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A Visionless Great Power Rivalry

Great power politics and competition form the over-
arching framework of global politics and have a signif-
icant impact on regional politics worldwide, including
in the Middle East. However, thus far, this great power
rivalry has been devoid of all-encompassing visions or
political/ ideological projects.

Assertive Regional Powers

Regional powers have more agency and autonomy
in shaping the course of their regional politics than
in the past. They have become less amenable to the
pressures of global actors.

Great Power Competition
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Enabling Authoritarianism

During great power rivalries, geopolitical and secu-
rity considerations take precedence over other con-
cerns. Heightened focus on geopolitical and security
concerns is damaging to the regional transformation
process and democratizationin the region andis likely
to further reinforce regional authoritarianism.

Regional Fragmentation

Given that the Middle East is already a highly frag-
mented region, regional decisionmakers are at the
helm of carefully managing the rivalry between the
United States, Russia, and China to offset the po-
tential of this competition leading to further regional
fragmentation and discord.
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INTRODUCTION

After decades of a unipolar world order, the return of
great power competition has become a fact of glob-
al politics today. The North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation's (NATO) new Strategic Concept document,
released in June 2022, clearly illustrates how the or-
ganization is preparing itself for a new international
security environment defined by such a competi-
tion.* During the Cold War, the United States and the
Soviet Union competed for client states and part-
ners, developed strategically-aligned blocs, and en-
gaged in containment strategies guided by distinct
underlying visions of how the international system
should be ordered. The current moment reflects the
same tactics absent the grand visions of the past.

The 2022 visits of U.S. President Joe Biden, Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, and German Chancel-
lor Olaf Scholz to the Middle East were motivated
by the logic of great power rivalry and the war in
Ukraine. Geopolitics and great power rivalry will now
shape major international powers’ economic, en-
ergy, and technological decisions more prominent-
ly, along with their approaches to regional politics
worldwide— including in the Middle East. This is un-
like the end of the Cold War when the idea that eco-
nomic integration and technological progress would
overcome geopolitics dominated. Biden and Putin's
visits in July also illustrated the absence of grand vi-
sions or metanarratives in this latest version of the
great power contest.

This issue brief argues that the aforementioned stra-
tegic concept or national security documents of a
major alliance (NATO) or actors (such as the United
States) illustrate that great power rivalry forms the
overarching framework of contemporary global poli-
tics. The war in Ukraine has only accentuated it. The
logic of this great power rivalry willinform major pow-
ers' approach to regional politics and players world-
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wide. However, regional powers have become more
assertive and less amenable to the pressure of global
actors. Theincreasing multipolarity of the Middle East
inits relations with external powers, as demonstrated
through Russia’s growing role in regional security and
China’s in regional economies, is reflective of this
great power competition. Multipolarity also makes it
easier for regional actors to engage in a balancing act

between major external powers.

The first part of this paper presents a global and
regional picture of great power rivalry, including
placing this rivalry in a historical context and how it
manifests itself in the Middle East. The second part
focuses on how this rivalry is visionless and lacks
metanarratives. Finally, this brief cautions against
normalizing regional authoritarianism and fragmen-
tation of regional politics due to this rivalry.

GREAT POWER COMPETITION:
NEW SECURITY DOCTRINES
AND DOCUMENTS

NATO's new Strategic Concept exemplifies the or-
ganization’s shift away from the previously narrow
mandate of U.S.-European containment of the So-
viet Union during the Cold War to a more global-
ized mission that creates links between the secu-
rity of the Euro-Atlantic and Asia-Pacific regions.?
It also underlines NATO’s commitment to its south-
ern flank in the Mediterranean Sea and the Middle
East. Furthermore, the document identifies Russia
and China as strategic, systemic, and geopolitical
threats andrivals,® hence laying out a global security
environment defined by great power rivalry.

The war in Ukraine has made the language of great
power rivalry ubiquitous in discussions on global af-
fairs; however, this rivalry had already defined the
spirit and essence of many national security or stra-
tegic documents prior to this watershed moment.
Strategic competition was a key concept in the 2017
U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS)* and the 2018
National Defense Strategy (NDS).* “The central chal-
lenge to U.S. prosperity and security is the reemer-
gence of long-term, strategic competition by what the



National Security Strategy classifies as revisionist

powers.”® This is a clear indication of the end of uni-
polarity and the emergence of multipolarity in global
affairs. Plus, it also reflects an international security
environment defined by inter-state competition—a
departure from the post-9/11 world in which threats
posed by non-state actors largely informed global se-
curity, particularly for the West.”

A VISIONLESS CONTEST:
PAST AND PRESENT

During the Cold War, competition between great pow-
ers was characterized by grand narratives and visions;
however, the current contest lacks overarching visions
and grand narratives. This historical comparison re-
veals the vision-deficit nature of the current rivalry.

Immediately following World War Il, Washington and
Moscow vied for influence in the region by attempt-
ing to reorder it along the lines of their broader vi-
sions of theinternational system—Iliberal and social-
ist internationalisms, respectively. Both terms were
problematic on many levels; liberal internationalism
was rarely liberal in the non-Western world. Despite
this, there was a clear shape to these two super-
powers’ visions of global order, particularly when it
came to their prescription of economic models and
developmental paths for non-Western and non-
Soviet regions and countries. Both employed grand
narratives in their discourse on global order—anti-
communism versus anti-imperialism/capitalism—
and pursued containment policies towards each
other through regional alliances and blocs.

The ill-fated Baghdad Pact (1955-1979, but defunct
long before 1979) was made up of the region’s pro-
West states, the United Kingdom, and Pakistan and
premised on the quest of bringing the Middle East
into the fold of the U.S./Western-centric internation-
al order and containing the Soviet/Communist threat
there. In its conception and purpose, the Baghdad
Pact was not a unique or an isolated experiment. Es-
tablished a year earlier (1954), the Southeast Asia
Treaty Organization (SEATO) was supposed to serve
the same goal in Southeast Asia, these organizations
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were meant to bring their respective regions into the
Western fold and serve as regional bulwarks against
the expansion of the Soviet Union/Communism.

In contrast, the Soviet Union flirted with Arab na-
tionalism and tried to capitalize on sentiments of
anti-imperialism (i.e., anti-Westernism, given that
it was Western powers that were colonial masters
in the region) of post-colonial states such as Gamal
Abdel Nasser's Egypt. While the United States/West
tried to bank on sentiments of anti-Communism,
the Soviet Union banked on anti-imperialism and
anti-Westernism. The powerful Non-Aligned Move-
ment’'s (NAM) narrative at the time used both terms
interchangeably. Although NAM officially rejected
both poles of the bipolar world, it had a clear inclina-
tion and affinity towards the Soviet bloc.

Furthermore, the Soviets and the United States/
West did not only offer contending visions of global
order, but they also represented alternative models
of developmentalism and modernity in the internal
organization of the region and its states. Departing
from the conventional depiction of Afghanistan as the
graveyard of empires, the historian Timothy Nunan
describes the country as the laboratory of alternative
visions of developmentalism and modernity®—the
British, Soviets, and finally the United States all tried to
transform Afghanistan through their own images, but
they allinvariably failed. In other words, British imperial
internationalism, Soviet socialist internationalism, or
U.S. liberal internationalism were engaged in different
forms of ‘nation-building’ in Afghanistan and redefin-
ing Kabul's place in the regional/global system through
contending blueprints and visions of internationalism.
Conversely, the present great power competition is
devoid of such ideological and/or political visions.

GREAT POWER COMPETITION:
GLOBAL-REGIONAL NEXUS

Much like in the past, great power competition to-
day reverberates in regions across the globe while
reshaping regional politics. Global concerns in the
wake of the war in Ukraine were the primary driv-
ers behind Biden's about-face on Saudi Arabia, and



its crown prince Mohammed bin Salman. The United

States unsuccessfully tried to get Riyadh to be more
cooperative in addressing the global energy crisis
caused by the Russian invasion.

The war in Ukraine, and the logic of strategic rivalry,
also greatly inform Europe’s search to diversify its
energy sources away from dependency on Russia.
The German Chancellor Scholz's Gulf tour in Sep-
tember showcased how much the war has shaped
Germany, in particular, and Europe's, at large, ap-
proach to the question of energy dependency. Fur-
thermore, the visit illustrated how the war redefined
Europe's priorities. Prior to the war, Germany was
purchasing the bulk of its natural gas from Russia.®
During the tour, Scholz emphasized the importance
of diversification and multiplication of energy sup-
pliers and pledged that dependence on one supplier
"will certainly not happen to us again.”*°

European officials have grown increasingly more vo-
cal in applying the same logic to their relations with
China although the European quest to reduce de-
pendency on China predates the war. In 2019, the
European Union (EU) defined China as “a partner,
tough economic competitor, and systemic rival."** In
2021, the European Commission unveiledits newin-
dustrial strategy to reduce dependency on China in
key technologies, strategic raw materials, and other
sensitive areas.’? However, since the war, calls for
the EU to treat China as a strategic competitor and
rival have increased. EU foreign policy chief Josep
Borrell said the role of competitor has become cen-
tral in EU-China relations.™

Despite the global narratives advanced by Western
decision makers or pundits, it is regional-level con-
siderations, concerns, and perceptions that define
policies of regional actors towards the war and great
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power rivalry.** Furthermore, across the world, re-
gional powers are becoming increasingly more as-
sertive and autonomous, enhancing their roles in
shaping their regional politics and affairs, at the ex-
pense of global actors.

The Middle East is a prime example of this trend. Re-
gional powers' assertion of their autonomy can be
seen in every regional conflict. Turkey, Iran, Israel,
Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
are all involved in regional power struggles for influ-
ence. Similarly, these actors assert their autonomy
vis-a-vis global powers. The case in point is the cold
shoulder Gulf Arab states gave the Biden adminis-
tration. Notwithstanding the Gulf's dependence on
the U.S. security umbrella, Gulf actors, namely Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, engaged in a balancing act be-
tween Russia and the West and have remained unre-
sponsive to U.S. requests, such as pumping more oil
into the global energy market.*

GREAT POWER COMPETITION AND
MULTIPOLARITY: US, RUSSIA, AND
CHINAIN THE MIDDLE EAST

On a broader level, the end of the unipolar era in the
Middle East, as well as globally, makes it possible for
regional powers to engage in a balancing act and as-
sert theirautonomy in regional affairs vis-a-vis glob-
al powers. While the United States has shown less
appetite, in recent years, in undertaking regional se-
curity commitments, Russia has shown an increased
appetite. In the same vein, China has increased its
presence in regional economies.'® A plethora of pro-
posals made by Moscow and Beijing pertaining to
regional security in the Middle East is illustrative of
how major powers' place in the regional system has
changed and reflects the region’s multipolarity in its
relations with global powers.

In July 2019, Moscow presented its vision for a collec-
tive security framework for the Gulf region under the
title "Proposal of the Russian Federation on collec-
tive security in the area of the Persian Gulf."*” Among
other provisions, the document proposes that “the
central long-term objective is to establish an Orga-
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nization for Security and Cooperation in the Persian
Gulf, encompassing—in addition to the countries of
the Gulf—Russia, China, the United States, the Euro-
pean Union, India, and other interested parties as ob-
servers or associate members."*® Moscow published
an updated version of this earlier proposal in 2021.*°

Through these proposals, Russia arguably sought to
emphasize that it has become a major actor and stake-
holder in regional security in the Middle East in gen-
eral—and presumably holds an aspirational role in the
Gulf in particular, an area that has been largely associ-
ated with the United States in security terms. Moscow
likely also aimed to project the image of a responsible
power “capable of presenting solutions” to the region’s
intractable crises by putting forward these propos-
als.2° While China supported this proposal,?* the United
States approached it with indifference and disregard.?

China, primarily an economic power, still refrains from
playing a major security role in the Middle East while
attempting to navigate the region’s fault lines.?* Beijing
has advanced several proposals and hosted confer-
ences and meetings on regional security and conflicts
in the Middle East. In 2018, at the opening ceremony of
the 8th Ministerial Meeting of the China-Arab States
Cooperation Forum, President Xi Jinping advanced a
proposal for a new sustainable security architecture in
the Middle East.?* In 2019, Beijing held its first Middle
East Security Forum? and a second edition followed in
2022. In addition, China also advanced initiatives and
proposals: “the multilateral dialogue platform for the
Gulf region,"?® the five-point initiative on achieving se-
curity and stability in the Middle East,?” the four-point
proposal on solving the Syrian issue,?® and the three
ideas for implementing the “two-state plan” for the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.?®

Though symbolically important, these conferences
and statements remain modest in scope and declar-
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atory in nature.** Nevertheless, the regional arms

market, sensitive technologies (5G) and strategicin-
frastructure, or connectivity projects (such as ports)
are other key areas of great power competition and
systemic rivalry between the United States/West
and China. Beijing is currently the largest trade part-
ner for the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)*! as a
bloc and continues to deepenits economic footprint
in the region, at large, including in the fields of sen-
sitive technologies and strategic connectivity proj-
ects. China's increasing engagement with the re-
gion could create more tension between the United
States and regional states. As aresult, Washingtonis
likely to further push regional states to choose U.S.-
friendly Western or non-Western countries such as
South Korea over China for their needs in sensitive
technologies, like 5G.

Table 132

Country  5G agreements with the GCC members

Saudi
Arabia

In February 2019, Saudi Telecom Company
(STC) signed three major deals to deploy a 5G
network in Saudi Arabia and develop services
with Huawei, Nokia, and Ericsson.**

UAE In October 2019, an agreement was signed
between the Emirati telecom company du and
Huawei to provide 5G network services. In
February 2022, Huawei signed another agree-
ment with Emirati companies du and Etisalat to

jointly provide 5G edge computing services.**

Qatar Since 2019, Vodafone and Ooredoo, Qatar's
two main telephone carriers, have been de-
ploying 5G networks in the country after part-
nering with three 5G equipment providers,

Huawei, Ericsson, and Nokia.*®

Bahrain  InFebruary 2019, an agreement was signed be-
tween VIVA Bahrain, a subsidiary of Saudi Ara-
bian state-controlled telecoms firm STC, and

Huawei to develop a commercial 5G network.*®

Kuwait  In October 2021, an agreement was signed
between Zain, the leading digital service pro-
vider in Kuwait, and Huawei to advance its 5G

infrastructure.®”

Oman In February 2020, the Omani government ap-
proved that two of the country’s three opera-
tors (Omantel and Ooredoo) would use Huawei

gear to deliver 5G technology.>®
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Figure 1: Volume of trade with the Middle East, 2010-2020*°
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Figures 1 and 2 underpin the nature of Russian and

Chinese engagement, as security and economic ac-
tors, respectively, with the politics of the Middle East.
Though Russia has been a security actor in the region
through the region's conflict zones, it has shown its
capacity to translate this role into an economic one
by cultivating financial linkages with the region. For in-
stance, in 2015, Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
countries made up 36 percent of Russian arms exports
andranked as the second largest market after the Asia-
Pacific region.** Following Russia’s military intervention
in Syria, Moscow expanded its footprint in the region's
arms market. By late 2017, the region had become the
largest market for Russian weapons, accounting for
half of the country’s military exports.*? The question
is whether China's growing economic presence in the
region will induce it to play a larger role in regional se-
curity in the coming years. In a region where all major
decisions—be it economic, energy, or diplomatic—are
filtered through security lenses, China will not be able
to avoid playing a security role for much longer.

VISIONS AND ALLIANCES

Amidst this global and regional backdrop, Bidenand Pu-
tin visited the Middle East in July 2022. Biden's Middle
East tour and the Tehran Summit, which brought to-
gether Putin, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
and Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi, presented a more
conspicuous foretaste of great power competition in
action. The visits also illustrated the deficit of grand vi-
sions and metanarratives in the current competition.
Unlike the Cold War, when great powers' alliance-build-
ing rested on certain ideological underpinnings and/or
visions of regional and global orders, present-day alli-
ance-formation for these powers rests on narrower, if
not parochial, goals, and is more issue-based in nature.
While the United States is attempting to capitalize on
Arab-Gulf states’ fear of Iran, Moscow uses regional
countries’ discontent with the United States as the
glue of its partnerships with regional powers.

Officially, the Tehran Summit that took place in July
was part of the Astana framework. This was an initia-
tive launched in 2017 in which Russia, Iran, and Turkey
negotiated their interests in Syria and changed the
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contours of the map of conflict in the country’s civil
war.*®* However, the Astana process has largely run
its course by now. Furthermore, apart from the three
sharing a level of discontent with U.S. policy and pres-
ence in Syria, they have little in common. Shared dis-
content and/or grievances do not suffice for a shared
vision. Rather than substance, it was the symbolism of
this summit that was important for Moscow. At a time
when the narrative of Russian isolation has permeated
western media and official discourse,* Putin wanted to
underpin the hollowness of this narrative by meeting
with leaders of two important regional powers.

With the exception of the Assad regime, Putin has few
allies or alliances in the Middle East—the Soviets had
more allies and partners during the Cold War. Ankara
and Moscow are far from beingallies. For Tehran, Russia
is probably not a partner of choice, but of necessity (to
some extent, both parties are stuck with each other).
Russia has opportunistically capitalized on the region’s
discontent with the United States, but this has its lim-
its. Transactionalism, opportunism, and diplomatic
agility do not provide sufficient wherewithal for any
actor to engage in the laborious endeavor of develop-
ing a vision of regional order, let alone acting upon it in
any meaningful way. Thisis especially true in the Middle
East, a region increasingly made up of confident au-
tonomous regional powers. Moreover, the more Russia
is squeezed and isolated internationally, the weaker its
hand will become overall.

Biden’s Middle East tour in mid-2022 was meant to
achieve several goals: strengthen the Arab-Israeli nex-
us in order to contain Iran as the prospect for return-
ing to a nuclear deal diminishes; get the Gulf countries
to be more forthcoming in addressing the global en-
ergy shortages caused by the war in Ukraine; and seek
greater alignment of their postures towards China and
Russia.** Conscious that America's regional allies lack
faith in Washington's enduring commitment to the re-
gion, Biden felt obliged to emphasize that the United
States will not abandon the region to Russia, China,
and Iran.*® But even if Biden's reassurance is cred-
ible—which can easily be interpreted as a U.S. com-
mitment to contain its adversaries in the region rather
than coming to the aid of its partners when needed—



the trouble the United States faces is that it no longer

has many committed partners in the region. Much like
Russia, the United States had closer ties to its regional
partners during the Cold War than it does today. As a
result, Biden's visit did not achieve any of its goals, as
plainly illustrated by OPEC+'s decision, in its meeting
on the 5th of October, on major cuts to oil output.*’

Even if we isolate the core aim of Biden's visit as the
containment of Iran through the development of an
integrated Arab-Israeli partnership supported by the
United States, this framework skews heavily towards
Israel rather than the Arab states or the broader stabil-
ity of the Middle East. Additionally, containment-based
regional security frameworks are unlikely to create any
form of sustainable regional order. If one lesson can be
drawn from Cold War-era Middle Eastern history, it is
that the containment-based regional security blocs,
such as the containment strategy towards the Nas-
serist pan-Arabism, is not a recipe for any functional
regional order. It is likely to produce more regional frag-
mentation and disorder.

OUTLOOK

The reemergence of great power rivalry will define a
new era of global politics and have major implications
on regional politics. Analogies with the Cold War will
continue to be used to understand the current con-
test. Once again, the United States and Russia are
shopping for regional partners. A containment-based
strategy that figured heavily in U.S.-Western strategic
thinking has also re-emerged, both at the regional and
globallevel. However, unlike the Cold War, today's great
power competition lacks overarching organizing prin-
ciples or political projects. Biden and Putin’s visits to
the Middle East illustrate this point.

During great power rivalries, geopolitical and secu-
rity considerations take priority and foreign policy
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takes precedence over domestic politics. Such re-
ordering of priorities is inimical for democratiza-
tion, human rights, and reform agendas at the re-
gional as well as individual state levels. Given that
the last decade in regional politics has witnessed
a fierce struggle over regional order as well as do-
mestic political order of the state, thisis particular-
ly important for the Middle East. Moreover, as indi-
cated, this competition is devoid of metanarratives
and grand visions. Unlike the Cold War, neither Chi-
na nor Russiais in the business of exporting ideolo-
gies and models. The United States’ engagement
with the region has also not taken an ideological
form, in reference to the Middle East, the 2022 U.S.
NSS document explicitly states that it is eschewing
“grand designs in favor of more practical steps that
canadvance U.S.interests"“®and pledges tonotuse
the U.S. military “to change regimes or remake so-
cieties."*® Having said that, China not exporting its
model does not mean that China is not a model for
authoritarian regimes. China represents the for-
mula of cultivating societal legitimacy through eco-
nomic development rather than political reform.>°
This formula appeals to regional authoritarian
rulers and regimes. Therefore, the logic of great
power rivalry and the appeal of ‘the China model’
for political elites are likely to further normalize
regional authoritarianism.

Great power competitions can also lead to regional
fragmentation. Europe experienced an extreme ver-
sion of such fragmentation during the Cold War with an
Iron Curtain separating the Soviet-aligned Eastern and
Central Europe from Western Europe. The Cold War
also accentuated regional divides and fragmentation in
the Middle East, one of the most notable examples be-
ing the rift and rivalry between the revolutionary Arab
nationalist camp and the conservative monarchies. In
contrast, Southeast Asia has successfully managed
the presence of and rivalry between the U.S., China,
and Japan from leading to increased regional fragmen-
tation and discord. Regional decision makers in the
Middle East can, forinstance, draw lessons from the re-
gional system in Southeast Asia to better manage the
rivalry between the U.S., Russia, and China with the aim
of avoiding further regional fragmentation and feuds.
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