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INTRODUCTION

Russia in the Middle East and North
Africa—Disrupting Washington's
Influence and Redefining Moscow's
Global Role

Amr Hamzawy

Faced with various threats and conflicts ranging from the persistence of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the danger of a wider regional war to the rise of nonstate actors that
systematically use violence in internal and external conflicts, today’s Middle Eastern and
North African (MENA) countries are drawing in China and Russia to compete with the
United States over military presence, arms sales, energy and trade ties, and security roles. At
the same time, most European Union (EU) member states have come to define their roles
as allies of the United States and to focus their policies on trade and immigration questions.
The resulting regional environment is characterized by greater agency for MENA states and
nonstate actors.

On the one hand, the geostrategic and energy significance of the MENA region, the risks
the region poses to global security, its economic opportunities, and young populations have
drawn all great powers to its shores in search of political influence and trade and investment
opportunities, as well as to protect security interests. Outcomes have varied across the
Middle East and North Africa, creating a complex influence map that does not lend itself

to sweeping generalizations. On the other hand, the agency of MENA states and nonstate
actors and their multilayered interactions with the United States, China, Russia, and the

EU have helped shape the complex outcomes of the great power competition. Analyzing the
minutiae of those multilayered interactions and examining the nature and impact of regional
agency are the core tasks of this research project.



The United States, China, Russia, and the EU have core interests in the MENA region. The
United States has always worked to safeguard Israel’s security and to maintain a degree of
regional stability. China has grown increasingly preoccupied with securing energy supplies
coming from the Gulf while still freeriding on the U.S. role to ensure the flow of energy
and trade out of the region and across it. Since the decline in its regional role following

the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia has been deeply invested in protecting its

few remaining allies in the region and in disrupting the United States-led regional security
arrangements. EU member states want to secure their trade and investment strongholds in
the MENA region, as well as contain migration from the region to the northern shores of
the Mediterranean.

In recent years, following much talk in U.S. policy circles about the pivot to Asia and the
low return on America’s continued involvement in the MENA region, conventional wisdom
in Washington has often described recent U.S. Middle East posturing as signaling retreat
or withdrawal, while still remaining wary of how China or Russia may take advantage of
the “vacuum” left behind and of a declining EU role as a result. The 2023 Beijing-brokered
détente between Iran and Saudi Arabia is often waved as sweeping evidence. However, real-
ities on the ground, not only in the aftermath of the October 7, 2023, attacks on Israel and
the ensuing Gaza War, reveal the need for a more nuanced analysis, as different engagement
patterns and interactions between the great powers and MENA state and nonstate actors
have emerged.

Russia and Other Great Powers in the MENA Region

During a one-year pilot project, the Middle East Program (MEP) at the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace produced an interactive database that tracks and
analyzes how the United States, China, and Russia assert their influence in the realms of
economy, security, and diplomacy in the MENA region. The data, provided on a coun-
try-by-country basis, are intended to shed light on broad trends and show how each of the
great powers engages in the region. Within the database, we identify trade, foreign direct
investment (FDI), arms exports, and military deployment as four indicators to show trends
of engagement with each subregion. Despite the perception that U.S. power is declining in
the Middle East and North Africa, the data show that is not the case: the reality is much
more nuanced.

Our analysis revealed that American hegemony has been reinforced through a regional
network of military bases, security guarantees, and widespread diplomatic and cultural
influence. In a similar vein, China’s global rise is also evident in the MENA region through
their trade, technology, economic, and diplomatic ties. In recent years, the industrial and
trade giant has advanced to become a big player in regional politics, leveraging its strong
ties with most Arab countries, Israel, Tiirkiye, and Iran. Russia, traditionally an influential
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power in parts of the Middle East and North Africa, has made a geostrategic comeback in
recent years. Although Russian trade, FDI, arms exports, and military deployments have
remained relatively low in the MENA region compared to those of the United States and
China, Russian policies have nonetheless shaped geostrategic realities, particularly in Syria,
Libya, and more recently Sudan.

In this compilation, MEP scholars together with Carnegie experts from across its global in-
stitutions and external contributors delve deeper into Russian policies in the MENA region.
Their pieces cover the historical evolution of Russia’s foray to the region in the second half of
the twentieth century, similarities and differences between past (Soviet) and present policies,
and the role arms sales and trade relations play in shaping Russia’s role in the Levant, the
Gulf, Egypt, and North Africa. They also address the strategic framing of Russian policies

in the MENA region and how they relate to Moscow’s global competition with the United
States and its quest for a great power role.

Forward Looking Research

Moving forward, MEP scholars, in a series of papers slated to be published in 2025, will
examine how the competition between the great powers in the MENA region is affecting
the foreign policies of major regional states and the ways in which countries such as Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Israel, Iran, Tiirkiye, and the United Arab Emirates leverage their strategic
assets to address their security and developmental needs in a geopolitical environment
shaped by threats, risks, and opportunities.

In this new phase of our research, we will include the European Union (EU) as a great
power alongside the United States, China, and Russia. Although its member states lack a
unified policy towards the MENA region, the EU has been a key trade, security, and dip-
lomatic partner for MENA countries and occasionally influenced the outcomes of regional
conflicts and crises.

MEDP scholars will investigate how interactions between the great powers and key regional
states and nonstate actors are changing geopolitical realities in the region and facing existing
security arrangements and conflict resolution schemes with new challenges that need to be
understood, analyzed, and addressed. We believe that short of doing this, the fragile peace
in some parts of the Middle East and North Africa will be difficult to preserve and ongoing

conflicts in many parts may spiral more out of control.

We will ask how the great power competition is affecting the foreign policies of key regional
states, how nonstate and substate actors are responding to the geopolitical shifts wrought by
regional and global events such as the ongoing wars in Gaza and Ukraine, and how U.S.,
Chinese, Russian, and European policies are impacting societal views of the great powers
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in the MENA region. We also address other key questions such as how regional states and
nonstate actors are reconfiguring their policies to consider the great power competition, and
how Middle Eastern and North African public opinion trends change vis-a-vis the great
powers, and what impacts do these shifts and changes have on the soft power of the United
States, China, Russia, and the EU.

Our goal is to increase knowledge of relevant security policy issues, including conventional,
nonconventional, and hybrid threats and challenges, with a view toward improving inclu-
sion, good governance, and bolstering the resilience of the MENA region’s most vulnerable
citizens. We aim to offer sound policy analyses and prescriptions that can help preempt
geopolitical conflict and improve the quality of life of citizens.
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CHAPTER1

The Soviet Roots of Putin's Foreign
Policy Toward the Middle East

Mark N. Katz

There are significant differences between the former Soviet Union’s Middle East foreign
policy and that of current Russian President Vladimir Putin. During the Soviet era, Moscow
strongly supported revolutionary regimes at odds with pro-Western conservative ones in the
region. But during the Putin era, Moscow has established good working relations with all
governments in the Middle East, including those traditionally aligned with the West.

The two eras’ policies also appear vastly different to those of the late Mikhail Gorbachev/
early Boris Yeltsin years, when Moscow’s foreign policy toward the Middle East was pur-
sued more in cooperation with the West than in opposition to it. Two of Moscow’s leading
Middle East experts, Yevgeny Primakov and Alexey Vasiliev, whose careers lasted from the
Cold War into the Putin era, both criticized the ideological nature of Soviet foreign policy
toward the Middle East. They believed that it undermined Moscow’s influence in the region,
and they regarded Putin’s pragmatic policy of seeking good relations with all Middle Eastern
governments, including those traditionally allied with the United States, as being far more
successful.

Primakov was the head of the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, then foreign minister,
and then prime minister in the Yeltsin era. Putin also assigned him important tasks related
to the Middle East before Primakov’s death in 2015. Putin’s own thinking on not just the
Middle East but foreign policy more generally was said to be influenced by Primakov’s ideas.
In his 2009 memoir, Primakov wrote, “Although the Soviet leadership of the 1950s and
1960s was inclined to support the Arab countries’ local communist parties, nothing could
mask the reality that communism was a lost cause in the Middle East. . . . It took a while for
this to be understood in Moscow, and the Kremlin was slow to show support for the Arab

revolutionary nationalists.”



Vasiliev, a senior Russian scholar who has also been involved in advising policymakers, wrote
one of the most comprehensive accounts of Russian foreign policy toward the Middle East.
In it, he criticized the “messianism” of Soviet policy toward the region, noting how “the
Bolsheviks who took power in Russia neither knew nor understood the East. . . . Mired in
incompetence and dogmatism they attempted to adjust the highly complex realities of the

Asian and African countries to fit Marxist slogans and ‘theories.”?

While praise of Putin’s Middle Eastern policy by these two as well as by other Russian
scholars might be seen as a means to preserve their job security, it appears to reflect their
actual assessment that Putin’s policies have been more successful than Soviet era ones (and,
of course, than the pro-Western interlude of the late Gorbachev and early Yeltsin eras).

Yet despite the clear dichotomy between Moscow’s ideologically driven Soviet-era support
for anti-Western regimes on the one hand and its more interest-driven Putin-era support
for both pro- and anti-Western regimes on the other, there are several similarities between
Soviet policy and Putin’s more recent policy toward the region. Indeed, Putin’s Middle East
policy could even be said to be a continuation of several aspects of Soviet era policy.

This article discusses three such policy similarities, identifies the problems that the Soviets
encountered in trying to pursue their policies toward the region, and explores whether or not
Putin-era foreign policy is subject to similar problems.

Pursuit of Good Relations Even With Pro-Western Governments

One key similarity between Soviet-era and Putin-era Middle East policies is that despite
Soviet support for revolutionary regimes, the USSR also sought to have good relations with
both revolutionary and nonrevolutionary regimes.

Even in the 1920s, Moscow established good working relations with monarchical govern-
ments in Iran, Hejaz (a kingdom first ruled by the Hashemites and then by the Saudis), and
(North) Yemen—all of which shared some of Moscow’s anti-British interests.> Moscow also
had cooperative relations with the post-Ottoman Turkish republic during the 1920s and
1930s.* Soviet involvement in the Arab world attenuated in the late 1930s due to Joseph

Stalin’s purges (which also affected Soviet diplomats) and in the early 1940s due to Moscow’s
need to cooperate with Britain and the United States in World War II.°

The Soviet Union voted in favor of the creation of the State of Israel at the UN General

Assembly in November 1947 and was one of the first states to recognize Israel’s declaration
of independence in May 1948. Prior to this, Moscow established relations with King Farouk
of Egypt in 1943 and maintained friendly relations with him—much to the dismay of the
Egyptian Communist Party—until his overthrow by the revolutionary Arab Nationalist
Free Officers in 1952.° Indeed, the initial Soviet reaction to the coup that overthrew Farouk
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was negative.” The Soviet Union also succeeded in reviving its relations with the monarchical
regime in North Yemen during the mid-1950s—relations that were maintained until its
imam/king was ousted in a Nasserist coup in 1962.

Moscow had very bad relations with both Iran and Tiirkiye shortly after the end of World
War II, when both countries became early flashpoints in the emerging Cold War. However,
Moscow was able to restore cooperative relations with both countries in subsequent years.
The Soviet Union provided economic assistance and even sold arms to the Shah’s gov-

ernment in Iran in the 1960s. And despite Tiirkiye’s membership in the NATO alliance,
Moscow provided economic assistance to Ankara. Soviet-Turkish trade relations grew

stronger during the Cold War era.’

A 1986 CIA report noted that “Moscow has long sought . . . to cultivate ties with ‘moderate’
Arab regimes,” and that the “Soviets have had their most success with” Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Sudan, and Tunisia.

Moscow’s Soviet-era support for revolutionary regimes in the Arab world even had a
pragmatic aspect in that Moscow usually looked the other way when anti-Western but also
anticommunist Arab nationalist regimes suppressed Arab communist parties, as occurred in
Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere.'” In an anomalous case, the Soviets supported Egyptian
president Gamal Abdel Nasser’s policy of backing the Arab nationalist opposition to British
rule in South Yemen. Britain’s military focus on this opposition group before departing the
country in 1967 allowed the rival Marxist opposition to prevail (which Moscow, not surpris-
ingly, began supporting soon after South Yemen’s independence.)"

In short, Soviet foreign policy toward the Middle East during the Cold War (and before)
was not always ideologically driven and was often opportunistic; Moscow sought to coop-
erate with “moderate” governments that worked closely with the United States but also had
significant differences with it—especially over the Arab-Israeli conflict. As the 1986 CIA
report put it, “Although the Kremlin’s long-term objective is developing Soviet influence in
these countries, its more immediate and realistic goal is eroding US influence.”

The Soviets, of course, generally welcomed anti-Western political transformations in the
Middle East since these were seen as geopolitical losses for Washington and gains for
Moscow. But even when Moscow gained influence with new anti-Western regimes, these po-
litical transformations also had a harmful effect on the Soviet effort to cooperate with some
“moderate” regimes. Several Gulf Arab monarchies feared that the Soviets would welcome

their overthrow—a fear that was exacerbated by varying degrees of Soviet support for their
internal opponents (for example, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman, the Saudi

Arabian Communist Party, and the Bahrain National Liberation Front). Even the leaders of
anti-Western Middle Eastern governments sometimes feared that the Soviets were seeking to
replace them with someone more pliant—including Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 1971

before the Egyptian-American rapprochement, Sudan’s then anti-Western Arab nationalist

regime also in 1971, and Iraq’s Ba’ath regime in 1978.
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Simultaneous Support for Opposing Sides

Another key similarity between Soviet-era and Putin-era policies toward the Middle East

is that, like Putin’s Russia, the Soviet Union often (though not always) sought to maintain
good relations with opposing sides simultaneously in the Middle East’s many conflicts. For
instance, while the Soviet Union supported the Arab side in the Arab-Israeli conflicts, it
tried to maintain good relations with both sides in many other disputes, including those
between Algeria and Morocco,'? North and South Yemen,"? Somalia and Ethiopia, Baathist

Syria and Ba’athist Iraq, Iraq and the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Iraq and Kuwait (even

after Gorbachev gave his approval for the U.S.-led military effort to push Iraqi president
Saddam Hussein’s forces out of Kuwait).

This practice was often successful for the Soviets. While various Middle Eastern govern-
ments were not pleased by the fact that Moscow was aiding their adversaries, they often
maintained cooperation with the Soviet Union anyway. Incentives for doing so (as Moscow
was undoubtedly aware) included the fear that not cooperating with Moscow could result
in more Soviet support for its adversary, the desire to continue or increase the support it
was receiving from Moscow, and the fear or even conviction that the United States and its
partners would not initiate or increase support even if they lost Soviet support.

The problem with this practice, though, was that even while it was successful for several
years in some instances, sometimes one Soviet partner sought to alter the dynamics of the
situation through launching a surprise attack on an adversary that was also a Soviet partner.
Moscow’s effort to maintain good relations would then experience a serious setback. In 1977,
for example, one of Moscow’s long-standing partners, Somali president Siad Barre’s regime,
invaded Ethiopia, where Moscow was courting a new Marxist regime. Moscow was unable

to maintain good relations with both countries: while the Soviets firmed up their relation-
ship with Marxist Ethiopia, Somalia became a U.S. partner.

In 1980, another long-standing partner of Moscow, Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, invad-
ed Iran, where Moscow was seeking to improve ties with a new anti-Western government.
Here again, Moscow was unable to maintain good relations with both sides: its strong sup-
port for Saddam after Iranian forces crossed into Iraqi territory confirmed the anti-Western
Iranian revolutionary regime’s anti-Soviet stance. In 1990, Saddam (again) invaded Kuwait,
where Moscow’s enduring cooperative relations with this Arab monarchy were held out as

a model for what the Kremlin wanted to have with Saudi Arabia. Gorbachev was unable to

capitalize on Moscow’s hitherto good relations with Saddam to persuade him to withdraw
from Kuwait and thus avert the U.S.-led intervention.
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Advocacy of Ambitious Conflict Resolution Efforts

A third similarity between the Soviet-era and Putin-era foreign policies toward the Middle
East is that both the Soviets and Putin have advanced ambitious conflict resolution propos-
als—which, while unsuccessful at resolving conflict, were mainly intended to strengthen
Moscow’s diplomatic role in the Middle East as well as weaken or limit Washington’s. The
Soviets touted a “comprehensive” settlement to the Arab-Israeli conflict that would resolve

all disputes, including the Isracli-Palestinian dispute, simultaneously. This differed from the
piecemeal American approach, which sought to resolve those issues that could be resolved
even if others—notably those relating to the Palestinians—were not."

The Soviet approach to Arab-Israeli conflict resolution was viewed more favorably by Arab
publics at large and revolutionary governments than the piecemeal American approach.”
Indeed, the great utility of the comprehensive approach for Moscow was that the Soviets did
not actually have to deliver on it to win widespread approval in the Arab world. However,
once the Sadat government in Egypt decided that it could not defeat Israel (blaming in-
sufficient military support from the Soviet Union), it then sought a diplomatic solution in
order to reopen the revenue-generating Suez Canal and regain the Sinai Peninsula, which
Israel had occupied following the 1967 war.'® Ironically, when Moscow demonstrated its
solidarity with the Arab world by breaking diplomatic relations with Israel just after the
1967 Arab-Israeli war, the Soviet Union became less useful to Sadat than the United States,
which could talk with both Arabs and Israelis. Sadat’s decision to prioritize Egypt’s narrower
interests over broader Arab as well as Palestinian aspirations vis-a-vis Israel also made his
approach more compatible with the more piecemeal American approach to Arab-Israeli
conflict resolution."”

What the Soviet Experience Portends for Putin's Middle East Policy

Putin’s policy toward the Middle East has avoided some of the problems experienced by the
Soviets, but Russia still faces some of the same problems as well as several new ones.

Soviet support for revolutionary movements and regimes often undermined Soviet efforts

to establish and maintain relations with conservative, pro-Western Middle Eastern govern-
ments. Even anti-Western Arab nationalist leaders sometimes thought that Moscow was
trying to replace them with their more pro-Soviet internal adversaries. But this is a problem
that Putin’s policy does not suffer from. Putin has been successful at portraying his gov-
ernment as the defender of the status quo in the Middle East while portraying the United
States and the West as the destabilizers of the status quo (with their emphasis on democracy
and human rights). Remarkably, he has managed to maintain good relations not only with
anti-Western Middle Eastern actors, such as Hezbollah, Hamas, Iran, and Syria, but also
with all of America’s traditional partners in the region, including Egypt, Jordan, Morocco,
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Saudi Arabia, Tiirkiye, and even Israel (though Russian-Israeli ties have been strained ever
since the October 7, 2023, Hamas attack on the Jewish state). Unlike in the Soviet era,
traditionally pro-Western leaders and governments in the Middle East do not fear that Putin
seeks their replacement or downfall.

Putin’s ability to have good relations with both anti-Western and pro-Western actors in the
Middle East has enhanced Moscow’s ability to support opposing sides simultaneously. In
fact, he may be more successful at this than the Soviets were. But just as in the Soviet era,
Putin’s attempts to simultaneously maintain good relations with opposing parties can be
undermined by one party attempting to unilaterally alter the dynamics of the situation to
the detriment of the other.

While Putin’s degree of cooperation with Iran and Israel is not the same, his efforts to
continue cooperating with both countries have been challenged by their trying to undermine
each other in Syria and elsewhere. Should wide-scale conflict between Israel and Iranian-
backed Hezbollah erupt, Moscow might be faced with the choice of either backing Iran and
Hezbollah (thereby losing what influence it has with Israel) or keeping out of the conflict
(thereby exacerbating its relations with Iran while not gaining influence with Israel). Indeed,
Russia’s criticism of Israeli actions in Gaza after the October 7 Hamas attack but not giving
material support for Hamas has resulted in Russia’s not being able to prevent Israel from
severely damaging the military strength that Hamas has been building up over many years.

The weakening of Hamas might not have much impact on Russia, but a similar Israeli war
against Hezbollah in Lebanon may result in Hezbollah redeploying its fighters from Syria,
where they have been protecting President Bashar al-Assad’s regime, to Lebanon in order to
ensure survival in its home base. An Israel-Hezbollah war, then, could negatively impact the
stability of the Assad regime, which Russia has worked with Iran and Hezbollah to uphold.
How Putin would respond is not clear, but it is doubtful that he would be able to simultane-
ously maintain good relations with opposing sides under this scenario. Moscow’s ability to
take such an approach would also be seriously challenged by the eruption of a Saudi-Iranian
or Emirati-Iranian conflict, especially considering Russia’s dependence on Iran for drones
and other weapons for Russia’s war against Ukraine. Putin’s policy of supporting opposing
sides simultaneously, then, runs the same risks that the Soviets encountered in pursuing it
during the Cold War.

Also like in the Soviet era, Putin’s ambitious conflict resolution efforts do not actually
resolve conflicts. By contrast, the ambitious 2021 Russian Collective Security Concept for

the Persian Gulf, as Russia-Middle East analyst Nikolay Kozhanov observed, “clearly does

not appeal to Iran or the GCC [Gulf Cooperation Council] (or anyone else).” Similarly,

although the Russia-sponsored Astana process launched in 2017 was billed as bringing peace

to Syria, it turned out, as Faysal Abbas Mohamad noted, to be “a mechanism for normal-
izing the military presence of its sponsors, while minimizing interstate friction.” This may
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have met Putin’s immediate goals of stabilizing the Assad regime, but because the Astana
process did not actually bring about peace, the many conflicts taking place in Syria could
reignite—especially if Hezbollah forces there return to Lebanon to fight Israel.

Putin’s ambitious Middle East peace proposals thus face the same challenges that the
Soviets” proposals faced: they do not gain traction with all parties concerned, do not achieve
peace, and therefore leave the door open for America’s more piecemeal approach of not
trying to resolve all issues but just those that are more easily addressed.

One problem not experienced by Putin’s predecessors is that Russian mediation is no longer
the only serious alternative to American mediation. Middle Eastern states can now turn to
Beijing—and they have already begun doing so. In early 2023, Saudi Arabia and Iran turned
to China for mediating an agreement to restore Saudi-Iranian diplomatic relations. As

Samuel Ramani observed, “The notion that China infringed on Russia’s traditional turf and

outmaneuvered the Kremlin features in Russian media outlets.” But while Moscow regularly
criticizes what it sees as the defects of American conflict resolution efforts, Russia’s growing
economic dependence on China since the outbreak of the Ukraine war in 2022 has meant
that Putin is not in a position to complain about China’s involvement.

In sum, not supporting revolution like the Soviets did, or were feared that they might do,
has helped Putin’s foreign policy toward the Middle East avoid some of the problems that his
Soviet predecessors encountered. However, Putin still faces a host of other problems, both
old and new.
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CHAPTER 2

Russia’s Balancing Act in

the Levant
Maha Yahya and Mohanad Hage Ali

Russia’s role in the Levant and its involvement in the region’s power politics have undergone
a significant shift over the past decade, mainly because of opportunities created by geopo-
litical and regional developments, including, most critically, the pivoting of U.S. foreign
policy away from the Middle East and forever wars. These developments opened the door

in 2015 to a more active Russian role in reshaping a region that was in the throes of societal
upheavals and expanding conflicts. The United States’ growing disengagement became
especially evident following the failure of U.S. former president Barack Obama’s famous

red line in preventing Syrian President Bashar al-Assad from launching chemical weapons
attacks against Syrian citizens in 2013. This created an opportune moment for Russia to
launch a new strategic and somewhat pragmatic foreign policy in the Levant, through which
it sought to carve out a space for itself in a changing order. Since then, Moscow has acted as
a broker of sorts between different actors involved in the Syrian conflict, while balancing out
its relationship with each actor in favor of its own national interests. In the process, it has
sought to redefine a regional security architecture more amenable to these interests.

Syria provided the opening for Moscow to demonstrate its revamped foreign policy. In 2013,
President Vladimir Putin’s regime launched a major diplomatic initiative to disarm the
Assad regime’s chemical arsenal, two years before its first direct military intervention in Syria
in 2015 and two years after the death of Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi sent shockwaves in the
Kremlin. Moscow’s military engagement in particular marked a more visibly interventionist
approach to the region that was in line with a more globally assertive and expansionist
Russian foreign policy, as was evident in its occupation of Georgian and Ukrainian territo-
ries in 2008 and 2014, respectively.

Despite limitations in Russia’s ability to address the region’s most pressing issues, including
the recurrent Israel-Palestine conflict in Gaza, Moscow’s military intervention guaranteed a
seat at the table in shaping future political settlements and security frameworks in Syria and
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possibly Lebanon. This was most apparent during the Astana process, created by Russia to
address the Syria crisis—a process that undermined the UN-led Syria peace process where
the United States and the EU were perceived by Moscow to have an outsized influence.

The military intervention in Syria also allowed the Kremlin to project its power and
influence across the region, although this effect waned over time given the limitations in
Moscow’s political sway and economic capacities. Consequently, Moscow adopted a much
more opportunistic and pragmatic foreign policy in the Levant. This meant that Moscow
maintained a relationship with all the regional players involved in Syria, favoring a trans-
actional approach with each one in a compartmentalized manner. It strove to capitalize on
its role in balancing out Iran’s presence in Syria, while leveraging its interests with the Gulf
region and Israel.

However, this initial pragmatic and nonideological approach yielded mixed results, given
its far more limited margin of maneuver as compared to that of the United States and its
network of global partners. To some extent, Russia’s policy was defined by its political

and economic inability to fully dictate a pathway to its desired outcomes. While Moscow
succeeded militarily in helping the Assad regime restore control over large swaths of Syrian
territory lost to rebel forces in the first few years of the conflict, it was unable to restore
peace or support the reconstitution of the Syrian state. Moscow also failed to convince Arab
and Western countries to buy into its Syria initiatives, including its reconstruction plans.
Ultimately, if Moscow is interested in the long-term recovery of the Syrian state, containing
Iran’s presence will be key, specifically for Arab players who can fund the country’s recon-
struction. Russia’s current policy of acting in an equidistant manner to Iran and its foes is
reliant on the current status quo in Syria.

Following the onset of the war in Ukraine, Russia reframed its strategic approach to the
region in response to perceived transformations in the global order. Due to isolation from
the West, Moscow responded by deepening its relationship with chief regional actors such
as Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and other Gulf countries—but to various
degrees of success.

A Diplomatic and Military Broker

During the height of the Syria crisis, Russia’s pragmatic and flexible foreign policy in

the region was unencumbered by either international blowback or domestic constraints.
Tactically, Russia sought to position itself as a broker of sorts between the different war-
ring factions—some of whom are off limits to Western powers, such as the regime’s allied

militias

as well as between the regional and international actors that had become involved
in the country’s conflict. At the same time, it sought to leverage its role in Syria to expand
its economic footprint and to forge wider strategic relations with Gulf countries (and to a
lesser extent China). It did not seek to replace the United States in the region, but rather to
transform Syria into a launchpad for a wider regional presence and role.
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To achieve those aims, Russia pursued a low-cost intervention in September 2015, with the
goal of tipping the ongoing conflict in favor of the Syrian regime at minimal cost to the
Russian treasury or to Russian lives. At great cost to Syrian lives, Moscow provided airpower
and military support to the Syrian regime, allowing the government to retake territories

lost to various opposition groups in preceding years. However, the Kremlin refrained from
placing a significant number of Russian boots on the ground (beyond the deployment of
Wagner Group mercenaries and some Russian military police).

Although initially framed as a counterterrorism campaign against the self-proclaimed
Islamic State, Russia’s intervention in Syria gave Moscow valuable leverage in reshaping parts
of the region’s security architecture. In particular, the establishment of the Astana frame-
work in January 2017 undermined the UN-led process that sought an end to the Syrian
conflict. This framework reflected Russian-Turkish agreements and influence in northwest-
ern Syria and Iran’s key role in supporting the Syrian regime, and it included a minor role
for some Syrian nonstate actors. It also demonstrated Russia’s desire to manage Iranian
ambitions in Syria by building its own networks within the regime, pursuing an Arab role to
balance Tehran’s, and coordinating with Israel over its attacks. The Russian role in shaping
Syria’s multiple security and political arrangements also helped it play off regional actors
against each other. Examples include replacing Turkey with Egypt as a guarantor of the local
deal in Homs, Syria.

As part of this framework, Russia helped establish four de-escalation zones: in Idlib and
parts of the Latakia province, northern Homs, eastern Ghouta, and southern Syria (espe-
cially Deraa and Quneitra). With Russia, Iran, and Turkey acting as guarantors, different
military actors agreed to a halt in fighting, as negotiations to end the conflict took place.

In the process, Moscow negotiated so-called local reconciliation deals, meant to bring back
Syrian rule over territories still controlled by rebel forces, particularly around Damascus and
in southern Syria. These deals, brokered at the local level, would often follow a pattern of
combined ground offensives, aerial bombardments, and sieges to bring about the capitula-
tion of local rebels and return these territories to Assad’s control.

Its military activity in Syria also bolstered Russian arms sales in the region. While this role
was limited compared to that of the United States, the Syrian conflict boosted Moscow’s
military standing and presence in the Levant following a dormant two and a half decades.
For the Russian state, the Syrian intervention demonstrated the efficacy of Russian weapon-
ry with 210 new weapons tested in Syria in 2018, according to the Russian defense minister
at the time. Subsequently, Russia’s weapons sales witnessed a surge. Moscow also attempted
to widen its military cooperation with countries dependent on U.S. military aid, such as

Egypt, Iraq, and Jordan.

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace | 15


https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-43114312
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-43114312
https://ctc.westpoint.edu/the-consequences-of-russias-counterterrorism-campaign-in-syria/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/MENA-Chapter-Three.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2023/08/the-astana-process-six-years-on-peace-or-deadlock-in-syria?lang=en
https://agsiw.org/uae-and-russia-find-common-ground-on-syria/
https://www.alarabiya.net/arab-and-world/egypt/2017/08/02/%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%AD-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1-%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%84%D9%87%D8%AF%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B5-%D8%A8%D8%AF%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%8B-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7
https://www.alarabiya.net/arab-and-world/egypt/2017/08/02/%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%AD-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1-%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%84%D9%87%D8%AF%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%B5-%D8%A8%D8%AF%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%8B-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7
https://apnews.com/article/c80332ce05724be49f7a9d586e4bab8a
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/7/4/syrias-de-escalation-zones-explained
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/dont-rely-on-moscow-to-help-with-reconciliation-in-syrias-daraa-province/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/dont-rely-on-moscow-to-help-with-reconciliation-in-syrias-daraa-province/
https://tass.com/politics/993464
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/4/6/syrias-war-a-showroom-for-russian-arms-sales
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/sisi-intensifies-arms-imports-to-secure-external-support-for-his-policies/
https://jamestown.org/program/russia-reemerging-weapons-supplier-iraq/
https://www.key.aero/article/jordan-receives-first-mi-26

Limitations in Russia's Role

Yet translating these military achievements into diplomatic and economic wins was another
matter. Even though the Syrian regime managed to recapture territories it had lost to rebel

forces, the local reconciliation deals often failed to instate peace, particularly in southern
Syria. Meanwhile, the Astana process became more of a coordination mechanism between
the competing agendas of Iran, Russia, and Turkey than a diplomatic initiative that could
end the Syrian conflict and restore the Syrian state.

The clearest indication of the limits of Russia’s role and capacity was the failed reconstruc-
tion and refugee return initiative that it launched in 2018. The effort failed in part because

Russia could not secure buy-in from other major actors, including regional powers and the
EU. Through this initiative, Moscow linked the refugee crisis in the Middle East and Europe
to a favorable solution in Syria that would keep Assad in power. As part of this plan, Russia
would help secure the return of millions of refugees if the EU agreed to fund reconstruction
and ease restrictions on the Assad regime. Putin openly called for an EU role in funding
reconstruction in Syria in order to facilitate the return of millions of Syrian refugees from
Europe and the Middle East. While this call was muted in Europe, during a state visit to
Moscow, Lebanese president Michel Aoun sought Russia’s cooperation in the country’s effort
to return hundreds of thousands of refugees to Syria. However, Russia’s ability to deliver on
its promises proved limited.

Subsequently, despite Lebanon’s support for the refugee initiative, Moscow’s attempts to seek
economic and political gain in the country did not materialize. Although Russian compa-
nies Rosneft and Novatek won contracts related to Lebanon’s prospective offshore gas fields,

Western sanctions in the wake of the Ukraine war forced Novatek out of the consortium and

its role was taken over by QatarEnergy in 2023. Russian plans for investment and a deposit

in Lebanon’s failing Central Bank did not see the light either.

Moscow had hoped to influence Lebanese decisionmakers and carve out a space for itself in
the country’s political and military spheres as well. The Kremlin flexed its muscles as early as
November 2015, requesting the closure of Lebanese airspace, citing Russian military drills.
Following this episode, Russia’s overtures to Lebanon included proposals for closer military
and economic ties and an initiative to recruit Lebanese citizens to guard the Lebanese-Syrian
borders. The military cooperation agreement, which failed to materialize following U.S.

and European pressure, would have provided Moscow with access to Lebanese military

bases. Russia’s Lebanon ambitions were short-lived, although its military presence in nearby
Syria and the potential of Arab support for reconstruction might revive these prospects.
Meanwhile, a 2021 Russian deal with Syria to explore offshore gas covers a disputed region

with Lebanon’s maritime borders, granting Moscow a de facto role in demarcation negotia-
tions between Syria and Lebanon, on par with the U.S. role in negotiating a maritime deal
between Lebanon and Israel.
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The limit of Russia’s outreach was also evident in its use of a long-standing instrument of
Russian foreign policy: the Orthodox Church. The church has historically played an im-
portant role in leveraging Russia’s political position across the Levant. Imperial Russia had
claimed the mission of preserving Orthodox Christianity in the Levant in the 1800s, mostly
competing with similar imperial European roles against an ailing Ottoman empire. Russian
patronage of Orthodox Christians was largely symbolic, and Putin drew on this heritage in
framing his country’s intervention in Syria. Syria is home to the largest Orthodox commu-
nity in Levant, followed by Lebanon, Jordan, and the Palestinian territories, with a majority
following the Antiochian Church.

Prior to 2015, Moscow utilized the Orthodox Church and its symbols to justify its military
intervention in Syria to domestic and international audiences. It highlighted the plight

of Syrian Christians amid the rise of violent Islamist groups in the country and indicated
that about 50,000 Syrian Christians had applied for Russian citizenship. During the war,
Russian Orthodox priests blessed fighter jets and other weapons, according to photos that
reverberated across the country. Yet the religious symbolism deployed by Moscow and the
assertions of the Russian Orthodox Church were contested by the Antiochian Church
leadership. Russia’s Orthodox Church called its intervention in Syria a holy one, while the
Antioch Patriarch John X and his clergy emphasized the need for peace to safeguard Eastern
Christians whose presence may be threatened amid polarizing conflicts.

Similarly, Russia’s intervention in Orthodox affairs within Syria were fraught with tensions.
On the one hand, the Orthodox Church leadership came out in support of the Assad
regime, seeing it as a way to safeguard Syrian Christians in a conflict they had little sway
over. The Russian Orthodox Church also provided financial and material support to the
Syrian Orthodox Church, including food and medicine. On the other hand, the partici-
pation of Russian priests in local religious ceremonies generated unease among the Syrian

Orthodox Church.

In Lebanon, divisions were also apparent among the Orthodox Christian leadership over

the Russian intervention in Syria. Elias Audi, Beirut’s Greek Orthodox Bishop, was the
most vocal critic of the war and the Russian Orthodox Church’s stance in Syria. In 2015,

he rejected the church’s justifications and blessings of the war. “The Church does not bless
wars and does not call them holy. This is why we’re Orthodox, especially here in Antioch,”
he said. Similarly, John X echoed the position that “in Christianity, there is no holy war.”
Following the decision by the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in favor of the sep-

aration of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church from the canonical jurisdiction of the Russian
Orthodox Church, these divisions became even more acute. Criticism of Russia’s policy even
triggered calls for separating Lebanon’s Orthodox Church from that of Syria’s; and within
the Orthodox leadership, political differences over Russia’s role in Syria persisted.
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Religious symbolism and the Orthodox Church were just two policy instruments used

by Russia in support of its war effort. Moscow also deployed Muslim troops, as part of its
so-called population centric approach, to guarantee local reconciliation agreements between
rebels and the Syrian regime, given the lack of confidence in the latter’s commitment to any
deal. These Muslim troops proved effective in enforcing the agreements and were bricfly
deployed near the Lebanese-Syrian borders (to Iran and Hezbollah’s dismay).

A Balancing Act

Moscow’s limited capacity to impose its writ and self-imposed role of a broker in the Syrian
conflict propelled Russia to navigate a complex diplomatic terrain. It had to balance its ties
with Israel, its partnership with Iran, its engagement with Turkey, and its expanding rela-
tions with Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Moscow strove to remain equidistant to each regional
actor, abandoning an actor only when protecting its own interest.

The coordination between Russia and Iran in the context of the Syrian conflict has been
more tactical (rather than ideological) in nature. In the aftermath of Russia’s military
intervention in Syria, the two states sought to compete for influence and cooperate on
policies ensuring the survival of the Assad regime. While both countries continue to support
the regime, their approaches differ considerably. For Russia, restoration of the Assad regime
is about bolstering the Syrian state and its institutions. While Iran has expanded its support
for nonstate actors in Syria, Russia has created a fifth division within the Syrian army,
which includes a panoply of former rebels and has ensured continued Russian influence in
the army. Although Russia’s Ukraine conflict has shifted its focus and resources elsewhere,
the Kremlin continues to yield influence in Syria, as evidenced by recent appointments

of pro-Moscow generals within Syria’s powerful air force intelligence. At the same time,

the strategic and military cooperation between the two countries increased significantly,
with Iran providing drones and weapons to the Russian army. However, this did not have
implications elsewhere, as both actors continue to compartmentalize their regional roles.
Moscow’s recent support of the UAE’s claims over three disputed islands with Iran, to

Tehran’s dismay, demonstrates that Russia’s balancing act remains in place. In Sudan, Russia
and Iran are on opposite sides. As per multiple media reports, Iran and Ukraine support the
Sudanese military led by Sudan’s de facto leader Abdel Fatah al Burhan, while Russia and
the UAE back its adversaries, the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF), led by General
Mohamad Degalo (aka Hemedti). This approach is driven in part by the goal of greater

access to natural resources and maritime ports.

This expanding military and political partnership with Iran has also not limited Russia’s
direct collaboration with Israel. Rather, it has shaped Israel’s response to the Ukraine conflict
and highlighted some of their shared interests in the region. Since its military intervention,
Russia has coordinated with Israel over strikes on Iranian targets, as well as Tehran-backed
groups—the most recent of which were the April 1, 2024, bombing of Iran’s consulate in
Damascus and the targeting of an Iraqi militia’s base in southern Damascus on May 9. This
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coordination is influenced by a number of factors such as the strong demographic connec-
tions between the two countries, whereby some 15 percent of Israelis speak Russian. Putin
has stated that “Israel is a Russian-speaking country,” while Israel continues to provide a
residence and tax haven to Russian oligarchs. Moreover, both countries share an interest in
maintaining a relatively weakened Iranian presence in Syria. Unsurprisingly, a deal to sell
Russian planes to Iran fell through because of Israeli and American pressure, while Israel
blocked the sale of Iron Dome missile defense technology to Ukraine and refrained from
imposing sanctions on Russia following its invasion of Ukraine.

This balancing act between the different players is also evident in Russia’s approach to the
most recent conflict in Gaza. While Russia failed to clearly condemn Hamas’s attack on
Israel on October 7 (in spite of the death of sixteen of its own citizens), releasing Russian
hostages quickly became the center of Moscow’s interaction with the militant organization.
The Russian effort resulted in the release of three Russian-Israeli hostages. Moscow also
hosted Palestinian reconciliation talks in March 2024, but they were more beneficial in
highlighting Russia’s role than in yielding actual results.

Finally, Russia has also sought to balance its support for the Assad regime with its

tenuous but tactical cooperation with Turkey, which has deepened in the aftermath of

the Ukraine invasion. Initial tensions regarding Russia’s military involvement in Syria in
2015, particularly in support of the Assad regime—a target for removal by Ankara—eased
with the creation of the Astana framework. This framework provided a platform for both
countries to coordinate and engage in mutual interests. This included deconfliction over
Turkey’s military operations in northeastern Syria by countering U.S. support for Syrian
Kurds and undermining the semi-autonomous entity that has emerged from the rubble of
the Syrian state.

Conclusion

Russia’s military intervention in Syria in 2015 reflected a more assertive foreign policy and
demonstrated an interest in a wider regional role. It allowed Moscow to reserve a seat among
other players who seck to design a new regional security architecture. However, Russia’s
ability to expand its influence to Lebanon and beyond has been restricted. Although Russia
maintains military prowess in Syria and key relationships with involved stakeholders such as
Israel, Iran, and Turkey, as well as nonstate actors Hezbollah and Hamas, it remains unable
to play an effective role in impacting broader regional challenges, such as the ongoing Gaza
conflict. Russia only managed to secure the release three of its citizens from the Gaza strip,
even though Moscow received a Hamas delegation after the October 7 attack. Similarly,
despite its clout as the world’s largest and most powerful Orthodox nation, Russia has not
gained greater influence in shaping church politics.
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Similarly, Russia’s ambitions and its Syrian “success” remains incomplete given the contin-
ued failure of the Syrian state to reinforce its authority or achieve serious political reconcilia-
tion with its domestic adversaries. A wider collapse of the Syrian state would seriously hinder
Moscow’s ambitions and taint its image as an important actor in the region.

Consequently, while Russia managed to leverage its Syria intervention to bolster its arm sales
and relations with the Gulf region,the return of Syria to the Arab League has yet to trigger
postconflict relief and reconstruction support, contrary to Russia’s hopes. Moscow’s ambi-
tions for a wider influence in the region will most likely resume once the Ukraine conflict
ends. Until then, Russia’s approach in Syria and the broader Levant will remain a delicate
balancing act.

20 | Russiainthe Middle Eastand North Africa: Arms, Power Projection, and Nuclear Diplomacy



CHAPTER 3

Soviet and Russian Policies Toward

Egypt: Two Snapshots

Amr Hamzawy and Rain Ji

Russia has always seen Egypt as a major regional player in the Middle East and North
Africa. Its strategy towards the most populous Arab country and the region since 2014
exhibits several parallels when compared to the Soviet Union’s approach between 1955 and
1967. The Soviet Union leveraged Egypt as a strategic entry point into the region, capitaliz-
ing on Egypt’s need to cover the military and developmental aid denied by the West in times

of regime crises. Years later, Russia adopted this approach once again, using Egypt as a key
foothold in the Middle East and North Africa.

Between 1955 and 1967, military and economic ties between Moscow and Cairo rose against
the backdrop of ongoing tensions between Egypt and the United States. After Washington
turned down Cairo’s request for military and economic aid in 1955, Egypt turned to the
Soviet Union and secured a major arms deal with Czechoslovakia and developmental aid
from the Eastern Bloc. Similarly, in 2014, when Egypt’s president Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
assumed power and faced a deterioration in Egyptian-American bilateral relations, Cairo
once again leaned on Moscow for military and developmental aid and intensified their
collaboration in an unmatched manner since former presidents, Anwar al-Sadat and Hosni

Mubarak firmly placed Egypt as a strategic ally of the United States.

Egypt-Soviet Relations Under Nasser

Gamal Abdel Nasser came to power in July 1952 after leading a coup with a group of Free
Officers against the Egyptian monarchy. By the spring of 1954, he had deposed then head of
state General Muhammad Naguib; outlawed political parties and imprisoned communists;
and made himself the prime minister. But Egypt soon faced significant crises, both domesti-
cally and internationally.
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Despite the armistice agreement signed by Israel and Egypt in 1949, clashes between the
two countries’ military troops persisted. In February 1955, Israeli forces, following a series
of minor clashes, raided Gaza and killed thirty-six Egyptian soldiers and two civilians.
Moreover, twenty-nine military personnel and two civilians were wounded. The outcry

in Egypt was deafening. Nasser’s legitimacy was questioned within the army and by the
wider public space. To salvage a declared objective of the 1952 coup (the creation of a
strong national army) and to deliver on the promise of his government to never tolerate
Israeli incursions and humiliations, Nasser reached out to the United States for arms. But
at that time, the administration of U.S. president Dwight Eisenhower was wanting Egypt
to reconsider its opposition to the proposed U.S.-backed Middle East Defense Organization
(MEDO); Egypt was dissatisfied with the conditions that America was placing on military
aid and feared foreign influence. Other Western capitals were also dissatisfied with Cairo’s

nonaligned foreign policies. The United States and its European allies were pushing for
the building of military alliances in the region to combat the spread of communism and
Soviet influence. Yet Nasser’s Egypt rejected this U.S. push for alliances and even refused
to join the Baghdad Pact announced in February 1955 by Tiirkiye, Iraq, and Iran—Iikely
because the pact included aspects of the vision for MEDO. Instead, Egypt participated in

the Bandung Conference in Indonesia in April 1955, helping articulate the basic principles

of nonalignment toward either the Western or Eastern Blocs. Along with the governments
of Ghana, India, Indonesia, and former Yugoslavia, the Egyptian government played a key
role in establishing the Non-Aligned Movement, which was initially joined by Global South

countries and sought to take a neutral stance between the two opposing superpowers, the
United States and the Soviet Union. In this context, Western capitals were dissatisfied with
Cairo’s foreign policies and did not offer military aid.

In response, Nasser turned to the Eastern Bloc, and Soviet leaders decided to sell arms to
Egypt indirectly. In September 1955, the government of former Czechoslovakia agreed to
sell Soviet weaponry to Egypt. The sale of jetfighters, tanks, artillery, and other heavy equip-
ment was estimated to be worth $80 million. The “Czechoslovak Arms Deal,” as it came to
be known in Egyptian writings about Nasser’s policies in the 1950s, was a groundbreaking
development in Soviet engagement with Egypt. It also marked the Soviet Union’s entry into
the foray of great-power competition in the Middle East and North Africa.

The arms deal marked the first sale of Soviet weaponry systems in the region, and it was

made to a key Arab country that was becoming increasingly opposed to American and
European foreign policies. Egypt and its Arab allies perceived this development as illustrat-
ing the Soviet and Eastern Block’s backing of Nasser’s decision to (1) reject U.S. promoted
military alliances in the Middle East, (2) defend national sovereignty and security without
compromising independent foreign policy, and (3) avoid submitting to American and
European conditions that support for Egypt be tied to its signing of peace agreements with
Israel. The arms deal pushed the regional gates wide open for Soviet involvement, especially
with those Arab governments that embraced Nasser’s policies of rejecting Western military
domination, upholding nonalignment as a foreign policy doctrine, and promoting national
independence movements—exemplified by Egypt’s support for the Algerian independence
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movement in North Africa and various independence movements across the African
continent. Moreover, Arab governments that followed the Egyptian path of nonalignment
and independence also refused to forge peace with Israel without a just settlement for the
Palestinian people and their national aspirations.

The Soviet’s indirect arms sale to Egypt ultimately set a precedent for similar sales and direct
deals with the governments of Syria (starting the 1950s), Iraq (following the abolition of the
monarchy in 1958), Algeria (in the 1960s), Libya (post-1969), Sudan (after 1967), and North
and South Yemen (in the 1970s and 1980s). The Soviet Union established its influence as a
great power competing with the United States in the Middle East and North Africa through

the sale of arms and stationing of Soviet military advisers in some Arab countries.

The advent of Soviet military influence paved the way for Moscow to develop deeper eco-
nomic ties with the Middle East and North Africa, again using Nasser’s Egypt as a port

of entry. The combination of outright rejections and humiliating conditions that Western
governments imposed on Egypt pushed Cairo to seck alternative sources of aid and funding.

To promote his government’s economic ambitions, Nasser placed high hopes on the building
of dams on the Nile River to generate badly needed electricity for industrialization plans
and wide-scale cultivation of desert land. Nasser aimed to control water resources and river
flooding in order to transform the desert into arable land and enhance agricultural pro-
ductivity. The High Dam project in Aswan captured his imagination, and his government
requested technical and financial support from the International Bank for Reconstruction
and Development (lending arm of the World Bank) and from Western countries. Initially,

in mid-December 1955, the World Bank agreed to loan Egypt up to $200 million. In the
same month, the United States and Britain also pledged $70 million in aid to the High
Dam project.

Western governments attempted to leverage this financial assistance to convince Egypt

to cancel the 1955 arms deal with the Soviets, but Nasser did not give up on the deal.
Moreover, he cemented Egypt’s position as a neutral force as Radio Cairo called on Arab
populations to protest the Baghdad Pact. As a result, the United States and Britain later
backtracked their commitment and canceled the pledged financing for the project. In a 1957
State Department memo, then secretary of state John Foster Dulles wrote that “through its
arms arrangement with the Soviet bloc, Egypt was increasing its dependence on the Soviets
and had mortgaged a considerable part of its foreseeable income.” Additionally, Dulles cited
Egypt’s political actions such as “recognition of Communist China, its anti-Western propa-
ganda and determination to enter into arrangements with the Soviet bloc” as “disturbing in
view of our announced willingness to assist on what was understood to be Egypt’s

major project.”

Nasser responded with the nationalization of the Suez Canal in July 1956. This action was

a key demand of the Egyptian national independence movement, which Nasser aimed to
embody. By taking this bold step, he aimed to solidify his reputation as a nationalist hero
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in Egypt and beyond. However, Britain and France—the former colonial powers in the
Middle East and North Africa and the primary shareholders of the Suez Canal Corporation
before its nationalization—used this event as a pretext to launch a military attack on Egypt
a few months later. On October 29, 1956, joined by Israel, the three countries launched the
Tripartite Aggression, invading the Sinai Peninsula and the Suez Canal region.

The rapid military advancements of the Tripartite troops came to a halt when the United
Nations (UN) issued in November 1956 a resolution stipulating an immediate cessation
of hostilities. The UN consensus swiftly received more diplomatic power when the Soviet
Union issued a series of letters warning the aggressors to withdraw or otherwise face direct
Soviet interference in the war. Similarly, the United States also demanded an immediate
ceasefire and the withdrawal of British, French, and Israeli troops. On November 7, 1956,

hostilities stopped. In December 1956, British and French troops withdrew from the Suez

Canal region, whereas Israeli troops did not complete their withdrawal from Sinai until
March 1957.

The Tripartite Aggression sealed the demise of the regional influence of the two old colonial
powers, Britain and France. Moreover, the Soviet Union proved its strategic commitment to
anti-Western governments in the Middle East and North Africa and was widely perceived
as an ally by Arab independence movements. Nasser advanced to become the charismatic
and uncontested hero of Egyptian and Arab nationalism and a regional leader of immense
appeal. His strategic collaboration with the Soviet Union for national independence purpos-

es was confirmed, and his anti-imperial policies were approved by popular sentiments that
swept the region.

Meanwhile, the High Dam project stagnated for years until Moscow decided to fill the
vacuum in 1958. It offered Cairo technical and financial assistance to build the dam. Nikita
Khrushchev, then premier of the Soviet Union, offered $100 million for the project, and
from this point, economic and trade relations between the two countries expanded, shaping
Egyptian societal realities throughout the 1960s. Cairo became the capital of Arab socialism
as much as it was the capital of Soviet-supported state-led modernization. The High Dam
project became the symbol of Soviet-Egyptian strategic collaboration for developmental
purposes, just as the successive arms deals with the Egyptian army were the symbol of

the Soviet’s endorsement of Nasser’s independent policies in the Middle East and North
Africa. In 1964, Khrushchev visited Egypt to celebrate the end of the first stage of dam

construction.

The Soviet Union emerged as Egypt’s foremost international partner. For example,
Khrushchev provided crucial military aid for Egypt’s intervention in Yemen in 1962; he
wrote in his memoirs, “Nasser wished to transport several military units from the UAR to
Yemen, but he did not have airplanes. We sold the UAR [United Arab Republic, or Egypt]
several Antonov military transports.” According to U.S. government estimates, between

1955 and 1966, the Soviet Union delivered military equipment worth $1.16 billion to Egypt,
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including Tu-16 jet medium bombers and Su-7 fighter bombers. Beyond the High Dam
project, the Soviet Union extended development aid for the Helwan Steel Mill and other

factories.

In conclusion, out of necessity, Egypt leaned on the Soviet Union for support in realizing
its national independence goals and ambitious developmental plans. Each time Egypt’s
demands for arms and economic and trade ties were declined by the United States and
European countries or subjected to conditions regarding its foreign policy choices in the
Middle East and North Africa, Nasser’s government moved closer to the Soviets. The
Soviet Union, in turn, used its engagement with Egypt to establish a foothold in the region,
politically, geostrategically, and economically.

Egypt-Russia Relations Since Sisi

Currently, Russia employs a comparable tactic of filling Western vacuums to make inroads
in the Middle East and North Africa, particularly with respect to Egypt. Likewise, facing
internal economic difficulties and rocky relations with the United States, Egypt has lever-
aged support from Russia to accomplish its own goals.

From a bird’s-eye view, both countries see each other as important powers in their foreign
policy strategies. Since 2014, current Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has allowed
Russia to position itself as an alternative source of economic and military collaboration;
the approach fits right into his strategy of balancing Egypt’s relationships with Russia and
the West.

In 2014, when Sisi visited Russia for the first time in Sochi, Russian President Vladimir

Putin promised that his country would increase bilateral trade, especially with regard to
agricultural products. Through promoting other relationships in addition to its collaboration
with the United States and European countries, Egypt began to develop closer relations with
Russia and China. In a similar vein, as evident from Russia’s latest foreign policy concept
and as Putin enters his fifth term, Russia’s foreign policy approach to the region has been
informed by a few key interests, ranging from economic development, to anti-terrorism,

to political balancing. In the latest foreign policy concept published in 2023, Russia out-

lines Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Tiirkiye as key states in the Islamic world to
develop relations with; and Russia intends to “deepen the multifaceted mutually beneficial
partnership.”

In terms of military collaboration, Egypt has inched closer to Russia amid fluctuating U.S.
aid policies. In a strategic recalibration, Egypt has pivoted toward Russia to diversify its
foreign military aid sources, actively broadening its military alliances beyond the established
par