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F or m e r  s e c r e t a r y  of  s t a t e  C on d ol e e z z a  R ic e  c oi n e d  t h e 
phrase “the New Middle East” at a press conference held in 2006. She used it 
to refer to the Middle East that she saw emerging in the wake of the American 
invasion and occupation of Iraq.1 The United States had invaded Iraq on March 
20, 2003, ostensibly because it suspected Iraq of possessing weapons of mass 
destruction. By November of that year, however, President George W. Bush sup-
plemented his original casus belli: “As freedom takes root in Iraq,” he asserted, 
“it will inspire millions across the Middle East to claim their liberty as well.”2

Bush and the neoconservatives he surrounded himself with were, of course, 
wrong. Besides leaving close to 4,500 Americans and an estimated half mil-
lion Iraqis dead,3 the American invasion unleashed sectarian conflict that 
polarized Iraqi society and culminated in the insurgency of the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria. It also led to the creation of a weak, ineff icient, and corrupt 
government in Iraq that was far from democratic.4 Adding insult to injury, 
the invasion left a gaping geopolitical hole in the center of the Middle East: 
Since 1979, the United States and its allies had found it intermittently useful 
to use Iraq as a counterbalance to Iran. Since 2003, Iraq has been too weak 
and divided to counterbalance much of anything, and Iran interferes in the 
internal affairs of Iraq with impunity. The invasion inspired no one— except, 
perversely, the founders of ISIS.
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Rice was, however, correct in one sense: the American invasion of Iraq was 
one of two events that created what has become known as the New Middle 
East. The other event took place seven years later.

On December 17, 2010, Muhammad Bouazizi, a produce vendor, set himself 
on f ire in front of a local government building in Sidi Bouzid, a town in central 
Tunisia.5 Earlier in the day, a policewoman had confiscated his wares, and he 
had been humiliated when he went to complain. The self- immolation touched 
off protests that reached Tunisia’s capital ten days later.

At f irst, President Zine al- Abidine bin Ali, who had ruled for a quarter 
century, tried to mollify the protesters. In a pattern that kings and other 
presidents-for-life would repeat time after time in the upcoming months, he 
promised three hundred thousand new jobs, new parliamentary elections, 
and a “national dialogue.” This did little to appease the protesters. By Janu-
ary 14, 2011— less than a month after Bouazizi’s self- immolation— military 
and political leaders had had enough, and with the army surrounding the 
presidential palace bin Ali resigned, appointing his prime minister to head a 
caretaker government before he fled to Saudi Arabia.

About a week and a half after Ben Ali f led Tunisia, young people, many of 
whom belonged to the April 6 Movement, began their occupation of Tahrir 
Square in Cairo. (Tahrir Square was one site of many in Egypt where protests 
took place that day, but it emerged as the symbolic center of the Egyptian upris-
ing.) The security forces and hired goons failed to dislodge the protesters, and 
the army announced it would not f ire on them. Strikes and anti- government 
protests spread throughout Egypt. On February 11, 2011, the army took matters 
into its own hands: it deposed President Hosni Mubarak and established a new 
government under the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. This phase of the 
Egyptian uprising— what might be called the uprising’s f irst street phase— 
was over in a mere eighteen days.

Over the following several months, uprisings and protests spread to almost 
all states of the twenty- two- member Arab League, demonstrating the loathing 
many Arabs felt toward the regimes that governed them as well as the com-
monality of their experiences and problems. Nevertheless, although all states 
in the Arab world were equally vulnerable to popular anger, they differed in 
terms of local history, state structure, and state capability. These factors, as 
well as foreign interference, def ined the course of the uprising in each.
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Tunisia and Egypt, for example, are the only two countries in the region 
that have experienced two hundred years of continuous state building. As a 
result, there were strong institutions— the military in Egypt, the “deep state” 
(the permanent bureaucracy and power brokers) in Tunisia— that remained 
intact and stood firm against revolutionary change. While those institutions 
allowed for the decapitation of the regime in order to be rid of its most provoca-
tive symbol— bin Ali in the case of Tunisia, Mubarak in the case of Egypt— they 
also either slowed the pace of change, as in Tunisia, or reversed it altogether, as 
in Egypt. In contrast, Yemen and Libya were “weak states” whose government 
apparatus was relatively feeble and unable to penetrate much below the sur-
face of civil society. As a result, regimes there fragmented: parts of the military 
and government apparatus remained loyal, and parts saw the uprisings as an 
opportunity to enhance their standing or settle scores. In the end, both Yemen 
and Libya descended into protracted civil wars. Then there were Bahrain and 
Syria, where the ruling cliques, bound together by ties of kinship and religious 
affinity (both countries are ruled by members of religious minorities), remained 
unbroken and played the sectarian card to rally as much domestic support as 
they could until foreign militaries came to their rescue. In other states in the 
region, the course of uprisings or protests similarly reflected local conditions.

For all the optimism implicit in the commonplace descriptor “Arab Spring,” 
then, the uprisings that broke out in the Arab world between December 2010 
and March 2011 hardly had outcomes reminiscent of a sunny, springtime re-
birth. In Egypt, the army rebelled after a brief but disastrous experiment in 
Muslim Brotherhood rule. There, and in all the monarchies as well, the forces 
of reaction snuffed out the demand for change. Libya, Yemen, and Syria are still 
suffering from the worst excesses of political violence. It seems unlikely that 
governments in any of the three will rule over the entirety of their territories 
or populations within the foreseeable future. In Syria, Libya, Yemen, Iraq, and 
even Tunisia and Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, the weakening of regimes or the 
diversion of their attention elsewhere created an environment in which violent 
Islamist groups, like ISIS and al-Qaeda, have bred. And while protesters in Iraq, 
Lebanon, and Palestine have mobilized repeatedly to demand accountability 
from dysfunctional elected governments, those governments continued to 
prove themselves unable or unwilling to break political gridlock and answer 
even the most rudimentary needs of their populations.
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Across the region, the uprisings led to a rise in sectarianism, fueled in 
particular by spillover from the Syrian civil war, Saudi- Iranian competition 
to def ine the post- uprising regional order and determine the fate of embattled 
regimes, and the Islamic State’s policy of “purifying” its caliphate of those who 
do not conform to its rigid interpretation of Sunni Islam. In addition, foreign 
intervention across the Arab world has taken place with impunity, perhaps 
signaling the beginning of an epochal shift in the meaning of sovereignty 
and sovereign relations. Such intervention decisively shifted the trajectory of 
uprisings in Bahrain, Yemen, Syria, Libya, and Egypt. Finally, since 2011 the 
region has experienced one humanitarian crisis after another. In the most 
brutal war zones—Syria, Libya, Yemen, Iraq—entire towns and cities have 
been laid waste, their populations scattered. The number of IDPs— internally 
displaced persons— in each country tells the story: as of 2019, there were 6.2 
million IDPs in Syria, 2.9 million in Iraq, 2 million in Yemen, and 193,600 in 
Libya.6 At the same time, the flight of 5.6 million refugees from Syria— more 
than 1 million to Europe alone in 2015—sparked a xenophobic populist back-
lash around the world that has yet to dissipate. War and civil disorder not only 
have taken their toll in terms of civilian casualties but also have destroyed 
billions of dollars of infrastructure and created a public health nightmare. 
And particularly in Syria and Yemen, mass starvation— both a consequence 
and an intentional tool of war—is an ongoing threat, endangering millions.7

Tunisia remains the one possible success story of the 2010– 2011 uprisings, 
although the challenges it faces— particularly jihadi violence and poor eco-
nomic performance— are daunting. This, of course, begs the question: What 
went wrong? To begin with, it might be too early to write off the wave of upris-
ings as a failure, particularly since events in Algeria, Lebanon, and elsewhere 
continue to play out. After all, it might be argued that Europe’s revolutions of 
1848— also known as the Spring of Nations— did not achieve all they set out 
to achieve for almost a century and a half, and even now their dénouement 
must be considered tentative. Nevertheless, in the Arab world, a number of 
factors have contributed to what the world has witnessed there so far.

From the beginning, protesters and rebels throughout the Arab world faced 
overwhelming odds, the tenacity of ruling cliques f ighting for their lives, the 
hostility of those dependent on the old order, foreign intervention, lack of for-
eign intervention, and extremist groups out for their own ends. Furthermore, 
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the very spontaneity, leaderlessness, diversity, and loose organization on which 
the uprisings thrived proved their Achilles’ heel as well. On the one hand, these 
attributes kept regimes off guard and prevented them from reining in rebel-
lious activity. On the other hand, the same attributes prevented protesters and 
rebels from agreeing on and implementing coordinated policies with regard to 
tactics, strategy, and program. Even were this not the case, participants in the 
uprisings were, more often than not, united by what they were against— the 
regime— rather than what they were for.

The Italian communist theorist Antonio Gramsci differentiated between a 
“war of maneuver” and a “war of position.”8 A war of maneuver is a direct con-
frontation between the old order and those opposing it, as took place during 
the Russian Revolution. A war of position is the slow, meticulous winning over 
of a population to one’s ideas by inf iltrating institutions and structures like 
the press, trade unions, civic associations, and the like. This enables those 
who are committed to change to have already created the foundations of a 
countersociety by the time they assume power. In the case of the Arab upris-
ings, protesters fought a war of maneuver, not a war of position. As a result, 
deep states were able to regroup, call on outside support, and stigmatize and 
isolate their oppositions. In most of the region, this enabled the forces of coun-
terrevolution to overpower the forces advocating change.

A NEW ERA?

Periodization is a contentious endeavor, and the process displays both the sub-
jective predilections of those doing it and the rickety scaffolding against which 
the historical enterprise rests. Just as it might be argued that the American 
invasion of Iraq and the Arab uprisings set the stage for and shaped a definably 
new era in Middle East history, it might just as convincingly be argued that 
the New Middle East represents the culmination of the postcolonial era in the 
region and not a break with it.

Take, for example, a hallmark of and impetus for the New Middle East: 
explosive growth in population. This puts an unprecedented strain on re-
sources, the environment, economic well- being, and the capacity of govern-
ments to provide services such as health care and education. According to 
the World Bank, there were about 133 million people living in the Middle East 
and North Africa in 1960. In 1980, there were close to 230 million, and in 2018, 
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531 million— close to a fourfold increase in a little under six decades.9 Adding 
to the strain is the peculiar feature of demographic change in the region: 
the youth bulge. As of 2018, youth between the ages of ten and twenty- four 
made up 29 percent of the Arab population. Little wonder, then, that about 
one- third of young people who wish to work are unemployed.10 Members 
of the largest cohort in the history of the Arab world face unprecedented 
competition for education, jobs, and housing, not to mention competition in 
the marriage market.

Although demographic pressures might be driving the New Middle East, 
it was the old Middle East that fostered and f irst bore the strains of the popu-
lation explosion. The interventionist state that emerged during the period of 
decolonization brought with it improvements in education, public health, and 
sanitation. Infant mortality declined, as did the numbers of women who died 
in childbirth. The children of the baby- boom generation of the 1950s through 
the 1970s are now paying for these rare successes of the postcolonial state.

Economic stagnation and increasing poverty and income inequality—in 
large measure the result of the ill- advised and mismanaged application of 
neoliberal economic policies and rent- seeking behavior— are also def ining 
characteristics of the New Middle East that predate the onset of the twenty- 
f irst century. American policy makers began to tout the benefits of neoliber-
alism, along with its political correlate, human rights, in the mid-1970s, even 
before Ronald Reagan’s presidency. Neoliberal policies got their tentative start 
in the Arab world in December 1976, when Egypt negotiated a $450 million 
credit line with the International Monetary Fund, which also gave Egypt the 
wherewithal to postpone $12 million in foreign debt. In return, Egypt cut 
$123 million in commodity supports and $64 million from direct subsidies. 
The result was two days of bloody rioting in which between eighty and one 
hundred protesters died and twelve hundred were arrested.11 Similar “IMF 
riots” broke out in Morocco, Tunisia, Lebanon, Algeria, and Jordan. Although 
the juggernaut of neoliberal policies was tempered, they continued and, be-
ginning in the twenty-f irst century, accelerated.12 After decades of neoliberal 
“reform,” the Arab Middle East was less industrialized at the beginning of the 
twenty- f irst century than it had been in 1970, with growth rates lagging the 
rest of the Global South. It is currently the second least globalized region on 
Earth, beating out only sub- Saharan Africa.13
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It might thus be argued that much of what has come to def ine the region 
after 2011 is nothing more than a continuation of phenomena that were already 
present there: Arab states are still rent- seeking and patrimonial, for example, 
much as they had been before the turn of the twenty- f irst century. The region 
is still embedded in a global economic system that gives pride of place to 
neoliberalism. Arab states are still def icient in human rights, accountability, 
transparency, and rule of law. Populations still suffer from low human security 
in much of everything from education and health care to good governance to 
access to adequate food and water supplies.

All this is true, and it all seems to point to similarities, not differences, be-
tween new and old Middle East. But couldn’t this be said for every period? Take, 
for example, the period that followed World War I. Few historians would deny the 
significance of the region’s transformation that took place then. Before the war, 
the Ottoman Empire ruled, in law if not in deed, Anatolia, the Levant and Meso-
potamia, Egypt, and parts of the Arabian Peninsula. In 1918, the Ottoman Empire 
was gone. By the early 1920s, Turkey was an independent republic, the Fertile 
Crescent had been divided into separate states under the control of France and 
Britain, Egypt had evolved from an Ottoman territory and a British protectorate 
to an independent state, and much of the Arabian Peninsula had been united 
under the control of the dynasty of ibn Saud. After the war, the Israel- Palestine 
dispute took its present form. During the war, Jewish nationalism received the 
support of a great power. This not only ensured its survival; it ensured the per-
sistence of the struggle between Jewish settlers and the indigenous inhabitants 
of Palestine. Finally, the war brought about a demographic holocaust: upward 
of one- f ifth of the Ottoman population perished during the war years; perhaps 
as much as one-quarter of the Persian population as well. It would take until 
after the middle of the century for the region to recover demographically. World 
War I seems, then, a turning point in the history of the region. Yet in terms of 
relations of production, social stratif ication, and meddling by great powers, for 
example, little had changed since the nineteenth century.

The moral of the story is that when it comes to dividing history into periods 
based on one or another characteristic, possibilities are limited only by the 
imaginations of historians. And regardless of whether the phrase “New Middle 
East” refers to something altogether new and distinctive or the crystallization 
of earlier dynamics, the fact remains that the American invasion of Iraq, the 
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Arab uprisings, and even, before them, the end of the Cold War upset the 
regional order on a number of levels and unleashed destructive forces that 
are unlikely to be contained anytime soon.

SIX CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NEW MIDDLE EAST

In the chapters that follow, contributors provide their own lists of continuities 
that link the New Middle East with the old and describe characteristics that 
distinguish the former from the latter. In the main, their work points to six 
such characteristics.

First, there is the fallout from the protests and uprisings that broke out 
in 2010–2011. Although none of the uprisings that broke out in 2010–2011 suc-
ceeded (save for possibly Tunisia’s), and although it is still too early to know 
their long- term effects, governments throughout the region that were able to 
withstand the tumult became more reliant on a combination of raw power, 
elite cohesion, external support, and bribery to maintain themselves. In Egypt, 
for example, protesters torched the headquarters of President Mubarak’s Na-
tional Democratic Party, which had dispensed political spoils to the party’s 
constituents (mainly public- sector employees and those living in rural areas). 
The building is now gone, as is the party. Upon taking power in 2013, General 
Abdel Fattah al- Sisi decided to cut out the middleman; instead of working 
through politicians and a civilian party, he relied instead on his own principal 
constituency, the military and intelligence services. Adding insult to injury, the 
rubber- stamp parliament he oversees has consistently approved the renewal 
of a state of emergency, which puts all matters relating to national security— a 
rather expansive portfolio— in their hands.14

Saudi Arabia, in contrast, responded to the f irst signs of popular unrest 
with both carrots and sticks. The carrots took the form of pay raises, loan 
forgiveness, housing assistance, and the like to those whose loyalty the regime 
considered worth buying; the sticks, violent repression of those the regime 
deemed less worthy on an order equal to that of Egypt. The Saudi government 
treated the economically and politically marginalized Eastern Province, where 
the bulk of Saudi Arabia’s Shiʿis live, with particular ferocity, f iring on protest-
ers and demolishing whole neighborhoods and evicting their inhabitants.15

None of the solutions that these or other regimes has found will bring long- 
term relief to their crisis of legitimacy. The case of Algeria is telling: In 2011, the 
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regime squelched a protest movement when three thousand demonstrators 
confronted thirty thousand riot police. Eight years later, after the chronically 
ill eighty- two- year- old president declared for a f ifth term, protests broke out 
throughout the country. In the capital, Algiers, a reported eight hundred thou-
sand protesters took to the streets to express their anger.16

In places like Egypt and Bahrain protests and uprisings threatened regimes, 
but the regimes came through not only relatively unscathed but emboldened. 
The story is different in Syria, Libya, and Yemen— those states that have been 
the sites of multiple- sided civil wars fueled by outside powers. The govern-
ment of Syria, aided by Russia and Iran, took back almost all the territory that 
had escaped its control, but at tremendous cost. It is likely that Syria’s fate 
will resemble that of Somalia— hence the word coined by Lakhdar Brahimi, 
former UN and Arab League special envoy to Syria, to describe Syria’s future: 
“Somalization.”17 Syria will have an internationally recognized government 
that will continue to reign but not rule over a ruined country. Local warlords 
who f ielded militias during the civil war and f inanced them by grabbing hold 
of some resource such as oil or smuggling will continue to wield power while 
the government, impoverished and debilitated by war, can only look on. Libya 
will probably meet a similar fate, with or without a government (the operative 
word among analysts being “militiaization”18).

Yemen may follow a different path. Outside powers that intervened into 
the Syrian and Libyan wars did so in order for their proxies to take control of 
a state apparatus that would rule over the entirety of the state. In contrast, the 
United Arab Emirates intervened in the Yemeni civil war with the intention 
of dividing the country and reestablishing an independent South Yemen— a 
plan with which its ally Saudi Arabia disagreed. Although the UAE subse-
quently withdrew from the f ighting, “Little Sparta” (as American generals call 
it) maintains big plans for its future in the Red Sea and the Horn of Africa.19

As regimes shifted their strategies for holding on to power, oppositional 
movements paid a heavy price. In Egypt and Bahrain, for example, coun-
terrevolutionary regimes out for revenge crushed mass-based oppositional 
movements that they had allowed to operate before 2011 or that had emerged 
publicly during the uprisings. After the 2013 coup d’état in Egypt, President 
Sisi ordered the massacre of 1,150 supporters of ousted Muslim Brotherhood 
president Muhammad Morsi who had gathered to protest his ouster in Rabʿa 
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al- Adawiyya and Nahda squares in Cairo. Sisi then had the top leaders of 
the Brotherhood arrested, disbanded the organization, and conf iscated its 
property.20

It wasn’t just the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt that found itself under 
attack: Muslim brotherhoods throughout the region (the exception being in 
Yemen) found themselves caught up in the competition between Turkey and 
Qatar, which generally supported them, and Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies, 
which generally did not. In most places (the most notable exception being Tu-
nisia), Saudi Arabia and its friends proved more successful, and brotherhoods 
were no longer serious contenders for power— a bitter pill for organizations 
that had sought to avoid such an eventuality by renouncing violence and com-
bining popular appeal with doctrinal f lexibility.

As for the activists whose calls for “Days of Rage” started it all in Egypt, 
Bahrain, Yemen, and elsewhere, the amorphous structure and ad hoc nature of 
the movements they created only made the repression unleashed by regimes 
easier. Some activists whom regimes did not kill or imprison went under-
ground. Others reassessed their tactics and goals, and still others withdrew 
from politics altogether.21

In Syria, the uprising weakened, demoralized, and diverted the attention 
of the military and security services, and the regime lost control of large areas 
of the country. The collapse of authority created an environment in which the 
ultraviolent ISIS could emerge. Although born in Iraq, ISIS began its territorial 
expansion in Syria. From Syria, ISIS’s reach spread to Iraq when the army of 
that unfortunate country refused to defend the corrupt and sectarian regime 
empowered by the United States there. For a brief moment, ISIS ruled over a 
caliphate the size of the United Kingdom, comprising upward of eight million 
people. ISIS applied a draconian interpretation of Islamic law that was rigid 
even by Saudi standards (in some cases, smokers in the caliphate were flogged; 
in others, beheaded). It also attempted to purge “apostates” from its territory 
and kill or enslave “pagans” (those they considered non- monotheists, like 
Yazidis) within it. Otherwise, the rent-seeking, patrimonial, and autocratic 
“caliphate” ISIS created was a perfect f it for the neighborhood.

The Syrian civil war and the emergence and expansion of ISIS were two of 
the factors that contributed to the spread of sectarianism across the region— 
the second characteristic of the New Middle East. Sectarianism, as this book 
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uses the term, refers to the belief that religious aff iliation should be the foun-
dation for collective identity in a multireligious environment. Although there 
are still commentators who believe that sectarian identities are primordial and 
that sectarianism has been the automatic default position for the organization 
of Muslim societies for nearly a millennium and a half, the authors represented 
here, like most social scientists, take an alternative view. For them, sectari-
anism as we now understand it f irst emerged in the Middle East during the 
nineteenth century, as a result of colonial meddling, new notions of political 
community that privileged horizontal ties among populations over vertical 
ones, and efforts of political entrepreneurs who sought to use religious iden-
tif ication for political gain. Those entrepreneurs might be individuals, groups 
and parties, or governments.

Since its appearance, sectarianism has had a variable footprint across the 
region. It was woven into the political fabric of Lebanon, for example, but Iraqis 
had a history of intersectarian cooperation in the political sphere22— that is, 
until 1992, when, in the wake of the Gulf War, Iraqi president Saddam Hussein 
chose to frame an anti- government insurrection that broke out in predom-
inantly Shiʿi parts of the country in sectarian terms.23 Nevertheless, in their 
day- to- day interactions, most Iraqis, like most Syrians before 2011, continued 
to abide by an unwritten code of “public civility,” much as many Americans 
do on the issue of race. As a matter of fact, before the American invasion, 
30 percent of Iraqi marriages were between Sunnis and Shiʿis.24 Individuals 
might have talked trash about members of other sects in the privacy of their 
own homes, but in their mixed neighborhoods, their mixed schools, and their 
mixed cafés and markets where they mingled with members of other sects, 
reference to sectarian difference was boorish.

Since 2011, however, sectarianism has spread throughout the region, mainly 
as a result of two factors. In Syria and Iraq, domestic political actors deliber-
ately set out to sectarianize society. In the case of Syria, the Alawite- dominated 
government deliberately stirred up sectarian tensions to rally the support of 
Alawites and other minorities to its cause. The Syrian regime styled itself for 
minorities as “the lesser of two evils, or the last line of defence against funda-
mentalist tyranny.”25 Then it created the conditions whereby that would be 
true. The regime released jihadis and other Islamists from prison, organized 
armed “popular committees” to protect Alawite villages, equipped pro- regime 
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militias with weapons to use against unarmed protesters, and deployed the 
shabiha— gangs of Alawite thugs— to provoke tit- for- tat violence against Sun-
nis. The regime strategy worked, and an intersectarian uprising devolved into 
a sectarian civil war.26

In the case of Iraq, f irst al- Qaeda in Mesopotamia (whose anti- Shiʿi, or 
takfiri, agenda infuriated the leadership of al-Qaeda central27) and then ISIS 
used sectarianism to their advantage. Al- Qaeda in Mesopotamia’s aim was 
to draw the United States into a sectarian bloodbath as part of the overall al- 
Qaeda strategy to “vex and exhaust” the “Crusader- Zionist conspiracy.” ISIS, 
in contrast, owed its rapid growth among Iraq’s Sunnis in large measure to 
the anti-Sunni policies of Iraq’s Shiʿi prime minister Nuri al-Maliki, who exac-
erbated tensions between the two communities that the American invasion 
and occupation had already inflamed. ISIS viewed the elimination of Shiʿis 
from the territory it conquered as a necessary f irst step in restoring a Sunni 
caliphate purif ied of non- Sunni elements.

Sectarian sentiments spread from Syria and Iraq as the conflicts in Syria 
and Iraq expanded beyond their borders, as refugees sought safety and f ighters 
sought sanctuary abroad, and as opposition groups sought assistance from 
coreligionists abroad. Predominantly Sunni militias belonging to the Syrian 
opposition, for example, crossed into an already- fragile Lebanon seeking re-
venge against the Hizbullahis who had fought in the Syrian civil war against 
them. In the coastal city of Tripoli, Lebanon, Sunni and Alawite gangs— the 
former supporting the Syrian opposition, the latter the government— squared 
off against each other on a regular basis. In Turkey the influx of Sunni refugees 
from Syria and the government’s support for the Syrian opposition provoked 
clashes between the police and local Alawites and Alevis, minorities who 
together make up as much as 40 percent of the Turkish population (the num-
bers are uncertain).28

What makes the current spread of sectarianism in the Middle East all the 
more tragic is that once sectarianism takes root, it does not simply disappear 
with the passage of time. People segregate themselves among “their own kind” 
for safety or comfort (as has happened in Iraq and Syria), or states allocate 
representation and rights according to religious aff iliation (as in Lebanon). 
And although the mostly young demonstrators in Lebanon and Iraq who de-
manded an end to sectarian politics during protests in 2019 are a hopeful sign, 
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it is improbable that they will sway the entrenched elites and their constituents 
who benefit from the system.

Elsewhere in the region, the competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
has driven sectarianism, as each has sought natural allies in its struggle to 
check the ambitions of its rival. This competition is the third characteristic 
of the New Middle East.

The roots of Saudi- Iranian competition go back no further than 1979, when, 
in the aftermath of the Iranian Revolution, Saudi and Iranian interests in the 
region diverged. Since then, Saudi Arabia has sought to maintain the status 
quo in the region, which has worked to its advantage. Iran, however, seeks to 
turn a generally hostile political environment to its favor by f inding cracks 
in the system and exploiting them. The American invasion and occupation 
of Iraq and the Arab uprisings created plenty of cracks. Perhaps the best 
historical analogue to the current crisis, then, is the Arab Cold War of the 
1950s and 1960s, when revolutionary republics like Egypt, Syria, and Iraq 
struggled to gain regional influence against their “reactionary” opponents 
like Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia has blamed Iran for stirring rebellion in Bahrain and Yemen, 
as well as in the Eastern Province of the kingdom and other places. Although 
it is indisputable that Iran has capitalized on crises in multiple arenas, it has 
not come close to being the provocateur that Saudi Arabia claims it to be. The 
Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry, appointed by the country’s King 
Hamad in the wake of the uprising, found “no discernable link” between Iran 
and the uprising against the Sunni king that took place on the predominantly 
Shiʿi island. In other cases, both the Houthi insurgents of Yemen (who have 
been in revolt, off and on, since 2004) and protesters in the Saudi Eastern 
Province had accumulated enough local grievances to make Iranian meddling 
all but superfluous.29

If, then, Saudi anxieties are not commensurate with the level of actual 
Iranian threat, why do they persist? There are three reasons. First, there were 
the Arab uprisings, which Saudi Arabia viewed as a potential calamity. The 
uprisings not only threatened to spill over into the kingdom; they jeopardized 
Saudi Arabia’s allies as well as the regional order. Furthermore, by raising the 
prospect that the realm of democratic and human rights might expand into 
the region, they rattled the foundations of Saudi Arabia’s own legitimacy.
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Just as serious for the Saudis, the uprisings threatened to empower Muslim 
brotherhoods and Muslim Brotherhood– style movements throughout the 
region. Muslim brotherhoods provide a model for reconciling religion and pol-
itics that competes with Saudi Arabia’s own vision of the proper relationship 
between the two. Although the brotherhoods link religion and politics, the 
Saudi royal family has sought to distance one from the other to prevent the 
emergence of potentially destabilizing Islamist movements from within and 
without the kingdom. This has been the royal family’s survival strategy since 
well before 1932, when Saudi religious scholars, acting at the behest of ʿAbd 
al- ʿAziz ibn Al Saud, the founder of the current Saudi state, began to promote 
a doctrine of quietism with increasing urgency. Muslims were to passively 
obey their leaders so long as those leaders were also Muslim. That is still the 
Saudi position.30

The second source for Saudi anxiety was Barack Obama’s Middle East 
policy. At the time he took off ice, Obama believed that the United States had 
expended far too much energy on Middle East issues under George W. Bush 
and far too little energy on East Asia, which, Obama believed, would be the 
epicenter of global competition in the twenty- f irst century. He thus decided to 
turn away from the priorities of his predecessor and instead “pivot to Asia.”31

Obama’s strategy alarmed the Saudis, particularly his quest to defuse con-
flicts in the region, a necessary precondition for the pivot to Asia. The Saudis 
were, of course, used to America’s periodic and quixotic forays into the Israel- 
Palestine issue, but they looked on in horror as the United States signed on to 
the Iran nuclear deal, which the Saudis viewed as the f irst step toward inviting 
Iran’s participation in the regional order. They were particularly horrif ied 
by the policy behind an interview Obama gave with the Atlantic, in which 
he stated, “The competition between the Saudis and the Iranians, which has 
helped to feed proxy wars and chaos in Syria and Iraq and Yemen, requires 
us to say to our friends, as well as to the Iranians, that they need to f ind an 
effective way to share the neighborhood and institute some sort of cold peace.”

Another aspect of Obama’s strategy that alarmed the Saudis was the tac-
tical approach Obama took toward making the pivot. Obama insisted that 
America’s partners in the region take more responsibility for their own defense 
and that the United States return to its Cold War policy of “offshore balanc-
ing.”32 The Saudis took offense to Obama’s charge that they had been acting as 
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“free riders” and feared American abandonment.33 The policy so disturbed the 
Saudis that they later made sure to capture the ear of Donald Trump, his ad-
ministration, and his clan early on. Their purpose was to win Trump over to a 
strategic vision that divided a complex part of the world into binary categories 
of good (Saudi Arabia, Israel) and bad (Iran). It worked: Trump and his enablers 
made Saudi and Israeli fears—their Iranophobia, so to speak—the foundation 
for America’s regional policy, vilifying Obama’s policy of engagement with Iran 
as appeasement.34 And so we have the withdrawal of the United States from 
the Iran nuclear deal, Trump’s veto of a US Senate resolution that would have 
ended American complicity in the Saudi campaign in Yemen, and his defense 
of Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman, whom everyone but Trump believes 
ordered the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, an American resident.

Finally, the third reason for Saudi anxieties is the collapse of oil prices that 
threatened the f inancial underpinning of the Saudi kingdom and fed Saudi 
concerns about the future. Saudi Arabia depends on oil for 87 percent of its 
revenue. Between June 2014 and April 2016, the price of oil dropped 70 percent. 
The price eventually rebounded, but not to the extent that would return Saudi 
accounts to the black. According to the IMF, oil prices would have to reach 
$80 to $85 per barrel to fund the 2019 budget. At the beginning of that year, 
the price was substantially below that level.35

The Arab uprisings, the policy of Barack Obama and his administration, 
and the collapse of oil prices forced the Saudis to rethink policy at home and 
abroad. At home, Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman launched Saudi Vision 
2030, an improbable scheme to turn Saudi Arabia into a free- market utopia 
and Saudis into aggressive entrepreneurs in a mere fourteen years. Abroad, 
Saudi Arabia became uncharacteristically intrusive in the region, intervening 
into the internal affairs of its neighbors f ighting against an often- imaginary 
Iranian enemy. In the cases of Yemen and Bahrain, this intrusiveness took 
a military form; in the cases of Syria, Libya, and Egypt, it was f inancial. For 
example, Saudi Arabia f inanced and supplied a number of groups in Syria, 
including the on-again, off-again al-Qaeda aff iliate Jabhat al-Nusra. In Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia reportedly paid General Sisi $1 billion to launch his coup d’état 
and, together with funding from other Gulf states, $40 billion over the follow-
ing two and a half years so that he might consolidate his position by stabilizing 
the economy.36



J a m e s  L .  Ge lv i n16

Saudi Arabia is hardly alone in abandoning the Westphalian principles of 
respect for state sovereignty and non- intervention. Powers great and small, 
from inside and outside the region, have also done so consistently in the New 
Middle East. That this has taken place at all is the result of widespread civil 
disorder and state breakdown in an environment characterized by intense 
interstate competition and the absence of a hegemon that might have reserved 
such transgressions for itself. Indeed, with the American declaration of a global 
war on terrorism, the US invasion of Iraq, and the UN Security Council’s invo-
cation of a “responsibility to protect,” coined as R2P, in the lead- up to the NATO 
bombing campaign in Libya,37 such practices were practically codif ied, and 
even the f ig leaf of international approbation for a state’s blatant misconduct 
seems quaint. At one time or another since 2011, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, 
Egypt, Turkey, and Iran, not to mention the United States, its European allies, 
and Russia, have intervened in one way or another into the internal affairs 
of Syria, Lebanon, Libya, Bahrain, Iraq, and Yemen against established gov-
ernments or without their express approval. The widespread abandonment 
of the principles of respect for state sovereignty and non- intervention marks 
the fourth characteristic of the New Middle East.

The absence of a hegemon, which might act as a regional stabilizer and 
mitigate conflicts in the region, also distinguishes the current period from 
others before it. It is true that America’s golden age in the Middle East was 
more gold plated than solid gold. Signif icant setbacks tempered American 
success in the region during the Cold War. The United States was not able 
to prevent the overthrow of a friendly government in Iran, end the civil war 
in Lebanon, rein in its Israeli ally, roll back the oil price revolution of 1973, 
or bring Syria, Iraq, or South Yemen into its orbit. Nevertheless, there is a 
great deal of truth to Egyptian president Anwar al- Sadat’s remark in 1977 
that America held “99 percent of the cards” in the Middle East.38 With the 
help of its partners in the region, the United States was able to limit and even 
roll back Soviet inf luence in the Middle East, its main preoccupation. The 
United States was successful because it had proxies in the region it could 
rely on— Israel in the west, Saudi Arabia, and, until 1979, Iran in the east— to 
act as deterrents against any group or state that sought to upset the status 
quo, and those proxies had the same overriding goal as the United States: 
maintaining the status quo.
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Then three things happened. First, the Soviet Union imploded, removing 
the unifying factor that held the alliance together. Then, the United States 
invaded and occupied Iraq. This, along with the American invasion and oc-
cupation of Afghanistan, soured most Americans on further interventions 
into the region, as poll after poll has indicated. It also demonstrated the lim-
its of American military power—the one power at which the United States 
excels— to effect determinate solutions to complex problems. Finally, there 
was the election of Barack Obama and then Donald Trump. Neither president 
convinced America’s partners and adversaries in the region that the United 
States was willing to play the same role during his administration that it had 
played during the Cold War—the former through acts of commission (i.e., his 
pivot to Asia and commitment to offshore balancing), the latter through acts 
of omission (i.e., his inconsistency and willingness to abdicate responsibility 
for policy planning and follow- through to America’s traditional partners).39

It is unlikely that some other power will take up the American mantle in 
the Middle East. Some have suggested Russia, but a 2017 RAND Corporation 
report on Russia’s ambitions in the Middle East is indicative of why this is not 
likely to occur: The report uses some variation on the word “transactional” 
sixteen times and “opportunistic” or “opportunity” eighteen times within the 
space of eleven pages to describe the bases for Russian policy in the region. 
It then goes on to conclude that “Russia potentially lacks the economic and 
military power to sustain a long- term strategy”— an assessment the report 
shares with Barack Obama, who once dismissed America’s Cold War rival as 
a “regional power” that acts out of weakness, not strength.40

Then there is Europe, which others have suggested. The section of the 
European Union’s 2016 strategic program dealing with the Middle East begins 
with a call to action (“solving conflicts and promoting development and hu-
man rights in the south is essential to addressing the threat of terrorism, the 
challenges of demography, migration and climate change, and to seizing the 
opportunity of shared prosperity”), but then ignores that call by abdicating 
primary responsibility to regional actors while relegating Europe to a sup-
porting role. Europe’s short- term focus on migration has made it a supplicant 
rather than a leader when dealing with Middle Eastern regimes.41

The f inal contender for hegemon to replace the United States that media 
commonly broach is China. They cite China’s thirst for Middle East oil and the 


