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Understanding Middle East  
1.Why world’s most tumultuous region? 
2.Why so anti-west?
3.Does it still matter to the world?

If they so violently oppose the Western worldview, why not just ignore? 

• Welcome and thanks for registering for this class which is a continuation of 

our  understanding the world

• Today we look at one of the most volatile regions of the world-the Middle East

• It has a long and rich history of many contributions to civilization, which we 

will mention, as well as much destruction

• We will endeavor to explain the richness of its history and the poverty of its 

present

• It’s largely an arid, nondemocratic, Muslim, region that encompasses north 

Africa as well as Eastern Mediterranean region

• It includes much of the world’s oil reserves as well as terrorism
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Understanding the  
Middle East

◼ Cradle of civilization 

◼ Fount of religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islamic

◼ ½ billion mostly rivalrous Arab-Muslims in 20 countries

◼ Curse of oil riches and cleric anti-modernism

◼ Authoritarian Islamic governments dominate 

◼ Hostile to Western worldview and globalization 

◼ Least democratic region and low prosperity

◼ Half of all world terrorism 

◼ Most tumultuous and contentious region of world 2
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World has benefited from 
Islamic innovations 

◼ Early merchant capitalism in 8-12th century

◼ Scientific advances in medicine, mathematics, optics …

◼ Business innovations (bills of exchange, partnerships, 
checks) spread to Medieval Europe

◼ 1st welfare state - government care for needy

◼ Rationalized roles of public vs. private control of resources

3

Islam was at the cutting edge of science - translated Greek texts 
into Arabic, produced some of the first hospitals, founded one of 
the first colleges in 859, developed algebra around 820, and 
produced the first truly experimental scientist. See page 51, Niall 

Ferguson, Civilization

Al Quaraouiyine, 
oldest university in 
world, Fez, 
Morocco, in 859 

World has benefited from Islamic innovations
• Early merchant capitalism in 8-12th century
• Scientific advances in medicine, mathematics, optics …
• Business innovations (bills of exchange, partnerships, checks) spread 

to Medieval Europe
• 1st welfare state - government care for needy
• Rationalized roles of public vs. private control of resources
• Islam was at the cutting edge of science - translated Greek texts into 

Arabic, produced some of the first hospitals, founded one of the first 
colleges in 859, developed algebra around 820, and produced the first 
truly experimental scientist. See page 51, Niall Ferguson, Civilization

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_economics
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Early history of Middle 
East: Ottomans decline, 
Europeans come and go

◼ 1453 – Ottomans conquer                                                      
Constantinople & Byzantine Empire 

◼ 1492 – Muslims expelled from Spain who fund Columbus

◼ 1683 - Ottomans defeated in Vienna

◼ 1750 – Led Europe until Industrial Revolution

◼ 1798 - Napoleon conquered Egypt

◼ 1916 – Sykes-Picot partitioning Ottoman Empire 

◼ 1946 - Post WW II exhausted W. Europe exits

4

Arab civilization (red) led                                                      
Europe (blue) until 1750

Early history of Middle East: Ottomans decline, Europeans come 
and go

◼ 1453 – Ottomans conquer                                                      
Constantinople & Byzantine Empire 

◼ 1492 – Muslims expelled from Spain who fund Columbus

◼ 1683 - Ottomans defeated in Vienna

◼ 1750 – Led Europe until Industrial Revolution

◼ 1798 - Napoleon conquered Egypt

◼ 1916 – Sykes-Picot partitioning Ottoman Empire 

◼ 1946 - Post WW II exhausted W. Europe exits
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Modern History of Middle 
East after WW II, oil & 

Ottoman

◼ 1948  - Founding of Israel and Arab-Israel War

◼ 1950s - Importance of oil attracted U.S. 

◼ 1956 - New era of Cold War and Suez crisis

◼ Egypt’s Nasser’s seized Suez Canal, but UK, France and Israel 
opposition stopped by U.S.

◼ Eisenhower feared war might lead to greater Soviet presence

◼ Afterwards, Europeans would play lesser role

◼ 1967 Israel-Arab war, triggered by Egypt, defined 
Middle East diplomacy for next half-century

5

Modern History of the Middle East
• Modern Middle East began in late 18th century with long and slow decline of the 

Ottoman Empire which had its base in Istanbul
• Another trend was the emergence of more assertive Europe that sought colonies 

and heralded the demise of the Ottoman Empire after World War I
• Sykes-Picot Agreement reached in 1916 during WW I - British and French divided 

Ottoman Middle East into their spheres of influence-which lasted 40 years until the 
exhaustion of WW II

• Emergence of Cold War and Suez crisis of 1956 were pivotal in ushering in a new 
era in the Middle East

• A pivotal move was Egypt’s Nasser seizing Suez Canal and secret response by UK, 
France and Israel which Eisenhower strongly objected to and forced to stop

• Eisenhower concerned such a war might lead to greater Soviet presence in region
• After that, Europeans would play limited role in region hence dominated by locals
• 1967 war between Israel and its Arab neighbors, triggered by Egypt’s blockading of 

the Straits of Tiran, defined the parameters of Middle Eastern diplomacy for next 
half-century

Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, p 117
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Most tumultuous region 
past 50 years

◼ Oct 1973: Yom Kippur War (Israel vs. Arabs) oil price soars

◼ 1980-88: Iran invaded by Iraq ends in stalemate

◼ 1991: Gulf War, U.S. coalition vs. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait

◼ 2003: Iraq War, U.S. vs. Sadaam Hussein & terrorism

◼ 2011: Arab Spring revolutions that mostly fail

◼ 2015 (Sep 30): Russia intervenes in Syria

◼ 2017: Trump's first foreign visit is to Saudi Arabia

◼ 2018:  U.S. exits Iranian nuclear agreement

◼ 2018 (Oct 2): Saudis butcher Khashoggi in Istanbul

◼ 2020: Covid-19 pandemic drops oil prices 6
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Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, p 
111



Islamic growth, dominance 
& rivalries in MENA

◼ 2 bil Muslims – world’s fastest growing religion

◼ Muslims split 85% Sunni & 15% Shia 

◼ 20% Muslims in MENA, but 60% in Asia 

◼ 95% Shia Iran calls Saudi Sunnis  “American lackeys”

◼ Iraq’s 65% Shias persecuted by Saddam’s Sunni 35%

◼ Syria 74% Sunni, but governed by 13% Alawi Shias

◼ Saudi Arabia 90% ultra conservative Sunni Wahhabism 7

Islamic growth, dominance & rivalries in MENA

◼ 2 bil. Muslims – world’s fastest growing religion

◼ Muslim split 85% Sunni & 15% Shia 

◼ 20% Muslims in MENA, 60% Asia 

◼ 95% Shia Iran label 90% Sunni Saudis “American lackeys”

◼ Iraq’s 65% Shias persecuted by Saddam’s Sunni 35%

◼ Syria 74% Sunni, but governed by 13% Alawi Shias

◼ Saudi Arabia 90% ultra conservative Sunni Wahhabism, public worship 
and citizenship of non-Muslims forbidden
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MENA -most repressive 
region in world

◼ 16 of 20 countries authoritarian

◼ Restrict political, religious and & women rights

◼ Executive branch dominates and unaccountable

◼ Oil revenues used to excuse and entrench autocrats 

◼ Rulers fund patronage networks and security forces 

◼ Oil revenue removes need for taxes, thereby 
reducing accountability – “There’s no representation 
without taxation” 

◼ Civil society very weak 

8Religion the center, not separate from government

Most repressive region in the world
• 16 out of 20 countries are authoritarian*
• Restrict political, religious and & women rights
• Executive branch dominates and is unaccountable
• Oil revenues used to excuse and entrench autocrats 
• Rulers fund far-reaching patronage networks and security 

apparatuses 
• Oil revenue removes need for taxes, thereby reducing accountability –

“There’s no representation without taxation” 
• Civil society very weak 
*Source: Democracy index 2019, Democracy in retreat
A report from the Economist Intelligence Unit
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Little democratic progress anywhere

◼ MENA democracy low in all categories and declining 

◼ MENA Democracy Index in 2019 same as 2006, lower than 2011 

◼ Once hoped 2010 Arab Spring might herald transformation like 
Eastern Europe in 1990s after Soviet Collapse 

◼ But only Israel and Tunisia considered democratic 
9

Little democratic progress anywhere; MENA democracy low in all 
categories and declining

◼ The bad news is that globally, democracy is declining

◼ All the trends in the chart are quite flat or declining

◼ U,S., in 2016, declined from top democratic category

◼ MENA region has had a turbulent time

◼ Democratic score in 2019 same as in 2006 and lower than 2011 

◼ Once appeared Arab Spring of 2010, might herald transformation 
analogous to that in eastern Europe in the 1990s. 

◼ But only Tunisia has any democratic gains
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Why MENA so undemocratic 
and violent?

◼ Some blame it on legacy of colonial powers who drew 
borders that ignored local identities

◼ Lack of assistance in developing functioning 
democracies and markets

◼ U.S., fearing instability, hasn’t made promotion of 
democracy a priority and underwritten many dictators

◼ U.S. focus on averting communism and protecting oil 
access 

◼ Islam generally hostile to modernization and 
democracy

10

Why is the region’s modern history so undemocratic and 
violent?

◼ Some blame it on the legacy of colonial powers who drew the borders 
that ignored local identities and did not assist in developing functioning 
democracies and markets

◼ The U.S., fearing instability, has not made promotion of democracy a 
priority and has underwritten many of the dictators

◼ The focus has been more on averting communism and protecting oil 
access 

◼ The culture and Islamic religion has been generally hostile to 
modernization and democracy

10

Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, 
p114-15



Islamic militancy – like 
Nazism and fascism

◼ Aspires to retrieve past glories and reclaim lost empires

◼ Believe have right to restore greatness of Islamic Empire

◼ Install totalitarian and expansionist state opposing West 

◼ Behave like religious fascists

◼ Use savagery, cruelty and anarchy to erode state authority

◼ Goal - state dominated by religion and no opposing views

11

“We …bled Russia for 10 years until it went bankrupt and was 
forced to withdraw in defeat. … We are continuing this policy in 
bleeding America to the point of bankruptcy. Allah willing, and 
nothing is too great for Allah.” -- Osama bin Laden

Islamic Fundamentalism - similar to Nazism and fascism 

• Islamic Fundamentalism - similar to Nazism and fascism

• If any one event triggered …the  rise of Islamic fundamentalism… it would be the 

Six-Day War in 1967. … The end of the Soviet-Afghan War in 1989, and the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union two years later, brought Islamic militancy to the fore 

as a significant threat to world peace…..

• Striking similarities between Islamic fundamentalism and Nazism and fascism. 

• Aspire to retrieve past glories and reclaim lost empires or found new ones. 

• Believe have right to restore greatness of Islamic Empire - reclaim Mediterranean 

and Red Sea 

• Seek to install a universal political system … - a totalitarian and expansionist Islamic 

state in opposition to West 

• Radical Islamists behave like religious fascists

• Use savagery and cruelty to force compliance and spread anarchy to erode state 

authority

• Modernity means state dominated by religion and suppression on opposing 

viewpoints

11

Source: Hilal Khashan, Professor at American University of Beirut. May 13, 2020, 
geopoliticalfutures.com 



The curse of (crucial but 
diminishing?) oil: Authoritarianism

Diminishing: Since … Cold War, oil business has undergone a 
revolution that has begun to diminish the centrality of the Middle 
East. Opening of vast new fields in Russia, new drilling technology 
and the rise of "unconventional" hydrocarbons, such as Canadian 
tar sands, have unlocked vast new supplies and extended the 
outlook for oil for several more decades.– WSJ, Sep 20, 2011 12

Curse: “No state with serious oil wealth has ever transformed into 
a democracy. Oil lets dictators buy off citizens, keep their finances 
secret, and spend wildly on arms.” Foreign Affairs, Sep/Oct 2011

Crucial: More than 80% of U.S. energy is from fossil fuels, and 
75% of world energy will likely be carbon-based for 20 years. 

Price of oil and the pace of freedom tend to move in opposite directions.”-
Thomas Friedman’s First Law of Petropolitics 

The curse of (crucial but diminishing?) oil: 
Authoritarianism

• Curse: “No state with serious oil wealth has ever transformed into a 
democracy. Oil lets dictators buy off citizens, keep their finances secret, 
and spend wildly on arms.” Foreign Affairs, Sep/Oct 2011, “Will Oil Drown the 

Arab Spring?” by Michael L. Ross

• Crucial: More than 80% of U.S. energy is from fossil fuels, and 75% of 
world energy likely be carbon-based for 20 years. 

• Diminishing: Since … Cold War, the oil business has undergone a 
revolution that has begun to diminish the centrality of the Middle East. 
The opening of vast new fields in Russia, new drilling technology and 
the rise of "unconventional" hydrocarbons, such as Canadian tar sands, 
have unlocked vast new supplies and extended the outlook for oil for 
several more decades.– WSJ, Sep 20, 2011, Review of Daniel Yergin, The 

Quest, by Steven F. Hayward
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Tumult & repression depresses prosperity

13

2019 Middle East Prosperity Ranks low 

• Middle East is in next to last position overall of the international prosperity 
rankings, ranking sixth of the seven major regions

• It’s strongest ranking of fifth is in enterprise conditions and living 
conditions

• It’s weakest rankings are commerce, personal freedom and safety and 
security

13



Tour of present MENA chaos

14

Aging leader & 
Revolutionary Guard  
control, U.S. exit 
agreement 
embittered, 
economy suffering

Iraq: U.S. out, 
Sunni-Shia conflict

Syria: War 
Turkey & 
Russia plotting

Prince 
pushing 
reform 

Unending Israeli-
Palestine conflictTunisia: Arab 

Spring 
origin, now 
democratic

Chaos 
continues 
after toppling 
Gaddafi

Egypt’s 
General Sisi 
cracking 
down

Biggest question: Will Iran’s Shias war with 
Saudi’s Wahabi Sunnis?

Civil war in Yemen –
proxies Iran vs. Saudi’s

UAE: Ultra-
modern 
Muslim oasis

Today, Middle East is still in turmoil

◼ Syrian war

◼ Saudi Arabia in dramatic transition

◼ Oil prices at low levels stressing economies

◼ Egypt under a military dictatorship

◼ Israel-Palestine issue still unresolved

◼ Yemen and Libya terrible situations

◼ Iran , no longer balanced by strong Iraq, emerged as a regional power 
facing off with its enemy Saudi Arabia

14



Iran vs. Iraq

◼ Iran: Persian & Shia - Until 1979, secular and pro-American  

◼ Iraq: Arab & Saddam’s Sunni minority rule of majority Shia & 
Kurds  - “Has it all: oil, water, arable land & educated 
population – potential Middle East ’Tiger’ ”

◼ Iran-Iraq war (1980-8) ended in stalemate but sowed seeds of 
Saddam’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait

◼ 1991 U.S. led coalition liberated Kuwait but left Saddam 

◼ In 2003, after 9/11 U.S. attacked Iraq to oust Saddam & 
terrorism (600,000 Iraqi & 4,500 U.S. killed, U.S. cost $2 tril.)

15

Iran’s Shah ousted and Saddam fellIran double population & GDP of Iraq

Iran and Iraq
• Iran is neither Arab nor Sunni-it’s Persian and predominantly Shia
• For more than three decades after World War II Iran was stable and relatively secular and 

pro-Western and pro-American but the Shah was overthrown in 1979 and things 
dramatically changed.

• Iraq, at least on paper, is the Arab country that has it all: oil, water, arable land and an 
educated population

• Emerging from  decades of Ottoman and British rule it should have evolved into a Middle 
East “Tiger” but it didn’t

• Saddam Hussein  ruled violently on behalf of a Sunni minority to the detriment of the Shia 
majority and the Kurdish

• And then there was the Iran-Iraq war of 1980 which lasted for eight years and ended in a 
stalemate but sowed the seeds of Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait because he 
felt Arab countries did not support him sufficiently for taking on Iran

• Coalition put together by the U.S. liberated Kuwait in seven weeks but left Saddam Hussein 
in power but then later after 9/11 went back to war with Iraq in an exercise of “nation 
building”

• But ousting a dictator and putting something better in place with nation building is much 
more difficult

• Iran was a victor ironically in that it weakened their archrival Iraq

Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, p 121
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West & Globalization seen 
as threat to Islam

◼ Muslims view globalization equivalent to Americanization

◼ Islam is not only a faith, but law that regulates all life

◼ Arabic only language spoken as rejecting westernization

◼ Democracy seen as serving interests of America

◼ Yet, globalization and technology allow terrorists to 
express grievances and attack symbols of U.S. 

◼ Ironically, region that fueled first global industry may be 
what reverses globalizing

16

In Middle East, Globalization seen as Westernization and threat – perhaps 
strengthened Islamic fundamentalism

▪ Deeply concerned about maintaining their cultural identity and independence in the 
face of globalization - equivalent to Americanization.

▪ Islam is not only a faith but also a law, that regulates all aspects of life

▪ Arabic language - only language spoken, seen as a rejection to westernization

▪ U.S. Invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan have intensified Muslim fears 

▪ Human rights, freedom and democracy seen serving interests of America

▪ Ironically, Muslims use globalization to strengthen and promote their community

▪ Although was supposed to promote democracy it was often the case that 
globalization forces inhibited it

▪ Technological achievements, capital mobility and free movement of people allowed 
terrorists to express grievances and attack symbols of American power

▪ Osama Bin Laden and followers turned against U.S. because of U.S. presence in 
Saudi Arabia, control over  Arab oil, siege of Iraq and the support for Israeli 
oppression of the Palestinians 

▪ Ironic - same place which once fueled the world’s first truly global industry of oil 
may also become centre of forces that reverse globalizing

16



Islam’s view of world 
clashes with Western view

◼ West’s view = cooperative rules and norms, forswearing 
territorial conquest, and respecting national sovereignty 

◼ Islam’s view = divides the world into a world of peace of 
Islam, and a world of war, inhabited by unbelievers 

◼ Islam can achieve its worldview only by conquest or global 
proselytization 

◼ Islam doesn’t believe in lasting treaties, void when can 
defeat  opponents

◼ Islamic state divinely ordained vs. non-Muslim illegitimate 
and never accepted as equals

◼ Islam’s mission - overthrow and replace all other 
governments

17Based upon Henry Kissinger, World Order, Penguin Press, 2014

Islam’s view of world clashes with Western view

• West’s view = cooperative rules and norms, forswearing territorial 
conquest, and respecting national sovereignty 

• Islam’s view = divides the world into a world of peace of Islam, and a 
world of war, inhabited by unbelievers. 

• Islam can achieve its ideal world order only by conquest or global 
proselytization. 

• Islam doesn’t believe in lasting treaties, void when can defeat  
opponents

• Islamic state - divinely ordained, non-Muslim states illegitimate and 
never accepted as equals

• Islam’s mission is to overthrow all other governments and replace them
Based upon Henry Kissinger, World Order, Penguin Press, 2014
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Middle East worse 
today than decade 
ago of Arab Spring

◼ Authoritarian leaders in Egypt, Libya, Syria and others 
successfully counterattacked

◼ Progress either stagnated or went into reverse

◼ Political repression more onerous

◼ Economic growth sluggish and unequal 

◼ Corruption remains rampant

◼ Gender equality more aspiration than reality

◼ Lowest region on all measures of democracy
18

Tahrir Square protests in Cairo, 2011

Middle East is worse today than a decade ago of Arab 
Spring

• In aftermath of  Arab Spring, development stalled.
• Authoritarian leaders in Egypt, Libya, Syria and others successfully counterattacked.
• Progress in human development either stagnated or went into reverse.
• Political repression is more onerous.
• Economic growth is sluggish and unequal. 
• Corruption remains rampant. 
• Gender equality is more aspiration than reality.

• Post Arab Spring trends: growth without well-being, lives 
without dignity, and liberalization without freedom.

• MENA lowest performing region on all measures of democracy

The Middle East’s Lost Decades - Development, Dissent, and the Future of the Arab World, By Maha 
Yahya, November/December 2019, Foreign Affairs. MAHA YAHYA is Director of the Carnegie Middle East 
Center.
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Dashed U.S. hopes of 
MENA democratization

◼ Hopes for peaceful democracies dashed by

◼ Failures of Arab Spring

◼ Turkey’s Erdogan authoritarian moves and conflicts  

◼ Military overthrow of democratically elected Morsi in Egypt

◼ Plenty of bad news 

◼ Iran working on nuclear projects

◼ Putin’s Russia intervention in war-torn Syria and Libya 

◼ Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen impoverished and split by conflict 

◼ Egypt, once the powerhouse, now in doldrums

19
Source: The Mideast Pudding Loses Its Theme, By Walter Russell Mead, WSJ, July 29, 2020

Erdogan at Hagia Sofia after reconversion 

Dashed U.S. hopes in Middle East

◼ Hopes for peaceful democracies dashed by

◼ Failures of  Arab Spring

◼ Turkey's authoritarian moves and conflicts with everyone from EU to Russia 
to Greece 

◼ Military overthrow of democratically elected Morsi government in Egypt

◼ Plenty of bad news 

◼ Iran working on Nuclear projects

◼ Putin’s Russia intervention in war-torn Syria and Libya 

◼ Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen impoverished and split by conflict 

◼ Egypt, once the powerhouse , now hurting from collapse of tourism and 
remittances

19

Source: The Mideast Pudding Loses Its Theme, By Walter Russell Mead, WSJ, 
July 29, 2020



Nine MENA conflicts still dominate world

20
Source: www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker

1. Confrontation U.S.-Iran

2. Civil war in Syria

3. Political instability in Iraq

4. Political instability in Lebanon

5. Instability in Egypt

6. Conflict Turkey vs. Kurds

7. Israeli-Palestinian conflict

8. Civil war in Libya

9. Civil War in Yemen

◼ Critical impact on U.S. (conflict directly threatens U.S. homeland, is likely to trigger 
U.S. military involvement, or threatens the supply of critical U.S. strategic 
resources

◼ Confrontation between the U.S. and around

◼ Significant impact on U.S. interests (conflicts affects countries of strategic 
importance to the United States that does not involve a mutual defense treaty 
commitment)

◼ Civil war in Syria

◼ Political instability in Iraq

◼ Political instability in Lebanon

◼ Instability in Egypt

◼ Conflict between Turkey and armed Kurdish groups

◼ Israeli-Palestinian conflict

◼ Limited impact on U.S. interests (Conflict could have severe widespread 
humanitarian consequences but in countries of limited strategic importance to  
U.S.)

◼ Civil war in Libya

◼ Civil War in Yemen
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Dim diplomacy prospects for 
Israel and Palestine conflict

◼ Palestinians remain stateless and divided

◼ UN Resolution 242 called for Israel withdrawal from 
territories gained in 1967 war – but has not 

◼ Prospects for diplomacy are low - Israel continues to 
expand settlements 

◼ Experts divided: 

◼ Opportunity for two-state solution has passed vs. continue to 
explore alternatives

◼ Most likely prospect: continuation of occupation 

21World's "most intractable conflict"

Population 9 mil., 75% Jewish

Israel and Palestine: Dim prospects

• In 1947, UN adopted a Partition Plan for Palestine recommending the creation of 

independent Arab and Jewish states and an internationalized Jerusalem. Plan was 

accepted by Jews and rejected by Arabs

• In 1948,  independence of Israel declared led to 1948 Arab–Israeli War

• Israel won most of Mandate territory, while West Bank and Gaza were held by Arab states

• Israel has since fought several wars with Arab countries and since Six-Day War in1967 held 

occupied territories including West Bank, Golan Heights and the Gaza Strip

• UN Security Council Resolution 242 called for Israel to withdraw from territories it gained in 

a 1967 war has not happened

• Dim prospects for diplomacy - Israel continues to expand settlements where thousands of 

Israelis live

• Some believe that prospects of a two-state solution have passed, and that Palestinians 

have missed the opportunities

• Others continue to explore alternatives

• The most likely reality for the foreseeable future is a continuation of occupation that now 

exists

Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, p 120
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Saudi Prince MbS’s 
gambits

◼ Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman(MbS), convinced 
by the oil bust, launched Neom futuristic $500 bil. city 

◼ Expand private sector diversify away from Oil being 
87% exports, 70% budget, and 46% GDP

◼ Government bloated and military costly

◼ Neom's success questionable - what happens if fizzles

◼ MbS gambits

◼ Arrested and fined 100s of prominent Saudis for corruption

◼ Implicated in 2018 killing of journalist Khashoggi in Turkey

◼ Dec 2019 Aramco IPO made it one of richest ~ $2 tril.
22

Saudi Prince’s gambits
◼ Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman(MBS), convinced by the oil bust, 

launched  a futuristic city at cost of $500 billion,  to concentrate development 
sustainable growth. 

◼ 10,000 square miles of waterfront property near Jordan and Egypt and transform 
Saudi Arabia into a cultural model and take  30-50 years to complete.

◼ Saudi Arabia is searching for new sources of revenue - . Oil account for 87 percent 
of total exports, 70 percent of the budget, and 46 percent of GDP.  Alternative 
energy sources such as electric cars is expected to reduce demand for 
hydrocarbons by 2025.

◼ Saudi public sector bloated and military costly.  New city  seen as way of 
empowering the private sector

◼ Neom's success is questionable in a country that has weak knowledge-based 
economy,  skilled labor, incentives and motivation….and politically repressive and 
culturally closed environment.

◼ In November 2017, Salman ordered the arrest of hundreds of prominent Saudi 
princes and businessmen on the grounds of money laundering, embezzlement of 
public funds and corruption. 

22

Source: Hilal Khashan, Saudi’s City of the Future Is a Mirage, May 29, 2020, Geopolitical Futures 
and Wikipedia articles on ARAMCO and Khashoggi 



Is Middle East worth it anymore? 
Of less vital U.S. interest 

◼ In past, U.S. priorities were to keep 
Gulf oil flowing and ensure Israel’s survival 

◼ But U.S. no longer relies on imported petroleum

◼ Israel’s survival no longer in question

◼ Palestinian problem vital Israeli interest, not U.S.

◼ Preventing nuclear arms a vital U.S. interest, but Iran 
doesn’t have and sanctions suffocating

◼ U.S. can’t afford to ignore, but after sacrifice of so 
many American lives and money, it’s time for more 
limited goals

23

Is Middle East worth it anymore?
• What is it about this troubled region that leaves Washington perpetually caught between 

desire to end U.S. military involvement there and impulse for yet another Middle East war?
• Yet , few vital interests of the U.S. continue to be at stake. There has been a structural 

shift in American interests in the Middle East. 
• In the past, the U.S. priorities in Middle East were to keep Gulf oil flowing at reasonable 

prices and to ensure Israel’s survival. But the U.S. economy no longer relies on imported 
petroleum.

• Arab flow of their oil is no longer a vital interest, but it may be to China and India 
• Israel is still in U.S. interest to support, but its survival is no longer in question.
• A solution to the Palestinian problem is a vital Israeli interest, not a vital American one.
• Preventing a nuclear arms race in Middle East remains a vital U.S. interest. But, unlike 

North Korea or Pakistan, Iran doesn’t have nuclear weapons. U.S. sanctions are choking 
Iran’s economy, and regime faces growing internal dissent and regional opposition. 

• We cannot afford to turn our backs on the Middle East, yet after sacrifice of so many 
American lives and waste of so much money that ended up doing more harm than good, it 
is time for the U.S. to develop a sustainable Middle East strategy of more limited goals that 
can be achieved with more modest means.

Source: The Middle East Isn’t Worth It Anymore, by Martin Indyk, WSJ, Jan. 17, 2020, 
Indyk is distinguished diplomat who was Obama’s Ambassador to Israel and Middle East 
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Despite, U.S. blood, treasure, 
failures & frustration, some 

faint consolations

◼ After Syria red line threat dropped, U.S. no longer key 
player

◼ U.S. now not spending a lot of blood and treasure

◼ Not much political debate - a President Biden would 
likely continue basic Trump-Obama policy

◼ Despite failing, Arab Spring may have awakened some 
political energies among youth
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Despite, U.S. blood, treasure, failures & frustration, some 
faint consolations

◼ After Syria red line, U.S. no longer key player

◼ U.S. not spending a lot of blood and treasure

◼ Not much political debate - a President Biden might would likely continue basic 
Trump-Obama policy

◼ Despite failing, Arab Spring may have awakened some political energies among 
youth

24

Source: The Mideast Pudding Loses Its Theme, By Walter Russell Mead, WSJ, July 29, 
2020



At 6%, does Middle East 
wield world power? 

◼ Hard power = GDP, population, arms strength, projection of 
forces, technological prowess …

◼ Sharp Power* = Authoritarian coercion and manipulation of 
opinion abroad via subversion, bullying & pressure, which 
combine to promote self-censorship & pre-emptive kowtowing

◼ Soft power = allure of political system, culture, ideology, 
diplomacy, alliances, networks of influence …

◼ Weak power = terrorist imposing huge costs 

◼ Future power = Education, R&D, immigration, and 
demography

25

Power = capacity to do things and affect others to get 
what we want 

At 6%, does Middle East wield world power? 

Power = capacity to do things and affect others to get what we 
want 

• Hard power = GDP, population, arms strength, projection of forces, 
technological prowess …

• Sharp Power* = Authoritarian coercion and manipulation of opinion 
abroad via subversion, bullying and pressure, which combine to 
promote self-censorship and pre-emptive kowtowing

• Soft power = allure of political system, culture, ideology, diplomacy, 
alliances, networks of influence …

• Weak power = terrorist imposing huge costs 
• Future power = Education, R&D, immigration, and demography

Josef Joffe, The Myth of America’s Decline - Politics, Economics, and a Half Century of False Prophecies, 
WW Norton and Company, 2014, chapter 1. *For Sharp Power see Economist, Dec 14, 2017. Joseph S. 

Nye, Jr. The Future of Power, Public Affairs, 2011  was an early developer of the concept of soft power. 
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Does Middle East still
matter to world? 

◼ Half of world’s still covet its oil and gas

◼ China wants as source and Russia as partner to prop up prices 

◼ Billions passionately care about home of three major 
faiths f Christianity, Islam, and Judaism

◼ Fears of unrest, violence and global terrorist attacks 

◼ Widespread empathy for Israel & Palestinian problem

◼ Danger of Iran developing nuclear weapons and 
triggering nuclear weapons race

◼ Along with East Asia, most likely place for a world war 
26

Why does Middle East matter to world?

◼ Primarily because of its energy being home to about half of the world’s 
proven oil reserves and gas reserves and Saudi Arabia being the 
world’s largest oil exporter

◼ Importance to religion -home of three of the world’s major faiths 
Christianity, Islam, and Judaism that billions of people all over the 
world care passionately about

◼ Riven by violence and terrorism - accounts for almost half of the 
terrorist attacks worldwide

◼ Importance of Israel and Israel-Palestinian conflict that has raged for 
70 years 

26

Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, 
p114-15



Looking ahead in the 
Middle East: Deja Vu

◼ Presumably, only Israel has nuclear weapons

◼ Iran back working on nukes after U.S. exits agreement

◼ Saudi’s may develop nuclear weapons to counter Iran

◼ Unstable, contested borders, weak governments, no 
balance of power or agreement on region’s future

◼ Plus climate change: heat hurting crops & scarce 
water resources, increasing migration & risk of conflict

◼ Thus: MENA’s future, like it’s past, likely to have 
conflicts, little freedom or democracy, and 
standards of living that lag behind rest of world
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Looking ahead in the Middle East

◼ The Middle East includes at least one country with presumably nuclear weapons, 
that is Israel, which does not openly acknowledge this in order to discourage 
others from developing it

◼ And  Iran is now back working on its nuclear capability in light of the U.S. 
withdrawing from the agreement

◼ The concern is that other countries such as Saudi Arabia will seek to develop 
nuclear weapons to counter its enemy in Iran and create an even more dangerous 
competition

◼ Clearly the Middle East lacks stability-many of the borders are contested and many 
of the governments are not in control of what goes on within their borders

◼ There is no balance of power and no shared sense of what region should look like

◼ Plus climate change will cause extreme heat to spread across more of the land for 

longer periods of time, putting intense pressure on crops and already scarce water 

resources, potentially increasing migration and the risk of conflict.

◼ All this suggests that future for Middle East is like it’s past, defined by 
violence within and across borders, little freedom or democracy, and 
standards of living that lagging behind rest of  world

27

Richard Haass, The World – A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press, 2020, p129



MENA – Little hope for peace 
& democracy

Summary & Conclusions

◼ Middle East most troublesome region

◼ Anti-west, anti-democratic, anti-globalization …

◼ Arab Spring failed and region now worse 

◼ U.S. spent much blood and treasure in region, but now 
disengaging while Turkey, Russia and China engaging 

◼ But region too strategic for oil and dangerous to ignore

◼ Some hopes – Israel, Saudi’s new vision, Tunisia

◼ Bottomline: not much optimism for peace & democracy
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Next Class: Sub-Saharan Africa

MENA: Summary & Conclusions

◼ Middle East most tumultuous region

◼ Anti-west, anti-democratic and anti-globalization

◼ Arab Spring failed and region now no better or worse 

◼ U.S. spent much blood and treasure in region, but now disengaging 
while Turkey, Russia and China engaging 

◼ Region too strategic for oil and volatile to ignore

◼ Some areas of hope – Israel, Saudi’s new vision, Tunisia

◼ But overall, not much optimism for peace and democracy

28



U.S. ranks # 
25 in 
Democracy 
Index

29

Appendix of Supplemental Information

Explanation for U.S. decline to “faulty democracy”
The U.S., which fell below the threshold for a “full democracy” in 2016 owing to a further 
decline in public trust in U.S. institutions, a development that preceded the election of Donald 
Trump that year and indeed helps to explain his success in winning the presidency.
Since then the U.S.’s score has held steady at 7.96, and it ranks 25th globally. Political 
partisanship is undermining the functioning of U.S. democracy Popular support for democracy 
remains strong in the U.S., whose citizens have always exhibited a fierce attachment to 
independence and national sovereignty. However, popular dissatisfaction with how democracy is 
working in practice, both in terms of government dysfunction and a lack of
political representation by the two main parties, has grown in recent years. 
The U.S. has fallen steadily in the global rankings over the last decade, from 17th place in the 
2010
Democracy Index to 25th in 2019. This mainly reflects a deterioration in the functioning of 
government category, which has been the U.S.’s worst-scoring category since 2016, at 7.14. 
Public frustration with institutions has been building for years; according to Gallup polls, the 
number of Americans who approve of the way that Congress (the legislature) is handling its job 
fell to 21% in 2019, compared with 40% in 2000.
The highly partisan nature of Washington politics has contributed to this trend. Republicans and
Democrats are increasingly seen as being focused on blocking each other’s agenda, to the 
detriment of policymaking. This trend has worsened under the current administration. Rising  
partisan tensions have left Congress in a stalemate: the passage of the revised U.S.-Mexico-
Canada Agreement (USMCA) was the only piece of major legislation to get through the divided 
legislature in 2019.
Comments from Economist Democracy Index 2019
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Little democracy in MENA  

30

Appendix: Supplementary Information on MENA
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Country 
 Population 

millions 

 Annual 

Population 

growth 1990-

2019 

 GDP 

(PPP) 

$Billions 

  GDP Annual 

Growth 1990-

2019 

 

GDP/Capita 

  GDP/Capita 

Annual Growth 

1990-2019 

  GDP/Capita 

Annual Growth 

2010-19 

Egypt 100            2.0% 1,181      4.4% 11,763       2.3% 1.4%

Turkey 83              1.5% 2,350      4.3% 28,167       2.8% 2.8%

Iran* 83              1.3% 1,173      3.3% 14,563       1.9% na

Algeria 43              1.8% 489         2.8% 11,350       1.0% 0.6%

Iraq 39              2.8% 428         4.0% 10,881       1.1% 2.1%

Morocco 36              1.3% 278         3.8% 7,515         2.4% 2.0%

Saudi Arabia 34              2.6% 1,609      3.1% 46,962       0.4% 0.7%

Yemen 29              3.2% na na na na na

Syria 17              1.1% na na na na na

Tunisia 12              1.2% 126         3.6% 10,756       2.4% 0.7%

UAE 10              5.9% 656         4.1% 67,119       -1.7% 2.3%

Israel 9                2.3% 364         4.1% 40,162       1.7% 1.7%

MENA 457            2.0% 7,647      3.7% 16,744       1.6% 1.1%

World 7,674        1.3% 130,073  3.3% 16,951       2.0% 2.2%

MENA/World 6.0% 157.3% 5.9% 111.3% 98.8% 80.7% 49.4%

Population and GDP of Largest Middle East & North Africa Countries, 2019

Source: World Development Indicators, Last updated 7/1/2020. 2017 Constant International $. *Iran GDP data for 2017.

Appendix of Supplemental Information

MENA population and GDP

• Mena has 6% of the world population and 5.9% of the world GDP.

• Population growth since end Cold War (1990-2019) was 2% per year vs. 

only 1.3% per year for the world

• During 1990-2019, GDP growth was faster than the world, but due to 

faster population growth, GDP per capita growth was slower

• The period following the ARAB Spring (2010-19) GDP/capita has grown 

at only half the world pace.

• Population growth has been quite rapid in most countries-especially 

Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and UAE.

• GDP per capita has a wide range with UAE having one of the highest 

GDP per capita in the world. Israel, the most advanced of MENA 

countries, despite not benefiting from oil as do Saudi Arabia and UAE, 

ranks 3rd in GDP/capita.
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COVID-19: deepest global recession in decades 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

World 3.3 3.0 2.4 -5.2 4.2

Euro Area 2.5 1.9 1.2 -9.1 4.5

Latin America 1.9 1.7 0.8 -7.2 2.8

United States 2.4 2.9 2.3 -6.1 4.0

Russia 1.8 2.5 1.3 -6.0 2.7

MENA 1.1 0.9 -0.2 -4.2 2.3

India 7.0 6.1 4.2 -3.2 3.1

Sub-Sahara 2.6 2.6 2.2 -2.8 3.1
China 6.8 6.6 6.1 1.0 6.9
World trade 5.9 4.0 0.8 -13.4 5.3

Oil prices 23.3 29.4 -10.2 -47.9 18.8

Commodity prices 5.5 1.8 -4.2 -5.9 3.0

Real GDP Forecasts for 2020 & 2021

Source: JUNE 2020, Global Economic Prospects, World Bank 

(Percent change from previous year)

Appendix: Supplementary information for MENA

Covid-19: deepest global recession in decades

• The World Bank rejects the steepest economic decline in the world for 

decades and in Latin America for a century

• Latin America, which has had a sluggish economic decade in GDP, is 

projected to decline 7.2% this year but recover by 2.8% next year.

• However this decline in 2020 will wipe out modest gains of the past decade -

Latin America GDP/Capita will be the lowest in decade

• The sharp decline in world trade, oil prices, and commodity prices are major 

contributors to the GDP decline in Latin America

33



34

Country/Region Population
 GDP 

(US$) 

GDP, PPP 

(intl $)

GDP per 

capita 

(US$)

GDP per 

capita, PPP 

(intl $)

Trade in 

US$

Extreme 

poverty 

($1.90/day 

PPP)

China 18% 13% 19% 71% 101% 8% 1%

India 18% 3% 8% 19% 43% 3% 28%

Sub-Saharan Africa 14% 2% 3% 15% 22% 2% 57%

Latin America 8% 7% 8% 88% 93% 6% 4%

Middle East & North Africa6% 4% 7% 72% 115% 6% 0%

European Union 6% 23% 14% 336% 237% 34% 0%

United States 4% 22% 15% 501% 349% 10% 0%

Russia 2% 2% 3% 108% 161% 2% 0%

United Kingdom 1% 3% 2% 398% 254% 4% 0%
World 7.6 bil $82.7 tril. $121.2 tril.  $   10,821  $     15,957 $49.2 tril 734 mil

Share of World Economy and Population for Major Countries and 

Regions, 2018 

Source: World Bank Development Indicators data download 5/15/2020. GDP in constant $2010 US $ and PPP in Constant 2011 Intl $. Most poverty data for 2015. 

Big difference in size and wealth of nations

Appendix: Supplementary information for MENA

Big difference in size and wealth of nations

• China, India, and sub-Saharan Africa are the large regions population wise, 

but all have world average or lower GDP per capita.

• India and sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, have the lion share of the world’s 

extreme poverty.

• Latin America, with 8% of the world population has about the same share of 

GDP and trade. – it’s in the middle or average

• Russia, has less than 3% of world population, GDP and trade.

• Depending upon which yardstick is used whether nominal GDP or purchasing 

power parity (PPP) GDP, China is either the first or second ranking world 

power 

• Enormous differences between the rich and the poor parts of the world.

• European Union has largest share of world trade.

• World in 2018 had 7.6 billion people and it won’t be long until it hits 8 billion, 

although population growth globally is slowing substantially.
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Workforce Projections for 2050: Declines in Europe, 
Russia & China, big gain in Sub-Sahara, India and MENA

35

Total 20-64 Total 20-64 Total 20-64 Total 20-64 Total 20-64

World 7,795   4,471  9,735      5,458    25% 22% 1,940   986  100% 100%

Sub-Saharan Africa 1,094   484     2,118      1,106    94% 129% 1,023   622  53% 63%
India 1,380   802     1,639      1,001    19% 25% 259      199  13% 20%
China 1,439   930     1,402      770       -3% -17% (37)       (160) -2% -16%
Latin America & Carib 654      386     762         441       17% 14% 108      56     6% 6%

MENA 498      279     700         392       40% 40% 202      113  10% 11%

W Europe 413      240     419         218       1% -9% 6           (22)   0% -2%
US 331      194     379         210       15% 8% 48         16     2% 2%
Russian Federation 146      89       136         74         -7% -17% (10)       (15)   -1% -2%
Source: UN, World Population Prospects 2019, Medium Variant, Download 7/9/2020

2020-2050 

Increase

2020-2050 

Increase 

Share

Total & Working Age Population and Projections 2020 & 2050, millions

Region 2020 2050

% Change 

2020-50

Appendix: Background Information for MENA
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