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A Foreign Policy for the Twenty-First Century

By Nabil Fahmy

Perched astride two continents, sandwiched between two seas, and watered by 
a river that feeds ten countries, Egypt is a nation destined to have extensive 
contact with the outside world. Though the nature of this relationship has 

ebbed and flowed in the past—sometimes encouraging Egypt’s ambitious aspira-
tions and at other times relegating her to subject status—foreign policy is a dynamic 
fundamental to the success or failure of the Egyptian state. Today, as we finish the 
formation of our first representative civilian government in over sixty years, the 
political limelight will remain fixed on the domestic trials ahead. How Egypt will 
face the staggering economic and demographic pressures upon it, the position of 
religion in the new republic, and the effort to found a representative government 
against the crushing weight of an authoritarian past all remain to be seen. But, in 
the process of tackling these historic domestic tasks, we must not ignore the foreign 
policy challenges and opportunities that will face this representative government 
in a new Middle East. 

Regrettably, Egypt has shrunk to the periphery of regional relations, exchang-
ing the leadership and vision of Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anwar Sadat for a far 
less ambitious foreign policy. Though Hosni Mubarak’s policies were initially 
successful in ensuring stability and security and reconciling Egypt with the Arab 
world, this early proactive phase was followed by a long period of political dor-
mancy and stagnation. Now, in a region transformed by popular upheaval, Egypt 
has a chance to pick up the mantle and renew her place as a political and ideological 
wellspring for the Arab and North African Middle East. 
We should grasp this opportunity to help lead the Middle 
East and Africa into a new era of inclusiveness and politi-
cal modernity. We can create a blueprint for Egypt’s 
future foreign policy that will enact this strategic shift. 
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It should seek a path toward renewed leadership in the Arab world that emphasizes 
Egypt’s strengths in the region, its cultural claim to the Arab identity, and its intel-
lectual influence on Arab political thought, while formulating precise and proactive 
measures designed to regain Egypt’s lost position of moral authority and regional 
leadership in the Middle East.

As a point of departure, and with a view to establishing functional, concrete options, 
these prescriptions suggest that Egypt approach its foreign policy in three expanding 
concentric circles of interest. First, those close and vital neighbors that share a border, 
a fundamental identity, or upriver access to Egypt’s riparian water source. Second, that 
group of foreign and regional powers outside of Egypt’s direct sphere that, neverthe-
less, exert strong influence over Egyptian policy. Third, relations with the rest of the 
world—those nations that do not play a vital role in Egypt’s immediate neighborhood 
but with whom mutually beneficial relations should be pursued or improved upon. 

Historical Context: Egypt’s Rich Legacy
Before Egypt’s future options can be fully explored, we must examine the constants 
and variables that have shaped Egyptian foreign policy throughout its long and tur-
bulent past. There is an instinct on the part of some observers and local participants to 
assume that Egyptian foreign policy is essentially unchanging in nature. This assump-
tion is imprecise, to say the least. To be sure, as with any nation, there are constants 
that perennially influence the pursuit of Egypt’s foreign policy, but these factors are 
principles and parameters upon and within which Egypt must shape its interests 
rather than strict constraints on her ability to act. Indeed, whether during the height 
of the Fatimid Caliphate, the quiet conquests and rapid modernization of Moham-
med Ali, or the anti-colonialism and Arab Nationalism of the Nasser era, Egypt has 
not only built a history of strong and active regional foreign policy, but consistently 
displayed the will and ability to lead in the regional and even in the international 
arena. Still, what is true of Egyptian foreign policy is that it has most frequently been 
defined by two factors—geography and history—and that these factors have inspired 
relatively centrist policy trends throughout consecutive Egyptian governments, even 
those commonly perceived as radical or reactionary. 

Geography is, for obvious reasons, the most important element in determining 
Egypt’s national security and threat perceptions. Egypt sits on the historical trading 
crossroads of three continents of the old world and relies for sustenance upon a single 
river whose headwaters lie outside its borders. This interconnection and essential 
vulnerability has rendered the country extremely sensitive to the actions of external 
powers and shapes a pattern of stability, security, and balance in international relations. 
This describes the submissive policies of the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt who assured 
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grain shipments to Rome in return for relative independence, as well as those of Hosni 
Mubarak’s government, which often sought to accommodate Western interests and 
leverage that to create regional heft rather than exercise leadership on regional issues. 
Yet even the actions of more ambitious Egyptian governments have been grounded 
in concepts of stability and security, though they may have strayed from the center. 
Abdel Nasser’s military interference in Yemen, his instigation of the 1967 Arab-Israeli 
war, and Anwar Sadat’s bilateral peace treaty with Israel are frequently cited as nega-
tives. Egypt also had its foreign policy successes under these two leaders. The former’s 
leadership of of decolonization efforts and the latter’s courageous step in initiating 
the October 6, 1973, war were high points of Egyptian leadership. In those instances 
when foreign policy sharply swayed from the centrist trend, it has traditionally been 
the result of charismatic or ambitious individuals, empowered by authoritarian rule, 
attempting to implant their personal vision on the nation. In these instances, the ability 
of such figures to impose their priorities on foreign policy helps explain deviation from 
the norm but when these individuals overreach, reality invariably punishes their hubris 
and, more often than not, they return to the center, hat in hand.

In conjunction with geographic and idiosyncratic variables, historical preju-
dice has also played a major part in defining this centrist trend in Egyptian foreign 
policy. Due to the longevity of the Egyptian state, the effect of history upon cur-
rent policy is especially acute. Few nations in the region have remained untouched 
by contact with Egypt and most have had hundreds, if not thousands, of years to 
develop preconceived norms of interaction. Egypt’s own preconceptions, emanat-
ing from past cultural, social, and political interactions, similarly define current 
interests and threat perceptions in dealing with each of her neighbors—particularly 
those along the Nile or major trade corridors—and such biases will continue to 
shape foreign policy trends. 

In terms of these historical determinants, the most relevant factor in the develop-
ment of Egyptian foreign policy during the modern era was the effect of European 
colonialism. As a result of this colonial heritage, and subsequent Cold War compe-
tition for influence over the new nations of a post-colonial Middle East, Egyptian 
foreign policy in the 1950s and 60s was focused upon the threat of foreign hege-
monic domination. Various American attempts to impose anti-communist security 
regimes, manifest in efforts such as the Baghdad Pact and the Eisenhower Doctrine, 
stoked this public fear and helped shape the Nasserite doctrine of pan-Arab and 
African solidarity against Western intrusion. At the same time, the creation of the 
State of Israel on the territory of Arab Palestine in 1948 posed a new and imminent 
threat dimension to Egyptian foreign policy—one that strengthened the doctrine 
of Egyptian-led pan-Arabism, and focused Egyptian security calculations around 
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consistent military confrontation with Israel until the signing of the Egyptian-
Israeli peace treaty in 1979. 

A second key legacy from the colonial era was the construction of the Suez Canal 
in 1869 and its subsequent nationalization by Nasser during the 1956 Suez Crisis. 
This Egyptian ownership of a direct maritime passage from Europe to Asia served 
both to renew Egypt’s position at the heart of international commerce after the 
decline of overland trade routes and to bolster its contemporary stature as a cham-
pion of the Non-Aligned Movement. However, in the long term, the nationalization 
of the canal also helped link the health of the Egyptian economy to the maintaining 
stability and security in the Arabian Gulf region— a foreign policy concern that 
assumed particular importance after the rise of Gulf oil economies to international 
political prominence in the 1970s and 80s. Almost 20 percent of the world’s oil now 
travels through the Gulf and a significant portion of that trade passes through the 
Red Sea. In addition to this direct trade through the Suez Canal, Arabian Gulf coun-
tries provide bilateral aid and direct investment to Egypt, while human exchange 
between Egypt and the Gulf region is significant. Remittances from Egyptians cur-
rently working abroad totaled around $12.6 billion in 2011 with a majority of those 
transfers originating in the Arabian Gulf. 

Accordingly, when war or instability threatens the Gulf, Egypt feels the effects. 
This happened during the first and second Gulf wars, where nearly 1.4 million of the 
two million Egyptian workers in Iraq had left the country by 2003, and has repeated 
itself in nearly every crisis where oil prices, Suez revenues, or tourism have been 
adversely affected by uncertainty in the region. Partly as a result of this connection, 
stability in the Arabian Gulf and, indeed, throughout the Middle East has gradually 
become one of Egypt’s greatest foreign policy priorities. This pattern has perpetu-
ated itself in the strategic calculus of nearly every major foreign policy decision, 
especially after the death of Nasser. Under Sadat, the expulsion of Soviet advisers 
from Egypt in 1975 effectively ended major U.S.-Soviet competition in the Arab 
Middle East, paving the way for calmer regional relations, while the peace treaty 
with Israel was a practical measure designed to end the streak of costly and politi-
cally destabilizing wars against Israel since 1948. Similarly, Egyptian policy during 
the Iran-Iraq war from 1980 to 1988 favored Iraq due to the potentially region-
wide destabilizing effects of a powerful and aggressive revolutionary Iran in the 
Gulf. But when the tables turned and it was instead Iraq’s Saddam Hussein threaten-
ing regional stability with the invasion of Kuwait in 1990, Egypt collaborated with 
Western military intervention to preserve regional security.  

Combined with this fundamental and long established interest in regional order 
and stability is Egypt’s natural ability to lead the Middle East toward such foreign 
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policy goals. This stems not only from the country’s demographic weight, geopo-
litical location, and military capability, but also from its historic and contemporary 
role as the heart of cultural and intellectual innovation in the Arab world. As early 
as the nineteenth century, Cairo has been at the vanguard of modern Arab political 
thought. Trained in both Islamic jurisprudence and European political philoso-
phy, Egyptian intellectuals like Rifa’a El-Tahtawi pioneered some of the earliest 
attempts to equate Arab-Islamic principles with the concepts and ideals of Euro-
pean modernism. Sent abroad to study at the great universities of Europe, these 
individuals brought back the knowledge and know-how necessary to enact Moham-
med Ali’s ambitious modernization schemes. However, they also brought with them 
the concepts of reasoned deduction, individuality, and democratic process, which 
would provide the first intellectual kernels of future anti-colonialist, pan-Arab, and 
Islamist ideologies. Building upon the works of early reformers and intellectuals 
like Tahtawi, Jamal Al-Din Al-Afghani, and Mohammed Abduh, who introduced 
the ideas of national self-determination and Islamic Modernism, Egypt has become 
one of the strongest generators of Arab political thought. Be it through Egyptian 
nationalism, socialism, pan-Arab nationalism, or Islamism, Egypt has provided 
either the birthplace or the fertile ground for most of the major Arab political move-
ments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

That preeminence in intellectual and political innovation has always been one 
of Egypt’s greatest assets in the Arab regional context. During the 1950s and 60s 
Nasser was able to harness this power and lead the Middle East, as well as much of 
Africa, in opposition to the remnants of colonialism. But when Nasser’s rhetorical 
brinksmanship ended in Egypt’s disastrous defeat by Israel during the 1967 war, the 
model of Arab leadership was broken. President Sadat tried to revive Egypt’s stature 
with his ambitious vision of a reformed Egypt and a Middle East at peace, but the 
unilateral nature of the peace treaty with Israel and his reckless pace of economic 
restructuring alienated both regional and domestic partners alike. Mubarak, for his 
part, prided himself on claiming Egypt’s leadership role, but was risk-averse and 
ultimately unwilling to bear the responsibilities of leadership.

Now however, as in the heyday of pan-Arab Nationalism, the January 25 revo-
lution has helped inspire a generation of Arabs to action. Egypt once again has the 
chance to lead if she is willing, but any new government must learn from the lessons 
of the past. Much-needed reform can no longer be postponed but its progress must 
not be derailed into populist politicking or religious dogmatism, especially in for-
eign relations. Egypt must lead the region rather than leave it behind and guide its 
neighbors not try to dominate them if it wants to seize this opportunity and regain 
its proper regional and international role.

E G Y P T  I N  T H E  W O R L D
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After January 25: New Chance to Lead
To achieve that balance, the new Egyptian government must define—and swiftly—the 
situation it has inherited and tackle the long list of foreign policy reforms, which were 
necessary even before the January 25 revolution. Consequently, this should first 
entail an assessment of the rapidly changing global and regional environment within 
which Egypt operates. Such an assessment will, of course, need to highlight the 
variety of short-term issues that have essentially been put on hold during the transi-
tional period and which will draw the most public pressure for resolution. However, 
the larger aim of this assessment will be a better understanding of the medium and 
long-term consequences of foreign policy decisions and, on that basis, a sweeping 
review of Egyptian foreign policy to date. 

A second task for the architects of Egypt’s new foreign policy will be finding a 
way to effectively communicate the substance of that policy to a newly open and 
aware Egyptian society. This may seem self-evident, but for policymakers accus-
tomed to effecting top-down decisions insulated from public criticism or reproach, 
listening and responding to the desires of the people will be a difficult transition. A 
careful balance must be struck between the lofty subjects of long-term significance, 
not necessarily evident to the layman, and the settlement of immediate hot-button 
issues such as security along the border with Israel or negotiations over upriver 
development along the Nile. But, in light of the public awakening, Egyptian gov-
ernments will nevertheless need to cultivate the ability to explain foreign policy 
decisions clearly and consistently to the public. This process will assuredly require 
a consistent and comprehensive strategic vision, which takes both long and short-
term factors into account, if it is to be successful.  

Most important for the new republic, however, will be the challenge of earn-
ing and sustaining the moral authority and legitimacy necessary to regain Egypt’s 
leadership role. Egypt’s greatest strength in international affairs is its intellectual 
power to lead and influence its region. Historically, the efficacy of that leadership 
has always been relative to popular faith in the sincerity of its rhetoric, even if the 
content of that rhetoric is proven false with the luxury of hindsight. Egypt now has 
a chance to restore this faith by embracing a policy of principle aimed at sustaining 
and encouraging the spread of democratic reform and social justice throughout the 
region. These concepts should be proactively promoted to the peoples and govern-
ments throughout the region, while allowing them to embrace new ideas at a pace 
comfortable to them.

 This must be a process of osmotic not catalytic change, and care must be 
taken not to pursue ideological policy in a manner that would cause conflicts with 
other nations unready for reform. Egypt should provide the seeds of freedom by 
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supporting openness, transparency, and the rule of law throughout the Middle East, 
but the demand for and pace of reform must come from within states, not across 
their borders. In short, Egypt should return to its niche as the source of dynamic 
political thought in the Middle East and seek to rebuild the moral authority lost 
during the Mubarak era. However, it is paramount to recognize that successful for-
eign policy cannot be divorced from a country’s domestic policy, especially in the 
type of open democratic society we hope Egypt will become. In this, Egypt must 
lead by example. If domestic reality does not match the principled stand of our 
international proclamations, our newfound legitimacy will be unsustainable and our 
claim of leadership will fall on deaf ears. 

To effectively claim and keep that leadership role, Egypt must not only real-
ize that its greatest asset is the intellectual capital of its population, but that smart, 
knowledge-based diplomatic strategy must be reinforced with the will and ability 
to proactively exercise foreign policy. Though she does not have the capability to 
assert herself on a global scale, in its region Egypt has consistently pursued active 
and politically visionary decisions. But the test of true leadership for Egypt, and 
indeed for any state, is the ability to take and act out its own foreign policy deci-
sions, independent of external influence. In order to achieve such independence in 
international affairs, a state must safeguard four basic interests: secure access to suf-
ficient and renewable water sources, a reliable supply of fuel to feed domestic energy 
consumption, stable access to affordable foodstuffs, and the ability to purchase or 
produce sufficient arms and ammunition for national defense. 

These four strategic resources ultimately determine the independence and strength 
of a state’s foreign policy decisions and, ideally, a country should be able to sustain 
them locally. Realistically, this is an impossible goal for most nations in the modern 
era, so if Egypt wants to pursue a foreign policy of real and proactive leadership it 
must ensure the security and the diversification of foreign access points to such indis-
pensable national resources. Accordingly, the quality of Egypt’s relationships with 
foreign nations must be approached along levels of priority that match relations to 
these four basic interests, as well as factors of geography, history, and shared identity. 
It is for this purpose that the country-specific proposals will, here, be split into three 
concentric circles of policy interest. And it is for this reason that the shape of relations 
with those vital states included in the first and second circles will be of such impor-
tance to the success and influence of future Egyptian foreign policy. 

The First Circle: Regaining Self-Confidence
The first circle of Egyptian foreign policy consists primarily of neighboring 
countries, states where Egypt has a natural resource dependency, those who bear 
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common burdens, those with whom she has had constant relations in times of war 
and peace, and those nations with which she shares a common identity. These are 
relationships of the greatest and most immediate concern to Egyptian welfare and 
security. Thus, the review and necessary redefinition of relations with them should 
take the highest priority. 

Perhaps most pressing in this area will be Egypt’s approach toward Sudan and 
the Nile Basin states, particularly in the context of plans by upriver countries to 
redraw the treaty governing approval for hydrological development on the Nile. 
Under the British, and even before that time, Egypt and North and South Sudan 
were one state. Though eventually split under British rule, Egypt and the Sudans 
have maintained traditionally close ties and jealously guard their historical rights 
to the Nile waters. The positions of Egypt and Sudan in this regard are valid and 
should be recognized by the other Nile Basin states. At the same time, for Egypt and 
Sudan to search for solutions to this problem based exclusively on historical rights 
without accounting for contemporary political developments is bound to place the 
different parties at loggerheads.

The current crisis has arisen around an initiative by five Nile Basin states to form 
the Cooperative Framework Agreement in May 2010 to seek more water from the 
Nile. This would effectively abrogate a 1929 treaty Egypt signed with British colonial 
authorities allowing the country veto rights over any upriver Nile development proj-
ects such as irrigation. Egypt and Sudan strongly opposed this measure as threatening 
their national security, with particular criticism directed at Ethiopian plans to con-
struct the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, a large hydropower project on the Nile. 

The argument of the Nile Basin states is that they were not yet states when 
the 1929 agreement was signed, or if they were states they were under occupation. 
This is an understandable argument that can and should be recognized by Egypt 
and Sudan without prejudice. But these particular upriver states do not suffer a 
water shortage, nor do they see negative consequences from Egypt’s consumption 
of water. Their interest in dam construction is, at this point, purely economic. Thus, 
Egypt must stress the importance of this issue to its most basic national interest 
and assert its historical right to a vital resource. However, it should do so in a fash-
ion that underlines collective interest-based policies with the Nile Basin states and 
shuns belligerent rhetoric of the sort exchanged between Mubarak’s regime and the 
Ethiopian government. The process might include the strengthening of bilateral and 
multilateral trade agreements, as well as cooperating on development projects, in 
exchange for the assured flow of water to Egypt’s ever-growing population. 

Though already close, the same policies of collective interest should be applied 
to Egyptian relations with North and South Sudan. Reinvigorated cultural and 
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economic cooperation could provide mutual benefit in the areas of education, agri-
culture, electrical energy, and transportation infrastructure.

A second area of pivotal interest to Egypt and for the region as a whole will be the 
development of events in Israel and Palestine, and the evolution of Egypt’s relations 
with these two entities. Traditionally, Egypt has looked at these relationships as one, 
and in many respects it is impossible to separate them. Still, lumping the two together 
has hobbled Egypt’s ability to deal with Israel on separate issues of deep concern 
such as Israel’s military buildup, Israel’s extensive and undeclared nuclear weapons 
program, energy expansion into the Mediterranean, as well as the local resource and 
environmental concerns that accompany these factors. Equally true is that, while 
Egypt must be careful to address the Palestinians as one entity fundamentally repre-
sented by the Palestinian Authority, we cannot afford to ignore the Hamas leadership 
in Gaza, nor should we give up on recent efforts to reconcile Hamas and Fatah. 

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is at a crossroads. On the Palestinian side you have 
in Mahmoud Abbas and Salem Fayyad, a president and prime minister of a Palestinian 
Authority committed to nonviolence, transparent governance, and finding a negotiated 
solution. You also have a Palestinian constituency that, at least at present, has little stom-
ach for war or violence. Even in Gaza, Hamas deputy head Moussa Abu Marzouq has 
affirmed that a long-term peace arrangement might be acceptable to Hamas as a form of 
hudna (truce). At the same time, on the Israeli side, the government is led by a by a right-
leaning politician with a Knesset majority. To explain the lack of progress, the argument 
is often made that Israel cannot make peace until Palestinians commit to nonviolence, 
or that peace can only be made with the political right in Israel, or even that weak coali-
tions prevented Israeli leaders from adopting strategic, progressive positions on peace. 
The situation today is truly unique and provides a direct test for all these premises. 
Personally, I have never been convinced by these arguments and I am extremely skepti-
cal, given the pronounced policies of the leaders of Likud and Kadima. My sense is that 
Kadima, and with it Israel, is moving further toward the expansionist, militaristic posi-
tion of Likud and therefore beyond a viable compromise with the Palestinians.

If our objective is peace through the creation of two states, then developments 
on the ground have come very close to the point of no return because the con-
stant expansion of Israeli settlements has almost irreparably eroded the ability of 
Palestinians to govern over a continuous landmass. Given the current military and 
political balance of power, the incentive and disincentives needed to generate a seri-
ous attempt at negotiating peace simply do not exist. Egypt must highlight for the 
international community the fact that the Arab-Israeli peace process has all but 
come to an end. It should urge the international community to move from a policy 
of problem management to one of conflict resolution under international auspices. 

E G Y P T  I N  T H E  W O R L D
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Preferably this new effort would take the Arab Peace Initiative adopted by the 2002 
Arab summit in Beirut as a foundation for negotiating final settlement. 

In parallel to this work, Egypt should begin a review of its peace agreement with 
Israel. This is not to say that Egypt should abrogate the treaty, flawed though it is. 
That would be a rash and destabilizing act with far reaching implications for both 
Egyptian-Israeli relations and Egyptian-U.S. relations. However, Egypt should be 
more robust and aggressive in insisting that Israel abide by the spirit of the agreement. 
And we should take a look at renegotiation of some of the security annexes concern-
ing rules of engagement along the border, especially after the accidental killing of 
Egyptian soldiers by Israeli forces in 2011. In conjunction with this effort, the new 
Egyptian government must strive to open a candid dialogue with Israel that empha-
sizes lasting peace and eventual assimilation into the region. This is attainable, but 
cannot be achieved if Israel continues to pursue Cold War policies of military deter-
rence toward threats rather than political resolution of their source and of exclusivity 
from the basic norms that govern international behavior and regional diplomacy. 

Libya too is a foreign policy requirement within Egypt’s first circle of interest, 
but relations with Libya take on a sub-regional if not domestic character due to the 
relatively free flow of Libyans across the border. Since both countries are experi-
encing political transformation, it will be difficult to predict the evolution of their 
mutual foreign policies. However, the key to solid future relations with the new 
Libyan state will be through a traditional grassroots process of cultural, political, 
and economic cooperation. Helping to build the human and political infrastructure 
of a contemporary post-revolutionary state should be a high priority for Egypt. 
This should include the provision of educators and expertise in political, govern-
mental, and developmental fields combined with joint investment in the expansion 
of North African transportation systems and tourism sectors. Needless to say, this 
should be complemented by the development of a new sustained economic para-
digm between the two countries, including cross-border road and energy projects, 
reciprocal investments, and the utilization of Egypt’s expanding labor force. 

Finally, Egypt should not underestimate her inherent ability to influence the Arab 
world as a whole, politically and intellectually. In order to realize this goal we must 
remember how much the world has changed since Nasser’s time. Today the Arab 
world is triple the size it was when the Arab League was established in 1945, and 
Egyptian policymakers must shape their claim to Arab identity along the new politi-
cal, economic, and social realities that have reshaped Arab countries. First, Arabs do 
not possess as strong a sense of common cause today as existed in the mid-twentieth 
century. Though the commonalities of the Arab identity still serve to forge uniquely 
strong bonds of cultural and religious kinship across the region, years of stagnation 
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in the Arab-Israeli process have long jaded once mesmerized populations, while 
the rallying cry of decolonization has disappeared. Indeed, we now find that North 
Africa and the Gulf often look toward Europe and America rather than to their Arab 
neighbors. Another significant shift in the region has been the transfer of money and 
influence toward the Arabian Gulf region, resulting in a general movement from the 
preeminence of left-of-center regimes to right-of-center regimes. 

All this would seem to suggest a concentration of power in the resource-rich mon-
archies of the Arabian Gulf. This however is a superficial, if not false, assumption. It 
is sometimes postulated that Qatar and Saudi Arabia are competitors with Egypt for 
foreign policy influence in the Arab world. This has been true in particular instances 
and, inevitably, there will be recurring incidents of competition. Such competition is 
mutually beneficial insofar as it provides a regional set of checks and balances. But 
no other Arab country truly has the diversity, intellectual infrastructure, or sheer 
demographic manpower necessary to pursue the extensive, substance-based foreign 
policy that Egypt is able to. Egypt’s leadership role has been left vacant due to 
Egypt’s own policies rather than the emergence of a rival. In fact, as the Arab world 
becomes more accustomed to its new reality, Egypt and Saudi Arabia can both ben-
efit from close relations. The former as a vehicle of enlightened progressiveness and 
the latter as a bastion of moderate and modern Islamic conservatism, anchoring the 
Arab world left and right of center. To achieve these results both countries have to 
deal with fundamental domestic problems and act on them boldly and strategically.

Following the 2011 revolution, Egypt needs to regain its self-confidence and 
remember that its leadership in the Arab world was, for decades, predicated on intel-
lectual capital and the dominance of Egyptian scholars and experts in fields ranging 
from political thought to economic policy to culture and education. It has been too 
long since Egypt exerted influence through material assistance to Arab countries and, 
as society opens up, Egyptians will find the creative intellectual assets available to them 
are far beyond those of any other country in the region. Egypt should approach the 
new Arab reality with the full utilization of these inherent intellectual and demographic 
advantages in mind. Egypt’s greatest strength emanates naturally from its regional base 
and it must reestablish its new foreign policy on the bedrock of that Arab and African 
identity, while molding its policies to the realities of the twenty-first century. 

The Second Circle: Seeking New Directions
For generations, states have conducted foreign policy not only with their immediate 
neighbors and core constituencies, but also with the group of countries that exert 
significant influence on a regional or global scale. Modern technology and global-
ization have, with their effect on international security, economics, and the flow of 
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ideas, changed the definition and scope of international relations and increased the 
number of peripheral nations with direct interest in each other’s affairs. For today’s 
Egypt, this secondary circle includes Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, Turkey, Iran, the 
five permanent members of the UN Security Council, and a number of significant 
emerging states such as Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa.

Egypt’s current relationship with Europe stands on relatively solid ground and 
is not in need of drastic overhaul. However, there is significant room for improve-
ment in economic cooperation as well as political and cultural partnerships. Such 
partnerships do, in some instances, already exist. The idea for a Mediterranean 
Forum bringing together in dialogue the Arab, North African, and European coun-
tries of the Mediterranean, as well as mainland members of the European Union 
(EU), was first proposed by Egypt in the early 1990s. The more comprehensive and 
ambitious Barcelona Process of 1995 succeeded in bringing together this group of 
nations and in creating a forum for further dialogue between the EU and Mediter-
ranean partners but its focus was somewhat skewed toward European concerns 
such as terrorism, immigration, human rights, and democracy. Now, in light of the 
prospect of political change in Egypt and the Arab world, Egypt should make the 
improvement of cultural relations a priority, which—along with efforts at economic 
cooperation such as the creation of a Mediterranean free trade zone, the attrac-
tion of European and foreign investment, and the acquisition of greater access for 
Egyptian goods in European markets—will help create an environment of mutual 
and collective interest. People to people interaction needs to be expanded and pro-
moted to respond to the increasing anxiety and xenophobia which exists between 
nations across the Mediterranean. 

Looking southward, to the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, Egyptian foreign 
policy could also use new direction. As was the case in the Arab world, the anti-
colonial brand of Nasserite Egypt commanded great respect in Africa during the 
1950s and 60s because he embraced African causes such as decolonization and the 
anti-apartheid movement. Since that time, however, Egypt has maintained a bland, 
security-focused Africa policy marked by the country’s relative absence from 
African affairs. To regain her position in Africa, Egypt cannot simply say “We are 
African” or offer technical assistance here and there, she must find resonance on 
the issues that concern the African leadership and the public. Issues such as the 
alleviation of poverty, support for economic development and environmental pro-
tection, regional security efforts such as the regulation of illegal small arms traffic, 
and political reform. Egypt must create a well-articulated and consistent Africa 
strategy that outlines policy on these key issues and backs up rhetoric with practical 
solutions. This should be complemented by renewed efforts to expand bilateral and 
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multilateral economic free trade agreements, thereby encouraging freer access for 
Egyptian businesses to African markets and vice versa. Policymakers should also 
promote academic exchanges for African youths at Egypt’s English and French-
speaking universities. Finally, Egypt must build close political relationships with 
leading states in Africa’s different sub-regions. Emerging African powers such as 
Senegal, Cote D’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa require a new strategy of 
active, but not exclusive, diplomacy. 

Egypt’s relations with the two non-Arab power players of the Middle East—
Turkey and Iran—will likewise require consideration and redirection. On Iran in 
particular, Egypt’s evolving stance has drawn heavy scrutiny at home and abroad. 
Iran is a modern Middle Eastern state with a rich heritage, strategic location in the 
vicinity of generous oil and gas resources, and an active foreign policy that has tra-
ditionally constituted a dilemma for contemporary Egyptian policy makers and 
entwined interested third parties in their affairs. Egypt and Iran share a reciprocal 
respect for each other’s concerns. Nevertheless, Nasser’s Egypt and the Shah’s Iran 
were frequently at odds as pawns in the U.S.-Soviet Union superpower rivalry, or 
as a function of conflicting positions on the Arab-Israeli conflict. Sadat and Reza 
Pahlavi found common ground as the former moved politically westward and pur-
sued Arab-Israeli peace. But, ironically, it was the ensuing close nature of Egyptian 
relations with the Shah that gave genesis to a new era of Egyptian-Iranian enmity 
after the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini during Iran’s 1979 Islamic revolution.   

The question now is not whether Egypt should open relations with the Islamic 
Republic—the Egyptian public widely supports this move and gradual normal-
ization had already begun under Mubarak, and Egypt’s new government should 
continue this. The question now is what role Egypt will seek to play in the dip-
lomatic theater surrounding Tehran’s alleged quest for nuclear weapons capability 
and its aspirations of increased influence in the Arabian Gulf region. The electoral 
victories of the Muslim Brotherhood have stoked concerns that an Islamist govern-
ment in Egypt will drift closer to the Islamic Republic.

Such fears, however, are overblown and fail to recognize the cultural and geo-
strategic complexities of future relations between Shiite Iran and Sunni Egypt. 
Regardless of religious proclivity, any new government will be wary of Tehran’s 
intentions and fully cognizant of the security threat Iran poses to Egypt’s vital allies 
and interests in the Arabian Peninsula. Indeed, the real challenge will be building 
trust between the two countries after the years of enmity following 1979. To gain 
that trust, Cairo and Tehran should engage in a comprehensive open-book dia-
logue addressing security, political, and military issues in the Middle East, but also 
exploring avenues of economic cooperation, and cultural exchange. With time this 
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open and substantive dialogue could, if successful, have a gradual calming effect 
on Egyptian-Iranian relations bilaterally, regionally, and internationally. As Egypt’s 
political, economic, military, and cultural weight reinforces the tenants of Arab cen-
trism, Cairo could prove a non-confrontational counterbalance to Iranian influence 
and thus provide space for a healthy relationship between Iran and the Arab world.  

Egypt faces a different though no less important set of challenges and oppor-
tunities in its relations with Turkey. Until recently, Turkish policy tended to favor 
European entanglement, influenced by its legacy as a key Western bulwark against 
the Soviet Union and the Eurocentric focus of a ruling secular military elite. How-
ever, since the sweeping electoral victory of the Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in 2002, Turkey has begun to play a newly active and independent role 
in Middle Eastern affairs. Under the leadership of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Turkey has increasingly deviated from its traditional adherence to Western 
and American policy stances, most notably in its downgrade of relations with Israel 
over the killing of Turkish activists during the 2010 Gaza flotilla raid. In a broader 
context, Turkey is playing a much stronger part in issues of regional import, such 
as its close involvement with the crisis in Syria and its role as an intermediary in 
Western negotiations with Iran. 

This assumption of a leadership role in regional affairs, as well as the boost to 
Erdoğan’s personal popularity in the Arab world provided by his tough stance on 
Israel, have given fuel to the idea that Turkey is rising to fill the vacuum left by 
Egypt’s foreign policy decline over the last half of the Mubarak years. This is a 
notion that has led some Egyptian pundits and policymakers to fear ever-growing 
Turkish competition, and perhaps even dominance in regional affairs. This per-
ception is, in all fairness, justifiable. Turkey and Egypt are competitors in many 
ways. Both strive to be a bridge to the West and both seek a greater significance on 
regional and international arenas. However, Egypt’s natural scope will always lie 
in the Arab world, while Turkey’s lies in Europe—and on the periphery of Middle 
Eastern affairs. Consequently, rather than be competitors in the same domain, Egypt 
and Turkey should complement and support the other’s policies in the Middle East 
and among those other countries with significant Muslim populations, European 
or otherwise, as moderate and modern Muslim states. This will be true of any new 
government in Egypt due to the moderate, centrist influence of the Al-Azhar cleri-
cal establishment on Egyptian Islamic thought. 

Egypt must also seek to court those extra-regional emerging powers—espe-
cially the BRICS grouping of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa—whose 
growing economic and strategic clout have already lent considerable weight to their 
international policies. China and Russia, for example, already play a significant role in 
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regional affairs through relations with Iran and the Arabian Gulf, as well as through 
China’s rapid expansion of economic and business ties into Africa. But they are not 
the only emerging players in an increasingly multipolar world. The Egyptian foreign 
ministry should work to determine which states will play key roles in the future and 
seek to consolidate prompt relations with them. These relationships will prove a great 
boon if bolstered by successful domestic reform and a position of regional leadership. 

The last and perhaps most important second circle relationship to be addressed 
is that between Egypt’s new civilian government and the United States. The future 
of this vital relationship has become a source of much worry and speculation, both 
domestically and in international foreign policy circles, partly due to the rise of 
Islamist groups in Egyptian politics. This is understandable, though hyped out of 
all proportion. I see no approaching cataclysmic shift in Egyptian-American rela-
tions, which I believe will remain of paramount importance to both nations. Few 
future governments in either country would intentionally damage this relationship. 
There can be little doubt that, in the balance, close U.S.-Egyptian ties over the last 
thirty years have reaped overwhelmingly positive rewards for both sides, despite 
periods of turbulence. Whether this applies to direct political, security, and finan-
cial support, the construction of closer economic relations, the absence of major 
Arab-Israeli conflict, or cooperation on the fight against global terrorism, the Egyp-
tian-American partnership has proved to be a mutually beneficial one. However, 
given the changes occurring in Egypt and the Arab world, political relationships 
and confidence do need to be developed. Complacency was, in the past, a luxury 
provided by the familiarity both sides had in their dealings with the other, which in 
fact left valuable opportunities for further collaboration overlooked. As a result, the 
preconceptions and parameters within which this relationship operates should be 
revisited for the benefit of both parties. 

Specifically, the dominance of the Egyptian-Israeli parameter has frequently 
overshadowed the possible expansion of relations with the U.S. in other key areas. 
This granular focus on Israel has even led some to describe the Egyptian-American 
relationship, not incorrectly, as a trilateral one including Israel. Though Israel and 
Palestine will be an important factor in relations, the current dynamic will need 
to change if either Egypt or the United States is to truly make progress in a trans-
formed Middle East. Egypt has much else to offer the United States. As a bastion of 
regional stability, as a partner in maintaining maritime security in the Red Sea and 
the Mediterranean, as a leader in Africa and the Arab world, well-managed relations 
with countries such as Egypt are of paramount importance for global powers like 
the United States. America, in turn, wields unparalleled influence on a global scale 
and friendship with the U.S. offers Egypt invaluable support in pursuing its own 
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political, economic, and security interests, domestic and foreign. Both countries, in 
essence, need each other but the advent of representative government in Egypt will 
necessitate that short term Egyptian public interests and sensitivities be factored in 
to the relationship. In its strategic commitment to peace and stability in the Middle 
East, Egyptian-American ties are incredibly valuable. However, both parties will 
have to manage their day-to-day relations much more acutely if this strategic part-
nership is to keep pace with the changes sweeping Egypt and the region as a whole.

The Third Circle: Engaging Global Stakeholders
The third circle of foreign policy relates to important, but not pressing, relationships 
with non-regional nations who collectively create the ‘international community.’ 
And, in a world of unprecedented economic, technological, political, and individual 
interconnection, close participation in the evolution of international systems of law 
and governance should be a vital and necessary part Egypt’s foreign policy. A new 
Egypt calls for renewed involvement in these issues at the international level. 

This initiative must include matters of more immediate regional impact but Egypt 
should also address the deeper mutual interests it shares with other members of the 
international community concerning the fair and proper functioning of the interna-
tional system. Here Egypt could, for example, advocate a much needed review of 
the United Nations charter or take a more active and vocal interest in the creation of 
environmental protection agreements, sustainable development efforts, trade rules 
that are more equitable to small- and medium-size markets, monetary regulations, or 
the development of international security and disarmament norms. In short, Egypt 
must reprise the leadership role it desires at the regional level on the international 
stage, forming close relationships of mutual and collective interest wherever desired 
and affecting positions of moral and practical leadership wherever possible.

Conclusion: Independent, Not Isolationist
Egypt faces steep challenges on the road ahead. The safe and fair drafting of a 
constitution, the forestallment of a looming economic crisis, the cleansing of a cor-
rupt bureaucratic leviathan—these issues and more will tax the abilities of the new 
administration. But as progress, however slow, on these domestic political hurdles 
are made, Egypt should position herself to gradually resume its half century-old 
position of moral authority and diplomatic preponderance on the regional stage. 
Maintaining the international legitimacy won during the 2011 revolution will be 
difficult as domestic politics navigate the quagmire of transition, plus restraining 
populist politics from generating reactive foreign policy positions will be a chal-
lenge. These obstacles are not, however, insurmountable and if Egypt is to secure 
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her place in the new Middle East, she must not shirk her natural role as a leader in 
the Middle East and Africa. 

Egypt’s foreign policy must be one of conscience and principle, not ambition or 
reckless self-aggrandizement. To lead, she must pursue a strong and proactive set of 
policies based on a clear determination of her regional and strategic interests. Her 
policies must be independent but not isolationist, strong but not oppressive. A new 
Egypt should lead by having the wisdom to learn from the lessons of the past and the 
foresight to envisage a path through the challenges and opportunities of the future.

Fritz Lodge provided research for this essay.




