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 During the recent Arab uprisings, the West had a golden chance to alter once 

and for all the anti-western popular sentiment, which has been prevailing in the Middle 

East for decades. A long history of colonialism on the eastern part of the Atlantic and 

one-sided pro-Israeli stance on the western part, could have been washed apart, if the 

European leaders and the Obama administration had shown the courage to exercise 

true leadership. Instead, we have been witnessing the utter failure of both American and 

European policies pertaining to the ‘Arab Sping’. We will first briefly present some facts 

and then analyze the reasons for the hesitant EU response, which are basically the lack 

of perceived common interest, the embryonic stage and complexity of political 

structures concerning foreign policy1 and last but not least the lack of political will, which 

has also been displayed in other major issues, like the financial crisis. Then we will 

analyze the reasons for the American paralysis, namely the overexpansion due to 

previous mistakes, the pivot to Asia, the reigning Islamophobia and the effect of the 

Israeli lobby in shaping the American foreign policy. Our conclusions will include certain 

policy recommendations.    

The Arab revolutions erupted in many countries, but the major ones in terms of 

regime change or civil wars took place in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Syria. The West 

applied inconsistent policies as regards the aforementioned countries and the toppling 

of the Arab dictators. In the beginning, it was reluctant to support the genuine rebellions 

in Tunis and Cairo and rather late welcomed their results. At the same time, it was too 

eager to get rid of Qaddafi but not Assad and of course has fully supported the 

monarchies in the area. The only coherent policy was the humanitarian economic 

assistance; however, it seems to be too little and too late. As Justin Vaisse points out 

“budget constraints limited the money [the Europeans] were prepared to offer to 5.8 

billion euros in direct funding; populist fears about immigration restricted offers of 

greater mobility for students and workers; and protectionist sentiment, fueled by 

economic difficulties, precluded any real opening of markets, especially to North African 

agricultural products”.2  

In Egypt, the most important country of the Arab world in terms of geostrategic 

location, history, sensitive relations towards Israel, or population wise, the Americans 

                                                             
1 Merritt Giles, “Where is Europe’s Foreign Policy?”, Project Syndicate, 26 July 2011 

 
2 Vaïsse, Justin. “The Sick Man of Europe is Europe”, Foreign Policy, 16 February 2013. Available on line:  

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/02/16/off_the_beaten_path  

 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/02/16/off_the_beaten_path


applied the “wait and see” approach towards the undoing of Mubarak. In his first 

address regarding the original demonstrations in Tahrir square, the US President Barak 

Obama’s advised caution for both sides, thus equating the demonstrators with the 

government, the oppressor with the oppressed. Moreover, the Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton called the Egyptian regime “stable”, providing moral and political support. Rather 

late, the US asked for Mubarak to step down.3 What is even worse, when Muslim 

Brotherhood got a grip on Egyptian power, the US had no problem to prop up once 

more a military coup, which deposed the elected leader and lately labeled the powerful 

Muslim social movement as a “terrorist group”. While the Americans were happy to 

quickly acknowledge the coup as a genuine Egyptian people’s reaction to the 

Brotherhood’s perceived autocracy, Europe stood still and silent and later simply 

bandwagoned.  

The same American hesitancy towards the uprisings was displayed in Libya as 

well. The US wanted the British and the French to engage, which they did. The 

unanswered attack against the senior American diplomat in this country illustrated once 

more gigantic reluctance. The only two European countries which have power projection 

capabilities took the lead, but they needed the NATO framework, despite the UN 

authorization for military action. Libya can be considered the foremost example of total 

EU failure, since there was even a preparation of the EUFOR Libya, which was never 

deployed. Hence, the EU proved once more that it cannot be considered a player in the 

field of International Relations and France and the UK had just aligned for a while their 

interests.  

Last but not least, in Syria despite the humanitarian catastrophe which was much 

worse than the Libyan one, or even the former Yugoslavian one, the US showed 

hesitancy, which was sugar coated as prudence.4 Furthermore, the European “big 

three” had different agendas as regards Syria and in the United Kingdom the 

government could not convince the Parliament for a possible military intervention, 

leaving President Hollande being the only advocate of the humanitarian intervention in 
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the spirit of the “responsibility to protect”.5 The only common European reaction was to 

tag Hezbollah a terrorist group when it supported the Assad regime. We need to be 

clear about it. Even if Hezbollah is a terrorist group, nothing changed in its policies 

towards the Europeans, so it probably should have been recognized as such, long ago. 

For the United States, the distant engagement shows lack of both interest and will; 

however, the “red line” that Assad crossed, using chemical weapons, and the almost 

timorous American reaction6, which left Vladimir Putin to take the lead and save Assad 

and his regime, was a first degree diplomatic defeat.7  

For an overall assessment, as regards the EU, we cannot but agree with the 

European Council on Foreign relations and its famous scorecards which give the EU a 

C+ as regards its policies vis-à-vis the Middle East and African countries both for 2011 

and 2012. Their brief assessment is that “Technical progress under the ENP continued 

in the Middle East and North Africa in 2012, but the EU failed to bring significant 

influence to bear in other ways. The EU struggled to press for political reform in non-

transition countries and could not unblock the international impasse on Syria”.8   

Starting with the European reluctance, the first obvious issue is that when we 

speak about European Foreign Affairs we mean the convergence of interests, whenever 

and wherever exists, of the “big three”.9 This convergence is rare, but even in cases 

when it is achieved, it is more likely to get a statement from a President, Prime Minister 

or Foreign Affairs Minister of one of these countries rather than the High Representative 

of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Commission Vice-President, 

Baroness Catherine Ashton. The truth is that Ashton issues several statements on 

behalf of the Union during the Libyan crisis; nevertheless, they proved pointless and 

largely exposed the weaknesses of the Union. The dysfunctionality of the European 

External Action Service is uncontested, despite its 1,500 diplomats, 140 embassies and 
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a budget bigger than 500 million euros.10 A plead for extenuation could be supported by 

the fact that it is still in the process of being established.11  

The outcome of the revised European Neighborhood Policy was presented in a 

document entitled “A New Response to a Changing Neighborhood”. It was proven once 

more that the EU finds it hard to produce long-term strategy and almost impossible to 

provide crisis management policies. European countries and the EU as a whole remain 

stuck to the technical aspects of cooperation and set-piece negotiations. Nothing really 

changed and how could it be the case, since the Member States have different views as 

to what the European strategy should be and find it edgy to reach consensus even on 

simple issues? What is even worse the sovereign debt crisis has led the European 

leaders to focus on the economy and become all the more introvert almost abandoning 

the foreign affairs. Obviously, austerity played its role in the amount of financial aid 

Europe allocated to its southern neighborhood. As it was pointed out by Richard 

Whitman and Ana Junkos, “in the short and medium terms the financial and economic 

crisis has limited the time and attention to these policies, but also the range of tools that 

the EU can deploy in its neighborhood…”12  At the same time euroskepticism is on the 

rise in all countries13, including some candidate ones, which affects the soft power of the 

EU and its individual member states.  

Analyzing the reasons behind the American indecision – almost indifference – we 

need to put it into perspective after the operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. In both the 

outcome was less than clear, democratic or pro-American. Thousands of young 

Americans perished, the economy worsened and the prestige of the superpower 

reached an all-time low, due to being incapable of delivering tangible results. The 

Obama administration challenged the Republicans and their predecessors for acting 

alone, with no plan and unachievable political end-states; and they were right in most 

accusations. Hence, when the time of the Arab awakenings and revolutions came, the 

US was unwilling and unprepared due to overexpansion to intervene in any meaningful 

way. Apparently, it was more a matter of mentality than a matter of resources.  
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There was also a new theory behind this change of policy, the famous pivot to 

Asia. Starting with the undisputed rise of China, the significance of India and the 

strategic cooperation as regards nuclear technology, the traditional relations with Japan 

and going to the trade with key players like Korea, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia, 

Asia is the new global chessboard. Consequently, the focus should change and both 

South and East Asia have to replace Europe and the Middle East as the areas of 

Extreme interest. In the same context, the significance of the Atlantic and the 

Mediterranean has shifted to the Indian and Pacific Oceans.14 Therefore and according 

to this analysis the pivot to Asia is bound to happen either if we see the rise of Asia as a 

threat or as an opportunity.  

Since 9/11 the Americans have been living in a state of shock. They elevated Al 

Qaeda to the level of a global almighty opponent and for most of them, whether openly 

or covertly, Islam became the number 1 public enemy. Islamophobia won the day and 

has also been favored by academic circles based on the famous theory of the “clash of 

civilizations” and by the powerful AIPAC and the rest of the Israeli lobby, which actively 

plays a role in the shaping of American foreign policy. The Middle East dictators and 

royal families have always portrayed themselves as the guardians of secularism, the 

voices of reason against the popular anti-Semitism and the ones who could stop the 

dangerous rise of Political Islam. In that way they had been fully endorsed by all 

American administrations. When the people decided to put an end to the authoritarian 

rule of Ben Ali, Mubarak, Qadaffi and Assad, another player emerged: Political Islam. It 

won a landslide electoral victory in Egypt and Tunisia and would probably do the same 

in any other part of the Muslim world, if democracy prevails. Already Political Islam has 

a Prime Minister in Morocco, Hamas is a Muslim Brotherhood offshoot and Hezbollah 

as a ruling party in Lebanon is the Shia answer to the strong Sunni Brotherhood. Israel 

suddenly felt under enormous pressure, especially because Turkey broke its strategic 

partnership with Tel Aviv and seemed to lead the way to modest Islamization. Hence, it 

should come as no surprise that the US welcomed the undoing of Muslim Brotherhood 

in Egypt via a military coup.    

At this point we will focus on policy recommendations and the way ahead. It 

should be very clear that any political outcome in the Middle East, especially in Egypt, 

will somehow include Political Islam.15 The Islamic sector in Egypt functions in parallel 

with the state and can be divided in three categories: Private Mosques, Islamic 

voluntary associations (including welfare societies, cultural organizations, health clinics 

                                                             
14 Kaplan Robert, Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and the Future of American Power (New York: Random House, 

2011).  

 
15 As pointed out in Khouri, Rami “The Generals Rule Egypt Again”, Agence Global, October 21, 2013: “The 

Muslim Brothers are down for the moment, but they will return in another form”.  

 



and schools) and Islamic non-profit commercial and business enterprises (including 

banks, investment companies, manufacturing firms and publishing houses). It has 

always been so important that even when Nasser hindered all NGOs through the law 

32/1964, the Islamist ones who provided “desperately needed social services” were not 

hampered.16 The military rule in Egypt dared to confiscate almost 150 Brotherhood 

schools and freeze the assets of over 1,000 NGOs.17 The average Egyptian is less than 

happy because the State is unwilling or unable to provide these services.  

The more we persecute Political Islam, the stronger it gets and the “moderate” 

Islamists turn to hard-line Salafists. In the late 60s the Islamists were still hiding or had 

been practically disbanded18, but 50 years later they showed up with a triumphant 

return. Moreover, in the aftermath of the ‘Arab Spring’, Islamic terrorism was in a decline 

and evolutions such as the regime change in Egypt or the civil war in Syria have already 

started to reignite its fire. Filiu points out “many consider that, even before the physical 

and ‘second death’, al Qaeda’s leader [Osama bin Laden] had been buried alive by 

Arab mass protests. The Jihadis are already speechless and leaderless; they could 

become transparent and irrelevant”.19  

We need to embrace, some might use the word appease, Political Islam, before it 

is too late. We should do so out of self-interest and based on a realist approach; 

however, even if we apply idealism based on our democratic values, inclusion is a sine 

qua non. The West has always been the beacon of democracy, solidarity and human 

rights. We should not turn a blind eye to abuses and corruption due to a perceived state 

of peace, stability and pro-Western policies. History has already proven, that Islamists 

when in power, tend to soften their stance due to the need to face everyday problems20 

and especially the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood after its Reform Initiative back in 2004 

seems ready for such an inclusion, as portrayed in Morsi’ s pragmatic reaction during 

the Israeli Operation Cloud of Pillar in November 2012.   

Fighting Islamophobia and containing the powerful Israeli lobby would assist the 

US to play a more constructive role in the area and especially as regards the 

Palestinian issue. Palestine still remains the mantra for all Muslims and all Arabs 
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(Christians and Muslims). Al Qaeda’s leader, Ayman Al-Zawahiri once noticed that “[the 

Palestinian issue] has been firing up the feelings of the Muslim nation from Morocco to 

Indonesia for the past fifty years. In addition it is a rallying point for all the Arabs, be they 

believers or nonbelievers, good or evil”.21 Hence, the West should abandon its double 

standard policies and be engaged as an honest broker for a peaceful and enduring 

agreement. This would be a game changer in the Middle East and would possibly 

restore the soft power of both the US and the Europeans in the so called “Arab Street”.   

The Pivot to Asia does not necessarily mean forgetting about the Middle East 

and Europe. The US risks creating a security dilemma for China, who so far prefers a 

peaceful rise. It also risks the rest of the Asian powers preferring to neglect their 

responsibilities as regards the deterring of an aggressive Chinese rise.22 Furthermore, 

Europe needs solidarity right now and cannot handle the situation caused by the Arab 

Spring on its own. Hence, the pivot to Asia should be gradual or even postponed for a 

while. At the same time the US could benefit from the European “soft power”, if the EU 

leaders decide to finally take advantage of it.23  

Europe needs federalism and leadership. The average European still supports a 

European federal vision; actually according to the Eurobarometer two out of three 

Europeans still support a common foreign policy and three out of four a common 

defense and security policy.24 Nevertheless, we need to highlight that “more Europe” is 

a different concept for the Germans, French, British or some Southerners. Germans 

tend to see a common market, British an American reliable partner and French an 

independent important political player. Traditionally, the trouble maker in the EU has 

been the United Kingdom. Nevertheless, both the EU and the UK need each other in 

order to play some role in a globalised world.25 Even the thought of a referendum as 

regards the future of the UK in the EU causes problems to both the EU and the UK. I 

suggest that Scotland and Wales pro-independent parties,which do exist, will definitely 

take advantage of a British exit from the EU, not to mention the referendum on its own 
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merit. A more federal EU, will be a strong EU and the UK has a vital role to play in 

shaping its policies. It should form the European future instead of negotiating its past. 

Sometimes in order to survive you need to compromise and most Europeans 

understood that in a hard way due to the crisis; however if we identify the financial 

turmoil and the Arab uprisings as opportunities and not threats, the crises could be the 

boost for a distant future United States of Europe, as utopian as it may sound today.  


