CHAPTER 6

The Arab world to 2020
by Shashank Joshi

It would be trivial to observe that the Arab world is changing fast.
But to grasp the pace and scale of the transformation, consider the
following intellectual exercise: compare the post-war change in the
political landscape of Europe on the one hand, and the Middle East
on the other. In the 1950s, Europe’s foremost powers were Britain, France and West Germany – joined by two interlopers, both
in the continent but not of it, the United States and Russia. In the
six decades since, Eastern and Central Europe have thrown off the
Soviet yoke, middle powers like Greece and Italy have risen out of
second-world status, and pan-European institutions have radically
altered the terms of diplomatic trade. But the balance of power has
not fundamentally altered. That trio of European powers and the
two outsiders remain the most significant geopolitical forces on the
continent, even if a unified Germany has politically and economically
outmuscled its peers.
Now, perform the same exercise for the Arab world. In the
1950s, its leading actors were another trio: Egypt, Iraq and Syria.
The latter two were colonial creations and the first only 30 years
previously a colonial subject, yet they wielded epochal ideological
and material influence. Egypt’s 1952 coup brought to power a charismatic and revolutionary leader, Colonel Nasser, and with him an
ideology of pan-Arabism that, though ultimately unsuccessful, would
shake the region for two decades. Egypt and Syria would merge into
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the United Arab Republic (UAR) for three years between 1958 and
1961, and the bloc would play a pivotal role in the Arab–Israeli wars
of the period (Halliday, 2005). The Gulf Arab states – including
what were known then as the Trucial States – were mainly a group of
underdeveloped and geopolitically irrelevant sheikhdoms under British protection. Saudi Arabia was getting to grips with its oil wealth,
and locked in a cold war with the Egypt-led radical bloc (Kerr, 1971).

A Shifting Balance of Power
Fast-forward to the present, and that balance of power has been
shattered (Miller, 2013). Fixed, fast-frozen relations are coming
under severe stress. This is occurring while Britain’s relationship to
the Middle East remains wired through some of the most conservative and reactionary elements of the status quo and while that
relationship is primarily articulated in a dimension of power (military) in which Britain’s comparative advantage is diminishing and
whose currency in the region has been devalued. These challenges
to Britain are severest in the Gulf, where overt political change has
been slowest, but they stretch from the Maghreb in the West to the
Iran-Afghanistan border in the East.
There is, of course, much continuity. Jordan remains a fragile
kingdom bound to its American and Saudi Arabian patrons, Iran’s
broad regional ambitions continue to cause concern to Arab powers,
and the United States continues to play a key role in shaping the
balance of power through arms sales and military deployments. Yet,
each of those three states – Egypt, Iraq and Syria – finds itself in
a condition of revolutionary or post-revolutionary disorder. Each
has been brought low by endemic political violence, institutional
atrophy, power-hungry elites wary of sharing power, bloated and
predatory security forces, and, in the latter two cases, possible partition. This trio have become immeasurably weaker, and their decay is
representative of a broader trend in the Middle East: the diffusion of
power to new actors, both vertically (within states) and horizontally
(across the Arab world).
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We see this diffusion of power in the diplomatic activism of
minnows like Qatar, in the fragmentation of al-Qaida and the resilience of its regional shards in places like the Arabian Peninsula, in the
rise of a sprawling digital public sphere in absolute monarchies like
Saudi Arabia, in the re-opened fissures of the Palestinian movement
(Hamas-run Gaza has grown five times faster than the Fatah-run
occupied West Bank), and in the growing entry (or, more accurately,
re-entry) of China and India to the region’s oil and gas fields and
sea-lanes. This fissiparousness interacts with a series of other trends:
growing sectarian enmity at every level from elite politics to street
protests, intense fear of Iran’s expanding nuclear programme, anxiety at the prospect of American military retrenchment, and concerns
over food and water security.

Egypt, Iraq, and Syria: Political Decay
Egypt
Egypt’s 2011 revolution, replacing a decades-old dictatorship that
had evolved from that of Colonel Nasser, was derailed in what
have been, so far, three distinct stages: first by a military junta, the
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), jealously guarding
its privileges and ruling unaccountably (during 2011–2012), then
(2012–2013) by a Muslim Brotherhood-led government which ruled
with increasing authoritarianism and arrogance and finally (from
mid-2013) by a popular coup that saw the re-assertion of Mubarakera elites belonging to the country’s ‘deep state’, and the deepening
of political divisions between Islamists and their adversaries.
Egypt has consequently sat on the edge of financial ruin and
constitutional limbo in the years since the 2011 uprising. It shows
little sign of walking back from there. It has limped on thanks to
huge loans from Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Libya that have, in turn,
constrained Cairo’s diplomatic autonomy. The deposition of the
Brotherhood represents a success for Riyadh and a setback for
Doha, which had invested substantial amounts in its relationship
with the Islamists. But the broad pattern of Egyptian dependence
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on outside actors will continue: Egypt, like Syria, is more a stage
than an actor.
The dramatic fall of the Brotherhood (itself far from irreversible)
leaves a mixed inheritance. The Brotherhood’s heavy-handed rule
tarnished the reputation of the organisation’s offshoots and affiliates
elsewhere – something for which rulers in the Gulf and Jordan are
grateful – but also wrecked any hope that Egypt might have served
as a beacon of democratic Islamism. It left the country unprecedentedly polarised and allowed the army to insert itself, with a view to
semi-permanence, as the ultimate arbiter of Egyptian democracy.
The brutal violence directed at pro-Brotherhood protests in the
aftermath of the coup was a disturbing echo of things to come.
Much of the blame lies with President Mohammed Morsi and his
political allies. Even as mass protests unfolded over June 2013, they
refused to acknowledge the scale and breadth of opposition to their
rule. In executing the coup, the army chief, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi,
was able to marshal an impressive array of political forces to his side,
including the Coptic Christian Pope, Egypt’s senior-most Muslim
cleric, and secular opposition leaders. There could be no better indication of Morsi’s comprehensive isolation.
But had Morsi been forced into early elections rather than toppled
so ignominiously, the Brotherhood would have received an electoral
punishment more durable and legitimate than the arbitrary detention and violent repression of Islamists that occurred. Comparisons
with 1990s Algeria – where Islamists were pre-emptively denied the
fruits of an election victory, resulting in a protracted and bloody civil
war – may be overblown, but there is certainly a risk of longer-term
radicalisation amongst aggrieved Islamists. In truth, there are two
competing lessons that Islamists may draw: the first is to abandon
democracy if its fruits will be denied to them; but the second is that
democratic participation in weak democracies will require compromise, power sharing, and moderation.
Any attempt to squeeze Islamists out of Egyptian politics altogether is both futile and dangerous. According to polls, 74 per cent
of Egyptians want Sharia to be the official law of the land. Of those,
70 per cent want it to apply to non-Muslims too, 94 per cent want
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religious judges deciding family and property matters, and 81 per
cent favour stoning as a punishment for adultery. A more recent
March 2013 survey finds that Morsi’s rule barely dented these
figures: 58 per cent still want Egyptian laws to strictly follow the
Qur’an. Indeed, the new army chief is himself an Islamist of sorts,
having written his thesis at the US Army War College on the virtues
of a caliphate-like system (Springborg, 2013).
It is important that Egypt’s international partners, particularly
the United States but also the European Union, pressure Egypt’s
army to allow a genuine transition to democratic and inclusive rule,
without which political stability will continue to be elusive. Whether
the restored army-led political elite can rehabilitate the Brotherhood
into the latest iteration of the post-revolutionary political order will
be a key test in this regard.

Iraq
Iraq is more peaceful and politically functional than the dark days of
its civil war under American occupation. But it is ruled by an increasingly authoritarian and nakedly sectarian government (Dodge,
2013). The Kurds of the north revel in de facto independence,
buoyed by the prospect of 45 billion barrels of oil reserves, twice
the American total, and the increasing strength of their co-ethnics in
northern Syria (Ajrash and Razzouk, 2013). The grievances of the
country’s Sunni majority have given way to a mixture of protest and
escalating terrorist violence by forces loyal to al-Qaida.
The new wave of Iraqi protest after spring 2013 embodies
the country’s sectarian fissures. The protests are concentrated in
Sunni-majority provinces. Protesters frequently excoriate Iran’s
influence in Iraqi politics and acclaim the Sunni-majority Free Syrian
Army (FSA) fighting the neighbouring Assad regime. Sometimes,
their slogans are starkly and belligerently sectarian. This naturally
alienates many Iraqi Shias, who resent being associated with a
foreign power and see the FSA as retrograde, Gulf-backed jihadists
rather than freedom fighters. They are also likelier to see Maliki’s
various power-grabs as necessary steps to bring order and security
to Iraq in the face of a growing regional and domestic threat from
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Sunni extremists such as al-Qaida and its ideological brethren. Iraq’s
increasingly autonomous Kurds share some of these fears and sit in
uneasy alliance with Shia political groups.
The Syrian civil war has widened these divisions and created a
source of major instability. In March, around 50 Syrian soldiers who
had fled into Iraq were ambushed and killed. The single most powerful Syrian rebel group, Jabhat al-Nusra, is an offshoot of al-Qaida in
Iraq, and its personal and logistical networks run across the SyriaIraq border. If Assad were to fall, this would have a catalytic effect on
parts of Iraq, amplifying Sunni militancy and resulting in a flood of
weapons of fighters across the border.
This does not mean that an Iraqi civil war is probable. It is
important to note that while Iraq itself bleeds, the Iraqi state is
relatively strong. Maliki is vulnerable in Sunni-majority areas where
the Sunni militias of the al-Sahwa movement provide security, but
his large and cohesive security forces serve as a buffer against wider
chaos. Moreover, many Sunni groups are eager to keep the violence
in check, having previously suffered greatly at the hands of al-Qaida
in Iraq. It is certainly too early to talk about the country’s break-up.
Yet Iraq, a country that provoked two of the largest American
wars of the last quarter-century, is now a diplomatic pygmy, whose
ties to Iran are viewed with suspicion and fear (Kinninmont, Sirri and
Stansfield, 2013). The country is likely to avoid a return to civil war
but a great deal will turn on the 2014 elections, Prime Minister Nuri
al-Maliki’s willingness to govern with greater sensitivity to Sunni
constituencies, and the trajectory of next-door Syria.

Syria and Spillover
Syria has been laid lowest of all: a raging civil war has shattered
the sectarian and ethnic mosaic, turned the Levant into the foremost destination for jihadists around the world, and transformed a
once-powerful nation into the playground of its neighbours, allies, and
adversaries alike. The single most powerful rebel group in Syria today
is Jabhat a-Nusra (JN), an offshoot of al-Qaida in Iraq and loosely
aligned to al-Qaida Core (O’Bagy, 2012). In the coming years, it
would not be surprising to see Syria become a major counterterrorism
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concern for Arab and Western countries, much as Afghanistan became
in the 1990s, and to see armed American drones flying missions over
Aleppo and Homs from bases in Turkey and Jordan. The return of
European fighters to their home countries, an area in which British
nationals are over-represented, is also cause for longer-term concern,
much as it was after the Afghan and Balkan campaigns in previous
decades (Zelin, 2013). More broadly, Syria’s trajectory today resembles that of Lebanon in the 1970s: a long, lingering conflict liable to
result in fratricidal fighting amongst the rebels long after the regime
has been toppled, and spilling forth beyond its borders (Harling and
Birke, 2013).
That spillover is well underway. Syria’s sectarian divisions are
directly mirrored in Lebanon, where Sunni factions feel galvanised
by the strength of Syria’s majority Sunni uprising and chafe at the
manner in which Hezbollah has come to dominate the Lebanese
government over the past several years. Hezbollah, in turn, fears that
the fall of Assad will fatally weaken its own position in Lebanon, and
therefore participates vigorously in the fight to save Assad (BarnesDacey, 2013). The net effect is that Lebanon’s tenuous political
settlement is coming under great strain, and could give way to state
collapse – for instance, in June 2013, 15 Lebanese Army soldiers were
killed in clashes with a prominent anti-Assad Sunni militia leader in
the town of Sidon. Pew polls show that 95 per cent of Lebanese, and
99 per cent of Lebanese Christians, worry about violence spreading
to their country (Pew Research Center, 2013).
The impact on Iraq, discussed above, is self-evident: over 1,000
Iraqis were killed in violent attacks in both May and July 2013,
the worst death tolls since the end of the civil war there. Jordan
is more stable, but sees itself as highly vulnerable. It held deeply
flawed parliamentary elections at the end of 2012. It is beset with
economic difficulties, apprehensive at the rise of jihadists in the
Syrian rebels’ ranks, and worried about the effect of Syrian refugees on its own demography (Ryan, 2013). The scale of population
displacement is such that one Jordanian refugee camp, Zaatari, is
now the country’s fifth largest city (Gavlak, 2013). Putting aside
the truly infirm, such as Yemen, Jordan is the sick man of the
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Middle East and is likely to remain so for the medium-term. Yet
the country is also Britain’s most important point of entry into the
Middle East outside of the Gulf, given its position abutting the
region’s most fragile areas.
Looking over this group of countries, the contrast with Europe
is apparent. Britain, France, and Germany, riven by financial woes
and militarily shrunken, may be shadows of their former selves on
the world stage. Yet they remain undisputed regional heavyweights.
It is their choices that will shape Europe and constrain the smaller
powers. Egypt, Iraq, and Syria may be at the heart of change – at
the sharp end of the Arab spring – but their domestic turbulence has
left them enervated on the regional stage, giving way to or, at least,
competing with newer powers.

The Resurgence of Non-Arab Powers:
Israel, Turkey and Iran
What is all the more remarkable is that three of the region’s most
important powers are now states that, linguistically and ethnically,
have non-Arab majorities: Israel, Turkey, and Iran.

Israel
Israel, of course, has held a dominant regional position since 1967,
and certainly since signing its peace treaty with Egypt in 1979. That
year, Israel and Egypt were both promised military and economic
aid in a ratio of 3 to 2 respectively, a superiority reinforced by Israel’s undisputed technological edge (Brownlee, 2012). Today, Israel
finds itself in the peculiar position of seeing its neighbours in a state
of disorder but feeling little comfort from this. Its priority has been
to insulate itself from the effects, launching repeated air strikes in
Syria but avoiding any deeper involvement of the sort it so ruinously
undertook in Lebanon in 1982 (Byman and Sachs, 2013). Israel’s
response to regional turbulence has been wary and risk-averse.
The on-going construction of settlements and long tenure of
a right-wing government, supported at times by extremist parties,
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strongly suggests that the peace process, resumed in July 2013, is
unlikely to bear fruit. Progress would require that the Palestinian
factions Fatah and Hamas reconcile (or that Hamas accepts the result
of a referendum), the government in Jerusalem takes radical steps to
curb territorial aggrandisement, and the US president expend political
capital on applying pressure. But, even then, the prospect of a two-state
solution is exceedingly low (International Crisis Group 2012).

Turkey
Turkey’s rise to prominence is more recent. It serves as a model,
albeit one whose flaws emerged violently in the protests of May
2013, for reconciling Islam with democracy at a time when Egypt
and Tunisia have struggled to do so peacefully. Its economic role in
the region is growing, particularly in riskier areas neglected by Western investors. And its regional diplomacy is exceptionally ambitious.
Ankara has interceded in disputes over Hamas, the Iranian nuclear
programme, the Syrian crisis, and Iraq (Strauss and Gardner 2010).
These efforts have been largely frustrated, but Turkish aspirations are
undiminished. Within the period of one week in early 2013, Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdo an managed to engineer a
rapprochement with Israel and extract a ceasefire from the Kurdish
PKK, rebel group, which could end a decades-old conflict. In doing
so, Erdogan strengthened his ambitions to circumvent his party’s
term limit by modifying the constitution and assuming a beefed-up
presidency (Joshi and Stein 2013).
Turkey’s political and economic stability is not guaranteed.
Erdo an’s use of belligerent, divisive language and violent repression
of largely peaceful protests were deeply troubling signs, and they may
undermine some of his domestic political objectives. Nonetheless, it
is impossible to imagine regional diplomacy on a range of issues over
the next decade – the future of Kurdish areas of Iraq, the relationship
between competing Palestinian factions, the constitutional make-up
of the post-Assad state and Western containment of Iran – without an active Turkish role. If the American commitment to NATO
wanes, Turkey’s military contribution to the Atlantic Alliance will
become correspondingly more important.
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Iran
Iran, like Turkey, has suffered diplomatic setbacks: crippling
economic sanctions, the near-collapse of its sole Arab ally, Syria,
and widespread regional suspicion of its intentions. Early in the
Arab spring, Iran had sought to characterise the incipient uprisings
as Islamic revolutions following the model of 1979. This narrative
found little traction anywhere, even amongst the predominantly Shia
protesters of Bahrain.
Many Bahraini Shias, like their co-sectarians elsewhere, have
some theological ties to Iranian clerics. Yet there has been negligible appetite for political direction from abroad, or the adoption of a
discredited Iranian political model. This runs contrary to the protestations of many Gulf Arab elites, who see Iranian interference in their
affairs as pervasive and far-reaching. But it also serves as a point of
some embarrassment for Iran: they have neither been able to shape
the Arab spring to their advantage, nor provided succour to the disenfranchised Shia of Bahrain. Apart from the Iranian Revolutionary
Guards’ extensive assistance to Assad, they are bystanders.
Nonetheless, Tehran is a regional power. It is likely to remain
one in spite of sanctions. It continues to project both soft and hard
power into Gaza, Lebanon, Iraq and parts of Syria. The collapse
of the Assad regime would weaken Tehran’s ability to supply
the Lebanese militant group Hezbollah, but that does not mean
Iranian influence there or in Syria would evaporate. Indeed, Iran,
having helped to train pro-Assad militias within Syria, and adept
at operating in contested spaces, may be well placed to exploit a
prolonged political vacuum there, just as it did in Iraq after the fall
of Saddam Hussein. Iran is also likely to exploit the departure of
US forces from Afghanistan in the years after 2014. Its influence in
western Afghanistan is already substantial, and it is likely to make
common cause with India and Russia in supporting anti-Taliban
political factions.
Nor is Iran as unpopular as sometimes assumed. A major survey
as part of the Arab Opinion Project (2012) found that, in contrast
to elite Arab opinion in palaces and ministries, the vast majority
of the Arab public does not believe that Iran poses a threat to the
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‘security of the Arab homeland’. Just 5 per cent of respondents
named Iran as a source of threat, in contrast with 22 per cent and
51 per cent who named the US and Israel as threats, respectively.
The largest per centage viewing Iran as a threat was reported in
Lebanon and Jordan (10 per cent), and the lowest (1 per cent or
less) was reported in Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Mauritania and Sudan.
In Saudi Arabia, the state whose leadership is perhaps most fearful of
Iran and most active in responding to the perceived threat posed by
it, only 8 per cent believed that Iran presents a threat, far lower than
that the 13 per cent who viewed the US as a threat. These numbers
do not imply popularity – Iran is viewed very unfavourably in most
of these countries, especially amongst Sunni respondents, and much
more so since its deep involvement in supporting the Assad regime.
But the intense fear of Iran amongst Arab rules is not echoed in the
public sphere.
Why does this matter? Many Western accounts assume that
Iran is on the verge of economic and political collapse, and that the
ensuing regime change will bring to an end the nuclear dispute on
favourable terms. But this is probably wishful thinking, and it ignores
the lessons of Saddam Hussein’s resilience, from 1991 to 2003, in
the face of enormous military, economic, and diplomatic pressure
(Gordon 2010).
Britain, a key player in the Six Powers’1 diplomatic negotiations with Iran, ought to be open to the possibility that the Iranian
nuclear dispute remains unresolved into the longer-term, with Iran
neither abandoning its aspirations to uranium enrichment (as the
West and the UN Security Council have demanded) nor dashing for
a nuclear weapon (Joshi 2012: 56–59). The United States has set its
red line at any Iranian effort to manufacture a bomb, but Iran could
comfortably grow its nuclear infrastructure well shy of this point,
as long as it avoided disrupting the work of IAEA inspectors (Joshi
and Chalmers 2013).
The Six Powers are also known as the P5+1 or EU3+3: Britain, France,
Germany, Russia, China, and the United States.

1
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New red lines – pertaining to Iran’s enrichment capacity – might
be set in due course, but it would be difficult to make these both
enforceable and widely accepted by the international community. If
the status quo persists, then the cumulative humanitarian impact of
sanctions over time might, as in the case of Iraq in the 1990s, generate substantial international opposition to Western policy, including
amongst the Arab public. Russia and China might peel away from
the Six Powers negotiating with Iran, and withdraw their support for
multilateral pressure. Long-term sanctions might also weaken the
Iranian middle class and entrench Iranian elites, such as the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC, who control smuggling routes
(Wehrey et al. 2009). Although some Arab states would welcome a
containment regime like this, others would consider it destabilising
and unsustainable. The result would be a heightened American military presence in the region for years to come, and an embittered Iran
increasingly prone to lashing out.
A resolution of the nuclear dispute is one of Britain’s most
profound interests in the Middle East: it would reduce regional
tensions, enable a healthier relationship between Britain and its Arab
allies, lower the risk of crises in the Persian Gulf, lower oil prices, and
create space for Iran’s political development. During the early stages
of the crisis, British foreign ministers and diplomats played crucial
roles in talking to Iran (Mousavian 2012). That has grown more
difficult since the ransacking of the British embassy in Tehran and the
tightening of sanctions. Nevertheless, one of Britain’s most important tasks is to ensure that the United States does not grow impatient
with the diplomatic process and revert to the application of pressure alone. The belligerence and inflexibility of the US Congress, in
particular, is a major obstacle to a negotiated settlement, alongside
Iran’s own unwillingness to deal transparently with the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). The shock election of pragmatic
conservative Hassan Rowhani to the presidency in June 2013 is a
highly positive development, and the appointment of a pragmatic
foreign minister a good sign of his intentions, but the risk remains
that the nuclear crisis becomes a permanent and festering feature of
the Middle Eastern landscape.
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The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
States and Rivalry with Iran
Iran’s keenest regional rivals, the Gulf Arab states, under the de facto
if tenuous leadership of Saudi Arabia, have also shown an impressive
endurance. Their oil wealth, alliances with Western military powers,
and (Bahrain and perhaps Kuwait aside) relative political stability has
placed them in a central position to influence events, something that
would have seemed puzzling to an observer of the region in the
1950s (Ulrichsen 2011: 15–30). Tiny Qatar has exerted an outsized
influence on regional crises, providing arms and money to rebels
in Libya and Syria, and to Islamist groups in Egypt and Tunisia.
However the abdication of its Emir in June 2013 may contribute to
a more inward-looking policy in the years to come. Qatar’s deeply
botched handling of the opening of a Taliban political office in June
2013 is a sign of its diplomatic inexperience.
Saudi Arabia has suppressed a democratic uprising in Bahrain,
limited the extent of political transition in Yemen, fought to keep
post-revolutionary Egypt in its strategic orbit, and attempted to
corral the region’s monarchies into a counter-revolutionary bloc
(Kamrava 2012). This latter effort at greater Gulf Arab unity has
had mixed results. We should not underestimate the extent of division within this group. The smaller of them, like Qatar and Oman,
continue to maintain relatively good ties with Iran, both to hedge
against Saudi Arabian power and for other reasons; Oman, for
instance, was grateful for historical Iranian counter-insurgency assistance. Qatar is viewed with deep suspicion by Saudi Arabia and the
UAE for its sponsorship of Islamist forces in North Africa, and notably Egypt (Roberts 2012). Saudi Arabia’s sheer size, relative to its
smaller neighbours, induces wariness – this explains why so many
efforts at regional institution-building, such as a currency union,
have come to nothing (Lynch 2011).
But what is clear is that, over the past decade, and especially since
the beginning of the Arab spring, the Gulf Arab bloc has felt increasingly vulnerable. Part of the response has been internal: expanded
social spending and increased wages, a greater effort to tie citizens
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to the public sector and thereby buy their allegiance (reversing years
of efforts to expand the private sector), and greater repression. Marc
Lynch (2013), Professor at George Washington University, notes
that there has been ‘escalating, direct public criticism of the personalities and institutions of the monarchy’, that the ‘culture of public
conformity has utterly disappeared’ in every Gulf state, and that the
ensuing repression is ‘a clear sign of their diminishing power and
legitimacy’. In other words, the Gulf has not been immune from the
forces of the Arab Spring. This domestic insecurity is sharpest in two
regards: perceived challenges from Islamists on the one hand, and
Iran on the other.
The core of the GCC has deliberately and vigorously resisted
what it considers to be Iranian encroachment into its strategic
space. For example, Saudi Arabia sees itself combating Iranian influence not just in Bahrain, but also as far afield as northern Yemen,
where Iran reportedly abets the northern Houthi rebel movement
in the areas abutting Saudi Arabia (Worth and Chivers, 2013); in
Lebanon, where Iran-backed Hezbollah has steadily gained ground
over putatively pro-Saudi Sunni factions (Prothero, 2012); in
Iraq, where Saudi Arabia began to re-engage with the al-Maliki
government in 2012 after years of neglect (Healy, 2012); and in
Syria, where Saudi Arabia has been one of the two most significant
sources of arms to the Syrian rebels (Chivers and Schmitt, 2013;
Chulov and Black, 2013).
This rivalry with Iran has become increasingly sectarian in
recent years. Iran is a Shia Persian state, whereas the Gulf powers are
predominantly Sunni Arab states. Moreover, many Shia communities
in the Arab world are socially, economically and politically marginalised. This chimes with Shia Islam’s historic perception of itself as
oppressed in historical, theological, and political terms (Axworthy,
2008). In both Iraq (until Saddam’s ousting) and in Bahrain, Sunni
minority regimes have ruled over Shia majorities. Moreover, Shia
minorities in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere remain downtrodden. Ever
since 1979, then, revolutionary Iran has been a triple threat: first,
because it aspired to Islamic leadership across sectarian boundaries,
with an offer of a clerical model (velayat-e-faqih, or rule by Islamic
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jurists); second, because that model was a direct threat to the Saudi
ideal of quietist clerics and absolute monarchs; and third, because it
was thought to hold particular appeal to Shia communities within
Arab states (Gause, 1994).
A reasonable working relationship between Iran and Arab states
did evolve during the 1990s, and particularly after the election of a
reformist Iranian president, Mohammed Khatami, in 1997. But this
period of détente broke down after 2001, when an Arab narrative
of a ‘Shia crescent’ (a term popularised by Jordan’s King Abdullah)
began to take shape. This supposed axis of Shia power was said to
run from Iran to Iraq to Saudi Arabia’s Shia-dominated oil-rich Eastern Province, and thence to Lebanon and Syria. Sunni governments
fell in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), empowering forces that
were, at the very least, less hostile to Iran than their predecessors
(Nasr, 2007). At their crudest, these fears portray Shia groups everywhere as Iranian fifth columnists, eager to impose radical theocratic
rule and Iran’s geopolitical preferences (Ulrichsen, 2011). In some
aspects, the fear of Iran echoes early modern Europe’s obsession
with ‘Popish plots’ concocted by subversive Catholic minorities.
As a result, Gulf states, and wealthy individuals within those
states, particularly Saudi Arabia, have, in their efforts to parry
Iran, frequently sponsored intensely sectarian political and militant
groups in ways that exacerbate radicalisation, embolden extremist
forces, and widen divisions between communities. For example,
many Saudi Arabian and Qatari weapons sent to Syria in 2012 made
their way to extremist Sunni rebel groups of precisely the sort that
are least likely to support a pluralistic, democratic Syria (Sanger,
2012). This is patently detrimental to Western and British, not to
mention Syrian, interests.
On present trends, there is little sign that Riyadh and Tehran can
reach a broader accommodation, despite the newly elected President
Rowhani’s promise to make this an Iranian priority. Curiously, each
is convinced that the other is winning the regional struggle and that
they are playing a zero-sum game. Each is also convinced that allowing democratic openings in key areas – Bahrain for Saudi Arabia and
Syria for Iran – would make them greatly more vulnerable. Western
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policy has proven unable to arbitrate in this competition, in part
because European and American states have, in nearly every respect,
sided with their Gulf Arab allies against Iran.

Western Policy
This dynamic is further affected by the palpable fear in these countries that the United States, looking towards shale gas-driven energy
independence and weary of two major wars in Muslim countries, is
abandoning the Middle East as part of its so-called ‘pivot’ to Asia
(Dueck, 2013).
This perception is both real and untenable. The United States
has recently built a drone base in Saudi Arabia, expanded its counterterrorism activities in the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa,
dramatically upgraded arms exports to Gulf Arab states, and renewed
its commitment to deterring Iranian aggression in the region (Worth,
Mazzetti, and Shane 2013; Shanker, Schmitt, and Sanger, 2012).
True, the Obama administration has, at the time of writing, refused
to commit military forces to Syria and reduced its naval presence
in the Gulf from two aircraft carriers to one (Baldor, 2013). But
these are modest changes, especially when one compares the modest
American regional military posture which prevailed in 2001 with the
highly-militarised status quo. Contrary to popular belief, the United
States is not leaving the Gulf.
Moreover, this is far from an exclusively American story. Britain
and France are both more, not less, engaged in the Gulf and Jordan.
In his 2012 RUSI Christmas Lecture, Britain’s Chief of Defence
Staff (CDS) Sir David Richards announced ‘enhanced roles in Oman,
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia’, a greatly upgraded presence at Al Minhad
airbase in Dubai (Britain also hopes to sell Eurofighter Typhoons to
the country), and a greater naval commitment to the region. It is
too early to call this a ‘return to East of Suez’ (Stansfield and Kelly,
2013), but it reflects both the importance that Britain places on the
military and commercial relationships, as well as a sense of strategic
drift after the drawdown of forces from Afghanistan.
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This pattern of alliances associates Britain with autocratic
regimes vulnerable to many of the same popular pressures as seen in
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, and Bahrain. For a variety of reasons,
including oil wealth, Gulf Arab states are better placed than Ben
Ali, Mubarak, Gaddafi, or Assad to resist political reform (Yom and
Gause, 2012). But they are not immune. As Colin Kahl and Marc
Lynch put it (2013), ‘the coming years are likely to see continuing
waves of popular mobilisation and political instability that could well
consume even the most powerful conservative Gulf states’. What
would be the implications of a larger physical British presence in
the event of popular uprising or civil disorder? Would it, as British
officials privately claim, produce greater leverage over allies, limit the
use of violence against protesters, and help encourage reform? Or,
as others warn, might it inhibit Britain from issuing criticism for fear
of losing access, and retard political change by legitimating regimes
that freely concede they have no interest in multiparty democracy
(Davidson, 2013)?
The absence of even modest US criticism of Saudi Arabia, despite
extreme human rights abuses, and the apparent US inability or
unwillingness to pressure Bahrain to follow through on its promises
of reform, suggests that these questions have not been adequately
answered. Britain should be bolder in pressing for political reform,
conditioning its arms sales and security sector assistance on such
progress, and seeking American and French help in doing so as part
of a relatively unified front.2 This task will become more complicated
still as the Chinese and Indian presence in the Gulf becomes more
pronounced. China is already the world’s largest importer of crude
oil; half of its imports, and 70 per cent of India’s, are from the Gulf
(Jilani, 2013; Mills, 2011). Neither of these states is presently a credible substitute for European and American assistance, but that may
change over the next decade.

2

For an American perspective on this question, see Kahl and Lynch 2013: 54
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Conclusion
The events of 2011, the erratic course of Egypt, the protracted
nature of Syria’s civil war all taught us, perhaps, that humility is in
order when assessing how the Arab world will change over the next
decade. This overview has focused on the overarching geopolitical
trends: the weakening of traditional powers; the wider distribution of power across a greater range of nations and, downwards, to
people previously excluded from politics; the rise of Arab–Iranian
rivalry; and growing sectarianism. But it has said little of lower-order but nevertheless important issues: Yemen’s political dysfunction
(Johnsen, 2013), the environmental and ecological problems facing
Arab states (Ulrichsen, 2011; Johnstone and Mazo, 2011), the
fragmentation of al-Qaida as a global organisation into fluid, autonomous regional shards and the group’s resurgence in North Africa
(Pantucci, 2013), and the possible effect of falling oil prices on political stability (Arnold, 2013)
Any number of shocks are imaginable: an Israeli air strike on
Iranian nuclear facilities and consequent war that engulfs Lebanon,
Syria, and Western military bases in the Gulf; an earthquake that
severely damages Iran’s Bushehr nuclear reactor and contaminates
Persian Gulf waters; a refugee crisis prompting political disorder in
Jordan; Iraq’s lapse back into civil war; a succession crisis in Saudi
Arabia resulting from a series of royal deaths; the exclusion from
power and radicalisation of Islamists in Egypt; the outbreak of alQaida-linked violence on Syria’s periphery or even a major terrorist
attack on American or European soil originating in the Levant.
Britain, with around 200,000 expatriates in the region (most
in the Gulf), complex military and commercial relationships with
a number of Arab governments, dependence on Gulf sea-lanes for
energy supplies and on Arab intelligence services for counter-terrorism cooperation, and a stated interest in encouraging democratic
reform, is deeply enmeshed in these issues (Hollis, 2010). It faces
severe challenges in balancing its relationship with old and new political actors, engaging Islamists of various hues while maintaining ties
to an old guard that is deeply wary of those political arrivistes (Blitz,
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2013). It is deepening its role in Gulf Arab states that are becoming increasingly vulnerable to the same popular pressures that have
swept away other regimes, but it cannot retrench completely without
thereby undermining its ability to respond, militarily and otherwise,
to that very same flux. It faces a jihadist threat that is more nebulous,
local, and unpredictable than that which existed a decade ago. It faces
these challenges as China, India, and others are intruding into what
was once a British, and later Euro-American, sphere of influence.
What we are seeing in the Arab world at present is what Marx
said of the bourgeois epoch: ‘constant revolutionising […] uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty
and agitation’. The Arab spring was neither teleological nor uniform,
and navigating its waves will be the central task of the next decade.
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