
Persian Gulf 
Nicola Pedde 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue V 34 

The embargo against Qatar and the dynamics of the Gulf crisis 

 

The political crisis triggered in July by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates against 

Qatar does not find concrete diplomatic solutions, crystallizing in a dimension that in the medium 

term seems to reward Qatar's ability to withstand the pressures of its neighbours. 

US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson went to the Gulf in the summer in an attempt to mediate 

and de-escalate the crisis, but also to re-establish the priorities of the US strategic interests in the 

country, following Trump's unprecedented comment on Qatar’s supposed support for terrorism. 

 

The roots of the crisis 

At the end of a long underground crisis within the Gulf Cooperation Council, on June 5th, Saudi 

Arabia and the United Arab Emirates unilaterally interrupted diplomatic relations with Qatar, 

demanding and obtaining from Bahrain, Egypt, Maldives, Sudan and Yemen to do the same.  

The existence of a profound political fracture between Doha and Riyadh, fully backed up by Abu 

Dhabi, thus manifested itself. 

The reasons for the Gulf's political crisis, however, have deep roots built on ideological and 

personal divergences resulting from a gradual process of generational substitution that now affects 

the whole region, to which the causes of more crises can be attributed. 

The pretext for isolating Doha and asking for a real political capitulation was built on the 

country's accusations of supporting terrorism and maintaining relations with Iran, combining the 

positions of both Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates United on the theme of regional risk 

perception. 

The accusation of Qatar to support and finance Islamist matrix terrorism stems from the 

relationship that historically links the royal family and the establishment of Doha with the Muslim 

Brotherhood. The United Arab Emirates in particular - and much less Saudi Arabia - consider Ikhwan 

as an existential threat to the security and political continuity of the Gulf monarchies, accusing it of 

plotting against them, thus considering it as a jihadist organization. In the functional simplification 

that the UAE provides to Western public opinion, the complex ideological and organizational nature 

of the Muslim Brotherhood is reduced to a unicum, characterized by only the most radical positions. 

It is undeniable that there are radical currents within Ikhwan, but these do not represent the whole 

of the vast organization, whose territorial distribution takes much of North Africa, the West and the 

Horn of Africa. What is expressed by the UAE therefore seems to be an instrumental reading of the 

phenomenon, widespread on an international scale and more or less consciously transposed in 

much of Europe and the United States. 

There is no difference in the problem of Iran, perceived in this case as an existential threat 

from Saudi Arabia - and far less from the UAE - by virtue of its ability to express its political and 

regional interests in logic incompatible with Riyadh. 

While Tehran considers Riyadh a regional threat, including it in that sphere of risk perception 

that has always characterized Iranian politics (the Arab threat to the Persian world, rather than a 

Sunnis and Shiite conflict), in contrast, to Saudi Arabia Iran is an existential threat as a result of its 

political nature and, from 1979 onwards, of its revolutionary narrative. 

As apparently distinct among them, the threats perceived by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates are in fact coupled within a common interpretative model. 
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Both Iran and Muslim Brotherhood are, in fact, an expression of a political conception, if not 

purely democratic, at least participatory (bottom-up systems), thus expressing a strong power of 

social attraction. This model contrasts with the dynastic and elitist (top-down systems), where the 

participatory element is replaced by the dogma of the bond between monarchy and religion. 

Following the events of Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, and Yemen, where, after 2011, authoritarianism 

has been openly engaged by forces expressing political patterns attributable to participatory 

systems, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates perceived the concrete risk of an existential 

threat launched in those monarchical systems that represent the economic and political centre of the 

status quo in the collective imagination of the region. 

While Qatar has been trying to react to these social changes by adopting a strategy built on 

the ability to influence them - notably through economic support, but not only - Saudi Arabia and the 

United Arab Emirates have instead adopted a net posture closure and hostility, paradoxically 

favouring the restoration of authoritarian and secular power. 

In this way, Riyadh and Abu Dhabi have launched a powerful support program in the direction 

of all those forces that, from North Africa to the East, could counteract the role and the political 

capacity of the Muslim Brotherhood on the one hand, Iran's political and military influence. 

Qatar, in this synthesis, has been a progressive point of linking regional tensions, while 

maintaining a friendly relationship with Iran and a policy of acceptance and recognition with the 

Muslim Brotherhood leaders, now largely pursued of the region. 

No effect had the pressure exerted by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates on Qatar, 

directly and through the Gulf Cooperation Council, where the two countries express a sort of joint 

leadership, less tolerated by the other members of the partnership - Bahrain aside - who see in the 

rigidity and the conflict policy a potential risk for their own interests and for the stability of the region. 

For a long time, the Sultan of Oman has shown that he does not want to be dragged into the 

crisis that divides the Gulf onto the Iranian question, by offering to mediate both regionally and 

internationally. Kuwait, in the memory of the Iraqi invasion of 1990, has for years expressed a 

moderation and cautionary policy, built on the abandonment of historic anti-Iranian positions and 

now oriented towards ongoing dialogue and conciliation. Qatar, on the other hand, after a first 

attempt to influence the events of the dynamics that in 2010 had characterized the political dynamics 

of North Africa - in what was improperly called the "Arab spring" - trying to favour the rise and 

consolidation of formations moderate Islamists on whose power to exercise their influence has been 

openly opposed by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates who have openly accused Doha of 

fomenting those forces that undermine the survival and continuity of the Gulf monarchies. 

The protagonist of this crisis policy seems to be the young heir to the throne of Saudi Arabia, 

Mohammad Bin Salman, nominated as the Crown Prince on June 21st, following a sudden passage 

of powers that saw the removal and the departure of his predecessor, Mohammad Bin Nayef. His 

strongest ally is the crown prince of Abu Dhabi, Prince Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nayhan, also a 

persuasive assertor of interventionist politics to curb what both perceive as the existential threats of 

their respective kingdoms. 

To complicate the framework of complex regional relations contributes the action of the new 

US government that, in the view of Donald Trump, believes that insufficient progress has been made 

by the predecessor Barack Obama both in domestic and foreign policy matters. In this context, there 

is a sharp deterioration of relations with Iran, especially as regards the continuation of the nuclear 

agreement signed by the 5 + 1 countries, but also a simultaneous improvement in relations with 

Saudi Arabia and Israel, in a very anti-Iranian view. 

The trip by Donald Trump to Riyadh last June was interpreted by the young Crown Prince as 

a kind of implicit authorization to act against Qatar, and indirectly Iran, triggering the mechanism that 

led to the ripening of the crisis. 



The embargo against Qatar and the dynamics of the Gulf crisis 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue V 36 

It is on this dynamics that the political escalation that culminated on June 5th with the 

breakdown of diplomatic relations with Qatar by six countries in the region was built and with the 

imposition of an embargo that caused a worrying evolution of regional relations. 

 

Qatar resists the embargo and rescues the bond with Iran 

It is unknown what exactly was the process of managing the first post-embargo crisis phase, 

although some of the Qatar's dynamics let guess that an unsuccessful mediation attempt built on a 

true demand for yielding national sovereignty country. 

Qatar has reported to the press the request received from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates after the crisis, privately developed on thirteen severe terms, requested to Doha in order 

to suspend the embargo. Thirteen conditions that, if accepted, would have led to the almost total 

loss of Qatar's sovereignty. 

Doha has wisely as promptly informed the international community of the content of the 

document, thus allowing to know how unacceptable and paradoxical the demands made to the 

country were, but the stern response of the Foreign Minister of the United Arab Emirates, which 

defined "childish "Qatar's behaviour, betrayed the embarrassment generated by communication of 

the document. 

Qatar has therefore rejected to the sender any accusation of collusion with terrorism, rejecting 

all requests and launching an appeal to the international community to support the country's 

independence and territorial integrity. 

Iran was among the first to respond to this appeal, and in a rather theatrical way, it has 

undergone a sort of "Air Bridge" with the country, thus consolidating an excellent but not strategic 

relationship, and gaining an additional stake in its regional consolidation policy. 

Kuwait, in view of not being forced to choose whether to join the embargo or to refuse it, was 

suddenly self-propelled as the mediator of the crisis, hence, on the one hand, not to take a stand on 

the demands of Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, and on the other, gaining credibility even outside the Gulf. 

Oman, however, has remained firmly in his longstanding position as a third party, assuming a 

defiled role and alien to the crisis, while maintaining unaltered diplomatic profile with the region's 

actors. 

More complex, on the contrary, the dynamic that affected the US role in the early stages of the 

crisis, characterized by some Trump President's extermination of a strong condemnation to Qatar 

for its support for terrorism, followed by the immediate action of the secretary of State Tillerson and 

Mattis Defense, who instead reiterated Doha's key role in Washington's strategic policy - the country 

hosts the largest US base in the Middle East – and at the same time asked for Saudi Arabia tangible 

evidence of Qatar's involvement in supporting jihadism. 

Proof that they will not be exhibited, and will therefore be considered null by the US 

administration, which, shortly afterwards, announces the government placet for the sale of military 

aircraft to Qatar. 

Qatar's firmness in rejecting any compromise with Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates 

will then pass through July through a new proposal from Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, built this time on six 

"general principles", once again rejected by Doha considers it offensive and detrimental to 

sovereignty in its territory. The principles undergoing Qatar are those of condemnation and the 

subsequent fight against extremism and terrorism, as well as the definition of a common plan to 

eradicate them in the region. In fact, an apparent admission by the proponents of the embargo, 

however, represented through a narrative that implicitly would ask Qatar to recognize the blame and 

responsibility that the country does not intend to take. 

This further rejection is negatively received by embargoes, and pushes US diplomacy to carry 

out a new mission in the Gulf in mid-July in the unsuccessful attempt to resolve the intricate affair. 
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At the end of August, the sovereign of Saudi Arabia invites Morocco, where he spends his 

summer vacation, Prince Abdullah al Thani, exponent of a royal branch of Qatar's royal family since 

1972 in exile in London. At the same time, at the same time, Qatar officially resets diplomatic 

relations with Iran - interrupted just over a year and a half after the assault on the Saudi embassy, 

following the execution of Saudi religious Nimr al Nimr - launching a signal to the Saudis and 

reiterating how political pressure does not have an effect on government policy. 

At the beginning of September, however, it launched a European trip to Qatar Emir, Sheikh 

Tamin bin Hamad al-Thani, who managed to re-establish successful commercial contracts in France, 

Italy, Germany and Great Britain, announcing September 17 the purchase of 24 Eurofighter Typhoon 

bomber, for a contract value of around 7 billion Euros. 

The crisis started in early June is therefore far from being resolved and sees Qatar in a position 

of net advantage over its opponents, especially politically. For both Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates, it is not easy to justify its policy on a regional and international level, in the context of a 

growing Qatar support response and embarrassment for Riyadh and Abu Dhabi to be able to force 

his hand in the direction of the submission of a small but ruthless rival. 

 


