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Abstract: In a great power competition, the arms exports of the competing great powers are an 

extension of the zero-sum rivalry between both great powers. This may especially be true if these 

great powers are competing over arms sales to an important Third World country. The post-Cold 

War global competition between the United States and Russia over influence in the Middle East 

has been reflected in the Egyptian arms purchases from Washington and Moscow. Contrary to 

the popular belief that a state donor of military aid has leverage over the recipient or that the state 

seller of arms has leverage over the purchaser, this paper argues that Egypt has been able to 

practice a policy of “reverse leverage.” Cairo, as a recipient of US military aid and a purchaser of 

American weapons, was aware of its own geopolitical importance to American national security 

and has been able to use this importance to defy American pressure in certain situations after the 

removal of President Mohamed Morsi in July 2013. Using the tradition of Klaus Knorr, William 

Mott, and Patricia et al. on leverage and reverse leverage, this paper tests for reverse leverage in 

Egyptian policy toward Washington. This includes the extent to which Egypt needs arms and 

military aid from Washington, the sensitivity or “supply vulnerability” of Egypt to an American 

weapons or military aid cutoff, and the costs, for Egypt, of defying the American will. It also 

examines how the Egyptian diversification of its weapons supplies away from the United States 

has helped reduce Egypt’s vulnerability to American pressure. 
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Introduction: 

In March 2019, Egypt signed a $2 billion deal with Russia to import 24 Sukhoi-35 fighter jets. 

This deal raised concern in Washington, where there were calls to apply sanctions on Cairo in 

accordance with the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA). 

(CAATSA was passed by the US Senate in July 2017 and was signed into law by President 

Donald J. Trump in August 2017, and it targeted the Russian, Iranian, and North Korean defense 

industries). Indeed, on April 9, 2019, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said, during a 

testimony to the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee, that Washington has “made clear” to the 

Egyptians that Cairo would come under CAATSA sanctions if Egypt proceeded with the Su-35s 

deal. (“Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act”, Sharp 2019 and Sharp 

2020). Furthermore, on Wednesday November 13, 2019, the US State Department and the US 

Department of Defense sent a letter to Cairo threatening to apply CAATSA sanctions if Egypt 

bought the Sukhoi Su-35 fighter jets from Russia. “Major new arms deals with Russia would, at 

a minimum, complicate future U.S. defense transactions with and security assistance to Egypt,” 

the letter reportedly said (Salama 2019). However, Cairo ignored Washington’s warnings and 

proceeded to receive the first shipment of the Su-35s from Russia in 2020 in accordance with the 

deal (Hassan 2019 and Hosny 2020). 

 
Cairo’s resistance to Washington’s pressures shows the advantages a Third World country (like 

Egypt) can acquire under a world order that is moving from American unipolarity toward more 

multipolarity, with the rise of great power challengers such as Russia and China. Under a 

unipolar global order, weaker states are more likely to bandwagon with the core. On the other 

hand, “it is only under conditions of great power competition that some regional states can enjoy 

greater freedom to manoeuvre. Under such conditions, they may attempt to balance against 

external powers so as to pursue more independent foreign policies” (Selim 2020, p. 5). This 

means that Egypt, as a lesser power in such a global order (that is moving toward more 

multipolarity), can have more freedom to maneuver between the great powers. In other words, 

Egypt was practicing a policy of “reverse leverage” (Mott 2002, p. 14–15, and Sullivan et al. 

2011, p. 281–282). 
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Reverse leverage is a situation in which we have a bilateral relation between a strong 

state/regional power/global power (the “patron”), on the one hand, and a weaker/smaller state 

(the “client”) on the other hand. The strong state is providing the weaker state with aid, military 

assistance, or weapons due to the geopolitical importance of the small state to the interests of the 

strong state. The recipient state recognizes its own geopolitical importance to the donor state and 

uses this geopolitical importance to actually apply pressure on the stronger state, knowing that 

the stronger state will not punish the weaker state by cutting the aid or weapons supplies. 

Reverse leverage can take many forms. It can include simple disobedience or resistance by the 

smaller state toward the strong state and can include the threat of diversification, meaning that 

the weak state will ally itself with another great power or regional power if the current patron 

does not comply with the wishes of the small state. Mott calls this situation a “complex” or a 

“contradiction” in conventional patron–client relations (Mott 2002, p. 14–15, and Sullivan et al. 

2011, p. 281–282). 

 
In the case of Egypt after 2013, Abdel Fattah el Sisi (as Minister of Defense and, later, as 

President) was able to use his popular support and the public anti-American feelings to practice 

reverse leverage against Washington. He therefore succeeded in diversifying Egypt’s alignment 

with the great powers and at diversifying the sources of weapons supplied to the Egyptian army 

away from the United States. 

 
Traditionally, Egypt has been a pro-American country that receives a large amount of American 

arms per year, since the beginning of the peace talks between Egypt and Israel during the late 

1970s. Egypt has been receiving military aid from the United States since 1978, and the amount 

of military aid Egypt has been receiving from the United States has been around $1.3 billion per 

year since 2000. In total, Egypt has received more than $51 billion in military aid from the 

United States in the period between 1978–2020 (compared to a total of $33 billion in economic 

aid from 1946–2020) (Sharp 2020, p. 24 and p. 29–31). 

 
This American military aid is vital for Egyptian weapons supplies. One American governmental 

source said in 2011 that, despite the lack of “verifiable figures on total Egyptian military 

spending,” it was estimated that US military aid (at the time) covered “as much as 80% of the 



4 Egypt’s Future Outlook: The Search for a New Balances [BAEPS Conference: November 24, 2020]  

[Egyptian] Defense Ministry’s weapons procurement costs” (Sharp 2011(a), p. 29 and Sharp 

2011(b), p. 7). Indeed, one of the demands of the January 25, 2011, demonstrations was to 

reduce Egypt’s dependence on the United States. 

 
With the June 30, 2013, demonstrations and Sisi’s election as President in May 2014 came “the 

most significant changes” in Egyptian foreign policy since the signing of the Peace Treaty with 

Israel. Under Sisi, Egypt “sought to balance its relations with the great powers after decades of 

its traditionally pro-American foreign policy.” Sensing a potential strategic opportunity, Moscow 

quickly began to strategically engage with Cairo and show support for Sisi. This led to a $3.5 

billion arms deal between Egypt and Russia in 2014, the largest between both countries since the 

1970s. Cairo went ahead with this arms deal as a counterbalance against US pressure (Selim 

2020, p. 15–17). 

 
In general, arms transactions have been analyzed using international relations (IR) theories in 

previous academic works. This paper adds to the literature by analyzing Egypt’s arms supplies 

based on Knorr’s concept of “leverage” and based on Mott’s and Sullivan et al.’s concept of 

“reverse leverage,” which has not received enough attention in the literature. Such an exercise 

helps provide a better understanding of the foreign policy options in the hands of small states. 

 
Arms transfers from great powers to smaller powers are a reflection of the competition between 

the great powers. Based on this assumption, this paper proposes the hypothesis that Cairo is 

aware of this competition between the United States and Russia and that Cairo is using Egypt’s 

stance as a pivotal state to diversify its weapons purchases away from Washington and more 

toward Moscow (and other suppliers such as France and Germany). In fact, it could be argued 

that Egypt’s policy of diversifying against Washington is a policy of reverse leverage: 

 
H1: Egypt’s policy of diversifying its weapons sources away from the American arms supplies 

reflects a reverse leverage policy by Cairo. 

 
To test for Egypt’s reverse leverage policy of playing both arms suppliers (the United States and 

Russia) against each other, the following research questions will test for reverse leverage. These 
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questions, as seen below, are based on the question previously used by Knorr (1977), Sullivan et 

al. (2011), and Mahdi (2019) to test for leverage and/or reverse leverage. We have to test for who 

needs the other more. Does Washington need Cairo more than Cairo needs Washington? Or vice 

versa? Therefore, the first question will discuss to what extent the supplier/patron/great power (in 

this case, the United States) needs the weak state/client, (in this case, Egypt): 

 
RQ1: To what extent does the United States need Egypt to protect Washington’s strategic 

interests in the region? 

 
The second question will discuss the extent to which Egypt needs the United States for military 

aid and/or arms supplies: 

 
RQ2: To what extent does Egypt need the United States for weapons supplies and military aid? 

 
 

Based on the answers to the two questions above (the extent to which each side needs the other), 

we have to test for the extent to which Egypt can disobey Washington and get away with it. In 

other words, the following two questions test for the willingness of Washington to punish Egypt 

for its defiance of the American will. 

 
RQ3: To what extent is Egypt able to defy Washington? 

 
 

RQ5: To what extent will Washington punish Egypt for defying Washington? 

 
 

This paper suggests that Egypt’s policy is applying a form of reverse leverage, where the smaller 

power is tilting toward one great power at the expense of the other great power. In this case, 

Egypt is tilting toward Moscow for two purposes: to resist American pressures after the removal 

of President Mohamed Morsi and to diversify the Egyptian arms supplies away from the 

American near-monopoly. 

 
The next section will give a general presentation of leverage and reverse leverage. 
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I- Theories on Leverage and Reverse Leverage: 
 

 

Knorr (1977) defines “leverage” as “one actor using a lever to gain advantage over another 

actor.” He writes that a state can attempt to use its power to apply leverage over another state. 

The advantages gained from applying this leverage may include but are not limited to the 

following: coercing the target state into an action it would not have otherwise done or to gain 

influence over the foreign policy decisions of the target state. Leverage, therefore, arises from 

the coercer controlling the factors of great economic and/or strategic value to other countries 

(Knorr 1977, p. 99–100, 125). In such cases of applying leverage, Knorr discusses the extent to 

which the supplier state has control over the commodity that the consumer state needs, which is 

the “supply vulnerability” of the consumer state. The “supply vulnerability” of the consumer 

state would be higher if the supplier has a great extent of control over the commodity, if the 

consumer has a very high demand for this commodity, or if the cost of disobeying the supplier 

(the “cost of defiance”) is greater than the cost of obeying the supplier (“the cost of compliance”) 

(Knorr 1977, p. 99–100, 125). 

 
On the other hand, acknowledges Knorr, this dependency and vulnerability can also be reversed. 

In other words, it can be the consumer state that has control and leverage over the supplier state. 

This can occur if, for example, the consumer state diversifies its sources or if the supplier state is 

dependent on the market of the consumer state for revenues. This may especially be true because 

it is rare for one supplier to have too much control over the fate of the consumer. Therefore, 

argues Knorr, the success or failure of attempts to apply leverage is “situational,” which means 

that its outcome, its success or failure, depends on the particular circumstances of each specific 

case (Knorr 1977, p. 104, 105, 108, 118, 123). 

Following the tradition of Knorr and others who have discussed leverage, Mahdi (2019) 

examined Egypt’s supply vulnerability to a possible Israeli gas cutoff to see whether Israel would 

use gas exports to Egypt as a pressure card to force Egypt to follow Tel Aviv’s will. One test was 

the importance of Israel’s gas to Egypt’s total energy consumption and energy mix (Egypt’s 

supply vulnerability), which turned out to be very low. Another test was the dependence of the 
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Israeli economy on exporting gas to Egypt, which was also low. The third test was the salience 

of gas exports in Egyptian–Israeli relations, which turned out to be low given other more urgent 

issues such as security in Sinai, the peace process, and relations with the United States. The 

results of these tests showed that Egypt is thus not vulnerable to pressure from Tel Aviv using 

gas exports to Egypt (Mahdi 2019). 

 
When it comes to arms transfers and military aid, there is the perception that the arms supplier, 

or the donor of aid, has control over the arms purchaser, or the recipient of aid. This is because of 

the perception that the recipient needs the donor more than the donor needs the recipient and that 

the arms purchaser needs the supplier more than the supplier needs the purchaser. Therefore, 

there is the perception that the donor, or the supplier, would have leverage over the recipient, or 

the purchaser. While this is true in certain cases, the opposite is true in other instances. In certain 

cases, the arms purchaser, or the recipient of military aid, would be aware of its geopolitical 

importance for the donor, or the arms supplier. Therefore, it would be the recipient, or the 

purchaser, who would have leverage over the donor, or the arms supplier. This would be a 

situation of reverse leverage (Mott 2002, p. 14–15, and Sullivan et al. 2011, p. 281–282). 

 
In their work on the effect of military aid on recipient state cooperation with the donor state, 

Sullivan et al. argue that there are three criteria that show that reverse leverage is being practiced. 

The first criterion is that states that are critical to the security of the donor will receive large 

amounts of military aid but are less likely to become more cooperative as aid increases. The 

second criterion is that states that receive large military aid are not always more cooperative with 

the donor state than those who receive less aid. The third criterion is that the donor state will not 

punish the recipient by reducing aid if the recipient becomes defiant (Sullivan et al. 2011, p. 

281–282). 

 
 

The next section will provide a literature review on arms trade and military aid. 
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II- Literature Review: 
 

 

The arms trade in international relations theory: 
 

 

There is a vast amount of literature on the arms trade, or arms transfer, between states. This 

literature, however, has mostly been concerned with figures and statistics, descriptions of who 

sells weapons to whom, and attempting to link the global arms sales to other factors such as 

inter-state war, civil war, economic development, and the arms industry. Nevertheless, a few 

works have attempted to link arms transfer to theory, and this small amount of literature usually 

links theory to specific cases of arms transfers between specific states. 

 
Kinsella (2011), for instance, writes that the literature on arms trade has been descriptive, 

explanatory, or normative. The descriptive literature describes “the main players in the global 

arms trade, their policies and relationships, and patterns and trends in global and regional arms 

flows.” The explanatory literature aims to “uncover the causes and consequences of the arms 

trade, especially the relationships between arms transfers and violence between or within states.” 

The normative literature presents “the economic, political and humanitarian ills associated with 

arms transfers” and suggests solutions to solve these problems (Kinsella 2011, p. 218). Thus 

writes Kinsella, the use of social science theory as related to the arms trade is “relatively 

underdeveloped” when compared to other areas in political science. However, he said, the 

literature has seen some conceptual frameworks that may be described as “pre-theoretical” 

(Kinsella 2011, p. 220). This literature includes three patterns of supply (as suggested by the 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI). The hegemonic pattern is the arms 

exports by the great powers to extend their influence on the importers. The industrial pattern 

includes the pressure of the arms industry on the state to help them export their products. The 

restrictive pattern of supply is applying sanctions on certain countries and preventing them from 

importing arms. The literature on arms trade also includes works on the link between the arms 

trade and the distribution of power and polarity and works on the historical waves and phases of 

global arms transfer (Kinsella 2011, p. 220, 221). 
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Zarzecki (2002) agrees with Kinsella on the lack of theory with respect to the arms trade 

literature. Zarzecki says that a large part of the literature on arms trade is mostly concerned with 

“quantitative analysis” and “who sells what to whom” in such a way that makes it “read like the 

analysis of the stock market.” Recently, however, Zarzecki saw the rise of some “qualitative 

works on the arms trade” that are concerned with searching for “patterns within the arms 

production and transfer data.” Such works, according to Zarzecki, provide the foundation for 

researchers to take their analysis to the next step to the level of theoretical explanation. 

Unfortunately, writes Zarzecki, “the level of descriptive data about the arms transfers has thus far 

not been matched by an equally sophisticated level of theoretical analysis” (Zarzecki 2002, p. 33, 

34). 

 
Similarly, Meijer et al. (2018) write that “the literature on arms transfers is voluminous, but 

contains few theoretical frameworks for analyzing the patters and variations in arms transfer 

policies” (Meijer et al. 2018, p. 854). 

 
The works that present an approach to analyzing arms transfers but fall short of offering a 

theoretical background include Kinsella (2002), which argues that the great powers do compete 

against each other in the global arms trade as a means to acquire allies and proxies. This “arms 

transfer competition,” or these “competitive dynamics” of the global arms trade, are a main 

feature of the great power competition and are “an extension” of the arms race between the great 

powers (Kinsella 2002, p. 214, 218, and passim). He argues that the competition between the 

United States and the Soviet Union: 

 
Was extended to the Third World as military aid and arms sales 

became a preferred means of courting potential allies in the global 

struggle for influence. Once patron-client relationships have been 

established, arms transfers gained additional momentum as the 

superpowers became invested in the security of their respective 

clients, many of whom were engaged in enduring regional 

rivalries. Ongoing disputes between North and South Korea, Israel 

and its Arab neighbors, India and Pakistan, Iraq and Iran… 
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became extra regional affairs when the United States and the 

Soviet Union became the primary arms suppliers of the opposing 

sides. (Kinsella 2002, p. 213). 

 
Using quantitative analysis, Kinssella (2002) argues that this was true during the Cold War and 

that this is also true during the post-Cold War era (Kinsella 2002, passim). 

 
Nevertheless, there have been works that have attempted to offer a theoretical analysis to specific 

cases of arms transfers between specific states. 

 
Meijer et al. (2018), for example, took the four cases of the American, British, French, and 

Russian arms exports to China and analyzed them using the theory of neoclassical realism 

(NCR), which took into consideration both the international factors and domestic factors that 

determine the arms trade between states. The international factors Meijer et al.’s NCR took into 

consideration were relative power considerations and the level of threat assessment that each of 

the four arms exporters gave to China. The higher these factors, the less the arms exports to 

China. The domestic factors Meijer et al. used were related to the defense and technological 

industrial base (DTIB) of each of the four arms exporters. The level of dependence on exports to 

China and the level of dependence on imports from the United States were measured in the DTIB 

in each of the four exporting countries. The higher the dependence on exports to China and the 

lower the dependence on arms imports from the US (which would mean lower American 

leverage on the other exporters or lower American pressure on them to reduce arms exports to 

China), the more the arms exports to China will be. Meijer et al. conclude that according to their 

use of neoclassical realism, international factors were more important in determining the level of 

arms exports to China than domestic factors in each of the four arms exporters. 

 
Donaldson and Donaldson (2013) focus on Russian arms exports to China and argue that both 

realism and constructivism fail to fully explain them. Realism fails to explain them, according to 

Donaldson and Donaldson, because of several reasons. These reasons include the intermittent 

relation between both Moscow and Beijing, the fact that both Moscow and Beijing would 

sometimes bandwagon with the United States, the fact that both Beijing and Moscow see each 
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other as a threat, and the diversions in the global strategic vision of both states. Constructivism, 

too, fails to explain Russian arms exports to China given the mistrust and tensions between both 

states. They conclude that Russian arms sales to China is “a phenomenon we cannot understand 

through traditional theories of international relations,” and they offer a new approach to look at 

them using three variables: the relative decline of Russia as a global power, the effect of 

domestic politics in Moscow, and common identity issues between Moscow and Beijing in the 

fact that both are wary of American power (Donaldson and Donaldson 2013, passim). 

 
Blank and Levitzky (2015) do not offer any academic theoretical analysis, but they examine 

Moscow’s aims in Russian arms exports to Asian and Middle Eastern countries. Blank and 

Levitzky acknowledge that economic factors, revenue generation, and pressure from the Russian 

arms industry are indeed important factors in encouraging Russian arms exports to Asian and 

Middle Eastern countries. However, they argue that it would be erroneous to say that these are 

the central drivers behind Russia’s exports to these countries. Rather, they argue, the main 

drivers include far larger strategic and geopolitical goals, such as Moscow’s aim to use their 

arms exports to expand its influence in these countries. This may include having more influence 

over the armed forces of the importing countries, enhancing the defense relations with these 

countries, obtaining military basing rights and mineral extraction rights in these countries, and 

supporting its status as a global power with an independent foreign policy. In examining these 

national security goals, Blank and Levitzky also acknowledge the zero-sum nature of arms 

exports and Russia’s competition against the West (and other states) in exporting arms to Asia 

and the Middle East (Blank and Levitzky 2015, passim). 

 
This paper contributes to the literature by using the reverse leverage model and taking Egypt’s 

arms supplies from the United States and Russia as a case study. The Egyptian case displays a 

situation where a Third World arms importer is able to use its status as a pivotal regional power 

and to use the great power competition between two great powers (in a world moving from 

unipolarity toward more multipolarity) to its own benefit. 
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The next section will present a historical background on the arms trade between Cairo and 

Washington and that between Cairo and Moscow. This is followed by a section applying the 

reverse leverage model to these transactions. 

 

 

III- Historical Background 
 

 

Egypt is important for the American geostrategic power in the Middle East. Cairo allows certain 

privileges for Washington. For example, American ships are given priority to pass through the 

Suez Canal without waiting in line like ships from other nationalities. Additionally, the United 

States is the only country in the world that is allowed to sail nuclear-armed vessels through the 

Suez Canal. (Ships from other nuclear powers must sail around Africa if they want to reach the 

Middle East (Newton-Small, 2013).) Another privilege is that the United States Air Force is 

allowed to fly over Egyptian airspace without having prior permission from the Egyptian 

government (Springborg, 2013). Regarding weapons sales, the American weapons companies 

need to sell the weapons to Egypt. First, weapons sales to Egypt are important for the profits of 

these American weapons companies. Second, these American weapons companies own factories 

in certain cities in the United States that may close down if weapons are not sold to Egypt, and 

this may lead to a rise in unemployment in these American cities (Delcker 2013 and Ghattas 

2013). Finally, the main reason for the American military aid and American weapons sales to 

Egypt is that Washington wants Egypt to maintain and protect its relations with Israel. 

Washington also wants Egypt to maintain Israel’s security and to fight terrorism in Sinai and 

along the Egyptian border with Gaza because the Islamic militant groups in this region may 

attack Israel (Dorell 2013, Klapper 2013, Lee 2014 and Ravid 2013 and Rudorgen 2013). 

 
Egypt was able to invest in this strategic importance. The events following the removal of Morsi 

on July 3, 2013, had their repercussions on the arms deals between Washington and Cairo and 

led Cairo to diversify away from Washington toward Moscow. 

 
Since the overthrow of Morsi, Obama and his administration stressed on several occasions that 

the overthrow was not a “coup” and that Morsi, despite being democratically elected, was an 
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undemocratic President because he failed to be “inclusive” and has undertaken policies that 

contradict democracy (Obama 2013, Psaki 2013a, Psaki 2013b). However, Obama did express 

concern about the political situation in Egypt, and these concerns were reflected in the military 

relations between Cairo and Washington. On August 15, 2013, following the events of Rabea 

Square, Obama canceled Operation Bright Star, a biannual joint military exercise with Egypt. 

Washington also announced that it would delay the delivery of 10 Apache helicopters that were 

ordered in 2010 and due for delivery in August 2013 (Ghattas 2013, Gordon and Landler 2013, 

and Hauslouhner and Londoño 2013). 

 
On October 9, 2013, the Obama Administration announced that it would withhold the deliveries 

of tanks, fighter aircraft, and other military equipment, as well as $250 million in cash aid, from 

Egypt until it made progress on democracy and human rights. US Secretary of State John Kerry 

emphasized that this aid freeze to Egypt was only partial and temporary. He said that it only 

aimed to ensure that the political process in Egypt would be “inclusive” and would lead to “free 

and fair elections.” He also stressed that Washington would continue to work with Egypt on 

issues that matter to the American interest: Middle East security, security in Sinai, and the peace 

process with Israel. Kerry reiterated these points during his visit to Egypt in November 2013 

(Zengerle 2013, Kerry 2013(a), Kerry 2013(b), and Wroughton and Fayed 2013). 

 

During Kerry’s visit to Egypt, however, the Egyptian government also stressed that it would seek 

weapons from sources other than the United States (Wroughton and Fayed 2013). Indeed, in 

February 2014, Cairo announced a $2 billion arms deal with Russia during Sisi’s visit to Russia 

as Minister of Defense (Dorell 2014). Michele Dunne, an analyst at the Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, said that Moscow was “reviving a Cold War-type rivalry between Russia 

and the United States… trying to step in where the United States seems wavering or ineffective” 

(Dorell, 2014). On the other hand, Badr Abdel Atty, Egyptian foreign ministry spokesman at the 

time, denied that Cairo sought “to replace one ally with another.” The strengthening relations 

with Russia, he said, were an attempt “to provide Egyptian political decision makers with 

alternatives in the national interest” (Saleh and Hille 2013). 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/people/ernesto-londono
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A breakthrough occurred as presidential elections took place in Egypt in May 2014. On June 3, 

Abdel Fattah El Sisi was announced the winner of the elections. On June 8, he was sworn in as 

Egypt’s President. This was followed by a visit by Kerry to Cairo on June 22, 2014, where Kerry 

met Sisi and announced that the $575 million in American aid money, which were frozen after 

the overthrow of Morsi, was released (“US unlocks military aid to Egypt, backing President Sisi” 

2014). 

 
Nevertheless, Cairo continued its efforts to diversify away from Washington. In September 2014, 

Cairo reached a deal with Moscow to buy $3.5 billion worth of weapons from Russia (“Russia, 

Egypt seal preliminary arms deal worth $3.5 billion: agency,” 2014). 

 
On December 20, 2014, the Egyptian armed forces announced that it had received the 10 Apache 

helicopters the United States had been withholding since the overthrow of Morsi (“Egypt 

receives delayed Apache helicopter shipment from US,” 2014). However, the F-16 fighter jets 

were not yet delivered due to American concerns over democracy in Egypt and because F-16s 

are not used in fighting Islamic militant groups (Marshall 2014 and Seldin 2014). On March 31, 

2015, the Obama Administration announced that it would remove the weapons freeze on Egypt 

after a long internal policy review was completed. The White House justified the decision by 

saying that it was “in the interest of US national security” (Baker 2015, Pickler 2015, and Ryan 

2015). On July 30 and 31, 2015, Washington delivered eight F16s to Egypt, followed by four 

more F16s in October 2015 (“United States Delivers Eight Advanced F-16 Aircraft to Egypt” 

2015, “United States Delivers Four F-16 Fighter Jets to Egyptian Armed Forces” 2015). 

 
Egypt continued to buy weapons from both of Washington and Moscow, where, as seen in the 

figure below, the share of Russia (and other weapons exporting countries) in Egyptian arms 

purchases continued to increase at the expense of America’s share. This trend continued until the 

signing of the CAATSA into law and Washington’s threats against Egypt in April and November 

2019 and Cairo’s ignorance of these American threats. 

 

 

Figure 1: Sources of Egyptian Arms Purchases: 
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Source: Sharp 2020, from Stratford, using Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Arms Transfer 

Database data. 

 

 
Nevertheless, Egypt continues to import arms from both of the United States and Russia, using 

its importance as a strategic state and a lucrative market for arms imports to pressurize 

Washington into what Cairo wants. 

 
The next section will apply the reverse leverage theoretical model to the arms transactions 

between Egypt and the United States and Russia. 
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IV - Applying the Reverse Leverage Model to the American– 

Russian Arms Transactions 

 

Leverage is tested for by examining the vulnerability of each side to pressure from the other. 

Reverse leverage is tested for by examining the ability of Egypt to defy the American will, the 

American ability and willingness to punish Egypt for its defiance, and Egypt’s vulnerability to 

this American punishment. 

 

 

First, Egypt’s importance for American geopolitical security: 
 

 

Egypt’s shift from the Soviet camp to the American camp during the late 1970s was complete 

with the signing of the Peace Treaty with Israel and with the improvement of American– 

Egyptian military relations. These Egyptian policies led to the American military aid and arms 

importance for the American interests in the Middle East. Since then, Egypt became the second- 

largest recipient of US military aid after Israel and became one of the largest consumers of US 

arms through the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) programs. Washington is providing Egypt 

with these military advantages to support Egypt’s ability to protect the American interests in the 

region. Egypt, on the other hand, provides Washington with advantages such as the priority of 

passage through the Suez Canal and over-flight privileges. 

 

 

Second, Cairo’s ability to defy Washington’s pressure and, third, 

Washington’s lack of punishment 

 

After the removal of Morsi, Obama expressed concern about the political situation in Egypt. This 

was followed by the temporary and partial freeze of US military aid and weapons delivery to 

Egypt. Egypt responded by diversifying its weapons supplies away from the United States 

toward Russia, which would mean, indirectly, that Cairo was moving further away from the 

American orbit and closer to the Russian orbit. This diversification would also translate into less 
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American leverage toward Cairo. Egypt also held presidential elections, partially to satisfy 

Washington’s conditionality for a democratic process, where Sisi was elected President. Over 

2014 and 2015, Washington responded by removing the temporary and partial freeze on Egypt’s 

military aid and weapons deliveries. Over the years, Russia’s share of Egypt’s arms supplies 

increased at the expense of Washington’s. Furthermore, Egypt was able to resist the CAATSA 

threats from Washington and went ahead with the weapons deliveries from Russia in 2019 and 

2020. Washington did not actually apply the CAATSA to Egypt, and there is no sign that 

CAATSA will actually be applied to Egypt. With the decline in America’s share in Egypt’s arms 

supplies (as seen in Figure 1), this further reduces Egypt’s supply vulnerability to a cutoff or 

freeze of American weapons deliveries. 

 
The test above shows that the elements of reverse leverage have been satisfied. Washington was 

unable to prevent Cairo from following certain policies against the American interest due to 

Egypt’s strategic importance. Additionally, Egypt’s supply vulnerability to an American military 

aid or weapons delivery cutoff was further reduced with the diversification to more Russian 

arms. 

 

 

 
V - Conclusion 

 

 

The purpose of this paper was to argue that Egypt has used a policy of reverse leverage to oppose 

pressure from the United States, which has been the main provider of Egypt’s arms supplies for 

decades. The tests conducted on Egypt’s geopolitical importance, Washington’s attempts to 

pressure Egypt, and Egypt’s defiance and diversification away from American arms to other 

suppliers (mainly Russia) show Cairo’s reverse leverage. This paper is concerned with Egypt’s 

exploitation of the competition between both great powers and Cairo’s use of reverse leverage to 

defy the United States. 

 
This paper breaks away from the perception that the aid donor, or the arms supplier, has leverage 

over the aid recipient, or the arms purchaser. It provides a better understanding of the application 
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of leverage by reintroducing the model of reverse leverage, which provides more power to the 

smaller state. It also helps provide a better understanding of the geopolitical/strategic tools in the 

hands of small states when facing great powers, especially given that reverse leverage has not 

received enough attention in academic work. There is room for more research on the applications 

of reverse leverage, not just in arms transactions but in all fields of IR theory, where it is required 

to have a better understanding of the behavior of weak states and their ability or inability to 

maneuver vis-à-vis stronger states. 
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