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Although the historical memory of the events - and the contextual and generalized European 

tendency to minimize the role of colonialism - has in the course of time simplified and somewhat 

lightened the weight of exogenous responsibilities in the region, the Middle East is concerned by 

deep political and social fractures since over a century. 

With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, which began in the decade preceding the First World 

War, when it ceased to exist as a political and territorial entity, much of the Middle East was absorbed 

by the European colonial system or controlled by protectorates. A large part of the region was 

geographically fragmented and recompiled according to subdivision logics completely devoid of 

interest for the indigenous social element, thus causing the first major fractures that will progressively 

lead to widespread conflicts1. 

The Second World War and the decolonization have favoured the rise of an indigenous and 

independent political class, whose role and ability to succeed in the autonomous exercise of the 

economy in particular were frustrated by the systematic intervention of former colonial powers, soon 

the fall of the first democratic governments by the hands of authoritarian or military elites. In this way, 

the long period of political authoritarianism has begun, which, from North Africa to the Persian Gulf, 

led to the leadership of a ruling class, largely expressed by local military environments, ideologically 

deployed in the direction of the United States or the USSR, with a polarization that has in fact 

reproduced the boundaries of that bipolarity in Europe at the end of the Second World War. 

The Cold War was a kind of "political anaesthetic" for the region, preventing any transformation into 

external key to bipolar logic, resulting in exponential economic growth as dictated2, built on the 

militarization of regimes, and at the same time containing many of the tensions generated from 

arbitrary postcolonial subdivisions. 

The economies of the region have thus entered the verticalization dynamic that has led to the 

development of non-diversified industrial matrices, mostly built on the development of the 

hydrocarbon industry and completely devoid of productive and employment alternatives. The Middle 

East became in the second half of the last century increasingly dependent on the great producers of 

the West and the East, starting the process of economic and social crisis that, from the early years 

of the new century, would blur in real social and ideological conflict. 

If the Cold War has on one hand limited conflict of proliferation, on the other hand, it has never 

solved the triggering causes, simply placing them in a standby mode that will dramatically diminish 

with the collapse of bipolar equilibrium. 

The end of the Cold War has therefore freed those forces that have remained compressed - 

or repressed - for more than half a century, resulting in a widespread conflict of varying nature and 

diversity, which today affects the entire Middle East both in a local and widespread regional context. 

At a distance of a century from those political and geographic determinations that triggered 

widespread instability, however, Europe seems to be still largely incapable of understanding the 

social dynamics of the conflict, constantly feeding its scope and failing to pursue those solutions 

that on the contrary are urgent and necessary today. 

 

The stability of the Persian Gulf 

European and American prevalence in the Persian Gulf have characterized much of post-war 

history and strongly influenced the political narrative that still today represents the ideological 

foundation for most of the first generation elites. 

                                                        
1  Peter Mangold, “Sikes-Picot at 100: the failures of nation states”, The National, 16 maggio 2016, 

https://www.thenational.ae/arts-culture/sykes-picot-at-100-the-failure-of-nation-states-1.208263 
2  Nigel J. Ashton, The cold war in the Middle East, Routledge 2009, p. 115 

https://www.thenational.ae/arts-culture/sykes-picot-at-100-the-failure-of-nation-states-1.208263
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The coup against Mossadeq in Iran in 1953, those in Iraq in 1958 and 1963, the independence 

of the Gulf monarchies in 1971, and the gradual consolidation of the Saudi monarchy in Saudi Arabia, 

are just some of the major and most significant stages of the political transformation of the region, 

which then enters into a state of permanent crisis after the Iranian revolution of 1979 in 1979, which 

overwhelms most of the dominant equilibriums until then, releasing forces that will tend to radicalize 

mutual perception on a regional level . 

The Iran-Iraq war of 1980-89 and the subsequent phases of conflict in the Gulf will be the result 

of those tensions that will lead to the 2005 US-backed Iraq intervention with the discarding of some 

of the historic components of regional policy and the consolidation of equilibrium increasingly 

confessional. 

The Persian Gulf today is characterized by a latent conflict, still strongly influenced by the long 

period of wars that first divided Iran and Iraq, then led to Kuwait's occupation and its subsequent 

release, and eventually to the occupation of Iraq and its transformation into an ethnic-religious 

problem. 

The great driver of regional conflict is basically represented by the mutual perception of hostility 

between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which, more than a religious ideological jumble between Sunni and 

Shiite, represents the border between the Arab and Persian world3. 

The progressive failure of that isolation imposed on Iran since the 1979 Revolution and the 

search for reconquering  those economic and political spaces that Iran has always claimed in the 

Gulf, and more broadly in the region, were wrongly perceived by Saudi Arabia (principally, but not 

only from them) as an existential threat to the survival of the monarchies. 

Saudi Arabia and some regional actors look to Iran as a hegemonic and expansive power, 

without realizing that Tehran's activism in the region today is essentially dominated by the will to 

regain the lost economic spaces during the plural-annual embargo which has been the subject of its 

conflicting relationship with the West and, in particular, with the United States4. 

Achieving agreements with the international community to solve the problem of Iran's nuclear 

program development has allowed Iran to re-emerge in the region and in the international context, 

but at the same time alarmed Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and - to a lesser extent - the United Arab 

Emirates, who see in this renewed activism a hegemonic project of conquering and imposing a 

political and social model diametrically opposed to the Saudi and monarchic in general ("bottom up" 

vs. "top down"). 

Post-Saddam Hussein Iraq, on the other hand, has entered a phase of political transformation 

strongly characterized by the sectarian element, where the Shiite majority component has disbanded 

the pre-Sunni ruling Ba'ath party power system. In this way the country has inevitably entered into 

the orbit of joint interests with Iran, thus fuelling the perception of a Shiite advance in the region, 

while also building a national identity strongly distinct from that of Tehran. 

The confessional element was the main responsible for the profound and serious crisis that 

saw the birth of a delusional local Al Qaeda in the country, with the consequent conflict that led to 

the creation of a selfless Islamic state and an equally unlikely Caliphate, only today defeated after 

nearly four years of serious violence and intense fighting. 

With the end of the Islamic State, however, there is a problem in the country - and more broadly 

in the region - of the problem of the Kurdish independent aspirations, fuelled by the contribution to 

the conflict against ISIS and today, on the contrary, ostracized according to the prevailing interest to 

the preservation of the territorial integrity of the state. 

                                                        
3  F. Gregory Gause, “Beyond sectarianism: the new Middle East cold war”, Foreign Policy Brookings, Brooking 

Institution Qatar, 2014 
4  Bernard Haykel, “The Middle East’s cold war”, Project Syndacate, 8 gennaio 2016 https://www.project-

syndicate.org/commentary/iran-saudi-arabia-strategic-regional-rivalry-by-bernard-haykel-2016-01?barrier=accessreg 

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/iran-saudi-arabia-strategic-regional-rivalry-by-bernard-haykel-2016-01?barrier=accessreg
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/iran-saudi-arabia-strategic-regional-rivalry-by-bernard-haykel-2016-01?barrier=accessreg


Are we going towards a long period of instability or the perception of more conflicts is only exaggerated by media? 
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The latest crisis dynamics, however, saw a deep crisis within the Gulf Cooperation Council, 

depending on the relationship between some member states with Iran on the one hand, and with the 

Muslim Brotherhood on the other. 

Earlier in June, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates promoted an embargo against 

Qatar, which, however, failed in intentions and substance, not only stemming the ultimate loss of 

credibility of the Gulf Cooperation Council, but also the emergence of intra-regional tensions 

characterized by hostility towards the new leadership of Riyadh, which came to power in the first half 

of June following a controversial political evolution of the Saudi royal family.  

 

 


