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Airstract -The current American president Barack Obama

came into office in 2009,with an overloaded agenda for

the Middle-East, but he failed to carry out most of his

goa1s. Wl-rat were the reasons beirind this failure?

Several constraints iimited Obama's ability to achieve his

objectives. The first one was the financial crisis which
absorbed most of Obama's poiitical energy and shifted
iris interest away from the Middle East. The second ob-
stacle was the nature of ti-re American political system and

tire resistance that Obama encountered from most of the

strong traditional political elements. The last one was

the unexpected political developments that took place in
the Middle-East inciuding the rise to powel of the radical
right in Israel, tl-re uplisings in some Arab countiies. the

emer:gence of Daesh phenouenon and finally the recent

rapprochement between United States and Iran.
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Obama's Middle-East Challenges - Pr William B. Quandt

The cument president Barack Obama came to the presidency in 2CC9

with a very different declared policy for the Middle East. How did it happen
that so iittle of his original agenda, has been achieved. How do we explain
that?

One of the chailenges io be faced as a student of politics is how to
construct a satisfactory explanation for some complex questions, iike why did
Obama fail to carry out many of his goals in the Middte East?

it is possible to make two kinds of mistakes in deveioping an explana-
tion; one is to be too simpie in your explanation, to say that everything ended
on one single factor. For example, some people talk about the very important
role of the pro-Israeli lobbi, in the United States, and one possible explanation
of Obama's failure is that the lobby preVented him to do what he wanted to
do. I think that there is some truth in that but it is not the full explanation. So
as analysts, \À/e atre trying to explain a complex question. We want not just a
single factor to expiain, but we want to expiore other possibilities as wel1.

The other mistake that some analysts make is to treat every issue as

so complex that you can't understand, unless you iook at five or ten or f,fteen
different influences. Ol course, in the world we live in, there are very com-
piicated relations that come into account for certain historical developments.
But as analysts, ure can't point every single factor that may be important. 'We

have to select a few that arc the most important and that have most general
relevance for our tcpic,

So, today, I wili try to avoid two extremes. One, to make the answer
to my question too simple by teliing that there is just one reason, or too com-
plicated by telling you twenty different things that influenced obama and his
policies. Although, if I wrote a novel, I might mention all the fifteen but as a
political scientist, my job is really to focus on the three or four most impor-
tant factors. That is the professor speaking to the students: When you do your
political analysis, try to think of the three or four reasons that are the most
important for explaining whatever the puzzle you are investigating.

In the United States, as you know, thele was a tolerated instirution of
slavery. People like Obama in the sovereign state of the United States were
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'ihe property of white peoples. The civil \,vaI in my country resolved that issue

and ended slavery, but racism and segregation continued. When I was young,

aimosphere began to change and the institutions tl,at separated blacks and

,,"'hites rvere abolished, the legal and social barriers were removed. But it u'as

st.ill ditficuit to irna-gine in the lJnited States a man with an African American
heritage be elected, but he was elected and by a significant n-rajority of the

voters. So, it lvas a very historical moment, and I r,vill teli you a felr' of the
'r.:asons that I think of the sueeessful upcoming of the first African American
pi"esident.

One of'the elements that made Obama attractive to particularly young-

er voters is tha.t he represented a new genefation. He u'as relatively a young

man at rhe time of the election ancl he did not represent the old rvell-known

establishment figures. So, there was something new that appealed to Ameri-

çans, and there was one issue that he had made central to his campaign and

that r.vas important to many Antericans. Obama was relativeLy an experienced

politician and came ouf clearly against the policy of George W. Bush when he

invaded Iraq in 2003 . Obama w-as against Iraq war unlike most other Ameri-
can politicians, and by 2008 r,r,hen Americans u'ent to vote, public opinion

returned against the wal. S,o, Obama's ability to u'in the election rvas closely

related to one of his positions on an important Middle East issue. This vote
-,+.zas for many Amerie aus, their way of saying "stop the u'ar in lraq"' That rl'as

an irnportant point to remember.

As many of you know, Barack Obama had some background of his

own in Muslim world. As a young man, he had lived in Indonesia, his tnother

had married an Indonesian Muslim. He learnt speaking Bahasa Indonesian

and lived in a N4uslim environment. He personally is not Muslim although

his middle name is Hussein. When he became president, he sword: "I Barack

Hussein Obam.a" above the constitution of the United States. So, he had some

sensitivity to Muslirn world and the extent to u.hich the United States in pre-

vious years had becorne alienated from the Muslim world for several reasons

like Iraq and Falestine.

So, his first point, the first day of his presidency. was to say that the

Llnited States rvi11 seek a new relationship with Muslim u,orld peoples based

on m.utuaL inTerest and mutual respect. He was trying to change the way
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in lr,hich the United States would be seen in its relationship to the Musl,ir:
world.

So, he repeated then his intention to withdraw the Amelican niiliier"i,'

lorces from Iraq in a responsible u,ay, not neeessaril5r iinmeciiately, but iti:
wouldwithdraw them eventually by the end ofthe year 201 1, whieh he eli,,.

He also said that he would withdraw fiom Afghanistan. So, he n'as cleariy'

saying that the days r,vhere the United States sent its militaryz to deal u'iiir
problems in the Middle East or Afghanistan \vere comini{ to an end, anci thri;.

priority r.vould be given to diplomacy rather than to military, intervenlii-,t.

That rvas a deliberate reafErmation of a position he had taken as a political
candidate.

A third point which was less explicit but of good senser, is that tLri.t':

was a change of emphasis when president Obama spoke about the issue of l:lr-
man rights and democracy. You may remember that for president George 1''r.

Bush, there was a strong emphasis on the tJnited States r,vhich t;ied tc pi:"
mote its version of democracy in the Middle East, and the results have iti,ri

been very successful, rnaking many people in the United Siates questionile
whether it was possible for a foreign country as much as it rnay suppc:i
and admire democratic political institutions, to force democracy on anothJr'

people. The Bush administration was saying "we shoulcl try because the lacl;

of democracy is the source of many problerns in the world", anrl Obama'-q

position was that democracy has to grow from within. It can't be forced fro*r
outside. Where it is developing, we should encourage it but we can't be th*
ones who make it up,

So, there was a shift of emphasis that required that Linited State s rvo,-rii

be still supportive of democratic movements when there rvas a possibilit5i
but would not be intervening in the political affairs of other cortntries in tl;r
same way that George W.Bush administraticin had done. Tire simple phras'^

was "less emphasis on democratisation, more on diplomacy". That rvas thi
kind of shift of emphasis that Obama wanted to convey.

Next point is that the president George W Bush farnoLrsiy talked aboui

an axis of evil of celtain countries that were so r"eprehensible, that the Llniteei

States would never deal with them diplomatically, and he had included Iran.
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Iraq and did not explicitly include Syria, but more or less implied that Syria
was part of this axis of evil. Obama never used that phrase, and said instead
that the United States wiil seek to deal diplomatically even with its enemies,
and he specifically mentioned Iran and Syria; countries that had been more or
iess treated as only enemies. He basically said "\Me need to have a diplomatic
approach even to countries with which we have diplomatic differences". He
mentioned speciflcally Iran and Syria.

In the f,nal point, Obama said that the Israeli-Palestinian issue needed
to be treated as a matter of urgency and high priority to get the diplomatic
process going on between Israel and the Palestinians. He would try to per-
suade the government of Israel to stop building settlements in the occupied
territories. These Colonies that are still today been built in the'West Bank. So,
he put the Palestinian issue on his agenda where Bush administration had es-
sentially said: "It is too difficult . . ..It is up to the parties to do the negotiating
... if they need help, they can ask us. We will help them ... We are not going
to push them away". Obama said: "No, we have the responsibility to push for
Israeli-Palestinian peace including the stopping of the settlement colonies in
the occupied territories".

So, this was his original outlines. Since more than six years after
his original presentation of these ideas, most of these goals have not been
achieved. So my question is what went wrong? what happened? I do not ques-
tion Obama's original determination or his sinceriry but he failed in most of
these objectives. Why? The president of the United States is a very powerful
man, and yet he was unable to achieve his objectives. The major of my talk is
going to be about why did he fail, and what might still be achieved in the short
time that remains, and what would be the problems facing the new president
in the Middle East look like most likely?

So, I will mention several big categories that limited President Obama's
ability to achieve his goals, but one of the very first points that I need to re-
mind everybody, is that just as Obama became president, the world economy
was going into a deep decline. This happened very suddenly towards the end
of 2008.The international financial system went into a very bad development.
The American banking system began to fail and the industrial world economy
and eventually the entire world economy went into a very severe recession,
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ancl then much of the political capital and political energy that Obama had

when he became president, had to be devoted to dealing with the immediate
economic crisis. It is always an irnportant factor in explaining political cie-

velopments: Presidents, in any countrr have to think about the weil being of
their people which means the economic problems of their countries, and the

economic crisis in 2009 looked very badly deep.

The second reason that made it difficult for Obama to achieve many of
his goals is that even though the American political system is built around the

institution of presidency, it is also built on the concept of separation of pow-
ers. Congress has certain powers, judiciary has certain powers and of course

the political system has developed in a way that intelest groups, Iobbies,

businesses and rich individuais also have a gleat deal of influence. So, even

if we change the president, the political system does not change so easily. So,

very quickly, Obama began to encounter resistance from some of the more
traditional political elements. Republican Party almost from the beginning
wanted him to fail. There was almost no sense of cooperation between the

two political parties. The existing lobbying groups and interest groups were
still powerful, and on lnany of the issues that I have mentioned, there were
stlong interests. They did not want to see a change on our policies in the Mid-
dle East, or on the Palestinian issue and they tried to influence public opinion
and Congress, and they had some success. President Obarna is a very skillful
politician, but he was confi'onting many people who wanted him to fail, and

wiro had a lot of resources at their dispos al to try to ensure this faiiure.

Third category of developments that made it difficult for Obama's
policies to be carried out is that developments in the Middie East took place

unexpectedly. And this happened all the time; whatever the plan you may
have lor your foreign policy, the world will surprise you. Sornething u,ill
happen: a revolution, a change of leadership, or an economic crisis in Europe.

Something that forces you to pay attention to a different set of goals ihan your
original set. In the Middle East, there were several things that occurred in the
years after Obama became plesident, that fbrced him to shift his attention
from his original goa1s.
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Ahrost inrmediately. therc wel'e eiectiLrns in Israel that bror-Lght to
powel a \/ery hardline right n,ine. the Israeli go\/crnlllent heacieilbv the cr_ir-

rent prime rninister Benl'arnin Netanl.ahu. 'fhis n'racie it urucir tnore difîcult
for President Obama to flnd a wa)/ of using Ar-nerican influelice to get Islaeiis
tostopbr-rildingsettlernentsandtobecooperativeontheissuesoipeace. Thc-
previot-is Tsraeli government had been a littie bit iess harct 1ine, and Obapta
was taced in his u,i11, witli a neu, realit),ollqlectior-rists'gcvcrilirent tirat oicl
not want to cooperate on the peece issues.

Felv years later. ti-re uprisinus u'hrch came to be knon,n ii-r sonre circles
as the "Arab Spdng" began in Tunisia, Egypt, S),riu. Lib.va and \.emen. auci jt
is clear that very îerv people in the Ailerican eo\jernrrerlt hacl erpecteci these
deveiopments, they trere uot sure horv to respond to then1. \bLr can SÊÈ Soi1c.
initial hesitation as resimes palticulariy rn Eu1,pt. u'itli n,.hon-i ri.e had iong
stancl relationships, ettcountered massir,'e demor-tstrations asailst President
Mtrbarak. and thele was some debate u,itlrin thc US governlxent: ShoLilcl u,e
stick with N4r-rbarak? Shor-rid uie support revolurionaries'l \\,'heie was Eg,rpt
headiug? So, there \vas a period ol considelable uncertair-lty. 3n6i it shon-ed
in the policy rnaliing. There r'r,as hesitiition and then tliere rvas support ior
change. There was intervention in Lib1,a and there \\'as not inter\:ention in
Sylia or Bahrain. It w.as a diff,cult irnd stranse pericd because nobody had a

clear policy. That r,r,as the surprise number tri,.o.

Tu,,o other derrelopinents. one \.e1')/ negative fcx- ihe region and lbr
American policy and one promising, also changed rhe calcLilr-Ls in \\rtisitire-
ton. The negative one is the emergence in past years of the phenomenon ol
Daesh: the Islamic State in Syria and in Iraq. This happeneci shonlv airer
American troops have been rvithdrarvn ti'orn Ilaq, ar-rd in the chaos letl behilri
in Iraq and in Si,ria. Very suddenly. there rvas the emersence oi a political
movement tl-rat genuinely looked vei'y dan-eerous for Amelican interests in
certain parts of the Midclle East, because of its carnpaien a-sainst the state
system of h'aq and Syria arrd bel,ond. So quiet. contrarv to the plelerences ol
Plesident Obama, he flor-ind himself been clrawn back into a certain liind of
military role in Iraq. Not the same militarv role rvith hundrecls of thousancls
ofAmerican troops in the collntry, but using airstrikes ancl u,orking w,ith lracli
forces to try to limit and e\rentllaily defeat the l)aesh forces tltere. So that u,as
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unexpectecl anci Americans have r:eacted to it, but were not part of any one of
tl-re original regional designs.

And the last development, fiom my stand point the more positive one,

is the change of leadership which took place in lran. As we began to see

the new rhetoric and new statements from President Rohani and his foreign
minister Zarif , the United States began to lespond by saying: may be this is
the moment to step forward with a diplomatic initiative towards Iran. It has

always been part of the Obama's agenda, and we have seen for the past yeai
a sustained successful negotiation to develop a fi'amework for dealing with
the so calied nuclear issue in Iran, and to use that as a platform for beginning
a siow but important normalisation of relations witir Iran lor some period of
time. This is a very important and recent development.

What about the current situation as I understand it in Washington? the

u,,ay in which the Obama's administlation sees the Middle East issues in this
last phase ofhis presidency?

As you ali probably know, next year will be a presidential election
year. President Obama cannot r-un for a third term. Next year, will be very
fu1l of craziness: people saying things that tl-rey do not mean, but they sirnply
want to win the election. And it will be wili be a difflcult time for sensible

foreign poiicy discourse. We have a 1ittle bit time in this administration to see

which of Obama's Middle East challenges he r.vi11 choose to focus on in the

remaining time he has. I wi1l talk of three of them briefly.

So, the flrst issue that Obama's administration is now going to con-
centrate on, is the possible completion of the negotiated agreement with
Iran. This is the single most important development fol the curent adminis-
tration. They have been negotiating now for most of the past year. They are

recently beginning to be able to announce parl of success in the negotiations.
There is, now, a very detailed outline of the nature of the agreement, which
needs three or mole weeks to be completed. The opposition in the Unitecl
States to the agreement is very stlong. Almost the entire republicans now
control both houses in Congress, and they are strongly against a deal with
Iran. But in foreign policy, there are limits to how much congress can do

to prevent the completion of an agreement. This is not a formal treaty and it
L ...:w.
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does not require the approval of Congress. So, if they can complete negotia-
tions, and there are just a few details that remain, Congress will express its
opposition but will not be able to prevent it, and interestingly the American
public opinion is in favour of the agreement, even though pro-Israeli lobby
is strongly against it . The prime minister of Israel was invited recently to
come to the American Congress to speak against this agreement. It is very
quiet unusual, for the Republicans in Congress, to invite a foreign head of
state to come to speak in Congress against American foreign policy. President
Obama refused to meet with Netanyahu when he was in Washington, and
many Americans were offended by Netanyahu's interference in our internal
affairs. This is becoming a big issue, and interestingly,I think Obama is going
to win it, even though many Americans no longer support him.

On this issue, Americans areready for a new relationship with Iran but
without illusions, Iran is a difficult country to deal with. But, we have been
enemies for thirty years and many people feel it is time to try a new diplo-
matic approach to an important country in the Middle East, where we have
some common interests. We have common interests in lraq; we both support
the sarne government; we both oppose Daesh.

There are other areas as well: Afghanistan where a stable Afghan
govelrrment is the goal of both countries, and there are probabiy other areas

where the United States and Iran will find common interests. This is making
Israelis very neryous, and also is making the Saudis and some of the Gulf
states very nervous, and I understand it but you cannot change geography and
you cannot change easily demography. Iran is where it is. It is a big state. It
has certain resources and it is going to play an important role in the region.
The Saudis would like to have it disappeared.

The second issue that Obama cannot wait dealing with now, is this
f,ght against Daesh particularly in iraq and also in Syria. This was not a f,ght
he expected. It was not anyr;vhere on his initial agenda. He wanted to get
out of Iraq, he hesitated to get involved in Syria, but now, United States is
engaged. Every day, American forces are working with Iraqi forces, in par-
ticular carrying out air strikes against Daesh in Iraq and In Syria.

The question in my mind is do they have a strategy? or is this just a
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crisis management trying to keep things from getting worse? There have been

some tactical successes in Iraq, the city of Tikrit was retaken by Iraqi forces

but it is clear that things are moving very slowly and there is more or less

cooperation with the Kurds and indirectly with the United States.

I think that in Iraq, what I can imagine eventually is that the trap from
Daesh will be contained and eventually defeated. Syria, unfortunately, seems

to be a much more complicated case and I do not think it will be brought

to a resolution in the time that remains for Obama's administration. That is
one issue which is likely to continue into the future with unfortunately a big
source of instability for the region.

For political reasons, Obama was encountering domestic opposition.

When he got himself elected president; he stopped pushing hard on the Pales-

tinian issue in 2011. After he was elected rn2012, he had another chance with
the new secretary of state, Secretary Kerry to tackle the issue one more time.

The president was skeptical that he can do business with Prime Minister Ne-
tanyahu with whom he had a bad experience from the f,rst administration,
but he gave to the secretary of state a free hand to try. Secretary Kerry spent

enoilnous time and energy, travelling to Israel, talking to the Palestinians,

travelling to the Middle East to see if he could somehow break the impasse

between Israelis and Palestinians into a positive dialogue about a two state

peaceful solution. Those efforts also failed again for partly American politi-
cal reasons. The mid+erm election was coming up in 20i4 and he wanted to
stop pressuring Israel for those elections. So this was roughly a question of
campaign. I think there is a question mark now as to whether the president,

in his remaining year and a half useful time, will choose to address the very
serious political and humanitarian crisis in Palestine, and wil1find a new ap-

proach that could possibly break the impasse.

My assumption now is that he will simply not choose to pursue a strong
policy on the Israeli-Palestinian issue, speciaiiy because he needs support for
his policy on Iran. Obama's political judgment is to achieve a deal with lran.
He accounts on the support of American public opinion even though Israel

opposes it and Israel friends in congress oppose it, but he cannot in addition
try to pressure Israel on account of getting support for the United States.
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So. I am airaid that for the moment, the Palestine issue for American

diplomacy in tire lvliddle East is off the agenda. and tl-rat it ,a1so, wili be

passed on to thr next president. I think rve rvill look back on this issue and

1'egret that it r,l,as not resolvecl in tlie earlier period. I am not sure r,vhen, if
ever'. there was a good oppoltunity, to find a peacefuil solution to the Israeli-

Paiestinian conflict, but as analyst, I rvould say it r,vas probably in 1999.

Since rhen, it became harder and hardel almost each year. It is ahnost

in'ipossible to imagine hotv yon woLrlci construct a Palestinian state living

sicle by sicle lvirh an Israeli state in conditions of peace...So difficult. Dlsen-

tangling the occupied territories frorn Islaeli control made that many people

have norv gi-ren up on the so cailed two state solution. The ploblem olcourse

is that there is no obviclus easy altetnative, and so on this issue, there is a

stalemate. I under'line that the problems of occupation and fiustrations. I am

afi"aid. u'ill continue lor some tirne .

Reprocluction fi"om sound track conference by Dr.Hoyem Benfreha
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