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Has Obama given up on regime change in Iran?

Saad Mehio

Beirut

T
here is a spectre 
haunting the Middle 
East, resembling the 
spectre that Karl Marx 
spoke of in The 
Communist Mani-

festo. But this time, the spectre is 
not communism, as it was in 
1848, but capitalism-led regime 
change or capitalist globalisation.

From Yemen to Syria, and in 
Iraq, Egypt and Tunisia, regime 
change is taking place at a vigor-
ous pace. It is violently tearing the 
social and cultural fabric of these 
countries. But has Iran become 
isolated from this game, after it 
signed an interim nuclear frame-
work agreement with the United 

States?
Or, to put it even more 

bluntly: Has Washington 
offered guarantees to Iran 
that it has truly abandoned 
its objective of regime 
change, which the Bush 
administration pursued 
forcefully, as evidenced 
by the National Security 
Strategy of September 

2002 that suggested regime 
change offered the only guarantee 
of eliminating potential existential 
threats? Or, as vice-president Dick 
Cheney declared, “We don’t nego-

tiate with evil, we defeat it?”
In his recent New York Times 

interview with Thomas Fried-
man, US President Barack Obama 
hinted that he was ready to do 
such a thing. Not only that, but he 
promised the mullahs of Iran that 
after the agreement their country 
“would be an extremely successful 
regional power… by virtue of its 
size, resources and its people”.

But along with these guarantees 
and promises there is a string of 
clear, decisive conditions connect-
ed to “change” in Iran. In the same 
interview, the president said: “If 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei wanted to 
see Iran re-enter the community of 
nations, then there were going to 
have to be changes… Iranians have 
to change their behaviour more 
broadly… if they want to be part of 
world economy.”

The term “change” is used more 
than ten times in the interview and 
it covers the economy, strategy 
and regional policies, meaning that 
the Islamic Republic must change 
itself instead of having change 
imposed on it by the outside world 
through the force of diplomatic 
isolation, economic strangulation 
and financial attrition produced by 
arms races.

The trade-off here is clear: the 
economy (i.e. incorporating Iran 
into globalised institutions and 

markets) in exchange for abandon-
ing its foreign policies (terror and 
regional destabilisation) and its 
nuclear policies.

This is the trade-off that Obama 
wants to see. And it’s the same 
trade-off that Richard Nixon of-
fered Mao Zedong, when Beijing 
gave up its revolutionary, commu-
nist foreign policy for the dollars 
of the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) and the bonds of the US 
Treasury.

Some have called this new policy 
orientation the “Obama doctrine,” 
based on the notion of engagement 
with rogue states such as Cuba, 
Myanmar and Iran, while preserv-
ing the fundamental strategic 
interests of the United States.

In fact, this principle isn’t new at 
all and it does not at all mean com-
pletely giving up on the goal of 
regime change; Washington didn’t 
abandon the goal of changing the 
regimes of two superpowers, the 
Soviet Union and China.

Whether the United States by us-
ing military force, as in Iraq, or the 
threat of force, as in Libya under 
Muammar Qaddafi, or a policy of 
containment and deterrence, as 
with Cuba, North Korea and Iran, 
the strategic goal is the same even 
though tactics might differ: Force 
regional rogue states to adhere to 
the laws and fundamentals of the 

current world order in politics, 
economy and security. And this 
order has a specific name today: 
capitalist globalisation.

Through the nuclear framework 
agreement, the “Great Satan” has 
re-established a foothold in Iran, 
35 years after it was kicked out 
of the country. The United States 
now intends to achieve in peace 
what it avoided doing through 
war: changing the Iranian regime 
by enticing it to begin  changing its 
behaviour.

We must now wait to see if Iran’s 
hawks will at the last moment 
avoid drinking this bitter cup of 
change or actually imbibe it, as 
Khomeini did when he agreed to 
end the war with Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq, out of fear that his 
regime’s economy would collapse. 
Or, will domestic turbulence ensue 
and civil war erupt instead?

Whatever option Tehran pur-
sues, one can now see the “Great 
Satan” with a half-smile on his 
face as he reads from a book enti-
tled Best Ways to Achieve Regime 
Change.
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Iranian threat, ISIS catalysts for joint Arab force
Dubai

T
he Arab League 
decided in its recent 
meeting in Egypt that 
it is time for Arabs to 
have their own joint 
military force and the 

chiefs of staff of Arab militaries 
gathered later in Cairo to discuss 
ways to bring this long-sought 
quest into reality.

Arab countries have a joint 
defence pact that was last put into 
action in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. 
Previous calls by some leaders to 
pursue this objective fell on deaf 
ears but this time the geopoliti-
cal situation is quickly changing, 
heightening threat perceptions in 
most Arab capitals. Arab regimes 
feel endangered. Hence a joint 
military force could become a 
reality.

So what are the current driving 
factors to establish this force?

First is Iran’s expansionist 
policy. The demographic fabric 
and sovereignty of Arab states 
is under a strong threat posed 
by Iran’s attempts to export the 
Islamic Revolution to Shia Arab 
communities. Self-proclaimed 
victories by Iranian officials claim-
ing that Tehran controls four Arab 
capitals (Baghdad, Damascus, 
Beirut and Sana’a) raised concerns 
of the oil-rich Arab Gulf States, es-
pecially Saudi Arabia that is more 
or less the centre of gravity of the 
Arab world. Riyadh and other Arab 
capitals accuse Iran of enflam-
ing the war in Syria by aiding the 
regime there in its fight against 
rebels. They also blame Tehran for 
the deteriorating conditions in Iraq 
and Lebanon.

Second is the heightened 
sectarian tension. Although this 
is related to Iran’s expansionist 
policies, it, however, constitutes 
a strong pressing element with 

the presence of extrem-
ist groups like the Islamic 
State (ISIS). This terrorist 
group has used sectarian 
rhetoric to mobilise thou-
sands of Muslim Sunni 
young men to fight Iran’s 
allies in Syria and Iraq and 
subsequently occupy large 

areas of the two countries.
ISIS is challenging Arab regimes 

as to who can better uphold and 
defend the interests of Arab Sunnis 
against the Persian-Shia invasion. 
It is becoming increasingly dif-

ficult for Arab regimes to combat 
terrorism in an escalating sectar-
ian environment. ISIS and similar 
terrorist groups are as much of a 
threat to Iran as they are to the rest 
of the Arab governments.

Third are the improved rela-
tions between Iran and the West. 
The United States and the Euro-
peans surprised their Arab allies 
with the deal they reached with 
Tehran over the Iranian nuclear 
programme. Arab countries have 
grown alarmed that the West was 
fine with Iran expanding its influ-
ence in the region and threatening 
them and they are worried that 
a deal with Iran would be at the ex-
pense of Arab interests. Most Arab 
countries have doubts in the reli-
ability of Washington as a trusted 
ally that could be counted on to 
protect them from Iran.

Fourth is the vastly improved 
capability of Arab militaries. Arab 
Gulf states have invested heav-
ily in their military over the past 
three decades and even made big 
donations to some of the poorer 
Arab states closely allied with 
them such as Egypt, Jordan and 
Morocco, to help them keep their 
military highly modernised and 

well-equipped.
The Arab Gulf countries grouped 

in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) plus Egypt, Jordan and 
Morocco can put together an 
impressive military force with a 
formidable air power and navy as 
well as a sizeable land force. These 
countries have adopted a Western 
military doctrine and most of their 
hardware and systems are inter-
operable. They can quickly form 
the core of a joint Arab force and 
any other country joining them 
would be a plus.

These same countries comprise a 
Saudi-led Arab alliance waging an 
air campaign against the Iranian-
backed Houthi forces in Yemen to 
restore the deposed government 
of President Abd Rabbo Mansour 

Hadi. Also some of these countries 
are part of the US-led air campaign 
against ISIS and terrorist groups in 
Syria and Iraq. So Arab militaries 
today are more experienced and 
self-confident than ever and are 
capable of forming alliances and 
working within coalitions.

It seems that if this force was to 
be created it will see action against 
ISIS and Iranian-backed groups 
in the Arab world. Therefore fear 
of Iran might eventually manage 
to do what the Israeli threat has 
failed to do, which is to prompt the 
establishment of a joint Arab force 
that could intervene in conflicts 
undermining Arab sovereignty.

Although political hurdles have 
to be overcome before this force is 
born — such as determining where 
the command be based, national-
ity of the commander, sovereignty 
questions, legal jurisdiction and so 
forth — however, common threats 
and increased fears might do the 
trick.
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Meeting of Arab army chiefs at the Arab League headquarters in Cairo, on April 22, 2015.
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