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Before the Cold War, U.S. diplomacy was largely a rich people’s game, an elite 
hobby that had more to do with clubs and parties than strategies and national de-
fense.  In the period between the Civil War and World War II, the United States 
was a strong country blessed with tremendous wealth, two relatively agreeable 
neighbors, and a fair measure of national unity.  Diplomacy was a luxury.
But the U.S.-Soviet rivalry reached deep into American society, and foreign policy 
became a national preoccupation.  Whether it was about fighting wars or keeping 
the home front strong, a constant nuclear threat led many in the post-war United 
States to the conclusion that foreign policy was central to the nation’s well-being. 
Increasingly, the nation’s most skillful mathematicians worked on national secu-
rity issues, and growing cadres of its most talented social scientists turned their 
attention to foreign policy.  The U.S. military became the most powerful fight-
ing force in the world, and the military’s ability to project power became—and 
remains—unparalleled.  The end of the Cold War diminished some of the U.S. 
foreign policy focus, but the events of September 11, 2001 persuaded many that 
the principal threats to the United States were foreign rather than domestic.  
In the Middle East, foreign policy has little of the same primacy.  For all of the 
region’s rhetorical commitment to foreign policy goals—first and foremost the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict—it is generally peripheral to governance.  
The principal threat leaders see in the Middle East is an internal one. Angry youth, 
protesting workers and hostile minorities all put the status quo in peril.  Education 
systems are under stress with indifferent students, outmoded curricula and disaf-
fected teachers.  Religious trends sweep across the region, and armies’ loyalties 
are sometimes suspect.  While the Arab world has never seen a popular revolution, 
it certainly has seen its share of coups.  Maintaining internal stability is a constant 
challenge, and a central one.
Whereas the domestic front contains myriad threats for Middle Eastern leaders, the 
foreign policy environment is far simpler.  All of the region’s foreign policy cannot 

Wheels in Motion
Saudi Arabia has its pedal to the 
metal. Last spring, King Abdullah 
unveiled the Kingdom’s first domes-
tically-designed and -produced car.  
Government officials touted the de-
velopment as a sign that Saudi Ara-
bia was moving the country towards 
a more knowledge-based economy.  
With plans to manufacture 20,000 
of the Gazal 1 crossover vehicle 
every year, Saudi Arabia may make 
a dent in the roughly 200,000 cars 
that are imported into the Kingdom 
annually.  Price remains a question 
mark, as does the demand for a lo-
cally produced product.      
If Saudi Arabia is successful in 
setting up a domestic automobile 
manufacturing capability, it may 
learn some lessons from Iran.  Iran 
has the eleventh-largest auto indus-
try in the world, which it protects 
through high tariffs on imports. Yet, 
as late as 2008, Iran’s automakers 
relied on international markets for 
one-third of their spare parts, and 
on joint ventures with Kia, Peugeot, 
Renault and others for technology.  
Efforts to export low-cost, fuel-ef-
ficient cars abroad have had some 
success, but quality problems, sanc-
tions, lack of WTO membership, 
and East Asian competitors have 
stymied large-scale growth.
Some manufacturers are seeking to 
expand their markets by specializ-
ing in smaller segments of the mar-
ket.  In that vein, one of Iran’s au-
tomakers has floated the idea of an 
“Islamic car,” with a compartment 
for the Qur’an and a compass that 
orients the driver toward Mecca, to 
market to Muslim countries. ■AH

Middle East Program Launches “Clear Gold” Report
On December 13, 2010, the CSIS Middle East Program held a roll-out event, 
with a keynote address by General Anthony Zinni, for a package of new publi-
cations on water in the Middle East. The main product, a report entitled “Clear 
Gold: Water as a Strategic Resource in the Middle East,” argues that water 
is a fundamental part of the domestic survival strategies of Middle Eastern 
states. As finite supplies of groundwater disappear and seawater becomes in-
creasingly expensive to desalinate, these survival strategies will be harder to 
implement. While international wars over shared water resources remain un-
likely in the region, domestic battles sparked by water scarcity appear all too 
likely. Other “Clear Gold” publications include two broadcast-quality video 
clips and a full Arabic translation of the report. Click HERE to learn more. ■
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be reduced to keeping the United States on board, but doing so remains a principal 
concern.  The Arab League can neither threaten much nor protect much, and the 
European Union remains a weaker actor than many of its member states. China 
cannot reach into the region, and Iran’s conventional forces have little capability to 
venture beyond the country’s borders.  No country other than the United States can 
project power into the region, and no other country can change the region’s status 
quo.  The United States cannot do everything alone, it is true, but there is little any 
external actor or group of actors can do without U.S. support.
There is a disparity, then, between a United States government that is seized with 
foreign policy issues, and a set of Middle Eastern states that see them as more pe-
ripheral.  The United States has stationed thousands of diplomats around the globe, 
many of them highly skilled graduates of the country’s best universities.  For all of 
the disappointment with the way the State Department functions, the U.S. ability 
to act overseas remains unparalleled.  By contrast, most regional governments have 
relatively weak foreign ministries.  Many are little more than a shell outside of the 
office of the minister, and the foreign minister is rarely a power unto himself.  Rul-
ers reserve the prerogatives of strategic decisions to themselves.  Change comes 
from the palace; foreign ministers’ jobs often are to prevent change. 
When the United States presents an urgent appeal for domestic change among 
Middle Eastern governments, those governments often seek to deflect it.  The 
problem-solving, can-do attitude of U.S. officials comes up against a more cau-
tious instinct to manage problems through coercing and co-opting potential foes.  
Such strategies do not make the problems go away, but the regimes managing 
through such strategies do not go away, either. 
Domestic problems are often like that.  The United States began waging a “war 
on poverty” a half-century ago, yet poverty is still with us.  Similarly, the “war on 
drugs” began in the Nixon administration, but Americans still use illegal narcotics.  
Foreign wars end. Domestic wars endure.
There is a disconnect, then, between U.S. diplomatic efforts to heal the ills in for-
eign lands, and foreign leaders’ focus on their own domestic affairs.  There is a 
disconnect between a U.S. government committed to change and foreign leaders’ 
interest in continuity. 
On top of this is the urgency of U.S. policymaking.  Members of Congress are 
elected every two years, and most Foreign Service tours last three.  The timeframe 
is wrong for problems that took a generation or more to unfold and may take at 
least a generation to solve.  The United States does not plan for programs that last 
a decade or two, but that is what many of these challenges demand.  
Complaining about conditions in friendly countries is cheap and easy, but its im-
pact diminishes with each successive round of complaints.   A more profound 
shift comes from working with leaders in key domestic institutions: educators, law 
enforcement officials, and even tax collectors.   Domestic concerns are far more 
salient than foreign policy concerns for these governments, and engaging broadly 
on common domestic projects holds out the prospect of far more effective change 
than narrowly pressuring foreign ministries.  Such engagement, if done properly, 
creates both a capacity and a will for further change.
Complaining to foreign ministries has its place; governments and publics should 
have no question where the United States government stands, or what kinds of ac-
tions are conducive to closer relationships.  
As protestors have taken to the streets in North Africa in recent weeks, the under-
standable instinct is to focus on how the United States government expresses its 
concern about the treatment of the protestors.  The protests also create an opportu-
nity for the United States to partner with the governments to address the underlying 
causes of social unrest.  The easy thing is to respond to the instinct; the important 
thing is not to miss the opportunity. ■1/13/2011
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Links of Interest
Jon Alterman was quoted by Agence 
France-Presse in “Obama names en-
voy to Syria, bypassing Congress.”

Haim Malka was quoted by Time 
in “Algeria and Tunisia: Moderate 
Arab Regimes in Trouble.”

Jon Alterman was quoted by Reuters 
in “With battles at home, Obama 
seeks policy gains abroad.”

The “Clear Gold” report was cited 
by the Financial Times in “Region 
warned to address its water woes.”
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