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A frustrated Egypt

Arab states, have 
found no capable or 
willing partner to 
drive this process 
forward

The Arab perception 
is that there are 
double standards in 
the international 
non-proliferation 
regime

Can Iran be part of the Arab future?

F
rom a strategic point of 
view, Iran seems to be 
the principal benefi-
ciary of the geopoliti-
cal upheavals shaking 
the Arab world since 

2011. The Arab regional order, 
which has prevailed since the war 
with Israel in 1973, was destabi-
lised during the invasion of 
Kuwait in 1990, shaken by the fall 
of Iraq; but has totally crumbled 
only following the “Arab spring”.

In spite of its weaknesses, or 
even its vicissitudes, the system 
that was somehow kept together 
by the Arab League, guaranteed a 
peaceful resolution of conflicts and 
made it possible for the Arab states 
to preserve a modus vivendi based 
on not crossing certain red lines 
related essentially to the sacred 
principle of state sovereignty and 
the intangibility of borders inher-
ited from colonialism.

Internal political changes, still 
under way in the MENA region, 
have had major repercussions on 
relations between Arab states and 
therefore changed prevailing alli-
ances and called into question the 
principles of peaceful coexistence 
and recourse to mediation in crisis 
situations.

The tendency to seek confronta-
tions, even armed ones, is accentu-
ated today primarily because of 
foreign meddling in Arab affairs. 
The “traditional” political or 
economic interference by great 
powers, such as the United States, 
Russia, France and the United 

Kingdom, were based on certain 
rules set up during the Cold War 
and followed diplomatic practices 
that usually avoided or circum-
vented recourse to violence.

Today, the devastating interfer-
ence by Iran and Turkey in the 
entire MENA region cannot be 
explained solely by some vengeful 
spirit born of historical resent-
ments. The strategic vacuum cre-
ated following the fall of Iraq and 
the weakening of post-Mubarak 
Egypt, was very quickly filled by 
these two powers.

Unlike Turkey, whose return 
on the Arab scene is recent and 
without vision, Iran, since the shah 
regime then with the advent of the 
Islamic Republic, has never relin-
quished its hegemonic intent to-
wards its Arab neighbours. Iranian 
leaders have the strong conviction 
that the Arab revolutions of 2011 
were based on the same causes 
and therefore must have the same 
effects as the Islamic revolution as 
preached by Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini.

Whatever the outcome of ne-
gotiations on the nuclear ques-
tion, Iran has already clinched an 
international standing that will 

enhance its stature in the region to 
the detriment of Arab states. Once 
rid of the shackles of the embargo 
imposed by Western powers, the 
Islamic Republic will soon be the 
only power of the region with a 
frighteningly effective power of 
influence.

Its force is in its political re-
ligious project, as relayed by a 
number of increasingly active and 
openly proselytising Shia com-
munities. The Tunisian example is 
striking. Hardly numbering a few 
hundred in 2011, the Shia commu-
nity in Tunisia is currently esti-
mated at more than 20,000 people 
among the elites of the country. A 
similar phenomenon can also be 
noted in Algeria and Morocco.

A true strategy of influence gives 
to Iranian activism an unequalled 
dimension that makes it a genuine 
strategic threat to the Arab states, 
perhaps even more destabilising 
in the long run than the Israeli 
threat. The latter remains primarily 
military and cannot consequently 
have determining consequences on 
social balance inside Arab socie-
ties. It is also foreseeable and can 
be effectively managed through 
diplomatic channels.

Iran seems to project itself in 
time by betting on the fraying of 
Arab political regimes, includ-
ing those in transition. Although 
avoiding for the moment direct 
attacks on religious, social and cul-
tural fundamental values, Iranian 
foreign policy agenda is clearly 
centred on a new societal project, 
even if such premises remain eva-
nescent for now.

Any power, even regional, can 
legitimately claim the right to use 
its power assets to exercise what it 
considers its right to intervene in 
its zone of influence. The destroy-
and-rule approach will inevitably 
mortgage Iran’s own future and in-
vite foreign interference that could 
threaten Iran’s own survival as a 
regional power. An increasingly 
confident and resolutely domi-
nant Iran will not encourage the 
emergence of a new Muslim world 
capable of facing the real challenge 
in the region, namely the unstop-
pable Israeli hegemony.

Admittedly, the Arab world is 
reaping the consequences of its 
divisions and bad choices by going 
through the most chaotic and un-
certain period of its contemporary 
history. It is additionally in a strate-
gic position of isolation along with 
Turkey which has become a new 
frontier for terrorism; and with 
the Sahel-Sahara region becoming 
a source of all uncertainties. But 
its resilience is strengthened with 
each crisis and it is preserving all of 
its potential for the future.

Iranian leaders should be betting 
on a promising future, if not a com-
mon destiny, if they want to remain 
influential actors in the region and 
not to be relegated, once again, to 
the hidden recesses of history.
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T 

he Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) Review Con-
ference recently ended 
a month-long series of 
meetings without agree-

ment. The vision for a Weapons 
of Mass Destruction Free Zone 
(WMDFZ) in the Middle East has 
been championed by and invest-
ed in heavily by the international 
community and, in particular, the 
League of Arab States (LAS). The 
undeclared nuclear arsenal of Israel 
and, more recently the suspected 
activities of the nuclear programme 
in Iran have proved major stum-
bling blocks in the process, along 
with failure to settle the Arab-Is-
raeli conflict and establish an inde-
pendent Palestinian state.

Most recently, uncertain political 
conditions in the region post-“Arab 
spring” have hindered the willing-
ness of Israel to participate in the 
process even though its undeclared 
nuclear arsenal is of redundant val-
ue from a strategic military power 
context.

After years of preparatory meet-
ings, discussions and negotiations 
to define and address basic aspects 
of the process, Arab states — led by 
Egypt under the LAS — are grow-
ing tired and frustrated. The United 
States increasingly faces a credibil-
ity crisis as a committed and impar-
tial stakeholder in the process due 

to its special treatment of Israel. 
After the United States vetoed a 
proposal by Egypt (joined by the 
United Kingdom and Canada) at the 
Review Conference, Israel made a 
public display of its appreciation to 
the United States for its support.

The proposal by Egypt wanted to 
do away with the facilitator and the 
three conveners of the process - the 
United States, the United Kingdom 
and Russia - and instead empower 
the UN secretary-general to hold 
the conference within six months 
from conclusion of the Review 
Conference (with or without Israel, 
or any other state for that matter).

It also proposed one working 
group be set up to address the 
scope, limits and interim measures 
of the process and another to work 
on implementation, verification 
and compliance. For the United 
States, the proposal and its expec-
tations unfairly singled out Israel 
and were deemed unrealistic. For 
Arab states, if the process for estab-
lishing a WMDFZ in the Middle East 
is going to achieve any progress — 
and soon — it will need to change.

The latest Egyptian proposal was 
somewhat audacious, but unlikely 
to succeed. The idea was instead 
to pressure Israel as well as make a 
clear statement of intent. For Arab 
states, continuing on the current 
path with an open-ended process 
looking for unanimity does not 
work. A WMDFZ in the Middle East 
cannot be achieved until and unless 

it addresses Israeli nuclear capabili-
ties, along with chemical and bio-
logical weapons and their delivery 
systems.

 If the United States is not going 
to facilitate the process intensely 
or position itself to move it forward 
more seriously by pressing Israel to 
engage other stakeholders in the 
process, then the message from 
Arab states is that they will seek al-
ternatives.

The Arab perspective is that a 
WMDFZ in the Middle East is in-
creasingly moving out of reach. 
Serious stock-taking among Arab 
leaders is questioning the utility of 

their policies and whether, or for 
how much longer, they can afford 
to invest in the process. Indeed, the 
strategic costs associated for Arab 
states with the broader issue of 
non-proliferation but if a WMDFZ 
in the Middle East is not viable and 
the international non-proliferation 
regime cannot meet its stated ob-
jectives then where does that leave 
the security interest of Arab states 
in, say, 2030?

The Arab perception is that there 
are double standards in the inter-
national non-proliferation regime: 
States that have built a large nu-
clear arsenal, such as Israel and 

Iran, whose status as a threshold 
nuclear weapons state is effective-
ly being formalised, are rewarded 
with special treatment. Arab states, 
on the other hand, have found no 
capable or willing partner to drive 
this process forward materially and 
tangibly and we may be witnessing 
an aggressive final push from Arab 
states to realise a WMDFZ in the 
Middle East before they, too, give 
up on the idea if these efforts lead, 
again, nowhere.
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