Middle East Geopolitical
Dynamics

Regional Rivalries, Sectarian Divides, and Global Influence

The Middle East’s geopolitical landscape is shaped by a combination of regional power struggles,
sectarian divides, and the interests of global powers. Key players include Iran, Israel, Sunni Arab
states, and their respective allies and proxies, as well as powerful global actors like the United
States, Russia, China, and others. This section provides an overview of these dynamics, including
the historical roots of alliances, the impact of sectarian divides, and the roles played by external
powers.

1. Iran-Israel Rivalry and Iran’s Proxy Network

The enmity between Iran and Israel is one of the most defining conflicts in the Middle East. Since
Iran’s Islamic Revolution in 1979, its leaders have framed Israel as a primary adversary, expressing
anti-Zionist ideologies and supporting militant groups hostile to Israel.

e Iran’s Proxy Network: To expand its influence and challenge Israel indirectly, Iran
supports various proxies across the Middle East. These include Hezbollah in Lebanon,
Hamas and Islamic Jihad in Gaza, Shia militias in Iraq, pro-Iranian factions in Syria, and the
Houthi movement in Yemen. Through these proxies, Iran seeks to establish a “Shiite
Crescent” from Tehran to the Mediterranean, surrounding Israel and exerting influence
across the region.

e Strategic Interests: Iran’s support for these groups provides it with leverage over Israel
and a form of deterrence against U.S. or Israeli actions against Iran itself. The proxies also
allow Iran to wage indirect warfare and extend its power throughout the Middle East
without engaging in direct confrontation.

2. Sectarian Divide: Shia Iran and Sunni Arab States

Iran’s influence is also shaped by its role as the largest Shia-majority nation, which often places it
in opposition to Sunni-majority countries such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the UAE. The Shia-Sunni
divide adds a deep layer of complexity to regional tensions.

e Shia vs. Sunni Conflict: Iran promotes Shia leadership across the region, which is
viewed as a threat by Sunni-majority Arab states. These countries, led by Saudi Arabia,
fear the expansion of Iranian influence and work to contain it through alliances with other
Sunni states and, increasingly, with Israel.



e The Mahdi Agenda: Iran’s Islamic Republic is partly motivated by a Shia belief in the
eventual return of the Mahdi, a messianic figure who will bring justice to the world. Iran’s
leadership views its regional efforts as part of this spiritual mission, aiming to create an
order supportive of Shia Islam and resistant to Sunni or Western dominance.

e Arab-lranian Tensions: Sunni-majority Arab states counter Iran through coalitions like
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and by normalizing relations with Israel. This
cooperation represents a significant shift, underscoring the extent to which Iran is
perceived as a threat to both Sunni Arab regimes and Israel.

3. Global Powers in the Middle East

The involvement of global powers adds another layer of complexity, with each actor pursuing
specific strategic, economic, and political interests.

The United States

o Key Alliances:

o Israel: The U.S. is Israel’s staunchest ally, providing substantial military and
diplomatic support. This alliance is rooted in shared democratic values, strategic
interests, and a powerful pro-Israel lobby within the United States.

o Saudi Arabia and Gulf States: The U.S. also maintains close ties with Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members due to their oil reserves and
shared interests in countering Iran.

e Motivations and Impact: U.S. involvement in the Middle East is motivated by securing
oil supplies, countering terrorism, containing Iran, and promoting stability through
alliances. However, its interventions, such as the 2003 Iraq War, have often led to
unintended consequences, including power vacuums, sectarian conflicts, and a rise in
extremism.

Russia

e Strategic Objectives: Russia views the Middle East as essential to its global influence,
aiming to counterbalance Western power and secure military footholds, particularly
through its bases in Syria.

o Alliances with Iran and Syria: Russia’s alliances with Iran and Syria allow it to project
power in the region and secure access to the Mediterranean. Its support for the Assad
regime in Syria, alongside Iran, has helped stabilize the Syrian government and preserved
Russian influence in the region.

e Soviet Support for the PLO: Soviet Russia established the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) in the 1960s as a counterforce to U.S.-backed Israel. By supporting the
PLO, the Soviets expanded their influence, gained allies among Arab states, and
positioned themselves as a champion of anti-imperialist and non-aligned nations.

China

e Economic Interests: China’s primary interest in the Middle East is securing energy
resources, with a significant portion of its oil imported from the region. China also seeks to



expand its influence through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), investing in infrastructure
projects across the Middle East.

e Iran-China Cooperation: China has a 25-year strategic agreement with Iran that
involves Chinese investment in Iranian energy and infrastructure in exchange for oil. This
partnership strengthens Iran’s economy and supports China’s interests in diversifying its
trade routes and reducing dependency on U.S.-controlled waters.

e Neutral Stance: Unlike other powers, China maintains a relatively neutral stance,
working with various countries to ensure stability and economic cooperation without
taking strong sides in regional conflicts.

North Korea

e Military Cooperation with Iran: North Korea provides Iran with missile technology,
allowing Iran to enhance its military capabilities and indirectly challenging U.S. influence.
Iran, in turn, provides North Korea with financial resources to support its isolated regime.

e Shared Anti-U.S. Stance: North Korea and Iran’s ideological alignment against U.S.
hegemony strengthens their relationship. North Korea’s weapons sales support Iran’s
regional agenda, while Iran’s resources help sustain North Korea’s regime.

European Union and Individual European Countries

e France and the UK: Both France and the UK maintain interests in regional security,
stability, and counter-terrorism, with France focusing on Lebanon and the UK on former
colonial ties, including Jordan and the Gulf. These countries contribute to international
coalitions and promote diplomatic resolutions to regional conflicts.

e Germany and the EU: The European Union prioritizes stability and humanitarian aid,
particularly for refugees and post-conflict reconstruction. The EU often acts as a mediator
in negotiations, particularly regarding Iran’s nuclear program, and balances support for
Israel with aid to Palestinian territories.

Other Involved Countries

o Turkey: Turkey’s regional ambitions under President Erdogan involve promoting Turkish
nationalism and Islamic unity. Turkey has intervened in Syria, Libya, and Iraq and
supports the Muslim Brotherhood and other political groups aligned with its interests,
often clashing with Saudi Arabia and Egypt.

e India: India balances relationships with Israel and Arab states, strengthening defense and
technology partnerships with Israel while maintaining trade ties with the Arab world.

e Japan: Japan’s involvement is primarily economic, with investments in infrastructure and
humanitarian aid focused on stability to protect its energy interests.

4. Iran’s Relationships with Russia, China, and North Korea

e Alliance with Russia: Russia and Iran collaborate closely, particularly in Syria, where
both support Assad’s regime. This alliance extends Russia’s influence and aligns with
Iran’s goal of regional power projection.



e Economic Ties with China: China’s strategic partnership with Iran provides Iran with
economic lifelines despite U.S. sanctions, while Iran supplies China with oil.

e Military Support from North Korea: North Korea’'s weapons sales to Iran enhance
Iran’s military capabilities and reflect a mutual opposition to U.S. influence in the region.

Conclusion

The Middle East is shaped by a web of alliances, sectarian divides, and competing global interests.
Iran’s influence, bolstered by proxies and ideological convictions, often puts it at odds with Israel
and Sunni Arab states. This rivalry is deepened by the involvement of the United States, which
supports Israel and the Gulf states, while Russia, China, and North Korea bolster Iran’s position. The
region’s complexity is heightened by the interactions of local and global powers, each with its own
motivations and historical ties, making stability in the Middle East a challenging and ongoing
struggle.
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