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Israel’s September 9 airstrike on Qatar has thrown the Gulf into a renewed state of anxiety.
The attack—an unprecedented assault on a state long regarded as neutral—exposed the brittle
foundations of the region’s security architecture. For decades, Gulf monarchies believed that
Washington’s military umbrella, backed by arms contracts and political patronage, would deter
such crises. That illusion is now unravelling.

The strike on Doha was not just an act of aggression—it was a turning point. It reminded the
Gulf states that external protection can be conditional, reactive, or even complicit. It also
revealed how quickly regional alignments can shift when the spectre of war appears on their
own doorstep.
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A Fragile Show of Unity

The immediate diplomatic response was unprecedented. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman and UAE President Mohammed bin Zayed, once at odds with Qatar during the
2017–2021 blockade, condemned Israel’s “brutal aggression” and declared solidarity with
Doha. For a brief moment, the Gulf appeared united.

But the symbolism of unity should not be mistaken for structural cohesion. The Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) remains deeply divided by strategic priorities, rival ambitions,
and contrasting visions of leadership. Even as Doha and Riyadh exchange gestures of
friendship, the region’s militaries continue to operate independently, with no functional joint
command or coordinated defence posture.

That weakness is not new. The Peninsula Shield Force, established in 1984 as a collective
defence mechanism, has remained largely symbolic. Its only significant deployment—to
Bahrain in 2011—was to protect a monarchy, not defend against an external threat. The current
moment should have been its vindication; instead, it underscores its dormancy.
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Washington’s Waning Umbrella

At the heart of the Gulf’s insecurity lies its fading confidence in the United States.
Washington’s cautious responses to attacks on Saudi Aramco in 2019, Houthi drone strikes on
Abu Dhabi in 2022, and now Israel’s strike on Qatar, have raised uncomfortable questions. If
America cannot—or will not—prevent such incidents, what does its “security guarantee” truly
mean?

The fact that Qatar, home to the U.S. Central Command’s forward headquarters, could be
struck at all is alarming. It has led many Gulf policymakers to reconsider the limits of American
protection quietly. Yet, paradoxically, no Gulf state is prepared to break free from U.S.
dependency. Arms contracts, intelligence sharing, and logistical networks keep Washington
entrenched in the region’s security matrix.
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Three Possible Futures

In assessing the Gulf’s path forward, three competing futures emerge.

First, a fragmented security order—marked by rival blocs, mistrust, and competing foreign
patrons. Some states will deepen partnerships with Israel and the United States; others will
hedge toward China, Russia, or Iran. This is the most probable scenario. It offers tactical
flexibility but strategic instability, keeping the Gulf locked in cycles of fear and reaction.

Second, an externally dominated order, where global powers continue to shape Gulf politics.
The U.S. remains the primary player, although it is increasingly challenged by Beijing’s
economic diplomacy and Moscow’s opportunistic interventions. In such an order, regional
autonomy continues to shrink. The Gulf becomes an arena of great-power rivalry, not a driver
of its own destiny.

Third, a cooperative regional framework is envisioned through renewed GCC defence
integration and a broader coalition that includes South Asian partners, such as Pakistan. The
recently signed Saudi–Pak mutual defence pact could, in theory, serve as a nucleus for this
model. But its practical limitations are obvious: Pakistan’s strategic priorities remain India-
centric, and its resources are stretched thin. Without deep intra-GCC trust, such cooperation
will remain aspirational.
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The Uncomfortable Truth

Among these scenarios, the fragmented order seems most likely to prevail. Despite renewed
talk of “Arab unity,” the Gulf’s political culture continues to reward autonomy over integration
and competition over compromise. The mistrust that crippled the Peninsula Shield Force
continues to haunt every attempt at collective security.

Israel’s aggression has therefore not transformed the Gulf’s security architecture; it has merely
revealed its contradictions. The region remains rhetorically united but structurally divided—
wealthy enough to arm itself, yet too divided to defend itself.

Until Gulf states move from reaction to reconstruction, from alliance politics to institutional
trust, the dream of a cooperative regional order will remain elusive. For now, the Gulf’s future
appears neither independent nor integrated but suspended between dependence and division—
a reminder that power without unity is no substitute for security.


