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Blinken's plan for Arab defense
coalition against Iran to fail

By Hoda Yousefi
Middle East affairs expert

OPINION

EXCLUSIVE

Fordecades, the United States
has pursued building an alli-
ance of Arab nations against
Iran in the Middle East. De-
spite ongoing efforts span-
ning multiple presidential
terms, the realization of this
plan has remained elusive.
While the Abraham Accords
represent a significant ad-
vancementtowards this goal,
previous attempts, including
the establishment of region-
al bases, arms sales to Arab
countries, and the proposed
defense plan, have not cul-
minated in the creation of
a robust strategic alliance
against Iran. In the following
discussion, we will delve into
the reasons why the current
endeavors led by Secretary of
State Antony Blinken will fail
inachieving this objective.

DeepdivisionsamongPersian
GulfArabstates

The Persian Gulf region is embroiled
in deep-seated divisions among Arab
countries, stemming from power ri-
valries, ideological differences, and
regional disputes. These frictions have
led to divergent priorities and interests,
preventing the formation of a cohesive
coalition against Iran. Smaller countries
such as Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman view
Iran as a necessary counterbalance to
Saudi Arabia’s influence. They are ap-
prehensive that the excessive weaken-
ingoflrancould theoreticallyleave them
vulnerable to Saudi hegemony. This con-
cern is underscored by the existing ten-
sions between Saudi Arabia and Qatar.
Furthermore, the UAE also has its own
disagreements with Saudi Arabia and
prefers to maintain its independence
from the Kingdom in the face of the per-
ceivedIranianthreat.
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FearsoftensionswithIran

Some Arab nations are apprehen-
sive about the potential implications
of heightening tensions with Iran,
which mayinclude security risksand
economic concerns, and are inclined
touphold their ties with Tehran. This
inclination is particularly true of the
UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait. The
confined geographical size and sus-
ceptibility of these countries make
them vulnerable to potential retalia-
tory actions from Iran. Furthermore,
these nations are uneasy about the
prospect of escalating regional ten-
sions with Iran and the potential
emergence of a prolonged security
crisis, which could jeopardize in-
vestmentsecurity in their territories
and scare away investors and busi-
nesses.

Many Arab nations prefer the region
to be in a state of tension with Iran as

itallows them to secure benefits from
the United States and use this tension
asanegotiatingtool.Iranalsoservesas
abalancing forcein theirrelationships
with other Arab countries. Moreover,
tension with Iran ensures military
supportfrom the United States. There-
fore, becoming embroiled in tension
with Iran not only fails to serve their
interests, but also leaves these coun-
tries vulnerable. However, attempting
to control Iran or engaging in a broad
war with the country would create sig-
nificantuncertainty and ambiguity re-
garding the future of regional security
arrangements.

Prevailing public sentiment in
Arabnations

The Arab countries are facing a sig-
nificant challenge with the public
sentiment within their borders, es-
pecially in the aftermath of the Gaza
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war and the October 7 Hamas oper-
ation. These events have sparked
a surge of anti-Israeli sentiments
among the people in these countries.
Iran’s missile and drone attacks on
the Zionist regime have also contrib-
utedtoanincreaseinlran’sinfluence
in the public opinion of the region’s
countries. Consequently, many of
these countries are apprehensive
that getting involved in formal con-
frontations with Iran or forming an-
ti-Iranian alliances could potentially
lead tointernal crises.

Overall, Arab nations are reluctant
toengage in extensive interstate ten-
sion within the region. Consequent-
ly, the primary focus of these nations,
particularly those bordering the
Persian Gulf,istoassumeabalancing
roleintheregion. This strategic posi-
tioning enables them to uphold their
relationships with the United States

while containing key regional pow-
ers such as Iran and Saudi Arabia. It
is evidentthat these nations are cau-
tious about exerting excessive con-
trol over Iran as they recognize the
potential risks it poses to their own
interests.

The above-mentioned factors have
contributed to the persistence of
challenges the United States has
faced in establishing a defense coa-
lition against Iran over the past few
decades. Washington has received
the message loud and clear as Arab
statesareinchingclosertoward coop-
erating with Iran after Iran’s missile
attack on the Zionist regime. To effec-
tively rally an alliance against Iran,
the US must prioritize addressing
the role of small regional countries
in future security arrangements and
ensuring investment security within
thesenations.

[ran gaining credibility across
Muslim world

Iran’s leadership has been a direct ben-
eficiary of the months-long war in Gaza.
With every missile that Israel fires on
Gaza,every USveto ofa UN Security Coun-
cil cease-fireresolution, and every arrest
of an anti-war protester on American
university campuses, Iran’s rejection
of the US-dominated world order gains
more credibility in the Muslim world.

The ruling clerical regime in Iran has
built its foreign policy on the pillar of an-
ti-Americanism, rejecting whatit frames
as the “injustice” of US domination and
“bullying” of other countries. Washing-
ton’s continued support for Israel’s war
on Gaza in the face of an increasing in-
ternational backlash has only reinforced
this narrative.

While the US has tried to backtrack
and signal that humanitarian consid-
erations should guide Israel’s conduct
of the war, the damage to US credibil-
ity has been done. Many around the
world — and specifically in Muslim
countries — do not see the belated US
warnings to [srael as genuine.

And Tehran’s message of anti-Amer-
icanism is resonating with large seg-
ments of the public in the Muslim
world.

In oneregional opinion survey in late
October, for instance, just 7% of re-
spondents said the US had a positive
impact on the war, compared to 40%
whoviewed Iran’srole as positive.
And in December, the highly re-

spected Arab Barometer reported
that approval ratings for the Iranian
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had
surpassed those of the Saudi crown
prince and Emirati president.

This change in Iran’s standing in the
regionis being watched with concern
by the political elite in the neighbour-
hood.

WhatlIransoughtto achieve by
attackinglsrael

Iran’s image has been further en-
hanced by the fact it is the only Mus-
lim state to attack Israel against the
backdrop of public outrage over the
warin Gaza.

The Iranian missile and drone attack

onlsrael on April 13 was calibrated to
achieve two key objectives.

First, Iran’s leaders sought to pre-
serve the country’s image as the
self-appointed head of the “axis of
resistance”, comprised of its backed
groups in the region — Hezbollah in
Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen, and
other resistance groups in Iraq and
Syria.

Iran also wanted to demonstrate
the effectiveness of its deterrence
model, which is based on the threat
of retaliation against Israeli aggres-
sion through its backed actors and
expandingmissileand dronetechnol-
ogy.

Coming two weeks after the Israeli

attack on its diplomatic mission in
Damascus, Iran could not afford to
outsource its response to its backed
groups. While Iran was clearly not
ready to start a war with Israel, not
responding in kind to the Israeli at-
tack would have made it look weak
and seriously diminished its standing
amongitsalliesand backed groups.
Iran’s second objective was to
demonstrate to the world that it has
the drone and missile technology to
hitbackatIsraelifitchooses.

For more than a decade, Iran has
showcased its missiles during an-
nual military parades to support its
claim it can hit Israel if threatened.
Its attack last month involved more




