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FOREIGN POLICY AFTER TAHRIR REVOLUTION  

(Re)-Defining the Role of Egypt in the Middle East

Egypt is one of the key countries in the Middle Eastern affairs. 

However, generally speaking in last two decades the role of

Egypt in the Middle Eastern affairs has decreased not only in

government circles but also in public opinion. Comparing Nasser

period that Egypt was the mover-and-shaker of the region to

Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mobarek periods, one can argue that it

VWDQGV� DV� D� �GHFOLQLQJ� SHULRG�� LQ� WHUPV� RI� (J\SW¶V� UROH�� $IWHU�

����V�� ILUVW� WKURXJK� WKH� 0XVOLP� %URWKHUKRRG¶V� DFWLYLWLHV�� WKHQ�

through Arab nationalism, Egypt had gained an influential role in

the Middle East, mainly because of its active support of

Palestinians. After the Camp David agreement, Egypt lost Arab

public support and later on it never gained the role it had before.

This book argues that the Palestinian issue is the key defining

factor LQ�(J\SW¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��,W�GRHV�QRW�RQO\�VHUYH�

DV� D� OLWPXV� WHVW� IRU� LQ� IDYRXU� RI�� RU� DJDLQVW�� WKH� (J\SW¶V�

legitimacy and support from Arab streets for its other actions in

the area, but also defines the scope of influence that Cairo could

have in the area. This point is articulated further in this book

ZLWK� DQ� KLVWRULFDO� DFFRXQW� RI� &DLUR¶V� SROLF\� WRZDUG� WKH�

Palestinian-Israeli issue from 1930s until today.  



As long as the Palestinian-Israeli issue stands as the shadow

issue in the Middle East influencing the politics in the region in

general; it is argued that Egypt must re-arrange its own policy

toward the Palestinian-Israeli issue, if it wants to be the key

SOD\HU� DJDLQ� DV� LW� ZDV� LQ� WKH� 1DVVHU¶V� SHULRG�� 7KLV� LV� QRW� RQO\�

critical for Egypt itself, but also for the future of the Middle East. 

$IWHU� UHYROXWLRQ�� &DLUR¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH� ZLOO�

not only define its overall influence in the region, but also will

shape how the key international and regional players look and

design its policy toward Egypt. 
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Preface and Acknowledgment

This book is an indirect result of my interest, studies, travels,

talks and researches more than ten years. When I was a young

bachelor student at Faculty of Political Science at Istanbul

University, the usual understanding of Egypt and its role in the

Middle East was not convincing to me in a way that I may use

them to explain the developments there. Part of curiosity and part

of a better understanding, I decided to write a paper for the 2002

Annual Student Conference at Foundation for Science and Art ±

Bilim ve Sanat Vakfi (BSV) on Egypt. The result was an article

with some initial thoughts. Later on I have developed those ideas

and the result has been my master thesis at International and

European Relations program at Linkopings University, Sweden;

from which this book derives. Earlier some part of this book has

been presented at ISA Annual Meeting 2007 in Chicago, USA

and BRISMES Annual Meeting 2007 at Oxford University, UK;

a summary of chapter four has been published in Turkish in

Akademik ORTADOGU (Vol 4, No 1, 2009, pp.81-101).

The idea of producing these earlier studies as a book

occurred me after revolution in Egypt in 2011 when I was in

Cairo as a visiting researcher at Center for Civilization Studies &

Dialogues of Cultures at Cairo University. My observation of

Egypt transforming itself both in domestic and international

politics convinced me that Egypt is needed to understand better
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its past to establish a bright future. This book should be seen as a

humble contribution to this endeavor.

Many people contributed this work from the outset. I learnt a

lot from Professor Ahmet Davutoglu and others by attending

seminars at BSV, and the academic environment that the BSV

provided us. My supervisor Professor Geoffrey D. Gooch played

an important role in structuring my ideas. My classmates at

Linkopings helped me to formulate my ideas that later became

articles and presentations positively and/or negatively; wittingly

and/or unwittingly. Each of them deserves a special mention

here.

During my studies LQ� µFROG¶�6ZHGHQ some individuals have

always been with me, without them life would have been as

boring as one cannot imagine. Initially Özer Yordem�� øEUDKLP

Arisoy, Selda Sen and Hatice Ilbay Soylemez; later on Çagatay

Konuskan, Caglar Can, Erhan Inanc, Vural Aslan and many

others kept me on track. My dear friend M. Talha Atik deserves a

special mention here for his role during my studies and

afterwards. His critical involvements at certain times cannot be

forgotten. I also acknowledge thankfully the generous financial

support of Swedish Institute and thank to Rita Wikander for

giving me opportunity to develop my ideas. 

Backbone of this book was written when I was in Seville, 

Spain. My dear friend/colleague Antonio Basallote, Fernando

Peinado Alcaraz, Sylvia Maria Saunders, Nieves Conde and

many others gave me a shelter when I needed, opened their heart
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and mind when I felt alone, motivated me when I was hopeless,

HQWHUWDLQHG� PH� ZKHQ� ,� ZDV� GRZQ«,� ZLOO� QHYHU� IRUJHW� DQQXDO�

Thursday meetings. Muchas Gracias!

In Cairo, special thanks go to Egyptian youth who

µSURYRNHG¶�PH�DIWHU�WRSSOLQJ�WKHLU���-years old president to write

this book. I would also like to express my gratitude for Dr.

Pakinam El-Sharkawy, Director of Center for Civilization

Studies & Dialogues of Cultures at Cairo University, Aliaa

Wagdy, Ahmed El-Saadany, and Dr. Tarik Abdulcelil for their

helps in Cairo; and to Ali Riza Akinci, one of the brightest

GLSORPDWV� RI� µQHZ¶� 7XUNH\�� IRU� KLV� WLPH�� FRPPHQWV� DQG�

suggestions on initial draft.  

Lastly, but not least in any way, I would like to express my

inner gratitude to my mom, whose love for me has never been

less than anything. She has always been my inspiration and

security whenever I need a break from everything. 

Cairo, Egypt

June 25, 2011



�

�

�

�



̱�ͳͳ�̱�
�

1   

INTRODUCTION

Following the developments in Tunisia, when Egyptians started

to take over Tahrir Square in order to demand their democratic

rights and change in the political system, one thing was clear to

the world that nothing will be as clear as it was. After 18 days of

GHPRQVWUDWLRQV��0REDUHN¶V�UXOH�LQ�(J\SW�RYHU���-years came to

an end. Mobarek forced to resign. The world was watching the

developments and asking to each other what would be the next?

What is the future of Egypt? What does it mean to have a

democratic Egypt as a key player in the region to the West and to 

the Middle East? What would be its repercussions on

Palestinian-Israeli conflict? How will that play out in terms of

western influence in the region? As the time of writing this book

(June 2011), many of them (if not none!) have not been answered

yet inadequately, and there is a rush to understand the fast-track

developments. There are booming number of conferences in

Cairo and elsewhere to evaluate the situation, mostly organized

with the help of international community. At the end of every

conference, one usually gets an impression that everybody is

describing the elephant, but none of them catch the whole
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situation. There is also a sense that there are many talks, but less

meaning to capture the essence of the developments. Not only is

international community confused, but also Egyptians

themselves. For the first time since long time, Egyptian

intellectuals are very vibrant, talking about themselves, and

future; but mostly the difficulty for them is to be able to analyze

situation rationally without getting the emotional traps, which is

usually a difficult task. So how to make sense what is happening

in Egypt now?  And what holds for Egypt?

Before offering an explanation, one should observe that

Egypt is crying as a society nowadays. People relax when they

cry, and societies relax only when they talk to each other. In that

sense, Egypt is crying by talking to each other, to outside world,

and sometimes to themselves as individuals. As part of this, there

are two seemingly contradictory, but indeed a supportive

development to each other, observations. One the one hand, there

is a growing patriotism in Egypt; national pride is increasing, 

albeit as a chauvinist way sometimes. On the other hand, there is

a growing fear, sometimes paranoia that they will not be able to

succeed; or if they succeed, they will get something that they did

not seek for. This psychological mood between high optimism,

high expectation and disappointment is very much paramount

among Egyptians. Whether the fears or optimism will win is a

matter of time, but what is clear is that they are in a deep struggle

at every level: economic, social, political, self and psychological.  
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Most of the confusion exists in Egypt after revolution should

be seen as part of these struggles and an effort to find meaningful

explanations to developments. The much-debated concepts of

µ7DKULU� 3DUDGLJP¶�� µ7DKULU� 8WRSLD¶� DQG� µ7DKULU� &RQVHQVXV¶�

should be understood as part of rush to explain developments in

a highly emotional environment; rather than well-thought

formulations. 

Every revolution has at least three stages following the

success. Egyptian revolution is not an exception. First period is

usually emotional period that lasts around 1-2 years. During this

period, revolutionaries ask (rightly) for recognition, credit for

what they have done; and they are highly emotional. Most of the

time, if things do not go well, they tend to complain a lot, most

of the time like a child. This period is usually a time that they

discover themselves and others, but cannot really evaluate things

well. Revolutionaries tend to move from ultra-nationalism

(sometimes ultra-humbleness!) to extreme arrogance. At the end, 

society goes forth and back in between the two extremes. 

Uncertainty, confusion and pressure cause such extreme feelings.  

Second period is the time when rationality takes over

extreme feelings. This is the time when real issues comes out

such as building the country, what should be the foreign policy, 

what should be the social policy etc. Economic development,

building a civil society and keeping optimism of the first period

turn to be key issues. Usually they require long-term planning,
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deep understanding and a strong and efficient decision-making

with a public support.  

Third period is usually the time to make real assessments, 

both in negative and positive terms. The earlier mistakes,

experiences and success are usually evaluated; but also the main

ideological inclination of society and state is, by and large, set.

This is the time when intellectual understanding, global

contribution, and influencing the global politics as an actor take

place. If the earlier two periods are successful, the last period

bore fruit in many aspects as a corollary result. If not, the

remnants, ghosts and negative decisions of the earlier periods are

likely to come back again and again. 

From sociological point of view, society can change only

after social dynamics change. And once social dynamics has

changed, political and economic developments are only natural,

not vice versa. Historically, two things change social dynamics:

movement of people and money. In order to have a healthy

transformation in Egypt, new generation of leaders are required

to tackle and focus on social dynamics, if they seek for a long

term change in the society. Opening Egypt to the world, not only

as a touristic place, but also in an interactive way of engagement

would be a key defining factor in this process. Egyptians are

much better off if they could really open to the world and

different cultures at intellectual, economic, political and social

levels. There are things that both sides should learn. 
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Unfortunately, Egyptians, as many countries in the third world, 

were living in their own jail. Most of the time, it is difficult to get

even a visa to go out of the country for a visit. If it is so, how can

our societies interact with other? How can they evaluate

themselves better by comparing to others? Finding ways to

facilitate a true interaction with the outside world, rather than

only being a passive receiver, are one of the biggest challenges

of new generation of leaders in Egypt and other countries. 

Without this, it is highly difficult to create an alternative, let

alone even understand the others.  

In retrospect, Egyptian foreign policy has always faced a

historical dilemma: to create coherent balance among its triple

identity: Arab, African and European through Mediterranean.

Since the time of Mohamed Ali Pasha, this has always been an

intellectual as well as political challenge. In the early period of

the 20th century, independence was the main concern. As this

book shows in coming pages, independence movement and anti-

colonial discourse coupled with Islam had been an important

element in Egyptian understanding of the world. It was more

SURPLQHQW�LQ�(J\SW¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�HVSHFLDOO\ in

1930s. After Nasser came to power, this triple balance changed

in favor of pan-Arabism over other identities although there was

an African connection through Non-Alignment Movement and

anti-colonial discourse. However, this was not more than just a

populist discourse. It produced almost nothing in concrete terms. 

During Sadat period, this shift started to focus more on the
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western identity leaving slowly pan-Arabism and African

elements; which has been a dominant and single-handed

DSSURDFK� LQ� 0REDUHN¶V� presidency. Egypt, by virtue of its

location and history, do not have the luxury of choosing one over

others. This has proved as disastrous by experience. Current

debates on sharing Nile water with various African countries

(especially with Ethiopia) is the direct result of a long term

neglect of African dimension. Similarly, the relatively little

influence Egypt on Palestine and inter-Arab issues are direct

result of neglecting Arab dimension.  

Can Egypt reconcile its triple identity in its foreign policy? It

is still not clear at the time of writing this book. However there

are signs that it wants to do so. Former Foreign Minister Nabil

Al-$UDEL¶V�RSHQLQJV�WR�$IULFD��GLUHFW�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�(WKLRSLD��

should be seen as part of this as much as it was due to urgency in

Nile basin. Similarly, reaching reconciliation between two

Palestinian groups, Hamas and Fatah; strong intention to open

diplomatic ties with Iran; having frank talks with Gulf partner,

especially with Saudi Arabia, can be interpreted as effort to

normalize its Arab identity in foreign politics.  

Without Egypt, Arabs neither can have a war nor have a

peace with regional or international rivals�� :LWKRXW� (J\SW¶V�

involvement and encouragement in Africa, United Nations of

Africa is just a dream. Similarly, as long as there is no active

Egyptian involvement in African issues and politics; North
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Africa will never be an essential part of Africa in intellectual,

political and economic terms. It is time to discover for Egypt that

there are more opportunities in Africa than football; there are

more opportunities in Arab politics than Palestinian burden; there

are more benefits than American aid with a healthy engagement

with the western countries.  

Beyond all of this, it is certain that there is more dignity, 

respect, benefit and influence (and sometimes burden too) in

foreign politics; once Egyptians understand that they are much

more important for regional and global politics than what they

think of themselves.  
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2

SETTING THE PUZZLE:

KEY STATE, LITTLE INFLUENCE

As many research surveys has also found, the Palestinian issue

still represents the single most important issue not only in

government circles in the Middle East, but also in public opinion

(Zogby, 2002:33-34). Although the Iraqi war has been added to

table after US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, the Palestinian issue

is still regarded as the shadow issue in the Middle East

influencing the politics in Iraq and in the region in general (Iraqi

Study Group Report, 2006:39), even after the revolutions in

Tunisia and Egypt. 

The Palestinian issue occupies the central role in shaping

$UDE� SXEOLF� DWWLWXGHV� WRZDUG� ,VUDHO�� )XULD� DQG� /XFDV¶� VWXG\� RQ�

the determinants of Arab public opinion shows that the issue of

3DOHVWLQH�LV�QRW�RQO\�µso LPSRUWDQW�WR�$UDEV¶��EXW�DOVR�LW�VHUYHV as

D�µOLWPXV�WHVW¶�IRU�WKHLU�HYDOXDWLRQV�RI�RWKHU�FRXQWULHV��)XULD�DQG�

Lucas, 2006:596, italics in original). If this is indeed the case,

then it would seem reasonable to expect that the perception and
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understanding about Egypt in Arab public opinion, therefore the

OHJLWLPDF\� RI� &DLUR¶V� DFWLRQ� LQ� WKH� H\H� RI� $UDE� SXEOLF�� FDQ� EH�

XQGHUVWRRG�E\�ORRNLQJ�DW�KRZ�(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WRZDUG�WKH�

Palestinian issue has been from the beginning until today.  

It is widely argued that Egypt was highly respected and

credible in the Middle Eastern affairs in the Nasser period (e.g.

Alterman, 2005:357). It was not only attributed to his

championing of pan-Arabism as a solution to problems, but also

his relentless support to the Palestinian cause. When then

President Anwar Sadat signed peace agreement with Israel in

1970s, the response to Cairo was to exclude from the Middle

Eastern affairs by expelling Egypt from the Organization of

Islamic Conference (OIC) and the Arab League (Abadi, 

2006:170).

This study intends to depict the role of Egypt in the

Middle Eastern politics by looking at the single most important

issue: the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Furthermore, what role

Egypt has played so far in solving this acute crisis, or in

changing the discourse on the issue as a pivotal middle power are

the questions that will be tried to be answered. In turn, to answer

of the question of how the Arab public opinion has reacted to the

&DLUR¶V� SROLF\� RQ� WKH� LVVXH� IURP� WLPH� WR� WLPH� LQ� WHUPV� RI�

supporting and excluding Egypt is also critical when

XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� (J\SW¶V� UROH� LQ� WKH� 0LGGOH� (DVWHUQ� DIIDLUV��

Currently, there is an unspoken consensus that Cairo has lost its
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dominant position in the Middle Eastern affairs in terms of

respect and leadership in Arab public opinion and government

circles.1 &DQ� WKLV� EH� UHODWHG� WR� &DLUR¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� VKLIWV�

towards the Palestinian issue, or is it structural and/or temporary?

Background & Problem Definition

Since Thucydides, the traditional focus of international politics,

as Waltz (1979:72) aptly said, has been on the great powers. This

has meant that the role of middle-sized states has either been

ignored or downplayed. With this in mind, this book will try to

address the question of middle-sized state influence in

international politics with specific reference to that of Egypt in

the Middle East with regard to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.  

(J\SW� FDQ� EH� UHJDUGHG� DV� D� µPLGGOH-VL]HG� VWDWH¶�� Factors

such as population size, historical events, military strength, 

diplomatic expertise and a strategic geographical position give

Egypt extensive political influence in the Middle East and Arab

world. Cairo has been a crossroads of regional commerce and

culture for centuries, and its intellectual and Islamic institutions

�����������������������������������������������������������
1 ����� ��������� ��� ������ ��� ��� ������ ������ ���� ����������� ����� ���������� ����
���������� ����� ����� ���� ���� 
���� ������� ������ ʹͲͲͷǡ� ���� ��������� ������� ������� ���

������ ��������ʹ͹����� ʹͲͲ͸�����ͺ� 
�������ʹͲͲ͹Ǥ�������������ǡ� ������ǯ������������
����� ������ ������� ��� ����� ��� 
�����Ǥ� ����� ��� ���� ������� �� ����� ������� ����� ������
���������������Ǥ�����������������ǡ���������������������������������Ǯ������������������
������������ǯǤ� ����� ���� ����������� ������������ �������� ��������� ������� ��� ����� ����
�������������������������������������������������������������������������������ǡ�����
������� ��������� ��� ����� �������Ǥ� �� ����� ������ ����� ������� ��� 
������ ������� �����
Ǯ�����������������������������ǯǤ������� ��������������������������������������������
���������������������������ʹͲͲ͹��������������ʹͲͳͳǤ��
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are at the center of the region's social and cultural development

(Kavi, 2001/2002). The Egyptian military is one of the largest

military powers among the Arab states, and the second strongest

in the Middle East after Israel. Egypt is the most populous

country in the Middle East, with nearly 79 million people.

By virtue of its location and geostrategic importance,

Cairo has an interest in every major issue in the Middle Eastern

politics (Doran, 2004:97) and on many occasions it has forced

the other Arab capitals to pay deference to its agenda. In general, 

there are three overlapping triangles that determine the regional

balance in the Middle East: Egypt-Turkey-,UDQ� WKH� µRXWHU�

WULDQJOH¶�� 6\ULD-Iraq-6DXGL� $UDELD� WKH� µLQQHU� WULDQJOH¶�� DQG�

Jordan-Lebanon-3DOHVWLQH� WKH� µGHSHQGHQW� WULDQJOH¶� �'DYXWRJOX��

2001:357). As long as the outer triangle is in balance, the Middle

East see-saw will be in balance. In this triangle, whenever the

three come together (which has not happened so far at par

excellence), the influence of external powers on the Middle

Eastern affairs are likely to be limited. Therefore, in this triangle, 

one of the three countries is always alienated, while the other two

are always supported by the outside power in order to exert their

influence in the region. In light of this, in the 1960s Egypt was

NHSW� DW� ED\� EHFDXVH� RI� 1DVVHU¶V� FKDPSLRQLQJ� RI� $UDE�

nationalism, while Turkey and Iran were supported by the West

through the Baghdad Pact. Similarly, after the Revolution, Iran

has been alienated; Turkey and Egypt have been supported by

outside powers (Davutoglu, 2001: 354). Alliance structure of the
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µLQQHU¶�DQG�WKH�µGHSHQGHQW¶�WULDQJOHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�DQG�

LQIOXHQFHG�E\�WKH�SRVLWLRQ�RI�WKH�µRXWHU�WULDQJOH¶��

$JDLQVW� WKLV� EDFNJURXQG�� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\�

orientation has the ability to shape the regional politics from

strategic point of view. Egypt as part of the µRXWHU� WULDQJOH¶�

would not support or act neutral in the cases of creating an

DOOLDQFH�EHWZHHQ�RQH�RU�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�WZR�RI�WKH�µRXWHU�WULDQJOH¶�

DQG� WKH� µLQQHU� WULDQJOH¶�PHPEHUV�� ,W� IRUFHV�&DLUR� WR� WDNH�D�SUR-

active stance. In this condition, it is likely to exist a 2+1 coalition

and a 1+2 counter-coalition. For example, when the states, two

from the outer triangle and one from the inner triangle,

established the Baghdad Pact (2+1 coalition, Turkey-Iran-Iraq),

the Middle East witnessed the immediate existence of a counter-

coalition of Egypt-Syria-Saudi Arabia (1+2 coalition)

(Davutoglu, 2001:356).

7KURXJKRXW�WKH�KLVWRU\��(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WRZDUG�WKH�

Palestinian-Israeli conflict has been a product of triangles

balance, domestic consideration, pan-Arabism ideology and

QDWLRQDO� LQWHUHVW�� WKDW� DOO� KDYH� VKDSHG� &DLUR¶V� SROLF\� WR� VRPH�

extent. Egypt has paid special attention not only it might be the

mover-and-shaker in the region, but also it has been affected

GLUHFWO\�E\�,VUDHO¶V�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�6LQDL��7KLV�KDV increased the

political pressure to involve in the conflict, putting Egypt at the

center of peace negotiations with Israel in 1970s. 
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,Q�VKRUW��&DLUR¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�IURP�����V�

to today can be divided into five periods that show different

ways of understanding the issue. First, before the establishment

of Israel in the Middle East, Egypt was busy to settle down its

RZQ� GRPHVWLF� VHWWLQJV� DQG� WU\LQJ� WR� JDLQ� µFRPSOHWH�

LQGHSHQGHQFH¶� IURP� %ULWDLQ� �'RUDQ�� �������-99). At the same 

time, there was an active Islamic revivalism with the leadership

of Hassan Al-%DQQD�� ZKLFK� ZDV� SURPRWLQJ� QRW� RQO\� µFRPSOHWH�

LQGHSHQGHQFH¶�EXW�DOVR�FDOOLQJ�IRU�D�UHWXUQ�WR�WUXH�,VODP��0XVOLP�

Brotherhood played key role in galvanizing people and organized

several protests against Jewish migration to the Palestinian area

�/LD�� ������� 2QFH� WKH� ,VODPLVWV� DQG� WKH� VWDWH� HOLWH¶V� SROLF\�

overlapped at that time, the Palestinian issue received outmost

DWWHQWLRQ� XQWLO� ����� DQG� EHFDPH� WKH� µFHQWHU� RI� SROLWLFV¶� RI� WKH�

time in Egypt (Abadi, 2006:160).

The motto of the second period can be summarized as

µ3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�LV�DQ�,VODPLF�LVVXH¶��DQG it lasted between 1948

and 1957. In this period, the role of the Muslim Brotherhood

(MB) in political affairs increased dramatically, simply because

Nasser took office, in part, with the support of MB (Alexander,

2005:61-65). As a result of this, defending Palestinians had

become an Islamic issue and policies defined in this context.  

Third period is when Nasser took the full reign of

Egyptian politics and excluded MB members (Alexander,

2007:67). Pan-Arabism defined the scope of Egypt foreign
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policy toward Palestine and there was a belief that the

establishment of the Arab unity would lead to liberation of

Palestine. This period (1957-1967) ended after the 1967 Arab-

,VUDHO�ZDU�DQG�DEDQGRQHG�FRPSOHWHO\�DIWHU�1DVVHU¶V�GHDWK�

)URP� ����� WR� ������ (J\SW¶V� JHQHUDO� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH�

3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH�PRVWO\� KDG�EHHQ�GHILQHG� LQ� WHUPV�RI� µQDWLRQDO�

LQWHUHVW¶� UDWKHU� WKDQ�PRUH�JHQHUDO� LGHDV�� VXFK�D�SDQ-Arabism or

as an Islamic issue. This partly can be attributed to the structural

change in the international system, but much could be found in

WKH� FKDQJHV� RI� µLGHDV¶�� ,Q� WKLV� SHULRG� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� /LEHUDWLRQ�

Organization (PLO) was recognized as a legitimate

representative of Palestinians, and Egyptian leaders thought that

WKH\� FRXOG� SOD\� WKH� VXSSRUWLYH� UROH�� $JDLQ�� (J\SW¶V� GHYLDWLRQ�

from mainstream policy by signing a peace agreement with Israel

in 1978, based on its own interest (Karawan, 2005), indicated a

clear change in its approach to the Palestinian issue (Stein,

1997). After the Camp David agreement with Israel, Egypt

experienced an exclusion from the Arab affairs, returning back

only in late 1980s (Doran, 2004:117).

From 1979 until the toppling of Mobarek from presidency

in February 2011�� &DLUR¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli

LVVXH�FDQ�EH�WHUPHG�DV�FROG�SHDFH�ZLWK�,VUDHO�DQG�µLPSROLF\¶� LQ�

JHQHUDO��(J\SW¶V�ROG�DFWLYH�VWDQFH�GHFUHDVHG�FRQVLGHUDEO\�DQG�LW�

has become one of those countries in the region that acts when it

has to.  
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Since the popular revolution, we entered a new period

GXULQJ� ZKLFK� &DLUR¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� FRQIOLFW� VHHPV� WR� EH�

changing, as it was highlighted by the opening of Rafah entrance

to Gaza and other developments. It is difficult to predict and

analyze the nature of such hints in changing the policy by now

because until an elected president and government sworn in such

policies might be misleading. However, what is clear is that

&DLUR¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� FRQIOLFW� LV� ERXQG� WR� FKDQJH� LQ� FRPLQJ�

years.   

Aim and Rationale

The aim of this book is to analyze the role of a pivotal middle

SRZHU� LQ� UHJLRQDO� SROLWLFV�E\� H[DPLQLQJ�(J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�

towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in the Middle East from

1930s to today by using pivotal middle power and the

constructivist approach.  

The rationale for this study derives from the lack of

comprehensive academic research on Egypt as a middle-sized

state in the Middle East. There are some articles published about

Egypt as a middle power, but they generally deal with one

element of Egyptian foreign policy in terms of middle power

diplomacy, such as pan-Arabism, and the role of domestic policy

etc. (e.g. Cooper [Ed], 1997; Alterman, 2005). On the other

hand, a literature search may find only few articles on Egypt as a
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key power in the discourse of Palestinian-Israeli relations. (e.g. 

Abadi, 2006).

There is an even greater lack of scholarly studies of the

Palestine-Israeli conflict from a middle-sized state perspective.

Since the peace initiatives and the discourse of Palestine-Israeli

conflict are defined by super or great powers, the role and

influence of middle-sized states are downplayed or ignored. 

Their roles have been understood as complimentary to the

initiatives of the super or great powers, rather than the one that

possibly can contribute to the issue independently, or even able

to change the discourse of peace initiatives. Therefore, it is not

surprising that the monopoly of peace initiatives is assigned to

super or great power, and academics and policy-makers alike do

not even think a peace-initiative can come out from other

powers.  Therefore, in the literature, the role of middle-sized

states in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is not specifically focused

on the role of such powers theoretically, but rather

overgeneralises their roles in their overall foreign policy

understandings. 

Taking into account the lack of comprehensive study on

the role of middle-sized states in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict

and Egypt as a middle-sized state, this study will try to make a

modest contribution to the study of the middle-sized states in IR

theory in the regional context, and to a better understanding of

the roles of middle-sized states in the conflict in question. 
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Research Questions and Methodology

There are two sets of major questions that this book intends to

explore. First, historically what has been the attitude of Egypt

towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict? And what are the main

GHWHUPLQDQWV�WKDW�GHILQH�(J\SW¶V�SROLF\�WR� WKH�FRQIOLFW"�6HFRQG��

KRZ�GRHV�(J\SW¶V�SROLF\�WR�WKH�FRQIOLFW��LQ�WXrn, affect the role of

Egypt in the Middle East in terms of its leadership and

FUHGLELOLW\"� $QG� WR� ZKDW� H[WHQW� GR� (J\SW¶V� SROLF\� FKDQJHV�

towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict from time to time play a

role in defining the overall position and influence of Cairo in the

Middle Eastern issues?

The methodology of this study will be mostly of a qualitative

nature. Qualitative methodology emphasizes on words rather

than numbers in collection and the analysis of data. Thus, it is

GHILQHG�� ILUVW�� DV� µDQ� HSLVWHPRlogical position described as

LQWHUSUHWLYLVW¶� WKDW� VWUHVVHV� RQ� WKH� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� HYHQWV�

through an examination of interpretation. Secondly, qualitative

PHWKRGRORJ\� LV�GHILQHG�DV� µDQ�RQWRORJLFDO�SRVLWLRQ�GHVFULEHG�DV�

FRQVWUXFWLRQLVW¶� ZKLFK� IRFXVHV� RQ� LQWeractions among different

individuals, actors and events (Bryman, 2004:266).

Theoretically, this study will contain a comprehensive literature

review of the pivotal states and middle power concepts, with

specific reference to the role of middle-sized states in world

politics.  Since the research method is defined simply a technique
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for collecting data (Bryman, 2004:27), in this study, qualitative

data collection techniques will be utilized. The qualitative

method of data collection consists of primary sources and

relevant literature. Therefore, numerous research documents, 

books, published articles, conference papers, newspapers, 

statements, official publications related to the topic and official

speeches by leaders of Egypt will be consulted throughout the

study.  

As research design, priority will be given to understand the

main tenets/driving forces of Egyptian foreign policy toward the

Middle East in general, and to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in

particular with a special reference to its meaning within the

regional context. Through the lens of constructivist and

LQWHUSUHWLYLVW� DSSURDFK�� WKH� FDVXDO� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� &DLUR¶V�

foreign policy to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and its overall

influence on the role of Egypt in the region has been explored. In

order to be able to detect the connection more visibly, a historical

SHULRGL]DWLRQ�RI�(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WR� WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli

conflict from 1930s to today has also been introduced.

Throughout the book, neither a confirmation nor testing of a

theory has been primarily aimed, however, an analysis of

(J\SW¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�WKURXJK�WKH�PRVW�DFXWH�SUREOHP�

in the region are depicted with the theoretical guideline of the

Pivotal Middle Power and Constructivist theories. By doing so, 

the intention is to reach some conclusions, interpretations and
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comments theoretically and practically for Pivotal Middle Power

and Egypt consequently. 

In every research, there might be some weak points. In this

study, the most important weak point is that Arabic literature

would not be utilized. Since Arabic is the main language in the

region and the case study country, Egypt, using Arabic journals, 

books and newspaper articles could have added new dimensions

to the study. 

Outline of the Book

Chapter three introduces the theoretical underpinning of this

study. In this part, pivotal middle power and constructivist

theories are explained in details first, and then a case is made as

to how useful a combination of both could be for this book. It is

argued that since there is no study analysis of Egypt as a pivotal

middle power by using constructivism, this study could make a

substantial contribution both theoretically and practically in the

case of Egypt. 

Fourth chapter lies down the historical background for this

VWXG\��,W�PDNHV�D�SHULRGL]DWLRQ�RI�(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WRZDUG�

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict from 1930s until today. In this

chapter, domestic and foreign environment that has shaped

(J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�KLVWRULFDOO\� LV� DOVR�EULHIO\� WRXFKHG�ZKHQ�

QHHGHG��&DLUR¶V�RYHUDOO�UROH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�LV�GLVFXVVHG�ZLWK�
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a specific reference to the Palestinian-Israeli issue. It is argued

WKDW�&DLUR¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli issue is a product

of history and part of general foreign policy. When there is a

change in the broader perspective, there has been also a change

LQ� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� WKLV� VSHFLILF� FDVH�� $OVR� KLVWRULFDOO\�� (J\SW¶V�

approach to the most important regional issue has shaped its

regional overall influence.

Analysis and interpretation constitutes the chapter five in

this book. Using both theoretical and historical data that are

introduced in chapter three and four; this chapter tries to

XQGHUVWDQG� WKH� UHDO� UHDVRQV�RI� WKH�&DLUR¶V� SROLF\� FKDQJH� WR� WKH�

Palestinian- Israeli issue and its infOXHQFH�RQ�(J\SW¶V�RYHUDOO�UROH�

in the Middle East. This chapter takes two issues specifically to

DQDO\]H�(J\SW¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�WKURXJK�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ-

Israeli issue: intellectual leadership and policy leadership. In line

with the constructivist theory, the role of ideas (and intellectual

OHDGHUVKLS�� LQ� &DLUR¶V� UHJLRQDO� SROLF\� DQG� LQIOXHQFH� DUH�

discussed. Policy leadership is also scrutinized as partly result of

intellectual leadership. It is argued that Egypt has simply lost

domination in both fields and this is especially true in the most

important regional issue: the Palestinian issue. It has also found

WKDW�DFWXDOO\�&DLUR¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�WKH�NH\�UHJLRQDO�LVVXH�LWVHOI�KDV�

a huge leverage on its relations and overall role in the Middle

East.  
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In the conclusion, chapter six, after a brief summary of book, 

general findings of this study are explained. This chapter is

divided de facto in several points and outlines theoretical

findings, policy conclusion and suggestion for future research. 
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3

EGYPT AS A PIVOTAL MIDDLE POWER

In order to understand and locate the theory of pivotal middle

power (PMP)1 within international relations, two sub-theories

need to be clarified initially. Since pivotal middle power is a

combination of both, pivotal state and middle power approach,

with a new definition of combining both, first an outline of those

concepts needs to be introduced. Then, what follow is the main

features of pivotal middle power and relevancy. 

Middle Power

In order to explain the international power dispensation, states

have been categorized either to establish a useful tool for

academic research or to evaluate their power in international

politics. One of the categorizations is that of middle powers, 

which was mainly used by academics after the World War II. The

WHUP�µPLGGOH�SRZHU¶�LV�JHQHUDOO\�XVHG�WR�UHIHU�WR�D�SRVLWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�

�����������������������������������������������������������
1 ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
������ǣ�������ʹͲͲ͸�Ǣ�ʹͲͲ͸�ǡ�����ʹͲͲ͹Ǥ��������ǡ��������������������������Ǧ�����������
�����������������������Ǥ
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the broad or universal system based on an assumption that there is

some hierarchical order of states.  

A brief history of the middle power approach will present

us penetrating insights in understanding the concept. In general, 

before 1945, middle power was a relational concept, in the sense

that it has been defined with reference to other classes in the states

system, especially principal powers (Holbraad, 1984:42). There

was also not so much consideration of middle-sized states until the

existence of the League of Nations and later the United Nations. 

Until then, such powers either did not really exist or were not

recognized as such. After the establishment of the League, there

had been a strong demand, especially from Canada, Australia and

Brazil, to be formally recognized as middle-sized states and to be

given a special position in the existing structure of the

international systems (Holbraad, 1984:45-56). Their efforts were

not successful and did not produce the reward they hoped for.

During the Cold War, the conception of middle-sized status

was well suited to type of bipolar nature of the international

system. Owing to the nature of the existing system, the bipolarity, 

middle-sized states played a limited role. Either they had to join

one of the bloc alliances or choose to be non-aligned. The

possibility of middle-sized states playing an important role at

international level was limited. 

In current literature the middle power approach refers to

VWDWHV¶� VL]H� DQG� UDQN�� ZKLFK� SODFH� WKHP� LQ� µDQ� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
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GLYLVLRQ�RI�ODERXU¶ (Schoeman, 2003:350) in which they have the

opportunity of exerting political, economic and moral influence on

the international system. First of all, Cox (1989:826-827) argues

that middle-sized states are to be found in the middle rank of

material capabilities, both militarily and economically, and

demonstrate that they have the material capabilities and the

technical expertise to function as middle powers at global and

regional levels. According to the middle power approach, these

states are generally active in what some writers have termed low

politics or second order issues on the international agenda. Among

the reasons are that great powers have a virtual monopoly on first

order issues; middle powers are not being directly threatened by

the issues on the first agenda of global politics (Cooper et al, 

1993:26), but are concerned with threats emanating from second

order issues. This, however, does not mean they have no impact

on first order issues. Conversely, they do have some influence

such as on agenda setting and policy coordination depending on

their diplomatic skills. Their impact will be constrained by

structural pressures though. Moreover, their influence might vary

issue by issue, by institutional arena, and by the openness and

receptivity to initiatives from other sources. 

There is a close affinity between the middle power approach

and multilateralism (Cooper et. al., 1993:19). Essentially, middle

power diplomacy gives a central role to multilateral institutions

and they rely on multilateralism and networking to advance a vast

array of common issues where they believe that they cannot act
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alone effectively, but may be able to have a systemic impact as

part of a small group or through international institutions. 

Therefore, in modern times, the roles of middle power have been

closely associated with the development of international

organizations. Some claim that middle powers are at the same

time regional powers. Cox (1989:828), by contrast, stresses that

µPLGGOH� SRZHUV� KDG� >KDYH@� D� VHFRQGDU\� UROH� LQ� alliances and no

VSHFLDO�SODFH�LQ�UHJLRQDO�EORFV¶��EXW�PDLQO\�EDVLQJ�KLV�DQDO\VLV�RQ�

Cold War experiences.   

One of the most important elements in identifying middle-

sized states is their international behaviour or so-FDOOHG� µPLGGOH�

SRZHU�GLSORPDF\¶��&RRSer et al (1993:19) have described middle

SRZHU�GLSORPDF\�DV�µWKH��WHQGHQF\�WR�SXUVXH�PXOWLODWHUDO�VROXWLRQV�

to international problems, (the) tendency to embrace compromise

positions in international disputes, and (the) tendency to embrace

QRWLRQV� RI� µJRRG� international citizensKLS¶� WR� JXLGH� WKHLU�

GLSORPDF\¶� According to them, middle-sized states help to

maintain the international order through coalition-building, by

VHUYLQJ�DV�PHGLDWRUV�DQG�µJR-EHWZHHQV¶�DQG�WKURXJK�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�

conflict management and resolution activities, all of which require

quality and active diplomacy. Middle power diplomacy could

SRVVLEO\� µWDNH� SODFH within, across and outside RI� LQVWLWXWLRQV¶�

(Henrikson, 1997:56). It could be multilateral or based in the

structures and processes of international organizations or regimes. 

Middle power diplomacy, moreover, could be either dependent on

the interaction of members of a group of especially interested



̱�͵͹�̱�
�

countries or conducted unilaterally by a solitary country largely on

its own motion (Henrikson, 1997:56). Over the long run, middle

power diplRPDF\�� DV� +HQULNVRQ� ���������� HPSKDVLVHV�� µdepends

on LQVWLWXWLRQV¶� �LWDOLFV� LQ�RULJLQDO��� ,QVWLWXWLRQDO�PHPEHUVKLS�DQG�

formal office within an organization can provide a potency, which

may otherwise be lacking. An organization might create an

appearance of neutrality and legitimacy for the actors too, while

carrying an authority. All of these elements- potency, neutrality

and authority- might help to constitute the credibility and

acceptability that middle power diplomacy may need in order to

be an effective player in regional and global issues (Henrikson, 

1997:61).

Another important dimension of the evolving diplomatic

practices of middle powers in global politics especially with the

SURFHVV� RI� JOREDOLVDWLRQ� DUH� WKDW� µWKH� LQFUHDVLQJ� LPSRUWDQFH� RI�

issue-specific, mission-RULHQWHG� GLSORPDF\¶� �+LJJRWW�� ����������

As issue-specific diplomacy is becoming more fashionable in the

post-Cold-War era, middle powers keep up with the developments

and use this for cutting across the ideological, regional and

developmental barriers of the world problems. As Higgott

(1997:38) explains, mission-oriented diplomacy has basically

WKUHH� GLPHQVLRQV�� �L�� LW� SOD\V� WKH� µIXQFWLRQDO� OHDGHUVKLS� DQG�

FRDOLWLRQ�EXLOGLQJ�E\�DQ�DFWLYH�VWDWH�EXUHDXFUDF\¶��LQ�RWKHU�ZRUGV��

drawing on wider elements of conflict and acting as a catalyst as

ZHOO�DV� IDFLOLWDWLQJ�PDQDJHULDO� UROHV�RI�VWDWHV���LL�� LW�RIIHUV� µVSDFH�

for, and indeed calling for non-traditional actors in international
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DIIDLU¶�� E\� SD\LQJ� VSHFLDO� DWWHQWLRQ� WR� WKH� UROHV� RI� 1*2V�� VRFLDO�

movements and especially those who have a specific interests in

issues such as human rights, finance, species protection etc.; lastly

(iii) it has ability to linkage issues. Relationship between gender

and development; between gender and security; between trade and

the environment are, to mention a few, coming to the fore in the

international agenda.

The picture of middle power diplomacy after the Cold War

is very different from the picture of its historical roots. The focal

point of middle power diplomacy in the past was mainly centred

on mediation activity. With the international agenda dominated by

geo-political issues, the diplomatic efforts of middle powers were

directed towards easing global tensions in general, and averting

the possibility of another world war in particular. After the Cold-

War, they, however, have embarked on a way not transformative

but reformative in that they try to obtain some benefits for

themselves. Since then the middle powers have had a greater

opportunity to use their enhanced space manoeuvre to widen their

repertoire of activity. Actually, what has emerged in the early

����V�LQ�ZRUOG�SROLWLFV�LV�µQRW�RQO\�D�PRUH�VHJPHQWHG�EXW�D�PRUH�

PXOWLIDFHWHG�W\SH�RI�GLSORPDWLF�EHKDYLRXU¶��&RRSHU�����������

Pivotal State

With the advent of the 1990s- the end of the Cold-War, the

subsequent search for new paradigms for understanding the new
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era has come to fore. Parallel to this, the collapse of the USSR

KHUDOGHG�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV¶�XQLSRODU�KHJHPRQ\�RQ�ZRUOG�SROLWLFV��

A couple of theories have been put forward in order to understand

ERWK�WKH�SROLWLFV�RI�WKH�QHZ�ZRUOG�RUGHU�DQG�WKH�86¶V�UROH�LQ�WKLV�

new situation. The concept of pivotal state should be analysed

within this context (Ozkan, 2008:118-119). 

The concept of pivotal state was mainly introduced as an

analysis from above in examining the US strategy towards the

developing world. At the beginning although it was produced for

the US foreign policy decision-makers; academics from all over

the world have started to utilize the notion as an academic tool for

analysing the politics of the developing countries. 

,WV� LQWHOOHFWXDO� IDWKHUV�DUJXH�WKDW�SLYRWDO�VWDWHV�DUH� µD�VPDOO�

QXPEHU�RI�FRXQWULHV�ZKRVH�IXWXUH� IDWH� LV�XQFHUWDLQ¶� �&KDVH�HW�DO��

���������� 7RGD\¶V� SLYRWDO� VWDWHV� DUH� FRPSDUDEOH� WR� \HVWHUGD\¶V�

domino states. The domino theory was that if one state was lost in

its region during the Cold War, then, the region could be lost or

change its external allegiance. This was especially true during the

Cold-War rivalry. Today, because of the nature of the

international system after the 1990s, domino states (at least

theoretically) no longer exist. The concept of pivotal states, 

however, could be seen as an old concept in a new era.

According to Chase, Hill and Kennedy (1996:37), states

µRXJKW� WR� KDYH� LPSRUWDQW� JHRJUDSKLFDO� ORFDWLRQV�� ODUJH�

populations, physical size anG�HFRQRPLF�SRWHQWLDO¶� LQ�RUGHU� WR�EH�
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GHILQHG� DV� SLYRWV�� +HQFH�� D� VWDWH¶V� WHUULWRU\� PXVW� KDYH� VWUDWHJLF�

significance. It could be either a borderline state or occupy a

strategic position regarding international trade and politics.

Moreover, the possession of a strategic strait could be enough to

make a state pivotal. Large population and physical size are two

necessary requirements but they are not sufficient to describe a 

VWDWH¶V�SLYRWQHVV��

In defining a pivotal state, economic potential and regional

importance are also critical. Chase et al. (1999:9) define a pivotal

VWDWH�DV� µD�NH\�FRXQWU\�ZKRVH�IXWXUH�PD\�QRW�RQO\�GHWHUPLQH�WKH�

success or failure of its region but also significantly affect

LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VWDELOLW\¶��3LYRWDO�VWDWH�WKHRULVWV�GR�QRW�HPSKDVLVe the

military capability of such states. Instead, their main concern is

the regional and economic importance of pivotal states. States

ZLWK�VXFK�IHDWXUHV�DUH�DERYH�DOO�GHILQHG�E\�µ�����WKHLU��FDSDFLW\�WR�

affect regional and international stability. A pivotal state is so

important regionally that its collapse would spell transboundary

mayhem: migration, communal violence, pollution, disease, and

VR� RQ�� $� SLYRWDO� VWDWH¶V� HFRQRPLF� SURJUHVV� DQG� VWDELOLW\�� RQ� WKH�

RWKHU� KDQG�� ZRXOG� EROVWHU� LWV� UHJLRQ¶V� HFRQRPLF� vitality and

SROLWLFDO�VRXQGQHVV���¶��&KDVH�HW�DO�������������

&KDVH�� +LOO�� DQG� .HQQHG\¶V� GHILQLWLRQ� LPSOLHV� WKDW� SLYRWDO�

states are borderline states, in the sense that they could either

progress or regress. They are very important for their immediate

regions as they are strong states in the regions. What makes them
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even more significant is the fact that the high possibility of either

plunging themselves into turmoil or carry on with advancement.

They have the ability to impact on their immediate regions in

GRLQJ�HLWKHU��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��SLYRWDO�VWDWHV¶�RZQ�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�

democratisation can affect developments in their neighbouring

regions positively, but their collapse could also have negative

repercussions.  

Chase, Hill and Kennedy stress that pivotal states are

LPSRUWDQW�EHFDXVH�WKHLU�IDWH�FRXOG�GHWHUPLQH�D�ZLGHU�UHJLRQ¶V�IDWH��

implying that these pivots are in a way role models. A pivotal

state could be seen as a country whose neighbours look to it for

leadership (Ocak, 2001:15), not least in the fields of economic

development and integration, and regional security.  

At the international level, pivotal states can play a key role

in global negotiations on crosscutting issues such as

environmental accords, human rights, and population issues. 

Pivotal states should be encouraged to join global platforms if

there is a demand for the spread of democracy and human rights

across our globe. In order to maintain the World Trade

Organization (WTO) regime and to open global economy further,

pivotal states play a significant role. If they were excluded from

such platforms, it would be expected international stability to fail. 

To sum up, a pivotal state is a key country that has the

potential to have a significant beneficial or harmful effect on its

regions. Such states are not desperately poor, war-stricken
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countries; instead, they are large, populous states, often with a

substantial growing middle class. They have considerable

infrastructural and educational resources. Moreover, they exercise

increasing integration into the global economy with their

emerging market potentials.  Besides, with their ability to play key

roles at regional level, pivotal states have something to contribute

at international level too, such as in humanitarian matters. 

General Outline of the Pivotal Middle Power

It should be clarified in the beginning that the concept of the

µSLYRWDO�PLGGOH� SRZHU¶� LV� D� FRPELQDWLRQ�RI� WKH� SLYRWDO� VWDWH� DQG�

middle power approach. As explained in the related section, to be

pivotal, a state must, at a minimum, be physically impressive,

have a large population, be strategically located, and possess

economic power. In addition, a pivotal state will have the

µFDSDFLW\� WR� DIIHFW� UHJLRQDO� DQG� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� VWDELOLW\¶� �&KDVH� HW�

al, 1996:37). Its collapse would result in µWUDQVERXQGDU\�PD\KHP¶��

EXW� LWV� SURVSHULW\� DQG� VWDELOLW\� µZRXOG� EROVWHU� LWV� UHJLRQ¶V�

HFRQRPLF�YLWDOLW\¶��&KDVH�HW�DO������������

On the other hand, to be a middle power, in addition to size,

population, and geo-strategic location, a state must have middle-

rank economic and military capability and emphasize multilateral

diplomacy and involvement in international organizations. 

Furthermore, a middle power could become active in second-order

issues such as peacekeeping and peacemaking operations. Being a
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µJRRG LQWHUQDWLRQDO� FLWL]HQ¶� DQG� FRPSO\LQJ� ZLWK� WKH� JHQHUDO�

interest are also regarded as key behavioral patterns of middle

powers. In world affairs, middle powers act as catalysts, 

facilitators and managers (Cooper et al, 1993)

Pivotal state theorists do not emphasize the military

capability of such states. The middle power approach, by contrast, 

pays special attention to military capability because middle

powers could play a leading role in security issues both at regional

and global levels. Pivotal states are, by contrast, important for

their regions` economic vitality and development. 

As mentioned above, the theoretical basis of this study lies

LQ� WKH� FRPELQDWLRQ� RI� WKH� FRQFHSWV� µPLGGOH� SRZHU¶� DQG� µSLYRWDO�

VWDWH¶��WR�SURGXFH�WKH�µSLYRWDO�PLGGOH�SRZHU¶�FRQFHSW. The lack of

military power in the case of pivotal states and the regional

economic importance of middle powers are one of the reasons

why the two are merged. The other reason is that the pivotal states

concept is mainly formulated to propose a new framework for US

policy in the developing world. This concept is, therefore, an

DQDO\VLV�IURP�µDERYH¶��7KH�PLGGOH�SRZHU�FRQFHSW�LV��E\�FRQWUDVW��

based on a state centric approach designed to evaluate the role of

the middle powers in the international system and to put forward

DQ�DQDO\VLV�IURP�µEHORZ¶��

In definition, pivotal middle power is more than merely a

combination of two theories, it has further implications. This new

definition also does not only represent merely a power that
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influential in its own region, but implies a state that could play

critical role in international politics where the issues are beyond

the region. It is also to be noted that such states are not agents of

global superpowers in their respective regions. Their interest

might couple with that of superpower/s from time to time, but it

does not mean, at least theoretically, that they tend to be agents.

By contrast, when the superpowers need these pivotal middle

powers more than normal times, they could deny the cooperation

and act independently. This behavior might change from time to

time and also from issue to issue depending on the responses of

domestic contingencies. If regional concerns are so strong and

against the interventions of superpowers, such states could

undermine even plans of the superpower.2

The pivotal middle power concept might even be seen as an

elaborated version of the Regional Security Complex Theory

(RSCT) developed by Buzan and Wæver (2003). Their central

DUJXPHQW�LV�WKDW�µVLQFH�PRVW�WKUHDWV�WUDYHO�PRUH�HDVLO\�RYHU�VKort

distances than over long ones, security interdependence is

normally patterned into regionally based clusters: security

FRPSOH[HV¶� �%X]DQ� DQG� : YHU�� ��������� 6HFXULW\� FRPSOH[HV��

WKH\� DUJXH�� µDUH� UHJLRQV� DV� VHHQ� WKURXJK� WKH� OHQV� RI� VHFXULW\¶�

(Buzan and Wæver, 2003:43-44). Their underlying argument for

focusing on region is that the RSCT, by applying to the

LQWHUQDWLRQDO� V\VWHP�� µRIIHUV� D� YLVLRQ� IRU� HPHUJLQJ� ZRUOG� RUGHU¶�

�����������������������������������������������������������
ʹ����������������������������������ǡ�����������������������������Ǯ��������������ǯǤ��������
�����������������ǡ�����������������������������������Ǥ���������ǡ�ʹͲͲͷǢ���������ǡ�ʹͲͲͷǤ�
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(Buzan and Wæver, 2003:40). They also convincingly assert that

µWKH� UHJLRQDO� OHYHO� ZLOl always be operative and sometimes

GRPLQDQW¶� �%X]DQ� DQG� : YHU�� ��������� LQ� DQDO\]LQJ� JOREDO�

politics. Buzan and Wæver (2003:52) are also of the opinion that

the conditions of the post-Cold War world will enhance the

salience of the regional level for security. While this argument is

the basis of the pivotal middle power concept, it fills the gap that

Buzan and Wæver do not touch in real and practical sense.

Whereas the security complexes is very analytical, and certainly

WUXH� LQ� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� WRGD\¶V� JOREDl politics, how such security

complexes can contribute to global order in practical terms are not

explained. Pivotal middle power aims to put this analysis into

practice, by explaining/understanding the behavior of the regional

key state.

The pivotal middle power approach is of the similar opinion

with the RSCT in analyzing regions and global politics in broader

perspective. For them, the theories are generated in the global

level and the regions fitted into them, creating a top-down

approach most of the time. As once Waltz (1979:72) aptly said, 

since Thucydides, the traditional focus of international politics has

been on the great powers. This has meant that the role of middle-

sized states has either been ignored or downplayed. Aware of such

an approach, Buzan and Wæver (2003:85) emphasize that RSCT

is a bottom-up approach in attempting to capture the particularities

of regions and then assemble the global picture from these

components. In that sense, PMP and RSCT are the same on the
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basis that they are not top-down approaches. PMP argues that if

the PMPs came together from different regions and, furthermore,

were able to act together, one would see the increasing influence

RI� UHJLRQV� DQG� WKHLU� µVXSHUSRZHUV¶�� WKH�303V�� LQ�JOREDO� SROLWLFV��

This process can evHQ� EH� FDOOHG� DV� µWKH� JOREDOL]DWLRQ� RI�

UHJLRQDOL]DWLRQ¶�LQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�UHODWLRQV��2]NDQ��������

Table 1: Main features of the Pivotal Middle Power

PIVOTAL MIDDLE POWER

Main Characteristics

1-Geographical location

2-Large population and physical size

(not sufficient but necessary)

3-Middle rank in economic and

military capability

4-Capacity to affect global and

regional issues

Behavioral Patterns

5-Use multilateral diplomacy and 

international organizations

6-Play a leading role in security issues, 

especially peacekeeping and 

peacemaking, and in development

issues including regional integration.

7-Act as catalyst, facilitator and 

manager at regional and global levels

8-7KH\�DUH�µJRRG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�

FLWL]HQV¶�DQG�FRPSO\�ZLWK�WKH�JHQHUDO�

interest
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In the post-Cold War environment, pivotal middle powers

increasingly have been playing critical roles in their regional

security as well as global security through their contribution to

peacekeeping and peacemaking process.3 While they are

influential in their regions, their contributions are limited on the

global scale. Since the 9/11, pivotal middle powers should be

expected to play more influential roles globally and regionally

once they have chance to do so.   

This book considers the pivotal middle power as a key state

that is able, and willing to project power and influence

developments beyond its borders-regionally and internationally-

and one to determine the fate of its region to a certain extent. This

study will also identify a pivotal middle power by its active

involvement in security issues such as peacekeeping and

peacemaking operations and its leading role with regard to

regional economic development and integration.  

The distinguishing feature of pivotal middle powers is their

ability to play a role at regional and international levels. Pivotal

middle powers are, furthermore, regional powers. They occupy the

µKHDUWODQG¶�RI�WKHLU�UHJLRQV��7KH�UROH�RI�WKH�SLYRWDO�PLGGOH�powers

cannot, however, be limited to their regions. Another feature of

pivotal middle powers is their ability to link between the issues of

regional and international ones. They are aware of the fact that a

�����������������������������������������������������������
͵� 	��� �������ǡ� ���� ��� ��������� ��� ������ ������� ��� �� �������� ������� ������ ������� ����
�������������������� ���������������� ������������������ ��� �����������������ǡ����������ǡ�
ʹͲͲ͸�Ǥ�
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regional issue could easily have repercussions at the international

level and vice versa.   

Constructivism

Constructivism is a newly emerging theory in IR with

emphasizing more on the role of social interaction of actors and

their identities in international relations. In his publication, World

of our Making, Onuf (1989) introduced the first constructivist

WKHRU\� LQ� ,5�� KRZHYHU�� LW� ZDV� $OH[DQGHU� :HQGW¶V� ������� DUWLFOH�

µ$QDUFK\� LV� ZKDW� VWDWHV� PDNH� RI� LW¶ and his subsequent book,

Social Theory of International Politics in 1999 that popularized

the constructivism approach. As Hopf (1998:172) summarizes, 

FRQVWUXFWLYLVW� WKHRU\� µRIIHUV� DOWHUQDWLYH� XQGHUVWDQGLQJV� RI� D�

number of the central themes in international relations theory, 

including: the meaning of anarchy and balance of power, the

relationship between state identity and interest, an elaboration of

SRZHU�� DQG� WKH� SURVSHFWV� IRU� FKDQJH� LQ� ZRUOG� SROLWLFV¶��

&RQVWUXFWLYLVWV� DUJXH� WKDW� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� V\VWHP� LV� µFKDUDFWHUL]HG�

QRW�E\�DQDUFK\��EXW�E\�FRPPXQLW\¶�WKDW�GHILQHV�DQG�GHFLGHV�DERXW�

the future (Mearsheimer, 1994/5:39).

Constructivists locate the institutions at the center of their

understanding of international politics, because they are central for

constitutive and regulative norms of the international system. 

They take ideas very seriously and in fact they believe that

discourse or how we think and talk about the world largely shapes
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our knowledge and practice (Tickner, 1997:622). In other words, 

ideas are the driving force of history. According to constructivism, 

states behave according to the norms and institutions that they

created, in turn, such norms and institutions underpin collective

security (Ashley, 1987:428; and Lebow, 1994:269-277).

)XUWKHUPRUH��VWDWHV�ZRXOG�µLGHQWLI\�SRVLWLYHO\�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU�VR�

that the security of each is perceived as the UHVSRQVLELOLW\�RI�DOO¶�

(Wendt, 1992:400).

Besides accepting the ideas as driving forces in history and

in understanding of international relations, the conception of

identity is also another crucial element for constructivists. 

According to Wendt (1999:40��� D� VWDWH¶V� LGHQWLW\� �RU� PXOWLSOH�

identities) is made (or constructed) through interaction and not

PHUHO\� JLYHQ�� +H� GHILQHV� D� VWDWH¶V� LGHQWLW\� DV� µUHODWLYHO\� VWDEOH��

UROH�VSHFLILF�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DERXW�LWVHOI¶��:HQGW�

1992:397 and 1999:21). It has a meaning of what it (actor)

represents in the world (Le Pestre, 1997:9). Furthermore, identity

is being shaped and maintained by notions of the self, a perception

of the stability or anarchic nature of the environment, and

interactions with others. According to Wendt (1999:224), identity

LV� µD� SURSHUW\� RI� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� DFWRUV� WKDW� JHQHUDWHV� PRWLYDWLRQDO�

DQG� EHKDYLRUDO� GLVSRVLWLRQV¶�� 7KXV� LGHQWLWLHV� DUH� VLJQLILFDQW�

because they provide the basis for interests. In constructivist

understanding, identities are the basis of interests, therefore, they

are more fundamental (Wendt, 1999:231).
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$� VWDWH¶V� LGHQWLW\� SHUIRUPV� YDULRXV�QHFHVVDU\� IXQFWLRQV� RQ�

the international level which could be helpful to understand their

IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� LQFOLQDWLRQV�� $� VWDWH¶V� LGHQWLW\� �L�� WHOOV� µ\RX� DQG�

RWKHUV�ZKR�\RX�DUH��DQG�WHOO�\RX�ZKR�RWKHUV�DUH¶�DQG��LL��LW�LV�RIWHQ�

WKH�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�D�VWDWH¶V� IRUHLJQ�SROLF\� LQFOLQDWLRQ�� DV� LW�

helps to define the domestic and international parameters of what

a state regards as a national, regional or international interests. A

VWDWH¶V�LGHQWLW\��LLL��GRHV�QRW�RQO\�LPSO\�LWV�PRWLYDWLRQV��LQWHQWLRQV��

preferences and consequents actions/interactions in foreign policy, 

but also (iv) ensures a predictable pattern of behavior, actions and

iQWHUDFWLRQV�� /DVWO\�� �Y�� GHSHQGLQJ� RQ� KRZ� D� VWDWH¶V� LGHQWLW\� DQG�

LQWHUHVW�DUH�GHILQHG�DQG�FRQVWUXFWHG��LGHQWLILFDWLRQ�ZLWK�µWKH�RWKHU¶�

DQG� WKH� FRQFHUQ� IRU� WKH� RWKHUV¶� ZHOIDUH� LV� SRVVLEOH� WKURXJK�

expressions of solidarity, community and loyalty (Hopf,

1998:174-175; and Zehfuss, 2002:14-15).

Wendt (1994:385-387 and 1996:50-54) distinguishes three

state identities. The first is corporate identity, which refers to the

intrinsic qualities such as resources, beliefs and norms, and human

capital of an individual state. This identity of a state generates

national interests such as physical security, the (un)predictability

of global relationships, recognition as an international actor by

other actors, and developments issues. 

The second state identity by Wendt refers to is its social

identity �RU� µUROHV¶��� ZKLFK� FRQVLVWV� RI� D� VHW� RI� PHDQLQJV� WKDW� D�

state attributes to itself while taking the perspective of the other
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LQWR�DFFRXQW��$�FRQVWUXFWLYLVW�UHDGLQJ�RI�D�VWDWH¶V�QDWLRQDO�LQWHUHVWV�

implies that its interests define situations and conditions and

determines the way that state acts, reacts and interacts

internationally. Its foreign interaction is based on the meaning the

country ascribes to objects, other actors and the actions and

interactions taking place among them. Meaning, then, becomes the

basis for all actions and is developed/ constructed in the

interaction with other actors through which states acquire or

maintain their identities (Wendt, 1992:397). 

The third state identity identified by Wendt, collective

identity, is established when a social identity generates collective

interests. Depending on how these identities and interests are

defined, collective identification with other actors is based on

feelings and expressions of solidarity, community, loyalty and

concern for the other's welfare and fate. However, solidarity

implies sharing burdens, risks and dangers too (Zehfuss

2002:131).

For constructivists, the rule and norms in international

UHODWLRQV�LV�RI�RXWPRVW�LPSRUWDQFH��$�QRUP�LV�XVXDOO\�GHILQHG�DV�µD�

stDQGDUG�RI�DSSURSULDWH�EHKDYLRU�IRU�DFWRUV�ZLWK�D�JLYHQ�LGHQWLW\¶�

(Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998:891). In constructivist reading of

international politics, both rules and norms are crucial to political

action and a shared (or lack of) understanding of these rules and

norms guide language (the way to communicate, hostilely or

friendly), and shapes decisions. Therefore, any change on the
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international and/or domestic level or in the foreign policy of a

state occurs mostly when actor/s reconstruct their identity, rules

and norms through their practices, and in the process, create new

practices and interactions (and vice versa). For constructivists, 

UXOHV� DQG�QRUPV� FDQ� FKDQJH�RQO\�ZKHQ� µEHOLHIV� DQG� LGHQWLWLHV� RI�

domestic actors are altered thereby also altering rules and norms

WKDW� DUH� FRQVWLWXWLYH� RI� WKHLU� >LQWHUQDWLRQDO@� SROLWLFDO� SUDFWLFHV¶�

(Koslowski and Kratochwil, 1994:216-226).

Almost all constructivist writers agree that all human beings

are social and our social interactions make and re-make us

constantly, mainly through deeds such as physical actions or

speech acts. However, in order to construct reality, deeds such as

speech acts must have meaningful consequences. Zehfuss

(2002:171) argues that speech acts have normative consequences

because they both change and define situations. Through

repetition, speech acts may be institutionalized into rules and, in

this way, provide not only the context but also the intention and

meaning of action and interaction. Therefore, Onuf (1998:59)

indicates that actually we construct the world by saying things, by

changing words and reformulating policies.  

In short, constructivists argue that ideas, identities and

social interaction among actors are elements that define/construct

(and reconstruct) international relations. Anarchy is not given in

LQWHUQDWLRQDO� UHODWLRQV� DV� UHDOLVWV� DUJXHG�� EXW� LW� LV� µZKDW� VWDWH�

PDNHV�RI� LW¶� WKURXJK� LQWHUDFWLRQ��&KDQJH�RFFXUV� LQ� ,5� DQG� LQ� DQ�
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DFWRU¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� ZKHQ� LGHDV�� LGHQWLW\� RU� SHUFHSWLRQ� RI� WKH�

actor on the issues are reconstructed and redefined.  

Combining Pivotal Middle Power and Constructivism

Constructivism offers a useful structural theory to analyze and

H[SODLQ� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli conflict. 

First, its usefulness lies in the fact that it does explain change by

IRFXVLQJ�RQ� µWKH�SRZHU�RI� WKH� LGHDV¶� �VXFK�DV�YDOXHV�� norms and

rules) in defining ranges of actions and interactions with both

VLGHV� RI� WKH� FRQIOLFW� DQG� (J\SW�� 6HFRQG�� LW� IRFXVHV� RQ� µWKH�

LPSRUWDQFH� RI� LGHQWLW\� LQ� GHILQLQJ� ZKDW� DFWRUV� ZDQW¶�� 7KLUG�� LW�

IRFXVHV�RQ�µWKH�F\FOLFDO�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�DQ�DFWRU¶V� Lnterests, 

EHKDYLRU� DQG� WKH� VRFLDO� FRQWH[W� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH�DFWRU� H[LVWV¶� �%D�	�

Hoffmann 2003, 15-33).

In the past several decades Egypt experienced significant

changes in all of these areas. In fact, the context of the Cold War,

détente in international politics in the 1970s and the wars with

Israel, mostly through which the foreign policy of Egypt emerged, 

shaped the country; who it is, what it wants, and how it behaved. 

Constructivists argue that an actor shapes its own social context

(of shared values and norms), and that this context, in turn, shapes

an actor's interests, identity and behavior (actions and

interactions). These actions and interactions are based on

international and domestic rules, norms and values.  
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In fact, a key element of each war with Israel was that it

UHVXOWHG� LQ� WKH� UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� LQ� WKH�

Middle East over the time. Constructivism offers a framework for

DQDO\]LQJ� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� VLQFH� ����V�� (J\SW¶V� UHODWLRQV�

with Israel, be it as war or cold peace, created the context within

which it reconstructed its norms, identities, interests and

interactions, all of which had and still have significant meaning

and impact on its policy and approach to the Middle Eastern

issues. 

3LYRWDO� PLGGOH� SRZHU¶V� XVHIXOQHVV� FRPHV from analyzing

Egypt as a key country in defining policies in the Middle East. 

With its economic potential, deep civilizational history, military

power and from time to time its intellectual leadership, Egypt

certainly has more influence in the Middle Eastern affairs than

many others in the region. As the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is the

NH\� SUREOHP� LQ� WKH� DUHD��(J\SW¶V� DSSURDFK� LV� WDNHQ� VHULRXVO\� E\�

regional states and international actors. Pivotal middle powers

have the power of being mover-and-shaker of the policies. As will

EH� RXWOLQHG� LQ� FRPLQJ� FKDSWHUV�� (J\SW¶V� SHDFH� DJUHHPHQW� KDV�

changed the discourse on Israel in the Middle East somehow

unwittingly. It has been costly for Egypt, but at the end, it created

an environment in which questioning of the existence of Israel has

been debated only in radical circles, not in the government

SROLFLHV�DV� LW�ZDV�EHIRUH��2QH�FDQ�DOVR�DUJXH� WKDW�(J\SW¶V�&DPS�

David move opened the phase of normalizing relations between
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Israel and Arab countries, which later resulted in peace agreement

between Israel-Jordan and opened the way for Oslo Peace process.  

Analysis of Egypt as a key player in defining policies in the

Middle East will be examined thorough the pivotal middle power

theory, and its constant construction (and re-construction) of

perception /understanding /approaching to the Palestinian-Israeli

conflict will be explained by constructivism. The issue of how a

SLYRWDO� PLGGOH� SRZHU¶V� SHUFHSWLRQV� FKDQJH� RU� DUH� EHLQJ�

reconstructed is not touched in both constructivist theory and

pivotal middle power. By bringing these two together, this book

DLP�WR�SURYLGH�QRW�RQO\�DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�(J\SW¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�

East, but a possible theoretical contribution to IR studies in this

field. 
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4

NARROWING HORIZONS

HOW DOES &$,52¶6�$3352$&+�72�PALESTINE

INFLUENCE (*<37¶6�52/(�,1�7+(�0,''/(�($67?

The Palestinian-Israeli Conflict as a Defining/Key Issue

The Palestinian issue is not an ordinary conflict in the Middle

East. It has its own character and therefore cannot be compared

to any other conflict in the world in a meaningful sense. First, it

is a disputed area because, religion plays an important role both

from Israeli and Palestinian sides in defining the terms and

condition of a possible peace. For the purpose of the book, I will

not go into the details of the religious side of the conflict, nor the

political side fully, since it has been explained well in several
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studies already (e.g. Fox, 2004). The country in question here, 

Egypt, is a Muslim country, therefore, religious importance of

Palestine as a place for Muslims needs to be explained, because

to some extent it affects the approach of Palestinian Islamist

groups, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, to the issue. Political

influence/counter-influence of the Palestinian issue as a conflict

on regional and global politics also requires an explanation in

order to locate the issue within the Egyptian foreign policy.  

In Muslim understanding, Palestine has a special

significance that distinguished it from the rest of the Arab world.

It is a blessed land to which the Prophet had traveled by night. 

Palestine is where the Al-Aqsa Mosque is situated. Jerusalem is

the first of two Qibla (the direction faced by Muslims at prayer),

and the third holy place for Muslims after Mecca and Medina. 

Consequently, there is a strong feeling in the Islamic world that

Palestine is part of Islamic sacred ground. As such it is not

merely the property of the Palestinians or the Arabs, but rather it

is the property of all Muslims. Therefore, in any peace

negotiations between Israel and Palestine, Jerusalem is the key

issue and whenever the situation/future of Jerusalem is discussed

Palestinian Authority has little legitimacy to compromise

because it represents only Palestinians, not the Islamic world at
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large.1 Owing to possession of such a sacred meaning, Jerusalem

in particular and Palestinian in general has been, and still is, very

important in both historic and contemporary discourse of Islamic

movements all over the world (Milton-Edwards, 2006).

Second, politically, it is often stated that the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict is the main obstacle to bring a permanent peace 

and security in the Middle East. It is also likely to create friction

between regional and international actors in the wake of Arab

Spring. After the revolution, at societal level it still remains a

major point of difference between Americans and Egyptians. In a 

poll after revolution, almost 70% of Egyptians say that their

opinion of the U.S. would significantly improve if it pressured

Israel to halt settlement expansion (Abu Dhabi Gallup, 2011:

21).

It is also an ever-ending conflict and breeding more

conflict within and surrounding areas. It is involved in almost

every aspect of Arab and the Middle Eastern foreign relations

and foreign policy. So far, many proposals for compromise,

offers of mediation and to create an atmosphere conducive to

settlement have produced but little success.   

�����������������������������������������������������������
ͳ����������������������������������ʹͲͲͲǡ�������������������������������������������ǯ��
���������� ����� ��� ����� �������� ����� ������ ������� �������� ���������� ���� �������� ���

������������������������������Ǥ���������������ǡ�ʹͲͲ͹ǣͳʹ͸Ǥ��
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The Palestinian-Israeli issue has always had repercussions

more beyond the Middle East. Terrorist groups, such as Al-

Qaeda and others use the Palestinian case to legitimize their

existence and activities. As Dannis Ross, the principal Middle

(DVW� QHJRWLDWRU� IRU� 3UHVLGHQW� &OLQWRQ� DGPLWV� WKDW� µ>1@R� LVVXH�

evokes more anger or a deeper sense of injustice throughout the

Middle East than the Israeli-3DOHVWLQLDQ� FRQIOLFW¶� �TXRWHG� LQ�

Brzezinski, 2007:74). His argument can be extended to the whole

Islamic world in general.  

In short, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is the key issue

that any international effort to bring peace to the Middle East

needs to deal with. Unless a peaceful and acceptable solution is

reached for both parties, it will continue to create, inspire and

legitimize other conflicts, terrorist groups and their activities.

Similarly, it will continue to be a litmus test for the leader in the

world in general and in the Middle East in particular.

Egyptian Approach to the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict:

A Periodization

+LVWRULFDOO\��(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WRZDUG�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli

issue has not followed a liner approach. It has changed from time

to time depending on different elements. In here, an effort of

periodization will be introduced in line with perceptional change
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of Egyptian political leadership toward the issue. Different

periodization can be made according to different elements that

are taken as a base (e.g. Abadi, 2006).

This book relies on the theoretical and discursive change

LQ�&DLUR¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�DV�LWV�GHSDUWLQJ�SRLQW��VLQFH�LW�WDNHV�WKH�

constructivist approach and the role of ideas as its theoretical

framework. It might seem that the wars with Israel have actually

paved the way for each change. While this is true, other social

and political issues have also contributed to such changes, and

this does not mean, in any way, to underestimate or downplay

other elements.  

7KH�&RQIOLFW�DV�µWKH�&HQWHU�RI�3ROLWLFV¶��%HIRUH������

After the Balfour Declaration in 1917, the aim to establish a

Jewish state in Palestinian area has started to take concrete

forms. The slow immigration of Jews from Europe to the area

and starting to buy land from Palestinians accelerated the process

toward the establishment of Israel in the Middle East, while

creating huge controversy, debate, reaction and mass rallies

against it in the area. At this time, Egypt was under British

FRQWURO� DV� 3DOHVWLQH�� DQG� LWV� JRYHUQPHQW� RQ� EHKDOI� RI� µSHRSOH¶�

was largely ineffective. The ground for action/re-action was, 

thus, dominated mostly by increasing social and intellectual

movements which influenced the process and be influenced by
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the process itself. The Muslim Brotherhood2 was one of such

organization that played a definitive role in support of the

Palestinian cause during this period. Since the 1930s, the

popularity of MB as a movement increased as it took up the

cause of Palestinians against Zionist ambitions and British rule

(Heikal, 1983:240).

)RU�(J\SW¶V�0XVOLP�%URWKerhood, Jewish immigration to

Palestine and the eventual establishment of Israel was another

version of European imperialism in the area. The leader of the

MB, Hassan al-Banna first visited Palestine and met with the

Mufti of Jerusalem in 1935. Thereafter, the MB started collecting

donations for Palestinians and organized demonstrations in

Egypt against Jewish immigration (Abadi, 2006:160). The MB

leaders saw Palestine as the first line of defense of Egypt, while

HPSKDVL]LQJ� WKH� -HZV¶� SURFODLPHG� WHUULWRULDO ambitions in Sinai

of Egypt because they considered it holy land. 

During the 1930s, immigration of Jews to Palestine

worried the Egyptian leaders too. At the domestic level, as a

response to the increasing Jews immigration, first the Arab

Company to Save the Palestinian Land was created and Egypt

LQFUHDVHG� LWV� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� LWV� QRUWKHUQ� QHLJKERUV¶� DIIDLUV�� ,Q�

1936 the Palestine revolt broke out as a result of contiguity of

Palestine to Egypt and of the belief that Palestinian cause that
�����������������������������������������������������������
ʹ� ���� ��� ������ ����������ǡ� �� ����� ���� ��� ����� �������� ���� ���� ������� ��� ���� �������
�����������������������������������Ǥ�	����������������������������������ǡ�ͳͻͻ͵Ǥ�
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merited supporting both on Arab and on Islamic ground. To the

credit of the MB, also a higher committee for the relief of the

Palestine victims was formed in later 1936 in which Muslim

Brotherhood leader Al-Banna was a member.

On the foreign relations level, in 1937 the Egyptian prime

PLQLVWHU� HPSKDVL]HG� LQ� WKH� /HDJXH� RI� 1DWLRQV� WKDW� µ(J\SW� LV�

FRQFHUQHG� DERXW� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� FDXVH¶� �TXRWHG� LQ� +DVRX��

1985:3), while Egypt convened an Arab parliament conference to

discuss the Palestinian issue in 1938. Until the World War II

broke out, similar Arab conferences continued to be held mostly

in Cairo. These all clearly show that the Palestinian issue was not

less important than any Egyptian domestic issue (Hasou, 1985,

3-4).

In the 1940s as the situation deteriorated for Muslims in

the Holy land, the MB members were sent in 1946 to join

Palestinian military groups. In Palestine, they allied with the

Grand Mufti of Jerusalem Hajj Amin al-Husayni and in 1947 the

MB initiated military training for volunteers who want to go to

Palestine. The MB leader Hassan al-Banna promised to send

10,000 volunteers to Palestine. The activities of the MB were not

LQWHUIHUHG� E\� (J\SW¶V� .LQJ� )DUXN� RU� RWKHU� DXWKRULWLHV�� EHFDXVH�

the MB was so strong and any preventive involvement might

result in a civil conflict (McGregor, 2006:242). The MB fighters

had gained a reputation as a formidable fighter and in later stages

of the conflict when the Egyptian army arrived to Palestine, MB
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ILJKWHUV� SURYLGHG� µD� JUHDW� GHDO� RI� WDFWLFDO� DQG� VWUDWHJLF�

LQIRUPDWLRQ¶� �0F*UHJor, 2006:242-3). Simultaneously, after

1947, the MB undertook a massive press campaign asking youth

to join the armed struggle in Palestine. In November 1947, for

example, the MB was the most outspoken Egyptian political

force in declaring its rejection for the UN patrician resolution on

Palestine. They organized mass demonstrations against

resolutions and asked Arab and Muslim governments to

withdraw their membership from the United Nations

(Abdelnasser, 1994:40).

As McGregor (2006:247) also indicates, after the 1948

War, the volunteer unit of the MB emerged as courageous

fighters and their reputation enhanced in Egypt. This made the

MB a more serious political force in Egyptian domestic affairs

and increased its popularity and influence (Abdelnasser, 

1994:41). In December 1948, Egyptian authorities banned MB

over the assassination of Prime Minister Mahmud Fahmi al-

Nuqrashi, although it was denounced by MB leader Hassan al-

Banna. Making things worse, government agents killed al-Banna

in public on 28 December 1947 and thousands of MB members

were put in prison. Most of them had to stay in prison until April

1951 when a court decided that charge was unsubstantiated. 

Until the 1948 war and after, the Palestinian issue had

been the main issue in the Middle East, EHFRPLQJ�WKH�µFHQWHU�RI�

SROLWLFV¶�� (VSHFLDOO\� LQ� (J\SW�� LW� ZDV� WKH� FDVH�� EHFDXVH� ERWK�
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Palestine and Egypt were British colonies. Anger against Britain

inside the country coupled with the presumed British help of

Jewish immigrants and support, intensified the debate in the

country and linked these two issues, full dependence of Egypt

and Palestine, together. The MB existed as an Islamic movement

in Egypt as a reaction to the fall of Islamic lands to colonial

powers. It aimed to create an Islamic awareness on the issues that

had immediate effect on the Islamic world and Muslims through

education and renewal in Islamic perspective and understanding. 

In a sense, the Palestinian issue was utilized as a good example

of plunging the Muslims and Islamic world and urgency to act. 

Therefore, along with the increasing influence of the MB in

society, the Palestinian issue had occupied the central place in

Egyptian politics. The Muslim Brotherhood had also enhanced

its influence in Egyptian society when it organized massive

protests against British presence. They organized anti-British

rallies that numbered in the hundreds of thousands, which shows

that its power was considerable in the society (Doran, 2004:98).  

In short, during this period, Egypt was still under British

colony and its policy the Palestinian issue formulated mostly by

the influence of societal organizations and within the broader

context of eliminating British presence. As was directly linked to

British colonialism too, the Palestinian issue had seen as part of

the demand of independence in the Middle East. Therefore, both
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at domestic and foreign policy level, the Palestinian issue played

D�FHQWUDO�UROH��PDNLQJ�LW�WR�EH�µWKH�FHQWHU�RI�SROLWLFV¶��

The Conflict as an Islamic Issue (1948-1957)

After the 1948 war, the role and the influence of the MB in

Egyptian politics had both reached at its peak and its end.

Between 1948-1952, Egypt was on verge of transition because of

its domestic issues. Increasing demand for full independence

from Britain and the corruption rumors about the monarchy were

already enough to stir the society. The loss of the 1948 War

added another dimension to already existing issues that there was

an urgent need to re-structure the state. In October 1951, there

was a little process in shaking off the British presence in the

country and the Wafd Party was again in government and again

embroiled in numerous corruption scandals. The anger among

the society was increasing and resulted in armed attacks now

mostly on British assets and individuals. The MB members were

active and most of the time led the attacks. The disorder and

fighting were the main theme in the country, since the all

paramilitaries and radical groups involved this with the same

intention of expelling the British. At this time, the Egyptian

government also encouraged an anti-British demonstration in

Cairo but lost control quickly. As McGregor argues (2006:249),

WKH�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP�LQ�(J\SW�ZDV�DFWXDOO\�µLQ�D�VWDWH�RI�FROODSVH¶�
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and the army was the only power who could provide the

DXWKRULW\� WR� WKH� VWDWH�� 2Q� ��� -XO\� ������ WKH� )UHH� 2IILFHUV¶�

Movement (FOM) seized the power with a bloodless coup. This

UHVXOWHG�LQ�1DVVHU¶V�HPHUJHQFH�DV�WKH�OHDGHU�RI�WKH�PLOLWDU\�MXQWD�

and eventually became president in 1954.  

Some of the FOM members had a strong contact with the

Muslim Brotherhood leadership and its military wing

(Alexander, 2005:30-31). The MB supported the activities of the

FOM, because the MB did not desire the political power for

themselves but would support any grouS�ZKR� µZDV�SUHSDUHG� WR�

UHVWRUH� ,VODPLF� UXOH¶� LQ� (J\SW� �0F*UHJRU�� ����������� 7KLV�

created a mutual interest on both side to cooperate.

7KH� )UHH� 2IILFHUV¶� 0RYHPHQW� PDGH� D� JRRG� XVH� RI� WKH�

Muslim Brotherhood in getting the power but once the power

was in their hand, the situation had changed. After Nasser

became president, he wanted to control all power in his hand and

for that aim; he eliminated the Muslim Brotherhood and its

influence in re-making the state. For an assassination attack on

Nasser in October 1954, the MB was blamed and thousands of its

members were put in jail again. Eventually several of them died

in jail under torture (McGregor, 2006:251).

$V� PHQWLRQHG�� GXH� WR� LWV� PHPEHUV¶� EUDYH� ILJKWLQJ� LQ�

Palestine before and during the 1948 War and its increasing

influence on the society as an organization, the Muslim
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Brotherhood emerged as one of the key players in Egyptian

politics. After the 1948 War, it was hoped that there would be an

Islamic state in Egypt and issues such as the Palestinian one

started to be seen through the lens of Islam. This hope was kept

alive clearly because two future presidents of Egypt, Nasser and

Sadat, came under the influence of Muslim Brotherhood at

earlier stages (McGregor, 2006:230) and both of them were the

key personalV�LQ�WKH�)UHH�2IILFHUV¶�0RYHPHQW��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��

after 1952, some key supporters of the MB were initially

appointed at influential positions in the government and

members of the MB, who were jailed by the old regime were

released (Alexander, 2005:56-57). Politically, in January 1953,

all political parties in Egypt were dissolved by the new regime, 

except the Brotherhood. Perhaps, the most important one was the

connection of Sayyed Qutb, one of the most influential Islamic

thinkers of the MB, with the FOM members. He was closer to

Nasser and linked with the developments of the July 1952

events. After the revolution, Qutb was even appointed as advisor

to Revolutionary Command Council (Khatab, 2006:57). All of

WKHVH� ZHUH� WKH� GHYHORSPHQWV� WKDW� IHG� 0%� PHPEHUV¶ belief of

creating an Islamic state and ultimately their influence in the

discourse of foreign policy making.  

In this period, the approach was more Islamic oriented and

necessity to help Palestinians was always emphasized within the

Islamic context. Before 1948, the MB was also approached the
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Palestinian issue as an Islamic issue, but it was accepted more

within the MB circles rather than in a broader range of groups. 

The approach to the Palestinian issue before 1948 was more

diverse and in general understood either within the context of

British colonialism or Pan-Islamic sentiment and Arab

nationalism.3 $V� WKH� 0%¶V� LQIOXHQFH� LQFUHDVHG� ERWK� ZLWKLQ� WKH�

society and governing elite, the influence of the MB on the

discourse of approaching to the Palestinian issue increased. One

VKRXOG�QRWH�KHUH�WKDW�WKH�0%¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�

was not only primarily motivated by religious and historical

considerations, but also supported by economic and political

arguments in order to gain the support of Egyptian bourgeoisie.

For example, the MB leaders pointed out that historically the

security of Egypt has always been linked to that of Palestine by

arguing that any threat to Egypt had always come from beyond

6LQDL�DQG�(J\SW¶V�GHFLVLYH�EDWWOHV�KDG�DOZD\V�EHHQ�IRXght in al-

Sham (historic Syria) and especially in Palestine (quoted in El-

Awaisi, 1991:242-3). In short, the stand of the Muslim

Brotherhood on the issue was not confined in declarations and

statements, rather took a concrete form in the war of Palestine

1948 and in influencing policy of Egypt.  However, as an irony

of history, the most influential time of the MB was ended in a

dramatic decrease in influence and exclusion/cleansing from
�����������������������������������������������������������
͵� ��� ����� �����ǡ� ���� ����� ��� ͳͻ͵ͳ� 
��������� �������� ��������� ���� �������� ���� ���
�������������������������������������������������������������������������������Ǯ���������
�����ǯǤ����������ǡ�ͳͻͺʹǢ�������������ǡ�ʹͲͲ͵Ǥ�
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society. Nasser was fond of changing discourse on all political

issues in the Middle East. First, he eliminated his potential rivals

in terms of discourse and power, and then he put forward his

projects in test.  

To put in a nutshell, this period was characterized with the

consolidation of power and politics from an organization to the

state, thus, the strength of the state. One element is that the MB

was mostly concerned with the interests of the Muslim world at

large and not particularly with national interests of Egypt as a

political entity, because they saw Egypt as part of a big entity,

namely the Islamic world. And this started to shift during this

period even though foreign policy was highly influenced by the

Muslim cause to a more ethnicity-based approach, pan-Arabism

DIWHU�WKH�)UHH�2IILFHUV¶�0RYHPHQW�VHL]HG�WKH�SRZHU�

The Conflict as an Issue of Arab Nationalism (1957-1967)

After the Suez Crisis in 1956, Nasser consolidated his power as a

strong Arab leader in Egypt and the Middle East. His

championing of pan-Arabism was at its peak. The Suez Crisis

gave an extra self-confidence to both Nasser himself and Arab

nationalism. As Onuf (1998:59) indicates, our words create our

world. By focusing on Arab nationalism, Nasser created his own

world of understanding and policy prescription to solve

SUREOHPV��$V�D�µELJ�LGHDV�DQG�ELJ�LVVXHV¶�SUHVLGHQW��1DVVHU¶V�UROH�
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perception had capitulated him onto the international stage. 

%HLQJ� D� UHOHQWOHVV� $UDELVW�� KH� KDG� UHIRUPHG� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ�

policy into a one man-show. His role perception and world-view

far exceeded the relative power status of Egypt at the time given

the fact that the cold war was very much persistent.  

In the 1950s, pan-Arabism was on the rise already and had

EHHQ� µD�PRUH�RU� OHVV�REOLJDWRU\�GRFWULQH¶�RI�PDQ\�$UDE� OHDGHUV�

and states (Tibi, 1990:203). Until then, though it was often

expressed in words rather than in deeds, Nasser wanted to give a 

practical shape to the increasing trend of Arab nationalism. 

Therefore, Nasser himself introduced a stronger focus on pan-

Arabism and promoted the cause of Palestinians not within an

Islamic context, but rather in a pan-Arabist context. One of the

RYHUULGLQJ�IHDWXUHV�RI�1DVVHU¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�ZDV�KLV�SUHIHUHQFH�

for foreign affairs over domestic matters, as he focused on Arab

unity and liberation of Palestine as part of his pan-Arabism. As

Doran (2004:97) argues the foreign policy of Nasser was almost

synonymous with the ideology of pan-Arabism.   

In the domestic context of Egypt, Nasser was the president

of a nationalist one-party regime and eliminated the opposition. 

As part of his consolidation of power in his hands, he purged the

Islamist elements, imprisoned and executed them when

necessary. For example, the most influential Islamist thinker

Sayyed Qutb, who was member of the MB, had been put to death

in 1966. The Muslim Brotherhood as an organization was forced
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to live in underground, and at the same time most of its members

were eliminated by Egyptian authorities. 

Nasser realized that championing Arab causes was

extremely popular among Arab masses. He utilized this in

domestic and foreign relations. Until the mid-����V�� 1DVVHU¶V�

standing was very high and Arab leaders could not ignore this in

their relations with Egypt. Pan-Arabism as an ideology, to which

the Arab masses attached great sentimental significance,

HQKDQFHG�(J\SW¶V�Lnfluence in the Middle East. It was a popular

banner and Nasser became its symbol among the masses. In the

Nasser period, existing anti-Israeli feeling in the Middle East was

closely tied to anti-Western sentiments. Since the creation of

Israel in the region, Arabs saw it as a tool of western imperialism

DQG� DQ� RIIHQFH� WR� WKHLU� SULGH�� 1DVVHU¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH�

3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH� DV� DQ� $UDE� FDXVH� HQKDQFHG� 1DVVHU¶V� SRVLWLRQ�

among the Arab masses because there has been an intense

emotionalism attached to it.  

As the champion of the pan-Arabist cause, Nasser played a

decisive role in several issues that could be regarded as part of

broader pan-Arabism. The creation of the short-lived United

Arab Republic, intellectually, was the result of pan-Arabism. The

Syrian elites were more forthcoming to establish such a union

with Egypt because of their domestic issues. In was their belief

that only Nasser could save Syria from moving to turmoil. After

intensive negotiations, within a month in January 1958, Nasser
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became the president of both countries, Egypt and Syria (Podeh, 

1999).

In 1960s there was an increasing Palestinian identity in

diasporas, and it started to take concrete form in representing

Palestinians. For that purpose, in May 1964, Ahmed Shukairi

called a Palestinian conference in Jerusalem. All the Arab

foreign ministers were present in this meeting and it gave birth to

the establishment of the Palestinian Liberation Organization. Its

aim was to unite all expatriate Palestinians and there would be a

government in exile with headquarters in Gaza. Establishing an

army recruited from Palestinians refugees was also decided.

1DVVHU¶V�UROH�LQ�WKLV��H[SHFWHGO\��ZDV�QRQH�WR�WKH�VHFRQG��5XELQ��

1994:19). He offered the PLO Egyptian instructors and the

equipment that was needed. And in September 1964, at another

summit in Alexandria, Nasser secured the endorsement of the

PLO as the first step towards the liberation of, what he called, the

Arab Palestine. His efforts to make the PLO as the sole

representative of Palestinians were continued at later stages.

However, as will be discussed in the next section, this ended up

in an anomaly and after the 1967 war the existence of PLO had

ODUJHO\� OHJLWLPL]HG� &DLUR¶V� QHZ� DSSURDFK� LQ� D� VHQVH� WKDW� WKHUH�

was already an existing organization to take care of the

Palestinian issue. The increasing belief was that helping the PLO

would be enough and even would be seen as a help that

Palestinians needed.  
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In short, pan-Arabism was the dominant ideology in Egypt

between the Suez Canal crisis and the 1967 War. This was so

strong and established itself as a key perspective in defining

almost every issue. Thus, the Palestinian policy of Egypt in this

period could be seen through the lens of pan-Arabism. It was the

belief that pan-Arabism would eventually liberate Palestine.

The Conflict as an Issue of National Interest (1967-1979)

7KH� ,VUDHOL�YLFWRU\� LQ� WKH������:DU�EURXJKW�GRZQ� WKH�1DVVHU¶V�

strident pan-Arabism and therefore marks a significant turning

point in Egyptian foreign policy (Ajami, 1978/1979:355, 357).

The 1967 War was mainly caused by the increasing nationalist

rhetoric and propaganda on the Arab side, and the strong feeling

of insecurity on the Israeli side. The war lasted less than six days

and the Arabs were defeated. By the end of the war, as Fraser

���������� DUJXHV�� ,VUDHO� KDV� EHHQ� D� µGHFLVLYH�PLOLWDU\� SRZHU� LQ�

WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW¶�DQG�µHTXDOO\�,VUDHO�KDG�FKDQJHG�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV��

IRU�VKH�ZDV�QRZ�DQ�RFFXS\LQJ�SRZHU¶�

After the war, Nasser did not proclaim the end of pan-

Arabism but the sign of a significant change was obvious: a new

DSSURDFK�WR�,VUDHO��7KLV�ZDV�OHVV�REYLRXV�XQWLO�1DVVHU¶V�GHDWK�LQ�

1970, but far-reaching. Before the war, Egypt had seen the Israeli

issue as part of its Arab strategy. Cairo was of the opinion that

pan-Arabism would eventually solve this issue and free the
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Palestine. After the war, however, the question of how to handle

the Israeli issue was no longer a component of the Arab strategy.

It was now a problem of its own and required to be dealt

specifically. Nasser was already supporting the PLO to be the

internationally recognized representative of Palestinians. He

increased his efforts and those efforts continued until Yasser

Arafat and his PLO were recognized as the sole representative of

Palestinians people by the United Nations in 1974.  

,Q� (J\SW¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH� WKH� WLPH�

between two wars with Israel, 1967 and 1973, can be considered

as a transitional period. As mentioned, there was a new trend on

its way, but the father of pan-Arabism ±Nasser- was still in

power until his death in 1970. In this transitional period, Egypt

was more preoccupied to regain its own lost territory to Israel in

WKH������ZDU�WKDQ�IUHHLQJ�3DOHVWLQH��0HQWH������������4XDQGW¶V�

(1974:52) words summaries this period sucFLQFWO\�� µPalestinian

nationalism as an idea, and the political organizations based on

this sentiment, were presented with new opportunities in the

aftermath of the war. �«��The old slogan that Arab unity was the

road to the liberation of Palestine was reversed to read that the

OLEHUDWLRQ�RI�3DOHVWLQH�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�SDWK�WR�$UDE�XQLW\¶.

To herald the changing of perspective, for example,

comparison with the earlier wars, pan-Arabism played a very

limited role in the 1973 war, which Cairo succeeded in

calibraWLQJ�LWV�SROLWLFDO�DQG�PLOLWDU\�JRDOV��7KLV�WLPH�6DGDW¶V�DLP�
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was not to destroy Israel as proclaimed before but to win an

enough victory to force Israel for concessions. While satisfying

&DLUR¶V�XUJHQW�QHHG�LQ�OHJLWLPDF\�DW�KRPH�DQG�DEURDG��WKH������

war also brought superpower involvement to the issue. After the

war, Cairo had a dramatic change in its foreign policy and moved

into the American camp. This did not only end up with the peace 

agreement with Israel later, but also satisfied urgent domestic

issues by bringing financial aid from America (Karawan, 2005).

The 1967 war had left a huge imprint on the Egyptian

society and politics. There had been even a divide between the

µROG¶�DQG�WKH�µQHZ¶�JHQHUDWLRQ��7KH�µROG¶�JHQHUDWLRQ�ZDV�WKH�RQH�

who was the politLFDO� DQG�PLOLWDU\� HOLWH� RI� WKH� WLPH��7KH� µQHZ¶�

generation was comprised of the younger generation who grew

up and politically conscious during 1960s and 1970s. For the

µQHZ¶� JHQHUDWLRQ�� WKH� ����� GHIHDW� ZDV� QRW� D� PLOLWDU\� RSHUDWLRQ�

that was lost, but, accorGLQJ�WR�$EGDOOD������������µUDWKHU�D�JUHDW�

psychological shock that shattered both their world view and the

LGHDV�DQG�FRQFHSWV�WKH\�KDG�EHHQ�EURXJKW�XS�RQ�DQG�FKHULVKHG¶��

In terms of creating a new understanding of, perception, and

perspective on global/regional issues, the 1967 war was a turning

SRLQW�� µ%\� LQVWLJDWLQJ� D� SURIRXQG� DQJHU¶�� $EGDOOD� ����������

DUJXHV�� µWKH�GHIHDW� >RI������ZDU@�PDUNHG�D�EUHDN�ZLWK� WKH�SDVW�

and constituted the foundation for a new and different world

view, committed to absorbing the defeat on psychological and

spiritual levels and bearing its consequences as well as
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overcoming them by setting out a new path for the future¶��LWDOLFV�

mine).

After the 1967 defeat, the confusion and frustration were

the dominant theme in the country. To overcome this situation,

some youth rebelled and demanded an explanation for the defeat

and asked for the reconstruction of the state apparatus. The

protest against President Nasser moved to streets for the first

time. There were also confusion and frustration among the elites

who were in shock about the devastating effects of the war. In

order to settle (or to some extent satisfy their egos and society)

decision-makers almost immediately embarked on re-

constructing a new national and international identity for the

country. At the national level, after Anwar Sadat became

SUHVLGHQW� LQ� ������ µD� OLPLWHG� OLEHUDOL]DWLRQ�� SROLWLFDO� SOXUDOLVP�

and a freeing-XS� RI� GHPRJUDSKLF� LPPLJUDWLRQ� DQG� WUDYHO¶� ZHUH�

allowed in the country (Abdalla, 2000:76). At the international

OHYHO�� µD� SROLF\� RI� UHJLRQDO� FRQFLOLDWLRQ¶� ZDV� DGDSWHG� DQG� WKLV�

process was enhanced by the country's interactions with other

actors in the international system especially with the United

States, which ended up signing a peace treaty with Israel later.

The increasing importance of the PLO in the Palestinian-

,VUDHOL� LVVXH� KDG� DOVR� FRQWULEXWHG� LPSOLFLWO\� LQ� VKDSLQJ� &DLUR¶V�

approach in a way that it had been an unspoken legitimizing

element. As mentioned in earlier sections, the PLO was

established in 1964 and gradually took control of the Palestinian
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affairs. The PLO was also recognized by the United Nations in

1974 as the only representative of Palestinians. Although the

increasing recognition of the PLO as the only representative of

Palestinians tremendously contributed to voice the Palestinian

issue at the international level, it created, albeit unwittingly, a

setback where the earlier key players in the issue could restrain

themselves. As detailed Egypt played a decisive role in defining

the Arab position to the Palestinian issue before the 1967 war,

however, after the war when a new identity gradually emerged at

VWDWH� OHYHO�� LW� VKRZHG� LWV� LQIOXHQFH� ILUVW� RQ�&DLUR¶V� DSSURDFK� WR�

Palestinian-Israeli issue. Cairo explicitly broke the Arab alliance 

of not recognizing Israel and signed the peace with Israel in

1978. The Palestinian issue has always been popular in public

level in the Middle East. As part of attempts to decrease the

SURWHVWV� DQG� GLVFRPIRUW� RI� (J\SWLDQV� DJDLQVW� 6DGDW¶V� radical

decision to make peace with Israel, the mere existence of PLO as

a movement to take care of the Palestinian issue could have

helped Egyptians implicitly.  

In short, after the 1967 war, the Palestinian issue had been

subjected to national interest. It was understood that pan-

Arabism had become very costly. A new trend has emerged and

first defined the Palestinian issue as a first step to pan-Arabism, 

after the 1973 war, however, with the increasing domestic issues,

national interest defined the terms of Egyptian policy to the

Palestinian issue.   
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&ROG�3HDFH�DQG�RU�µ,PSROLF\¶������-2011)

After Camp David Accords, Egypt was regarded as a pariah in

the Middle East. It is accused of breaking the alliance among

Arab countries by signing a peace agreement with Israel and

excluded both from the Arab League and the Organization of

Islamic Conference. Iraq took the lead in organizing an Arab

boycott of Egypt and most Arab regimes broke off relations and

the headquarters of the Arab League moved to Tunis.  Realizing

this fact, in the early 1980s some of the main tenets of Egyptian

foreign policy appeared to be reconsidered, albeit cautiously,

toward the regional states. The early years of Hosni MobareN¶V�

rule witnessed a rapprochement with the Palestinians and most

Arab countries. During these years, Mobarek seemed to attempt

WR�UHVWRUH�VRPH�W\SH�RI�EDODQFH�LQ�(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�UHODWLRQV��7KLV�

ZDV� DOVR� KHOSHG� E\� WKH� ,UDQLDQ� 5HYROXWLRQ� LQ� ����� LQ� &DLUR¶V�

favor. After the Iranian Revolution in 1979, Saudi Arabia had

resorted pan-Arabism in order to prevent (and to some extent

balance in regional politics) Iranian exportation of the Islamic

revolution (Sheikh, 2003:64). Globally, Iran has become the

subject of international isolation especially after the Islamic

Revolution in 1979. Therefore, for Iran the OIC has become an

arena where Iran could get legitimacy for its revolution against

global exclusion from the international community (Sheikh,

2003:82).
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As mentioned above after making peace with Israel in

1978, Camp David Accord, Egypt had become the so-called

pariah of the Islamic world at large, Arab world in particular. Its

influence on regional politics decreased and it was even excluded

from the OIC and the Arab League. Starting from this time

�������� (J\SW¶V� UROH as a key state is downplayed. Therefore,

HYHQ�(J\SW¶V�UHMRLQLQJ�WR�WKH�2,&�DW� WKH�&DVDEODQFD�6XPPLW� LQ�

-DQXDU\� ����� ZDV� YLHZHG� DV� SDUW� RI� 6DXGL� $UDELD¶V� EURDGHU�

VWUDWHJ\� WR� FRQWDLQ� ,UDQ�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� (J\SW¶V� UHWXUQLQJ� WR� LWV�

µUHVSHFWIXO� DQG�VWURQJ¶�SODFH� Ln the OIC and the Islamic world. 

As a sign of this, Iran had boycotted the very summit that Egypt

was re-admitted to the OIC (Sheikh, 2003:64).

6DGDW¶V�SHDFH�GHDO�ZLWK�,VUDHO�EURXJKW�(J\SW�FORVHU�WR�WKH�

United States than ever before. However, in seeking for a

balance, Mubarak also tried to have a warming of relations with

former Soviet bloc and non-aligned states that had been severed

or neglected under his predecessor, but this endeavor had come

to an end with the collapse of the Soviet Union and subsequent

dramatic transformation of the international scene. This was

coupled with equally dramatic changes on the regional level, 

resulting from, among other things, Saddam Hussein's invasion

of Kuwait and the ensuing American military intervention. 

However, this opened the way for Egypt playing a central role in

leading the Arab side in the Gulf War against Saddam and

subsequently an Egyptian peace proposal for a diplomatic
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solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict was accepted by Arab

leaders and, it became part of the negotiations in Madrid Peace

Conference.

7KH�$UDE�VWDWHV¶�LQLWLDO�GHFLVLRQ�WR�RVWUDFL]H�(J\SW�GLG�QRW�

VKDNH� WKH� IRXQGDWLRQV� RI� &DLUR¶V� QHZV� SROLFLHV� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ��

Neither the assassination of Sadat in 1981 nor the tension

between Israel and Egypt in 1982 over the Lebanon war did

result in a change. As the time passed, Israeli-Egypt peace

agreement and the American alliance have been strengthened. 

1DWXUDOO\�� &DLUR¶V� SROLF\� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH� LV� GHILQHG�

within these parameters in general.  

The 1980s were the tough times in the Middle East. The

Iran-Iraqi war between 1980 and 1988 was the main concern of

regional and international actors as a challenge to regional

stability. Egypt as a key actor was ostracized from the Middle

East politics as a result of its policy to Israel, and was trying to

get back and establish its legitimacy again. In such an

environment, the Palestinian issue was almost forgotten, since it

did not occupy higher places in the global agenda. The

Palestinian response to this silence came in 1987 when the first

Intifada broke up. In the following years, the Palestinian issue

captured the attention of the international community. With the

ending of Cold War in 1990, an enthusiasm and optimist

perspectives started to dominate global politics, and this was

UHLQIRUFHG� ZLWK� µWKH� QHZ� ZRUOG� RUGHU¶� UKHWRULF�� (QGLQJ� RI�
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apartheid regime in South Africa, dissolving of the USSR and

DQQRXQFHPHQW� WKDW�KXPDQ�EHLQJ�UHDFKHG�DW� µWKH�HQG�RI�KLVWRU\¶�

did not only reinforce already existing optimist approach but also

intellectually and practically underlined such a trend. The

Madrid Peace Conference started in this positive atmosphere in

1991. It was the belief that this acute Middle Eastern problem

could also be solved, optimism were high. Egypt utilized this

international environment and brought itself back to Middle

Eastern politics by resuming its relations with other Arab

countries fully, including Syria, and relocating the headquarters

of the Arab League into Cairo (Barari, 2003:88). It was also in

this environment that Egypt proposed its peace initiative for the

Palestinian-Israeli conflict and gained the support of other Arab

countries just before the Madrid Peace Conference. Madrid, and

later Oslo, Process was a golden opportunity for Egypt to get

back to regional politics.  

(J\SW¶V� DFWLYH� LQYROYHPHQW� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXHV�

continued after the Madrid peace Process, albeit more cautiously.

&DLUR� UHDOL]HG� WKH� QHHG� RI� ILQGLQJ� D� EDODQFH� EHWZHHQ� LWV� µILUP�

public posture against Israel and a commitment to maintaining

QRUPDO�DQG�SHDFHIXO�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�WKDW�VWDWH¶��%DUDUL�������������

For Egypt, this has been as difficult as it created a dilemma and

caution in the following years. In 2000 when the second Intifada

broke up after a highly publicized and provocative visit of Ariel

Sharon to the Al-Aqsa Mosque, Egypt played a balancing role to



� ̱�ͺ͵�̱�
�

ease the tension in the region. While the public was highly

critical of Israel, Cairo took a cautious and balancing position

and even hosted a meeting in Sharm el-Sheikh with the

attendance of Ehud Barak, Yasser Arafat, Bill Clinton and King

$EGXOODK� RI� -RUGDQ� LQ� 2FWREHU� ������ (J\SW¶V� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ�

ending the Intifada continued in later years, but even more

FDXWLRXVO\��$V�%DUDUL�����������DUJXHV��&DLUR¶V�PDLQ�Foncern in

formulating its policy towards the Intifada was directly related to

regional stability, rather than a new approach to the Palestinian

issue. Therefore, he even argued that the Intifada KDV� µRQO\�

XQGHUOLQHG� WKH� OLPLWV�RI�&DLUR¶V� LQIOXHQFH¶� �%DUDUL, 2003:86). In

2003 when the American invasion of Iraq started, the Palestinian

issue has been again sidelined, except a US-sponsored peace

process took place in Annapolis, Maryland in November 2007

without any result.  

All in all, between 1979 and 2011, Egypt could not

formulate a long-term approach to the Palestinian issue, except

saying that its relations with Israel are based on national interest

and peace-oriented (Stein, 1997). While this clearly shows

&DLUR¶V�SUDJPDWLF�DQG�QDWLRQDO�LQWHUHVW�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�WKH�LVVXH��

Egypt did not miss any opportunity through which it could play a

leading role. Egypt did so in the Gulf War and with the Mobarek

proposal for peace just before Madrid Peace Conference began in

1991. It should be noted here that even this approach, seizing the

opportunity, was pragmatic in essence, rather than normative or
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project oriented. In general, CairR¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� LVVXH� DIWHU�

1979 suffered from a lack of the principled approach, in other

ZRUGV� µLPSROLF\¶�� &DLUR� WDNHV� DOO� RSSRUWXQLW\� WR� H[SUHVV� LWV�

influential role, but everybody agrees that Egypt plays a minor

role.

Tahrir Revolution DQG�µ1HZ�2SHQLQJV¶ (after 2011)

18-days of demonstrations that toppled Mobarek in February

2011 have changed many things in the way Egypt perceives the

world and herself. The change occurred not only in domestic

politics but also more in regional politics. With regard to foreign

policy, there have been some FRUH� FKDQJHV� LQ� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ�

policy, namely the way it operates and sees the world. This new

approach is well-DUWLFXODWHG� (J\SW¶V� WUDQVLWLRQ� SHULRG� )RUHLJQ�

Minister Nabil El-Arabi (who moved to the Arab League as

secretary-general after serving 4 months as foreign minister), as

he announced to establish diplomatic links with Iran and open

Rafah crossing in Gaza. Accordingly, the main understanding is

that a new foreign policy should be drawn to represent a major

regional power which wants to restore its influential role based

on its capabilities and the implications of such a role.

In terms of relations with Israel, officially nothing has

changed at the core; the main change though has been the

aspiration of the Egyptian people for a foreign policy that befits
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revolutionary Egypt an expression of the dignity of people, in

other words normalizing the relations without granting any

special privilege.

With regard to the Palestinian issue, Palestinian national

reconciliation has been an important turning point; though not

clear how long it could survive. One should note here that

change occurred for all parties. Egypt was liberated from its

strictly western-oriented approach to the issue; meanwhile the

positions of Hamas and Fatah were transformed after the spirit of

Tahrir Square swept through Gaza and Ramallah where

GHPRQVWUDWRUV� FKDQWHG�� ³7KH� SHRSOH� GHPDQG� DQ� HQG� WR�

GLYLVLRQV´��7KHVH�DUH�WKH�VORJDQV�RI�7DKULU�6TXDUH�ZKLFK�FDUULHG�

a discreet threat to the rulers there, and confirmed the aspirations

of the Palestinian people for freedom, democracy and ending

divisions.

Hamas revised its position when the head of its Political

Bureau refused Syrian President Bashar Al-$VVDG¶V� UHTXHVW� WR�

condemn anti-regime protests; Fatah and Palestinian President

Mahmoud Abbas also altered their position after years of

extending his hand in peace to Israel, and was repaid by

humiliation and derision for being a weak president who does not

have control over the Gaza Strip. Everyone changed, which

made the conclusion of the Egyptian proposal possible as it

stands. The parties agreed to sign and postponed many
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problematic issues until the interim period although there is no

guarantee they will be resolved. 

The natural outcome of this climate change in the region has

been re-opening the Rafah border crossing, which had been open

from 2005 until Hamas took over power in Gaza in June, 2007. 

Egypt seems to be interested to develop a justice-based policy for

Palestine-Israel, but it is likely that domestic uncertainties will

prevent it to do so in a short term. Time will tell whether

domestic changes will be able to lead the aspirations of people in

foreign policy, especially towards Palestine, but in an early

judgment it is possible to see a clear change in mentality.

Whatever the results of this change would be, what is clear is

WKDW�&DLUR¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�ZLOO�QRW�EH�VDPH�DV�WKDW

of Mobarek. A new era, full of uncertainties and maybe

surprises, is about to rise.

Prospect for Future

Undoubtedly, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict4 is the key problem

in the Middle East today. Egypt as a key country in the area 

�����������������������������������������������������������
Ͷ��������������������������������������������������������������� ����������������������
���������������������������������Ǥ����ͳͻͷͲ�ǡ�ͳͻ͸Ͳ������ͳͻ͹Ͳ������������ǡ����������������
������� ��� ����Ǧ�������� ��������ǡ� �������� ������ ���� ���Ǧ͹Ͳ�Ǣ� ��� ��� ������� ��� ����
�����������Ǧ�������� ��������Ǥ� ����� ����� ������� ���� ��� ����������� ��� ���� ���ǯ�� ������
������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
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played the leading role in formulating the Arab policy to the

LVVXH�� (J\SW¶V� DSSURDFK� KDV� FKDQJHG� DV� WLPH� SDVVHV� DQG� UH-

formulated and reconstructed accordingly. Between the 1930s

and 1948, its policy was largely expressed itself as the center of

politics LQ� ERWK� (J\SW¶V� GRPHVWLF� DQG� IRUHLJQ� SROLFLHV�� ,W� ZDV�

strongly linked with the ending of British colonialism and full

self-determination. During this time, social and religious

organizations played important roles in promoting and

popularizing the Palestinian issue both at societal and

governmental level. From 1948 until roughly the Suez Crisis and

the 1957 War with Israel, the Egyptian approach was formulated

through the anti-colonial discourse and Islamic lens. This was

changed when Nasser took full control of government in Egypt

and as a result of his pan-Arabism; the issue was seen as an Arab

FDXVH�� 7KLV� ODVWHG� RYHU� D� GHFDGH� DQG�� DJDLQ�� &DLUR¶V� IRUHLJQ�

policy perception was subjected to change.  

After the 1967 war, it started formulating itself more in

national interest terms rather than Islamic or pan-Arabism lens. 

After a brief transitional period between two wars of 1967 and

1973, the national interest based approach made itself more

YLVLEOH�� ,Q� WKH� WUDQVLWLRQDO� SHULRG� (J\SW¶V� DSSURDFK� ZDV� VWLOO�
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

ͳͻ͹Ͷǡ� ���� ��� ����� ������ ���� ���������� ��������� ����� ������������� ���������� ����
���������� �������� ���� �����Ǥ� ����� ��� ����� �� ������������ ������� ������ �� ������� ��� �����
����� ���� ���� ��������� ��� Ǯ���������ǯ� ��� ������� ���� ������ ���������� ��������� ��������
��������Ǥ�	����������������������������������������������������������������������������
����������ǡ�ʹͲͲͷǤ�
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defined through pan-Arabism but in a different way: the

liberation of Palestine would lead to pan-Arabism, not vice versa

as claimed before. The peace agreement with Israel in 1978 and

WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�HYHQWV�KDYH�UHVXOWHG�LQ�(J\SW¶V�LVRODWLRQ�IURP�WKH�

regional affairs until it came back at later. The Gulf War in 1991

and the Madrid Peace Conference made a turning point in

&DLUR¶V� UROH� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ� LQ� JHQHUDO� DQG� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH� LQ�

particular: Cairo is now back to regional politics again but not as

powerful as it was during the Nasser era. Egypt is still struggling

to get its influential place in the Middle East by trying to use

each chance and opportunity to express this.  

,Q�DQ�RYHUDOO��&DLUR¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WRZDUGV�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�

issue represents a narrowing trend of perception. During the

years of 1930s and later stages, it occupied a more central place

and later defined within the Islamic lens. Once it is seen in

Islamic lens, it has broader implications and indicates the

representation of the Islamic world. Looking at the issue from

pan-Arabism in 1950s and 1960s clearly represent the narrowing

vision. Before, Cairo could have claimed to represent the Islamic

world in its approach to the issue, however, now it had decided

to represent the Arab world, in other words an ethnicity rather

WKDQ� D� UHOLJLRQ�� $IWHU� ����V�� (J\SW¶V� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� WKH�

Palestinian issue has changed again, representing a more

narrowing approach. Now with the revolutions, Egypt is faced to

widen its approach and develop a more multi-layered
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perspective. Historically, within the wider context Cairo locates

and devise policies toward the issue; the more influence she has

not only in regional but also in international arena. Balancing the

widening and narrowing horizons will be one of the key defining

HOHPHQWV�LQ�(J\SW¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�DQG�EH\RQG��
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5

WHY/HOW EGYPT LOST ITS REGIONAL INFLUENCE?

  

Problem of Using One Dependent Variable

Any social science research is destined to fail in a way or another

from the very beginning because the researcher lives in his own

experiment tube. For any researcher, it is difficult to see the

general picture of the river in which s/he lives and to be neutral

while researching about himself/herself. Bearing this in mind, 

this study struggles with another issue that is important for a

credible research: taking one dependent variable. In analyzing

the role and influence of Egypt in the Middle East, this book

considers the Palestinian-Israeli issue as a key/defining issue.

Foreign policy making is composed of many involvements

domestically, internationally, personally, socially and

ideologically. It is the latest process of a several (or many)

elements that come together to create an outcome, called foreign

relations. Each of them has its own share but it does not have to

be evenly shared. Departing from this point, this study

FRQVLGHUHG� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH� LQ� (J\SW¶V� UROH� LQ� WKH� 0LGGOH�
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East as a key issue that is regarded to having a big share,

therefore requires a special attention, such as this book.  

Several elements make the Palestinian issue key defining

IDFWRU� LQ�&DLUR¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\��)LUVW��DV�LW� LV� WRXFKHG�EULHIO\� LQ�

earlier chapters, it has a religious side in the conflict that attracts

the attention of Muslims in Egypt. Palestine is also historically

an Arab land; therefore, it occupies a high place at political

agendas, since Egypt is regarded/considered as an influential

Arab country. The second element is that unlike other Arab

countries, Egypt has been part of the conflict itself through Sinai. 

In the 1967 war Israel captured Sinai from Egypt only returning

it at later states through war in 1973 and the subsequent peace

agreement. Third element that makes one to take the Palestinian

LVVXH�DV�D�NH\�HOHPHQW�LQ�(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�UHODWLRQV�LV�VLPSOH��EXW�

has implications beyond that: sharing a border with Israel. The

Israel-Egypt border has always been a threat to create a possible

friction and tension between the two parties. Because Egypt

borders with the most resisting area of Palestine against Israel, 

Gaza Strip. Infiltration of Hamas and other clandestine groups

from Egyptian side to Palestine has always been a concern for

Israel and has been observed closely. This border has also huge

importance for Egypt economically and the security of country.  

$ERYH� DOO�� (J\SW¶V� SD\LQJ� VSHFLDO� DWWHQWLRQ� WR� WKH�

Palestinian issue comes from its ambition/belief of being the

natural Arab leader. The Palestinian issue has been subjected to
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competition among leadership rivals in the Arab world, 

especially between Egypt, Iraq (before the US invasion in 2003)

and Saudi Arabia. Because at least appearing to care for the

Palestinian cause will not only bring sympathy from Palestinians

themselves, but most importantly from broader Arab and Islamic

world, due to significance of the issue.

In a way or another, the Palestinian issue has a central

SODFH� LQ� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� WRZDUG� WKH� 0LGGOH� (DVW�

historically. This does not mean that the issue alone defined

&DLUR¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� LWVHOI�� EXW� FRQWULEXWHG� VLJQLILFDQWO\� WR�

foreign policy discourses, and forced Egyptian authorities to deal

with the issue.

Why Egypt Has Little Influence in the Middle East?

$�JHQHUDO�RYHUYLHZ�RI�(J\SW¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�

would indicate that Cairo was the mover-and-shaker of the

region in the 1950s and 1960s. This was accounted for several

reasons, which will be discussed in details in the next section.

Intellectual and policy leaderships were mostly dominated by

Egyptian leaders in the region. Cairo championed the pan-

Arabism and had a short-lived integration with Syria under the

United Arab Republic between 1985-1961. Cairo used the Arab

League actively as a forum to discuss the Middle Eastern issues. 

Cairo was the main capital for the consultation and policy

formulation trips for foreign and regional leaders. Nasser was
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regarded as the natural leader of the Arab world both at the

public and the government levels in the region. This position

both for Nasser and Egypt started to stray away after the 1967

war gradually and escalated in the mid-1970s when the then-

president Sadat visited Israel and subsequently signed a peace

deal in 1978. 

In the Middle East, after the Iranian Revolution in 1979, to

some extent Iran was excluded from regional politics. And two

major powers, Iran and Iraq, were at war more than eight years

between 1980 and 1988. Iraq has always wanted to be the

champion of Arab leadership and in that sense Iraq was the main

competitor with Egypt. In the 1980s, regional dynamics changed;

there was no influential rival to Cairo. At the same time, Cairo

was also excluded due to its peace agreement with Israel. Thanks

WR� WKH� ,UDQLDQ� 5HYROXWLRQ�� &DLUR¶V� UHturning to both inter-Arab

and the Middle Eastern political system did not take long, since it 

was re-admitted to organizations such as the OIC in 1984. 

Furthermore, at the end of the 1990s, both international and

regional dynamics changed again completely: Iraq invaded

Kuwait, and it followed by an American-led intervention to

protect Kuwait. Iraq was no longer powerful to claim Arab

leadership as the main rival of Egypt in the Middle East. 

Similarly, the ending of the cold war created a wide arena where

Cairo could play a determining role at least in regional affairs. 

There were peace efforts to put an end the conflict between Israel

and Palestine. In other words, there has been an arena within
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ZKLFK� &DLUR¶V� LQIOXHQFH� FRXOG� EH� IHOW�� %XW� LW� GLG� QRW� KDSSHQ��

Why?  

$W� WKLV� FULWLFDO� PRPHQW�� DQ� H[SHUW� RQ� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ�

policy, Bassem Ahmed Hassan of the University of Denver asks

the following questions:  

µwhy then, we can legitimately ask, were Egypt's policymakers

caught dumb by major developments on the international and regional

scenes? Why did they fail to take advantage of the decline in the fortunes of

Iraq, Egypt's main competitor for Arab leadership, and of the Palestinians'

decision to join the so-called peace process -- a decision that in the view of

soPH� YLQGLFDWHG� 6DGDW¶V� VHSDUDWH� SHDFH� -- to secure Egypt's role as the

region's main power broker? Why are the makers of Egypt's foreign policy

now perceived to be more helpless than ever, capable of delivering only

rhetorical advice when Israel appears weaker than at any other time in two

GHFDGHV��DQG�:DVKLQJWRQ¶V�SURMHFW�WR�WUDQVIRUP�WKH�UHJLRQ�KDV�EHHn dealt a

serious blow in Iraq?¶ (Hassan, Al-Ahram Weekly, 1-7 Feb 2007).

These questions, as can be assumed, are easier to ask than

to answer. This book tries to answer these questions to some

extent from two perspectives namely intellectual leadership and

policy leadership, and its relations to the Palestinian-Israeli

conflict in the coming pages.    

Lack of Intellectual Leadership

Egypt, by and large, is an Arab country in terms of language,

history and religion, yet it has its own character that makes Egypt
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different and important. Unlike other Arab lands, the Egyptian

civilization is several thousand years old. The Egyptian identity

Iglimiyyah (Egyptian nationalism) seems to come ahead of

Egyptian Arab Qawmiyyah (pan-$UDELVP��� +RZHYHU�� &DLUR¶V�

involvement in Arab and the Middle Eastern affairs is

inescapable. Intellectually, prior to World War I and afterwards, 

it led the Arab and Islamic intellectual awakening (e.g. Abu-

Rabi, 1995). The Egyptian printing press, periodicals, schools,

radio and cinema greatly contributed to this revival. Its impact

was not immediately felt, but gradually led to an Arab cultural

and political awakening in which Egypt played a leading role.

Therefore, it was not surprising to see Egypt producing the

Islamic revivalist intellectuals such as Muhammad Abduh, 

Rashed Rida and Hassan al-Banna in a time when the Islamic

world was under severe attack of the West physically and

intellectually in the 19th and early 20th FHQWXU\��7R�VKRZ�(J\SW¶V�

intellectual importance, it was also not surprising to see arguably

the most influential Islamic movement in the 20th century, the

Muslim Brotherhood, originated from Egypt. Similarly, pan-

Arabism as an ideology was subjected to much of discussion in

Egyptian intellectual circles in late 19th and early 20th century, so

that it paved the way for the realization of pan-Arabism as a

defining element in policies in the hand of Nasser in the 1950s

DQG�����V��(J\SW¶V�DFWLRQ�DQG�UH-action to the issues that affects

the Arab and Islamic world to same extent has been definitive in

RWKHUV¶�SRVLWLRQLQJ��)RU�H[DPSOH��SURPRWLQJ�SDQ-Arabism as an
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ideology or signing the peace agreement with Israel for the sake

of breaking the Arab solidarity was pioneering actions, creating

positive and negative attitudes respectively toward Egypt from

the Arab world. A renowned expert on the Middle Eastern issues

$MDPL�����������DUJXHV�WKLV�LQ�D�ELW�H[DJJHUDWHG�ZD\��µ(J\SW�DV�

VWDWH�� DV�$UDE�PLUURU¶��7KURXJKRXW� WKH�KLVWRU\�� µ(J\SW� LV�ZKHUH�

Arab history comes into focus. The country optimizes the

SRVVLELOLWLHV�DQG�OLPLWV�RI�$UDE�KLVWRU\¶��$MDPL�����������  

Egypt still occupies the intellectual center of the Arab

world but the influence it has now is less than before. Why?

Although to answer this question requires an extensive and long

term research, several elements will be outlined here as a

preliminary aQVZHU�� 6WDUWLQJ� ZLWK� WKH� LVVXH� RI� (J\SW¶V� VWLOO�

H[LVWLQJ� µFHQWHU-QHVV¶� EXW� OHVV� µLQIOXHQWLDO-QHVV¶�� RQH� KDV� WR� VHH�

the dynamics of the regional change in politics and economics. It

is true that Cairo still occupies the center as printing, publishing

periodicals, research centers such as Al-Ahram, the music

industry and academically having one of the best universities in

the area, Cairo University. Still, Egypt is the only Arab country

that has one of its citizens won the Nobel Prize, and is the only

country that its foreign ministers frequently held highly

influential positions in global politics; for example Boutros B.

Gali, Amr Moussa, Mohamed El-Baradey, Nabil El-Arabi etc.  
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Egypt is intellectually rich in terms of at least Islamic

studies, but economically and politically poor1. Economically it

does have gas and some oil, but does not have them as many

other Arab countries do; politically it was regarded as one of the

most repressive regimes in the world during the Mobarek era.

Egypt today is the second most aid-receiving country in the

Middle East from the United States after Israel. Egyptian

economy is becoming dependent on foreign aid rather than using

intellectual capability that it has. Historically repressive regimes

have been the places where creativity could not breed and make

its impact. Approximately more than $50 billion in US aid flown

LQWR� (J\SW� VLQFH� (J\SW¶V� &DPS� 'DYLG� PRYH� LQ� ������ ,W�

contributed to a thorough modernization of Egyptian armed

forces and supported many programs ranging from agricultural

improvements to industrialization and construction (Said, 

2006:6).

The role of Egypt in the politics of Arab world in

particular and the Middle East in general underwent a dramatic

shift between 1952 and 1967. Prior to the revolution of 1952, 

Egypt was not really an integral part of the Arab nationalist

movement and its influence in overall regional issues was

limited, although it exerted some influence through inspiration or

in shaping the ideas. This was mostly the case because of

domestic issues of both Egypt and other countries. They were

�����������������������������������������������������������
ͳ� Ǯ������������ ����ǯ� ����� ����� ��� �� ���������� ��� ����� ��� ���������ǡ� ������ ������� ����
����������������������Ǥ��
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trying to get their independence from colonial powers and

struggles were focused on domestic issues rather than

international ones. However, there was an increasing degree of

Egyptian influence in the Middle Eastern affairs after the 1930s

to 1952 thanks to issues related to Palestine and the British

support for the establishment of an Israeli state in the area. This

created a high sensitivity in the society along with the already

increasingly existing anti-British and anti-colonial Islamic

sentiments. The major role played by the Muslim Brotherhood

movement; and supporting activities to Palestinians and

demonstrations against British colonialism were mainly

organized by the Muslim Brotherhood too. This resulted in an

unwitting influence or creating awareness of Egyptian elements

in the Islamic world about the Palestinian issue, and also

influenced the role, acceptability and credibility of Egypt in the

Middle East issues.  

As detailed, although the involvement of Egypt was on the

rise in the inter-Arab politics between the 1930s until 1952, it

was only in the mid-1950s that the Egyptian leaders could adopt

D� VXVWDLQHG� SROLF\� RI� SXUVXLQJ� &DLUR¶V� OHDGHUVKLS� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ�

through Arab nationalism. After the 1952 revolution (most

rightly after 1954 when Nasser took all control), Egypt and its

OHDGHUV� FDPH� WR� EH� YLHZHG� DV� µWKH� ORJLFDO� DQG� LQGLVSHQVDEOH�

OHDGHU¶� RI� WKH� $UDE� ZRUOG� �-DQNRZVNL�� ��������� 7KLV� ZDV� WKH�

natural result of intellectual leadership that Egypt played through

Nasser himself in formulating the policies based in pan-Arabism.  
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In short, Egypt underwent an identity change after the

1967 war and this change led to appraise a new identity. As

Prizel (1998:14) indicates, when changes occur within a state, as

in Egypt, when one government (or a president in the case of

Egypt) took oveU� IURP� DQRWKHU�� D� VWDWH¶V� QDWLRQDO� LGHQWLW\� DQG�

national interests will be redefined/ reconstructed accordingly.

This formation/reconstruction of its identity, as will be outlined

in coming pages, often also reshapes a state's political and

economic relations and development (Cruz, 2000:277). In terms

RI� VWDWH� LGHQWLW\� DQG� SHUFHSWLRQ�� WKH� ����� GHIHDW� ZDV� µD� VHYHUH�

EORZ�WR�$UDE�QDWLRQDOLVP¶��7LEL�������������ZKLFK�ZDV�WKH�PDLQ�

dominant ideology before and contributed to the existence of the

war itself. The war has changed the discourse on the Middle

Eastern issues, especially the Palestinian-Israeli issue.

A state's foreign policy role, as one of its social identities,

UHIHUV� WR� SROLF\PDNHUV¶� RZQ�GHILQLWLRQV�RI� WKH� JHQHUDO� NLQGV�RI�

decisions, commitments, rules and actions suitable to their state,

and the functions, if any, their state should perform on a

continuing basis in the international system (Holsti in Le Pestre

1997:4). One of the basic objectives of any state is to define its

role and have it accepted by other international actors. A state's

role reflects its claim on the international system, a recognition

by other actors, and a conception of its national identity.

Therefore, Le Pestre (1997:5) argues that foreign policy change

rests on a redefinitiRQ�RI�D�VWDWH
V�UROH��(J\SW¶V�UROH�FKDQJHG�DV�D�

result of the domestic and international changes the country was
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facing after the 1967 wars. This new role definition/articulation

explains its foreign policy preferences, its self-image and the

image the world had of it, its expectations, its definitions of

specific situations and its available options.  

A change in the ideas of foreign policy shift must be

strategic, not a tactical diplomatic fluctuation. It must be

consistent in its direction and accompanied by significant

changes in foreign relations. As Holsti (1982:2-7) argues, it also

has to meet the criteria of magnitude, consistency and

multidimensionality. After 1967, the departure of Egypt from the

$UDE�SROLF\�RI�µQR�UHFRJQLWLRQ��QR�QHJRWLDWLRQ��QR�SHDFH¶�WRZDUG�

Israel clearly indicates a shift that is not tactical but deeply

strategic, as well as intellectual/discursive.

Egypt held the intellectual leadership in the Middle East, 

by large, until the mid-1970s. From the 1930s to the mid-1950s, 

anti-colonialism discourse along with the claim of an urgent need

to revitalize the Islamic world were the main driving force 

intellectually that constructed the region. At this time,

intellectual leadership role mostly were played by individuals

such as Sayyed Qutb and Hassan al-Banna as both Islamic and

anti-colonialist thinkers and by civic organizations such as the

Muslim Brotherhood. Influence of their ideas and intellectual

leadership were even beyond the Middle East. In Africa and

Asia, Islamic movements and anti-colonialist movements
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spiritually benefited from the lively discussions centered in

Cairo.  

After Nasser became president in the mid-1950s, both

intellectual and political leadership were to some extent merged. 

The intellectual leadership and discourse, defined through pan-

Arabism at that time, had been articulated, represented and even

personalized by Nasser himself.2 Egypt as a state was promoting

an idea/discourse and defining its policies through it. This lasted

until the 1967 war that was not only a blow to dominant

ideology, pan-Arabism (Tibi, 1990:206), but also a defeat for

(J\SW¶V� LQWHOOHFWXDO� OHDGHUVKLS� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ�� 7KH� ZDU� VLPSO\�

showed that pan-Arabism as a discourse and policies based on it

could no longer be sustainable.

Cairo after the 1967 war had articulated/re-defined its

identity and discourse on a more national interest base.3 This was

a narrowed intellectual position in comparison to what it was

before: a broader perspective either within Islamic or/and pan-

Arabism. The new national interest-based discourse definition, in

D� VHQVH��ZDV�D� µYROXQWDU\¶�ZLWKGUDZDO� IURP� WKH�SUHYLRXVO\-held

leadership position intellectually and politically. Whether this

happened by the genuine intention of the Egyptian leadership or

by the force of domestic circumstances is still open to debate

�����������������������������������������������������������
ʹ������������������Ǧ������������������������������������������ ��������������� ���ͳͻͷͷǡ�
������������������������������������������������������������������������������Ǥ��
͵� ��� ����� ���� ����� ����� ������� ������ ���� ���� ������� ���� ��������� ��� ������ ��� ���������
��������Ǥ����������������������������������Ǥ�������ǡ����������������������������������������
����������� ��������� ȋ�Ǥ�Ǥ� ��������������Ǧ�������Ȍ������������� ������Ǥ�������ͳͻ͸͹ǡ� ����
�������������������������������������������������������������������������Ǥ��
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(e.g. Karawan, 2006), but the 1967 war and the subsequent re-

GHILQLWLRQ�RI�&DLUR¶V�GLVFXUVLYH�DQG�SROLF\�DSSURDFK�WR�,VUDHO� LQ�

the region resulted in an immediate exclusion of Egypt. 

On the one hand, Cairo still suffers, to some extent, from

this new re-definition of its discursive change toward Israel, and

EHLQJ�VHHQ�DV�µVROG�RXW�3DOHVWLQLDQV¶�LQ�WKH�H\HV�RI�WKH�SXEOLF��2Q�

WKH� RWKHU� KDQG�� &DLUR¶V� UDGLFDO� WXUQ� WR� PDNH� SHDFH� ZLWK� ,VUDHO�

created a new channel that the peace with Israel could also be an

option to solve the Palestinian issue permanently. This was not

even considered before, but years after the Egypt-Israel peace

agreement, other players in the region seriously considered this

option and some even did sR��7KH�3/2¶V�DWWHQGDQFH�DQG�VLJQLQJ�

the Oslo Agreement with Israel in 1990s and several subsequent

negotiations could also be seen as a corollary result of the

increasing new intellectual discourse that once Cairo opened in

the mid-1970s. To come closer, the attendance of many countries

from the Middle East such as Syria and Saudi Arabia, who

previously disdained itself even not being in the same meeting

with any Israeli officials, to the Annapolis Meeting in November

2007 also shows how far Egyptian-led discourse could go.  

,W� LV� LQWHUHVWLQJ� WR� QRWH� KHUH� WKDW� ZKLOH� &DLUR¶V� ����V�

undertaking is followed by other Arab countries in the

Palestinian issue; it does not give any credibility to Egypt, or to

confirm its role, as a key player in current events. Egypt still

suffers and tries to get back its influential role in regional affairs,
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EXW�LW�LV�VWLOO�VHHQ�DV�WKH�RQH�ZKR�FRPPLWWHG�µRULJLQDO�VLQ¶��8QGHU�

this cloudy atmosphere, after the 1980s Cairo mostly has been in

a defensive position rather than a pro-active one. This has

become a setback in initiating new trends in the region

intellectually and politically. And furthermore, the deteriorating

situation within Egypt, moving to a more repressive regime day-

by-day, added another dimension for limiting its role in the

Middle East. This is especially true in the Palestinian case,

because this case mostly related to human rights issues and

economic development along with many others. The question of

how Egypt can help in solving the Palestinian issue, while it is

rHVWULFWLQJ�LWV�RZQ�FLWL]HQV¶�KXPDQ�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ULJKWV�DW�KRPH�LV�

still occupying the minds of many in the Middle East. 

Lack of Policy Leadership on Key Issues  

In the Middle East and the international arena, general idea is

WKDW� (J\SW� PRYHG� µIURP� EHLQJ� a bold innovator to a stagnant

EDFNZDWHU¶� �$OWHUPDQ�� ����������� (J\SWLDQ� OHDGHUV� DQG�

diplomats have been invited to many major international or

regional undertakings in the Middle East in last 20 years, but

they are rarely seen as driving force behind any bold endeavor.

Occasionally they play the key role in resolving the issues, but

even those issues are not long-time oriented but short-sighted. In

that sense, for example, Egypt played the mediator role in

resolving the dispute between Turkey and Syria in 1998, 
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preventing a possible war, and led the Arab side in the Gulf War

against Saddam in 1991 by contributing the second largest

military contingent, 30,000 troops (Said, 2006:6). Recently, 

Egypt organized the first Iraqi Neighboring Countries meeting

with the participants of the G-8 members, the UN and other

international organizations to discuss the future of Iraq in 2004, 

second was held in Turkey in November 2006. This is an

important contribution in bringing peace to the Middle East, but

it is believed that it is not, in nature, an Egyptian-stemmed

policy, rather organized by the advice of the US. Moreover,

Egypt is also part of a coordinated effort of galvanizing so-cold

the Anti-Iranian Front consisting Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordan

in the Middle East, in order to contain the Shiite influence on

regional politics. As Yehiav (2007:8) contends, this is too not an

Egyptian-led project, but a role-playing game that led by

different countries depending on time and issue. Through this

and other coalitions, (J\SW�DLPV�µWR�LPSURYH�LWV�VWDWXV�DQG�UHJDLQ�

LQIOXHQFH¶� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ� �<HKLDY�� ��������� ,Q� WKH� ODVW� GHFDGH��

Egypt was trying to get back to the Middle Eastern politics

strongly and influentially again. These are the effort that aimed

at serving to such cause.

Starting from the 1930s, Egypt played the leading role in

defining the policy on the issues in the region, especially the

Palestinian one, at least theoretically. This sometimes appeared

within the Islamic discourse with the influence of religious

organizations such as the Muslim Brotherhood, or took a
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concrete shape by a person in championing and defining the

policy, as materialized by President Nasser himself throughout

the 1960s and 1970s. Controlling policy leadership or defining

policy on one issue does not imply that Egypt was the only one

that defined the terms of relations or policy. However, it has

implications more beyond. For example, once a state holds such

a position, playing the role of policy leadership, even if that state

does not involve any planning etc, the others will take into

account of its position automatically, implying that such country

has at least indirect influence, if not direct. Until Egypt sign the

peace deal with Israel, any policy calculation toward Israel had

WR�LQFOXGH�&DLUR¶V�VWDQFH��,WV�VXSSRUW�ZDV�DV�PXFK�FULWLFDO�DV� LWV�

opposition to any policy formulated by other states. The position

of pivotal middle power has some similarities with the

VXSHUSRZHU¶V� UROH� LQ� JOREDO� DIIDLUV�� $V� LW� LV� QDWXUDO� WKDW� DQ\�

project that is formulated should seek approval or not-rejection

of the superpower in global affairs, the same is true for pivotal

middle power in its respective region. Egypt as a credible pivotal

PLGGOH� SRZHU� EHIRUH� LW� µEURNH� WKH� $UDE� DOOLDQFH¶� DJDLQVW� ,VUDHO�

was truly qualified for such categorization. Even for the domestic

issues of Arab countries, Egypt was asked for advice or its

support was sought by competing parts. The establishment of

United Arab Republic between Egypt and Syria in 1958 was a

result of Syrian domestic politics. And actually, to some extent, 

Syrians forced Nasser and Egypt for unity. For Nasser, there was
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nothing left to decide but to solve the Syrian domestic cul-de-sac

by being their president (Jankowski, 2002).  

In the establishment of regional organizations, Egypt played

its role as a pivotal middle power too. At the regional level, 

Egypt with other six Arab countries founded on March 22, 1945

the Arab LeDJXH� WR� VHUYH� $UDE� FRXQWULHV¶� LQWHUHVWV� DQG� WR�

coordinate political, social and cultural affairs among them. 

Headquartered in Cairo, the Arab League was dominated mostly

by Egypt in terms of personality and funding, therefore it has

EHHQ� VXEMHFW� WR� EH� µUHJLRQDO� PDFKLQHU\¶� IRU� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ�

policy (Hasou, 1984:176). It was used by Nasser, the champion

of pan-Arabism, to legitimate his policies and argumentation and

prevent other Arab states, such as Iraq to dominate over the pan-

Arab leadership. The influence of Egypt over the Arab League

has been eroded as the intellectual leadership of Egypt on pan-

Arabism damaged. This process happened first after the 1967

war, and accelerated after the Camp David agreement by

expulsion of Egypt from the League and moving headquarter to

Tunis. Only after Cairo was re-admitted to the League and Arab

community that headquartered has been brought back to Cairo.  

(J\SW¶V� LQWHOOHFWXDO� DQG� RUJDQL]DWLRQDO� OHDGHUVKLS� ZDV� QRW�

only limited to Arab world. One of the main focuses of the

Egyptian foreign policy during the 1950s and 1960s, along with

pan-Arabism, was also directed to ending of the colonialism,

help national liberation movements such as in Africa and
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Palestine as well as working to initiate new regional and sub-

regional organizations. To testify such a leadership, President

Nasser along with Tito of Yugoslavia, Nehru of India, Sukarno

of Indonesia, and Nkrumah of Ghana declared the founding of

the Non-Alignment Movement in Bandung-Indonesia in 1955.  

After Cairo shifted its foreign policy in the Palestinian

issue in 1978, Cairo was no longer a capital that one must seek

its advice or non-opposition. It lost its legitimacy and credibility

not only in the eyes of the public but also the government circles

because it was accused of something worse than anything in

FXOWXUDO� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� 0LGGOH� (DVW�� µVROG� RXW� 3DOHVWLQLDQV¶��

7KH� (J\SWLDQ� FDVH� VXJJHVWV� WKDW� µVRIW� SRZHU¶� LV� DV� FULWLFDO� DV�

military and economic power in order for a pivotal middle power

to continue to exert its influence in regional affairs. As it is in the

JOREDO�DUHQD��WKH�NH\�HOHPHQW�RI�µVRIW�SRZHU¶�IRU�D�SLYRWDO�PLGGOH�

power is credibility, legitimacy and trust. This mostly defines the

scope of influence in regional levels. 

As Karawan (2005:326) also argues that any policy shift

of Egyptian foreign policy has regional implications, showing its

pivotal middle power status. Pivotal middle powers can play

leading role not only in initiating a policy regionally but also by

WKHLU� FUHDWLYH� µLQWHOOHFWXDO� DQG� HQWUHSUHQHXULDO� OHDGHUVKLS¶�

(Higgott and Cooper, 1990:600), they could change the discourse

on an issue. In the Arab world, Egypt had the strongest army in

the 1970s along with having one third of the total Arab
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population. And especially in a war with Israel, Egypt occupies a

geo-strategic location. When Egypt has disengaged from, is out

of, conflict, the Arab strategic options are limited. Therefore,

&DLUR¶V� VKLIW� GHSULYHG� $UDE� DFWRUV� RI� EDUJDLQLQJ� VWUHQJWK� ZLWK�

Israel (Wurmser, 1984:65-76). One may even argue that owing

WR�(J\SW¶V�VXFK�D�FULWLFDO�UROH�LQ�WKH�$UDE�DIIDLUV�DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�

ZLWK� UHJDUG� WR� ,VUDHO�� WKH� $UDE� UHDFWLRQ� WR� (J\SW¶V� VLJQLQJ� D�

SHDFH� GHDO�ZLWK� ,VUDHO�ZDV�KLJKO\� HPRWLRQDO� DQG� µGHPRQL]LQJ¶��

This shows that if a pivotal middle power takes a radical turn in

its understanding/approaching to any issue that is so sensitive

and, out of expectation, to its neighbors; regional reaction

initially could be bold in discourse and action but after a while

they are forced to adapt or re-align themselves with the new

situation that once pivotal middle power initiated.  

7KH� FKDQJH� LQ� (J\SW¶V� DSSURDFK� WR� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQ� LVVXH�

after the 1967 war is regarded as part of its domestic reappraisal, 

rather than an external conflict (Karawan, 2005:332). There was

an increasing strained state-society relation accelerated by

economic deterioration in the country and its costly involvement

of wars added other ventures. As argued, the change was

launched with the same elite that took the other direction before

the 1967 war, proclaiming pan-Arabism and location the

Palestinian issue as part of it. However, domestic challenges that

the state faced actually forced to re-consider its grand strategies

and policies, because at that time, the domestic threat was more

urgent than the external one. As argued elsewhere, pivotal
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middle powers take initiative decisions in their understanding of

any regional problem with its repercussion on other states in the

region. The Egyptian case in the 1970s shows that if pivotal

middle powers face an urgent domestic issue, it overshadows its

own regional role/ambitious. In other words, domestic issues are

so important for the behavior of the pivotal middle power that

can define the scope of, or limit, its approach to any key issue in

its region. Concluding on this, the domestic situation (stabilized,

less-problematic or conflicting) of pivotal middle powers can be

as influential as their economic and military power in their

policies, projection and leadership role in their regions.  

After the 1930s to the end of the 1970s, Egypt as a PMP

did not only contribute defining the key policies by being the

policy leader, but also shaped the discourse and identity, and

constructed the regional politics/identity. With the end of the

1970s after signing the peace deal with Israel, Egypt radically

shifted its foreign policy toward Palestinian issue, but this was

more domestic-driven than regional one. It had regional

repercussions albeit mostly negatively for Egypt. Since the Camp

David Accord, the Egyptian case shows an interesting element of

SLYRWDO�PLGGOH�SRZHUV¶�UROH�LQ�FRQVWUXFWLQJ�LGHDV�DQG�LGHQWLW\��,Q�

retrospect, it is certain that Cairo brought a huge change on

discourse on Israel and the Palestinian issue. What was then was

unthinkable, now some states singed peace deals with Israel. 

This was a radical shift and an influential discourse change in the

region for good, for a better or worse. This is a striking example
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RI� (J\SW¶V� UROH� DV� DFWLQJ� DV� D� 303�� +RZHYHU�� &DLUR¶V� UDGLFDO�

discourse change efforts, unwittingly, negated, alienated,

excluded Egypt from the Middle Eastern affairs, that cannot be

explainable by pivotal middle power theory. Immediately after

������(J\SW¶V�LQIOXHQFH�RQ�UHJLRQDO�LVVXHV�ZDV�YHU\�OLWWOH��LI�DQ\�

at all. Although it has reached its balance after 1990s, its

influence still lags behind as a PMP. Bearing in mind the

XQFHUWDLQW\� RI� ZKHQ� &DLUR� ZLOO� WDNH� LWV� µUHVSHFWIXO� DQG�

LQIOXHQWLDO¶�SODFH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��WKHRUHWLFDOO\��RQH�FDQ�DUJXH�

following: a long term-oriented  aim/role/policy of PMP in a

region can seriously harm its standing in short term. How to

reach a balance between long and short term aims for a PMP is

the question that requires further research both theoretically and

in the case of Egypt. 

After the end of the Cold war, there was an optimist

feeling/expectation in global politics that was intellectually

declared by Fukayama (1989) that human being has reached to

WKH� µHQG� RI� KLVWRU\¶� LQ� KLV� VHDUFK� IRU� WKH� EHVW� PRGHO� LQ� WKH�

economic and political system: liberalism and democracy. In line

with the global trend, there has been a serious effort to bring

peace to the Middle East. Called as Oslo Process in the

beginning of the 1990s, it has been so far the most serious and

solution-oriented negotiations between the two main parties: the

PLO and Israel. Whereas its implementation failed due to several

setbacks, it was a moment for Egypt to show itself and re-gain its

LQIOXHQFH�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVWHUQ�DIIDLUV��:LWK�6DGGDP¶V�GHIHDW�LQ�
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1991, Egypt, having led in organizing the Arab side in the

international coalition against Iraq, was back at the head of the

Arab world. Utilizing this opportunity, in the months between

the Gulf war and the Madrid peace conference in 1991, Egyptian

officials laid out a plan for a comprehensive diplomatic solution

to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Arab capitals that had never

considered talking with Israel joined the process. This

constructive approach of Egypt brought credibility, respect and

leadership to Egypt for the first time after it signed the peace deal

with Israel. This, coupled with the Gulf War, was a turning point

LQ� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� UHODWLRQV� ZLWK� RWKHU� WKH� $UDE� FRXQWULHV� RQ�

regional issues. Egypt played policy leadership role in both

issues, but it did not continue afterwards.  

Today, there is no doubt that there are two key issues in

the Middle East that require urgent attention. One is the new one,

and the other one goes back to decades: Iraq and the Palestinian-

Israeli issue respectively. Any state who wants to play the role of

policy leadership has to tackle with both. Cairo is willing to play

such a role, but so far could not play leadership in defining a

regional policy. Policy leadership must be based on a long-term

plan and should not be reactionary. It should follow all the

actions of other players, regional and international ones, and take

a pro-active stance on the issues. Pivotal middle powers use

active diplomacy and multilateral forums in formulating such a

pro-active policy. In general, policy leadership is directly linked

to the intellectual one. Since policies are stemmed from
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LQWHOOHFWXDO� DQG� HQWUHSUHQHXUV¶� OHDGHUVKLS� RI� 303V� LQ� UHJLRQDO�

affairs, for Cairo it is imperative to give priority to the

intellectual leadership first. In the case of the Palestinian issue,

this becomes urgency, because how to bring peace to this acute

conflict is still debated broadly and not all agree in one solution. 

An intellectual leadership played by Egypt would probably open

doors for its policy leadership in the region. As a pivotal middle

power, EJ\SW�KDV�WKH�QHHGHG�PDWHULDO�DQG�µVRIW¶�SRZHU�WR�GR�VR��

In the years to come, whether it will be able to do or not, depends

on time and creative ability of its leadership.  

How to Bring Egypt Back to the Middle East?

In his analysis of the possible circumstances that Egyptian

foreign policy orientation might change in future, Alterman

�����������FRQFOXGHV�EROGO\��µ)URP�$UDE-Israeli peace issues to

counter-terrorism to military readiness, any shift in Egyptian

policy would force those nations [regional and international

ones, MO] to rethink many aspects of their own policies in the

0LGGOH�(DVW¶��6XFK�D�SRVVLELOLW\�PDNHV�(J\SW� DV� D� FRXQWU\� WKDW�

needs to be observed, followed and studied. As the

democratization waves, wittingly or unwittingly, hitting the coast

of the Middle East, a leadership change in Egypt is a likely

possibility in near future. This could also possibly pave the way

for a new approach, role definition or identity of Egyptian

foreign policy, positively or QHJDWLYHO\��µ(J\SW�KROGV�WKH�NH\� WR�
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WKH� $UDE� ZRUOG¶�� LI� *HUJHV¶� ���������� DUJXPHQW� VWLOO� KDV� VRPH�

YDOLGLW\�� D� VKLIW� LQ� &DLUR¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� LQFOXGHV� XQFHUWDLQWLHV�

for the Middle Eastern countries as well as global actors. Some

elements of a constructivist reading of possible future Egyptian

foreign policy will be outlined here.

In order to bring Egypt back to the Middle Eastern politics

powerfully and influentially, the most urgent issue is to change

the discourse of foreign policy. This is well articulated by

Hassan (Al-Ahram Weekly, 1-7 Feb 2007) in the following lines:

µWKH�NH\�FRPSRQHQW��KRZHYHU�� WR�RYHUFRPLQJ�ZKDW� LV�SHUFHLYHG�DV�D�FULVLV�

of Egyptian foreign policy and the decline in regional influences, is to find

a new vision, or idea, that will guide relations between the various

FRPPXQLWLHV� DQG� VWDWHV� RI� WKH� UHJLRQ�� DQG� EH\RQG¶�� :LWK� UHJDUG� WR� WKH�

QDWXUH�RI�WKLV�QHZ�LGHD�RU�YLVLRQ��+DVVDQ�ZHQW�RQ�VD\LQJ�WKDW�µVXFK�D�YLVLRQ�

should not aim to entrap the people of the region in oppositional

dichotomies, or regard difference as a source of threat, or reason for enmity

RU�H[FOXVLRQ¶ (italics are mine, MO).

In order to have such a comprehensive new vision or idea,

as part of the new grand strategy, Egyptian policy toward the

Palestinian issue may require some change or at least a new re-

design. In the Middle East, Egypt still suffers from its loss by

signing a peace agreement with Israel, at least in the eyes of

public. Although, Egypt paved the way and became the example

and facilitator by making possible the Israeli-PLO recognition in

1993 and the 1994 Jordan-Israel treaty (Stein, 1997); still the

blamed one is Egypt. This blame is intensified by its apparent

close relations with the US, mostly by being second aid receiver
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from the US after Israel, and domestic consolidation of

repressive one man rule. Furthermore, this perception about

Egypt was also contributed by clear declarations of Egyptian

leaders, saying that their relations are exclusively based on

national interest, understood as if Egypt does not really pay

attention to what is the situation of others in the region. As Onuf

(1998:59) indicates, states and leaders create their own world and

reality by their speech and word. Following this, such a

FRQVWUXFWHG� ZRUOG� DOVR� VKDSHV� RWKHUV¶� DWWLWXGH� WRward and

perception about the state in question. Stein (1997) argues in his

research that between 1992 and 1995 pragmatism motivated

(J\SW¶V� UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�,VUDHO�DQG��SUHVXPDEO\�� LWV�SROLF\� WRZDUG�

WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH��3UHVLGHQW�0XEDUDN¶V�IROORZLQJ�VWDWHment in

DQ� LQWHUYLHZ� LV� H[SODQDWRU\�� µLI� ,� FRRSHUDWH� VWUDWHJLFDOO\� ZLWK�

,VUDHO� RU� DQ\RQH� HOVH�� WKHQ� LW� LV� EHFDXVH� ,� KDYH� DQ� LQWHUHVW¶�

(quoted in Stein, 1997). This understanding can be extended to

whole Mobarek period. 

Foreign policies today are conducted in a way that what

3XWQDP� ������� FDOOV� DV� µGRXEOH-HGJHG� GLSORPDF\¶�� ,W� LV� D� WZR-

way relationship between foreign policy and its domestic

politics, that is, domestic developments impact upon foreign

affairs and vice versa. Approaching from this perspective, Egypt

also needs to include and ensure the public participation in

establishing a new foreign policy discourse. This is crucial for a

new and coherent vision simply because in the last decades there

has been a sharp diYLGH�EHWZHHQ� WKH� JRYHUQLQJ� HOLWH� DQG� µ$UDE�
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VWUHHWV¶�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�DSSURDFKLQJ�WKH�NH\�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�

issues in the Middle East. Currently, the governing elite face a

huge legitimacy crisis in the eyes of its public and therefore,

most of the time use harsh measures to keep itself in power. That

is why democratization waves did not have any influence in the

Middle Eastern countries and Egypt.  

This so-called contradiction is necessary to be solved in

RUGHU�WR�FUHDWH�D�QHZ�YLVLRQ�LQ�&DLUR¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROicy. Therefore,

Hassan (Al-Ahram Weekly, 1-��)HE�������DUJXHV�WKDW�µWKH�EHVW�

PHDQV«� WR� DGYRFDWH� D� QHZ�YLVLRQ� LV� WR� SUDFWLFH� LW� LQ� GRPHVWLF�

SROLWLFV�DV�ZHOO¶�� ,W� LV�VHHQ�D�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ�ZKHQ�(J\SW�FDOOV� IRU�

solving regional conflicts peacefully and respect international

law, while it is not followed in domestic politics. This

FRQWULEXWHV� (J\SW¶V� FXUUHQW� UROH� DQG� FUHGLELOLW\� LQ� LWV� UHJLRQDO�

affairs negatively. 

,Q� UHWURVSHFW�� RQH� FDQ� FODLP� WKDW� (J\SW¶V� UROH� LQ� UHJLRQDO�

affairs is strongly influenced by its approach to the Palestinian

issue. When Cairo had defined its policy to the Palestinian issue

from a broader perspective, be it Islamic or pan-Arabism, its

influence on regional affairs was high. However, the more

(J\SW¶V�SROLF\�WR�WKH�NH\�0LGGOH�(DVWHUQ�LVVue is narrowed, the

less Cairo could exert its influence on regional issues. Especially

DIWHU�����V��(J\SW¶V� ORVV�RI� LWV� LQIOXHQFH� LQ� WKH�0LGGOH�(DVWHUQ�

politics could be viewed from this perspective. One should also

remember here that partly it was its approach and presumably
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active role in framing a peace proposal to the Palestinian issue in

the Madrid Peace Conference that brought Egypt back to the

regional politics, though not as strongly yet.  

It has become a commonplace to emphasize the

importance of the Palestinian issue in the Middle Eastern

politics. As it is also shown in the case of Egypt, it is not easy for

any country who wants to play a key role to be indifferent to this

issue.4 If Egypt wants to come back to the Middle Eastern

politics as poweUIXO� DV� LW� ZDV� LQ� 1DVVHU¶V� SHULRG�� D� QHZ� UH-

formulation and re-definition of its Palestinian approach is

needed. Such a process presumably could also be helpful in

efforts to bring peace and security to the region. Whether the

revolution will create a new formulation or not will be the key

GHILQLQJ� IDFWRU� LQ� WKH� IXWXUH� RI� (J\SW¶V� IRUHLJQ� SROLF\� LQ� SRVW-

Mobarek era.  
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CONCLUSION

A µ1HZ¶�(J\SWian Foreign Policy after Revolution?

Being viewed as the largest and most powerful Arab state, Egypt

has always been expected to play a leading role in the

Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Since the beginning of the conflict,

WKH� FHQWUDOLW\� RI� &DLUR¶V� UROH� KDV� QHYHU� EHHQ� FRQWHVWHG�� (J\SW�

viewed as a state without which the Arabs could neither make

peace with nor wage war against Israel.  

Confirming this in every war and peace with Israel, Egypt

was a part. Theoretically, Egypt qualifies to be considered as a

pivotal middle power. Such status would be confirmed by a

thorough analysis of Egyptian foreign policy towards the

Palestinian-Israeli conflict after 1930s to today. Cairo played the

key role in defining the terms for making peace and war with

Israel and, through which, Cairo constructed and re-constructed

as the time goes the discourse on the Palestinian issue. This

reconstruction process was also predicated by an identity change

at home, at least toward Israel, and subsequently showed itself in

foreign relations.  
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,Q� OLQH� ZLWK� WKLV�� IURP� ����� WR� ������ &DLUR¶V� SROLF\�

toward the Palestinian issue was mostly linked with gaining full

independence from Britain and occupied a central place in both

DW�&DLUR¶V�GRPHVWLF�DQG�IRreign relations. From 1948 to 1957, the

discourse on the issue was dominated by both societal Islamic

organizations and those who had close relations with the former,

DQG� WKHUHIRUH� &DLUR¶V� SROLF\� ZDV� GHILQHG� ZLWKLQ� WKH� ,VODPLF�

terminology. After 1957, CairR¶V� 3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli policy was

formulated through the lens of pan-Arabism. The 1967 war left a

huge imprint on Egyptian society and led to reconstruction of the

existing identity and discourse. This new perspective articulated

in national interest terms and has become the cornerstone of

&DLUR¶V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WR�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�XQWLO�WRGD\�

Each re-construction process emanated from a discursive

change first and has influenced decision-making process. Such a

FKDQJH� LQ� &DLUR¶V� SHUVSHFWLYH� KDV� LQIOXenced and shaped the

RWKHU� FRXQWULHV¶� SROLF\� WRZDUG� WKH� LVVXH� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ�� 7KH�

UHDFWLRQ� RI� WKRVH� QHLJKERULQJ� FRXQWULHV� WR� D� FKDQJH� LQ� &DLUR¶V�

policy sometimes was easy to accept for other countries;

however, sometimes it was difficult to for them to absorb in a

short time, therefore, they excluded and ostracized Egypt from

regional politics as happened after 1978. Notwithstanding, 

(J\SW¶V� UROH� LQ� VKDSLQJ� WKH�GLVFRXUVH�DQG�SROLFLHV� OHG�RWKHUV� WR�

follow it, wittingly or unwittingly, thus, confirming its key role

in re-constructing a regional policy and discourse on Israel. 
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From a theoretical point of view, this study argues that

first, pivotal middle power in regional politics, as superpowers

do in global politics, play a leading role in defining, constructing

and re-constructing the discourse in the region. This becomes so

apparent and traceable in the case of key regional problems.   

Second, if a pivotal middle power takes a radical turn in its

discourse to any issue that is so sensitive in the region; reaction

from other regional states initially could be bold in discourse and

action but after a while they are forced to adapt or re-align

themselves with the new situation that once pivotal middle

power initiated.  

Third, domestic issues are so important for the behavior of

pivotal middle power that can define the scope of, or limit, its

approach to any key issue in its region. Domestic stability of a

pivotal middle power can be as influential as their economic and

military power in their policies, projection and leadership role in

their regions.  

From a practical and policy orientation perspective, this

study LQYHVWLJDWHG� WKH� LQIOXHQFH� RI� (J\SW¶V� 3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli

policy on its regional standing and regional role. It can be argued

WKDW� &DLUR¶V� SROLF\� WRZDUG� WKH� FRQIOLFW� LV� QRW� RQO\� very much

FULWLFDO�IRU�WKH�FRQIOLFW�LWVHOI��EXW�DOVR�&DLUR¶V�RYHUDOO�LQIOXHQFH�LQ�

regional affairs. Whenever Cairo takes a leading role on the key

regional issue, as pivotal middle powers do, its influence

increased on other regional issues too. Whenever, Cairo took a
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more narrowed approach, such as national interest, its credibility

and influence is highly damaged. Egypt is viewed as the natural

Arab leader in the region, and therefore expectations are high.

Egypt, due to its weight and history, cannot afford to be sidelined

from any issue, especially the Palestinian one, in the area,

because it affects Egypt anyway. If Egypt wants to play a leading

role in the region again, first it might start re-formulating a new

discourse on the Palestinian-Israeli issue in its foreign policy.

This could be very important not for finding a possible peace for

WKH� GHFDGHV� ROG� FRQIOLFW�� EXW� DOVR� IRU� (J\SW¶V� LQWHUQDWLRQal

standing.  

Returning to the constructivist notion of the importance of

D� VWDWH
V� LGHQWLW\� DQG� LWV� FRQVWUXFWLRQ�� LW� LV� HYLGHQW� WKDW� (J\SW¶V�

identity by 2007 is significantly different from that of the 1930s

or the 1960s. Shaping its identity by acting and interacting in the

international arena, Egypt also shaped a number of roles for

itself. Some of these roles were imposed on it as the international

FRPPXQLW\
V� H[SHFWDWLRQV� LQFUHDVHG�� (J\SW¶V� SLYRWDO� PLGGOH�

power status is also evident as an important way to conduct its

foreign relations. As Cairo realizes its own limitations in the

current Middle Eastern affairs, multilateralism and creativity on

Palestinian issue offers the country the opportunity to be

influential in the area as it was before. It would be better if Egypt

co-operate with like-minded actors on most-shared concerns, 

such as the Palestinian issue, in the Middle East and to work

towards bringing peace to the area.
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After the revolution in February in 2011�� (J\SW¶V� new

leaders will need to re-visit the fundamentalist choices that Cairo

made in their foreign relations in the past, if they are serious in

their efforts to regain influence and credibility in Middle Eastern

affairs. An expert from a highly-credible US think thank CISS

DUJXHV� WKDW� µ(gypt has a far wider array of options than is

FRPPRQO\� DGPLWWHG¶� LQ� LWV� IRUHLJQ� UHODWLRQV�� RIIHULQJ� µDQ�

XQXVXDOO\�ULFK�UDQJH�RI�FRQVWUDLQV�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV¶��$OWHUPDQ��

2005:368). The outcome of those choices and new decisions of

Egypt in coming years will be as important as it is uncertain for

regional and global actors. However, one thing seems clear that

KLVWRULFDOO\�(J\SW¶V�SROLF\�WRZDUG�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�LVVXH�KDV�EHHQ�

D� NH\� GHILQLQJ� IDFWRU� IRU� &DLUR¶V� DFFHSWDELOLW\�� OHJLWLPDF\� DQG�

policy leadership in the Middle East. The influence of the

Palestinian issue on its relations with the non-Middle Eastern

countries requires further research but it is fair to say that it has

DQ�LPSRUWDQW�HOHPHQW�IRU�µ$UDE�VWUHHWV¶�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�FLUFOHV��

As Alterman also indiFDWHV��(J\SW� µVWLOO� VHHV� LWV� UHODWLRQV�

ZLWK�,VUDHO�WKURXJK�DQ�(J\SWLDQ�SULVP¶�WKDW�LV�EDVHG�RQ�QDWLRQDO�

LQWHUHVW�� ,W� LV�DOVR�VWURQJO\� OLQNHG�ZLWK�&DLUR¶V�QDWLRQDO� LQWHUHVW-

based relations with the US and being second aid receiver from

the US after Israel. In the current situation, Egypt does not fully

qualify as a pivotal middle power in its actions in its region, 

comparison to its being a full-fledged pivotal middle power after

1930s, but especially in 1960s and 1970s. While in terms of

material power calculations, populations, size, strategic location, 
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Cairo is still a pivotal middle power, since it is sort of excluded

from playing key role in regional affairs after Camp David, its

actions limits its PMP status. 

In terms of construction/re-construction of foreign policy

Pizel (1998:14) argues that when the government and leader

changes, a state identity and national interest definition will be

done accordingly. This new definition might be similar to, or

continuality of, its predecessor, but a new re-shape will be given.

Historically, each president of Egypt has added different

dimension to already existing, some being very radical in shift,

some preserving the existing status quo. A new generation of

leader of Egypt after revolution will certainly add new

dimensions too, if s/he does not initiate a radical shift in foreign

policy. While this is the case historically, for Egypt to come back

to the Middle East and re-gain its influence, a discursive/identity

change in foreign policy is required. The comprehensive extend

and limit of such an endeavor is not the topic of this book, but by

focusing on its policy on the Palestinian issue suggests that a

new reconstruction of foreign policy identity towards the

Palestinian issue is indispensable, if not compulsory. So long as

the Palestinian issue is regarded as the key issue in the eyes of

the Middle East public and elite, this in turn will continue to

define the scope of influence of Egypt in the region. Egypt as a

pivotal middle power needs to initiate another reconstruction

effort and shift in its foreign policy if it wants to play its role as a

fully-fledged pivotal middle power and leave its imprint. Unless,



̱�ͳʹͷ�̱�
�

there is no foreign policy reconstruction effort on the Palestinian

LVVXH��RQH�PLJKW�H[SHFW� WKDW�&DLUR¶V� standing in regional affairs

will stay as it is today in near future.

With regard to future researches on the theme of this book,

theoretically, the relations between the influence of PMP and its

long/short term policies call for more investigation. This study

contends that in the case of Egypt a long term-oriented

aim/role/policy of PMP in a region can seriously harm its

standing in short term. How to reach a balance between long and

short term aims for a PMP is the question, which requires further

research theoretically through comparative case studies. 

3UDFWLFDOO\��WKH�UROH�RI�&DLUR¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ-Israeli

FRQIOLFW�RQ�&DLUR¶V�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�RWKHU�UHJLRQDO�DQG�JOREDO�DFWRUV�

and institutions could add new dimensions for understanding

Egypt as a pivotal middle power and its possible future

inclinations in the Middle East and international politics.  
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