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Washington

T
he Centre for 
Strategic and 
International 
Studies (CSIS) 
chose a fitting title 
for its report 
taking stock of the 
events of the fifth 

year of turmoil in the Middle East. 
Rocky Harbors documents the 
uncertainty and volatility that 
have plagued the region’s 
political seas since the storm that 
hit in 2011 but it does not yet see 
any harbours that are safe and 
predictable for the region.

Jon Alterman, the director of the 
Middle East Programme at CSIS 
and editor of the report, told The 
Arab Weekly, “There are harbours 
but they are perilous and you don’t 
know where danger lies.”

The CSIS report tackles the 
variables and challenges in 
the region, including the state 
and its legitimacy, the rise of 
political Islam, the threat posed 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
the power rivalries in the region. 
It also discusses specific issues 
and countries, such as Iran, 
the Maghreb, Egypt and the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. If there is 
a word that sums up what all 
of these have in common, it is 

“uncertainty”. Alterman says there 
is no new balance and the extent 
of instability and uncertainty “is 
unclear”.

In his introductory chapter 
— Seeking Harbor in the Storm — 
Alterman takes issue with the 
names given to the events of the 
past few years that have taken place 
in the Arab world. He said that 
calling the uprisings “revolutions” 
and the regional phenomena the 
“Arab spring” is “naive”. He said 
the belief that “Arab politics were 
opening up in a fundamental way 
was premature and some might 
even argue misguided”.

“Revolutionaries cannot be 
confident that the revolution 
brings freedom,” Alterman said. 
For him, the problem is “larger 
than getting rid of the current 
system. The revolution got rid of 
the system but could not replace it 
with something better.”

Unlike Eastern European 
countries, which succeeded in 
changing the system and moving 
to democracy, in the Arab world 
“there was no serious opposition”, 
Alterman said.

The unpredictability of the 
course taken in Tunisia and in 
Egypt is offset by the fact 
that those two cases 
are “bright spots” 
compared to the rest 
of the countries 
in the region. 
Alterman said that 
the liberals in the 

Arab world failed in their attempts 
to make peace with the Islamists, 
revealing that many people in the 
region prefer the flawed dictatorial 
regimes to the puritanical politics 
of the Islamists. Alterman said 
today’s liberals “are in hiding”.

What is the direction 
that Arab society and Arab 
politics are taking? Alterman 
identifies five variables 
that will determine the 
answer: “The growth of 
information technology, 
new ways in which 
isolated actions have 
outsized consequences, 
the price of energy; 
geopolitics, especially 
the tensions between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran; 
and the outcome of the 
political experiments 
unfolding throughout the Arab 
world.”

Alterman senses “renewed 
resolve” among Arab governments 
after “some despair in early 2011” 
but he says they are “far from 
feeling secure”. The “much larger 
problem for them is the threat they 
feel from their domestic political 
opposition”. In many ways, this 

is a continuation of the past. In 
1962, Jordan’s King Hussein 

wrote a book entitled 
Uneasy Lies the Head. 

“Unease” still describes 
the anxiety that many 
Arab leaders must feel 
about the state of their 

countries and the region.
Alterman predicts that it will 

take many years for the dust 
to settle in a region whose new 
environment nobody fully 
understands.

Roger Owen, the prominent 
Middle East scholar who is 

professor emeritus at 
Harvard, contributed 
a chapter to the CSIS 

report titled: The 
Future of Arab State 

Power. He foresees 
a weakened state 

system in the Middle 
East that started with 

the 2011 uprisings, and 
warns that this situation 

“poses a challenge to the 
whole postcolonial order 

in the Arab Middle East”.
Owen reaches two 

conclusions: First, there 
will be no “shrinkage of the 
state itself in size, ferocity of its 
security forces or in the central 
role played in the management 
of the lives of most Arab 
populations”. Second, “most 
Arab regimes will engage in new 
ways of managing their societies, 
although, in most instances, they 
will stop a long way short of the 
type of democratic participation 
characteristic of the majority of 
their European neighbours”.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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No safe harbours in turbulent Middle East

The Middle East 
arms bazaar in 
2015: Quest for 
stability or 
regional rivalry?
Washington

T 

he unprecedented rate of 
arms sales to the Middle 
East under US President 
Barack Obama’s adminis-
tration remained steady 

in 2015, which raises the question of 
whether this trend in Arab military 
expenditures will escalate wars or 
foster regional stability.

Arms control and defence experts 
are divided regarding the reasons 
behind the arms sales increase. Mil-
itary spending in the Middle East 
reached $196 billion in 2014 or 11% 
of global military expenditure for 
a region that, according to World 
Bank estimates, produces less than 
4% of the world’s gross domestic 
product.

The Global Defence Trade Report 
2015, IHS Jane’s open-source data-
base, notes that in 2014 one out of 
every seven dollars disbursed on 
arms imports was spent by Saudi 
Arabia. Even though spending data 
for 2015 are incomplete, the Stock-
holm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) yearbook, which 
tracks global military spending, 
gives early indications that Middle 
East expenditure levels in 2015 are 
similar to those of 2014.

Several factors must be consid-
ered to analyse this trend: the fall 

in oil and gas prices did not seem to 
affect military expenditures, in par-
ticular for Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries. The major driver 
for military spending, according 
to SIPRI, is the risk facing Arab 
regimes “whether peaceful dem-
onstrations, violent actions or ter-
rorism” as well as “regional power 
structures and ambitions in which 
Iran is usually portrayed as the main 
rival or threat”.

During his summit with GCC lead-
ers at Camp David last May, Obama 
offered to streamline and increase 
weapons sales, making the Iran 
nuclear deal the latest impetus be-
hind the surge in US exports to the 
Middle East. With an increase from 
$6 billion in 2013 to $8.4 billion in 
2014, total US arms exports exceed-
ed by far the combined regional 
arms sales of the United Kingdom, 
Russia, France and Germany.

Washington has significantly in-
creased its overall arms sales to $195 
billion since Obama took office, 
which experts say is driven by fed-
eral budget cuts that have curbed 
US military expenditure by 6.5%.

“With the decrease in US military 
spending, US weapons manufactur-
ers are increasingly under pressure 
to sustain arms revenues through 
exports and the US government 
seeks to fill gaps between its major 
orders by supporting export drives 
in order to maintain its military 
technology base,” Pieter Wezeman, 
a senior researcher at SIPRI, told 
The Arab Weekly.

“Aggressive marketing by arms 
producers with support from their 
national governments aimed at 
the small decision-making elite in 
Arab states strengthens a fixation 
on arms as the solution to anything 

that seems a security threat,” he 
added.

However, Ben Moores, a senior 
analyst at IHS Jane’s, argued that 
the demand for military equipment 
initially was driven by high oil pric-
es several years ago and will remain 
strong in the Middle East for years 
to come because of “demographic, 
economic, cultural and social mega 
trends that are driving war and in-
stability”.

The chaotic situation in much of 
the Middle East provides many in-
centives to buy more weapons, yet 
there is also a shift in the mindset 
of Arab regimes on how to approach 
regional stability and the challenge 
of dealing with Iran.

Moores downplayed the effect 
arms sales might have on regional 
stability, saying, “The war has al-
ready started, who isn’t at war in 
some way?” in the Middle East. Us-
ing Rwanda as an example, Moores 
said, “You do not need arms to fight 
a war.”

“If anything, many of the ex-
ports to the region are attempting 
to keep a clear and stable military 
balance that encourages stability. 
Most of the weapons are being used 
by countries to support stability 
against radical elements,” he added.

Arms sales are intended to foster 
regional security, notes Wezemen. 
However, he says that states in the 
Middle East “show little interest 
in the concept”. He also warned 
of “the moral implications of arms 
supplies to non-democratic re-
gimes” as they might be used for 
repressive purposes, which “could 
contribute to further political dis-
content”.

On the Arab perception of an 
Iranian threat as a motivation to 

arm, Wezemen said that Iran “does 
not have the resources to keep up 
similar levels of military spending, 
nor can it import the same type of 
advanced military technology its 
Arab neighbours do”. He added that 
under a UN embargo it will be hard 
for Iran “to significantly increase its 
conventional military capability in 
the coming decade”.

Regardless of how the Iran’s nu-
clear deal turns out or the wars 
in Syria and Yemen unfold, both 
Moores and Wezemen expect the 
Middle East to remain a booming 
market for military exports with 
Moores seeing “$100 billion in op-
portunities in the coming decade”.

Joe Macaron is a political analyst 
specialising in US foreign policy 
in the Middle East. He has worked 
on Middle East Affairs at the 
International Monetary Fund and 
on counterterrorism issues at 
West Point’s Combating Terrorism 
Center.
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the Middle East 
reached $196 billion 
in 2014.

Lebanese Army chief General Jean Kahwaji (L), Lebanese Defence Minister Samir Moqbel, Saudi 
Ambassador to Lebanon Ali Awad Asiri and French Defence minister Jean-Yves Le Drian (R), take 
part in a hand-over ceremony of a shipment of French weapons to the Lebanese Army at Beirut 
International Airport, last April.


