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RESEARCH TITLE

Iran’s Strategy toward the Arab Gulf States

Abstract

This study analyzes Iran’s strategy toward the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states from
the pre-2011 period through the present, treating Iran as a regional actor propelled by a
blend of geopolitical calculations, resources, and ideological ambition. The first part maps
the dynamics of Iran’s Gulf policy along two parallel tracks: convergence factors (the
“Dialogue of Civilizations” discourse under Khatami, a shift from revolution to state
pragmatism, coordination of oil policies, tension-reduction and lower military outlays, and
the expansion of trade and security agreements) and divergence factors (the dispute over the
three UAE islands, sectarian fault lines, OPEC frictions, the U.S. military presence, and Gulf
concerns over Iran’s nuclear program).

The second part unpacks Iran’s strategic pillars: geostrategic (maritime location and leverage
over energy chokepoints, use of geographic depth and allied networks such as Syria and
Hezbollah, and exploitation of post-2003/2011 balance-of-power vacuums); and security-
military (proposals for a “collective Gulf security” architecture alongside rejection of foreign
intervention, and the build-up of non-conventional capabilities and cross-border influence
networks). The study concludes that Iran’s behavior combines cooperation rhetoric with
hard-power instruments—from naval maneuvers and threats to close Hormuz to nuclear
bargaining—reinforcing perceptions of hegemonic intent and fueling an arms race that
competes with Gulf development priorities. It recommends anchoring any regional
accommodation in verifiable confidence-building measures (a legal pathway on the islands
dispute, nuclear transparency, and maritime de-escalation), in order to safeguard energy-
market stability and reduce the region’s susceptibility to external entanglements.

Key Words: Iran; Arab Gulf; regional security; UAE islands dispute; nuclear program.
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