
The Magic is Gone
by Jon B. Alterman
..................................................................
It’s no secret that the U.S.-Egyptian relationship is ailing.  As his term went on, Presi-
dent George W. Bush seemed to go to Egypt principally to deliver stern lectures.  
After years of visiting Washington every spring, President Hosni Mubarak stopped 
coming to Washington at all.  Despite—or perhaps because of—almost $2 billion per 
year changing hands, the mutual resentment has become palpable.
Hostility among leaders reflected a deeper divide between governments and even 
among peoples.  More than three decades after U.S. and Egyptian presidents together 
changed the landscape of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the U.S.-Egyptian relationship has 
grown stale.  Egyptians feel unappreciated, and they complain that they have sold off 
their foreign policy for meager reward. Americans feel that their aid has been taken for 
granted, and they are embarrassed that so close an ally has such a checkered record of 
treating its own people.  The two sides continue to cooperate on a wide array of shared 
interests, although the amount that is done out of goodwill continues to dwindle.
The relationship has been drifting downward for years, and it can drift downward still.  
Yet the way in which the relationship continues to disappoint expectations is corro-
sive. It makes even things Americans and Egyptians agree upon harder to accomplish, 
and that exacerbates differences. Both countries have an interest in redefining the re-
lationship, in one of two ways.
One option is to reinvigorate the relationship by giving it a renewed sense of purpose.  
The modern Egyptian-American relationship was forged in the depths of the Cold 
War when Egypt pivoted out of the Soviet embrace, aligned itself with the United 
States, and defied the Arab consensus by making peace with Israel.  The consequenc-
es of Egyptian policy were truly strategic not only for Egypt, but also for the United 
States. Egypt was a clear regional leader, and its actions helped reshape the Middle 
East.
Now, there is no grand project that the two countries share.  With no Cold War, a much 
less defiant Arab consensus, and Arab governments’ grudging acceptance of Israel in 
the Middle East, Egypt is harder pressed to play the role of a vanguard, while the 
United States is less in need of one.  Today’s geopolitics lend themselves to small and 

Balancing Bilingualism
English is showing up in an increas-
ing number of places in the Middle 
East.  No longer merely the language 
of engineering and medicine, English 
is becoming widely acknowledged as 
the language of achievement. Adver-
tisements for luxury goods are more 
likely to be in English than Arabic, 
while fast food—an affordable luxury 
for the middle classes—features gen-
erally bilingual advertisements.  Only 
the most necessary local products get 
Arabic-only billing.
Governmental websites catering to lo-
cal audiences often have a surprising 
profusion of English as well. Queen 
Rania of Jordan has a bilingual web-
site, but her YouTube page and the 
associated videos are in English only, 
despite YouTube’s capacity to handle 
Arabic script.  A youth oriented news 
blog in Jordan, 7iber.com, is explicitly 
bilingual, but English predominates. 
In decades past, elites hastened to 
learn the languages of colonial mas-
ters. One heard French and English in 
the salons of Beirut and Cairo, while 
Arabic was reserved for speaking with 
the hired help. Decades after colonial-
ism, though, foreign language training 
is once again resurgent. Many in the 
middle classes regard private school 
foreign language education as vital, 
while they see Arabic-speaking public 
schools as an educational dead end.
Ironically, many graduates are emerg-
ing who are not fully proficient in any 
language at all.  They are most com-
fortable speaking in their country’s 
version of colloquial Arabic, reading 
in English or French, and they are un-
comfortable writing in any language 
Written Arabic is reserved for the reli-
gious and the poor, a potentially vola-
tile brew.  ■ LS

CSIS hosts Lt. General Keith Dayton
The Middle East Program at CSIS recently hosted Lt. General Keith Dayton, United States 
Security Coordinator for Israel and the Palestinian Authority, for an off the record discus-
sion, with a small group of experts from the Washington policymaking community. The 
discussion focused on a range of issues including the U.S. training mission for Palestinian 
security forces, Israeli-Palestinian security cooperation, and the improving security situa-
tion in the West Bank. The primary mission of the U.S. Security Coordinator is the training 
of a professional West Bank Palestinian security force, and the program has so far trained 
1,600 troops, including dozens of officers. Lt. Gen. Dayton has headed the training mission 
since December 2005, and works closely with senior Israeli and Palestinian officials 
and oversees a team of 16 staff based permanently in the region. 
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incremental moves rather than bold strokes. Egypt’s help fighting the “small wars” of 
the twenty-first century, for example, is important but probably insufficient to be truly 
strategic.  In other areas where the United States has an interest, Egypt is not the most 
likely agent of change. It is hard to imagine Egypt leading an economic transition in 
the Middle East, and its political culture does not lend itself toward dramatic shifts in 
politics and governance.
None of this is to suggest that a grand project cannot be found, only that one is not evi-
dent. But what is clear is that the current relationship is predicated on having a grand 
project, and the absence of such a project makes the relationship hollow. 
The other option is for both Egypt and the United States to agree that the current 
relationship has outlived its usefulness, and the time has come for both countries to 
invest in diversifying their relationships in the Middle East and around the world.  
The Egyptian government is keenly interested in pursuing deeper relationships with 
China and Russia, and it chafes at subordinating its Middle East policy to American 
whims. Decoupling Egypt and the United States would free Egypt to pursue its own 
ambitions. Such a move might smooth the way for Egypt’s resurrection as the pre-
eminent regional power, skillfully deploying its demographic weight and diplomatic 
skill to shape regional politics.  At the same time, distance from the United States may 
make Egypt even weaker on the regional stage, and it could be a landmark in Egypt’s 
decay.
For the United States, greater distance from Egypt would have several practical ef-
fects.  U.S. aid to Egypt would be sharply reduced, and the huge U.S. embassy in 
Cairo would shrink. While U.S. and Egyptian officials would continue to work to-
gether on security issues of common concern—and there are a very large number of 
those—the United States would have to deepen its military and intelligence relation-
ships with neighboring countries to compensate for less cooperation with Egypt.  The 
result would likely be a net fiscal gain for the United States; and a more diverse set of 
donors may even give Egypt net fiscal gains as well. But the principal payoff would 
not be measured in dollars and cents.
“Right-sizing” the relationship would take the emotional edge off Egyptian complaints 
about American meddling and American complaints about Egyptian recalcitrance. It 
would give greater credibility to Egyptian claims that it is pursuing its own interests in 
regional affairs, and it would relieve complaints that the United States’ close relation-
ship with Egypt is a betrayal of its values. Such a change would mean that the bilateral 
relationship would fall to its “natural” and sustainable level, focusing on considerable 
areas of agreement between the two governments. Equally importantly, reducing the 
size of the relationship would give it an opportunity to grow, should sufficient com-
mon basis be found to do so.
Of these two options, the first is preferable; rebuilding a robust relationship would 
help both sides. If that proves impossible, a relationship more modest in its scope and 
ambitions would still advance the interests of each.  
Allowing relations to drift, however, undermines our partnership rather than builds it.  
When future leaderships chart the direction of the relationship, they will do so from 
the more impoverished position that today’s drift engenders. 
Some argue that any change requires new Egyptian leadership, and with an octoge-
narian president in Cairo, the wisest course is patience. Yet, allowing relations to drift 
in the face of grandiose goals and modest returns undermines our partnership rather 
than builds it. Changing the nature of this relationship will take time, and the hard 
work of laying out choices before Americans and Egyptians must begin now.  A 
change must come, and it is far better to do so through preparation and foresight than 
haste and happenstance. ■ 4/6/2009
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Links of Interest
Jon Alterman appeared on CNN’s 
The Situation Room, “U.S. Wants 
Seat on Human Rights Council.”
Haim Malka presented on Turkey’s 
strategic relationships in the Middle 
East for the rollout event of the CSIS 
International Security Program’s 
Turkey’s Evolving Dynamics re-
port.
Jon Alterman, was quoted by the 
Financial Times, “Syria-U.S. Talks 
Offer Hope of Better Ties.”
Jon Alterman, was quoted by Re-
uters, “Clinton Dives Into Arab-Is-
raeli Peacemaking.
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