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Article - 1: Gulf’s geopolitical predicament cannot be solved.

Gulf’s geopolitical predicament cannot
besolved. It can only be managed

RAJAMANDALA
BY C RAJA MOHAN

HE FIVE-day pause on attack-
ing Iran’s electricity plants an-
nounced Monday by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has been
widelywelcomed. Buta perma-
nent settlement — “the complete and total
resolution” in Trump's words — will remain
elusive, It is hard to square the circle of
power asymmetry between Iran and its
Arab neighbours that lies at the root of Gulf
insecurity. Iran is simply too large, and its
Arabneighbours toosmall, forthe regionto
find a stable equilibrium on its own. The
Gulf Arabs have therefore long looked to ex-
ternal powersto balance Iran. That reliance
— principally on the United States — has
made Gulf security hostage to political
mood swings in Washington
The numbers tell the story. Iran’s SO mil-
lion people dwarf the 27 million citizens of
he GCC states. Persia is a unified state; the
Arab Gulf is divided among several king-
doms. Iran's ambition to dominate the Gulf
has endured regardless of whether Tehran
was governed by amonarchy or atheocracy.
Fornearly 150 years, that ambition was con-
strained by Great Britain, the world's pre-
eminent power from the early 19th to the
mid-20th century, operating from the In-
dian Subcontinent. The Raj protected the
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weaker Gulf states while maintaining a
working relationship with Tehran, The de-
cline of Britain, its withdrawal from the east
of Suez, the independence granted to Gulf
kingdoms in 1971, and the Islamic Revol-
ution of 1979 together marked the demise
of the old regional order

The Islamic Republic did not invent Ira-
nian assertiveness — it inherited it fromthe
Shah and intensified it. Mohammad Reza
Shah had already demonstrated Iran’s he-
gemonic instincts before the revolution. He
seized the islands of Abu Musa and the
Tunbs from the nascent UAE on the eve of
the British withdrawal in 1971, He claimed
Bahrain as Iran’s 14th province until inter-
national pressure forced a tactical retreat
He deployed thousands of troops to
Oman's Dhofar province to crush a left-
wing insurgency — not out of altruism, but
toestablish Iranasthe Gulf sindispensable
security arbiter. He built the most powerful
military force in the developing world, po-
sitioning Tehran as a regional gendarme
with American blessing

The Islamic theocracy has been even
more vigorous in pursuing regional hegem-
ony, but inopposition to Washington rather
than in partnership with it. Both monarchy
and theocracy made similar mistakes: In fo-
cusing on external adventures
they exacerbated domestic unrest
Apopularslogan from Iran’s recent
protests captures the contradiction:
"Noto Gaza, Noto Lebanon...my
lifeis for Iran.

When Iran transitioned from a
meonarchy to the Islamic republic,
the underlying logic of Iranian he-
gemonicambition did not change
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini re-

Persiais a unified state; the
Arab Gulfis divided among
several kingdoms. Iran’s
ambition to dominate the Gulf
has endured regardless of
whether Tehran was governed
by amonarchy or atheocracy

placed Persian nationalism with Shia revol-
utionary ideology, but the instruments —
proxy forces, interference in neighbours'af-
fairs, projection of military power —differed
little from the Shah’s playbook. The differ-
ence lay in ferocity and religious fervour
The conservative Gulf Arabs responded
byestablishing the Gulf Cooperation Council
in 1981 to pool resources against the Islamic
Republic. The GCChasbarely limped along
hobbled by internal divisions, In atelling
paradaox, the Gulf Arabstumed to Iraq's secu-
lardictator, Saddam Hussein, to contain rev-
olutionary Iran. Eight years of the Iran-Iraq
War kept Iran at bay, but at great cost. And
the counterweight proved double-edged:
The same armythat bled Iran rolled intoKu-
waitin 1990. The Arab shield had tumed on
those it was meant to protect. American in-
tervention expelled Iraq from Kuwait in 1991
but did not resolve the underiying structural
imbalance. It merely replaced Iragi protec-
tion with a direct American military pres-
ence on the Arabian Peninsula, A brief de-
bate about a “Gulf NATO" never took off
The Arabs alsoencouraged radical Sunni
forces to fend off the Shia threat from
Tehran. That strategy backfired spectacu-
larly on September 11, 2001 After 9/11, the
United States made the fateful decision to
destroy the Iraqi state, disband the
Ba'athist military, and hand Tehran
the geopolitical windfall it had
spent eight years fighting to pre-
vent. Iran’s Shia allies now ruled in
Baghdad. The land route from
Tehranto Beirut becamea physical
reality. Iranian proxies strutted
across the region. The Gulf Arabs
were left staring at an Iranian
sphereofinfluence stretching from

the Zagros mountainsto the Mediterranean.
The rise of Iranian power also drove a quiet
rapprochement between Israel and the Gulf
Arabs, adding a new strategic wrinkle

Wheredoestheregional balance gofrom
here? The US, Israel, and the Gulf Arabs want
acredible defanging of Iran’s missile and nu-
clear capabilities. They want Iran to relin-
quish its proxy forces and stop meddling in
Arab internal affairs, They also seek the in-
ternationalisation of the Strait of Hormuzto
guarantee freedom of navigation. Iran hasits
own demands. It insists on its right to de-
velop nuclear and missile technologies. It
wants guarantees against future American
military action, an end to US bases in Arab
states, compensation for wartime damages,
and a veto over governance of the Hormuz

This brings us back to the central prob-
Jem. Iran is too strong to be ignored, but not
strong enough to exercise unilateral domi-
nance. The Gulf Arabs cannot balance Iran
ontheirownand will continuetodependon
the US for security. No other power — not
Russia, not China, let alone Europe or India
— can replace Washington as the ultimate
security guarantor of the Gulf Arabs. Not-
withstanding the flicker of hope offered by
Trump's pause, the tragic cycle of the im-
possible balancing between Arabia and Per-
siais likely tocontinue. The Gulf'sgeopoliti-
cal predicament isnot one that can be solved
It can only be managed — just barely, and
with agreat deal of luck.
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China Is Squeezing
Southeast Asia

As Imbalances Grow, a Backlash Is Brewing
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Article - 3 : US - Iran crisis & global energy geopolitics
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