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I.   Executive Summary  
 
At the start of 2012, the Middle East remains in the early stages of a historic transformation that 
will take years to unfold.  At the same time, the United States is undertaking a major 
recalibration of its broader national security strategy, with the Obama administration shifting 
more attention to other regions of the world such as Asia and seeking to invest more resources in 
keeping America competitive in the world.  As the United States executes these changes in 
national security, it will need to remain engaged in the Middle East, working with key partners in 
the region to renegotiate bilateral relationships, offering continued support on regional security, 
and coordinating with other global powers to shape and influence changes in the Middle East. 
 
Broad labels such as Arab Awakenings or Arab Spring are inadequate because they do not 
capture the diversity of experiences and changes in the Middle East.  One year into the start of 
these changes, countries of the region can be placed into four broad categories in terms of 
political and security changes:  countries in the midst of major political and security transitions 
like Egypt; countries facing major internal instability or civil war like Syria; countries seeking to 
manage political and economic reform from above like Jordan; and countries that see their 
internal dynamics largely deadlocked like Iraq.   
 
The Obama administration has carefully calibrated its responses to the changes unfolding in the 
region – it recognized that it needs to tailor its approaches to the unique circumstances within 
each country and the national security interests the United States has in each country.  Given the 
pace and complexity of the changes in the region, U.S. policymakers will need to continue to 
adapt their approaches to the Middle East and implement more significant changes in the way 
that the United States engages with the region.  These changes will necessarily be evolutionary 
and incremental because of the slow nature of change inside of the U.S. government and policy 
path dependencies created by treaty obligations and long-standing commitments to partners in 
the region.   
 
Adapting the overall U.S. approach to the region should focus on what the United States already 
does well and look to build partnerships with others to provide assistance to key countries in the 
Middle East as they undergo changes.   Five core policy initiatives the United States should seek 
to advance in the Middle East in the coming years: 
 

1. Advance broader regional security by focusing first on core U.S. strategic interests 
and adopting a lighter but effective military footprint.  The U.S. military presence in 
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the region will continue to work with partners to respond to threats posed to the flow of 
energy supplies and other commerce from aggressive actions by states, piracy, 
smuggling, and arms trafficking in the key shipping lanes of the region.   Preventing the 
spread of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons will remain a key strategic focus.  
The United States should seek to discourage interstate and cross-border conflicts that 
could escalate into broader regional crises.   
 

2. Continue counterterrorism efforts while gradually working with governments to 
implement reforms aimed at producing sustainable security systems to address this 
threat.  In the past three years, the United States has adopted a more aggressive approach 
in taking unilateral action to deal with imminent threats.  Those efforts are likely to 
continue, but the next U.S. administration should increase its efforts to build partnerships 
with countries in the region to produce more strategic and sustainable responses to the 
terrorist threats.   
 

3. Strengthen cooperation with key partner countries in the region in a series of 
bilateral strategic dialogues.  This third initiative will require the United States to adopt 
a significantly different approach to bilateral relations with key countries in the region – 
particularly those countries that are undergoing political and security transitions.  In 
looking at this new regional landscape, the United States should focus on its bilateral 
relations with Israel, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Iraq as pivotal partners.  With each 
of these countries, the United States should build more structured relationships centered 
on a series of strategic dialogues held regularly to coordinate responses to regional 
security dynamics and trends related to the regional transformations.  
 

4. Develop more integrated and coherent U.S. interagency policy responses to the 
Middle East transformations.  The United States government needs to bring all of its 
agencies together – the State Department, Pentagon, Treasury Department, Commerce 
Department, and the key intelligence agencies, among other groups – to conduct thorough 
strategic policy reviews on key countries in the Middle East.  The Obama administration 
has organized numerous interagency discussions on the Middle East during its time in 
office, but they usually focus on crisis situations and particular events, as opposed to a 
comprehensive strategic review of policy options.  Finding time on the agenda for 
strategic interagency reviews is a challenge given the day-to-day crises in the Middle 
East – but they are essential if the United States is to move away from this tactical, ad 
hoc, crisis management mode.   
 

5. Enhance international and multilateral coordination on policy responses to the 
Middle East transformations.  The United States needs to remain diplomatically 
engaged with key powers like China and Russia –even when our countries have 
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fundamental disagreements.  Examining ways to enhance policy coordination on the 
Middle East with European allies will help all countries strike the right balance between 
dealing with economic and political problems at home and remaining engaged in the 
region.  The United States should also look for ways to improve coordination on the 
Middle East with other rising powers such as India and Brazil. 

 
II.  2011 Uprisings: The Start of a Long Period of Transformation in the Middle East 
 
The Middle East uprisings that began in 2011 marked the start of a period of transformation for 
the region that will take many years to unfold.  The changes experienced in the first year have set 
off a chain reaction of events that will continue to reshape power dynamics within key countries 
and will have a major impact on broader security, diplomatic, and economic trends in the region.  
The overwhelming economic, demographic, social, political challenges that many countries in 
the region face makes major changes during the rest of this decade seem inevitable – in many 
countries, an old guard of leaders is passing on and a new generation of leaders is taking power.   
Because of the many variables and multiplicity of factors involved, it is difficult to predict what 
may happen in some key countries.  The full implications of the changes underway may not 
come until the latter part of this decade.   
 
Broad labels such as Arab Awakenings or Arab Spring are inadequate because they do not 
capture the diversity of experiences and changes – or lack of fundamental change for some of the 
countries.  One year into the start of these changes, countries might be placed into four broad 
categories in terms of political and security changes for the purposes of analysis.  Each country 
in the region has unique experiences, histories, and political systems, so the categories that 
follow suffer from limitations of oversimplification for the purposes of analysis.  But segmenting 
the countries is an important exercise in order to fully analyze broader trends.  Because of the 
fluidity of events, some countries may have fit in one category earlier in the transformations but 
may be trending towards another category. 
 
Category 1:  Work-in-Progress Political Transition Countries.  Egypt and Tunisia are the prime 
examples – both countries saw their leaders depart relatively early in the transition as a result of 
popular pressures, and the power elites initiated political processes resulting in electoral and 
constitutional reform processes only partially completed.  These political transitions have not 
been without flaws – in some cases they have been marred by violence and continued human 
rights abuses.  But the overall scale and levels of violence have not reached the threats to internal 
stability that have been witnessed in Syria, Bahrain, Libya, and Yemen.  The last two countries – 
Yemen and Libya – may fit into this category, although both continue to face significant 
pressures from non-state actors and terror networks.   
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Category 2: Countries with Major Internal Instability Verging on Civil War.  Syria is the 
leading example heading at the start of 2012, and the violence continues without a clear end in 
sight.  In the past few weeks, the Assad government has demonstrated greater cohesion and 
durability than some expected, and the international community remains divided about its policy 
responses.  Libya and Yemen both fit into Category 2 for most of 2011, but may be moving 
towards the first category.  This category of countries is the smallest. 
 
Category 3: Countries Implementing Tactical Reforms Managed from Above.  The final two 
categories represent most of the other countries in the region.  Most of the monarchies of the 
region fit into this third category, including Morocco, Jordan, and most of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries.  There are wide variances within this broad category – the wealthier countries 
have felt less popular pressures to make changes, and some countries have introduced only 
economic reforms aimed at quelling domestic discontent.  Other countries have held elections 
and promised broader power sharing within their systems, but the leaders remain in power and 
few changes have resulted in the fundamental internal power structures. 
 
Category 4: Stalemated Countries.  This fourth category includes Lebanon, Palestine, Iraq, and 
perhaps Iran – the common attribute is a political system that remains incapable of producing 
major policy decisions and steps forward in reform processes due to tensions between competing 
powerful factions.  These tensions have not motivated the competing factions to turn to the 
strategic use of violence to advance their agendas, so they do not fit in Category 2.  That does not 
mean these systems are free from major acts of violence or widespread repression – rather, it 
means that the competing factions vying for power do not see violence as the dominant way to 
advance their agendas.   
 
As with the other three categories outlined here, there is a diversity of experiences within this 
category.  In Iran, the crackdown on the opposition since 2009 has resulted in a consolidation of 
internal power in the hands of conservatives, representing an important power shift.  The 
opposition in Iran has not turned to major acts of violence in retaliation.  In the same timeframe, 
Iraq under Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki has witnessed an attempt at consolidating power by 
leading parties in the national government that some have characterized as “creeping 
authoritarianism.”  So fluidity exists within some of these stalemated systems – the main 
characteristic is that despite these trends, the countries remain increasingly incapable of making 
major strategic policy decisions due to the internal divisions. 
 
These categories are debatable – but the main point in outlining them is to demonstrate the 
region’s wide range of diverse experiences in the internal political and security dynamics.   
The transformations underway in the Middle East will inevitably alter the regional balance of 
power in ways that are difficult to predict.  Power is starting to be redistributed within key 
countries, and this will reshape interstate power balances.  Key countries in the region will 
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continue testing the boundaries of their influence, and they will face moments when they 
recognize the limits of their power.    
 
Even before the transformations that began in 2011, the Middle East had slipped into a complex 
multi-polarity in which no single country had overwhelming power and influence.  At the end of 
the first decade of this century, Turkey was seeing its power and influence rise due to its 
economic growth and assertive diplomatic approach.  The historic increase in oil prices in the 
last decade resulted in several wealthy Gulf States such as Qatar and Saudi Arabia consolidating 
their economic and diplomatic power.  Before the 2011 uprisings, Egypt’s influence as a regional 
power had waned considerably as its attention drew increasingly inward.  At the end of 2010, 
Iraq was just beginning to emerge from decades of isolation and civil war.  Iran, which had seen 
some growth in its influence in the aftermath of the 2003 Iraq war, saw its power within the 
region decline from 2007-2010.  Israel, America’s most visible partner in the region, had become 
increasingly isolated on the eve of the 2011 uprisings. 
 
The changes in the Middle East that began in 2011 further accentuated some of these broader 
interregional trends already underway.  The Sunni-Shia divide across the region – much-
discussed in 2005-2007 during the height of Iraq’s civil war and tensions within Lebanon1, 
reemerged in 2011 to the forefront.  The split between monarchies and countries that had been 
ruled by authoritarian presidencies backed by militaries2 was accentuated by the ousters of 
Mubarak in Egypt, Ben Ali in Tunisia, Saleh in Yemen, and Qadaffi in Libya.  Countries with 
considerable oil wealth remained relatively insulated from the unrest, with a handful of 
exceptions. 
 
The other major trend one year into regional transformation has been the increased influence of 
Islamist political parties who swept elections in Egypt and Tunisia, among others.  One 
interesting dynamic to monitor in the coming years will be the relations between Islamist 
political parties in power in Egypt and Tunisia, ruling monarchies that employ Islam to enhance 
their legitimacy, and the Islamist leaders in Turkey’s democratic system.  The Middle East is 
likely to see major intra-Islamist debates over power and legitimacy centering on the best 
systems of governance.  The Islamists that came to power through democratic means are already 
debating themselves in places like Egypt and Tunisia as they discuss constitutional reform – and 
the fallout from these debates might not only affect those countries, but could spark new debates 
in neighboring countries as well.   
 
III.  America’s Changing Influence: U.S. Policy in the Middle East since 1979 
 
In this complicated regional context, the United States has struggled to develop a coherent 
strategy – no simple task given the stakes and complexity of the challenges.  The fluid events in 
the region risk pulling the United States deeper into the tactical, reactive, and crisis management 
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mode that has often characterized U.S. national security policies during previous periods of 
major changes in the Middle East.   
 
For U.S. policymakers, the uprisings and unrest represent the fourth major strategic shock to the 
regional system since 1979 - the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran, the 1991 Gulf War, and the 
2001 start of the global war on terrorism were the three previous events.  Each of these key 
moments led to major strategic readjustments in the broader U.S. national security approaches to 
the region, and each had their own ripple effects on the region. But the current uprisings and 
battles underway are more likely to change the internal governing structures and daily lives of 
people in the region than those previous periods, in part because of the uprisings, potential to 
prompt a major reordering of power distribution within and between countries.  It is worth 
briefly reviewing the U.S. policy approaches during these previous periods since 1979. 
 
1979-1991:  U.S. deepens its direct involvement in the Middle East.  The year 1979 was a 
seminal one for U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East – marking a starting point for a deeper 
level of involvement, with a particular emphasis on an increased role for the U.S. military in the 
region.  Three key events in 1979 motivated the United States to intensify its engagement in the 
Middle East and surrounding regions – the toppling of the Shah and Islamic revolution in Iran, 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the signing of the Israel-Egypt Peace treaty.    
 
The main strategic thrust of U.S. policy in the broader region was to continue countering the 
Soviet Union and containing Iran’s influence while supporting core U.S. policy objectives of 
ensuring the free flow of energy resources from the region to the rest of the world and providing 
security support with partners and allies such as Israel, Turkey, and Egypt.  In response to the 
new dynamics in the region, President Jimmy Carter announced the Carter Doctrine in his 1980 
State of the Union address, saying, “an attempt to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be 
regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America and such an assault 
will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”  The Carter Doctrine 
continues to shape and inform America’s overall approach to the broad region today – one that 
remains heavily dependent on U.S. military tools, rather than other elements of national power.   
 
U.S. direct military engagement and sales of military equipment in the Middle East increased 
substantially in the 1980s.  President Carter established the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force 
in March 1980, and President Reagan followed with measures over the next few years to create a 
permanent unified military command, the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) in 1983.  
CENTCOM’s first combat operations took place in the Persian Gulf in reaction to Iranian mining 
operations.3  In the 1980s, the United States provided support to Iraq in its war with Iran, 
protected oil tankers in the Persian Gulf, and briefly sent U.S. troops to Lebanon.  Working with 
a number of countries, the United States armed the opposition to the Soviets in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan.  Throughout this same period, the United States enhanced its bilateral military ties and 
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cooperation with Egypt.  The promise of a more comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace outlined in 
the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel remained elusive.  The overarching strategic goals 
remained focused on containing Soviet and Iranian influence.   
 
1991-2001:  U.S. engagement in the region increases, with a focus on containing Iraq and 
Iran and attempting to end the Arab-Israeli conflict.  Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and the 1991 
Gulf war was the next pivotal event that led to a strategic shift in U.S. policy.  In reaction to 
Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, the George H. W. Bush administration assembled a strong 
international coalition to oust Saddam Hussein’s forces from Kuwait.  In the aftermath of the 
war, the United States began to construct the framework for the dual containment of Iraq and 
Iran.  The end of the Cold War eliminated one of the key strategic imperatives that shaped U.S. 
policies focused on containing the Soviet Union – it spurred the United States to withdraw from 
its engagement in Afghanistan, which soon collapsed into civil war.  The U.S. military footprint 
and involvement in the region continued to deepen, with the presence of U.S. forces in Saudi 
Arabia drawing the ire of Islamist militants.   
 
In this decade after the 1991 Gulf war, the United States focused more efforts on working with 
others to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict on multiple fronts.  Multilateral talks between Israel 
and most (but not all) Arab countries on regional security, economic development, refugees, 
water resources, and the environment. Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization signed a 
series of accords that created the Palestinian Authority with limited self-rule in parts of the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, and Israel and Syria engaged in multiple negotiations that created some 
hope for a final settlement – but none of these efforts produced a lasting and full agreement 
between the parties.  The 1994 peace treaty between Jordan and Israel was the only complete 
peace treaty signed in this period, and the progress made on the Israeli-Palestinian front was 
almost completely wiped away by renewed violence between Israel and the Palestinians in the 
second uprising that began at the end of this period.   
 
2001-2011: The global war on terror takes America’s involvement in the region to new levels 
and actions undermine U.S. credibility, power, and leadership.  The U.S. responses to the 
September 11th attacks as well as the 2003 Iraq war defined a new phase for U.S. policy in the 
region; this new phase was costly for the United States in terms of its power and credibility.  The 
Bush administration’s decision to go to war in Iraq without strong international consensus undid 
the dual containment policy focused on Iraq and Iran and resulted in an expansion of Iranian 
influence westward into Iraq. 
   
In Iraq, the United States found itself caught in an escalating civil war in which regional actors 
began to intervene.  Terrorist networks flooded Iraq to attack the large presence of U.S. troops, 
contributing to instability.  The Iraq war had considerable costs for U.S. national security in 
terms of lives, money, strains on the U.S. military, and increased terrorist recruitment and 
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capacity.  The Iraq war also had major costs for U.S. credibility and power.  The fact that 
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq did not have nuclear weapons – the initial rationale for launching the war 
– reduced trust in America as a leader.  The repeated mistakes made inside of Iraq on the security 
and political transitions from 2003-2008 hurt America’s credibility in the region.   
 
The spillover effect of these mistakes made the United States less reliable in the eyes of many of 
its traditional partners.  The Bush administration’s “Freedom Agenda” – the rhetorical campaign 
to advance democracy and freedom – ended up alienating rulers and people in the Middle East 
alike.  Leaders in the region opposed the vocal and overt attempts to change their political 
systems, and the people looking for change saw the substantial gaps between the rhetoric and 
actual policies of the United States during this period.  This was particularly true in countries like 
Egypt – where the Bush administration’s second Secretary of State delivered a speech calling for 
democratic reform in 2005, but then saw little reaction from the United States when the Mubarak 
government cracked down on political opponents. 
 
Relations with other key partners were strained.  Bilateral ties between the United States and 
Turkey frayed in the aftermath of the Iraq war – which Turkey had opposed.  Another key 
partner, Israel, saw its security situation worsened in the first half of this decade – it faced a 
second uprising from the Palestinians, a war with Hezbollah in Lebanon in 2006, and several 
conflicts with forces in the Gaza Strip.  These new dynamics motivated Israel to take unilateral 
steps aimed at enhancing its security and building its presence in the West Bank – it 
implemented a unilateral disengagement of its forces from Gaza in 2005, sought to isolate the 
Palestinian Authority after the 2006 parliamentary elections brought Hamas to power, and built a 
security barrier in the West Bank and around Jerusalem, which continued to decrease terror 
attacks inside of Israel.  Israel also continued its settlement growth and expansion in the West 
Bank during this period, raising new questions about the viability of the two-state solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.    
 
By the end of 2006 – three quarters of the way through the Bush administration’s term in office – 
U.S. power and influence to shape events in the Middle East and around the world had declined 
considerably.  The United States was bogged down in Iraq, the Al Qaeda movement was 
advancing in several countries, the security situation in Afghanistan and Pakistan continued to 
deteriorate, and North Korea tested a nuclear weapon in 2006.   
 
By repeatedly stating goals and then not achieving them on key policy fronts, the Bush 
administration accelerated a crisis of efficacy for U.S. power in the Middle East – the growing 
perception that the United States could not achieve what it set out to do.   Ironically, the U.S. 
military footprint in the region was at an historic high during this period.  The 2001-2006 period 
of U.S. foreign policy in the region represented an ideological focus on a “freedom agenda” and 
an overuse of conventional military means in attempts to reshape the Middle East. 
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In its final two years in office, the Bush administration made important tactical adjustments to 
key parts of its Middle East strategy and adopted a more pragmatic approach.   It moved to 
restart Israeli-Palestinian talks at the Annapolis conference in 2007 and began to construct a 
policy for Iran and its nuclear program centered on diplomacy and economic sanctions.  It sent 
more troops to Iraq in 2007, which was one of several factors that reduced the violence and 
helped the country gain a fragile foothold of stability.  But these shifts did not have a major 
strategic impact on a broader region in turmoil.   
 
The Iraq surge resulted in an increasingly assertive Iraqi government that demanded a clear 
deadline for the withdrawal of U.S. troops.  The increased diplomatic efforts on the Arab-Israeli 
and Iran fronts failed to produce major breakthroughs.  When it came into office, the Obama 
administration faced considerable challenges throughout the Middle East at a time when the 
United States was facing the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, a deteriorating 
situation in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and continued threats from the Al Qaeda network.  
 
IV.  The Obama Administration’s Middle East Policy, 2009-2011: An Initial Assessment 
 
The Obama administration came to office riding a wave of high hopes for change in policy on 
multiple fronts, and the Middle East was no exception.  In the two years before the 2011 
uprisings, overall U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East had three key features. 
 
Public communications: Setting a new tone.  First, President Obama aimed to set a new tone 
that signaled a shift away from his predecessor.  In a series of public statements and speeches in 
his first year of office, President Obama worked to set a new tone of engagement, cooperation, 
and collective action and responsibility.  His April 2009 visit to Turkey was the start of an effort 
to revive bilateral ties after years of neglect.  Obama’s June 2009 speech in Cairo, entitled “On a 
New Beginning,” aimed to offer a new strategic framework for ties between the United States 
and the broader region.  Building on those themes, President Obama’s 2009 speech to the United 
Nations General Assembly gave the clearest indication of his emerging foreign policy approach.  
“In an era when our destiny is shared,” Obama stated, “power is no longer a zero-sum game.  No 
one nation can or should try to dominate another nation.  No world order that elevates one nation 
or group of people over another will succeed.  No balance of power among nations will hold.  
The traditional divisions between nations of the South and the North make no sense in an 
interconnected world; nor do alignments of nations rooted in the cleavages of a long-gone Cold 
War.”4   
 
Overall, this public communications campaign produced mixed results – it helped improve 
America’s image in certain parts of the world, and it was one of the main reasons why President 
Obama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize at the end of 2009.  In the Middle East, these public 
communications efforts elevated expectations on a number of fronts, particularly with regard to 
the Arab-Israeli conflict.  The modest engagement efforts with Iran did not produce 
breakthroughs, and Iran’s internal turmoil after the disputed 2009 presidential elections presented 
additional obstacles to engagement.  Palestinian leaders and a new government in Israel did not 
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respond favorably to the Obama administration’s attempts to revive direct talks between them – 
direct talks were only briefly held in 2010.  
 
Strategic realignment of focus towards Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iran.  The second key 
feature of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East before the uprisings was the shift in the center 
of gravity towards Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.  This strategic realignment was a central part 
of the Obama administration’s plans to end the Iraq war, complete the mission left 
unaccomplished in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and deal more effectively with the threat posed by 
Iran than the Bush administration had.    
 
Iraq’s importance was downgraded in the Obama administration’s national security focus – less 
overall senior level time and attention were dedicated to Iraq policy compared to the efforts on 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iran.  Despite the strong rhetorical emphasis on the need to resolve 
the Arab-Israeli conflict and the arguments that a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict was in America’s national security interest, the simple fact of the matter was that the 
Obama administration ended up dedicating less time and effort to these issues in 2009 and 2010 
than many had expected.    
 
The relative balance of priorities was seen symbolically in the number of U.S personnel 
dedicated to the Arab-Israeli conflict compared to Afghanistan and Pakistan.  On his second day 
in office, Obama appointed former Senator George Mitchell as special envoy for Middle East 
peace and Richard Holbrooke as special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan - setting up 
a diplomatic team to complement the efforts of America’s military presence in the region.  
Mitchell’s team was dwarfed by the interagency team that Holbrooke built in Foggy Bottom.  
The Obama administration tripled the number of troops in Afghanistan, increasing its diplomatic 
and economic efforts there and in Pakistan.  Combined with little progress on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, this only further reinforced this shift in the center of gravity of U.S. policy towards 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iran. 
 
Aggressive counterterrorism campaign.  The third key feature of U.S. foreign policy in the 
Middle East before the 2011 uprising was a strong focus on an aggressive counterterrorism 
campaign across the region and into South Asia.  This aggressive counterterrorism effort has 
continued well into the Obama administration’s fourth year, long after the Middle East unrest 
began.  It is perhaps the one aspect of the Obama administration’s overall national security 
approach that historians will remember the most, symbolized by the risky operation that killed Al 
Qaeda leader Usama Bin Laden in Pakistan in May 2011.  But these efforts also included a broad 
range of efforts throughout the Middle East, particularly in Yemen and Iraq.   
 
Reaction to the 2011 uprisings in the first year.  When the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt 
gathered steam in early 2011, the Obama administration was initially caught off guard, even 
though it had conducted some internal policy reviews on the threats to stability in the Middle 
East and possibilities for reform.  At the 2010 United Nations General Assembly meeting, it had 
outlined a broad set of global policies aimed at advancing human rights and democratic 
governance around the world5, but had done little to prepare the U.S. bureaucracies for this shift 
in focus when it came to policies in the Middle East.     
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The initial U.S. reactions to the uprisings consisted of public statements – no new major policy 
initiatives were undertaken in the first two months of 2011 until the war with Libya began.  The 
public statements had four common themes:  the status quo in the region was unsustainable, the 
transitions should be peaceful and respect the basic rights of citizens, the transitions should be 
led from within by the people of each country, and the United States would not have a “one size 
fits all” approach to the region.  
 
The United States carefully calibrated its responses to the changes unfolding in the region – the 
Obama administration recognized that it would need to tailor its approaches to the unique 
circumstances within each country and the national security interests the United States had in 
each country.   
 
Using the framework outlined in Section II of this paper, in those Category 1 countries (Work-in-
Progress Political Transition Countries) such as Egypt and Tunisia, the United States focused on 
public statements and diplomacy in attempts to ensure a peaceful and orderly transition.  It 
repackaged some development assistance and offered some new forms of economic assistance, 
but there were no major economic packages provided to these countries in the first year of 
transition – at least not significant enough to meet the overwhelming challenges these countries 
faced.   The economic problems and debate over debt in the United States presented considerable 
constraints on new initiatives – policymakers in Washington quietly talked about the needed for 
a “marshalling plan” in which several countries pooled resources, as opposed to a new Marshall 
Plan for the Middle East paid for U.S. taxpayers. 
 
On Category 2 countries – those countries facing major internal instability and violence – the 
United States attuned its policies according to the national security stakes and the practical 
realities of what external intervention could accomplish.  In Libya, the United States ensured that 
a regional coalition working in cooperation with NATO received some degree of international 
support in the form of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973, which received 10 
votes in favor and 5 abstentions (China, the Russian Federation, Brazil, Germany, and India) to 
establish a no-fly zone, impose an arms embargo, and tighten sanctions on the Qadaffi 
government in order to protect civilians.6  The Obama administration’s approach, characterized 
initially by some members of the administration as “leading from behind,”7 placed a strong 
premium on getting regional support and participation in the military actions combined with 
some measure of international legitimacy.  After seven months of military operations, the 
Qadaffi regime was removed from power and Libya took steps to establish a new permanent 
government.  
 
But the Libya operations have thus far been the exception rather than the rule.  In other countries 
that experienced major internal instability and violence, the U.S. policy response has been 
modulated according to U.S. national security interests involved and a practical assessment of 
what was possible.  In Yemen, the United States played a quiet role in encouraging a leadership 
transition, working in cooperation with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states to negotiate a  
political transition – the overriding focus of U.S. policy continued to be counterterrorism and 
dealing with the threats posed by Al Qaeda in the Arabia Peninsula (AQAP).   Just as 
counterterrorism was a leading concern in Yemen for U.S. policy, the U.S. policy response to 
unrest in Bahrain was largely shaped by Gulf security dynamics and the threats posed by Iran.  
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Despite some public statements, the United States did little different to intervene and respond to 
the uprisings in Bahrain.  At a time of uncertainty in the Gulf region, Bahrain was a key location 
for the U.S. military – and the U.S. policy apparatus could only absorb so many competing 
imperatives and generate a new response. 
 
On the Category 3 and 4 countries – the countries that were implementing some reforms from 
above and the stalemated countries– U.S. policy was rather modest in its approach.  The United 
States used quiet diplomacy to reassure countries such as Saudi Arabia of its policy 
pronouncements on Egypt.  It worked in collaboration with many of the Category 3 countries to 
build a policy response to Libya, Yemen, and Syria.  Generally speaking, Category 4 countries – 
the ones with stalemated political and security situations – received less focus, except for Iraq 
and Iran. On Iraq, the overarching objective was to complete the security transition and withdraw 
U.S. troops by the end of 2011 while working to develop new mechanisms to shape and 
influence Iraq’s trajectory and quietly encourage its reintegration into the Middle East.  On Iran, 
the policy priority was its nuclear research and developing an effective policy response – there 
were no significant U.S. policy initiatives to shape the internal balance of power in Iran outside 
of the efforts to deal with Iran’s nuclear program.   
 
One year into the Middle East uprisings, the United States has not undertaken a major strategic 
reevaluation of its approach to the region.   In September 2011, the State Department established 
an Office for Middle East Transitions in order to create a main point to coordinate policy 
responses within the U.S. government and in cooperation with allies in Europe and around the 
world.  Nearly six months since its creation, this office is still a work in progress and it remains 
unclear whether it will have much capacity to organize a more fully coordinated interagency 
response to the changes in the Middle East.  The Obama administration has also created a Middle 
East Response Fund/Middle East and North Africa Incentive Fund to be administered by the 
Office for Middle East Transitions, and it has found some funding in already existing 
unobligated Economic Support Funds (ESF).  The Obama administration has requested $770 
million in additional funds for the 2013 fiscal year. 8  
 
Overall, U.S. bilateral policy responses to events in individual countries in transition have largely 
been tactical, ad hoc, and reactive in nature.  The United States has also worked bilaterally with 
key partners in the region such as Israel, Turkey, and the United States to coordinate policy 
responses to particular developments and situations.  With Israel, the United States has urged 
restraint in responses to terror attacks from the Sinai Peninsula and rocket attacks from the Gaza 
Strip.  With Turkey, the United States has conducted extensive diplomacy to bring the two 
countries closer to strategic alignment in generating policy responses to key countries such as 
Libya and Syria.   
 
The United States has placed a strong premium on ensuring that there is some degree of regional 
buy-in and support for most of the actions it has undertaken in response to the Middle East 
uprisings.  Because the region faces some substantial divisions about the next steps in key 
countries, this approach of looking to build partners in order to ensure maximum legitimacy has 
slowed the nature of U.S. policy responses in key countries such as Syria. 
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In summary, the United States has adopted a pragmatic, ad hoc, and tactical approach in reaction 
to the uprisings in the Middle East.  It has maintained a strong focus on the policy priorities that 
existed before the start of the uprisings – prosecuting aggressive counterterrorism efforts, 
building a strategy to deal with Iran’s nuclear program, and focusing on supporting the security 
of its close partners in the region.  But it has not yet resulted in a strategic shift in its Middle East 
policy.  U.S. national security policy tends to change incrementally, even during periods of major 
global transformation.   
 
V.  Looking Ahead: Adapting U.S. Middle East Policy to New Strategic Realities   
 
Looking ahead to the rest of this decade, the United States is going to face significant challenges 
adapting its Middle East policy to new strategic realities in the region and more broadly in the 
world.   In the first year of the Middle East uprisings, the Obama administration announced its 
intention to pivot towards East Asia and dedicate more resources and attention to that part of the 
world.  Executing the “Asia pivot” while dealing with continued challenges in the Middle East 
will require significant strategic oversight to strike the right balance in priorities.   
 
This broader realignment of U.S. national security policy priorities globally will come at a time 
of increased constraints at home – economic constraints on the home front resulting from 
continued budget pressures and worries about the debt.   U.S. policymakers may find that the 
period in which it had the most political capital on the home front to garner significant resources 
to remain engaged as a leader abroad may have already passed.  Yet the general national security 
debate and the specific discussions on U.S. policy in the Middle East have not yet fully absorbed 
the new economic and political constraints that exist at home.  This does not mean that the 
United States is about to become isolationist or even a declining power – it just means that it is 
likely that the amount of time and attention focused on U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East is 
likely to decline in this decade compared to the previous one.   
 
In this context, the Middle East will continue to experience at great deal of uncertainty and 
volatility in the next years, as discussed in Section II of this paper.  Given the pace and 
complexity of the changes in the region, U.S. policymakers will need to adapt their approaches to 
the Middle East and push through significant changes in the way that the United States engages 
with the region.  These changes will necessarily be incremental because of the slow nature of 
change in U.S. bureaucracies.  Adapting the overall U.S. approach to the region should focus on 
what the United States already does well and look to build partnerships with others to provide 
assistance to key countries in the Middle East as they undergo changes.   
 
Here are five core policy initiatives the United States should seek to advance in the Middle East 
in the coming years, building on its current strategy and previous history outlined in Sections III 
and IV of this paper.  The first two initiatives build on current core competencies with proposals 
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for adaptation; the remaining three recommendations require a more substantial reform in the 
interagency process for U.S. national security. 
 
1.   Work to enhance broader regional security by focusing on core U.S. strategic interests 
with a lighter military footprint.  The United States remains the unrivaled military power in the 
world – no country has the ability to match America’s capabilities.  Despite the significant 
mistakes that the United States made in the Middle East during first decade, the United States 
maintains an important military footprint in key parts of the Middle East, particularly the Gulf 
region.  The United States should work with partners in the region to maintain this footprint, but 
it should continue to shift the focus towards off shore balancing and a less visible presence.  It 
should avoid the mistakes made by having large numbers of ground troops – the Obama 
administration has already cut the presence of ground troops in the broader CENTCOM area of 
operations by more than half, and this trajectory should continue.   
 
U.S. naval and air forces should continue to maintain an important role in ensuring the secure 
flow of energy resources from the region.  Even though countries in Asia are increasingly 
dependent on Middle East oil and gas, countries such as China, Japan, and India are unlikely to 
play the role that the United States in securing those energy resources.  This military presence 
will continue to respond to threats posed by piracy, smuggling, and arms trafficking in the key 
shipping lanes of the region. 
 
Another significant focus for the United States should be to discourage interstate and cross-
border conflicts that could escalate into broader regional crises.  Doing so will require integrating 
security and military strategies with diplomacy and statecraft, as discussed in the third 
recommendation below.   Some of the key areas of focus will remain the Gulf region, shipping 
lanes from the Persian Gulf around the southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula into the Red Sea, 
security along Israel’s borders, and Turkey’s borders with Syria and Iraq.   
 
Preventing the spread of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons will remain a key strategic 
focus, and calibrating the approach to Iran will remain the most significant test of U.S. policy in 
the Middle East for the foreseeable future. 
 
Compared to safeguarding against regional conflict and stopping the spread of dangerous 
weapons, the U.S. focus on stopping internal conflicts and civil wars will remain a lower 
priority.  In other words, the countries that fall into Category 2 defined in Section II of this paper 
will remain an issue of concern but not a strategic priority.  The Middle East has witnessed major 
internal conflicts and civil wars that have killed hundreds of thousands of people in recent 
decades – Lebanon, Algeria, and Iraq – and the United States remained largely disengaged from 
these conflicts, with the obvious exception of Iraq.  In the coming years, the United States should 
work with other key actors in the region to mitigate risks of internal instability and civil war on 
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broader regional instability by developing more effective responses to refugee crises and 
supporting political resolutions to internal conflicts.   But it would be unwise for the United 
States to become deeply engaged directly in the internal conflicts currently underway in places 
like Syria.  
 
2.  Continue counterterrorism efforts with reforms aimed at producing sustainable security 
systems to address this threat.  More than a decade after September 11th, U.S. counterterrorism 
efforts will continue to remain a top priority in the Middle East.  In the past few years, the United 
States has adopted a more aggressive approach in taking unilateral action to deal with imminent 
threats.  Those efforts are likely to continue, but the next U.S. administration should increase its 
efforts to build partnerships with countries in the region to produce more strategic and 
sustainable responses to the terrorist threats.   
 
The uprisings in certain countries resulted in diverting resources away from counterterrorism efforts 
in certain places like Yemen and Egypt.  Nevertheless, the United States still maintains strong 
coordination with key countries in the region and it continues to work with leaders in the security 
establishments of most Middle East countries.  Bilateral security and counterterrorism cooperation 
between the United States and Jordan, Saudi Arabia, the Emirates, and most countries of the Gulf 
region remains strong.   The uprisings are not likely to lead to quick changes in cooperation with 
most countries, in large part because it is in the strategic self-interest of the countries and people of 
the region to protect themselves from violent extremism and terrorism.9  
 
3.   Strengthen cooperation with key partner countries in the region in a series of bilateral 
strategic dialogues.  This third initiative will require the United States to adopt a significantly 
different approach to bilateral relations with key countries in the region – particularly those 
countries that fall in the Category 1 of countries in political and security transitions that are still a 
work in progress.  In looking at this new regional landscape, the United States should focus on 
its bilateral relations with Israel, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Iraq as pivotal partners.  With 
each of these countries, the United States should build more structured relationships centered on 
a series of strategic dialogues held regularly to coordinate responses to regional security 
dynamics and trends related to the regional transformations.  
 
Israel currently feels increasingly isolated in the changing regional scene.  Given the substantial 
internal challenges that Egypt and Jordan face, it seems unlikely that the current peace treaties 
these countries have with Israel will be abrogated – the focus of attentions will likely remain on 
internal challenges in these countries.  Nevertheless, the political changes throughout the Middle 
East are likely to make normalization of ties with Israel less possible without a significant 
change in Israel’s strategy.  Currently, the prospects for resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict 
remain dim, and the land-for-peace framework that has been a mainstay of U.S. policy for 
decades is moribund.  In this context of growing isolation in the region, Israel is likely to become 
even more dependent on U.S. security guarantees.  The focus of a continued strategic dialogue 
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between the United States and Israel should be to make sure that neither party surprises the other 
in undertaking any actions, particularly on Iran and broader regional security.   
 
With Turkey, the United States should continue the robust dialogue on a broad range of issues.  
The United States and Turkey do not always agree on some key issues, but they have structured a 
mature bilateral relationship in which the two countries have worked to move closer to strategic 
alignment.  The United States should continue to press both Turkey and Israel to move beyond 
the current phase of poor relations and revive strategic coordination. 
 
Egypt will present the most significant challenge in the coming years – the changes in Egypt will 
require the United States and Egypt to renegotiate the basic terms of the bilateral arrangement 
that has guided the two countries for the last three decades.  Once a new civilian government is 
in place in Egypt – scheduled for later in 2012 – the United States and Egypt should start a 
strategic dialogue that discusses the full range of issues and interests including security, the 
economy, and broader regional diplomatic strategy.  The strategic dialogue should focus on the 
government-to-government ties, but it should also encourage a broadening of societal ties 
between the two countries, looking to leverage the business communities and key parts of civil 
society such as educational institutions.  In this new era, the United States needs to broaden and 
expand its diplomatic engagement to include the private sector and broader groups – it is no 
longer effective to just engage with political, security, and economic elites.  Egypt and the 
United States are likely to find that they still share many common strategic interests despite the 
many changes inside of Egypt – but they will also likely identify significant differences.   
Diplomacy and statecraft will be essential to renegotiating the bilateral relationship between the 
two countries. 
 
4.  Develop more integrated and coherent U.S. interagency policy responses to the Middle East 
transformations.  As discussed in Section IV, the United States government has not yet 
developed fully integrated interagency policy approaches to individual countries and particular 
regional challenges.  The creation of a new office at the State Department was a step in the right 
direction – a necessary but insufficient step.  In order to be prepared for bilateral strategic 
dialogues proposed above, the United States government needs to bring all of its agencies 
together – the State Department, Pentagon, Treasury Department, Commerce Department, and 
the key intelligence agencies, among other groups – to conduct thorough strategic policy reviews 
on key countries in the Middle East.   
 
The Obama administration has organized numerous interagency discussions on the Middle East 
during its time in office, but they usually focus on crisis situations and particular events, as 
opposed to a comprehensive strategic review of policy options.  Finding time on the agenda for 
strategic interagency reviews is a challenge given the day-to-day crises in the Middle East – but 
they are essential if the United States is to move away from this tactical, ad hoc, crisis 



17 
	  

management mode.  A strategic interagency review on key countries will help policymakers 
explore the most effective ways to shape and influence reform agendas in key countries – the 
United States needs to adapt the way it has done business in the region for decades.   
 
For decades, the United States has made substantial investments in security sectors in a range of 
Middle Eastern countries.  The United States should develop policies that work with new leaders 
in the region to connect security systems to executive, judicial, and legislative authorities that 
can provide oversight and accountability. By adopting an integrated approach, the United States 
could help countries establish stronger foundations for better governance and anticorruption 
through governing.  The United States will need to develop a more comprehensive and integrated 
approach that links efforts by our military and intelligence agencies with efforts by the State 
Department, USAID and other civilian agencies.10 
 
5.  Enhance international and multilateral coordination on policy responses to the Middle 
East transformations.  This last effort will be the most difficult – working to achieve great 
cooperation with other global powers and rising powers to advance stability and progress in the 
Middle East.  The United States regularly engages diplomatically with the European Union, 
China, Russia, and other rising powers like India and Brazil when major issues arise in the 
Middle East.  These diplomatic efforts have produced mixed results – as they always will.   
 
At times countries will operate completely at odds to U.S. policy – as recently witnessed in the 
veto by Russia and China in the United Nations Security Council resolution on Syria in 
February.  But the United States needs to remain engaged in these efforts to bring countries 
closer to strategic alignment – this is the toughest diplomacy, but it can produce the most 
benefits if some sense of unity and agreement is achieved.  The rising dependency of Asian 
countries like China and India on energy resources in Middle East will result in increased 
involvement by these countries in the Middle East – and diplomacy with these countries on how 
to respond to changes in the Middle East can help make them responsible stakeholders.  
 
The United States should focus on making policy coordination on responses to the Middle East 
uprisings with the countries of the European Union more effective – there are regular 
coordination meetings and consultations, but more can be done to coordinate economic 
assistance and diplomatic efforts in order to maximize the impact of resources dedicated by all 
countries to assist in the Middle East transitions.   
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VI.  Conclusion 
 
The United States has already started to see its relationships with key countries in the Middle 
East change, and more transformations are ahead.  Some strategic fundamentals remain the same 
– the world needs the Middle East’s energy resources, and the United States is the only military 
power that has the capacity and willingness to provide some broader regional security support.   
 
But increasingly, the central question for U.S. policy in the Middle East is less about the size of 
the military footprint and how many troops the United States has on the ground in particular 
countries.  Instead, the central questions will revolve around how the United States can most 
effectively use the full ranges of statecraft tools and integrate its traditional security interest and 
military presence into an overall strategy that fosters greater self-sufficiency and encourages 
constructive interstate cooperation and economic interdependencies in the Middle East.   
 
The United States, its allies, and regional partners need to take a step back from present day 
crises and challenges to outline a positive vision and set of proactive goals of what they would 
like to see in the Middle East. Without a clear sense of direction, the United States will remain 
stuck in a tactical, reactive, crisis management mode.   
 
Two longer-term strategic goals for the Middle East should frame overall policy efforts–first, it 
should aim to seek greater stability and integration within the region and between the region and 
the rest of the world.  This is already happening in some limited fashion in countries of the 
region that have seen greater economic success.  Second, it should seek to help countries in the 
region to develop more functional, self-sustaining, and just government and economic systems 
that provides for security and basic needs of the people of the region. 
 
The burden for achieving these goals rests on the people and governments in the Middle East – 
the United States can work with key partners in the region and other global powers to provide 
necessary support, but it should not pretend that it can achieve these things by U.S. policy 
actions alone.   
 
For decades, the United States has implemented security strategies in the Middle East that 
fostered moral hazard in the region and enabled other global powers to benefit from U.S. 
engagement in the region without paying nearly the same costs.  The Middle East is changing, 
and so must U.S. policy towards that region of the world.  The coming period of U.S. 
policymaking in the Middle East will require major adjustments and a flexibility to adapt to a 
changed strategic environment.  
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