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Wars often start small. They can result from state
implosion, a leader’s decision to invade a neighbour
or another set of factors. Sometimes, the seeds are
sown much earlier, such as in the design of a state-
sponsored project that in its implementation gath-
ers pace, usurps others' rights, provokes violent re-
sistance and culminates in armed conflict, which
then jumps borders and infects new actors, eventu-
ally washing over wider regions, possibly even the
world. The dispute’s original source then may look
small in comparison, yet its non-resolution continues
to drive the conflagration.

So with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a Hundred
Years' War! now in its 109th year. (The original in
the 14th and 15th centuries lasted 116 years.) lts
roots lie in the collapse of the Ottoman Empire dur-
ing the First World War, the success and vigour of
British colonialism and the search by the world's
persecuted Jewry for shelter in a state of their own.
It first found expression in a declaration by the British
Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, in 1917, pledging
British support for “the establishment in Palestine of
a national home for the Jewish people’ That sent the
ball rolling down the rock-strewn hills of Mandate
Palestine, morphing into what today has become an
avalanche that is wreaking death and destruction in
its ever-widening path.

Gaza in a Cynical Regional Environment

Against this backdrop, events in the tiny Gaza Strip
— representing just a part of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict — have, since October 2023, driven wars
throughout the Middle East, directly affecting at least
14 countries in strictly military terms, depending on
how you count. Once an isolated and neglected
backwater, a small physical space packed mostly
with refugees driven from their homes in what be-
came the State of Israel and their descendants, to-
day the Gaza Strip has become a primary fulcrum on
which the world turns. lts people’s rejection of their
enduring immiseration proved uncontainable.

It took a violent actor, deeply embedded in local so-
ciety, to catalyse change. The majority of Palestini-
ans in Gaza may not have embraced Hamas’ Islamist
ideology — the group is the Palestinian manifestation
of the Muslim Brotherhood — but many supported
the notion of armed struggle to achieve national lib-
eration. They just may not have been prepared for
what Hamas was planning in pursuit of that goal, or
for the means it used, and certainly not for the con-
sequences its actions on 7 October 2023 brought
onto their heads.

The main factor accounting for the escalation of the
Gaza war beyond the lIsraeli-Palestinian conflict’s
territorial confines was Hamas' affiliation with a broad-
er regional partnership confronting Israel. Operating
from a position of relative weakness in fighting the
Israeli occupation and siege of Gaza, the group
needed external associates, and found these in Iran

' “Is There Any Way to End the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict?” The New York Times, 28 January 2020. www.nytimes.com/2020/01/28/books/
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and Lebanese Hezbollah. Many in the Middle East
had long professed support for the Palestinians,
with governments even sending their armies to con-
front Israeli forces — in 1948, 1967 and 1973. But
whether before or since then, they have exhibited no
evident love for the Palestinians as a people or com-
mitment to their plight, instead espousing great af-
fection for a political cause whose invocation allows
them to cement their domestic legitimacy. Many in
the Middle East have long cast Israel as a colonial
beachhead helping Western powers to divide and
rule — and plunder — the region, and they addition-
ally accuse it? of harbouring expansionist ambitions
of its own (which fanatical right-wing, and increas-
ingly mainstream,® Israeli rhetoric has fed).

Turning political narratives into military support is a
leap none has been willing to make, however, in rec-
ognition of Israel being the region's strongest mili-
tary — and sole nuclear — power that moreover en-
joys the United States’ backing. In 2024, Iran was
arguably drawn into direct confrontation with Israel
only reluctantly, and not out of solidarity with Hamas,
even if Hamas created the conditions for Iran’s in-
volvement.

Ever since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran has pro-
filed itself as an adversary of the Jewish State, a pos-
ture that served its revolutionary credentials among
the peoples of a region whose governments were
hostile to Iran’s new order. Israel and the US had
supported the regime of the Shah, but from Israel's
side there may have been a certain benefit in having
an external foe that helped strengthen internal con-
sensus behind continued militarization while ce-
menting support from Western states and distract-
ing them from the ongoing occupation. Yet Iran
posed no credible threat until its nuclear programme,
launched during the Shah's reign, started to ad-
vance under the Islamic Republic, whether it was
peaceful, as Iran avowed, or military in nature, as its
Israeli and Western detractors claimed. From that
time on, in particular, Iran was in Israel’s crosshairs.

Its military forces weakened in the Revolution and
eight-year war with Iraq, and, lacking a powerful ex-
ternal protector, Iran felt the need to build its own
defences. It did so by encouraging a partnership of
armed Arab militias (also including Syria), while
building a missile arsenal and quietly proceeding to-
ward a nuclear deterrent of its own — whether in real-
ity or perception, this remained a matter of strategic
ambiguity. It purportedly designed this alliance — the
so-called Axis of Resistance — as a forward defence:*
if under attack from the US, Israel or both, it expected
Hezbollah in Lebanon (supplied with armaments via
Syria), Iraqi paramilitary groups (al-Hashd al-Shaabi)
and the Houthis in Yemen to target Israel and US as-
sets in the region. At least initially, its aim was to pro-
tect itself through a deterrent “ring of fire"® surround-
ing Israel, forcing Israel to fight a multi-front war. In
other words, Iran’s allies, provided with funds, arms
and training, were chiefly there to defend it, not nec-
essarily for Iran to defend them.

The Biden administration gave Israel
virtual carte blanche to retaliate
against the atrocities perpetrated

by Hamas that day and, freed from
any constraints, Israel set out to
exact a terrifying revenge on not just
Hamas but the entire Gaza Strip

Hamas in Iran’s forward Defence Strategy

The ring of fire might have worked as a defensive
strategy if Hamas had not jumped the gun by press-
ing its own agenda, thereby depriving Iran of control
over timing and tactical decision-making. Previous
Gaza wars (2008-2009, 2012, 2014, 2021) had re-
mained contained within the beleaguered enclave,

2 “Israel’s expansionism poses greatest regional threat, says Fidan.” Hiirriyet Daily News, 15 September 2026. www.hurriyetdailynews.com/

israels-expansionism-poses-greatest-regional-threat-says-fidan-213591.

3 “Israel’s opposition leader voices support for ‘broad’ Middle East expansion.” Al Jazeera, 24 February 2026. www.aljazeera.com/news/
2026/2/24/israels-opposition-leader-voices-support-for-broad-middle-east-expansion.

4 GRrAJEWsKI, Nicole. “Iran Is at a Strategic Crossroads.” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 3 October 2024. https://carnegie
endowment.org/emissary/2024/10/iran-israel-missile-attack-nuclear-strategy-what-now.

5 KatzmaN, Kenneth. “Iran Might Reevaluate Its Strategy.” Arab Gulf States Institute, 15 October 2024. https://agsi.org/analysis/iran-might-

reevaluate-its-strategy/.
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to the frustration of its Palestinian architects, who
deemed the status quo — economic despair and
growing popular opposition to Hamas — as unbear-
able. This may explain the audacity of the attack on
7 October 2023. Hamas may have intended to force
Israel into lessening its siege on Gaza in exchange
for the hostages, provoke Israel to the point it would
overreach in its retaliation and thus incur opposition
from its primary sponsor the US and/or incite Iran
and its allies to leap to Hamas' defence — to set in
motion the ring of fire. Hamas miscalculated the im-
pact its attacks would have, the reaction both of Is-
rael and of its Western backers and the willingness
of either Iran or other members of the axis to activate
a mechanism in response to an attack about which
they had not been consulted.

In the event, the Biden administration gave Israel vir-
tual carte blanche to retaliate against the atrocities
perpetrated by Hamas that day and, freed from any
constraints, Israel set out to exact a terrifying re-
venge on not just Hamas but the entire Gaza Strip.
On the axis side, both Hezbollah and the Houthis in
Yemen (Ansarallah) joined the fray, but seemingly
only half-heartedly. Hezbollah tried to limit the face-
off territorially to southern Lebanon, as had hap-
pened during their previous round in 2006. And the
Houthis’ attacks against Israel represented mere
pinpricks; their interdiction of maritime traffic in the
Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, by contrast, caused a
major disruption in international commerce. Iran pre-
ferred to refrain from direct military involvement.

The Hamas attack arguably set in motion the oppo-
site logic of the one Hamas had hoped for. A year
into the war, once Israel had recovered from the ini-
tial shock and struck at Gaza with great ferocity, it
drew the conclusion that it could not afford to allow
the axis to continue to exist, and that the time to de-
feat it was now. On 1 April 2024, the Israeli air force
carried out a strike on Iran’s embassy complex in Da-
mascus, killing, among others, the senior Revolution-
ary Guards commander overseeing Iran’s role in Syr-
ia and Lebanon. It is unclear whether Israel intended
to start a direct conflict with Iran, but the fact is that
Iran responded with its first direct attack on Israel.
This created the opportunity for Israel, with US sup-
port, to turn the tables on the axis, ramp up the fight

against all its members simultaneously and thus take
the initiative in this multi-front war.

Iran’s forward Defence Strategy in Tatters

The results of the past two and a half years of fighting
have been horrific. Israel used its overwhelming mili-
tary power to great effect, yet still had to absorb pain-
ful blows from Iran and Hezbollah. In 2024, it decapi-
tated the leadership of Hamas in Gaza and of
Hezbollah in Lebanon, and destroyed a good part of
the groups’ military capabilities. In two rounds of war
with Iran, it smashed the country’s air defences, lay-
ing it open for further attacks against strategic tar-
gets such as its nuclear facilities (which came in June
2025). Its neutralization of Hezbollah (and Russia be-
ing bogged down by the war it launched against
Ukraine) allowed a rebel group to topple the Syrian
regime of Bashar al-Assad in late 2024, thus remov-
ing Iran’s main arms conduit to Hezbollah. Iran’s for-
ward defence strategy had backfired, leaving its al-
lies in disarray and its own vulnerabilities exposed.
Further rounds of war in 2025 and 2026 added to
the devastation. Israel was militarily involved in seven
countries and territories in 2025, prompting accusa-
tions® that it was seeking to establish hegemony in
the region.

These successes came at a cost. Hezbollah's missiles,
which reached as far as Ashdod, a port city south of
Tel Aviv, forced the evacuation of tens of thousands
of inhabitants of northern Israel, causing persistent in-
security and economic disruption. A number of Iranian
missiles evaded Israeli air defences, striking sensitive
sites throughout the country and creating a general
climate of insecurity. Even the Houthis’ attacks, while
rarely lethal, contributed to the Israeli public’s sense
of jeopardy. Iranian drones and missiles also wreaked
unprecedented havoc on energy infrastructure and
US military facilities in Gulf Arab states.

The impact on both sides was far worse in civilian
terms, with the death toll in Gaza rising above 70,000
(including Hamas fighters) to date, and close to one
thousand Israeli civilians. The Lebanese economy, al-
ready wrecked by financial implosion, was driven fur-
ther to the edge, as Israel destroyed homes and infra-

8 PINFOLD, Rob Geist. “How Israel's Dangerous New Grand Strategy Has Set Mideast on Fire.” Middle East Council on Global Affairs, 19 June
2025. https://mecouncil.org/blog_posts/how-israels-dangerous-new-grand-strategy-has-set-the-middle-east-on-fire/.
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structure, killed up to 3,000 Lebanese’ and forced
tens of thousands of residents of the south to seek
shelter in other parts of the country. In a single day
of airstrikes on Beirut on 8 April 2026 Israel killed
more than 300 people.8 Aid agencies, underfunded
and already severely stretched by wars in Gaza,
Ukraine and Sudan, were hard-pressed to cope
with a humanitarian crisis® of this magnitude. In Iran,
a US strike on a school'? early in the war killed some
175 lives, mostly children. But the war's humanitari-
an and environmental impact'! was felt throughout
the country through mass displacement and the de-
struction of civilian infrastructure. Israeli strikes on
fuel depots in early March caused a toxic cloud to
rise over Tehran, exposing its population of ten mil-
lion to oil-tainted rainfall.'2 From its side, Iran’s move
to close the Strait of Hormuz in March 2026 harmed
the global economy,'® especially developing coun-
tries, jeopardizing food security for hundreds of mil-
lions of people.

Iran’s forward defence strategy had
backfired, leaving its allies in disarray
and its own vulnerabilities exposed

With the wars in Lebanon and Iran on tenuous hold
at the end of May 2026, with multiple reported
ceasefire violations'* by Israel in Lebanon in particu-
lar, all sides could claim success: Iran and Hezbollah
for having survived the repeated Israeli-US on-
slaughts; the US for having severely set back Iran’s
nuclear programme, military capabilities and econo-
my; and Israel for the same, in addition to having per-
suaded the US to jointly attack Iran. Success and

victory are often determined less by military arithme-
tic than by psychological and political factors, as well
as by the ability to sell one’s achievements, however
limited, to home publics. Yet the US and Iran remain
at daggers drawn, as Iran persists in its closure of
the Strait of Hormuz and the US, as of the end of May,
continues its naval blockade against Iranian shipping
as a way to squeeze the country economically. And
in Lebanon, Israel remains far from its goal of Hez-
bollah’s disarmament or the safe return of the popu-
lation of northern Israel to their homes.

An Anxious Neighbourhood

On and near any battlefield, there are belligerents,
and then there are bystanders. Often beset by deep
anxieties about their country's welfare amidst the
surrounding chaos and threat of spillover, some of
the latter may offer themselves as facilitators or me-
diators in search of an offramp from the fighting, if
only to insulate themselves from harm as the conflict
endures. Some are drawn in regardless. A brief word
about each country in a jittery neighbourhood.

Turkey

Turkey, a longstanding political supporter of Hamas,
angered Israel by publicly condemning the Israeli on-
slaught on Gaza, although has otherwise largely
stayed out of the conflict. Along with Qatar, it has
sheltered Hamas political leaders, with whom Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan enjoys a certain
ideological affinity, sprouting as he does from the
same Muslim Brotherhood milieu. And it backed Qa-
tar when it was blockaded by Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates (2017-2021) and again when

7 “Iran Crisis Monitor #6.” International Crisis Group, 19 May 2026. www.crisisgroup.org/bnt/middle-east-north-africa/iran/iran-crisis-monitor-6.
8 “Lebanon: Israeli Strikes Kill Hundreds, Damage Vital Bridge.” Human Rights Watch, 10 April 2026. www.hrw.org/news/2026/04/10/
lebanon-israeli-strikes-kill-hundreds-damage-vital-bridge.

9 www.unocha.org/lebanon.

10 YAGER, Sarah. “Americans Deserve Answers About Civilian Casualties in Iran.” Human Rights Watch, 6 April 2026. https://www.hrw.org/
news/2026/04/06/americans-deserve-answers-about-civilian-casualties-in-iran.

" “The Human and Environmental Costs of the War in Iran.” Center for American Progress, 20 April 2026. www.americanprogress.org/
article/the-human-and-environmental-costs-of-the-war-in-iran/.

12 “The Air is Unbreathable’: Tehran Shrouded in Cloud of Toxic Smoke After Israel Strikes Fuel Depots.” Time, 8 March 2026. https://time.
com/7383099/iran-news-oil-strikes-tehran/.

8 Hingz, J. et al. “The Cost of Closing the Strait of Hormuz: Energy Bottlenecks and Global Food Security.” Kiel Policy Brief, n. 206. Kiel Insti-
tute for the World Economy, March 2026. www.kielinstitut.de/fileadmin/Dateiverwaltung/IfW-Publications/fis-import/01b7c020-27e6-4096-
8cc5-e037738d2058-KPB_206.pdf.

14 “Iran Crisis Monitor #6.” International Crisis Group, 19 May 2026. www.crisisgroup.org/bnt/middle-east-north-africa/iran/iran-crisis-monitor-6.
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Doha came under harsh Israeli criticism from Octo-
ber 2023 onward for hosting Hamas.

On the regional chessboard, Israel's near-destruction
of Hamas constituted a net loss to Turkey, but the fall
of Assad in Syria compensated for it (though Israel
benefited as well). The successful insurgent push on
Damascus in December 2024 received strong Turkish
encouragement, if not active support, and Turkey has
been the main external power with clout over the new
Syrian order under President Ahmed al-Sharaa. So
much so that Israel, viewing the spread of Turkish influ-
ence toward its border with Syria as a threat, expanded
its military footprint in Syria up to the gates of Damascus.
During the most recent war on Iran, Turkey joined Paki-
stan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt in mediating between
Iran and the US, helped by its reasonably good work-
ing relations with both. Meanwhile, Turkey has closed
its airspace to Israeli flights, broken off all trade with
Israel and backed the genocide case against Israel at
the International Court of Justice. This posture has fur-
ther complicated its relationship with Israel, with voic-
es in both Israel and the US'® comparing the sup-
posed Turkish threat to Israel as akin to that posed by
Iran, and accusing Turkey of harbouring neo-Ottoman
hegemonic ambitions in the Middle East. Some sug-
gest that Turkey is in Israel's'® crosshairs — that after
Iran, Turkey will be Israel's next target. Yet the notion
that Israel might attack a NATO member seems far-
fetched for now. At the same time, any future Turkish
role in Gaza seems unlikely, although Turkey did join'?
the executive committee of the Board of Peace — es-
tablished by the US as part of the October 2025
Gaza ceasefire — despite Israeli objections.

Egypt

Egypt's approach to the spreading chaos in the Mid-
dle East has been driven mainly by fear that Israel
would push Palestinians from Gaza into the Sinai de-
sert. Such a scenario would leave the regime of Pres-

ident Abdel Fattah Sisi facing difficult security, politi-
cal and economic challenges. On the security front,
the arrival of large numbers of Palestinians would
raise the spectre of long-term violence against Israel
from Egyptian territory, possibly led by Hamas. Politi-
cally, it could re-galvanize followers of the regime’s
main domestic foe, the Muslim Brotherhood, whose
strength has been much diminished since the 2013
military coup that brought an end to its experiment in
governance. Economically, caring for hundreds of thou-
sands of Palestinians would represent an unprece-
dented financial burden that foreign aid would be un-
likely to adequately alleviate.

This fear is the main reason Egypt settled on a me-
diating role on Gaza following the October 2023
Hamas attack on Israel. It forced it to work with the
group's leaders as a way to reach an agreement with
Israel on who will control and govern Gaza, while al-
lowing it to keep a close eye on them and gauge their
intentions. Israel has largely accepted Egypt's medi-
ating role, trusting it to contain Hamas. Since the
start of the 2026 Iran war, Egypt has also joined the
mediating quartet that additionally comprises Paki-
stan, Turkey and Saudi Arabia, driven by the need for
regional stability, which could also quieten the Gaza
front. It has been able to play this role owing to its
workable relations with all the main players: Iran, Israel
and the United States.

Gulf Arab States

Iran carried out attacks on the six members of the
Gulf Cooperation Council — Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain and Oman — during the recent
war, claiming they were aiding the US-Israeli war ef-
fort. All six host US military bases. In turn, the UAE and
Saudi Arabia reportedly carried out counterstrikes'®
against Iran, while voicing harsh criticism of Iran for
targeting them and (according to some reports, and
at least for a time) encouraging the US'® to finish off

5 GINGERAS, Ryan. “Ankara’s Crossroads: Rearmament, Risk and the Prospect of War with Israel.” War On The Rocks, 11 May 2026. https://war
ontherocks.com/ankaras-crossroads-rearmament-risk-and-the-prospect-of-war-with-israel/.

16 “Turkey in Israel's Crosshairs: A Reading of Post-Iran Scenarios.” A/ Quds, 9 March 2026. www.alquds.com/en/posts/230877.

17 “Netanyahu to join Trump ‘board of peace’ despite previous objections.” The Guardian, 21 January 2026. www.theguardian.com/world/
2026/jan/21/benjamin-netanyahu-to-join-trump-board-of-peace-despite-previous-israel-objections.

18 “Saudi Arabia and U.A.E. Carried Out Secret Attacks in Iran, U.S. Officials Say.” The New York Times, 14 May 2026. www.nytimes.com/

2026/05/14/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-uae-iran-attacks.html.

18 “Why Saudi Arabia and the UAE Are Urging Trump to Continue a War They Did Not Want.” Arab Gulf States Institute, 27 March 2026.
https://agsi.org/analysis/why-saudi-arabia-and-the-uae-are-urging-trump-to-continue-a-war-they-did-not-want/.
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the regime, especially after President Trump appeared
to be wavering in his initial stated determination?° to
do so with the help of the Iranian people.

The Gulf Arab states had long worked to prevent
precisely a scenario in which they would become
collateral victims of a US-Israeli war on Iran. After
Iran attacked Saudi oil infrastructure (though the
Houthis in Yemen claimed authorship) and oil tank-
ers off the Emirati coast in 2019, Emirati officials
travelled to Tehran in an attempt to mollify the Iranian
leadership. That effort initially appeared successful,
and the UAE felt reassured in having neutralized Iran
when it signed its normalization agreement with Is-
rael a year later (the Abraham Accords). In 2023,
China brokered a rapprochement between Iran and
Saudi Arabia, with Iran apparently agreeing to re-
strain its regional proxies in exchange for Saudi trade
and investments. The deal stood until the latest war,
even if neither side had started implementing it in
any meaningful way.

The UAE appears to have suffered the brunt of Iran's
missile and drone attacks, the majority of which
struck civilian targets.?! Tehran has accused?? the
Emirates of taking the US-Israel side in the war. To
protect its economy from a drop in foreign business
and tourism, Abu Dhabi forbade publication?® of in-
formation about incoming attacks and sites affected,
which continued even after a ceasefire took effect in
early April. The UAE's partnership with Israel extend-
ed to Gaza as well. During the Gaza war, in 2023-
2025, the UAE was the single largest donor of hu-
manitarian aid to the territory, spending $1.8 billion.
It occasionally condemned?* aspects of the Israeli
war effort, and even signed a statement by the joint
Arab-Islamic summit in August 2025 that held Israel

“fully responsible for genocide”?® in Gaza, but other-
wise has used diplomatic means?® to help Israel in
preventing a future role for Hamas in Gaza. In sign-
ing the Abraham Accords in 2020, the UAE had al-
ready broken the principle underlying the 2002 Arab
Peace Initiative by not conditioning normalization of
ties with Israel on the creation of a Palestinian state.
It is likely that for all these reasons Iran singled out
the UAE for punishment during the recent war.

Success and victory are often
determined less by military arithmetic
than by psychological and political
factors, as well as by the ability to
sell one’s achievements, however
limited, to home publics

Iran targeted Saudi Arabia as well, and initially the
Saudi leadership may have hoped that the war would
end the Islamic Republic or at least significantly clip
its powers, with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man reportedly?” speaking to the Trump administra-
tion of a “historic opportunity” to remake the Middle
East. But faltering US fortunes in the war — in par-
ticular, Iran’s closure of the Strait of Hormuz in re-
sponse to the attacks on its territory — may have per-
suaded Riyadh that it should settle for a negotiated
end to the conflict, joining Pakistan, Turkey and
Egypt in a mediating effort.

On Gaza, Saudi Arabia strongly condemned Israel's
war and pleaded with Washington to end it, but oth-
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erwise kept its diplomatic distance. If it had any incli-
nation to normalize its relations with Israel prior to
the war, it postponed any such initiative once the
Gaza war erupted, keenly aware of the Saudi — and
Arab — street’s fury over the destruction of Gaza.
Only once a Gaza ceasefire fell into place in Octo-
ber 2025 did the Saudi leadership take the limited
step of joining Trump’s Board of Peace, likely be-
cause it prefers being on the inside when decisions
germane to its national security are taken.

Iran attacked the US Al-Udeid airbase in Qatar as
well as its gas production facilities, causing signifi-
cant damage. But Qatar may be suffering badly in
particular?® from the closure of the Strait of Hormuz,
as it has no alternative channel to export its natural
liquefied gas. (Kuwait and Bahrain do not have alter-
natives for their oil exports either.) Qatari leaders
travelled®® to both Islamabad and Washington in
May to push for a diplomatic end to the war. In the
previous two years, Qatar actively mediated on the
Gaza war, joining Egypt in keeping a channel open
to Hamas. Israel rewarded Qatar's efforts to reach a
ceasefire by attacking Hamas offices in Doha in
September 2025 in a blatant breach of Qatar’s sov-
ereignty. If Israel had hoped to thus scuttle ongoing
talks, it may have miscalculated, as Washington
promptly pushed® Israel to agree to a ceasefire.

Syria

Keen to rebuild Syria, President Al-Sharaa has been
able to keep his country out of the conflict, despite
the fact that Israel continues to occupy part of the
south and meddle in Syria's internal affairs by play-
ing the Druze card. Yet Israel has benefited from his
rise to power, as a neutralized Syria is rendering the
ring of fire less effective by depriving Iran of an open
arms channel to Hezbollah.

Iraq

Irag has engaged in a delicate balancing act between
Iran and the US since 2003, but the recent war has
sharply escalated the threat to its stability. The pres-
ence of Iran-backed paramilitary groups has drawn
US and Israeli attacks, while Israel has reportedly
used Iraq's western desert to build secret refuelling
bases®! for its air attacks on Iran. The war came at a
moment of political transition following general elec-
tions late last year, complicating efforts by the govern-
ment — be it the outgoing or incoming one — to rein in
the armed groups, or at least prevail on them not to
participate in the war. Yet the groups are important for
Iran, for whom Iraq represents strategic depth.

Jordan

Jordan provided®? support to the US air force during
the war and, in turn, became a target of Iranian drone
and missile attacks. It has faced a difficult predica-
ment, wanting to stay out of the war while being
heavily dependent on Western, especially US, back-
ing. It fears being drawn further into a regional con-
flagration if Israel were to force Palestinians from the
occupied West Bank across the Jordan River as part
of its annexationist push, which the Gaza war helped
accelerate. To Jordan, this constitutes an existential
threat. Statements by far-right Israeli politicians in fa-
vour of expelling the Palestinian population have fed
Jordanian fears to unprecedented levels.

The new Middle East thus looks as
troubled as the old one, just with
more human suffering as a result of
the wars that continue to wreck it
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What Next?

The Middle East is undergoing a profound transfor-
mation — it is being remade. But the process of re-
making is complex and hardly reflects the vision of
the remakers. Israel has fallen short of its core ob-
jectives in Gaza, where Hamas survives and retains
security control; in Lebanon, where Hezbollah, like-
wise, survives and is busy rebuilding while challeng-
ing Israel's occupation of the south; and in lIran,
where the Islamic Republic also survives, with its
hands still on some 440 kilograms of highly en-
riched uranium32 buried under the rubble of the US
bombardments of June 2025 and its nuclear ambi-
tions undiminished if not reinforced. For the latter
reason, the US, like Israel, has also not reached its
declared objectives in Iran. The new Middle East
thus looks as troubled as the old one, just with more
human suffering as a result of the wars that continue
to wreck it.

Unable to effect regime change in Iran or demolish
Hezbollah in Lebanon or Hamas in Gaza, Israel faces
the prospect of having to revert to its old practice of
“mowing the lawn": keeping its adversaries as weak
as possible and on the defensive. That approach did
not work in Gaza®* — witness the events of 7 Octo-
ber 2023 — but now, with Hamas’ strength greatly
reduced, the time till a next “7 October” may be far-
ther off. That said, the next outburst may come, not in
Gaza, but in the West Bank, as at least one former
Israeli intelligence chief has already warned.3® The
European Union put new sanctions on Israeli settler
leaders and organizations, but these will do little, as
the problem is the overall state-sponsored settlement
enterprise that threatens the lives and livelihoods of
West Bank Palestinians, pushes them into ever-shrink-
ing territory and deprives them of basic resources
and economic opportunities.

In Lebanon, the US has mediated several rounds of
talks between the Lebanese and Israeli govern-
ments, and these have led to an extension of the
April ceasefire till the end of June. But ceasefire vio-
lations®® are a daily occurrence: Hezbollah drone at-
tacks on Israeli occupying forces in the south and
Israeli border communities, and Israeli air strikes that
have repeatedly reached beyond southern Lebanon
into Beirut and the Begaa Valley.

The Iranian regime has been weakened, but its do-
mestic control appears to remain solid. Once the
war comes to an end, it will face a major rebuilding
task, and may seek to charge levies on vessels trans-
iting the Strait of Hormuz to finance it. US sanctions
are likely to remain for the foreseeable future, unless
there is an all-encompassing deal that ends the con-
flict, and Iran’s relations with its Gulf Arab neigh-
bours, which were on the up and up before the war,
will take a major effort to repair. From their side,
these states will find it hard to resume business with
Iran, but they may not have much choice, given their
dependence on the Strait of Hormuz for their oil and
gas exports and imports of food and other essential
commodities. They also face a big task rehabilitating
their damaged energy infrastructure.

Until 2029, at least, positive change in the Middle
East will still depend to a large degree on President
Trump — whether he pursues negotiations and com-
promise with the US’ enemies or more war. His choic-
es, in turn, are shaped by domestic politics in a situa-
tion where his Iran war enjoys less popular support®’
than any previous US military engagement abroad.
Trump will also have to manage the US relationship
with Israel. It is clear that Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu can get the US to act in support of Israeli
interests at times, but Trump has repeatedly placed
limits®8 on Israeli actions, and could do so again as he
detects too wide a divergence from US interests.
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