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Opinion

‘Iranian spring’ threatens Arab Gulf

Reconsidering priorities after the Iran agreement

A 

fter the nuclear deal 
struck by six world 
powers with Iran on 
July 14, both US 
President Barack 
Obama and the 

European Union representative 
insisted profound changes in 
international relations were 
about to come about.

On the regional level, the 
accord will give Iran the opportu-
nity to be a major player. With the 
implicit blessing of the United 
States, Europe and Asia, Iran can 
claim a greater role, though not 
necessarily a military one, in 
deciding the outcome of regional 
conflicts.

Indeed, armed conflicts in the 
Middle East and North Africa 
have shown that Iran’s involve-
ment in the region cannot be 
ignored. It has backed certain 
camps and automatically made 
enemies of others. It is therefore 
necessary for all parties to strive 
to contain regional conflicts with 
both Iran and Arab states playing 
major roles.

I believe that the new Iranian 
nuclear agreement is an opportu-
nity for Middle Eastern and Arab 
states to reconsider priorities and 
strategies.  With this agreement, 
Iran has proved to the world that 
it is not in the race to have its own 
nuclear weapons, because such 
weapons would not solve its 
internal economic problems.

So agreeing to an accord 
indicates clearly that Iran’s goals 
and priorities under the presi-
dency of Hassan Rohani are 
focused more on the economy 
and that gradual changes are 
going to take place inside Iran 
economically, politically and 
culturally.

The Iranian economy 
will surely get a signifi-
cant boost from the 
repatriation of the $150 
billion in frozen assets 
and from resuming oil 
exports. 

The ensuing economic 
boom will increase 
popular approval of 

liberals in Iran and compel 
conservatives towards a more 
rational and realistic approach to 
international affairs.

Iran is liable to become a major 

economic regional power so it 
would be advantageous for Arab 
countries to review their strate-
gies regarding Tehran, more so 
towards reinforcing economic 
and security ties and forming a 
common front against terrorism 
and in resolving regional con-
flicts.

No solution is impossible once 
the political will to overcome all 
obstacles, be they ethnic or 
religious, becomes available for 
mutually friendly and beneficial 
relations.

On the international level, the 
feverish race of Western compa-
nies towards Iran proves that 
Tehran sits on an important 
fortune, has a skilled workforce 
and has access to new technolo-
gies acquired during the 
embargo. Since these Western 
companies are planning to set up 
significant economic ventures, 
wouldn’t it be advantageous for 
Arab companies to get involved in 
similar ventures?

A historic opportunity presents 
itself for Arab states and Iran to 
establish more balanced rela-
tions. The concerned parties 
should implement policies 
oriented towards entente, finding 
communalities and developing 
them and resolving differences 
through dialogue. Such policies 
should be carried out in a con-
structive spirit and both parties 
should be willing to make 
concessions.

I also maintain that a successful 
Arabic and Islamic world is a 
world that can make use of all of 
its ethnic and sectarian compo-
nents. For this to happen, it is 
imperative to get over the thorny 
rivalries of Sunnis versus Shias, 
and Arabs versus Kurds or 
Berbers. These obstacles can be 
overcome through comprehen-
sive and durable development, 
economically, socially, culturally 
and educationally. When such is 
the case, destructive currents 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS), 

Ansar al-Sharia and al-Qaeda will 
have no room in Arab and Muslim 
societies.

Turkey has already started 
planning new agreements with 
Iran. It would be wiser not to let 
the West have the monopoly of 
dealing with Iran.

In fact, it might be necessary to 
create a new Iranian-Arab-Turk-
ish pole. This could be economic 
at first but would evolve towards 
political and strategic collabora-
tion. 

It would weigh all matters 
pertaining to the Middle East and 
North Africa and be a pertinent 
and efficient partner to each 
other and to the world’s super-
powers for the development and 
safety of the region.

Alaya Allani is a Tunisian expert 
in religious extremism. He 
teaches at the University of 
Manouba in Tunis. His article was 
translated and adapted from 
Arabic.

T
he people of Iran took 
to the streets to 
celebrate the signing 
of the historic nuclear 
agreement that may 
lead to the end of 

years of economic sanctions and 
decades of international isola-
tion.

The lifting of economic sanc-
tions would result in the unfreez-
ing of $150 billion in funds, in 
addition to more revenue from 
huge economic contracts with 
European and US companies 
desperate to enter Iran’s market-
place, which has been ostensibly 
shut to foreign companies for 
decades. 

In short, Iran will be drowning 
in money.

This Iranian victory will, by 
necessity, be followed by a similar 
economic victory for the Arab 

Gulf. Despite Gulf 
nations’ fears of Iran’s 
intentions, there are 
economic benefits to the 
lifting of sanctions. The 
Gulf is the most impor-
tant trading route to Iran 
and, whether each side 
likes it or not, a vital 
economic partner.

Regardless of all this, 
Iran remains committed to its 
ideology and regional ambitions, 
and the lifting of sanctions will 
ultimately finance an “Iranian 
spring”.

Arab secularists must step 

forward to explain why a religious 
state ruled by clerics should be 
permitted to possess nuclear 
technology. Western terrorism 
experts have said that the 
elimination of religious extrem-
ism can only take place in 
conjunction with stricter regula-
tion of social media and modern 
technology.

Despite this, we are allowing a 
state that has been founded on an 
extremist ideology to emerge 
from under international sanc-
tions, something that will allow it 
to strengthen its military and 
foment conflict in the region.

More than this, Tehran is 
advantaged by a sense of organi-
sation, discipline and an excellent 
use of modern communications 
to promote its agenda. Coinciden-
tally, these are the same charac-
teristics that the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is known for. Whatever 
happened to the old-school 
extremists who opposed the use 
of cars and rejected mobile 
phones as un-Islamic?

Prior to the signing of the 
nuclear deal, Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
said that an agreement needed to 
be signed as soon as possible in 
order to secure greater coopera-
tion in the fight against terrorism.

But how can there be any such 
cooperation when relations 
between Iran and the Arab world 
remain as they are today?

How can the Arab world 

cooperate with Iran to fight Sunni 
jihadists when Tehran is support-
ing Shia jihadists and Hezbollah 
and Syrian President Bashar 
Assad? Cooperation is simply not 
possible under such circum-
stances.

The Gulf nations cannot trust a 
state that is led by the velayet-e 
faqih, particularly when US 
President Barack Obama did not 
hesitate to say that Iran could be 
“a very successful regional 
power” if it agrees to a deal over 
its nuclear programme, some-
thing that it has now done. Arabs 
feel bitterness and betrayal from 
its long-time ally in the United 
States.

In addition to this, we have 
seen the impossibility of any 
alliance between Turkey and the 
Kurds against ISIS. 

Turkish generals have broken 
their silence to say that Ankara 
rejects granting the Kurds the 
practical support to fight ISIS, 
fearing that it could transform 
into a battle for Kurdish inde-
pendence and a threat to the 
Turkish state.

The lifting of sanctions on Iran 
has another meaning. This is a 
victory for Tehran and shows that 
the Iranian regime — despite years 
of sanctions and diplomatic 
isolation — ultimately emerged 
victorious against the US super-
power. After four decades of 
Iranian isolation, Washington has 
returned to deal with Tehran as a 

partner.
The Arabs find themselves in a 

difficult position, facing a 
number of different threats: The 
threat of a resurgent Iran no 
longer under the financial strain 
of international sanctions and the 
threat of ISIS as a political and 
military power in the region at a 
time when there is no real 
strategy to combat it.

The United States is in a 
difficult position: The Arabs want 
it to declare war on Iran and the 
Houthis, the Muslim Brotherhood 
and ISIS, all at the same time. 

However, this is simply not 
possible, particularly as the 
region is hopelessly divided. 
Qatar and Turkey are supporting 
the Muslim Brotherhood, while 
Arab Shias feel sympathy for Iran 
and Yemen’s Houthis.

The Arab world and the United 
States do not necessarily share 
the same problems; however, it 
seems that the major problem 
today is the rise of ISIS and not 
Iran.  It is clear that there is an 
entire new world taking shape 
before our eyes. The problem is 
that this might be taking place at 
the expense of the Arabs and our 
future.

As’ad al-Basri is an Iraqi writer. 
His commentary was translated 
and adapted from the Arabic. It 
was initially published by the 
London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.
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