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Iran & the Arab World: A Strategic Reading at the Roots
of the Tension Between History, Sect, and Geopolitics.

The tension between Iran and some Arab countries is often reduced to a sectarian
conflict between Sunnis and Shiites, but this simplistic reading does not reflect
the true complexity of relations in the Middle East. This relationship was formed
through long centuries of civilizational interaction, political competition, and
geopolitical transformations. Between the historical legacy of imperial conflicts,
the transformations that the region witnessed after the Iranian Revolution in 1979,
and factors related to the geopolitics of the Middle East, several elements overlap
to understand the nature of this intertwined relationship. Hence the need for a
deeper strategic reading that goes beyond reductionist interpretations and places
current tensions in their broader historical and political context.
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Historically, the relationship between Arabs and Persians was not one of constant
conflict. In the first centuries of Islamic civilization, scientific and cultural interaction
between the two sides was one of the factors for the prosperity of Islamic civilization.
Scholars of Arab and Persian origins participated together in building Islamic and
human sciences, and this interaction contributed to the formation of a broad Islamic
civilization that extended from Andalusia to Central Asia. But the political trans-

formations that the Middle East witnessed in the sixteenth century brought the region
into a new phase of political competition.



In 1501, the Safavid state was established in Iran under the leadership of Shah Ismail
Safavid, who declared the Twelver Shiite sect the official sect of the state. On the
other hand, the Ottoman Empire represented the major Sunni power in the Islamic
world. This reality led to a series of wars between the two empires, the most notable
of which was the Battle of Chaldiran in 1514, which established new political and
sectarian borders in the region. Although these wars were essentially conflicts
between empires over influence, trade routes, and strategic centers, they left a long-
lasting impact on the historical memory of the Middle East.

In addition to this historical legacy, the sectarian factor appears as one of the
influential elements in explaining contemporary political tensions, but it is not the
only factor. Sunnis constitute between 85 and 90 percent of Muslims globally, while
Shiites represent between 10 and 15 percent. Although this division did not prevent
coexistence between the two sects in most stages of Islamic history, its use in some
modern political contexts made it a sensitive factor in regional relations. However,
the social reality in the Middle East is more complex than this simple
classification.There are large Arab Shiite communities in Iraq, Lebanon, and Bahrain,
and there are Sunni minorities within Iran itself.

The most influential shift in the nature of the relationship between Iran and some
Arab countries came with the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979. This revolution
introduced a new political and ideological dimension to regional politics through the
theory of Velayat-e Faqih“, which gives the religious leadership a central role in
governance. Since that time, Iran has become an active player in a number of regional
1ssues, which sometimes led to tension in its relations with some Arab countries that
saw this role as an extension of political influence beyond the borders of the national
state.
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But understanding this relationship is not complete without looking at the geo-
political dimension of the Middle East. The region occupies a very important
strategic position in the international system, as it contains the largest energy
reserves in the world, containing about 48 percent of the world’s oil reserves
and about 40 percent of the natural gas reserves, adding to the most important
international sea lanes such as the Strait of Hormuz, the Suez Canal, and the
Bab al-Mandap.

In this context, the Arabian Gulf region stands out as one of the most sensitive
regions in regional relations. The Strait of Hormuz, which is located between
Iran and the Sultanate of Oman, is considered one of the most important sea
lanes in the world, through which about 20 percent of global oil trade passes
daily. Therefore, any political tension in this region reflects directly on global
energy markets and the international economy. Arab Gulf states also represent
one of the most important energy production centers in the world, which makes
the stability of this region an essential factor in global economic stability.



In the midst of these complexities, the term “Shiite Crescent” emerged in regional
political discourse, which was referred to by Jordanian King Abdullah II in 2004, in
reference to the geographical extension of political forces linked to Iran in the region,
extending from Iran through Iraq and Syria all the way to Lebanon. This concept has
sparked widespread discussion in political and media circles about the nature of
regional balances in the Middle East. Despite the controversy that accompanied this
term, it essentially reflects the concern that prevailed in some Arab capitals about the
transformations that the region witnessed after the Iraq War in 2003 and the rise of
the roles of new regional powers.
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In recent years, the importance of these discussions has increased in light of recurring
regional tensions, including the tension between Iran and Israel and files related to
the Iranian nuclear program, in addition to the conflicts that some Middle Eastern
countries have experienced during the past two decades. These developments have re-
raised fundamental questions about the nature of regional balances and the future of
stability in the region.

In this context, Turkey stands out as one of the important regional actors in the
Middle East, by virtue of its geographical location linking Asia, Europe, and the
Middle East, in addition to its economic and political weight. Turkey's gross domestic
product reached about $1.1 trillion in 2024, making the Turkish economy one of the
largest economies in the region. In recent years, Turkey has also become an
influential player in several regional files, while at the same time seeking to develop
its economic relations with Middle Eastern countries and enhance regional stability
through economic and diplomatic cooperation.
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On the other hand, it should not be forgotten from the analysis that relations between
Iran and the Arab world were not always tense. The long history of civilizational
interaction between Arabs and Persians indicates the existence of wide areas of
cooperation and cultural and economic exchange over the centuries. The common

economic interests between the countries of the region could constitute an important
basis for enhancing regional stability if the political will is available to do so.



Understanding the roots of tension between Iran and some Arab countries is not only
meant to explain the past, but also helps to read the future of the region. History
shows that relations between countries are not fixed, but rather change according to
political and economic transformations and international balances. In a region such as
the Middle East, where strategic geography intersects with energy resources and the
importance of global sea lanes, regional dialogue and economic cooperation become
essential elements for achieving stability. Therefore, going beyond simplistic
interpretations which reduce regional relations to a merely doctrinal or national
dimension, opens the way for a more realistic approach based on the management of
differences within a framework of common interests and regional development. Such
an approach may form the basis of a new phase of relations in the Middle East based
on stability and integration rather than continuing cycles of tension.

In the end, the history of the Middle East shows that relations among its States have
never been governed by a single factor, but have always been shaped by a complex
interplay of history, identity, geography and interests. Therefore, understanding the
tension between Iran and some Arab countries should not be reduced to a narrow
doctrinal interpretation, but rather should be viewed as part of a broader regional
equation that changes with changing balances of power and international
transformations. In a world rapidly moving towards multipolarity, the stability of the
Middle East may become ever more linked to the ability of its States to transform
historical rivalry into a framework of balance and cooperation that serves the interests
and future of the peoples of the region.
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