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The Qatar Crisis

The Saudi Arabia–UAE battle against Qatar is a struggle for regional power with no heroes
to cheer for.

The June 5 decision by Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, and Egypt to suspend diplomatic ties
with Qatar has sent shockwaves through the Middle East.

The ensuing blockade shut down much of the Gulf’s maritime and land trade with Qatar, provoking fears that the tiny
state would soon face food shortages. Major air carriers, including Emirates, Gulf Air, flydubai, and Etihad Airways,
canceled flights, and Qatari citizens living in the participating nations had just two weeks to return home. Even
immigrants with Qatari residency permits would be caught up in the expulsion.

The UAE outlawed any expression of sympathy for Qatar â€” including on Twitter â€” and threatened offenders with
jail terms of up to fifteen years.

Governments closely linked to Saudi Arabia and the UAE quickly expressed support for the blockade, including the
Tobruk-based House of Representatives in Libya (one of the country’s warring governmental factions), the
Saudi-backed Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi government in Yemen, as well as the Comoros, Mauritania, and the
Maldives.

The move against Qatar came after months of bad press in American and Gulf media, in which state officials
repeatedly claimed that Qatar was financing Islamist groups and growing closer to Iran.

Yousef Al Otaiba, UAE’s ambassador to the United States, played a major role in this campaign. Since the beginning
of the 2010 Arab uprisings, Otaiba has roamed Washington’s corridors of power, warning that these popular revolts
threaten the region’s established order and claiming that Qatar supports movements and individuals hostile to both
Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Former American government officials and think tanks â€” notably the neoconservative, pro-Israel Foundation for the
Defense of Democracies (FDD), a prominent supporter of the 2003 invasion of Iraq â€” have taken up this anti-Qatari
crusade. On May 23, the FDD convened a high-profile seminar to discuss the Gulf nation’s relationship with the 
Muslim Brotherhood and how the Trump administration should respond. There, former secretary of defense Robert
Gates called on the American government to relocate its massive airbase in Qatar unless the country cut ties with
such groups.

According to emails released shortly after the conference, Otaiba supposedly reviewed and encouraged Gates’s
comments. Indeed, this leak reportedly helped trigger the blockade, revealing the ambassador’s cozy relationship
with Gates, the FDD, and other figures close to the Trump administration.

Both the UAE and Saudi Arabia have also claimed that Qatar has sought to strengthen ties to Iran over the past
months. One piece of evidence offered for this is the claim that Qatar recently paid $700 million to Iran in order to
secure the release of twenty-six Qatari royals who had been kidnapped in Iraq in 2015, and had been held in Iran for
a year and a half. This story â€” which also allegedly involved a separate payment of up to $300 million to Al
Qaeda-aligned groups in Syria â€” was denied by Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, who stated on June 11 that
the money remains in the Iraqi central bank.
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For its part, Saudi Arabia decried a statement attributed to Qatari Emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, which appeared
on the state-owned Qatar News Agency. During a graduation speech for national guard officers at the Al Udeid base,
Al Thani purportedly praised Iran and criticized the Gulf states that see the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist
organization. Qatar explained that the website had been hacked â€” an assertion the FBI later supported â€” and that
Al Thani had made no such statements.

Amid all these claims and counter-claims, some observers argue that Donald Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia on May
20 represented a key moment in the campaign against Qatar, alleging that Trump gave Saudi Arabia and the UAE
the green light. Indeed, one of his characteristically eloquent tweets seems to confirm this, as the president bragged
that the blockade came out of his meetings in Riyadh.

Not everyone in Washington, however, fully supports Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Other officials â€” notably Rex
Tillerson â€” are calling for an easing of the blockade and a peaceful solution. The United Kingdom’s foreign
secretary, Boris Johnson, also weighed in, calling for an end to the conflict while also stating that Qatar “urgently
needs to do more to address support for extremist groups.”

Internecine squabbling is nothing new for the Gulf’s fractious ruling families, but the decision to isolate Qatar marks a
significant escalation. How should we understand the blockade in the context of wider developments in the Middle
East, particularly in the wake of the Arab uprisings? Do these events mark an irreconcilable schism in Gulf politics or
a fundamental shift in the historic patterns of American alliances in the region?

Shared Interests and Rivalries
We cannot understand the current conflict without analyzing the wider regional integration project, embodied in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman
established this organization two years after the 1979 Iranian revolution and at the beginning of the war between Iraq
and Iran that would last until 1988.

At the time, the GCC was widely seen as an American-backed response to these regional upheavals, designed to
establish a security umbrella across the six member states, which the United States would encourage, equip, and
oversee.

Not only do these states have rich oil and gas resources â€” the ultimate explanation for the United States’ interest in
such an alliance â€” but they also share similar structures, marked by authoritarian ruling families and a labor force
that primarily consists of largely rightless temporary migrant workers â€” a feature often forgotten in the flurry of
media discussion about the Gulf over the past few weeks. The GCC’s integration project reflected these states’
collective interests, which are uniquely aligned with Western powers.

The relationship between the United States, other Western powers, and the GCC has strengthened considerably
since 1981, as Qatar’s Al Udeid air base demonstrates.

Now over fourteen years old, Al Udeid hosts over ten thousand American troops and is the United States’ largest
overseas airbase. As the forward headquarters of Special Operations Central Command and Air Forces Central
Command, Qatar helps coordinate the United States’ military footprint throughout the region, including in Iraq and
Afghanistan.
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The United States also runs its principal naval base from Bahrain, home to the Naval Forces Central Command and
Fifth Fleet. More than twenty thousand American military personnel are stationed throughout the rest of the Gulf.

The sale of military equipment to the Gulf by the United States and European nations, particularly the United
Kingdom and France, is closely linked to this military presence. Trump’s recent visit to Saudi Arabia put this aspect of
the US-Saudi relationship on display: the dealmaker-in-chief reportedly signed contracts for more than one hundred
billion dollars. (The precise values remain disputed, as they are largely based on letters of intent and include deals
agreed upon with the Obama administration.)

According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s Arms and Military Expenditure Program, nearly
20% of world military imports went to GCC nations in 2015; Saudi Arabia and the UAE ranked first and fifth. Saudi
Arabia and the UAE accounted for 80% of all GCC military imports that year, but Qatar, Kuwait, and Oman also
appear on the list of the world’s top forty importing countries. The GCC’s share of the global market has more than
doubled since 2011, and it has become the largest market for weapons in the world.

These purchases recycle a portion of the Gulf’s petrodollar surpluses to the companies that produce the world’s
military hardware. The GCC not only hosts American forces, but it also pays handsomely for the privilege.

The Gulf’s Political Economy
But the significance of the GCC project extends beyond protecting an exclusive club of oil-rich monarchies and
maintaining the region’s role as forward headquarters for American military power in the Middle East, Central Asia,
and East Africa.

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the institutional framework laid down by the GCC encouraged the six member
states to devise a much closer political and economic alignment, an arrangement often compared to the European
Union. The last two decades have seen considerable progress toward this goal: increased levels of pan-GCC capital
flows, a move toward standardized taxes and tariffs for imported goods, policies that encourage the free movement
of citizen labor, and more unified political institutions. A common currency, the khaleeji, was even proposed.

This regional integration process supports the specific form of capitalism GCC states share. The large Gulf
conglomerates (both state and privately owned) that dominate the Gulf’s political economy operate across Gulf
borders, and â€” similar to the European Union â€” are also marked by a pronounced interpenetration of capital
ownership structures across different Gulf states.

Importantly, however â€” and this helps us understand the latest conflicts in the region â€” this integration project did
not extinguish the members’ rivalries or competitive tensions. A sharp hierarchy of political and economic power has
marked the GCC since its inception, with the main pivot revolving around a Saudi-UAE axis.

These two countries have become the primary sites of capital accumulation, and firms from Saudi Arabia and the
UAE dominate the GCC economy in the real estate, finance, trade, logistics, telecommunications, petrochemicals,
and manufacturing sectors. There are also significant cross-border investments between Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

This axis is not without its own tension â€” reflected, for example, in the Emirati rejection of the Saudi-backed unified
currency project in 2009 â€” but their political alignment has developed alongside their economic ties.
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Bahrain is closely integrated into this axis as a junior partner. Its ruling Al Khalifa monarchy depends on Saudi
financial, political, and military support, as the 2011 uprisings clearly demonstrated.

This sub-alliance influences how other GCC states relate to the rest of the world, a feature clearly illustrated by the
region’s trade patterns. Due to relatively low levels of non-hydrocarbon manufacturing and small agricultural sectors,
the GCC relies heavily on imports. The Saudi-UAE axis mediates these shipments: they bring goods in, then
re-export them to other states, sometimes after value-added processing.

Food imports are of particular importance. The four other GCC states import more food from Saudi Arabia and the
UAE combined than from any other country in the world. In 2015, Saudi Arabia and the UAE each ranked as either
the first or second food exporter to every one of the other GCC states.

Remarkably â€” particularly since these figures include major wheat and meat exporters, including the United States,
India, Brazil, and Australia â€” Saudi Arabia and the UAE were responsible for 53% of the total food export value to
Oman, 36% to Qatar, 34% to Bahrain, and 24% to Kuwait.

These trends not only underscore the importance of placing the Saudi-UAE axis at the center of our understanding of
the rest of the Gulf, but they also help explain the potential effects of the current blockade.

The Regional Scale
Dominated by this Saudi–UAE axis, the other smaller states have played a more marginal role in the Gulf’s political
economy. With a tiny citizen population (only 313,000 citizens out of a total population of 2.6 million, an astonishing
12% of the country) and enormous wealth from its vast natural gas reserves, Qatar has particularly chafed at this
hierarchical structure.

On a per capita basis, it is the richest country in the world â€” with 17.5% of its citizen households worth more than
one million dollars â€” yet it has largely been denied a place in the GCC’s wider political and economic structures,
muscled out by its bigger neighbors.

Limited by the size of their domestic markets and flush with surplus capital from nearly fifteen years of rising oil and
gas prices, a key consequence of these internal competitive hierarchies has been the attempt by all Gulf states to
grow beyond the GCC’s borders. Large private and state-backed conglomerates have expanded their operations
globally, investing in real estate, financial institutions, emerging technologies, agribusiness, and other sectors. While
all GCC states have participated in this process, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar have led the way.

Although Gulf capital flows have largely concentrated on North America and Europe, the Middle East has also
become an important target. As Arab states opened their markets and liberalized key economic sectors â€” a
process led by the World Bank’s neoliberal poster child, Mubarak’s Egypt â€” Gulf capital took a leading role
throughout the 2000s in buying up privatized assets (often through corrupt deals with state elites) and benefitting
from the market opening that followed in the wake of neoliberal reform.

From 2003 to 2015, GCC states accounted for a remarkable 42.5% of total new foreign direct investment (FDI) in
other Arab nations. In this period, around half of all foreign investments in Jordan, Egypt, Libya, Lebanon, Palestine,
and Tunisia came from the Gulf. Further, from 2010 to 2015, European, Gulf, and North American investors spent
just over twenty billion euros on mergers and acquisitions in the Arab World. The GCC share made up almost half, at
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44.7%.

As stunning as these figures are, they actually understate the level of internationalization. They do not include, for
example, the considerable levels of bilateral aid from the Gulf, nor do they necessarily incorporate Gulf firms’ portfolio
investments in regional stock markets.

As this process unfolded, the GCC’s political role became increasingly prominent. The Gulf not only drove the
construction of a regional order marked by authoritarian states and liberalized economies, but also benefited from it.
All of this occurred under the auspices of Western powers and international financial institutions.

As this process drew the GCC states closer together, it also intensified their rivalries. One of the most important
manifestations of this tension came when Qatar attempted to adopt an autonomous regional policy, relatively
independent of Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Qatar began sponsoring different political forces â€” the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas, and the Taliban â€” and
hosting a variety of exiled dissidents â€” the Egyptian cleric Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, who hosts popular television
shows on Qatari channels, and the Palestinian intellectual Azmi Bishara. Qatar also used its extensive media
network to promote itself as a regional force, notably through Al Jazeera and its affiliates and, more recently, the daily
newspaper and TV channel Al-Araby Al-Jadeed, launched in early 2015.

The Arab uprisings that began in Tunisia in late 2010 accentuated these divisions, but they also emphasized the
Gulf’s shared interests. By profoundly threatening the regional order and its authoritarian regimes, the uprisings
presented the GCC states with a sharp challenge: how to head off the popular movements and reconstitute the
authoritarian, neoliberal order? Each state had a common interest in this counterrevolutionary process, but their
responses differed along the lines described above.

Qatar supported forces allied with the Muslim Brotherhood, while Saudi Arabia and the UAE looked toward people
like Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in Egypt and former CIA asset Khalifa Haftar in Libya. A contradictory and rapidly changing
constellation of alliances formed around the GCC’s common interests and their internal rivalries.

Qatar supported the Saudi-led intervention in Bahrain, participated in the war against Yemen, and, in Syria, opposed
its supposed new ally, Iran. In Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Palestine, however, Qatar tended to back rival factions. The
lines blur even in these cases: Qatar expressed support for Sisi following the 2013 coup, despite its clear alliance
with the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood.

These diverging alliances also extend to other participants in the current blockade; Sisi’s Egypt, for example, 
supports the Assad regime in Syria, lining up with Iran but against Saudi Arabia, despite its almost complete
dependence on the Saudi–UAE axis.

The key point, often overlooked in the media commentary on the blockade, is that there are no principled political
positions involved in these alliances â€” this is about calculated expediency and a pragmatic assessment by each
state of how best to further their regional influence, always within the framework of reordering the region in a way
amenable to their collective political and economic power.

We need to keep both these tendencies in mind when we assess the current situation. A strong unanimity of interests
underpins the Gulf states’ position on top of the regional order, a situation fully supported by â€” and in full support of
â€” Western powers. Simultaneously, the GCC is split by rivalries and competition, reflected in the members’ different
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visions of how to maintain their shared interests.

The Question of Israel
In the wake of the Arab uprisings, we are now seeing an assertion of both of these tendencies. Specifically, the
current blockade is a play by Saudi Arabia and the UAE to fully assert their hegemony over the region and to put
Qatar back in its place.

But this is not just about Saudi Arabia and the UAE; it fundamentally expresses a general counterrevolutionary
process that has been present since the beginning of the uprisings â€” restoring the status quo of authoritarian
neoliberal states that has served the interests of the GCC as a whole (including Qatar) for several decades. All of this
must also be seen through the lens of the Gulf’s continued and ever-strengthening alliance with the US and other
Western powers.

Within this process, the place of Israel plays a key role. Since the 1990s, American regional policy has sought to
bring the GCC and Israel closer together, normalizing economic and political relations between the two pillars of US
power in the region. Since the Arab uprising, this rapprochement has appeared more and more likely.

It is no accident that Trump’s first international trip had him visit Saudi Arabia and then Israel (flying directly between
the two), a travel schedule that perfectly illustrates the United States’ strategic priorities in the region. Despite the 
Arab League’s long-standing boycott of relations with Israel, the Gulf region (particularly the Saudi–UAE axis) and
Israel agree on key political questions, and both sides are actively seeking to build closer ties.

In late March 2017, Haaretz reported that the UAE and Israel participated in joint military exercises in Greece
alongside the United States and several European countries. This was not their first collaboration: a year earlier,
Israel, the UAE, Spain, and Pakistan participated in Red Flag, an aerial combat training exercise that took place in
Nevada.

In late November 2015, Israel opened a diplomatic office in the UAE’s capital city, Abu Dhabi, as part of the
International Renewable Energy Agency â€” the first time an official Israeli diplomatic presence appeared in that
country. Bloomberg Businessweek reported in February 2017 that the office could act as an embassy for Israel’s
expanding ties in the Gulf.

Israeli security firms have reportedly set up more than $6 billion worth of security infrastructure in the UAE; this
comes after Israel sold an estimated $300 million worth of military technology to the Gulf nation in 2011.

Israeli high-tech military and security firms are also active in Saudi Arabia, where they are purportedly helping Saudi
Aramco set up cyber-security, selling advanced missile systems, and even conducting public opinion research for the
royal family. Israeli media has stated that the country has offered the Saudis its Iron Dome military technology to
defend against attacks from Yemen.

These once-clandestine relationships are now being spoken about openly. The Times of Israel reported in June 2015
that Saudi Arabia and Israel had held five secret meetings since early 2014. In May 2015, then-director general of the
Israeli ministry of foreign affairs, Dore Gold, appeared publicly with retired Saudi general Anwar Eshki. The next year,
Eshki visited Israel to meet with the former spokesperson for the Israeli Defense Forces and current coordinator of
government activities in the territories, Major General Yoav Mordechai.
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It shouldn’t come as a surprise, then, that Israel supports the blockade against Qatar. But that doesn’t mean Qatar
hasn’t also tried to normalize its relations with Israel. Like the other GCC states, Qatar’s involvement in Palestine has
been designed to guarantee itself a better seat at the table â€” a goal the Israelis have happily supported when it
serves their interests.

In 1996, Qatar permitted Israel to open a trade office in Doha, making it the only Gulf state to maintain official
relations with Israel at that time. Although the office closed following Israel’s bombardment of Gaza in 2008, Qatar
has repeatedly offered to re-establish ties in return for being allowed to supply financial and material aid to Gaza. An
Israeli trade delegation that visited Qatar in 2013 reportedly learned that Qatar was interested in investing in the
Israeli high-tech sector.

Qatar is the only GCC state that admits Israeli visitors and has allowed Israeli athletes to participate in sporting and
cultural events. In 2013, Qatar chaired the Arab League meeting that changed the 2002 peace initiative to allow
Israel to keep its settlement blocs in any final agreement. Tzipi Livni, the Israeli justice minister, described the
development as “very positive.” And in early February 2017, Muhammad al-Imadi, head of Doha’s national committee
for the reconstruction of Gaza, claimed that “he maintains excellent ties” with Israeli political and military officials.

All of these trends indicate that none of the Gulf states â€” including Qatar â€” should be viewed in any way as a
reliable ally or friend of the Palestinian struggle. But the current tensions in the Gulf also hold potentially important
implications for political power in Palestine.

Mohammed Dahlan’s increasing political influence speaks to this possibility. Dahlan, a Fatah factional leader some
believe will replace Abu Mazen (the current head of the Ramallah-based Palestinian Authority), lives in Abu Dhabi,
and the UAE has long supported him politically and financially. He has close ties to Israel and the United States and
has become their preferred candidate to succeed the octogenarian Mazen.

Although rivalries within Fatah may cut Dahlan’s rise short, his growing importance points to how the current tensions
in the Gulf might realign the power balance in neighboring areas.

Future Directions
Not all GCC states or regional actors support the current blockade. At the time of writing, Oman has allowed
Qatar-bound ships to use its ports, and Kuwait has been engaged in frantic diplomatic efforts to calm the tensions.
Only Bahrain has stood fully behind Saudi Arabia and the UAE, largely thanks to the Al Khalifa monarchy’s
long-standing dependence on Saudi Arabia.

Turkey has offered to send troops to a Turkish military base in Qatar, and Iran has pledged to send food and water to
overcome the closure of Qatar’s sole land border with Saudi Arabia. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia’s attempts to recruit
other countries with large Muslim populations â€” such as Senegal, Niger, Djibouti, and Indonesia â€” have largely
failed. Arab countries like Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia have also rejected the blockade.

In light of these disputes, we should remember what the GCC represents as a whole. This bloc of states is fully
integrated into a US-aligned regional power structure, has massively benefited from neoliberal reforms in the Arab
world, and has become more and more intertwined with the region’s political dynamics.

These states share an interest in preserving their regional position and their long-standing political structures. These
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commitments outweigh the potential benefits of fracturing the project. Likewise, the West and Israel want to see the
GCC hold together, as it has served their interests so well over recent decades.

Despite the current schisms, some kind of negotiated solution that sees Qatar defer to the Saudi–UAE axis and
accept diminished regional influence is the most likely outcome.

This settlement would ultimately strengthen the Saudi–UAE axis and help consolidate the counterrevolution; it would
also likely precipitate a realignment of political power in places like Tunisia, Libya, and Palestine.

But the Left must realize that none of Qatar’s putative allies â€” specifically Turkey and Iran â€” represent a
progressive alternative for the region. While they may be lined up against the Saudi–UAE front in this context, these
states have participated in the post-2011 counterrevolutionary process just as enthusiastically as their rivals.

Perhaps the most important lesson of the current crisis is that we must avoid simplistic readings of the Middle East,
especially those based on the notion that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

It would be utterly foolish to consider Qatar, Turkey, or Iran as representative of some progressive realignment just
because they happen to be â€” at least for the moment â€” on the wrong side of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Israel.
Jostling for regional power sparked these tensions and produced all sorts of contradictory and shaky political
alliances, but none of the states involved represent any kind of political alternative worthy of the Left’s support.

Jacobin
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