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Middle East to remain in crisis as Iran
~ holds Hormuz hostage: HT decodes

i The latest conversation be-
i tween HT s Shishir Gupta and
i Aayesha Varma paints a picture
i of a Middle East locked into a
i long, uneasy stalemate: low-in-
i tensity conflict, weaponised
i chokepoints,and proxy wars that
i suitthe politics of Tehran,Wash-
i ington and Jerusalem more than
i they serve peace.

i The starting point of the dis-
¢ cussion is the first round of US-
i TehrantalksinSwitzerland, held
i under the shadow of a new mem-
i orandumofunderstanding and an
i Iranian move to close the Strait
i of Hormuz for two days. US
i President Donald Trump's
opening bid, as described in the
conversation, was maximalist: an
H "unconditional surrender’ by
i Tehran, coupled with demands
that Hezbollah back down. On
i paper, this looks like diplomacy;

&/ : inpractice, HT Executive Editor

i Shishir Gupta argues it changes
very little on the ground.
His assessment is blunt: the

region is not any closer to peace,
and what lies ahead is prolonged
low-intensity ~ conflict. The
structural reasons are political.
Iran is framed as an Islamic au-
thoritarian state locked in con-
frontation with two democracies,
the US and Israel, each driven by
its own electoral timelines.
Trump wants to "exit out of this
war as soon as yesterday, witha
clear Strait of Hormuz and a
rolled-back Iranian nuclear
programme as his benchmarks. In
Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu

facesanelectiononOctober 27th,
2026, with his political fortunes
deeply tied to perceptions of se-
curity in Gaza, southern Lebanon
and the Golan Heights.

Gupta's core argument is that
domestic politics in Washington
and Jerusalem harden strategic
positions that were already dif-
ficult to reconcile. Israel today
holds security zones in Gaza and
in southern Lebanon up to the
Litani River, as well as tlllle Golan
Heights in Syria. It has made it
very clear’ it cannot vacate these

zoneswithout ex posing itsnorth-
ern and southern frontiers to
Hezbollah fire and other threats.
If it pulls back, the odds of Ne-
tanyahu returning to power di-
minish sharply, so withdrawal is
not an option in the near term.

Across the table, Iran cannot
accept the "emasculation” of He-
zhollah  or other clients,
because its influence in the Arab
world runs through these
non-state actors: Hezbollah in
Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen,
Kataib Hezbollah, Hamas and a
broader constellation of militias
stretching from the
Levang to the Gulf. Tehran, in
Guptass reading, is comfortable
playing for time. The precedent
he cites is telling: the Iran-Iraq
War dragged on for eight years,
with the regime willing to absorb
painand "talk,talkand moretalk”
while delivering little in terms of
concessions.T hatsameslow-burn
approach is being applied
now.
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