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Preface

Since 1990, UNIDIR has organized one regional conference of research institutes every year. The 
aim of these regional conferences has been to stimulate and promote thinking and research on 
questions of disarmament and international security. Thus far, four such conferences have been 
organized: in Africa, 1990; in Latin America and the Caribbean, 1991; in Asia and the Pacific, 
1992; and in the Middle East, 1993.

This volume reproduces the reports and the main sequences of the discussions at the fourth 
Regional Conference of Research Institutes held in Cairo (Egypt) on 18 and 19 A p^ 1993. This 
conference was organized by UNIDIR in co-operation with the Egyptian Institute for Diplomatic 
Studies.

Since the convening of the Conference, important political developments have taken place. Of 
special significance is the Oslo Accord between Israel and the PLO signed in September 1993. 
I^ese developments make this publication all the more topical: we hope that by publishing these 
conference proceedings, we will stimulate further research on the region’s security questions at a 
time of great opportunities as well as severe problems.

For its part, following the Cairo Conference UNIDIR has started a research project on 
Confidence-Building in the Middle East. The project will build on the work of the multilateral arms 
control group of the Madrid peace process, which has had CSBMs uppermost on its agenda. 
However, while the arms control group is an exercise in diplomacy and politics, UNIDIR’s work 
will follow the ground rules of independent scholarship. The project will examine a broad range of 
security policies including CSBMs, arms control, non-offensive defence and disarmament issues.

Thus, it is with a special feeling of gratitude that we are thanking all the participants of the 
Cairo Conference, and the report writers in particular. Their contributions have been of great help 
in developing our own thinking on the subject.

UNIDIR is grateful to the Government of Egypt and the Institute for Diplomatic Studies 
whose generous contributions made the Cairo Conference possible. Special thanks are due to the 
Ford Foxmdation which provided the necessary financial support.

This publication was edited by Chantal de Jonge Oudraat, Senior Research Associate at 
UNIDIR, and prepared for printing by Anita Bletry, also on the staff of UNIDIR. The Institute takes 
no position on the views and conclusions expressed in the papers, which are those of their authors. 
Nevertheless, UNIDIR considers that such papers merit publication and recommends them to the 
attention of its readers.

Sverre Lodgaard 
Director 
March 1994





Message of the Foreign Minister of Egypt

Amre Moussa'

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Director of the United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research,
Your Excellencies,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to begin by welcoming you to Egypt at your scientific and academic Conference 
of Research Institutes in the Middle East, which is being organized by UNIDIR, Geneva, in 
collaboration with the Institute for Diplomatic Studies of the Egyptian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

At the outset, I also wish to emphasize Egypt’s great interest in the scientific subjects to be 
discxuised at the Conference and which relate to various aspects of disarmament issues in general 
and regional disarmament endeavours in particular. We have no doubt that the Conference will fully 
assume its responsibilities in view of the participation of an elite group of negotiators and 
specialized academics working in the field of disarmament to which they have made outstanding 
contributions.

The international community has recently witnessed numerous historic changes at the global 
and regional levels. At the global level, the East-West conflict has abated, the Cold War between 
the two Super-Powers has ended, their ideological struggle has become less intense and there is now 
less competition between them for zones of influence which, at various times in the past, faced the 
world with serious challenges and crises that sometimes pushed it to the edge of the abyss. At the 
regional level, we witnessed an important turning-point and a positive development in the Middle 
Eastern question, namely the holding of the Madrid Peace Conference which led to negotiations in 
various fields, including arms limitation in the region. Accordingly, as one of the principal 
participants in these negotiations, Egypt must develop, in collaboration with the Arab States and 
all the other Parties, a joint and comprehensive concept of regional security arrangements, 
confidence-building measures and stages of arms limitation.

On this basis, in our view, regional disarmament constitutes one of the kingpins of the 
international commimity’s endeavours to consolidate and promote international peace and security. 
In particular, Egypt welcomed the increased concern and support that was shown for regional 
endeavours. In fact, in this field our records are full of initiatives and constructive approaches, the 
most recent of which was President Muhammad Hosni Mubarak’s proposal made in April 1990 to 
turn the Middle East into a region free of all weapons of mass destruction, in addition to the 
proposal made in 1974 to establish a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the Middle East.

The world is currently witnessing a significant trend towards disarmament and tangible 
progress towards agreement on its mechanisms and the achievement of its goals, which have long 
been advocated by developed and developing coimtries alike. The countries of the Third World, 
represented by the Non-Aligned Movement and the Group of 77, clearly and categorically insisted 
on according priority to disarmament, and particularly nuclear disarmament, issues and using the 
consequent financial savings for purposes of development and the achievement of socio-economic 
progress.

Message delivered in Arabic by Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ambassador Rahman Marei.

ix



X Conference of Research Institutes in the Middle East

As part of the international arms limitation endeavours, preparations have begtm for the NPT 
review and extension conference to be held in 1995. That is a treaty to which some States in the 
Middle East are still refusing to accede. Egypt, being conscious of its moral and historic 
responsibilities, is endeavouring to preserve the equilibrium, security and interests of the region and 
will spare no effort to promote concerted international endeavours to achieve universal accession 
to the treaty.

In conclusion, I wish to refer to our positive approach aimed at the achievement of the goals 
and objectives of complete and full disarmament and practical implementation of the constructive 
disarmament initiatives, particularly those seeking to achieve the following:

(a) Increased security for the States of our region at lower levels of armament, particularly 
since security can be achieved only through peaceful relations, dialogue and political arrangements 
far removed from the logic of force.

(b) Quantitative and qualitative equality between the military capabilities of each State of the 
region in view of the fact tihat a continuation of the present imbalance is unacceptable in a region 
that is striving for a just and comprehensive peace.

(c) The conclusion of arms limitation and disarmament agreements applicable to all the States 
of the region, which would be supplemented by effective verification measures and which would 
ensitfe equal rights and responsibilities for all the States Parties, and through which the States of 
the region would co-operate with the international community with a view to formulating arms 
limitation and disarmament arrangements so that the problem can be dealt with in an integrated and 
comprehensive maimer consistent with the security needs of the States.

(d) The granting of priority to ridding the region of weapons of mass destruction, particularly 
nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, consideration being given to conventional arms limitation 
measures whenever the political situation is conducive thereto after the achievement of peace in the 
region or, at the very least, when the peace process has made substantial progress towards the 
achievement of that goal.

In conclusion, I wish your Conference every success. Thank you.



opening Statement

Sverre Lodgaarct 

Distinguished participants,
« r

In the wake of every previous Middle East war, the arms race intensified. Once again, in the 
aftermath of the Gulf war, there is substantial arms build-up in the area. However, this time there 
is also a growing interest in arms control. The end of the Cold War made it possibly for the USA 
and Russia to co-sponsor a peace process where arms control is an explicit, iategral part; the 
principal West Eiiropean countries are more supportive of multilateral arms control efforts now than 
before; and there is a growing realization in the area itself that arms control can enhance regional 
security. It is therefore in a spirit of encouragement and pursuit of new opportxmities that I wish 
you welcome to this conference on security, arms control and disarmament in the Middle East.

UNIDIR is charged with the task of conducting applied research on questions relating to 
disarmament and international security. In exercising our duties we are drawing on the expertise, 
insight and experience of a variety of professions. In preparing this conference, we have been keen 
to secure high-level participation from research institutes throughout the region. However, our 
subject is interdisciplinary, and the expertise on it extends far beyond the academic domain. Applied 
research means that politicians, diplomats and military officers are indispensable in our efforts to 
promote a better understanding of the problems and prospects of international security. I am pleased 
and honoured, therefore, to see the range of high-level expertise assembled here today.

UNIDIR is a United Nations Institute. Consequently, there is a penchant for multilateral 
approaches and global perspectives in reference to the principles of the United Nations Charter. As 
regional politics is gaining momentum, we are increasingly interested also in regional approaches 
to security, independent of the United Nations as well as ptirsuant to Chapter VIII of the Charter: 
this conference is the fourth in a series of UNIDIR regional conferences. Under the UN umbrella, 
we enjoy a fair degree of independence and autonomy, safeguarded in our statutes. We have the 
freedom of expression without the constraints of having to negotiate consensus documents among 
national representatives. I hope that you will feel free at this Conference to air your views and 
opinions, it being imderstood that you are all speaking in your personal capacities and that you will 
not be quoted without permission.

Arms races do not necessarily end in war. Fortunately for mankind, the most formidable of 
all arms races - that of the Cold War - did not. However, throughout human history, most arms 
races went hot. No doubt, rapid growth of armed forces is a bad omen. In particular, recent research 
suggests that if a crisis is preceded by an arms race, it is more likely to end in war. Another 
important factor is the ratio of offensive to defensive capabilities. If the offensive capabilities on 
both sides of a conflict clearly outweigh the defensive ones on the other, there will be strong 
military incentives to strike first if and when decision-makers begin to think that war is 
unavoidable. Finally, there is something to say for the old balance-of-power type of reasoning. Even 
a small deviation from a predominantly defensive posture on the part of a powerful State may 
present a serious seciuity problem for a much weaker neighbour. Today and tomorrow, we shall 
examine these and other dimensions of the military security problem at greater length.

We shall do so in a broader context involving non-military threats to security as well. Here, 
the ongoing peace process is an important frame of reference. In regional politics, there is always

• Director, UNIDIR.
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the option of treating arms control and disarmament issues in a wider setting of inter-State relations. 
Alternatively, some issues may be singled out for special treatment. The choice of approach is often 
a matter of contention.

The European CSCE and CFE experiences are often cited as sources of inspiration for security 
endeavours in other regions. I believe that European solutions have considerable heuristic value: for 
regions such as the Middle East, they are quite helpful in formulating the right questions. Hence 
I am sure that tomorrow, when we are turning to institutional mechanisms and CSBMs, references 
will be made to Europe. However, I believe we are all mindful of the need to discuss Middle 
Eastern issues on Middle Eastern premises. To say that European experiences have heuristic value 
is not to say that they have model value. In recruiting participants to this conference, UNIDIR has 
devoted time and effort first and foremost to securing the best possible participation from the 
region. Then, we shall benefit from the presence of external expertise as well. In view of the 
interests that big and small powers take in Middle Eastern affairs, we would have been dangerously 
incomplete without.

The peace process has an American-Russian co-chairmanship. The United States is by far the 
most important external player in Middle Eastern affairs. Representing an institution of the United 
Nations, I should also like to emphasize the growing role of the United Nations in mitigating and 
solving regional conflicts. Never before have so many countries acted together to confront regional 
and domestic problems. At the same time, greater United Nations involvement sometimes puts the 
reputation of Ae Organization at risk. Representing an autonomous research institute in the United 
Nations family, I would welcome a frank and open exchange of views on all issues on our agenda, 
the functions of the United Nations included. UNIDIR wants to facilitate talks among those regional 
parties who have a limited tradition of dialogue, and those of us who come from other parts of the 
world may provide guidance on the more technical lessons of arms control experiences of relevance 
for the Middle East. We have not come to Cairo to preach arms control ideology to Middle Eastern 
colleagues and representatives.

I am deeply indebted to the Institute of Diplomatic Studies, its Director Ihab Sorour and its 
Counsellor Laila Eleish for receiving us so generously here in Cairo. My gratitude furthermore goes 
to Egypt’s ambassador in Geneva, Mounir Zahran, and to Director Mahmoud Karem of the 
Department of Disarmament Affairs of the Foreign Ministry of Egypt. You have all assisted us in 
a great many ways, and no question has been too difficult or too small for you to help us sort them 
out. Last not least, my thanks go to the Ford Foundation for its financial support: without it, this 
conference would not have taken place.

I look forward to the presentations and to the discussions that will follow, and I wish for all 
of us a fruitful and inspiring meeting.



opening Statement

Ihab Sorour

Yoxir Excellency, Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs of Egypt, Ambassador Rahman Marei, your 
excellencies, dear guests and colleagues, my dear friend Mr Sverre Lodgaard, it is my pleasure to 
welcome you to Egypt, the land of the Pharao’s, the cradle of civilization.

I am glad that the Institute for Diplomatic Studies of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Egypt 
has the privilege to co-sponsor this important regional conference of research institutes in the 
Middle East in collaboration with UNIDIR. We are specially honoured to be chosen for the second 
time by the United Nations to organize a joint seminar on disarmament and security in Africa and 
the Middle East. We are really proud therefore to host this distmguished galaxy of politicians, 
diplomats, academicians, directors and members of research institutes from various parts of the 
world.

We are all gathered here with the ultimate goal of reaching a common understanding, and 
hopefully some solutions, to certain sectirity questions which are still unanswered. We consider this 
conference, held in Cairo, a further evidence and a special tribute to the peaceful role played by 
Egypt a role which is deeply rooted in our history.

All of you are aware of President Mubarak’s initiative on freeing our area of all weapons of 
mass destruction. We hope to realize this aspiration which is widely shared by the whole world and 
that your work here will help promoting this goal. It is the duty of our gathering to spearhead the 
search for peace and security and point out the most feasible, the most logical and the most 
practical methods to establish that evasive peace.

The discussion will tackle in turn the geo-politics and other aspects of security of the region, 
then move on to the main issues of security and disarmament, to the dangers of the proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction and finally we will examine possible regional and global 
arrangements. We in Egypt consider this conference as a special recognition of the merit of our 
orientations and a confirmation of our efforts calling for a just and lasting peace in the area and for 
an organic relationship between peace and genuine security for all mankind.

I welcome you and wish you an enjoyable stay in Egypt and the conference all success.

Director, IDS.
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Introduction

Chantal de Jonge Oudraaf

The United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research organized, with the co-operation, of the 
Cairo-based Institute for Diplomatic Studies on 18-19 April 1993 an international conference on 
security, arms control and disarmament in the Middle East.

TTie Conference was attended by some thirty experts and scholars from the region, as well as 
a limited number of experts from other parts of the world. In convening the conference, UNIDIR 
endeavoured not only to examine the current security situation in the region, but also to come up 
with suggestions for further applied policy research in the field and to facilitate and develop 
contacts and dialogue among experts and research institutes in the region.

Security in the Middle East: The Parameters

While the conference programme focused on the military dimension of the security equations in the 
Middle East, i.e. the proliferation of both conventional and non-conventional weapons, as well as 
possibilities for regional arms control and security-building initiatives, some non-military and 
epistemological aspects of the regions security equations were tackled in the first session of the 
conference and were highlighted in two introductory backgroimd papers. Particularly interesting in 
this regard was the discussion aroimd the question of how security and threat perceptions were 
influenced by: (a) the geographical definition of the region; (b) the notion of territory; and (c) the 
nature of the State.

Concerning the geographical framework of analysis, the question was raised whether the 
Middle East should encompass all States from Morocco in the West to Bangladesh in the East; 
Somalia in the South and the Caucasian and Central Asian Republics in the North? Or whether a 
definition of the region based on more flexible, diffuse, imcertain, incremental, and/or fimctional 
boundaries should be adopted? The definition of the spatial dimension of the region is not just a 
question of delimitation and identification of possible actors, it will also suggest and, indeed, feed 
different sets of threat and security perceptions.

It was pointed out by some of the participants that when examining security and threat 
perceptions in the region one should keep in mind that, due to the region’s history, notably its tribal 
and nomadic traditions, the notion of territory as a base for national solidarity is quite alien to the 
region. It was argued that the different territorial conflicts in the region {e.g. those between Egypt 
and Sudan; Yemen and Saudi Arabia; Saudi Arabia and Qatar; UAE and Kuwait; and the ones 
between Israel and its neighbours) are but temporary geographical cristallisations of a deeper 
political, religious, and/or tribal, conflictuality. Threat and security perceptions in the Middle East 
can hence not be reduced to territorial claims, and are often as much of an internal, as external, 
nature. It also entails that territorial compromises alone will not be able to bring about durable 
peace in the region.

In this connection it was recalled that the formation of the State was of quite recent origin. 
The frontiers of the majority of States, notably those in the Gulf region, had largely been 
determined by external oil interests prevalent at the beginning of the 20th centiuy. The power base

* Senior Research Associate, UNIDIR.
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of the States in the region is hence to be xmderstood not so much in terms of fixed national 
territories as in terms of linage and dynastic solidarities. As was pointed out: The State in the 
Middle Eastern region is often but an external and formal skeleton, a geographical limit, o f a 
power, a regime {Cf. Chapter 2 by Ghassan Salame). In large measure, we are dealing with powers, 
or regimes, which first and foremost find their legitimization in transborder political myths, 
ideologies, or past times {e.g. panarabism, islamism, the Holocaust), and which remain very much 
dependent upon oil revenues, extra-regional intervention and protection, including external aid.

In a more long-term perspective, regional stability, or the territorial status quo, is hence also 
threatened by the structural weakness of the State. The end of the Cold War, and in particular the 
falling apart of the Soviet Union and the dismemberment of Yugoslavia, signal not just the end of 
US-Soviet rivalry but also the fragility of the State and the permissive nattire of its boundaries. The 
destabilizing long-term effects of current humanitarian interventions were, in this regard, also 
referred to.

Regional Arms Build up and Arms Control

The more immediate factors shaping security and threat perceptions and contributing to a general 
sense of insecurity in the region were identified as having to do with, on the one hand, its 
extra-regional strategic importance, i.e. the regions huge oil reserves, and, on the other hand, with 
the after the Gulf war reinvigorated regional arms built up. While some argued that the end of the 
Cold War had devaluated the strategic importance of the region, it was also pointed out that, for 
example, for a country like the United States, the importance of the region had greatly increased, 
since the US became in the early 1980s an importer of oil. Its active involvement and interventions 
in the region could to some extent be directly correlated to the above.

As to the main armament and arms control issues in the region, a great deal of attention was 
devoted to the problem of the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction as well as the 
proliferation of ballistic missile technologies. The possibilities of a conventional High Tech arms 
race was referred to as a source of concern. Most participants were, however, of the opinion that 
these issues could only be dealt with within the more general regional seciuity framework, and more 
in particular the peace process. Indeed, many participants took a critical view of the utility of 
existing global disarmament agreements, such as the Biological Weapons Convention, the recently 
signed Chemical Weapons Convention, or still the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Nonetheless, 
as was pointed out by one participant, what would have been the situation had these imiversal 
agreements not existed? Moreover, while the weaknesses and flaws of the NPT were stressed, at 
the same time adherence of Israel to that treaty would remain on the list of desiderata. In this 
respect it was also recalled that the majority of Arab States continue to make their adherence to the 
Chemical Weapons Convention dependent upon Israeli adherence to the NPT. Frequent reference 
was also made to the Egyptian proposal for the establishment of a zone free of weapons of mass 
destruction as a long term objective for the multilateral arms control talks.

Considerable critique was voiced with respect to the different existing export control regimes 
{e.g. the London group, the MTCR regime, the Australia group, etc.). Their discriminatory nature, 
and the possibilities that such regimes would hamper the technological, economic and social 
development of some of the countries concerned were put forward. A dialogue between recipients 
and supplier countries was called for in this respect. It was also suggested that these type of regimes 
are often but a guilt-trip for suppliers and arms producers and that the problem was not so much 
the arms transfers, but the level of armaments concerned.
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The Peace Process - CSBMs

In the discussion on the peace process, and more particularly its multilateral arms control 
component, great emphasis was put on the idea that this was a multi-step pr^ess. In the first 
instance, States would develop lx)th knowledge and familiarity with the different arms control 
mechanisms and procedures. The European experience in the field of Confidence- and Security- 
Building Measures (CSBMs) was referred to as having heuristic value. At the same time, thou^, 
it was also stressed that the European CSCE experience could not simply be transposed. The 
importance of defining a general and final objective for the arms control talks, Le. a blueprint of 
the end result, was also emphasized by some.

A great deal of discussion developed with respect to CSBMs and the relation between greater 
political stability, on the one hand, and arms control measures on the other. It was pointed out that 
there is a crisis of confidence in the region. Crisis which was fed by the huge amount of arms 
purchases in the region, the majority of which could not be justified in terms of real security needs. 
The desirability of CSBMs needed hence little illustration. It was argued that only two conditions 
needed to be met for CSBMs to work i.e. (a) minimum convergence of interests, and (b) political 
will to make them work.

The importance of reciprocal imilateral CSBMs was stressed several times. An Egyptian move 
on the CWC in return for an Israeli move on the NPT was cited as a possible example of such a 
reciprocal imilateral CSBM. Amongst other possible CSBMs, reference was made to those CSBMs 
mentioned in the UN Secretary Generals report on the establishment of a nuclear weapon free zone 
{e.g. unilateral declarations on activities in the nuclear field, no-test commitment, placing all nuclear 
facilities under safeguards, etc.). Extra-territorial CBMs, such as those dealing with Outer Space, 
{e.g. prior notification of latmches, payload, trajectories, etc.) were singled out as another area in 
which CSBMs could play a useful ftmction.

References were also made to the instrumentality of the more classical type of CSBMs, such 
as for instance pre-notification of military exercises. However, in this context it was retorted, by 
some, that initiatives of this kind have little meaning as long as not all core players of the region 
were participating in the talks.

Research Priorities

The last session of the conference was devoted to academic co-operation and research priorities.” 
Many participants stressed, in this respect, the importance of research in creating a public opinion 
receptive to and interested in security and disarmament issues. It was stressed that the peace process 
could only succeed if, on a more basic societal level, support for this process was created. The 
representative of the Ford Foundation also stressed this issue and outlined the Foundations activities 
in the region in this field.”* In this respect, it was stressed that more research needed to be 
undertaken concerning the fundamental and regional specific factors shaping the conflictuality of 
the region. The importance of using in this context a broader, not just military, concept of security 
was imderlined by some.

** For a list of Research Institutes working on and in the Region, reference should be made to UNIDIR Newsletter, No 21, April 
1993.

*** The Foid Foundation in New Yoric provided financial support for the conference.
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Regarding more immediate and operational research topics, great emphasis was put on the 
importance of elaborating projects relating to national seairity doctrines in the region. It was 
pointed out that relatively little knowledge existed about the different security policies and doctrines 
of the States in the region and that information on these issues had great difficulty circulating in 
the region. The question of CSBMs, including a variety of transparency and crisis prevention 
measures, was also named a high priority by most participants. Verification as well as compliance 
and enforcement issues were also mentioned as being of great importance if any serious 
disarmament process is to be set in motion in the region. Finally, the importance of regional 
seminars and workshops, with the participation of academics, military and policy makers, was 
stressed. It permits for much needed informal exchanges of ideas and opinions, and could have a 
laboratory fimction for the official peace process.



Part I

Security and Disarmament in the Middle East:
The Parameters





Chapter 1 
The Middle East: The System and Power Configurations

Ali Fuat BorovaW

I. Definition of the Region

The definition of the region has never been a straightforward matter, but controversial or even 
problematic.* The system that constitutes the Middle East has been defined in various ways but one 
can assume that it has its core in the Arabian Peninsula - with the Gulf, the Red Sea and Eastern 
Mediterranean making up its boimdaries (in a loose sense). The system’s peripheral limits can be 
said to extend from Morocco in the west to Afghanistan in the east. For instance, during the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979, Afghanistan clearly had a major impact on the system. 
Similarly, the Iranian Revolution, starting in 1978 created major repercussions and disturbances all 
across the system. Later, the Iran-Iraq war became the main security concern during the years 1980- 
88. And all this time, the disturbances in Lebanon, involving regional as well as extra-regional 
powers, were in full swing, not to mention the longstanding Arab-Israeli dispute over the status of 
Palestine. Therefore, in defining and redefining the various boimdaries, the inner/outer limits of the 
system, we might have to identify how disturbances from within the system are carried across 
toward the outer limits - as with the epicenter of an earthquake or ripples in a lake.

In defining the Middle East as a region, we essentially identify the Arabic, Iranian, Jewish, 
Turkish and Kurdish elements. When we talk of the Maghreb as part of the Middle Eastern system 
we can see the Arabic (and Islamic) factor at work. We can, therefore, say that Libya, Algeria, 
Txmisia and Morocco are part of the system in varying degrees, in an issue-dependent fashion. 
Similarly, recent developments in Somalia, a Muslim coxmtry in the Horn of Africa, right along the 
Bab-el Mandeb, has made that coimtry peripherally part of the system, with the involvement of 
extra-regional powers. One could go so far as to say that developments in the Caucasus, with 
particular reference to Azerbaijan (how it relates to Iran, Turkey and even to the reported 
involvement of Israel), have also involved that part of the region within the dynamics of the system, 
albeit in a peripheral manner.

II. Systemic Dynamics in Recent Times

If we take a retrospective look at the modem history of the region and the various fluctuations 
within the system for the past 45 years, we see that different issues and/or conflicts have constituted 
the tension fulcrum of the system at different times, starting with the establishment of Israel in 
1948. Since then, the various tensions within the Arab World, xmder the over arching idea of Pan- 
Arabism, have created various faultlines along ideological lines and/or regime-type - among radical

* Associate Professor, Department of International Relations, Bilkent University, Ankara, Turkey.
 ̂ The question "Where is the Middle East?" has been the focus of an 1960 article by Roderic Davison {Foreign Affairs, July 

1960). Davison raises the question: "Given the hopeless disunity among specialists and governments as to where the Middle East 
is, how can the term be intelligently employed?” Among the solutions he envisages: "To admit frankly that there is no particular 
Middle East, but that there are as many Middle Easts as there are problems touching this fuzzy region in any way." If that is the 
case, the Middle East must, on each occasion, be redefined.
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Arab regimes, the moderates and conservative monarchies.^ Perhaps Syria was the first to 
radicalize, to be followed by Nasser’s Egypt, then Iraq (1958) and Libya (1969). Egypt was to turn 
moderate later on, while the two Yemens were to be radicalized.

Algeria, starting out with a muted Third World ideology, has retained a certain moderation in 
its external dealings. Therefore, Iraq, Syria and Libya (perhaps also the PLO) can be seen as 
constituting the centers of Arab radicalism in recent times. Increased dealings with the Soviet 
Union, particularly during the 1970s, and radical Arab regimes, the potential for intra-Arab conflict 
increas^. While Syria has obviously been preoccupied with Israel, Iraq and Libya (both OPEC 
members, bolstered by petrodollars) gained momentum towards confrontation with regional and 
extra-regional powers.

Within the Arab World, a retrospective look at the two decades since the Yom Kippur War in 
1973 would indicate that, apart from the relatively localized Israeli-Palestinian issue and the civil 
war in Lebanon, the major tensions have developed mainly around problems associated with the two 
radical Arab regimes: Iraq and Libya. Therefore, one cannot remain indifferent to the observed 
relationship between radicalization of a regime and an external confrontationist stance.

One could also suggest that, at the fundamental level, most of the conflicts carry the leitmotif 
of Arab imification which, given the ideological/regime diversity, encounter expected resistances. 
Whether it was Nasser, the Iraqi Baath regime or Khaddafi’s Libya, they have included Pan- 
Arabism in their declaratory poUcies against the backgroimd of skepticism and resistance among 
the rest of the Arab World.

That the Middle Eastern system was shaken at its foundations by the Islamicist revolution in 
Iran needs no reiteration here. The revolution and the strategic transformation it brought to bear on 
the entire regional power configuration, particularly considering its almost simultaneous occurrence 
with the invasion of Afghanistan, still reverberates across the system. The Iranian threat, perceived 
and/or actual, had already defined the parameters of strategic assessments across the Gulf and the 
region as a whole, before and during the Iran-Iraq war. So much that, not only Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia and other GCC cotmtries bankrolled the Iraqi war effort in tens of billions of dollar, but the 
West also devised its Gulf policies with the primacy of Iranian threat in mind. It may be ironic to 
note that the Iranian threat, which has concerned the GCC Countries throughout the 1980s, might 
have had the positive effect of constraining Iraq from attacking Kuwait and Saudi Arabia during 
more favorable times (while the Soviet Union was still a regional actor to contend with). What is 
stated here is that Iraq’s protracted struggle with Iran, though explainable in terms of its own logic, 
constituted something of a diversion from the ideological/ regime confrontation with its Arab 
neighbors. Indeed, the delayed action came barely two years after the cessation of hostilities with 
Iran.

At this point, it may be useful to refer to certain attempts by scholars and journalists to come 
up with new definitions of the region while trying to work out the implications of the break-up of 
the Soviet Empire with regard to the systemic redefinition of the Middle East. In his recent article 
"Rethinking the Middle East", Bernard Lewis argues that with the ending of the Cold War and the 
formal independence of the six Central Asian Republics, the previous artificial frontiers have been 
overcome and now the Middle Eastern system can be said to extend as far eastward as Tashkent

 ̂ Radicalism, according to Chamber’s Dictionaiy, denotes "wishing for great changes in the method of government." Its 
emerging meaning has been "to look for solutions from the very roots of the problem." After the Second World War, the term took 
on an anti-colonialisl/liberationist connotation (mainly anti-British and anti-French as the remaining colonial powers). While the anti- 
Westem component staged on the radicalist anger in the Middle East, later was refocused on the United States with particular 
emphasis deriving from the latter’s benefaction of the State of Israel. While espousing the Pan-Arabist cause, Arab radicalism 
gradually incorporated socialistic elements, as documented in the Baathist program, coupled with criticisms of varying severity 
directed at "moderate" and "conservative" Arab regimes as well as Pahlavite Iran. More recently, radicalism has assumed an 
Islamist/fundamentalist character, finding various expressions in Libya, Iran, Sudan, Lebanon and Algeria.
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and Alma Ata.̂  As an instance of why Central Asia should be regarded as part of the system, 
Lewis cites the activities undertaken by Saudi Arabia, Iran, Pakistan and even Israel in Central Asia 
as well as Turkey’s close involvement with its Turkic brethren. Lewis makes the point that the 
newly-independent Central Asians would have to make a stark choice between an elaborated CIS 
structure, IGiomeinism and Kemalism.

Notwithstanding Lewis’ historical perspective, one could raise the question whether it is 
analytically convenient at this stage to conceive Central Asia as part of the Middle Eastern system. 
Therefore, one could say that the Central Asian factor should receive consideration in an overall 
redefinition of the system, but not to the extent of significantly impacting the core dynamics of 
Middle Eastern power configuration.

III. Subregional Dynamics: Conflict Situations

A convenient way of defining and/or identifying subregions in the area would be to focus on 
conflict situations with varying degrees of intensity. Naturally, the core and peripheral vicinity of 
the Arab-Israeli dispute would constitute such a subregion - involving as it does Israel, Palestinian 
areas, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon and Egypt. Regarding this chronic conflict situation a relatively recent 
development has been the initiation of the Mideast Peace Talks. Now that several rounds have been 
completed, the very fact of the parties coming together has produced certain expectations, currently 
suspended by the Palestinian expulsion crisis. One could note with some emphasis that since 1979, 
the Arab-Israeli dispute has conceded its central place to other momentous developments in the 
region.

The main subregion - if one calls it that - for the last fourteen years has been the Gulf. Whether 
it was the Iranian Revolution, the Iran-Iraq war, the Gulf war (up to the present and beyond), with 
its parallel coastlines ominously facing each other, the gulf has been the most contentious subregion 
in all these years. The recent US missile attacks into Iraq in the dying days of the Bush 
administration has, once again, demonstrated the Gulf’s status as the pivotal subregion. It should 
be noted that, after the Gulf war, the Saudi airfields have become hosts to American warplanes and 
other military personnel. Kuwait has recently asked Britain and France to send troops to bolster the 
1500-strong American military contingent already there. Kuwait also asked for and received US 
Patriot missile batteries.'* Thus, after more than a decade of almost continual strife and instability, 
this subregion has attracted apparently permanent extra-regional military presence.

It should not come as a surprise that the Gulf has been the most unstable subregion since it has 
been the object of threats on a rotative basis from arguably the most militant regional powers in the 
Middle East. However, it would be wrong to assume that all is well within the intra-Arab 
framework of the GCC even at a time when Iran has reasserted claims to three islands in the Gulf. 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia engaged in a dispute over a border outpost in September 1992. An old 
territorial dispute between Qatar and Bahrain remains imsettled. Considering that the GCC is 
composed of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman and United Arab Emirates, several of 
the dyads are seen to be potentially at odds with one another.

Even a cxirsory look into the cartography of the Gulf (or Khalij-e-Fars in Iranian terms) would 
indicate the extent of the threat as would be perceived from the southern coastline as the northern 
landmass seem to be poised almost to descend upon it. Therefore, it is not difficult to explain the 
uneasiness felt by the GCC Emirates in the face of recent indicators of Iranian rearmament. Given

’ Bernard Lewis, "Rethinking the Middle East", Foreign Affairs, Vol. 71, No. 4. 
■' International Herald Tribune, 20 January 1993.
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the ongoing trialectical interaction between Iran, Iraq and the GCC countries, it is no wonder that 
the subregion would continue to be problematic.

The internal developments in Algeria have put the spotlight on that area after a long period 
of relative obscurity. Given the level of political Islamization in Algeria (as well as Sudan, Egypt 
and even Tunisia), the North African component of the Middle East system seems to have 
reinforced its systemic connections. While a conflict situation has intermittently existed between 
Egypt and Libya (leading Egypt to declare the common border as a potential war zone, establish 
two air fields and keep up to four divisions in the area, the recent visit of Colonel Khaddafi to 
Cairo would seem to indicate that things are currently quiet on Egypt’s western front.

Yet another subregion could be identified as the southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula: Yemen, 
Bab-el Mandeb (connecting the Red Sea with the Indian Ocean) and, in view of the recent 
developments in Somalia, the Horn of Africa. It may be premature to elaborate upon the 
implications of conceiving this area as a subregion of the Middle Eastern system, but indications 
are there: What happens in this contiguous zone may create repercussions to be felt in the rest of 
the. system. Another point about identifying subregions is the previously referred point about 
whether to view the southern Caucasus and Central Asia as an extension of the system.

Last but not least, we could dwell on whether to regard the southern contiguous zone of 
Turkey, with the transnational ethnic activity and the presence of a rather unique multinational force 
(referred as Poised Hammer or Provide Comfort), also as a subregion. It is quite obvious that the 
Poised Hammer, with its main base at Incirlik, owes its raison d’etre to developments emanating 
from the dynamics of the Middle Eastern system, the Gulf subregion in particular. It is important 
to note that the containment of the Baghdad regime has been premised upon the twin pillars of 
Incirlik in the north and Dhahran airbase in the south. Also this structure is supported by the 
presence of US naval/air forces stationed in eastern Mediterranean and the northern Gulf. The 
strategic dilemma concerning the partition vs. preserving the unity of Iraq (with Kurds in the north 
and Shiite Arabs in the south) is very much part and parcel of the problematic pertaining to this 
subregion.

IV. Security Concerns and Power Configurations

Given the often-quoted complexity of the region compounded by the interdynamics among the 
subregions, it may not be an easy task to depict the security concerns and power configurations with 
adequate precision. However, one can refer to certain issue areas such as the proliferation of 
weapons (both conventional and nonconventional), the search for disarmament and/or other security 
arrangements, increasing prevalence of transnational ethnic and religiously-inspired political 
movements, the complexities of intra-Arab disputes, the gathering chorus of fingerpointing towards 
Iran as the main security threat (the correctness of which is open to debate) and the increasing 
involvement of extra-regional actors in the regional/subsystem dynamics.

Particularly worrying to some analysts is the growing Russian and Chinese involvement in the 
supplying of arms to the region.® As one example, one could cite the Syrian case. Conventional 
wisdom would have indicated, that after the collapse of the Soviet Union (and because the Soviets 
had been the main suppliers of arms to Syria) Syria’s military position would weaken. But, because 
of the extensive dumping of Soviet/Eastern European armaments at very favourable ruble exchange 
rates, the paradoxical result has been the strengthening of the Syrian arsenal in various categories.

Similarly, Iran is reported to be on an extensive defense procurement/purchasing spree from 
Russian, Chinese and North Korean sources, including submarines, provoking queries in various

 ̂ John C. Gault and John K. Cooley, "The Gulf States Needs Arms Control", International Herald Tribune, 21 January 1993.
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Western capitals. At this point, one might well pose the question and consider whether Iran’s 
purchjising of arms, reported to exceed two billion dollars last year, should be viewed as legitimate 
defense expenditure, perhaps as a somewhat opportunistic initiative to try and benefit from the 
buyer’s market of arms as long as it lasts. It should be a research question whether it is necessary 
to read expansionist intentions into Iran’s restoration of its military capacity back to pre-1980 levels. 
In view of the increasingly prevalent regional and general analytic opinion that Iran is likely to 
constitute the main strategic threat to the sectirity of the region, it is legitimate to ponder whether 
that is indeed the case.

The point is crucial and needs a certain elaboration. In terms of historical experience, one might 
well remember the consequences of previous faulty identifications of main security threats in the 
region, particularly during the Iran-Iraq war. There are resurfaced notions of setting up a "reformed" 
Iraq to offset Iran.* The controversy seems to be premised on the notion that, for Iraq to balance 
off Tehran it would have to regain its control over Kurdish and Shiite areas. And, given Iran’s 
manpower advantages and potentially greater military arsenal, Baghdad could hope to compete only 
by developing nuclear and chemical weapons.’

All this shows the importance of establishing clear and correct identifications as to the nattu-e 
of potential military/strategic threats in the area. In a recent reference to Turkish President Turgut 
Ozal’s assessment of the strategic situation in the region and his track record over the issue, an 
observer noted the potential pitfalls once again.® President Ozal has been on record saying that 
"though the Iranian regime will try to extend its control to other countries its efforts would not be 
very convincing." In 1992, Iran had received only $ 12 billion in oil revenue to support a devastated 
economy. While there was ground for legitimate concern on the part of the regional countries and 
perhaps the rest of the world, one should not overestimate Iran. Reference is made to "George 
Bush’s disastrous decision to give Iraq’s Saddam Hussein the benefit of every doubt until the 
invasion of Kuwait."’ As noted on earlier occasions, though it is not difficult to emphasize security 
concerns of the Gulf coimtries faced with the growing military power of a resurgent Iran, without 
the benefit of the former Iraqi bulwark, one should heed Ozal’s call for a more circumspect and less 
impulsive assessment of any security threat emanating from Iran. But that should not constrain the 
research/ analytic community from seriously questioning the implications of an apparent Iranian 
military restoration, with particular reference to possible links of Iranians with radical groups 
elsewhere in the region.

A further qualification might be introduced here. First, Saudi Arabia and other GCC Coimtries 
are engaged in an extensive armament program of their own (amounting to several billion dollars 
in 1992). While this may be perceived as a post-Kuwait traumatic syndrome (never to be caught 
unprepared again), the GCC rearmament can be viewed as an increasingly credible deterrent force 
on its own. Adding to this the extensive presence of Western military power (in Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, the Gulf, Oman), one could hesitate in labelling Iran a net strategic threat. It may be an 
irony to consider that the present accumulation of the military hardware in and around the Gulf,

 ̂ See Leslie H. Gelb, "A Refomied Iraq to Offset Iran, Forget It", International Herald Tribune, 18 January 1993. Gelb points 
out that the idea of building up Baghdad into its formerly conceived role as a bulwark against potential Iranian expansionism is once 
again heaixi among ’'some Arabists" in the State Department, in West European foreign ministries and among political leaders in 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Tuiicey and elsewhere. According to Gelb, "what binds them in thinking the unthinkable is gathering dread of 
Iran and their belief that only Baghdad can keep the more dangerous Tehran at bay." Gelb, concedes, however, that "it is scaiy to 
contemplate Iran’s growing militaiy might and support of Islamic fundamentalists seeking to convert more moderate Arab regimes."

 ̂ Ibid,
® Jim Hoagland, "Turkey, Not Iran or Iraq, Is the Important Near Eastern Player", International Herald Tribune  ̂ 4 February 

1993.
’ Ibid,y Hoagland notes that "many of the same voices that urged Mr. Bush to go easy on Saddam... are again trying that the 

top priority in the region must be confronting Iran."
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dispatched for the express purpose of dealing with and containing Iraq, may now serve for keeping 
any latent Iranian expansionism in check.

To say a few things with regard to Turkey over this point, one senses a gathering systemic 
pressure to engage Turkey within the confrontational front against Iran. This was clearly evidenced 
during Prime Minister Suleyman Demirel’s visit in late January to five GCC Countries (Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain and UAE). The Turkish delegation has been entreated with demands 
for Turkish vigilance against a probable Iranian threat. Coming at a time of widespread rumors 
concerning Iranian-link«i terrorist activity inside Turkey there may be a temptation for the Turkish 
government to involve itself in the formation taking shape against Iran. But, as President Ozal has 
noted, the temptation should be resisted at this stage, barring a notable increase in hard evidence 
that Iran seriously is intending to engage in an NBC program, disregarding all manner of 
nonproliferation rules.

Given this definition of the situation, what kind of security arrangements, if any, might be 
envisaged? To begin with, there are efforts to introduce non-proliferation measures into the area, 
as indicated by the chemical weapons convention, that opened for signature in Paris in January of 
1993. In Peter Herby’s book, The Chemical Weapons Convention and Arms Control in the Middle 
East, it is argued that the chemical weapons treaty gives the Middle East an opportunity to begin 
confidence-building in the field of arms control.*® It should be mentioned that Iran has announced 
its willingness to sign the convention. Apart from confidence-building measures, is there room for 
a formal or more explicitly structured security arrangement? Would it be possible or indeed 
necessary to envisage a Middle Eastern NATO? Currently, there is an implicit US guarantee to 
protect the GCC countries from potential Iranian or Iraqi encroachments. Whether, or to what 
extent, to formalize and institutionalize the current arrangements is a moot point. It seems 
permissible to suggest that any security arrangements that might conceivably take shape in the 
region would continue to be on an ad hoc basis - probably along the lines of a Poised Hammer 
structtire.

V. The Role of Extra-Regional Powers

Mention of the Poised Hammer may be a convenient point to focus and elaborate upon the role of 
the extra-regional powers in the region. It would almost be a cliche to say that with the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, the traditional Super-Power rivalry in the region no longer holds, and the 
parameters of extra-regional involvement would have to be extensively revised. Since the Gulf 
region have been declared a vital strategic zone for the US ever since the Carter Doctrine, and as 
the US readiness to intervene in one capacity or another in the affairs of the region has been 
confirmed over and again since the early 1980s, it is safe to assume that any developments in the 
area would have to contend with US-designated parameters. However, to engage in a brief 
analytical exercise, would the US be able to muster the sort of support as it did during the Gulf 
War, this time against a possible Iranian hegemonic threat?

The readiness of Syria and Egypt to join yet another coalition is highly questionable as 
evidenced by their ongoing reluctance to engage in a regional security arrangement envisaged by 
the Damascus Declaration 6 March 1991." Turkey, on the other hand, is sattirated with all kinds 
of demands and obligations emanating from the Balkans, the Caucasus and Northern Iraq. There 
are perceptions, however, that structural forces exist which may propel Turkey into a so-called 
"regional Super-Power" role in the Middle East, reluctantly or not. In a recent commentary, an

Further elaboration on these points can be found in Gault and Cooley, International Herald Tribune, 21 January 1993.
“ These and related issues are extensively treated in Roland Dannreuther, "The Gulf Conflict: A Political and Strategic 

Analysis", Adelphi Papers 264, Winter 1991-92.
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observer notes: "Whether Turkey is strengthened or weakened by the enormous pressures and 
opportunities it confronts - from its actual or potential involvement in Bosnia, the Central Asian 
Republics... is one of the two three most important geostrategic questions on the global agenda for 
the next five years''.*  ̂ ^

While the Western European involvement in the region should be expected to go along the US 
footpath in general terms, Britain and France may be expected to conceive and implement slightly 
different policies and modalities with regard to issues like northern Iraq and the status of Kiirds 
there. All of this, of course, presumes that Russia is unlikely to be resurgent enough to devote 
diplomatic resources to the area in any significant way.

The one concrete issue that would confront Western powers would be to determine, on an 
ongoing basis, the legal, strategic and political wrangle concerning the status of Iraq. Whether it 
is the suspected presence of NBC development programs, currently monitored by UN inspection 
teams, and whether or not to lift the embargo, however partially, as long as Saddam Htissein 
remains in governmental authority will continue to be a main preoccupation of Western diplomacy 
for months, if not years, to come. The decision on the status of Iraq would presumably be put 
within the larger context of regional stability, involving Iran, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
in general. What is clear is that the Iraqi question, when taken in conjunction with the presumed 
Iranian threat and the religious (Shiite) dimension of the issue, will demand the best analytic, 
diplomatic and strategic skills of extra-regional powers.

VI. Overall Assessment and Prospects

In his comprehensive analysis of the political and strategic aspects of the Gulf conflict, Roland 
Dannreuther critically points out that during the first half of 1990, as the peoples of Europe were 
celebrating the reunification and liberation of their continent and were dancing in the streets, the 
analytic focus failed to shift gears in tune with the dramatically altered strategic context or 
paradigm. As such, the Eurocentric focus in 1989, at the end of the Cold War, "tended to obsciu'e 
the reality that in certain parts of the Third World where the Cold War had long ceased to exert any 
substantial influence."*  ̂ And, that this was nowhere more true than in the Gulf region and with 
regard to the two predominant powers in the area - Iran and Iraq.

Diiring the Iran-Iraq war, the two Super-Powers had separately concluded that the Iranian 
fundamentalist threat was the more serious and that Iraq would have to be implicitly (and explicitly) 
supported. From 1982 onwards, Iraq was in the favor of both Super-Powers and their allies, as well 
as the majority of the Arab World. Military and economic aid entered the country from every comer 
of the world, deliberately encouraging the growth of Iraq’s armed forces. The subsequent redirection 
of Iraq’s military power away from Iran towards expansionism elsewhere was the direct 
consequence of the disproportionate military might developed under the very eyes of the world. For 
this, Dannreuther concludes, not only the West but also the Soviet Union and tiie Arab World must 
share some of the blame. The failure revealed the inherent danger of unco-ordinated international 
diplomatic and military support directed toward containing one threat, resulting in the creation of 
oAer equally destabilizing threats. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait symbolized the ultimate failure of 
multinational efforts to secure regional stability, and thus constituted, "for the emerging post-Cold 
War international system...an object lesson in the wrong approach to collective security."*'*

Aside from putting the blame on this or that regional / global actor,the present issue is whether 
we are in a better position to make the pertinent strategic assessments in the light of past mistakes

^  Hoagland, International Herald Tribune, A February 1993. 
Dannreuther, p. 71.
Ibid., pp. 71-72.
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and/or object lessons. Since, in so many ways, many of the world’s trouble spots indicate a 
tendency to go back into a time tunnel (e.g. Sarajevo 1914), are we going to be capable of placing 
the issues in their proper historical and strategic perspective?

In the case of the Gulf there is no doubt that the destruction of the Iraqi bulwark has created 
a power vacuum in terms of the classical balance of power analysis. However, does this necessarily 
mean that Iran is both willing and able (or capable) of embarking upon a full scale military 
adventure barely five years after a colossally costly war which it did not initiate? It is true that its 
acciunulation of arms might lead to the creation of an Iranian diplomatic hegemony in the area (a 
sort of Pax Iranica) without having to fire a single shot, if it manages to cow the southern/western 
shore of the Chilf into an uneasy submission. It is quite possible that for this scenario eventually 
an adequate deterrent capability and/or related security arrangements might have to be contrived. 
But, before that, an intensive and substantive analysis of Iranian foreign policy/strategic objectives 
and intentions would have to be undertaken. Otherwise, constant reiteration of an Iranian strategic 
threat in all and every possible forum might take on a momentum of its own.

Looking at recent developments, Iran has shown a willingness to engage in diplomatic 
exchanges over the developments in northern Iraq. The foreign ministers of Turkey, Syria and Iran 
have conducted two trilateral meetings so far - Ankara in November and Damascus in February - 
with a third planned in Tehran in a couple of months. Tehran and Ankara, long viewed as rivals 
for the hearts and minds (and the economies) of the newly- emergent Central Asian republics have 
not clashed over the issue in any significant way so far. Iran clearly has a "southern Azerbaijan" 
problem, but that could be handled within accepted political norms and diplomatic framework.

For those who feel the metallic chill of Iranian rearmament (and the possibility that it may 
contain an NBC program), it is entirely legitimate to engage in painstaking analysis and debate over 
the correct strategic evaluation of the developing situation - especially while the trauma of 1990-91 
is still fresh in so many minds. Perhaps this conference will be helpful in sorting out the precise 
nature of threats involved and working out innovative and procedural ways in dealing with them.



Chapter 2 
Security Impossible to Achieve, a Region Impossible to Define

Ghassan Salame*

A fundamental review of our approach to security in the Middle East has yet to be carried out. We 
will hold in this paper that those "experts" in strategic analysis who are ignorant of political matters, 
ill-informed about the culture of the region, indifferent to social developments and over-confident 
of the scientific relevance of the concept of the "Middle East" have to date produced a body of 
literature which, taken together, is often boring to read, rarely imaginative and difficult to translate 
into political options. Where the Middle East is concerned, appeals for disarmament are so imbued 
with hypocrisy (given the key role of the region in the arms market) that in most cases they are 
ridiculous. The four meetings devoted to regional arms control as a part of the multilateral 
negotiations on the current peace process have hardly led to the emergence of a genuine consensus, 
in addition to which Lebanon and Syria have declared that they will only participate when real 
progress has been made in the bilateral negotiations. The available literature is too often repetitive, 
outmoded, at best a listing of the aircraft, missiles and tanks deployed in the area, a listing which 
is characterized by greater or lesser alarmism, depending on the prejudices of the authors, and 
greater and lesser accuracy, depending on the quality of the information used.

"Experts", confident in their calculations, have depicted the Iraqi army as No 4 in the world 
without having yet explained convincingly what really happened to it when hostilities began in 
Kuwait. They are generally too obsessed by technological developments to provide us with 
information on the actual profile and possible behaviour of those handling the technology. 
Insensitive to economic and social constraints, they quantify the military programmes of the parties 
while ignoring broader options in the budgetary field. Their minds clouded by States, governments 
in power and "national" armies, they tend to forget that "reasons of regime" to often prevail over 
reasons of State, and that armies are more often praetorian than national in nature, and they give 
excessive weight to official views in security matters.

Their soldiers seem reified, detached from the societies from which they come, counted but ill- 
imderstood. A study of the military in the Middle East has yet to be carried out, not so much in 
terms of their political ramifications (where the ground has already been cleared by Finer, 
Perlmutter, Abd el-Malek and others) as in their precise function as an apparatus of power and a 
war machine. Between the politicization of the military (a classical discipline for over three decades 
now, particularly since the publication of Finer’s Men on Horseback) and the counting of equipment 
(in various military balances), there is a still little-explored intermediate zone, that of military 
decision-making - which is of course indissociable from political decision-making and above and 
beyond this, that of the precise function of the military in society in terms of the precise perception 
of threat by those who hold power.

I. Reasons of State and "Reasons of Regime"

Hence the relevance of a number of epistemological prerequisites, the first of which relates to the 
geographical context of the survey. We will not repeat here the ritual polemics concerning the 
various possible definitions of "Middle East", which cover such a wide range that some reduce the

’ Director of Studies, CNRS, and Professor at University of Paris I, Paris, France.
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Middle East to no more than the Israel-Arab conflict while others extend it "from Marrakesh to 
Bangladesh", to use a formula well known in Foggy Bottom. This question is far from academic: 
to speak of security is to define a threat and hence to pinpoint its alleged source geographically; 
to define a balance of forces is to determine the participants, governmental or not, that should be 
included in the equation. The Middle East is an area where it is practically impossible to draw the 
boundaries, and hence to determine who must be taken into account in dealing with security 
equations or the causes of a lack of secxirity. Should the Maghreb be included, for example? Does 
Iran constitute a military threat for Israel, or for Egypt? Is the Horn of Africa really a soitfce of 
concern for Cairo? Must Turkey henceforth be included in the regional balance of forces? Has the 
collapse of the Soviet empire really pushed central Asia into Middle East equations? These 
questions prompt replies which vary greatly from one leader to another, and from one analyst to 
another, and this covers the area in a geo-epistemological fog which make efforts to define the 
theatre and list the participants either impossible, or at least always subject to dispute, the wisest 
approach being no doubt to regard the Middle East - as much as Europe, if not more so - as an 
elastic concept.

Over an area whose contours are impossible to define, and in the absence of a central balance 
of forces which would play an organizing role in the region, one might view security in terms of 
a powder trail: once the USSR had developed a nuclear capability, China could do no less, and this 
led India to develop its own capabilities, thus encouraging Pakistan to do likewise. Iran and Iraq 
could not but dream of acquiring such weapons now that Pakistan on one side, and Israel on the 
other, possessed them. Egypt and Syria could not be outdone, nor Libya, and this extended the 
pursuit of nuclear power westwards, towards Algeria and inevitably Morocco. This is a 
half-historical, half-imaginary scenario, the essential point being of course that it may easily be 
imagined. It reflects the reality, confirmed repeatedly but perhaps never as acutely as in this region, 
of the fluidity of analytical frameworks, the ceaseless mobility of the threat, the inherently diffuse 
nature of the feeling of lack of security. This geographical diffusion of the threat, in a regional 
system whose boimdaries are uncertain and whose existence is in doubt, obviously leads some 
participants to fill their speeches, if not their minds, with ever more numerous potential sources of 
danger: the former Israeli Minister of Defence defined as a danger zone, and therefore a zone of 
potential intervention, a theatre stretching from Morocco to Pakistan, and in the 1980s his country 
developed ballistic capabilities that could reach a good part of the territory of the Soviet Union. The 
USSR, meanwhile, had often put forward the idea that its closeness to the area gave it rights that 
distant Powers, and particularly Atlantic Powers, could not claim.

Second epistemological prerequisite: arms purchases are not, as a common but false assumption 
suggests, necessarily linked to their possible or actual use, even as a deterrent. The classical 
correlation between the acuteness of a perceived threat and the level of acquisition of new weapons 
is therefore difficult to verify. This is still more true of the correlation between a particular weapons 
system and the identification of the hostile element. Many factors come into play which have little 
to do with a genuine military strategy of acquisition. It is true that a rationalization exercise, of 
technocratic origin, can always come into play, before or after a decision is taken, to justify arms 
purchases or the choice of one weapons system rather than another. But it would be naive to be 
satisfied with these justifications, to take them at face value or imagine that they constituted the 
necessarily crucial factors in the decision. Considerations of prestige or diplomacy or, for the highly 
placed, the wish to pocket fat commissions on a deal, often play an essential role. This is why the 
correlation between the acquisition of a given weapon and a long-term military strategy, though 
commonly drawn all over the world, is still moot. Plainly put, it would be quite hazardous to infer 
mechanically from a series of military acquisitions an alleged specific threat by the purchaser or 
the truth about his overall approach to security.
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Another epistemological prerequisite: a threat against who, exactly? One of the fundamental 
weaknesses of the dominant approach is its legal-rational orientation, to use Max Weber’s 
expression. It speaks of States as if those ruling them acted in a framework of "national interests" 
corresponding to States for which they were responsible. Without going so far as to say that the 
State is an "imported" structure (to adopt the title of Bertrand Badie’s latest work*) which has no 
future, it must be acknowledged that defining "national interests" is a kind of surrealistic exercise 
in most of the cases in question. For in principle it is reasons of State that govern reasons to acquire 
arms. But the State, in many cases in the Middle East, is no more than the external formal 
framework and geographical limit of an authority or a regime whose logic is all the more difficult 
to define in that it is camouflaged as reasons of State. We will hold here that regimes are more 
often identified as sources of a threat that States are, which means that a State may suddenly change 
from being a "friend" to being an "enemy" solely as the result of a coup d'etat or a change in its 
ruling elite. Since the State has not properly taken root, but is perceived as a temporary structure, 
or at least one which is reversible in most cases, the threat stems from the hie et nune policy of a 
neighbouring regime more often than from the allegedly "eternal" ambitions of a nearby State.

The superficial nature of the States means that interaction between them, with a few exceptions, 
is strongly influenced by the immediate present or the very near future, and not by the strategic 
considerations of ancient nations. Historical enmities take non-State-related forms: Sunni/Shia; 
dar al-Islamldar al-harb; Arab/Persian; Turk/Arab/Persian. These categories are imdoubtedly 
emotionally effective reference points in the collective memory, and that is why they can be 
effectively manipulated when required by a particular regime in the area. However, the problem is 
that these are categories out of keeping with the reality of today’s States. The myths which are 
politically most effective thus end up without a State-based political apparatus in which they can 
take shape, and the States find themselves lacking powerful myths that are proper to them: this is 
perhaps the central paradox which makes it xmreal to draw facile links between a State and its 
security. Peremptorily asserting that a correlation exists when its two elements are constantly called 
into question does not necessarily help to make it clearer. The fragility of State boundaries, the 
absence - or at least the weakness - of modes of democratic legitimation and the persistence of 
profoimd nostalgia for supra-State political structures (pan-Arabism, for example, or the Islamic 
umma, or more limited mythical constructs such as "historical Syria" or the Maghreb) prompt the 
existing regimes to seek a basis for legitimation beyond their borders through interference, military 
intervention, corruption, various forms of support for opposition forces in neighbouring countries, 
explicit calls for the toppling of regimes in power, etc. Now, legitimation through expansion 
immediately requires a regime to pit itself militarily, if possible in a dramatic manner, against its 
neighbour and rival. In no way will the military effort be explicitly linked with this rivalry between 
countries and between regimes, but this rivalry will be strongly present in people’s minds. The 
conflict between Arab and Islamic regimes, endemic since these coimtries acceded to independence, 
is also a permanent struggle for the appropriation of fertile myths in an environment where States 
have not really succeeded in transforming themselves into nations and thereby acquiring internal 
m j^s that contribute to their social cohesion. The dominance of more or less authoritarian power 
structxires throughout the area exacerbates this search for cross-frontier myths: it always imposes 
less of a burden on an authoritarian regime to claim to be the repository of a fimdamental myth than 
to represent a given people democratically. This is why those who conclude from the intense 
inter-Arab rivalry (which sometimes deteriorates into armed conflicts) that the pan-Arab idea is dead 
are mistaken in their analysis. On the contrary, this idea survives and floixrishes in rivalry and 
conflict, as other ideas feed on co-operation.

 ̂ Bertrand Badie, VEtat importe, Fayard, Paris, 1993.
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This lack of correspondence between State and myth is by no means specific to Arab and 
Muslim countries. It is much more acute in Israel, where security considerations inevitably shift 
from the rational analysis of the actual threat posed to the State of Israel by its neighbours to the 
invocation of an extremely painful recent past. The fact that this past affected Jews rather than 
Israelis, that its venue was Europe and not the Middle East, that the Arabs had nothing to do with 
the Second World War, still less the Holocaust - these are matters which are hard to reconcile with 
the feeling of lack of security in Israel. As a result, a profound misimderstanding complicates efforts 
to accommodate the security needs of either side: the memory of the Holocaust reinforces the search 
for absolute security, which the Arabs, who are fimdamentally outsiders to European history, would 
find it difficult to supply, even if they decided to do so. Yet on the other side, the Arabs are too 
conscious of Israel’s military and technological supremacy and its territorial expansionism (in 
particular in the shape of its continuing and alarming refusal to fix its own borders) to contemplate 
the legitimation of this supremacy and this expansionism, a legitimation which would have its roots 
elsewhere, in other times, in a biblical mythology which they could not accept, still less endorse. 
Israel’s basic position - that there will be no second Holocaust - is practically incomprehensible to 
its adversaries, while the Israelis appear indifferent to the fact that they are fimdamentally viewed 
as insatiable plunderers from outside the area who invoke past tragedies in order to impose present 
domination.

This lack of correspondence between myth and State places the regime at the centre of all 
calculations, and its interests at the focus of any analysis, since it is the regime (and not the State) 
which can take up a specific myth (the Arab nation, the Islamic nation, the history of the Jewish 
people, the Persian nation, pan-Turanianism, etc.) and exploit it in a legitimation exercise in which 
a regime (and often a particular individual at the head of this regime) seeks to present itself as the 
bearer of a particular myth which is capable of justifying operations on a regional scale, which 
elsewhere could be readily condemned in the name of tiie principle of non-interference. Behind the 
actions taken by Syria, Iraq or Saudi Arabia, it will always be necessary to seek the calculations 
made by regimes as much as, if not more than, reasons of State, and day-to-day policy takes shape 
around individual decisions, those of Nasser, Saddam, Khomeini or Hassan II. As a result, vital 
military decisions may remain inexplicable if "reasons of regime" are not cited, at least as 
contributory factors, with reasons of State. How else can we explain the manner, surprising to say 
the least, in which the Iraqis withdrew from Kuwait, the Syrian shilly-shallying in Lebanon or the 
delays in the introduction of compulsory military service in the Saudi kingdom and the other 
petro-monarchies? These are steps taken by regimes anxious to survive, rather than positions 
adopted by States concerned about security.

While "reasons of regime" often prevail over reasons of State, the praetorianization of the army 
is becoming very common, since the latter is the perfect incarnation of the former. In most of the 
cases considered here, the essential fimction of the army is a domestic one. The doubling of the 
manpower of the Syrian army between 1978 and 1984 was presented by the proponents of the 
dominant approach as being linked to the Camp David agreements and a Syrian resolve to establish 
"strategic parity" with Israel after Egypt removed itself from the Israel-Arab military equation. It 
is true that this official motivation, which was taken at face value by Syria’s adversaries, may have 
underline certain decisions taken at the time (particularly regarding air force and missile 
capabilities), but it would be naive for an objective observer to fail to connect this effort at the time 
with the regime’s internal problems (particularly the deadly challenge then posed by the Muslim 
Brotherhood), which had nearly led to its overthrow. The loyalty of the officer corps to the current 
regime therefore becomes a predominant criterion, and this does not fail to have an effect on the 
always distorted representation of society within the armed forces (which, in Syria or Iraq, is 
extreme as a result of the massive over-representation of supposedly loyalist segments of society
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in the officer corps), making it impossible in practice to create a genuinely national army of the 
Valmy type (although in principle every effort is made to do so).

If reasons of State are often merely a mask for "reasons of regime", the location of the threat 
becomes fimdamentally internal while the external threat is credited with a* level of gravity 
commensurate with its potential domestic effects rather than its inherent seriousness. A substantial 
part of the surrealism surrounding the Israel-Arab conflict (and one of the fundamental reasons for 
Israel’s success in the media) lies precisely in the seriousness with which the redoubtable Israeli 
propaganda machine pretends to take Arab threats. Israel has intelligently taken to ovfer-valuing the 
declarations of Arab hostility towards it, not so much because the Israelis are unaware of the 
domestic fimctions of this legitimation of Arab armament on the grounds of an external threat, as 
because these declarations, while internally useful to the Arab regimes, were also tiseful to Israel 
externally. The Arab regimes masked an at least partially praetorian logic by brandishing the Israeli 
threat. Israel brandished the hostile declarations of the Arab regimes in order to secure new arms 
purchases and new diplomatic successes abroad. Thus the same words could benefit both those 
delivering them and their adversaries, in a hall of mirrors that some "experts" are slow in 
condemning, while others are completely taken in by it.

As a result the perception of security is much less territorialized than elsewhere. It can never 
be stressed enough that public international law, that of Grotius, Vitoria and the ICJ, is strongly 
influenced by the concept of national territory, frontiers and sovereignty. But this was originally, 
of course, a very specific (European) cultural tradition, however universal it may have become 
subsequently. In places where the nomadic tradition (with an attachment to territory which is 
necessarily less marked than in areas sedentarized at an earlier stage) has been dominant, where 
political identification has been determined more by lineage than by actual residence, where 
religious faith has often determined place of residence rather than the reverse, territoriality is a 
recent category whose roots do not go deep. As a result the perception of security cannot readily 
be projected on to geographical configtu-ations: there are neither protective Pyrenees nor Vosges, 
but fundamentally a sort of permanent competition between asabiyyas, each seeking to dominate 
the other or at least render it dependent. A major part of the history of the region may thus be 
explained in terms of rivaby (and particularly Saudi-Hashemite rivalry) not so much between 
territorialized countries as between dynasties whose territorial domain was not only undefined but 
even mobile: for example, the Hashemites succeeded in not only extending but actually shifting 
their dynastic aspirations from Mecca to Damascus, from Baghdad to Amman, from Basra to 
Jerusalem over a period of barely two or three decades. They could hardly maintain any hereditary 
enemy (national if not dynastic) when they were first installed then later removed by the British, 
and when their relationship with Israel was made up of a combination of "collusions" (to quote 
from the title of a book by Avi Shlaim) and collisions (as in 1967).

II. A Belligenic Petro-Dinar

Above and beyond these epistemological questions, the lack of seciirity in the region seems to be 
caused, or at least aggravated, by a series of factors specific to the region which are superimposed 
on others that may be observed elsewhere (and which will not be enumerated here). We will select 
a few of these, illustratively rather than exhaustively.

The first of these factors is the reality of the strategic stakes in this part of the world, and 
particularly that of oil. A key correlation in the security field (though one which is far from being 
spelt out) is to be sought between the discovery of the huge oil deposits of the Middle East and the 
creation of most of the States in the region at around the same time. These two phenomena are not 
solely contemporaneous (though this too has not been sufficiently noted) but also strongly 
interrelated. The northern borders of Iraq were delimited with Mosul oil in mind. Algeria’s present
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borders may be accounted for in terms of Saharan reserves. Still more important, the system of 
States in the Gulf, which was largely established by the (British-convened) conference of Uqayr in 
1922, was largely determined by oil-related calculations. The result is that oil is the guarantee of 
the very survival of the oil-producing States as States, and that oil reserves accoimt, for example, 
for the existence of a State such as Qatar and equally the non-existence of a sovereign State 
corresponding to the large tribe of the Qawassim. The Kurdish tragedy is more or less linked to the 
Kirkuk reserves, and the unitary existence of Libya to calculations of the same order.

The consequence is, first, Aat as oil is a finite product, it is difficult to guarantee the survival 
of many States beyond the life of their energy reserves. This is a taboo subject, particularly for 
those directly concerned. But what rulers cannot express, analysts must address. The world has 
certainly witnessed an ahnost cancerous proliferation of "sovereign States" since the beginning of 
this century, a phenomenon which has b^ome further accentuated since the end of the Cold War, 
the collapse of the USSR and the breakup of Yugoslavia. But this phenomenon would appear to be 
perfectly reversible if we remember that the previous centvuy witnessed a diametrically opposed 
trend towards a reduction in the number of States as a result of German and Italian unification and 
colonial expansion. Above and beyond questions of internal cohesion and chances of survival, such 
a correlation between the existence of certain States and their function as producers of a finite 
resource poses a problem, and in fact lies at the very centre of the taboo area in the field of 
security.

A further consequence, over a shorter term, is that as long as oil flows, and as long as it 
constitutes a strategic resotirce, it will be impossible to modify the territorial status quo with 
impunity. Saddam Hussein learned this lesson to his cost (or rather that of Iraq), as did Nasser 
before him in his (mis)adventure in Yemen, but Peter Odell had already noted more than 30 years 
ago that the Western Powers favour the status quo in areas which produce strategic raw materials.^ 
Dependence on oil for the creation of certain States (original sin) is thus combined with a client 
relationship with the same Western Powers which are invited to defend, if necessary by force, a 
status quo that is under permanent threat. Innumerable reasons may be sought for the spectacular 
intervention by Washington and its allies in the Kuwait affair; the most banal but not the least 
convincing remains the fact that 10 per cent of all oil reserves lie imder the hot sands of the 
emirate. We will not deny the existence of other factors, but oil is far and away the least 
incontestable, the most decisive - and the least discussed.

As nature has caused oil to be so imevenly distributed, it will always constitute a prime source 
of conflict. We have pursued elsewhere the thesis that the political economy of the region is 
strongly influenced by the logic of extortion, whereby the oil-producing countries always have a 
protector/plunderer at hand to force them to pay for the protection it provides, or to plunder their 
resources by force if they prove too recalcitrant.^ The example that comes immediately to mind is 
of course the long-running one of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, which succeeded in obtaining large 
contributions from the petromonarchies of the Gulf for its military effort to obstruct the exporting 
of the Khomeinist revolution (1980-1988), before exchanging its role as a protective elder brother 
for that of a plundering neighbour once the Iranian threat was no longer acute. But this example 
should not obscure the general rule: this shift from protector to threat is by no means specific to 
Iraq, still less to Saddam Hussein. Decades earlier, Nasser had protected Kuwait against 
General Kassem’s annexationist ambitions, despite himself posing an immediate threat to Saudi 
Arabia via Yemen at the same time (1962-1967). The reluctance of the member countries of the 
Gulf Co-operation Coxmcil to implement the famous "Damascus Declaration", which had been 
wrung from them in extremis during the weeks following the Gulf war, is another symptom of the

 ̂ Peter Odell, Oil Power, Penguin, numerous editions.
 ̂ Ghassan Salame, "Le Golfe un an apr^: un petro-dinar belligene”, Maghreb-Machrek, No 133, July 1991.
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awareness, deeply rooted in the oil-producing countries, that their protectors of today may cost them 
very dear or even become tomorrow’s plunderers.

A last consequence is that the importing coimtries, many of which have more than adequate 
military capabilities, will in the medium term retain a special interest in the region and a continuing 
readiness to intervene there. Here too, there is an interesting correlation between the conversion of 
the United States from a net exporting State to a net importing State and the rise of American 
military interventionism in the Middle East region. For many years Washington had avoided 
military intervention in this part of the world, for complex reasons relating to the sensitive nature 
of the area, its proximity to the USSR or the existence of local clients capable of defending their 
own interests and those of the West. With the exception of an extremely limited operation in 1958, 
the United States - though possessing a military presence in Europe and active elsewhere in the 
world - lived through the Cold War without really making use of its military power in this part of 
the world. In 1980, a new state of affairs came into being with a botched attempt to free the Tehran 
hostages by force, followed by the bombardment of Syrian positions in Lebanon (1983), personally 
targeted bombing of Qaddafi’s Libya (1986), direct attacks against the Iranian navy (1988), a 
spectacular war against Iraq (1991) and large-scale deployment in Somalia (1992). These 
interventions obviously differ in their objectives, their scale and their effects. Yet despite their 
differences they also show a relatively recent readiness on the part of the United States to engage 
in military intervention in the Middle East; this is historically new and difficult to dissociate from 
the conversion of the United States to a net oil importer at tihe beginning of the 1980s.

The oil factor gives rise to a second: the availability, on the spot or from friendly Powers, of 
generous characters funding for military programmes, which in turn play a role in exacerbating the 
"powder trail" effect suggested above. This funding has very specific characteristics:

1. First of all, these are relatively large, if not downright exceptional sums: no Third World region 
witnessed a flow of more than $2,000 billion over barely one decade (1973-1982). This is what 
happened to well imder a dozen oil-producing countries in the region. With two thirds of 
proven world oil reserves concentrated in this area, these revenues, though they have seriously 
diminished since 1982 because of faUs in production and in prices, remain at absolutely 
enviable levels.

Above and beyond oil revenues, other, no less substantial, financial flows characterize this 
region. We will not add up here the hundreds of billions of dollars that Israel has received since 
its establishment from its friends and protectors, governmental and private, throughout the 
world, making it undoubtedly the most generously aided country. We will simply mention as 
an example that American assistance in various forms to the Jewish State in recent years was 
equivalent to five times total American assistance to almost 50 black African coimtries together. 
Since the Camp David agreements were signed, Israel and Egypt between them have 
monopolized more than 40 per cent of United States external aid. Some coimtries, such as 
Egypt, also benefit from what may be called a "strategic rent", as a result of their aligning 
themselves with the diplomatic stances of their creditors (leading, inter alia, to the cancellation 
of $17 billion worth of external debt following the Gulf war).

2. Secondly, these are funds placed in the hands of authoritarian governments which have very 
considerable independence in laying down budget priorities in comparison with the needs and 
aspirations of their societies. We will mention here only for the record the fact that in some 
cases oil revenues fall under the ruler’s own budget, from which a part is then deducted for the 
operation of the State apparatus. But beyond this extreme case, the facts are there, involving 
budgets over which the representatives of society have little control, whether the regime is of 
the patrimonial-traditional or the authoritarian-militarized type. This allows rulers very
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considerable room for manoeuvre, which for complex reasons favours military expenditure over 
civilian expenditure.

3. Lastly, these are fimds which the industrialized, oil-importing countries have made every effort 
to recycle to their own benefit, in particular by encouraging large-scale deliveries of weapons 
which may or may not be necessary for the defence of the oil-producing countries.

The most obvious effect of the availability of these funds is that the Middle East is in fact a vital 
market for arms suppliers. For the year 1988, for example, military expenditure in the Middle East 
accoimted for 30.1 per cent of public expenditure (8.8 per cent of GNP), compared with 
17.2 per cent in Europe (3.8 per cent of GNP), 13.6 per cent in Africa (4.2 per cent of GNP) and 
6.9 per cent (less than a quarter) in Latin America (1.3 per cent of GNP). For the same year, per 
capita military expenditure stood at $344 for the Middle East, 31 times as much as in Europe ($11) 
and 13 times as much as in Latin America ($27); the figure for Africa was $25. The Middle East 
has also recorded the highest ratio of military personnel to population in the world, with 18.3 per 
thousand, compared with 9.1 in the United States, 11.1 in Europe, 3.7 in Latin America and 2.9 in 
Africa*. The Middle East outdoes all the regions of the world in terms of the militarization of its 
economies and its societies, and far outweighs the other regions of the non-industrialized world as 
an arms market.

Above and beyond these facts, it must be acknowledged that the combination of factors such 
as the presence of such fimds, the technological and military ignorance of the ruling elites, the 
speed with which petro-dollars have been recycled to the benefit of the industrialized countries and 
the continuing nature of conflicts which call the very existence of the States into question 
exacerbates the lack of correspondence between military programmes and actual defence needs. The 
Leclerc tank has by no means the same function or the same significance when it forms an integral 
part of French forces or those of the United Arab Emirates; Israeli Mirages have been used much 
more often than their French counterparts. Decisions concerning arms purchases have in practice 
been made in fundamentally different circumstances, even when the weapon is absolutely identical. 
Hence the very superficial character of compilations of the "military balance" type.

The question of whether these weapons are useful remains a legitimate one. In particular, it may 
be asked to what extent the weapons sold to Kuwait or Saudi Arabia actually played a role in the 
"liberation" of the former when Iraq had invaded and annexed it. Beyond this symbolic case, it is 
legitimate to ask whether it would not be better to equip certain threatened areas with the 
infrastructure required for the external deployment of protective forces, rather than with over­
sophisticated weapons. Indeed, it would seem that this is an issue being hotly discussed both among 
senior officers locally and in Western capitals. Nevertheless, arms contracts are too serious to be 
left to generals alone, and considerations of external balance and corporate strategy often prevail 
over the arguments of the military.

The third factor is an obvious one: the endemic proliferation and specific nature of civilian and 
regional conflicts, with an increasingly disquieting interpenetration of the civilian and regional 
dimensions, which overlap all the more here since the State is weak and its boimdaries largely a 
formality. Conflicts in the area are not truly territorial in nature. Since in the modem world the 
lingua franca of claim-making is a territorial one, the participants in conflicts in this area tend to 
translate their claims, their ambitions and their recriminations into territorial terms. After all, this 
is what the world finds it easiest to imderstand: the conflict between Algeria and Morocco is 
presented as one concerning the future of Western Sahara, and the conflict between Chad and Libya 
as being about sovereignty over the Aouzou strip. The current conflict between Egypt and the Sudan 
is crystallized in the contested region of Halayeb. Between Yemen and Saudi Arabia, frontier 
delimitation would pose a problem, just as between the Saudi kingdom and Qatar (where there was 
a border incident in December 1992) or the United Arab Emirates or even Kuwait. The Gulf war
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was officially a conflict about territory, that of Kuwait, claimed by Iraq and liberated by the 
coalition. More than any other, the issue of the Arab territories occupied in 1967 lies at the heart 
of what is known as the Israel-Arab conflict.

Yet it would be wrong to believe that territorial disputes are as crucial as defining regional 
conflictuality as the region’s leaders would have us believe. Here, as sometimes elsewhere in the 
world, the territorial conflict serves more as a focal point for grievances, a point of crystallization 
for a conflictuality which is more immaterial and dares not advance overtly. Who could Cairo and 
Khartoum persuade that it is indeed the zone of Halayeb which lies at the origin of their 
disagreement? What territorial stakes could account for the acute and permanent conflictuality 
between Iraq and Syria, both of which are governed in the name of the Ba’ath party? Who could 
Arabs and Israelis convince that their conflict is primarily territorial? Without wishing to deny the 
fact, it must be acknowledged that these adversaries speak in territorial terms to ensure that the 
world understands them, because the territorial issue seems rational, or at least tangible, and in any 
event circumscribable, an essential characteristic for those who have turned conflict resolution into 
a kind of profession if not a religion. But often, too often, conflict over a village, a strip or a pass 
is no more than the localized, small-scale reflection of a political, tribal or even religious 
conflictuality which, however, would make no sense in today’s world.

Althou^ they are not completely unique, it is very difficult to reduce the conflicts in the region 
to spacial terms. This is why it is always difficult to rely on territorial compromise to guarantee a 
lasting peace. Such compromises play a major role in reducing tension, restoring non-existent trust 
and introducing a spirit of mutual tolerance. Hence they are extremely useful and it is impossible 
to imagine, for example, how progress might be made one day in solving the Israel-Arab conflict 
if Israel persists in its refusal to retixm the territories occupied in 1967, specifically the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip. But the cold peace which has been established between Egypt and Israel has 
remained cold despite the return of the whole of Sinai, including the Taba area, to Egypt. The point 
is that the two parties recognize that lasting peace cannot fail to take account of other factors, in 
particular the fact that Egypt cannot truly normalize its relations with Israel while Israel maintains 
its hostility to the very principle of self-determination for the Palestinians. In Israel, some people 
thought that it was possible, and analysts were foimd in Egypt to say that, after all, the Palestinian 
question was only a matter which did not involve Egypt, but recent years have clearly shown that 
that was not the case.

The point is that the citizens of each of these States, even the Egyptians, carmot content 
themselves with an identity based on the State. A distinguished European Minister for Foreign 
Affairs expressed surprise that Maghreb Arabs could become so noisily agitated at the Gulf war. 
"They live 4,000 kilometres away". Yes, but other factors, of common history, language and 
religion, draw them together still more clearly. Middle East conflictuality thus draws not only on 
diffuse threats but also on imdergroimd solidarities. If these solidarities can be manipulated by one 
regime or another, it is because they exist in the first place in the political culture. Well before 
Nasserism and Ba’athism made pan-Arabism a sort of State religion, generations of young 
schoolchildren had chanted that their motherland stretched "from Baghdad to Tetouan". And if a 
Khomeinist minister felt able to assert that "Islam knew no frontiers", it is because he could rightly 
believe that some of his hearers shared his views. There have been too many reports of the death 
of Arab nationalism or pan-Islamism in recent years for anyone to think today that a system a la 
Peace of Westphalia has taken firm root in the region.

Hence the extreme seriousness of the recent erosion of which the phenomenon of the State is 
the principal victim. After decades in which State sovereignty seemed to be self-evident, a new 
post-Cold War international law is taking shape under our eyes and, in the name of humanitarian 
missions, the defence of human rights and minority rights, or emergency needs, is in the process 
of explicitly undermining the sovereignty of States. This development would have been wholly
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welcome if it had not been accompanied by a serious erosion of State power within State borders. 
The welfare state of past decades is now bending tmder the weight of high population, chaotic 
urbanization and economic mismanagement which in some cases is irremediable. Therefore it is 
States with feet of clay that are being attacked by this new international right o f interference. It is 
eroding the influence of State machinery which is already collapsing in each of these societies.

This is why this interference is in the process of giving birth to a new conflictuality. In the face 
of this interference, the coimtries of the region are experiencing a veritable resurgence of populist 
and xenophobic sentiment, often draped in religious colours. In fact, the new situation is rather 
paradoxical, as if the end of the Cold War and the development of Western interventionism in a 
variety of forms had so far had the effect of introducing a new gap between those calling for yet 
more interventionism and others clinging to the classical concepts of sovereignty. Regional alliances 
and organizations are losing impact; the ideal of commimity in non-alignment, still sacred yesterday, 
is losing its force before our eyes; the socio-economic gap between North and South and the more 
cultural gap between East and West are being challenged. And, following this collapse, less 
spectacular but no less real than the one which occurred in eastern Europe, Arab and Islamic 
countries are increasingly divided between those who call for help from the West to deal with a 
bloody dictator, an imscrupulous neighbour, a revolution planning to export its slogans, and others 
who denoimce all this in the name of national independence, anti-imperialism or, more commonly, 
Islam. On the one side an appeal to the imperial Powers, on the other a slipping into xenophobic 
chauvinism - the mix of fascination and repulsion that the West has exerted on the peoples of this 
region is dissolving into an agonized SOS on the part of those who depend on the West for their 
survival and a hue and cry against the return of the white man on the part of their opponents. A 
cultural and ideological pupa is hatching imder o\ir eyes, leaving the West bewildered, if not simply 
indifferent.

In this way a disquieting silence, interrupted by new calls for firmness, has settled over the 
Iraqi question, which has been entrusted in practice to the West and the United States in particular. 
The relentless pursuit of this country, which is admittedly guilty of invading its neighbour, is likely 
to exacerbate the feeling of injustice that is sweeping the region. Not that Saddam Hussein is 
particularly charismatic, not that the invasion of Kuwait was supported by the Arabs. But there 
remains too great a contrast between the remorseless pirsuit of an Arab and Muslim coimtry and 
shameless complaisance vis-d-vis Milosevic, Rabin and other leaders who repeatedly and explicitly 
admit how little store they set by the resolutions of the Security Council. Thus the 30-nation 
coalition has shrunk to three Western countries which resumed their attacks against Iraq at the 
beginning of this year while many of their former allies, particularly inside the region, took care 
to dissociate themselves from that action. This case cannot be left indefinitely to the bravado of 
Bush and Clinton. The lifting of the sanctions imposed on Iraq must be taken up again for 
discussion, since three whole years have clearly shown that the population of Iraq has suffered from 
them much more than the current regime and that the sanctions were more a matter of private 
harassment than part of a strategy for the establishment of a "new world order".

In this environment already characterized by a high level of conflictuality, the Israel-Arab 
conflict has added an extremely complex dimension. This conflict displays several features:

1. A continuous oscillation between local and regional aspects: it is true that the conflict began 
as a localized conflict between the Palestinian population and Jewish settlers. After the creation 
of the State of Israel in 1948, the Palestinian dimension was somewhat obscured by a process 
of intensive regionalization which turned the conflict into the principal focal point for regional 
forces and even extra regional forces competing with one another, particularly the two Super­
powers. With the creation of the PLO and above all the beginning of the Palestinian uprising, 
the local dimension returned to the fore, only to be threatened once again by a






























































































































































































































