
T
A

SN
IM

 N
E

W
S 

A
G

E
N

C
Y

Weak States in a  
Turbulent Middle East

J U N E  2 0 2 6

POMEPS 
STUDIES

60



Contents
Strategies of the Weak: Navigating Regional Turbulence,  
the Iran War, and the Decline of US Primacy. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3
Waleed Hazbun, University of Alabama & Marc Lynch, George Washington University

The Shirking Hegemon: Authority and Insecurity in Trump’s Middle East. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7
Sean Yom, Temple University

Small States, Protection, and US Bases . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 13
Pete Moore, Case Western Reserve University

With Friends Like These: Jordanian Security Amidst the US-Israel War on Iran . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 17
Curtis R. Ryan, Appalachian State University 

The End of Hedging? Kuwaiti Foreign Policy in the  
Presence of America First and in the Absence of Parliament. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 22
Courtney Freer, Emory University

Deft Diplomacy: How Oman Thrives amid Turbulence . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 28
Tyler B. Parker, Mercer University

Syria’s New Security Entrepreneurs. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 33
Samer Abboud, Villanova University

Bureaucratic Entrenchment and Educating Yemen’s Next Generation . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 39
Stacey Philbrick Yadav, Hobart and William Smith Colleges

Securing South Lebanon?. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 45
Kelly Stedem, Bucknell University



2

The Project on Middle East Political Science
The Project on Middle East Political Science (POMEPS) is a collaborative network that aims to increase the impact of political scientists 

specializing in the study of the Middle East in the public sphere and in the academic community. POMEPS, directed by Marc Lynch, is 

based at the Institute for Middle East Studies at the George Washington University and is supported by the Andrew Carnegie Foundation, 

formerly Carnegie Corporation of New York. For more information, see http://www.pomeps.org.

The University of Alabama
The Department of Political Science at the University of Alabama is a research, teaching, and service active department within the 

Barefield College of Arts & Sciences (https://psc.ua.edu/). The University of Alabama is located in Tuscaloosa, Alabama and is the flagship 

university of the state. It is the oldest and largest of the public universities in Alabama and is classified by Carnegie as a PhD granting 

institution with the highest level of research activity (R1). The Department of Political Science offers undergraduate programs in political 

science, international studies, economics, and public policy, and graduate programs in political science and public administration and is 

represented by faculty that reflect a diversity of research and teaching interests.

https://psc.ua.edu/


3

Weak States in a Turbulent Middle East

Strategies of the Weak: Navigating Regional Turbulence, the 
Iran War, and the Decline of US Primacy

Waleed Hazbun, University of Alabama & Marc Lynch, George Washington University

To many it is a supposed truism of Realist international 
realism theory, built on a misunderstanding of Thucydides’ 
History of the Peloponnesian War, that “the strong do 
what they can and the weak suffer what they must.” Many 
self-styled Realists have taken this dictum as a guide to 
action. They place powerful states at the center of their 
understanding of global politics and relegate the small and 
weak state to the role of passively accepting their fate in an 
international system defined by great powers.  They dismiss 
appeals to morality, international law or justice and revel 
in domination through brute force. The actual lesson of 
Athenian brutality in the Melian Dialogue, of course, was 
that by abandoning morality the city state had doomed itself 
to defeat.1 Yes, the Melians were massacred and their fields 
salted and their women and children enslaved, but the story 
of their fate spread far and wide and soon cost Athens not 
only its reputation but its alliances and, ultimately, the war.  

It may well be the case that we are witnessing the United 
States and Israel repeating the Athenian tragedy. The 
Trump administration flaunts its embrace of this notion 
as the basis for their “peace through strength” vision for 
global order based on spheres of influence.  Israel, backed 
by the United States, has relentlessly expanded its zone 
of military operations since October 7, 2023, attacking 
Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, Iran, and even Qatar.2 Their 
unprovoked war against Iran in late February 2026 was 
built on the hubristic expectation that the unprecedented, 
devastating assault would lead to regime collapse or a 
humiliating Iranian surrender. The sheer volume of bombs 
and missiles dropped on not only military targets but 
also on civilian sites, state institutional sites, desalination 
plants, and energy infrastructure, along with the 
assassination of a wide swathe of the Iranian leadership, 
was meant to demonstrate overwhelming American and 
Israeli dominance and to finally resolve the long regional 
conflict with Tehran rather than manage it. 

Instead, Iran’s regime survived the onslaught and 
effectively retaliated by targeting American military bases 
across the Gulf, sustaining missile strikes against Israel 
and the Gulf states, and closing the Strait of Hormuz. 
Months after the supposedly decisive military strike, 
the US seems to have decisively lost the war despite the 
horrific devastation and death it inflicted, with neither 
a diplomatic nor a military path to the reopening of the 
Straits or a nuclear agreement. Global and regional horror 
at the brutality of the war, along with the demonstration 
of the impotence of the full weight of the American 
arsenal, has triggered unprecedented fissures in America’s 
core alliances -- much as Israel’s devastation of Gaza 
dramatically damaged its standing with many of its allies 
(with the noted exception of the United States). Together 
Israel and the United States seem to be replaying the 
Melian Dialogue at the regional and global levels with the 
actual consequences Thucydides had observed. 

If the Iran war serves as a cautionary tale of hubris and 
defeat for the mighty, how does the story play out for the 
weak?  America’s allies around the region bore the brunt 
of Iran’s military retaliation and economic warfare and 
struggled to adapt to dangerous new realities.  Not all 
weak states respond to their dilemma in the same way. 
Some seek neutrality, others hope to find security through 
subordination to a powerful state (or bandwagoning as 
alliance theory calls it), while some embrace isolation 
and resistance. Yet others become internally divided and 
fragment due to competing external interventions.  The 
choices of such small states may not be of great interest 
to Realists fixated on the great powers, but as the fierce 
competition for allies during the Cold War demonstrated 
in many ways it is their choices which ultimately shape the 
nature and stability of global order.  Not all small states are 
the same, not all weak state are as weak as they appear, and 
all have considerably more agency than one might expect. 
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The dilemmas of the weak have become more intense 
as the institutions of international order have broken 
down. The international liberal (or, in Biden’s terms, 
“rules based”) international order established after 1945 
was meant to offer at least some protections to small 
states. International law, as codified in the United Nations 
Charter, was built around the delegitimization of seizing 
territory by force (a norm enforced by the US when Iraq 
invaded Kuwait but ignored when Israel occupied Palestine 
and Lebanon), while human rights norms and the Geneva 
Conventions established limitations on how violence could 
be used during conflicts. But those international restraints 
have become eroded since the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
and more recently, thoroughly shredded by the Russian 
occupation of Ukraine, Israel’s destruction of Gaza, the 
US intervention in Venezuela, and the repeated the US 
and Israeli attacks on Iran.3 In a world where the strong do 
what they wish and make the weak suffer “what they must,” 
how do the weak survive? How might they adapt? What 
new threats and opportunities are emerging? 

To address these questions in the context of the current 
US and Israeli wars on Iran (and Lebanon) and during 
what appears to be the eclipse of US primacy, we brought 
together a group of scholars with expertise on the “weak” 
states of the Middle East for a Project on Middle East 
Political Science workshop at the University of Alabama 
in March 2026. By weak states we are not invoking (the 
often problematic) theories of “fragile” states.4 Several 
of the essays in this collection explore these definitional 
issues and problematize casual assumptions about the 
dependence and subordination of the “weak.” But for the 
most part we are simply playing off the notion of in Realist 
theory that “small states” are those with limited capacity 
to project power and shape the regional system while 
remaining vulnerable to those states that can.  We did not 
address the powerful states such as Qatar and the UAE 
that have been able to use their power, wealth, and leverage 
to influence the dynamics of the regional Middle East 
system -- though the intensive Iranian targeting of the UAE 
during the war, and Qatar’s vulnerability to the blockade 
of the Straits of Hormuz, demonstrate that even “strong” 
regional powers face serious threats that are not easily 
met.5 But for this collection, we focused on the relatively 

weaker and more vulnerable states such as Jordan, Oman 
and Kuwait as well as the state, para-state, and non-state 
actors within divided and not fully consolidated states such 
as Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen.  We explore the experiences 
of the smaller and weaker Middle East states in a rapidly 
changing regional order that is likely to experience more 
instability and violence. 

The current dilemma of weak states is framed nicely by 
Sean Yom, who observes that American primacy has 
shifted from predictability and security provision to a 
more predatory and destabilizing form of domination. 
President Trump’s second term has subverted the strategy 
of the region’s weak and vulnerable states where, even 
for regional actors who had long sought to conform to 
the needs of regional US interests, they find the terms of 
their bargains are shifting. These shifts have particularly 
dire implications. What are such states to do when 
their chosen protector becomes indifferent to their fate, 
exposes them to existential threat, or even becomes a 
predator?   Pete Moore addresses the seemingly ironic 
security implications for Arab states hosting US military 
bases. While closely integrating themselves into the 
regional system of US intelligence, surveillance and power 
projection, the hosting of these installations on their soil 
have put them in the trajectory of missile fire and drones 
from Iran targeting Israel and those US bases.  Moore 
observes they find themselves more threatened than at any 
period in their modern history. 

Courtney Freer focuses on the diplomatic aspects of 
Kuwait’s “hedging” strategy that sought to avoid conflict 
with Iran and resist normalization with Israel while helping 
to mediate rifts that have emerged among the more 
powerful Gulf Arab member states. She explores how 
the recent US effort to seek greater regional integration 
with Israel and the US-Israeli war on Iran has put strains 
on Kuwait’s regional positioning. Curtis Ryan notes how 
Jordan lost influence with the United States even though it 
has done everything (and more) one might ask of a client 
state. He notes how the war against Iran as well as the one 
against Gaza and the troubling situation in the West Bank 
bring pressure on the kingdom from all directions, though 
with little seeming concern from Washington. Other 
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weak states in the region made different choices: Oman, 
as Tyler Parker demonstrates, opted for neutrality and a 
mediator’s role rather than subordination to the United 
States or to Iran. This position enabled Oman to play a key 
role as a mediator across the region’s divisions and gaining 
appreciation from all for doing so. Their stance, however, 
has become more difficult as order has broken down 
with Oman itself impacted by the war and their value as a 
mediator degraded. 

Meanwhile, Samer Abboud, Stacey Philbrick Yadav, and 
Kelly Stedem, explore the dilemma of weak states 
from the inside-out with a focus on Syria, Yemen, and 
Lebanon—states associated with the Iran-aligned “Axis of 
Resistance.” The recent Israeli and US wars have inflicted 
considerable damage to all three, without dealing decisive 
blows to any but trying to keep them internally fractured 
and weak.6 These studies indirectly build from the insight 
of critical security studies that notions of security need to 
be disaggregated as states often fail to provide security for 
their whole societies while different domestic communities 
might have rival approaches to guarding their own security. 
They also highlight how various sub-state actors face their 
own security dilemmas but also have their own agency to 
address them in different ways.

Samer Abboud explores the politics of security in Syria 
in the aftermath of the fall of the Assad regime defined by 
competing visions between a centralized or decentralized 
Syria. Under the leadership of President Ahmed al-
Sharaa, who had led the rebel movement Hay’at Tahrir 
al-Sham, the Syrian regime is attempting to consolidate 
and centralize power. Abboud explores how al-Sharaa, 
seeking to navigate this challenge within a destabilizing 
regional environment, must confront Syria’s new security 
entrepreneurs, such as those leading the Druze National 
Guard and Syrian Democratic Forces, who sustain a 
communitarian security logic often with support from 
external powers.  He shows how regional powers such as 
Israel, Turkey, and the UAE can take advantage of internal 
fissures in their pursuit for strategic advantage -- and 
how internal actors can in turn take advantage of their 
interventions. 

Stacey Philbrick Yadav explores related questions in the 
case of Yemen with a focus on the everyday provision 
of education. In contrast to the rival centralizing vs 
decentralizing forces in Syria, Yemen remains fragmented 
between rival regional governance systems. Yadav shows 
how different forms of bureaucratic entrenchment are 
developing within the educational systems in different 
regions of Yemen, highlighting one of the lasting legacies 
in Yemen of the regional rivalry between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran while noting the multiplicity of actors and motives 
that defined these legacies in each context.  She argues 
for appreciating the Houthis as a Yemeni actor, showing 
the limits of viewing it as simply an Iranian proxy without 
minimizing their ability to leverage Iranian support for 
domestic purposes. 

Kelly Stedem addresses the complex and volatile case of 
Lebanon while still under occupation and daily assault 
from Israel. She explores the limits of the US-backed 
narrative that Lebanon’s key challenge can be defined by 
the question of the disarming and disempowering of the 
militant group Hizbullah. Noting the group’s ability to 
maintain its military capacity and functioning, she argues 
the critical question is that many Shia from the South and 
elsewhere in Lebanon have little political, economic, or 
even security alternatives to Hizbullah. The group, she 
argues, has endured by maintaining internal strength 
thanks to its continued provision of clientelistic goods to 
this community. Dismantling Hizbullah may begin with 
disarmament and the Lebanese state holding a monopoly 
on weapons in the South, she argues, but the state will also 
need to address the key reasons that so many Southern 
Shia have remained steadfast in their support of the 
organization.

Taken together, these essays show both the severity of 
the challenges confronting the weak states of the Middle 
East amidst regional turbulence and American decline, 
and the agency of those states (and non-state actors) in 
devising strategies to respond.  Even the weakest of actors 
seek out the means to preserve their vital interests and 
advance their goals, often frustrating the expectations and 
ambitions of the powerful.  
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University of Michigan Press, 2024).
5	 See, for example, Emma Soubrier, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates: Diverging Paths to Regional and Global Power (Bounder, CO: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, 2025).
6	 Dahlia Scheindlin, “Does Israel Prefer Weak Neighbors?” New Lines Magazine, April 10, 2026. https://newlinesmag.com/argument/does-israel-

prefer-weak-neighbors/

https://pomeps.org/international-relations-theory-and-a-new-middle-east
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-34-shifting-global-politics-and-the-middle-east
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-54-america-and-the-middle-east
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-56-regional-order-making-after-october-7
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-58-ir-theory-and-the-middle-east-at-war


7

Weak States in a Turbulent Middle East

The Shirking Hegemon: 
Authority and Insecurity in Trump’s Middle East

Sean Yom, Temple University

US foreign policy during President Trump’s second 
term has subverted the strategy of weak and vulnerable 
states when contracting with the US as a hegemonic 
power through a logic of hierarchy. In the international 
system, modern hierarchies furnish stability and order 
to subordinate states by offering security and political 
guarantees, so long as they aggrandize the power and 
interests of the bigger patron. Those patrons wield great 
authority impregnated with responsibility—not to be 
moral actors, but to ensure their diplomatic, economic, or 
military paramountcy bolsters the security of client states. 
The smaller states accept their subordinate position in 
exchange for escaping from threats of predation that would 
otherwise exist outside the hierarchy’s protection.

Yet what happens when hegemonic powers shirk that 
responsibility by pursuing destructive foreign policies, 
which exploit subordinate states and make them 
less secure? US client states in the Arab world have 
experienced this before, as with the American invasion 
of Iraq in 2003 and its enabling of Israeli wars in Lebanon 
and Palestine.  But the Iran War stands out for unleashing 
systemic violence and financial uncertainty across the Gulf 
in ways that undermine rather than enhance their security. 
Such developments signify a caustic wrinkle within the 
international system that goes beyond traditional alliance 
politics. Under the Trump administration, the US is not 
“abandoning” its subordinate states by ending treaty 
arrangements, closing military bases, or downgrading 
diplomatic relations. But neither does it prioritize their 
sovereignty and protection, leaving them with the worst 
of all worlds: still encaged by the US hegemonic demands 
within hierarchical strictures, but also subject to threats 
and insecurity reminiscent of anarchy.

Hierarchical Authority

Since the late twentieth century, American predominance 
across the Middle East embodies hierarchy.1 Generically, 
hierarchy refers to any sociopolitical structure that 
organizes political actors into ranked positions of 
unequal status, allowing more powerful actors to wield 
substantial influence over smaller ones.2 Within the 
modern international system, hierarchies manifest as 
bargained dyadic relationships in which the dominant 
state (i.e., the hegemon, patron, or paramount power) 
exercises meaningful authority—that is, the right to make 
rules—over the domestic governance and foreign policy 
of a subordinate state (often termed the client, peripheral, 
or proxy side). The hegemon delivers its subordinate 
various goods, like economic aid, military assistance, and 
diplomatic status, to boost its security and stability.3 In 
return, the lesser state cedes slices of its sovereignty to 
aggrandize the patron’s strategic interests. For instance, 
it may sublimate its foreign policy, host military bases, 
transfer natural resources, and undertake other symbolic 
or material policies to boost the hegemon’s prestige and 
power.

In the context of IR theory, what typifies hierarchy is the 
legitimate nature of hegemonic authority. The classic 
alliance literature used a different conceptual lexicon 
to capture how states, conceived as sovereign equals, 
bargained over competing interests through strategies 
like chain-ganging, buck-passing, and band-wagoning.4 
It assumed that most alliances were contingent, and that 
states prioritized relative gains given the zero-sum nature 
of the anarchic system. By contrast, theories of hierarchy 
hold that state actors, which are seldom fully sovereign 
and never equal, voluntarily assent to hierarchy because it 
generates absolute gains through positive-sum outcomes. 
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For subordinate states, the security and stability afforded 
by hierarchical relationships is always superior to the 
banditry and uncertainty of anarchy. 

In turn, such arrangements rest upon a contractual 
understanding. Subordinate states obey the geopolitical 
demands of their patron—from supporting its wars 
to opposing its rival powers—because that hegemon 
authority has legitimacy. Legitimacy does not mean 
ethical rightness or lawfulness, as it might within domestic 
politics. Neither does it mean that subordinate states 
obey the hegemon due to fear of coercion or compulsion. 
Instead, they consent to hierarchical authority, making it 
a routinized practice of statecraft girded by contractual 
expectations.5 It is normalized through foreign relations, 
which make clear the permissible boundaries of state 
behavior. The dominant power sees the assets gained—e.g., 
diplomatic alliances, financial coordination, arms deals—
as non-substitutable, while conversely the subordinate 
state finds it difficult to imagine a regional order without 
hierarchy. This explains why hierarchies manifest as self-
enforcing equilibria built upon functional specificity.6 

Hierarchical bargains punctuate many American 
engagements with its partners across the Arab world. 
For instance, the US compelled Morocco to normalize 
relations with Israel in 2020 despite the latter’s domestic 
resistance to the move, while the Moroccan state secured 
American backing for its long-claimed sovereignty over 
the contested Western Sahara. Likewise, the US adheres to 
a policy of non-interference in Bahrain’s domestic politics 
even in the context of democratic uprisings and mass 
human rights violations (as in the Arab Spring), while the 
Bahraini regime hosts a vital US Navy base and tethers its 
entire maritime doctrine to US grand strategy. Morocco 
and Bahrain assented to such arrangements not because 
non-compliance would have brought punishment, but 
because geopolitical exigencies from Washington were 
perceived as ordinary components of an authoritative 
contractual relationship that overall strengthened their 
domestic order and regional stability.

Hegemonic Shirking

Hierarchies endure when dominant powers recognize 
their legitimate authority carries contractual responsibility. 
Client governments provide diplomatic, economic, 
and military alignment—even if such subordination is 
widely unpopular with their own societies—so long as 
the authoritative hegemon enhances their stability and 
security. This does not imply that great power support 
is static. In Washington, for instance, the precise levels 
of diplomatic concessions, economic aid, and security 
assistance for client states fluctuate in any given year. 

Nonetheless, what prevails is the top-level understanding 
that the great power cannot implement a chaotic foreign 
policy that imposes such devastating costs to subordinate 
states that it negates the benefit of hierarchy. This spawns 
insecurity reminiscent of anarchy, signifying a “shirking” 
of hegemonic authority. Shirking, effectively, means 
that hegemons desire the spoils of power without the 
burden of order-providing responsibility. They still expect 
compliance from subordinate states—but by threats of 
punishment, not its legitimate authority. The hierarchy 
hence devolves from a self-enforcing equilibrium to a 
relationship of extraction. Smaller, weaker states obey due 
to fear of penalty ratcheted by the cost of defiance.

President Trump’s foreign policy has careened in 
this direction, and the degree to which the US now 
treats subordinate states as extractive assets should be 
contextualized against its broader tenets. It celebrates 
spectacles of violent militarism (i.e., interventions in 
Venezuela, Ecuador, Nigeria, Somalia, Iraq, Syria, and now 
Iran); disregards rules-based global order (e.g., sanctioning 
the International Criminal Court and withdrawing from 
multilateral organs like the WHO); embraces economic 
mercantilism (e.g., relentless tariff imposition set by 
isolationist compulsions); and absconds democratic 
values as a pillar of external relations (e.g., the dismantling 
of USAID). Trump’s foreign policy also dismisses the 
value of alliances, seeing long-term commitments as 
unfair constraints rather than pathways for productive 
engagement. This is not merely transactionalism, as 
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hierarchies themselves transact goods and services 
between unequal partners. It is extractive, because it 
turns lesser states into sites of exploitation whereby 
the US demands alignment and subordination without 
any promise of honoring its authoritative responsibility 
towards their security and stability.

Hegemonic shirking has subjected many Arab states under 
US hierarchy to acute insecurity. The Iran War provides 
robust evidence for this. Waged under baffling pretenses 
and bereft of realistic strategies, the US-Israeli campaign 
against Tehran has subjected key client states anchoring 
US hegemony in the Arab world—Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, and 
beyond the Gulf Jordan and Iraq—to the exigencies of a 
conflict they did not desire. Lebanon, another subordinate 
state, has become yet another front, given Israel’s mass 
assaults that have dismembered much of it. Across the 
board, this regional war has accentuated the external 
vulnerability of all these countries. Thousands of retaliatory 
Iranian airstrikes have punctured the presumption of 
sovereign protection under the American flag, not least 
because a substantial portion have targeted civilian 
areas outside US military bases—bases that, by Iran’s 
justification, make these countries fair targets. For the Gulf 
kingdoms as well, grave economic costs have come with 
fiscal shocks due to hydrocarbon industry slowdowns, food 
inflation, lost trade, and capital flight. 

The refusal of the US to insulate these states from such 
spillover is notable and extends well beyond the physical 
inability of the American military to shield the Arabian 
kingdoms from Iranian drone and missile attacks. For 
example, Washington waged open naval conflict during 
the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s to safeguard the oil tanker 
traffic that sustained the Gulf states. However, Trump’s 
refusal to expend similar resources to wrest the Hormuz 
Strait from Iranian control precipitated his acceptance 
of the 8 March ceasefire and makes likely that these 
hydrocarbon-exporting kingdoms will face permanently 
higher production and export costs given the likelihood 
that the Strait’s maritime restrictions will persist. 

Lebanon is another example. US patronage of a particular 
state faction—the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and 
allied political elites—in recent years has come with the 
demand that this governing apparatus would disarm 
Hizbullah. To be sure, diminishing Hizbullah has been 
part-and-parcel of the American position in Lebanon 
since the 1990s.7 Hizbullah’s early March attacks against 
Israel stemmed partly from its growing isolation under the 
Trump-backed government, which made bold demands for 
disarmament. Yet the US did nothing to constrain Israel’s 
consequent aggression against Lebanon following those 
Hizbullah attacks, leaving the government and LAF in a 
dead zone. They are unable to comply with US pressures 
for Hizbullah’s pacification, but also helpless to halt Israel’s 
aggression conducted as punishment for such inability. 
That Trump declared that Lebanon lay outside the scope of 
the March ceasefire reified such shirking.

Before the Iran War

By putting the Gulf states in the line of fire without prior 
consultation over the launch of the war, the US-American 
war on Iran has challenged this logic of hierarchy in perhaps 
the most fundamental ways. Cynics may point to the Iran 
War as merely a singular foreign policy mistake. After all, 
hegemonic powers have catalyzed plenty of careless conflicts 
that subjected allies and partners to unexpected costs.  Yet 
even before the Iran War erupted in late February 2026, 
evidence abounded that the US under Trump no longer 
valued its authoritative obligations to secure and protect its 
Arab clients from the backfire of its feckless foreign policy 
postures, which points to a deeper dysfunction.

Take, for instance, the September 2025 Israeli airstrike on 
Qatar, which was a failed attempt to assassinate Hamas 
officials. Prior to 2025, Qatar had not recorded a foreign 
military incursion since 1893, during the Ottoman period. 
Israel’s jarring attack marked the second time during the 
year that foreign aggression had violated the peninsular 
kingdom’s sovereignty, the first being the June 2025 
Iranian missile attack. The latter controlled strike was 
largely performative, aimed at US forces and launched 
only after forewarning. Still, the sequence of these two 
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events shattered a pillar of local geopolitical thinking—that 
Qatar had sealed its territory from the conflict-prone Gulf 
by surrendering a crucial segment of its sovereignty to 
Washington. 

That concession came in the 1990s, when Qatar spent 
over $1 billion constructing Al-Udeid Air Base to house 
US forces as part of Washington’s expanding post-Gulf 
War military footprint. The facility became not only the 
forward headquarters for US Central Command (i.e., the 
logistical and control center for US regional war-making), 
but also the single biggest US military facility in the entire 
Middle East, capable of supporting an armada of aircraft 
and troops.8 This went hand-in-hand with transferring 
most of Qatar’s defense responsibilities to the American 
military; by the time that Israel and Iran waged their war 
after the October 2023 invasion of Gaza, the US held 
functional control over virtually all of Qatar’s airspace 
and maritime territory. Other reciprocal elements of US 
hierarchy included large-scale Qatari arms purchases and 
investments (including deals benefiting the Trump family), 
diplomatic honors, technical cooperation, and defense 
agreements, such as designating Qatar as a Major Non-
NATO Ally (MNNA) in 2022. Such measures elevated 
Qatar’s status under the ambit of American oversight.9 
Yet these had little effect in immunizing this state from 
violence before the Iran War, much less during it.

Jordan provides a trenchant example of economic harm 
due to hegemonic shirking prior to the Iran conflict. The 
Hashemite Kingdom’s fragile political economy has long 
been tethered to US foreign aid and, since the early 2000s, 
lucrative trade and investment flows. However, Trump’s 
“Liberation Day” tariffs of April 2025 slapped a 20 percent 
import tax on Jordan on basis of its modest $1.2 billion 
trade surplus with the US. The move contravened the 2001 
US Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which allowed the US 
to become the kingdom’s single biggest trade destination. 
The tariffs further came after the closure of the US Agency 
for International Development (USAID), which ended an 
enormous chunk of American foreign aid—estimated at 
$350 to 400 million annually—designated for civil society, 
hospitals, schools, and infrastructure. 

These trade and aid restrictions pummeled Jordan. The 
Hashemite monarchy’s authoritarian stability has long 
required mitigating fiscal shortages compounded by 
a bloated public sector guided by ethnocratic politics, 
foreign trade imbalances, and its commitment to preserve 
the enormous coercive apparatus, which between the 
military and domestic security institutions consumes 
over a third of every annual budget.10 In this context, the 
impact of the Liberation Day tariffs (since replaced by 
a blanket 10 percent tariff) and USAID dissolution has 
been deleterious. Jordanian estimates in spring 2025 held 
that the contraction of US-bound Jordanian textile and 
apparels—a key export sector—would eliminate up to 
15,000 jobs.11 USAID cuts rippled through civil society, 
public institutions, and private-sector partners, with up 
to 18,000 Jordanians (mainly highly skilled professionals) 
losing their livelihoods.12 Such a labor market shock has 
occurred within an economy that already struggles with 
23 percent overall unemployment, and a youth jobless rate 
twice that.

This economic harm is further remarkable given the 
historical scope of US hierarchy with Jordan. To obtain 
critical resources and fend off outside threats, Jordan’s 
monarchy has subordinated itself under American 
hegemony for generations, despite this estranging public 
opinion.13 Such alignment produced foreign policy moves 
that pleased Washington but proved highly unpopular 
domestically, such as the 1994 peace treaty with Israel, 
collaboration in the War on Terror, supporting the 2003 
Iraq War, and hosting the US-led interventions within 
Syria during the latter’s civil war. The kingdom now 
accommodates a swelling US military presence, which 
as in the Gulf kingdoms has made Jordan a target for 
Iranian retaliatory strikes amid the Iran War. In return for 
serving as the putative pro-Western “oasis of moderation” 
protecting Israel’s eastern flank, Jordan (which garnered 
MNNA status in 1996) reaped diplomatic privileges, fiscal 
grants, and security assistance that have become integral 
to its regime stability.14 Even the 2001 FTA was inked in 
a context of intense American technocratic involvement 
within the economy, as the US shepherded Jordan towards 
neoliberal reforms and market-oriented growth.
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Qatar and Jordan are not isolated cases. Other Arab states 
were similarly ensnared by US impositions or foreign 
policy externalities without corollary relief. For instance, 
in summer 2025, Washington conditioned releasing Syria 
from sanctions upon the Sharaa government expelling 
Iranian proxies, but without any guarantees of defending 
it from Iranian blowback. Kuwait hosts the fourth-largest 
contingent of US military forces in the world, but this 
did not prevent its citizens from landing on America’s 
sweeping January 2026 immigrant visa ban.

The Illiberal Origins of Shirking

Critically, hegemonic shirking in the framework of 
hierarchy does not mean abandonment—that is, when 
a dominant state terminates its contractual bargain 
with subordinate states by withdrawing its presence and 
support altogether. For great powers, the decision to 
abandon client states has historically resulted from foreign 
policy swings caused by geopolitical ruptures or domestic 
revolutions. Post-Soviet Russia, for instance, could no 
longer maintain hierarchical order over not just Central-
Eastern Europe, but distant dependencies like Cuba and 
Ethiopia. Imperial contraction compelled the United 
Kingdom to withdraw from the Arabian Gulf in 1971, while 
Russian encroachment and regional conflicts ended French 
hegemony in West African states like Mali and Niger after 
the 2010s. Paramount powers can also vacate client states 
after losing wars to protect them, as in the US with South 
Vietnam in the early 1970s. Notably, they can abandon 
non-state clients under less dramatic circumstances—as in 
the US desertion of Iraqi Kurdish rebels in post-Gulf War 
Iraq and Syrian Kurdish groups since 2019, and arguably 
the cutoff of US funding for UNRWA that began in January 
2024.

Such momentous reversals, however, do not precisely 
denote what is happening now. While the US has subjected 
its Arab client states to insecurity and transgressions, it 
has not abandoned them. Abandonment in Qatar, for 
instance, might mean the closure of Al-Udeid airbase 
and the demotion of diplomatic ties; in Jordan, it might 
mean terminating still-large foreign aid flows to Amman, 

including budgetary cash transfers and military aid 
that remain vital to Jordanian political order. Likewise, 
in Lebanon, it would mean essentially deserting the 
government and LAF, ending its security and fiscal 
assistance and leaving the country beholden to either 
Hizbullah or Israel’s military conquest.

To frame why US shirking is exceptional, consider its 
domestic origins. It is part-and-parcel of democratic 
backsliding within the American metropole. Under 
President Trump’s concentration of executive power 
and personalization of authority, foreign policymaking 
in Washington has been captured by a toxic circle of 
unorthodox loyalists from the right-wing populist wing 
of the Republican Party. The obliteration of bureaucratic 
expertise and demotion of strategic specialization 
has hollowed out the State Department, Department 
of Defense (War), intelligence community, Treasury 
Department, and White House.15 The combination of 
cultish personalism and captive ruling party is perversely 
operating as it should—by holding decision-making, 
including foreign policy, hostage to the idiosyncratic 
impulses of illiberal elites with little experience in 
statecraft.16  As the Iran War has shown, US foreign 
policy in the Middle East thus operates under spectacular 
unpredictability. Of its many influences—Israeli 
provocations, hypermasculine groupthink, even maniacal 
sociopathy—none include a basic understanding of 
grand strategy. Traditional IR terms like realism do not 
apply. Neither do popularized monikers like the “Donroe 
Doctrine,” because foreign policy doctrines require 
reasoned principles that link consistent application to 
national interests. 

In this manner, US foreign policy under Trump has 
staggered towards a predatory ethos that discards 
reciprocal understandings bound by hierarchy and instead 
sees subordinate states as sites of extraction or assets to be 
extorted. Thus far in the Middle East, the Trump regime 
has proven content to maintain its inherited hegemonic 
position overseeing the region but expects subordinate 
counties to bear the cost of geopolitical browbeating or 
fickle adventurism without any compensation, presuming 
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that they cannot seek alternative providers of regional 
order. Only those client states with deep economic reserves 
can afford to pay this higher “premium” for hierarchy. 
For instance, Trump imposed extraordinary financial 
demands upon Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar in May 
2025, which their rulers satisfied through unprecedented 
trade, investment, and arms deals benefiting US firms 
and markets. Western allies faced similar extortion, 
as in Australia’s October 2025 deal to pay $3 billion to 
underwrite the US nuclear submarine industry in return 
for preserving the AUKUS defense agreement. While such 
wealthy states can entertain extractive ultimatums, this 
does not hold for resource-poor countries like Jordan and 
Lebanon, which have no margins to maneuver in the face 
of American predation.

In sum, hegemonic shirking has subjected subordinate 
states to the worst of all worlds. In Hirschman’s classic 
terminology, they cannot exit American hierarchy, because 
many US client states have no alternative provider of 
order. For the weakest ones like Jordan and Lebanon, 
unilaterally rejecting American demands would trigger the 
catastrophic cutoff of diplomatic, economic, and military 
support. However, exercising loyalty by redoubling their 
tight alignment with US foreign policy brings diminishing 

returns given Trump’s absconding of hierarchical 
responsibility. This exposes them to further insecurity and 
uncertainty reminiscent of anarchy, as the Gulf kingdoms 
have discovered. Above all, articulating voice through 
dissent has little effect, because decision-making principals 
within Washington have little strategic consideration 
for the international system. Indeed, US reversals of key 
foreign policy initiatives—from the Greenland crisis to 
the Iran War—have come not because allies and clients 
opposed them, but because the economic and military 
costs began eroding Trump’s popular base at home.

In essence, US client states must endure renewed threats 
and rising insecurity not despite their positionality under 
American hegemony, but because of it. The few that have 
improved their stature in Washington since 2025 have 
done so thanks to autocratic alignment with Trump’s right-
wing populism. Witness the record-breaking investment 
deals and heightened diplomatic licenses now enjoyed 
by El Salvador under Bukele and Hungary under Orbán, 
for instance. Israel under Netanyahu likewise enjoys no 
concrete constraint in its violent crusade to subdue Middle 
East regional order under a militarist dominion—a new era 
of Pax Israelica, fortified by US sponsorship. 
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Small States, Protection, and US Bases 

Pete Moore, Case Western Reserve University

The February 28, 2026 American and Israeli attack on 
Iran has demonstrated the power as well as the peril of 
US military bases in the Middle East. On the one hand, 
US military dominance of the 21st century Middle East is 
extraordinary. From the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf, 
US bases, naval presence, and aerial control have gone 
unchallenged by anything approaching a military peer for 
decades. In infrastructural and logistical terms, the US 
military is vertically integrated into regional transportation 
and civilian port networks. The rapid build-up of US forces 
by the Trump Administration to attack Iran is in many 
ways a refined, repetition of the US military deployment 
of hundreds of thousands of soldiers that preceded 
Operation Desert Storm in 1991. Today’s US bases have 
grown massively since the 1990s stitching together 
different national militaries, support infrastructures, and 
surveillance networks so that much of the region can be 
considered contiguous American airspace. 

On the other hand, the leaderships and societies of the 
smaller Arab states have experienced acute vulnerability 
precisely because Iran targets US bases for retaliation. Days 
after the US attack on Iran, prominent UAE businessman 
Khalaf Ahmad al-Habtoor, someone close to the Emirati 
leadership, publicly castigated President Trump, “You 
have placed the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
[GCC] and the Arab countries at the heart of a danger 
they did not choose...Who gave you permission to turn our 
region into a battlefield?” Despite purchasing billions of 
dollars of American weapons and opening their countries 
to every facet of the US military, small states in the region 
find themselves more threatened than at any period in 
their modern history. This paper comparatively examines 
two of the most important US bases in the region: Jordan 
and Kuwait.  These two states represent one pole in the 
menu of options available to small states in the region, 
opting to make themselves as indispensable as possible 
to US military posture and activities in order to ensure 
American protection and assistance. 

Conceptualizing Kuwait and Jordan as small states 
combines material conditions with relational importance.1 
Kuwait has a small national population of just over 
one million citizens and a limited geography, but 
its oil resources and historical role within the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) leverage larger capacities. 
Jordan’s population is estimated at over 11 million yet 
lack of resources and chronic fiscal weakness make 
Jordan resemble a more typical, dependent small state. 
Relationally however, Hashemite Jordan’s importance to 
the US and Israel is significant enough that there has been 
no serious discussion of cutting, reforming, or rethinking 
US support to Amman for over 30 years.2 Jordan and 
Kuwait are arguably the most important “security bases” in 
the region. Washington planners see Kuwait and Jordan as 
geographic lynchpins for US power projection to the Gulf 
and for the protection of Israel. Kuwait hosts the largest 
logistics and warehousing bases, while US bases in Jordan 
provide defense in depth for Israel. Each country began 
hosting bases in different periods, and their political and 
strategic importance to Washington has shifted overtime. 
Both monarchies have faced domestic opposition and 
maneuvered through political crises, sometimes animated 
by relations with the US. How did the basing of US troops 
in each country evolve? How did the US military presence 
fit into domestic politics? 

Jordan from Cold War origins to the GWOT

The US security and protection relationship with 
Hashemite Jordan traces to the early 1950s as the United 
Kingdom withdrew from its regional bases. The Central 
Intelligence Agency began giving the young King Hussein 
monthly payments to build his own intelligence network 
in lieu of British support. Once King Hussein prevailed 
in the 1970-71 civil war against Palestinian guerrillas, 
the Nixon Administration eagerly embraced what it 
saw as the survival of a stable American client amidst 
others going “down like ten pens.”3 The relationship 
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further solidified in American eyes because of Jordan’s 
front-line position in the Arab-Israeli conflict and the 
consequences of its possible instability for Israeli security. 
Washington’s intervention into the 1980s Iran-Iraq war 
deepened the American presence, as officials from the 
Central Intelligence Agency and Defense Intelligence 
Agency expanded their cooperation with Jordanian 
security institutions, especially the General Intelligence 
Directorate, to facilitate provision of American intelligence 
and support to Baghdad.4 Jordanian authorities in turn 
took on significant debt to purchase front of the line 
American, Soviet, and British weapons systems. Eventually, 
efforts to sustain the military debt failed in 1989, leading 
to austerity protests and civilian deaths in the southern 
parts of the country. The aftermath of the crisis marked 
an important turning point in the fiscal politics of the 
US military position in Jordan. While annual economic 
aid from Washington supported the fiscal pathologies of 
Jordan’s rentier economy by warding off a 1989 type crisis, 
the military aid subvented Jordan’s ability to maintain one 
of the largest per capita militaries in the world despite its 
anemic economy.5 

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the American response 
triggered a massive military buildup in the region that 
repurposed its regional military missions. US bases and 
surveillance in Jordan became Israel’s frontline defense 
against Iraqi missile retaliation. After Kuwait was liberated, 
US-led sanctions on Iraq reinforced the importance of 
the US ability to monitor Iraq and launch air strikes from 
Jordan. After Jordan signed an official peace treaty with 
Israel in 1994, the Clinton administration designated 
Jordan as a non-NATO ally in 1996. The global war on 
terrorism and the 2003 invasion of Iraq propelled the US-
Jordanian military relationship into new areas. Jordanian 
special forces units and GID personnel deployed with 
the US to Afghanistan, while Jordanian bases served 
critical support roles during the US occupation of Iraq 
and participated in the extraordinary American rendition 
program during the Bush-era war on terror. By the 2000s, 
US training with the JAF had become the biggest in the 
Middle East, while Jordanian officers contributed the 
largest contingent of officers to the US military’s primary 

training program known as International Military 
Education and Training (IMET). In institutional and 
programmatic terms, the JAF is America’s closest Arab 
military ally.6

Today, the US military mission in Jordan involves more 
than just protecting Hashemite rule. The size of the 
US military presence in Jordan hovers around 5,000 
troops and is concentrated at two Jordanian air bases. 
The Muwaffaq Salti Air Base near the town of Azraq 
hosts the 332nd Air Expeditionary Wing – a unit solely 
intended to wage aerial combat over the entire region. 
Since 2018, the US has spent over $265 million upgrading 
the base.7 Farther east near the Iraqi border in the 
Mafraq Governorate, the H-4 Air Base hosts American 
surveillance, special forces, and search and rescue units. 
Combined with the close relations between the CIA and 
Jordan’s GID, the Jordanian-American security relationship 
is widely considered the deepest in the region after Israel.  
This, as Ryan notes in this collection, has not spared it 
from a variety of indignities at the hands of the Trump 
administration, and has left it exposed in the Iranian-Israeli 
crossfire. 

Kuwait as the Hinge Gulf Base

Prior to the 1990s, Kuwait’s security relations with the 
US reflected the country’s “dinar diplomacy” whereby 
bilateral agreements and diversified weapons purchases 
from multiple external powers—for example, Kuwait was 
the first Gulf country to sign a friendship treaty with the 
USSR—were meant to replace reliance on a single patron. 
Less than a year after Iraq’s invasion of Iran, Kuwaiti Emir 
Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah led the creation of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). At the height of the 
tanker wars in 1986, Kuwait requested protection from the 
Soviet Union and the US. The US responded by reflagging 
Kuwaiti oil tankers to protect them from Iranian attack, 
broaching a new relationship between the countries. 

Just as the liberation of Kuwait impacted Jordan, the 
liberation also profoundly reshaped Kuwait’s external 
relations (see Freer in this collection). Mary Ann Tetreault 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jaber_Al-Ahmad_Al-Sabah
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wrote that the acute impact of Kuwait’s military defeat 
and occupation gave rise to broad discontent and 
“destroyed the myth of diplomatic prowess that had been 
an important element in the regime’s claim to popular 
support... from the perspective of most Kuwaitis, the 
actions of the government were primarily responsible, both 
for the invasion itself and for the complete unreadiness 
of the population and most of its putative defenders 
to protect themselves against it.”8 As a result, Kuwait’s 
leadership worked closely with the US to launch the 
region’s most rapid rearmament and militarization 
program. In September 1991, Kuwait became the first 
Gulf state to conclude a Defense Cooperation Agreement 
(DCA) with American authorities. Kuwaiti leaders 
followed with what many observers in Washington, D.C. 
saw as an “ideally cooperative”9 increase in the defense 
budget that totaled well over 110 percent of the country’s 
national GDP and nearly 60 percent of the annual public 
budget. 

The first formal US base in Kuwait, Camp Doha located 
west of Kuwait City, evolved into larger, full service 
American bases in Camp Arifjan and Ali Al Salem Air 
Base. These bases conformed to what Toby Jones described 
as “the strategic logic of militarization” in the Gulf in which 
the US committed to protect the oil producing ruling 
families.10  Resembling early American protection of King 
Hussein, this policy would also grow and embrace wider 
goals. Kuwait hosted regular field training exercises with 
US forces, “Intrinsic Action,” which grew to the largest in 
the region after “Bright Star” training in Egypt and “Eager 
Lion” in Jordan. In 2003, the US military launched its 
ground invasion of Iraq from forces amassed on the Kuwait 
border. Despite however growing into the fourth largest 
US military base in the world, military-to-military relations 
never came to approximate the scope and scale achieved in 
Jordan. The military never fulfilled the promises of reform 
launched after liberation.11 Nor has the Kuwaiti military 
deployed with US forces, instead offering only support 
units to Gulf Cooperation Council operations in Yemen. 

Today, Kuwait hosts the forward operating base of the 
US Army’s Central Command, essentially placing the 

country as the command-and-control center of the 
network of bases stretching from Jordan and Iraq to the 
Southern Gulf. US operations in Iraq and Afghanistan 
relied extensively on US bases in Kuwait to rotate units, 
supplies, and house contractors. Whereas other bases in 
the southern Gulf maintain naval and air deployments, 
Kuwait is one country housing all combat branches. A 
final consideration of Kuwait’s central role has been to 
address one enduring difficulty of GCC unity. Since the 
1980s, GCC leaders have made announcements and 
plans to integrate the different national militaries into a 
unified Peninsula Shield Force. Where domestic obstacles 
thwarted those efforts, the US military has nevertheless 
integrated bases and different national militaries units—all 
mostly operating with or through American systems—into 
a region-wide military network. This maybe one reason 
Iran has targeted Kuwait so heavily in its retaliation.

Domestic Entanglements and Variations

While US bases form and expand in the context of multiple 
regional wars, the domestic ramifications in each country 
link to coalitional and regime dynamics. At one level, 
early CIA payments to protect the Hashemite monarchy 
can be simply seen as supplanted seventy years later with 
bases and annual fiscal aid. Yet at another level, Jordan is 
much different today. The JAF is less important because 
of its potential war-making capacities and more for its 
role in delivering salaries, pensions, food, housing, and 
education to the Transjordanian tribes seen as loyally 
backing Hashemite rule.12 The role of the Kuwaiti military 
by contrast has been as more recipient, not distributor, of 
patronage and services. What is more, the Kuwaiti military 
and security services have not taken on the kind of political 
economy roles that have emerged in Jordan over the last 
two decades.   

The actual presence of US personnel and facilities in both 
countries is largely hidden from public view or media 
coverage. Most American troops stay on the bases. In 
Jordan, the largest and most active US bases are in isolated 
parts of the country or are clandestine. Over the decades, it 
is not hard to recognize a correlation between a deepening 
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of these American positions and the gradual erosion of 
opposition politics in both countries. Jordan’s parliament 
has been historically caged, and therefore criticism of the 
US presence has been indirect, aiming at normalization 
with Israel or opposing US military interventions in other 
parts of the region for example. It is also important to note 
that there have been deadly attacks against US military 
personnel at the hands of their Jordanian allies. 

Kuwait’s comparatively more powerful parliament 
has allowed direct, though delicate, opposition to 
militarization since liberation. Kuwait’s tumultuous 
political struggles between the parliamentary opposition 
and the ruling family in the 1990s and 2000s ranged across 
many issues. While critical inquiry into the Kuwaiti-
American military relationship was out of bounds, inquiry 

and public debate over weapons purchases flourished. 
Tenacious parliamentary investigations into a near 1$ 
billion deal to buy US artillery eventually ended with the 
Kuwaiti government reneging on the deal in 2000. In 
the run up to the new Emir, Sheikh Meshal Al-Ahmad, 
dissolving parliament in May 2024, similar investigations 
and suspicions surrounded a deal to purchase fighter 
aircraft from Italy.       

The history and consequences of US bases reflect regional 
pressures, domestic pressures, and shifting US interests. 
One persistent dilemma is the mismatch between small 
states’ reliance on these forms of American protection and 
the insecurity that seems to accompany it. In the aftermath 
of the Iran war, discussions and debates about the future of 
American bases must address this issue.
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With Friends Like These: 
Jordanian Security Amidst the US-Israel War on Iran

Curtis R. Ryan, Appalachian State University 

Even within the context of the “small states” literature in 
international relations, Jordan might be the consummate 
small state.1 It is geographically small, to be sure, but it is 
also weaker economically and militarily than any of the 
neighboring states that have vied for regional ‘great power’ 
status. Jordan has never been a shaper or challenger to 
the regional order and has therefore often had to play 
a reactive role, responding to the seemingly endless 
machinations of regional or global powers within Middle 
East regional politics. 

Its immediate neighbors and their various conflicts have 
placed Jordan in a particularly vulnerable geographic 
and political position, one that is deeply influenced by 
the actions of neighbors like Israel, Syria, Iraq, and Saudi 
Arabia, and even of various non-state actors across its 
borders. For these reasons the Hashemite state has been 
particularly security-obsessive, attempting to secure 
Jordan’s sometimes precarious borders in every direction 
as well as securing the regime itself from internal 
challenges and domestic opposition. Jordan has tended to 
predicate its security on external alliances and ample aid 
flows to keep the aid-dependent state afloat, and to provide 
material support for its own ruling coalition, including a 
large state and security apparatus.2 

Perhaps paradoxically, Jordan has in many ways benefited 
from regional turmoil by marketing itself as a moderate 
and valuable ally that is so beleaguered as to need urgent 
infusions of aid. Jordan has no shortage of actual security 
threats. But the state has also chosen on countless 
occasions to prioritize securitization virtually as a way 
of life, with profound effects on domestic prospects 
for reform and change.3 This was all true even before 
the current implosion of the regional order, as Jordan 
staggered under the weight of a series of regional crises 
and wars.4   

For Jordan, some of these security challenges started 
during the regional “Arab Spring” or Arab uprisings, 
especially as Syria descended into a horrific civil war, and 
hundreds of thousands of Syrian refugees crossed the 
border into Jordan.5 More recently, Jordan, like the rest 
of the region, was rocked by the horrors of the Gaza war. 
And in 2026, when the United States and Israel launched 
a war against Iran, Jordan found itself quite literally in 
the crossfire. This essay examines Jordan’s current and 
deeply insecure position in the new regional disorder, in a 
situation made worse not only by potential adversaries, but 
also by some of the kingdom’s “peace partners” and allies. 
This includes even Jordan’s most important ally, the United 
States. As Sean Yom notes in his contribution to this 
volume, many now view the US as an undependable and 
even predatory actor, and one that poses a special problem 
for small and weak states like Jordan, that have predicated 
much of their security on that very ally. 

Jordan and the 2026 U.S.-Israel War with Iran

Eid al-Fitr should be a time of joy, but for Jordanians, and 
for so many others across the region, the March 2026 Eid 
was accompanied by air raid sirens, missiles, and drone 
strikes. For the Hashemite Kingdom, the Iran war was 
the latest in a long string of being forced into the middle 
of others’ wars. Jordan’s reaction to the conflict therefore 
needs to be seen within a broader temporal and geographic 
context, as the kingdom confronts challenges from 
adversaries and allies alike.  

Since the 2011 Arab uprisings, the Jordanian state’s 
security concerns escalated with the civil war in Syria, 
the insurgency in Iraq, the rise of the so-called Islamic 
State (IS), and Israel’s 2023-25 war in Gaza. The U.S. and 
Israeli wars on Iran pose a new kind of threat, as missiles 
and drones crisscrossed Jordanian airspace in salvoes 
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between Israel and Iran, while Iran also attacked U.S. 
bases in Jordan. Once again, Jordan found itself wedged 
between belligerents in a war not of its own making. And 
once again, the kingdom attempted to defend itself while 
avoiding getting dragged into war and trying not to alienate 
key allies or trigger domestic opposition.6  

Jordanian policymakers have largely seen Iran as a malign 
influence in regional affairs.7 Even so, like many of the 
Gulf states, they were not looking for yet another war in 
the region. The Hashemite regime regarded Iran’s Axis of 
Resistance, including Hamas, Hezbollah and the Houthis, 
as a significant external security threat (with Hamas 
posing internal security challenges as well). This threat 
was heightened during the 2011-2024 Syrian civil war, as 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) forces 
at times deployed in Syria close to the Jordanian border. 
The Jordanian regime worried about multiple threats—al-
Qaeda, IS, Iran, Hezbollah, the IRGC, and cross-border 
smuggling (especially of Captagon pills). The December 
2024 collapse of the Assad regime in Syria and the damage 
inflicted on Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran by Israeli attacks 
during the Gaza war meant that Jordan’s security concerns 
persisted but shifted in focus and degree.8 The Hashemite 
regime welcomed the weakening of the Axis of Resistance, 
to be sure, but it opposed Israel’s war in Gaza and Israel’s 
expansion of that war to Lebanon, Qatar, Syria, and 
Yemen.9 Amman hoped that diplomacy would prevail, 
especially as many Jordanians see this confrontation as war 
by, and for, Israel.10

In June 2025, the war expanded further as Israel and Iran 
launched barrages of missiles and drones against each 
other. Many of these crossed Jordanian airspace as the 
so-called 12 Day War expanded. With US assistance, 
Jordanian forces shot down Iranian missiles crossing 
over Jordan, leading to widespread domestic anger and 
charges that Jordan was, in effect, helping to protect a 
State of Israel that was at that same moment killing large 
numbers of Palestinian civilians. The incident highlighted 
the kingdom’s relative weakness; it showed that its airspace 
could be violated with relative impunity and demonstrated 
that it needed the help of the United States to deal with the 
issue at all. 

The Jordanian government insisted the operation was 
about Jordanian, not Israeli, security, but domestic tensions 
remained.11 The 2023-2025 Gaza war, and the 2025 
intercepts of Iranian missiles bound for Israel, triggered 
large-scale protests in the kingdom—the largest since the 
2011 Arab uprisings. These diverse protest movements 
called for abrogating the kingdom’s peace treaty with Israel 
and ending the alliance with Washington, including the 
stationing of US and other Western forces in the country.12 
US President Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu made an already delicate situation 
worse when they launched their surprise attack on Iran on 
February 28, 2026. 

This time, far more missiles and drones were fired across 
Jordan, with some hitting the kingdom itself. Twenty-eight 
Jordanians were injured by falling debris as drones and 
missiles were intercepted. Iran also attacked U.S forces 
at Jordan’s Muwaffaq Salti air base. The United States 
even scrambled to replace a high-tech radar system in 
the kingdom that was apparently destroyed by Iranian 
fire. That reignited domestic debates and protests in the 
kingdom–but this time in an explicit wartime setting, 
with even more intense restrictions on voicing dissent. 
Technically, Jordan has remained neutral in this war and 
is not an active participant. But working alongside allied 
forces based in the kingdom, jets from the Royal Jordanian 
Air Force engaged and destroyed incoming drones. Jordan 
emphatically condemned the Iranian attacks against the 
Hashemite kingdom as well as against its Gulf Arab allies. 

In response, Iran has condemned Jordan and even filed 
a protest at the United Nations, accusing the kingdom of 
“facilitating hostile acts against Iranian territory” as Iran 
issued further threats. As Iranian strikes had already hit 
Jordan, the idea of increased attacks had to be taken very 
seriously indeed. Jordan, for its part, maintained its stance 
that it was neutral and not a belligerent in the war. And yet 
all of this began with a surprise attack on Iran by Jordan’s 
alleged “peace partner” in a frigidly cold peace (Israel) and 
its largest ally and source of economic and military aid 
(United States), putting the kingdom in a deeply insecure 
position. 

https://www.jordannews.jo/Section-20/Middle-East/Iran-Files-Official-Protest-with-UN-Against-Jordan-49972
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Problems With Allies and “Peace Partners” 

During the first Trump administration, among Jordanian 
officials and the broader public there was a widespread 
sense that the kingdom had lost influence with the United 
States, even though Jordan had not actually done anything 
to trigger any rift. Rather, the problem lay squarely with 
the United States. To be clear, US aid to the deeply aid-
dependent Jordan had not actually declined. Many US 
policy professionals, both military and civilian, still 
regarded Jordan as an essential regional ally, and a strong 
supporter of the United States. The question was whether 
any of the political appointees in the Trump White House 
shared these positive views. 

In addition, Israel under Netanyahu had always treated 
Jordan with a certain amount of disdain, even as Israel 
regarded it as a vital “peace partner” in the region. But 
Netanyahu too seemed to doubt whether Jordan was 
particularly useful to Israel anymore. The cold peace 
between the two countries, in short, had grown steadily 
colder throughout the Gaza war.13 But with an Iran war 
added to the mix, some Jordanian policymakers seemed 
to regard both Israel and Iran as the main agents of chaos 
in the region.14 For some, Israeli bombings of Gaza and 
across the region as well as the continuing exploits of Iran 
and the Axis of Resistance represented two main sources 
of regional havoc, with jihadist groups such as IS and al-
Qaeda adding a third. But a fourth line of challenges came 
from a less expected source—the return of Donald Trump 
to the White House. 

For Jordan, the arrival of the second Trump administration 
to power brought a series of blows to the regime and 
society, starting with the U.S. withdrawal of funding from 
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) 
and followed by the dismantling of the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID). Arguably 
no country in the region relied more on UNRWA support 
for Palestinian refugees or on USAID development 
projects. Trump also ignored the US-Jordan Free Trade 
Agreement when he targeted Jordan (along with so 
many other countries), with high tariffs. Trump then also 

continued the pattern of U.S. policies toward the region 
by enabling Israeli attacks on Gaza, to the horror of all 
Jordanians. All this disruption occurred even before the 
United States and Israel launched the 2026 war against 
Iran. The Iran war undermined security in Jordan, 
Lebanon, and the Gulf, but for Jordan it was also still 
connected to the kingdom’s fears over the future of Gaza 
and the occupied West Bank.  

In addition to the moral anguish of watching Palestinian 
suffering while being unable to stop it, the Gaza war also 
reignited the long feared al-watan al-badil idea—that 
Israel would try to make Jordan the “alternative homeland” 
for the Palestinian people.15 Trump, of course, found 
a way to turn these anxieties into full-bore panic, by 
openly calling for the expulsion of the entire Palestinian 
population from Gaza to Egypt and Jordan.16 This would 
of course amount to ethnic cleansing and cause profound 
demographic change in Jordan, which would be an 
unmitigated disaster for Palestinians and Jordanians 
alike. Thus, when Jordan suddenly returned to the Trump 
administration’s radar, it was only as a potential destination 
for an ethnic cleansing project. 

While the 2023-25 Gaza war, quite appropriately, drew 
all eyes toward Gaza, the West Bank remained under a 
different kind of siege, with settlers ousting Palestinian 
residents from their homes, often with the complicity 
of Israeli security personnel. In addition to the traumas 
suffered by West Bank Palestinians, these actions – and 
the ominous threat of still more on a far larger scale – 
presented Jordan with a kind of security threat unique to 
the Jordanian experience. It is hard to think of another 
country, in the Middle East or elsewhere, that has 
remained so laser-focused on fears over a neighboring 
territory. This might perhaps be compared to the situation 
of Rohingya refugees being forced out of Myanmar and 
across the border into Bangladesh. 

But for the Jordanian state, the situation seems even more 
extreme and threatens the survival of Jordan itself as both 
state and society, should the entire Palestinian population 
be expelled across the Jordan river into the Hashemite 
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Kingdom. This existential fear is unique to the Jordanian 
security situation, especially as there is no reason to think 
that a full Israeli annexation of the West Bank would not 
also include expulsion. Worse still, some in Jordan fear that 
even expulsion would not be the end of any such project, 
but that the Israeli border would ultimately be pushed even 
further east, as part of the “Greater Israel” idea, threatening 
the continued existence of Jordan itself. Such fears used 
to be the stuff of wild conspiracy theories. But given the 
widespread destruction of Gaza, the staggering Palestinian 
death toll, and open threats of mass deportation by both 
Israeli and U.S. leaders, once marginal ideas are now part 
of mainstream political discourse and amount to very real 
security threats. 

Yet Jordan has spent decades making itself an essential 
part of “America’s Middle East,’ as Marc Lynch makes 
clear.17 The kingdom has steadily increased its security 
dependence on the United States while trying to make 
itself indispensable to U.S. strategic planning in the region. 
But these efforts assumed that the U.S. would then, in turn, 
check Israel’s most extreme impulses and curb any of its 
“Jordan Option” plans. In the Trump era, however, no such 
U.S. restraint seemed to materialize, placing Jordan in a 
dire security situation, ironically between its main “peace 
partner” in the region and its largest ally and source of aid. 

Jordan was in some ways subject to the varying whims 
of the American president, but also to his own political 
extremism and, just as importantly, his material approach 
to international relations. Trump, in fact, seemed to 
prefer a narrower foreign policy approach, predicated 
on transactional bilateral relationships, especially those 
that might seem to benefit – financially and otherwise – 
Trump. While U.S. foreign policy, security, defense, and 
intelligence professionals might still see Jordan as a unique 
and vital ally for the US, the kingdom cannot compete with 
wealthy Gulf states in terms of having a transactional value 
that includes financial profits in any way. 

Even in his first term, Trump pursued an Israel- and Gulf-
centric approach toward the Middle East in general, with 
foreign policy seemingly conducted in a personalistic way 

mainly between leaders in the US, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates -- but without any particular 
focus on Jordan. Even the kingdom’s longstanding self-
identification as an island of moderation in a turbulent 
neighborhood seemed to have no resonance with the 
Trump White House – hence the appearance of benign 
neglect, especially for a Hashemite regime accustomed to 
outsized influence and close personal relations between 
American presidents and Hashemite kings. Jordan even 
joined Trump’s bizarre “Board of Peace”, but with little 
apparent effect or increase in Jordanian influence. 

Weathering the Latest Storm

Jordan long ago established a pattern of reliance on 
powerful Western allies and, whenever possible, on 
wealthy Gulf Arab states. During the 2026 Iran war, 
Jordan seemed to rally around its Arab allies among the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries in the face 
of Iranian missile and drone strikes. But at least some 
Jordanians were now also questioning whether the United 
States was the kingdom’s major source of insecurity, not 
security. Many in Jordan’s diverse opposition movements 
had, of course, been saying this for years. The presence of 
US and other Western military forces and bases in Jordan 
had always been seen by the regime as vital to national and 
regime security. But now Jordan, like many of its Arab Gulf 
allies, was under attack precisely because it hosted those 
bases. On the one hand, US forces and missile defense 
systems were helping to protect Jordan. On the other hand, 
their very presence also made Jordan an Iranian target. 
Jordanian officials have made clear, in both the current 
war and previous crises, that Jordan cannot become the 
battlefield between Israel and Iran. 

Some Jordanians have urged the kingdom to diversify its 
list of allies by drawing closer to other middle and global 
powers such as European states, Russia, or China.18 Others 
see no alternative to the U.S. alliance and instead urge that 
all efforts should be focused on placating the mercurial 
American president and on reestablishing Jordan’s identity 
as an indispensable source of pro-US moderation in the 
region, precisely because the region is again at war. After 
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all, Jordan has weathered such crises before, including 
its marginalization by the United States and Gulf Arab 
monarchies after the kingdom chose to remain neutral in 
the 1991 Gulf War against Iraq. But earlier episodes did not 
include missiles flying across and into Jordan. Meanwhile, 
the kingdom remains wedged between crises to its west 
and east, and the volatility of U.S. policy under Trump has 
triggered widespread rethinking regarding Jordan’s options 
and best interests.19

Jordanians in general tend to be deeply sympathetic to 
the suffering of the Iranian people, even as most oppose 
the Iranian regime. But they also sympathize profoundly 
with the Palestinian people in the face of Israeli attacks, 
and citizens and government officials alike fear that this 

latest war was not just about targeting Iran, but also about 
realizing Israeli ambitions in the region more broadly. 
At the levels of state and society in Jordan, the war with 
Iran was a disaster that threatened to get even worse. The 
kingdom remains caught between fears of potentially 
radical Israeli actions against Palestinians in Gaza and 
the occupied West Bank, on the one hand, and Iran’s 
widespread attacks across the region, on the other. This 
included fears that Jordan would become a more frequent 
and direct target of Iranian attacks. Most urgently, all 
Jordanians wanted to see a halt to the barrages of U.S., 
Israeli, and Iranian drones and missiles, in a war ignited 
by the kingdom’s own supposed “peace partner” in league 
with the kingdom’s largest ally.
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The End of Hedging? Kuwaiti Foreign Policy in the Presence of 
America First and in the Absence of Parliament

Courtney Freer, Emory University

Kuwaiti foreign policy was for decades constrained by the 
presence of the Gulf ’s most vocal and powerful legislature.1 
Since May 2024, however, that legislature has been 
dissolved, leaving foreign and domestic policy decisions 
in the hands of the unelected members of cabinet and the 
amir. I have written elsewhere about how Kuwaiti domestic 
politics influenced the state’s foreign policy, particularly 
when it came to engagement with Islamists and with 
Iran.2 The landscape today is markedly different. In 2026, 
Kuwait not only faces changes within the domestic sphere, 
as it stripped over 50,000 Kuwaitis of their citizenship in 
2025 and introduced new amendments to the citizenship 
law,3 but also contends with shifting regional and global 
dynamics since the start of the US-Iran war on February 28. 

In this context, particularly since the start of the US-Iran 
war on February 28, Kuwait’s traditional foreign policy 
may be under threat. The state has long behaved as a 
typical small, vulnerable actor in the region (see Peter 
Moore, this collection). Since independence, Kuwaiti 
foreign policy has been largely focused on maintaining 
ties with its Arab neighbors. Indeed, one of the first acts 
the independent Kuwaiti state took was establishment 
of the Kuwait Fund for Economic Development.4 Kuwait 
also played a foundational role in the establishment of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in 1981, largely to 
shield Arab Gulf states from export of Iran’s revolution. 
Within that body, Kuwait has been instrumental in 
mediating rifts that have emerged among member states, 
most recently helping to mediate the blockade of Qatar in 
January 2021, though never mediating at the global level 
of Oman (see Tyler Parker, this collection). After the death 
of Amir Shaykh Sabah in 2020, who had previously served 
as foreign minister (1963-2003), some commentators 
questioned whether the mediation focus on Kuwaiti 
foreign policy would change. Neither Shaykh Nawaf (r. 

2020-2023) or Mishaal (r. 2023-present) has seriously 
altered the trajectory of Kuwaiti foreign policy, however. In 
part, this is because of the realities of being a small, weak 
state dependent on external support for survival. But what 
makes Kuwait’s adaptations and continuities distinct is 
the institution of parliament, which seems to have more 
seriously constrained Kuwait’s foreign policy options, 
which have in turn tended to be more conservative and less 
activist than the policies put forward my neighboring small 
states like Qatar and the UAE.

Unlike its Gulf neighbors, Kuwait has a profound and 
painful recent history of invasion and occupation. The 
memory of the 1990-91 Gulf War has tended to push 
Kuwait to craft a foreign policy that will enable it to 
maintain key alliances and avoid being targeted. As 
Ulrichsen explains, “The invasion also revealed ‘how 
little oil rent could be converted into military security,’ 
although the speed with which the multinational coalition 
mobilized to liberate Kuwait illustrated the significance 
of maintaining strong and durable international 
partnerships.”5 The Kuwait state therefore has, since 1991, 
balanced a security relationship with the United States 
alongside a focus on the provision of humanitarian aid 
to Palestine, maintaining ties with Iran, and refusing to 
normalize with Israel. 

The US-Israeli war on Iran has highlighted yet again that 
oil wealth does not guarantee security, and that a policy of 
neutrality did not protect it from Iranian retaliation. What 
is more, the US military presence, always understood as 
a vital security asset, has potentially become a liability, 
as Kuwait and its US-aligned neighbors faced repeated 
Iranian attacks. In such a context, Badr al-Saif and Sanim 
Vakil have posited that hedging of the type that Kuwait 
managed in the past may become increasingly difficult: 
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“Hedging has helped contain tensions and avoid escalation, 
but as a strategy it is a reactive approach limited to crisis 
management rather than shaping outcomes.”6 The war 
has highlighted that hedging is insufficient to protect 
Kuwait against Iranian attacks and that American security 
guarantees are limited, as Kuwait-based US forces,7 oil 
infrastructure, and civilian sites continue to come under 
Iranian fire and the closure of the Straits of Hormuz 
threatens its most vital economic lifeline.

The total focus of a weak state such as Kuwait on external 
protection is often met with the indifference of its stronger 
patron. Trump himself has never visited Kuwait as 
president, despite his two high-profile trips to the Gulf. 
On the American side, the 2026 National Defense Strategy 
only mentions Arab Gulf states collectively and insofar as 
it emphasizes the administration’s focus on “deepening 
cooperation,” “enabling integration between Israel and our 
Arabian Gulf partners and building on President Trump’s 
historic initiative, the Abraham Accords,” adding that “in 
the Gulf, US partners are increasingly willing and able to 
do more to defend themselves against Iran and its proxies, 
including by acquiring and fielding a variety of US military 
systems.”8 The latter statement has proven true to some 
extent in the recent war, although the war has also arguably 
turned the American security umbrella into a liability rather 
than an asset. In contrast, the document portrays Israel as 
“a model ally” due to the fact that “it was able and willing to 
defend itself after the barbaric attacks of October 7th.”9 

Kuwait found itself on the list of 75 countries – and the 
only Gulf country – that the State Department recently 
released, issuing a ban on immigrant visas.10 The Trump 
Administration has also not managed to appoint a new 
ambassador to Kuwait, as the president’s choice for 
ambassador, Amer Ghalib, failed, following bipartisan 
criticisms of his antisemitism.11 This incident reveals 
the level of priority that Kuwait holds for the Trump 
Administration, though it is worth noting that interim 
ambassadors are also in place in Qatar and the UAE, 
indicating general deprioritization of and understaffing 
in the Gulf.12 Below I detail three micro case studies that 
may represent areas of change regarding Kuwait’s hedging 
position.

Kuwait’s Stance against Normalization with Israel

The Trump Administration aims to require more of its 
allies when it comes to making them responsible for 
their own defense and encouraging them with normalize 
with Israel. Kuwait has long been steadfast in its refusal 
to normalize with Israel, notwithstanding its neighbors’ 
shifting positions, largely standing by a ministry 
spokesperson’s statement in 2020 that Kuwait “will be 
the last to normalize relations.”13 While some states like 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia have insisted that recognition of 
a Palestinian state along lines proposed in the Arab Peace 
Initiative must precede normalization, Kuwaiti authorities 
have not set out any conditions for normalization.  This 
is best explained by the role of Parliament, which gave 
Kuwaiti public opinion much more political weight than in 
most of its Gulf neighbors.

When it was still in session, Kuwait’s National Assembly 
backed the state’s stance towards Israel, with the body 
passing legislation strengthening the cultural and 
economic boycott of the Israeli state.14 In 2019, 39 of 50 
elected members of parliament (MPs) signed a statement 
expressing their refusal to normalize with Israel.15 And 
as recently as January 2025, Kuwait’s Public Prosecution 
imprisoned commentator Fajr Al Saeed due to her calls 
to normalize with Israel, which it claims violate Kuwait’s 
Unified Law for Boycotting Israel (Law No. 21 of 1964).16 
Such a hardline stance on Israel appears to follow public 
opinion: as of March 2024, Arab Barometer found that 84 
percent of those surveyed reported boycotting Israeli-linked 
companies, 62 percent contributed to support Gazans, and 
40 percent shared support for Palestinians online.17

With the parliament suspended and with a ceasefire 
(notionally) in place in Gaza, Kuwaiti policy could feasibly 
change. If the Iranian regime survives the ongoing war, 
it is plausible (yet in my view unlikely) that Kuwait could 
turn to Israel to shore up its security, Part of the reason 
this seems unlikely is the apparent lack of interest on the 
American side. Indeed, Jared Kushner in 2020 opined that 
Kuwaitis “are out there taking a very radical view of the 
conflict in favor of the Palestinians. Obviously, it hasn’t 
been very constructive.”18 
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At present, it seems unlikely that Kuwait will alter its 
stance on Israel, particularly given that the US Government 
does not appear invested in trying to change this. Further, 
public opinion matters, at least to some extent, even under 
authoritarianism, and there is no incentive at this time 
for Kuwait to normalize with Israel. As Hamad Albloshi 
highlights, “Kuwait might be the only member of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) that has had no direct or 
indirect contact with Israel.”19 This is largely due to the 
historical presence of Palestinian nationalist groups and 
links with Arab nationalism within the state.20

Kuwait’s Stance on Islamists

The Trump Administration’s designation of the Egyptian, 
Jordanian, and Lebanese branches of the Muslim 
Brotherhood as foreign terrorist organizations in January 
202621 confirms the administration’s refusal to engage 
with Islamists – something that may concern Kuwait, one 
of the only Gulf states that has not banned the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a terrorist organization. When it comes to 
positioning on Islamists, Kuwait’s policies may be shifting. 
The December 2025 stripping of citizenship of Tareq 
al-Suwaidan, a figure who has been associated with the 
Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood, may indicate such a change. 
The decision was made “based on the recommendation 
of the first deputy prime minister of interior, and with 
approval of the Cabinet.”22 

Similarly, in February 2026, on the heels of the Kuwaiti 
Defense Minister’s visit to Abu Dhabi,23 Kuwaiti authorities 
halted funding to eight Lebanese hospitals on grounds 
that they have links to terrorist groups. Kuwaiti authorities 
claim that this move was made in compliance with UN 
Security Council resolutions under Chapter VII, which 
focus on fighting terrorism.24 The Lebanese Health 
Ministry noted its “great surprise” at the measure, which it 
dubbed “inconsistent” with the crisis facing the Lebanese 
state, as the private hospitals are “an essential part of 
the Lebanese health system.”25 The hospitals, which are 
primarily in southern Beirut, the Bekaa Valley, and in 
southern Lebanon are likely linked to Hizballah. 26 Last 
summer, Kuwait’s Foreign Ministry also placed sanctions 
on Al Qard Al Hassan Association, which is thought to 

have links with Hizballah. 27 The Lebanese Government has 
pushed back on this measure, signaling greater tension in 
the bilateral relationship.

Such moves may indicate closer alignment with the UAE, 
a state that has staunchly opposed any Islamist influence 
in the region for over a decade. The two states appear 
to be getting closer, despite holding different stances on 
normalization with Israel. In January, Kuwait and the UAE 
held a high-profile weeklong celebration in the UAE to 
mark their long-standing ties under the tagline “UAE and 
Kuwait: Brothers Forever.”28 During the Emirati-Kuwaiti 
Media Forum, Emirati diplomatic advisor Anwar Gargash 
obliquely referenced his country’s recent tensions with 
Saudi Arabia, citing an “unprecedented media campaign” 
based on “fabrication, lies, falsification, and exaggeration.”29 
In contrast, he praised “Kuwaiti restraint.”30 Notably, the 
UAE was the only state to congratulate Kuwait publicly on 
the dissolution of parliament, with a readout of a telephone 
call between President Muhammad bin Zayed and Amir 
Shaykh Mishaal released one day after the dissolution. In 
it, the Emirati president “affirmed that the UAE stands 
with Kuwait with respect of all measures and decisions 
it has taken to maintain its stability. Sheikh Mohammad 
bin Zayed has assured His Highness the Amir that he 
views the stability of Kuwait and the UAE as intertwined 
due to the solid brotherly relations.”31 Now that Kuwait 
no longer needs to contend with parliament on issues 
of foreign policy or validate Islamists’ place within the 
domestic political sphere, it may pursue a different strategy 
with Islamism that is more aligned with that of the UAE. 
Despite the recent rift between the UAE and Saudi Arabia, 
it is worth noting that adopting stances to combat Islamist 
influence is a shared interest.

Kuwait and Iran

Kuwait-Iran bilateral ties before the 2026 war were cordial 
though not necessarily strong. The relationship has been 
marked by periodic flashpoints – first after the 1979 
revolution: Kuwait recognized the state under Khomeini’s 
leadership, but relations worsened after the start of the 
Iran-Iraq War in 1980, during which Kuwait and much 
of the Arab Gulf supported Iraq.32 More recently, in 
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2008, a mourning procession for Hizballah leader Imad 
Mughniyyeh in Kuwait led the state to summon around 
1,500 Kuwaiti Shias for questioning and “demonstrated to 
Kuwaiti Shias the precarity of their position if they were 
seen to be colluding with transnational Shii movements.”33 
Another flashpoint emerged in 2015, when a cache of 
weapons was discovered in northern Kuwait, the so-called 
Abdali Cell. This incident led to the arrest of 25 Kuwaiti 
Shias and one Iranian for intentions to engage in “hostile 
acts” against Kuwait;34 Kuwait also in 2017 expelled Iranian 
diplomats in the country, as the Kuwaiti Foreign Ministry 
claimed that the Supreme Court found that “Iranian sides 
helped and supported the cell members.”35 

Shortly after the discovery of the Abdali Cell, then-Kuwaiti 
Foreign Minister Sheikh Sabah al-Khaled Al Sabah made 
an official visit to Tehran with a letter from then Amir 
Shaykh Sabah to President Rouhani as a means of founding 
the “basis for dialogue” between the GCC and Iran – 
again showcasing Kuwait’s tendency towards mediation.36 
Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarid proclaimed Iran’s 
willingness to engage with the GCC, and Rouhani visited 
Kuwait and Oman in February 2017.37 In August 2022, 
Kuwait appointed a new ambassador to Tehran – the first 
since 2016.38

Kuwaiti concerns about Iran have since 1979 focused 
on its ability to influence domestic politics, particularly 
Kuwait’s politically active Shii minority population, and 
the ongoing war is no different.39 Kuwait, along with its 
neighbors, has announced the arrest of Iran-linked cells, 
with around 45 people arrested reportedly due to links 
with Hizballah.40 The war could contribute to further 
securitization of Kuwait’s Shii population and extension 
of authoritarian practices more generally. It will also 
undoubtedly complicate Kuwait’s ability to continue its 
hedging approach towards Iran, particularly if the regime 
survives.

Where Now?

The Kuwaiti Government now has the freedom to 
implement foreign (and domestic) policies without 
parliamentary input or oversight and may start taking 

advantage of this fact. These policies, however, will likely 
focus on shoring up regional security and potentially 
moving away from its hedging position, particularly 
regarding Islamists and Iran. On the whole, Kuwaiti foreign 
policy is likely to remain focused on mitigating threats 
from the region to Kuwaiti stability – again, namely those 
linked to Islamism and to Iran. Further, and relatedly, 
authoritarian retrenchment throughout the region seems 
likely, as dozens have already been arrested in the region 
on grounds of harming national security through social 
media posts about the war.41 

Another major issue is whether Kuwait’s ties with 
the United States could change post-war. Questions 
have emerged throughout the Gulf about the level of 
involvement of these states in the war, given that many 
host US airbases. In the Kuwaiti case, while the state has 
denied that its territory has been used to launch attacks 
against Iran, videos of US missiles and missile launchers 
have suggested otherwise, at least in recent weeks.42 
Kuwaiti officials have opined that such accusations, which 
portray Iranian strikes as “retaliatory,” serve to justify 
continued Iranian attacks;43 they may also lead to demands 
for a re-set in US-Kuwait relations and have already fueled 
tensions with some Iran-backed groups in Iraq.44

Kuwait presents in many ways the case of an archetypal 
weak state, one that has sought to remain out of the 
international spotlight, one whose parliament has 
constrained major foreign policy changes, and one that has 
relied on the US security umbrella since 1991. Given that 
none of these policies has insulated Kuwait from effects 
of the US/Israel-Iran war, however, Kuwait may take a 
new approach. So far, this response appears to involve 
strengthening regional ties through the GCC, particularly 
when it comes to fighting Iranian efforts at “infiltration” 
into those states, with a recent statement from the GCC 
Secretary-General claiming that “the security of the GCC 
states is indivisible.”45 Internal schisms within the body, 
particularly between Saudi Arabia and the UAE, may make 
such regional realignment untenable and may force Kuwait 
to end its policy of hedging and choose sides within the 
Gulf and within the region more broadly. 
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Deft Diplomacy: How Oman Thrives amid Turbulence

Tyler B. Parker, Mercer University

The Sultanate of Oman ensures its survival through an 
independent foreign policy that is neither formally allied, 
functionally dependent, nor factually neutral. By avoiding 
entanglements in others’ disputes, facilitating dialogue, 
and promoting peace, Oman embodies a vital diplomatic 
lynchpin whose Musandam Peninsula sits strategically at 
the juncture between the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz, 
and Gulf of Oman. Sultan Haitham bin Tariq Al Said, 
who succeeded Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said in 2020 
after the latter’s near fifty-year reign, has retained Oman’s 
independent ethos. Oman’s experience shows in part how 
“weakness” does not alone dictate foreign policy choices, 
and that considerable agency remains for such states to 
determine how they respond to security challenges.

While Oman has maintained this stance for a remarkably 
long time, the “turbulence” (as described by Waleed 
Hazbun) of the Middle East’s political dynamics and 
security developments poses a challenge to Oman’s 
independence.1 The latest iteration of turbulence began 
on February 28, 2026 when the United States (US) and 
Israel launched attacks on Iran, which has subsequently 
targeted—to varying degrees—the six monarchies in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). The GCC states’ sense 
of betrayal stems from their supposed security guarantor, 
the US, neglecting to consult them leading up to its 
strikes, and then failing to defend their infrastructure and 
protect their interests during the ensuing conflict.2  Oman 
responded uniquely by actively mediating US-Iranian 
talks, while expressing significant discontent at American 
behavior during the negotiations.

The challenges confronting Oman shifted as 2026 
progressed. Before the Iran war began, Oman faced 
tensions on the Arabian Peninsula as Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) escalated their rivalry 
in and beyond Yemen.3 By late January, Oman observed 
the deadly public protests in Iran. Throughout February, 
Omani diplomats sought to secure a renewed nuclear deal 

between the US and Iran. Oman’s facilitative mediation 
was unable to prevent the launch of Operation Epic Fury. 
As US strikes commenced, Omani Foreign Minister Sayyid 
Badr Albusaidi posted on X: “I am dismayed. Active and 
serious negotiations have yet again been undermined… I 
urge the United States not to get sucked in further. This is 
not your war.”4 Frustration among Omani decision makers 
was evident, especially given Albusaidi’s assertion on 
February 27, 2026 that a “peace deal is within our reach.”5 
The sequence of events in late February suggests that the 
US utilized Omani-mediated negotiations as a cover to 
prepare for “a reckless and unnecessary war of choice” 
which neglected the “diplomatic off-ramps that Omani 
diplomats worked hard to make available.”6 This was 
emblematic of further insistence by Albusaidi that the US 
stop attacking Iran.7 

Oman’s situation is similar to, yet distinct from, other 
small Arab monarchies that Courtney Freer and Curtis 
Ryan analyze in this volume. Like in Kuwait and Jordan, 
US actions against Iran have resulted in Iranian reactions 
that have imperiled Arab sovereignty and security. Unlike 
neighboring states, Iranian strikes on Oman—which 
hosts relatively less US equipment and fewer American 
personnel—have been few and far between. These 
similarities and differences situate Oman as a central 
case study for understanding how smaller states operate 
in an environment where, as Sean Yom assesses in this 
volume, “the key advantage of hierarchy—certainty—
[has] decline[d] due to vacillating foreign policy interests 
within the dominant power.” Oman offers a window into 
what happens when a great power’s military actions are 
the animating source of security threats for its smaller 
partners, and how relatively weaker states ensure 
equilibrium in a region veering toward polarization. 
Oman’s unique skillset and choices allow it to survive 
threats, seize opportunities, and sustain adaptation in a 
precarious regional system.
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Oman’s fundamental advantage is its magnanimous, 
multilateral, and measured diplomacy. Brokering detainee 
releases, mediating the cessation of hostilities, and 
facilitating talks between parties lends Oman a reliable 
reputation as a credible third-party. Oman eschews an 
expeditionary military and maintains a political economy 
distinct from its GCC neighbors. Oman’s approach is 
diplomatic pragmatism. But it also confronts the reality of 
limited leverage within a hierarchical regional order. The 
paper proceeds as follows. First, I explain the source and 
substance of Oman’s foreign policy. Then, I overview the 
challenges it confronts. Next, I analyze the opportunities 
Oman has for third-party diplomacy. I conclude with the 
implications of my findings for other regional states.

Intrinsically Independent

Not every relatively small or weak state can exercise 
independence. As the International Relations literature 
demonstrates, many must balance through alliance 
membership, bandwagon through dependence, or bolster 
official neutrality.8 Since the 1970s, Oman as retained its 
independence by aligning with every significant actor in 
the Gulf regional security complex, avoiding participation 
in military coalitions, basing its security on Anglo-
American ties, and forging Indo-Pacific commercial 
connections. Though these actions, Oman has avoided 
what Michael Handel cautioned as “the conditions most 
dangerous to security and independence of the weak 
states,” which include “isolation from the international 
system, or inclusion within the sphere of influence of one 
of the great powers.”9 Oman’s independence has yielded 
successes, including facilitation that culminated in the 
2015 Iran nuclear deal. Many works locate the cause of 
Oman’s independent foreign policy in its geographic 
location, domestic cultural, and/or former Sultan Qaboos’s 
personal qualities.10 These three factors are essential. 
However, just as important for Oman’s post-1970 foreign 
policy is the series of counterinsurgency partnerships that 
Oman formed and fostered to defeat resistance emanating 
from Dhofar, in the southwest of the country.11 It was those 
external partnerships that Oman leveraged into its foreign 
policy independence seen today.

Sultan Qaboos established the pillars of Oman’s foreign 
policy: non-interference in the affairs of other states, 
engagement with all actors in a pragmatic way, and stability 
and consistency in decision making.12 His successor 
Sultan Haitham has continued this approach. Toward 
Iran, Oman maintains sound relations with the Islamic 
Republic, which toppled the Iranian regime that deployed 
to Dhofar. Toward the US, Oman coordinates strategically, 
but it has been able to ensure its autonomy. Toward its 
GCC neighbors, Oman is integral to the bloc, but it rejects 
subordination to Saudi or Emirati primacy.

A trio of dilemmas surround Oman: peninsular politics, 
Iran’s social and security situation, and US diplomatic 
initiatives and military actions. Prior to the outbreak of war 
in the Gulf this February, Oman faced connected crises 
to its west and north. In Yemen, the coalition intended 
to confront the Iran-backed Houthis all but crumbled. 
In 2022, the coalitional Presidential Leadership Council 
(PLC) was established to paper over the divisions between 
Yemen’s internationally-recognized government and the 
UAE-backed Southern Transitional Council (STC). That 
façade faded in December 2025 when STC forces swept 
across southern Yemeni governorates in a bid for full 
control over an independent south. Oman seeks a secure 
and stable Yemen, because a renewed North-South split 
would exacerbate tensions and could lead to conflict 
spillover. Oman approaches Yemen as a de jure sovereign 
state in which there are myriad de facto local actors, 
including the Houthis, the PLC, and—to some extent—the 
STC. The dilemma for Oman is this trio are backed by Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, respectively, reflecting conflict 
regionalization. Thus, Oman aims for “preservation of 
strategic independence” to prevent any outcomes “imposed 
through proxies, surrogate actors, or externally driven 
territorial designs.”13 

This ambition had confronted heightened Saudi-Emirati 
competition. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have had 
differences of strategy in Yemen for over a decade. But 
by early 2026, operational variations demonstrated deep 
divisions. Saudi aerial forces targeted STC positions, 
ultimately contributing to the group’s contraction, loss of 
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control, and reports of its dissolution on January 9.14 On 
January 26, the Saudi foreign minister stated that a full 
withdrawal of Emirati forces from Yemen (where some 
remained after a reduction in 2019) would be foundational 
to continuing Saudi Arabia’s strong relationship with the 
UAE.15 Management of Saudi-UAE tactical tensions and 
strategic strains will be vital for Oman.

Across the Gulf, Oman witnessed an Iran facing 
widespread social protests. The Iranian regime turned 
to force to quell these, with death toll figures placed 
between 3,000 and tens of thousands by January 2026.16 
Amid these protests and ongoing international sanctions, 
the Iranian regime must also navigate the future of its 
nuclear program. There was Omani facilitation of nuclear 
negotiations between the US and Iran in 2025 that stalled 
with the start of Israeli—and then American—strikes 
on Iran in June 2025. The threat of material danger to 
Omani transit and trade, stemming from renewed combat 
between the trio, came to pass by late February 2026.

This brings us to the US. Oman has pragmatically 
coordinated with its American partner. For example, the 
duo undertook their Third Strategic Dialogue in January 
2026 and focused on deepening their economic exchange. 
But Oman has not joined the US-led and Trump-chaired 
“Board of Peace” (BOP). BOP is an intergovernmental 
organization tasked with post-conflict governance, 
reconstruction, and security in the Gaza Strip. Oman also 
eschewed membership in another US-brokered bloc, the 
Abraham Accords normalizations between Israel and a 
few Arab states. Oman has hosted Israeli prime ministers, 
but it is adamant that recognition of Israel is predicated 
on an independent State of Palestine. Thus, any threat 
arising from the US would entail pressure on Oman to join 
its political blocs. As quoted by Asim Al-Shaidi in Oman 
Daily on March 11, 2026, Albusaidi observed that “the 
actual objective of the war is weakening Iran, reshaping the 
region, and advancing the normalization agenda” before 
declaring that Oman “will not join this [BOP] council and 
will not normalize with Israel.”17 Oman is retaining its core 
foreign policy principles despite US insistence on its Arab 
partners joining polarized blocs.

Oman’s Opportunities

How can a relatively small and weak state like Oman 
address these challenges? As argued above, Oman has 
opted to meet its challenges by deftly deploying third-
party diplomacy and maintaining its foreign policy 
independence. In Yemen, Oman has the comparative 
advantage of being the sole GCC state with working 
relations with the Houthis. This has resulted in de-
escalations with magnanimous aspects, including ceasefire 
agreements and detainee releases between 2023-2025. 
These are successes that could position Oman well to 
facilitate intra-Yemeni peace talks in the future. Oman has 
handled the rift between Saudi Arabia and the UAE in an 
independent way. In March 2015, it was the sole GCC state 
to not join the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen. But, amid 
Emirati expansion around the Gulf of Aden, Oman shifted 
to Saudi Arabia to counterbalance the UAE. Oman remains 
cautious in not publicly siding with either state, retains its 
multilateral approach, and would be well-positioned to 
mediate between Saudi Arabia and the UAE should their 
tensions resurface.

Between Iran and the US, Oman took a measured position 
in their early 2026 negotiations. Throughout February, 
Oman hosted US-Iranian talks in Muscat and facilitated 
two rounds of indirect talks in Switzerland. Throughout 
the month, the threat of American war on Iran loomed, 
resulting in an urgency for Oman which led to more active 
mediation. As Alex Vatanka argued at the time: “If Muscat 
wants its mediation to remain credible and its region 
intact, it must use its good offices in Tehran not just to 
relay messages but also to influence Iranian choices in ways 
it has rarely attempted before.”18 As addressed in the next 
section, the clear shift from its long-held, covert facilitation 
to overt mediation was unable to prevent the outbreak of 
war.

The reliable reputation that Oman has cultivated is an 
asset—but it is not a panacea. Indeed, the Sultanate faces 
two primary hinderances to its diplomacy. First, there is 
the reality of limited leverage. Oman’s facilitative form 
of third-party diplomacy, marked by its discreetness and 
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quietness, gives Oman comparative advantage on sensitive 
issues. But its precludes an ability to exert pressure or offer 
inducements. In Yemen, Oman has a working relationship 
with the Houthis, but cannot prevent its armed actions. 
Furthermore, its tireless diplomacy in early 2026 was 
unable to stop the US and Israeli strikes against Iran that 
precipitated this year’s Gulf conflict.

There are indications that new material threats and 
diplomatic dynamics are pushing Oman toward more 
formulative third-party diplomacy: mediation directly 
among disputants.19 In Yemen, this has entailed direct 
involvement between the Houthis, Yemen’s government, 
and Saudi Arabia. On Iran and the US, this was 
demonstrated by the more active and publicized role of 
Omani diplomats in Rome and Geneva. Oman’s mediative 
push between the US and Iran in 2025-2026 may have 
stemmed from expectations of the Trump administration 
for publicized results from talks.20 But Oman must remain 
prudent in augmenting its traditionally-discreet facilitation 
with the kind of active and overt mediation that brings 
with it more responsibilities of results. As shown by 
Turkey’s mediation between Israel and Syria in 2007, and 
Qatar’s mediation between the US and the Taliban in 2020 
and between Israel and Hamas in 2023, overt mediation 
places greater onus on the mediator.

Second, there is the issue of trust building that the US and 
Oman must foster. As noted, the US launched Operation 
Epic Fury despite Omani insistence that a negotiated deal 
was within reach. As of mid-May 2026, uncertainties 
over the status of Iran’s nuclear program and uranium 
enrichment, the freedom of navigation through the 
Strait of Hormuz, and the sustainability of an early April 
ceasefire abound. It is notable that Oman’s transport 
minister affirmed on April 8: “We have signed all maritime 
transport agreements that stipulate no fees on passage 

through the Strait of Hormuz.”21 Omani frustration with 
American actions in late February has been apparent. 
But Albusaidi quickly affirmed Oman’s diplomatic role 
following the ceasefire announcement: “For now the world 
has stepped back from disaster. But there’s no room for 
complacency. Serious negotiations [are] now required 
for lasting peace. Oman will support this work for the 
vital and urgent purpose of strong and enduring regional 
security.”22 Oman’s direct communications with Tehran, its 
sovereignty within the Strait of Hormuz, and its strategic 
partnership with the US demonstrate its centrality for Gulf 
stability. 

What are the takeaways of the Omani case for 
understanding the actions and options of similarly small 
Middle Eastern states in a regional order poised for 
polarization? First, Oman has shown that survival does 
not just arise from relative military power, but also from 
relational mediatory power. As Bobby Ghosh noted in his 
exploration of Sultan Haitham’s economic management 
approach to governance: “In a region torn by rivalries, 
being everyone’s friend makes you indispensable.”23 Oman’s 
independence lends it credibility and contributes to its 
safety. Analogously small regional states, like Kuwait or 
Jordan, could thereby enhance their third-party mediation 
to offset the material dangers they respectively confront. 
Second, Oman has approached adaptation gradually by 
augmenting its facilitative diplomacy with more formative 
mediation. The Omani lesson for other states is that they 
must remain flexible in their alignments and statecraft, 
and—as regional examples like Qatar demonstrate—
realistic about the liabilities and limitations of mediation. 
Third, given that it has successfully seized opportunities to 
get belligerents like Saudi Arabia and the Houthis—as well 
as the US and Iran—to negotiate with one another, Oman 
will be key for securing sustained stability on the Arabian 
Peninsula and in the Persian Gulf.
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Syria’s New Security Entrepreneurs

Samer Abboud, Villanova University

When Syrian Druze leader Hikmat al-Hijri declared the 
formation of a new military unit called the “National 
Guard” (al-Haras al-Watani) in August 2025 to protect the 
Druze community from further massacres by the national 
army, a familiar face was revealed as one of the formation’s 
commanders. Jihad al-Ghoutani is a son of Suweyda who 
served for years in the Assad regime’s army, had risen to 
the rank of Brigadier General in the 4th Division, and was 
responsible for leading artillery divisions in battles around 
Damascus and Idlib over several years. A close ally of 
the Iranian military apparatus in Syria, al-Ghoutani was 
not the only former regime official to be integrated into 
al-Hijri’s National Guard. He was joined by Shakib Nasr, 
Anwar Radwan, and several others from the Assad regime 
who were now part of one of the National Guard’s more 
than 20 fighting units. 

The remobilization of figures like al-Ghoutani into existing 
(and revitalized) security formations after the fall of the 
Assad regime is not only occurring in Suweyda but in the 
coastal areas (largely under the Coastal Shield Brigades and 
Azra’il of the Mountain Regiment but also with smaller 
militias) and the northeast under the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF). The remobilization of these former regime 
officials into these formations reflects the emergence of a 
security actor that I am referring to as Syria’s new security 
entrepreneurs. These entrepreneurs are not ‘new’ in the 
sense of just arriving on the battlefield. Indeed, they are 
veterans of the Syrian conflict and have played key roles 
in the former regime’s security apparatus. What is new 
about them is that their remobilization into different 
security formations has paralleled a new communitarian 
security discourse in Syria focused on minority protection, 
external alliances, and confrontation with the central 
government. In this way, Syria’s new security entrepreneurs 
are contributing to a more explicitly sectarian security 
discourse in post-regime Syria that constructs threat from 
the perspective of the “minority community” in relation 

to the central government in ways that draw on majority-
minority framings of Syrian politics. While such sectarian 
lenses are not necessarily new in Syria, they have been 
given renewed meaning in the aftermath of the regime’s 
collapse as communities rearticulate threat and insecurity 
in sectarian terms. The new security entrepreneurs 
have thus emerged within several overlapping contexts, 
including the government’s failure to initiate a serious 
transitional justice or reconciliation process, an expanding 
Israeli occupation, government-led massacres in Suweyda 
and the coastal areas, and attempts from within these 
communities to extract political concessions from the 
government in the context of political transition. 

Syria’s new security entrepreneurs are also emerging 
from within a transforming regional security structure 
in which a United States and Israeli-led war against 
Iran has engulfed the region in shared conflict. As the 
Syrian government navigates this destabilizing regional 
environment, authorities are forced to confront the 
political projects led by Syria’s new security entrepreneurs. 
On the one hand, these confrontations are occurring as 
legacies of the conflict trajectory and are independent of 
the regional environment. On the other hand, the Israeli 
expansion into Syria and potential occupation of Southern 
Lebanon has enmeshed Syria – and the potential for Syrian 
groups to seek Israeli patronage – into the regional security 
structure. Moreover, while the United States has clearly 
supported Syria’s transition in some ways by alleviating 
sanctions and legitimizing President al-Sharaa, their 
convergence, and deference, to Israeli leaders on regional 
security means that the United States is not preventing 
regular Israeli aerial assaults, continued expansion into 
Syria, or support for Druze separatism in Suweyda.  

In addressing how the new security entrepreneurs also 
create the terrain for a new security discourse in Syria, I 
address the following questions: What kind of security 
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politics emerges after the fall of the regime? How do the 
encounters between different security actors occasion 
a new security politics? Why do formations adopt a 
communitarian security discourse? In addressing these 
questions, I am hoping that this essay can shed insight 
into questions of security in post-conflict transitions and 
what these periods of destabilization mean for Syrian 
actors’ ability to either invite or prevent international 
intervention.1 As a country in transition, the Syrian 
state lacks many of the qualities of statehood to exercise 
sovereignty over their territory. These sovereign 
weaknesses have exacerbated the country’s security politics 
after the regime’s fall.

Syria’s Security Landscape

Syria’s security landscape has taken clearer shape more 
than a year after the fall of the Assad regime and creation 
of the transitional government. The new government’s 
ministers and its bureaucratic structure were initially 
transplanted from the Syrian Salvation Government (SSG) 
that ruled Idlib during the conflict and thus continued 
to resemble a conflict-era security formation rather than 
a popular national movement that had broad societal 
support. The new government’s reorientation of Syria’s 
external alliances away from Iran and Hizballah towards 
the Gulf States and Türkiye occurred in parallel with 
the normalization of relations with Western countries 
and the lifting of sanctions.2 But Israel did not join 
this normalization process. After the regime’s collapse 
Israel declared the 1974 Syrian-Israeli Disengagement 
Agreement null and void and proceeded to expand its 
occupation zone including to the strategic Jabal al-Shaykh 
(Mt. Hermon). Syria’s military weakness meant that it 
could do little about Israel’s encroachments. As Syria’s 
external environment reconfigures around these new 
realities the internal security landscape remains unstable. 

Syria’s domestic instability is driven in part by actors for 
whom the fall of the regime was not a fulfillment of a 
revolution or even necessarily a desirable political end. 
Instead, the transition served as the occasion for the 
emergence of new encounters between authorities and 

existing security formations, such as the Druze National 
Guard under the leadership of Hikmat al-Hijri and the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) led by Mazloum Abdi, 
which had co-existed with the regime. Sharaa himself has 
repeatedly stated publicly that the Kurdish and Druze 
groups were not part of the revolution because they 
never fought alongside them or against the regime. The 
internal security situation in Syria today is thus partly a 
legacy of the conflict and its many unresolved disputes. 
But in important ways the situation is radically different 
than the conflict-period. The new landscape is marked 
by an explicit communitarian security logic that emerged 
out of the conflict and subsequent transition, and which 
has been further driven by domestic and regional calls 
for the international protection of minorities and the 
decentralization of state power. The agents behind this 
communitarian security logic are what I am referring to as 
Syria’s new security entrepreneurs.3

The Syrian conflict produced several such security 
entrepreneurs who organized militias, controlled (and 
sometimes governed) territory, and directed predatory 
economic activities and intermediation to finance their 
activities. Syria’s new security entrepreneurs include 
both existing security actors responding to the fall of the 
regime and remnants4 of the former regime reconstituted 
themselves within new or existing security formations 
to confront the transitional government. In other words, 
the fall of the regime produced a new kind of security 
entrepreneur whose subjectivity predates the transition but 
is shaped by their encounters with the new authorities. The 
internal security landscape is increasingly defined by these 
encounters between the transitional government with 
geographically concentrated security formations in the 
coastal areas, northwest, and southwest which were largely 
oriented around the protection of minority communities in 
the aftermath of the regime’s collapse. 

In August 2025 the security logic of the new entrepreneurs 
was consolidated at an SDF-sponsored conference called 
“Unifying the Position of the Components of Northern 
and Eastern Syria” in which al-Hijri and Ghazal Ghazal, 
the head of the religious committee of the Alawi Islamic 
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Council and considered the de facto leader for the Alawi 
community,  both participated virtually. The conference 
was an attempt to rebalance some of the power the 
SDF lost after the March 10 agreement with the central 
government.5 This agreement was interpreted differently 
by both parties; the SDF believed that its provisions for 
gradual central government takeover of key responsibilities 
(such as border control) were concessions to retain 
some administrative and military autonomy, while the 
central government interpreted the agreement to mean 
the gradual extension of its sovereign authority over 
northeast Syria without formally conceding autonomy to 
the SDF-led Autonomous Administration of North East 
Syria (AANES). Because the United States sponsored 
this deal and interpreted it in accordance with the central 
government, the SDF had little negotiating power and 
few options to realize some of its key strategic goals for 
autonomy, revealing the extent of its dependence on its 
one-time external patron. 

The conference sought to regain some of the power lost 
by the redirection of American sponsorship. To do so, 
SDF leaders invited a host of other Syrian communities 
in the name of the “unity” of Syrian minorities, including 
Kurds, Alawites, Circassians, Christians, Assyrians, and 
Turkmen. The conference’s final statement reflected the 
‘unity’ of the communities in their condemnation of the 
massacres in the Sahel and Suweyda and demands for a 
transparent investigation. Moreover, the final statement 
claimed, Syria’s rich diversity and pluralism could only be 
protected by a new constitution that enshrines diversity 
and decentralization as a mechanism to prevent the 
repetition of the massacres and the reemergence of 
authoritarian. The conference may have been an SDF-led 
performance, but it consolidated a political vision and 
security discourse for Syria in which minority protection 
from the central government would form the basis for 
the articulation of a communitarian security politics. The 
vision presented of a future Syria at the conference was 
one of confrontation between minorities and a central 
state that could only be resolved by strengthening the 
political power and autonomy of minority communities. In 
this sense, the conference reflected the collective strategy 

of different groups that felt excluded by the political 
transition and which sought to preserve their territorial 
authority acquired throughout the war. The conference was 
ultimately inconsequential because the groups remained 
delinked militarily and politically but it nevertheless 
provided a new security language that could be deployed 
by the armed formations behind the communal interests 
represented at the conference. 

Security Entrepreneurs 

In this landscape, Syria’s new security entrepreneurs 
emerged as agents in the confrontation between 
communities and the central state as mediated through 
the changing international environment. As security 
entrepreneurs, they serve several functions. First, they 
are discursive agents who construct threat in relation 
to the central state, and this threat is largely framed 
in communal-geographic terms. The central state – 
whey they often described as takfiri or in other terms 
emphasizing al-Sharaa’s jihadist past – emerges as the 
source of communal insecurity. Evan as they highlight 
the threat posed by the new regime, they are reliant on 
a discourse of state weakness and fragility that threatens 
the well-being of their community. For the new security 
entrepreneurs, the state is both an active threat to their 
communities and also too weak to protect communities 
from violence – a dual logic to which the state-sanctioned 
massacres in the coastal areas and Sweyda attest. 
Critically for the purposes of this essay, their response to 
this dilemma has been to become not only advocates of 
decentralization or some sort of federalist arrangement in 
Syria as a solution to the problem of minority protection, 
but also as intermediaries between a minority group 
and the international community. Through public 
interviews, declarations, and open collaboration with 
non-Syrian actors, the new security entrepreneurs seek 
to internationalize what they see as their struggle against 
the state. As intermediaries, they became advocates for 
international intervention,6 especially Israeli intervention, 
in the name of community protection and safety. Al-
Hijri, Ghazal, Abdi, and many of their subordinates have 
publicly welcomed Israeli support in the protection of 
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their communities, while many Druze in Sweyda openly 
fly the Israeli flag. In this way, these community leaders 
are creating political opportunities for regional actors to 
intervene into Syria. 

The largest concentration of the new security 
entrepreneurs is likely in the coastal areas under the 
Coastal Shield Brigade7 and the Fawj Azrail al-Jabal 
(Azra’il of the Mountain Regiment).8 Both formations 
serve as umbrellas for militias and armed factions that 
were involved in fighting alongside the regime during 
the conflict and against the transition government in the 
coastal battles in March 2025. They are commanded by 
and consist of loyalists, such as Miqdad Fatiha (formerly 
in the Republican Guards), Brigadier General Giath 
Dalla (formerly 4th Division),9 Mohammed Jaber (former 
commander in the Desert Hawks militia), Yasser al-
Hajal (former commander in the Tiger Forces), Sumer 
Hussein (former commander in the Tiger Forces), Haider 
Shaddad (formerly in Tiger Forces) and dozens more.10 
As self-declared representatives of the Alawi community, 
both the Brigade and Regiment have adopted explicitly 
communitarian security discourse to describe the threat 
posed by the central state, their desire for an alliance with 
Israel, and their political vision for a federalist Syria in 
which they exercise self-determination. The Regiment’s 
logo, for example, visualizes these security politics in its 
merging of the Alawite state and former Syrian flags in the 
background of two crossed Dhulfaqar (a double-pointed 
sword associated with Imam Ali) over which the number 
“313” (popular among Alawi militias) sits. 

In Suweyda, the Druze National Guard has adopted 
a pro-Israeli, pro-intervention stance in the wake of 
the government massacres in the governorate. The 
National Guard is made up of several smaller militias and 
movements that pledged allegiance to al-Hijri after the 
Suweyda massacres. There are believed to be more than 
90 independent armed groups that did so, from factions 
as small as 10 men to the absorption of the 164th Brigade 
of the former national army.11 Most of these fighters were 
once part of either al-Hijri’s militias or the former national 
army. The former Brigadier General al-Ghoutani has 
openly called for Israeli support and deemed Israel the 
Druze’s “closest ally.”12 As a public figure in the National 
Guard, al-Ghoutani has regularly courted Israeli support, 
expressed his commitment to federalism, and willingness 
to military confront the central government. He is joined 
by other former regime actors such as Shadi Murshid 
(judge turned commander), Mirhaj al-Jaramani (formerly 
of the National Defense Forces), and Tariq al-Shoufi (a 
former Colonel with public ties to Israel). These figures 
have all publicly advanced a narrative of Druze insecurity 
and demands for federalism as the solution to community 
exclusion.  

The adoption of a communitarian logic by is consistent 
with an emergent security politics in Syria that sees 
the central state as both a threat to minorities and too 
weak to protect them. In this new landscape, security 
entrepreneurs willingly seek out internal and external 
alliances to advance a political vision for a decentralized 
Syria that can serve as a form of protection for these 
communities. The security politics that follow from this 
vision pit the armed formations as protectors of these 
communities and the intermediaries between them and 
the state army. Such security politics are not hegemonic in 
these areas, however, as there is considerable repression 
to silence dissent and challenges to their authority. 
Nevertheless, the presence of these groups and the vital 
role that former regime security actors play in them 
reflects a host of post-Assad security anxieties that the 
central government must find ways to address that do 
not lead to the repetition of massacres, including how to 
integrate these regions into the state, how to politically and 
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juridically confront the question of how former regime 
remnants should be treated, and how to prevent the 
consolidation of a sectarian security discourse.

Conclusion

The new security landscape in Syria is reflected in the 
everyday speech of government officials. Whereas the 
new security entrepreneurs advance a communitarian 
vision Ahmad al-Sharaa and the new government 
repeatedly use the language of “components” to refer 
to Syrian communities. The government’s insistence on 
consolidating power and extending sovereignty to all of 
Syria is reflected both internally and internationally in 
how they frame security problems in the country. The 
largest challenge today might be that of how to integrate 
these areas into a centralized Syria politically but also 
through something akin to a security sector reform 
program.13 The competing visions between a centralized 
or decentralized Syria are not just political questions but 
have now formed a core pillar in the new security politics 
after the fall of the Assad regime, the massacres in the 
Sahel and Suweyda, and the capitulation of the SDF to 
the central state. The SDF’s absorption into the state after 
military confrontations and months-long negotiations 
demonstrates both that these groups understand their 
confrontation with the state as occurring independently 
of the other groups. This absorption also suggests that 
the government’s strategy is not to concede territorial 
authority – the key demand of these groups.

Syria’s new security entrepreneurs are mostly individuals 
formerly integrated into the regime’s security apparatus 
who have remobilized into armed formations and adopted 
a communitarian security logic that positions them as 
advocates for decentralization and allies of Israel by 
drawing on explicitly sectarian framings. As security 
actors, they are invested in sustained confrontations 
with the central state whom they see as the purveyor of 
community insecurity. While emerging from the unique 
trajectory of Syria’s conflict the new security entrepreneurs 
resemble similar security formations in other post-conflict 
contexts such as Lebanon, Iraq, and elsewhere. These 
security remnants generate new political challenges in 
the context of transition and raise questions about how 
to disarm them, demobilize fighters, integrate leaders 
into the new political system, and address the security 
needs of populations they were nominally “securing.” In 
Syria, these challenges are compounded by a destabilizing 
regional environment and the fragmentation of Syria’s new 
security entrepreneurs into territorially based security 
formations. Moreover, today, the Syrian government 
has actively sought to fortify the border and prevent 
Lebanese nationals (and Hizballah supplies) from entering 
the country. As the regional security situation further 
deteriorates and Syria becomes more impacted by regional 
war through increased refugee flows, potential attacks, 
and shifting US and Israeli strategy, the dynamics of 
confrontation between the government and new security 
entrepreneurs may change. 
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Bureaucratic Entrenchment and Educating Yemen’s Next 
Generation

Stacey Philbrick Yadav, Hobart and William Smith Colleges

As Yemen enters its second decade of war, analysis of 
the everyday provision of education offers a surprisingly 
useful lens for exploring questions of sovereignty, state-
building, and the entrenchment of conflict dynamics. 
Education occurs under diverse conditions across the 
country, reflects a variety of material conditions, and 
advances a range of ideological objectives shaped at the 
local and regional levels. It both reflects and constitutes 
the shifting terrain of Yemeni identity. Most importantly, 
analysis of the education sector suggests that what is 
being entrenched at the national scale is fragmentation, 
a set of conflict dynamics produced by a diverse range of 
Yemeni and international actors that will be progressively 
more difficult to address.  As a traditionally weak state 
both internationally and internally, Yemen has long 
been forced into adaptations driven by the preferences 
of external actors such as Saudi Arabia and the United 
States. Given that education has often been prescribed 
by the United Nations and coordinated donors as a part 
of the peacebuilding toolkit aimed at addressing that 
fragmentation, it is important to recognize the role that 
it plays in entrenching the very dynamic it is meant to 
address.  
 
Erasing Prewar Gains

At the onset of the 2011 Yemeni uprising, population 
statistics suggest that well over half of the population 
had no living memory of the time before the 1994 
unification of North and South. For those under 21, formal 
schooling had overwhelmingly been provided by the 
unified Republic of Yemen’s Ministry of Education. Public 
schools had an uneven reach and required considerable 
external development assistance, but they were guided 
by a common curriculum. By the late 2000s, though it 
continued to rank at or near the bottom of most regional 

indicators of educational attainment, the Republic of 
Yemen had made considerable progress in closing its 
gender gap in literacy and educational attainment, 
particularly in urban areas. The generation that rose up 
to challenge the regime of former President ‘Ali Abdullah 
Saleh was both better educated and more equally educated 
than any cohort before it and had for the most part been 
exposed to the same national narrative in a common 
curriculum. 

To say that the war has undone these gains is not simply 
or even primarily a humanitarian story; it is also a story 
of fragmentation and state (re)formation central to the 
concerns of this collection.  The forms of practical political 
authority emergent in different parts of the country show 
that bureaucratic entrenchment is possible in the absence 
of uniform state institutions.  Bureaucratic entrenchment 
can facilitate state-formation or something like it through 
a mixture of public and private institutions, through 
donor-led initiatives provided by state and non-state actors 
alike, at the expense of a shared national curriculum built 
to create a common identity and cultivate national-level 
citizenship.  

When considered collectively, however, the localized 
bureaucratic entrenchment occurring in the education 
sector across the country since 2011 is building conflict 
dynamics into the politics of everyday life in Yemen on a 
generational scale.1  Most significantly, it is doing so in a 
way that is neither coordinated nor driven by a single actor 
or shared political imperative. Not only does this pose a 
short-term barrier to peacebuilding, it will continue to 
be a challenge for national-level post-war reconstruction, 
irrespective of changes in the regional context and shifts in 
donor investment.  
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This also poses a challenge to prevailing assumptions about 
Yemen as an arena of proxy conflict between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia.  Proxy discourse has long been criticized 
by Yemen specialists as unduly reductive, since such 
interpretations do not capture the multiplicity of actors 
and motives at play in the conflict and fail to fully account 
for Yemeni agency. In the immediate context, proxy 
analysis has also been unable to account for the Houthis’ 
reluctance to come to Iran’s aid in the US-Israeli-led war, 
waiting more than a month before making a restrained 
attack. Nor have they offered a clear account of why 
the Houthis were willing to reach a bilateral agreement 
with the United States to limit their Red Sea campaign 
and refrain from attacking US ships since May 2025. 
The analysis offered here re-reads the Houthis as one of 
several relevant actors engaged in a relational field defined 
largely by the fact of its fragmentation; it is a field in which 
international partners (including Iran) matter, but not as 
singularly as proxy analyses would have it. Even something 
as seemingly mundane as an analysis of the education 
sector under conflict conditions can shed more light than 
the blunt Manicheanism of Saudi-Iranian rivalry.  There is 
much more to the “weak” state than its weakness and far 
more agency than IR theory typically assumes.

Why the Education Sector? 

Bureaucratic entrenchment relies on mundane practices 
of officialdom to embed a particular logic of violence 
and uphold an associated political order. It contributes 
to the monopolization of force and can therefore be 
understood as a component of statebuilding. Bureaucratic 
entrenchment weaves the logic of violence into the 
everyday practices by which people navigate their decision-
making.  This form of entrenchment bears a family 
resemblance to Wendy Pearlman’s description of semi-
normalized fear in Syria, in which the omnipresence of 
violence helps generate routines and prompts individuals 
to develop new forms of knowledge needed to navigate 
the everydayness of their evolving conditions.2 Like semi-
normalization, bureaucratic entrenchment structures 
individual practice by anchoring everydayness in 
bureaucratic encounters.  

There are several reasons why the education sector 
is a notable arena through which to explore such 
entrenchment. For many, schooling is among the most 
everyday of everyday bureaucratic encounters. At the same 
time, research shows that logics of violence shape these 
encounters at different scales, whether individuals describe 
travel to and from school as a source of physical insecurity, 
see school administrators as a source of surveillance 
and fear, or reckon with attacks on school infrastructure 
itself. Education is also something that is conceptually 
regarded by Yemenis and by international donor states 
and organizations as a public good, even though there 
have long been major gaps in its equitable provision.   
After significant gains in the 2000s, most recent estimates 
suggest that the country now resembles the early 1990s 
on core education indicators.3 Yemenis across the country 
have thus experienced the erosion of a core public good on 
a generational scale.

Going to school is also a foundational encounter with 
officialdom.  To register for school requires some form of 
identification, with even the most rural schools engaging 
in some form of record-keeping.  This is part of the 
practice of making oneself (or, more accurately, one’s child) 
bureaucratically legible.  While it would be tempting to say 
“legible before the state,” given the nature of the argument 
that I will make below, legible before some sort of authority 
might be more accurate. 

Finally, substantively, education is an engine of ideological 
transformation that makes it an attractive site of social 
engineering for a diverse range of actors, both public 
and private. It provides access to young minds, offers an 
opportunity to shape narratives of belonging, and is an 
arena for the extension of surveillance, especially when 
the space of the home can be difficult to access because 
of prevailing norms of privacy.4 Schooling is also a site 
of technocratic intervention, where putatively apolitical 
donors seek to address the impact of conflict through 
humanitarian and peacebuilding programming, framed 
through the language of “need” and “reach.”5  While 
peacebuilding programming often prescribes education 
as a necessary remedy, it may also contribute to the web 
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of practices that are entrenching conflict fragmentation in 
Yemen.

Teaching to Entrench in Sana’a

The area of Yemen where the education sector has received 
the most media and policy attention has undoubtedly 
been the area under the control of the Houthi movement, 
or Ansar Allah, concentrated in the Northern highlands, 
capital region, and extending to the Red Sea and down 
to the provinces of Taiz and Ibb.  While this area does 
not constitute a territorial majority of Yemen, the bulk 
of Yemen’s population of 34.9 million people remains 
concentrated here, along with several of its largest cities.6  
This means that much of Yemen’s school infrastructure has 
been located in areas under Houthi control for more than 
a decade. 

When the Houthis took control of most of these areas in 
2014-2015, they did so in alliance with elements of the 
former ruling party, the General People’s Congress, and 
former President ‘Ali Abdullah Saleh.5 GPC loyalists in the 
bureaucracy maintained their posts, aiding the Houthis’ 
gradual takeover of existing state institutions across many 
sectors. While there was a symbolic change at the top 
with the appointment of Yayha Badr al-Din al-Houthi 
as Minister of Education in 2016, ideological changes 
and a purge of school staff were more incremental. The 
process of gradual change was facilitated by the collapse of 
public sector salaries when the internationally-recognized 
government (IRG) relocated Yemen’s Central Bank to 
Aden.  When the Houthis had initially driven the President 
from the capital in 2015, the CBY continued to work with 
local governments to disburse salaries to 1.2 million civil 
servants across different parts of the country.7  Shifting 
the CBY to Aden in 2016 effectively withdrew salaries for 
civil servants – including, critically, teachers – in areas 
under Houthi control.  While some teachers continued to 
show up to work for months and even years without pay, 
the system was unsustainable and predictably resulted in 
resignations across the sector. UNICEF reported that by 
2021, there were approximately 171,000 teachers across 
Yemen who had not been paid salaries since 2016.8 

In the meantime, the Houthis built a financially-resilient 
transnational network reliant on a combination of cash, 
crypto, and hawala transfers.9 This enabled the group to 
exercise budgetary power and make new appointments 
across the education sector based on ideological fealty. 
The most dramatic ideological changes in the curriculum 
came in 2021, only after significant staffing changes, when 
these changes were less likely to be resisted by teachers.  
It was at this point, for example, that schools eliminated 
references to the 1962 Revolution that had removed the 
Zaydi Imamate from power, mandated the chanting of the 
Houthi sarka in daily assemblies, and introduced openly 
sectarian content to the curriculum.10  This was followed 
in 2023 with changes to the gender-based content on 
the curricula in areas under Houthi control, which came 
shortly after the formal introduction of the requirement 
that women in Houthi-held areas have a mahram to 
travel, a rule that was widely resisted across segments of 
urban society, in particular.11 Curricular changes not only 
mandated gender segregation but also changed what fields 
of study are not available to girls and women, the messages 
in textbooks about the suitable roles of women and girls in 
society, and the figures associated with socially-appropriate 
femininity. 

The entrenchment of this messaging has also become 
progressively hegemonic over time, crowding out private 
educational options by imposing new fees on private 
school pupils and mandating the integration of elements of 
the public school curriculum in private institutions.12  This 
whole-of-society approach illustrates the importance of 
staffing as a prior condition of ideological transformation.  
It shows that there was an incrementalism abetted by the 
early GPC alliance, the salary crisis, and then restaffing that 
enabled these curricular changes to take hold.  Facing the 
loss of financial support from Iran, it makes sense that the 
Houthis have guarded their access to the Red Sea financial 
networks more carefully since last summer, entering into 
a bilateral agreement with the Trump Administration and 
adopting a restrained posture during the current US-
Israeli war on Iran.  The Houthis will need to foot the bill 
themselves to maintain their schooling network, but the 
bureaucratic elements are well in place. 
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Donor-Led Bureaucratic Entrenchment in Mareb

The situation “next door” in the neighboring governorate 
of Mareb has differed quite remarkably, though it too 
has been transformed by the conflict both materially and 
ideologically.  Mareb’s population has grown exponentially 
as it has absorbed displaced people from throughout 
northern Yemen, but especially those from the capital 
region. It is estimated that the population of Mareb 
governorate grew from approximately 300,000 in 2015 to 
1.6 million by 2025.13 Both quantitative and qualitative 
dimensions of the displacement crisis matter for residents 
of Mareb. In contrast to the areas under Houthi rule, 
following the collapse of Yemen’s budget and retreat of its 
Central Bank education in Mareb is being provided almost 
exclusively by international donor-funded programming, 
though local delivery of programming is often coordinated 
and provided by Yemeni organizations, many of which are 
staffed by IDPs themselves. 

In the dramatic summer of 2015, as Houthi forces chased 
IRG-aligned military units and aligned militias southward, 
the International Organization for Migration identified 
14,491 IDPs in Mareb City.14  At the time, this constituted 
close to half of the population of the city itself.   As Houthi 
forces were pushed back and battle lines stabilized by 
2016, the realities of governance in territories under their 
control drove even more dramatic and transformational 
growth in Mareb’s demography. There are some distinct 
reasons that drove IDPs to Mareb specifically.  First is its 
relative proximity to both the capital district and to the 
city Taiz – both important centers of civil society and 
intellectual life where a population with above average 
levels of education and educational expectations sought 
ongoing opportunities. Second, it is firmly located outside 
of the secessionist politics of Yemen’s Southern movement. 
Added to this was Mareb’s relative stability and food 
security in the face of a growing food crisis. In 2018, as the 
Saudi-led coalition supporting Yemen’s internationally-
recognized government (IRG) prepared to launch a major 
campaign on the Houthi-held port of Hodeidah, the UN 
Emergency Relief Coordinator estimated that half of 
Yemen’s population was at risk of famine.15 By 2019, the 

number of IDPs in Mareb had climbed to a staggering 
800,000; today, fully 90% of the 1.6 million residents of the 
region are IDPs.16   

This unprecedented demographic transformation has 
included a sharp increase in the number of university 
educated people, civil servants, teachers, and educated 
women, in particular.17 Prior to the conflict, Mareb had 
a much lower level of girls’ enrollment in school and 
women’s literacy compared with the urban centers from 
which IDPs were relocating. By contrast, the capital region 
had achieved gender parity in secondary enrollment by 
the end of the 2000s.18 IDP mothers displaced to Mareb 
from Sana’a often read and expect to send their daughters 
to school at much higher rates than the surrounding 
population. As this demographic reality has intersected 
with the political institutions in Mareb, it has generated 
noteworthy effects. Above all, the scope of the IDP crisis 
has meant that demand for education far exceeds the 
governorate’s capacity to provide it, and external donors 
have stepped in to fill the gap. At the same time, local 
staff of most donor-funded organizations education 
programs in Mareb are themselves Yemeni and, given the 
demographic change in the governorate, are often IDPs 
themselves. 

A significant substantive focus of donor-funded education 
programming is peacebuilding, conflict resolution, and 
the development of the social requisites of post-conflict 
recovery. Interviews and focus groups with local CSOs in 
Mareb suggest that practitioners welcome this support, 
though they sometimes see the top-down approach of 
international peacebuilding organizations as failing to 
recognize key skills and capacities that are already present 
in Yemeni society.  Some are also critical of donor priorities 
that overemphasize “humanitarianization” at the expense 
of peacebuilding education, and the way international 
organizations underestimate the risks that are involved for 
local organizations engaged in peacebuilding education. 
The Women, Peace, and Security agenda, moreover, is 
one that can be locally controversial in Mareb and met 
with uneven support by CSO practitioners working to 
implement it as part of curricula.19 Though INGO-funded 
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education in Mareb does not substantively resemble 
Houthi-funded education in Sana’a, both systems have 
become more deeply institutionalized and embedded over 
the past decade through the mundane practices of daily 
provision of education to the youngest cohorts of Yemeni 
citizens. 

Conclusion 

Putting two very different examples alongside one another 
is not meant to highlight only difference but also similarity.  
On the one hand, comparison makes clear something of 
the very different conditions across the education sector 
in neighboring parts of Yemen a decade into its protracted 
civil war.  But it also brings to the surface the reciprocal 
relationship between conflict dynamics, displacement, and 

service provision.  Widening the aperture to include areas 
of contested jurisdiction like secessionist Aden or divided 
Taiz, if space allowed, would reveal different particularities 
that form part of a common story of bureaucratically 
embedded fragmentation. What the comparison above 
shows is that the first decade of the war has sorted Yemen’s 
population in new ways, and that the second decade may 
be characterized by providing for that newly-distributed 
population in ways that lock in these conflict dynamics. 
When the war began in 2015, a majority of Yemeni citizens 
had no living memory of Yemen before its unification in 
1990 as a single republic, however uneasy and incomplete.  
Going into its second decade of conflict, however, it is 
instead this entrenched landscape of difference that will 
mark Yemen the generation to come.  
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Securing South Lebanon?

Kelly Stedem, Bucknell University

In November 2024, Israel launched a devastating surprise 
attack on Hizbullah which killed many of its top leaders. 
Many commentators argued that this attack represented 
an existential threat to the organization. But Hizbullah 
mounted an unexpectedly vigorous response to Israel’s 
2026 invasion of south Lebanon, showing great resilience 
as well as continued ability to project military power 
at home and against Israel. Hizbullah has endured by 
maintaining internal strength thanks to its continued 
provision of clientelistic goods and—despite everything—
the belief among many Southern Lebanese that it is a 
strong and capable militia. While the decision to enter 
the 2026 war with Iran undermined some of this support, 
many Shia from the South have little political, economic, 
or even security alternatives to Hizbullah. Dismantling 
Hizbullah may in principle begin with disarmament 
and the Lebanese state holding a monopoly on weapons 
in the South, but the state will also need to address the 
key reasons that so many Southern Shia have remained 
steadfast in their support of the organization.

Targeting Hizbullah

Since 2024, Hizbullah has experienced its most intense 
physical and financial setbacks since it was established in 
the early 1980s. Hizbullah began exchanging tit-for-tat 
missile strikes with Israel in support of Hamas following 
the October 7th attacks. The violence dramatically escalated 
on September 18, 2024, when Israel detonated bombs 
hidden in thousands of pager distributed to Hizbullah 
members. The explosions wounded over 3,000 people 
and killed 12, including two children.1 Days later, Israel 
detonated bombs placed inside walkie talkies, injuring 
another 600 and killing 25.2 

Israel then targeted Hizbullah’s key political and military 
leadership throughout this campaign. Longtime Secretary 
General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah was assassinated on 

September 27, 2024 when Israel dropped multiple “bunker 
buster” bombs on Dahiyeh.3 Leader of the elite Radwan 
Forces Ibrahim Akil and Deputy Head of the Central 
Council Nabil Kaouk were also killed during the war. After 
the presumed incumbent Secretary General Hashem 
Safieddine was assassinated in early October 2024, Deputy 
Secretary General Naim Qassem was appointed Secretary 
General. 

The combination of the pager attacks and the assassination 
of Nasrallah, who had not been seen in person for 
decades and instead delivered his speeches via video 
from what were believed to be secure locations, made 
clear that Israel had breached Hizbullah’s network. 
According to interviewees, Hizbullah has adapted their 
communications.4 Allegedly, the organization has reverted 
to passing written messages through multiple people to 
coordinate activities.5 Many members leave their phones at 
home to avoid any tracking.

Israel then invaded south Lebanon. The war had a massive 
human toll; 4,047 Lebanese were killed and an additional 
16,638 were injured.6 According to the Arab Opinion 
Index, 76% of respondents from areas targeted by Israel—
primarily the South and Southern suburbs of Beirut—were 
forced to flee.7 The destruction of civilian infrastructure 
was also immense. According to Sawt Lubnan, 50,000 units 
were completely destroyed including 25,000 units South of 
the Litani River.8 An additional 317,000 units were partially 
destroyed. Hizbullah allegedly compensated 30,000 of the 
destroyed units, including paying $8000 for furniture, and 
$6000 for renting a house in Beirut or $4000 for renting 
a house in the South yearly (more than 50% of those who 
submitted bills have not been paid). 

A ceasefire went into effect on November 27, 2024, 
requiring Israel to remove forces from South Lebanon and 
Hizbullah to move fighters north of the Litani River.9 The 
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Lebanese government was tasked with preventing attacks 
against Israel and dismantling Hizbullah’s infrastructure 
South of the Litani River. The LAF deployed to the region, 
with clear indications that disarmament of Hizbullah in 
those areas as an ultimate goal. Hizbullah leader Naim 
Qassem had refused to disarm north of the Litani River.10 
Despite the ceasefire, Israel continued a near daily bombing 
campaign and an occupation of at least 5 locations across 
the border.11 In the last 3 months of 2025 alone, Lebanon 
accused Israel of over 2,000 ceasefire violations.12 For 
many Southern Lebanese, the war did not really end. Even 
residents of Beirut, roughly 75 kilometers from the Litani 
River, were subjected to the loud, lawn mower like sounds of 
an Israeli drone on a near weekly basis.13 

The 2026 US-Israeli war against Iran reignited the conflict. 
Although there was a widespread belief among many, 
including Shia in South Lebanon, that Hizbullah would 
not enter the war, Hizbullah launched missiles on March 2 
from the Naqoura area towards Northern Israel following 
the assassination of Iranian Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.14 
This sparked an intense bombing campaign and ground 
invasion by Israel. Within days of the start of the March 
2026 war, Israel ordered the evacuation of all areas south 
of the Litani River as well as large portions of Dahiyeh, 
displacing hundreds of thousands. Hizbullah has continued 
to fire rockets against Israeli targets.

Simultaneously, the US and its allies have intensified their 
economic campaign against Hizbullah. Al-Qard al-Hassan, 
an organization that provides loans to Lebanese citizens 
but is viewed as Hizbullah’s key financial arm, has been 
the target of US sanctions since 2007, but recently saw its 
assets frozen in Saudi Arabia in October 2021.15 Al-Qard 
al-Hassan branches were also targeted by Israeli bombs 
in early March 2026. Kuwait also sanctioned Hizbullah-
affiliated hospitals in February 2026,16 some of whom were 
also evacuated in March 2026.17

These actions represent dual attacks against Hizbullah. 
Israel has physically targeted the organization, hitting 
key personnel, infrastructure, and weapons, while the US 
and its allies have also gone after the financial institutions 

that allow the organization to function. For many, these 
campaigns were viewed as effective strategies that were 
ebbing away at the organization’s capacity to function. Yet, 
my research found that the belief that the organization had 
been significantly weakened was not parroted by either its 
supporters or its critics in the South.  

Hizbullah’s Enduring Support

In my previous research, I explored the reason for 
Hizbullah’s robust and enduring support among Lebanon’s 
Southern Shia community. I have argued that the 
organization’s dual pillars are its moniker as the Resistance 
towards Israel and its clientelistic exchanges. These two 
factors have helped it build a deep social embeddedness 
within the community.18 Although the 2024 war and 
subsequent violence threatened the existence of those 
factors, they did not unravel them. Instead, interviewees in 
January-February 2026 indicated that Southern Shia both 
still believed in the organization’s military prowess and the 
ability of the organization to provide economic support.

Southerners, like many other Lebanese, have existed for 
decades in a tense reality where future violence and war 
are considered a given. Israel occupied the region from 
1982 until 2000; a key factor that led to the emergence of 
Hizbullah in the first place. The 2006 war between Hizbullah 
and Israel also led to significant destruction. Even among 
Hizbullah critics who blame the organization for inviting 
violence, there is animosity towards Israel and fear for the 
future due to the very real violence and loss. The idea that 
Hizbullah has acted as a bulwark against Israeli aggression 
has thus remained a persuasive argument for Southerners. 
Despite the destruction of the 2024 war, many still argued 
that Hizbullah is an effective fighting force, particularly as 
compared to the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), which is 
seen as less well equipped and trained than the militia and 
unwilling to defend against Israeli attacks. Recent reports 
suggest that Hizbullah still has an estimated 30,000 fighters, 
25,000 rockets, and 1,000 drones.19 Interviewees from the 
South similarly expressed their belief that notable weapons 
caches remain ready for use.



47

Weak States in a Turbulent Middle East

While Hizbullah’s finances appear to remain strong, 
cracks have been emerging since well before 2024.20 
Healthcare provision remains, but has dramatically slowed. 
Individuals, including former fighters, are allegedly waiting 
over a month for insurance approval for care that used to 
be provided in mere days.21 Hizbullah used to cover the 
majority of healthcare costs, asking those with approved 
cards to pay as little as 10% of costs. That has also shifted 
since the 2024 war, with the cost share burden increasing. 
Finally, salaries of employees have been cut approximately 
in half. These changes indicate a tightening of the purse 
strings, or perhaps shifts in fiscal priorities. Many argued, 
for example, that Hizbullah remains financially strong, but 
were reorganizing finances to ensure that it had significant 
money to spend on the, now postponed, 2026 elections. 

Importantly, few alternatives exist in Southern Lebanon 
to compete with Hizbullah’s services. State services 
are either non-existent, considered of poor quality (for 
example, state schools), or have been politicized. Harakat 
Amal, the party of longtime parliamentary speaker Nabih 
Berri, offers services to their supporters primarily through 
co-opted state institutions. For example, the Nabih Berri 
Governmental University Hospital of Nabatiyeh is a state-
run hospital that prioritizes Harakat Amal supporters 
and members. It is not easy to simply change political 
affiliations, as many of these clientelistic machines operate 
on establish reputations or familial connections. Further, 
despite being allies, there is a deep resentment between 
the two political parties. It’s highly unlikely that majorities 
of Hizbullah supporters would merely “jump ship” for 
Harakat Amal. This means that Southern Shia are still 
incentivized to support the organization in order to receive 
these clientelistic perks. 

Hizbullah has long been aware of the crucial role that 
domestic support plays in their durability. That is why 
the organization couples its offerings with repression 
against internal dissent to prevent the emergence of 
any real competitors. During the 2018 elections, for 
example, journalist Ali al-Amine was allegedly beaten 
by Hizbullah members after hanging posters for his 
political candidacy as part of an independent Shia party 

list.22 Most infamously, civil society activist and political 
commentator Lokman Slim was assassinated on February 
4, 2021.23 The assassination came just days after Slim 
appeared on Al-Hadath TV accusing Hizbullah of playing 
a part in importing the ammonium nitrate that ignited 
the 2020 Beirut Port Explosion.24 Similarly, on March 21, 
2026, Hizbullah critic Sheikh Abbas Hoteit claimed that 
Hizbullah had tried to assassinate him.25 While extreme 
examples, they indicate the degree to which Hizbullah 
represses criticism from within the Shia community. 

The importance of maintaining this domestic support is 
why the decision to enter the war in March 2026 comes 
as such a shock; it threatens the internal cohesion and 
support for Hizbullah by Lebanon’s Southern Shia. The 
choice to support Hamas in 2024 was controversial, but the 
genocide in Gaza and destruction in Lebanon reinforced 
the narrative for many that Israel is an existential threat. 
Yet, as described above, that war had severe consequences 
for the organization and for Southern Lebanon. It was a 
widespread belief among Lebanese, including Shia in the 
South and Bekaa, that Hizbullah would not get involved in 
the US-Israeli war against Iran because its own supporters 
could not afford another round of war so soon after 2024—
physically, monetarily, or emotionally. For many of those 
same supporters, the decision to enter the war is seen as a 
betrayal of the Lebanese and their needs on behalf of the 
already dead Ayatollah Khamenei. 

Similarly, Hizbullah has experienced pushback from 
domestic political allies, including longtime political 
ally Harakat Amal. Amal MPs did not object to the 
government’s decision to ban all Hizbullah military 
and security activity, while Amal leader and Speaker of 
Parliament Nabih Berri remained silent on the issue.26 
Berri has continued his silence on key political issues, 
except offering support for Lebanese PM Nawaf Salam 
following criticisms by Hizbullah and its supporters (and 
accusations that Salam himself is a Zionist). This silence is 
a clear political gamble on Berri’s part to secure Harakat 
Amal’s future, but it is also notably not an offer of strong 
support for Hizbullah during this crisis. For those on 
the opposite end of the political spectrum, the decision 
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to enter the war marks the end of any possible political 
future for Hizbullah. For many of these critics, Hizbullah’s 
actions weaken the already strained Lebanese state. But, as 
suggested above, this view is not shared by the majority of 
its constituents in the South, which is the more important 
determinant of its continued survival and influence.

A New Future?

So where do Lebanon and Hizbullah go from here? There 
are numerous regional factors that will likely affect the 
outcome of the current war. In some ways, the future of 
South Lebanon is partially in the hands of Israel. Israel’s 
defense minister, Israel Katz, has said that the country 
intends to reoccupy South Lebanon up to the Litani River.27 
Meanwhile, Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich has called 
for the full annexation of that territory.28 Some reports 
also suggest that Israel seeks to ethnically cleanse South 
Lebanon of Shia.29 Similarly, the future of the Iranian 
regime will also impact the organization’s finances and 
military capabilities. 

There are, however, equally important domestic factors 
to consider. There is an inherent tension between what 
Southern Shia will want and need, and what the rest of 
Lebanon will demand. Many Southern Shia have been 
looking for support to rebuild since the destruction of 
2024. Yet, the Lebanese government’s refusal to grant 
building permits has reinforced the narrative that the state 
is unwilling to help.30 The needs of the South have now 
dramatically increased and will likely continue to rise as 
Israel has adopted the “Gaza model,” which will include 
widespread destruction of civilian infrastructure. For many 
Lebanese outside the region, however, the problems of 
the South are a direct result of their own actions, actions 
which have harmed the result of the country physically, 
economically, and even diplomatically as other states 
struggle to avoid interacting with an internationally 
designated terrorist group that is part-and-parcel of the 
state.31 

Moreover, these sectarian tensions are exacerbated with 
the displacement of approximately 1 million people from 

the South. 32 While the government has opened shelters, 
thousands of people are currently living in the streets. 
On a trip to Bourj Hammoud in early March 2026, a 
predominately Armenian neighborhood known for selling 
jewelry, many jewelers were closed or had pulled their 
merchandise for fears of theft following the displacement. 
Furthermore, many landlords within Beirut and beyond 
are wary of renting to Shia (or, as I heard from several 
interviewees, any woman wearing a black headscarf) out of 
concerns that they could be Hizbullah or Iranian, and thus 
invite targeted strikes. This fear was further heightened by 
targeted strikes on a hotel in the downtown Raouche area33 
and next to the public beach, Ramlet al Baydeh.34 While 
there are numerous community efforts to offer free meals 
and support to the displaced, the war is simultaneously 
stoking fear and distrust. It’s not clear where these fears 
will lead, or if they will further strengthen political 
opposition to Hizbullah.

And what of Hizbullah’s weapons? For decades, many 
have argued that Lebanon must fulfill the goals of the 
civil war ending Taif Accords by disarming Hizbullah, 
the last officially armed militia from the conflict. This 
is a key step in achieving security and stability, and 
developing the capacity of the Lebanese state itself. The 
US and its allies, as well as the Lebanese state, have been 
looking to the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) to step up 
security measures. In September 2025, the US announced 
$14.2 million in aid for the LAF as part of a strategy to 
disarm Hizbullah.35 Then again in early October 2025, 
the US approved $190 million in aid for the LAF, with an 
additional $40 million for the Internal Security Forces 
(ISF).36 However, the US remains critical of the Lebanese 
government and the LAF. During his January 2026 trip to 
the US, Lebanese Army Chief Rodolph Haykel angered 
Washington after stating Hizbullah was not a terrorist 
organization “in the context of Lebanon.”37 This, for some, 
reinforced the fear that the LAF has been infiltrated by 
Hizbullah and thus cannot be trusted.

The reality is that the Lebanese State holding a monopoly 
on weapons via the LAF is the first and most crucial step 
towards achieving security across Lebanon. Without it, 
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diplomatic negotiations between Lebanon and others 
will likely stall. Similarly, Lebanese citizens across the 
geographic and sectarian divides need to see an army 
capable of controlling its own territory. They expect an 
army that can prevent the exact kind of escalation from the 
Lebanese side that wrought the March 2026 war in the first 
place. 

Yet, the LAF faces severe domestic constraints in how 
it can achieve this goal. It is the most well-respected 
government institution and thus well placed to take a 
leading role.38 Like all Lebanese institutions, however, 
it’s subject to a quota system to ensure parity among 
Christians and Muslims. According to my previous 
research, however, recruitment of Christians is extremely 
difficult and maintaining the quota is already difficult. 
While some reform plans advocate the end of sectarian 
recruitment integration of Hizbullah fighters into the LAF 
as a possibility of disarmament,39 the reality is that this 
will likely result in a Muslim (potentially Shia) dominated 
organization. This will inherently undermine the image of 
the LAF as a true, multi-sectarian representation of the 

Lebanese people. On the other hand, the LAF has to be 
careful about how it engages against Hizbullah if it wants 
to avoid feeding into accusations of being either anti-Shia 
or pro-Israel. For example, calls for the LAF to cooperate 
in conjunction with the IDF are non-starters even for 
Hizbullah critics from the South. As for Hizbullah, it is 
unlikely to voluntarily surrender its weapons as long as 
it feels that either Israeli attacks or internal civil war is 
possible—which is to say, for the foreseeable future.

However, the state monopoly on weapons is not enough 
to achieving durable solutions in the South, which are a 
critical step towards achieving stability within Lebanon 
more broadly. Southern Lebanese will require even 
more support, even if they are allowed to return to those 
evacuated regions. Without addressing these needs, the 
decline in support for Hizbullah, or a similar successor 
organization, among Southern Shia could be temporary. 
Dismantling Hizbullah and strengthening the capacity of 
the Lebanese state will never succeed without addressing 
the real needs of Southern Shia. 
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