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FOREWORD
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Strobe Talbott
IT IS ONE OF THE GREAT IRONIES OF BOTH HISTORY AND current events that the Middle East should be the source of so much trouble for those who live there, for the United States, and for the world as a whole. After all, consider to what degree that region has enriched, ennobled, and shaped humanity over the millennia: it is the birthplace of the three great monotheistic religions and, in a very real sense, of civilization itself. Anthony Pagden, a professor of intellectual history at the University of California, Los Angeles, could have substituted the phrase “Middle Eastern” for “Asian” in the following passage from his masterly 2008 book, Worlds at War: The 2,500-Year Struggle Between East and West: “An abducted Asian woman gave Europe her name; a vagrant Asian exile gave Europe its political and finally its cultural identity; and an Asian prophet gave Europe its religion.” The lady in question—Europa—was a Phoenician, from today’s Lebanon; Aeneas was from today’s Turkey; and Jesus Christ was born in a town on the West Bank of the Jordan River that today is occupied by Israel.
Yet in the sixty-plus years since World War II, the very words “Middle East” have been virtually synonymous with bad news. Whatever their vast differences, the residents have suffering in common. They have waged at least a dozen wars of their own. About half of those conflicts have pitted Arabs against Israel, but the rest have been among Arabs or between Arabs and Kurds, Persians, Africans, Americans, Europeans, and a host of others. Indeed, the longest and bloodiest conventional war of the postwar era was the eight years of carnage between Iraqis and Iranians, who are descended, respectively, from subjects of Hammurabi and Cyrus the Great.
What President George W. Bush calls “the global war on terror” began on September 11, 2001, with a plot hatched and carried out primarily by rogue Saudis. “Democratizing” the Middle East was, briefly, the administration’s proclaimed strategic priority for its foreign policy as a whole.
For all ten of Mr. Bush’s predecessors in the Oval Office—five Republicans and five Democrats—the Middle East has been a major challenge and in almost all cases a perennial cause of frustration as well as a source of geopolitical danger, not to mention an exceedingly difficult and sensitive matter to be managed on the home front of U.S. domestic politics.
Harry Truman had to wrestle with his own State Department over U.S. support for the creation of an independent Israel—and then cope with the first Arab-Israeli war that immediately erupted. Dwight Eisenhower roiled transatlantic relations when he put the kibosh on the ill-conceived British-French-Israeli military action against Egypt during the Suez Crisis of 1956. Richard Nixon rushed to help Israel and went to DEFCON 3 against the Soviet Union when the Kremlin armed the Arabs during the Yom Kippur War of 1973. Jimmy Carter, George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton all became diplomats in chief in their efforts to advance the Middle East peace process. The current President Bush, who has bet his place in history on his conduct of an ongoing war in the region, is devoting at least some of his energy in his last year in office to burnishing his credentials as peacemaker between the Arabs and Israelis.
For decades, ever since 1908, when oil was discovered at Masjed Solayman, in southwestern Iran, the region has been important as the world’s gas station—a distinction that brings with it sticker shock as the price of oil hovers around $100 per barrel.
In more recent years, the Middle East has taken on another global significance of a much more ominous kind: it is the part of the world most susceptible to nuclear proliferation and most likely to produce a nuclear war if that proliferation occurs. Israel is widely assumed to have nukes already. Pakistan has the world’s first “Islamic bomb.” Iran has made no secret—or at least a badly kept one—that it wants the option of being the second. Saddam Husayn’s aspiration to have a full range of weapons of mass destruction was the pretext for the Bush invasion and occupation of Iraq.
If, as is all too imaginable, the global nonproliferation regime, already fraying at the edges, were to collapse in the years ahead, other states in the region—Egypt, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (no doubt an incomplete list)—might make the most chronically troubled and troublesome region on Earth also the most heavily nuclearized.
For all these reasons, there are not just shelves but whole libraries filled with books on the Middle East. They keep coming for two reasons: first, the sheer importance of the subject; second, its fluidity; the story keeps unfolding and requires updating.
My colleague Ken Pollack’s book, now in your hands, is much more than just “another” book on the region. It is an audacious and successful attempt—highly successful, in my view—to do something that has rarely ever been attempted before and certainly not recently—which is to say, in the post-9/11 world. Ken’s multiple achievement is to weave together three strands in this book. First, he lays out, in accessible narrative form, the historical backdrop of the multiple, mutually exacerbating crises that rage today from Algeria to Iran. Second, he explains, in a way that is both balanced and authoritative, the consequences (many of them unwanted) of recent American policy in the region (and not just those of the current administration). And third, he advocates specific policy recommendations and a grand strategy for Mr. Bush’s successor, for whom the Middle East will almost certainly be—to use a word Ken invokes frequently—“headache” number one.
This is the right book at the right time by the right author. Ken has spent twenty years studying the region as an intelligence analyst, White House policy maker, scholar, and commentator. He has traveled to the region dozens of times over the years, including three visits during the year he spent writing this book.
Ken has earned a reputation as an expert who goes to where the action is (including when it is dangerous to do so), sees with his own eyes what is happening there, then calls it straight, never mind peer pressure or conventional wisdom. When he and another Brookings colleague, Mike O’Hanlon, returned from a visit to Iraq in July 2007, they wrote a New York Times op-ed arguing that the “surge” in U.S. forces showed signs of success in tamping down the insurgency, while noting that progress on the security front had not yet been translated into political reconciliation in Baghdad. They took flak from those who had written off Iraq as an unmitigated and irretrievable disaster. Within about three months, the essence of Ken and Mike’s judgment had itself gone a long way toward becoming conventional wisdom itself, including among Democratic candidates for the presidency and all but the most die-hard and blinkered critics of the administration.
For me, one of the most important services that Ken has performed is to establish the connection between terrorism—the export commodity from the Middle East that now preoccupies the world as much as oil—and social, political, economic, and cultural factors. Like President Bush, Ken believes that political reform is needed in the Middle East, not least because its own people want and deserve that eventual outcome. But unlike President Bush, Ken understands the complexity of the challenge, the extent to which it will have to be defined and met in the region rather than imposed from Washington, and how long it will take.
Another contribution Ken has made is to bring some sanity to the issue of Islam itself. One reason the phrase “Islamic bomb” sends a shiver up spines around the world is that the first word has, absurdly, become to many ears almost as terrifying as the second. Ken is especially forceful in dealing with the shibboleths and prejudices that haunt the debate over “political Islam.” Thanks in part to the scope of his book and the depth of his background as a student of culture and religion, he treats Islam, along with the other two great faiths to which it is related historically and theologically, as a force that, when politicized, need not explode, either in the vest of a suicide bomber or in a mushroom cloud; rather, political Islam can be managed, both by its own adherents and practitioners and by the world as a whole, in a way that benefits communities, both national and international.
Finally, I admire the way Ken has, in the pages that follow, found the right angle of attack to come at the subjects at hand—and thereby the right voice to address his readers. Without oversimplifying or patronizing, he conveys the sense of engaging nonexperts in a civil discussion that has too often been monopolized either by connoisseurs of the esoteric or by people who have long stopped listening to one another. Ken gives a highly accessible overview of why the Middle East matters so much and, in language free of jargon and cant, offers guidelines on how Americans—and their principal partners around the world and in the Middle East itself—should think about the best way to advance U.S. and Western interests there. He takes account, respectfully but often critically, of the various orthodoxies, from those of the neocons to those of the liberal internationalists and those of the various regional actors as well. He also surveys what other experts have to say, thereby providing yet another service: readers of this book will not only have a far better understanding of the subject at hand, but they will have taken a crash course in the relevant literature on the subject. This book will, I’m confident, instantly establish a proud and enduring place on those shelves—and your own.

PREFACE
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IF YOU BOTHERED TO PICK UP THIS BOOK, WHETHER TO READ it, flip through it, or throw it across the room, it is probably because you are frustrated with the Middle East. Join the club. We’re all frustrated with the Middle East. It is a very frustrating place.
It is frustrating for Americans because most Americans understand (at least intuitively) that our country has important interests in the region that are threatened by the problems there, but it is often hard to understand those interests, and the problems all seem to defy solution. It is frustrating for Europeans, Asians, and others because they too have critical interests in the region (in some ways more immediate than America’s), but not only are they equally perplexed about how to secure those interests in the face of the Middle East’s labyrinthine problems, but they typically lack the power of the United States even to attempt to solve those problems and protect their interests. It is frustrating for Israelis because most Israelis want to live in peace and security, but since the early twentieth century, the vast majority of the other people of the region have refused to grant them either. It is also frustrating for the Arabs, Iranians, Berbers, Circassians, Kurds, Chaldeans, Azeris, Armenians, and other peoples of the region. In some ways, they are the most frustrated of all. And one of the themes of this book is that their frustration is the most important problem and lies at the heart of most of what frustrates everyone else about the Middle East.
This book is about recognizing both the nature of America’s vital interests in the Middle East and how those vital interests are threatened by the anger and frustration of the people of the region, caused by an interlocking set of crippling societal problems. It is also about how the United States must stop trying to run away from the problems of the region and adopt a balanced, long-term approach to its problems if it is to secure its interests. Only when we have done that will it be safe for us to diminish our engagement with this troublesome part of the world.
Personally, I would love to be able to tell other Americans that we can just forget about the Middle East; that it’s really not that important, that we really don’t face meaningful threats from the region, and that those we do face threaten us only because we have tried to do too much there. Such an argument would be especially popular after our tragic experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan, which seem to have reinforced many Americans’ desires to just forget about the Middle East altogether.
But the problem is that turning our backs on the Middle East now is neither possible nor wise. And one of the main reasons why America’s problems in the region seem to get worse and worse is that our inclination has always been to try to have as little to do with this confused and confusing part of the world as we could. As a result, we have consistently tried to do things on the cheap. Even when we have taken on herculean tasks, like invading, occupying, and rebuilding Iraq, Washington’s inclination has been to try to do it with too few troops, too few resources, too few allies, and too little time. As in Iraq, the result of this shortsighted approach has always been to prolong our involvement and make it more costly than it needed to be, even if it were always going to be more costly than we wanted to admit.
Consequently, the principal theme of this book is that to secure America’s interests in the Middle East over the long term, the United States must embrace a long-term commitment to encourage and enable the countries of the Middle East to pursue a gradual process of political, economic, and social reform—one that grows from within, rather than being imposed from without; one that reflects the values, traditions, history, and aspirations of the people of the region themselves, not a Western guess at them; one that recognizes that reform and stability are not mutually exclusive but mutually reinforcing—and ultimately mutually essential. As I readily acknowledge and discuss at some length, this is a difficult undertaking, but I believe it is ultimately the only good path we can follow.
The Middle East
In this book, I am going to talk about the Middle East as encompassing all of the countries from Morocco in the west to Iran in the east. For the purposes of this book, the northernmost borders of the Middle East are the northern borders of Syria, Iraq, and Iran, and it reaches as far south as Sudan and Yemen. For those looking for a more precise list, it includes the countries of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Israel, the Palestinian territories, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Oman, and Yemen. Excluding Israel from this list leaves the countries that I refer to frequently as “the Muslim Middle East” because their populations are predominantly, although not exclusively, Muslim.
There are important differences among the countries of the Muslim Middle East. Some are fairly large, like Egypt and Iran, and others are tiny, like Bahrain and the Palestinian territories. Some are fabulously wealthy, like Kuwait and the UAE, and others are destitute, like Sudan and Yemen. Some are fairly homogeneous, like Saudi Arabia, while others, like Lebanon, are very diverse in their composition. Some are dictatorships, like Tunisia and Syria, and others are monarchies, like Jordan and Morocco.
Nevertheless, it is one of the themes of this book that there is also a great deal that they have in common—something that the people of the region readily assert. In most of these countries, Arabs are the predominant ethnic group, although there are plenty of Berbers, Africans, Kurds, Circassians, and others mixed in—not to mention the Persians who constitute a narrow majority in Iran. All speak dialects of Arabic as their principal language, except in Iran, where they speak Persian (Farsi), although this has much in common with Arabic, including a similar alphabet. There are strong similarities in culture and social structures, derived from their common heritage as descendants of the Islamic empire that encompassed all of this region for five centuries or more. As a result, their economic, political, educational, and social systems tend to resemble one another more than they resemble other countries. Egypt and Saudi Arabia have a lot of obvious differences, but they are much more like each other than Saudi Arabia is like other oil producers such as Venezuela and Nigeria, or than Egypt is like other midsize developing nations such as Argentina or the Philippines. Different as they are, their societies remain very similar.
Indeed, one of the things that is striking is how similar the societal problems facing all of these states are, despite their apparent differences. The persistence of autocracy—and not just of autocracy, but of a certain form of autocracy. The dominance of traditional Middle Eastern patronage systems, the bloated bureaucracies, and the stifling of dissent. The same inadequacies of education derived largely from the failure to modernize the same traditional teaching methods. Although unemployment is the greater problem in the poor states of the region, and underemployment the greater problem in the rich states of the region, both stem from the same problems of poor worker productivity, inappropriate skills, low foreign investment (except in the narrow oil sector), little trade (especially nonoil exports), and rapid demographic growth. And the reasons for the manifestation of these problems are also remarkably similar across this group of countries.
Moreover, the people see the commonalities with each other in what they fear, what they dislike, what they desire, what they like, and how they seek to achieve their desires. When the people of the Muslim Middle East look around them, it is these countries that they recognize as being like them and part of their world. Iran is not an Arab country, but it shares many of the problems of the Arab states, and its strategic focus has been westward—toward the Arab heartlands—since Cyrus the Great first conquered Mesopotamia in the sixth century B.C. Israel is considered an alien entity by a great many of the people of the Muslim Middle East, but its problems are intimately intertwined with those of the Muslim Middle East because of its location. Sudan is arguably as much a sub-Saharan African country as a Middle Eastern state. Indeed, its misery is particularly acute because it seems to suffer from all of the problems of the Muslim Middle East and all of the problems of sub-Saharan Africa. But Sudan is ruled over by the Arab element of its population, whose aspirations lie northward. And because it does evince so many of the problems of the Arab world, it is useful to include Sudan as well.
Throughout this book I have tried to note the many differences among the countries of the region wherever appropriate, even as I focus more often on their commonalities. Indeed, in places I provide a few more examples or a bit more data than I otherwise might feel the need for in part to demonstrate the universality of different phenomena across the region. Still, it is worth keeping in mind as you read this book that as similar as these countries are in many respects, there are differences, even in those areas where they seem most alike.
 
THERE ARE SOME obvious other countries I might have included but chose not to. There are states like Mauritania, Somalia, and Eritrea that are all members of the Arab League. But they tend to look more like other sub-Saharan African nations than like the countries of the Muslim Middle East, and their problems are mostly those of sub-Saharan Africa.
Then there is Turkey. Turkey truly spans two worlds, Europe and the Middle East. Like Iran, it is not Arab, but it is predominantly Islamic. Turkey also shares at least some of the problems of other states of the Muslim Middle East, from some of its economic challenges, to the rise of political Islam, to a Kurdish population eager for its own state. I have chosen not to include Turkey because the Middle Eastern aspects of Turkey seem increasingly outweighed by its European and simply unique features. The Turks themselves insist that they are Europeans, not Middle Easterners, and they have doggedly sought membership in the European Union (EU). Moreover, those problems that they do share with the Middle East appear in much milder form in Turkey, and the Turks have been able to rely on solutions to those problems not available to their neighbors to the south. This is why Turkey seems increasingly to be moving in a different direction from the Middle East, even if it has not yet fully left the region’s ambit.
Pakistan is a country that falls into a similar category. There are certainly similarities between Pakistan and a number of the Middle Eastern states—Islam, a government caught between autocracy and democracy, a similar set of economic problems, and a culture that feels under threat from the forces of secular globalization. Indeed, several of the people I asked to comment on the book while it was in manuscript form observed that many of the problems I discuss in the Arab world sound similar to those of Pakistan—and many of the solutions I propose would be equally applicable to Pakistan. Be that as it may, I have chosen not to include Pakistan in this book. Despite its similarities, Pakistan belongs to South Asia, not the Middle East. It has many important differences from the Muslim Middle East, including a wholly different language and a legacy as part of the subcontinent and then under the British Raj that was very different from the experience of the Middle East. This, in turn, left Pakistan with different political, economic, military, educational, and legal institutions. Muslim Middle Easterners look on the Pakistanis as more distant cousins than close kin. Similarly, Pakistan’s strategic problems are not the same as those of the states of the Middle East, nor is there a Middle Eastern analogy for its relationship with India, which dominates its foreign policy. Thus, while the reader may see many parallels to Pakistan, I would caution that it is not a perfect fit, and so I have chosen not to include it in this work.

What I Hope You Will Get from This Book
I wrote this book with a number of different audiences in mind. I hope that all will find something of value and interest in it.
For those struggling to make sense of the Middle East, I have tried to provide a structured way of thinking about the region and understanding what America’s interests are (and are not) there, what the problems facing the region consist of, how the problems are creating threats to our interests (particularly terrorism and the potential for instability to cause sudden, massive economic crises because of the world’s dependence on Middle Eastern oil), and how we as a nation should attempt to fashion a new approach to address those problems, eliminate the threats, and so secure our interests over the long term. In particular, I have attempted to spell out a number of important connections that are often misunderstood in the media and public debate, leading to a lot of confusion about what is actually going on in the Middle East and what the United States should or should not be trying to achieve.
In fact, you may find that this book contains a number of arguments that seem counterintuitive. If that is the case, it is largely because a pernicious “common wisdom” currently pervades our country’s discussion of the Middle East that is, to a great extent, flat-out wrong. It reflects a tendency on the part of the media and large swathes of the punditocracy to draw erroneous conclusions from partial information. In a number of places, I’ve gone out of my way to try to correct some of the worst misunderstandings about the contemporary Middle East.
My hope is that policy makers, both once and future, will find this book useful and thought-provoking by providing in one place a fully developed version of an argument that has been swirling around piecemeal in policy circles for over a decade: the idea that the United States and its allies in Europe and Asia should support a gradual process of economic, political, and social transformation in the Muslim Middle East—albeit one different from the way we have done so in the past, particularly under the George W. Bush administration.
Many in the policy community, of which I am part, are now trying to make the case that the United States cannot let the many missteps of the Bush 43 administration cause us to abandon this goal because it actually is the right thing for us to do despite the fact that President Bush said it was. It is a hard argument to make because of this painful, recent history, but it is also an important argument to make. This book is an effort to lay out the evidence and analysis in support of such a policy, in the hope that putting it all in one place will help us get over the problem of our recent past and the bad taste it has left in the mouths of so many Americans.
In addition, I have tried to show how the different strands of America’s Middle East policies—our Iraq policy, our Iran policy, our efforts in the Middle East peace process—are all interrelated and why we need to devise policies toward each that are properly harmonized toward all. Again, this is a concept that is generally understood by many in the Middle East policy community, but the case is typically made in bits (like why we can’t forget about the Arab-Israeli conflict as we try to contain Iran), and I think it far more compelling and understandable when seen from the perspective of U.S. policy toward the region as a whole.
The Middle East expert is going to find a lot of things that he or she already knows about the region in these pages—but that is inevitably true of any book written on the Middle East. Instead, what I hope the expert will find is two things. First, some new ways of thinking about critical issues that Middle East experts have been debating for decades. For example, in part III, which deals with the threats to American interests, I argue that the problems of both terrorism and instability in the region are best understood through the prism of revolutions (and thus through the extensive scholarship on revolutions). Seeing both problems as manifestations of a general prerevolutionary state gripping the Middle East helps explain many important features of both phenomena that experts have long struggled to connect (like why so many terrorists are middle class and the linkages among terrorism, instability, and economic problems).
Second, like the policy community, the expert community has been wrestling with the question of whether the West should support a process of economic, political, and social reform in the Middle East for a long time. This book weighs in strongly on the side of those who believe that we should, albeit not necessarily in the same way that we have been. Many other Middle East experts are largely in agreement with this argument, and for them, I hope this book will provide an explication of that argument presented in a way that explains how the United States should advance that agenda both across the region and over the long term and puts it all in one place. For those who don’t agree with this perspective, I hope this book will challenge you to reexamine your position.
As a final point, it should be clear that I wrote this book principally for other Americans, at least in the sense that it’s written very much with American interests in mind. I hope that people from elsewhere around the world will find it thought-provoking and perhaps even convincing, even as they excuse the America-centric perspective: I am an American, and I am writing this book primarily for my countrymen. Of course, every nation around the world has its own interests in the Middle East, few are identical to one another, and almost none has the exact same interests as the United States, if only because none of the others has the same power and the same place in the contemporary international system as the United States does. As I note at various points, the current international system benefits a great many countries around the world, but none in the same way (and few to the same extent) as it benefits the United States. And it is the role of the Middle East, and particularly its oil exports, in that international system that makes it so important to America and the world. Although I could not list all of the Middle Eastern interests of all of the other countries in the world and how they subtly differ from one another, if nothing else, I hope that this book helps other people to understand America’s interests and policies in this part of the world and how their own country might interact with the United States as we pursue what are inevitably common interests in the stability, prosperity, and peace of this vital region.

Cards on the Table
I am a liberal internationalist (what sometimes gets called a liberal interventionist). What that means is that I believe strongly in the importance of U.S. involvement in the world and that that involvement should be conditioned by American values. I believe this for both moral and strategic reasons. I believe that the United States can be a force for good in the world and that we have been on many occasions, from World War II to Bosnia. I also believe that America’s efforts to promote progress, to help other nations, to oppose those who would use violence to bring about change have been vital to our own security and prosperity. For most of our history, the United States was admired, not feared, despite our great strength. That is something very unusual in world history. Other states did not band together to oppose us, as is often the case when one state becomes very powerful. Instead, most sided with us and helped us to achieve our goals because we were willing to help them achieve theirs as well. This, in turn, has been a tremendous source of strength and security to the United States: we have not had to fear attack by most of the countries of the world and have typically been able to count on their friendship and assistance instead.
I am certainly not blind to the fact that the United States has not always acted in so benevolent a fashion—that we have, especially in the past four or five decades, ignored human rights abuses, turned a deaf ear to the pleas of the downtrodden, aided tyrants, trampled over the rights of others, and even perpetrated some horrific deeds of our own. In fact, it is another of the principal themes of this book that such conduct in the Middle East was a tragic miscalculation that helped produce the greatest threats to our security today. As Talleyrand might have judged, such conduct on our part was worse than a crime, it was a mistake.
Like the vast majority of Americans, I believe that our nation’s foreign policy should hew to the highest values of our national credo. Nevertheless, I also believe that national self-interest is not a sin; that we must protect what we hold most dear, and that such considerations must also be a primary source of our foreign policy goals. For me, this is where “realism” comes into the mix. The goals of American foreign policy must be determined by both our interests and our ideals, but our pursuit of them must be firmly grounded in realistic strategies and equally realistic assessments of the likelihood and difficulty of those courses of action.
One reason that I tend toward liberal internationalism is that I believe history has strongly and repeatedly demonstrated that America’s strategic interests have been best served by ensuring that our actions are consistent with our values. The hard part is to distinguish between short-term interests and long-term interests. In the short term, we can often benefit from taking the easy way out, minding our own business, or doing what is expedient—in short, by ignoring our values. In the long run, such policies have usually left us much worse off. For instance, by the mid–twentieth century, the United States was paying dearly for a century or so of amoral, “realist” policies regarding Latin America. We backed dictators, condoned their abuses, toppled popular governments that did not agree with us, and sucked every dollar we could out of the region’s economies with little regard for the long-term welfare of the people. The result was widespread hatred of the United States and a major impetus to instability, revolutions, civil wars, and a Soviet presence in what we considered “our” hemisphere. These underlying problems manifested themselves in a seemingly endless series of Latin American calamities, from Argentina’s dirty war, to the Cuban revolution and Missile Crisis, to the Latin American debt crisis, to Colombia’s drug wars, to name only a handful.
My belief that American foreign policy ought to be guided by both our values and our strategic interests (and that, over the long term, our strategic interests are themselves best served by adhering to our values) led me to support America’s interventions in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo, although I was not always thrilled with how we went about intervening. For similar reasons, I always hoped that we would find a way to intervene in Rwanda to end its genocide and I still hope that the United States will find a way to do something for the people of Congo, who are trapped in a horrible civil war. The realist in me recognizes that doing so will be difficult, but the liberal internationalist in me believes we should try, for both moral and strategic reasons.
I have spent most of my professional career working on Iraq, although never exclusively so. Among other positions, I was a Persian Gulf military analyst at the CIA and twice served on President Clinton’s National Security Council staff, working on Persian Gulf issues. By the time of September 11, 2001, those experiences and my liberal internationalist perspective had increasingly focused me on the desirability of removing Saddam Husayn’s regime altogether. Thus, when the George W. Bush administration turned its attention to Iraq in 2002, like many other members of the Clinton administration, I was sympathetic to that goal. The containment of Iraq was crumbling, a truth reinforced by postwar revelations, and I believed my old colleagues in the intelligence community when they asserted that Saddam was reconstituting his weapons of mass destruction programs, including his nuclear program. Saddam was also one of the worst tyrants since his idol, Josef Stalin, and I felt that the Iraqi people deserved to be freed from his cruelty. In 2002, I wrote a book titled The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq, which laid out this perspective. In that book, I argued that certainly for strategic but also for moral reasons, a war to remove Saddam Husayn’s regime would be necessary—although not at the time or in the way that the Bush 43 administration actually mounted it. (For instance, I placed tremendous emphasis on a range of factors that the administration ignored, like the importance of eliminating al-Qa’ida before turning on Iraq, making a major effort to revive the Arab-Israeli peace process, and committing ourselves to a long and difficult effort to build a viable Iraqi state after we had toppled Saddam. I also made clear that, despite the Bush administration’s claims to the contrary, there was no evidence of meaningful Iraqi ties to al-Qa’ida.) Since the revelation that Saddam had actually eliminated virtually all of his WMD programs in the late 1990s, I have written several pieces for The Atlantic Monthly, The New Republic, Slate, The New York Times, and other publications in which I tried to look back at my own thinking before the war to determine the mistakes that I (and others) made before it.
Given the fiasco of our intervention in Iraq, you might wonder why anyone would recommend greater American involvement in the Muslim Middle East. There is a natural inclination after such a foreign policy disaster to simply turn away from the region entirely—to look inward, concentrate on our problems at home and forget that we ever tried something that proved so unpleasant. The distaste of Iraq is already engendering such a reaction among many Americans. While it is understandable, it is also unwise. The United States has vital interests in the Middle East, and the Middle East is a region with many deep-seated problems that are unlikely to solve themselves. Indeed, many of these problems contributed to the maelstrom of Iraq. We ignore these problems at our peril. Thus, one hope for this book is that it will help Americans to look past Iraq and recognize the importance of remaining engaged with this frustrating part of the world. Only this time we must do so with humility and a willingness to see the region as it is, not as we would like it to be.


INTRODUCTION
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Why a Grand Strategy for the Middle East?
IT HASN’T SEEMED THAT WAY IN RECENT YEARS, BUT THE United States largely tried to avoid playing a major role in the Middle East for most of its history. The United States has certainly played an active, even decisive, role from time to time, but America never really wanted to be the dominant power in the region, at least not in the military or political sense. It was trade (and missionary work) that brought the first Americans to the region, and trade was the nation’s abiding interest there for decades thereafter. The erroneous but ubiquitous Middle Eastern conspiracy theories that conjure an America hell-bent on colonizing the region notwithstanding, the United States was mostly dragged into its leading role there, digging in its heels nearly every step of the way.
In the latter half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, Great Britain, not the United States, was the dominant power in the Middle East. Britain safeguarded the petty emirates of the Persian Gulf, held dominion over Egypt and Sudan, and controlled the key choke points from Suez to the Bab al-Mandeb to the Strait of Hormuz. Britain propped up the Ottoman Empire during much of this time, until the First World War, when it saw to the Sick Man of Europe’s swift euthanasia. Afterward, London was the principal beneficiary of Istanbul’s eclipse, picking up the lands of Palestine, Transjordan, and Iraq; helping ‘Abd al-Aziz Ibn Sa’ud create the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia; and acquiring the region’s most important newly discovered oil fields in northern Iraq and southwestern Persia. Indeed, as oil emerged as a critical commodity, it was the United Kingdom, not the United States, that was both the principal consumer and “protector” of the region’s oil production.
A funny thing happened to the British along the way: they came to be despised by the people of the region, most of whom had welcomed the Union Jack when it first arrived on the scene. Back then, in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the British had come almost solely as traders, often bringing fabulous wares to be sold at astonishingly low prices. They cared little or nothing about how the peoples of the region governed themselves, whom they worshiped, whom they fought, or who ruled which state. But as British trade with the Middle East grew, so too did the region’s importance in the Crown’s calculations—helped also by its proximity to India and its position astride the quickest route from Bombay to Portsmouth. Some of the potentates of the Middle East avidly courted London, hoping to involve it more in the region. They saw the English principally as a benign counterweight to their more traditional (and immediate) foes. So the Kuwaitis used the British to secure their independence from the Ottomans, just as the Trucial States (which would become the UAE), Bahrain, Qatar, and the Sultanate of Muscat (which would become Oman) all used the British to prevent the Saudis from gobbling them up as Ibn Sa’ud’s armies overran the rest of the Arabian Peninsula in the 1920s.
Of course, British involvement in the region was hardly benign. A great many British entrepreneurs and businesses sought to rob the people of the region blind, just as the Arabs, Persians, Jews, Kurds, and other peoples of the Middle East sought to swindle the British. Yet the British typically stole far more than was stolen from them. For instance, the forerunner of British Petroleum managed to cheat the Persians of all but a pittance of their oil revenues, and Britain (along with Russia) effectively governed Persia by the turn of the twentieth century. All of this only made the Middle East more profitable to British industry and therefore more important to the British economy. And the more important the Middle East became to the British economy (and the cohesiveness of the British Empire), the more London realized that it needed to care about how Middle Easterners governed their own affairs because a sudden political change in the region could have a dramatic impact on British fortunes.
So the British increasingly began to involve themselves in the affairs of the region to ensure that nothing happened—no sudden regime change, no catastrophic war, no undisciplined revolution—that could threaten their economic stake in the region, their oil supplies, or their passage to India. They went from trading to owning to governing. And in so doing, they became deeply hated.
Before there was anti-Americanism, there was bitter anti-Anglicism, traces of which linger on in myriad corners of the Middle East. During the early 1950s, when the United States attempted to mediate the dangerous confrontation over British control of Iran’s oil, Iran’s popular prime minister, Muhammad Mossadiq, stunned Averell Harriman by his consuming fear of and hatred for the British. He told the former American ambassador to London, “You do not know how crafty they are. You do not know how evil they are. You do not know how they sully everything they touch.”1
It wasn’t just that the British ruled only to protect their own interests (though they largely did) and that they typically picked pliant incompetents to serve as the new kings of their Middle Eastern possessions; it was to a great extent simply the fact that they were seen as being “in charge” everywhere. And so every problem, whether it was their fault or not (and many were their fault, at least in part), was blamed on them. Every policy that London pursued that Middle Easterners did not like was magnified to become a grave affront, because it provided a tangible focus for the otherwise inchoate frustration of the people of the region. Indeed, the legacy of this exists to this day, with British troops in Iraq being blamed for every misfortune, including—believe it or not—a sudden increase in attacks by badgers on cattle. Even today, journalists typically find that, for Iranians of all walks of life, “The idea that Britain is behind much of what goes wrong in Iran is not just another conspiracy theory, but rather a prism through which many domestic events are often viewed. Indeed, America—the Great Satan itself—is often portrayed as merely a hapless, muscle-bound child manipulated by smarter, craftier, more deceitful forces in London.”2
By the time of the Second World War, the Middle East was largely a British protectorate, a fact only reinforced during the war when the British invaded Vichy-controlled Syria and Lebanon, put down a pro-Nazi uprising in Iraq, and carved up Iran (the country formerly known as Persia) with the Russians to open a second route to provide supplies to the Red Army. Although the British had nowhere attempted to impose their own democratic system of government on the region (largely because they condescendingly believed the people of the region unsuited for the rigors of democracy), they were still hated. In Palestine, they were hated by the Arabs for allowing any Jews to emigrate there and for promising the Jewish community it could become a self-governing homeland. They were hated by the Jews for preventing most Jews from emigrating there, even those fleeing the Nazis, and preventing the Zionists from establishing that promised homeland. In Iran, they were hated for stealing the country’s oil revenues, usurping the regulation of the Iranian economy, and a host of other real and imagined grievances.
Among the Arabs, the reasons for hating Great Britain were too many to list easily. To a great extent, the Arabs were simply miserable. They were poor; they were weak; they were oppressed; they were plagued by disease, war, and starvation; and they felt themselves powerless before the vicissitudes of fortune and the whims of their overlords. And since they believed that the British controlled the Middle East (which they certainly did, to a much greater extent than the United States does today), they blamed most, if not all, of its problems, rightly or wrongly, on London. The British were so hated in Iraq that the only one of Iraq’s three British-imposed kings that the Iraqis really warmed to was their short-ruling second king, Ghazi, and only because he used to give radio addresses denouncing his British masters. (For which London may have had him assassinated.) Most of the most popular leaders of the early years of Middle Eastern independence, from Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser of Egypt to ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qassim of Iraq to David Ben-Gurion of Israel to Muhammad Mossadiq of Iran, all rose to prominence or solidified their hold on power by publicly opposing and vilifying the British.
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THIS MAY SEEM vaguely familiar. It should. It is remarkably similar to the trajectory that the United States seems to have followed in the region. Americans first stumbled on the Middle East in the early nineteenth century and by the latter half had begun to develop modest trade relations that grew slowly prior to the Second World War. The war itself provided the circumstances for America’s first real involvement with the region. American strategists quickly recognized the importance of Middle Eastern oil production to Britain, and potentially to Germany, if the Nazis could get their hands on it. America was pumping nearly a quarter of the world’s oil in those days, so we did not care about the region for our own needs.3 American naval forces began to patrol the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, and American ground forces would participate in the routing of Axis forces from North Africa (where Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps threatened the safety of the Middle East and its oil fields). The United States also dispatched 30,000 troops to Iran, to help the British and Russians funnel mostly American supplies from the Persian Gulf to the USSR.
In those days, the United States was generally welcomed in the Middle East and even encouraged to play a greater role in the region—with some Iranians going so far as to suggest that Franklin D. Roosevelt evict the British and Russians from their land and have the Americans rule it alone.4 America was widely admired for its values of equality, democracy, and national self-determination—all of which made us the principal anti-imperialist power in the world. Throughout the war, American officials warned our allies that after it was over, we expected their colonial empires to be emancipated. What’s more, as the British had been before us, we were then unknown in the Middle East, and, more important still, we were not the oppressor the local populations knew. As a result, Middle Easterners projected a great many of their hopes onto the United States without knowing very much about America or Americans.
Early on, Washington took a number of actions that seemed to vindicate the outsized expectations of the people of the region that America would be their savior from the old imperialist powers. In 1946, the Truman administration demanded that Russia and Britain end their occupation of Iran, going so far as to threaten war with Moscow.5 In 1948, Harry Truman recognized the newly independent state of Israel, igniting the hopes of Jews everywhere, although this did little for the sympathies of the Arabs. In 1950–1952, Secretary of State Dean Acheson labored to convince the British government and its avaricious oil giant, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, to accept a revised oil concession that would grant Iranians a fairer share of their own petroleum exports. (And he and President Truman forbade the British from mounting an invasion of Iran to topple Mossadiq, as London wanted to do.) Most famously, in 1956, the Eisenhower administration intervened to force the British and French to end their unprovoked invasion of Suez, which was intended to overthrow Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser, Egypt’s highly popular, nationalistic leader.
At that time, it was easy for the United States to seem benignly disinterested in the Middle East because we were largely uninterested in it.6 Our economic interests in the region were growing but still small, largely because we continued to produce so much more oil than our economy consumed. We continued to leave the military and political stability of the region largely to the British. Though Truman had recognized the state of Israel, he then promptly abandoned it, refusing to provide meaningful military or economic assistance, and instead imposing an arms embargo on all of the “confrontation states,” which in turn prompted many of the Arab states to develop an arms relationship with the Soviet Union and forced the Israelis to turn to France. Naturally, there were exceptions along the way, like the infamous CIA coup d’état that overthrew Mossadiq in 1953, based on the British-fabricated claim that he was pro-Communist, and an American intervention in Lebanon in 1958 (which was paired with a simultaneous British intervention in Jordan), also to stave off illusory Communist threats. But by and large the United States showed remarkably little interest in the Middle East.
All of this began to change in the late 1960s and early 1970s for a host of converging reasons. First, America switched from being a net exporter of oil to being a net importer.7 Second, in 1968, the British announced that, for financial reasons, they would be forced to end their military commitments “east of Suez” by 1971, opening up the prospect that there would be no great power minding the stability of the Persian Gulf and its oil. Moreover, the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations all concluded that America’s neglect of the region had allowed the Soviet Union to make considerable inroads with important client states in Egypt, Syria, Libya, South Yemen, and (to a much lesser extent) Iraq. The Six-Day War of 1967 also fed into that equation. It convinced the Johnson administration that Israel could be a very effective regional ally to counter Moscow’s proxies in the Middle East or even to help thwart a Russian offensive into the region.8 Consequently, beginning in 1967–1970, the United States began to take on the role of Israel’s principal backer, which it has played ever since.
Even then, the United States proved to be a reluctant replacement as the region’s dominant power. There was no massive buildup of American forces to supplant the British. The Johnson administration looked to Israel to help balance the Soviet Union and its proxies in the region. The Nixon administration went further still, devising the policy of “Twin Pillars” by which the United States would rely on the shah of Iran (and, to a much lesser degree, the Saudis) as our “policeman” in the region, to keep the peace and mind our interests so that we did not have to. Nixon and Kissinger also chose to try to wean Moscow’s most important ally in the region, Egypt, away from the Soviet camp so as to diminish both the threat to regional peace and Soviet domination without requiring any increase in America’s presence in the region. The Camp David Peace Accords between Egypt and Israel (along with the massive aid packages that followed them, eventually furnishing over $3 billion to Israel and over $2 billion for Egypt every year) were a seminal event, important to the United States because they seemed once again to promise that we could find ways to stabilize and pacify the region (and so ensure our interests, particularly the free flow of oil), without playing the same kind of dominating role Britain had assumed in the first half of the twentieth century.
Quickly, however, events proved these fixes to be inadequate. The Iranian Revolution of 1978–1979 toppled America’s great ally in the Gulf region. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 then drove home the unfortunate reality that because the United States had not established a network of bases in the region, it was incapable of defending the Persian Gulf oil fields if the Soviets decided to try the same sort of offensive into Iran. Next, Israel’s horribly misguided invasion of Lebanon in 1982, which inflamed the Lebanese Civil War it was meant to end, demonstrated that, whatever value the Israel Defense Forces might provide in a war with the Soviet Union, the Jewish state had little ability to use its military might to help bring greater stability to the region. Saddam Husayn’s equally foolish invasion of Iran—leading eventually to Iraq’s use of chemical warfare, missile attacks against the civilian populations of both countries, and large-scale military strikes against each other’s oil exports (and later against those of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait)—struck another blow to America’s efforts to remain disengaged from the Middle East. It illustrated that trying to maintain a balance of power between Iran and Iraq, which Washington had adopted when the Iranian Revolution killed the Twin Pillars approach, was not an effective way to keep the peace and ensure the free flow of Persian Gulf oil. Consequently, in 1987, the United States grudgingly agreed to provide Kuwaiti oil tankers with American naval escorts. This in turn led to a series of naval and air clashes with the Iranians. For all its jingoism, however, the Reagan administration tried mightily to avoid that commitment and then took extraordinary steps to prevent each instance of U.S.-Iranian combat from escalating. Saddam’s even more misguided invasion of Kuwait in 1990 was yet another nail in the coffin of America’s aloofness from the Middle East. It repudiated the idea that the United States could take a purely “offshore balancing” approach to the region, because an Iraq that was strong enough to balance Iran was plenty strong enough to overrun Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. And so, after the Persian Gulf War, for the first time in its history, the United States agreed to maintain a long-term commitment of military forces not just afloat on the region’s waters but with combat troops on the ground.
Worse still, like the British before us, we began to realize that intrastate issues in the Middle East could be just as problematic for our interests as could interstate conflicts. The first inkling of this came with the Iranian Revolution, which created a serious threat to U.S. interests in the region during much of the 1980s. It was the first lesson that problems internal to the countries of the region couldn’t just be ignored.
A second lesson came in the 1990s, when the Clinton administration saw its painstaking efforts to forge a comprehensive peace between Israel and the Arab states dashed on the internal politics of the Arab world. As Ambassador Martin Indyk has explained, the United States assumed that the best thing it could do was to set aside the internal unhappiness of the Muslim populace of the Middle East (at least for some time) under the assumption that the autocrats of the region could keep them under control and would be willing to work with the United States to help us achieve our interests—including making peace with Israel and containing Iranian and Iraqi efforts to overturn the status quo through violence and subversion. Ultimately, of course, the Arab regimes were not able to do either. Their fear of their own public unrest made them unwilling to go along with key elements of U.S. policy.9 Neither Hafiz al-Asad nor Yasser Arafat could bring himself to accept peace deals with Israel brokered by the Clinton team. Meanwhile, throughout the decade, the United States saw its freedom of maneuver in the Middle East increasingly circumscribed by its closest Arab allies—including Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Morocco—all of which concluded that their angry populations would not tolerate greater cooperation with the United States. So much for that Faustian bargain.
 
EVEN THE GEORGE W. BUSH administration was far less interested in playing an active role in the Middle East than is commonly imagined. It is certainly true that some of the more ardent neoconservatives in the administration had from the outset been clamoring for an attack on Iraq (in some way, shape, or form) to topple Saddam Husayn in the mystical (and badly mistaken) belief that doing so would eliminate virtually all of America’s problems in the region. But prior to 9/11 and the Afghan war, their views had not prevailed in the groupthink that dominated the Bush administration’s decision making. None of the administration’s seniormost members—the president, Vice President Dick Cheney, Secretary of State Colin Powell, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, or Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld—really cared about the Middle East at all. They decided to try “smart sanctions” on Iraq as a last-ditch effort to maintain a coalition in the U.N. Security Council to keep the pressure on Saddam to comply with his various obligations to the United Nations. In practice, this amounted to allowing the U.N. sanctions to continue to wither away. They had no policy of any kind toward Iran, except to try to ignore it. Al-Qa’ida and the terrorist threat were famously low on their list of priorities. And they all agreed to avoid mounting a new effort to broker peace between Israelis and Palestinians like the plague.10 In short, before the twin towers fell, the Bush 43 administration wanted little to do with the Middle East.
September 11 changed that, but not as much as is often assumed. The United States invaded both Afghanistan and Iraq, but what was so important—and so tragic—about both invasions was the absolute determination of the Bush administration not to involve itself seriously in postwar reconstruction. Infamously in the case of Iraq, the Bush administration refused to accept the need for a major effort to secure the country and rebuild its mangled institutions. Instead, it insisted that the United States would need to do little more than hand the country over to the neocons’ favorite Iraqi expatriate, Ahmed Chalabi, before we could walk away from it.11 Nor did its new involvement in the Middle East change its members’ minds about the importance of brokering a peace between Israelis and Palestinians. The president’s “road map” for Israeli-Palestinian peace, which involved a series of steps to be taken by both sides that was to produce a Palestinian state and a peace treaty between it and Israel, was effectively a farce, and it generally required a looming catastrophe or (most remarkable of all) the demands of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, for the administration to make even brief forays into the peace process. The administration backed the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon as a way of ousting the Syrians but then did nothing to help build a Lebanese state capable of filling the vacuum that Syria’s departure left—until the Israeli-Hizballah war of 2006 demonstrated how shortsighted that had been. Even their much-ballyhooed and maligned effort to push for democratization in the region was conducted briefly and halfheartedly. It never had first call on the best personnel, resources, or the attention of senior policy makers and was quickly shunted aside when it became inconvenient.12
Perhaps the only area of the Middle East where the administration really stepped up its level of engagement, and did so in a reasonably competent (although hardly flawless) manner, was on Iran, where it adopted a diplomatic approach relying on carrots and sticks and forged an impressive (if fragile) international coalition to pressure Tehran to give up its nuclear enrichment efforts. Unfortunately, even then, the administration’s hawks were unwilling to pony up the most meaningful carrots—like showing a willingness to lift unilateral U.S. sanctions in return for Iran’s giving up its nuclear enrichment program and support for terrorism—which would have given the policy a much better shot at success. In the end, they were simply unwilling to offer meaningful concessions to get what the United States needed in the Middle East.
Overall, and in marked contrast to the common (mis)perceptions of the Muslim world, the United States has been a reluctant hegemon in the Middle East. Indeed, the worst of the many mistakes we have made in the Middle East over the years has been that we have never really reconciled ourselves to the fact that we need to remain deeply engaged with it for some time to come and therefore must develop a plan of action for the long term. Our involvement with the region has too frequently been episodic, tried on the cheap, and shortsighted. Too often, we have adopted policies toward the Middle East in the ridiculous expectation that a brief exertion would solve the immediate crisis, whatever it was, and then we could go back to whatever it was we had been doing and forget about this frustrating part of the world. More often than not, months, years, or even decades later, we found ourselves still trying to address the same deep-seated problem with the same quick-fix strategy we started out with, hoping that just a little bit more would do the job and let us leave again.
It is time to put away such foolishness and confront the Middle East in a mature and rational manner. One of the many painful paradoxes of the Middle East today is that only by committing to a major, sustained effort to address the problems of the region do we have any chance of eliminating it as a constant source of crises and threats to our vital interests. This deeply troubled part of the world cannot stabilize itself and if left to its own devices will wreak havoc on the interests of the United States and the rest of the world. We have tried to pretend that the problems there will just go away, and the result has been to make those problems worse and worse. Now it is time to try the opposite, as we should have all along. As Winston Churchill once remarked, “you can always count on the Americans to do the right thing, but only after they have exhausted every other possibility.” Having exhausted all of the other possibilities, it is time for us to do the right thing in the Middle East.
The Necessity of a Grand Strategy for the Middle East
The principal theme of this book is that the United States needs to devise an integrated grand strategy to secure and manage its interests in the Middle East over the long term. I begin with the recognition that the Muslim states of the Middle East are plagued by crippling economic, political, social, and cultural problems that are giving rise to the twin threats of instability (and raising the risk of all forms of internal unrest from insurgencies to civil wars to revolutions) and terrorism. The latter is the most immediate and direct threat to American interests, but the former may be the more dangerous. Thus, rather than attempting to deal episodically with problems as they arise or to treat the symptoms of the disease, as has been our wont—and the reason our involvement with the Middle East has been so unhappy and unsuccessful over the years—we must make a concerted effort to help the states of the region deal with their societal problems.
A grand strategy is simply a strategy that employs all of the capabilities of a nation, whether they are military, political, economic, or anything else. Thus, a grand strategy for the Middle East would be an overarching conception of what it is that we seek to achieve, how we intend to do it, and how to employ the full panoply of foreign policy tools—military, diplomatic, economic, social, technological, and even cultural—in support of it. It means thinking through what it is that we are trying to accomplish in the Middle East and how best to do so. It also means rationalizing the welter of our current Middle East policies (our policy toward Iraq, our policy toward Iran, our policy toward Israel and the Palestinians, and so on) so that they work in harmony with one another and with the broader objectives of the grand strategy.
For most of the postwar era, American policy toward the Middle East was itself seen largely as an outgrowth of the principal American grand strategy, containment of the Soviet Union. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, we have had no overarching foreign policy principle to take the place of containment. Moreover, especially since September 11, 2001, we have realized that the gravest threats we now face are from the Muslim Middle East. This troubled part of the world is riven by conflict, mired in backwardness, and seething with anger at America and other countries it holds responsible (rightly and wrongly) for its problems. What’s more, global economic dependence on oil has risen to the point where the United States and its trading partners simply cannot tolerate the kind of instability for which the Middle East has become famous. A major calamity there could bring down the entire international economic order. In other words, we have every reason to make the development of a coherent Middle East policy one of our preeminent concerns.
Both the Clinton and Bush 43 administrations recognized this shift in the locus of America’s foreign policy threats and attempted to craft grand strategies toward the Middle East. Clinton sought to conclude a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace in the belief that doing so would make it easier to solve all of the region’s other problems. While certainly a noble goal in itself and a well-implemented policy despite its ultimate failure, the policy did not fully take into account that those other problems had, to a great extent, eclipsed the Arab-Israeli conflict as the principal threat to American interests in the region. On the other hand, the Bush 43 administration did recognize (eventually) the nature of the problems gripping the region but tried to deal with those problems in a breathtakingly arrogant, ignorant, and reckless manner that brought the United States to a previously unimaginable nadir in the Middle East.
The failings of both the Clinton and Bush 43 approaches toward the Middle East should be cautionary tales but not reasons to abjure the effort. The Middle East will not cease to generate threats to our interests just because we would like to ignore it. But we must take care to properly diagnose the source of those threats and devise appropriate and realistic courses of action that can address both the threats and their underlying causes. A new grand strategy toward the Middle East is still desperately needed, but it has to have the right goals and be implemented soberly and realistically.
To that end, and as with containment, we need to be ready to commit to such a grand strategy for the long term. Helping the Middle East address its many problems is not going to be easy, and it is not going to happen quickly. Indeed, one of the many problems with the Bush administration’s efforts to promote democracy and free-market economics in the region was its determination to press ahead quickly, demanding changes in real time. The results were disastrous. As the old expression has it, “If you want it bad, you’ll get it bad.” For instance, by demanding elections in Iraq and the Palestinian territories long before either of those societies had anything like the kind of institutions, leaders, and political parties that might have produced a reasonable outcome, the elections succeeded in empowering the worst elements in both societies. The civil wars raging in both countries are a direct outgrowth of this rush to elections.
Instead, we must think in terms of decades. Perhaps many decades. It took forty to fifty years for the United States to help Western Europe transform itself and end the endemic warfare, ethnic strife, internal conflict, revolutions, and oppression that had made it one of the most violent regions of the world for millennia. The nations of East Asia are undergoing a similar transformation, but their evolution has been slower still. In the case of the Middle East, we should not expect that a grand strategy designed to help the region transform itself can be accomplished in less than twenty to thirty years, and it may well take longer. In fact, we would probably not want the process to move any faster than that. The problem with fundamental change is that if it happens too quickly it can be tremendously destabilizing, and since our ultimate goal should be to produce a more stable, more peaceful region, we should always bear in mind that speed kills.
Last, we must recognize that all of the various country-or issue-specific policies that we pursue in the region can affect one another and, of greater importance still, can help or hamstring the pursuit of a larger grand strategy. For this reason, a grand strategy must also include broad guidelines to rationalize specific policies so that all are working in unity, rather than undermining one another, and all are at least not hindering our efforts to advance the overarching goal of the grand
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