
Allies and 
Influence

By Jon B. Alterman

here isn’t a number system in the world in which three is greater 
than 73. And yet, in Syria, an alliance of three governments 
has run circles around an alliance of 73, imposing its order on 
a violent and chaotic situation. 

It is tempting to see the whole episode as a sign that alliances 
are overrated, and that going forward, the United States should 
worry less about having the world on its side. But if the conflict 
in Syria teaches us anything, it is that the United States needs 

to put more energy into building its alliances, since the world we will 
face after Syria will require them even more.

While the avowed U.S. goal in Syria was to defeat the Islamic State 
group (ISG) and not fight Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, the two 
were always related. Assad nurtured the rise of the ISG and harshly 
repressed peaceful elements of the Syrian opposition. He believed, 
apparently, that his best hope for survival lay in fighting a foe even 
more unpalatable to the world than he was. The United States hoped to 
find a way to dispense with both, believing that Assad’s brutality would 
only nurture more Islamist extremism. It built a mighty coalition—first 
60, then 65, and now 73—to fight the ISG, and it covertly supported a 
collection of forces intended to create a non-radical Syrian opposition.

But the United States was half-hearted in its Syrian ambitions, and 
it came up against determined opposition, not just from Assad’s 
government, but from Iran and Russia as well. The three shared a distrust 
of insurgent publics, and they saw the United States and its allies as 
enemies of their interests. In their way of thinking, Syria’s repression 
was perhaps regrettable but certainly necessary. The alternatives—a 
Syria controlled by radical forces or a Sunni-led pro-American foothold 
in the region—were completely unpalatable.

While these three countries share interests, they are allies of 
convenience. With few shared values and no broader vision, they are 
united by what they want to prevent, not what they want to create. 

Egypt does not have the most famous Middle 
Eastern cuisine, but few would call it lethal. 
That may be changing. Despite efforts to reform 
Egypt’s extensive food subsidies, rising prices 
are pushing many Egyptians toward unhealthy 
diets.

Although Egypt is on the Mediterranean, 
Egyptians are moving further away from the 
so-called “Mediterranean diet” of fruits and 
vegetables, whole grains, nuts, and healthy oils. 
After the Egyptian pound was floated a year 
ago, it crashed to half its prior value. Exporters 
of fruits and vegetables suddenly got twice as 
many Egyptian pounds for their fresh produce, 
but for middle- and lower-class Egyptians, 
prices spiked. Tomatoes, for example, tripled in 
cost.

Overall, food prices leapt by 46 percent. Feeling 
squeezed, Egyptian consumers turned to the 
traditional subsidized commodities of bread, 
sugar, white rice, pasta, and oil. An effort in 
the last five years diversified the foods that can 
be purchased at subsidized prices, but it is not 
getting much traction. The obesity rate in Egypt 
is over 35 percent, and seems set to rise. 

Cheap restaurant meals are no longer so cheap 
either. Koshary, the reliable mix of rice, lentils, 
pasta, tomato sauce, and fried onions that 
is popular in Cairo, is skyrocketing in price. 
At Koshary Abou Tarek, Cairo’s most famous 
outlet, prices for a small dish jumped 60 percent 
in two months in early 2017, and prices for the 
“jumbo” climbed 36 percent to 30 Egyptian 
pounds. While under the new exchange rate the 
jumbo is now $1.70, the World Bank estimated 
that 85 percent of Egyptians lived on less than 
$5 a day in the first decade of the twenty-first 
century.    WT

EGYPT’S KILLER CUISINE

A combination of emotion and pragmatism drove the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) to push for an independence vote on September 25, 
and continue to influence domestic, regional, and international responses, 
experts assessed at a CSIS roundtable on October 2, 2017. You can read a 
summary of the event HERE. 

CSIS has embarked on a year-long effort to understand which choices and 
contexts promote the emergence of successful states, and which factors 
inhibit success. To this end, CSIS has assembled regional and functional 
experts with diverse experiences to explore a range of case studies from across 
the globe which have achieved varying levels of success, and is performing a 
statistical analysis on all the countries that have gained independence in the 
last 60 years. Our monograph on self-determination with recommendations 
for policymakers will appear early next year.    
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https://www.voanews.com/a/egypt-agricultural-exports-ripe-for-world-markets-after-currency-float/3727916.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/egypt-agricultural-exports-ripe-for-world-markets-after-currency-float/3727916.html
http://www.sfgate.com/news/media/Fava-beans-and-falafel-too-expensive-as-inflation-865460.php
https://alborsanews.com/2017/03/02/986483
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/635471506435004053/Chapter-3.pdf
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/635471506435004053/Chapter-3.pdf
https://www.csis.org/events/kurds-their-neighbors-and-prospects-independence


IN CASE YOU MISSED IT
The CSIS Middle East Program hosted 
Sir John Jenkins for a Gulf Roundtable 
on “Egos and Ideologies: Islamism in the 
Gulf ” on 10/6/17.

Jon Alterman spoke at a CSIS Reconnect-
ing Asia event on “How Infrastructure is 
Reshaping the Eurasian Supercontinent” 
on 9/28/2017.

IN THE MEDIA
“The U.S. has to decide on what kind of 
Iranian presence in Syria is acceptable 
long term and what [it] is willing to do 
about it.” Jon Alterman in The National on 
President Trump‘s Iran strategy, 10/18/17.

The Obama administration thought a 
gradual opening to Iran “would empower 
domestic constituencies there that wanted 
Iran to act like a more normal state in the 
region.” Jon Alterman to the BBC,  10/13/17.

“You don’t want [appointees] to be so 
risk-averse that they are afraid to act.”  Jon 
Alterman discussing career civil servants 
in top Trump administration positions on 
NPR, 10/12/17. 

“In absolute terms, it is extraordinarily 
hard to have successful independence 
when none of your neighbors favor it.” Jon 
Alterman in Foreign Policy on Iraqi Kurds’ 
independence referendum, 9/27/17.
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Consider how different that is from the world that the United States helped create 
in the twentieth century. United with allies in two world wars, the United States 
worked to craft a rules-based system that did much more than resist the Soviet 
Union. It encouraged free-market economic development, high levels of trade, and 
democratic governance. The underlying logic of the system was that it made no 
sense at all to pit the United States against opponents one-on-one. The United 
States was invariably the stronger party and would win. Instead, the system tried 
to create a body of allies that largely agreed with U.S. aims and ambitions, and that 
would contribute to achieving them. 

The benefit to the United States lay partly in the financial and military contributions 
allies made. Even more important, though, was the way that amassing allies reduced 
conflict. In part, allies were more likely to cooperate with each other, aligning their 
goals and policies. They were less likely to battle other members of an alliance, too. 
Most importantly, a large web of allies also raised the cost for anyone to defy the 
United States. 

It was this broad Western-led alliance that persuaded South Africa to abandon 
apartheid, that helped ease the fall of the Soviet Union and the reconstruction 
of Eastern Europe, that pushed Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait, and that caused 
Libya to give up its weapons of mass destruction without firing a shot. Explaining 
why he abandoned Soviet patronage and made peace with Israel, former Egyptian 
President Anwar Sadat famously observed, “The United States holds 99 percent of 
the cards.” He was right. Or at least, he was right then.

When it came to Syria, however, the United States chose intentionally modest 
ambitions for its large coalition. Syria policy was like a silhouette, more defined by 
what it didn’t seek to do rather than what it did. The alliance existed far more on 
paper than in reality, and the barriers to entry were left low to inflate the numbers, 
thereby diluting the purpose. The proper answer to the weakness of the Syria 
coalition is not to abandon coalitions, but to embolden them. We will need them. 

Consider, for example, the challenges that Iran poses to regional security. As 
President Trump rightly points out, Iran’s neighbors do not merely feel threatened 
by the development of nuclear weapons. Iran’s regional activities are a major 
concern, as is Iranian missile development. Alarm over former Iranian President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s antics drove the world together on Iran policy. The result 
was a broad coalition that crafted the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
to handle the nuclear file, with a strong Western backbone. It also provided a basis 
for joint action to shape Iranian behavior.

If the United States were to lash out against its coalition, as it seems tempted to 
do, even friends would be torn between bandwagoning with the world’s largest 
economy, and balancing against the world’s most awesome and unconstrained 
power. Some would seek to teach the United States a lesson for abandoning 
multilateralism; others would pursue their own self-interest after judging the 
United States unable to take on a world that wasn’t following its lead. It is easy 
to think of ways this could go wrong, and hard to think of many ways it could go 
right. If it went wrong, it would play right into the hands of Iranian conservatives 
desperate to diminish global U.S. influence, and enemies in other capitals who 
seek the same.

The United States cannot do everything, nor can its alliances. An alliance is no 
substitute for will or for strategy. But with a will and a strategy, there are very 
few things that the United States seeks to do where an alliance isn’t a large force 
multiplier. As the United States thinks about negotiations over the future of Syria, 
it needs to summon both a will and a strategy. It needs to have real allies helping 
as well.    10/26/2017

https://www.csis.org/events/gulf-roundtable-egos-and-ideologies-islamism-gulf
https://www.csis.org/events/competing-visions-how-infrastructure-reshaping-eurasian-supercontinent
https://www.thenational.ae/world/the-americas/trump-s-iran-strategy-a-bluster-or-long-term-plan-1.668322
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-41617059
https://news.wbhm.org/npr_story_post/2017/trump-leaves-top-administration-positions-unfilled-says-hollow-government-by-design/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/09/27/kurdish-bid-for-greater-sovereignty-sparks-backlash-from-baghdad/
https://www.csis.org/programs/middle-east-program

