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Meszár Tárik 

Abstract 

There are increasing reports about the formation of a new military alliance in the 
Middle East. This would be a significant development, if only because Israel would 
then also be represented in the group already referred to by the international press 
as “Arab NATO” (which does not yet exist). This initiative is a real indication of 
improving relations between certain Arab countries (e.g., the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain, etc.) and Israel, with an anti-Iran alliance clearly taking shape. According 
to critics, however, the chances for the formation of such a military alliance are slim, 
as there have been similar failed attempts in the past, and the fragmentation of the 
Arab world and the various interest groups are not conducive to such initiatives. In 
this analysis, we examine past military cooperation among Arab countries, and 
outline the effect that a possible “Arab NATO” would have on the region in the 
future, and how it would impact the balance of power in the Middle East. 
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Introduction 

In recent weeks, Jordan’s king made headlines when he told reporters that he 
would unequivocally support a military alliance along the lines of NATO in the 
Middle East. Similar reports are heard about the potential creation of “Arab NATO” 
from other states as well. A few weeks ago, Israeli Defense Minister Benny Gantz 
announced that Israel had joined a new U.S.-led network he called MEAD (Middle 
East Air Defense Alliance). However, Gantz did not specify which Arab states might 
be involved in this alliance. Later, the Wall Street Journal reported that military 
officials from Israel, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Jordan, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates 
and Bahrain attended secret meetings in Egypt to discuss the possibility of 
defensive cooperation between the countries. 

The creation of an “Arab NATO” would in fact mean the creation of a regional 
security alliance against their common enemies. The idea resurfaced ahead of U.S. 
President Joe Biden’s planned visit to Jeddah, reflecting the need for closer security 
cooperation between the United States, Israel, and the Arab Gulf states, not least in 
light of the threat posed by Iran. 

The Israelis are also open to such an alliance, and the Biden administration would 
likely endorse it, partly to protect the president from congressional criticism that 
he is too conciliatory toward Tehran. 

We should not forget, however, that there have already been two failed attempts 
in the last seven years: 

• the Arab League’s plan for a joint counterterrorism force in 2015; 

https://www.aljazeera.net/news/politics/2022/6/25/%D9%85%D9%84%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B1%D8%AF%D9%86-%D8%B3%D8%A3%D9%83%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A3%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A4%D9%8A%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%86
https://www.timesofisrael.com/gantz-says-regional-air-defense-alliance-has-already-thwarted-iranian-attacks/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/gantz-says-regional-air-defense-alliance-has-already-thwarted-iranian-attacks/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-held-secret-meeting-with-israeli-arab-military-chiefs-to-counter-iran-air-threat-11656235802?bingParse
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-06-29/a-middle-eastern-nato-not-gonna-happen
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-06-29/a-middle-eastern-nato-not-gonna-happen
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-06-29/a-middle-eastern-nato-not-gonna-happen
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• and a 2017 proposal by Saudi Arabia for a Middle East Security Alliance 
(MESA, also known as “Arab NATO” at the time), with the full support of 
President Donald Trump. 

Against this backdrop, some reservations are warranted regarding the news about 
the creation of possible alliances in the Middle East, but it should not be ignored 
that the idea of creating an “Arab NATO” reflects the two opposing poles (pro-Iran 
countries and anti-Iran countries) whose existence has largely determined the 
geopolitical conditions of the region in recent years. 

Peace as a priority 

It is no coincidence that the need to create a new military alliance is coming to the 
fore right now. According to Ahmed el-Sayed Ahmed, an expert at the Al-Ahram 
Center for Political and Strategic Studies in Cairo, the United States is increasingly 
taking a back seat in the region as the main guarantor of security in the Middle 
East. Arabs, he said, are increasingly aware that their dependence on Western 
powers, particularly the United States, has not always produced the expected 
results. “Now there's a different approach to dealing with regional problems in 
order to achieve stability and improve the economy, especially after the COVID-19 
pandemic and in light of [instability caused by] the Ukraine war. This attitude may 
best be described as the desire to have no problems in the region,” he said. 

It is worth noting that Israel is also involved in the matter. Arab states that fear 
Iranian airstrikes or Persian-backed militias are interested in using Israel’s state-of-
the-art air defense capabilities. The goal may also be to integrate Israel into a Middle 
East military alliance. It can also be seen as a continuation of the improved relations 
between Israel and its Arab neighbors that began with the so-called Abraham 
Accords in 2020. In the time since the Accord were signed, relations between the 
countries involved in the normalization process have changed significantly, and 
experts agree that this important diplomatic initiative is key to maintaining and 
strengthening peace and stability in the region. Thanks to the Abraham Accords, 
cooperation has emerged in areas serving common interests. 

Potential participants 

According to experts, all states having some existing relationship with Israel will 
most likely participate in the defense alliance. These include the signatories of the 
Abraham Accords – the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco – as 
well as Jordan and Egypt, which already have diplomatic relations with Israel. Saudi 
Arabia, Oman, and Kuwait could also play a role in the alliance, as will the United 
States, of course, as it is widely regarded as a facilitator of the agreement. Observers 
warn, however, that an alliance along the lines of NATO will not materialize in the 
Middle East in the foreseeable future. The idea of an “Arab NATO” has often been 
floated, they claim, but has never crystallized, and is unlikely to take hold in the near 
future. 

Past attempts 

As previously noted, this was not the first time that this idea had been floated. The 
American pursuit of this goal dates back to the beginning of the Cold War with the 

https://www.dw.com/en/a-nato-for-the-middle-east/a-62305810
https://www.dw.com/en/a-nato-for-the-middle-east/a-62305810
Potential%20participants
Potential%20participants
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Soviets, when Washington used the region as a tool for containing communism. 
Below, we will examine five alliances in the Middle East that have been forged in 
the past: 

1. The Baghdad Pact was announced in the mid-1950s, with Great Britain, Iraq, 
Turkey, Pakistan and Iran as signatories. Its aim was stopping the “Soviet 
tide” during the Cold War during the reign of Faisal II, the last king of Iraq. 
This alliance was formed at the same time as NATO and the Southeast Asian 
Treaty Organization, as these alliances aimed to surround the Soviet Union 
with a number of pro-Western military organizations. The idea for the three 
alliances came about after U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles returned 
to Washington from his trips to the Middle East and proposed a Eurasian 
defense formation to contain communism. The alliance lacked broad 
support among Middle Eastern countries and had no common identity, as it 
included democratic nationalist Turkey, the Shiite monarchy of Iran, the 
emerging Sunni state of Pakistan, and newly decolonized Iraq. The Saudis 
distrusted Iraq’s Hashemite rulers, and Egypt rejected any alliance that 
might be a further extension of “European imperialism.” Britain’s 
involvement in the Suez crisis also damaged the alliance. The Baghdad Pact 
was one of the reasons for the 1958 coup that overthrew the Iraqi monarchy. 
On 24 March 1959, the new Iraqi leader, Abd al-Karim Qasim, announced 
Iraq’s withdrawal from the alliance. The name of the Alliance was changed 
to “Central Alliance,” with its headquarters moving to Turkey. The Central 
Alliance never established a permanent military command, and never 
integrated the armed forces of the participating countries. The Central 
Alliance existed until 1979, when Iran withdrew after its revolution, which was 
then followed by Pakistan’s withdrawal as well. 

2. The Arab League emerged from the Arab national movement originating in 
the mid-19th century, when the desire for a unified Arab nation was 
widespread. In the early 1940s, a series of negotiations began among 
representatives of Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and 
Yemen. The result was the ratification of the Alexandria Protocol and the 
establishment of the Arab League, announced on 22 March 1945. Since the 
League’s inception, member states have attempted to play a military role, 
but have failed to achieve a breakthrough. Perhaps the Arab League’s 
greatest failure was its inability to present a unified front during the Iraq-Iran 
war, as Syria and Libya sent support and weapons to Tehran, while the Gulf 
states lent hundreds of millions of dollars to Baghdad, which was also 
supported by Jordan. Since then, this division and the League’s differing 
views on key issues have led to the formation of more coherent subregional 
organizations, such as the Gulf Cooperation Council. Despite its longevity, 
the Arab League has largely failed due to its inability to resolve conflicts. 

3. In the 20th century, there were many attempts to create a unified Arab 
nation-state, the most famous of which was the United Arab Republic, 
founded in 1958 between Egypt and Syria. However, after a short period of 
time, Egyptian President Gamal Abd al-Nasser began removing high-
ranking Syrian officers from the army and dissolving Syria’s political parties. 
As a result, Syrians became fearful of becoming vassals in their own country. 
Syria’s educated and conservative classes demanded their own currency and 

https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-61998219.amp
http://www.muqatel.com/openshare/Behoth/Monzmat3/HalfBagdad/sec07.doc_cvt.htm
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-61998219.amp
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-61998219.amp
https://www.mofa.gov.bh/Default.aspx?tabid=8331&language=ar-BH
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast-61998219.amp
https://mawdoo3.com/%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA_%D8%B9%D9%86_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%85%D9%87%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A9_%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86_%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1_%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7
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economy, to maintain their standard of living. A coup by the Syrian army 
ended the United Arab Republic in 1961. 

4. In response to the union between Egypt and Syria, the establishment of the 
Arab Federation between Jordan and Iraq was announced in 1958. Like Syria, 
Jordan was the weaker party in this relationship, but was able to retain many 
important ministerial posts for its officials, and both Baghdad and Amman 
retained their status as national capitals. The union ended with the fall of the 
monarchy in 1958, just five months after the Arab Union was formed. 

5. The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which still exists today, was established 
in 1981 at the start of the Iran-Iraq war, in order to create a unified defense 
force against Iran. Individual member states invest heavily in defense, 
meaning that their armies are provided with equipment from many different 
countries, and their combat capabilities are augmented by advanced missile, 
reconnaissance, and communications systems. The GCC countries signed a 
joint defense agreement in 2000, to strengthen military cooperation 
between them. These efforts continued in 2002 and 2003, during the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq. In 2005, leaders of the Gulf Cooperation Council countries 
agreed to strengthen their joint forces and integrate new weapons systems. 
The 2012 GCC summit announced the creation of joint naval forces and 
counterterrorism units, as well as the 2015 war in Yemen against the Iran-
backed Houthi militia. This could also represent progress in the viability of an 
Arab military alliance. However, the second half of the last decade has seen 
a decline in cooperation among GCC member states. The differences 
between the alliance member countries – which includes Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, the Emirates, Bahrain, Oman, and Kuwait – have widened in terms of 
their common interests. This gap is attributable to two reasons: Qatar’s 
support for political Islam, and groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood, and 
their close ties to Iran. However, these disagreements have softened 
somewhat recently. 

Conclusion 

Over the last century, there have been numerous attempts to establish security 
cooperation in the region. Some of these alliances, such as the Baghdad Pact, 
followed the NATO model and were supported by Western powers, but none 
persisted for long. However, a number of subregional organizations, such as the 
Gulf Cooperation Council, also demonstrate an alternative way to promote military 
cooperation. It is also worth noting that the military alliances formed during the 
wars against Israel, as well as the ongoing cooperation against groups such as the 
Islamic State terrorist organization have indeed led to temporary military 
partnerships in the region. Looking at past and current attempts at regional 
defense alliances, three important and enduring complicating factors emerge: 
mistrust, the disparate goals of the various Middle Eastern countries, and opposing 
attitudes toward Iran. As long as Iran divides Arab countries, military cooperation in 
the region is difficult to imagine, but the creation of smaller alliances appears to be 
an extremely realistic scenario. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20161026171138/https:/www.jstor.org/stable/4283349
https://www.marefa.org/%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%88%D9%86_%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%AC_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9/simplified

