cautious, sometimes even passive actor on 

the interstate level in the Middle East.
5
 

Fatiha Dazi-Heni traces the recently more aggressive stance of Saudi Arabia in regional 

politics—as has become apparent, among other things, in their waging war against the 

Houthis in Yemen (since March 2015) and executing prominent Shia cleric Shaikh 
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Nimr al-Nimr (in January 2016)—back to Salman Bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud’s accession 

to the throne in January 2015.
6
 As the under-institutionalized political system of Saudi 

Arabia leaves comparatively much room for the idiosyncratic behavior of political 

leaders,
7
 this thesis enjoys some plausibility. However, the politicization and 

securitization of the schism between Sunni and Shia had already been gradually 

escalating since the 1980s, when the Gulf States launched a Sunni-based ideology to 

counter the Iranian claim to political leadership in the Muslim world.
8
 

Marc Lynch attributes the increasingly aggressive foreign policy of Saudi Arabia 

primarily to the threats as perceived by its political elite: mainly the recent American-

Iranian rapprochement, as well as the challenge posed by the Islamic State.
9
 In case 

Teheran is set in the position to unfold its capabilities, which are potentially superior to 

those of Saudi Arabia on practically all levels except proven oil reserves, Saudi Arabia 

could indeed once again end up in the defensive—even if acting the Arab hegemon. 

Moreover, the rise of the Islamic State actually constitutes a significant challenge for 

Saudi Arabia as a rivaling Sunni actor putting forward the claim to spearheading the 

Islamic world in the frame of a “caliphate.”  

The new element of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy, however, appears to be less the 

“Sunni” aggression toward the “Shia” than Riyadh’s utilization of the most important 

regional organization of the Middle East to advance its foreign policy. Moreover, there 

are some strong indicators that the Saudi change in foreign policy dates back to the 

Arab uprisings rather than to Salman’s accession to the throne: In contrast to the 1950s, 

when Saudi Arabia was put in the defensive by revolutionary Egypt, this time Riyadh 

aimed at pursuing an active regional policy in order to meet the challenge from the very 

beginning. Due to the structural weakness of Egypt under the two Presidents Muhamad 

Mursi and Abdul Fatah al-Sisi, Saudi Arabia paradoxically benefited from the “Arab 

Spring” in terms of gaining relative power capabilities in the Arab world. 
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An integral part of the new foreign policy strategy of Saudi Arabia in response to the 

challenges of the “Arab Spring” was the vitalization of the Arab League. The turning 

point was the organization’s policy toward Libya when it suspended Libya’s 

membership in February 2011. Moreover, in March the Arab League asked the United 

Nations to establish a non-fly zone.
10

 Later in 2011, Syrian membership was also 

suspended. In January 2012, the new approach in the declaratory policy of the Arab 

League became manifest in a joint European-Arab initiative to support the Arab 

League’s “peace plan” for Syria, which, however, was disapproved of by China and 

Russia.
11

 It was mainly Saudi Arabia that promoted a new role for the Arab League, 

which for the first time in its history made a difference in Arab regional affairs with 

global relevance.
12

 

 

Conclusion 

The Arab League’s declaration of Hezbollah as a terrorist group is insofar a stunning 

novelty in the history of the organization’s declaratory policy as it had never before 

launched a policy move that to such a high extent courted Western and Israeli interests 

and at the same time contradicted the political attitudes of many politicized social 

groups in the Arab world. Whether the ideological front created by the Arab League and 

the Gulf States headed by Saudi Arabia will have major effects on the ground remains 

to be seen. Yet, Saudi Arabia, supported by all Arab foreign ministers but those of Iraq 

and Lebanon, sent a clear signal that should Hezbollah become involved in a war with 

Israel, it could not rely on any diplomatic restrictions and consideration in terms of Arab 

solidarity on the interstate level. 

The Saudi-sponsored launch of the Arab League’s condemnation of Hezbollah appears 

to a certain degree to be triggered by the idiosyncrasies of the new Saudi leadership 

headed by King Salman, who ascended the throne in early 2015. Moreover, Saudi 

Arabia was most likely acting under the perceived threat of a relative loss of power 

capabilities vis-à-vis Iran in the light of the American-Iranian nuclear deal. However, all 

this should not blind us to the fact that the Arab League’s political move goes beyond 

being merely the ad-hoc policy of an idiosyncratic leader of a highly authoritarian 
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regime to accelerate the securitization of the politicized Shia-Sunni schism. Rather, 

Saudi Arabia’s policy of utilizing the Arab League for branding Hezbollah a terrorist 

organization fits well in a long-term strategy of Riyadh’s foreign policy, which aims at 

generating hegemonic leadership of the Arab world in coordination with the US. 

 


