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There can be little doubt that the dogs of war are 
baying in the Middle East. Following the attacks 
on the Twin Towers in New York and on the U.S. 
Department of Defence on 11 September 2001, 
President George W. Bush declared a “war on 
terrorism,” and suborned foreign governments to 
take sides: you are either for us, he said, or against us. 
The President’s rhetoric echoed the words of Osama 
Bin Laden to the effect that the events of September 
11 “have divided the whole world into two sides. The 
side of believers and the side of infidels.”1 In the gray 
no-man’s land between the warring parties come 
feeble cries from champions of ambiguity, such as 
Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, or President 
Khatami of Iran. In their own different ways they each 
seek to arrive at some modus vivendi with the U.S. 
The problem is that the Middle East region’s failings 
have become a top U.S. priority—closely associated 
with the concept of Homeland Defense. As in recent 
decades, the Middle 

East is once again at the epicenter of world affairs. 
The region has not succeeded in coming to terms 
with the phenomenon summarized in the word 
“globalization.” Two indigenous programs for renewal 
are in competition, one being Islamic and the other 
predicated on a revival of Arab nationalism. Neither is 
compatible with post-September 11 U.S. priorities.

The Arab World and the Grinding of the Global 
Tectonic Plates
In retrospect, every decade or so the tectonic plates 
supporting the structure of global politics start to 
grind. And on each occasion, the Middle East is at the 
epicenter.

Consider the years 1969 to 1973, when the Nixon-
Kissinger tandem embraced détente and edged the 
world on to a dollar standard. Oil producers sought 
to reconstitute the value of their dollar reserves, first 
by raising oil prices and then, following the fourth 
Arab-Israeli war in October 1973, using the oil weapon 
to force a settlement over Palestine. High oil prices 
precipitated oil importers into a scramble for market 
shares or into debt. Global financial markets grew by 
leaps and bounds as banks recycled funds from surplus 
oil exporters to deficit oil importers.

In the years 1979 to 1981, the great powers competed 
heatedly for allies. Egypt threw in its lot with the 
U.S., and secured the return of the Sinai Peninsula. 
But Egypt’s President Anwar Sadat was slain as a 
traitor, while the Shah of Iran was overthrown by the 
ayatollahs. Oil producers raised prices again, but the 
U.S. response this time was to jack up dollar interest 
rates, squeezing dollar debtors. Saudi Arabia and 
the U.S. backed the Afghan resistance to the Soviet 
invasion, and financed Saddam Hussein’s attack on 
militant Shiism in Iran. The Iran-Iraq war dragged on 
for eight cruel and bloody years. 

In the years 1989 to 1991, Germany moved to unity, 
and the Soviet Union imploded. A deadly blow was 
dealt to the Soviets by Saudi Arabia in early 1986, 
when the desert kingdom used its power as the world’s 
oil producer of last resort to push world oil prices 
down, hustling the Soviet Union into retrenchment 
and eventual collapse. At the end of the Iran-Iraq war, 
Kuwait refused to refund Saddam Hussein for the debt 
that Iraq had incurred during the conflict. Kuwait’s 
refusal sparked the Gulf War of 1990/1991, when Iraqi 
forces were destroyed by the U.S.-led coalition. 

September 11, 2001 marked the end of the roaring 
nineties, the time when the globalization program was 
running at full throttle. The U.S. ambition had been to 
marry the interests of rich and poor alike, create a one-
world economy, and promote a global civilization. No 
more, no less. Ambition outstripped results, however. 
Worst of all, terrorist acts were becoming increasingly 
lethal.2 The depth of the problem confronting the 
world was symbolized by the fact that fifteen of the 
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nineteen terrorists active on September 11 came 
from Saudi Arabia, a prime U.S. ally; Saudi Arabia 
was also the place where U.S. troops were based to 
deter Saddam Hussein from making another lunge for 
mastery of the world’s prime oil well.

The Middle East and Globalization 
The Middle East never starred in the theatre of 
Francis Fukuyama’s famous story about the end of 
history, and the ultimate victory of liberal democratic 
ideals (Fukuyama, 1989). Some of the reasons for the 
failure of democracy have been spelled out in the 
United Nations Development Program’s Arab Human 
Development Report, published in the summer of 
2002. The report covers twenty-two countries, from 
the Maghreb to the Gulf. The region as a whole is 
described as facing “a growing range of political, 
social, and economic challenges, from unemployment 
and poverty reduction to peace and enhanced human 
security.” These challenges may be presented in terms 
of some of the region’s driving forces—the factors 
that move the plot of the story, the inner motor that 
propels the human drama forward.(I introduce the 
driving forces one by one, so there is no need to 
list them here)—that is, demography, culture, and 
resources. 

Demography is a powerful driving force. The 
combined population of the Arab region will rise 
from the 280 million it is now to between 410 and 460 
million by 2020. Average life expectancy varies widely. 
But in general, women in the region get a raw deal; 
unemployment runs at 15 percent, and participation 
rates in labor markets are low. Young people clearly 
have no faith that enough jobs can be created: 51 
percent of youths would like to emigrate to European 
countries, and especially to the U.K.

In technology, the Middle East enjoys at best a walk-
on role. Expenditure on research and development 
(R&D) is under one half of 1 percent, and the region 
lags in the use of personal computers and the Internet. 
The quality of higher education is dubious, and 
foreign investors stay away. The backwardness of Arab 
nations is illustrated by the sobering statistic that the 
cumulative total of translated books since the ninth 
century is about 100,000, the same number that Spain 
translates in one year. 

In the Arab world, the market mechanism functions 
far from optimally. Arab real per capita income, 
measured in purchasing power parity (PPP), fell 
from 21.3 percent of the OECD average in 1975 to 
13.9 percent in 1998. Tariff and nontariff barriers 

remain high, restricting interregional trade. Over the 
1990s, non-oil exports grew at 1.5 percent per annum, 
compared to a world average of 6 percent. One in five 
people live on less than US$2 dollars a day; this factor 
feeds into bad health, poor education, and inadequate 
infrastructure. 

On governance, the Middle East scores poorly. The 
two democracies of the region are Israel and Turkey. 
Most Arab states are run by military men sporting dark 
glasses. Arab countries score poorly on all of the main 
governance indexes (now available on the Internet 
at http://www.worldbank.org/wbi/governance/gov_
data.htm). They have low scores in terms of personal 
freedoms, government accountability, and quality 
of institutions. Corruption is widespread, and Arab 
peoples enjoy little voice on public policy. Cooperation 
among Arab states has progressed little compared with 
the pace of change in the modern age.3 

Countless international and civil conflicts make for 
a war-prone zone that stretches from Algeria to the 
Sudan, and from the Levant to Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
and India. As Crown Prince Abdullah has indicated, 
however, the Arabs have no one to blame but 
themselves. This is the message of Arab nationalism in 
search of a new pact with the modern world. Crucially, 
recognition of responsibility is what separates Crown 
Prince Abdullah from Osama Bin Laden.

Bin Laden and Islam
If Professor Samuel Huntington (1993) is to be 
believed, the West and Islam are heading for a 
“clash of civilizations.” Huntington exaggerates 
the homogeneity of his civilizations. But he is 
surely correct to emphasize that the process of 
modernization—the coming to terms of peoples 
with the technological advances of humankind—is 
an all-inclusive dialogue of the living with the dead, 
of memory and precepts with observed realities. 
Recasting his thesis, we may say that the main reason 
that sharp limits are set on the enlargement of market 
democracies is not because of a clash of cultures 
between the West and the Rest, or because of a 
possible alliance between Chinese and Muslim cultures 
against the overbearing might of the industrial powers, 
but because of the universal tension between world 
and local time.4 

World time is an analogy for fast travel, instant 
communications, and a networked economy. Its 
essence is non-historical; the past is only interesting in 
so far as it provides clues to the future. In particular, 
world time is instrumental, providing a means of doing 
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without dictating what purpose people wish to pursue. 
Local time is an analogy for the provincial reality of 
most people’s experience, and is the locus where 
purposes are defined. Local time stretches far beyond 
the lives of individuals into the realm of mythology—
pasts that populate the many mental landscapes of the 
world’s peoples with holy places, ruins, and legends. It 
is bound by history and geography. Its expressions are 
secretive, and its reflexes are coded. The juxtaposition 
of the two categories of time is the source of the 
world’s turmoil, and today the many purposes and 
aspirations of local cultures are radiated around the 
world. CNN provides one such vehicle, and Qatar’s Al-
Jazeera, the Arabic satellite station, supplies another. 
In a videotape-broadcast by Al-Jazeera on October 7, 
Bin Laden said the U.S. would know no peace until 
there was peace in Palestine—in other words, when 
Israel no longer existed. In typical style, Bin Laden 
made an allusion to the 1492 Muslim retreat after 
eight centuries of Muslim power in Spain, adding, 
“let the whole world know we shall never accept the 
tragedy of Andalusia be repeated in Palestine.” 

Bin Laden’s medium is as modern as can be, while his 
message is reactionary. He uses modern technologies 
to propound his ambition to recreate a Wahhabite 
caliphate for the 1 billion Muslims on this planet.5 Like 
German conservatives in the early part of the twentieth 
century, his discourse is inspired by fundamental 
pessimism. The dirty little secret—in this case, the 
prospective death of Islam—has to be kept from the 
masses, who are there to be foot soldiers in the war 
against all things modern. Hence his appeal to the U.S. 
far right, whose self-appointed spokespeople greeted 
the attack on the Twin Towers and on the Pentagon 
as just retribution on the evils of cosmopolitan 
finance and the federal government. Hence, also, 
the influence Bin Laden has exerted over sections 
of European society frightened by the progress of 
science, the end of the historic countryside, or the 
inroads of McDonald’s. Fear of modernity is global. 

We can be sure of certain things about Bin Laden. 
Whatever the confusion about his motives, he clearly 
seeks the overthrow of the Saud family, acquisition 
of an Islamic nuclear capability through cooperation 
with Pakistani generals, and an end to the Mubarak 
regime in Egypt. Outlying and poor areas, like the 
Sudan and Afghanistan, are highly suited for the 
establishment of his “base”—Al-Quaida, so named after 
Mao’s 1930s base in Yenan. But the Levant is not ideal 
territory for his brand of pan-Islamic fundamentalism, 
given the rivalry between Sunnites and Shiites and 
the presence of many Christians in the Palestinian 

Liberation Organization (PLO). The Levant is where 
Abdullah, Bin Laden’s archrival, is seeking to extend 
his influence in an effort to revive Arab nationalism.

Abdullah and Arab Nationalism
Bin Laden’s prime enemy is Crown Prince Abdullah, 
who has taken over from the ailing King Fahd as 
effective head of the executive in Saudi Arabia. 
Abdullah’s intent is to rival and defeat the Islamic 
revolution, whose victory the House of Saud would 
not survive. Instead of a Wahhabite caliphate for all 
of Islam, Abdullah seeks a pan-Arab reconciliation. 
His program is one of modernization, of opening the 
Saudi economy and lessening its dependence on oil, 
and of a policy of promotion based on merit rather 
than on family contacts. In foreign policy, he seeks 
a withdrawal of the U.S. from the Gulf. If he were 
to succeed, it would empty Bin Laden’s pan-Islamic 
program of much of its substance. 

There are four pillars to Abdullah’s policy. The first is 
concluding an alliance with Iran, opening the way for 
a combined strategy to ease the U.S. out of the Gulf. 
The second entails a more vigorous stance in OPEC 
through closer cooperation between Iran, Venezuela, 
and the Syrian AR. Venezuela, however, falls squarely 
within U.S. Western hemisphere policy for greater 
energy independence from the Gulf. The third is 
reintroducing Iraq into the Arab family of nations, 
something that was achieved at the Arab summit in 
Beirut in March 2002, but on Saddam’s, rather than 
on Abdullah’s, terms. Fourth, Abdullah has sought to 
bring the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to the forefront of 
the U.S.-Arab agenda, in part to deflect U.S. attention 
from what has been going on in Saudi Arabia. 

Gulf politics are not readily susceptible to grand plans. 
Iran is split politically between President Khatami, 
who seeks an overture to the West, and Ayatollah 
Khamenei, who enjoys the support of the ayatollahs, 
a conservative element. Khamenei was likely behind 
the delivery of arms to Arafat’s PLO in January 2002, 
which Israel seized in transit. In President Bush’s 
book, the incident implicated Iran as a state terrorist. 
Reconciliation between Shiite Iran and Sunnite Saudi 
Arabia, then, threatens the precarious political bases 
of the minority authoritarian governments in Iraq and 
the Syrian AR. Neither one of the Ba’athist dictators, 
Saddam nor Bachar, is keen on a destabilizing 
reconciliation between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Indeed, 
Saddam has flirted with Bin Laden, and has made 
life as difficult as possible for Abdullah by continuing 
to insist that Kuwait is a province of Iraq. Not least, 
Arafat, long an ally of Saddam Hussein, did everything 
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to make the Camp David talks of September 2000 
fail. Abdullah’s co-Arab nationalists do not share his 
concern for peace.

Bin Laden dealt a major blow to Abdullah’s grand 
plan, in that September 11 turned the attention of 
the American democracy on Saudi Arabia. What the 
U.S. democracy saw was not to its liking. Congress 
insisted on being a party to any further dealings. That 
is not good news for the House of Saud. All the U.S. 
public sees is an ally who denied the U.S. the right to 
use bases in Saudi Arabia to conduct the war against 
the Taliban in Afghanistan in the fall and winter of 
2001. It sees an ally that does not want the U.S. to 
attack Iraq, and where women’s rights are few and far 
between. And it sees an ally that is the prime financier 
of the Islamic movement around the world. Not least, 
the U.S. sees a Saudi Arabia that does not speak for 
the Arab world—neither King Hussein of Jordan nor 
President Mubarak of Egypt turned up at the Arab 
summit in Kuwait in March 2002. And the U.S. has 
bilateral military agreements with the Gulf emirates. 
To put it bluntly, the Kingdom is in Uncle Sam’s 
doghouse. 

The Elaboration of A New Global Strategy
The region’s failings have become a top U.S. priority, 
closely associated with the concept of Homeland 
Defense. September 11, and its aftermath, has 
precipitated the elaboration of a new global U.S. 
strategy that is markedly different from the past. Three 
features of this older strategy have been infringed on 
the Bush administration watch:

1. The U.S. is no longer so concerned about taking 
the lead. True, multilateral cooperation, using the 
vehicle of the Internet, is being deployed to beat 
international terrorism and money laundering. 
But the U.S. has the military and technological 
lead and is able to act alone, when it wills. The 
Bush administration has distanced itself from its 
traditional allies in the region, and has outlined 
a simple new strategy for the Middle East: back 
Israel as a democracy to the hilt, destroy Al-Quaida, 
contain Iran, overthrow the Taliban, trounce Iraq, 
arbitrate for peace between Pakistan and India, 
and bring democracy to the region by the sword or 
by “regime change.” There is not much talk about 
consulting with allies (Gordon and O’Hanlon, 
2002).

2. September 11 demonstrated that continental U.S. 
territory is vulnerable to attack. Since the 1930s, 
U.S. military strategy has been concerned with 
making the homeland a sanctuary. U.S. military 

power has therefore sent forces to the enemy’s 
homeland, while incorporating allied territories 
in a transnational, networked security regime led 
by the United States. Outside of this regime is the 
Dar el-Gharb, to use the Islamic expression for the 
zone of war inhabited by non-Muslims, and within 
its boundaries is the world of peace, the Dar el-
Salam. September 11 dealt a deadly blow to this 
configuration. First of all, the zone of war, as it were, 
reached out and embraced the core of the zone of 
peace. Second, the passenger planes that were used 
by the terrorists as involuntary weapons of war were 
not carrying weapons of mass destruction. But they 
could have been. Nuclear deterrence did not work. 

3. The Bush administration has made concessions to 
protectionist lobbies, doled out corporate welfare, 
moved the U.S. back to unbalanced budgets, and 
had the misfortune to preside over a spate of 
corporate shenanigans at the board level. The result 
has been the plunge of global stock markets and the 
dollar’s decline relative to the Euro. Meanwhile, the 
administration has not addressed the fundamental 
problem besetting the U.S. economy and that 
has been around since the Nixon-Kissinger years: 
overconsumption in the U.S., financed mainly by 
Japan. The options facing the Bush administration 
are therefore dire: a tight monetary policy, 
protection, and inflation. If the U.S. tries to inflate 
away its dollar debt by loose monetary policy, the 
oil-producing states of the Gulf and Russia both 
have an alternative currency, the Euro. The Euro 
has the ballast to assume the role of global reserve 
currency, alongside the dollar. 

So far, reconstituting global confidence in the U.S. 
as the world’s sanctuary of last resort is the chosen 
strategy. But September 11, like lightning in a dark 
sky, sketched the new skyline of the networked world 
where there is no sanctuary from human follies. What 
remains is patriotism as the bedrock of a new U.S. 
security strategy. One powerful strand of U.S. political 
culture is to see the world as a theatre where the forces 
of good and evil struggle for dominance. Following 
the example of President Reagan’s 1983 speech on the 
Soviet Union as an “evil empire,” President Bush, in his 
State of the Union message for the year 2002, declared 
that North Korea, Iraq, Iran and “states like these, 
and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, 
arming to threaten the peace of the world.”6 The other 
powerful strand is dealing in absolutes: defense of the 
homeland is so fundamental that all other foreign 
policy interests must be subordinated. In a world 
where the U.S. is no longer seen to live in a sanctuary 
shielded by nuclear deterrence, the U.S. has a right to 
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preemptive attack—alone, or with willing others—in 
its own defense. This means restructuring U.S. forces 
for amphibious operations, and a clearer use of the 
continental island’s power to play the balancer on the 
Euro-Asian continent. 

September 11 has thus prompted a fundamental re-
think of U.S. alliances inherited from the past, and 
associated with that, an overhaul of how to approach 
the tangled problems of the Middle East. Since they 
are all linked, I will briefly sketch what this spells for 
the periphery of the Middle East and for its heartlands 
in the Gulf and the Levant.

September 11 has hastened closer relations between 
the U.S. and Russia as well as between Israel and 
Turkey, the region’s two democracies. President 
Putin is less keen on helping Iran and Iraq acquire 
weapons, given the prospects opening up for Russia 
from de facto inclusion in the Western alliance. Putin 
also seeks to repudiate Saudi Arabia for its support 
to the Chechens, and is reforming oil and gas policy 
with a view to developing Russia’s resources as an 
alternative energy source to the Middle East. The 
U.S.-Russia alliance complements improved relations 
between India and the U.S. and U.S.-Russian concern 
about Pakistan and the post-Soviet Asian republics. 
While there is also close cooperation between Russia, 
China, and India—and now the U.S.—against Islamic 
terror, Chinese diplomacy realizes that the U.S.-
Russia relationship establishes the basis for a long-
term alliance. This alliance could, in due course, be 
deployed along with the U.S. naval dominance in the 
Pacific to contain the emergence of China as a great 
power. 

U.S. relations with the industrialized nations have 
also been put to the test. Japanese Maritime Defense 
Force vessels sailed for the Gulf, a not-so-subtle hint 
that Japan may have to look after the security of its 
own energy sources in the future. The biggest change 
in U.S. policy has come in NATO Europe, to which 
the U.S. no longer gives priority. This leaves Europe 
debating security, a central feature of which is its policy 
across the board to the Middle East. European Union 
policy preferences there clearly tilt in favor of dialogue 
between the parties.

The heartlands of the Middle East are the Levant 
and the Gulf. Only Saudi Arabia and President 
Khatami of Iran condemned September 11. Egypt, a 
prime recipient of U.S. aid, and Jordan, did not. The 
Ba’athist regimes in Iraq and the Syrian AR expressed 
sympathy with the terrorist cause; Palestinians were 

filmed rejoicing at the deed. Khatami’s Iranian 
opponents condoned it, and Saudi charities irrigated 
Islamic networks with funds. The U.S.-inspired peace 
process between Israel and the Palestinians lay in 
tatters. All of the above pointed to a complete overhaul 
of U.S. strategy in the region. The contention of this 
chapter is that the outlines are already clear: the 
first aim is no longer the containment of OPEC, but 
its implosion with Russian help. The second is the 
complete destruction of Al-Quaida, and movements 
associated with it. The third is to change leaders 
throughout the whole region, starting with the 
Palestinian leadership. The fourth is the overthrow 
of Saddam Hussein, by war if necessary. And the fifth 
aim, still only faintly visible on the horizon, is to settle 
scores with the Saudi monarchy. The U.S. democracy 
demands nothing less. The Middle East has become 
domestic U.S. politics. But the sands of Arabia are 
treacherous, and the U.S. is not alone in seeking to 
settle scores with the House of Saud. Bin Laden or his 
heirs are fellow travelers for a part of the same route. 
The hawks in Washington D.C. would look foolish if 
they had the U.S. do Bin Laden’s work for him. 
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