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The Salman doctrine is 
based on “deterring 
aggression and restoring 
security through a 
political process”

The Americans, appear 
to be increasingly 
banking on Iran as a 
stabilising force...Such a 
strategy is wishful 
thinking

Washington

I
n February the US White 
House presented Congress 
with its National Security 
Strategy for the final two 
years of President Barack 
Obama’s presidency, 

revealing the doctrine of “Strate-
gic Patience”.

This doctrine is based on the 
premise outlined in the docu-
ment’s introduction that, while 
the United States leads from a “po-
sition of strength… this does not 
mean we can or should attempt to 
dictate the trajectory of all unfold-
ing events around the world”. The 
doctrine also tells of limited US 
resources and influence.

This modest approach to world 
leadership was met with a storm 
of criticism by commentators, 
including US News and World Re-

port which said the 
strategy provided 
proof that Obama 
“is unwilling or un-
able to take decisive 
action”.

The Obama 
doctrine has been 
put to the test in 
Yemen, a nation 
that the US presi-
dent had touted 

as a successful counter-terrorism 
model only a few months earlier.

The Houthis and the forces 
of former President Ali Abdul-

lah Saleh, after seizing control of 
Sana’a last September, are threat-
ening Aden and what is left of the 
legitimacy of Yemen’s govern-
ment, as well as threatening the 
counter-terrorism infrastructure 
in the southern part of Yemen 
against al-Qaeda where US and 
British forces were working with 
Yemeni security forces. The United 
States and United Kingdom with-
drew their personnel and the US 
embassy in Sana’a was closed and 
“Strategic Patience” was stretched 
to the limit in the southern Arab 
state.

The Saudis might have been 
hoping for something like the 
1950s-era Eisenhower doctrine, 
under which “a Middle Eastern 
country could request American 
economic assistance or aid from 
US military forces if it was being 
threatened by armed aggression 
from another state”.

The Saudis and the Gulf coun-
tries, however, knew well that this 
is not 1957. The region and the 
world learnt from the lesson of 
Syria that waiting for the Ameri-
cans to lead an effort to change the 
military balance on the ground is 
like waiting for Godot.

Enter the Salman doctrine, 
named after the new Saudi king 
and coined by respected Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi. The 
Salman doctrine is based on 
“deterring aggression and restor-
ing security through a political 

process”, hence Operation Deci-
sive Storm. Khashoggi noted that 
King Salman has introduced a new 
principle in international relations 
and a new reality by implement-
ing a doctrine without the United 
States.

The Salman doctrine indicated 
that Saudi Arabia and its allies in 
the Arab world have run out of pa-
tience with Iran and its meddling 
in Arab affairs and the expansion 
of its influence. But most impor-
tantly it indicates that they have 
no patience anymore for American 
inaction in the face of what they 
see as an existential threat.

There is also a perception that 
the United States does not share 
their assessment of what con-
stitutes a mortal threat to their 
countries because they see the 
American administration more 
concerned with “appeasing” Iran 
in their negotiations over the 
nuclear issue than confronting 
Iran’s threat to its neighbours or 
restraining Tehran’s hegemonic 
ambitions in the region.

US Senator John McCain (R-
Ariz.) questioned the US Central 
Command chief, US Army General 
Lloyd Austin, on whether the Sau-
dis gave the United States advance 
notice of their campaign against 
the Houthis. The general said he 
was notified shortly before the 
operation. McCain saw this as an 
indication that “our closest allies 
in the region no longer trust us. 

That is because they believe we 
are siding with Iran”.

The fact that Obama called 
the Saudi king directly after the 
announcement of a framework 
agreement with Iran and invited 
the Gulf leaders to a summit with 
him at Camp David in Maryland 
shows the level of attention he 
is paying to allay the fears of the 
Arabs.

The Obama doctrine, though, 
has accomplished something new 
and positive in the Arab world: It 
forced the Arabs to rely on them-
selves.

The unanimous agreement in 
the Arab summit just concluded 
in Sharm el-Sheikh to form a joint 
military force is a case in point. It 
also emphasised Obama’s ap-
proach to intervention: the United 
States will provide support but it 
is up to the local powers to do the 
job; the United States will not do 
it for them anymore. The United 
States will “have your back” but it 
will not be in front of you.

The American president with 
his doctrine has helped the Arabs 
come together, develop their own 
doctrine and rally around their 
own leadership. This is unheard of 
in the region. If this succeeds the 
Arab world would have turned a 
corner and made history. Yemen is 
the test.

Amal Mudallali is a foreign 
policy analyst in Washington.
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T 

he war against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has 
allowed a détente 
between the United 
States and Iran, who are 

now fighting a common enemy 
on Iraqi soil. In parallel, Iran and 
the United States, which broke 
off diplomatic relations after the 
1979 Islamic revolution, secured 
on April 2nd a framework 
agreement to curtail Iran’s 
nuclear programme that may lead 

to what US Presi-
dent Barack Obama 
calls a “better 
path” for Iran.

But these devel-
opments will not 
put an end to the 
entanglements cre-
ated by the Islamic 
Republic in the 
Middle East.

In the past five 
years, Iran has 

sought to fill the vacuum left 
by the US withdrawal from the 
region. The Americans, struggling 

to understand the chaos that has 
become the Arab world, appear to 
be increasingly banking on Iran 
as a stabilising force. However, 
such a strategy is wishful thinking 
as the Islamic Republic can only 
bring further turmoil in countries 
mostly inhabited by Sunni majori-
ties, in Yemen or Syria and large 
Sunni minorities in Iraq.

In Yemen, Iran supports the 
Houthis, who belong to the Zaidi 
community, a religious strand of 
Shiism, which shares some com-
mon beliefs with Sunnism. Iran 
saw a golden opportunity when 
the region inhabited by the Zaidis 
underwent political and economic 
marginalisation, using the political 
ambitions of Hussein al-Houthi, 
the leader of the rebel movement 
in Yemen, who was killed by 
the army in 2004, to advance its 
agenda.

Following the 1990-91 Gulf war, 
Iraqi Shias fled to Yemen, where 
they started proselytising among 
the Zaidis, and Iran took over 
the training and arming of the 
Houthis, setting up “revolutionary 
camps” for children.

The rise of the Shia rebels from 
Yemen’s northern mountains be-
gan to pick up momentum in Au-
gust 2014, when thousands of sup-
porters took to the streets against 
the central government, accusing 
it of corruption and cancelling 
fuel subsidies. The Houthis also 
demanded a more representative 
form of government. After sign-
ing a peace deal brokered by the 
United Nations with President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi, tensions 
flared again with the Houthis.

Heavily armed Houthi fight-
ers, who in late March reportedly 
received 185 tons of weapons from 
Iran, progressively took over the 
capital Sana’a and the strategic 
port city of Hodeida, marching on 
Aden, despite a week of air strikes 
by a Saudi-led coalition.

As in Yemen, Iran’s influence in 
Syria has grown since the begin-
ning of the “Arab spring”. The 
country, which once proclaimed 
itself the beating heart of the Arab 
world, has practically become 
a “protectorate” of the Islamic 
Republic, relying on Iran’s elite 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) along with their 
Lebanese and Iraqi proxies. In May 
2014, General Hossein Hamedani, 
a senior IRGC commander, was 
quoted by Iran’s semi-official 
Fars News Agency as saying that 
President Bashar Assad “is fighting 
in Syria as our deputy”. The report 
was later removed from the Fars 
website.

Iran has been able to impose its 
will on Syria by propping up As-
sad’s minority Alawite regime. Ac-
cording to a note by former diplo-
mat Ignace Leverrier in France’s Le 
Monde newspaper, Shia mercenar-
ies fighting in Syria are being given 
Syrian nationality. The diplomat 
said Iran has thus adopted in Syria 
a policy of “unprecedented intru-
sion in the military and security 
sectors”. That is an opinion shared 
by the Washington-based Institute 
for the Study of War, which said 
the expansion of Iran’s influence 
has challenged the cohesion of 
remaining state forces in Syria.

Iran’s most important area of 
focus nonetheless remains its 
western neighbour, Iraq. “Iran is 
an empire once again at last, and 
its capital is Baghdad,” Ali Younu-
si, an adviser to Iranian Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, declared. Iran’s proxy Shia 
militias, totalling some 120,000 
men, greatly outnumber the Iraqi 
army battalions considered to be 
combat-capable which number an 
estimated 48,000. These militias 
receive training and weapons 
from Iran and are directed by 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of the IRGC’s external 
operations wing, the Quds Force.

The rise of sectarian Iranian 
proxies in countries where Shias 
do not constitute an overwhelm-
ing majority increases the long-
term threat of instability in Yemen, 
Syria and Iraq. These groups are 
useful pawns in the Islamic Re-
public’s regional chess game, but 
ones that can also be quite self-
defeating in the end, as they have 
not been encouraged to establish a 
true dialogue or partnership with 
other communities.

Without engaging other local 
players, Iran cannot win the war 
it has waged in these countries 
because demographics are simply 
not in its favour: Yemen’s Zaidi 
minority represents 30% of the 
population and Alawites represent 
12% of Syria’s population. Iraq is 
the only exception, with Shias 
comprising about 55% of the popu-
lation, according to Pew Research 
Center.

The rise of supercharged Iranian 
proxies in these countries will 
also advance Iran’s position at the 
international bargaining table, as 
evidenced by the April 2nd deal 
with the United States and other 
world powers.
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