
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fjss20

Journal of Strategic Studies

ISSN: 0140-2390 (Print) 1743-937X (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fjss20

Explaining the Western Response to the Arab
Spring

Daniel Byman

To cite this article: Daniel Byman (2013) Explaining the Western Response to the Arab Spring,
Journal of Strategic Studies, 36:2, 289-320, DOI: 10.1080/01402390.2013.773891

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2013.773891

Published online: 14 May 2013.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 4779

View related articles 

Citing articles: 4 View citing articles 

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fjss20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fjss20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01402390.2013.773891
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2013.773891
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fjss20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fjss20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01402390.2013.773891
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01402390.2013.773891
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01402390.2013.773891#tabModule
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01402390.2013.773891#tabModule


Explaining the Western Response
to the Arab Spring

DANIEL BYMAN

School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University, and Saban Center, Brookings
Institution, Washington DC, USA

ABSTRACT This article examines the initial Western response to the Arab Spring.
Traditional interests – oil, counterterrorism, containing Iran, and the security of
Israel – offer only a limited explanation. Domestic politics and a humanitarian
agenda explain some variation, but they too are insufficient. A number of leaders
appeared to believe change would happen no matter what, so it was often better
to embrace it than fight it. Others desired to showcase a new model, where the
United States would not necessarily lead. Western powers also recognized the
limits of their power and desired to maintain alliances with conservative countries
like Saudi Arabia.

KEY WORDS: Arab Spring, Middle East, Foreign Policy

The revolutionary wave that began in Tunisia in December 2010 caught
not only Arab dictators by surprise, but also democratic leaders in the
United States and Europe. The unrest toppled Tunisia President Zine el
Abidine Ben Ali and then Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak. Other
dominos seemed poised to fall, as Mubarak’s sudden end sparked civil
war or massive unrest in countries as diverse as Bahrain, Libya, Syria,
and Yemen. Western leaders had to scramble, trying to juggle their
longstanding and fruitful relations with regional dictators with the
apparent outbreak of democracy that, in rhetoric if not in practice,
they had long claimed to cherish.
The initial Western response seemed schizophrenic, ranging from

military intervention in Libya, heavy political pressure to support
regime change in Egypt, acquiescence in a Saudi-supported crackdown
in Bahrain, to hand-wringing in Syria as demonstrators died by the tens
of thousands. What explains this uneven and seemingly inconsistent
approach? Traditional interests – oil, counterterrorism, containing Iran,
and the security of Israel – offer at most a limited explanation for this
variation in response. Domestic politics, the motives of individual
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leaders, and a humanitarian agenda explain part of the variation of the
Western response, but they too are insufficient.
Several factors shaped Western leaders’ thinking as they grappled with

these questions and developed a policy response. First, a number of
leaders, including President Barack Obama, appeared to believe that
the demonstrators were riding a wave of history: change would happen
regardless of US policy, so it was often better to embrace it than fight it.
Even in the case of close allies like Egypt the United States backed regime
change when it seemed inevitable. Second, strong action, particularly
military intervention, involved a search for a high degree of multilateral
support and legitimacy, and at the same time, a desire to showcase a new
model, where the United States would not necessarily lead. Third, the
United States and its allies sought to balance ideals with a recognition of
the limits of American power and a desire to maintain alliances with
countries like Saudi Arabia, which were not poised for revolution.
Fourth, and unsurprisingly, Western countries were more willing to
accept more significant interventions like those in Libya if the perceived
cost was low.
Policy, particularly in the United States, was often reactive. The fast-

changing nature of events, uncertainty as to the nature of the opposi-
tion, and domestic distractions for both European and US leaders
meant events were often treated as one-off challenges rather than part
of a sustained transformation of the region. Inconsistency – not always
a bad thing – was the policy result.
This article first briefly describes the Western response to the out-

break of the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ in a range of key Middle East
countries. The second section argues that the traditional interests of
oil security, counterterrorism, countering Iran, and the security of key
regional allies like Israel fail to explain much of the Western response.
Domestic politics, examined in section three, offers even less guidance.
Section four explores the views of individual leaders as a possible
explanation, and section five details why humanitarian intervention
alone is an insufficient explanation. Section six brings in additional
factors that played a role, including the low-cost nature of the Libya
intervention, overall perceptions of leverage, the US desire for Europe to
play a greater role, a quest for legitimacy, and the broader Western
hope to be on the ‘right side’ of history. The article concludes in section
seven by discussing the theoretical and policy implications of the
Western reaction so far.

An Overview of the Western Response

Demonstrations began in Tunisia in December 2010, but it was really
the fall of Ben Ali in January 2011, unexpected in both Arab and
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Western capitals, that focused attention in Western capitals on the
unrest in the Middle East. For as Ben Ali fell, mass demonstrations
shook Egypt and raised the prospect that Mubarak, who had been in
power over 30 years, would follow. Initially the United States and
leading European states seemed to stand with Mubarak. Shady el-
Ghazaly Harb, an Egyptian revolutionary, told a reporter that the
initial message the protesters got from the Obama administration was
‘Go home. We need this regime.’1 Crowds in Egypt grew, and global
media began to cover the demonstrations and the regime’s ineffectual
attempt at a crackdown while the Egyptian military stood aside. As the
demonstrations became more widespread, the Obama administration
steadily hardened its stance against Mubarak, ramped up criticism and
then reached out to the dictator and key military leaders to urge
Mubarak to go. The United States, however, was comforted that the
Egyptian military, seen as an institutional friend, would play a leading
role in the transition to a new government.
Mubarak’s fall catalyzed unrest throughout the region. In Libya

demonstrations quickly turned into armed revolt. In a whirlwind
week, military units defected and the opposition seemed poised to
topple Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi, with the international com-
munity calling for his exit. The Libyan dictator recovered his balance,
however, and with the support of elite military units beat back the
opposition. By mid-March 2012, Gaddafi loyalists were knocking on
the gates of the rebel stronghold of Benghazi. Then, after nimble diplo-
macy to gain international backing, NATO intervened on behalf of the
rebels, first stalling the regime’s counteroffensive and then helping the
rebels drive regime forces back. In late August Tripoli fell, and on
20 October rebel forces killed Gaddafi.2

In Bahrain, in contrast, the West stood by as the Al-Khalifa regime
crushed demonstrators with assistance from Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf states even as NATO forces were intervening in Libya. In Bahrain,
the United States criticized a long-time ally for its brutal crackdown on
its own citizens and called for meaningful reform, but Washington did
not withdraw its ambassador and shied away from economic punish-
ments, let alone military intervention.3

1Ryan Lizza, ‘How the Arab Spring remade Obama’s foreign policy’, New Yorker,
2 May 2011, <www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/05/02/110502fa_fact_lizza?
currentPage=all>.
2Although many European countries supported the intervention and France and Britain
led the charge, others – notably Germany – were more critical, with Germany abstain-
ing in the United Nations on the question of intervention.
3For a sample of criticism and a defense of not intervening, see remarks by Hillary
Rodham Clinton, National Democratic Institute, 7 Nov. 2011.
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Syria, in contrast to Libya, Egypt, and Bahrain, did not have a
decisive moment where the regime’s fate hung in the balance. Rather,
unrest against the Asad regime steadily grew, with large parts of the
country in open defiance. A brutal regime crackdown failed to quell the
unrest, and as of February 2013 over 70,000 people had died, the vast
majority from the regime’s attacks on its own citizens. Despite the scale
of the violence, and despite the Asad regime’s years of opposition to US
interests, the United States and its European allies moved softly and
slowly. Although individuals, like the courageous US Ambassador to
Syria, did show support for the Syrian opposition, US officials were
initially reluctant to make a clear break with Asad. They increased
rhetorical and economic pressure on Syria as the violence grew, yet
were reluctant to declare that Asad’s fall was their goal. Several months
into the violence, the British foreign secretary declared it was ‘not too
late’ for Asad to enact reforms.4 Only near the end of 2011, as the
violence increased and the regime failed to consolidate power, did
rhetoric change to call for Asad to leave power and support for the
anti-Asad opposition grow.5

In Yemen, like Syria, the crisis dragged on. Before the Arab Spring,
Yemen suffered from the ‘Huthi’ rebellion in the north, a mix of tribal
and regional concerns driving the rebels. The Salih regime also faced
opposition by southern Yemenis who felt, with good cause, that the
government discriminated against them and did not fulfill the promises
made when Yemen unified in 1990. A major Al-Qa’eda affiliate – Al-
Qa’eda of the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) – is also based in Yemen,
working against both the Yemeni government and the United States and
its allies, particularly Saudi Arabia.6

When unrest related to the Arab Spring broke out, it put further
pressure on the already-strained government of Ali Abdallah Salih.
General Ali Muhsin, a key Salih lieutenant, defected to the opposition.
Some of the opposition seeks democracy, but much of it is a mix of
tribal leaders and military figures like Muhsin working in opposition to
Salih’s coalition. Europe has largely ignored Yemen, while the United
States supported Saudi efforts to ease Salih out and urged him to step
down. While the United States has remained active in direct strikes

4Alan Cowell, ‘UK official says reform in Syria still has a chance’, International Herald
Tribune, 28 April 2011.
5Rhetoric steadily grew on this issue, with the White House Press Secretary declaring on
21 Dec. 2011 that ‘the only way to bring about the change that the Syrian people
deserve is for Bashar al-Assad to leave power’.
6National Counterterrorism Center, ‘Al Qa’ida of the Arabian Peninsula’ (2011),
<www.nctc.gov/site/groups/aqap.html>.
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against AQAP, often in cooperation with Yemeni counterterrorism
forces, it has not tried to engage the country’s fractious politics.7

In addition to these five countries, other parts of the Arab world
experienced lower levels of unrest. This often took the form of demon-
strations, with protests occurring in Algeria, Iraq, Jordan, and the
Palestinian territories, among other countries. In none of these coun-
tries, however, did the regime appear near collapse.
As this brief overview suggests, the variation in the initial Western

response is striking. The United States and its allies used considerable
military force in one case, stood aside in others, and tried a mix of
pressure in still others.

The Limits of Traditional Interests

Looking to longstanding US interests in the Middle East does not
explain this dramatic variation. The United States has historically had
four main interests in the Middle East, though the emphasis on these
interests has fluctuated by administration and in accordance with world
events. These interests are: ensuring the free flow of oil from the Persian
Gulf; promoting the security of Israel; containing ‘rogue’ regimes like
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in the past and today the clerical regime in Iran;
and counterterrorism. The peace process between Israel and the
Palestinians is at times elevated to an interest, and at others seen as a
way of fulfilling the above interests.8

Oil

Although ensuring the flow of oil from theMiddle East is vital to the world
economy, US policy in reaction to the Arab spring at times went against
this interest. Of the countries experiencing significant unrest described
above, only Libya was a major oil producer, producing 1.8 million barrels
per day, with Egypt (0.7 bpd) and Syria (0.4) also producing marginal

7
‘Readout of John Brennan’s Phone Call with President of Yemen’, 18 May
2011, <www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/05/18/readout-john-brennans-
phone-call-president-yemen>.
8For reviews of US interests in the Middle East in recent administrations, see
Kenneth Pollack, The Persian Puzzle: The Conflict Between Iran and America
(New York: Random House 2004); Michael Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy:
America in the Middle East, 1776–present (New York: Norton 2007); Robert
Litwak, Rogue States and US Foreign Policy: Containment after the Cold War
(Baltimore, MD: Woodrow Wilson Center Press and The Johns Hopkins UP
2000); and F. Gregory Gause III, The International Relations of the Persian Gulf
(Cambridge, UK: CUP 2009).
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amounts.9 Yet despite the unrest, all of the regimes in question worked
with international oil companies and otherwise met US objectives of bring-
ing oil to market. Indeed, even in Libya’s most revolutionary periods, the
Gaddafi regime had been careful to ensure that the oil sector was protected
from instability.10 Two important European companies, Shell and BP had
contracts with Libya under Gaddafi, indicating that access to Libya oil was
not a motivator for European states to intervene.
The Western response to the Arab spring jeopardized this flow in

several ways. First, the NATO decision to intervene, and thus prolong
the civil war for several months, took about 1.6 million barrels a day
off the oil market at a time when supply was already tight and risking
the destruction of Libya’s oil infrastructure in the war, driving up
prices.11 The price of a barrel of oil rose from roughly $90 in the last
week of 2010 to as high as $113 in April 2011.12 Second, the United
States and its allies were essentially replacing a known supplier,
Gaddafi, for an unknown regime.
Third, although Egypt was not a major oil supplier, the US decision to

help push Mubarak out of office infuriated the Saudi leadership who
believed, with considerable justification, that the United States was aban-
doning a long-time ally.13 Saudi Arabia has often provided additional oil
to the market at the US request and otherwise striven for price stability,
and US actions had the potential to weaken this partnership. Indeed,
concern over oil, and thus with preserving US-Saudi relations, explains
part of the US passivity in Bahrain, which is in Saudi Arabia’s backyard.
As one Saudi declared, ‘Bahrain is our Cuba.’14 Washington’s relation-
ship with Riyadh, already strained because of the US abandonment of
Mubarak, would have perhaps reached the breaking point if the United
States openly opposed Riyadh’s support for Al-Khalifa.

9US Energy Information Administration, <www.eia.gov/cfapps/ipdbproject/iedindex3.
cfm?tid=50&pid=53&aid=1&cid=&syid=2010&eyid=2011&freq=M&unit=TBPD>.
10Dirk Vanderwalle, A History of Modern Libya (New York: Cambridge University
Press 2013), 76–136.
11Libya produced 1.79 million b/d in Jan. 2011. This figure went down to 0.299 million
in March 2011, and 0.199 in April 2011. US Energy Information Administration, <www.
eia.gov/cfapps/ipdbproject/iedindex3.cfm?tid=50&pid=53&aid=1&cid=&syid=2010&
eyid=2011&freq=M&unit=TBPD>.
12<www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/hist/LeafHandler.ashx?n=PET&s=RWTC&f=D>.
13Robert F. Worth, ‘Unrest encircles Saudis, stoking sense of unease,’ New York Times,
19 Feb. 2011, <www.nytimes.com/2011/02/20/world/middleeast/20saudi.
html?_r=1&ref=saudiarabia>.
14Jonathan Warwick and Michael Birnbaum, ‘As Bahrain stifles protest movement,
US’s muted objections draw criticism’, Washington Post, 14 April 2011, <www.
washingtonpost.com/world/as-bahrain-stifles-protest- movement-uss-muted-objections-
draw- criticism/2011/04/14/AFziTofD_story.html>.

294 Daniel Byman



Israeli Security

Westerners took heart as they watched Egyptian demonstrators rally in
Tahrir Square and topple Mubarak in a peaceful revolution. Next door
in Israel, however, the mood was somber. Addressing the US Congress,
Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu warned, ‘These hopes could be
snuffed out, as they were in Tehran in 1979.’15

The biggest Israeli concern, and the one that has got the most attention,
is the replacement of the Mubarak regime in Egypt by a nascent govern-
ment with unknown foreign policy preferences. For much of Israel’s
history, Egypt was its most dangerous foe. Mubarak did not win the
goodwill of ordinary Israelis as did his predecessor Anwar Sadat or the
late King Hussein of Jordan, but he did maintain the peace treaty, coop-
erate on counterterrorism, oppose Iran, and otherwise act as an important
security partner for the Jewish state. Israelis fear the new Muslim
Brotherhood-dominated government might abrogate the peace treaty or
turn against Israel, and several statements by Brotherhood leaders fanned
these fears, though for the most part the Brotherhood has tried to reassure
international audiences.16 Israel’s bigger problem is that the Brotherhood
is not alone in its anti-Israel sentiment, and in a true democracy politicians
are often driven to reflect popular will. A Pew poll taken after Mubarak’s
fall found that Egyptians favored annulling the peace treaty with Israel by
a 54 per cent to 36 per cent margin.17 The United States and Israel,
however, hoped that the role that the Egyptian military plays in Egypt’s
transition would make anti-Israel actions less likely.
Israelis also worry about other allies. Jordan, which has also signed a

peace treaty with Israel and cooperates closely on intelligence matters, is
of particular concern. Jordan has been especially helpful to Israel by
stopping infiltration into the West Bank and otherwise assisting Israeli
counterterrorism. King Abdullah II, like his father and predecessor King
Hussein, is a staunch friend of Israel. However, he rules over a restive,
Palestinian-majority population, and his openly pro-Western and pro-
Israeli stance is not popular among his own people.
One danger is that new leaders might stir up unrest against Israel.

Salah Jadid, the predecessor to Bashar al-Asad’s father Hafez, whipped
up popular sentiment against Israel, agitating on behalf of the
Palestinians to the point that the situation spiraled into war in

15Speech by Prime Minister Netanyahu to a Joint Meeting of the US Congress, 24
May 2011, <http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/PMSpeaks/speechcon-
gress240511.htm>.
16Eli Lake, ‘Muslim Brotherhood seeks end to Israel treaty,’ Washington Times, 3 Feb.
2011, <www.washingtontimes.com/news/2011/feb/3/muslim-brotherhood-seeks-end-
to-israel-treaty/>.
17Pew Research Center, ‘US Wins No Friends,’ 25 April 2011.
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1967 – a conflict that Damascus was not prepared to fight and that
resulted in the loss of the Golan Heights to Israel. Hafez, who consoli-
dated power in 1970, learned his lesson and controlled and manipulated
popular sentiment, and at times went against it, to avoid a conflict with
Israel. His son Bashar takes more risks, but he too recognizes that an
open clash with Israel would be disastrous for Syria and his regime.
Relations between Syria and Israel are governed by many rules, most of
which are unspoken but are nevertheless quite real. So while Syria
supported Hamas, it also placed limits on the Palestinian group’s activ-
ities. In Lebanon, Syria backed the anti-Israel Hizballah, but also checked
its activities when Damascus feared escalation.18 Changes in Syria could
bring to power a new government that does not know these subtle rules
and, again, plays to popular opinion rather than strategic reality.
Even if Asad stays in power, he could feel compelled to incite anger

against Israel to divert the pressure of popular opinion. In May and
June 2011, as unrest swept across Syria, the regime there encouraged
(some reports say coerced) Palestinians to march on Israel across the
Syrian border into the Golan Heights, leading to over a dozen deaths –
Syria claims far more.19

Poor Prospects for Peace

The peace process, an on-again, off-again American priority, has been set
back by the Arab Spring. For now, the long-term identity of Israel’s peace
partner is an open question, diminishing the value of any deal. If Mubarak
can go, so too canMahmoud Abbas (of the Palestinian Authority) or Asad.
Nor are Arab leaders likely to extend a hand. New leaders of nascent

democracies are not likely to risk their popularity by embracing a peace
that, under most conceivable scenarios, would be seen by their own people
as selling out the Palestinians.20 Battered old regimes are also less likely to
embrace a peace that would not be popular with their constituents when
their own legitimacy is suspect.21 ‘The ugly facts’, said former defense

18Daniel Byman, Deadly Connections: States that Sponsor Terrorism (New York: CUP
2005).
19See Kevin Connolly, ‘Golan: Israel troops fire on pro-Palestinian protesters’, BBC
News, 5 June 2011, <www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-13660311>.
20Mubarak suffered this criticism during the 1990s. See Fouad Ajami, The Dream
Palace of the Arabs (New York: Vintage Books 1998).
21Palestinian leaders will be less compromising. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas,
for example, is already under pressure because of his authoritarian ways in the West
Bank, and the charge of ‘sellout’ might topple his regime. For a review of Abbas’
problems, see the International Crisis Group, ‘Curb your Enthusiasm: Israel and
Palestine After the UN’ (Sept. 2011), <www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-east-
north-africa/israel-palestine.aspx>.
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ministerMoshe Arens, ‘are that the two peace treaties that Israel concluded
so far – the one with Egypt and the other with Jordan –were both signed
with dictators: Anwar Sadat and King Hussein.’22

Hope for peace with Syria is also diminished with Asad in power.
The deal between Syria and Israel was always seen as easier, though less
important, than an Israeli-Palestinian peace. And negotiators often
urged a ‘Syria first’ approach to a comprehensive peace as a result.
However, the weakness of the Asad government, as well as any con-
ceivable replacement, makes peace even less likely.23

So for both the peace process and the security of Israel, US support for
the Arab Spring could make things worse. It will be hard to find a better
neighbor than Mubarak, realistically, for Israel. Even if new regimes do
not play the anti-Israel card to placate angry masses, their people are
hostile to Israel and unlikely to support close relations. The new regime
in Egypt is unlikely to be as helpful to Israel as was Mubarak, particu-
larly on politically sensitive issues like the isolation of Gaza. For now at
least, the peace process is likely to remain stagnant (though it is fair to
say that it had no momentum before the Arab Spring), in part due to
Israeli fears about regional change and in part because the Palestinian
leaders will be particularly leery of unpopular concessions.
The Western response to Syria is, in many ways, the worst outcome if

the goal is to promote an Israeli-Syrian peace. The Western approach
has tolerated the Asad regime becoming politically and militarily
weaker without an opposition victory. Any resulting government is
likely to be too weak to make peace.

Counterterrorism

With the exception of Ben Ali in Tunisia, every regime that fell was an
important US partner against Al-Qa’eda. Yemen’s weak state had
become an important base for Al-Qa’eda of the Arabian Peninsula,
but the United States has worked closely with the Salih regime on
counterterrorism. The US built a base in Yemen dedicated to targeting
AQAP, and the Salih government cooperated with Washington on key
actions such as the killing of Anwar al-Awlaki, the American terrorist
hiding out in Yemen believed responsible for several near-miss terrorist

22Isabel Kershner, ‘Egypt’s upheaval hardens Israel’s stance on peace’, New York
Times, 2 Feb. 2011, <www.nytimes.com/2011/02/03/world/middleeast/03israel.html?
scp=56&sq=Isabel+Kershner&st=nyt>.
23Martin Indyk, Innocent Abroad: An Intimate Account of American Peace Diplomacy
in the Middle East (New York: Simon & Schuster 2007); Jerome Slater, ‘Lost
Opportunities for Peace in the Arab-Israeli Conflict: Israel and Syria, 19482001’,
International Security 27/1 (Summer 2002).

Western Response to the Arab Spring 297



acts and for inciting American Muslims to take up arms. Then Secretary
of Defense Robert Gates worried that Salih’s fall would hurt US coun-
terterrorism efforts in Yemen.24 Indeed, Salih’s promises of cooperation
with the US grew as he became more embattled at home.25

Shortly after 9/11, over the United States was working with over 100
countries on counterterrorism.26 In 2005, a senior CIA official testified
that virtually every capture of killing of a suspected terrorist outside
Iraq was at least in part as a result of assistance from foreign intelli-
gence services – a staggering claim.27 After 9/11 Gaddafi too was a
valued partner in the struggle against Al-Qa’eda.28 Libya had suffered a
significant jihadist terrorism problem in the mid-1990s, and as a result
shared Al-Qa’eda as an enemy and had considerable intelligence to
offer on the group.
Egypt was an especially important partner. Like Libya, Egypt suf-

fered a jihadist terrorist revolt in the 1990s, and part of Egyptian
Islamic Jihad, led by Ayman Zawahiri, became part of the Al-Qa’eda
core, giving both Cairo and Washington a strong interest in working
together. Egypt was an important source of intelligence on Al-Qa’eda.
The Egyptian regime was even willing to threaten the families of jiha-
dists, putting tremendous pressure on militants to inform, surrender, or
otherwise abandon the fight.
From a counterterrorism point of view, Arab tyranny often served US

purposes. US counterterrorism officials preferred to work with author-
itarian leaders because their regimes generally had a low bar for impri-
sonment and detention. The United States could send a suspect captured

24Nicole Gaouette and Gopal Ratnam, ‘Clinton Says US Won't Intervene in Syria, Sees
Progress in Libya Fight’, Bloomberg, 28 March 2011, <www.bloomberg.com/news/
2011-03-27/u-s-won-t-intervene-in-syria-unrest-clinton-says-on-cbs.html>. Indeed, such
cooperation defined US policy toward Yemen. As one opposition figure put it: ‘In
exchange for military and intelligence partnerships established after the bombing of
the American destroyer Cole in 2000, the United States provided the Salih regime with
increased economic aid and military assistance. Because American security was given
priority over all other concerns, counterterrorism agencies paid no attention to the
human rights abuses being committed by their local partners.’ Tawakol Karman,
‘Yemen’s unfinished revolution’, New York Times, 18 June 2011.
25Kimberly Dozier, ‘US building secret CIA base in Gulf to counter Al-Qaeda’,
Associated Press, 15 June 2011, <http://arabnews.com/middleeast/article455571.ece>.
26Martin Rudner, ‘Hunters and Gatherers: The Intelligence Coalition against Islamic
Terrorism’, International Journal of Intelligence and CounterIntelligence, No. 17
(2004), 212.
27Dana Priest, ‘Foreign network at front of CIA’s terror fight’, Washington Post, 18
Nov. 2005.
28Rod Nordland, ‘Files note close CIA ties to Qaddafi spy unit,’ New York Times, 2 Sept.
2011, <www.nytimes.com/2011/09/03/world/africa/03libya.html?pagewanted=all>.
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in Europe to Egypt and be assured that he would be kept in jail. This
low bar, of course, meant that many minor players and innocents were
also swept up in security service roundups. Assuming that a truly
democratic government comes to Egypt and other countries, the easy
incarceration and ruthless threats against militants and their families
would, by definition, disappear.
Those who replace the current security forces would not necessarily

be friendly to Washington, and the governments they report to may also
seek an arms’-length relationship with the United States. If new govern-
ments take popular opinion into account, as democratic leaders do,
cooperation will not be as close as it once was. For example, it is hard
to imagine an Egyptian government led by the Muslim Brotherhood
instructing its security services to work as closely with the CIA as
Mubarak’s forces did.29

If the United States sides against authoritarian regimes, be they
old friends like Saudi Arabia or on-again, off-again adversaries like
Syria, cooperation will suffer with surviving regimes. These countries
and the United States share an interest in fighting Al-Qa’eda,
these countries have at times used intelligence and other forms of
cooperation as a way of trying to build goodwill in Washington.
Anger they feel at a US ‘betrayal’ may show up in distancing regarding
counterterrorism.
Opportunities for Al-Qa’eda will also arise if unrest turns to civil

war, as has happened in Libya and is happening in Syria. In
Afghanistan, Chechnya, Iraq, Somalia, and Yemen, civil wars began
largely for local reasons, with little jihadist involvement. Over time,
however, Al-Qa’eda and like-minded groups moved in; Al-Qa’eda now
has a strong presence in all these countries. Stability is often an impor-
tant part of successful counterterrorism, and the Arab Spring has cer-
tainly undermined stability in many countries in the region.
If anything, the risk of terrorism grew in the short-term because of US

support for the Arab Spring. Some jails in Libya and Egypt have
emptied, putting experienced jihadists back on the street.30 During the
war itself, Gaddafi threatened to use terrorism, and Western leaders
feared the cornered leader would lash out as he had in the 1970s and
1980s. The breakdown of law and order during this period may have
given jihadist groups greater operational freedom and the opportunity
to regroup.

29
‘Arab Uprisings Disrupting the Flow of Anti-Terror Intelligence’, Egypt Independent,

19 May 2011, <www.egyptindependent.com/node/444314>.
30Ehud Yaari, Sinai: A New Front? (Washington DC: Washington Institute for Near
East Policy 2012).
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A New Counterterrorism Narrative?

Yet despite all these immediate concerns, long-term strategic counter-
terrorism goals may have played an important role in determining the
US response in particular. Al-Qa’eda is dangerous not only because it
has hundreds of skilled fighters under arms, but also because tens of
thousands of Muslims have found its calls for violent change appealing.
After 9/11, a common question in America was ‘why do they hate
us?’31 US support for dictatorial regimes was often cited as a leading
reason. When dictators reigned supreme in Arab lands, Al-Qa’eda could
score points by emphasizing the struggle against despotism – Zawahiri
even wrote a book denouncing the crimes of Mubarak. When dictators
such as Mubarak fall, however, Al-Qa’eda loses one of its best recruit-
ing pitches: the repression that US-backed Arab governments inflict on
their citizens. The rise of less repressive leaders could deprive Al-Qa’eda
propagandists of this valuable argument.
Western leaders hoped that genuine democracy would be a blow to

Al-Qa’eda. ‘If you have freedom, Al-Qa’eda will go away’, claims
Osama Rushdi, a former spokesman of the Islamic Group, Egypt’s
most important jihadist group. Even more ominous for Al-Qa’eda was
the way in which Ben Ali and Mubarak fell. Change occurred in the
Arab world without an initial blow being struck against the United
States. Al-Qa’eda has long insisted that Muslims must first destroy the
region’s supposed puppet-master in Washington (or Jerusalem) before
change will come to Cairo or Tripoli. The organization’s leaders also
have long insisted that violence carried out in the name of God is the
only way to force change.32 As John Brennan has pointed out, ‘[The
Arab Spring] is the most profound change in the modern history of the
Arab world, and Al-Qa’eda and its ilk have been left on the sidelines,
watching history pass them by.’33

Limits to the Iranian Menace

The Obama administration, like US administrations before it, has
focused on Iran as a threat to US interests and a broader danger to
regional stability. Iran is a key concern because of its pursuit of nuclear

31President George W. Bush asked this very question in a speech to Congress in Sept.
2001. See Peter Ford, ‘Why Do They Hate Us?’, Christian Science Monitor, 27 Sept.
2001, <www.csmonitor.com/2001/0927/p1s1-wogi.html>.
32See Zawahiri’s remarks in his Q&A, at <www.nefafoundation.org/miscella-
neous/.../nefazawahiri0408.pdf>.
33
‘Remarks of John O. Brennan,’ Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International

Studies, 29 June 2011, <www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/06/29/remarks-
john-o-brennan-assistant-president-homeland-security-and-counter>.
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weapons, support for anti-US forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, opposition
to Israel and the peace process, and use of terrorism.34 Both the Obama
and Bush administrations also criticized Iran’s human rights record.
As with counterterrorism, a number of the embattled regimes were

staunch allies of the United States against Iran. Egypt in particular was
an important Arab voice opposing Iranian influence. After the revolu-
tion, however, Egypt appeared to shift to a less confrontational
approach, allowing for example Iranian warships to transit the Suez
Canal.35 Following this development and general fears of Iranian
machinations, some US analysts and regional allies worry Iran will be
the ultimate beneficiary of the Arab Spring.36 Nawaf Obaid, an analyst
of Saudi Arabia, claims that Iran is behind much of the Arab Spring and
is exploiting the unrest ‘from Yemen to Morocco’.37

Concerns over Iran seem to have shaped US policy in Bahrain. The
Al-Khalifa regime has been a staunch US ally against Tehran: the US
Fifth Fleet, which is used to deter and potentially coerce Iran, is based in
Bahrain. There the United States has given a nod to Bahraini and Saudi
rhetoric that unrest on the island offers an opportunity for Iran.38 Such
rhetoric draws on history: Iran tried to engineer a coup in Bahrain
shortly after the Iranian Revolution, and the island’s proximity to
Iran and its Shi’a majority both excite fears of Iranian domination.
Demonstrators showed no hostility to the United States, but US officials
still were concerned that a new regime may be less hospitable to
American basing needs. Indeed, the US military consistently down-
played the human rights situation in Bahrain as part of its effort to
maintain a strong relationship with the Al-Khalifa.39 US officials may

34Pollack, The Persian Puzzle; Robin Wright (ed.), The Iran Primer: Power, Politics,
and US Policy (Washington DC: United States Institute of Peace 2010).
35
‘Egypt allows Iranian warships “can use Suez Canal”’, BBC News, 18 Feb. 2011,

<www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-12493614>.
36For a US analyst with these concerns, see Michael Scott Doran, ‘The Heirs of Nasser:
Who Will Benefit from the Arab Spring’, Foreign Affairs (May/June 2011), <www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/67695/michael-scott-doran/the-heirs-of-nasser>.
37Nawaf Obaid, ‘Amid the Arab Spring a US-Saudi split’, Washington Post, 13 May
2005, <www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/amid-the-arab-spring-a-us-saudi-split/
2011/05/13/AFMy8Q4G_story.html>.
38Obama noted ‘We recognize that Iran has tried to take advantage of the turmoil there,
and that the Bahraini government has a legitimate interest in the rule of law’ before
going on to criticize Bahrain for not reforming. ‘Remarks by the President on the
Middle East and North Africa,’ 19 May 2011, <www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/
2011/05/19/remarks-president-middle-east-and-north-africa>.
39Michael Slackman, ‘Dim view of US posture toward Bahraini Shiites is described’,
New York Times, 21 Feb. 2011, <www.nytimes.com/2011/02/22/world/middleeast/
22bahrain.html?_r=2&hp>.
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fear either that Iran would gain influence if Bahrain’s Shi’a majority
gained power or simply that supporting demonstrators actively in
Bahrain would create an irreparable rift with Saudi Arabia. The
Saudis are the most important US ally in the Gulf region, and thus
central to any US regional efforts against Iran, and Bahrain is in Saudi
Arabia’s backyard.
The role of Iran also gradually shaped US policy in Syria. Once it

became clear that Asad would neither fall nor consolidate power
quickly – and that Tehran was backing Damascus financially and
militarily – the United States began to see Asad’s fall as a way to
damage Iran’s standing in the region.
Outside Bahrain and Syria, however, Iran does not appear to have

been a major factor in US calculations on whether to support or
oppose change in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, or Yemen. Iran has so far
had little influence over the Arab Spring.40

In Syria, this lack of initial concern about Iran was surprising given
that Asad is perhaps Tehran’s closest ally, and the United States has
long sought to drive a wedge between the two governments. Asad’s fall
would raise the chance that Syria might move away from Iran, its
longtime ally, and more toward moderate Arab states and the West.
Table 1 summarizes the above arguments, noting how traditional

interests did and did not shape the US response and how successful
regime change affects these interests. As this table suggests, traditional
US interests did affect important US decisions, as would be expected.
However, there are considerable surprises, noted in bold, where US
decisions went in opposition to what traditional interests would predict.

The Limits of Domestic Politics

If traditional strategic interests do not fully explain US and European
policy, perhaps domestic politics does? Potential sources of Western
policy based on public sentiment include domestic support for Israel
and economic concerns.
Some scholars and pundits argue that domestic support for Israel,

among the American Jewish community or other Israel supporters,
drives US policy in the Middle East.41 Regardless of the merits of this
argument in general, it does not explain motivations for US policy

40Colin Kahl, ‘Supremely Irrelevant’, ForeignPolicy.com, 25 Jan. 2012, <www.foreign-
policy.com/articles/2012/01/24/supremely_irrelevant>.
41See John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy
(New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux 2007) and a statement by two former congress-
men at the Council for the National Interest for arguments along these lines, <www.
councilforthenationalinterest.org/costs>.
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during the Arab Spring and the gap between Israeli and US positions.
As noted above, the Netanyahu government was initially skeptical of
the Arab spring, and Israel had forged effective partnerships with
neighboring dictatorships. Conversely Syria, hardly an Israeli ally,
received lighter treatment.
Similarly, neither ‘Big Oil’ nor consumer pressure appear to have

shaped the US response in a comprehensive way. In Libya, US policy
prolonged a war that took 1.6 million barrels offline, while elsewhere it
risked the production of minor producers like Egypt and Yemen. The
exception to this, as noted above, may have been Bahrain where the
United States was unwilling to risk a break with Riyadh, whose impor-
tance to the United States is in large part due to its role as the world’s
most important oil producer.42

The Role of Individual Leaders

In times of flux, and with strategic and domestic pressures at odds,
vague, or uncertain, the preferences of individual leaders matter con-
siderably.43 For French President Nicolas Sarkozy and British Prime
Minister David Cameron in particular, their personal preferences
seemed to drive France and Britain, with the leaders interpreting their
country’s duties and interests in light of their own ideals. One senior
British government official described Cameron as ‘the most hawkish
person in the room’ when discussing intervention, with considerable
pushback from Britain’s Attorney-General and Chief of the Defence
Staff. Sarkozy in particular seemed to be leading alone, with little
enthusiasm from the French people or much of his own party.44 As
the Guardian observed, ‘Elysée observers say not since the Cold War
has a French leader made an international conflict such a personal
obsession, poring over maps and plans, having the last word on arming
rebel fighters. Many sensed a personal battle against his one-time friend
turned enemy, Colonel Gaddafi.’45

42For a discussion of this role and an argument that relations go beyond oil, see Rachel
Bronson, Thicker than Oil: America’s Uneasy Partnership with Saudi Arabia (New
York: OUP 2006).
43Daniel Byman and Kenneth Pollack, ‘Let Us Now Praise Great Men: Bringing the
Statesman Back In’, International Security 25/4 (Spring 2001), 107–46.
44Charles Bremner, ‘Cameron, the hawk flying along over Libya campaign’, The Times
(London), 30 July 2011; Peggy Hollinger, ‘Man in the News: Nicolas Sarkozy’,
Financial Times, 25 March 2011.
45Angelique Chrisafis, ‘Sarkozy hopes Libya can boost France’s reputation – as well as
his own’, Guardian, 1 Sept. 2011, <www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/sep/01/sarkozy-
libya-france-reputation-reelection>.
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The same cannot be said of President Obama. Obama campaigned as
a skeptic of humanitarian intervention, noting that he would not keep
troops in Iraq even in the case of genocide there. Indeed, he likened his
foreign policy approach to the cautious realism of George H.W. Bush
rather than his more idealistic son. Upon taking office, high-level
human rights rhetoric, let alone action, on China, Russia, and the
Middle East was rare.46 With Iraq foremost in his mind, he was
skeptical about the idea of America spreading democracy. In 2009,
when the Green Revolution broke out in Iran and the government of
President Ahmedinejad appeared weak, the administration tried to keep
its distance. Secretary of Defense Gates opposed the Libyan interven-
tion, believing the military was already over-stretched in Iraq and
Afghanistan and unhappy with the prospect of engaging in yet
another war in the Middle East.47 When intervention did occur, the
administration avoided committing itself at first, waiting for European
leaders to express their preferences. Indeed, even after the intervention
began Obama waited to address the American people and otherwise did
not emphasize his decision to intervene by playing up democracy
promotion.

A Freedom Agenda?

In rhetoric, the Obama administration has tried to gain domestic poli-
tical support by portraying its support for revolutions and interventions
in Libya as part of an American commitment to democracy. President
Obama declared, ‘Because wherever people long to be free, they will
find a friend in the United States. Ultimately, it is that faith – those
ideals – that are the true measure of American leadership.’48

Belief in the responsibility to protect also played a role in decision-
making, or at least in justifying intervention. The Obama administra-
tion and its allies feared that the Gaddafi regime would engage in
massacres of anti-regime supporters. In his March address to the nation
concerning Libya, Obama warned of a ‘looming humanitarian crisis’

46This skepticism about promoting democracy, however, was not dogmatic, and even
before the Arab spring broke out the President had instructed his advisors to develop
strategies for encouraging reform in the Middle East. Ryan Lizza, ‘How the Arab
Spring remade Obama’s foreign policy’, New Yorker, 2 May 2011, <www.newyor-
ker.com/reporting/2011/05/02/110502fa_fact_lizza?currentPage=all>.
47Lizza, ibid.
48As quoted in ‘The birth of an Obama doctrine’, The Economist, 28 March
2011, <www.economist.com/blogs/lexington/2011/03/libya_4>.
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and that the Gaddafi regime posed a threat to American values.49 He
claimed: ‘Innocent people were targeted for killing. Hospitals and
ambulances were attacked. Journalists were arrested, sexually
assaulted, and killed. Supplies of food and fuel were choked off.
Water for hundreds of thousands of people in Misurata was shut off.
Cities and towns were shelled, mosques were destroyed, and apartment
buildings reduced to rubble. Military jets and helicopter gunships were
unleashed upon people who had no means to defend themselves against
assaults from the air.’50 Justifying the continued intervention a month
later, Obama – along with Sarkozy and Cameron – claimed the inter-
vention had prevented a ‘bloodbath’ in the Libyan city of Benghazi.51

Senior White House Middle East advisor Dennis Ross warned, ‘We
were looking at “Srebrenica on steroids” – the real or imminent possi-
bility that up to a 100,000 people could be massacred, and
everyone would blame us for it.’52

However, the human rights concerns are greyer than they first
appeared. Gaddafi had long crushed dissent ruthlessly, but with the
exception of the 1996 slaughter of over 1,000 prisoners at Abu Salim,
had not conducted massacres. When his forces reoccupied Libyan
towns, they did not massacre all citizens, though they did often shoot
suspected fighters. Meanwhile, the Libyan rebels quickly turned against
black Africans and other foreign workers as well as committing repri-
sals against Gaddafi supporters.53 It was Gaddafi and sons’ bloodcurd-
ling rhetoric – and clever propaganda by Libyan rebels – that made
massacres seem imminent.
Even if we accept that officials on both sides of the Atlantic believed

Gaddafi’s rhetoric and feared massacres, explaining the US and
European responses based on domestic politics is difficult. In both
regions, economic problems loomed large (and in Europe at times
abruptly worsened as 2011 wore on). In neither area was there a
push from below to intervene based on popular passion or domestic
lobbying. The Pew Research Center found that before the decision to
intervene in Libya, only 27 per cent of Americans saw the United States

49
‘Remarks by President in address to the Nation on Libya’, 28 March 2011, <www.

whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/03/28/remarks-president-address-nation-libya>.
50Ibid.
51Barack Obama, David Cameron and Nicholas Sarkozy, ‘Libya’s pathway to peace’,
International Herald Tribune, 14 April 2011, <www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/
2011/04/14/joint-op-ed-president-obama-prime-minister-cameron-and-president-sarkozy>.
52Laura Rozen, ‘Averting “Srebrenica on steroids”: White House defends Libya opera-
tions’, Yahoo News, 23 March 2011, <http://news.yahoo.com/blogs/envoy/averting-srebre-
nica-steroids-white-house-defends-libya-operations-20110323-120730-415.html>.
53Hugh Roberts, ‘Who said Gaddafi had to go?’ London Review of Books, 17 Nov.
2011.
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as needing to act, less support than what had existed for interventions
in Darfur (51 per cent), Kosovo (47 per cent) or Bosnia (30 per cent).54

France was a possible exception. French President Nicolas Sarkozy
faced low approval ratings, and some commentators speculated that he
hoped leadership on Libya would restore his popularity.55 And for
French politicians, having the country play a strong external role was
good politics. Dominique Moisi, a French analyst, contends, ‘In the eyes
of the French, France's international status remains a key ingredient in
forming their own national identity. The way we French are perceived
by others affects how we perceive ourselves, and nothing is more
troubling for us than to be perceived with indifference or, worse, not
to be noticed at all.’56 However, even in France one editor wrote, ‘The
French did not ask him to free Libya. They asked him to find jobs for
their kids.’57

Indeed, the military intervention in Libya was high-risk domestically,
as failure carried more of a political cost than success would provide.
Writing before Gaddafi’s death, The Guardian wrote, ‘Cameron’s war
was a high-risk adventure, long on aspiration and desperately short
on tactical aims, planning, and material.’58 For none of the leaders did
the NATO success in Libya translate appreciably to political gains.
Another European concern was that Libya could become a failed

state. Libya had long cooperated with Europe to halt the flow of
migrants from Libya and from Africa via Libya. Civil war and mas-
sacres in Libya would raise the specter that an economically depressed
Europe would face a flood of refugees. The nightmare for Europe is that
Libya becomes a Somalia, with warlordism and terrorism also emerging
as well as refugees.59 However, such a concern would suggest that
Gaddafi’s survival in power, not his overthrow or a prolonged civil
war, would be in the European interest.
Avoiding a failed state or other problems also would suggest that the

Western powers would pay considerable attention to Libya once
Gaddafi fell. Instead, they quickly moved on. Two years after interven-
tion, Libya’s central government remains weak. Militias run rampant,

54Romesh Ratnesar, ‘Libya and Obama’s doctrine: leading from the back’, Time, 21
March 2011, <www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2060494,00.html>.
55Hollinger, ‘Man in the News’.
56Dominique Moisi, ‘France had a duty to intervene in Libya’, The Guardian, 23
March 2011, <www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/mar/23/france-libya-
sarkozy>.
57As quoted in Hollinger, ‘Man in the News’.
58Simon Tisdall, ‘Libya: dice rolled kindly to turn high-risk venture into Cameron’s
lucky war’, The Guardian, 14 Oct. 2011.
59Middle East Research and Information Project, ‘Of Principle and Peril’, 22 March
2011, <http://merip.org/mero/mero032211>.

308 Daniel Byman



and the nature of the future Libyan state and society are very much in
question.
Timing also mattered, suggesting that domestic political costs at times

made intervention more difficult. The crisis in Syria steadily escalated
without forcing a decision, in contrast to Gaddafi’s forces knocking on
the gates of the rebel stronghold of Benghazi which faced the NATO
powers with the decision to either intervene or risk the rebels and their
supporters being quickly slaughtered. As the Syrian wave was cresting,
the European financial crisis consumed public and policymaker atten-
tion, particularly after the Greek debt crisis in the fall of 2011 shook
Europe and led to fears of financial contagion to other debtor countries
and the collapse of the single currency – hardly an environment for a
war of choice in the Middle East.
As Table 2 suggests, the domestic and individual preferences did at

times influence decisionmaking, but in general offer only limited expla-
natory power. Decisions where events went contrary to the expected
explanation are noted in bold.

Additional Explanations

Explaining the variance in Western policy toward the Arab Spring
remains difficult when focusing only on traditional conceptions of
national interest and domestic politics. Perhaps Bahrain is sufficiently
explained by such an approach, but it remains difficult to square inac-
tion there with the abandonment of Mubarak, at most limited pressure
in Syria, and outright intervention in Libya. However, more explana-
tory power is gained when several factors are taken into account, in
particular the low-cost nature of the Libya intervention, the US desire
for Europe to play a greater role, a quest for legitimacy, and the broader
Western hope to be on the ‘right side’ of history.

Low-Cost Humanitarianism?

US officials judged, correctly as it turns out, that the United States could
intervene in Libya on the cheap. As Obama declared, ‘We also had the
ability to stop Gaddafi’s forces in their tracks without putting American
troops on the ground.’60 He also explicitly contrasted intervention in
Libya with the costly American debacle in Iraq. In Iraq, he contended,
‘regime change there took eight years, thousands of American and Iraqi

60As quoted in ‘The birth of an Obama doctrine’, The Economist, 28 March
2011, <www.economist.com/blogs/lexington/2011/03/libya_4>.
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lives, and nearly a trillion dollars. That is not something we can afford
to repeat in Libya.’61

Allies bore much of the burden. France, Qatar, Egypt, and
perhaps other countries supplied arms to the rebels,62 and NATO offered
air cover. Libyans were the ones taking the risks and doing the dying.
And by not taking control of Libyan territory during the war, NATO
could more easily wash its hands of the country after Gaddafi fell. Nor
did the United States have to worry about a balancing coalition aiding
Gaddafi. Gaddafi, in many ways, was an ideal villain. His reckless foreign
policies had alienated everyone: no one would intervene on his behalf.
Indeed, the low-cost nature of the humanitarianism explains a puz-

zling aspect of the Libya intervention – the lack of attention to the post-
Gaddafi era. In Iraq, of course, the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime
was the easy part – it was the post-Saddam era that was so disastrous.
However, ending human rights abuses, ensuring a democratic govern-
ment, disarming militias, and other tasks vital for human rights would
have proven costly and time-consuming, and all allied governments,
despite pious platitudes to the contrary, put neither manpower nor
significant money to this end. So many months after Gaddafi’s fall,
warlordism plagues Libya, and its democratic future remains
uncertain.63

The intervention in Libya and the lack of military intervention in
Syria raises the question of why Gaddafi had to go but Asad did not.64

Syria would have been a much harder nut to crack than Libya. Syria’s
military, while still weak by NATO standards, is far stronger than that
of Libya: on paper at least, Syria’s military numbers 400,000 compared
with Libya’s 76,000, and it has more than five times as many tanks as
well.65 Syria also has extensive ties to Hizballah and could further
destabilize Lebanon should international intervention occur. Even
more important, the Libyan opposition had several coherent militias
with proven fighting powers, while in the initial months of the rebellion

61
‘Remarks by President in address to the Nation on Libya’, 28 March 2011, <www.

whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/03/28/remarks-president-address-nation-libya>.
62Roberts, ‘Who said Gaddafi had to go?’
63
‘Rival militias battle in Libyan capital, latest sign of chaos in post-Gadhafi nation’,

Washington Post, 2 Feb. 2012, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle-east/
rival-militias-battle-in-libyan-capital-latest-sign-of-chaos-in-post-gadhafi-nation/2012/
02/01/gIQALTothQ_story.html>.
64British newspapers raised this question immediately after Gaddafi’s fall. See Tisdall,
‘Libya: Dice rolled kindly to turn high-risk venture into Cameron’s lucky war’.
65<www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/syria/overview.htm>; <www.globalsecurity.
org/military/world/syria/army.htm>; <www.inss.org.il/memb.php?cat=341&incat=0>;
<www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/libya/procurement.htm>; <www.inss.org.il/
memb.php?cat=341&incat=0>.
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Syria’s were far less organized even using the Libyan opposition as a
low bar measure. As one US diplomat argued, ‘The opposition is not
going be able to overthrow the government by force. This is not a
repeat of Libya.’66 Russia and China openly opposed military interven-
tion and used their UN Security Council veto to block even watered-
down resolutions condemning the Syrian regime.67 Because of Russian
and Chinese opposition, European officials had similar concerns about
the inability to gain UN support and the greater military difficulty
of operations in Syria as compared to Libya.68

Finally, unlike in Libya, the West could not just walk away from
Syria after the dictator fell. Because of Syria’s strategic location, regime
collapse there – as opposed to regime change – is of far greater concern.
Israel, Turkey, and other key allies might intervene, sparking regional
instability. ‘Everybody’s knee-jerk position is going to be to hope that
Assad can regain control’, argues Syria scholar Joshua Landis. ‘The
chances that [Syria’s] national institutions will collapse, like Iraq, are
great. And then you’ll have endless factionalism.’69 Two years into the
conflict, a failed state looks more and more likely.
Such perceptions of cost and leverage shaped Western thinking

beyond Libya and Syria. In Egypt, the longstanding US military rela-
tionship with its Egyptian counterpart and the almost two billion
dollars in aid provided annually gave Washington influence over the
Egyptian military, the key actor in deciding whether Mubarak would be
ousted or remain in power with its help, by suppressing the demonstra-
tions. In Syria, in contrast, the years of enmity have left the United
States with little influence short of direct military intervention: Syria had
long been under US sanctions and Washington had frequently tried,
with little success, to isolate Damascus. In Bahrain, the United States
has more leverage, but the regime is not economically dependent on
Washington and its closest ally – Saudi Arabia – supported a crack-
down. Finally in Yemen, chaos had long plagued the country, and
decades of experience had taught US policymakers that events in
Yemen could barely be shaped, let alone controlled.

66Ashish Kumar Sen, ‘Western effort to end Asad’s crackdown fails’, Washington
Times, 4 Oct. 2011, <www.washingtontimes.com/news/2011/oct/4/report-assad-threa-
tens-regional-war/print/>.
67Colum Lynch and Alice Fordham, ‘Russia, China veto UN Resolution on Syria,’
Washington Post, 4 Feb. 2012, <www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/russia-
china-veto-un-resolution-on-syria/2012/02/04/gIQAxvVhpQ_story.html>.
68Andrew Rettman, ‘Blueprint for NATO attack on Syria revealed’, Global Research,
11 Aug. 2011, <http://globalresearch.ca/index.php?context=va&aid=25980>.
69
‘Escalating protests in Syria put Obama administration in a bind’, Washington Post,

24 April 2011, <www.washingtonpost.com/world/escalating-protests-in-syria-put-
obama-administration-in-a-bind/2011/04/21/AFwHWTLE_story_1.html>.
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Alliance Management and the Quest for Legitimacy

An Obama administration foreign policy goal was also to encourage US
allies in Europe to pull their weight more. In part, US officials believed
such multilateral interventions would be considered more legitimate,
and more practically the overstretched and debt-ridden United States
needed to retrench. Libya was a chance for Europe to lead – something
both the United States and the Europeans desired. Bernard Valero, a
French Foreign Ministry spokesman, contended that, ‘Despite all nega-
tive comments, Libya shows that there is a political and diplomatic
dynamic of European construction and an active European voice in
world affairs.’70

The United States, and especially Europe, sought the support of the
United Nations and to act multilaterally when questions of military
intervention arose. Indeed, the United States sought to check every
box, getting European leadership support, Arab League endorsement,
and a UN resolution – all ways of showing that the Libya opposition
would not follow the Iraq model. Arab League support was a particular
coup, with skeptics contending that Arab leaders would never endorse
Western intervention. However, Gaddafi’s erratic foreign policy,
and regular attempts to have rival leaders killed, generated Arab
solidarity against him.71

Indeed, it appears that the European willingness to act and the
surprising Arab League support was the tipping point for the United
States. Given all this support, and the likely response of the Europeans,
it would have been hard for the United States to sit Libya out. However,
from the start the Obama administration, in public at least, took a back
seat.72 This model, if it is a model, became known as ‘leading from
behind’ after a quote an unnamed administration official gave to the
media.73 It was hoped this multilateral, institution-supported approach,
in turn, would help increase US standing in the Arab world.74
Outside Europe, however, the United States may have an alliance

credibility problem with surviving Arab dictatorships. Two of the

70Steven Erlanger, ‘Britain and France lead military push on Libya’, New York Times,
18 March 2011, <www.nytimes.com/2011/03/19/world/africa/19europe.html?
_r=1&scp=1&sq=britain + france + libya + military&st=nyt>.
71On Gaddafi’s attempts to kill Libyan opposition leaders living abroad: Mohamed
Eljahmi, ‘Libya and the US: Qaddafi Unrepentant’, Middle East Quarterly (Winter
2006), <www.meforum.org/878/libya-and-the-us-qadhafi-unrepentant>.
72Ratnesar, ‘Libya and Obama’s Doctrine’.
73Lizza, ‘How the Arab Spring remade Obama’s foreign policy’.
74
‘Clinton credited with key role in NATO airstrikes’, Washington Post, 28 Oct.

2011, <www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/hillarys-war-how-conviction-
replaced-skepticism-in-libya-intervention/2011/10/28/gIQAhGS7WM_story_1.html>.

Western Response to the Arab Spring 313



United States’ most important allies called for backing Mubarak, not
pressing him to leave. Both King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and Israeli
Prime Minister Netanyahu feared regional instability should Mubarak
go.75 Despite decades of cooperation, the United States was willing to
rather summarily jettison its relationship with Mubarak. Saudi leaders
were reportedly incensed, and the decision cannot have heartened mon-
archs in Jordan, Morocco, and elsewhere.

Riding History’s Wave?

Part of the explanation for the United States’ abandonment of Mubarak
and willingness to oppose Gaddafi comes from the heady events early in
the Arab Spring and the sense that regional dictators were on their way
out. With this perspective in mind, the choice was not between the old
dictator and the new order, but rather between a new order that took
power with US support or a new order that took power against US
wishes. ‘Fundamentally, there is a right side to history. And we want to
be on it,’ proclaimed Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. One analyst
argues that one reason for Sarkozy’s leadership of the intervention
cause in Libya was because of his backing of Mubarak and Ben Ali –
taking a stand on Libya would put France back on the right side of
history.76 In other words, policymakers felt that if there would be a
revolution anyway, they should be seen as helping it along.
Many American leaders believe that the autocracy and political

stagnation of the modern Middle East was a source of instability.
Clinton argued, ‘the truth is that the great single source of instability
in today’s Middle East is not the demand for change. It is the refusal
to change.’ Clinton went on to claim that democracies are less war-
like, less inclined to extremism, and otherwise better partners for the
United States.77

This attitude appeared particularly pronounced with regard to terror-
ism. Under Secretary of State William Burns contends that democratic
success in Tunisia is ‘the best antidote to violent extremism in the
region’.78 President Obama, echoing President Bush before him, con-

75David Kirkpatrick and David Sanger, ‘Behind the fall, the Arab world’s youthful
fusion’, International Herald Tribune, 15 Feb. 2011.
76Hollinger, ‘Man in the News’.
77Remarks by Hillary Rodham Clinton, National Democratic Institute, 7 Nov. 2011.
78
‘Press Conference by Under Secretary Burns’, 24 Feb. 2011.
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tended ‘Too many leaders in the region tried to direct their people’s
grievances elsewhere. The West was blamed as the source of all ills.’79

This sense of inevitable change should temper some of the above
arguments that interest alone is insufficient to explain Western policy.
In the eyes of some policymakers, regime change in the region would
have occurred without US or Western support, but if that occurred the
results would have been far more negative.

Theoretical and Policy Implications

The vagaries of Western support, or lack thereof, for the Arab Spring
has considerable implications for how to understand decisions to inter-
vene and the likely consequences of these interventions.
Policy toward the Middle East was a long-time bastion of realism. War,

terrorism, oil, and other ‘hard’ security and economic interests explained
much of US and Western policy toward the region, including US support
for a range of dictators. Yet realism’s explanatory power was insufficient
for understanding the initial Western reaction to the Arab spring. In
Bahrain, toleration of the crackdown is in keeping with realist precepts.
Yet in Libya and especially Egypt, the United States and its allies went
against interests on oil and counterterrorism, while in Syria the United
States failed to decisively stand against an anti-US dictator though concern
over Iran did make Washington more hostile as time went on.
Domestic politics explain even less. Obama gained little or nothing from

the successful NATO intervention in Libya as did his European partners.
Indeed, the increase in oil prices from Libya going offline may have hurt
the economic recovery in the West. The motives of individual leaders are
valuable for understanding several European states’ actions toward Libya,
but at best offer limited explanatory value. Humanitarianism played per-
haps a limited role, but it cannot explain the variation in responses.
It is the mix of constructivism and realism that offers the most insight

into Western decisionmaking.80 The factors that shaped the US reaction
beyond interest – perceptions of intervention on the cheap, the desire for
allies to do more, and riding history’s wave in particular – come in part
from value judgments on how the world should work, as well as how it
does work. In essence, the United States and its allies made judgments
about what the future would look like and shaped policy from there.

79
‘Remarks by the President on the Middle East and North Africa’, 19 May

2011, <www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/05/19/remarks-president-middle-
east-and-north-africa>.
80Samuel J. Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, International Studies Review 5 (2003),
325–42 and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘Constructivist Realism
or Realist-Constructivism?’ International Studies Review 6 (2004), 337–52.
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‘Interest’ could have been used to justify a range of policies, some of which
were diametrically opposed to one another. In essence, the process was one
of calculating potential future scenarios and deriving interest from there.
The cloudy motivations behind the Western response, however, pose

several risks for the long-term success of interventions and Western
policies in general. So far, the United States does not have an over-
arching vision for the Arab Spring. Indeed, Obama seemed to be careful
in Libya to make sure that he was not setting a precedent. In his speech
in March defending the intervention, he also noted, ‘It’s true that
America cannot use our military wherever repression occurs. And
given the costs and risks of intervention, we must always measure our
interests against the need for action.’81 White House deputy national
security advisor Denis McDonough defended this approach, claiming,
‘We don’t make decisions about questions like intervention based on
consistency or precedent. We make them based on how we can best
advance our interests in the region.’82

Such an approach may give false hope to autocrats and democrats
alike. Dictators may conclude that the United States will stand on the
sidelines as it has done in Bahrain and initially in Syria. Democrats may
look to Libya or Egypt but face a brutal crackdown for their efforts –
what Alan Kuperman has labeled a ‘moral hazard’ problem for huma-
nitarian intervention.83

Moreover, trying to satisfy democrats without alienating the West’s
autocratic allies may leave the United States with the worst of both
worlds, having offended our old friends without making new ones.
Indeed, even the rhetorical criticism of Saudi support for the Bahraini
crackdown infuriated Riyadh.84 Nor has the United States made sub-
stantial strides in wooing Arab public opinion, with strong majorities of
Arabs holding unfavorable opinions of the United States.85 It can be

81
‘Remarks by President in address to the Nation on Libya’, 28 March 2011, <www.

whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/03/28/remarks-president-address-nation-libya>.
82Warwick and Birnbaum, ‘As Bahrain stifles protest movement, US’s muted objections
draw criticism’.
83Alan Kuperman, ‘The Moral Hazard of Humanitarian Intervention: Lessons from the
Balkans’, International Studies Quarterly 52 (2008), 49–80.
84Obaid, ‘Amid the Arab Spring a US-Saudi split’.
85According to a Zogby/AAI Poll in 2011, only 5 per cent of Egyptians held a favorable
view of the US, 10 per cent of Jordanians, and 30 per cent of Saudis. Public opinion fell
since 2009 in every country polled except Lebanon. Source: <www.aaiusa.org/reports/
arab-attitudes-2011>. However, a Brookings poll found that while a majority of Arabs
polled continue to express unfavorable views of the United States (59 per cent) the
number of those who have favorable views of the US has increased from 10 per cent in
2010 to 26 per cent in 2011. Source: <www.brookings.edu/reports/2011/1121_ara-
b_public_opinion_telhami.aspx>.
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argued that anger built from decades of support for autocracy does not
vanish overnight, but in any event the immediate payoff is limited.
The low-cost approach to intervention may also backfire if the United

States lacks the leverage to shape events in the future. In Libya, Gaddafi
is gone but no strong government has replaced him. In Syria, Iran has
intervened heavily to shore up Asad and the Western response has not
balanced the scales. Moreover, as the United States learned in Iraq,
chaos can be worse than a hated dictator.
Nor have the region’s traditional security problems gone away. The

Obama administration must prevent Al-Qa’eda from exploiting its
increased freedom of movement in the Arab world and at the same
time take advantage of the fact that its message has been discredited.
The United States must also recognize the risks for counterterrorism in
the civil wars that break out as autocrats resist democratization.
Similarly, the US must remain engaged in other key issues in the

region. While Iran has not captured the Arab Spring, it remains com-
mitted to its nuclear program, with considerable potential consequences
for the region and for the United States. Ensuring the security of Israel
and advancing the peace process will also require considerable atten-
tion. Flashpoints like Gaza, where Israel–Egypt tensions could easily
escalate, must be carefully monitored.
The history of the Arab Spring is still being written. As of February

2013, only Tunisia has gone from dictatorship to democracy. Egypt
has made progress but many questions remain. The situation is more
dire in Libya and Yemen, while Syria is a disaster. Past efforts to shape
the region can hardly be declared a success. The fate of these countries
will be determined first and foremost by their own peoples and lea-
ders, but the United States and its allies can play an important role in
whether regimes survive and the nature of any replacement.
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