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Introduction

This book is about the Arab Spring and its consequences for inter-state relations in the Middle East. In focus are relations between the four largest countries in the region—Egypt, Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia—with national contributions from all of them: from Iran (Barzegar, Lotfian); Egypt (Fahmy, Hassouna); Saudi Arabia (Khashoggi); and Turkey (Kibaroglu).

Three of these four—Egypt, Turkey, and Iran—are conducting foreign policies largely independent of the USA, whereas Saudi Arabia remains tightly linked to it. Saudi policies may change, however, as the US dependence on Saudi oil diminishes and as neighboring countries adopt new forms of government. The USA is shifting military resources and political capital from Europe and the Middle East to East Asia, leaving political space for independent-minded governments to pursue regional solutions to regional problems—a recurrent theme in the contributions to this volume.

Still, the big powers have high stakes in the region. The USA remains the guardian of Israeli security, and the conflict with Iran is deep-seated and stalemated. Some US leaders focus on the Iranian nuclear program and how to constrain it; others are bent on eliminating the regime. China’s economic presence in the region is growing, and so is that of other emerging powers. These states are guided by the principles of non-interference, which is helpful for gaining entry, and non-use of force, which can be used to keep Western powers out. The book includes contributions from one US (Seznec) and one Chinese (Bingbing) expert in the form of comments on the national contributions from Saudi Arabia and Turkey.

By and large, the borders that were drawn in the wake of the Ottoman Empire have been maintained. Attempts have been made to change them by force, but, except for the enlargements of Israeli territory, they have come to naught. One major national problem remains unresolved: the long-standing efforts of the Kurds to establish a homeland in the north of Iraq. At present, the stars seem to be aligning themselves favorably to Kurdish independence, but the outcome is uncertain. Several contributors to this volume weigh in on the issue. They offer different assessments of the likelihood of Kurdish statehood; discuss how it might come about; and what the likely implications would be, not least for the petroleum sector.

Many attempts have been made to forge alliances in the Arab world, but without much success. Today, the regional big powers are more attracted by the benefits of cooperation than by any re-division of the region into friends and foes. By pooling the human resources of Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, and others with the capital resources of the Gulf countries, the region could get a big economic boost. The prerequisite is a resolve among Arab states that this is the way to respond to the aspirations and grievances expressed with the Arab Spring. In the wider regional setting, a further prerequisite is that Iran must be recognized as an opportunity and not exclusively a foe. The contributions to this volume discuss the potentials of cooperation as well as the formidable obstacles in the way.

Energy remains at the center of Middle East politics. The region holds more than 60 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves and 30 percent of its proven gas reserves. This provides the states in the region with strong incentives for pursuing petroleum-based economic strategies, and the big powers are deeply concerned about oil supplies and oil prices. One of the chapters in this collection is therefore devoted to the oil dimension (Alsahlawi & Noreng).

Two conflicts merit particular attention: the civil war in Syria, and the conflict between Iran and the West over Iran’s nuclear program. This book has chapters on both of them. The Syrian chapter (Nome) outlines the sectarian, ethnic, and historical background for the ongoing conflict and discusses Islam as a legitimizing force in the uprising. The Iranian chapter (Lodgaard) reviews ten years of inconclusive talks with Iran. The parties have never been anywhere near agreement on anything, except for the talks about a confidence-building measure in the autumn of 2009. Negotiations, sanctions, and cyber-attacks have all been justified by the need to avoid war: but failed negotiations and hostile actions aggravate tensions and may act to raise the likelihood of war in the long run.

The book concludes with a systemic analysis of inter-state relations in the Middle East, building and elaborating on the other chapters (Lodgaard & Noreng). The national contributions bear witness to the opportunities that the Arab Spring offers for regional re-alignments and enhanced cooperation. Other chapters highlight the bumps in the road. As usual in the Middle East, there are many of them: sectarian clashes, the Kurdish national problem, the civil war in Syria and the conflict over Iran’s nuclear program.

All chapters except the Syrian one are the result of three Expert Group meetings held in 2012 – two in Oslo and one in Ras al Khaimah, UAE. The meetings in Oslo were attended by experts from Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey. In Ras al Khaimah, the group was expanded to include participants from Bahrain and Iraq, and from four big powers with substantial interests in the region: China, the EU (Germany), Russia and the USA. In the course of these meetings, a series of papers was prepared: this volume presents an edited, revised selection.

The project was initiated by the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI), but was soon linked with a related project at the Norwegian Business School (BI). I thank Professor Øystein Noreng of the BI for excellent collaboration in this exciting joint venture. I also owe a special word of gratitude to Jean-Francois Seznec for his encouragement and help in the conduct of the project. Finally, I wish to thank the members of the Expert Group for all their valuable inputs, and the contributors to the book for walking that extra mile to get it published.

Susan Høivik, NUPI’s language editor, applied her great professionalism and social science experience to the manuscript. The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs made it all possible by providing financial support to NUPI and the BI. By transforming our projects into a joint endeavor, Professor Noreng and I have managed to achieve more than we first envisaged.

NUPI, May/June 2013

Sverre Lodgaard
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