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Preface

The research reported here was sponsored by the U.S. Air Force, Direc-
tor of Operational Planning and Strategy (A5X), Headquarters United 
States Air Force, and conducted within the Strategy and Doctrine Pro-
gram of RAND Project AIR FORCE for a fiscal year 2008 study “Iraq 
Effects: Emerging Threats to U.S. Interests in the Greater Middle East.” 
This monograph should be of interest to U.S. security policymakers, 
military planners, and analysts and observers of regional affairs in the 
Middle East and Central and South Asia.

The goal of this work is to advance understanding of the regional 
implications of the Iraq War by offering an assessment of trends, 
threats, and opportunities in the Middle East, drawing from exten-
sive field-based research and primary sources. The monograph covers  
balance-of-power realignments, focusing on Iranian activism, Arab 
diplomatic disarray, and Turkey’s new prominence; shifting local per-
ceptions of U.S. credibility and the increased roles of such extraregional 
powers as China and Russia; the war’s effects on sectarianism, ethnic 
activism, and political reform; and how the conflict has shaped future 
terrorist strategy, ideology, and tactics. By referring to an “Iraq effect,” 
we do not suggest that the war is the sole driver behind these impor-
tant regional dynamics. Rather, we use the expression as a framework 
or a lens to capture the ways in which key U.S. policy challenges—the 
stability of pro-U.S. regimes, terrorism, and Iranian power, to name a 
few—have been affected by the Iraq War, either directly or indirectly.



iv    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

RAND Project AIR FORCE

RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of the RAND Corpo-
ration, is the U.S. Air Force’s federally funded research and develop-
ment center for studies and analyses. PAF provides the Air Force with 
independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development, 
employment, combat readiness, and support of current and future 
aerospace forces. Research is conducted in four programs: Aerospace 
Force Development; Manpower, Personnel, and Training; Resource 
Management; and Strategy and Doctrine.

Additional information about PAF is available on our website:
http://www.rand.org/paf

http://www.rand.org/paf


v

Contents

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iii
Figures and Table . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ix
Summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xi
Acknowledgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xxv
Abbreviations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xxvii

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
The Effects of the Iraq Conflict Range Broadly . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
Previous Analyses Have Not Captured the Full Implications of  

These Shifts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
The Future Trajectory of Iraq Will Not Significantly Alter Our  

Analyses of Current Regional Trends . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
The U.S. Air Force and the Department of Defense Must Anticipate  

and Prepare for These New Realities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
This Monograph Surveys the Multiple Dimensions of the Iraq Effect . . . . . 12
Organization of This Monograph . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14
Our Research Methodology Is Grounded in Primary Sources and 

Fieldwork . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

CHAPTER TWO

An Altered Strategic Landscape: The Shifting Regional Balance  
of Power . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Traditional Balance-of-Power Dynamics Are Shifting to Non-Arab  
States . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

The Rise of Iran: The Big Winner of the Iraq Conflict? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21



vi    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

The Arab Response: More Hedging Than Balancing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26
The Two Faces of Iran in the Arab World . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26
Suspicion of Iran Does Not Necessarily Translate into Pro-American 

Positions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30
Regional Ambivalence Toward Both Iran and the United States 

Undermines U.S. Attempts to Create an Anti-Iranian Alliance . . . . . 32
The Iraq War Has Reinforced and Created Strategic Challenges  

for Israel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38
Iran Has Become Israel’s Key Regional Concern . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38
Potential Instability in Jordan Is a Further Concern . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
Israeli Views on an American Withdrawal Hinge on Perceptions  

About Whether a Withdrawal Will Strengthen or Weaken  
U.S. Regional Influence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41

The Iraq War Has Complicated Turkey’s Strategic Relations with  
the United States and Iran . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

The Conflict Exacerbated the Kurdish Challenge for Turkey . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
The Conflict Has Led Turkey Toward Greater Regional Activism  

and More Cooperation with Iran . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
Turkey’s Economic Interests Provide Opportunities for Convergence  

with U.S. Interests . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

CHAPTER THREE

New Challenges to American Influence: Chinese and Russian  
Roles in the Middle East. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

Perceptions of Eroding U.S. Credibility . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50
Changing Extraregional Roles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

China . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55
Russia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

CHAPTER FOUR

Domestic Reverberations of the War: Internal Challenges to  
Regime Stability . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75

The Iraq War Is Not the Main Driver of Increased Sectarian  
Tensions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

 



Contents    vii

Sectarianism Has Spread in the Gulf, but Regimes Are Mostly  
to Blame . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

Fears of Sunni-to-Shi‘a Conversions Suggest Deeper Problems  
in the Levant and Egypt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83

Local Dynamics, Not Iraq, Drive Most Sectarian Strife in Lebanon . . . . 85
Tribalism in Iraq May Animate Tribal Activism in Neighboring  

States . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
Developments in Iraq Have Inspired Kurdish Ambitions in Turkey,  

Syria, and Iran . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92
Iraqi Refugees Present One of the Most Significant Long-Term  

Challenge. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
Conclusion: The Iraq War May Ultimately Strengthen Neighboring 

Regimes but Not the State . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101

CHAPTER FIVE

The Iraq War and the Future of Terrorism: Lessons Learned  
and New Strategic Trends . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105

Existing Reports Present Contradictory Evidence on the Net Effects  
of the Iraq War . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106

The Iraq Conflict Has Boosted al-Qa‘ida’s Recruitment but Reduced  
Its Long-Term Base of Popular Support . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

Iraq Has Offered an Attractive Narrative of Resistance to Aggrieved 
Muslims . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

But al-Qa‘ida Has Failed to Translate Popular Support for  
Resistance in Iraq into Broad Backing for Its Global Jihad Bid . . . . 111

Al-Qa‘ida in Iraq’s Violent Tactics Have Alienated Muslim Publics . . . 113
Al-Qa‘ida’s Experience in Iraq Has Exposed Its Ideology and  

Strategy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115
Al-Qa‘ida’s Demonization of Iran and the Shi‘a World Is  

Backfiring . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116
Al-Qa‘ida Is Losing the Battle Between Nationalist and  

Transnationalist Agendas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120
Palestine as al-Qa‘ida’s Misguided New Raison d’Être . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 122
AQI’s Franchise Model Has Arguably Sidelined the Role of  

Ideology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125



viii    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

Iraq Has Provided Sunni and Shi‘a Militants with Tactics,  
Techniques, and Procedures for Asymmetric Warfare . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126

Improvised Explosive Devices . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128
Indirect Fire . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128
Snipers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 130
Foreign Volunteerism and Suicide Bombing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 130
Recruiting Women and Children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
Targeting Economic Assets . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 132
Kidnapping, Torture, and Assassinations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 133
Strategic Communications . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 133

The Greatest Effects on Terrorism May Be Felt After the Conflict,  
and Outside of the Region . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134

The Impact of Volunteers from Iraq Is Lower Than Anticipated . . . . . . . . 134
The Most Promising New Jihadi Fronts May Not Be Iraq’s  

Neighbors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 136
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140

CHAPTER SIX

Conclusion: Managing the Aftershocks of Iraq and Seizing 
Opportunities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143

Key Findings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 144
Policy Implications . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 159



ix

Figures and Table

Figures 

 2.1. Arab Popular Opinion Regarding U.S. and Iranian  
Roles in Iraq . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

 3.1. 2008 Views of the United States: Six-Country Total . . . . . . . . . . . . 52
 4.1. Regional Distribution of Iraqi Refugees as of March  

2008 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 97

Table

 3.1. China’s Oil Imports, January–June 2008 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59





xi

Summary

Close to seven years after the invasion of Iraq, the Middle East is a 
region in flux. Regardless of the outcome in Iraq, the ongoing conflict 
has shaped the surrounding strategic landscape in ways that are likely 
to be felt for decades to come.

The Iraq War’s reverberations in the region are broad ranging, 
affecting relations between states, political and societal dynamics 
inside states, the calculations of terrorists and paramilitaries, and shifts 
in public views of American credibility. The balance sheet of these 
changes does not bode well for long-term U.S. objectives in the Middle 
East. That said, a better understanding of how Middle Eastern states 
and nonstate actors are responding to the war’s aftermath can help 
contribute to U.S. policies that may better contain and ameliorate the 
negative consequences of the conflict and perhaps even increase U.S. 
leverage.

Key Findings

The removal of Saddam Hussein upset a traditional balance of power 
in the region. While largely psychological, this was nonetheless signifi-
cant for Sunni Arab regimes. Until the 2003 Iraq War, the regional 
balance of power has always involved Arab powers and Iran. Today, 
that balance has shifted toward Iran, although the internal unrest 
within Iran following its 2009 presidential election may significantly 
constrain Iran’s maneuverability abroad. Still, the perceived removal of 
the Iraqi buffer to Iran following the Iraq War led to widespread con-
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cern among Arab states that Iran can more easily maneuver in the core 
of the Middle East, from Lebanon to Gaza. The ousting of the Iraqi 
leader created the perception of increased vulnerability on the Arab 
side, resulting in a tendency to exaggerate the specter of Iran and its 
associated nonstate allies. (See pp. 19–21.)

Iran is seizing opportunities the Iraq War has afforded but faces 
greater obstacles to expanding its influence in the region than is com-
monly assumed. There is no doubt that Iran skillfully exploited the 
strategic openings the aftermath of the Iraqi invasion and the result-
ing shake-up in regional order have provided. Buoyed by several years 
of windfall oil profits and imbued with the nationalistic outlook of 
Ahmadinejad’s “new conservatives,” Iran has endeavored since 2003 
to safeguard not just its near abroad in Iraq but also to assert its pri-
macy on the wider regional stage. This momentum was accelerated 
by the concurrent ascendancy of its Levantine allies—the electoral 
victory of HAMAS in Gaza and Hizballah’s battlefield performance 
against the Israel Defense Forces in 2006. These events heightened the 
post-Saddam view in Arab capitals of Iran’s inexorable rise and cre-
ated the impression among Arab publics that Iran—and by extension, 
Shi‘ism—was now the “winning” side. (See pp. 21–23.)

Yet Iran faces more constraints on its regional influence than is 
commonly acknowledged. The electoral losses for Hizballah in the 
2009 Lebanese elections and the internal unrest in Iran following its 
own 2009 presidential election have further exposed Iranian vulner-
abilities and limits to its regional reach. Another example of mixed 
regional views toward Iran became apparent when the groundswell 
of support it garnered among Arab publics from its role in the 2006 
Lebanon war proved fleeting and was effectively reversed by wide-
spread perceptions of Iran’s misbehavior in Iraq. Tehran’s policy in Iraq 
became even more of a liability for Iran’s standing following revelations 
of its support to the fratricidal campaign of Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaysh 
al-Mahdi against opposing Shi‘a factions and the resulting anti-Iranian 
backlash within the Maliki government and among the Iraqi public. 
Inside Iran, Ahmadinejad’s bellicose posturing on Arab issues has pro-
voked criticism from multiple Iranian factions along the ideological 
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spectrum, particularly in light of the country’s deteriorating economy. 
(See pp. 23–25.)

The perceived “rise” of Iran has not produced a consensus of 
opposition from Sunni Arab regimes; Arab states’ responses to Iran 
have blended engagement, hedging, and balancing. Arab regimes and 
publics have responded to the rise of Iran in diverse and often contra-
dictory ways. The Arab world holds two images of Iran. The “bad” Iran 
reflects Iran’s influence in Iraq and its challenge to Arab regimes and 
Arab Sunni identity, while the “good” Iran defies the West, opposes 
Israel, and criticizes corrupt Arab regimes (although its ability to do so 
will be severely limited by the perception that its own government is 
not considered legitimate in the wake of the contested 2009 presiden-
tial election). (See pp. 26–28.)

In addition, Arab disagreements over how to respond to Iran 
are rooted in the different geostrategic imperatives of individual Arab 
states. Arab populations that either neighbor Iran (such as Gulf states) 
or have been exposed firsthand to Iranian involvement in local affairs 
(the Levantine states) are more wary of Iran than those that have 
the luxury of regarding Iran from a distance. Many Arab states have 
tended toward a policy of hedging and accommodation because of 
what they perceive as inconsistent and ambiguous U.S. policies toward 
the Islamic Republic and suspicions about the possibility of U.S.-Ira-
nian collusion at their expense if rapprochement efforts move forward. 
(See pp. 28–32, 36–37.)

Even if consensus on confrontation existed among Arab states, 
there is currently no viable Arab state “balancer” to Iran. The result 
is that the most viable state powers in the region are now non-Arab: 
Israel, Turkey, Iran, and the United States. (See pp. 18–21.)

Uncertainty about U.S. intentions and capabilities in the region 
has increased local states’ receptivity to assistance from China and 
Russia. Post-invasion disarray in the Arab world was accompanied by 
a corresponding erosion of confidence in the United States as a secu-
rity guarantor, stemming from the perception of U.S. entanglement in 
Iraq, which some viewed as limiting both U.S. capabilities and will-
ingness to intervene elsewhere. The net effect has been the increased 
willingness of traditional U.S. Arab allies to consider patronage from 
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other extraregional powers—most notably Russia and China. (See 
pp. 50–55.)

The foreign policy of these two powers since 2003 has been 
marked by a new assertiveness and interest in the Middle East. Russia 
appears to be particularly active in challenging traditional domains of 
U.S. influence, claiming to be a more-balanced mediator on the Arab-
Israeli front and through such symbolic gestures as its engagement with 
HAMAS. Yet the full potential of Russian influence is constrained by 
Moscow’s historical “baggage” in the region and its frequent strate-
gic blunders, such as its decision to brand the Muslim Brotherhood 
a terrorist organization. (See pp. 62–73.) For its part, China appears 
more narrowly focused on energy security, and it remains much more 
economically significant than politically or militarily influential in 
regional affairs. (See pp. 55–62.)

Our fieldwork suggests that while some Arab voices may welcome 
Moscow and Beijing’s activism as a check against unrestrained U.S. 
hegemony, Arab regimes ultimately see Russian and Chinese assis-
tance as a way to supplement, but not supplant, the traditional U.S.-led 
regional security order.

The war has heightened awareness of Shi‘a and Sunni identity, 
yet in many cases, regimes have cynically exploited these loyalties to 
discredit oppositionists and blunt Iranian influence. Iraq’s descent into 
sectarian strife in 2006 reverberated inside a number of states in the 
region, creating new pressures on regimes and stoking societal tensions. 
Although the threat of a direct spillover of the fighting has not mate-
rialized, Sunni-Shi‘a and tribal divisions have sharpened as forms of 
substate identities. (See pp. 88–92.) The effects of the war in this area 
are felt most strongly in states marked by authoritarianism and/or a 
fractured body politic—Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon. Kuwait 
is an important case in which the negative effects of the war on Sunni-
Shi‘a relations were mitigated by a more liberal and participatory politi-
cal culture. (See pp. 77–83, 85–88.)

Warnings of increased Shi‘a activism, however, have emanated 
from regimes that have relatively little to fear from Shi‘a agitation, such 
as Egypt and Jordan. This dynamic illustrates the political utility of 
fear-mongering on the sectarian issue. In many cases, authoritarian 
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rulers have skillfully exploited the fear of Shi‘a ascendancy to coun-
ter Iranian populist appeal at home, discredit and divide the political 
opposition along sectarian lines, and portray themselves as the only 
viable “buffers” against the chaos and uncertainty unleashed by the 
war. (See pp. 83–84.)

The war has stalled or reversed the momentum of Arab political 
reform; local regimes perceive that U.S. distraction in Iraq and the 
subsequent focus on Iran have given them a reprieve on domestic lib-
eralization. In tandem with sectarian tensions, the war has produced 
a stalling or backtracking on post-9/11 progress on reform, however 
halting and incomplete. RAND discussions with activists and reform-
ists in the Gulf and the Levant yielded a near consensus that 2003 was 
a turning point in reform, with authoritarian rulers sensing reduced 
U.S. interest in their domestic affairs and a subsequent return to Cold 
War–style balancing politics against Iran. Similarly, preemptive coun-
terterrorism measures against returning jihadists provided a convenient 
pretext for the dragnet arrests of a broad spectrum of domestic oppo-
nents. (See pp. 80–83.)

In several instances, the war appears to have increased toleration 
and even the support of Arab publics for unpopular rulers who, what-
ever their faults, are still preferable to the unknown. Some of this may 
stem from the declining cachet of democratization, given its image 
as a “U.S. project” whose forcible implementation in Iraq was widely 
blamed for sowing the seeds of the country’s descent into sectarian vio-
lence. (See pp. 102–103.)

Increased Kurdish agitation in Syria, Turkey, and Iran is the war’s 
most pronounced and visible spillover effect. The 2003 invasion and the 
subsequent push by Iraqi Kurds for increased federalism has animated 
Kurdish activism in neighboring states, offering both inspiration and 
more-tangible support, such as a physical safe haven. Such events as the 
election of Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) leader Jalal Talabani 
as Iraq’s president and the signing of the Transitional Administrative 
Law sparked celebratory rioting among Iranian Kurds and a serious 
uprising in Syria that left 40 dead. Violent Kurdish groups, such as the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in Turkey and the Free Life Party of 
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Kurdistan (PJAK), have enjoyed increased sanctuary in postinvasion 
northern Iraq, posing new threats to domestic stability in Turkey and 
Iran. This challenge is spurring tripartite intelligence and operational 
coordination between Damascus, Ankara, and Tehran that will com-
plicate U.S. diplomacy to pry Syria from Iran’s orbit and solicit mean-
ingful Turkish cooperation against Iran. In Turkey, the effects are 
particularly worrisome because intensified PKK activity threatens to 
undermine many of Turkey’s recent gains in human rights, possibly 
even sabotaging its efforts to join the European Union. (See pp. 92–95.)

The influx of an estimated 2 million Iraqi refugees has created 
socioeconomic stresses in Syria and Jordan; the resulting public dis-
content and demographic changes could challenge stability in these 
states over the long term. The Iraq War created the largest refugee 
crisis in the Middle East since the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, potentially 
jeopardizing the long-term stability of Jordan, Syria, and—to a lesser 
extent—Lebanon. At least in the short term, the refugee challenge has 
not transformed into a security risk to the degree anticipated. Indeed, 
some studies have pointed to beneficial effects, such as the injection of 
capital by the mostly middle-class refugee population in Jordan follow-
ing the war, which reportedly fueled Amman’s housing boom during 
that period. That said, as resources run out for these refugees, their 
situation is becoming more dire, particularly because most are unable 
to find legal work and are reportedly charged inflated rates for housing. 
Prostitution and female trafficking have become significant problems, 
particularly in Syria. Still, the Iraqi refugees have not yet carried Iraq’s 
political and sectarian violence to neighboring soil. Most Iraqi refugees 
in neighboring states appear more concerned with surviving than with 
fomenting instability in their host countries.

Yet a strong tendency exists to scapegoat the refugees. The refu-
gees are increasingly blamed for the end of fuel subsidies, unemploy-
ment, inflation, and housing shortages. The effect over the long term 
may be pressure on regimes from key constituents to curtail and reduce 
services for Iraqis. The Jordanian and Syrian governments have already 
toughened their policies, and Jordan has largely closed its doors to new 
refugees. After significant international pressure, children have been 
allowed to go to school in some host countries (including Jordan and 
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Syria), but few do because parents fear that attendance may compro-
mise their illegal or quasi-legal presence in the country and because 
many children work illegally to keep their families housed and fed. 
Another worrisome trend is the presence of unemployed college-age 
Iraqi males whose profile of displacement and anomie could make 
them vulnerable recruits to Salafi-jihadism. Previous refugee crises in 
the region and globally suggest that poverty and resentment can feed 
radicalization among the displaced and host populations.

Finally, the long-term urban demographics of refugee settlement 
bear watching; thus far, the Syrian and Jordanian governments have 
avoided constructing any parallel institutions—schools, clinics, and 
camps specifically for Iraqis—to prevent a repeat of the Palestinian 
camp experience. But certain urban areas are nevertheless becoming 
increasingly Iraqi in character, displacing indigenous populations and 
possibly sowing the seeds of future discord. Moreover, if future insta-
bility in Iraq led to renewed refugee flows, Jordan and Syria would be 
unlikely to accept them as they have done to date, and refugee camps 
could develop. A large Iraqi diaspora, combined with continuing con-
flict in Iraq, has the potential to spread conflict to neighbors as Iraqis 
living abroad funnel support to Iraqi groups, are recruited to fight, or 
lobby governments to provide aid to combatants. If camps are indeed 
set up, these risks increase, as camps have often been a primary source 
of militant recruiting for fighting and unrest in other cases (e.g., Leba-
non). (See pp. 95–101.)

The war offered a universalizing narrative of resistance to occu-
pation that has proven attractive to potential jihadist recruits, but 
al-Qa‘ida in Iraq’s abhorrent tactics have undermined this appeal. The 
invasion was an initial boon to al-Qa‘ida, offering a compelling arena 
to conduct defensive jihad against an occupying force that had defiled 
Muslim honor, even if the original grievances of many of its recruits 
were more local and parochial.

While initially receiving applause from Arab publics and even 
tacit approval from the media, al-Qa‘ida’s battlefield emir in Iraq, Abu 
Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, squandered this capital through the negative pub-
licity generated by his abhorrent tactics, and in particular, the fallout 
in public opinion from the Amman hotel bombings. Populations that 
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had previously cheered al-Qa‘ida from afar now turned against it when 
afflicted with its violence firsthand, as in the cases of Saudi Arabia 
and Jordan, or when forced to live under its stifling social mores, as 
were the Anbar tribes. Although this downturn in public opinion may 
not significantly affect potential recruits, it has bolstered the ability of 
neighboring regimes to absorb and mitigate the threat from returning 
veterans of the Iraq jihad. (See pp. 106–126.)

Shi‘a insurgents have proven the most proficient at using tech-
nological innovations against the United States because of the provi-
sions and training Iran’s Quds Force has provided, yet the potential for 
widespread migration is offset by Tehran’s control. Much of the focus 
on terrorist spillover from Iraq has focused on Sunni jihadists, but Shi‘a 
Iraqi insurgents have actually been the most adept at using techno-
logical innovations against U.S. and Iraqi forces. These groups have 
benefited from strong external links to Lebanese Hizballah and Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)–Quds Force. U.S. forces 
accused the Lebanese Hizballah of training Iraqi insurgents in impro-
vised explosive device ambush techniques and imparting technology 
it had honed during its campaign against the Israel Defense Forces 
during the 1990s. In tandem, the Quds Force has provided training 
and supplied explosively formed projectiles and rocket-assisted mortars 
that have penetrated U.S. armor and challenged the best defenses of 
coalition air bases and other facilities.

A cyclical sharing network has likely emerged, with Iraqi Shi‘a 
groups honing techniques Hizballah has imparted, then briefing 
Hizballah and the Quds Force on the battlefield applications, and then 
transferring the lessons back to the Quds Force training camps inside 
Iran, from which they have migrated eastward to the Taliban. Yet the 
potential for truly widespread and unregulated dispersal of these tac-
tics, techniques, and procedures is partially offset by Tehran’s sensi-
tivity to crossing certain “redlines,” i.e., giving the United States an 
unequivocal pretext to attack Iran or provoking an intolerable anti-
Iranian backlash among Arab audiences—as was the case in Iraq fol-
lowing the mid-2008 violence by Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaysh al-Mahdi 
and its splinter militias known as “special groups.” (See pp. 126–134.)
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Policy Recommendations

Taking these emerging trends and dynamics into account, we offer the 
following policy recommendations to mitigate evolving threats and to 
better position the United States to seize unexpected opportunities (see 
pp. 152–157):

Pursue a U.S. regional security strategy that recognizes local prefer-
ences for hedging and that seeks to encourage more-positive Iranian behav-
ior. In terms of adapting to regional strategic shifts, particularly to 
Iran’s growing influence in regional affairs, the United States faces the 
challenge of regional allies more interested in hedging and even accom-
modating Iran than in balancing it. Arab regional allies (particularly 
governments) no doubt worry about and dislike Iran, but they will not 
unequivocally antagonize and provoke it. Indeed, many of our closest 
allies, particularly Turkey, found new reasons to expand their ties to 
Tehran in the years following the Iraq War. U.S. policy should thus 
steer away from efforts to forge an anti-Iranian regional alliance of 
Arab “moderates” (e.g., the Gulf Cooperation Council states, Jordan, 
Egypt) to counter Iranian influence.

Such an alliance is not only unrealistic but may also backfire 
by bolstering Iranian hard-liners at a time of unprecedented inter-
nal factionalism and escalating regional tensions. And the focus on 
Arab states, particularly the Saudis, as bulwarks against Iran misreads 
regional capabilities and interests. While the United States should con-
tinue to demonstrate support for key regional allies through continued 
security cooperation activities and exercises, such cooperation should 
remain low-key and bilateral to avoid the impression that the United 
States is attempting to create a broad Cold War–style collective secu-
rity organization arrayed against Iran.

Explore multilateral security and confidence-building measures 
between Iran and its neighbors. The United States can engage in efforts 
to create multilateral regional security structures that leave the door 
open to Iran and that focus on confidence-building measures and 
dialogues in areas of common interest, such as counterterrorism, nar-
cotics trafficking, and maritime security. Regional security dialogues 
involving military personnel, including Air Force officials, can allow 



xx    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

the airing of threat perceptions and avoid unintended conflict. They 
can also open up an indirect line of communication between Iran and 
Israel to avoid an unintended military confrontation, particularly if Ira-
nian nuclear capabilities remain ambiguous. Although Iranian involve-
ment in regional security discussions is unlikely in the aftermath of 
the contested 2009 election, such options should be developed and 
available for when political conditions in Iran improve. If such secu-
rity dialogues eventually transpire and do not lead to a change in Ira-
nian behavior, the United States will still gain important insights into 
Iranian decisionmaking and garner greater regional and international 
support for tougher actions against Iran should they become necessary. 
If they succeed, such dialogues can lead to enhanced security coop-
eration and a less threatening regional security environment where the 
potential for armed conflict is reduced.

Strengthen U.S. relations with Turkey, leveraging its unique role as 
a geopolitical bridge to mediate between Syria, Iran, and the Arab world. 
Another policy focus at the regional level that flows from our analysis 
is the need to strengthen U.S. relations with Turkey. Turkey can serve 
as a bridge for improving relations and modifying the behavior of cur-
rent adversaries, such as Iran and Syria (as mentioned earlier, Turkey’s 
relationship with both countries has strengthened because of common 
concerns over Kurdish separatism and terrorist acts within their nations 
in the aftermath of the Iraq War). Turkey has already demonstrated an 
interest in regional mediation by facilitating indirect dialogue between 
Israel and Syria, and the United States should encourage such efforts. 
Rather than force our allies into a bloclike containment approach, we 
should view regional allies’ relationships with such countries as Iran 
and Syria as an opportunity and leverage their roles to the extent pos-
sible.

Turkey’s interests in and extensive economic ties with north-
ern Iraq also present an opportunity for assisting in U.S. efforts to 
rebuild Iraq. Indeed, unlike Iraq’s Arab neighbors, Turkey has proven 
far more forthcoming in contributing to Iraqi stability and reconstruc-
tion, even though, like Iraq’s other neighbors, it opposed the war. As a 
consequence, The U.S. Air Force should continue assisting the Turk-
ish military with counterterrorism operations in Northern Iraq and 
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increase security cooperation activities and training with the Turkish 
air force. In the current threat environment, U.S. security cooperation 
with Turkey may be as or more critical than security cooperation with 
America’s Arab allies.

Continue the policy of encouraging responsible stakeholder involve-
ment from China and, to the extent possible, Russia; harness these countries’ 
respective niche interests to promote regional economic growth and stability. 
In the same vein, the U.S. should avoid alarmist reactions to Chinese 
or Russian influence in the region, particularly their economic activi-
ties, because many of these activities are more likely to complement, 
rather than supplant, U.S. regional interests. For example, China and 
the United States have a strong converging interest in creating a stable 
regional security order conducive to the flow of the region’s oil and gas. 
U.S. policy should also distinguish among extraregional powers’ pur-
suit of their economic interests and more-aggressive attempts to move 
the regional system toward multipolarity, which is a greater concern in 
the case of Russia than China.

Encourage Arab regimes to adopt incremental yet meaningful politi-
cal reform as part of a long-term push to counter radicalization and ensure 
the viability of key U.S. partners. To mitigate the war’s effects inside 
key regional states, U.S. policy should focus both on ensuring that 
governing regimes do not abuse their newly entrenched power to crack 
down on domestic opposition and should take measures to prevent 
weakening state conditions from evolving into failed states (with all the 
accompanying problems that involves: shelter for extremists, a magni-
fied proliferation danger, greater potential for massive human rights 
abuses). This suggests that U.S. policy should recognize the long-term 
security implications of continued repression and should avoid putting 
regional reform on the back burner, even if the focus shifts from hold-
ing elections to strengthening democratic institutions and practices.

Provide U.S. assistance for Iraqi refugees and encourage more regional 
support to mitigate the potentially destabilizing consequences of the influx. 
The Iraqi refugee population is placing a strain on the domestic infra-
structures of Jordan and Syria, particularly their education systems. 
The long-term political ramifications of the Iraqi refugee community 
are still unclear but could prove destabilizing to key allies, such as 
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Jordan. Rather than ignore the extent of this problem because of politi-
cal sensitivities (the Jordanian government refuses to use the term refu-
gee, for example, preferring guests because the latter assumes an even-
tual return to Iraq), the United States should be actively addressing 
this new regional challenge. The United States can continue to support 
efforts to relocate Iraqis to other countries (including the United States) 
and can provide and marshal significant financial assistance (particu-
larly from Arab Gulf allies) to improve housing and education oppor-
tunities in both Syria and Jordan. Such policies could capitalize on this 
otherwise negative development and humanitarian crisis by improving 
long-term infrastructure and human development needs in key Arab 
states, reducing the possibility for future radicalization and challenges 
to friendly regimes.

In partnership with local allies, use strategic communications to 
broadcast al-Qa‘ ida’s failures in Iraq across the region to further discredit 
the jihadist movement in the eyes of public audiences. The terrorist trends 
emerging over the last six years also suggest a number of U.S. policy 
actions that can enhance opportunities for U.S. influence. The United 
States should exploit al-Qa‘ida’s failure to appeal to some of its target 
audiences, in particular the Sunni tribes and nationalist Islamic groups. 
Forging better regional intelligence sharing, tracking Iraq War veter-
ans, and identifying recruitment networks are also important policy 
initiatives that can capitalize on the declining cachet of al-Qa‘ida fol-
lowing its brutal tactics in Iraq. Other policy actions include encour-
aging greater involvement of women in regional security services to 
conduct female searches in the light of the growing trend of female 
suicide bombers and refocusing efforts on the potential establishment 
of Shi‘a militant networks outside of Iraq, such as the IRGC-Quds 
Force’s transfers of tactics, techniques, and procedures to Hizballah in 
Lebanon.

Prepare the U.S. Air Force to shoulder new responsibilities in Amer-
ica’s post-Iraq strategy. The threats and opportunities the aftermath of 
the Iraq War presents will likely demand a broad continuum of stra-
tegic options that airpower is uniquely positioned to provide. The Ira-
nian challenge, for instance, will demand that U.S. policy adopt a new 
balance among deterrence, the reassurance of local allies, and even the 



Summary    xxiii

possibility of limited and incremental military-to-military engagement 
with Iran down the road. Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
assets will be in high demand to mitigate the potential “bleed-out” of 
terrorists from Iraq. Air Force regional engagement strategy should be 
used to encourage local militaries to respect civil society and support 
a liberalizing political culture as part of a more-comprehensive view of 
long-term regional security.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

The 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and its aftermath have arguably been 
the most pivotal events in the Middle East region since the end of the 
Cold War.1 For regional commentators, the war has elicited a range 
of comparisons to other historic and cataclysmic events resulting in 
foreign occupation, Arab defeat, and regional disarray: the creation of 
post–World War I colonial protectorates through the 1916 Sykes-Picot 
agreement, the 1967 Arab-Israeli War and the end of the pan-Arab 
project, and the 1979 Iranian revolution. Like such events, the ongoing 
conflict has had widespread effects on the regional security landscape. 
While the internal outcome in Iraq is indeterminate and is likely to be 
so for some time as the United States begins its drawdown from the 
country, the strategic implications of this war and its aftermath have 
already affected the broader region.

The implications of these changes are diverse, affecting relations 
among states, dynamics inside states, the calculations of nonstate 
actors, and shifts in public opinion. Taken in sum, the balance sheet 
of these changes does not bode well for long-term U.S. objectives in 
the region. That said, a better understanding of how Middle Eastern 
states and nonstate actors are responding to this war’s aftermath can 

1 In assessing the strategic effects of the Iraq conflict, we define the Middle East region as 
consisting of the Arab League states plus Turkey, Iran, and Israel. While the states to the east 
of Iran have felt some of the aftershocks of the Iraq War—particularly in the realm of foreign 
fighters—the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan is a more proximate and significant strategic 
concern. When we use the terms Iraq War or Iraq conflict, we mean the full spectrum of con-
flict and coalition operations that defined the aftermath of the invasion from 2003 to 2009, 
when U.S. forces began withdrawing from the country.
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help contribute to U.S. policies that may better contain and ameliorate 
the negative consequences of this conflict and perhaps increase U.S. 
leverage. Indeed, while the diagnoses of local observers about the war’s 
consequences largely match U.S. analyses, a disparity emerges over how 
to respond to post-Iraq challenges. This disconnect is partially rooted in 
an inadequate U.S. appreciation for the Iraq War’s full range of effects 
on the Middle East, including the complex and often contradictory 
way in which local players are adjusting to the new reality.

The goal of this monograph is to portray these new dynamics, 
which we collectively refer to as the Iraq effect, as accurately as pos-
sible. By referring to an Iraq effect, we do not suggest that the war is 
the sole driver behind the emergence of recent threats and opportuni-
ties. Rather, the expression is intended to capture the ways in which 
key policy challenges in the Middle East—the legitimacy and stability 
of pro-U.S. regimes, terrorism, and Iranian assertiveness—have been 
affected by the war, either directly or indirectly. In some cases, these 
pressures and threats predate the 2003 invasion but were exacerbated 
or strengthened by the ensuing internal conflict in Iraq. In other cases, 
the linkages to the Iraq War are not as explicit as is commonly assumed, 
yet local actors themselves may perceive a strong correlation. This in itself 
is an important observation with implications for U.S. efforts to solicit 
regional burden-sharing and cooperation.

The Effects of the Iraq Conflict Range Broadly

The most proximate and immediate effects of the conflict relate to 
the physical “spillover” across the country’s porous and expansive bor-
ders. The war has created the largest external refugee movement in the 
region since 1948, and foreign militants have traversed Iraq’s frontiers 
with alarming ease and regularity. Cross-border smuggling of weap-
ons and contraband goods, always a feature of Iraq even under the 
authoritarian Ba‘ath, assumed a new prominence with the weakness of 
the new regime and its inability to police large swaths of its peripheral 
territory. The war has also sparked fears that hardened jihadists would 
“bleed out” to fronts in the Middle East, Europe, and elsewhere, where 
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lessons learned, tradecraft, and tactical know-how can be applied with 
increasing lethality.

More strategically, the war has affected new shifts in the regional 
balance-of-power equation that, in the minds of Arab regimes and their 
publics, have assumed almost seismic qualities. Much of this stems from 
the perceived disappearance of Iraq as the Arab world’s “eastern flank” 
and, since 1979, as a military bulwark against a seemingly expansionist 
and predatory Iran. The rise of Iraqi Shi‘a parties and their militias has 
amplified Iran’s existing leverage in Iraq and imparted a jingoistic hue 
to its policy across the region.2 Regional fears of this dynamic are well 
known and often shrill. King ‘Abdullah of Jordan famously warned of 
a Shi‘a crescent unfolding across the Middle East, while Saudi Foreign 
Minister Saud al-Faisal argued that the war and the U.S. administra-
tion of Iraq had effectively “handed Iraq to Iran” (Gibbons, 2005). 
These worries are not just limited to Iraq’s western neighbors; even in 
Egypt, a prominent analyst told a RAND Corporation researcher that 
“the Iraq War brought Iran to the shores of the Mediterranean.”3

Given the fallout over Iran’s 2009 presidential elections and the 
regime’s use of force to quell demonstrations, it remains to be seen 
whether Iran’s rejectionist appeal will retain their luster among Arab 
publics. Indeed, a number of prominent Arab commentators have 
openly challenged Iran’s allies in the region (Syria, Hizballah, and 
HAMAS) to justify their allegiance to the Islamic Republic in light 
of the regime’s response to postelection dissent (al-‘Utaybi, 2009; 
al-Rashid, 2009). That said, while the 2009 Iranian presidential elec-
tion has exposed Iranian domestic vulnerabilities and may limit its 
maneuverability in the broader region, post-Iraq concerns over rising 
Iranian influence and, particularly, its nuclear ambitions are unlikely 
to subside.

2 For an example of Arab media commentary on the Iranian threat, see al-Rashid, 2006. 
Valbjørn and Bank, 2007, p. 7, provides a nuanced analysis of Sunni Arab fears of the Iranian 
threat as stemming less from sectarian hegemony and more from a challenge to the stagnant 
political order. For an example of how Saudi Arabia has cultivated anti-Iranian sentiment 
using sectarianism, see Gause, 2007. For analysis of Iran’s influence and calculations in the 
region post-Iraq, see Lowe and Spencer, 2006, and Ehteshami, 2004.
3 Interview with Egyptian analyst, Cairo, Egypt, February 2008.
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In addition to these regional dynamics, the war has created new 
societal tensions and political dynamics that have arisen inside the 
Middle Eastern states themselves. Historic and seemingly dormant 
affiliations—to sect, tribe, or ethnicity—have apparently reasserted 
themselves as local populations take increasingly partisan positions 
on Iraq’s internecine war.4 Some commentators have warned that cen-
trifugal forces in Iraq could cause the eventual breakdown of states 
throughout the region, either through the spillover of sectarian con-
flict into fractured societies in the Gulf or a cascading drive for local 
autonomy by aggrieved ethnic minorities (Kurds, Baluch, Druze, and 
Iranian Arabs, to name a few), who feel inspired by the example of the 
Iraqi Kurds.5

Many of these dynamics stem from the fact that the war has 
exposed the artificiality of Iraq’s post-colonial borders, which divided 
long-standing tribal, ethnic, and religious communities (Vissar, 2007). 
Some U.S. commentators have even argued that the United States 
should encourage, rather than resist, this momentum, seizing the war 
as an opportunity to “redraw” the Middle Eastern map along lines that 
reflect the sociocultural realities on the ground more accurately and 
that will make the region less prone to conflict (Peters, 2006).

Previous Analyses Have Not Captured the Full 
Implications of These Shifts

Surprisingly, few of these dire prognostications have been subjected to 
a rigorous analysis that is rooted in field-based research and primary 
sources. Similarly, many studies have focused solely on the twin nar-
ratives of regional “fragmentation” and the “rise” of Iran and failed to 
capture the war’s second-order and corollary effects on societies and 

4 Much has been made of the Shi‘a “awakening” or “revival” and the Sunni counterreaction. 
For a pessimistic interpretation about the spread of this conflict, see Mansharof et al., 2007. 
Norton, 2007, offers a less-extreme view: “Reverberations from the 2003 invasion of Iraq 
may last for decades. But an inexorable spread of Sunni-Shi‘a conflict is only the worse case, 
and frankly it is not very likely.” See also Hiltermann, 2006, and Abdel-Latif, 2007.
5 For a recent example, see Goldberg, 2008.
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interstate relations.6 There are many such effects, each with important 
implications for U.S. policy.

First, and contrary to widely held assumptions, the specter of 
Iranian influence is not viewed with equal alarm across the Middle 
East and has not produced a firm Arab consensus on how to respond. 
Indeed, for some Arab states, the war’s upheaval of the inter-Arab hier-
archy may in some cases outweigh the threat from Iran. This is par-
ticularly visible in the new diplomatic assertiveness of Saudi Arabia, 
which arose in reaction to the Iranian challenge and which has pro-
voked alarm from Egypt, the kingdom’s traditional rival for Arab 
leadership, and from smaller peninsular states that have long-resented 
Saudi dominance in Gulf affairs.7 These disagreements and insecurities 
have important implications for U.S. efforts to build a regional coali-
tion against Iran.

Adding to this dynamic, the Iraq War is viewed in Arab capi-
tals as “America’s problem,” resulting in an ambivalence that might 
best be characterized as “Iraq fatigue.” This important dynamic has 
influenced the willingness of Iraq’s neighbors to contribute financially 
to the country’s reconstruction or to help legitimize the Iraqi govern-
ment by opening embassies in Baghdad, although some progress began 
in the summer of 2008 as violence in Iraq began to go down. And 
the U.S. drawdown from Iraq could further encourage more regional 
involvement in Iraqi affairs. But the regional fieldwork documented 
in this monograph reveals a surprising degree of Arab defeatism on 
Iraq, including a self-admission that Arab hesitation and unprepared-
ness prior to the war had effectively paved the way for Iran to assert 
its dominance in Iraq. With this in mind, many regional officials and 
experts now see the most promising arenas for checking Iranian ambi-
tions as Beirut and Gaza, rather than Baghdad.

6 Prominent examples of the spillover thesis include Byman and Pollack, 2007, and Terrill, 
2005. For more-comprehensive surveys, see Ottaway et al., 2008, and Russell, 2007.
7 Interviews in Oman, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) highlighted these 
intra-Arab tensions within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). For more on this within 
the context of deliberations on the Iranian nuclear program, see Kaye and Wehrey, 2007, 
pp. 111–128. For Egyptian fears of a possible Saudi-Iranian rapprochement and the increased 
marginalization of Egypt’s role in pan-Arab affairs, see Gaballah, 2007, p. 4.
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The Iraq War has also strongly affected popular and official views 
of U.S. credibility, reliability, and maneuverability. The perception that 
the United States has been entangled and distracted by Iraq has poten-
tially given new leeway to a range of actors in the neighboring coun-
tries, both hostile and supportive of U.S. goals, to “review” their pre-
vious assumptions about U.S. power.8 Among traditional allies, this 
may be reflected in a drift toward “security diversification,” in which 
long-standing security partnerships with the United States are being 
supplemented by support from other extraregional powers, most nota-
bly Russia and China.

In terms of its effects on internal politics within neighboring 
states, the Iraq conflict appears to have strengthened key U.S.-allied 
regimes, despite popular resistance to these governments.9 Fearing 
the spread of chaos from Iraq, some segments of the citizenry have 
coalesced around unpopular governments, viewing them as the lesser 
of two evils. Regimes themselves have skillfully exploited this percep-
tion to entrench their legitimacy, portraying their states as indispens-
able buffers against the spread of civil and sectarian strife from Iraq. 
“Without the al-Khalifa,” noted a Bahraini official referring to the 
kingdom’s ruling family, “this country would go the way of Iraq.”10

Closely related to this effect is the war’s influence on the appeal 
and momentum of democratic reform in the Middle East. Regional 
commentators have frequently located the root of Iraq’s internecine 
strife in the Iraqi elections, which had the effect of formalizing sectar-
ian fissures that later manifested themselves in violent conflict. “The 
Iraqi elections were the birth certificate of sectarianism in the Middle 
East,” noted a prominent Saudi reformist in 2007.11 Similarly, authori-
tarian regimes have pointed to Iraq, and to the victory of HAMAS 
in the Palestinian elections, to defer moves toward reform or other 

8 Interview with Egyptian foreign ministry official, Cairo, February 2008.
9 Ottaway, 2007, makes this argument.
10 Interview with Bahraini government official, Manama, Bahrain, November 2006.
11 Interview with Saudi Salafi reformist, Riyadh, March 2007.
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“domestic experiments.”12 In Saudi Arabia, an oft-quoted phrase attrib-
uted to the late King Fahd has acquired a new resonance, “Why start 
fires on the inside when there are fires on the outside?”13

Finally, the war has certainly affected regional and even global 
terrorist dynamics, but these effects may be related less to tactical inno-
vation and more to shifts in strategy and ideology.14 The conflict has 
spawned an entire genre of jihadi “after-action reports” that analyze 
and critique the fratricidal career of Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, the estab-
lishment of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), and other jihadi develop-
ments in Iraq.15 Jihadi debates about lessons learned from Iraq center 
around the balance sheet of gains and losses from attacking Shi‘a and 
civilians, the importance of co-opting rather than alienating tribes, 
and the advisability of declaring a liberated “emirate” prior to com-
pletely evicting an occupying force.16 These deliberations have impor-
tant implications for the future of al-Qa‘ida, as well as for other forms 
of militancy across the globe.17

The Future Trajectory of Iraq Will Not Significantly Alter 
Our Analyses of Current Regional Trends

To be sure, whether Iraq “succeeds” (i.e., continues on its current tra-
jectory of reduced violence and some degree of political reconciliation) 
or “fails” (i.e., returns to widespread sectarian or ethnic violence and 

12 RAND telephone interview with a European scholar on Syria, March 2008. Also, Daniel 
Brumberg (2006, pp. 97–116) wrote that Arab rulers are pointing to the Iraq War to “enforce 
a winter of authoritarianism.”
13 Interview with Saudi reformists, Eastern Province, March 2007. For more on the chilling 
effect of the war inside Saudi Arabia, see Jones, 2005.
14 For a discussion of how the operational environment in Iraq differs from that in Afghani-
stan, see “Iraq Offers Training Opportunities . . . ,” 2006.
15 See, for example, al-Qa‘ida in Iraq (AQI), undated.
16 The most well-known debates occurred between al-Zarqawi and his clerical mentor, Abu 
Muhammad al-Maqdisi (Kazemi, 2005; Fishman, 2006; Fishman, 2009).
17 For analyses on the future of jihadism after Iraq, see Bergen and Cruickshank, 2007; 
Hegghammer, 2006; and Paz, 2004a.
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instability) will greatly affect the long-term position and prospects of 
the Iraqi state. But while regional actors are by no means insulated 
from such developments, regional trend lines are unlikely to shift sig-
nificantly in response to internal Iraqi outcomes. For example, renewed 
violence in Iraq and massive repression and exclusion of the Sunni 
minority would no doubt anger Sunni Arab regimes and publics and 
would undermine Iran’s outreach efforts to the broader region. But 
Iran’s regional influence does not depend just on its leverage in Iraq, 
which, even under the best of circumstances, would still face resistance 
because of Iraqi nationalist sentiment. Even in the event of failure in 
Iraq, Iran is likely to continue its pursuit of other regional levers of 
influence that are of greater concern to its Arab neighbors, such as its 
ties to militant groups fighting Israel, as well as its pursuit of nuclear 
capabilities. Indeed, such levers would prove valuable to any type of 
Iranian leadership, but they are certainly valuable to hard-liners, who 
are attempting to consolidate power after the contested 2009 elections. 
Or, on the other hand, if the United States successfully withdraws from 
Iraq, leaving it with some level of stability, its improved regional cred-
ibility is not likely to deter regional states from continuing to pursue 
a hedging strategy with respect to Iran and to diversify extraregional 
security relationships by developing closer ties to such states as China 
and Russia.

Although the surge has been credited with restoring a measure 
of stability to Iraq, tensions had surfaced by mid-2009 regarding the 
integration of the Majalis al-Sahwa [Awakening Councils], intra-
Shi‘a power struggles, and the legitimacy of provincial governance.18 
Regional Arab states, particularly in the Gulf, remain fundamentally 
suspicious of the Maliki government, and promises to open embassies 
made in mid-2008 have not materialized.

This hesitation suggests deep ambivalence among Iraq’s neigh-
bors about Iraq’s place in the regional order and, in particular, about 
the prospect of a return to sectarian internecine conflict. Should this 
happen, however, the trend lines identified in this monograph, particu-

18 See Meyers, 2009; Rubin, 2009; al-Humayd, 2008; “U.S.-Allied Sunnis Alarmed . . . ,” 
2009.
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larly in the domestic societal realm, would not significantly change—
in many respects, the worst effects of “failure” in Iraq have already 
been felt in the 2006–2007 time frame, and neighboring states have 
proven largely resilient. Saudi interlocutors in particular had noted that 
the kingdom had nearly written off Iraq to Iranian influence and sec-
tarian chaos by late 2006 and were pursuing a policy of containing the 
state’s implosion up until mid-2008.19

If internal stability deteriorates, the impetus to intervene would 
certainly be stronger in the absence of a significant U.S. troop presence, 
although conventional military intervention is probably remote, with 
the exception of Turkey. Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and other Gulf 
states are likely to pursue a mix of subversion, strategic communication, 
and the funding of tribal allies and political partners while eschewing 
conventional military intervention. Much will depend on the trajec-
tory of Iraq’s weakening: The emergence of ungovernable areas out-
side the central government’s control, viable political opposition move-
ments, smuggling networks, or tribal or sectarian-based militias would 
be compelling magnets for outside intervention, both through official 
channels and from actors outside the government’s control.

Failure in Iraq could have more-significant consequences for the 
refugee challenge. Syria and Jordan are not likely to accept additional 
refugees into their countries in the event of renewed violence in Iraq, 
and this could lead to the establishment of refugee camps. As we know 
from other cases, refugee camps can lead to increased poverty, despera-
tion, and—ultimately—radicalization. On the other hand, if stability 
in Iraq continues to improve, some refugees may consider returning to 
Iraq, greatly reducing the long-term negative effects of this crisis. That 
said, even under the improving stability of the 2008–2009 period, very 
low numbers of refugees have been returning to Iraq. This suggests 
that, in the long term, the refugee challenge is likely to be problematic 
regardless of the outcome in Iraq, given the large numbers of Iraqis 
likely to remain in the diaspora under any scenario.

In terms of terrorism trends, the worsening of internecine strife 
and the collapse of government control in key areas could invite 

19 Interviews with Saudi analysts, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, March 2007.
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increased jihadist recruitment and training. In many respects, however, 
al-Qa‘ida’s enterprise in Iraq may never again reach the level it attained 
in 2005–2006. The memory of its draconian rule in al-Anbar is still 
fresh, and tribal intolerance will deter al-Qa‘ida from establishing a 
strong foothold. From the outside, such prospects would be a deterrent 
for jihadist volunteers seeking a new front. Other areas, such as Soma-
lia or Yemen, are more promising from the jihadist perspective.

The U.S. Air Force and the Department of Defense Must 
Anticipate and Prepare for These New Realities

The broad-reaching changes under way in the region in the aftermath 
of the war argue a need for Department of Defense (DoD) and U.S. 
Air Force planners to reexamine recent and traditional strategic para-
digms. The 2008 National Defense Strategy “emphasizes building the 
capacities of a broad spectrum of partners as the basis for long-term 
security” (DoD, 2008). Yet the societal and political pressures on states 
in recent years may affect their calculations about military-to-military 
cooperation and previous security partnerships.20

Similarly, the Iranian challenge will demand that U.S. planners 
adopt a new balance among deterrence, reassurance of local allies, and 
the possibility of limited and incremental military-to-military engage-
ment with Iran, although significant engagement measures are unlikely 
in the aftermath of Iran’s contested 2009 election. This approach would 
depart from previous U.S. efforts to form a coalition of “moderate” 
Arab states (the so-called “GCC plus two”: Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bah-
rain, UAE, Oman, and Qatar plus Egypt and Jordan) arrayed against 
Iran, Syria, the Palestinian HAMAS, and the Lebanese Hizballah.21 

20 Russell, 2007, p. iii, has advanced this argument persuasively: “The war has dramatically 
altered internal political dynamics throughout the region, placing the regimes and their his-
torically close relations with the United States under new pressures.”
21 Speaking en route to her 2006 tour of the region, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice 
stated, “I do think that the GCC+2 effort is new and it gives us an opportunity in a new 
configuration to work with the moderate states and the moderate voices in the region.” See 
Shelby, 2006.
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For many regional analysts, this formula appears to be a retooled 
version of previous balancing attempts to create “blocs” to confront 
threats that were, in many cases, ideological and not easily “contained” 
through traditional diplomatic structures.22 Given the changes that 
have occurred in the region since the Iraq War, the United States 
may find it more prudent to pursue an approach that acknowledges 
the diversity of regional views toward Iran and the nonconventional 
nature of the Iranian challenge. We discuss such an approach within 
this monograph.

Strategic communications and public diplomacy, of which 
deployed military forces are an integral part, will become increasingly 
important in light of shifting perceptions of U.S. credibility, inten-
tions, and maneuverability, as well as the gap between official and 
public sentiment in the region.23 An illustrative example is the March 
2008 visit of the USS Cole off the coast of Beirut, ostensibly to show 
support for the embattled Siniora government and to spur resolution 
of the presidential crisis. For local commentators, however, the visit 
was interpreted through the lens of the Iraq invasion—political change 
and democracy promotion through a show of force. “We expected the 
Cole to bombard us with ballot boxes like you did in Iraq,” noted one 
Lebanese observer.24

To be better able to confront and manage the dynamic forces 
affecting the region after the Iraq War, Air Force planners—as well as 
the larger U.S. policy community—need a more-nuanced understand-
ing of the region’s changed strategic landscape. This monograph aims 
to contribute to that understanding.

22 Although the parallels are not precise, these other structures and paradigms include the 
Central Treaty Organization (1955–1979), which tried to organize Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, 
and—prior to 1958, Iraq—against Soviet encroachment; the Eisenhower Doctrine, which 
tried unsuccessfully to stanch the regional appeal of Nasserist pan-Arabism; and Nixon’s 
“twin pillars” approach, which empowered the Shah’s Iran and Saudi Arabia as America’s 
surrogates in the Gulf.
23 For the argument about a renewed U.S. emphasis on “soft power” post-Iraq, see Steinberg, 
2008.
24 Interview with Lebanese analyst, Beirut, Lebanon, March 2008.
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This Monograph Surveys the Multiple Dimensions of the 
Iraq Effect

Our research on the multiple effects of the Iraq War is grounded in the 
following assumptions and caveats.

First, the role of Iraq as the central engine or catalyst for the 
region’s strategic changes should not be overstated. The “domino” 
theory is tempting to apply in regional affairs, particularly in the Arab 
Middle East, where the artificiality of borders, the enduring appeal of 
pan-Arab and Islamist norms, and the presence of transnational link-
ages among ethnic groups, sects, and tribes would seem to increase the 
likelihood of instability spreading from one state to another.25 Simi-
larly, there is a tendency in the region to attribute a range of social and 
political ills to the “Pandora’s box” of the Iraq conflict and U.S. policy 
in that country. Inevitably, these perceptions are inflated and, in some 
cases, patently false. Yet capturing these views is important because 
they offer important insights into the gaps between U.S. intentions in 
the region, its credibility, and the willingness of regional actors to share 
burdens with the United States on other U.S. initiatives.26

Additionally, the real and observable effects of the Iraq War have 
been offset by other events that have had similarly profound effects 
on state stability and the regional balance of power. For states in the 
Levant, the Arab-Israeli conflict, the ongoing strife in Gaza, and the 
aftershocks of the 2006 war in Lebanon dominate the official security 
agenda and the public’s imagination. Indeed, our fieldwork in Egypt, 
Jordan, and Lebanon revealed a sort of “Iraq-fatigue.” These states are 
certainly worried about instability in Iraq and the Iranian influence 
there, but they are more immediately concerned about curtailing Ira-
nian influence and mitigating conflict in Gaza and Lebanon. A Jorda-

25 For an analysis of this dynamic using post-1979 Gulf fears about the spread of revolution-
ary contagion from Iran as an example, see Gause, 1991.
26 For example, recent polling suggests that Arab publics are more concerned about the 
direct effects of the Iraq conflict than a regional threat from Iran. When asked about their 
greatest regional worry, respondents were split, with U.S. permanence in the region, the frag-
mentation of Iraq, and the spillover of the Iraq War generally outweighing the direct threat 
of Iranian hegemony. See Zogby International/Arab American Institute, 2007.
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nian official noted that confronting Iran in Iraq would simply “take 
too long” and “meanwhile, the house [Gaza] is burning down.”27 As 
one Lebanese scholar noted, the contours of an emerging Arab diplo-
matic strategy against Iran seem to suggest the “rollback of Iran in the 
Levant, containment in Iraq and engagement in the Gulf.”28

Finally, we recognize that the Iraq War may be far from over and 
that the trajectory of the conflict, the state’s political evolution, and 
the nature of its security relationship with the United States are not 
fixed in stone.29 The reemergence of a strong Sunni regime in Baghdad 
that enforces complete control over its territory and borders, enjoys a 
modicum of stability, and has eliminated the militia scourge would 
almost certainly mitigate or reverse many of the concerns among Iraq’s 
Arab neighbors that we have discussed. Yet existing trend lines do not 
appear to point in this direction, and it is therefore reasonable to expect 
that Iraq’s future over the next five to ten years will resemble a varia-
tion of the present: a Shi‘a-dominated Iraq marked by endemic insta-
bility, lawlessness, and violence in key portions of territory. We cer-
tainly cannot rule out the possibility that the worsening of internal 
strife, the emergence of ungoverned territories, and an increasing drift 
toward warlordism would exacerbate existing fears and possibly spur 
Iraq’s neighbors to intervene. Yet as we have discussed, even such dire 
scenarios would not necessarily fundamentally alter broader regional 
trends and perceptions that have emerged since 2003.

With these caveats in mind, we approach the war as a useful lens 
for assessing the changing Middle East, rather than as the sole epicen-
ter or catalyst for new strategic trends.

27 Interview with Jordanian official, Amman, February 2008.
28 Interview with Lebanese analyst, Beirut, Lebanon, March 2008.
29 For assessment of alternative scenarios in Iraq and their effect on the region, see New York 
University Center for Global Affairs, 2007.
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Organization of This Monograph

Chapter Two surveys the changing balance of power in the region, 
noting diverse reactions and responses to the perceived rise of Iran 
from Arab states, Israel, and Turkey. In particular, we assess the reach 
and limits of Iranian influence, as well as differing Arab threat percep-
tions of Iran across subregions and between regimes and their pub-
lics. Finally, we address the strategic effects of the war on Israel and 
Turkey, revealing mixed perceptions of the conflict’s effects, as well as 
the appropriate policy responses to meet evolving regional challenges.

Chapter Three highlights how diminished perceptions of U.S. 
credibility and maneuverability following the war presented openings 
for increased involvement in the Middle East from other extraregional 
players, particularly China and Russia. We devote particular attention 
to local states’ motives for soliciting extraregional patronage and the 
implications of this support for U.S. regional interests.

Chapter Four explores the war’s effects on internal dynamics in 
a number of regional states, covering the new prominence of substate 
identities, such as sect, tribe, ethnicity, and locale. We also assess the 
potential for a “spillover” of sectarian strife in states marked by exist-
ing Sunni-Shi‘a fissures: Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Bahrain. 
Other challenges to regime stability resulting from the war include agi-
tation by ethnic groups for increased autonomy and the Iraqi refugee 
crisis. At the same time, we highlight how the war may have entrenched 
some regimes and silenced their opponents. Finally, we address the 
war’s consequences for the prospects for future political reform.

Chapter Five analyzes the Iraq War as a potential laboratory for 
future jihadist and insurgent strategy and tactics, highlighting the ongo-
ing or potential migration of new tactics, techniques, and procedures 
(TTPs) outside the country. Importantly, we cover shifts in jihadist 
thinking about viable targets, allies, and fronts that have emerged as a 
result of the Salafi-jihadist experience in Iraq and how these doctrinal 
changes might affect the movement’s fortunes elsewhere.

Chapter Six considers how the sum total of these effects and 
trends has altered U.S. security paradigms for the region and con-
ceptions of military flexibility, deterrence, and power projection. We 
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argue for a rethinking of traditional U.S. security policy in the region. 
More broadly, we consider the implications of the war for construct-
ing a bloclike approach toward the Islamic Republic in light of more-
nuanced Arab perceptions that appear to suggest a preference for ele-
ments of containment, rollback, and engagement.

Our Research Methodology Is Grounded in Primary 
Sources and Fieldwork

We have drawn from a range of primary and secondary sources and 
attempt to carefully distinguish between regional perceptions of the 
war’s consequences and U.S. policy (both official and public) and 
the unfolding developments themselves.30 Fieldwork throughout the 
region enabled us to build a foundation for discerning both catego-
ries of effects. We conducted over 50 interviews throughout 2007 and 
2008 with a range of diplomatic, military, and security officials in 
Egypt, Jordan, Israel, Lebanon, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and 
the UAE. Yet we also see great value in unofficial views, from local 
think-tanks, scholars, and journalists and from Islamists, opposition-
ists, and other political actors. Several of the countries we studied also 
have a rich think-tank and analytical culture, even if the ultimate influ-
ence of their policy deliberations is open to debate. With this in mind, 
we drew from Arabic and Persian-language strategy pieces that offered 
interpretations of the war’s effects that in most cases contrasted sharply 
with conventional U.S. and Western thinking. Finally, we drew from 
a number of opinion polls, indigenous news outlets, and Internet chat 
rooms.

As noted above, our intent is to provide an objective and field-
based survey of the region’s most important trends in the aftermath of 
the Iraq conflict, to better equip the Air Force and U.S. policymakers 
to plan against new threats and seize unexpected opportunities.

30 For a good overview, see “The Widening Perception Gap . . . ,” 2007.
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CHAPTER TWO

An Altered Strategic Landscape: The Shifting 
Regional Balance of Power

This chapter considers how the Iraq conflict has affected regional diplo-
matic and military alignments, particularly local perceptions of rising 
Iranian power. How has the overall regional balance of power shifted, 
and to what extent has the Iraq War altered Iran’s regional influence? 
How are regional states responding to the new strategic environment? 
Is there a viable regional “balancer” to Iranian power? Can balance-
of-power paradigms adequately account for the complex nature of 
regional alignments and postures in this region?

Indeed, in the Middle East, internal state challenges and identity 
politics can weigh as heavily as external military threats in regional 
partnership calculations. Such calculations have contributed to Arab 
states responding to Iran’s rise with a combination of alarm and 
accommodation. At the same time, these countries have not necessar-
ily aligned themselves with the United States. In the following sections, 
we examine how these regional dynamics play out and their potential 
implications for U.S. policy toward the region.

The first section addresses the shift away from traditional balance-
of-power dynamics involving Arab state powers toward a regional envi-
ronment in which non-Arab powers dominate. The following section 
assesses the extent to which one of those non-Arab powers, Iran, has 
gained the most from the Iraq conflict, examining both the reach and 
limits of Iranian influence. We then turn to neighboring Arab states’ 
reactions to Iran’s apparent rise, noting differing threat perceptions 
across subregions and between regimes and their publics, including 
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on the issue of Iran’s nuclear capabilities. Finally, the chapter assesses 
the strategic effects of the war on Israel and Turkey, revealing mixed 
perceptions of the conflict’s consequences and of the appropriate policy 
responses for addressing evolving regional challenges.

Traditional Balance-of-Power Dynamics Are Shifting to 
Non-Arab States

The traditional Middle East regional system since the Second World 
War has been dominated by competition among Iran and multiple Arab 
powers (most notably Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Syria) for regional 
primacy through shifting balances and alliances over the years.1 These 
regional rivals have been backed by military assistance and political 
support from extraregional patrons (e.g., the United States and Soviet 
Union during the Cold War) to ensure that no one regional power or 
ideological bloc could dominate the region and, most critically, its oil 
supplies.

So, for example, to counter Egyptian President Gamal ‘Abd 
al-Nasser’s revolutionary pan-Arab ideology and Soviet military back-
ing, the United States continued to strengthen its strategic partnership 
with Saudi Arabia. After the British withdrew from east of Suez in 
1971, the United States added Iran as a regional balancer to Soviet-
backed radical states, creating a twin-pillar approach to regional secu-
rity, in which both Iran and Saudi Arabia received significant military 
assistance and advanced weapon systems. Indeed, before the overthrow 
of the Shah of Iran in 1979, the United States maintained strong mili-
tary and political relations with Tehran, which also served as a balance 
to Soviet-supported Ba‘athist Iraq. But after the Iranian revolution, 
the United States began supporting Saddam Hussein’s Iraq to coun-
ter Iranian influence, tilting toward Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War of the 
1980s. After the end of the Cold War and in the aftermath of the 1991 
Gulf War, the United States changed its traditional offshore balancing 

1 For an overview of traditional balance-of-power and threat dynamics among regional 
states, see Walt, 1990.
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stance to a direct, regional balancing role with its growing military 
presence in Saudi Arabia and the GCC states, this time to contain both 
Iran and Iraq (the so-called dual-containment policy).

Until the 2003 Iraq War, the regional balance-of-power has 
always involved Arab powers, as well as Iran.2 After the Iraq War, the 
fundamental balance shifted to non-Arab states, at least perceptually, 
creating a new strategic operating environment. The war reinforced 
the already steady relative decline of Arab state power and the concur-
rent rise of Iran. With the Iraq buffer removed, Iran can more easily 
maneuver in the core of the Middle East, from Lebanon to Gaza, even 
if the notion that Iraq ever served as a serious bulwark to Iran is debat-
able. Indeed, analysts have questioned the extent to which Iraq actually 
served as a buffer against Iran, given the international sanctions that 
severely limited Iraqi power and capabilities to effectively “balance” 
Iran after the 1991 Gulf War.3 Some military analysts similarly argue 
that Iraq was never a serious counter to Iran’s largely naval and ideo-
logical sources of power, concluding that the idea that Iraq balanced 
Iran before the 2003 war is flawed.4

Yet the psychological effect of the demise of a stable Iraqi state 
and the rise of a Shi‘a-dominated government with long-standing ties 
to Iran is significant, and has shifted the regional perception of Iranian 
power. Today, it is difficult to imagine that the current Iraqi govern-
ment would desire to balance Iran even if it had the capability to do so. 
Although the internal unrest and contestation of the 2009 presidential 
election results has somewhat diminished Iran’s reputation in the Arab 
world, concerns over its post-Iraq regional reach and its nuclear ambi-
tions remain.

The conflict and the significant American military presence in 
an Arab country have also turned the United States into a de facto 
regional power to a much greater extent than its forward posture of the 
1990s did. Indeed, as one former Jordanian official noted, two non-

2 For an overview of regional balance-of-power dynamics prior to the Iraq War, see Russell, 
2007.
3 On this point, see Eisenstadt, 1996.
4 Interview with U.S. military official, Washington, D.C., December 11, 2007.
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Arab actors—the United States and Iran—are now the most influen-
tial regional players.5 An analyst of regional affairs has similarly noted 
the fundamental shift in the regional balance of power to a bilateral 
system, in which, “[s]trangely enough, the external or at least non-Arab 
powers, i.e., the U.S. and Iran, are now the most powerful actors in 
the otherwise Arab Gulf region” (Furtig, 2007, p. 640). An Arab ana-
lyst similarly notes “that the non-Arab role in Iraq has become the 
hegemonic role. And here I mean the United States, Iran, and Turkey 
in that order” (Fandy, 2008).

The third non-Arab power, Turkey, is also playing an increasingly 
active role in regional affairs, militarily and diplomatically, because 
this conflict directly affects its own security and territorial integrity 
through the Kurdish prism. Turkey’s relations with Iran have strength-
ened in recent years because of their common concerns about Kurd-
ish separatism and Kurdish terrorism within their own borders, which 
has also led Turkey to launch military incursions into northern Iraq 
against Kurdish militants. Turkey’s interest in playing a larger role in 
regional affairs is also evident in its mediation in back-channel talks 
between Israelis and Syrians.

The trend toward non-Arab dominance is strengthened by the lack 
of an effective Arab balancer to Iran. As a U.S. official observed, Iraq 
is gone, and other potential bulwarks, such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 
face significant internal challenges, so “who are counter-weights to Iran 
now in the Sunni world?”6 With even the Iraqis now “on Iran’s side,” 
this official suggested that, for Sunni elites, the natural regional order 
has been overturned. Arab analysts have taken note of the weakening 
status of Arab regimes, particularly apparent in the aftermath of the 
Arab summit in Damascus in March 2008 (see Atwan, 2008).7 In his 
address to the Arab summit, ‘Amr Moussa, the Secretary General of the 
Arab League, noted: “We suffer from a crisis of confidence in us and 

5 Interview with former Jordanian official, Amman, February 18, 2008.
6 Interview with U.S. official, Amman, February 19, 2008. For a particularly downbeat 
assessment of Egypt’s waning influence in the region, see al-Dakhil, 2006.
7 The Arab summit meeting sparked unusually visible division among Arab states. See also 
Worth, 2008a.
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those around us. Yes, the status of Arab relations has reached an unac-
ceptable level of disarray” (Moussa, 2008). Subsequent Arab summits 
have displayed similar divisions and inaction.8 And despite indications 
of renewed inter-Arab cooperation and activism (e.g., Saudi-Jordanian 
cooperation on such issues as Iraq and the peace process), some ana-
lysts view the Saudis as a regional mediator lacking military or nation-
alist credentials and thus not as a serious regional power broker (see 
Kostiner, 2005).

In sum, the regional balance of power has shifted from Arab to 
non-Arab states. U.S. policies in the region will need to better under-
stand the complexity of the new security environment to be effective. 
And no shift is more significant than changing perceptions over the 
role of Iran in the region.

The Rise of Iran: The Big Winner of the Iraq Conflict?

In the aftermath of the Iraq War, the growing aggressiveness of Iran—
from its nuclear posturing to a seemingly expanded reach from the 
Gulf to the Levant—has become a defining feature of the new Middle 
East landscape, raising alarms in Washington and the region.

Numerous studies since the war have examined Iran’s enhanced 
role in Iraq, where most of the Shi‘a political factions that are emerg-
ing as the key power brokers in the evolving Iraqi political system have 
had long-standing ties and asylum in Iran before the war, even if Iraqi 
nationalism may at times trump the sectarian dimension.9 On the 
military front, Iran’s training of militants in Iraq through the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its supply of lethal impro-

8 For an overview, see Lynch, 2009.
9 On Iran’s rising influence, see Nasr, 2006. For an assessment of Iran’s influence and 
involvement in Iraq since the 2003 war, see International Crisis Group, 2005; Takeyh, 2008; 
and Ehteshami, 2003. For an Arab assessment of Iraqi pushback on Iranian influence, in 
which the author asserts that uruqua [Iraqiness] is stronger than Shi‘ism, see Taheri, 2007.
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vised explosive device (IED) technology to Iraqi insurgents is well doc-
umented.10

But Iran’s influence and activism have expanded beyond what 
is arguably its natural sphere of influence in Iraq to the core of the 
Levant.11 Jordanian King ‘Abdullah voiced his fear over Iranian pen-
etration into the Arab-Israeli conflict in sectarian terms by referring 
to a growing “Shi‘a Crescent” in the region.12 Indeed, there is wide-
spread concern in Jordan regarding the growing Iranian reach into the 
Levant, with one former official calling this development a “fiasco,” 
noting “Iran is winning everywhere and the U.S. is losing.”13 Iranian 
activism is most visible in its sponsorship of militant groups, such as 
Palestinian HAMAS and the Lebanese Hizballah, and through its 
development of short- and medium-range ballistic missiles (many of 
which Hizballah tested during the 2006 Lebanon war). While Iranian 
links to terrorist organizations are not new, regional analysts believe 
Iran has become bolder and more open in its support of such activity 
since the Iraq War.

In terms of its conventional military, some of Iran’s capabilities 
are threatening to Western and allied Gulf interests, particularly on the 
naval front. Iran’s mining capability, antiship cruise missiles, and inno-
vative “swarming” tactics could impede maritime access in the Strait 
of Hormuz. The IRGC also possesses a significant arsenal of short- and 
medium-range ballistic missiles that can reach the small Persian Gulf 
states, Afghanistan, Israel, eastern Turkey, and most of Saudi Arabia. 
Although these missiles are currently inaccurate and thus have limited 
military utility, improvements in their range, ability to carry uncon-
ventional warheads, and accuracy would significantly enhance Iran’s 

10 See, for example, Katzman, 2007, and Kagen, 2006–2007.
11 For an example of an alarmist view toward Iran and its regional ambitions, which are 
common in the Arabic press, see Alhomayed, 2007.
12 What is most revealing on this issue is that the strongest warnings of a Shi‘a menace 
have come from two Arab states (Egypt and Jordan) with very little to fear from a Shi‘a fifth 
column in their midst.
13 Interview with former Jordanian official, February 18, 2008. Interviews with current Jor-
danian officials (Amman, February 2008) only reinforced such messages.
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ability to threaten large population centers, economic infrastructure, 
and military bases. Overall, however, Iran’s conventional capability 
remains mired in conventional doctrine due to bureaucratic inertia in 
procurement and frequent infighting between the IRGC and conven-
tional forces. Most of its equipment is out of date and poorly main-
tained, and its ground forces suffer from both personnel and equipment 
shortages. The Iranian Air Force, in particular, has outdated aircraft 
and is no match for its neighbors and certainly not for U.S. airpower.14

This conventional inferiority contributes to Tehran’s nuclear 
ambitions. Although questions remain about the pace and nature of 
the Iranian program, there is little doubt that Tehran is actively seek-
ing an indigenous uranium enrichment capability that will, at the very 
least, allow a nuclear breakout capacity.15 Finally, Iran also exerts sig-
nificant regional influence through “soft” power projection, such as 
reconstruction aid, infrastructure development, media, and financial 
investments.16

Despite these strategic gains, it is important to understand how 
the Iraq War may have affected Iranian threat perceptions. For example, 
the invasion of Iraq brought the threatening presence of U.S. ground 
forces to Iran’s doorstep, and despite the scheduled drawdown, Iran 
remains concerned about the potential reintroduction of U.S. forces 
into Iraq under the terms of the U.S.-Iraq Status of Forces Agreement. 
And while Iran benefits from some degree of instability in Iraq to keep 
residual U.S. forces distracted and to dilute the ability of the central 
government in Baghdad to exert control over the southern provinces, 
it is also worried about uncontained Iraqi instability spilling over its 
borders (see, for example, Dehghani, 2003).17 Indeed, the Iraq War 
has exacerbated transnational threats that affect Iran’s internal stabil-

14 For more on Iran’s conventional threat, see Wehrey et al., 2009.
15 See, for example, Guldimann, 2007. For a similar assessment on Iranian capabilities and 
intentions on the nuclear front, see Fitzpatrick, 2008.
16 For further details on Iranian influence in these areas, see Slavin, 2008.
17 The Iranian Center for Strategic Research, which is affiliated with former president and 
current Expediency Council chairman ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, has issued similar 
warnings. Also see Ahadi, 2008.
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ity, such as ethnic separatism and Sunni radicalism (Ehteshami, 2004, 
p. 187). Iran is particularly concerned over its increasing Kurdish chal-
lenge since the Iraq War (there are 4 million Kurds in Iran), particu-
larly the internal threat from the resurgent Kurdistan Free Life Party 
(PJAK), which maintains close links to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK).

Aside from these effects, some observers have argued that Iraq’s 
democratic experience and the reemergence of Shi‘a clerical power in 
Najaf and Karbala have emboldened regime opposition in Iran—par-
ticularly the demand for greater electoral transparency and clerical 
criticism of the theological basis for the Supreme Leader’s expansive 
authority.18 In the wake of the June 2009 presidential elections, the 
Islamic Republic faced its worst internal unrest since the 1979 Revo-
lution, with a broad-based opposition coalition (the so-called “Green 
Revolution,” centered on defeated presidential contender Mir-Hossein 
Mousavi), challenging the results that handed victory to the incum-
bent, Ahmadinejad. The protest movement and the resulting crack-
down spearheaded by the IRGC intensified existing fissures among the 
clerical elite, with former president and Expediency Council chairman 
‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani mounting the most vociferous critique 
of the Ahmadinejad administration.

Although it is tempting to read a “Sistani effect” into Iran’s oppo-
sition and demands for greater pluralism, particularly given Rafsan-
jani’s recent consultations with Grand Ayatollah ‘Ali al-Sistani and his 
Qom-based representatives, such linkages should not be overstated. 
In press accounts and statements, Iraqi officials appeared lukewarm 
and ambivalent about events in Iran, while Najaf-based Iraqi clerics 
refrained from vocal partisanship (Shadid, 2009). What is certain, 
however, is that the Iranian regime is facing an unprecedented test of 
its political and ideological legitimacy that will undoubtedly constrain 
its maneuverability abroad, thus undermining the notion that the post-
Iraq era will be one of unbridled Iranian supremacy.

Thus, it should come as no surprise that Tehran has strong incen-
tives to assert a critical role for itself in the region’s affairs—often in 

18 For a representative example, see Hitchens, 2009.
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ways that are inimical to U.S. objectives. One regional analyst argues 
that the fluidity of the strategic environment reinforces both the fears 
and ambitions of the Islamic Republic to the extent that Iran is best 
understood as both “frightened” and “frightening”:

What does the frightened Iran want: A guarantee for [the con-
tinuity] of the regime or acknowledgement of Iran’s role in the 
region or the two together? And what does the frightening Iran 
want: leadership of the region or laying claim to the position of 
senior partner to the “Great Satan” in [regional] oil affairs and 
security arrangements? (Charbel, 2008)

Indeed, what many view as an Iranian drive for hegemony may 
in fact be intended as a form of deterrence or a bid for increased stat-
ure and “indispensability.” The “new assertiveness” in Iranian exter-
nal behavior can be characterized as an attempt to consolidate and pre-
serve the strategic gains that were in some sense handed to the Islamic 
Republic by the U.S. invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan. Analysts of 
Iran suggest largely defensive Iranian ambitions with respect to such 
key issues as Iraq, where “The overarching priority for Tehran is to 
prevent Iraq from once more emerging as a military and ideological 
threat” and where Iran is more interested in stabilizing Iraq to facilitate 
an American withdrawal than in seeking a preeminent position in the 
Gulf (Takeyh, 2008, pp. 23, 28).

Tehran’s motives for pursuing a nuclear capability for both secu-
rity (deterrent) and status (reinforcing its regional leadership) reasons 
are also not new, explaining why Iranian interest in such a capability 
dates back to the Shah.19 Although there are tactical differences among 
Iranian domestic factions with respect to the acceptable costs for pur-
suing a nuclear option, there is broad support for the strategic decision 
and perceived right of Iran to acquire an indigenous enrichment capa-
bility. The Iraq War and the momentous 2009 Iranian presidential elec-
tion have not fundamentally altered such calculations. This trend likely 
reflects Iran’s interest in consolidating its regional stature, as well as its 

19 On Iranian nuclear motivations, see Sokolski and Clawson, 2005; Takeyh, 2003; Takeyh, 
2004; Eisenstadt, 1999; Kemp et al., 2004; and Kemp, 2004.
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interest in bolstering its deterrent capabilities to avoid a military attack 
from the United States. If Iran’s recent regional activity in part reflects 
such deterrent and defensive interests, this may open up the possibility 
of cooperation or rapprochement with Iran for U.S. policymakers, a 
point the final chapter of this monograph explores further.

The Arab Response: More Hedging Than Balancing

The Two Faces of Iran in the Arab World

Arab regimes and publics have responded to the rise of Iran in diverse 
and often contradictory ways. The Arab world holds two images of 
Iran. The “bad” Iran reflects Iran’s influence in Iraq and its challenge 
to Arab regimes and Arab Sunni identity, while the “good” Iran defies 
the West, opposes Israel, and criticizes corrupt Arab regimes.20

That said, Arab regimes and populations often have different 
views about the good and bad Irans.21 While official Arab postures 
toward Iran are more hostile than among Arab publics, RAND inter-
views with government officials and political elites suggest a complex 
understanding of the Iranian challenge, and even some appreciation for 
the defensive motivations that may be partly driving Iranian regional 
behavior.

The bad Iran image is fostered by Iranian influence in Iraq and 
particularly its meddling with Shi‘a groups in both Iraq and the broader 
region, challenging not only Arab regimes but also Arab Sunni identity. 
This image is most prevalent at official levels but at times also appears 
in popular Arab opinion. Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal has 
argued, for example, that the Iraq War had effectively “handed Iraq 
to Iran” (Gibbons, 2005).22 A former Jordanian official similarly sug-

20 This characterization of the “two Irans” was made during an interview with a Jordanian 
journalist, Amman, February 18, 2008.
21 For a sample overview of Arab threat perceptions, see al-Rashid, 2006.
22 Asharq Al-Awsat columnist Zain al-‘Abidin al-Rukabi used similar language, writing on 
the fifth anniversary of the Iraq invasion that “the naked truth is that the American neocon-
servative administration has handed Iraq to Iran” (al-Rukabi, 2008). 
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gested to RAND that “Arab Iraq has been lost to Iran.”23 Some ana-
lysts attribute Iran’s gains in Iraq not only to American missteps but 
also to Arab states’ neglect. A Bahraini commentator has noted that the 
“Arabs decided on their own accord to turn away from Iraq and remain 
at distance from its arena, and the result is that Iran has become, on 
the basis of influence, the northern neighbor of the Gulf” (al-Marhun, 
2007). Because neighboring Arab states did not want to be associated 
with the war, they did not attempt to counter Iran in Iraq, and viewed 
Iraq as America’s problem.24 Indeed, dozens of RAND interviews with 
regional officials and analysts suggested that Iraq’s neighbors are far 
more concerned with “local” problems, such as Gaza and Lebanon, 
than with Iraq.

The good Iran image of defiant postures toward the West and 
anti-Israeli rhetoric and actions resonates more with Arab publics. But 
these positive images also place constraints on Arab regimes because 
overly hostile official anti-Iranian stances feed into Iran’s critique that 
these regimes are subservient to U.S. interests. Indeed, Iran has drawn 
applause from Arab populations in recent years based on its defiant 
nuclear posture; the escalatory, anti-Israeli rhetoric of Iranian Presi-
dent Ahmadinejad; its support for militant groups fighting Israel in 
Lebanon and Gaza; and its persistent critique of ruling Arab regimes as 
corrupt and illegitimate (see Valbjørn and Bank, 2007, and England, 
2007). This last critique may no longer resonate among Arab publics 
in the wake of the regime’s brutal repression of opposition forces fol-
lowing the 2009 election, but Iran’s focus on double standards on the 
nuclear question and its anti-Israel rhetoric is still likely to generate 
broad appeal.

These two images of Iran can fluctuate rapidly among Arab pub-
lics. For example, the collateral acclaim for Iran after the 2006 Leba-
non war rapidly dissipated in the wake of the December 2006 execu-
tion of Saddam Hussein, which was widely viewed as an Iranian and 
U.S.-engineered attempt to diminish Arab identity. By 2007, available 
polling and media surveys revealed a noticeable drop in Arab public 

23 Interview with former Jordanian military official, Amman, February 18, 2008.
24 Interview with Jordanian researcher, Amman, February 19, 2008.
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support for Iran. Zogby’s February–March 2007 survey showed that 
a majority of Arab respondents believed Iran’s role in Iraq was unhelp-
ful (Zogby International/Arab American Institute, 2007).25 The effect 
of this rising suspicion was a closer alignment with U.S. opposition 
to Iranian policies in Iraq; when the United States considered brand-
ing Iran’s IRGC a terrorist organization, Arab press commentary was 
largely supportive.26 Even though the GCC received Ahmadinejad 
at its December 2007 summit, Arab press commentary continued to 
express suspicion and concern over Iran’s regional ambitions (Lynch, 
2007). Indeed, Iranian analysts recognize that Arab fears of Iran have 
escalated in recent years because of Iran’s activist regional policies.

Even on the nuclear question, reactions among Iran’s Arab neigh-
bors are diverse, reflecting both the good and the bad Iran images. 
Arab publics remain more supportive of Iran’s ambitions for nuclear 
power than their regimes, largely as an indirect critique of what they 
perceive to be Western interference and double standards.27 In discus-
sions with RAND, a Jordanian researcher argued, for example, that 
the Jordanian government was exaggerating the threat, suggesting 
most Jordanians do not have an issue with an Iranian nuclear capacity 
and even see some advantage to it in terms of its potential to balance  
Israel.28 An Egyptian reform activist similarly suggested that, while the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood does not feel an affinity to Iran (the 
concept of clerical rule is alien to Egypt’s Sunni Islamists), it supports 
Iran’s right to nuclear power as a critique of the double standard with 
Israel.29

On the other hand, Iran finds a less-sympathetic audience among 
Sunni Arabs of the Gulf, who are more likely than their Levantine or 

25 A separate Al Arabiya poll in February 2007 revealed similar unease, extending to Iran’s 
ambitions throughout the Arab world.
26 For example, al-Dhiyabi, 2007.
27 Osama al-Ghazali Harb writes, “The [Iranian nuclear] issue in the mind of an average 
Arab appears simple: by what logic is the Israeli nuclear weapon accepted—indeed disre-
garded—at the same time that Iran is deprived of a nuclear weapon?” (Harb, 2008). 
28 Interview with Jordanian researcher, Amman, February 19, 2008.
29 Interview with Egyptian reform activist, Cairo, February 24, 2008.
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North African counterparts to view Iranian ambitions as a threat to 
regional security. As countries that are firmly aligned with the United 
States, host significant U.S. military installations, and have been tar-
gets of Iranian force (both overt and covert), Gulf populations are gen-
erally more wary of Iran’s growing influence, particularly in conjunc-
tion with the continued nuclear crisis. Joint polling undertaken by Al 
Arabiya and YouGov Siraj in 2007 found, for example, that 63 percent 
of respondents from the GCC states were anxious over Iran’s position 
in the Arab World, nearly 10 percent higher than respondents from 
non-Gulf countries.30 A similar regional split emerged in response 
to the question of whether the Iranian relationship with Hizballah 
strengthens the latter as a deterrent force in the conflict with Israel; 
34 percent of North Africans supported this statement, in comparison 
to only 23 percent of those polled from the Levant and the GCC states. 
Thus, Arab populations that either neighbor Iran (the GCC states) or 
have been exposed firsthand to Iranian involvement in local affairs (the 
Levantine states) are more wary of Iran than those that have the luxury 
of regarding Iran from a distance.

Yet even in the Levant, there is significant concern about Iran in 
official circles.31 As an Egyptian security analyst noted, one indication 
of official concern over Iran is the shift of the Iran portfolio from the 
Foreign Ministry to the president and the intelligence services: “this 
means it [Iran] is a threat. Period.”32 More-forceful language is also 

30 The Al Arabiya/YouGov Siraj poll surveyed 1,221 individuals between February 7 and 
13, 2007. Thirty-six percent of respondents were from the Levant, 21 percent from the Gulf, 
29 percent from Egypt, and 14 percent from the North African states minus Egypt. Ninety-
six percent of respondents were Muslim and 80 percent male. The majority of those polled 
were under 30 (71 percent), with 19 percent between 30 and 39, and 10 percent 40 or over. 
A summary of the poll is available from Al Arabiya (February 2, 2007).
31 That said, in interviews with RAND in Amman in 2007, senior Jordanian officials sug-
gested there could be some benefits to an Iranian nuclear balance with Israel, perhaps creat-
ing an incentive for Arab-Israeli peacemaking, similar to what occurred in the Indian-Paki-
stani case (of course, they failed to note that these two South Asian countries nearly went to 
war before their most recent peacemaking efforts).
32 Interview with Egyptian security analyst, Cairo, February 25, 2008.
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evident in recent public statements from Egyptian officials, such as the 
August 2008 comments from Foreign Minister Abu al-Gheit:

It is necessary for Iran to be mindful that the Gulf is not an Ira-
nian lake. But that Iran is located on one side and the Arabs on 
the other side. And the Arabs have reserves and strategic depth—
that being Egypt—and that Egypt is part of this equation. (al-
Gheit, 2008)

Fears over Iran do not necessarily stem from concerns that Iran 
will launch a direct nuclear attack but rather from the ripple effects 
the advent of a nuclear-capable Iran would send through the region: 
the potential for an escalating regional arms race, a nuclear accident at 
one of Iran’s reactors, and the prospect that a nuclear Iran will become 
more aggressive in its support for terrorism and Shi‘a activism or more 
unyielding in its diplomacy.33 An Arab analyst writes,

Today, a non-nuclear Iran uses Iraq as a platform for its influence 
and dominance in Lebanon, Gaza, Yemen, Bahrain, Kuwait, and 
other Gulf countries. If Iran has this influence in the region with-
out a nuclear weapon, what will be its weight [in regional affairs] 
when it acquires a nuclear weapon and joins the international 
nuclear club? (Fandy, 2008)

Suspicion of Iran Does Not Necessarily Translate into Pro-American 
Positions

Even when the “bad Iran” image prevails among Arab publics, such 
sentiments do not necessarily translate into support for U.S. policies in 
the region. Indeed, suspicion of Iran is often marked by equal distrust 
of U.S. regional policies. As Figure 2.1 shows, available polling suggests 
that Arab publics see U.S. influence as equally or more harmful than 
that of Iran’s in the case of Iraq.

33 This analysis is based on interviews with scholars, officials, and diplomats throughout the 
GCC and in Egypt and Jordan, February and March 2006 and July 2007. See also Kaye and 
Wehrey, 2007; Sadjapour, 2007; Russell, 2005; Yaphe and Lutes, 2005; Henderson, 2005; 
and el-Hokayem and Legrenzi, 2006.
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Such distrust should caution U.S. policymakers against assum-
ing that Arab allies will fall naturally in line behind U.S. containment 
measures against Iran. For example, the same regional commentators 
who endorsed Washington’s criticism of the IRGC showed ambivalence 
about its policy prescription—economic sanctions—that they inter-
preted as a prelude to war, rather than as is more commonly accepted 
in the West, a measure short of war. Similarly, a $20 billion proposed 
U.S. arms package to Saudi Arabia and other regional allies, with its 
tacit goal of deterring and containing Iran, provoked reflection on the 
lost opportunities and the detrimental side effects of this policy. Other 
analysts view heightened concerns about the Iranian threat as a “card” 
that regimes like Egypt’s play to strengthen their bona fides with the 
United States, but the reality is that neither the Egyptian regime nor 
Egyptian people are “truly afraid of Iran.”34

In tandem with fears of excessive U.S. hostility toward Iran, there 
is parallel concern, especially among GCC states, about U.S.-Iranian 
engagement. These states, particularly Saudi Arabia, have benefited tre-

34 Interview with Egyptian reform activist, Cairo, February 24, 2008. 
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mendously from Washington’s decades-long estrangement from both 
Iran and Iraq, and they fear a loss of status in the event of American-
Iranian rapprochement. Unsurprisingly, there was widespread condem-
nation in the Arab press of the U.S.-Iraqi-Iranian talks in Baghdad in 
May 2007. For example, the pan-Arab daily al-Arab al-Alamiya noted, 
“The most important message that the meeting sends is that the role of 
the Arabs in Iraq has come to an end and that they have no value in the 
eyes of the masters in Washington.”35 Arab criticism over the 2007 U.S. 
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) (National Intelligence Council, 
2007), which claimed Iran was not seeking a nuclear weapon design 
(although it did acknowledge its continued nuclear enrichment capabili-
ties) further bolstered Arab fears over weakening U.S. resolve toward Iran  
(Fleishman, 2007; al-Humayd, 2007b). And recent U.S. overtures 
toward Iran under the Obama administration are also making some 
Arab states nervous. As early as the U.S. Democratic primary, there 
was already concern with then-Senator Barack Obama’s declared inten-
tion to negotiate with Iran, with one Saudi editorial arguing that this 
implied a dangerous naïveté about Iran’s motives (al-Humayd, 2007a).

Regional Ambivalence Toward Both Iran and the United States 
Undermines U.S. Attempts to Create an Anti-Iranian Alliance

This regionwide ambivalence toward both Iran and the United States 
becomes even clearer when surveying particular state stances toward 
the notion of balancing or containing Iranian influence. While Iraqi 
nationalism and other sources of competition (e.g., among clerics and 
religious institutions) will likely provide natural buffers against Iranian 
overreach even in Shi‘a-dominated Iraq, suffice it to say that there is no 
clear dividing line along which to draw a “green curtain” around Iran.36 
Even an independent-minded Iraqi government is unlikely to return to 
the hostile anti-Iranian positions and actions of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq 
absent a radical shift in the political trajectory of that country.

Similarly, Turkey’s common interest and even military coopera-
tion with Iran in stemming PKK and PJAK activity in northern Iraq 

35 Quoted in U.S. Department of State, 2007.
36 Wright, 2007, used the expression, green curtain.
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and opposing Kurdish independence more broadly (along with exten-
sive trade ties with Tehran totaling over $4 billion annually) will make 
it nearly impossible for Ankara to sign up to a broad-based contain-
ment strategy against Tehran.37 Stephen Larrabee argues that Tur-
key’s shared interest with Iran (and Syria) in preventing an indepen-
dent Kurdish state and its growing energy ties with Iran suggest that 
Turkey “is unlikely to support U.S. policies aimed at isolating Iran . . .” 
(Larrabee, 2008, p. viii).

Another frequently discussed strategic goal in both American and 
Arab policy circles is the creation of conditions that could end up sev-
ering the Syrian-Iranian alliance. The logic behind such goals is that

Iranian regional influence stretches into Lebanon and Palestine 
via Syria. [Thus] Returning Syria to the Arab fold is essential 
to the stability of Iraq and the region. It is also essential in any 
strategy that aspires to place a limit on Iranian influence. (Fandy, 
2008)

Given that Syria maintains even closer political and military ties 
with Iran and shares similar common interests with respect to the 
Kurds, efforts to peel Syria entirely away from Iran may prove diffi-
cult, even in the context of a Syrian agreement with Israel.38 A Syrian 
analyst has suggested that Syria is particularly inclined to turn toward 
Iran when facing threats and that, although Syria disagrees with Iran 
on many regional issues, it would not be in Damascus’s interest to com-
pletely break its links to Tehran.39

Even in states, such as Jordan, that are more explicitly aligned 
in the moderate, “anti-Iranian” camp, ambivalent attitudes and posi-
tions show up. One Jordanian analyst expressed more concern over 
Salafi extremists than Iranian aggression because, in his view, the 

37 On Turkey’s complex regional predicament and relationships with both the United States 
and Iran, see Cagapty, 2007.
38 See, for example, Saab, 2007. For a lengthy survey of Syrian relations with Iran that illus-
trates the depth of the relationship, see Lawson, 2007.
39 Views of a Syrian analyst expressed during a roundtable discussion, Santa Monica, Calif., 
July 30, 2008.
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Salafi extremists are out to destroy the system itself, while Iran is “just 
maximizing its share and playing the cards it was dealt.”40 A former 
Jordanian official argued that, while less-educated Jordanians may 
respond to the official position that paints Iran as a dangerous threat, 
the middle class does not have a problem with Iran, believing that the 
United States is seeking to replace Israel with Iran as the new regional 
enemy. In his view, the Palestine problem needs to be resolved before 
the Arabs “can afford to antagonize Iran.”41 As a Jordanian official put 
it, containing Iran in Iraq would prove impossible while the “house 
was burning down” [in Palestine].42 Another former Jordanian official 
acknowledged Iran’s aggressive posture but called the idea of an Arab 
alliance to confront Iran “nonsense.”43 Even Jordanian King ‘Abdullah 
has toned down the emphasis on the Iranian threat compared to the 
crisis in Arab-Israeli diplomacy (see Weymouth, 2008).44

What about the linchpin of regional containment, the Saudis? 
Indeed, some U.S. policymakers view Saudi Arabia as the most viable 
“Arab balancer” against Iran, as various arms sale proposals and other 
security initiatives suggest.45 But the presumption of a bloc of “moder-
ate Arab states” led by Saudi Arabia to counter Iranian influence is ques-
tionable.46 It is true that Sunni Arab fears about Iran have strengthened 
regional support for Saudi Arabia’s activism in the region.47 Yet the 

40 Interview with Jordanian analyst, Amman, February 17, 2008.
41 Interview with former Jordanian official, Amman, February 17, 2008.
42 Interview with Jordanian official, Amman, February 20, 2008.
43 Interview with former Jordanian official, Amman, February 17, 2008.
44 However, many regional analysts, particularly Israelis, view the Iranian threat and the 
crisis in Gaza as linked. 
45 See, for example, Shadid, 2007; Slackman and Fattah, 2007; Solomon, 2007; Wright, 
2007; La Franchi, 2007; and Bernard interview with Gary Sick in Gwertzman, 2007.
46 For Gulf Arab wariness of both the U.S. and Iran, see Partrick, 2008. For a discussion of 
recent Saudi and Gulf engagement of Iran, see Kupchan and Takeyh, 2008.
47 When asked about Saudi Arabia’s relations with Iran in light of the Iraq conflict, the 
managing director of Al Arabiya, Abdelrahman Rashid, stated that “the possibility of having 
conflict is very high . . . who will face the Iranians tomorrow? Just the Israelis alone? I don’t 
think that is possible” (Fattah, 2006b).
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specter of Iranian influence and Saudi Arabia’s resulting assertiveness 
have also intensified long-standing inter-Arab debates over regional 
primacy between the Gulf and the Levant and within the GCC.

For smaller Gulf states and for Egypt—Saudi Arabia’s long-stand-
ing rival for Arab leadership—Riyadh’s centrality in an Iranian con-
tainment strategy may be as alarming as the threat from Iran itself.48 
The role of the United States is particularly salient here; in some quar-
ters, there is a sense that U.S. empowerment of Riyadh as its regional 
proxy against Iran could prove destabilizing in the long term, particu-
larly concerning the growth of radical Islamism. Illustrating this during 
a discussion on the Iranian nuclear program, an Omani diplomat sug-
gested that Saudi Arabia’s radical Salafi ideology was “the Peninsula’s 
real nuclear bomb.”49 One Israeli analyst claims that it was the Saudi 
threat to U.S. Vice President Richard Cheney that contributed to the 
U.S. troop surge in Iraq because the Saudis had suggested that, if the 
U.S. starting pulling out of Iraq, the Saudis would arm Iraqi Sunnis.50 
Some Egyptians share similar concerns over heightened Saudi activ-
ism, with one Egyptian reform activist suggesting that the “Saudis are 
a cancer in this region and the U.S. is feeding this cancer.”51 A former 
Egyptian foreign ministry official also noted increased Saudi activism 
with their “initiatives everywhere,” which makes Egypt “edgy,” even if, 
in his view, the Saudis do not have the capability to follow up and the 
Jordanians are often the “brains” behind most Saudi proposals.52

48 For Egyptian fears about a possible Saudi-Iranian rapprochement and Egypt’s general loss 
of stature on pan-Arab affairs, see Gaballah, 2007. For Arab and especially Saudi reactions to 
a possible Iranian nuclear capability, see Kaye and Wehrey, 2007.
49 Interview with Omani diplomat, Muscat, Oman, February 2006. Commenting on the 
‘Abdullah-Ahmadinejad summit in March 2007, Egyptian analysts questioned whether the 
tentative Iranian-Saudi coordination on Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq was “pulling the politi-
cal rug from underneath Cairo’s feet” and lamented Egypt’s deepening retreat from Arab 
affairs.
50 Interview with Israeli analyst, Tel Aviv, February 26, 2008.
51 Interview with Egyptian reform activist, Cairo, February 24, 2008.
52 Interview with former Egyptian foreign ministry official, Cairo, February 25, 2008. In 
another author interview in Jordan, a researcher similarly noted that the Jordanians often 
provide the content to Saudi initiatives, including the Arab peace initiative and the idea of 
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The result is that Iran’s Arab neighbors, particularly the smaller 
GCC states, have pursued a mixed approach toward Tehran that incor-
porates some elements of accommodation and engagement, regard-
less of warnings from Riyadh and Washington. And indeed, even the 
Saudis themselves have adopted such an approach; the regional shake-
up in the aftermath of the Iraq War has not fundamentally altered the 
Saudis’ rapprochement with Tehran, which dates to the mid-1990s. 
When necessary, the two states have shown the propensity for prag-
matic cooperation in specific geographic areas and on issues where their 
interests intersect—even if, in other areas, there is concurrently open 
rivalry. As one analyst of Saudi Arabia argues, the United States may 
want the Saudis to head an anti-Iranian alliance, but they will not do 
this, preferring to act as mediators instead.53 Ahmadinejad’s invitation 
and attendance at the December 2007 GCC summit was a particularly 
public expression of the mixed approach toward Iran among the Arab 
Gulf states and underscores the obstacles U.S. attempts to solidify an 
anti-Iranian stance among Iran’s neighbors face.

That said, Arab hedging toward Iran is nuanced, and Iran’s reach 
into the region does face some significant redlines, even if its neigh-
bors are at times accommodating. Author interviews with a variety 
of regional experts and officials suggest an emerging Arab diplomatic 
strategy toward Iran that can be summed up as engagement in the 
Gulf, containment in Iraq, and rollback in the Levant. According to 
a Jordanian official, Iran is most vulnerable in Gaza: Egypt, Jordan, 
Saudi Arabia, and others view Iranian penetration into the Arab-Israeli 
conflict as unacceptable. This official argued that, if Arabs focus on 
resolving the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, Iran could no longer use this 
card as a means to destabilize moderate Arab regimes. In this offi-
cial’s view, the Arab strategy to confront Iran should start in Gaza, not 
Iraq.54

Arab security guarantees for peace with Israel. Interview with Jordanian researcher, Amman, 
February 20, 2008. 
53 Interview with Israeli analyst, Tel Aviv, February 26, 2008.
54 Interview with Jordanian official, Amman, February 20, 2008.
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An Israeli analyst told a similar story, suggesting that Saudi King 
‘Abdullah met with Ahmadinejad in March 2007 and made it clear 
that, while the nuclear issue was not good for the Saudis, the Saudis 
would not fight Iran on it. That said, ‘Abdullah reportedly told the 
Iranians that the Saudis would not tolerate Iranian dominance in 
other areas, particularly in Lebanon or Gaza.55 An Egyptian analyst 
similarly observed the Saudis’ nuanced approach toward Iran, invit-
ing Ahmadinejad to the Hajj but, at the same time, working against 
Iran in Lebanon, focusing on “clipping Iran’s wings” (e.g., protecting 
investments, mitigating Shi‘a-Sunni clashes, pushing for the Hariri 
tribunal).56 Similarly, Egypt accepts Iranian visits but, at the same time, 
wants to stop Iran’s influence in Gaza, fearing the increased growth of 
Islamism or a completely failed state.57 The Rafah border breach in 
January 2008 and the Gaza war of 2008–2009 brought Egypt back 
to a focus on external affairs and opened its eyes to the dangers of the 
Iran-HAMAS connection in Gaza.58

Understanding this nuanced Arab approach to Iran will help U.S. 
policymakers better leverage their influence in efforts to undermine 
malign Iranian actions and help capitalize on opportunities to facili-
tate more-constructive Iranian actions based on interests it shares with 
both the U.S. and its regional allies. The same may be said for under-
standing the views of Israel and Turkey, to which we now turn.

55 Interview with Israeli analyst, Tel Aviv, February 26, 2008.
56 Interview with Egyptian security analyst, Cairo, February 25, 2008; interview with Leba-
nese analyst, Beirut, March 6, 2008.
57 Interview with Egyptian security analyst, Cairo, February 25, 2008.
58 The border breach occurred when Palestinians in HAMAS-controlled Gaza tore down 
the separation barrier between Gaza and Egypt, allowing thousands of Palestinians to cross 
over into Egypt, including HAMAS activists whom Egypt views as a security threat because 
of their association with Egypt’s own Muslim Brotherhood Islamist opposition. Details on 
Egypt’s perspective on the Rafah border incident from interview with former Egyptian For-
eign Ministry official, February 25, 2008.
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The Iraq War Has Reinforced and Created Strategic 
Challenges for Israel

Although there is some concern in Israel about the Iraq War’s effect 
on the export of terrorism, the two central concerns for Israel resulting 
from this war relate to rising Iranian power and the potential threat to 
Jordanian stability.

Iran Has Become Israel’s Key Regional Concern

Israel has long been concerned about Iranian regional ambitions and 
hostility. It was no secret, for example, that a central motivation for 
Yitzhak Rabin in pursuing peace with the Palestinians in the early 
1990s related to his desire to deal with Israel’s immediate neighbors so 
that it could better manage its more significant “far enemies,” such as 
Iran. Subsequent Israeli leaders have similarly viewed Iran as the most 
serious, even existential, threat their state faces. Perceptions of rising 
Iranian influence after the Iraq War, the continued Iranian nuclear 
crisis, and the inflammatory rhetoric of Iranian President Ahmadinejad 
(denying the Holocaust, suggesting Israel be “wiped off the map”), has 
led to especially heightened Israeli alarm in recent years. As one Israeli 
analyst told RAND, Israel takes Iranian threats to destroy Israel seri-
ously, arguing that, even if Iran would never use a nuclear bomb against 
Israel, the specter of an Iranian bomb could lead Israelis to leave the 
country and question the future of Zionism. In his view, Israel has 
never faced as serious a threat as the one a nuclear Iran poses.59

Indeed, from many Israelis’ perspective, the United States fought 
the wrong war in 2003.60 According to Israeli analysts and officials, the 
Iraq War is nearly off the Israeli radar screen, while Israeli policymakers 
now view every issue through the prism of Iran.61 Concern over Iran 

59 Interview with Israeli analyst, Tel Aviv, February 26, 2008. Israeli officials, such as 
Deputy Defense Minister Ephraim Sneh, have also expressed fears publicly that an Iranian 
bomb could lead to a massive exodus of Jews from Israel (“Israel’s Deputy DefMin Inter-
viewed . . . ,” 2006).
60 Interview with Israeli journalist, Tel Aviv, February 24, 2008.
61 Interviews in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, February 2008.
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expands beyond the direct threat a nuclear Iran could pose to Israel. 
Many Israeli analysts believe Iran is seeking hegemony over the broader 
region, not just the Gulf, and that if Iran acquires a nuclear option, it will 
become even more aggressive in seeking regional dominance.62 Accord-
ing to analysts knowledgeable about current Israeli decisionmaking, 
key personalities in the Israeli government may be moderate on issues 
relating to the Palestinians but are hawkish when it comes to Iran.63 
An Israeli defense official suggested to RAND that Iranian rhetoric 
and actions are reaching new heights, as Iran’s political and material 
links to Hizballah are growing.64 Such concerns have only increased 
with the perception among many Israeli analysts that the wars against 
Hizballah in 2006 and HAMAS in 2008 were as much about deter-
ring Iranian aggression as deterring these nonstate actors.

Although such sentiments dominate both official and public dis-
course, less-conventional views toward Iran exist. Some Israeli analysts 
are beginning to question just how much of a threat Iran poses to 
Israel and whether a hard-line policy toward Tehran is effective. For 
example, although one Israeli analyst calls Iran “an expansionist aspir-
ing hegemon,” he also suggests that “Iranian aspirations should none-
theless be viewed in proper proportion. Iran is not the Soviet Union 
. . . . Tehran has its own serious vulnerabilities, domestic, economic, 
and military” (Susser, 2007b). Other Israeli analysts also do not believe 
that Israel would be the central target if Iran were to acquire a nuclear 
weapon capability and that deterrence could work in avoiding an Ira-
nian attack, particularly if Israel acquires adequate second-strike capa-
bilities.65

62 Such sentiments were voiced in several interviews in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv in February 
2008 and January 2009.
63 Interview with former Israeli military official, Tel Aviv, February 27, 2008.
64 Interview with Israeli defense official, Tel Aviv, February 25, 2008.
65 Author discussion with Israeli analysts, Tel Aviv, December 4, 2005. For a discussion 
countering the suggestion that Iran is not deterrable (while acknowledging that regime fac-
tionalism can make a stable deterrent relationship difficult), see Eisenstadt, 1999, especially 
pp. 134–137. For further discussion regarding the complexities of deterring Iran, see Evron, 
2008.
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Former Israeli military officials also suggest neutralizing Iran by 
reaching a bargain with it and support American negotiations with 
Iran as long as engagement is not open ended.66 Former Israeli intel-
ligence officials similarly believe that Israel should support the Ameri-
cans in opening channels to Iran to avoid a confrontation.67 One of 
these former officials suggested that, if Iran were able to signal to Israel 
(through the United States) that “it’s [Iran’s nuclear capability] not 
about you,” Israel could back off as it did in the Pakistan case.68 Still, 
such assessments are in the minority. The prevailing view in Israel is 
that Iran is among Israel’s gravest strategic threats and that the Iraq 
War and its aftermath exacerbated this threat.

Potential Instability in Jordan Is a Further Concern

The second major fallout of the Iraq War from Israel’s perspective is the 
growing potential for instability in Jordan emanating from this con-
flict. As discussed in Chapter Four, the Iraq War sent over half a mil-
lion refugees to Jordan, straining already limited domestic resources 
in education and health care and creating new political uncertainties 
about the future role of this community in Jordanian society. Jordan’s 
loss of subsidized oil from Iraq after the war contributed to rising prices 
for food, heating oil, and other basic goods, creating a serious eco-
nomic crisis and widespread discontent with the regime, even among 
the monarchy’s traditional bases of support.

In addition to economic pressures, Jordanians also face the pros-
pect of extremist violence spilling over from Iraq. The hotel bomb-
ings in Amman in 2005—the worst terrorist incident on Jordanian soil 
to date—were carried out by Iraqis, although the Jordanian security 
services have proven effective in preventing similar types of incidents. 
Still, with violence and political uncertainty surrounding Jordan, Israe-
lis worry about the future stability of the friendly Hashemite-led Jorda-
nian state. As one Israeli analyst suggested, Jordan is the “weakest link 

66 Interview with former Israeli military official, Tel Aviv, February 27, 2008.
67 Interviews with former Israeli intelligence officials, Jerusalem, February 25, 2008, and Tel 
Aviv, February 27, 2008.
68 Interview with former Israeli intelligence official, Tel Aviv, February 27, 2008.
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in the aftermath of the war” and could be “in serious trouble” if waves 
of refugees attempt to enter Jordan in the future because Jordan risks 
being “squashed” between the absence of a solution on the Palestinian 
front to the west and the deterioration of Iraq to the east.69 Before the 
Iraq War, Israel took Jordan’s ability to serve as a buffer between Israel 
and Iraq as a given; now, Israelis worry about the loss of such a buffer 
shielding them from aggression from the east.70

Israeli Views on an American Withdrawal Hinge on Perceptions 
About Whether a Withdrawal Will Strengthen or Weaken U.S. 
Regional Influence

From the perspective of many Israelis, the erosion of and limitations 
on American power are serious strategic consequences of the Iraq War. 
Because Israel’s key interest is a strong America that can credibly inter-
vene elsewhere if necessary, many Israeli analysts worry that a pro-
longed U.S. presence in Iraq reduces the “U.S. appetite or ability to go 
to war” anywhere else and feel that the utility of the U.S. presence in 
Iraq has exhausted its use.71 Israelis are primarily focused on Iraq to the 
extent that it affects broader U.S. power projection in the region, par-
ticularly vis-à-vis Iran.72 Thus, it should not be surprising that opinions 
on an American drawdown from Iraq hinge largely on beliefs about 
whether withdrawal will weaken or strengthen U.S. capabilities and 
regional influence.

69 Interview with former Israeli intelligence official, Jerusalem, February 25, 2008.
70 Interview with Israeli analyst and former government official, Tel Aviv, February 22, 
2008.
71 Interview with Israeli analysts, Tel Aviv, February 2008. 
72 One possible exception is Israel’s interest in building relations with Iraq’s Kurdish north, 
and some reports claim that Israel is training the Iraqi Kurdish militia and establishing eco-
nomic ties with Kurdish Iraq (although Kurdish and Israeli leaders deny such reports). See 
Hersh, 2004, and Judson, 2007, both also cited in Blanchard et al., 2008, p. 31. Moreover, 
according to a former Israeli intelligence official, although Israel has an interest in seeing a 
Kurdish entity emerge as an independent state in northern Iraq (in contrast to American 
interests), if Israel had to choose, it would still choose to maintain its relationship with 
Turkey over support for a Kurdish state. Interview with former Israeli intelligence official, 
Tel Aviv, February 27, 2008.
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The conventional Israeli view is that an American withdrawal 
could be dangerous, further eroding U.S. influence. What one Israeli 
analyst calls the “Israeli neo-con school” thinks a U.S. withdrawal will 
be a disaster for U.S. image, prestige, and influence in the region. And 
since what is good for the United States is good for Israel in their view, 
a U.S. withdrawal can be very damaging. In March 2007, Israeli Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmert spoke publicly about concerns over the insta-
bility that would result if the U.S. withdrew from Iraq, and how the 
Americans would lose their authority in the Middle East (Rosner, Benn, 
and Barkat, 2007. Former Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni also warned 
of similar consequences if “we appease the extremists . . .” (Rosner, 
2007). Echoing such sentiments, an Israeli defense official and other 
Israeli analysts expressed several central concerns regarding a “prema-
ture” American withdrawal from Iraq, including some of the concerns 
outlined above: a stronger Iran; the potential for renewed civil war that 
will challenge Jordanian stability as Iraqi refugees flee; a psychologi-
cal victory for violent extremists leading to the export of terrorism to 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and even Israel; and the solidification of a “loser 
image” for the United States and, by extension, Israel.73

However, improved security conditions in Iraq in 2008–2009 
reduced such Israeli concerns about the negative effects of a drawdown, 
particularly with respect to U.S. credibility. Some analysts also ques-
tion whether a U.S. drawdown will significantly damage American 
credibility because the U.S. presence in Iraq has already eroded it. As 
one analyst put it, “what has happened in the last six years has created 
the perception of U.S. failure; withdrawal itself is not the test of the 
pudding, as the pudding is already sour.”74

Some Israelis also see potential opportunities emerging from a 
U.S. drawdown from Iraq. For example, an Israeli official suggested 
that the Saudis could play a more-constructive role in regional secu-
rity in the context of a U.S. drawdown, including supporting stabi-
lizing steps for Iraq. Because Israel increasingly views itself as tacitly 

73 Interview with Israeli defense official, Tel Aviv, February 25, 2008, and interviews with 
Israeli analysts, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, February 2008 and January 2009. 
74 Interview with former Israeli defense official, Tel Aviv, January 2009.
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aligned with “moderate” Arab states, such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, 
in a common concern about growing Iranian influence, Israelis view an 
expanded regional role for U.S. allies in the wake of a U.S. drawdown 
as potentially beneficial.75 Israelis also view a U.S. drawdown as provid-
ing opportunities to enhance dialogue with Syria. For example, some 
Israeli officials believe that a U.S. withdrawal may help lead Syria away 
from Iran, at least in the context of a different U.S.–Syrian relation-
ship, because Syria’s concerns over Iranian dominance in Iraq could 
increase once the Americans leave.76

Most Israelis expected some sort of U.S. engagement and dialogue 
with Iran in the Obama administration. An Israeli official believes that 
the U.S. drawdown will allow a serious U.S. attempt at engagement 
with Iran, or at least improve U.S. leverage in such a dialogue.77 But 
Israelis, regardless of their political perspective, do not want to see 
talks with Iran drag out in a way that would allow the nuclear issue to 
remain unresolved.

The Iraq War Has Complicated Turkey’s Strategic 
Relations with the United States and Iran

The Conflict Exacerbated the Kurdish Challenge for Turkey

The most significant strategic repercussion for Turkey from the 2003 
Iraq conflict relates to fears that a weak and destabilized Iraq will lead 
to the emergence of an independent Kurdish state on Turkey’s southern 
border, threatening the secession of Turkey’s own Kurdish population 
and providing a springboard for terrorist activities by Kurdish groups 
within Turkey’s borders. As Stephen Larrabee explains,

From the outset Turkish leaders had strong reservations about the 
U.S. invasion of Iraq. . . . Turkish leaders feared that [Saddam 
Hussein’s] removal would lead to the fragmentation of Iraq, the 

75 Interview with Israeli official, Jerusalem, January 2009.
76 Interviews with Israeli officials, Jerusalem, February 2008 and January 2009.
77 Interview with Israeli official, Jerusalem, January 2009.
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growth of Kurdish nationalism, and an overall decline in Turkish 
security. The aftermath of the invasion has seen Turkey’s worst 
fears come true. (Larrabee, 2008, p. 8)

Turkey remains extremely concerned about the continuing threat 
from the PKK, which the United States, NATO, and the European 
Union list as a terrorist organization.78 Violent PKK attacks have esca-
lated significantly since 2003, killing more than 600 Turks (many from 
the Turkish security forces) in 2006 alone (Larrabee, 2008, p. 8). Such 
attacks have sparked a public outcry in Turkey and calls for military 
action against the PKK in Iraq. Turkish leaders and the Turkish public 
view the United States as responsible for the resurgence in Kurdish 
violence and have been frustrated by what they perceive as U.S. reluc-
tance to deal with the PKK challenge because of Washington’s strong 
ties with Iraqi Kurds, who have proven to be reliable allies.79 Conse-
quently, Turkey turned to unilateral military action against the PKK, 
beginning with military buildups on the Iraqi border in 2006 and, 
ultimately, incursions into northern Iraq in 2007–2008.80

Recognizing that the alignment of U.S. and Turkish interests in 
maintaining a unified and stable Iraqi state was at stake (not to men-
tion the broader U.S.–Turkish relationship), the United States began 
expressing more high-level support for Turkish actions against the 
PKK by the end of 2007. When Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip  
Erdogan visited the White House in November 2007, President George 
W. Bush referred to the PKK as “our common enemy” and offered “real 
time” and “actionable” intelligence (Blanchard et al., 2008, p. 14). The 
United States fulfilled its promise when it offered intelligence support 
for Turkish forces as they launched an incursion into northern Iraq to 

78 From 1984 to 1999, Turkey fought a costly war with the PKK in Southeast Turkey, losing 
30,000 lives. An estimated 3,000 to 3,500 PKK fighters have also escaped to the mountain-
ous region of Northern Iraq. For further details, see Blanchard et al., 2008, pp. 12–16.
79 See, for example, Enginsoy, 2008.
80 For further details, see Blanchard et al., 2008, p. 14. Also see Rubin and Tavernise, 2008. 
In late July 2008, Turkey bombed Kurdish rebel targets in northern Iraq after land mines 
killed three Turkish civilians. See “Kurdish Landmine Kills Three,” 2008.
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degrade PKK communications, supply depots, and training facilities in 
February 2008 (Blanchard et al., 2008, p. 14).

The Conflict Has Led Turkey Toward Greater Regional Activism and 
More Cooperation with Iran

The resurgent Kurdish challenge, along with Turkey’s other significant 
interests in Iraq (particularly its related concern over the fate of Iraqi 
Turkmen who feel they are being outnumbered by Iraqi Kurds in the 
north and worry about Kurdish claims to oil-rich Kirkuk),81 has led 
to increasing Turkish activism in regional affairs. Turkey’s disappoint-
ment with the European Union and NATO and the ascendance of 
the Islamist Justice and Development Party, has also contributed to 
Turkey’s turn toward the Middle East.82 Yet Turkey’s distancing from 
Europe has not warmed its relationship with the United States. Tur-
key’s unhappiness with the initial lack of U.S. assistance in stamping 
out the Kurdish terrorist threat stemming from Northern Iraq has par-
ticularly soured U.S.–Turkish relations and popular Turkish percep-
tions of the United States.83

Although recent U.S. support for Turkish actions against the 
PKK in northern Iraq is certainly welcome in Ankara, the Kurdish 
challenge is likely to continue to be a source of friction in U.S.–Turkish 
relations in years to come. The Kurdish issue also aligns Turkish inter-
ests with those of key American adversaries, particularly Iran. As dis-
cussed earlier, Turkey shares fundamental security and extensive eco-
nomic interests with Iran (as well as Syria) that will make it difficult, if 
not impossible, to bring Turkey into a firmly pro-Western camp.84 As 

81 For further details, see Blanchard et al., 2008, p. 14.
82 NATO’s decision in 2003 not to give Turkey the air defense it requested contributed to 
Turkey’s strategic shift away from the United States and Europe. On these points, see Susser, 
2007a, p. 179.
83 According to Pew, 2007, 83 percent of Turks have unfavorable views of the United States, 
with only 9 percent holding favorable views. Pew, 2008, shows views of the United States 
improving only slightly, up by only 3 points in Turkey (with 12 percent expressing favorable 
views of the United States). 
84 For example, in July 2004, Turkey and Iran signed a security agreement calling the PKK 
a terrorist organization and have increased security cooperation to protect their borders 
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Turkey asserts greater interest and activism in the Middle East arena, 
U.S. policymakers will need to contend with what some analysts view 
as a more independent-minded and nationalist Turkish orientation (see 
Larrabee, 2008).

Turkey’s Economic Interests Provide Opportunities for Convergence 
with U.S. Interests

Turkey’s role in Iraq is not merely about Kurdish secessionist tenden-
cies. Turkey has also developed lucrative trade relations with Iraq that 
could help to stabilize and rebuild Iraq, contributing to U.S. efforts to 
build regional support for the Iraqi government. Turkish Prime Min-
ister Erdogan visited Iraq in July 2008, making him only the second 
leader of a neighboring state to visit Iraq since the 2003 war (Tavernise 
and Robertson, 2008). Turkey also maintains a strong diplomatic pres-
ence in Iraq (in contrast to Iraq’s Arab neighbors), with an ambassa-
dor in Baghdad, an ambassadorial-level Special Representative to Iraq, 
an ambassador in Ankara responsible for reconstruction in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and consulates in Mosul and Basra (see Blanchard et al., 
2008, p. 15).

On the economic front, Turkey’s bilateral trade with Iraq reached 
$2.8 billion in 2007, and Turkey has expressed an interest in develop-
ing a free trade agreement with Iraq (see Blanchard et al., 2008, p. 15). 
Turkey and Iraq are also working to establish a pipeline to ship Iraqi 
natural gas through Turkey to Europe (see Blanchard et al., 2008, 
p. 15). And despite the cross-border tension and even conflict in Iraq’s 
Kurdish north, Turkey is a critical trading partner for Iraq’s Kurdish 
region. One study argues that, despite Turkish attacks and incursions 
into northern Iraq, Turkey appreciates its important geographic role as 
an “energy transportation corridor” and does not want to interfere with 
the supply line through northern Iraq (Brannen, 2007). For example, 
the Iraqi Kurdish leadership has awarded the Turkish business com-
munity several reconstruction contracts, including a $40-million air-

against PKK attacks (Larrabee, 2008, p. 11). Energy ties are especially strong. Iran is Tur-
key’s second-largest supplier of natural gas, and the two countries have signed recent agree-
ments to significantly expand the export of Iranian gas to Europe through Turkey (Larrabee, 
2008, p. 12).
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port construction project in Suleymaniyah (see Barkey, 2005, p. 16). 
Several Turkish firms have also signed production-sharing agreements 
with the Kurds in Northern Iraq to explore new oil and gas fields 
(see Beehner, 2006). The first high-level meetings between Turkish 
and Kurdish regional leaders occurred in May 2008, with the leaders 
expressing a desire to improve economic (as well as security and polit-
ical) relations.85 Such economic relations will not only bolster Iraq’s 
struggling economy but could help erode Turkish mistrust of Iraq’s 
Kurdish population.

Conclusion

This overview of the regional landscape in the years following the 
Iraq War suggests a fluid strategic environment with complex regional 
threat perceptions and behavior. Despite concerns over eroding Ameri-
can influence, the United States and Iran have emerged from this con-
flict as the major regional powers. That non-Arab states (the United 
States, Iran, and to some extent Turkey) now dominate regional secu-
rity dynamics underscores the continuing weakness of the Arab state 
system and the lack of a viable Arab balancer to counter Iran, despite 
some renewed inter-Arab cooperation and activism.

Iranian motivations for its growing regional assertiveness, often 
grounded on perceptions of vulnerability, and ambivalent Arab 
responses to Iran’s rise raise questions about balance-of-power strat-
egies and the extent to which the region operates in bloclike terms. 
Alarm and dislike of Iran and its regional postures does not neces-
sarily lead regional actors to embrace the United States or its regional 
security agenda. Even regional U.S. allies, such as Turkey, are not find-
ing themselves aligned in all cases with U.S. regional interests and are 
facing new challenges in the aftermath of this conflict that may at 
times require accommodation with American adversaries.

85 Kurdish Regional Government statement on first high-level talks with Turkey, May 
2008.
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A simplistic paradigm, such as a new Cold War between Iran 
and America’s Arab allies, is thus not an accurate portrayal of the new 
Middle East, even if the old regional strategic balance has been fun-
damentally overturned. U.S. policymakers need to understand the 
complex nature of regional shifts and postures to develop policies that 
can best minimize regional threats and capitalize on opportunities to 
address them, policies that we consider in the concluding chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE

New Challenges to American Influence: Chinese 
and Russian Roles in the Middle East

The decline in U.S. standing in the Middle East following the Iraq War 
created opportunities for other extraregional actors to expand their 
influence in regional affairs, notably China and Russia. Although the 
source of this decline cannot be reduced to a single event, the Iraq con-
flict contributed to doubts that the United States is no longer the guar-
antor of regional security it once was, to say nothing of its effect on per-
ceptions of U.S. moral authority. This effect can be observed in Arab 
public opinion, in which U.S. favorability ratings sharply declined in 
the years following 2003. Although views of the United States have 
somewhat improved after the election of President Obama, polls in key 
countries, such as Egypt and Jordan, show continued negative views of 
the United States and its policies in the region.1

However, of even greater concern to U.S. strategic planners, 
America’s declining authority is also reflected in the hedging strate-
gies regional actors are using to diversify their security alliances. A 
combination of lowered confidence in the U.S. capacity to ensure 
regional security and a desire by some to return the region to a system 
of multipolarity have expanded opportunities for China and Russia to 
enhance their positions in regional affairs. To date, the Russian and 
Chinese advances have largely taken the form of strengthened eco-
nomic ties. However, should the U.S. “brand” continue to suffer, Chi-
nese and Russian engagement could spread into the security portfolio.

1 See Pew, 2009, for example.
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Perceptions of Eroding U.S. Credibility

Regional concerns related to growing Iranian influence after the war 
were compounded by a perception that the heavy U.S. commitment 
in Iraq constrained its ability to project power and enforce regional 
security. Specifically, the difficulties of prosecuting the war in Iraq have 
fed the view that the American “moment” in the Middle East may be 
waning, or at a minimum, that the war has clipped the Americans’ 
wings. However, despite diminished standing in the region, the United 
States remains the balancer of choice, and the U.S. drawdown from 
Iraq may enable the United States to regain regional confidence if it 
proceeds smoothly.

The draining effect of the war in Iraq on U.S. resources and mili-
tary readiness is advanced as the principal reason behind the United 
States’ declining influence in the region (al-Rukabi, 2008). Despite 
recent improvement in the security situation in Iraq, many regional 
observers believe that the war in Iraq has revealed the limits of U.S. 
power. Similarly, the rise of Iranian influence inside Iraq and the con-
tinued development of its missile technology and nuclear program are 
cited as harbingers of a new regional security order, in which Iran will 
play an increasingly assertive role at the expense of U.S. interests (Harb, 
2008). In an article in the Arab Journal of Political Science, ‘Abdullah 
al-Shaiji observes,

Iraq has become a theatre for Iran to settle scores with the United 
States and [for Iran] to increase the periphery of its power and its 
presence in the region, to play the role of the principal authority 
in the region, and to take hold of the trump cards, from West-
ern Afghanistan to southern Iraq and from Yemen to the Persian 
Gulf. (al-Shaiji, 2008, p. 152)

Events in Lebanon are also advanced as evidence of Iran’s grow-
ing influence in regional affairs. Specifically, Hizballah’s staying power 
in the 2006 war with Israel, its ability to dictate the terms of the 2008 
prisoner exchange, and its political gains vis-à-vis the March 14 major-
ity coalition are all cited as further evidence of Iranian gains and the 
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erosion of U.S. power. For example, in reference to Hizballah’s May 
2008 show of force in Beirut, one Arab commentator observed,

Since the outbreak of the Lebanese internal crisis, the Lebanese 
political forces have been divided between two camps. One did 
not hide its alliance with the United States while the other aligned 
with Iran and Syria. . . . In the moment the crisis exploded, the 
United States was unable to protect its friends and left them 
completely exposed in the face of the sudden attack launched by 
Hezbollah and its allies. (Nafi’a, 2008)

Given deep skepticism in the region over both the strategic logic 
and prosecution of the war in Iraq, the recent improvements in the 
security environment that have followed the troop surge and the 
empowerment of the Awakening Councils have had little effect on 
restoring U.S. standing in the region. In a commentary appearing in 
Dar al-Hayat, Mahmoud ‘Awad wrote,

When we recall that the Green Zone in the Iraqi capital Baghdad 
is bombarded continuously every day despite being the area with 
the greatest protection from U.S. forces, and we recall the walls 
that were erected in order to divide [Baghdad’s] neighborhoods 
from one another, and in addition to that the doubling of security 
check-points . . . then this does not mean progress in security but 
in fact means a deterioration in security. (‘Awad, 2008)

That is to say, given that many in the region see the war in Iraq 
as a strategic error on par with the U.S. “gouging out its eyes with its 
own hand” (al-Rukabi, 2008), it should not be surprising that regional 
observers are slow to acknowledge progress on the ground.

The same skepticism is reflected in public opinion polls. For 
example, in Shibley Telhami’s 2008 survey of regional attitudes, only 
6 percent of the more than 4,000 Arabs polled were convinced that 
the American troop surge in Iraq is working (Telhami, 2008, p. 13). 
While there is a logical time-lag for public opinion to catch up with 
developments on the ground, this result underscores the importance of 
perceptions that may or may not reflect reality and the difficult task of 
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reversing such views. Moreover, doubts over the efficacy of U.S. policy 
are not limited to the surge but extend more broadly to U.S. involve-
ment in Iraq. In fact, 81 percent of those polled believed most Iraqis are 
worse off, given the net effect of the war in Iraq (Telhami, 2008, p. 6). 
These negative views on the Iraq War are also consistent with general 
attitudes toward the United States in that 83 percent of respondents 
identified their attitude toward the U.S. as very or somewhat unfavor-
able, and 70 percent reported having “no confidence” in the United 
States; see Figure 3.1 (Telhami, 2008, pp. 62, 65).

The official positions of regional actors also reflect doubts, in that 
states that were responsive to U.S. leverage in the past are now less will-
ing to subjugate national interests or their own regime’s stability to the 
U.S. regional agenda. For example, in countries in which the United 
States has shown a willingness to press a reform agenda, there is an atti-
tude of “if you twist my arm to do issue X, maybe I won’t want to do it 
because you can’t do anything.”2 This dynamic is particularly evident 

2 Interview with former Egyptian foreign ministry official, Cairo, February 25, 2008.

Figure 3.1
2008 Views of the United States: Six-Country Total
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SOURCE: Shibley Telhami/Zogby International, “2008 Arab Public Opinion Poll,” 
March 2008, p. 65.
NOTE: The six countries polled were Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, 
and the United Arab Emirates. 
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in Egypt, where observers widely credit U.S. pressure on the regime as a 
major impetus behind the political openings of 2003–2005 (al-‘Anani, 
2007, p. 195), a trend that was later reversed when the precariousness 
of the U.S. position in Iraq undermined U.S. credibility and leverage 
vis-à-vis its reform agenda. Some analysts believe that U.S. allies are 
“happy to see the U.S. with egg on its face,” if this relieves pressure on 
regimes to move forward on internal reforms.3

Added to concerns over U.S. policies in Iraq is the perception 
that the United States “is simply not present” on the Arab-Israeli scene, 
either by design or again because of the constraints of Iraq.4 Greater 
regional efforts to resolve local conflicts (e.g., Egypt’s role in brokering 
an Israeli-HAMAS cease-fire in Gaza; Yemen’s efforts to promote rec-
onciliation between Fatah and HAMAS, Qatar’s role in reaching a 
power-sharing agreement in Lebanon, and Turkey’s role in mediating 
Israeli-Syrian peace overtures) have also underscored declining U.S. 
influence in the region.5 President Obama’s appointment of George 
Mitchell as a special envoy to the Arab-Israeli peace process early in his 
administration may help shift this regional perception, but widespread 
skepticism of the U.S. ability to alter its policies in the region remains 
strong.

The Iraq War also raised questions in the region about whether 
the United States is a power that can deliver. As a former Egyptian for-
eign ministry official put it, local actors are “watching the U.S. sink.”6 
Similar views are prevalent in the Arab media. For example, a guest on 
the television program, al-Ittijah al-Mu‘akis [The Opposite Direction], 
argued that “America is in a state of crisis, a predicament, the countries 
that America attempted to isolate and overthrow are now in a better 
situation [than prior to the war in Iraq]” (‘Aloush, 2007).

That said, despite the view that U.S. preeminence in regional secu-
rity is fading, author interviews found a recognition that the United 

3 Interview with Lebanese analyst, Beirut, March 6, 2008.
4 Interview with former Egyptian foreign ministry official, Cairo, February 25, 2008.
5 Such sentiments were expressed in multiple interviews, including by a Syrian analyst at a 
roundtable discussion, Santa Monica, Calif., July 30, 2008.
6 Interview with former Egyptian foreign ministry official, Cairo, February 25, 2008.
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States remains indispensable to finding a way out of current crises.7 
Indeed, despite some hedging and tentative moves toward “security 
diversification” from traditional U.S. allies in the region,8 the United 
States remains the clear balancer of choice. For example, a Jordanian 
researcher noted that, because Iraq now exerts a much smaller pull in 
the regional balance of power, the United States has become that much 
more important to regional security. Because Jordan is less able to 
maneuver between regional alliances, it has come to view such options 
as secondary, instead choosing to focus on consolidating its strategic 
alliance with the United States.9

Thus, while the war in Iraq has deepened antipathy toward the 
United States, the hornet’s nest it uncovered has also served to under-
score the extent to which the regional security order depends on the 
United States. The duality of the Arab view of the U.S. regional role—
characterized by a mix of animosity and dependence—was wryly cap-
tured by ‘Abd al-Rauf Maqdimi:

Despite the Arabs’ dire need for the United States, and it is a need 
that manifests itself particularly through bilateral cooperation 
with the U.S. and via the logic of the nation state . . . the Arabs’ 
common feature is that wish and continual search for the worst 
news that could reflect out from America or on America. But the 
issue is also not that simple. For if the [Arab] soul hopes for the 
defeat of the Americans in Iraq, it also fears its consequences, 
fearing a regression of the situation in favor of Iran, fearing the 
empowerment of those not in tune with an Arab in power [in 
Iraq], and fearing for Iraq itself [from the prospect of] its division. 
(Maqdimi, 2007)

7 Interview with Lebanese analyst, Beirut, March 6, 2008.
8 A former Egyptian ambassador used the term security diversification in an author inter-
view, Cairo, February 25, 2008. Other interviews also referred to the trend toward diver-
sification of security ties among regional actors, including interview with former United 
Nations (UN) official stationed in South Lebanon, Beirut, March 4, 2008. 
9 Interview with Jordanian researcher, Amman, February 20, 2008.
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Thus, while the war in Iraq contributed to a decline in U.S. stand-
ing among regional actors, a trend that is even more pronounced at 
the level of public opinion (Zogby, 2007), a broad recognition of the 
United States’ crucial role in regional security remains. Experienced 
observers, while at times incredulous of U.S. policy in the region, 
understand that the United States remains the heavyweight in regional 
security. However, over the long term, the emergence of greater parity 
in the regional system via the ascendancy of Iran and the surfacing of 
doubts about the capability and resolve of the United States to play the 
role of regional balancer have opened the door for greater influence by 
both regional and extraregional actors in shaping the future of regional 
security.

Changing Extraregional Roles

Despite the fact that the United States retains its status as the balancer 
of choice in the Middle East, the erosion of U.S. credibility and influ-
ence has created an opportunity for growing extraregional activism, 
even if such activism has to date largely complemented rather than 
supplanted the U.S. regional role. The following sections further assess 
the extent and nature of extraregional involvement in the Middle East 
in the years following the Iraq War.

China

Chinese Prospects in the Gulf. China’s recent engagement in the 
Gulf has largely been driven by its status as a “stakeholder state” favor-
ing regime stability.10 That is to say, given the importance of China’s 
economic growth as the source of its emerging power, China is heavily 
invested in promoting the stability conducive to the flow of Chinese 
exports to the region, as well as to the import of Middle Eastern oil 
and gas to China. However, the precariousness of regional security in 
light of the repercussions of the war in Iraq creates both challenges 

10 The term stakeholder was used in September 2005 by then–Deputy Secretary of State 
Robert Zoellick in remarks to the Committee on U.S.–China Relations.
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and opportunities for China that are changing its posture vis-à-vis 
the region. Specifically, the disruption of Iraqi oil supplies is leading 
China to strengthen its relationships with other producers, notably 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. Moreover, the U.S. entanglement in Iraq and 
the move of some Gulf States to hedge against an erosion of American 
power by diversifying their security alliances creates opportunities for 
China to expand its influence in the Gulf. However, while China has 
sought to expand its footprint in the region and become more proactive 
in ensuring its access to Middle East markets and share of the region’s 
oil and gas, this expansion of China’s role in regional affairs is likely 
to proceed gradually and remain focused on the economic dimension.

The Chinese-Saudi Dimension. Violence in Iraq has thwarted 
Chinese ambitions to maximize oil potential there, and while it is 
pushing for major oil deals with the new Iraqi government, its biggest 
focus on the Arab side of the Gulf is Saudi Arabia. From China’s van-
tage point, the calculus is simple: As the world’s largest oil producer, 
Saudi Arabia is a natural provider of China’s energy needs. The ben-
efit is equally clear for Saudi Arabia: The Iraq War underscores the 
risk of reliance on a single power for maintaining regional security. 
Saudi Arabia is therefore keen to strengthen its relationships with other 
powers that can be employed to reinforce the kingdom’s security in 
a dangerous neighborhood. Ambassador Chas Freeman describes the 
underlying logic this way:

What do the Arabs and Chinese see in each other? Quite a bit. 
The Arabs see a partner who will buy their oil without demanding 
that they accept a foreign ideology, abandon their way of life, or 
make other choices they’d rather avoid. They see a country that is 
far away and has no imperial agenda in their region, but which is 
internationally influential and likely in time to be militarily pow-
erful. (Freeman, 2006)

In short, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states view China as a stable 
market for their oil and gas resources and a potential check on the use 
of force in the region but not an alternative to the U.S.-led regional 
security order. Alterman and Garver, 2008, p. 57, have observed that
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China cannot supplant the United States in the Middle East as 
a military power, lacking anything close to the requisite military 
might. Yet, Middle Eastern countries can use a relationship to 
China to supplement the bilateral relations with the United States 
and perhaps give those countries the freedom of greater distance 
from Washington.

Put another way, China provides the Gulf states with an opportunity 
to reduce their dependence on the United States as the sole heavy-
weight in the region.

By any measure, China’s ties in the Middle East are growing. 
In 2006, King ‘Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and President Hu Jintao of 
China exchanged visits. ‘Abdullah’s visit was the first by a Saudi head 
of state since China and Saudi Arabia established formal diplomatic 
relations in 1990. This historic step culminated in an offer from Saudi 
Arabia to build and operate a strategic oil reserve in China that would 
hold 100 million barrels of oil, roughly 10 days’ worth of Saudi oil 
output (Georgi, 2006). While there is nothing suspicious about Chi-
na’s pursuit of Saudi oil, there is concern that China’s demand for Gulf 
oil may lead to an intensification of American-Chinese energy compe-
tition.

China is already the world’s second-largest consumer of energy, 
and its demand for oil is forecast to rise faster than that of any other 
country over the next several decades (Energy Information Agency 
[EIA], 2006, p. 87). Over the 1998–2007 period, Chinese oil con-
sumption grew nearly 85 percent.11 By 2030, it is estimated that China 
will need to import roughly 14 million barrels of oil per day to close the 
gap between its consumption and domestic production (Alterman and 
Garver, 2008, p. 21). While a prolonged global recession could cer-
tainly change these forecasts, China is still likely to be a strong source 
of demand relative to other energy consumers even if global demand 
fails to keep pace with forecasts.

As for the regional breakout of the country’s energy supply, the 
People’s Republic of China currently imports a significant share of its 

11 From 4,105,835 barrels a day to 7,578,319 barrels a day (EIA, 2008).
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oil from non–Middle Eastern producers, notably Angola. However, 
it is forecast that, by 2020, the Middle East and North Africa will 
be the source of more than 70 percent of China’s oil imports (Lei, 
2006). This has raised concerns about Chinese-American competi-
tion for Saudi oil, although an important countervailing factor is that, 
while China has shown an interest in purchasing discounted heavy 
crude from Saudi Arabia—and is further investing in its capacity to 
refine it—the United States is focused on importing lighter crude that 
is both easier to refine and less environmentally damaging (Alterman 
and Garver, 2008, pp. 58–59). Thus, although the United States and 
China are competing for limited resources, it is important to recog-
nize the distinctions in the specific sources each state seeks to meet its 
energy needs.

In contrast to the global nature of energy markets, oil in particu-
lar because of the ability to transport it by sea, China’s energy strategy 
places greater emphasis on developing strong partnerships with indi-
vidual producers. Historically, this has taken the form of direct invest-
ment in countries that boast significant energy recourses but have been 
second choices to fulfill Western demand, such as Angola and Sudan, 
because of their chronic political instability. More recently, China 
appears to be applying a similar logic to Middle Eastern producers. 
Thus, with regard to Saudi supply, China has shown some deference to 
the long-standing U.S. relationship with the kingdom in its choice to 
pursue Saudi output that is less suited for the American market. Simi-
larly, China is making a major push to cultivate Iran as a supplier of 
its energy needs. This is driven not only by geographic considerations 
but also by the fact that Iran’s nuclear program puts it into a position 
(much like Angola and Sudan) in which political considerations trump 
market forces in linking specific energy producers and suppliers.

The Chinese-Iranian Dimension. Despite the radically different 
ideologies underpinning their respective regimes, the People’s Republic 
of China and the Islamic Republic of Iran share considerable strategic 
interests. From the vantage point of China, Iran is an important energy 
source that is strategically located for the delivery of oil and gas to the 
Chinese market. Moreover, since Iran is outside the American orbit, 
China’s interest in Iranian resources need not take a back seat to Amer-
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ican demand. From the Iranian perspective, China represents a grow-
ing market for its oil and gas output and, given China’s ambivalence 
about imposing sanctions on Iran for its nuclear ambitions, a potential 
conduit for Iranian oil should the West move to freeze Iranian energy 
exports. Moreover, Iran can reasonably assume that cultivating closer 
ties with China helps to deter any aggression against it and would pro-
vide a window to the outside world should the West choose to ratchet 
up its isolation of the Islamic Republic.

The economic ties between China and Iran are already consider-
able and are likely to grow. Iran, along with Saudi Arabia and Angola, 
provides the largest share of Chinese oil imports; see Table 3.1 (see also 
EIA, 2006, p. 5). China is also the second-largest importer of Iranian 
oil (EIA, 2007, p. 5), and by extension, an important source of for-
eign currency for the regime in Tehran. Moreover, economic coopera-
tion has increased considerably in the aftermath of the Iraq War, in 
that China has looked to Iran to pick up the slack in Iraqi production 
that has gone off-line. In March 2004, China’s state-owned oil trad-
ing company, Zhuhai Zhenrong Corporation, signed a 25-year deal to 

Table 3.1
China’s Oil Imports, January–June 2008

Sources of Oil
Barrels 
per Day

Share of 
Total Imports 

(%)

Angola 675,000 18.51

Saudi Arabia 656,000 17.99

Iran 433,000 11.88

Oman 285,000 7.82

Russia 252,000 6.91

Sudan 216,000 5.92

Venezuela 200,000 5.49

Kazakhstan 109,000 2.99

Libya 97,000 2.66

Congo-Brazzaville 95,000 2.61

Other 628,000 17.22

Total 3,646,000 100.00

SOURCE: Khadduri, 2008.
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import 110 million tons of liquefied natural gas from Iran (Gundzik, 
2005). In December 2007, China and Iran finalized a $2-billion deal 
awarding Sinopec the right to develop the Yadavaran field in Iran. In 
addition, China National Offshore Oil Corp recently signed a prelimi-
nary gas deal to develop Iran’s North Pars Gas Field.12

With respect to Chinese direct investment in Iran’s energy sector, 
Iran actually enjoys some advantage over Saudi Arabia in terms of its 
more-permissive regulatory environment. Specifically, Saudi Arabia still 
restricts foreign investment in its upstream oil sector (exploration and 
production), but Iran has a mechanism that allows China to develop 
Iranian fields in return for a share of that field’s future production 
(Leverett and Bader, 2005–2006, p. 191). The existence of this mecha-
nism helps explain why Chinese investment in Iran’s energy sector is 
projected to exceed $100 billion U.S. over the next 25 years (Leverett 
and Bader, 2005–2006, p. 191).

On the political front, China has shown some willingness to sup-
port Western efforts to impose sanctions on Iran for refusing to suspend 
uranium enrichment. However, in 2006, China and Russia blocked a 
U.S.-led attempt to introduce a UN resolution against Iran, and China 
has consistently advocated a negotiated solution to the stand-off. This 
position is not only a reflection of China’s preference for noninter-
vention but also speaks to China’s economic interests in the region. 
Thus, China has been adamant that “actions to address this problem 
[nuclear proliferation] should not undermine normal trade and eco-
nomic cooperation with Iran.”13 China’s weaker resolve on the Iranian 
nuclear portfolio reinforces the view in Tehran that China and Russia 
are the weak links in the efforts of the international community to 
stop Iranian proliferation and thus constitute the best opening for Iran 
to play the great powers off against each other. However, while China 
is noticeably more averse to confronting Iran than the other perma-
nent members of the UN Security Council, China’s vested interest in a 
stable regional security order means that it is unlikely to use its position 
on the Security Council to shield Iran from future punitive measures.

12 “CNOOC Confirms Preliminary Gas . . . ,” 2007.
13 Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Liu Jianchao, as reported in Bhadrakumar, 2008. 
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Regional Views of China. Within the region, China’s noninter-
ventionism is seen, on the one hand, as an attractive alternative to the 
more-muscular U.S. approach to regional affairs. It also exposes the 
limits of Chinese power. When Arabs are asked to identify what two 
countries pose the biggest threat to them, only 2 percent of respondents 
identify China as a threat, as opposed to 88 percent who feel threat-
ened by the United States (Telhami, 2008, p. 89). Similarly, when 
asked hypothetically: In a world where there is only one superpower, 
which country would you prefer to be that superpower? China was 
tied for second with Germany and trailed only France (Telhami, 2008, 
p. 82). As Alterman and Garver (2008, p. 4) have noted:

On the popular level, China carries little of the baggage that the 
United States does in the Middle East. Local publics (and their 
governments) conveniently elide China’s rigorous atheism and its 
ongoing battle with Muslim Uighur separatists in the Western 
provinces, and they see a country that manufactures affordable 
goods and communicates respect.

As in much of the developing world, Arab publics see China as a 
model, not only in terms of China’s impressive economic development 
but also its ability to transform itself from a position of dependence to 
a regional power capable of charting an independent course (al-Tariqi, 
2008). On the other hand, among informed observers, China’s inward-
looking posture is recognized as a limitation in its ability to offset U.S. 
regional hegemony. For example, according to an Egyptian analyst 
(Talib, 2008),

There is not much that is controversial in [China’s Middle East] 
vision, but there remains the question: What is the actual role 
that China plays in order to achieve this vision? This is a ques-
tion that reflects the chasm or the great distance between a posi-
tive vision in terms of its content, and the presumed role China 
would play by virtue of its international responsibility and as a 
permanent member of the Security Council. But China turns 
away from [this role] for one reason or another or often takes it up 
only in a symbolic manner.
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China as an Extraregional Power in the Gulf. While the war in 
Iraq has created opportunities for the expansion of Chinese influence 
in the Gulf, it should not be assumed that China’s advance will neces-
sarily come at the expense of American interests in the region. In fact, 
American and Chinese interests intersect on many issues, most notably 
in terms of fostering the regional stability necessary for the free flow of 
the region’s oil and gas production. The interruption of energy supplies 
is not in the interest of either state, and on this front there is consider-
able room for Sino-American cooperation.

Moreover, although China has shown greater initiative since the 
onset of the Iraq War in cultivating ties with Middle East energy pro-
ducers, its role in the regional balance of power remains peripheral. 
That is to say, while China’s status as a permanent member of the 
UN Security Council necessarily involves China in regional disputes, 
China has not made a significant effort to enhance its political role in 
the Middle East or offer itself as an alternative balancer to the United 
States in regional security. Indeed, its growing but still limited abil-
ity to project military power outside its neighborhood leaves China as 
more economically significant than militarily significant in regional 
affairs.

Given this backdrop, the extent of China’s influence in the Middle 
East is likely to turn in large part on the degree to which the United 
States is able to improve its strategic position through the stabilization 
of Iraq. Thus, should the regional security environment improve—
freeing up American forces and enhancing the U.S. ability to project 
its influence—this would certainly help keep China within the frame-
work of a complimentary role in which it works to strengthen the U.S.-
led regional security order. On the other hand, perceptions of U.S. 
weakness or a future push by China to move the international system 
toward multipolarity could lead China to play a spoiler role in regional 
affairs.

Russia

Russia in the Middle East. Unlike China, which does not cur-
rently boast the military capability to seriously challenge U.S. preemi-
nence in the Middle East regional system, Russia has the wherewithal 
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to be a more-immediate competitor. However, while Russia is more 
militarily capable, there is little to suggest that it has the intention to 
challenge the current regional order. Moreover, given that Russia has 
indirectly benefited from the U.S. intervention in Iraq—through its 
debilitating effect on U.S. standing, resources, and military readiness, 
to say nothing of the war’s effect on the (temporary) surge in energy 
prices that helped to fuel Russia’s economic resurgence—Russia has 
little incentive to follow the United States down a path of regional 
entanglement. Finally, unlike China, whose engagement is generally 
welcomed by actors in the region, Russia carries its own “imperial bag-
gage” insofar as it continues to be viewed within the region with wari-
ness and through the historical lens of the former Soviet Union’s ter-
ritorial expansionism.

In the run-up to the U.S. invasion of Iraq, Russia made no secret 
of its opposition to the war. Russia’s leadership interpreted the war as 
a threat to its own economic and security interests. Of specific import, 
Russia feared a devaluation of its investments in Iraq and a loss of 
the estimated $8-billion Iraqi state debt to Russia (Verlin, 2003). Even 
more significantly, many in Russia viewed the war as a play by the 
United States to consolidate its hegemony in the region and further 
marginalize Russia. In a speech before parliament in March 2003, 
Vladimir Putin stated that

As we predicted, the consequences of the war in Iraq are going 
outside the framework of a regional conflict. . . . [This is] perhaps, 
. . . the first time since the end of the Cold War [that] the inter-
national community has come up against such a difficult crisis. 
In essence, this threatens to shake the very basis of global stability 
and international rights. (Zaks, 2003)

In fact, in sharp contrast to Putin’s warning, Russia has emerged 
as an indirect beneficiary of the war in Iraq. Although Russia and the 
United States continue to share important interests that transcend the 
zero-sum logic of the Cold War, U.S. entanglement in Iraq has embold-
ened Russia in that it has both demonstrated the limits of U.S. power 
and eroded international norms regarding the inviolability of national 
sovereignty. Similarly, while it is difficult to isolate the effect of the Iraq 
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War on the calculus underlying Russia’s 2008 use of force in Georgia, 
it is apparent that Russia views the United States as operating from a 
position of relative strategic weakness.14 Finally, because Russia is an 
important energy producer, the initial effect of the Iraq War on the 
cost of oil and gas (the so-called “security premium”) served to bolster 
the nation’s economic fundamentals.

Energy Interests. Like China, Russia has a significant interest 
in Middle East energy resources. However, unlike China, which has 
been a net oil importer since 1993 (Alterman and Garver, 2008, p. 5), 
Russia has more than adequate energy resources of its own. Russia’s 
energy holdings include the largest natural gas reserves in the world, 
the second-largest coal reserves, and the eighth-largest oil reserves (EIA, 
2008, p. 1). The Russian Federation’s importance as an energy pro-
ducer is further amplified by its strong capacity to develop its resources 
and bring them to market. In 2006, Russia’s share in world oil produc-
tion was 12.3 percent. As a point of comparison, Saudi Arabia, with 
by far the world’s largest proven oil reserves, produced 13.1 percent  
(Sfakianakis, 2007). Russia’s natural resource endowments mean that it 
has a vested interest in keeping prices high. Moreover, given that Russia 
and Iran control over 40 percent of the world’s known gas reserves and 
that Russia and Iran both have a track record of using energy as a lever 
of foreign policy, the potential emergence of a Russian-led gas cartel 
looms as a long-term challenge to energy security.

Like China, Russia has invested heavily in Gulf energy, with par-
ticular emphasis on gas infrastructure. In January 2004, LUKOIL 
won a 40-year contract to develop the 30,000-km2 Block A natural 
gas field in Saudi Arabia’s Rub al-Khali desert.15 Russia is also making 
strong inroads in the Syrian energy sector, having recently signed a 
$370-million contract to construct a gas pipeline leading to al-Rayyan 
and a gas processing plant near Palmyra, as well as a multibillion dollar 
preliminary contract to build an oil refining and petrochemical com-
plex in Syria.16 Similarly, LUKOIL negotiated swap deals with Iran in 

14 For Arab views of Russia’s resurgence, see Malik, 2008, and al-Sayyid, 2008.
15 “Russian-Saudi JV Finds . . . ,” 2007.
16 “Intelligence Brief: Russia’s Moves in Syria,” 2006; Smith, 2007, p. 5.
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2003 whereby Russian crude oil is used in Iran’s northern refineries for 
domestic consumption in return for the same amount of Iranian oil 
being delivered to Russian buyers at Iran’s Persian Gulf oil terminals 
(Peimani, 2003).

In a potentially serious, although longer term, challenge to energy 
security, Russia has taken the initiative to push forward the establish-
ment of a gas cartel loosely based on the model of the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries. Specifically, Russia has been a leader 
in bringing together the major gas producers under a single umbrella, 
the Gas Exporting Countries Forum (GECF), considered the initial 
step toward the establishment of a formal cartel. While the organi-
zation is still in its infancy, it has met with favorable reactions from 
representatives of Russia, Iran, Qatar, Algeria, Venezuela, and other 
important exporters.

The goals of the proposed gas cartel are to harmonize pricing 
between producer countries, coordinate pipeline development to limit 
competition between producer countries for specific markets, conduct 
joint exploration and development to leverage economies of scale, and 
develop member countries’ liquefied natural gas capacity (Socor, 2007, 
pp. 114–115). Such an organization could wield significant power over 
gas pricing, given that GECF membership accounts for 73 percent of 
the world’s gas reserves and 42 percent of its production. More threat-
ening to energy security, its largest members—Russia and Iran—have 
shown a propensity for using energy as a coercive lever of foreign 
policy, for example, in Russia’s withholding of gas from the Caucasus 
and Iran’s behavior during the so-called “tanker war” episode (1984 to 
1988) of the Iran-Iraq War. Given this background and the recent vola-
tility of the oil market, the initiative has raised concerns that GECF 
could become an instrument of a political agenda in tandem with its 
primary objective—maximizing gas revenues.

That said, it is believed that the establishment of a functioning 
gas cartel is still 10 to 15 years away (Qadura, 2008), and important 
characteristics of gas production and export would constrain the effec-
tiveness of such a cartel. The most important among these is that gas is 
still largely delivered through single-destination pipelines. While these 
tie consumers to specific producers, they also limit the leverage of pro-
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ducers because expanding a market requires substantial investment in 
new pipelines or alternative delivery mechanisms (Socor, 2007, p. 115). 
Moreover, in contrast to oil, gas contracts are typically negotiated on a 
long-term basis to provide a stable source of income for exporters and 
a predictable supply for importers. However, this is little comfort for 
European countries, which rely on Russia as a major supplier of their 
natural gas needs and saw Russia’s willingness to use energy as a type 
of political blackmail when it suspended gas deliveries to the Ukraine 
in 2006 and again in January 2009.

Despite the challenges of establishing a gas cartel, to say nothing 
of enforcing subsequent cooperation among its membership, the initia-
tive represents a long-term challenge to energy security and a poten-
tially powerful instrument of Russian leverage in the region. According 
to Vladimir Socor (2007, pp. 115, 116),

Russia would be strongly placed to set cartel rules for allocating 
gas markets by capitalizing on Russia’s far superior export poten-
tial, its entrenched dominance in some European countries, and 
its control of some major transit systems and routes to Europe.

So, as the logical leader of any future gas cartel, Russia could use 
GECF as a vehicle for influence in the region. More immediately, dis-
cussion of the proposed cartel provides a useful point of leverage for 
Moscow in its negotiation of gas contracts with Europe, as well as an 
issue around which Russia can strengthen ties to other Gulf energy 
producers.

Regional Views of Russia. The erosion of U.S. standing in the 
Middle East has provided an opening for Moscow to present itself as 
a more-palatable alternative to the United States as a security partner. 
To this end, Russia has taken pains to portray itself as a more-balanced 
mediator for the Arab-Israeli conflict, more flexible than the Americans 
in engaging with such “resistance” groups as HAMAS and Hizballah, 
and less inclined to intervene in the domestic affairs of Middle East 
states. Although the charm offensive has succeeded to some degree,17 

17 For a supportive view of Russia’s attempt to join the Organization of the Islamic Confer-
ence, see al-‘Abidi, 2004.
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particularly among those who are all too happy to see a check on U.S. 
influence and a measure of comeuppance for the power that has long 
dominated the regional security order, more-measured observers view 
Russia’s rise cautiously. On the one hand, Russia’s resurgence is seen as 
an opportunity to diversify the regional security framework. However, 
Russia’s past, in terms of its direct involvement in the region during 
the Cold War, its invasion of Afghanistan, and its present approach 
to stamping out the Chechen rebellion, leaves many uneasy with its 
ascent.

Since the onset of the war in Iraq, Russia has taken a number 
of largely symbolic actions designed to improve its standing among 
Arab and Muslim publics. Most prominent among these were Russia’s 
2003 bid to join the Organization of the Islamic Conference (it was 
granted observer status), its 2006 decision to receive a delegation from 
HAMAS, its support for the Saudi-led initiative popularly known 
as the Arab peace proposal, its critique of Israel’s prosecution of the 
2006 war in Lebanon, and its March 2008 proposal to hold an Arab-
Israeli peace conference in Moscow (Freedman, 2007a, 2007b, p. 20;  
Stepanova, 2006, p. 3; “Rusiya Tadraj . . . ,” 2006). Taken together, 
these positions represent Russia’s effort to rebrand itself within the 
Arab World.

That said, Russia’s attempts to court Arab and Muslim sympa-
thies have often been clumsy, eliciting an uneven reception inside the 
region. For example, in 2006, Russia broke with the United States in 
excluding both Hizballah and HAMAS from its list of terrorist orga-
nizations. (This is also consistent with Russia’s calls for engagement 
with such groups in their capacity as representatives of significant con-
stituencies within Lebanon and the Palestinian Territories.) However, 
instead of eliciting support from Arab publics, Russia’s announcement 
of its list of terrorist organizations was greeted with bewilderment 
given its inclusion of the Muslim Brotherhood on the same list. This 
led to a segment on Al Jazeera’s program Ma Wara’ al-Khabr [Behind 
the News] in which the host repeatedly questioned Russia’s represen-
tative as to what standards could have possibly been used to classify 
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the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization while exempting 
HAMAS and Hizballah from that label.18

Just as Russia’s occasional clumsiness in its outreach to the 
Muslim world reduces the extent to which it constitutes a challenge to 
U.S. influence, American strategic planners should also keep in mind 
that Russia’s objectives in this realm have as much to do with domes-
tic considerations as competing with the United States to win influ-
ence in the region. Russia’s recent engagement with Saudi Arabia and 
its more-accommodative positions with such groups as HAMAS are 
aimed (in part) at convincing outside actors to abstain from support-
ing or expressing solidarity with Chechen rebels (Ghali, 2007). To this 
end, Russia has leaned heavily on Saudi Arabia, both in its invitation of 
then–Crown Prince ‘Abdullah to Moscow in May 2003 and in Putin’s 
February 2007 visit to the kingdom, to provide cover for Moscow’s 
handling of the Chechen issue (Freedman, 2007a). Similarly, a predict-
able outcome of Khalid Mish‘al’s 2006 visit to Moscow was a state-
ment distancing HAMAS from the Chechen cause (Freedman, 2007b, 
p. 21).19

More recently, Russia’s show of force in Georgia, and the cau-
tious response to it on the part of the United States and its European 
allies, was celebrated by some Arab commentators as further evidence 
of the decline of U.S. power. For example, commentary in the news-
paper al-Quds al-Arabi trumpeted the development as “another sign 
of American retreat” (‘Othman, 2008). However, other commentators 
were quick to throw cold water on the notion that Russia’s ascendancy 
would necessarily be a boon to the Arabs.20 Writing in Dar al-Hayat, 
‘Irfan Nizam al-Din (2008) warned,

What is certain is that the Arabs will pay the price of what is 
happening on the international scene, and that the region will 

18 “Rusiya Tadraj . . . ,” 2006.
19 Khalid Mish‘al has also defended Russia’s recent military intervention in Georgia (see 
al-’Alam, 2008).
20 See the arguments advanced by Qasim Muhammad Ja‘afar on al-Ittijah al-Mu‘akis 
(Ja’afar, 2008).
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see changes in terms of conditions, positions, [and boundaries] of 
maps. And it is [also] certain that the Arab world is inattentive to 
these dangers that threaten it . . . while the international powers 
struggle and compete against one another to win new regions of 
influence in preparation for a new Yalta.

This sharp contrast in reactions to Russia’s resurgence closely 
mirrors the ideological splits within the Arab World. So, while 
media associated with an Arab nationalist platform, such as al-Quds 
al-Arabi, have tended to cover Moscow’s intervention in Georgia with 
a cheerleading tone and emphasis on its potential contribution to the 
decline of American hegemony (Qandil, 2008), media outlets with an 
Islamist bent have been more circumspect in their coverage. For exam-
ple, in an article in IslamOnline, the popular Web forum associated 
with Yusuf al-Qaradawi, a commentator launched a scathing attack 
on Arab nationalists who conveniently disregard Russia’s own imperial 
ambitions because of an all-consuming focus on the American pres-
ence in the region. Drawing on the historical parallel of short-term 
interest convergence between U.S. foreign policy and Islamist actors in 
combating the spread of communism, Shabib (2008) argues,

Just as inattention to the nature of American hegemony during 
Moscow’s invasion of Afghanistan was unacceptable, so too is the 
present day inattention to the nature of Russian hegemony . . . . 
Imperialism does not have an American identity or a European 
identity, but throughout the Tsarist period, and in the Commu-
nist and Post-Communist eras, the Russian state was and remains 
a colonial-imperial state.

In summary, the extent to which U.S. standing has fallen in 
the region has opened the door for Russia to present itself as a more- 
sympathetic, pro-Arab alternative to the United States. While Russia 
has made some gains among the region’s more-strident critics of the 
United States, Russian ambitions are still viewed with wariness. Unlike 
China, Russia comes to the region with significant baggage from its 
World War II occupation of Iran, its direct presence in the region 
during the Cold War, and its invasion of Afghanistan. Thus, while 
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Russia may benefit from general antipathy toward the United States in 
the region, Russia’s own history limits its ability to present itself as a 
kinder, gentler alternative to the United States.

Russian-Iranian Cooperation. The relationship between Moscow 
and Tehran is characterized by a mix of cooperation that reflects 
the countries’ shared interests and competition that grows out of 
each state’s ambitions and perception of its weight in regional affairs  
(Shaffer, 2001). Specifically, Russia is an important arms supplier to 
Iran and has shown reticence in confronting Tehran on the nuclear file. 
On the other hand, Moscow and Tehran compete for influence in the 
Middle East and Central Asia, particularly with regard to control over 
and future development of gas pipelines (Katz, 2008). While the inter-
nal decisionmaking of both regimes is notoriously opaque, it is logical 
to assume that the U.S. decision to invade Iraq and the ease with which 
it deposed the former regime contributed to threat perceptions in both 
Moscow and Tehran that would create incentives for closer alignment. 
On the other hand, recent developments suggest that the subsequent 
U.S. entanglement in Iraq has fueled greater competition between the 
two states, given its constraining effect on the U.S. ability to project 
force in the region. Put another way, growing self-assurance in Tehran 
and Moscow, and with it ambitions for expanded regional roles, can be 
observed in greater competition between the two states.

Over the past decade, Russia has become Iran’s most important 
arms supplier (Kassianova, 2006). While Moscow contends that its 
arms sales to Tehran are defensive, they do include some advanced 
technology that has drawn protests from both the United States and 
Israel. Specifically, in 2005 Russia negotiated a $700-million U.S. sale 
of the Tor-MI air defense system to Iran, upgrading the latter’s ability 
to deter any attack against its nuclear facilities. And in late 2008, there 
were conflicting reports over whether Russia would provide Tehran 
with the more-advanced S-300 air defense system.21 That said, these 
arms sales are predicated on financial considerations and the nature of 

21 See, for example, “Russia Delivers S-300 Favorit to Iran,” 2008, and Schwirtz and Fathi, 
2008. 
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Russia’s defense industry more than the state of security cooperation 
between the two states.

By way of cooperation, Russia has also done much to further 
Iran’s nuclear program. This includes the supply of material, such as 
Russia’s 2006 delivery of 82 tons of commercial-grade enriched ura-
nium, to providing technical support, such as Russia’s work on build-
ing the nuclear reactor at Bushehr. Of course, Russia has also used its 
leverage to help shield Iran from Western efforts to halt its nuclear 
program, first by delaying referral of the Iranian nuclear file from the 
International Atomic Energy Agency to the U.N. Security Council and 
later by working to soften the sanctions regime imposed on Tehran for 
incomplete disclosures and refusal to stop uranium enrichment and 
reprocessing (Katz, 2008, pp. 203–204).

That said, Russia has not completely broken with the United States 
and its European allies on this issue. Thus, while Russia (and China) 
have shown less resolve than their Western counterparts in confront-
ing Tehran, Russia has voted numerous times in the Security Council 
for measures that called for a halt to Iranian enrichment and greater 
transparency from Tehran in disclosing its activities. This hedging is 
evidence of a more-complex strategy on the part of Moscow to use Iran 
as a point of leverage in its dealings with the United States. As Katz 
(2008) argued persuasively, Russia’s on-again off-again support of Iran 
is consistent with a concerted effort to cultivate Iranian dependence 
on Russia. By serving as a deterrent to any preemptive use of force 
against Iran and providing the regime access to material and technol-
ogy, Russia seeks to position itself for a payoff in any resolution of the 
Iranian nuclear issue. By positioning itself as the only actor capable of 
both enabling and halting Iran’s nuclear program, Russia is maximiz-
ing its leverage vis-à-vis both Washington and Tehran.

However, Russia’s capacity to play out this game assumes Iran’s 
willingness to accept the role of dependent. While this may have been 
acceptable to Tehran in 2003–2004, when the United States appeared 
to have consolidated its strategic position in the region with the inser-
tion of forces on Iran’s border, there is evidence that the course of the 
war in Iraq and its eroding effect on U.S. power have emboldened Iran 
to aspire to a larger role in the Middle East and Central Asia than 



72    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

just Russia’s junior partner (Ghali, 2007). Iran’s growing assertiveness 
and aspirations for independent sources of power are apparent in its 
refusal to rely on Russia as its sole source of nuclear material but to 
pursue enrichment activities of its own. In another act of defiance, in 
2006, Iran proposed partnering with French (and not Russian) firms 
for the monitoring of its uranium enrichment, and Tehran has showed 
its independence from Russia in its positions on the demarcation of the 
Caspian Sea as it relates both to drilling and the construction of Cen-
tral Asian pipelines (Katz, 2008, pp. 206, 209–210).

Thus, in contrast to more-alarmist portrayals of Russian-Iranian 
alignment, evidence suggests that the relationship is far more nuanced. 
Russia and Iran do have shared interests that drive limited cooperation 
in the spheres of energy and security, however, the states also have com-
peting visions of the balance of power in the Middle East and Central 
Asia. Russia sees itself as the natural hegemon and, while willing to 
carve out a supporting role for Iran, expects deference in return. For its 
part, Iran has astutely used its relationship with Russia as added lever-
age in its dealings with the West; however, it has bucked at accepting 
Russian dominance in regional affairs. Given Iran’s self-assurance that 
it has become a serious regional power, tension in the Russian-Iranian 
relationship is likely to persist and prevent it from evolving into a full-
fledged alliance.

Russia as an Extraregional Power in the Gulf: The Iraq Effect. 
Although Russia is not currently in a position to present itself as an 
alternative to the U.S.-led regional security order, its resurgence repre-
sents a significant challenge to U.S. strategic planners. In contrast to 
China, whose interests in the Middle East largely intersect with those of 
the United States, Russia and the United States have divergent interests 
on a number of key issues. Thus, while the United States (and China) 
have a strong stake in low energy prices, Russia seeks the opposite. 
Moreover, while the United States has a vested interest in regional sta-
bility both in terms of its contribution to low energy prices and to avoid 
the interventions that tax its resources and military readiness, Russia is 
content to see some measure of U.S. entanglement in the region insofar 
as it leaves Moscow a free hand in its dealings with the Caucasus and 
Central Asia. Finally, although neither the United States nor Russia 
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would like to see Iran obtain a nuclear weapon (Oliker et al., 2009), 
Russia has shown a willingness to provide limited support to Tehran 
to reinforce the latter’s dependence on it and maximize its payout from 
any future resolution of the Iranian nuclear issue.

Given this strong split in regional interests, Russia represents the 
strongest extraregional challenge to U.S. preeminence in the Middle 
East. However, since it is the perception of U.S. weakness that has 
opened the door to Russian influence more than Russia’s own initiative, 
the United States has the means to reverse this decline. U.S. success in 
stabilizing its position in Iraq would greatly enhance the broader U.S. 
strategic position and serve as a counter to Russia’s ascent in the region. 
As for Russia’s calculus, the outcome of its recent aggressiveness in its 
“near abroad” will likely serve to inform Moscow’s future engagement 
with regions farther afield.

Should Russia succeed in consolidating its influences in the Cau-
casus and Central Asia, this could embolden it to become more assertive 
in the Persian Gulf region. Russia’s arms sales to Iran are of particular 
concern, including its supplying of Tehran with surface to air defense 
systems and upgrading Iran’s Su-24 and MiG-29 aircraft (Oliker et al., 
2009). That said, despite its recent resurgence, Russia still greatly lags 
the United States in the capacity to project power in the region. Going 
forward, Russia’s posture toward the region will likely combine the 
selective use of hard power (arms sales) with economic leverage and 
soft power as the principal means of advancing its Middle East agenda.

Conclusion

The perceived erosion of U.S. power has created an opening for the 
expansion of extraregional roles in the Middle East. This can be 
observed both in the hedging strategies of traditional U.S. allies that 
are increasingly looking to China and Russia as a means of diversify-
ing their security portfolios, as well as in the reactions of states that, 
like Iran and Syria, reject U.S. hegemony and see China and Russia as 
potential partners in returning the regional system to multipolarity. 
The future weight of these extraregional actors will depend on the 
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trajectories of the states themselves—that is, on the degree to which 
China is able to translate its economic leverage into hard power and to 
which Russia is able to sustain its recent resurgence—as well as on the 
ability of the United States to consolidate its own strategic position.

However, given that these actors—China, in particular—could 
play a complementary role in the U.S.-led regional security order, the 
objective for U.S. planners is not necessarily to blunt their influence 
inasmuch as it is to engage these states to help shape their involve-
ment in ways that support U.S. interests. With regard to China, shared 
interests in regional stability and the free flow of Middle East oil and 
gas create a natural basis for Sino-American cooperation. On the other 
hand, finding a foundation for cooperation with Russia may prove 
more vexing, given that the Russian Federation’s regional interests do 
not align as neatly with those of the United States. Of particular import 
is Russia’s interest in high energy prices and the continuation of U.S. 
entanglement in the region, to leave Russia greater maneuverability in 
pursuing its foreign policy objectives in the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Nonetheless, both Russia and the United States have a strong interest 
in preventing Iran from becoming a nuclear power, even if Russia seeks 
to position itself for a payoff in the resolution of the issue.

With regard to China, the United States can strengthen incen-
tives for cooperation by communicating a clear commitment to the 
protection of Chinese interests. This would likely involve discussions 
of energy security that provide the Chinese reassurances that, while the 
United States is committed to the efficient production and delivery of 
the region’s oil and gas, it does not advance proprietary claims to these 
resources (Leverett and Bader, 2005–2006, p. 198). As for Russia, the 
United States may be better served by focusing on a consolidation of its 
own strategic position to increase its leverage vis-à-vis the Russian Fed-
eration. Finally, given Russia’s focus on its near abroad and self-reliance 
on its own energy resources, projecting influence in the Middle East is 
less of a strategic imperative for Russia than for the United States. This 
factor, along with the United States’ far superior hard power, limits the 
scope of the Russian challenge even if it remains the most capable chal-
lenger to U.S. regional preeminence.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Domestic Reverberations of the War: Internal 
Challenges to Regime Stability

Aside from affecting the regional balance of power, the Iraq War has 
had significant reverberations inside a number of key states. These ripple 
effects can be roughly grouped into two categories: those that weaken 
the cohesion of the state and threaten regime stability and those that 
encourage increased acquiescence to or support for regimes.

In the wake of escalating strife in Iraq since 2006, most anal-
yses have focused on the former, predicting the spillover of the war 
into neighboring societies marked by long-standing sectarian tensions 
or the presence of marginalized ethnic groups. The underlying argu-
ment is that violence in Iraq would have a cascading “demonstration” 
or “echo” effect across the region: historic sociocultural links between 
Iraq and the rest of the Middle East would accelerate the spread of the 
conflict or, at the very least, intensify local sympathies for the coun-
try’s warring factions (Byman and Pollack, 2007).1 Similarly, several 
analysts have asserted that the push for increasing provincial autonomy 
in Iraq, particularly among the Kurds, could inspire similar impulses 
among other ethnic groups or worsen existing center-periphery dis-
putes.2 Others have laid the blame more squarely on U.S. policy, assert-

1 Byman and Pollack, 2006, expounds this argument succinctly; see also Terrill, 2005.
2 The proliferation of transnational media coverage in Iraq underpins these dynamics. 
Accordingly, events in Iraq, such as the bombing of a Shi‘a pilgrimage, the U.S. siege of 
Sunni insurgents in Fallujah, and the hanging of Saddam Hussein, assume a heightened 
proximity and immediacy to regional viewers, hardening sectarian identities and forcing 
audiences to “take sides.”
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ing that the surge itself is “stoking forces that have traditionally threat-
ened the stability of Middle Eastern states: tribalism and sectarianism” 
(Simon, 2008). Finally, some have even argued that U.S. policy should 
actually harness this momentum to redraw the Middle Eastern map 
along lines that would make it less predisposed toward conflict.3

This chapter explores these various pressures, assessing the threat 
from sectarian tensions, tribal mobilization, ethnic agitation, and Iraqi 
refugees. But we also highlight how these effects may have fostered the 
consolidation of regime control and the cohesion of the state. Nearly 
seven years after the invasion, the Middle East state system is intact. 
Iraq has inspired no explicit attempts at secession or increased auton-
omy by ethnic groups.4 Sunni-Shi‘a violence, even in the fractured 
state of Bahrain, has been largely contained. Indeed, our research indi-
cates that, on balance, the war has probably strengthened the control 
of regional governments or at least encouraged domestic opponents to 
challenge the state more cautiously and within the system.5 In addi-
tion, our fieldwork in a number of at-risk societies in the Gulf revealed 
a guarded optimism about the ability of local Sunni and Shi‘a com-
munities to weather the storm because of long-standing trade, familial 
and class ties and, in some instances, a renewed sense of national unity 
and loyalty to the state.6

3 For a recent example, see Goldberg, 2008.
4 Ironically, the state that has been universally declared the beneficiary of the Iraq invasion 
has been most afflicted with these phenomena: Iran. The Islamic Republic has, since the Iraq 
War, witnessed renewed attacks on its territory by Kurdish militants (PJAK), a low-grade 
ethnic insurgency within its Baluch population in the southeast province, and sporadic out-
breaks of violence among ethnic Arabs in the southwestern Khuzestan province. For more 
on Iran’s ethnic unrest, see Bradley, 2006–2007.
5 The posture of various regimes on the Iraq War has provided new ammunition to their 
domestic opponents; in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood has turned Mubarak’s acquiescence 
of U.S. policy on the war into a call for renewed political reform (interview with Muslim 
Brotherhood activist, Cairo, February 2008). In Turkey—prior to its intervention in north-
ern Iraq—the military had mobilized public support against the ruling Islamic Justice and 
Development Party by pointing to its inaction on cross-border PKK attacks emanating from 
northern Iraq (Larrabee, 2007b).
6 Interview with leading Shi‘a and Sunni activists in al-Qatif, Damman, al-Ahsa, Eastern 
Province, Saudi Arabia, March 2007 and Manama, Bahrain, November 2006.
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The Iraq War Is Not the Main Driver of Increased 
Sectarian Tensions

Across the region, our interlocutors saw the narrative of increased sectar-
ian tensions stemming from Iraq as an ultimately artificial construct—
a device Sunni Arab regimes used to bolster public support for the 
balance-of-power strategy against Iran or a strategy the United States 
used to divide and weaken Muslim solidarity. Similarly, in such coun-
tries as Egypt and Jordan, we observed frequently fantastic estimates 
of “hidden” Shi‘a populations or massive conversions from Sunnism 
to Shi‘ism. While these dynamics exist, there is also an element of 
urban folklore at play, and these warnings are most instructive for what 
they illuminate about perceptions of Arab political illegitimacy and 
economic disparities.7 In other instances, particularly in the Levant, 
we found that Iraq was not the principal driver for domestic concerns 
and was frequently overshadowed by developments in the Arab-Israeli 
sphere, especially the aftermath of the 2006 Lebanon War.8 We exam-
ine these dimensions of the sectarian issue in the following sections.

Sectarianism Has Spread in the Gulf, but Regimes Are Mostly to 
Blame

Internecine violence in Iraq and the perception of Iranian influence 
have certainly increased the prominence of Shi‘ism and Sunnism as 
markers of identity and vehicles for political activism, particularly in 
the Gulf.9 At the same time, discourse about the “rise of the Shi‘a” can 

7 Interview with Jordanian analysts and U.S. embassy official, Amman, February 2007.
8 For example, Lebanon—despite its long-standing sectarian issues—has proven largely 
immune to instability resulting directly from the Iraq War. The country enjoyed a period of 
relative tranquility and sectarian harmony from 2003 until 2005–2006, when it was under-
mined by local developments—the assassination of Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005 
and Hizballah’s war with Israel in the summer of 2006. “It is Iraq that is ‘Lebanonizing,’ not 
the other way around,” noted one Lebanese analyst (interview, Beirut, March 2008). Noting 
Iraq’s declining relevance to Egypt in light of renewed violence in Gaza, a former Egyptian 
foreign ministry official quipped, “Iraq is not our baby” (interview Cairo, March 2008).
9 Certainly, the divisions separating Shi‘a and Sunnis are real, in terms of lived religious 
practice, ritual, and shared historical memory. But these distinctions have been frequently 
subsumed by other affiliations, such as tribal lineage, class, ethnicity, rural versus urban dif-
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be considered a sort of code regimes deployed to express more deeply 
seated fears about challenges to the status quo. Shi‘a in many coun-
tries are pressing for their rights via liberalization and democratization, 
which presents an explicit threat to the current authoritarian system 
(dominated by Sunnis). In our Gulf fieldwork, we noted that Shi‘a have 
typically cooperated with other activists (both secularists and Sunnis) 
in demanding broad-based reforms; it becomes much easier for regimes 
to discredit these initiatives by painting them as “Shi‘a- or Persian-
inspired” or narrowly sectarian in character.

In addition, this sectarian-based discourse reflects fears of Iran’s 
appeal to Arab popular opinion, as we discussed in Chapter Two. By 
supporting the Palestinian cause, adopting a rejectionist posture on the 
nuclear issue, and evincing a general hostility to the West, Iran has gar-
nered sporadic applause from Arab publics, which stands in sharp con-
trast to the caution and immobility of Arab rulers.10 If Iran’s strategy, 
particularly under Ahmadinejad, can be characterized as highlighting 
vertical splits in the Arab world (between regimes and their publics), 
the response of some Arab regimes has been to emphasize the horizon-
tal fissures (Shi‘a versus Sunni) that separate Iran from the rest of the 
Middle East.

Taking this dynamic into account, events in neighboring Iraq 
have indeed stoked sectarian tensions at a number of flashpoints in the 
region. Bahrain offers the best illustration: The tiny island kingdom is 
arguably the region’s epicenter for sectarian disenfranchisement. Shi‘a 
comprise 70 percent of the population; are ruled over by the Sunni 
al-Khalifa family; and have long suffered from political exclusion, 
unemployment, housing shortages, and cultural discrimination.

ferences, political ideology, and membership in such state institutions as the officer corps. It 
is important to note in this regard that the earliest adherents of the Iraqi Ba‘ath party were 
Shi‘a. Regarding class affiliation, in mandate Iraq, British colonial administrators purpose-
fully cultivated the elite class identity of Shi‘a tribal shaykhs—forcing them to act in greater 
unity with Sunni and Kurdish tribal aghawat [chieftains], rather than advancing the interests 
of their Shi‘a coreligionists. See Dodge, 2007, and Sluglett and Sluglett, 1993.
10 It is important to note that public support for Iran fluctuates rapidly and is subject to 
rapid downswings, often due to perceptions of Iran’s misdeeds in Iraq. See Kiernan, 2007, 
and Zogby International/Arab American Institute, 2007.



Domestic Reverberations of the War: Internal Challenges to Regime Stability    79

A key grievance is Shi‘a nonrepresentation in the Bahraini secu-
rity forces and army. To add fuel to the fire, activists point to a recent 
government policy of recruiting foreign Sunnis, from Yemen, Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, and Syria, into the army and then naturalizing them 
as citizens. This strategy is seen as a thinly disguised effort to tip the 
demographic balance of the island in favor of Sunnis. Moreover, several 
analysts pointed to this policy as effectively tribalizing the kingdom 
and creating hidden channels for importing al-Qa‘ida ideology: Many 
of these foreign recruits hail from tribal areas in eastern Syria, northern 
Yemen, and the Baluch region of Pakistan, where al-Qa‘ida has tradi-
tionally found support.

The Iraq invasion and ongoing strife have intensified tensions 
between Shi‘a and Sunnis. Events in Iraq are frequently mirrored in 
contentious partisanship among the island’s citizenry that has sparked 
vocal parliamentary debates and, increasingly, violent street protests.11 
In March and April 2004, there were Bahraini Shi‘a protests in support 
of Iraqi coreligionists battling U.S. troops in Najaf; later in the year, 
Bahraini Sunnis made similar demonstrations in sympathy with Fal-
lujah.12 The February 2006 destruction of the revered Hadi al-Askari 
shrine in Samarra saw similar expressions of solidarity, spurring tensions 

11 On the Sunni side, there are long-standing familial ties linking Bahrain and Sunni com-
munities in Basra and Zubayr, in southern Iraq. For Bahraini Shi‘a, the reemergence of Najaf 
and Karbala as centers of Shi‘a clerical authority and sites of pilgrimage has strengthened 
their links to Iraq. One important development emerging from the revival of Najaf has been 
the influence of Grand Ayatollah ‘Ali al-Sistani on the kingdom’s Shi‘a: It was Sistani who 
advised that Bahraini Shi‘a participate in the November 2006 parliamentary elections rather 
than boycott them to pursue more militant tactics. Another important example of the strong 
juridical and theological links between Bahrain and Najaf is the 2006 debate over the Law 
of Personal Status. Shaykh ‘Isa al-Qasim, the leading Bahraini Shi‘a cleric who lived for ten 
years in Iran, reportedly told Bahraini parliamentarians that his Shi‘a constituents could not 
support changes in the Law of Personal Status unless they first received the endorsement of 
Shi‘a authorities in Najaf. Interviews with Bahraini Muslim Brotherhood activist and Shi‘a 
clerical representative of Grand Ayatollah Sistani, Manama, Bahrain, November 2006.
12 A senior Sunni cleric in Bahrain was reportedly approached by Sunnis angered over the 
U.S. attack on Fallujah about receiving a fatwa to legitimate the murder of Shi‘a or U.S. ser-
vicemen in Bahrain. Interview with senior Salafi cleric, Manama, Bahrain, November 2006.



80    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

with Bahraini Sunnis and provoking clashes with security forces.13 In 
other instances, slander against Shi‘a clerics or expressions of support 
for Saddam Hussein have triggered Shi‘a ire, while Shi‘a applause for 
Hizballah and Iranian Supreme Leader ‘Ali Khamenei have sparked 
similar outrage among Sunnis.14

Our fieldwork suggests that many of these ripple effects remain 
manageable and contained. Ironically, it may be the al-Khalifa regime’s 
overreaction to Shi‘a demands that threatens long-term stability. Many 
respondents spoke of the November 2006 parliamentary elections as a 
turning point; if Shi‘a participation within the system fails to yield any 
tangible improvements in their economic and social conditions, the 
ranks of more-radical factions will swell with increasingly frustrated 
Shi‘a.15 Similarly, the regime’s “sectarian balancing” strategy—endors-
ing Sunni Islamists to counter the Shi‘a—could backfire and ultimately 
undermine the regime; several analysts compared this tactic to “play-
ing with fire,” and one Bahraini politician likened it to the Saudi prac-
tice of creating a “Sunni Frankenstein” (as quoted in Daragahi, 2007).

Across the causeway, in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, the war 
has had a similarly chilling effect on Sunni-Shi‘a relations and politi-
cal reform.16 Here, Shi‘a comprise perhaps 10 to 15 percent of the total 
population and enjoy a somewhat better standard of living than their 

13 One telling example of these tensions is popular perceptions of the Bahraini media. A 
Bahraini sociologist noted that different transnational media outlets in Bahrain display a 
decidedly sectarian bias: Many Bahrainis regard it as a “Sunni channel,” while the Lebanese 
Hizballah’s popular TV station al-Manar helps promote Shi‘a identity. Al Arabiya appears 
to be the most balanced in its sectarian orientation. More locally, al-Watan newspaper—
dominated by a Salafi board of advisors—serves as a counterweight to the Shi‘a-dominated 
al-Wasit. Al-Watan is heavily influenced by Saudi Arabia and, the sociologist asserted, fre-
quently tries to inflame Sunni opinion. One example of this newspaper’s purported indiffer-
ence to Shi‘a concerns was its failure to mention the February 2006 Samarra mosque bomb-
ing. Interview with Bahraini sociologist, Manama, Bahrain, May 10, 2006. See also Fattah, 
2006a.
14 Interviews in the suburbs of Manama: Sitra, Isa Town, Muharraq, November 2006.
15 Interviews with al-Haq leaders, Manama, Bahrain, November 2006. See also al-Ekri, 
2007.
16 Interviews with Sunni and Shi‘a reform activists, Jedda, Riyadh, and the Eastern Prov-
ince, March 2007. See Jones, 2005, and Wehrey, 2007.
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counterparts in Bahrain.17 Among Saudi Shi‘a, the ruling al-Saud also 
appear to enjoy greater legitimacy as mediators and advocates than 
do the al-Khalifa among Bahraini Shi‘a. Yet unlike Bahrain, Saudi 
Shi‘a confront the long-standing animosity of the vocal Salafi religious 
establishment, which, since the invasion of Iraq, has intensified its anti-
Shi‘a vitriol, exerting pressure on the al-Saud and forcing a subtle back-
tracking on reforms.18 Many of the Salafi fatwas support Saudi Arabia’s 
Sunni allies in Iraq, but it is Saudi Shi‘a who frequently feel the back-
lash domestically.19 In some cases, Shi‘a perceive that the al-Saud are 
tacitly endorsing this Salafi venom as a sort of stick to induce greater 
Shi‘a loyalty toward the ruling family.

Another important effect of the war has been the fraying of coop-
eration between Saudi Shi‘a and reform activists from other sects across 
the kingdom; in light of the strife in Iraq, these parties have increas-
ingly regarded one another with suspicion. Sunni reformists accuse 
their Shi‘a counterparts of embracing a winner-take-all mentality and 
being overly zealous in their support for Muqtada al-Sadr. Sunnis, 
for their part, are increasingly regarded by their Shi‘a allies as closet 
Wahhabis. The ultimate victor in this unraveling is the regime, which 
is likely to feel even less compelled to undertake reforms in the face 
of such a fragmented opposition. And like the al-Khalifa in Bahrain, 
the al-Saud may feel sufficiently empowered to balance and manipu-
late these substate tensions rather than address their underlying roots. 
Finally, as in Bahrain, the kingdom’s backtracking on reform could 
ultimately empower more-militant Shi‘a factions, such as the Iranian-
backed Saudi Hizballah or Hizballah al-Hijaz, which, although dor-
mant for many years, appears to be increasingly active.20

17 Accurate official population estimates are difficult to ascertain, given the sensitivity of the 
issue.
18 This includes the closure of Shi‘a mourning houses, the desecration of cemeteries, the 
banning of books, and other measures.
19 Interviews with Shi‘a clerics and intellectuals, al-Qatif, Saudi Arabia, March 2007. They 
noted that Salafi figures in the kingdom were given greater media access to comment on 
Iraq’s internecine conflict but invariably took aim at the Shi‘a sect more generally.
20 Interviews in al-Ahsa and al-Qatif, Saudi Arabia, March 2007.
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Kuwait is another state in which preexisting sectarian tensions 
could have been worsened by the conflict in Iraq. Yet the country 
appears to have emerged as a success story, in which a long-standing 
tradition of participatory politics has arguably “inoculated” the pop-
ulace against the spillover from Iraq (Pollock, 2007, p. 16). Kuwait’s 
tribally based tradition of diwaniyya [consultation], emphasis on wom-
en’s rights, and the political inclusion of its Shi‘a population (one-third 
Kuwait’s population of 1 million) have drawn applause from reform-
ists in neighboring states—Bahraini activists frequently pointed to the 
Kuwaiti constitution as a model for emulation.21

In 2006, during interviews with Kuwaiti Shi‘a lawmakers, Sunni 
clerics, and government officials, we noted that the Iraqi occupa-
tion from 1990 to 1991 was a turning point in Shi‘a-Sunni relations. 
Kuwaiti Shi‘a played a prominent role in the anti-Iraqi resistance and 
thus solidified their nationalist bona fides in the eyes of the ruling 
al-Sabah family, as well as the broader populace. We also noted that 
the doctrinal disposition of the country’s Salafis is markedly less hostile 
toward Shi‘a than other strands in Saudi Arabia and the Levant (see 
Blanford, 2006).22

Still, the country remains at risk to external shocks upsetting its 
political balance and societal relations.23 Most recently, this has been 
demonstrated by a parliamentary fracas that erupted in the wake of 
the assassination of Hizballah commander ‘Imad Mughniyah. Shi‘a 
demonstrated in solidarity with Hizballah, provoking Sunni lawmak-
ers to accuse prominent Shi‘a of being part of a secret Hizballah cell.24 
There are also ominous signs that the country’s stagnant economy has 

21 A comparative study of reform priorities in Gulf states is found in the work of the promi-
nent Bahraini sociologist, ‘Abd al-Nabi al-Ekri, 2006.
22 Nonetheless, there are prominent radical voices that bear watching: most notably the 
Kuwaiti-born jihadist cleric Hamid al-‘Ali who served as secretary general of the Kuwaiti 
Salafi Movement from 1997–2000 and later received a two-year suspended prison sentence 
for insulting the Kuwaiti emir.
23 Relative to other Gulf states, Kuwait has made progress integrating its Shi‘a. Still, prob-
lems exist—there are no known Shi‘a in the Kuwaiti Security Services, and Shi‘a are under-
represented in high levels of government.
24 “Kuwait MPs Expelled . . . ,” 2008.
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fostered a sort of democracy fatigue that could bode poorly for future 
Shi‘a-Sunni relations.25

Fears of Sunni-to-Shi‘a Conversions Suggest Deeper Problems in the 
Levant and Egypt

In Jordan, Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon, sectarian pressures have also 
assumed prominence in the wake of Iraq but are further exacerbated 
by the more-local phenomena of the Lebanese Hizballah and its 2006 
war with Israel. With the exception of Lebanon, the regimes have not 
wrestled with the challenge of Shi‘a political marginalization or oppo-
sition; a major concern has been the phenomenon of tashayu‘ [Sunni 
conversion to Shi‘ism].

Exact numbers are murky and hard to verify, but the issue is closely 
linked to popular acclaim for the Lebanese Hizballah after 2006 and 
the sense that Shi‘ism is now the “winning” sect.26 Our interlocutors in 
Jordan spoke about the growing appeal of “political” Shi‘ism embod-
ied in Hizballah as opposed to the “religious” Shi‘ism that, as practiced 
in the Arab world, is often quietist and frequently hostile to Iran.27 The 
noted Salafi-jihadist cleric Abu Basir al-Tartusi, whose website con-
tains a litany of warnings against the spread of Shi‘ism, has echoed 
this distinction, arguing that Iranian-backed proselytizing frequently 
uses “national revolutionary rhetoric” to obscure its religious hue and 
facilitate conversions (al-Tartusi, 2004; al-Tartusi, 2006). In Jordan, 
the debate over Shi‘a conversions appears closely tied to the influx of 

25 Kuwaitis appear increasingly frustrated by the fact that the Gulf ’s most thriving econo-
mies are those presided over by absolutist monarchies: Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Qatar. See 
Worth, 2008b.
26 The phenomenon appears particularly pronounced in Syria. For a report on Shi‘ism by 
the Syrian opposition, see The Movement for Justice and Democracy in Syria, 2007. This 
report alleges that 70 percent of conversions to Shi‘ism in Syria took place among the coun-
try’s ruling Alawite sect, which is much closer doctrinally to Shi‘ism than Sunnism. In real-
ity, the likely numbers of conversions in Syria and elsewhere are quite small.
27 Interview with Jordanian researcher, Amman, February 2008.
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Iraqi refugees and the fear that these new arrivals could further upset 
the Hashemite Kingdom’s delicate demographic balance.28

Even in Egypt, the internal Shi‘a issue has sparked debate; the 
country has “rediscovered” its Shi‘a population, which, according to a 
report on religious freedom, comprises less than 1 percent of the coun-
try’s population of 83 million (U.S. Department of State, 2009). There 
have been sporadic reports of increased harassment and discrimination, 
and the issue of conversions has attracted criticism from noted Sunni 
clerics, such as Yusuf al-Qaradawi. For its part, the official religious 
establishment at al-Azhar has called for rapprochement between the 
sects.29

In both Jordan and Egypt, the issue of Shi‘ism has spurred ten-
sion between various strands of Sunni Islamist currents, with more-
doctrinaire Salafi elements accusing the Muslim Brotherhood of being 
too conciliatory toward the Shi‘a. These debates were brought violently 
to the fore in the wake of the Saddam Hussein execution—an event 
that was widely interpreted in Arab circles as a blow to Sunni Arab 
identity, engineered by Iran and the United States (Slackman, 2007). 
Available polling following this incident showed precipitous decline in 
Arab views toward Iran (see Figure 2.1) and, more generally, Shi‘a. The 
Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan took a more-tolerant view of Iran and 
the Shi‘a, which provoked ire from both the government and other 
Sunni Islamists.

Ultimately, the Iraq War exacerbated tensions over Sunni-Shi‘a 
conversions that themselves were symptomatic of deep fundamental 
structural problems: an illiberal political culture and nonacceptance of 
the internal “other.” While these deficiencies do not present an immi-
nent threat to regime survival, they are long-term challenges that will 
have a direct bearing on the growth of radicalism over the next decade.

28 Our field research suggests that this is overblown; most Iraqi Shi‘a refugees are settling 
not in Jordan but in Syria, in the Sayida Zaynab district of Damascus. Interview with Jorda-
nian analyst, February 2008.
29 Interviews with Egyptian researchers, Cairo, March 2008. 
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Local Dynamics, Not Iraq, Drive Most Sectarian Strife in Lebanon

Lebanon is a special case where sectarianism is indeed a very real 
threat to stability and state survival; the country’s confessional politi-
cal system has formalized religious divisions and the government has 
ceded its monopoly on violent force to factional militias—many of 
whom appear to be rearming since late 2007 and early 2008.30

Territorially, the reach of the government has long been circum-
scribed, and this problem appears to have worsened in recent years. 
In the northern Sunni strongholds of Sidon and Tripoli, for example, 
Saudi-backed Salafi groups have enforced strict moral codes, banning 
alcohol.31 In the Chouf Mountains, previously mixed schools have been 
purged of Sunni, Shi‘a, and Christian students, while in the southern 
Beirut suburbs, Hizballah has functioned as a veritable ministate, pro-
viding electricity, sewage, and even its own telecommunications net-
work.32 As one long-time observer has noted, “old taboos” are slowly 
being broken, and ominous signs of a drift back toward “militia poli-
tics” are reappearing; sectarian banners are reappearing, as are road-
blocks erected by party militiamen in full view of the “official” traffic 
police (see Malbrunot, 2007).33

30 Interviews with Beirut-based analysts, Lebanon, March 2008. This problem is com-
pounded by reported sectarian splits within the Lebanese security forces: the Internal Secu-
rity Forces are generally regarded as more pro-Sunni and pro-Hariri, while the Lebanese 
Army is more sympathetic to Shi‘a and Hizballah—many of the rank-and-file are lower-class 
Shi‘a seeking upward mobility. 
31 A Beirut-based researcher appeared astonished by this transformation in the north, tell-
ing RAND, “Whenever I go to the north I feel I am among Bedouin or in Arabia.” Inter-
view with Lebanese researcher, Beirut, March 2008. A Salafi cleric in Tripoli lamented that 
Lebanon was infertile soil for the spread of Salafism; most of the country’s Sunnis followed 
the Hanafi madhhab [legal school] and were relatively liberal in outlook, which contrasted 
sharply with Salafism’s roots in the more doctrinaire Hanbali madhhab.
32 It was the government’s attempt to shut down this network that provoked Hizballah’s 
temporary assumption of control over west Beirut and the flare-up of violence in early May 
2008. Interviews with Lebanese analysts, scholars, and clerics, Tripoli and Beirut, March 
2008. For background on Hizballah’s state-building efforts in the 1990s, see Harik, 1994, 
and Wehrey, 2002.
33 Added to these dynamics is the long-standing problem of the Palestinian refugee camps 
(known locally as “islands of insecurity”), which are effective no-go areas for the Lebanese 
army.
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Taken in sum, this system would appear highly susceptible to an 
exogenous shock from the Iraq War. Yet our research suggests that the 
country’s recent tribulations are rooted more in local dynamics than in 
any direct spillover from Iraq: The 2005 assassination of Prime Min-
ister Rafiq Hariri, the 2006 war with Israel, and the ongoing presi-
dential crisis are the key drivers.34 That said, the Iraq War appears to 
be affecting developments in the Sunni-dominated north, albeit indi-
rectly. Salafi-jihadist fighters returning from Iraq are a current and 
future concern, and several contacts spoke of the Iraq War radicalizing 
Lebanon’s previously quietist Sunni population (Shadid, 2006; Fisk, 
2006).35

Yet the threat of Salafi-jihadist blowback from Iraq should not 
be overstated and may over the long term be mitigated by indige-
nous factors. Shakr al-Absi, the commander of the Lebanese Salafi- 
jihadist group Fatah al-Islam, was indeed a lieutenant of Abu Mus‘ab  
al-Zarqawi, the deceased head of AQI, and many of Fatah al-Islam’s 
hardened fighters were Iraq veterans from other Arab states. But Fatah 
al-Islam was ultimately a local outgrowth of the Nahr al-Barid Pales-
tinian camp. It thus enjoyed limited appeal among Lebanon’s northern 
Salafi community, many of whom harbored deep animosities toward 
the Palestinians in their midst and were repulsed by the group’s vio-
lent massacre of locally garrisoned Lebanese soldiers and were thus 
supportive when Lebanese forces stormed the camp.36 This dynamic 
argues against the analytic projection of Iraq’s sectarian divisions onto 

34 The Iraq War may have indirectly contributed to the worsening of ties between Syria and 
Hariri. The Lebanese prime minister’s decision to challenge the Syrians may have been partly 
based on a perception of U.S. support for democratization and the anti-Syrian agenda of the 
Bush administration—and the Iraq War boosted his perception of both of these. 
35 The Ayn al-Hilwa refugee camp was a major way station for the recruitment and transfer 
of foreign Arab volunteers to Iraq. In previous civil conflicts, Lebanese Sunnis had remained 
largely aloof from the fighting; it was the Palestinian camp populations that had provided 
the Sunni “muscle” in internecine warfare.
36 Even other jihadist groups, such as Asbat al-Ansar, failed to assist the group while it was 
pummeled by Lebanese forces for three months. Interview with Salafi cleric, Tripoli, Leba-
non, March 2008. Also, “Fighting in Nahr . . . ,” 2007. One contact in Tripoli noted that 
the Lebanese soldiers who attacked the camp hailed from the surrounding Sunni areas; those 
that died were feted as martyrs by local Salafis.
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neighboring states.37 In the case of Lebanon, Palestinian-Lebanese fis-
sures appear to have undermined the prospect of any Sunni Islamist 
solidarity.38

In the wake of the Nahr al-Barid episode, the empowerment of 
Lebanon’s Sunni Islamists has been facilitated through a deliberate 
strategy of co-option and support by the Future Movement under Sa’ad 
Hariri, as a counterweight to the pro-Syria March 8th coalition.39 As 
in the Gulf, our local contacts saw this as a dangerous game of sectar-
ian balancing that could ultimately backfire. Already, there are signs 
that Lebanon’s Salafis are pulling out of the political “deal” with the 
Future Movement—a retreat that could pave the way for more-radical, 
militant factions. On the Shi‘a side, the perception of Salafi ascen-
dancy has reportedly strengthened support for Hizballah as a protector 
and guarantor.40 “Many Shi‘a are unhappy with Hizballah, with its 
provocations and the pace of reconstruction,” noted one Shi‘a activist 
in southern Beirut. “But they know that in the face of the Salafis, there 
simply is no other protection.”41

37 This point has been well-argued by Saab and Riedel, 2007. Our research, however, has 
shown that cross-sectarian solidarity for Hizballah has diminished since 2006, and we did 
not find as much evidence of support for Hizballah among Sunni Islamists.
38 A critical debate on this issue is tawtin [granting of citizenship] to Lebanon’s Palestin-
ian refugees. Some of Lebanon’s Salafi figures approve this, provoking tensions from both 
Hizballah and Christian Maronites, who perceive this is an attempt to tip the country’s 
demography in favor of Sunni Muslims. According to one local observer, “If tawtin happens, 
the Maronites will disappear among Muslims and the Shi‘a will disappear among Sunnis.” 
Interviews with Lebanese analysts, Beirut, March 2008.
39 Interviews with Lebanese analysts, Beirut, March 2008. Tayyar al-Mustaqbal [The Future 
Movement] is a Sunni political bloc led by Sa’ad Hariri comprising the largest party in the 
March 14th coalition. The Future Movement enjoys significant support from Saudi Arabia 
and has included a number of Lebanon’s key Salafi factions among its core constituents. In 
the city of Sidon and in the Ayn al-Hilwa refugee camp, Sa’ad Hariri’s aunt, Bahia, has been 
the main intermediary with these Salafis—to the point where armed Salafis are known as 
“Bahia’s Army.” Arrayed against the March 14th coalition is the pro-Syria March 8th, which 
includes Hizballah, the Afwaj al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniyya [Lebanese Resistance Detach-
ments] (AMAL) movement, and the Free Patriotic Movement of the Christian politician 
Michel Aoun.
40 For background on Lebanon’s Salafis, see Abdel-Latif, 2008.
41 Interview with Shi‘a activist, southern Beirut, March 2008. Also, see Rougier, 2007.
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Some of this can be considered an indirect effect of the Iraq 
War—the Lebanese Salafi movement is being underwritten by Saudi 
Arabia as part of a larger diplomatic strategy to roll back Iran’s influ-
ence in the Levant while containing it in Iraq. Tehran, for its part, has 
intensified its financial involvement in the country’s reconstruction via 
Hizballah. “The regional tug-of-war is definitely being felt here,” noted 
one observer.42

The above sections have highlighted sectarian tensions in the 
wake of the Iraq War, exploring how conflict has exacerbated these 
dynamics in some cases and how the dynamics have arisen indepen-
dently from it in others. In several instances, regimes have deliberately 
cultivated or exploited Shi‘a-Sunni fissures as part of an anti-Iran strat-
egy or to conceal more deeply seated insecurities over political legiti-
macy and authoritarianism. With the exception of Lebanon, sectarian-
ism remains contained, and the threat of spillover appears exaggerated. 
All this argues against imposing a two-dimensional sectarian template 
on the region; a multitude of other loyalties coexist and, in some cases, 
take precedence over religious affiliation. The next section will survey 
some of these other substate identities and their links to the Iraq War.

Tribalism in Iraq May Animate Tribal Activism in 
Neighboring States

In light of the U.S.-backed Awakening Councils in al-Anbar, exploring 
the spread of tribal assertiveness in the Middle East appears especially 
salient.43 It is probably too soon to tell whether this recent empower-
ment of tribes in Iraq is a direct driver for similar activism in neighbor-

42 Interview with Lebanese researcher, Beirut, March 2008.
43 The Majalis al-Sahwa [Awakening Councils] were tribal coalitions forged to combat 
al-Qa‘ida in key Iraq provinces. Many members of these groups had direct or indirect ties 
to nationalist Iraqi insurgents but had agreed to ally themselves with the Iraqi government 
against the common foe of al-Qa‘ida. This arrangement received strong support from the 
United States in the form of funding, advice, supply, and promises of reintegration and jobs 
training to prevent Sahwa members from drifting back to insurgency. The term originated 
with the effort by Shaykh ‘Abd al-Sattar al-Rishawi (assassinated in September 2007) to form 
an anti-AQI coalition in Iraq’s al-Anbar province.
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ing states. One U.S. analyst noted that there was nothing “new” about 
the tribal dynamic; the United States has simply “rediscovered” a long-
standing feature of the sociocultural milieu.44 The strategy of employ-
ing tribal proxies against an Islamist militant threat or in a counter-
insurgency environment is also not new. A former Egyptian general 
argued that the United States had effectively borrowed this paradigm 
from the Egyptian experience of “playing the tribal card” against insur-
gents from the al-Gama‘a al-Islamiya, who typically recruited youth 
from prominent southern clans.45

The degree to which the Iraq War animates tribal sentiment in 
the region is contingent on existing tribe-state dynamics and is most 
likely to be felt among transnational tribes that straddle Iraq’s borders 
to the west.46 Thus, it appears Jordan has been particularly susceptible 
to tribal activism, especially in light of shifting regime policies. The 
most recent parliamentary elections were structured to give preference 
to rural tribes; intertribal clashes are becoming more common on uni-
versity campuses; and employment is increasingly scrutinized for tribal 
affiliation, rather than the previous focus on Palestinian or trans-Jor-
danian affiliation.47 Our fieldwork among a broad swath of Jordanian 
activists and analysts suggests that the government’s recent appeal to 

44 Interview with Middle East analyst, Washington, D.C., January 2008. The postinvasion 
era has also seen a number of new tribal ethnographies by Arab authors, some of which 
impart balance to Ba‘athist-era studies that had more explicit political agendas in mind; these 
include al-Zubaydi, 2005; al-Athim, 2005; al-Handal 2005; al-Wa’ili, 2002; and al-Athim, 
undated.
45 Interview with a retired Egyptian general, Cairo, Egypt, February, 2008.
46 The Dulaym, for example, have long resided along the key smuggling route of the Amman-
Baghdad highway; to the north, the Jabbur inhabit a strategic zone at the edge of Mosul, 
giving them trilateral access to Turkey, the Kurds, and Syria. In Saudi Arabia, the Shammar 
confederation spans the northern Jawf region, across historic trade routes into Fallujah. In 
many cases, these ties are solidified by an overlay of religiosity; the influential clerical family 
of Banu Tamim in Saudi Arabia (which includes both regime-supported clerical families, 
such as the al-Al Shaykh, and oppositionists, such as Sa’ad al-Faqih) helped establish the 
Sunni pocket of al-Zubayr in southern Iraq. The Salafi current uniting these tribes is now 
known as the Khat al-Zubayr (the Zubayr Line). Interviews with Saudi analysts and clerics, 
Riyadh and the Eastern Province, March 2007. Also, see al-Rashid, 2007, p. 269, fn. 16.
47 Interviews with Jordanian researchers and a UN official, Amman, February, 2008.
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tribal interests is tied to a general backtracking on participatory gover-
nance and a return to patronage politics; the parliament is increasingly 
seen as a mere provincial council that caters to the needs of rural Bed-
ouin, rather than legislating in the broader service of the citizenry.48

In Kuwait, tribal identity and the government’s response appear 
to be undermining the aforementioned experiment in democracy. 
Tribes have long been a feature of Kuwait’s power structure, even orga-
nizing their own “primaries” to select candidates for the national par-
liamentary elections. Beginning in 1998, the state outlawed these tribal 
voting forums, arguing that they would reduce the chances of nontribal 
candidates in national voting.49 As of May 2008, this ban has been a 
significant and ongoing source of contention between the government 
and tribes; the imprisonment of prominent tribal organizers of these 
primaries sparked rioting and an assault on a police station. Aggravat-
ing this discord is the perception of electoral gerrymandering to reduce 
tribal clout in the run-up to the May 17, 2008 elections.50 Several com-
mentators, however, counted the election returns as a victory for tribal-
ism and sectarianism: In at least two of Kuwait’s five electoral districts, 
tribal loyalties decided the outcome, and tribal candidates also fared 
well in the remaining districts (Brown, 2008).51

In Yemen, where tribes have traditionally filled a vacuum left 
by the state, tribal political influence is becoming more formalized. 
In July 2007, the paramount shaykh of the powerful Hashid tribe set 
up the “National Solidarity Council,” specifically in response to par-
liamentary paralysis and the weakness of the state.52 This body pro-

48 Interview with former Jordanian official, Amman, February 2008.
49 Tribes have attempted to circumvent this restriction by calling these primaries consulta-
tions. “Kuwait: Thousands Demonstrate . . . ,” 2008.
50 For more on tribal dynamics in Kuwait, see Crystal, 2005, p. 177; “Kuwait Tribes Storm 
Police Station . . . ,” 2008; and Izzak, 2008.
51 Brown also wrote, “Most post-election punditry in Kuwait focused on the triumph of 
tribalism and sectarianism, and for good reason” (Brown, 2008, p. 5).
52 The exact power of this body remains unknown, but it includes members of the ruling 
General People’s Congress, as well as oppositionists. A Yemeni academic has called it a sign 
of the “failure of civil society” (al-Alaya’a, 2007).



Domestic Reverberations of the War: Internal Challenges to Regime Stability    91

voked a strong response from the Hashid’s traditional rivals, the Bakil, 
who were not included and subsequently formed their own bloc as a 
counterweight (al-Ashmouri, 2007). This tribal tit-for-tat presents sig-
nificant challenges for the Salih government, which has also had to 
contend with a rebellion in the northern Saada province by followers 
of Zaydi Shi‘a revivalist leader Husayn al-Houthi, an increased threat 
from al-Qa‘ida, and a reinvigorated southern secessionist movement.53

In Saudi Arabia, tribal activism remains strong, with some observ-
ers noting a prominent tribal undercurrent to voting patterns in the 
2005 municipal elections. Many Islamist candidates received strong 
endorsement from prominent tribes; this is particularly evident in the 
Hijaz, where notable merchant families have lent their support to more 
Muslim Brotherhood–inspired strains of Salafism.54 A Riyadh-based 
political reformer told RAND that these dynamics illustrated how the 
Iraq War had unleashed “centrifugal forces“ in the kingdom—what he 
further described as intensified challenges to the homogenizing nation-
alist narrative the state had constructed.55

It is important to note, however, that, in many cases, the specter 
of tribal parochialism is often used by opponents of political liberaliza-
tion. This theme has emerged quite frequently in Saudi Arabia, with 
regime defenders asserting that the citizenry is too rooted in familial 
loyalty, too immature, and “not ready for democracy.” Similarly, there 
are those who argue that, unless nontribal civil society institutions are 

53 The Zaydis are a sect within Shi‘a Islam that recognizes the authority of the fifth imam, 
Zayd ibn Ali. Its members are often called “Fiver Shi‘a.” In this respect, they are distinct 
from the majority of Shi‘a in Iraq, Iran, and Lebanon, who follow 12 imams and are known 
as “Twelver Shi‘a.” Some observers have noted that the Zaydis are doctrinally closer to the 
Hanafi school of jurisprudence within Sunni Islam than they are to mainstream Shi‘sm. The 
rebellion was reportedly triggered in late 2004 by Zaydi alarm that the government was play-
ing “sectarian politics,” i.e., co-opting radical Salafi factions against the marginalized north-
ern Zaydi tribes (Phillips, 2005). Although the Saleh regime has frequently made reference 
to Iranian involvement, the conflict is rooted in center-periphery tensions, a movement by 
Zaydi figures to revive Zaydism as a political identity, and the politicoeconomic marginaliza-
tion of the northern Saada province.
54 Interview with a Saudi analyst, Jeddah, March 2007. These families included the Bayt 
Hanif, Bayt Nasif, and Jamjum.
55 Interview with a Salafi legal reformer, Riyadh, March 2007.
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first in place, elections are bound to be tainted.56 “If we held parliamen-
tary elections tomorrow,” a Saudi academic argued, “power would shift 
from the urban centers to the Bedouin periphery.”57

This brief survey of tribalism in a number of key states suggests 
that the Iraq War and, in particular, the empowerment of the Awak-
ening Councils, has increased the salience of tribal identity as both a 
bedrock and a potential challenge to regime legitimacy. Given the pres-
ence of transnational tribal links that straddle Iraq’s borders, it is logi-
cal to assume that various tribal trajectories in Iraq—increased politi-
cal activism, quietism, repression by the central regime, or intratribal 
conflict—will have an echo effect on political stability in neighboring 
states. While the full scope of these effects has yet to be felt, they high-
light an important post-Iraq pressure that regional states will have to 
contend with.

Developments in Iraq Have Inspired Kurdish Ambitions in 
Turkey, Syria, and Iran

Aside from tribal influence, ethnic activism presents another post-
Iraq challenge to state stability. As in the case of sectarian tensions, 
it is important to distinguish the actual processes of ethnic mobiliza-
tion from regime rhetoric, which is often designed to fracture opposi-
tion coordination and stoke fears of a domino effect.58 Many ethnic 
oppositionists do not seek to mirror Iraq’s federalized system, but are 
rather aiming for greater civil and social rights as part of a broad-based 
reform platform. If regimes can portray these initiatives as being fueled 
by ethnic particularism or provoked by “outside forces,” they stand a 
better chance of combating or discrediting them, as they have done 

56 Other scholars have argued that tribal organizations do represent civil society, albeit not 
along Western lines. See Antoun, 2000, and Carapico, 2007.
57 This observer argued that the winning tribes would be drawn from the al-Mutayr, 
al-Shammar, al-Qahtan, and al-Utayba. Interview with a Saudi political scientist and news-
paper columnist, Riyadh, March 2007.
58 In Egypt, for example, we encountered fears that the push for a federated Iraq was inspir-
ing activism by southern Copts. Interviews with Egyptian analysts, Cairo, February 2008. 
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with Shi‘a. The Kurdish populations in the region have drawn the most 
attention in this respect.

The events in Iraq have indeed animated Kurdish aspirations, 
and Kurdish insurgents, empowered by the availability of safe haven 
in northern Iraq, present an ongoing security threat to Syria, Turkey, 
and Iran. Iran, in particular, offers a useful illustration of these postwar 
echo effects. Following the election of Jalal Talabani as Iraqi president, 
spontaneous celebrations erupted among Iranian Kurds in at least two 
border cities, prompting clashes with Iranian security forces and a sub-
sequent crackdown (see Samii, 2005).

The war has also indirectly led to escalated attacks on Iranian 
security forces by the anti-Iranian Kurdish group PJAK, which report-
edly fields over 30,000 combatants in northern Iraq (Brandon, 2006).59 
Since 2006, a cycle of Kurdish demonstrations, Iranian repression, and 
Kurdish counterattacks has ensued, with sporadic incursions of Iranian 
troops into northern Iraq (see Oppel, 2007). According to the Iranian 
government, PJAK killed at least 120 Iranian soldiers in Iran in 2005, 
and the same number again in 2006 (see Global Security, 2007). In 
March 2006, Kurdish media reported that Iranian soldiers had killed 
10 Kurdish militants in Maku. As a result, PJAK raided three army 
bases in Kurdish-populated areas of Iran. One PJAK official claimed 
to have killed hundreds of Iranian officers in these offensives.60 Other 
PJAK sources advanced a more-realistic figure of 24 officers killed 
(Global Security, 2007). Since June 2007, the Iraqi border region of 
Bashdar, in Sulaimaniya, has been subject to periodic artillery bom-
bardments from the Iranian Army, which claims that the area harbors 
PJAK fighters allied to the PKK.61

As noted in Chapter Two, Turkey has seen a resurgence of PKK 
militancy, using northern Iraq as a base. Attacks on Turkish soil have 
inflicted extensive casualties and provoked a cross-border Turkish mili-

59 For further background on PJAK, the principal antiregime Kurdish insurgent group in 
Iran, see Wood, 2006.
60 Zanar Agri, a member of PJAK’s coordinating committee, made this claim. See Wood, 
2006.
61 “Iran Tujadid Qasfuha . . . ,” 2007. Also see “Iranian Forces Shell . . . ,” 2008.
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tary incursion into Iraq in December 2007 (see Tank, 2005). The real 
effect of the Kurdish spillover, however, may be felt more in the politi-
cal realm. PKK-associated violence has prompted a renewed drift in 
Ankara toward solving the Kurdish dilemma via security measures, 
not reform, with the result that the Turkish military has been handed 
increased leverage in its clash with the Justice and Development Party 
(see Larrabee, 2007a). More ominously, the military’s impetus for 
external intervention against the PKK has been mirrored by a parallel 
drift toward internal repression, potentially sabotaging Turkey’s diplo-
matic efforts to join the European Union (see Barkey, 2005).

It is in Syria that Iraqi Kurdish autonomy has had its most direct 
and explosive effect, sparking eight days of rioting by Syrian Kurds in 
March 2004—the country’s worst outbreak of ethnosectarian violence 
in two decades. It is important to note that the demonstrations (known 
today among Syria’s Kurds as “the uprising”) came amidst growing 
anticipation about events in neighboring Iraq. Aside from the afore-
mentioned election of Talabani, March 8, 2004, saw the ratification of 
the Iraqi Transitional Administrative Law, which gave the Iraqi Kurds 
substantial autonomy, including the right to their own police forces 
and to levy taxes (Lowe, 2006). Subsequently, there was widespread 
euphoria among Syria’s Kurds during the 2004 Nowruz [New Year] 
celebrations, and there were expectations about pushes for similar ini-
tiatives in Syria (Lowe, 2006). In this charged atmosphere, a melee 
between Arab and Kurdish soccer fans erupted in the northeastern 
city of Qamishli on March 12. Supporters of a visiting Arab soccer 
team shouted pro-Saddam slogans and ethnic slurs, and Kurdish fans 
responded with praise for President Bush. Security forces opened fire 
on the Kurdish demonstrators, killing eight and sparking the spread of 
the violence. The turbulence left 40 people dead and spread to Leba-
non, where security forces arrested several Kurdish activists.62

As of 2008, however, it appears that the threat of Kurdish activism 
in Syria had subsided. Kurdish-regime relations have improved, with 
one observer noting that a mutual fear of Sunni Islamists has pushed 

62 “Clashes Spread in Northeast Syria . . . ,” 2004.
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many Kurds to rally behind the government for support.63 The Kurds 
themselves are also divided, with as many as 12 Kurdish political par-
ties jostling for primacy.64 Finally, prominent Iraqi Kurdish leaders are 
reportedly sympathetic to the Assad regime for hosting them in exile 
during the Saddam era (Rubin, 2007, p. 9).

Iraqi Refugees Present One of the Most Significant Long-
Term Challenge

The influx of Iraqi refugees to neighboring states presents one of the 
most significant yet often misinterpreted effects of the Iraq War. Much 
of the focus thus far has been on either the immediate humanitarian 
challenge this crisis poses or on refugees as imminent security risks, 
with some analysts seeing them as vectors for radicalization, terror-
ism, sectarianism, and disease.65 Our research certainly captures this 
dynamic but also suggests that the most worrisome consequences of 
this population transfer may be longer-term, political, and economic. 
Gauging this, however, is somewhat difficult, given the tendency of 
host regimes and their publics to scapegoat, misrepresent, and exagger-
ate the consequences of the refugee flow.

There is a dearth of accurate data on the refugee crisis.66 Although 
estimates vary, it is generally believed that 2 million Iraqis have fled to 
neighboring states and that over 2.5 million are internally displaced 
within Iraq, making this refugee flow the largest in the region since 
1948, which it already surpasses in numbers. Of those who have left 
the country, over 1 million are estimated to be in Syria, and half that 

63 Author telephone discussion with a European scholar of Syria, January 2008.
64 Author telephone discussion with a European scholar of Syria, January 2008.
65 See the discussion of refugee “catch basins” in Byman and Pollack, 2007, pp. 22–27.
66 Iraqi refugee numbers are unreliable and difficult to estimate for many reasons. For 
instance, Iraqis in neighboring countries illegally fear discovery; not all estimates count 
Iraqis who left the country before 2003; some Iraqis travel to Jordan and Syria regularly for 
business and personal reasons, and it is difficult to disaggregate their numbers from those 
fleeing conflict; most Iraqis who have fled do not wish to be referred to as “refugees.”
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number in Jordan. Fafo, a Norwegian research group, has estimated 
that there are approximately 450,000 to 500,000 Iraqi refugees in Jor-
dan.67 Others are in Lebanon, Egypt, various Gulf states, Iran, and 
Turkey. Figure 4.1 portrays a country breakdown of Iraqi refugees, 
drawing on data from the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR).

Jordan is a special concern on the refugee issue, given its turbu-
lent history. The country’s stability has long been buffeted by the exog-
enous shock of Palestinian refugees, spurred by chaos in neighboring 
states. By the late 1960s, Palestinians in Jordan had coalesced into an 
autonomous parastate, fielding their own army and boldly defying the 
monarchy’s will. The echoes of the government’s showdown with these 
fighters in 1970 continue to shape the regime’s current policy toward 
Iraqi refugees. This is particularly true concerning its reluctance to 
erect any “parallel structures”—hospitals, camps, water supply, and 
other services—for Iraqi refugees that might become the incubus for 
Iraqi statelets in the kingdom (“little Baghdads”) or encouragement for 
the population to stay.68 Indeed, Iraqi refugees in Jordan and elsewhere 
largely live in rented housing, not refugee camps.

The added population strain has affected Jordan in a number 
of ways. The influx has cost the government over $1 billion U.S. per 
year, Iraqis have begun to compete for jobs with Jordanians. Public 
schools, which started accepting Iraqi students in July 2007, have 
become increasingly overcrowded.69 Even though children are allowed 
to attend school, most do not because parents fear that attendance may 
compromise illegal or quasi-legal presence in the country and because 
many children work illegally to keep their families housed and fed.

More dangerous, perhaps, are the long-term societal tensions 
and the potential for radicalization. Iraqis in Jordan have increasingly 

67 For background on Iraqi refugees in Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon, see al-Khalidi, 
2007; “Rot Here or Die There . . . ,” 2007; FAFO, 2007; Bruno, 2007; Fagen, 2007; and  
Chamberlin, 2008.
68 Interview with U.S. official, Amman, February 2008.
69 Interviews with Jordanian analysts, Amman, February 2008. The $1 billion U.S. figure is 
from the Jordanian Ministry of Interior. See Hindi, 2007.
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become a scapegoat for larger economic problems in the kingdom, such 
as the end of fuel subsidies, unemployment, inflation, and a housing 
shortage.70 “Services to Iraqis are now viewed as a threat,” noted one 
Jordanian researcher.71 A UN official argued that the problem could 
be further compounded by the demographic of young Iraqi males who 
have graduated from college but now sit idly unemployed—a profile 
that many analysts have identified as being susceptible to radicaliza-
tion.72

In contrast to these worries, some observers argue for a less- 
alarmist view of the influx and have actually highlighted its economic 

70 Fagen, 2007, p. 13, notes that “[e]very Jordanian encountered in the research singled out 
the rapidly accelerating cost of housing and most blamed wealthy Iraqis for having purchased 
or rented available space.” A major cause for escalating prices in oil and fuel has been the end 
of subsidies from Iraq after the invasion.
71 Interview with Jordanian researcher, Amman, February 2008.
72 Interview with UN refugee official, Amman, February 2008. This is echoed by Syrian 
officials, who reportedly consider unemployed Iraqi males a “time bomb.” See Laipson, 2009.

Figure 4.1
Regional Distribution of Iraqi Refugees as of March 2008 (000s)

RAND MG892-4.1

SOURCE: UNHCR



98    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

benefit.73 Many Iraqis who initially moved to Jordan were from a 
middle- or upper-class background, especially from the former Ba‘athist 
elite. The capital influx from their savings reportedly fueled Jordan’s 
mortgage market, helping new buyers from the lower and middle class-
es.74 A Georgetown University study noted that Iraqis in Jordan

do not make large demands on public health facilities. They do, 
however, purchase very large quantities of Jordanian goods and 
services, and they employ Jordanian construction workers, doc-
tors, concierges, technicians. (Fagen, 2007, p. 12)

Our fieldwork appeared to echo some elements of the Georgetown 
study’s findings on popular inflation of the ill effects of the refugee 
presence. However, as the resources of Iraqi refugees dwindle and as 
their conditions become more dire, friction with the local population is 
likely to increase over time. But the destabilizing sectarian dimension 
of the problem in Jordan appears overstated to date; in contrast with 
Salafi warnings about an Iraqi Shi‘a influx, most refugees are Sunni or 
Christian, with little interest thus far in political agitation. “Iraqis just 
want jobs and money,” noted one U.S. diplomat to RAND.75 “For the 
serious bad guys, Jordan is not the place,” noted this U.S. official.76

In Syria, our research identified a similar mix of alarm, caution, 
and pragmatism about refugees. Syria’s initial opening of its borders 
to the refugees appears to have been driven largely by ideology, to 
boost its pan-Arab bona fides on the regional stage, with little regard 
for the economic consequences. As in Jordan, the state bears most of 
the burden of accommodating this influx, yet the situation in Syria is 
more serious because its Iraqi population is generally poorer than those 
who fled to Jordan (Wilson, 2005). Eighty to ninety percent of Iraqi 
refugees have clustered in Damascus, resulting in overcrowding and 
increasingly unsanitary living conditions (Fagen, 2007, p. 19). Many 

73 For a Jordanian view of the benefit of Iraqi influx, see Saif and DeBartolo, 2007.
74 Interview with independent Jordanian analyst, Amman, February 2008.
75 Interview with U.S. official, Amman, February 2008.
76 Interview with U.S. official, Amman, February 2008.
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women have been forced into prostitution to support themselves and 
their families. Like Jordanians, the Syrian populace has begun blam-
ing Iraqis for the escalating costs of housing, goods, and services.77 
Lower-class Syrians and those on fixed incomes are especially at risk. 
This is an important constituency for the regime and could result in a 
future hardening of the country’s policies toward Iraqis. Despite these 
detrimental effects, some analyses point to the benefits of the influx. 
International Monetary Fund (2007), for example, asserted that the 
country’s rebound from a decade of slow economic growth was due in 
part to the pressures placed on the government by the refugees.

As in Jordan, sectarian tensions accompanying the Iraqi influx 
have been muted thus far. Few areas of refugee settlement in Damas-
cus are explicitly communal, with the exception of Sayida Zaynab, an 
important Shi‘a shrine and pilgrimage site (al-Khalidi, Hoffmann, and 
Tanner, 2007, pp. 23–26).78 In predominately Iraqi neighborhoods, 
Sunni ex-Ba‘athists coexist alongside representatives of Muqtada 
al-Sadr; sect and ideology are less-important markers in exile than class, 
wealth, and nationality. One contact related the story of an Iraqi Chris-
tian who sought refugee among Syrian Christians but was rebuffed and 
found shelter instead among Iraqi Shi‘a in the Sayida Zaynab district.79

Despite this commonality, an emerging source of tension is the 
changing demographic complexion in areas that were formerly Syrian 
and are now Iraqi. The suburb of Jarmana is a good example; the area 
was predominantly Syrian Druze and Christian before the war but now 
has a distinctly Iraqi feel to it—to the point where one section is nick-
named “Fallujah.” (al-Khalidi, Hoffmann and Tanner, 2007, p. 25).

In both Syria and Jordan, the refugee influx has had mixed eco-
nomic effects but has generally not yet undermined security and sta-

77 Telephone discussion with a European researcher on Syria, February 2008. This has been 
buttressed by official figures citing a spike in demands for subsidized goods, such as water, 
bread, and cooking gas.
78 Interview with a UN refugee official, Amman, February 2008. Neighborhoods in Damas-
cus are not organized along sectarian lines as they are in Baghdad. Class and piety, however, 
are important markers; in more-conservative Syrian areas, these populations have stirred 
animosity by selling alcohol.
79 Telephone discussion with a European researcher on Syria, February 2008.
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bility. Nonetheless, it has placed long-term stresses on the state that 
stem principally from public linkages of the refugees with worsening 
domestic ills. Syrian views in particular bear watching; many citizens 
continue to credit their government for its generosity toward refu-
gees and fidelity to pan-Arabism, but there is growing unease about 
the economic opportunity costs of this benevolence (al-Khalidi,  
Hoffmann, and Tanner, 2007, p. 42). Much will depend on how 
Amman and Damascus manage both the needs of refugees and the 
expectations of their citizenry. This, in turn, will ultimately hinge on 
an effective prioritization of resources and on increased international 
support.

The U.S. drawdown in Iraq also has the potential to exacerbate 
the long-term negative implications of this crisis if it is accompanied or 
followed by increased violence in Iraq. In such a situation, more refu-
gees may attempt to flee, but Jordan, Syria, and others are not likely 
to accept them as they have done to date (Jordan has already largely 
closed its doors to Iraqis), which could lead to the development of refu-
gee camps. A large Iraqi diaspora combined with continuing conflict 
in Iraq has the potential to spread conflict to neighbors because Iraqis 
living abroad funnel support to Iraqi groups, are recruited to fight, or 
lobby governments to provide aid to combatants. If camps are indeed 
set up, these risks increase because camps have often been primary 
sources of militant recruiting for fighting and unrest in the home and 
host countries.

Even if new refugee flows do not emerge in the context of 
drawdown, the existing refugee populations pose significant long-term 
challenges to host states. Given that many, if not most, Iraqi refugees 
are unlikely to return home even with improved security conditions in 
Iraq, the Iraqi refugee challenge may prove to be the most enduring 
effect of the Iraq conflict. Previous refugee crises hold important les-
sons for how this situation could evolve.80 First, the humanitarian crisis 
will worsen unless host countries take steps to integrate the displaced 
and thus accept at least some long-term presence. Poverty will grow, as 

80 For an overview of literature linking security and refugee crises and a detailed discussion 
of such linkages in Iraq, see Lischer, 2008.
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will numbers, through natural increase even if no more refugees leave 
Iraq. Lack of education will make future generations of Iraqi refugees 
even less competitive for jobs. Even if camps do not develop, poverty-
stricken enclaves will.

And it is well known that humanitarian crises have security 
implications. Poverty and resentment can feed radicalization among 
the displaced and host populations. Poor education may make refugees 
more vulnerable to extremist recruitment. Economic strains caused 
by displacement can also contribute to resentment and anger between 
refugee and indigenous populations, with each seen by the other as 
privileged or taking away goods and services. As discussed above, this 
is already taking place in Jordan and Syria. If displacement actually 
shifts demographics in these countries, these problems may be politi-
cized and create instability in the years to come.81

Conclusion: The Iraq War May Ultimately Strengthen 
Neighboring Regimes but Not the State

This chapter has surveyed domestic dynamics in a number of regional 
states, identifying the stresses and pressures that were either caused by 
the war or exacerbated by it. The threat of immediate spillover appears 
to have abated, although sectarian tensions, tribal identity, ethnic 
mobilization, and the refugee influx remain key concerns that are tied 
to developments in Iraq—but only partially. In many cases, regime 
policies themselves are what ultimately aggravate sectarianism or reas-
sert other substate identities. Much of this stems from deliberate tactics 
of manipulation, co-option, and exploitation of these affiliations in lieu 
of more-meaningful and long-term structural reforms.

The most significant effect of the war in the domestic sphere may 
therefore be a sort of authoritarian adaptation and learning that has 

81 This is already an issue in Bahrain, where some Shi‘a leaders allege that the government 
is offering citizenship to Sunnis from Iraq. Interview with Shi‘a activist, Manama, Bahrain, 
November 2006. 
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entrenched regimes, without necessarily fortifying the state.82 Regional 
governments have skillfully cultivated a perception of external siege, 
portraying themselves as “buffers” against Iraq’s sectarian furies and 
mediators over an immature citizenry that is prone to tribal and ethnic 
loyalties. Our research shows that public acquiescence may be partly 
facilitating this consolidation. Across the region, there is a premium on 
wahda [unity], watan [homeland], and nitham [system] as an antidote 
to fitna [strife], fawda [chaos], and ta’ ifiya [sectarianism]. Commenting 
on Saudi Arabia, a state that some have viewed as ripe for fragmenta-
tion, Bernard Haykel noted that

The dissolution in Iraq has further confirmed to ordinary and 
elite Saudis the wisdom of clinging to the present system, con-
vincing most people that no alternative exists to a unified Saudi 
Arabia. (Haykel, 2007)83

In many instances, support for the reassertion of the “security 
state” has been aided by domestic attacks by al-Qa‘ida and the result-
ing public backlash. One Jordanian analyst noted that the November 
2005 Amman hotel bombings by Zarqawi’s network improved public 
perceptions of the Jordanian security services; they were no longer seen 
as purely “monitoring” but rather “protecting” the citizenry.84

The net effect has been a deferral of any “domestic experiments” 
that might weaken regime authority. In this, local governments have 
been aided by an apparent decrease in U.S. pressure for political liber-
alization since 2003. Reformists and democracy activists in a number 
of states told us that their governments had been effectively granted a 
reprieve on reform because of Washington’s preoccupation with Iraq 
and, more recently, building a regional coalition against Iran. In other 
cases, democratization appears to have lost its luster among certain 

82 Heydemann, 2007, explores this dynamic of calibrated reforms and authoritarian “learn-
ing.”
83 Haykel was responding to a January 2008 article in Vanity Fair in which Kenneth Pol-
lack, Daniel Byman, David Fromkin, and Dennis Ross were asked to redraw the political 
map of the Middle East according to underlying socioethnic contours (Pollack et al, 2008). 
84 Interview with Jordanian activist, Amman, February, 2008.
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population segments because it is seen as a “U.S. project” and as the 
catalyst for the ongoing strife in Iraq.85 Whether or not this battening 
down of the hatches genuinely qualifies as a new nationalism is debat-
able. Public coalescence behind undemocratic rulers may prove tem-
porary and cyclical—what one scholar has aptly termed a “winter of 
autocracy” (Brumberg, 2006).

There are indeed a number of worrisome trends in the region, 
many of which predate the Iraq War, but were exacerbated by it: the 
perceived legitimacy deficit of hereditary rulers, stagnant economies, 
an illiberal political culture, and draconian judicial systems. Taken in 
sum, these internal maladies do not portend the imminent failure of 
the state, but neither are they favorable to long-term U.S. interests and 
regional stability. Many were identified after September 11, 2001, as 
the wellsprings of radicalization, and their persistence today argues for 
a renewed focus on domestic reform as a pillar of future U.S. security 
strategy in the region.

85 Interviews with Saudi and Egyptian reform activists in, respectively, Riyadh and Cairo, 
March 2007 and February 2008. Decreased U.S. pressure for democratization was also noted 
because Washington belatedly recognized that the “wrong people” can win—HAMAS and 
Hizballah.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Iraq War and the Future of Terrorism: 
Lessons Learned and New Strategic Trends

The effect on terrorism trends among Iraq’s neighbors and beyond is 
one of the most widely discussed, yet least understood, ripple effects 
of the conflict. In line with the recommendations of the NIE and the 
Iraq Study Group Report (Baker et al., 2006),1 prevailing views focus on 
Iraq’s role in directly causing an upsurge in global terrorism, amplify-
ing terrorist successes without fully assessing their causes or highlight-
ing vulnerabilities and weaknesses. Our findings suggest a more-mixed 
picture, the true colors of which are unlikely to clarify themselves for 
a number of years. This chapter examines some of the data substanti-
ating claims that events in Iraq have exacerbated terrorist threats and 
explores the theories in circulation that the war and its aftermath have 
boosted terrorist recruitment and public support for Salafi-jihadist 
movements, furthered al-Qa‘ida’s ideological and strategic goals by 
opening up new fronts for jihad, and created a new laboratory for ter-
rorist training and tactical innovation.

In the sphere of recruitment and strategic communications, 
although al-Qa‘ida has capitalized on the emotive message of Iraq as 
the central outlet for defensive jihad, it has lost public support as a 
result of its brutal tactics in Iraq. Ideologically, the trajectory of events 
in Iraq has reduced the perceived legitimacy of al-Qa‘ida’s key theologi-
cal tenets and exposed a mismatch between its ideological aspirations 

1 National Intelligence Council, 2006, provides an unclassified list of key points of the 
NIE.
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and strategic possibilities. In practical terms, Iraq has indeed provided 
a training ground for both Sunni and Shi‘a insurgents and a military 
laboratory for the development of terrorist TTPs. Salafi-jihadist tac-
tics perfected in Iraq are already manifesting themselves elsewhere, but 
Iraq cannot be held solely accountable for this. In the meantime, while 
Shi‘a militants have been the greatest beneficiaries of new technologies, 
the capacity for proliferation elsewhere is limited by Iran’s own inter-
ests and by the objectives of the Shi‘a.

In short, the immediate blowback from Iraq may not be as severe 
as commonly assumed. However, judging by the Afghan model, in 
which mujahidin who fought the Soviets in the 1980s went on to cam-
paign in central Asia in the 1990s, it may be a decade or more before 
the full effects of Iraq on terrorism are felt. Before this happens, the 
United States and regional partners should focus on exploiting weak-
nesses in the information operations of the jihadi movements, on better 
understanding the most novel and prevalent TTPs and strategies being 
used in Iraq, and on encouraging preventative policies in the most vul-
nerable states.

Existing Reports Present Contradictory Evidence on the 
Net Effects of the Iraq War

The majority of statistical studies indicate that terrorism levels world-
wide rose sharply after the Iraq War. However, the data presented to 
identify Iraq as a causal factor are inconclusive. Starting with official 
reports, the U.S. Department of State’s “Patterns of Global Terrorism” 
annual reviews indicated a rise in international terrorist acts, from 198 
incidents in 2002 to 208 in 2003.2 In 2005 the U.S. National Counter-
terrorism Center unveiled a more-comprehensive Worldwide Incidents 
Tracking System. While the center cautioned against purely quantita-
tive analysis, this system recorded a jump in the number of terrorist 

2 These reports are available on the department’s website. The 2003 findings do not include 
the majority of attacks on Coalition Forces in Iraq during Operations Iraqi Freedom and 
Enduring Freedom.
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incidents worldwide from 3,255 in 2004 to 11,088 in 2005, subse-
quently rising to around 14,500 in both 2006 and 2007.3 In Novem-
ber 2007, two law professors complied a “Report Card on the War on 
Terror” using the Memorial Institute for the Prevention of Terrorism 
(MIPT)–RAND Terrorism Knowledge Database. They reported that 
annual worldwide terrorist incidents had increased from 1,732 in 2001 
to 6,659 in 2006 (Cole and Lobel, 2007).

Adding to this, Peter Bergen and Paul Cruickshank used MIPT-
RAND Terrorism Knowledge Database statistics to compare the peri-
ods between 9/11 and the start of the Iraq War in March 2003 and 
March 2003 to September 2006 to focus more intently on the Iraq 
effect.4 Grounding their analysis specifically on jihadi militant groups, 
the authors acknowledged that increased attacks by jihadi groups might 
not be attributable to Iraq. Nonetheless, they maintained that the most 
direct test of the Iraq effect was whether the United States and its allies 
had suffered more jihadi terrorism after the invasion than before and 
found that attacks on Western interests and citizens around the world 
(outside of Iraq and Afghanistan) had risen by roughly 25 percent.

Not all academic studies conform to these findings. At the 
other end of the spectrum, a study conducted by Simon Fraser Uni-
versity in Canada in May 2008 indicated that, Iraq aside, terrorism 
had actually gone down since 2003 and pointed out that according to 
both MIPT-RAND and Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terror 
(START) data, non-Iraq deaths from terrorism had declined by more 
than 40 percent since 2001.5 The disparity of these findings highlights 
one of the fundamental difficulties involved in providing quantitative 

3 These findings emerged from searches using the tracking system in December 2009.
4 The authors later clarify that they are referring specifically to terrorism committed by 
jihadi groups (Bergen and Cruickshank, 2007). 
5 Mack, 2008, and Zakaria, 2008. Similarly, Dreyfuss, 2006, responded to the leaked NIE 
judgments with an article affirming that he did not believe there was much evidence to sug-
gest that Iraq was creating more terrorists: “It is a long leap from anti-Americanism to terror-
ism.” Anti-American Arabs had, Dreyfuss said, expressed their ill feelings toward America in 
other ways—for instance, by voting for HAMAS or Hizballah or by joining the insurgency 
in Iraq—but not by turning to terrorism. This highlights the highly disputed nature of the 
term terrorism. 
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analysis detailing terrorist attacks: the disagreement over what should 
be counted as terrorism. The polarization between results pointing to a 
massive increase in terrorism and those indicating a static, or declining, 
level is often indicative of whether or not the studies included attacks 
committed within Iraq.6 Those who reject these do so on the grounds 
that Iraq is a war zone; as such, it is misleading to include attacks there, 
particularly when violent attacks committed in other war zones have 
not been identified as terrorism in government-funded terrorist data-
bases. Those who include attacks in Iraq imply that discounting the 
violence jihadi groups in Iraq perpetrate is nonsensical when Iraq was, 
for a time, the principle territory for defeating terror.

An accurate reading of the immediate Iraq effect on Salafi-jihadist 
terrorism is further impeded by the intensification of counterterrorism 
efforts of Western security apparatuses after 9/11 and the heightened 
sensitivity to threats, which have mitigated effects that would otherwise 
have been felt as a result of Iraq. The opportunistic policy of regional 
governments to recategorize domestic violent dissent motivated by pre-
existing grievances as Salafi-jihadism is another complicating factor. 
True, there is no shortage of data connecting terrorist attacks through-
out the Middle East to Iraq; whether the connection is an emulation 
of strategy, the sourcing of weapons, or the perpetrators’ prior experi-
ence in Iraq. However, Iraq’s high profile increases the temptation to 
attribute all terrorism Muslims commit to the Iraq effect, and analysts 
should be wary of doing so, even when perpetrators of terror attacks 
cite Iraq as a motivating factor.

If the findings from databases and incident reporting prove unsat-
isfactory, they also fail to address questions relating to the war’s longer-
term effect as a symbolic vehicle for radicalization and recruitment, a 

6 National Counterterrorism Center, 2008, claims that, of the 14,499 reported terrorist 
attacks for 2007, almost 43 percent occurred in Iraq. Bergen and Cruickshank, 2007, main-
tain that, even excluding Iraq and Afghanistan, terrorist attacks rose 35 percent between 
March 2003 and September 2006. But again, their definition of terrorism is debatable. They 
discount Palestinian attacks on the grounds that “they depend largely on factors particular 
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,” although Gaza now plays host to a collection of self-pro-
claimed Salafi-jihadist groups. On the other hand, they include attacks in other countries, 
such as Algeria, presumably because these have no basis in local grievance.
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jihadi case study informing future strategy development, and a labora-
tory for the development of new asymmetric tactics.

The Iraq Conflict Has Boosted al-Qa‘ida’s Recruitment but 
Reduced Its Long-Term Base of Popular Support

Iraq Has Offered an Attractive Narrative of Resistance to Aggrieved 
Muslims

The Iraq War has provided an anti-Western motivational focus and 
consolidated preexisting grievances, which encourage Muslims world-
wide to join terrorist groups. As a cause célèbre,7 the conflict, particu-
larly from 2003 to 2006, offered a narrative of resistance to occupation 
that proved intensely attractive to multiple audiences across the region 
whose immediate local grievances may have been unrelated to Iraq 
itself but who nonetheless may have been inspired toward violence by 
the war. Many of these volunteers did not adhere to the “typical” ter-
rorist profile; instead, they are students and professionals attracted to a 
cause, much as the Spanish Civil War proved a magnet for young pro-
fessionals and intellectuals. Iraq became the focus for anti-American,  
anti-Western sentiment. Author interviews in Jordan revealed that 
young Jordanians went to Iraq because it was an easy target; if Gaza 
were easier to access, they would have gone there. The same senti-
ment was reflected in the citation of a Palestinian in the Lebanese ‘Ayn 
al-Hilwa refugee camp interviewed by Al Arabiya:

Most of the Muslim youths in Lebanon wanted to go to Iraq for 
jihad. As you know, the situation in Lebanon does not allow us 
to go to Palestine to fight, even though the Palestinian cause is 
the core issue and Palestine is worthier than all the Arab coun-
tries . . . . Therefore, we felt Iraq was closer to us than Palestine 
because it is easier to go to Iraq. Everybody is ready to open the 
way to Iraq and close the way to Palestine . . . .8

7 The NIE used this phrase in reference to Iraq. 
8 “Al-Arabiyah Net Interviews . . . ,” 2007.
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Many volunteers are young; Muhammad Hafez recounts a story 
of the recruitment of almost an entire Saudi soccer team of 17- to 
25-year-olds. In July 2004 (Hafez, 2007), three Kuwaiti teenagers 
were sent home from Syria en route to Iraq (Spencer, 2004), and in 
January 2005, Mohsen al-Fahdli—a Kuwaiti al-Qa‘ida suspect—was 
arrested on suspicion of recruiting youths to attack U.S. forces in Iraq 
(see Janardhan, 2005).

The general unpopularity of the conflict contributed toward local 
regimes intermittently turning a blind eye to nationals making their 
way to Iraq to fight,9 in a bid to deflect violence from the home front. 
Added to this, al-Qa‘ida’s ideologues and strategists have successfully 
portrayed Iraq as the most striking example of an infidel invasion of 
an Arab Muslim land, drawing historic parallels to Mongol invasion 
of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad in the 13th century. In doing so, 
they appeal not only to those who consider their time in Iraq as a surro-
gate battle against the rulers of their own countries but also to Muslims 
who view Iraq as a legitimate site of jihad al-daf ‘a [defensive jihad] but 
who do not subscribe to the more-aggressive Salafi-jihadist interpreta-
tion of jihad al-talab [offensive jihad],10 although their attitudes may 
evolve as a result of involvement in Iraq. The greatest Salafi-jihadist 
strategic communication successes within the Sunni Muslim world 
appear to rely on the simple message that Iraq represents an opportune 
front for performing jihad against foreign occupation and expunging 
its attendant humiliation. The conflict provides a compelling, univer-
salizing narrative that transcends boundaries by incorporating themes 
of occupation, honor defiled, brave resistance, and redemption. That 
emotive message travels well and is easily conveyed through the mass 
media.

9 In July 2006, Yemeni courts acquitted 14 Yemenis and five Saudis accused of plotting to 
attack Americans in Yemen. Prosecutors claimed that the men had returned from Iraq to 
Yemen on the instruction of Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi to undertake the attacks, and some of 
the men admitted to having fought in Iraq, but the chief judge declared that Shari’a law did 
not prohibit the men from going to fight jihad.
10 The majority of Islamic scholars (of all Islamic schools of law) maintain that defensive 
jihad is an individual and thus compulsory duty for all Muslims, whereas offensive jihad is a 
collective duty, which may be carried out by some, thus relieving the burden on others.
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But al-Qa‘ida Has Failed to Translate Popular Support for Resistance 
in Iraq into Broad Backing for Its Global Jihad Bid

While al-Qa‘ida has been able to exploit the Iraq conflict to reinvigo-
rate its narrative following demoralizing setbacks with the 2002 fall of 
the Taliban in Afghanistan, its efforts to create a long-term base of ide-
ological support by using Iraq as the crux of a hearts-and-minds media 
campaign have been far less successful. The centrality of an attractive 
mass-media campaign has not escaped the al-Qa‘ida central leader-
ship or its regional franchises, including AQI.11 As Ayman al-Zawahiri 
noted in a letter to Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi in July 2005,

More than half of this battle is taking place in the battlefield of 
the media. We are in a media battle in a race for the hearts and 
minds of Muslims.12

A scan of Salafi-jihadist Internet forums, particularly the al-Boraq 
online forum dedicated to AQI’s self-declared “Islamic State of Iraq” 
(ISI),13 reveals the level of attention AQI accords its ideological outreach 
in the form of detailed treatises addressing the Umma [Islamic nation] 
and conveying AQI’s version of events.14 For some time in 2005, AQI’s 
own online magazine—Zurwat al-Sanam [Tip of the Camel’s Hump]—
was distributed over the forums, boasting a collection of rallying cries, 
success stories, ideological treatises, and vitriolic attacks against the 
coalition (Rageh, 2005). In early 2007, in an apparent communica-
tion strategy designed to trump the recently announced U.S. surge, ISI 
declared the initiation of the Karama [Dignity] Plan within its terri-

11 Increasingly, al-Qa‘ida central, composed largely of the movement’s original leadership 
and headed by bin Laden and al-Zawahiri, is distinguished from al-Qa‘ida “franchise” oper-
ations established in many places by field commanders.
12 U.S. forces intercepted the letter. 
13 ISI was declared in October 2006 by AQI’s “legal” entity, the Mujahidin Shura Council. 
This nominal state allegedly comprised Baghdad, Anbar, Salah al-Din, Ninawa, Kirkuk, 
Diyala, and parts of Babil. 
14 The hard-core, password-protected al-Ekhlaas and al-Hesbah online forums, among 
others, broadcast AQI publicity, but were suspended during 2008, apparently because of 
hacking. 
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tories. Essentially, the plan consisted of nothing more than attributing 
ongoing attacks to a coordinated strategic program with a high-profile 
title. Since then, reports of the Karama Plan’s Hissad [Harvest of Suc-
cessful Operations], as the AQI/ISI refers to them, have been faithfully 
disseminated by the AQI-endorsed media outlet, al-Furqan, over the 
forums.

And yet, despite the premium placed on the strategic commu-
nications campaign, the Salafi-jihadist camp itself assesses its media 
operation as an area of vulnerability. In view of the limited access of 
the Arab world in general to the Internet,15 the investments jihadi 
forum participants have made may not be paying satisfactory divi-
dends. Links between Internet usage and radicalization have been 
established but are insufficiently understood, and the Internet appears 
to have had a limited role within Middle East countries in motivating 
foreign volunteerism in Iraq. Using evidence from the Sinjar records, 
a collection of profiles of over 600 foreign fighters who entered Iraq 
via the Syrian border between August 2006 and August 2007 (Felter 
and Fishman, 2007; Fishman et al., 2008), Clinton Watts (2008) states 
that,

Although the Sinjar records do not explain how young men are 
radicalized, they do eliminate the Internet as a major factor for 
three reasons. First, Sinjar recruits rarely mention utilizing the 
Internet to reach Iraq. Second, many North African and Middle 
Eastern countries have limited access to the Internet. Third, most 
North African and Middle Eastern countries producing large 
numbers of foreign fighters access militant Web sites with less 
frequency than Western countries that produce far fewer foreign 
fighters.

He further points out that only 3.4 percent of those who gave details 
on how they had made contact with their coordinators had done so 
via the Internet. The vulnerabilities of al-Qa‘ida’s own strategic com-
munications campaign are compounded by unfavorable portrayals of 

15 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 2007, pp. 25–26, considers 
Internet use in the Arab world.
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AQI’s conduct in Iraq by both the Western and pan-Arab media, where 
al-Qa‘ida really needs to make inroads. A September 2007 ISI state-
ment bemoaned this fact (al-Furqan Foundation, 2003):

Let us discuss the deceitful crusader media that spreads its lies 
and hides its losses. It is clear, dear brothers, that the various 
media outlets of today are controlled by America—thus, matters 
that are pro-American are broadcast, while all other matters are 
kept hidden.

And while the West harbors deep suspicions toward the pan-Arab 
channel Al Jazeera and to a lesser extent, Al Arabiya, so do Salafi- 
jihadists. While Al Jazeera is famed for being the first to air bin Laden 
audiotapes, its stance on AQI is also much maligned among al-Qa‘ida 
affiliates, who accuse it of being a secret tool of the U.S. administra-
tion. In September 2007, al-Fajr Media Center produced a tract for the 
mujahidin, in which it noted,

We have seen how Al Jazeera did manipulate the speech of our 
Sheikh Osama bin Ladin . . . . Al Jazeera directors have shame-
fully chosen to back the crusaders’ side, and the defenders of hyp-
ocrites and the thugs and traitors of Iraq.

Similarly, in November 2008, an Iraq-centric jihadi Internet 
media outfit, Ansar Media Group, produced a video attacking Al 
Arabiya, Al Jazeera, and the U.S.-funded al-Hurra channels for their 
“distorted” anti-jihadi slant, drawing particular attention to Al Ara-
biya’s high-profile “Death Industry” series on militant Islam (Ansar 
Media Group, 2008).

Al-Qa‘ida in Iraq’s Violent Tactics Have Alienated Muslim Publics

AQI has pursued a calculated policy of publicizing its brutal tactics 
within Iraq, but this is proving a double-edged sword for the al-Qa‘ida 
movement as a whole, which faces a basic tension between the need to 
recruit radicals and the need to prevent a mainstream public backlash 
against it. If the psychological effects of its graphic portrayals of vio-
lence enhance al-Qa‘ida’s fearsome reputation and appeal to radicals, 
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its execution policies, targeting of Muslim civilians manifestly uncon-
nected to the “occupation,” and inability to cooperate with nationalist 
resistance groups in Iraq have cost it mainstream Muslim public sym-
pathy.

On the whole, regional polls reinforce the theory that public sup-
port for al-Qa‘ida has fallen in inverse relationship to the movement’s 
use of horrific tactics in Iraq and elsewhere. A 2005 Pew Survey that 
polled views on Islamic extremism in the Muslim world found that, in 
Lebanon, support for suicide bombings “often or sometimes” had fallen 
from 73 percent in summer 2002 to 39 percent,16 and in Morocco, 
support fell from 40 percent in 2004 to 13 percent (Pew, 2005). Con-
versely, in Jordan, support rose from 43 percent in 2002 to 57 percent 
in 2005, and while confidence in Osama bin Laden fell noticeably in 
most Arab countries between 2002 and 2005, support rose in Jordan 
from 55 percent to 60 percent. But on November 9, 2005, a triple 
suicide bomb attack staged by Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, then leader of 
AQI, targeted three hotels in Amman, killing 59 people, the majority 
of whom were Jordanian. Two years later, support for bin Laden had 
dropped to 20 percent (U.S. Department of State, 2007).

A decrease in mainstream public support for the use of terrorist 
tactics does not necessarily reflect a recruitment drought for the ranks 
of terrorist groups: Revulsion toward terrorism often occurs in commu-
nities that are falling victim to it, even if they had previously applauded 
it from afar.17 Even so, the loss of a base of public support facilitates 
local regimes in striking Salafi-jihadist movements with an iron fist. 
Among Iraq’s neighbors, this backlash, coupled with the inhospitality 
that existing nationalist opposition movements have shown the move-
ment, has weakened the credibility of al-Qa‘ida’s key ideological mes-
sages and, in turn, further eroded the movement’s perceived legitimacy.

16 This may have been more closely connected to the assassination of Rafiq Hariri in Febru-
ary 2005 than to the Iraq War. 
17 Illustrating this, a poll the Terror Free Tomorrow organization conducted in late 2007 
indicated that, in Saudi Arabia, 40 percent of respondents had a favorable view of the 
United States (the highest of any Arab country), and only 10 percent had a favorable view of 
al-Qa‘ida. This reflects that Saudi Arabia has been one of the hardest hit in terms of Salafi-
jihadist attacks with traceable connections to Iraq.
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Al-Qa‘ida’s Experience in Iraq Has Exposed Its Ideology 
and Strategy

Scholars debate the salience of ideology in terrorism, but its priority 
among al-Qa‘ida’s higher echelons is demonstrated by a major post-
Iraq treatise, “Iraqi Jihad, Hopes and Risks: Analysis of the Reality 
and Visions for the Future, and Actual Steps in the Path of the Blessed 
Jihad.”18 That document is a follow-up to a seminal text by a major 
Saudi-born al-Qa’ida strategist, Yusuf al-Ayiri, titled “The Future of 
Iraq and the Arabian Peninsula After the Fall of Baghdad,” which 
states that

a jihadist group that does not hold a clear ideology or a legitimate, 
intellectual, and practical perspective is always exposed to divi-
sion, penetration, and is threatened with extinction. At one stage, 
it will become unable to maintain its achievements, let alone win 
new members. (al-Ayiri, 2003)19

Although connected, the operational successes of al-Qa‘ida 
and associated Salafi-jihadist groups are distinct from the organiza-
tion’s ideological strength as a coherent movement. While many of 
the movement’s own members may not grasp the finer details of its 
ideological core, that ideology remains a central unifying factor and 
simultaneously legitimizes al-Qa‘ida’s existence in the greater Muslim 
world as something more than a purely anarchistic collection of terror-
ists. Operational conditions and the need for strategic flexibility have 
always influenced al-Qa‘ida’s portrayal of its ideology, but in Iraq, the 
movement’s targeting of Shi‘a, refusal to cooperate with nonaligned 
nationalist resistance groups, and rhetorical focus on prioritizing new 
fronts have stretched its ideology to the breaking point.20

18 Written by The Media Commission for the Victory of the Iraqi People (The Mujahidin 
Services Center), 2003. 
19 For further details, see Paz, 2004b. al-Ayiri was killed by Saudi authorities in June 2003.
20 Hegghammer, 2006, highlighted some of the debates that had already become appar-
ent within Salafi discourse as a result of Iraq. Notably, Iraq had been identified as the most 
important front for jihad, and this had diverted attention away from other fronts; the use of 
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The ideological underpinnings of al-Qa‘ida are grounded in Salafi 
tenets that include the restoration of the legendary Islamic Caliphate; 
jihad [struggle], which, according to Salafism, is violent; takfir [excom-
munication], which by extension also means the killing of Muslims 
who do not adhere to the Salafi vision of Islam; and al-wala’ wa-l-bara’ 
[loyalty and disavowal], which by extension requires wahdat al-suf 
[unity of the ranks among the faithful]. Strategically, al-Qa‘ida has 
traditionally aimed to pursue these goals by initially targeting the “far 
enemy” (i.e., the West) in preference to the “near enemy” (secular or 
corrupt Arab regimes); by rejecting nationalist interests and denounc-
ing political participation; and by focusing on a tight-knit structure 
headed by key ideologues. But in bringing the global jihad to the Arab 
heartlands, the Iraq conflict has in some cases forced it to change strat-
egy and in other cases has exposed the counterproductive nature of its 
doctrinaire behavior. By acting as a principal protagonist in a “Muslim 
on Muslim” civil war, al-Qa‘ida has emphasized a focus on the near 
enemy—“collaborationist” Shi‘a, Sunni tribes allied with the coalition, 
and neighboring lands. By refusing absolutely to engage in the politi-
cal process, the movement has alienated nationalist Sunni resistance 
groups. Equally, though, AQI’s role in Iraq has allowed battlefield 
jihadi leaders to rise to the fore at the expense of the core leadership 
of al-Qa‘ida central—for whom ideology is the legitimizing trumpet.

The blow dealt to the credibility of al-Qa‘ida’s key ideological 
tenets plays out not only in Iraq, but in neighboring countries where 
al-Qa‘ida’s aspirations to open new fronts for jihad are also being 
undermined. Symbolically, Iran and Palestine are perhaps the most 
important of these fronts, and in both countries, al-Qa‘ida’s options 
are limited.

Al-Qa‘ida’s Demonization of Iran and the Shi‘a World Is Backfiring

The sustained presence of coalition armies in an unstable Arab coun-
try enabled al-Qa‘ida to capitalize on the charged theme of an infidel 
invasion, in addition to providing a geographical territory accessible to 

brutal tactics and the targeting of Shi‘a played badly in the public relations campaign; and 
strategic studies were becoming increasingly important in Salafi-jihadist thought.
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volunteer foreign fighters. But this apparently ideal scenario has created 
unrealistic expectations among al-Qa‘ida’s followers about the move-
ment’s capabilities, and its long-standing rhetorical refrain that Iraq 
will serve as a springboard for attacks against neighboring countries has 
precipitated the expectation of full-scale jihad in Arab lands as opposed 
to periodic attacks on Western interests. Similarly, al-Qa‘ida’s tradi-
tional insistence that the greater enemy is the foreign entity has become 
difficult to maintain when the vast majority of victims of al-Qa‘ida’s 
attacks are Iraqis. This is forcing the movement to adopt a different 
posture toward identifying its enemies internally and externally.

Where al-Qa‘ida central prioritized the far enemy, the former AQI 
leader Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi deliberately focused on the near enemy; 
one of his strategies was to play on the minority status and fears of the 
Iraqi Sunni population to stir up sectarian warfare against the Shi‘a 
majority.21 This shift in al-Qa‘ida’s targets introduced the theologically 
murky questions of targeting Muslims, and civilians at that, as legiti-
mate subjects of takfir. The bombing of the Hadi al-‘Askari mosque in 
Samarra in February 2006 was a point of no return. Al-Zarqawi justi-
fied these tactics theologically by citing the 13th-century Salafi author-
ity Ibn Taymiya, who affirmed that the Shi‘a consistently betrayed the 
Arab Muslim nation to invaders throughout history, and strategically, 
by arguing that “If we succeed in dragging them into the arena of sec-
tarian war, it will become possible to awaken the inattentive Sunnis as 
they feel imminent danger.”22

Justifications for targeting Shi‘a within Iraq have been matched 
by genuine fears about Iran’s expansionist plans, which appear all the 
more realistic in the light of Iranian political, cultural, and religious 
influence in Iraq. Within Salafi-jihadist Web forums, some maintain 
that Iran has become an even greater threat than America,23 but peri-
odic suggestions that the mujahidin should temporarily pair with either 
America or Iran to defeat the other side have met with no consensus. 
The “Safavids” are a more problematic enemy than the “Crusaders” and 

21 Fishman, 2006, explores the dynamics of this strategy.
22 Text from al-Zarqawi letter to bin Laden, 2004.
23 See, for instance, a SITE-translated forum posting, “al-Sabeel5,” 2008.
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“Zionists”; their Muslim status complicates attempts to vilify them, 
as does their backing of Hizballah, possibly the organization with 
the greatest pan-Islamic appeal in the Arab world.24 Nonetheless, in 
December 2007, Ayman al-Zawahiri responded to a question on why 
al-Qa‘ida would not unite with Iran to defeat the United States, saying,

we used to concentrate on confronting the American-led  
Zionist-Crusader alliance in its contemporary crusade against 
the Muslim Umma. But all of a sudden we discovered Iran col-
laborating with America in its invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 
(al-Sahab Media, 2007)

By contrast, in March 2008, the prominent Kuwaiti Salafi- 
jihadist cleric Hamid al-‘Ali, for whom verbal attacks on Iran are a fre-
quent occupation, insisted that, with respect to the Arabian Gulf,

The true contest is between the American project and the Iranian 
project. The weak and disintegrated Gulf States are nothing more 
than a stage for this contest. (al-‘Ali, 2008)25

The lurch toward anti-Iranian rhetoric is not purely a result of Iraq 
and is not solely cultivated by al-Qa‘ida. Rather, it plays into the greater 
debate over Shi‘a ascendancy in the region (discussed in Chapter Two). 
The popularity of HAMAS and Hizballah, two Iranian-backed cli-
ents, has stoked Salafi, especially Saudi, fears that Iran and Shi‘ism 
have usurped the mantle of anti-Western and anti-Israeli resistance— 
traditionally the purview of Sunni Arab states.

However, sectarian warfare in Iraq, exacerbated by al-Zarqawi’s 
anti-Shi‘a strategy, has pushed anti-Shi‘ism to the forefront of ideo-
logical rhetoric in al-Qa‘ida and the wider Salafi-jihadist commu-
nity. In August 2007, Shi‘a media outlets erupted with indignation 
after reports that influential Saudi Salafi scholars had issued fatwas 

24 Safavids is a pejorative term for Iranians, referring to the expansionist dynasty that ruled 
Iran from 1502 to 1722 AD.
25 Hamid al-‘Ali espouses the Salafi-jihadist doctrine but is not directly connected to the 
al-Qa‘ida movement and remains critical of the movement’s pursuit of ISI.
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sanctioning the destruction of Shi‘a shrines in the aftermath of the 
al-’Askari mosque bombing in Samarra, Iraq.26 In Jordan, an article by 
Sayf al-Din al-Zubaydi condemns the Jordanian government’s toler-
ance of the Iraqi Shi‘a migration from Iraq into Jordan, warning that 
Sunnis in Jordan could face the same fate as their brothers in Iraq at 
the hands of the Shi‘a (al-Zubaydi, undated).

Despite this inflammatory rhetoric, the operational reality is 
that Iran is no easy target for al-Qa‘ida, and so far, the anti-Shi‘a shift 
remains more evident in word than in deed. There are indications that 
al-Zarqawi had considered how best to target Iran. However, a docu-
ment allegedly discovered at the emir’s hideout after his death in 2006, 
which discussed ways of igniting a war between the United States 
and Iran, suggests that he recognized the impracticality of al-Qa‘ida 
directly infiltrating Iran from abroad (Yacoub, 2006). In April 2008, 
a local jihadi group—“The Jihadi Movement of the Sunni People in 
Iran”—claimed the bombing of the Rahpuyan-e Vessal religious center 
in Shiraz in southern Iran was in retaliation for what they cited as the 
Iranian government’s torture and execution of two Sunni scholars.27 
Further attacks undertaken by al-Qa‘ida affiliates against Iran were 
announced on the al-Minbar forum in May 2008.

On the whole, however, Salafi-jihadist attacks on Iran and indeed 
the wider Shi‘a community in the region remain conspicuous in their 
absence.28 In fact, many suspect that al-Qa‘ida’s central leadership 
regards Iran as a short-term ally, as well as a long-term enemy. Up to 30 
senior al-Qa‘ida figures, including Sa‘ad bin Laden, have spent the past 
6 years in Iran, supposedly under house arrest, but sheltered from the 
reach of U.S. counterterrorist operations (Miller, 2009).

Rhetorical hostility toward Iran and the Shi‘a may win al-Qa‘ida 
converts in areas where Sunnis have preexisting grievances against 
Shi‘a communities (and this is what the movement has been trying to 
achieve in Lebanon and Saudi Arabia) but seems unlikely to raise its 

26 “Fatwas in Saudi Arabia . . . ,” 2007.
27 “Sunni Iranian Jihadist Groups . . . ,” undated.
28 Al-Qa‘ida’s rivals in Iraq, and particularly the Army of Islam, often taunt al-Qa‘ida for 
not targeting Iran.
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profile as a champion of pan-Islamic causes in the region as a whole. As 
long as Hizballah and HAMAS continue to be perceived as the most 
effective (and territorially based) anti-Zionist bulwarks, al-Qa‘ida’s out-
spoken hostility toward these movements will limit the extent of its 
appeal among the broader Muslim public. At the same time, the mis-
match between the movement’s stated intentions toward Iran and the 
Shi‘a and its actions, or inactions, is frustrating its supporters.29

Al-Qa‘ida Is Losing the Battle Between Nationalist and 
Transnationalist Agendas

Al-Qa‘ida’s difficulties in competing with Hizballah and HAMAS 
spring not only from a sectarian or political basis but also from the 
fact that latter groups are territorially based and have an established 
nationalist agenda. Al-Qa‘ida’s transnational agenda is its indefatigable 
pursuit of an Islamic Caliphate. That ideal that appeals to many for-
eign volunteers but dictates a doctrinal inflexibility that refuses abso-
lutely to engage in any nationalist agenda. In some places, al-Qa‘ida 
has successfully forged a partnership with existing domestic Islamic 
groups; in others, it has procured the baya [oath of allegiance] from 
them. Such partnerships are, however, only liable to last so long as 
domestic groups perceive the realization of their nationalist goals to be 
impossible. Where this is no longer the case, a rift is likely to spring up 
between those with nationalist interests and those rather more inter-
ested in perpetuating jihad ad infinitum, pursuing the ephemeral end-
state of caliphate.30

In Iraq, this is precisely what has happened. In 2003, foreign 
volunteers entering Iraq under the banner of al-Qa‘ida allied them-
selves with existing Sunni resistance groups and tribes in the Sunni 

29 This frustration is amply demonstrated by questions al-Qa‘ida leaders receive from par-
ticipants in extremist Salafi-jihadist Web forums. In March 2008, for instance, when Ayman 
al-Zawahiri invited forum participants to submit questions to him, a great number of those 
posed related to al-Qa‘ida’s failure to act against Iran (al-Zawahiri, 2007).
30 In February 2008, in a surprising affirmation of nationalism that enraged al-Qa‘ida sup-
porters, the Taliban leader Mullah ‘Omar, al-Qa‘ida’s closest ally outside of Iraq, reportedly 
declared that the Taliban sought positive and “legitimate” relations with all neighboring 
states. See Schemm, 2008.
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Triangle. Over time, these alliances deteriorated to the point that the 
Islamic Army in Iraq and allied forces of the Jihad and Reform Front 
affirmed their firmly nationalist credentials and started to attack for-
eign al-Qa‘ida fighters.31

The proclaimed U.S. breakthrough came with the establishment 
of the first of many Awakening Councils in Anbar with the objective 
of encouraging tribes in Ramadi, which had previously allied them-
selves with al-Qa‘ida in fighting the coalition, to eject foreign fighters. 
Conscious of the upsurge of infighting among Sunni resistance groups, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri told the al-Sahab Media foundation in Decem-
ber 2007 that his most important piece of advice to the mujahidin in 
Iraq was “unity around tawhid [Islamic monotheism]” and backing 
for ISI. Wahdat al-suf [unity] has been a common refrain for AQI, but 
al-Zawahiri was probably in fact aware that many of the Iraqi mujahidin 
to whom he appealed had never been committed to al-Qa‘ida’s vision of 
tawhid and had joined forces only until their interests in Iraq diverged 
(al-Zawahiri, 2007).

The length and intensity of the conflict in Iraq have reinforced 
the national-transnational rift. While that rift may not have hitherto 
become so apparent in other countries, al-Qa‘ida’s loud proclamation 
that its presence in Iraq heralds the launch of major offensives against 
neighboring Arab lands suggests that such clashes are more likely to 
emerge elsewhere in the future.

In Lebanon, rumors abound that al-Qa‘ida has tried to exploit 
preexisting sectarian tensions between Sunnis and Shi‘a rhetorically; 
most worrying is the rumor that Hariri’s Sunni Future Movement 
sanctioned the creation of the Salafi group Fatah al-Islam as a coun-
terweight to Hizballah to serve as a bargaining chip that might per-
suade Hizballah to disarm. Fatah al-Islam, which carried out the Nahr 
al-Barid massacre in May 2007, contained a number of foreign fighters 
on their way into or out of Iraq. However, a RAND interview with a 

31 The Islamic Army in Iraq is one of the largest Iraqi nationalist resistance groups. In mid-
2007, it joined with the Jaysh al-Mujahidin and the Shari‘a Commission of Ansar al-Sunna 
to form the Jihad and Reform Front. The front opposes the coalition, Iraqi government, and 
al-Qa‘ida. It favors the imposition of Shari‘a law in Iraq, but opposes al-Qa‘ida’s ISI and its 
severe interpretation of takfir against fellow Muslims. 
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prominent Lebanese Salafi representative revealed that most preexist-
ing Salafis had been co-opted into the Future Movement and did not 
employ the language of takfir or taghut [tyrant] against the govern-
ment.32 The same interviewee also speculated that Fatah al-Islam was a 
mere fringe refugee group that enjoyed little to no backing in the larger 
Salafi community in Tripoli, Sidon, Kuba, Bekaa, and elsewhere.

In Palestine, where al-Qa‘ida comes face to face with HAMAS, its 
long term prospects are bleaker still. Al-Qa‘ida’s leadership has under-
mined its chances for a partnership with HAMAS in Gaza by issuing 
blazing condemnations of the party for its sellout to the political pro-
cess and its signature on the Mecca Agreement, which bound it and 
Fatah to a national unity government in February 2007. In March 
2007, al-Zawahiri claimed that “nobody, be he Palestinian or not, has 
the right to relinquish a grain of Palestinian soil” (Ulph, 2006b). Then, 
in February 2008, in an ironic twist to the nationlist-transnationalist 
debate and a strategic misstep for al-Qa‘ida, the putative (and prob-
ably fictional) leader of ISI—Abu ‘Umar al-Qurayshi al-Baghdadi—
exhorted the mujahidin to take the fight to Palestine (al-Baghdadi, 
2008a). In the light of accusations that AQI comprised foreigners with 
no interest in the fate of the Iraqi people, al-Baghdadi, with his con-
summately Iraqi Sunni name, had represented a bid to give the move-
ment an Iraqi face. Instead, he took the opportunity to lay a claim on 
Palestine.

Palestine as al-Qa‘ida’s Misguided New Raison d’Être

Since early 2007, as al-Qa‘ida’s former Sunni allies in Iraq turned 
against it and as its fortunes there became increasingly uncertain, the 
movement has built up its rhetorical focus on Palestine. On May 16, an 
audiotape was released of Osama bin Laden addressing the West and 
claiming, as he had never done before, that Palestine was “the main 
root of the Conflict between Our Civilization and Your Civilization” 
(bin Laden, 2008). Two days later, he exhorted Islamic audiences to 

32 Interview with a prominent Lebanese Salafi representative, Tripoli, February 28, 2008. 
Taghut is used frequently in Salafi-jihadist terminology to refer to the oppressive rulers of 
Arab countries.
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liberate Palestine through Jihad against the Zionists and crusaders, and 
called on the Muslim youth to be on hand in the arenas of jihad near 
Palestine, ready to fight the governments and forces that prevented 
them from getting to the Jews (bin Laden, 2008). The narrative of this 
appeal was compelling and universal: Palestine as the ultimate front for 
jihad; the symbolic land epitomizing Western and Zionist oppression 
of the Islamic Umma.

Bin Laden’s call followed a January text by a well-known Web ideo-
logue, Assad al-Jihad2, “The Timing of the Entrance of the Al-Qa‘ida 
Organization to Palestine” (Global Islamic Media Front, 2008), which 
half appeased and half spurred on the growing impatience of Salafi 
Web forum participants about launching the campaign in Palestine. 
In it, Assad al-Jihad2 announced that al-Qa‘ida had reached the third 
of four phases in its “plan,” scheduled to last from 2007 until 2010, 
which included the objective of completing al-Qa‘ida’s preparations for 
direct confrontation with the Jews in occupied Palestine. Iraq, he sug-
gested, was the base for launching future attacks, and he asserted that 
“Undoubtedly, Palestine will be the main destination of Al-Qaida.”

In February 2008, in the tract “Religion Is a Sincere Advice,” ISI 
leader al-Baghdadi suggested that ISI’s purpose was to fight for the lib-
eration of Palestine, and concluded that

We are willing to help you with the little money we have, and 
to train your fighters [in everything], from preparing explosive 
charges to manufacturing rockets. (al-Baghdadi 2008a)

In reality, as previously discussed, Palestine presents limited 
opportunities for the movement. While some Palestinian and Egyptian 
intelligence suggests that the Rafah border breach in January 2008 
occasioned an influx of hundreds or thousands of foreign jihadi fight-
ers into Gaza to join the offensive against Israel, in general, tight secu-
rity around the occupied territories makes infiltration very difficult.33

33 Egyptian security authorities estimated that 2,000 people had infiltrated Gaza via the 
Rafah border crossing with Egypt during the January 2008 border breach, some of whom 
were suspected to have gone to join the jihad against Israel. See “al-Mukhabarat al-Misriya 
. . . ,” 2008, and di Giovannangeli, 2008.
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Internal Salafi-jihadist groups in Gaza have made partially suc-
cessful attempts to garner endorsement from al-Qa‘ida central so that 
they might represent the al-Qa‘ida franchise for Palestine. However, 
these efforts have been marred by accusations within the Salafi com-
munity that they represent little more than criminal gangs or splinter 
groups that have fallen out with either HAMAS or the Fatah com-
mand. HAMAS’s intolerance of what it clearly sees as upstart Salafi-
jihadist “pretender” groups in Gaza has become patently obvious since 
late 2008. In September 2008, HAMAS security forces conducted a 
violent raid on the headquarters of the largest Palestinian Salafi-jihadist 
group, the Army of Islam, eliminating a number of the Daghmash clan 
who led the group.34 The following year, a declaration of the creation 
of an Islamic State of Palestine by Abu Nur al-Maqdisi, ideological 
leader of the Jund Ansar Allah Salafi-jihadist group, was rapidly met 
with fierce suppression. In August 2009, HAMAS staged a seven-hour 
bloody assault on the Ibn Taymiya Mosque in Rafah where al-Maqdisi 
was preaching, killing scores including the cleric himself (BBC News, 
2009).35

Condemnation of HAMAS has confused and angered many of 
al-Qa‘ida’s former supporters who see the Palestinian group as one 
of the most successful counters to Zionism, in contrast to al-Qa‘ida, 
which, for all its incendiary speeches, has so far been unable to estab-
lish a tangible presence in the area. Most recently, support for HAMAS 
on the Arab street and, indeed, within Salafi-jihadist echelons during 
the Israeli war against Gaza has further demonstrated the extent of 
al-Qa‘ida’s miscalculation with regard to Palestine, where the move-
ment has been deprived of a rhetorical platform. In the meantime, 
HAMAS continues to capitalize on the phrase that al-Qa‘ida would 
have liked for itself: “Islam is the solution.” Al-Qa‘ida has been left to 

34 The most notorious achievement of the Army of Islam was its kidnapping of the BBC 
journalist Alan Johnston in March 2007 (“Demands Issued on Johnston Tape,” 2007). 
Despite its espoused Salafi-jihadist objectives, the Army of Islam was commonly accused 
within Gaza of being a criminal racket. 
35 “Deadly Gun Battle in Gaza Mosque,” 2009.
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backpedal by letting the focal point of the Islamic Caliphate slide and 
refocusing attention on Iraq as the primary theater of jihad.

AQI’s Franchise Model Has Arguably Sidelined the Role of Ideology

The preceding paragraphs indicate some of the ideological shifts or 
stumbling blocks either created or exposed by the jihadi misadventure 
in Iraq. In the light of the AQI experience, however, the importance of 
the ideological concerns that elite strategists (whom some jihadis have 
scathingly referred to as al-qa’ idun [those who sit]) have advanced has 
been questioned. Some commentators suggest that these concerns are 
taking a back seat to operational and tactical imperatives, and that 
it is better to look more toward the theater or battlefield emirs, Abu 
Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi and Abu Yahya al-Libi, for clues on the jihadi tra-
jectory than toward the grand strategists, such as Abu Bakr Naji and 
Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri. As fighting becomes a reality, rather than simply 
a cause, practical advice becomes paramount. On the strategic front, 
some of the seminal texts on Iraq have been written not by the ideo-
logues of al-Qa‘ida’s leadership but by strategists lower down the com-
mand chain.36

However, it was the ruthless leadership of the former Jordanian 
Takfir wa-l-Hijra member Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi that illustrated the 
ascendancy of the on-the-ground battlefield emir over the strategists 
of al-Qa‘ida and so-called “armchair jihadists.” Seen as al-Qa‘ida’s 
most successful franchise, AQI has also proved the most unruly. 
The establishment of al-Qa‘ida franchises is now the easiest way for 
al-Qa‘ida central to diffuse its influence and the call to global jihad, 
but it is also certain to dilute direct authority. The sense that ideol-
ogy is subordinating itself to tactics and battlefield charisma echoed 
elsewhere in responses to the publication of “The Rationalization of 
Jihad in Egypt and the World” (or simply, “The Revisions”), by former 
Zawahiri mentor and Egyptian Jihad leader, Sayyid Imam (2007). 
The self-declared leader of al-Qa‘ida in the land of Kinana [Egypt],  

36 Al-‘Ayiri (2003), an undated tract from the Media Commission for the Victory of the 
Iraqi People, and such Web strategists as Assad al-Jihad2 have significantly influenced jihadi 
views on Iraq. 
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Muhammad Khalil al-Hakaymah, downplayed the import of the Revi-
sions. Sayyid Imam forfeited his religious authority when he broke off 
his ties with al-Zawahiri in 1993 (Brachman, 2007).

Nonetheless, in the aftermath of al-Zarqawi’s death, AQI is 
thought to be aligning itself more closely with al-Qa‘ida central.37 This 
could be attributable either to the lack of a charismatic leader or to 
al-Zarqawi’s successor, Abu ‘Ayyub al-Masri, having closer links with 
al-Zawahiri. In a rebuttal to Sageman’s (2008) theories on “Leaderless 
Jihad,” Hoffman (2008) argues, with recourse to the 2007 NIE find-
ings (National Intelligence Council, 2007a), that

The unmistakable message is that al Qaeda is a remarkably agile 
and flexible organization that exercises both top-down and bot-
tom-up planning and operational capabilities. It is not exclusively 
focused on the grass-roots dimension that is Leaderless Jihad’s 
sole preoccupation.

It is too soon to say whether a move away from the center repre-
sents a long-term trend that will significantly decrease the core lead-
ership’s prominence, but it is clear that, in either case, Salafi-jihadist 
ideologues will be hard pressed to keep up with the pace of change in 
evolving fronts for jihad. Is al-Qa‘ida stronger in the region as a result 
of Iraq? For those who believe that the movement is primarily a short-
term catalyst for terrorist attacks, the answer is, yes, almost certainly. 
For those who maintain that the movement’s success relies on the long-
term propagation and fulfillment of fixed ideological objectives, the 
answer is, definitely not.

Iraq Has Provided Sunni and Shi‘a Militants with Tactics, 
Techniques, and Procedures for Asymmetric Warfare

The Iraq conflict may have had an ambiguous and problematic effect on 
jihadi recruitment, symbolic discourse, and strategy formulation, but 
its contribution to terrorists’ tactical adaptation has been more explicit. 

37 Peter Bergen makes this argument in Chapter 5 of Fishman et al., 2008.
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Six years of sustained conflict in Iraq, initially driven by pockets of 
Sunni resistance and foreign fighters against the coalition and more 
recently converted into sectarian warfare, have given rise to a prolifera-
tion of TTPs. Most of these are not entirely new to the Arab theater: 
The most common forms of attack—firearms, IEDs, vehicleborne IEDs 
(VBIEDs), suicide bombings, and kidnapping—appeared during the 
Lebanese civil war and later in confrontations between HAMAS and 
Israel. At present, there is as much evidence of trends being transferred 
into as out of Iraq. Yet the diversity of targets, objectives, and fighting 
conditions within Iraq has created the environment of a military labo-
ratory: a training ground for combatants and a test-and-development-
site for techniques. It is highly probable that these TTPs will spread 
widely in the future; in certain instances, this is already in evidence.

From an ideological perspective, al-Qa‘ida presents the greatest 
terrorist threat because its global expansionist ambitions and exclusion-
ary Salafi doctrine intrinsically dictate the exportation of its campaign 
of violence, as foreshadowed in an infamous quote from the putative 
emir of ISI, Abu ‘Umar al-Baghdadi (2008b):

One of their enemy devils was right in saying that if Afghani-
stan was the School for Terrorism, then Iraq is the University of  
Terrorism.

Nonetheless, not all, or even most of the violence in Iraq is insti-
gated by al-Qa‘ida; nationalist Sunni-resistance movements, adherents 
of the former regime, Shi‘a militants, and criminal groups all contrib-
ute to insecurity on the ground, and all these elements have learned 
lessons about guerrilla warfare and staging complex attacks. By August 
2007, Iranian-backed groups were thought to account for roughly 
50 percent of attacks on coalition forces (Kagan, Kagan, and Pletka, 
2008), In practical terms, Shi‘a militias are increasingly making the 
most headway with military technology, perfecting ingenious adapta-
tions (the explosively formed projectiles and improvised rocket-assisted 
mortars [IRAMs]) with the help of a state sponsor.

While Salafi-jihadist and Shi‘a militia groups in Iraq employ 
some of the same strategies and tactics, their objectives differ, and this 
becomes apparent when considering evidence of a tactical spillover 
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throughout the region. The next section considers some of the novel 
and most prevalent technologies and tactics in evidence.

Improvised Explosive Devices

While firearms remain the most prevalent form of attack in Iraq, IEDs 
have been the most lethal weapon among both Sunni and Shi‘a mili-
tants. Both sides use roadside IEDs, triggered by a remote control 
device or mobile phones, to target coalition forces, but Sunni groups 
use VBIEDs and suicide VBIEDs more commonly to target coalition 
and Iraqi forces, as well as civilians. Between March 2003 and Novem-
ber 2008, 40.4 percent of U.S. forces personnel killed in Iraq (1,700) 
were killed by IEDs.38

IEDs can be cobbled together in the backyard with house-
hold chemicals or forged in factories in Iran. Insurgents have devel-
oped their use of IEDs considerably, progressing from relatively basic  
pressure-detonation models based on U.S. manuals to shaped charges 
and sophisticated models impervious to U.S. electronic jamming sys-
tems. They have equally learned to combine low-grade and more-
sophisticated IEDs (Cordesman, 2005) and have improved their tar-
geting by predicting popular enemy transport routes and by hiding 
roadside bombs so that they are virtually undetectable, to the extreme 
of concreting over planted IEDs.

Indirect Fire

Shi‘a militants in Iraq have been the most lethally proficient in using 
indirect fire against coalition forces. In the summer of 2007, British 
forces in the remaining Basra city bases were subjected to months of 
sustained indirect fire in the form of mortars and rockets from Jaysh 
al-Mahdi–affiliated groups. In March 2008, rockets fired on the Inter-
national Zone in Baghdad as part of a sustained attack displayed pic-
tures of the Hizballah commander Imad Mughniya assassinated in 

38 As a measure of comparison, during the second Palestinian intifada, 147 suicide bombs 
and three roadside bombs were recorded in over five years. In Iraq, 75 suicide bombers; 550 
suicide car bombs; 1,300 car bombs; and 16,500 roadside bombs were recorded in nearly 
three years (Eisenstadt, 2006).



The Iraq War and the Future of Terrorism    129

Damascus a month before, clearly pointing to the affiliations of the 
assailants.

A recent technological development used around Baghdad is the 
IRAM, a multiple-launch rocket system. While it is not clear that Iran 
is directly providing IRAMs to Shi‘a militias, the sources of expertise 
required to adapt IRAMs are limited. As the principle external pro-
vider of technology for IEDs (including shaped charges), rockets, and 
mortars, Iran is the main suspect. Shi‘a militias are the main benefi-
ciaries, although there are indications that Sunni insurgent groups also 
acquire equipment from Iran.39 Shi‘a militants have been discovered 
holding C-4 explosives with labels allegedly identifying them as Ira-
nian military. In February 2007, U.S. military officers asserted they 
had evidence that Iran had supplied armor-piercing, explosively formed 
projectiles to Shi‘a militias. In August 2007, a U.S. general reported 
that Iran had supplied Shi‘a militias with 122-mm mortars they used 
to fire on the Green Zone in Baghdad.40

Since the IRGC-Quds Force is the principal source of the exper-
tise and technologies for Shi‘a militants, the dispersal to and migra-
tion of TTPs among Shi‘a groups outside Iraq is likely to be more 
disciplined and regulated than they are with Sunni jihadists. The 
IRGC-Quds Force has a history of attempting to calibrate the distri-
bution of highly lethal technology to Shi‘a groups based on its reading 
of their reliability, controllability, and Tehran’s calculus of the risks 
and gains. Iran’s own Basij units, Hizballah in Lebanon, and HAMAS 
in Palestine will likely be the main beneficiaries of IED and IRAM 
technology refined in Iraq. Nonetheless, Iran may be focusing increas-
ingly on enforcing targeting discipline among its militant allies after 
the mid-2008 anti-Iranian backlash in Iraq that was due to the popular 
Iraqi perception that the Quds Force was inciting intra-Iraqi conflict 
by providing lethal aid to Shi‘a groups.

39 Kagan, 2007, names Ansar al-Sunna as one of them.
40 Maj Gen Richard Zahner, September 2006, quoted in Katzman, 2007.
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Snipers

The use of snipers has become prevalent among insurgent groups, par-
ticularly AQI and the nationalist Sunni Islamic Army, which have 
capitalized on the strategic communications potential of producing 
hundreds of videos recording sniper attacks on coalition forces for dis-
semination among extremist forums and, eventually, on YouTube.41 
According to Multi-National Force–Iraq data, there were 386 sniper 
attacks on coalition forces in 2006 (Vandenbrook, 2007). Insurgents 
have learned to wait until entire U.S. convoys have passed through a 
zone to fire on the last vehicle so that the rest of the convoy will not 
be aware for some time of the contact. In the early days, the develop-
ment of signals and communications for sniper tactical operations, the 
acquisition of new rifles, antiarmor ammunition, and body armor from 
outside of Iraq suggested support from Islamist extremists outside Iraq. 
Lately, the snipers have developed their own techniques, which include 
hiding in vehicles and firing through a small hole cut into the trunk of 
the vehicle (Cockburn and Taylor, 2006).

Foreign Volunteerism and Suicide Bombing

In the early years of the Iraq War, foreign volunteers sustained one of the 
most shocking tactics among Salafi-jihadis: suicide bombing. Muham-
mad Hafez concluded, on the basis of 2005 data, that only 10 percent 
of all insurgent fighters in Iraq were foreign, but that foreigners com-
prise 90 percent of suicide bombers (Freedberg, 2007). According to 
figures from the Washington Institute for Near East Policy on attacks 
undertaken between April 2003 and March 2007, suicide bombing as 
a proportion of total attacks rose from 2.4 percent in 2003 to 8.2 per-
cent in 2007, peaking in 2005 with 9.5 percent.

Suicide attacks are by no means new to the Middle Eastern–
Islamic scene; Islam forbids suicide, but proponents of the practice por-
tray it as martyrdom, a venerable practice, and cite early Islamic prec-
edents. The cult of martyrdom has traditionally been the preserve of 

41 In January 2009, ISI released a video entitled “The Power of Sniping” which discussed the 
effectiveness of sniping compared to suicide bombing. Subsequently, detailed instructions on 
shooting were issued on forums. See “Al-Qanasa wa Assas . . . ,” 2009.
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the Shi‘a but has become more widely practiced by Sunnis, particularly 
HAMAS. The difference is that, in Iraq, the vast majority of suicide 
volunteers are foreigners, willing to sacrifice themselves in the name of 
jihad rather than their concept of the nation.

Trends in suicide bombing have already been rising outside Iraq, 
particularly in Afghanistan, North Africa, and Yemen, but martyrs 
cannot propagate jihadi cells elsewhere—this can only be done by sea-
soned fighters. Al-Qa‘ida propaganda has unabashedly petitioned for 
weapon experts and military engineers, as well as those with media 
and managerial skills.42 To this end, it must tap into pools of expertise. 
Hafez describes how four preexisting Salafi-jihadist networks were vital 
for the growth of volunteerism in Iraq (Hafez, 2007, p. 166): the Jor-
danian network associated with al-Zarqa and Salt; Saudi and Kuwaiti 
networks associated with al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian Peninsula; Syrian 
and Lebanese networks associated with Salafis in Hums, Dayr al-Zayr, 
and al-Ladhikiyah; the Ayn al-Hilwa refugee camp and Majdal Anjar 
in Lebanon; and European networks led by North African dissidents 
from Morocco and Algeria. All four networks have direct links to the 
second generation of jihadists trained in Afghanistan and Pakistan in 
the 1990s. This gives us a picture of how the military expertise foreign 
volunteers have demonstrated in Iraq is itself a product of another mili-
tary laboratory—Afghanistan.

Recruiting Women and Children

In an open question-and-answer session in 2008, Ayman al-Zawahiri 
told a questioner that al-Qa‘ida has no female members.43 Nonetheless, 
women are good candidates for suicide bombings because they can 
act without arousing suspicion. Iraq has seen a rising trend in the use 
of women as suicide bombers by Salafi-jihadist groups. This began in 
2005, when Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi announced the death of the first 
woman and was closely followed by an attempt by Sajida al-Rishawi, 

42 See, for example, Bakier, 2008.
43 Al-Zawahiri, “Selected Questions and Answers . . . ,” 2008.



132    The Iraq Effect: The Middle East After the Iraq War

who was also involved in the Amman bombings.44 According to a 
researcher in Islamist Groups, Hasan Abu-Hamiya, speaking on Al 
Arabiya, an estimated 11 suicide attacks were committed by women in 
2005 and 2006, in comparison to 12 attacks in the first three months 
of 2008. Children are also recruited. Between January 2007 and May 
2008, al-Qa‘ida is thought to have used six children to carry out major 
operations.45 In February 2008, Al Arabiya aired a video that showed 
footage of an al-Qa‘ida training camp for children under 13.46 In May, 
Iraqi soldiers rounded up six youths in Mosul who were being forcibly 
trained as suicide bombers.47

Targeting Economic Assets

Targeting a fragile state’s infrastructure to prevent the provision of 
basic services is a mainstay tactic of civil war, used to great effect by 
Sunni and Shi‘a insurgents. As the main potential source of income, 
oil facilities and pipelines are the favorite target in Iraq, but power 
and water facilities have also been targeted. In southern Iraq, the main 
Shi‘a political groupings—the Sadrists, the Islamic Supreme Council 
of Iraq,48 and the Jami‘at al-Fadhila—have all exploited their politi-
cal leverage to siphon off oil revenues. As a jihadi strategy, however, 
economic sabotage is relatively new. In December 2004, a day after 
Osama bin Laden had exhorted his followers to sabotage the West’s 
key supplies, there were five attacks on the Iraqi oil infrastructure in 
Sunni areas of northern Iraq, one of which was claimed by al-Qa‘ida in 
Mesopotamia (Kabbara, 2004).

44 Additionally, the Iraqi government claimed that the two women who triggered the explo-
sions on February 1, 2008, in Baghdad that killed 98 people and injured 200 were mentally 
handicapped, although this claim was later questioned. (“Iraqi Security . . . ,” 2008.) 
45 Al Arabiya’s Panorama program on May 7, 2008, presented by Maryam al-Rayyis, dis-
cussed Iraqi women suicide bombers.
46 “Al-Qa‘ida Video . . . ,” 2008. 
47 “Officials: Teens Trained . . . ,” 2008.
48 Until 2007, this organization was known as the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution 
in Iraq. The name change was intended to reflect new political circumstances. 
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Kidnapping, Torture, and Assassinations

With the development of intersectarian strife, both Sunni and Shi‘a 
have resorted to kidnapping, torturing, and assassinating members of 
the other sect, particularly high-profile personalities. For al-Qa‘ida–
affiliated groups, the kidnapping and assassination of Westerners is a 
policy calculated to shock the outside world, in an attempt to drive an 
unbridgeable wedge between Salafi Islam and Western values. They do 
not court negotiation or financial incentives from the coalition.

By comparison, Shi‘a militias have kidnapped relatively few for-
eign nationals. For the main part, Sunnis and, indeed, other unfortu-
nate Shi‘a are the targets of the Shi‘a militia. The Badr Corps carried out 
a notorious program of hunting down and assassinating ex-Ba‘athists 
(Sunni and Shi‘a), while Jaysh al-Mahdi has used kidnapping as a 
mainstay for revenue by demanding ransom for the return of captives.

Strategic Communications

If al-Qa‘ida and other Salafi-jihadist groups have not garnered the level 
of public support they might have wished for through mass messaging, 
they have nevertheless gained unique expertise in Iraq by employing 
strategic communications to amplify the tactics described above, some 
of which are only effective because they are publicized. As practitioners 
of asymmetric warfare, Salafi-jihadis rely more heavily on the psycho-
logical effects of media attention to sow fear than on the actual damage 
they inflicted on the enemy. A jihadi website ran an article by ‘Abd 
al-Rahman al-Faqir (2008) on the “The Real War and the Symbolic 
War,” in which he stated:

The war conducted by the mujahidin today is more a symbolic 
war than it is an actual war. In the symbolic war, we seek to 
give an appearance of force more than we seek to acquire that 
force and that is the practice with most guerrilla warfare or non- 
governmental wars.

Among Sunni groups, al-Qa‘ida has run by far the most high- 
profile propaganda campaign. Media manipulation comprises propa-
ganda by insurgents for outside audiences; communicating new tech-
niques and weapon construction manuals to other members over the 
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Internet; and exploiting the relative transparency of international media 
coverage of Iraq. Insurgents have rapidly learned to procure video foot-
age of their attacks; a U.S. army officer recounted how, in 2003, within 
moments of coming under IED attack, his convoy was surrounded by 
a camera team disguised as press who came to film the aftermath of the 
attack (Freedberg, 2007). Insurgents have also prolifically produced 
tips on how to maintain good operational security; conduct successful 
kidnappings and assassinations; manufacture IEDs, mortars, and rock-
ets; and what equipment to bring to Iraq.

The Greatest Effects on Terrorism May Be Felt After the 
Conflict, and Outside of the Region

The Impact of Volunteers from Iraq Is Lower Than Anticipated

At a Senate hearing in February 2008, Director of National Intelli-
gence Mike McConnell discussed his fears that al-Qa‘ida would shift 
its focus to attacks outside of Iraq but added that fewer than 100 
al-Qa‘ida terrorists have moved from Iraq to establish cells in other 
countries (Hess, 2008).

While we do know that the number of foreign fighters going 
into Iraq has fallen dramatically,49 it is harder to gauge their rate of 
return. Given what is known about the top nationalities of volunteers 
and assuming that some will survive the Iraq experience, Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, Syria, and North Africa (primarily Libya and Algeria, but also 
Morocco) will likely see the greatest returns of Salafi-jihadist fighters—
although it should not be assumed that they will go on to target their 
own countries; rerouting to Afghanistan could be more probable.50 

49 “Iraq Index . . . ,” 2008, stated that the estimated number of foreigners illegally entering 
Iraq to support the insurgency had fallen from 80 to 90 per month in January–May 2007, to 
fewer than 20 per month in June 2008.
50 Reports of al-Qa‘ida leaders redirecting fighters from Iraq to Afghanistan are already in 
evidence. In May 2008, jihadi forums released a statement by Mustafa Abu Yazid, head of 
al-Qa‘ida in Afghanistan, announcing the ”martyrdom” of Shaykh Abu Suleiman al-Oteibi, 
a former Shari’a court judge in ISI who had been removed from the post in August 2007 in 
Paktia province, Afghanistan. See SITE Intelligence Group, 2008.
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Most of Iraq’s neighbors have experienced attacks that can be traced 
back to Iraq veterans, but despite reports warning of waves of returning 
jihadi hordes, the consequences of returnees in terms of propagating 
terrorist trends have thus far been less than predicted.

There are a range of reasons for this. As noted, in many cases, Iraq 
is a black hole for foreign volunteers, from which they never return. For 
those who do, some have no further interest in terrorist activities. In 
spring 2006, a senior Saudi diplomat in the Gulf affirmed that, unlike 
volunteers to Afghanistan, Saudi volunteers to Iraq were not acquiring 
sophisticated logistical and tactical expertise; instead, indigenous Iraqi 
resistance elements were using them as “cannon fodder,” which was a 
discouraging factor.51 Added to this, as the dispute between Iraqi and 
foreign resistance groups demonstrated, local Iraqi fighters ultimately 
have a domestic agenda and are unlikely to join the global jihad in the 
long term.52

Nonetheless, it only takes a few well-trained individuals to spread 
knowledge of techniques with mass effect, and when Iraq loses its 
appeal as the central front for jihad, numbers could multiply.

In the case of the Shi‘a, a small number of IRGC-Quds Force 
and Lebanese Hizballah members have operated in Iraq to assist Shi‘a 
militants, and it can be anticipated that they will take any evolutionary 
lessons learned in guerrilla warfighting back to Iran and Lebanon. For 
the most part, however, it is they who offer the expertise to Iraqi Shi‘a, 
not vice versa. According to U.S. intelligence reports in late 2006, up 
to 2,000 members of the Mahdi Army and other Shi‘a militias have 
been trained in Lebanon by Hizballah in weapon-handling, bomb-
making, intelligence, and assassinations. Some of these were present in 
Lebanon over the Israeli-Hizballah war in the summer of 2006. Simi-
larly, a Mahdi Army Commander asserted that 300 of his fighters had 
been trained in Lebanon (Gordon and Filkins, 2006). Sadrists see in 

51 Interview with senior Saudi diplomat in the Gulf, February 2006.
52 Paradoxically, however, in the medium to long term, one of the greatest terrorist threats 
emanating from Iraq may not come from foreign fighters with training experience gained 
in Iraq but from young Iraqi refugees who have fled to neighboring countries. See “Iraq 
Refugees Present the Most Significant Long-Term Challenge” in Chapter Four of this mono-
graph.
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Hizballah a model for emulation, incorporating armed resistance with 
social services and political participation. At the same time, while capi-
talizing on assistance offered by Iran, most Jaysh al-Mahdi members 
are profoundly nationalistic and have little affinity with Iranians.

Tehran has played a precarious balancing game by supporting 
various Shi‘a militias in Iraq. The later focus on Jaysh al-Mahdi’s activ-
ity should not obscure the fact that the Badr Corps (later renamed 
Badr Brigades) was Iran’s first Iraqi client and, for many years, the 
principal recipient of its military aid. Even so, it is difficult to envis-
age how Badr would directly contribute toward the spread of terrorist 
trends unless it is, at some stage, called on to offer paramilitary support 
to a besieged Iran itself.

The Most Promising New Jihadi Fronts May Not Be Iraq’s Neighbors

As indicated in our discussion of waning ideological credibility, the 
most promising new post-Iraq fronts are not necessarily those of 
al-Qa‘ida central’s choosing. The spread of tactics and technology 
depends on a range of factors, including the nature and locations of 
terrorist networks, available expertise, and a suitable domestic envi-
ronment. Knowledge of new TTPs could be stored passively until the 
optimum circumstances arise.

As a comparable war zone and theater for jihad, it is not surpris-
ing that Afghanistan has witnessed the most direct transfer of tech-
nology from Iraq, in the form of IEDs. Techniques for making and 
using remote-controlled devices and timers for IEDs have been trans-
ferred. Afghan groups are thought to have gleaned this information 
from Iraq veterans, either via the Internet or in face-to-face visits with 
the Taliban and Hizb-i-Islami (Jones, 2008, p. 35).53 Interviews with 
senior Afghan government officials in 2006 indicated that Taliban 
commanders received information from Iraqi groups on improving 

53 As early as September 2005, a Newsweek article described the experience of a Taliban 
commander and his team that had been invited to Iraq to learn about fighting tactics by  
bin Laden’s representative to insurgents in Iraq, ‘Abdul Hadi al-Iraqi. As a result of their on-
the-job training, they had successfully adopted the “TV bomb”—a shaped charge mecha-
nism that can be hidden under brush or debris on a roadside and set off by remote control 
from 300 yards or more. See Yousafzai and Moreau, 2005.
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the construction of armor-penetrating weapons by disassembling rock-
ets and rocket-propelled grenade rounds, removing the explosives and 
propellants, and repacking them with high-velocity shaped charges 
(Yousafzai and Moreau, 2005).

In the tactical realm, jihadi groups across the region have adopted 
many of the same practices seen in Iraq, although in many cases it is 
difficult to identify Iraq as the causal factor. Like Iraq, Afghanistan 
has also seen a marked increase in suicide bombing—the number of 
suicide attacks increased from one in 2002 to 140 in 2007—and the 
attempted recruitment of children by the Taliban (Theyab, Febru-
ary 2008). In Algeria, national intelligence sources have reported the 
recruitment of over 50 children under 16 years of age into al-Qa‘ida 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) between December 2006 and April 
2007.54 In September 2007, a 15-year-old boy carried out a suicide 
attack against the barracks of the Algerian Navy in Dellys, killing 35 
and wounding 46. The boy’s nom de guerre was allegedly “Abu Mus‘ab 
al-Zarqawi, the Algerian.”55 AQIM also initiated a series of attacks in 
2006–2007 against police stations and Western oil targets and claimed 
responsibility for an attempted assassination of the Algerian president 
in September 2007. The decision of AQIM (then GSPC) to join forces 
with al-Qa‘ida in 2006 was a public relations coup for al-Qa‘ida central 
and has been identified by commentators and by al-Qa‘ida itself as the 
hub for Salafi-jihadist activity in North Africa and a key recruiter of 
youthful volunteers for Iraq.

In the Gulf, the hub of Salafi-jihadist activity is shifting from 
Saudi Arabia to Yemen. In 2003, al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian Peninsula 
(QAP) ran a high-profile bombing campaign in Saudi Arabia.56 On 
June 18, 2004, QAP filmed the beheading of Paul Johnson, carried 
out by the QAP’s “al-Fallujah Brigades,” in what appeared to be a 
conscious emulation of al-Zarqawi’s tactics and a gesture of solidarity 

54 “Algeria: Al-Qaeda . . . ,” 2007. AQIM was originally known as the Groupe Salafiste pour 
la Predication et le Combat [Salafi Group for Preaching and Combat] (GSPC). In January 
2007, GSPC changed its name to reflect its merger with al-Qa‘ida. 
55 “The al-Qa‘ida Organization in the Islamic Maghreb . . . ,” 2007.
56 For a detailed assessment of this campaign, see Hegghammer, 2008.
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with Iraq. Since then, however, the Saudi security services have rigor-
ously pursued the group, crippling its activities. There have been several 
attempted attacks on oil infrastructure, including a foiled attack on 
the Abqaiq oil refinery in February 2006 by the Osama bin Laden bri-
gades, in which weapons smuggled in from Iraq were used. This, how-
ever, was more likely a response to Osama bin Laden’s call for sabotag-
ing economic assets rather than a direct imitation of attacks in Iraq. 
Iraq has diverted volunteers who might previously have contributed 
to the QAP program, and when the focus on Iraq has abated, there 
will doubtless be a renewed focus on the Arabian Peninsula—although 
more probably in Yemen than in Saudi Arabia.

In 2004, the Yemeni Prime Minister ‘Abd al-Qadr Bajammal 
claimed that Yemen’s security apparatus had purged the country of 
90 percent of its al-Qa‘ida activity, but as al-Qa‘ida’s presence in Iraq 
is indeed gradually purged, Yemen’s uncontrolled tribal lands will 
continue to provide a potential safe haven or “land of savagery” for 
al-Qa‘ida affiliates. Since 2006, Salafi-jihadist activity in Yemen has 
surged under the auspices of two groups: “al-Qa‘ida in the Southern 
Arabian Peninsula” and “al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian Peninsula–Yemen 
Brigades.” Both adopted the slogan of the now defunct Saudi al-Qa‘ida 
group—“Evict the polytheists from the Arabian Peninsula”—and their 
focus on suicide bombing and targeting economic interests (primar-
ily oil instillations), particularly in the Hadramawt province, resem-
bles al-Qa‘ida’s activities in Iraq.57 In January 2009, al-Qa‘ida in the 
Arabian Peninsula, having apparently subsumed the second group, 
announced a merger with al-Qa‘ida in Saudi Arabia, signifying the 
shift of attention to Yemen.

In the meantime, two countries that, perhaps surprisingly, appear 
not to have suffered greatly from a terrorism spillover from Iraq are 
Egypt and Syria. The Director of the Center for Terrorism Studies 
at Cairo University suggested to RAND interviewers that this was 

57 Zadi al-Taqwa, 2008, put forth the argument that al-Qa‘ida has strategically attacked 
U.S. oil interests since 1998 because oil is vital to the U.S. economy, citing the May 30, 2008, 
attack on Yemeni oil infrastructure in Aden, which al-Qa‘ida senior leaders had embraced, 
and the subsequent rise in price to $122.80 per barrel as evidence of a strategic scheme.
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because Egypt, unlike other regional states, had distanced itself from 
cooperation with the United States on Iraq.58 What is certain is that 
the Egyptian security services have rigorously hunted down jihadis 
and dissidents. Syria too, although intermittently accused by the new 
Iraqi government and the coalition of sponsoring terrorism in Iraq, has 
intensified its security measures to avoid a blowback. These measures 
include erecting an earth barrier along its border with Iraq, demanding 
that estate agents provide the identity details of any foreigners staying 
on their premises, establishing new counterterrorism branches, enforc-
ing strict surveillance of Internet cafes, and controlling the sale of Sim 
cards (Ulph, 2006a). A January 2009 tract issued on an extremist Web 
forum that discussed the reasons for the flagging fortunes of Salafi-
jihadism there suggested among other things that Syrian activists had 
mistakenly hinged their hopes on AQI succeeding in its bid to take 
over Iraq before proceeding to overthrow the Syrian ‘Alawi regime, and 
thus neglected consolidating their movement internally.59

Terrorism emanating from Iraq has affected both Kuwait and 
Jordan. In January 2005, there was a shoot-out between Kuwaiti police 
and the “Peninsula Lions” jihadi group, some of whose members had 
trained in Iraq; eight suspects and four policemen were killed.60 In 
Jordan, al-Zarqawi’s November 9, 2005, triple suicide bombing of 
three hotels in Amman was a shocking wake-up call. As a result of 
these events, both countries have taken strenuous security measures 
to avoid the full force of a terrorist blowback and, so far, their efforts 
appear to have been successful.

In December 2007, Osama bin Laden announced that al-Qa‘ida’s 
operational objective of creating a launching pad in Iraq for future 

58 Interview with university research director, Cairo, February 24, 2008. According to the 
same source, the Tawhed wa Jihad group that attacked in Sinai was a result of radicalization 
in Gaza and unemployment and marginalization of Bedouin in Sinai, not an effect of the 
Iraq War.
59 “Lamhat ‘an Inba’ath . . . ,” 2009.
60 Six other members were subsequently sentenced to death. See “Six Al-Qa‘ida Men 
Awarded Death Penalty in Kuwait,” 2005. 
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campaigns in the region had been achieved,61 increasing expectations 
of an imminent onslaught against neighboring countries. But what 
emerges from the trends of targeting discussed is that the worst terror-
ist effects of the Iraq conflict may not in fact be felt by Iraq’s immediate 
neighbors, whose regimes have braced themselves for a terrorist blow-
back by heightening security and, in Saudi Arabia’s case, by initiating 
a reconciliation process.62 The prime targets are also not countries that, 
for ideological reasons, have great symbolic resonance for the move-
ment (Iran and Palestine). In fact, the most immediate threats—in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Somalia—are not even in Arab lands. In 
the near term, AQIM and al-Qa‘ida in Yemen appear to be sustaining 
the most vigorous al-Qa‘ida franchise movements. This choice of ter-
ritories was reiterated by the well-known London-based jihadist cleric 
Hani al-Siba‘i, who noted in June 2008 that the “human forest [of 
individuals sympathetic to al-Qa‘ida] and rugged geography . . . in 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen and Algeria,” make those areas condu-
cive to attacks on American interests (al-Siba’i, 2008).

Conclusion

Our assessment is that the immediate terrorist effects Iraq has gener-
ated are not as dramatic as commonly supposed but that the long-term 
effects have yet to be determined. In years to come, training and tacti-
cal development in Iraq will likely be one of several factors contribut-
ing toward the growth of terrorist movements, the others being deter-
mined primarily by domestic circumstances. If there is a silver lining 
to this debate, it is that the United States has time to assess its own 

61 For a full discussion of this, see Scheuer, 2008.
62 In 2003, the Saudi Minister of the Interior announced his country’s intention to con-
struct a security fence that would extend for 840 km along its borders with Iraq from the 
Al-Rafaei outlet in the east to Toreif city in the west. This followed Kuwait’s September 22, 
2006, announcement of its own intention to establish border fences in the form of a ring 
road stretching along its border with Iraq to Saudi Arabia through Kuwait territory at 500 m 
from the borders between the two countries.
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vulnerabilities; those of its allies; and indeed, those of its enemies and 
to take action accordingly.

Notwithstanding the initial boost Iraq gave al-Qa‘ida and its mes-
sage, the longer-term public appeal and ideological vision of al-Qa‘ida 
have suffered gravely as a result of its conduct in Iraq. From this point 
forward, the movement will face similar targeting dilemmas wherever 
it operates in the Arab world. As long as its image as defender of the 
Muslims remains discredited, al-Qa‘ida will struggle to regain popular 
standing. As the spread of tactics demonstrates, however, this has not 
prevented jihadists from undertaking devastating attacks periodically 
throughout the region. However, as the contradictions in the agenda 
of transnational jihadists and nationalist groups have become increas-
ingly apparent, the movement’s prospects for gaining a long-term foot-
hold in the region are limited to “lands of savagery,” where confidence 
in the state structure has collapsed, or to lands that provide access to 
training grounds with relative impunity. Al-Qa‘ida’s strategy of stok-
ing an insurgency within Iraq may ultimately have backfired, but the 
movement has still been able to maintain a vigorous campaign against 
its enemies.

As al-Qa‘ida deliberates its next course of action against the “near 
enemy,” its most accessible havens continue to be lands where violence 
is endemic and where it does not face overwhelming competition from 
preexisting territorially based Sunni religious groups. At present, these 
are not primarily Iraq’s immediate neighbors but the more-distant 
lands of Afghanistan and Pakistan and, to a lesser extent, Yemen and 
North Africa.
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CHAPTER SIX

Conclusion: Managing the Aftershocks of Iraq 
and Seizing Opportunities

This monograph has surveyed the implications of the Iraq conflict for 
the Middle East strategic landscape, showing how the full effects of 
the conflict are more expansive yet also more nuanced than is com-
monly assumed. Previous analyses of the “Iraq effect” have used a con-
ventional balance-of-power lens that divides the new regional map too 
neatly between an ascendant Iran and an opposing bloc of Sunni Arab 
states. Others have overstated the potential for a contagion of sectarian 
conflict and increased terrorist incidents resulting from the conflict. 
We found that, while elements of these trends are certainly present, 
they do not reveal the full complexity of regional developments. They 
also at times miss more-subtle perceptual shifts among neighboring 
regimes, Arab publics, and nonstate actors.

Although these perceptual shifts are less tangible from a conven-
tional security perspective, they are nonetheless important for U.S. 
policy. One of the most significant is what can best be termed a sense 
of Iraq fatigue among neighboring states—the belief that, while the 
conflict and Iranian influence in Iraq are certainly alarming, they have 
been superseded by more-pressing “local” concerns, particularly in the 
Levant. Threat perceptions of Iran also vary significantly, both across 
different subregions and countries and between governments and their 
publics. The perception of eroding U.S. credibility and influence is also 
resulting in tangible outcomes, including growing responsiveness to 
other extraregional actors, particularly Russia and China.
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On the domestic front, societal conflict in the broader region 
resulting from the war has not yet materialized to the extent forecast; 
rather, state power has strengthened and tolerance of domestic politi-
cal opposition has decreased. Specifically, Iraq’s instability has become 
a convenient scarecrow neighboring regimes can use to delay political 
reform by asserting that democratization inevitably leads to insecurity. 
And while the entrenchment of U.S.-allied regimes may be deceptively 
reassuring in the short term, it does little to address the more deeply 
rooted problem of regime illegitimacy or to mitigate the wellsprings of 
radicalism. Finally, and on a more-positive note, the war’s appeal as a 
draw for terrorist recruitment has been offset by declining public sup-
port among Arabs of al-Qa‘ida’s goals, operations, and tactics.

Taken in sum, these dynamics present both challenges and 
opportunities for U.S. regional policy. Understanding gaps between 
U.S. and regional views of the conflict’s consequences and implica-
tions will therefore be paramount—particularly for gauging the will-
ingness of neighboring states to cooperate on U.S. objectives. Similarly, 
the United States must be attentive to how the post-Iraq environment, 
especially altered views of U.S. power and credibility, have opened up 
possibilities for new paradigms of regional security cooperation, involv-
ing traditional Middle East allies but also extraregional states, such as 
Russia or China.

Key Findings

With the above policy prerogatives in mind, the monograph’s key find-
ings are the following:

The removal of Saddam Hussein upset a traditional balance 
of power in the region. From the perspective of Sunni Arab regimes, 
the 2003 invasion overturned a long-standing paradigm of regional 
security by removing Iraq as a buffer between a seemingly expansionist 
and predatory Iran and its vulnerable neighbors to the west. According 
to this narrative, Iran has been handed increased latitude to project its 
influence across the region, upstaging Arab governments on traditional 
pan-Arab concerns, such as Palestine. It is important to note, how-
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ever, that much of Iran’s activism predates the 2003 invasion. Tehran 
has long supported nonstate actors, such as HAMAS, the Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad, and the Lebanese Hizballah. Moreover, it is doubtful 
that Saddam’s Iraq ever really served as a viable balancer against Iran, 
given that the preponderance of Tehran’s strength has been exerted in 
the naval, asymmetric, and ideological realms, while Iraq has tradition-
ally been a land power and even this was considerably weakened by 
sanctions following the 1991 Gulf War. Nevertheless, the ousting of 
the Iraqi leader created the perception of increased vulnerability on the 
Arab side, resulting in a tendency to exaggerate the specter of Iran and 
its associated nonstate allies.

Iran is seizing strategic gains afforded to it by the Iraq War 
but faces greater obstacles to expanding its influence in the region 
than is commonly assumed. There is no doubt that Iran has skill-
fully exploited the strategic openings presented by the aftermath of the 
Iraqi invasion and the resulting shake-up in regional order. Buoyed by 
windfall oil profits for several years following the invasion and imbued 
with the nationalistic outlook of Ahmadinejad’s “new conservatives,” 
Iran has endeavored since 2003 to safeguard not just its near abroad 
in Iraq but also to assert its primacy on the wider regional stage and 
to erode U.S. credibility. This momentum was accelerated by the con-
current ascendancy of its Levantine allies, particularly the electoral 
victory of HAMAS in Gaza and Hizballah’s battlefield performance 
against the Israeli Defense Forces in 2006. Although largely unrelated 
to Iraq, these events heightened the post-Saddam view in Arab capitals 
of Iran’s inexorable rise and created the impression among Arab publics 
that Iran, and by extension the Shi‘a, were now the winning side. The 
internal turmoil within Iran following the 2009 presidential election is 
likely to erode this image of invincibility somewhat, but Iranian links 
to nonstate actors and its continued nuclear ambitions continue to gen-
erate widespread concern.

Even before the 2009 election, Iran faced limitations to its regional 
influence. The post-2006 groundswell of popular support it garnered 
among Arab publics proved fleeting and was effectively reversed by 
widespread perceptions of its misbehavior in Iraq. Tehran’s policy in 
Iraq became even more of a liability for Iran’s standing following rev-
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elations of its support to Sadr’s Jaysh al-Mahdi’s fratricidal campaign 
against opposing Shi‘a factions and the resulting anti-Iranian backlash 
within the Maliki government and among the Iraqi public. Inside Iran, 
Ahmadinejad’s bellicose posturing on Arab issues has provoked criti-
cism from multiple Iranian factions along the ideological spectrum, 
particularly in light of the country’s deteriorating economy.

The perceived “rise” of Iran has not produced a consensus 
of opposition from Sunni Arab regimes; Arab states’ responses to 
Iran have blended engagement, hedging, and balancing. The alarm-
ism and fear of Iran among Arab rulers have not resulted in a coherent 
strategy to confront the expansion of Iranian influence. Rather, Arab 
regimes have responded to the rise of Iran in diverse and often contra-
dictory ways, reflecting a more-nuanced appreciation of the Iranian 
challenge than the common refrain in Washington, as well as the dif-
ferent geostrategic imperatives of individual Arab states.

Among states of the Levant and in Egypt, for example, our 
research identified a preference for viewing Iranian influence in Iraq 
as a secondary concern to Tehran’s more-threatening activities “next 
door,” i.e., in Gaza and Lebanon. Yet the GCC at times has accused 
Egypt of being too rhetorically belligerent against Iran because its geo-
graphic location separates it from Iranian retaliation. Within the GCC 
itself, there is frequently intense disagreement, with some smaller states 
adopting a more-accommodating stance toward Iran and pointing to 
Saudi Arabia’s dominance of GCC affairs as the more-proximate and 
worrisome concern. This preference for hedging on Iran has been fur-
ther encouraged by what some Arab states perceive as inconsistent and 
ambiguous U.S. policies on Iran.

Even if consensus existed, there is currently no viable Arab state 
“balancer” to Iran. The result is that the emerging regional powers are 
now non-Arab states: the United States, Iran, Turkey, and Israel.

Uncertainty about U.S. intentions and capabilities in the 
region has increased local states’ receptivity to assistance from 
China and Russia. Postinvasion disarray in the Arab world was accom-
panied by a corresponding erosion of confidence in the United States as 
a security guarantor, stemming from the perception of U.S. entangle-
ment in Iraq. The effect has been the increased willingness of tradi-
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tional U.S. Arab allies to consider patronage from other extraregional 
powers, most notably Russia and China.

The foreign policy of these two powers since 2003 has been 
marked by a new assertiveness and interest in the Middle East. Russia 
appears to be particularly active in challenging traditional domains of 
U.S. influence, claiming to be a more-balanced mediator on the Arab-
Israeli front and through such symbolic gestures as its engagement with 
HAMAS. Yet the full potential of Russian influence is constrained by 
Moscow’s historical “baggage” in the region and its frequent strategic 
blunders, such as its decision to brand the Muslim Brotherhood a ter-
rorist organization. For its part, China appears more narrowly focused 
on energy security and it remains much more economically significant 
than politically or militarily influential in regional affairs.

Our fieldwork suggests that, while some Arab voices may wel-
come Moscow and Beijing’s activism as checks against unrestrained 
U.S. hegemony, Arab regimes ultimately see Russian and Chinese 
assistance as a way to supplement, but not supplant, the traditional 
U.S.-led regional security order.

The war has heightened awareness of Shi‘a and Sunni iden-
tity, yet in many cases, regimes have cynically exploited these loy-
alties to discredit oppositionists and blunt Iranian influence. Iraq’s 
descent into sectarian strife in 2006 reverberated inside a number of 
states in the region, creating new pressures on regimes and stoking 
societal tensions. Although the threat of a direct spillover of the fight-
ing did not materialize during the height of violence in Iraq, Sunni-
Shi‘a and tribal divisions have sharpened as forms of substate identities. 
The effects of the war in this area are felt strongest in states marked 
by authoritarianism and/or a fractured body politic: Bahrain, Saudi 
Arabia, and Lebanon. Kuwait provides an important case in which the 
negative consequences of the war for Sunni-Shi‘a relations were miti-
gated by a more-liberal and participatory political culture.

Warnings of increased Shi‘a activism, however, have emanated 
from regimes that have relatively little to fear from Shi‘a agitation, such 
as Egypt and Jordan. This dynamic illustrates the political utility of 
fear-mongering on the sectarian issue. In many cases, authoritarian 
rulers have skillfully exploited the fear of Shi‘a ascendancy to coun-
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ter Iranian populist appeal at home, discredit and divide the political 
opposition along sectarian lines, and portray themselves as the only 
viable “buffers” against the chaos and uncertainty unleashed by the 
war.

The war has stalled or reversed the momentum of Arab politi-
cal reform; local regimes perceive that U.S. distraction in Iraq and 
the subsequent focus on Iran have given them a reprieve on domes-
tic liberalization. In tandem with sectarian tensions, the war has pro-
duced stalling or backtracking on reform, however halting and incom-
plete. Author interviews with activists and reformists in the Gulf and 
the Levant yielded a near consensus that 2003 was a turning point in 
reform, with authoritarian rulers sensing reduced U.S. interest in their 
domestic affairs and a subsequent return to Cold War–style balancing 
politics against Iran. Similarly, preemptive counterterrorism measures 
against returning jihadists provided a convenient pretext for the drag-
net arrests of a broad spectrum of domestic opponents.

In several instances, the war appears to have increased toleration 
and even the support of Arab publics for unpopular rulers who, what-
ever their faults, are still preferable to the unknown. Some of this may 
stem from the declining cachet of democratization, given its image 
as a “U.S. project” whose forcible implementation in Iraq was widely 
blamed for sowing the seeds of the country’s descent into sectarian vio-
lence. In other cases, Iraqi violence and the specter of spreading terror-
ism have encouraged a new public acquiescence in the security services 
as “protectors” rather than “monitors.”

Increased Kurdish agitation in Syria, Turkey, and Iran is the 
war’s most pronounced and visible spillover effect. The 2003 inva-
sion and the subsequent push by Iraqi Kurds for increased autonomy 
has animated Kurdish activism in neighboring states, offering both 
inspiration and more-tangible support, such as a physical safe haven. 
Such events as the election of Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) 
leader Jalal Talabani as Iraqi president and the signing of the Transi-
tional Administrative Law sparked celebratory rioting among Iranian 
Kurds and a serious uprising in Syria that left 40 dead. Violent Kurd-
ish groups, such as the PKK in Turkey and the PJAK, have enjoyed 
increased sanctuary in postinvasion northern Iraq, posing new threats 
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to domestic stability in Turkey and Iran. This challenge is spurring tri-
partite intelligence and operational coordination between Damascus, 
Ankara, and Tehran that will complicate U.S. diplomacy to pry Syria 
from Iran’s orbit and solicit meaningful Turkish cooperation against 
Iran, although the United States also began assisting Turkey in its 
counterterror operations in northern Iraq. In Turkey, the effects are 
particularly worrisome as intensified PKK activity threatens to under-
mine many of Turkey’s recent gains in human rights, undermining its 
efforts at European Union accession.

The influx of an estimated 2 million Iraqi refugees has cre-
ated socioeconomic stress in Syria and Jordan; the resulting public 
discontent and demographic changes could challenge stability in 
these states over the long term. The Iraq War created the largest refu-
gee crisis in the Middle East since the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, potentially 
jeopardizing the long-term stability of Jordan; Syria; and, to a lesser 
extent, Lebanon. At least in the short term, the refugee challenge has 
not transformed into a security risk to the degree anticipated. Indeed, 
some studies have pointed to beneficial effects, such as the injection of 
capital by the mostly middle-class refugee population in Jordan, which 
reportedly fueled Amman’s housing boom in the years following the 
war. That said, as resources run out for these refugees, their situation 
is becoming more dire, particularly since most are unable to find legal 
work and are reportedly charged inflated rates for housing. Prostitution 
and female trafficking have become significant problems, particularly 
in Syria. Still, the Iraqi refugees have not yet carried Iraq’s political and 
sectarian violence to neighboring soil. Most Iraqi refugees in neighbor-
ing states appear more concerned with surviving than with fomenting 
instability in their host countries.

But there is a tendency to scapegoat the refugees in both Jordan 
and Syria. The refugees are increasingly blamed for the end of fuel 
subsidies, unemployment, inflation, and housing shortages. The net 
effect over the long term may be pressure on regimes from key con-
stituents to curtail and reduce services for Iraqis. The Jordanian and 
Syrian governments have already toughened their policies, and Jordan 
has largely closed its doors to new refugees. After significant interna-
tional pressure, children have been allowed to go to school in some 
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host countries (including Jordan and Syria), but few do because parents 
fear that attendance may compromise their illegal or quasi-legal pres-
ence in the country and because many children work illegally to keep 
their families housed and fed. Another worrisome trend is the presence 
of unemployed college-age Iraqi males whose profile of displacement 
and anomie could make them vulnerable recruits to Salafi-jihadism. 
Previous refugee crises in the region and globally suggest that poverty 
and resentment can feed radicalization among the displaced and host 
populations.

Finally, the long-term urban demographics of refugee settlement 
bear watching; thus far, the Syrian and Jordanian governments have 
avoided constructing any parallel institutions—schools, clinics, and 
camps specifically for Iraqis—to prevent a repeat of the Palestinian 
camp experience. But certain urban areas are nevertheless becoming 
increasingly Iraqi in character, displacing indigenous populations and 
possibly sowing the seeds of future discord. Moreover, if future insta-
bility in Iraq led to renewed refugee flows, Jordan and Syria would be 
unlikely to accept them as they have done to date, and refugee camps 
could develop. A large Iraqi diaspora, combined with continuing con-
flict in Iraq, has the potential to spread conflict to neighbors because 
Iraqis living abroad funnel support to Iraqi groups, are recruited to 
fight, or lobby governments to provide aid to combatants. If camps are 
indeed set up, these risks increase because camps have often been a pri-
mary site for militant recruiting for fighting and unrest in other cases 
(e.g., Lebanon).

The war has offered a universalizing narrative of resistance to 
occupation that has proven attractive to potential jihadist recruits, 
but AQI’s abhorrent tactics in Iraq have undermined this appeal. 
The invasion was an initial boon to al-Qa‘ida, offering a compelling 
arena for conducting defensive jihad against an occupying force that 
was seen as having defiled Muslim honor, even if the original griev-
ances of many of its recruits were of a more local and parochial nature.

While initially receiving applause from Arab publics and even 
tacit approval from the media, al-Qa‘ida’s battlefield emir in Iraq, Abu 
Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, squandered this capital through the negative pub-
licity generated by his abhorrent tactics and, in particular, the fallout 
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in public opinion from the Amman hotel bombings. Populations that 
had previously cheered al-Qa‘ida from afar now turned against it when 
afflicted with its violence firsthand, as in the cases of Saudi Arabia 
and Jordan, or when forced to live under its stifling social mores, as 
were the Anbar tribes. Although this downturn in public opinion may 
not significantly affect potential recruits, it has bolstered the ability of 
neighboring regimes to absorb and mitigate the threat from veterans 
returning from Iraq.

Iraq has served as a laboratory for innovating new asymmetric tac-
tics that may migrate; al-Qa‘ida may also try to apply lessons learned 
from its Iraq misadventure to new fronts. Five years of combat in Iraq 
against a conventionally superior opponent have invariably functioned 
as a crucible for terrorist learning, aiding the development of new tac-
tics and the creation of worrisome social networks.

Yet several features of the Iraqi arena militate against precise com-
parisons to the 1980s Afghan jihad. First, despite the presence of strong 
foreign fighter facilitation networks linking the Levant, North Africa, 
and the Gulf, the training camp presence in Iraq has not been as robust 
as the one ‘Abdullah Azzam’s Maktab al-Khidamat [Office of Services] 
provided during the Afghan jihad. Moreover, many foreign jihadists 
have returned to their home countries, reportedly disillusioned, or 
are subjected to an increasingly deliberate, if not entirely transparent, 
reindoctrination and reintegration program sponsored by regimes in 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere.

Nevertheless, the potential exists for the migration of tactics 
and techniques developed in Iraq to other fronts. IEDs, female sui-
cide bombings, increased sniper proficiency, and improved indirect fire 
techniques are all trends that will require security adaptations in neigh-
boring states and U.S. force posture adjustments in the region.

Shi‘a insurgents have proven the most proficient at using tech-
nological innovations against the United States because of the pro-
vision and training Iran’s Quds Force has provided, yet the poten-
tial for widespread migration is offset by Tehran’s control. Much of 
the focus on terrorist spillover from Iraq has focused on Sunni jihadists, 
but Shi‘a Iraqi insurgents have actually been the most adept at utilizing 
technological innovations against U.S. and Iraqi forces. These groups 
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have benefited from strong external links to Lebanese Hizballah and 
Iran’s IRGC-Quds Force. U.S. forces accused the Lebanese Hizballah 
of training Iraqi insurgents in IED ambush techniques and imparting 
technology that it had honed during its campaign against the Israel 
Defense Forces during the 1990s. In tandem, the Quds Force has pro-
vided training and supplies of explosively formed projectiles and rocket-
assisted mortars that have penetrated U.S. armor and challenged the 
best defenses of coalition air bases and other facilities.

A cyclical sharing network has likely emerged, with Iraqi Shi‘a 
groups honing techniques Hizballah imparted, then briefing Hizballah 
and Quds Force about the battlefield applications, and then transferring 
these lessons back to Quds Force training camps inside Iran, whence 
they migrate eastward to the Taliban. Yet the potential for truly wide-
spread and unregulated dispersal of these TTPs is partially offset by 
Tehran’s sensitivity to crossing certain redlines, i.e., giving the United 
States an unequivocal pretext to attack Iran or provoking an intolerable 
anti-Iranian backlash among Arab audiences—as was the case in Iraq 
following the mid-2008 violence by Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaysh al-Mahdi 
and its splinter militias known as “special groups.”

Policy Implications

Our findings have underscored the complex and diverse effects of the 
Iraq conflict on the regional landscape, both at the inter- and intra-
state levels. Realistic readings of the regional environment are critical 
to the formulation of U.S. policy, given the magnitude of remaining 
challenges to U.S. interests emanating from this region. The U.S. Air 
Force should have a particular interest in understanding the shifting 
regional environment and views on U.S. policy because of its long-
standing partnerships with local militaries and its important role in 
future contingencies. The picture that emerges from this monograph 
suggests both challenges and opportunities and requires a fresh set of 
policy options:

Pursue a U.S. regional security strategy that recognizes local 
preferences for hedging and that seeks to encourage more-positive 
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Iranian behavior. In terms of adapting to regional strategic shifts, 
particularly to Iran’s growing influence in regional affairs, the United 
States faces the challenge of regional allies more interested in hedging 
and even accommodating Iran than balancing it. Arab regional allies 
(particularly governments) no doubt worry about and dislike Iran, 
but they will not unequivocally antagonize and provoke Iran. Indeed, 
many of our closest allies, particularly Turkey, have found new reasons 
to expand their ties to Tehran in the years following the Iraq War. 
U.S. policy should thus steer away from efforts to forge an anti-Iranian 
regional alliance of Arab “moderates” (e.g., the GCC states, Jordan, 
Egypt) to counter Iranian influence.

Such an alliance is not only unrealistic, but it may also back-
fire and escalate regional tensions by bolstering Iranian hard-liners—
particularly during the unprecedented factionalism emerging in the 
wake of the 2009 elections. And the focus on Arab states, particu-
larly the Saudis, as bulwarks against Iran misreads regional capabilities 
and interests. While the United States should continue to demonstrate 
support for key regional allies through continued security cooperation 
activities and exercises, such cooperation should remain low key and 
bilateral to avoid the impression that the United States is attempting to 
create a broad Cold War–style collective security organization arrayed 
against Iran.

Explore multilateral security and confidence-building mea-
sures between Iran and its neighbors. That said, the United States 
can engage in efforts to create multilateral regional security structures 
that leave the door open to Iran and that focus on confidence-building 
measures and dialogues in areas of common interest, such as coun-
terterrorism, narcotics trafficking, and maritime security. Regional 
security dialogues involving military personnel, including Air Force 
officials, can allow the airing of threat perceptions and help avoid unin-
tended conflict. They can also open up an indirect line of communica-
tion between Iran and Israel to avoid an unintended military confron-
tation, particularly if Iranian nuclear capabilities remain ambiguous. 
Although Iranian involvement in regional security discussions will 
prove more difficult in the aftermath of the contested 2009 election, 
such options should be developed and available for when political con-
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ditions in Iran improve. If substantive security dialogues eventually 
transpire and do not lead to a change in Iranian behavior, the United 
States will still gain important insights into Iranian decisionmaking 
and garner greater regional and international support for tougher 
actions against Iran, should they become necessary. If they do succeed, 
such dialogues can lead to enhanced security cooperation and a less-
threatening regional security environment, reducing the potential for 
armed conflict.

Strengthen U.S. relations with Turkey, leveraging its unique 
role as a geopolitical bridge to mediate between Syria, Iran, and 
the Arab world. Another policy focus at the regional level that flows 
from our analysis is the need to strengthen U.S. relations with Turkey. 
Turkey can serve as a bridge for improving relations and modifying 
the behavior of current adversaries, such as Iran and Syria, because 
Turkey’s relationship with both countries has strengthened thanks to 
common concerns over Kurdish separatism and terrorist acts within 
their nations. Turkey has already demonstrated an interest in regional 
mediation by facilitating indirect dialogue between Israel and Syria, 
and the United States should encourage such efforts. Rather than force 
our allies into rigid boxes—“you’re either with the United States or 
against it”—we should view regional allies’ relationships with such 
countries as Iran and Syria as an opportunity and leverage their roles 
to the extent possible.

Turkey’s interests in and extensive economic ties with northern 
Iraq also present an opportunity for assisting in U.S. efforts to rebuild 
Iraq. Indeed, unlike Iraq’s Arab neighbors, Turkey has proven far more 
forthcoming in contributing to Iraqi stability and reconstruction, even 
though, like Iraq’s other neighbors, it still opposed the war. As a con-
sequence, the Air Force should continue assisting the Turkish military 
with counterterrorism operations in Northern Iraq and should increase 
security cooperation activities and training with the Turkish air force. 
In the current threat environment, U.S. security cooperation with 
Turkey may be as or more important than security cooperation with 
America’s Arab allies.

Continue the policy of encouraging responsible stakeholder 
involvement from China and, to the extent possible, Russia; har-
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ness these countries’ respective “niche” interests to promote 
regional economic growth and stability. In the same vein, the 
United States should avoid alarmist reactions to Chinese or Russian 
influence in the region, particularly their economic activities because 
many of these activities are more likely to complement than to supplant 
U.S. regional interests. For example, China and the United States share 
a strong interest in creating a stable regional security order conducive 
to the flow of the region’s oil and gas. U.S. policy should also distin-
guish between extraregional powers’ pursuit of their economic inter-
ests and more-aggressive attempts to move the regional system toward 
multipolarity, which is a greater concern in the case of Russia than with 
China.

Encourage Arab regimes to adopt incremental yet meaningful 
political reform as part of a long-term push to counter radicaliza-
tion and to ensure the viability of key U.S. partners. To mitigate the 
war’s effects inside key regional states, U.S. policy should focus both on 
ensuring that governing regimes do not abuse their newly entrenched 
power to crack down excessively on domestic opposition, while taking 
measures to prevent weakening state conditions from evolving into 
failed states (with all the accompanying problems that involves— 
shelter for extremists, a magnified proliferation danger, greater potential 
for massive human rights abuses). This suggests that U.S. policy should 
recognize the long-term security implications of continued repression 
and avoid putting regional reform on the back burner, even if the focus 
shifts from holding elections to strengthening democratic institutions 
and practices. Judiciary reform, increased media freedom and bolster-
ing the legislative and oversight abilities of existing parliaments and 
consultative councils are key priorities to build public confidence in 
regime intentions. While the U.S. ability to influence what are largely 
indigenous processes is limited, U.S. attention to reform measures and 
sustained pressure can provide critical impetus for continued efforts 
among key allies. Ultimately, sustained and genuine reform processes 
will strengthen, not weaken, such key allies as Jordan, Egypt, and Bah-
rain. Backtracking on promised reforms and civil liberties weakens 
regime legitimacy and can increase the prospects for political violence, 
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just as delaying political reform can lead to a build-up of dissent until 
regimes are forced to open precipitously, leading to instability.

Continue to provide U.S. assistance for Iraqi refugees and 
encourage more regional support to mitigate the potentially desta-
bilizing consequences of the influx. While the Iraqi refugee influx 
into Jordan and Syria may have produced some short-term economic 
advantages, the refugee population ultimately places a strain on these 
countries’ domestic infrastructures, particularly their education sys-
tems. The long-term political ramifications of the Iraqi refugee com-
munity are still unclear but could prove destabilizing to such key allies 
as Jordan. Rather than ignore the extent of this problem because of 
political sensitivities (the Jordanian government refuses to use the term 
refugee, for example, preferring guest because the latter assumes an 
eventual return to Iraq), the United States should actively address this 
new regional challenge.

The United States can continue to support efforts to relocate Iraqis 
to other countries (including the United States1) and provide and mar-
shal significant financial assistance (particularly from Arab Gulf allies) 
to improve housing and education opportunities in both Syria and 
Jordan. The GCC states can offer direct financial support to the Jorda-
nian government for this purpose. For Saudi Arabia, particularly, this 
can help its global image and aspirations to Sunni leadership. Because 
the GCC would be unlikely to provide this sort of direct assistance to 
Syria, the United States should also encourage sizeable financial contri-
butions through UNHCR and other international organizations. That 
way, the funds can be justified as helping all fellow Muslims while 
avoiding support to less-than-friendly governments.

The United States can also improve its bilateral relations with 
Syria by focusing more attention on this issue. Syria has been generous 

1  Although the United States has increased the number of Iraqi refugees it accepts, it con-
tinues to face criticism for the remarkably low numbers. For example, UNHCR estimates 
that there are between 80,000 to 100,000 “extremely vulnerable Iraqi refugees in the Middle 
East in need of resettlement”; the United States accepted only 1,608 Iraqi refugees in fiscal 
year (FY) 2007. The numbers went up to 13,823 in FY 2008, and 1,443 had been accepted 
in FY 2009 as of November 2008. For an account of refugees admitted to the United States, 
see U.S. Department of State, 2009.



Conclusion: Managing the Aftershocks of Iraq and Seizing Opportunities    157

and hosts more Iraqi refugees than any other state. It reports signifi-
cant strain on its economy as a result. Yet Jordan, which hosts fewer 
refugees, has received the bulk of assistance. The United States should 
work cooperatively with Syria and UNHCR to raise additional funds 
and facilitate the ability of the Syrian government to improve its social 
services. This can be a helpful first step toward rebuilding a coopera-
tive relationship with Syria, which could also improve the prospects for 
long-term stability in Iraq and the region and reduce Syrian incentives 
to intervene in Iraq in ways that counter U.S. interests.

Such policies would capitalize on this otherwise negative develop-
ment and humanitarian crisis by improving long-term infrastructure 
and human development needs in key Arab states, reducing the possi-
bility for future radicalization and challenges to friendly regimes, such 
as Jordan, and gaining regional and international goodwill by seriously 
addressing this humanitarian challenge.

In partnership with local allies, use strategic communica-
tions to broadcast al-Qa‘ida’s failures in Iraq across the region, 
to further discredit the jihadist movement in the eyes of public 
audiences. The terrorist trends emerging over the last six years also 
suggest a number of U.S. policy actions that can enhance opportu-
nities for U.S. influence. The United States should exploit al-Qa‘ida’s 
failure to appeal to some of its target audiences, in particular the Sunni 
tribes and nationalist Islamic groups. Forging better regional intelli-
gence sharing, tracking Iraq War veterans, and identifying recruitment 
networks are also important policy initiatives that can capitalize on the 
declining cachet of al-Qa‘ida following its brutal tactics in Iraq. Other 
policy actions include encouraging greater involvement of women in 
regional security services to conduct female searches in the light of the 
growing trend of female suicide bombers and refocusing efforts on the 
potential establishment of Shi‘a militant networks outside of Iraq, such 
as TTP transfers by the IRGC-Quds Force to Hizballah in Lebanon.
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