THE STRATEGIC CHESSBOARD
OF THE MIDDLE EAST




INTRODUCTION

The Middle East is a highly important and a very complicated region.
Strategical chess games are played at different levels — parallel matches:

1.) Great power rivalry: challenging the American hegemony (the rise of China and
Russia).

2.) Regional power play: defining the emerging regional order (Iran, Turkey, Saudi
Arabia + Egypt).

3.) On the ground level: civil wars (Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen).

>>> The presentation will focus on these chess boards — with the following
guestions:

What are their basic characteristics? Who are the movers and shakers? What are
their motivations and relations?
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THE MIDDLE EAST
ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS COMPLEKITY

Arab and Islamic world — common characteristics: language, culture, history +
contemporary economical, social, and political challenges.

On the other hand it is a complex (diverse) region — ethnicities, religions, tribes >>>
the importance of the transnational identities.

Deep social-cultural (ethnic and religious) cleavages: Arabs vs. Persians, Turks vs.
Kurds, Shi’ites vs. Sunnis.

The different mixes of religion, ethnicity, and language in each country explain
their internal instability and external struggles for power.

They also describe the limits of any effort to create a stable pattern of Iranian
influence, Pan-Arab influence, or any form of regional stability.

Furthermore, they clarify why the strategic map of the Middle East has produced
so much tension, conflict, and change over time.



THE MIDDLE EAST
ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS COMPLEXITY

S0 SvRetAs Lincunses r.-m-.-uun KAZAKHSTAN r’f Ao 5o I x‘ Counting the Shias
[N ]
| UZBEKISTAN Cotens Sh forem 3 arge portion of the
3 | popalation of 3 gisrm Munken state, their

Black Sea - e e T
SIS

-
B S, Kot Gaenaet
= - o &5 teact

- -
il P TSy Pe————

wmbers are mot reparted uatly oo even
extimated by the mriers on matiees lidammis

|
No ressarce, Westorn or Middle Vassern, foe

BT Laneuases
o 2 y ¢ .
[ 3 2 ¥
L Bavmres o Bt e L egesge B X s T s -~ 8 wniais o hare be Whe gueseat, B is
d 7 emrbie ot the st
. " of Sunei Warsisg: 23\ har
Sha

W Aeeres Sy Asmen - .. . .
- < - X
% -2 regally
Faemid Shia dynasey

c us 5 N shha /, A» & revadt, e oumber of Shia the weekd ener
\ s targely junt edwcated sederritimaten. raagiag

Bt
LEBANON

Mediterranean Sea

: ISRAEL
}/ \ m.ss'nus
¥

1 Biberasan of e Shin mmsjacity Iray
(ewataining D hudivat places in Nina, e
Hanificanon of O Repudlc of Aserdaijea

- PAKISTAN | (with the largent progarsen of Shia in aey

conntry . the sheady rive of mmmbers and power
of the Rehumene Shins particudarty in iy

(’j estcutel detig wih bl hded to e e

o 4

Fonsnd voifeaianimiss of ot Saudi Siw—hare
A1 220 te i arvady wa Aasge.

EGYPT

Luee

g...

A

comequenc. fhe recent rebirth™ of Shis

Gwadar shewed with paaibement if vk dismay s--\.

Achians aicuntansd o ol Ggares and ndedy
Baned upon e am. P

Igeacy 1hat the Nhla
majerity

i ws well The edd ared sroes corretaion

SUDAN &
y Shi'as In the Core Areas of the Middle East tetmers the Shin popadared arces and o0 andd
. s resmeries, oo ke o DO as, han
Mg Islam: beighecaed eveyone’s inseeraied in 1hia
= Bl Shiism {lmami, Zaldl and Isma‘ill rites, as Srebint’” of dhe Shila bn the alddle asr.
- 2 well as Alevism/Alawism, Yarsanism ctc.) -
o St holy citos. statistics:
L] "a ¢l {Poputason figares are bn milicon 30 are bated o
R 1905 evtimated 2444 mion tolal)
foma 0T Shi'a centers of religious kearning Arabian Se9 S e . ok
Languages of the Middle East e g [0 Sunnism (Hanafl, Shafii, Maliki and Tae W an aa
g . Hanbali rites) - Foupe " ae L
=1 e g "r 52 10
———— x
B o popasnes wess 2 N B e it wvan Syrie 19 au 175
Ibadism 1 st i 3 i %
B Uoroy popeited wrens © M. kzady, 2006 2000 YEMEN B Chisti {various Sorrroantsemren ||
S sty posntated o emgey aress - g s || msnad I Judalsm s g“ Ez 33,
o e W Zorossuiaism e 8 g
-~
g ™ - - ska m»'—u oot a5 o
’ “ B P
I Caktasan BN Other <> el A+
4 E Mixed religion arcas I3 Y B Y R T Y BT Y )
- &) e e s 213
Lo Wite Lt Winien Wakhalin, Badie. Ahwmis, o4
vl 08 Cheasane of vasous desomaronn, Beb'n. Dnase,

o Wi i e




THE MIDDLE EASTERN ,,CHESSBOARD”
MAIN CHARACTERISTICS

Important region, in the focus (,,crossroad”) of international relations from ancient
time to the modern era (the influence and presence of foreign actors).

Relations between the states of the region are dominated by suspicion, conflict,
and latent (or sometimes overt) confrontation.

Old animosities and distrust since rivalries are central in the political narratives and
legitimacy formulas: Saudi Arabia vs. Iran, Egypt vs. Turkey.

No regional integration and power hierarchy, constant rivalry between different
dynasties and powers (therefore the region is highly militarized).

The Middle East has seen regional hegemons come and go: 1952: Egypt’s era,
1970-1973: Rise of the Gulf, 1990-1995: Israel’s moment, 2003: Iran on the rise,
2011: New face off.

>>> There are many players, and they play tough matches...



THE MIDDLE EAST
HISTORY OF REGIONAL CONFLICTS

1@%&" X | 2
F Ankara l"i—; e
¢ = 1 2 || CONFLICT IN THE MIDDLE EAST, 1945-1997|_6 | 7
7 :ﬁ?}is areasin lraq o L % /\}

) /ﬁ . = = = ; \‘\ -
24 = | % 0 S ela /‘\X X G §
/1974 invasion &7 o i - — R 2 »J(\.Q w_\ o
ofCyprus 2 X . > A | ro Sontete  TURKEY Jpia W \\ = o~ A
% , j/:g:\ z?\;» : o B S L AR, KURDISTAN L = el
LY . | 1948-1949,1967,1973, ' ‘1980-1988 s *~| 194 W btmeenTurky | DN o b et [ A
1978, 1982 invasion of Lebanon 7 L , : it / A e T — DT DANIING - ‘&
i 2006 war against Hezbollah Yok o3-S UN peacckivan fece . : =
¢ Benghaz' v o 1949 X o 3 N * ;""\ku!;:.\c;gri (‘: \vlmrw Tol nw ﬁ [}
\ L hareaks in Beorst i LN l'l.(,:\‘-\"(h - - .
; )} vssg) I el viborovent s '
\ grave = ( Caro® | p ¥ Kueat Cly 1w ?:Ihll-:lu'-.:? e B
LIBYA 1948 - 1949, 1956, o Scanad by sl I ot SR P AV PAKISTAN
1967 - 1970, 1973 /[ 12 Retarmed 85 6 gyt by taraed ::_\. s ::, A \( s (
war with Israel - T el Y-8 Lonpseon 14 Jersed QATAR ‘%‘ > N, = =N —
et et 1900, Qs crnmes b promve. 5 gm§ / OMAN !
EGYPT (ISR SERTVS 1) ql s g 1907 Bonder vear with Lgype | Asaan * -
troops outof Kuwait pgappaiN g berrer i e g PEESTTE || 1w Temoret et ":m' Arabian
.,“ ‘;’./ C / \ F, / {’,-; 1: :'i: h-‘;,'hh slatecdd / \.('ll : /) c
Restless Reglﬂﬂ Conflicts in the Middle East since 1945 SAUDEARABIA \ / so | \ oMAN | o
; T J
C> international i internal N | -
1962 - 1967 : e '
TURKEY IRAN JORDAN involvement in civil war B "’/ [ tsraeti occupied territory -
1 1960, 1971, 1980 6 1967-1968and1979 101970 -1971 in North Yemen A [ Ressian Gulf War Coutition
coups Kurdish rebellions civil war omay |~ X Partners
2 1984-1999 7 1953 coup OMAN —==T D )\ ; i
Kurdish rebellion 1978 revolution 11 1864 —1975 7 = \ a’i} o 200 k P & .Sl:lfd‘mi\slc (:llgwlsr during D
SYRIA LEBANON Dhofar rebellion —— \ W b=t the Perstan Gulf War
3 19491954, 1961, 1963, 8 1975-1990 YEMEN N 0 300 J R Major ol ficlds
1966, 1970 coup civil war 12 1962 coup YEMEN
1982 rebellion ISRAEL 1962 -1970, wSana'a 500 km
IRAQ 9 1987-1993and 1986, 1994 1z —l 1 | 2 | 6 I 7 X
4 1961-1975and1980-1991 2000 -2002 intifadas civilwar N
Kurdish rebellions 2008/09 Israeli military 2009 Houthi \\ National G
5 1991 Shiite rebellion operation in the Gaza Strip  rebellion X Copynght © 2003 by Pearscn Education, Inc




NEW (DIS)JORDER OF THE MIDDLE EAST
NEW PATTERNS AND TRENDS

,New” Middle East was proclaimed in various occasions: 1918 / 1945 / 1967 / 1973
/1979 /1991 /2001 / 2011 — Why today’s Middle East is different?

More active regional players — more aware local actors, beside the great powers,
actually, the states are playing the leading role (more active foreign policy).

More complex games — too many actors-players, beside the states, there are other
important (sub- or supranational) players (e.g. tribes, ethnic and religious groups).

More security problems — there are plenty of conflicts, also new challenges are
arising (e.g. demographic pressures, failed governments, climate changes, etc.).

+ A new kind of fight: previous fights were country and regime specific, the
emerging confrontation is over the nature and future of the region’s societies.

>>> A larger power struggle has emerged, which is reshaping the strategic
landscape of the (,,Changing”) Middle East...



The Middle East Key players & notable relationships
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The main political rifts in the Middle East
Who openly backs whom
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GREAT POWER RIVALRIES IN THE MIDDLE EAST
USA, RUSSIA, CHINA

Historical rivalry (between colonial powers), Cold War rivalry (between superpowers),
currently new international rivalry (,,challenging the American hegemony”).

U.S. is still leading — as regional actor, with the constant aim: blocking the rise of any
hegemon in the region, plus other strategic motivations (bilateral relations).

Russia is coming back — in order to counterbalance the West (USA&EU), to obtain
economic and diplomatic gains, to manage the internal (Islamic) problem.

China is buying up — influence via economical-financial relations, multipolar
intentions, and tries to manage the internal (Islamic) problem too.

Beside weakening (destroying) the Islamic State, their interests differ sharply (+ the
local actors are playing them off against each other).

Conflict zones, where the great powers collide: Syria, Libya, Egypt, Iraq, (Iran), etc.
>>> A new great game in the Middle East...
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DIMENSIONS OF POWER IN THE MIDDLE EAST
WHO ARE THE MAIN ACTORS?

Military power (and reach) is significant, but there are other dimensions of power,
which are highly important in the Middle Eastern chess game:

Demography — the size of the population (80 million countries: Egypt, Iran, Turkey).
Geography — the strategical location of the countries (Egypt, Iran, Turkey).
Economy — the success of the economic models (Turkey, Gulf monarchies).

Technology — the rate of innovation (know how in practical context).
Diplomatic relations — the importance of the alliances (American ,,umbrella”).
Informal relations — the use of transnational networks (culture, religion, ethnicity).
Soft power — the use of other tools, like communication (Qatar’s Al-Jazeera).

>>> The leading regional powers: Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, (Egypt), (Israel).



HARD POWER IN THE MIDDLE EAST
THE REGIONAL MILITARY BALANCE
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REGIONAL MOVERS AND SHAKERS
IRAN, SAUDI ARABIA, TURKEY

Rivalries are fueled by the historical past (wistfulness for former Persian, Ottoman,
Arabic empires), the regional process (vacuum in Syraq), and the internal situation.

Iran — less revolutionary, more realistic, regional aspirations, actively present, tries to
preserve the status quo, to secure it’s position in the region.

Saudi Arabia — less conservative, statist, more active foreign policy, financial,
technological, diplomatic, and military support in order to gain positions.

Turkey — new foreign policy, Middle Eastern orientation, regional aspirations and
activism, leading the revolution, with Turkish soft power.

(+ Egypt — is week, but could be an important player in the future again.)
(+ Israel —is silent, but powerful player in the region.)

>>> More active players, more diverse foreign policies, and wider practices...
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REGIONAL RIVALRIES IN THE MIDDLE EAST
IRAN VS. SAUDI ARABIA

Serious and old rivals for influence in the Middle East. They have different
religions, relations, models, and motivations.

Clash of the conservativist-traditionalist and the radical-revolutionary Islam? Or
clash of geopolitics?

Classic power play: who will guard and lead the Gulf region? (E.g. the name
dispute: Persian or Arabian Gulf?)

After the Arab Spring new concerns and possibilities. Different visions, positions,
and reactions. Both are motivated by security considerations.

Battlegrounds: Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Bahrain, Lebanon, Palestine, Afghanistan, etc.
(+ rivalry in the OPEC).

>>> They are important players at the chess table, however, the regional game is
more complex...



REGIONAL RIVALRIES
IRAN US. SAUDI ARABIA
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THE NEW FACE OFF
TRANSFORMATION OF THE MIDDLE EAST?

Two groups of countries and political forces:

— Islamists (Iran, Qatar, Turkey, Muslim Brotherhood): conviction that political Islam
is the sole framework for governing.

— Traditionalists (Saudi Arabia, Gulf monarchies + Egypt, Jordan, Israel): favoring a
more gradual, managed, and cautious evolution of the existing order.

The struggle will be determined by many factors:

— The future of important states (Egypt, Algeria, etc.): position and influence?
— The management of the internal problems (succession, reform, etc.): stability?
— The chaos of the Middle East (Jordan, Lebanon, etc.): new battlegrounds?

+ Other factors: globalization & socioeconomic turbulence!
>>> Who can adjust to these social, political, and economic waves?



GROUND LEVEL
IMPORTANT NON-STATE ACTORS

In Syria, Iraqg, Libya, and Yemen the foreign patrons are important, but the local
and/or transnational non-state actors are significant players too.

— The rise and creation of the Islamic State;
— Al-Qaeda franchise in the Middle East (al-Nusra);
— Religious organizations (Hezbollah, Muslim Brotherhood);
— Religious militias (Badr Brigade, Islamic Army);
— Important ethnic-religious groups (the Kurds, the Houthis);
— Rebel-opposition groups (Free Syrian Army);
— Tribes, tribal networks (Deraa, Hasaka, Raqga).

>>> The uncertain players complicate the game even more...
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GONCLUSION
FUTURE PROSPECTS

Whether the regional system has been destroyed with the implosion of the Arab
world and the proliferation of political vacuums in the Middle East?

Yes, the state system has been hollowed out by the civil wars and the inroads made
by the Islamic State, which challenges the whole concept of regional order.

No, the notion of a regional system itself has not been destroyed, the main regional
players are acting within the framework of current order (state borders).

New regional order is emerging out of the conflicts, where the important players
are Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iran, (Egypt).

They are projecting significant influence into the region, and have the potential to
form a more positive system that takes on the regional problems.

Rather, the question is, how these four countries will (inter)act in the future...
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