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The Charms of Iran: A GCC Perspective

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states view the recent steps toward U.S.-Iran rap-
prochement with anxiety and skepticism, according to Abdullah al-Shayji. Al-Shayji is
chairman of the Political Science Department and professor of international relations at
Kuwait University, and he spoke at a Gulf Roundtable entitled “The Charms of Iran: A
GCC Perspective” on October 21, 2013. Al-Shayji argued that to assuage Gulf leaders’
concerns, the United States should insist that Iran act responsibly toward its neighbors
and not limit bilateral talks to the issue of Iran’s nuclear program. He described how
Gulf leaders view a potential U.S.-Iran nuclear agreement as the United States down-
grading GCC security concerns, weakening the longstanding U.S.-GCC relationship.

Al-Shayji argued that the U.S.-Iran “charm offensive” could not have been worse
timed because it exacerbates unresolved policy divergences—both recent and long-
term—between the United States and the GCC. GCC frustrations with U.S. policy
substantially predate talks with Iran over its nuclear program. They go back to 2002,
when divergent regional strategies toward Iraq and fighting terrorism led Saudi Ara-
bia’s ambassador to the United States to announce that the Kingdom would protect its
national interests regardless of U.S. regional goals. Saudi Arabia also criticized the
2004 U.S.-Bahrain Free Trade Agreement for dividing the GCC rather than promoting
collective cooperation. The lack of progress on the Palestinian issue has caused further
resentment, which has been exacerbated by perceived U.S. inaction in Syria, where
the GCC hoped the United States would craft a bolder and more assertive policy to
oust Bashar al-Assad. Gulf states saw an opportunity for the United States to weaken
both Iran and Hezbollah through a more assertive Syria policy, and they view Presi-
dent Obama’s focus on chemical weapons disarmament as a major concession that has
allowed Assad to remain in power. Finally, Gulf leaders viewed President Obama’s
willingness to work with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt as naive and contrary to
both U.S. and GCC interests.

More broadly, GCC states have come to fear that U.S. security guarantees are unreli-
able, al-Shayji said. The U.S. handling of former Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak’s
ouster, for instance, dismayed GCC allies, who saw the U.S. turn against Mubarak as
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a betrayal. Al-Shayji dismissed the notion raised by some
participants that a deal with Iran would actually enhance
Gulf security, and that measured diplomatic relations with
Iran would align U.S. policy with that carried out by Gulf
allies.

Instead, al-Shayji saw the negative change as coming from
Washington. He suggested that GCC leaders saw President
Obama’s decision to consult Congress over a possible Syr-
ia strike as reinforcing their perception that they could no
longer rely on the United States for decisive action in times
of crisis. Domestic developments in the United States
compound GCC anxieties about U.S. will and ability to
act within the region. Political dysfunction in Washington
has degraded U.S. credibility among GCC states and other
allies, al-Shayji noted. Forecasts of shale energy growth
in North America, and a resulting decrease in U.S. depen-
dence on Middle Eastern oil supplies, as well as President
Obama’s “Pivot to Asia” raised further questions about
U.S. commitment to Gulf security.

The GCC’s general unease with U.S. policy in the region
amplifies states’ fears of a potential U.S.-Iranian thaw. Ac-
cording to al-Shayji, the GCC is particularly worried that
a diplomatic breakthrough might sacrifice wider Gulf geo-
strategic interests for narrow Iranian nuclear concessions.
In addition to its nuclear program, al-Shayji argued, Iran
incites sectarian tensions, interferes within GCC affairs,
and broadly threatens regional security. Gulf states worry
that a cessation of U.S.-Iran hostilities could lead to a reli-
ance on local powers for regional security and would, in
turn, allow Iran to dominate the Gulf. Al-Shayji also com-
plained that the United States did not consult or warn the
GCC about the recent diplomatic overtures with Iran, in-
cluding the telephone call between President Obama and
Iranian President Hassan Rouhani. Al-Shayji argued that
Saudi Arabia’s recent refusal to give its annual UN Gen-
eral Assembly speech and its rejection of a non-permanent
seat on the UN Security Council signaled Saudi Arabia’s
growing frustration with international passivity toward the
Syria crisis and systematic belittlement of GCC concerns.
Al-Shayji appeared skeptical of some participants’ sug-
gestion that U.S. policymakers also see moderating Iran’s
regional behavior as strategically important, but that pursu-
ing a nuclear deal is a crucial first step toward achieving a
more stable regional order.

In fact, al-Shayji was skeptical that any deal with Iran could
be struck. He noted that the real authority on the nuclear is-
sue in Iran is Ayatollah Khamenei, and a diplomatic break-

CENTER FOR STRATEGIC AND INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

through would require approval from the Supreme Leader.
Al-Shayji thought it unlikely that Iran would turn away
from a program in which it had invested billions of dol-
lars for decades, especially one that holds out the potential
promise of making Iran a dominant power in the Middle
East. He cited Iran’s continued enrichment of uranium,
along with an enduring Cold War mindset in the region, as
reasons for caution toward Iranian objectives.

Al-Shayji suggested that the GCC might pursue two ap-
proaches should U.S. regional influence decrease and Irani-
an power increase. First, a new push for Gulf unity through
a stronger strategic alliance could develop to deter Iran
and other aggressors. Saudi Arabia might push for such a
union with more urgency in the coming years, according
to al-Shayji. Additionally, the GCC may look toward Asia
for security if necessary. However, al-Shayji believes that
expectations of a substantial Chinese or Indian presence in
the Gulf are premature.

Looking ahead, al-Shayji argued that the United States
must convince the GCC that its interests will be preserved
in any international agreement reached with Iran. Consis-
tently employing language about Iran acting responsibly
as a nation-state in diplomatic discussions would begin to
reassure GCC allies. The Gulf states will want the United
States to implement a “holistic” approach that addresses
wider GCC geostrategic interests vis-a-vis Iran.

Despite concerns with U.S. policy, al-Shayji does not fore-
see a fundamental break in GCC relations with the United
States, describing the tensions as more of a family feud
than the prelude to a divorce. Gulf leaders acknowledge
that the alternatives to rapprochement—namely a U.S.
military confrontation with Iran, or living with a nuclear
Iran—are not particularly appealing, yet they hope at the
same time to highlight the risks of overlooking the broader
threat Iran poses for their interests. m

The Gulf Roundtable Summary is an electronic newslet-
ter produced by the Center for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS), a private, tax-exempt institution focus-
ing on international public policy issues. Its research is
nonpartisan and nonproprietary. CSIS does not take spe-
cific policy positions; accordingly, all views, positions,
and conclusions expressed in this publication should be
understood to be solely those of the author(s). © 2013 by
the Center for Strategic and International Studies.

For more about our program, please visit
http://csis.org/mideast.

MIDDLE EAST PROGRAM


http://csis.org/program/middle-east-program

