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 While the attention of the world has been rightly focused on the domestic 
upheavals in Arab states over the past 18 months, the struggle for influence 
among the major regional powers – Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Israel – has 
continued.  The changes brought about by the “Arab Spring” have altered some 
aspects of that regional competition, but other important features of it have not 
been affected by the regime changes and civil conflicts that the Arab world has 
witnessed since December 2010.  Likewise, the effects on American interests in 
the Middle East from the regional upheavals are mixed.  While many of the 
immediate changes have been negative for the United States, in the longer term 
Washington might be able to benefit from a more democratic Arab world, but 
only if it plays its cards right. 

Constants in the Arab Spring 

 Long before the dramatic changes in the Arab world, the regional politics 
of the Middle East was characterized by a struggle for influence among four 
major regional powers – Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Israel.  The Saudi-
Iranian rivalry has its origins in the balance of power politics of the Persian Gulf 
and has now extended throughout the greater Middle East to include the Levant, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan.  While at its core an old-fashioned struggle for state 
influence, it is overlain by the sectarian split between Sunnis and Shia.  Each side 
finds allies, usually among its fellow sectarians, in the fragmented politics of 
weak Arab states like Lebanon and Iraq.  The Iranians had been getting the better 
of the Saudis in this contest.  Tehran established dominant influence in Iraq and 
its Lebanese client, Hizballah, asserted its primacy by pushing out the 
government of Saudi ally Saad al-Hariri in June 2011.   

The Justice and Development Party (AKP) government of Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan in Turkey entered the regional game more recently, seeking a return to 
a position of influence in a region upon which the secularist Turkish elites of the 
Ataturk mold had consciously turned their backs.  Erdogan’s most high-profile 
play in this regard was to appeal to both domestic and regional public opinion in 
taking a hard line against Israel.  But his policy more generally was built on the 
principle of “zero problems with neighbors,” improving bilateral relations with 
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Greece, Syria and Iran and embracing rather than isolating the Kurdish Regional 
Government in Iraq.  The policy undoubtedly had long-term strategic 
implications, but it was also very good for the dynamic Turkish business sector, 
which increased trade and investment all over the region.  Ankara had excellent 
relations with both Qaddafi’s Libya and Assad’s Syria before 2011 and Turkish 
firms were making hay while the sun shone in both countries.   

Israel focused on what it saw as the growing Iranian threat, represented 
not only by the Iranian nuclear program but also by Iranian influence in Lebanon 
and Palestine, through its relationship with Hamas, and its alliance with Syria.  
Under the Benjamin Netanyahu government which came to power in 2009 with a 
strong ideological commitment to holding on to the West Bank and the Golan 
Heights, Israel has used the focus on Iran as a reason to avoid addressing Arab-
Israeli peace process issues.  While Israel and Saudi Arabia share opposition to 
the growth of Iranian power in the Levant, their differences on Arab-Israeli 
issues prevent any active cooperation in an anti-Iranian alliance. 

The Arab Spring altered very little in this regional contest for influence.  
Both Saudi Arabia and Iran reacted absolutely predictably to the Arab Spring, 
seeing it as nothing more than a new round in their increasingly sectarian battle 
for regional influence.  If a troubled regime was an ally, they were with it.  If it 
was not, they were against it.  Iran crowed over the fall of Ben Ali in Tunisia and 
Mubarak in Egypt, contending that the Arab Spring was actually an Islamic 
Spring, the long-expected regional ripple effect of the Iranian Revolution of 1979.  
But it has stood steadfastly by its ally in Damascus while Assad fights to hold on 
to power.  Saudi Arabia was stunned by the fall of Mubarak, its most important 
Arab ally, and blamed the United States for not doing enough to keep him in 
power.  When popular mobilization in the neighboring kingdom of Bahrain 
seemed to be pushing the King and his Crown Prince toward some kind of 
compromise with the opposition, Saudi troops entered the country to support the 
more hard-line faction of the ruling family and back the Bahraini armed forces’ 
suppression of the demonstrations.  But Riyadh has been in the lead in calling for 
the end of the Assad regime and its replacement by a more “representative” 
government. 

Israel sees the Arab Spring as a profoundly negative development for its 
own regional interests.  The cornerstone of its regional security, the peace treaty 
with Egypt, has been called into question by the fall of the Mubarak government 
and the success of Islamist political forces in the first free elections in Egypt since 
the 1952 revolution.  Even though the Israelis have no love for the Assad regime 
in Syria, it was a relatively reliable and predictable foe that kept the Syrian-Israeli 
border quiet.  Its downfall, and likely replacement with a Sunni Islamist regime, 
raises new questions about Syrian-Israeli relations even as it would deal Iran a 
setback in regional politics.  More generally, the Islamist trend in the Arab 
elections of 2011 is troubling to Israel, given the generally more hostile position 
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that Islamist parties have taken toward Israel, in comparison to more secular, 
nationalist authoritarian Arab governments.  But, given the current Israeli 
government’s ideological commitment to retaining the West Bank and the Golan 
Heights, it is unable to conceive of a diplomatic initiative that could alter its 
strategic position in this time of flux. 

Only the Turks have demonstrated any measure of flexibility or 
appreciation of the nature of the changes occurring around them.  Despite a 
significant Turkish economic stake in Qaddafi’s Libya, Ankara eventually 
abandoned the colonel’s regime and supported the international efforts to back 
the Libyan opposition.  Erdogan had publicly paraded his personal friendship 
with Bashar al-Assad in the past, but that did not stop him from giving elements 
of the Syrian opposition safe haven in Turkey and publicly calling for the Syrian 
leader to step down.  His visits to Tunisia, Libya and Egypt in September 2011, in 
which he presented the Turkish experience with democracy and moderate 
Islamism as a model for the region, had all the trappings of a victory tour.  
Perhaps the Turkish ability to read regional currents is simply a matter of more 
skillful leadership than that found in Iran, Saudi Arabia or Israel, but it is hard to 
avoid the conclusion that dealing with democratic and Islamist politics at home 
gives the country’s elite a better feel for the importance of democratic and 
Islamist popular movements abroad.  Turkey has certainly emerged from this 
phase of the Arab Spring with its regional standing enhanced, something that no 
other Middle Eastern state can claim. 

Beyond the details of the regional contest for power and influence, a 
profoundly important structural element of Middle Eastern regional politics 
remains unchanged in the Arab Spring.  The region is still multi-polar.  With at 
least four significant regional power centers, and Egypt at some point likely to 
reassert itself as a regional player, the likelihood of any one power being able to 
assert its dominance is very unlikely.  Scenarios positing a nuclear Iran being 
able to achieve regional hegemony are particularly off-base.  Turkey’s recent 
falling out with Iran over Syria, nuclear issues and Iraq is just one indication that 
balancing dynamics among the major regional states will continue to operate 
effectively, even with the domestic upheavals of the Arab Spring. 

What Has, and Might, Change with the Arab Spring 

 The Arab Spring has reminded observers of the region that Arab identity 
retains an important cross-border element of the regional international system.  
Arabs think of themselves as a political community, even if the political 
realization of that community feeling is not the unity plans pursued in past 
decades.  It is interesting to note that when millions of Iranians took to the streets 
in 2009 to protest against fraud in the presidential elections, the Arab world was 
silent.  But when a Tunisian street peddler set himself on fire in December 2010, 
within weeks half the Arab world was convulsed.  The rapid spread of the 
popular revolts, facilitated by both new media and old (satellite television), 



 4 

demonstrated the continuing importance of trans-national Arab identity in the 
politics of the region. 

 What that means for regional international politics is less clear.  It 
certainly indicates that Arabs will be watching what other Arabs are doing across 
borders.  It means that issues salient for Arab identity, most notably the 
Palestinian issue, are not going away.  If anything, in a more democratic Arab 
world (if that is coming), the Palestinian issue will be more, not less, important in 
Arab foreign policies.  That fact is reinforced by the likelihood, demonstrated in 
the Arab elections of 2011, that Islamist forces will do very well in a more 
democratic Arab world.  As Islamist groups tend to take a harder line on Israel 
than their more secular, nationalist rivals, we can expect the Arab-Israeli issue to 
remain salient, if not become more salient, in the post-Arab Spring period.  This 
will only re-enforce the very negative perspective held by the Israeli government 
of the changes in the region, and reduce even further the already slight chances 
of diplomatic progress on Arab-Israeli questions.  

Democratic sympathies are certainly a real force across Arab borders.  
Post-Mubarak Egypt and post-Ben Ali Tunisia both assisted the Libyan revolt 
and both have broken diplomatic relations with Assad’s Syria.  Tunisia hosted 
the “Friends of Syria” international conference in February 2012.  We can assume 
that Arab democracies will see in each other natural allies, although that feeling 
of solidarity might not survive very long, as democratic Arab governments 
grapple with the everyday challenges of domestic rule and foreign policy. 

 One might assume that a more Islamist Middle East will offer greater 
possibilities to both Iran and Saudi Arabia for meddling and/or alliance 
building.  That will certainly be the case if democratic experiments fail and more 
Arab countries become weak, divided, riven societies without effective central 
governments like Iraq and Lebanon.  We might be seeing that happen in Syria.  
However, both the Saudis and the Iranians seem to be flummoxed by the 
democratic wave in the Arab world.  They deal with their own politics in very 
anti-democratic ways – the Saudis for decades and the Khamene’i regime 
through increasing repression and manipulation of the democratic elements of 
the Islamic Republican system.  Not particularly responsive to public opinion at 
home, they were out of their depths as popular movements swept the region.   

A real democratic consolidation in the Arab world presents risks for both 
Riyadh and Tehran.  The participation and success of salafi Muslims at the ballot 
box in Egypt, where they took about 25% of the seats in the new Egyptian 
parliament, is profoundly disquieting to the Saudi elite that has justified its rule 
by reference to salafi interpretations of Islam.  If more and more Islamist groups, 
including salafis, accommodate themselves to the democratic game, it is 
inevitable that some Saudi salafis will follow suit.  The Iranians were happy to 
bring together representatives of Arab opposition groups in Tehran in late 
January 2012, but banned the press when the absence of Syrian opposition 
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figures was very publicly noted by their fellow conferees.1  It is unlikely that an 
increasingly undemocratic Iran, supporting an undemocratic Syria, will have 
much appeal to public opinion in Arab democracies. 

Turkey, among the regional powers, stands to benefit the most from a 
more democratic Arab world.  The AKP’s success in combining democracy, 
moderate Islamism and effective economic policy is looked upon as a model by 
Muslim Brotherhood groups throughout the Arab world.  If the Arab world in 
fact lives up to the promise of 2011 and becomes more democratic, it would not 
be surprising to see popularly elected Arab governments look more to Ankara 
for partnership than to Tehran or Riyadh.  Good feelings and “soft power” are 
certainly not everything in regional politics.  Israeli military power, Saudi money 
and Iranian links to Arab Shia groups will all certainly play a role in the future of 
the Middle East.  But a more democratic and Islamist Arab world will be one in 
which Turkey might be able to restore its historic position of regional leadership. 

The United States and the Arab Spring 

 There can be no doubt that the immediate implications of the Arab Spring 
for the United States have been largely negative.  The loss of the Mubarak regime 
in Egypt, a key American ally and linchpin of Arab-Israeli stability, was a serious 
geopolitical blow.  The course of Egyptian-American relations remains uncertain. 
The rise of Islamist parties in Arab elections also presents problems for 
Washington.  Their success explodes the simplistic but widely-held American 
view that democratic transitions ought to produce liberal, pro-American Arab 
governments.  (Why anyone would believe that after the Iraqi and Palestinian 
elections of the 2000’s is a mystery, but some still do.)  Islamists governments 
will take positions domestically that run counter to American beliefs in the 
universal applicability of American ideas about religious freedom and women’s 
rights.  Islamists tend to have a negative view of US foreign policy.  They do not 
support the American military presence in the region (with a few minor 
exceptions, like many Kuwaiti Islamists). 

 Most importantly for American interests in the region, Islamists are much 
less likely than secularist and nationalists to be willing to enter into negotiations 
and peace treaties with Israel.  The concomitant strengthening of the Israeli right 
at the same time that Islamists are becoming more powerful in the Arab world 
means that the United States will have a difficult time in avoiding Arab-Israeli 
crises in the future.  Washington cannot separate itself from Israel, for historical 
and domestic political reasons.  The Arab-Israeli issue will be the biggest, but not 
the only, obstacle to the development of good relations with more democratic 
and more Islamist Arab states. 

                                                
1 Robert F. Worth, “Effort to Rebrand Arab Spring Backfires in Iran,” New York Times, February 
2, 2012. 
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 Despite these realities, the Arab Spring balance sheet for the United States 
is not entirely negative.  Iran has not only failed to take advantage of the 
upheavals in the Arab world, but its strong support for the Syrian regime has 
reduced its appeal to Arab public opinion.  The fate of the Syrian regime remains 
unknown, but should it fall, Iran would be dealt a serious geopolitical setback.  
Even if Assad remains in power, his ability to affect politics outside his border, 
even in Lebanon, will be lessened.  Al-Qaeda has also not found much succor in 
the democratic Arab wave.  So, while it is hard to say that Washington has 
benefited from the Arab Spring, at least its enemies have not, either. 

 The Obama Administration has taken a fairly flexible and pragmatic 
position towards the Arab upheavals.  It knew when to abandon Mubarak and 
has opened dialogue with the Islamist winners of the Tunisian and Egyptian 
elections.  It was either very skillful or very lucky in Libya, helping to bring 
down Qaddafi while avoiding the kind of intense involvement in post-Qaddafi 
domestic politics that has proven so expensive and fruitless in Iraq and 
Afghanistan (though the future of Libya remains a question mark).  It has trod a 
careful path on Syria, though the pressures for more direct involvement grow.  
The Administration has not been a consistent supporter of democracy – Bahrain 
is the most glaring example – but it has generally avoided both over-
commitment in Arab domestic politics and a stubborn commitment to old allies 
whose time has run out (in contrast to Iran, for example).  This kind of 
pragmatism is the necessary stance if the United States is to have decent relations 
with new Arab democracies.  The pitfalls here are many, but the Obama 
Administration has so far avoided most of them. 

 One of the reasons that the Administration has been relatively sanguine 
about the changes in the region is that it seems to realize (unlike the Bush 
Administration before it) that American interests are not at enormous risk in the 
Middle East now.  The Cold War is over.  The fall of regional allies is not 
automatically a gain for a global opponent.  In that sense, Washington can be 
more relaxed about change in the Middle East.  The Administration is not 
wedded to the incorrect diagnosis of the terrorism issue that gripped the Bush 
Administration.  It does not see the need to directly, even forcefully, change the 
domestic politics of regional states in order to prevent terrorist threats to the 
United States.  It is much more willing to treat the terrorist issue with less-
intrusive methods.  It also realizes, even if not explicitly in its policy statements, 
that the multi-polar nature of the regional system makes it highly unlikely that 
any hostile local power can come to dominate the region.  Unlike the Bush 
Administration, it sees no need for America to be that regional hegemon.  Thus, 
it can be more flexible and relaxed in dealing with this period of regional 
upheaval.  The Arab Spring will be a bumpy road for America, but it does not 
pose any direct threats to American vital interests. 

Conclusion 
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Only a fool would confidently predict how the Arab Spring is going to 
eventually play out.  It is possible that the democratic hopes raised by Tunisia 
and Egypt might be dashed by civil strife and inept governance in the Arab 
world.  Perhaps the upheavals of 2011 will simply lead to the replacement of one 
set of authoritarians by another.  If that is the case, then the old patterns of 
dictatorial alliances and regional power balancing will continue to serve the 
regional states’ interests, and Washington will have to play realpolitik as it has in 
the past.  But if the Arab Spring really does produce a new democratic wave in 
the Arab world, the early signals are that other democracies will be better able to 
adjust to the challenges and opportunities presented by an Arab world where 
democratic Islamism and popular opinion will have greater weight in foreign 
policy decisions than ever before.  Autocratic Saudi Arabia and theocratic Iran 
will find that their sectarian strategies avail them less and less.  A democratic 
Turkey could regain its historical position as a regional leader.  Arab-Israeli 
issues will be a persistent problem for Washington in a more democratic Middle 
East, to be sure.  But the United States, if it continues on the flexible and prudent 
path that the Obama Administration has set out, could see new opportunities to 
secure its interests without the over-commitment of military force that has 
characterized American policy since 9/11. 

 

 

 


