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the making and is the result of 
four powerful factors: 1) impe-
rial overreach and the domestic 
backlash it caused, 2) diminished 
US reliance on Middle Eastern 
energy, 3) the rise of China as the 
primary challenger to US global 
dominance and 4) an unhealthy 
and apparently unbreakable alli-
ance with Israel.

If you insist on a precise date 
for the beginning of the United 
States’ decline in the region, it 
would be March 19, 2003 — the 
day that US forces launched the 
unprovoked invasion of Iraq.

The consequences of that day 
have been widely documented: 
civil war in Iraq; growing Iranian 
influence over and eventually 
domination of Iraqi politics; and 
the rise of Sunni jihadist groups 
such as the Islamic State. The list 
goes on.

Another consequence of that 
fateful day was: When George 
W. Bush became US president 
in January 2001 he inherited a 
national budget surplus of $128 
billion. When Barack Obama was 
sworn in as president in January 
2009, the budget was in deficit to 
the tune of $1.4 trillion.

Obama had campaigned in 
2008 as the anti-war candidate, 
promising to disengage the 
United States from Iraq and 
Afghanistan. He promised 
a  less-imperial policy to-
wards the Middle East, one 
based on mutual respect 
and the pursuit of human 
rights and democracy, 
including national 
rights for the Pal-
estinians.

When the first 
opportunity 
arose to actively  
promote democ-
racy — Iran’s 2009 
Green Revolu-

tion — the Obama administration 
stayed largely on the sidelines. 
Direct intervention would have 
been risky and US officials de-
termined that the regime would 
prevail, which it did.

Two years later, the “Arab 
spring” offered Washington an-
other opportunity to exert leader-
ship. Instead, the administration 
seemed confused and uncertain, 
especially regarding Egypt: Do we 
bolster Hosni Mubarak, our long-
time ally, or shove him out? Do 
we advocate for early elections — 
before Egypt’s society and politi-
cal parties are ready — or encour-
age a slow-but-steady transition? 
Do we support the democratically 
elected Muhammad Morsi gov-
ernment, even if it stands against 
our values? Do we endorse the 
popular ouster of Morsi or punish 
the new regime?

No clearly articulated answers 
emerged.

By the time the bottom-up 
revolts spread to Syria, provok-
ing a brutal response from the 
Bashar Assad regime, it was clear 
that the United States wanted 
nothing to do with the mess. 
Even when Moscow — the Obama 
administration’s bete noire — 
intervened militarily, Washington 

just wagged its finger. The low 
point occurred when Obama 

allowed his “red line” — 
Assad’s use of chemical 
weapons — to be crossed.

Obama was probably 
one of the most intelligent 

people to inhabit the Oval Office 
and, unlike Trump, he respected 
the expertise of professional dip-
lomats. So what accounts for this 
muddled policy?

Obama was elected on a prom-
ise of disengaging the United 
States from the Middle East and 
repairing the country’s dire fiscal 
straights. With re-election loom-
ing in 2012, he was loath to more 
deeply engage the United States 
in the region.

Moreover, Obama was in many 
ways America’s first Asian presi-
dent: He was born in Hawaii and 
spent much of his childhood in 
Indonesia. He believed, not with-
out reason, that the US future lay 
in expanding its commercial and 
strategic presence in Asia. One 
country stood in the way: China.

To Obama, the Middle East was 
an annoying sideshow and if the 
United States got entangled in 
the region’s intractable conflicts, 
China would merrily march its 
way towards global dominance.

Meanwhile, the expanding US 
fracking industry, which, along 
with advances in energy efficien-
cy and alternative energy, was 
transforming the United States 
into an energy powerhouse. 
Reliance on Gulf oil was ancient 
history.

Obama did not want to cut and 
run from the Middle East, how-
ever. He wanted to leave some 
kind of order behind, not out 
of the goodness of his heart but 
to make sure the United States 

did not get drawn again into the 
region.

He had two goals: First, a 
deal with Iran that would freeze 
Tehran’s nuclear program while 
luring Iran into normality. The 
mullahs, Obama reasoned, would 
be less reckless if they enjoyed 
economic gains from Western in-
vestment and trade, and delaying 
their nuclear programme would 
make them less dangerous.

Obama’s second goal for bring-
ing about a modicum of order in 
an unruly region was to achieve 
a permanent Israeli-Palestinian 
peace agreement. He was serious 
about this goal and genuinely 
tried to bring it about but was 
foiled by an Israel that, under 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, was becoming a Praetorian 
ethno-nationalist enclave and 
a US political establishment, 
including leaders of both politi-
cal parties, that was beholden to 
Israel regardless of its actions.

Trump continued and fur-
thered this policy of regional 
disengagement. He combined 
it with the rhetorical bluster of 
power but no one was fooled. 
Since Trump assumed office, 
Moscow and Tehran have ex-
panded their influence, Turkey is 
acting solo and in its own inter-
ests, Riyadh is starting to behave 
(as it should) as a regional power 
and not as a US ward and Cairo 
is looking to Russia for arms and 
China for investment.

The one constant is US support 
for Israel’s brazenly colonial gov-
ernment — and Trump’s declar-
ing that Washington will move its 
embassy to Jerusalem may end 
up removing the United States 
from the role of Israeli-Palestini-
an mediator.

As for the idea of a Pax Ameri-
cana in the Middle East: Requies-
cat in pace.

US and Russia in the Middle East Debate

T
here is no way any-
one, except perhaps 
a Trump adminis-
tration spokesman, 
would argue that US 
influence is ascend-
ant in the Middle 

East. In the region’s political  
hubs — Cairo, Damascus,  
Ankara, Baghdad, Riyadh and  
Tehran — leaders can be found 
pursuing their own national inter-
ests, forging necessary alliances 
and, at best, paying lip service to 
Washington.

To assess the political winds in 
the Middle East, look to Ankara, 
Moscow and Tehran; for the eco-
nomic winds, look to Riyadh and 
Beijing.

Does this mean that US Presi-
dent Donald Trump single-hand-
edly destroyed America’s once 
dominant position in this vital re-
gion? That if Hillary Clinton were 
president the United States would 
loom large and powerful over the 
Middle East?

Hardly.
The declining US role in the 

Middle East has been long in 
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N
ot for decades has 
there been such 
public hand-
wringing over 
Russia’s inten-
tions in Syria, 
Libya and the 

Mediterranean. European and 
American media keep reminding 
that Russia’s moves are evidence 
of aggressive policies, similar 
to Russian military actions in 
Ukraine and Crimea.

Ethan Chorin, a former US 
diplomat, in “Russia Strategic 
Waiting Game in Libya” said this 
is “hyperbole.” While Russia has 
taken advantage of the vacuum 
in US policy since the “Arab 
spring” to maintain and increase 
its geographical status, its policy 
remains “selective and opportun-
istic.”

It has neither the resources nor 
the desire to incur responsibilities 
other than limited in Syria and 
not at all in Libya for the foresee-
able future, Chorin said in his 
work included in “War in Peace-
time, Russia’s Strategy on NATO’s 
Eastern and Southern Flanks,” 
published by the CIDOB & Insti-
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When the first opportunity 
arose to actively promote 
democracy — Iran’s 2009 
Green Revolution — the Obama 
administration stayed largely 
on the sidelines. 

The conclusion 
reached by 
Russia is that 
Americans and 
Europeans lack 
strategic vision. 

tute for Statecraft and edited by 
this author and Nicolas de Pedro.

In the forthcoming “What is 
Russia up to in the Middle East,” 
Dmitri Trenin, director of the 
Carnegie Moscow Centre, offers 
a lucid explanation for what he 
sees as Russian caution. West-
ern enthusiasm for promoting 
democracy in the region “led 
to suspicions in and around the 
Kremlin that Western-funded 
Russian NGOs might try to bring 
about a ‘Russian spring.’”

The mass protests in Moscow 
in 2010-11 challenged Russian 
President Vladimir Putin more 
than anything since his rising to 
power in 2000. Russian experts 
were, from the start, “sceptical 
that upheavals in Arab countries 
would actually lead to democratic 
transformation as hoped for in 
the West,” Trenin wrote. They 
feared an “Islamist winter” and 
felt many American and Europe-
an analysts were “no more than 
hapless sorcerer’s apprentices,” 
he said.

Western observers who kept 
their heads cool in 2011 remem-
bered the enthusiasm with which 
many in the United States and 
United Kingdom — but not France 
— had greeted the US invasion of 
Iraq. We know that it was under-
taken for the wrong reason, failed 
to drain the swamp where terror-
ists were bred and, in destroying 
a key secular state between the 
Gulf and the Levant, unleashed 
an unprecedented wave of Is-
lamic sectarianism and terrorism. 
It also fuelled Iran’s ambitions in 
the region.

Russia was astonished that the 
United States did little to support 
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt. More 
importantly, it failed to form a 
comprehensive partnership with 
the West in Libya and was left out 
of decision-making process after 
it abstained from vetoing UN 

Security Council Resolution 1973, 
which authorised “all neces-
sary means” to protect civilians. 
Western behaviour resulted in 
“effectively foreclosing that route 
for the future,” Trenin wrote.

Though having no seat on the 
Security Council, Algeria, a major 
regional power, was furious its 
warnings about the chaos to 
come in Libya and the Sahel went 
unheeded, especially in France.

The conclusion reached by Rus-
sia that Americans and Europe-
ans lack strategic vision and fail 
to foresee even the immediate 
consequences of their actions 
had an immediate effect in Syria.

Trenin explained that “with 
[US President Barack] Obama 
winning a second term and [Syr-
ian President Bashar] Assad still 
in power in Damascus, the Krem-
lin was ready for a fresh attempt 
at a political settlement.”

Russia’s suggestion of “a Day-
ton a deux” did not convince the 
Americans who wanted Moscow’s 
cooperation in dislodging Assad 
“for a fee, such as US consent 
to Russia keeping its facility in 
Tartus and continuing to supply 
arms to the new Syrian regime,” 
Trenin wrote.

There was no deal and what 
followed in Syria was an offen-
sive, preventative move. Rus-
sia’s objective was to halt the fall 
of the regime and to keep the 
estimated 7,000 battle-hardened 
jihadist fighters from Russia and 
the former Soviet republics from 
returning to their countries of 
origin. Killing them in Syria made 

more sense.
Operating in Syria allowed the 

Russian armed forces to combat-
test new weapons systems and 
the two countries became mili-
tary allies in the full sense of the 
term.

Another overlooked reason 
for Russia to play hardball in 
Syria, Chorin wrote, was Assad’s 
willingness “to block the efforts 
of the Gulf emirate Qatar to build 
a natural gas pipeline through the 
country to supply Europe, which 
would have undermined Russia’s 
market power in Europe and un-
dermined Russian leverage over 
Europe in defending its actions in 
Ukraine.”

He pointed out that the same 
strategic interests exist in Libya 
but to a much lesser degree. 
Qatar tried for years to get 
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi 
to relent on investment in the 
country’s gas industry so it could 
undercut the Russian position in 
the European gas market.

Libya supplies Europe with 
natural gas from large offshore 
deposits through Green Stream 
pipeline, which has a capacity 
of 11 billion cubic metres a year. 
However, like Assad, Qaddafi said 
no. Russia would like to 
recoup the losses 
on its tens of 
billions of dol-
lars’ worth of 
arms and oil 
and infrastruc-
ture contracts 
it signed with 
Qaddafi.

The result is that Russia is back 
as a major geopolitical player and 
a capable military actor in the 
Middle East. The United States’ 
absence in the region is driving 
old enemies together and creat-
ing new dangers.

Both authors note the costs of 
Russian intervention in Syria, 
of which the Kremlin is aware, 
and the country’s poor economic 
position, which do not support an 
expansionist policy.

Putin may desire to remain vis-
ible and flex Russian muscles but 
there are economic limits to the 
game. He is an influence dealer 
in the south-eastern Mediter-
ranean, more than any Russian 
leader in a generation. He aims to 
push back the spread of hard-line 
radical Islamist groups. He would 
like to sell Russian weapons. If 
the West opts for a policy of strict 
containment in Libya, who will 
blame Russia for doing deals with 
whomever remains?

As Europe and the United 
States watch their influence in 
the world decline, they will have 
to pay more heed to what Russia 
and middle-ranking, but region-
ally important, powers such 
as Algeria, which has a strong 
vested interest in the stability of 
southern rim Mediterranean and 
the Sahel, think.

In the midterm, Chorin said, it 
is more likely than not that the 
United States will follow a strict 
policy of containment towards 
Libya. If that happens, Russia 
will say “We told you so,” while 
attempting to shape whatever 
remains in Libya to its advantage. 

Algeria will do the same.
The sooner Europe 

wakes to a situation that 
is quite different from 
what it was  

at the turn of  
the century, the 
better.
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