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A Middle East between Pandemic
and Pandemonium

Michaela Domingo

Michaela Domingo is the pen name of a foreign diplomat and scholar who specializes in
Middle Eastern affairs.

When reviewing current affairs in the Middle East, the lyrics of the song made
famous in Casablanca come to mind: “The fundamental things apply, as time goes
by.”Alas, as time goes by, it is becoming increasingly evident that many fundamental
things no longer apply. Although this is often the case in many parts of the world, in
the Middle East it is axiomatic. If lessons from the past are no longer applicable and
we are facing a profoundly new reality, the famous observation attributed to Thucy-
dides that “history is philosophy teaching by example” becomes meaningless.

During the Cold War era, the prediction of future trends in the Middle East was
hardly an exact science, but back then there was at least room for educated guesses,
some of which eventually proved correct. For instance, as the Iran–Iraq War
(1980–88) gained momentum, it became clear that that bloody struggle would
become a protracted war of attrition—the containment of two regional powers
that would ultimately end in a lose–lose draw. At that time, we were living in a
bipolar world in which two superpowers projected their might all over the globe,
and the Middle East was little more than a chessboard on which Moscow and
Washington competed with one another using their regional pawns.

Unlike many events in history that could have been foreseen, we are currently wit-
nessing a raft of unexpected developments with the potential for tectonic sociopo-
litical change. Is the Covid-19 pandemic one such development, or could it have
been forecast? The author of the Black Swan Theory, Nassim Nicholas Taleb,
rejected a recent description on Bloomberg Television of Covid-19 as a “black
swan” event (an unpredictable occurrence of tremendous magnitude and with
very serious consequences). Taleb blamed governments that underestimated the
looming threat while failing to invest the necessary resources to contain the
spread of the virus. Alas, for the Middle East, such an issue was never a matter
of public debate, nor was it anticipated by the governments of the region. It was
absent from local radar screens. Now it overshadows all other concerns and is
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among the top items on every government’s agenda. The public, whether in the
framework of tribes, clans, sectarian communities, or families, demonstrates the
same concern.

In retrospect, another unexpected event was the eruption of the Arab Spring in 2011.
It was set in motion, initially, by the sudden self-immolation of a disillusioned street
vendor in Tunisia, humiliated by a female municipal inspector. It quickly set the
region ablaze with revolution. However, all the preconditions for revolution that
result from an unreformed, authoritarian, and corrupt sociopolitical environment
were already in place, and it was only a matter of time until someone tossed a lit
match into that powder keg. As Vladimir Lenin postulated before the Bolshevik
revolution in Russia: A “revolutionary situation” is one in which the “lower classes
[do] not…want to live in the old way” and “the upper classes should be unable to
live in the old way,” and as a result, the masses are ready for revolutionary action.
In other words, no one read the writing on the wall, though it was there for all to
see. Is Taleb correct in claiming that the appearance of Covid-19 was actually a
“white swan” event? If so, how many more such white swans are lurking in the
pond now, camouflaged by the scenery?

Divining what comes next is always easier said than done. Ongoing events in the
Middle East do not provide us with many clues as to what the region may look like
in a few years. The changes that came about in 2011 and 2012, as calamitous as
they may have seemed at the time, slowed to a crawl later on. Civil strife and
even civil war in Syria, Yemen, and Libya continue with no end in sight. It is as
if the Middle East is suspended in a kind of “twilight zone.” Against this backdrop,
the future of the region is more likely to be determined by sudden episodes,
whether alone or in combination, that will emerge as unpredictable and even unim-
aginable black swans.

The potential scenarios can be categorized broadly as follows:

. massive events that reflect structural weakness, serious shortcomings, and
accumulated internal pressures, such as the Arab Spring or the collapse of
crude oil prices;

. secondary, epiphenomenal events that are precipitated by an initial act or
event from the first category, for example, the protracted conflicts in Syria,
Yemen, and Libya, or the 2019 protest movements; or

. genuine black swan cases, with a life and logic of their own, that appear sud-
denly and without warning.

The Covid-19 pandemic is an appropriate example of an unexpected occurrence
that very well may change the course of history. To be sure, the last category is
pertinent not only to the Middle East but to the entire world, whereas the first
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two bear the unmistakable marks of phenomena endemic to the region and its
innate defects.

Of course, such events and sudden changes do not happen in a vacuum, but rather
against the backdrop of tectonic geopolitical shifts. One such shift was brought
about by the reluctance of two consecutive US administrations, those of Barack
Obama and Donald Trump, to maintain Washington’s traditional hands-on
Middle East engagement involving the deployment of military forces. This trend
is especially significant for the future stability of the Gulf. The principles elabo-
rated during President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s famous encounter with Saudi
King Abdul Aziz ibn Saud aboard the USS Quincy in the Suez Canal in February
1945, which defined Washington’s relationship with Saudi Arabia for the next
seventy-five years, are no longer sacrosanct. The US oil sector no longer needs
the Middle East as a strategic resource of hydrocarbons. Since 2019 the US has
actually been a net exporter of oil; since 2011, it was a net exporter of refined pet-
roleum products. The Americans overtook the Russians in 2012 for the number
two spot and in 2013 surpassed the Saudis to become the world’s leading oil pro-
ducer. Therefore, the Eisenhower Doctrine, which was unveiled in 1957 as a joint
initiative of the Congress and the Executive to protect the Middle East from the
heightened threat of international Communism, has been sunk in the sea of irrele-
vance. The Middle East, it seems, is no longer a place of vital importance to Amer-
ica’s national interest.

Moreover, with the US in the grip of the Covid-19 pandemic and heavily squeezed
by long-term military engagements in the Middle East as well as in Afghanistan,
any new occupant of the Oval Office will not be well disposed toward loosening
the purse strings for non-existential needs so long as the effects of the pandemic
are with us.

Neither a China that is closing itself off and experiencing the consequences of the
pandemic that originated inWuhan, nor the ever-assertive Russia with its attempts
to project power and influence in the Middle East, could ever be a substitute for
America in its traditional role as a stabilizing force in the region. Moscow is
taking every opportunity to humiliate Washington and to pick whatever low-
hanging fruit has not rotted on the vine. Although this policy will somewhat
benefit the broken and disillusioned Middle East, it will certainly not provide
the real relief that can only come from the longstanding, stable, and constructive
presence of a deeply engaged outside player.

Having classified all the aforementioned events into three categories, one may note
that thus far, observers and researchers have generally explored and described
them as separate, unconnected phenomena, and have paid less attention to their
interaction. Had they done so, they would have detected a geyser of negative
synergy of the sort often unleashed by such a confluence of factors. The devil,
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indeed, hides in the cumulative effect, not in the details of the separate, individual
challenges. The Middle East now faces a tremendous test with far-reaching stra-
tegic implications. The possible combination of events from the three categories
may also produce an unexpectedly powerful combustive mixture that is liable to
explode in this highly vulnerable environment.

Some examples of how such a process of synergetic confluence might develop are
explored below. On the one hand, these examples reflect part of the current state
of play in the Middle East; on the other, they hint at possible future scenarios.
Today, without recourse to a crystal ball, predicting the future of the region is a
tricky endeavor, but one is still tempted to make certain forecasts.

“Arab Spring 1.0” Upgraded to “Arab Spring 2.0”

In certain Middle Eastern countries, the unrest and protest movements of 2011,
initially called the “Arab Spring,” morphed into full-blown uprisings with a specific
common denominator: Irrespective of their nature or duration—or the results
achieved—the protests were generally directed against authoritarian regimes
headed by figures such as Muammar Qadhafi, Ali Abdullah Saleh, Hosni
Mubarak, and Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, all known for their corruption and
cruelty. They were popular outbursts against regimes responsible for heinous
crimes, and against hated heads of state and their trusted courtiers. The mood at
that time was akin to the lyrics of one of the songs by the British rock band
Rainbow: “Kill the king, tear him down.” Of course, it would be unjust to lump
all these autocrats into one basket, since, for example, Mubarak was a very different
leader than Qadhafi. Nevertheless, the masses regarded all of them as abhorred
despots who should ultimately be removed by whatever means possible.

When the second wave of mass protests began in February 2019 with the Algerian
Revolution of Smiles, also called the Hirak Movement, the initial spark that ignited
the fury of the masses was that the sitting president, Abdel Aziz Bouteflika, had
announced his intention to seek a fifth term in office, despite his exceedingly poor
health. The protesters did not see Bouteflika as a derisive symbol of power or even
a loathsome dictator the way overthrown leaders were viewed in the first wave of
revolutions in 2011–12. They did not take to the streets to behead him in a “kill-
the-king-tear-him-down”manner. Instead, they sought to change the system of gov-
ernance he represented, together with his brother Said and the greedy clique sur-
rounding them. Similar Hirak Movements followed suit in Sudan, Lebanon, and
Iraq. Again, they were protesting against corrupt and nepotistic systems of govern-
ance, not regimes headed by bloody tyrants such as Saddam Hussein.

The “Arab Spring 2.0” could never have happened had the “Arab Spring 1.0” not
exhausted its potential for social change and transformation in the public’s quest
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for greater prosperity, justice, and equal opportunity. Of course, the first iteration of
the Arab Spring did not sweep through Lebanon and Algeria the way it did through
Tunisia and Egypt, but discontent is in the air all over the Middle East. Since this
atmosphere of uncertainty and vulnerability continues to endure, who can guarantee
that a third Arab Spring is not hovering on the horizon? To a greater or lesser extent,
“Arab Spring 3.0” could fall into the second category described above (secondary,
epiphenomenal events), but might be amplified by other synergetic dynamics.

The interaction between several factors may induce mass dissatisfaction in
countries across the Middle East to the point that an escalation into an “Arab
Spring 3.0” state of civil disobedience might occur. Due to the global economic
recession and the plunge in oil prices (affecting both oil-producing states and
the countries that benefit from their largesse), there will be a decrease in the stan-
dard of living, accompanied by a decline in the basic services provided by the state
along with various social side effects of the pandemic. At the same time, there is an
ever-growing sense of public fatigue and despair after all the efforts devoted to
bringing about social changes and transformations in 2011–12 led to meager
results. Unlike the processes in Central and Eastern Europe after the end of Com-
munism—where it took one or two years to change political systems and introduce
free markets, human rights, and independent judiciaries—in the Middle East, save
perhaps for Tunisia, an almost decade-long drive to sociopolitical change has not
led to any tangible results for the common people.

Plunging Oil Markets, Covid-19: What Next?

In 2014, the oil crisis was not conceived of as what former Jordanian ForeignMin-
ister Marwan Muasher called in 2018 “the end of the rentier era.” The collapse of
oil markets now, however, has struck the Middle East like a magnitude 7 earth-
quake. It is accelerated by the spread of Covid-19, which has led to a lockdown
of almost every nation on earth and to a sharp decrease in the normally insatiable
global appetite for oil. Storage facilities in the US and Europe are filled to capacity.
Strange as it may seem, there were times, such as at the beginning of 2014, when
prices both for Brent Crude and West Texas Intermediate oil were at a $140 per
barrel; now they do not even reach $30. Supply has battered demand.

Apart from that, the Saudi crown prince and the Russian president are bitterly
quarreling over how to handle the cuts to their respective quotas: within the frame-
work of the OPEC+ agreement, or as individual market players. We are witnessing
a worldwide pandemic that precipitated a catastrophic drop in the price of crude
oil on global markets. Since this reduction in prices presages a lasting trend in
futures, and since most of the national budgets of Middle Eastern oil-producing
states are based on a forecasted price of between $40 and $60 per barrel, the
outlook for their socioeconomic wellbeing is grim. Although prices may
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rebound, it is unlikely that they will reach pre-pandemic levels any time soon. This
is relevant not only to oil-producing states such as Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Iran,
which are burdened with their own challenges (Qatar is an exception), but also
for states dependent on them for foreign aid, such as Egypt and Jordan.
Beyond that, the resultant high level of unemployment, especially among youth,
makes the future seem gloomy indeed. The worst example of such negative
synergy is Iran: grievously hit by the pandemic, badly affected by the drop in oil
prices, battered by harsh US economic sanctions, and bled by its own regional
ambitions, the failure of which is symbolized by the assassination of Qasem Solei-
mani. Taken together, these events do not constitute an end-of-the-world scenario,
but they may well doom a whole generation to a hard and hopeless life.

Financial Collapse

Another example of negative confluence is the current combination of the outbreak of
Covid-19 in Lebanon (where many people became infected because of close ties with
Iranians) and the collapse of its banking system. The result is that the Lebanese pol-
itical system—unique in the Middle East with its Byzantine alliances, quid-pro-quo
deals, and acceptance of compromise—has already become dysfunctional, perhaps
even clinically dead. Lebanon, however, is no Somalia (with all due respect to the
Somali people), and whatever the circumstances, even in their darkest hour of civil
war and sectarian clashes, the Lebanese never abandoned theirmodus vivendi of enjoy-
ing life, good food, and fine drinks. It should not be forgotten that there were times in
the late 1960s and early ’70s when Israelis were entertained by Lebanese TV
(Lebanon was the first country in the Middle East to have TV). Now, for the first
time ever, the Lebanese have had to switch gears and adapt to a lifestyle of austerity
and shortages. Meanwhile, Covid-19 looms ominously like the angel of death. Ironi-
cally, the collapse of the Lebanese banking system struck a severe blow to the Syrian
regime, which somehow, with a little help from their friends, as it were, has withstood
all the challenges of a nine-year civil war.

Lebanon was also shaken by the 2019 Hirak Movement that began in Algeria but
which, as in Iraq, did not produce tangible results. It only managed to demonstrate
that the young generation was disaffected; young people completely rejected the
current sectarian and religious divides and were fully aware of the political eche-
lon’s use of the old Roman principle divide et impera. When some Lebanese poli-
ticians, such as President Michel Aoun or the leader of Hizbullah, Hassan
Nasrallah, attempted to suggest that they were different and still had political
roles to play, the crowds angrily replied: “All of them means all of them,” i.e., no
one from the establishment is excluded.

Unfortunately, during the “Arab Spring 2.0,” no tools with which to implement a
political transition were available. The powerful energy of the young generations
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was not channeled toward a results-oriented sociopolitical process. This was very
different from what happened in some of the Soviet satellite states. There, when
movements arose in 1989 (and in some cases earlier), roundtable meetings were
eventually convened between the opposition and the government at which
power sharing was discussed. This enabled a mapping out of the transition to
democratic, liberal, and law-abiding societies. Such a mechanism was, and still
is, lacking in this part of the world.

Subjective Behavior and Aggravating Circumstances

Blunders by autocratic leaders in the Middle East, or anywhere else in the world,
for that matter, are often costly. A “shining” example is Saddam Hussein’s reckless
invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990, after a sketchy, late-night conversation with
then-US Ambassador to Iraq April Catherine Glaspie. Saddam mistakenly under-
stood that he could invade Kuwait and get off scot-free. That misinterpretation,
coupled with inarticulateness on the part of the ambassador, led to the 1990–91
Gulf War, which paved the way for the 2003 invasion. What followed was the
destruction of Iraq, and the impossible challenge of that country’s reconstruction
as a cohesive, sovereign state. Invoking the “Pottery Barn rule,” then-US Sec-
retary of State Colin Powell privately and bitterly said, “You break it, you buy
it.” The aggravating circumstance accompanying Saddam’s debacle was the fall
of his relatively reluctant protector, the Soviet Union, from its position as a
superpower.

An incarnation of Hussein’s impulsive, frivolous, and Neronian style of rule may be
observed today in the Saudi crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman (MBS).
Among his mistakes are the gruesome killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, the
2017 purge of highly influential Saudi princes, and the Saudi-led intervention in
Yemen. Errors such as these may lead to dismal consequences when they are
exacerbated by additional factors such as Covid-19; plunging oil-prices; the
failure of political schemes both in Yemen and in Syria; and blind dependence
on outside mentors such as President Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, who do not always act in the best national interest of the Saudis. When
such a confluence of negative factors occurs, MBS will not have broad family
support upon which to rely: Many princes will remember how they were incarcer-
ated in the Ritz-Carlton Hotel and humiliatingly pressured to redeem themselves
with huge payments after admitting to corruption.

Many attributes of the prince’s psychology are meticulously portrayed by Ben
Hubbard in his recent book, MBS: The Rise to Power of Mohammed bin Salman.
What remains to be seen is how the Saudi ruler will react to the current challenges
enumerated above and whether or not he will be able to cope with them in the
medium and long term. The danger lies in a possible combination of challenges
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and their cumulative effect. In this context, Ryan Bohl, a Middle East and North
Africa analyst at Stratfor, has said that MBS is “perhaps the last king of Saudi
Arabia.”

Al-Qa’ida, ISIS, and “Jihad 3.0”

It seems clear that both al-Qa’ida and ISIS, here provisionally named “Jihad 1.0”
and “Jihad 2.0,” originated as organizations resisting foreign interventionism: the
first, as an anti-Soviet movement in Afghanistan in the 1980s, and the second, in
response to the 2003 American occupation of Iraq. If we agree that as of February
2014 they officially parted ways due to ideological, strategic, and operational
differences, we may wonder what “Jihad 3.0” might look like. Doubtless it will
be some reincarnation of the previous two versions. After the recapture of ISIS-
controlled territory, the group’s remnants were scattered around the vast waste-
lands within Syria and Iraq, but they certainly did not disappear into thin air.
One of the possible reasons for a third wave is that the Sunni societies of both
Syria and Iraq have no effective means with which to forestall the creeping
Iranian dominance as it spreads via the Shi’a-oriented government in Baghdad
and the pro-Iran and pro-Hizbullah Allawi regime in Damascus.

To begin taking action, most probably in the form of sporadic terrorist acts, they
will need a combination of motivation and operational capabilities, as the founder
and executive director of the International Institute for Counterterrorism at IDC
Herzliya (Israel), Prof. Boaz Ganor, has repeatedly stated. The essential com-
ponents required for a “Jihad 3.0” rebirth from the ashes of ISIS are already in
place: raison d’être (to defend Sunni societies from Shi’a and the West); ideology
(available in the legacies of Qa’ida and ISIS); enduring conflicts, or smoldering con-
flicts that can be ignited quickly and easily; means (weapons and internet technol-
ogies); an incubator (such as the Great Zab area in Iraq, south of Mosul); and
armies of impoverished, disenchanted, and angry young men. Of course, the new
Jihadists will be in need of a charismatic leader—an Osama bin-Laden or Abu
Musab az-Zarqawi—and they will need to carry out a few spectacular terror
attacks. The blast that killed Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir al-Hakim, the leader of
the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, comes to mind, as does the
bombing of the Canal Hotel in Baghdad, which claimed the life of UN Secretary
General Special Representative to Iraq Sérgio Vieira de Mello, both in August 2003.

Now, imagine how the appearance of a “Jihad 3.0” could interact with a combi-
nation of other negative factors, such as public paralysis as a result of the pandemic
or the collapse of a central government. Conflict zones and post-conflict zones suf-
fering from various degrees of devastation have traditionally been fertile soil for
Jihadism. Nourished by several negative trends, there is a new Jihadi genesis in
the making. It is to be hoped that this will not lead to the creation of a “Jihad
3.0” Frankenstein that will project devastating power as did its predecessor,
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ISIS. Fortunately, it appears that the dark, magnetic lure of Jihadism on the dis-
enchanted and lost generation of Muslim youth, both in the Middle East and in
Europe, is no longer what it once was. As always, however, one should hope for
the best and plan for the worst.

Fragility and Fragmentation: Quo Vadis?

In an article in Foreign Affairs entitled “The Unwanted Wars: Why the Middle East
is More Combustible Than Ever,” Robert Malley, the president and CEO of the
International Crisis Group, recently explained that the more fractured and
divided the region, the riper it becomes for all-out war, a more acute threat now
than at any time in recent memory. Malley claimed that “a conflict could break
out in any one of a number of places for any one of a number of reasons.”He main-
tained that “any development anywhere in the region can have ripple effects every-
where,” and thus, the involvement of foreign actors may turn limited, local
skirmishes into cross-border clashes. Malley’s understanding is that Iran is becom-
ing a decisive factor in integrating the Iraqi Shi’a community, so much so that
recent US attacks on Iraqi Shi’a militias may lead to regional conflict. The same
transnational dynamic in the conflicts in Syria and Yemen may also drag foreign
actors into those maelstroms, and thus bring the Middle East to the precipice of
war.

However, despite the ruthless assassination of Soleimani at the start of this year, no
such scenario materialized, although there were palpable fears that it may lead to a
clash between Iran and the US. A bleeding Iran, which for almost two decades
attempted to ensnare the Americans in protracted attritional engagements in
Iraq, Afghanistan, and other locations in the Middle East, now realizes that it
has exceeded the limits of its ability to project power. Mullahs now fear that
once again, as in 2009 and 2017–18, the streets of Tehran and other major cities
may witness a wave of mass demonstrations. The ghosts of the 1979 six-million-
strong protest that engulfed the capital and led the ailing Shah and his satraps
to hastily flee the country haunt Iran’s current leaders.

Fragility and fragmentation, then, do not necessarily lead to capitulation to foreign
powers or entrapment in larger regional clashes. They may instead lead to internal
religious confrontations (as in Syria and Iraq over the last decade), the complete
failure of projects for national integrity (such as in Libya or Yemen), or a dimin-
ishing of ideological tendencies (such as the decline of the brand of political Islam
championed by the Muslim Brotherhood). At risk here is that such fragility and
fragmentation, when combined with the effects of Covid-19, could easily erode
the remnants of the social systems inside the unstable or failed states of the
Middle East. This could trigger a tide of unrest that may lead to disintegration,
thereby blocking the efforts of the international community to extend badly
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needed humanitarian assistance. Such a situation could be further exacerbated by
the jockeying of key players (the US, Russia, China, and the EU) to maintain their
positions of power while adapting to the tectonic shifts arising from the pandemic.
In other words, there will be a struggle to recalibrate the global order, and the
always-troublesome Middle East will become a more marginal arena.

* * *

The effects of various combinations of negative factors such as pandemics, econ-
omic shortages, poor governance, bloody civil conflicts of attrition, fragility and
fragmentation, and booming population size may differ, but the main point is
that they will most probably have an enhanced cumulative impact. As mentioned
above, the devil, in this sense, hides in the synergy of several negative trends, not in
the details of separate, individual challenges.

Various constellations may appear. For example, fear has been sown in Egypt and
within the Syrian regime that the spread of Covid-19 could cause a security col-
lapse when the pandemic hits the armed forces and security services. Such a scen-
ario could create a serious vacuum that would be quickly filled by non-state actors,
most likely with Islamist or Jihadi militant inclinations or affiliations.

If permanent budget deficits become a feature of some Middle Eastern states, an
“Arab Spring 3.0” that is somehow different than its predecessors may be on the
horizon. That turn of events may cause a protracted fragmentation of some of
the weakened or failed states, resulting in a gradual disappearance of the centra-
lized structures of power, similar to the processes we see unfolding in Yemen,
Libya, and Syria. In the attempt to quell waves of mass discontent, governments
would inevitably resort to more authoritarian and oppressive practices.

This might very well reignite the familiar vicious cycle of the Middle East: despot-
ism breeding militant religious radicalism, to which governments respond with
more oppressive measures, and so on. In that scenario, the only thing left to do
would be to repeat the Muslim duʿa ̄ʾ [invocation]: “Allah Alone is sufficient for
us, and He is the best disposer of affairs” (Qur’an 3:173).

At the same time, every crisis presents an opportunity for change. During the
recent waves of Hirak Movement protests in Lebanon and Iraq, it was clearly
demonstrated that the old sectarian and religious dividing lines are no longer an
issue for the new generation: What they want now is good governance, less
corruption, and equal opportunities for all. This is the same motivation that
inspired the authors of the American Declaration of Independence to proclaim
that since all men are created equal, they are “endowed…with certain unalienable
rights…among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Echoing this
centuries-old belief, a protestor in Lebanon carried a placard that read: “It
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doesn’t matter if a ruler is a Muslim or an unbeliever: The government should
deliver a decent life, not entry to paradise!”

Given all this, it seems reasonable to say that there will be hardly any existential
threats to the future of the State of Israel, at least external ones. Current threats
to Israel are predominantly internal, and in essence related to the overreach of
power. Should, for example, any new Israeli government announce and implement
an annexation of significant parts of the West Bank, the feeble Palestinian Auth-
ority in Ramallah could crumble and Jordan could face tremendous challenges
to its internal stability and social coherence.

Such a scenario could create an unprecedented challenge to Israel’s security. This
is what I usually call the “Elysium effect.” This is a reference to a 2013 American
science fiction movie, which describes how, in 2154, the rich “haves” live in a tech-
nologically advanced satellite orbiting the Earth called “Elysium,” whereas the
“have nots” eke out a miserable existence on a devastated and polluted Earth.
“Have nots” are desperate to gain some of the advanced technologies of
Elysium, whereas the inhabitants of the satellite are appalled at the thought of step-
ping on Earth. This, symbolically, is one of the darkest prospects for Israel if the
ring of failed and troubled states—Yemen, Syria, and Libya—somehow expands,
especially to Israel’s closest Middle Eastern periphery. It is in Israel’s strategic
interest to develop enduring relations with the people of the region, not only
with potentates du jour from oil-rich Gulf monarchies who tomorrow may find
themselves out of power. Elysiums cannot last forever.
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