
Bipolar Disorder
by Jon B. Alterman
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U.S. foreign policy increasingly centers on two very different poles. The first 
is Asia, where trade-based relationships offer opportunities for extensive mutual 
benefit. The second is the Middle East, where persistent insecurity and violent 
extremism threaten American lives and American interests.  The U.S. relation-
ship with Asia is largely about upside benefits, and the U.S. relationship with the 
Middle East is largely about downside risks.  It is not a construction that bodes 
well for the Middle East’s future.
For most of the twentieth century, U.S. foreign policy centered on Europe.  Deep 
partnerships were forged out of two world wars and the half century of Cold 
War struggles that followed.  The United States helped rebuild Western Europe 
from the ashes, nurtured strong economies, and helped tear down the Iron Curtain.  
Originally a child of Europe, the United States became the continent’s protector 
and its guarantor.
Slowly, however, U.S. interests changed.  In the late 1970s, China went from 
being a somnolent balancer against Soviet domination to an awakening global 
power.  Asia’s factories—first in Japan, then in Korea and Malaysia, and more re-
cently in China—began turning out high-quality goods at low prices.  India shook 
off its torpor and asserted itself as the world’s largest democracy and a dynamic 
economic partner.  Europe’s economies were strong, but couldn’t compete. This 
past summer, U.S. trade with its top five partners in Asia was more than twice that 
of the top five partners in Europe.
With the growth in U.S.-Asian ties has come U.S.-Asian tension, largely centered 
on trade issues.  Asian producers want access to U.S. markets, and U.S. corpora-
tions seek fair treatment in the region.  There are disagreements, to be sure, but 
undergirding the relationships is a belief in mutual benefits and mutual reliance.  
The region welcomes the United States as a military power that maintains order, 
keeps the North Koreans at bay, and increasingly serves as a protector against 
Chinese expansion.  China itself seems wary of the U.S. role in the region but 

Virtual Battlefield
Wikipedia is one of the world’s 
most popular websites, a global go-
to for news and information—and a 
battleground in the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict.  
Recently, the Yesha Council of 
settlements and another right-wing 
group, Israel Sheli, have started to 
instruct people on how to engage 
in pro-Zionist editing on Wikipedia 
to boost Israel’s online image. The 
Council also announced a prize for 
the “Best Zionist Editor,” promis-
ing a free balloon trip over Israel 
to the activist who makes what are 
deemed to be the greatest number 
of pro-Israeli edits to the site.  The 
Palestinian Journalists’ Associa-
tion has called on Palestinians to do 
their own edits in response. 
Using the Internet to garner support 
and boost activism is hardly new in 
this conflict. During Operation Cast 
Lead, the Israeli army created a 
YouTube channel to broadcast foot-
age of Israeli assaults, subtitled to 
justify Israel’s military actions. Al 
Jazeera created a live Twitter feed 
to provide a counter-narrative, com-
pelling the Israeli consulate in New 
York to create its own Twitter feed 
in response.
Online political battles are not 
limited to the Israeli-Palestinian 
arena.  In 2004, arguments over 
the correct name of the Arab/Per-
sian Gulf led to an Iranian-backed 
“Google bomb”: people searching 
for the phrase “Arabian Gulf” on 
Google were directed to a spoof er-
ror page. Currently, the Wikipedia 
page for “Persian Gulf” is robustly 
documented, while the “Arabian 
Gulf” page is sparse. But that could 
change. ■DB

The Middle East Program Hosts Rep. Ackerman
On July 13, 2010, the CSIS Middle East Program hosted Representative Gary 
Ackerman (D-NY), chairman of the Subcommittee on Middle East and South 
Asia in the U.S. House Committee on Foreign Affairs, for a discussion on 
the security challenges facing the United States and Middle East. Ackerman 
argued that although relations between the United States and the Arab world 
hinge on “deeply shared security interests,” mutual misperceptions and a pro-
clivity by both sides for cooperating in private has hampered the success of 
joint policy efforts.  He called for the United States and Arab countries to 
publicly explain and defend their cooperative security strategies, create an in-
stitutionalized forum for discussion and decision-making, and develop shared 
policy frameworks. Click HERE to learn more about the event.■

(continued on page 2)

September 2010

1800 K Street NW, Washington DC 20006 | p. 202.775.3179 | f. 202.775.3199 | www.csis.org/mideast

http://csis.org/event/pulling-their-weight-deepening-partnerships-middle-east-security
http://csis.org/mideast


grateful for the U.S. global presence, which has done so much to create the global 
environment in which China’s economy could expand dramatically.  
Compare this to the Middle East, where the United States continues to expend 
blood and treasure in order to protect global energy security, even as a diminish-
ing percentage of U.S. oil imports come from the region.  Fitful diplomatic pro-
cesses to try to untangle the Arab-Israeli conflict, modify Iraq’s behavior toward 
its neighbors and detoxify Iran’s relations with the world have yielded mixed re-
sults and decidedly few clean victories.  Meanwhile, U.S. attention is increasingly 
drawn to Afghanistan and Pakistan, two struggling states that seem in sentiment 
and behavior far more Middle Eastern than South Asian.  
The irony of Asian accommodation and Middle Eastern resistance is that the 
United States has acted far more imperialistically in Asia than in the Middle East, 
annexing the Philippines in the late nineteenth century, maintaining a robust troop 
presence in Japan, South Korea and elsewhere for more than a half century, and 
intervening in what was essentially a Vietnamese civil war for more than a decade. 
And yet, the Asian countries have moved beyond the Cold War defense paradigm 
to become robust economies in their own right.  From a world of pitched political 
battles between winners and losers, Asians now focus on mutual benefits.
U.S. relations with the Middle East have taken a different tack, mired in defense 
ties that leave both the United States and the Middle East feeling simultaneously 
vulnerable and underappreciated.  Rather than feeling mutual benefit, there are 
feelings of codependence and a longing for alternative relationships.
And yet, there are no alternative relationships for now.  The world has no viable 
alternative to hydrocarbons in the near term, and they are found disproportion-
ately in the Middle East.  The Middle Eastern states feel a strong need for external 
protection, and no power or collection of powers can provide that protection the 
way the United States can.
The Middle East is not Asia, and there is no easy way to apply the Asian model to 
U.S.-Middle Eastern relations.  And yet, the Asian model has important lessons 
for U.S. relations with the Middle East.  
The first is the inadequacy of defense relationships to forge true partnerships.  The 
language of defense is all about partnerships and alliances, but embedded in most 
defense relationships with the United States is a fundamental and unbridgeable 
inequality.  Trading relationships trend toward equilibria, while defense relation-
ships trend toward dependency. 
The second is the recognition that politics has its place in international affairs, 
but it cannot be a place of primacy.  There have been sweeping waves of anti-
Americanism throughout Asia and spectacular gyrations of politics, but it is hard 
to point to a moment in which they served a constructive purpose.  While many 
in the Middle East bitterly resent the U.S. role protecting Israel, and even more 
bitterly resent what they see as a U.S. unwillingness to use its power to defend 
Palestinian interests, the centrality of differences on this issue year after year has 
harmed the interests of both sides.  The Middle East’s blossoming ties with Asia 
are largely apolitical and help underline this point. 
Finally, Asia teaches us that the healthier a society is, the better a partner it is.  
Healthy societies are dynamic and adaptive, and they help create deeper ties that 
themselves help diversify relations with the United States.  They create ever-
growing constituencies for the bilateral relationship on both sides, setting in mo-
tion virtuous circles that strengthen relationships.
U.S. foreign policy has not been reduced to being about Asia and the Middle East, 
but those are clearly its two foci. The two regions want very different things from 
the United States and give different things in return.  From a U.S. perspective, 
less disparity would be a good thing.  Middle Eastern interests would benefit as 
well.  ■9/20/10
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Links of Interest
Jon Alterman was quoted by NPR 
in “Clashing Priorities at Mideast 
Peace Talks.”

Jon Alterman was quoted by the 
Washington Post in “On Sept. 11, 
Obama Struggles to Balance Mes-
sages of War, Tolerance.”

Haim Malka was interviewed by 
PRI’s “The World” in “Relaunching 
Direct Talks in the Mideast.”

Jon Alterman was interviewed by 
CNN in “UAE May Ban Black-
berry.”
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