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The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan: A Careful Production
Abstract
Jordans monarchy remains in power via several tactics including rent-seeking,
omnibalancing, threat balancing, and creating and managing a certain image in the West via
American television programs and the Internet. The regime additionally seeks to create a
certain image amongst its constituents through various political campaigns that intend to
appear serious about reforms without actually changing anything significant. All of Jordans
political maneuvering, branding, and image campaigns are critical in order for it to survive.
They are just as critical as the funds Jordan secures from the US and GCC countries.

Introduction
The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan has played an important role both in the Middle
East and on the global stage. Jordans significance results partly from its strategic
location and partly from the kingdom being an American ally. Unlike its Arab neighbors
to the south and east, Jordan has no oil of its own; its resources are limited to phosphates
and agricultural produce. Its water sources are limited due to population inflows. The
Jordanian economy is largely dependent on rentier income  whether in the form of
security and banking services, tourism, remittances, and above all foreign aid provided
by the Arab Gulf countries and the United States. Modern Jordan is what is known as
a façade democracy, a self-declared constitutional monarchy, but one in which real
power resides within the Palace. The Jordanian monarchy has been involved in various
branding and public relations campaigns since its founding. Only modernity and new
technology have changed the way in which this branding process is carried out. Each
monarch has carefully stage-managed his reign to keep himself on the throne.
The history of modern Jordan begins in the twentieth century. The desert kingdom
was recognized as a state under British supervision by the Council of the League
of Nations in 1922 and in 1946 was recognized as an independent sovereign kingdom
by the United States and Britain. Jordans first ruler, the Hashemite Abdullah, was
born in Mecca and played a leading role in the Great Arab Revolt against the Ottomans.
Thousands of Palestinians fleeing the Arab-Israeli war arrived in Jordan in 1948,
creating a significant shift in population demographics that is still a source of political
and social tension today.1 The population increased from circa 435,000 people to 1.2
Ph.D. in Modern Middle Eastern History, Department of History and Archaeology, American
University of Beirut, e-mail: cbatruni@gmail.com
1
Alan George, Jordan: Living in the Crossfire, London: Zed Books, 2005, pp. 2425.
*
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million people. In 1967, Jordan experienced another influx of Palestinian refugees
after Israel annexed Jerusalem and the West Bank. There was even a third influx of
Palestinians from Kuwait after the second Gulf War, which is actually what brought
Queen Rania to Jordan. Jordan and Israel signed a peace treaty in 1994, terminating
an official state of war that had endured for 46 years. Jordan and Egypt are the only
two Arab states to have made peace with Israel, a policy that is unpopular amongst
many Jordanians and other Arabs.
King Husseins eldest son, Abdullah II, succeeded to the throne after his fathers
death in 1999. King Abdullah II has been in power ever since. His Palestinian wife,
Queen Rania, is remarkably active in local, regional, and international politics and
humanitarianism. King Abdullah II inherited extensive powers; the king appoints
cabinets, approves legislation, and can dissolve parliament. Jordan is a linchpin
monarchy, meaning that the kings political engagement is typically limited to
overseeing the countrys political-strategic orientation while the king stays away
from the details of everyday politics in order to maintain an above-the-fray image.2
The Jordanian political body is composed of several tribal, ethnical and religious
groups: Jordanians, Palestinians, Circassians, Chechens, Christians, Muslims, with
radicals, progressives and conservatives in each group. Each king has not only had
to deal with the diverse needs and interests of the Jordanian population, but with the
needs and interests of neighboring countries and the West as well. Every decision
made by a Jordanian monarch has been strategic and has served his own self-interest
doing whatever possible to protect his throne. Whenever necessary, superficial reforms
are made, and human rights are promoted to weaken challenges to the Hashemite
domination of the political system; inconsequential concessions are masked as
significant reforms.
Recent years have presented King Abdullah II with growing demands for political
reform, not just from the Jordanian population but also from the United States and
the European Union. Jordan is one of several monarchies in the Arab world that has
not succumbed to the upheavals of the Arab Spring. What renders Jordan distinct
from other monarchical regimes such as those of Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, Morocco, and the United Arab Emirates is Jordans ongoing branding process
both in the West and in Jordan itself. It is quite remarkable that several prominent
members of Jordans royal family, including King Abdullah II, Queen Rania, Queen
Noor, and Prince Zeid Raad have appeared regularly in the Western media, on
extremely popular American television programs such as The Oprah Winfrey Show,
The View, Good Morning America, CNN, The Today Show, NBC Nightly News, The
Daily Show with Jon Stewart, and The Colbert Report. Queen Rania is frequently
featured in American and European magazines alongside Hollywood celebrities as an
icon of fashion, beauty, grace, and as a desirable representation of a modern Muslim
woman. The queen additionally maintains a ubiquitous online presence via an official
Zoltan Barany, Unrest and State Response in Arab Monarchies, Mediterranean Quarterly,
Vol. 24, No. 2, Spring 2013, p. 6.
2
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Youtube channel, an official Facebook profile, an official Twitter profile, and her
own official website. No other Arab heads of state engage in such public relations
strategies in the West by means of the Internet, nor do they make visits to popular
American television programs to discuss the issues their countries are confronted
by. These characteristics are unique to the current Jordanian regime and will be
analyzed in further detail. As shall become evident, the Jordanian regime remains in
power via tactics of threat balancing, omnibalancing, and rent-seeking.
King Abdullah II
King Abdullah IIs succession to the throne came as a surprise to him and the rest
of Jordan. His succession came approximately ten years into a broader set of changes
in Jordans economy, domestic politics, and foreign policy. At 37 years old, his age
was much closer to that of the general population. His wife, Queen Rania, was of
Palestinian origin, which created widespread hopes and expectations that King
Abdullah II would dedicate more attention to opening up the political system and
fortifying national unity.3 Yet Abdullah II was politically inexperienced and his Arabic
language skills were lacking. This placed his wife in the spotlight as she took on
many of his responsibilities. Rania claimed a place in the spotlight by managing the
kings communication with his Arabic speaking subjects and then worked to
reconfigure the inner elite based on her own Kuwaiti-Palestinian business networks.
Almost immediately after becoming king, Abdullah II made his interest and skill in
foreign policy rather evident by undertaking a series of trips to key capital cities to
bolster international support for his regime and for Jordan. He even visited states
that had tense relations with Jordan such as Libya and Syria.4 King Abdullah II also
linked Jordan with the World Trade Organization, maintained Jordans peace treaty
with Israel, and re-established relations with the monarchies of the Persian Gulf.5
The king is known as the most pro-American Arab leader in the Middle East. King
Abdullah II exhibits uncritical support of American policies and an unwavering
conviction in globalization and the free market economy. In comparing the king with
his father, Abdullahs father fought pan-Arab nationalism but also invoked it as a
source of Hashemite legitimacy. But for Abdullah, support for American interests
has replaced Arab nationalism as a source of legitimacy in an age of US-led
globalization, and he does not seem concerned that his flaunting of pro-Western
services could undermine his support among Arabs and Jordanians.6
In October 2002 King Abdullah IIs government launched a campaign called Jordan
First.7 The intention was to kindle Jordanian national feelings by focusing public
Marwan Muasher, A Decade of Struggling Reform Efforts in Jordan: The Resilience of the
Rentier System, The Carnegie Papers, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, May 2011, p. 5.
4
Curtis Ryan, Jordan in Transition, Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2002, p. 111.
5
Ibid., p. 112.
6
Lamis Andoni, King Abdallah: In His Fathers Footsteps?, Journal of Palestine Studies, Vol.
29, No. 3, 2000, p. 81.
7
George, Jordan: Living..., p. 49.
3
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attention on domestic issues at a time when Jordan was riveted by conflicts in Iraq and
the Intifada in Palestine. The king appointed a royal commission to draft a Jordan First
document containing suggestions for action. Unveiled on 18 December 2002, the
document was largely a re-statement of the National Charter, and it was framed in
language that suggested that the entire exercise was, as much as anything else, intended
as an opportunity for the expression of loyalty to the monarchy and the established
system.8 The document called for a strengthening of democracy, personal liberties,
more freedom for the press, and an improvement of womens status in society. It
called for greater efforts to achieve social justice, particularly by reducing poverty and
unemployment. It also recommended reforms to increase the productivity of the courts
and restated the National Charters call for the establishment of a constitutional court.
However, these are reforms that are repeatedly proposed but rarely put into practice.9
The only recommendation that has actually been executed is the creation of a six-seat
quota for women in parliament. Otherwise, the only material legacy of this campaign
is the ubiquitous roadside placards that display the Jordanian flag.
In July 2006, the government launched an initiative called We Are All Jordan.10
The new Prime Minister, Marouf Bakhit, was pressed by the king to move reform
efforts forward. His government reluctantly gathered a forum of 700 participants
over two days in July 2006 to address the political, social, and economic challenges
that Jordan was facing. Regardless of the fact that the National Agenda committee
had spent seven months producing an in-depth analysis of those problems, which it
had recently published, the participants soon produced the We Are All Jordan
document [ ] The effort, a clear attempt to bypass the National Agendas
recommendations on political reform, selected a list of fifteen priorities. The first
three, respectively, were loyalty and nationalism, sovereignty of the state and the
protection of national interests, and national security. The effort fooled no one,
and was simply ignored by a largely apathetic public that had already lost faith in the
seriousness of the process.11 The general pattern in Jordan is that all efforts to open
up the political system are thwarted by a resilient class of political elites and
bureaucrats who are afraid that such reforms would move Jordan away from a
decades-old rentier system to a merit-based one. Aware that reform would slowly
chip away at the privileges they had acquired over a long period of time in return for
their blind loyalty to the government, they stand firm against reform efforts and the
kings policies. Thus the regime can appear to carry out reform behind the façade of
catchy slogans such as Jordan First and We Are All Jordan while actually not
having changed much of anything.
Jordan has been largely unaffected by the Arab Spring that toppled the dictatorships
of Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Tunisia. The protests that occurred in Jordan were
Ibid., p. 50.
Muasher, A Decade of Struggling..., p. 10.
10
Ibid., p. 15.
11
Ibid., pp. 1516.
8
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carried out by urban intellectuals, tribal-based people from southern Jordan, and
members of the moderate Islamist Action Front (IAF), which is the political wing of
the Muslim Brotherhood. The Muslim Brotherhood is already well integrated into
Jordans political life. The protests were mainly sit-ins after Friday prayers and
individual demonstrations were rather small. The largest demonstration in Jordan
was comprised of an estimated number between 7,000 and 10,000 people.12 A
Jordanian poll revealed that 55% of Jordanians believed that the protests led to chaos
and that 15% of Jordanians believed the protests were unnecessary and futile.13 The
threat of increased protests did however, prompt King Abdullah II to increase the
minimum wage, expand fuel subsidies, and distribute $500 million to increase public
sector salaries. 14 Since the Jordanians do not have the financial resources to
purchase peace and political stability, King Abdullah II was forced to make some
minor concessions.
The Jordanian king on American television
One characteristic of the Jordanian monarchy that renders it distinct from other
Arab monarchies is that its rulers frequently appear on popular American television
programs. The Jordanian royal family regularly utilizes American television to sell
themselves and their image of Jordan to Americans and the West. They depict
themselves as modern monarchs in a traditional region who are striving to reform
their countries despite a plethora of challenges.
In September 2010, just a few months before the Arab Spring would begin, King
Abdullah II appeared on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. Wearing a suit and tie, the
king discussed the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and stated that the major challenge in
resolving this conflict is fighting extremists on both sides.15 But King Abdullah II
proclaims that he believes in humanity and the people of the region, both Israelis and
Arabs. King Abdullah II believes that Iran is central to the problems America and the
Arabs are facing, because Iran has taken away the moderate voice by hijacking the
Israeli-Palestinian issue. He refers to we moderates, portraying himself as a moderate
leader instead of an absolute monarch. He claims that in order to solve the Israeli-Palestinian issue, Iran and al-Qaeda must become less of a threat. He does not
clarify whom they are a threat to or how they present a threat to the conflict. Then
evil will become a localized issue, he explains. Governments will reform and
restructure the way it deals with its people (sic).
Two years later, the incumbent King of Jordan appears on the same television
program.16 The host, Jon Stewart, says, You run a constitutional monarchy, and
the king confirms, although this is certainly untrue. Stewart asks him how he manages
Barany, Unrest and State..., p. 10.
Ibid., p. 10.
14
Ibid., p. 26.
15
The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, Interview with King Abdullah, 23 September 2010.
16
The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, Interview with King Abdullah, 25 September 2012.
12
13
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not to be deposed. King Abdullah II says that Jordan is also part of the Arab Spring
but it means different things in different countries. He claims that in ten to fifteen
years well all say the Arab Spring is a good thing, and portrays himself as not
being threatened by any protests. The difference between Jordan and other countries
is that we changed one-third of the constitution and we are having elections at the
end of the year. Libya, Egypt, Tunisia have new governments in power but mandated
to change constitutions then go to elections again (sic). Stewart brings up the
subject of Iran once again, calling Iran the elephant in the room of the Middle East.
Stewart asks if Iran is the biggest problem in the world and the king explains that the
reason why Iran has a nuclear program is because of what Israel is doing to the
Palestinians, which contradicts what he said on his first appearance on The Daily
Show with Jon Stewart. He portrays the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as the only real
problem in the Middle East and that once it is solved, there will be no other problems
in the region. Referring to the video of the Prophet Mohammad that caused riots in
the Middle East during September 2012, King Abdullah II states, I am a direct
descendant of the Prophet and I refuse to watch it, invoking his Hashemite religious
legitimacy.
Prince Zeid Raad appeared on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart in March 2011,
two months after the start of the Arab Spring.17 The prince is the Jordanian ambassador
to the United Nations; he appeared on behalf of King Abdullah II to promote the
kings new book Our Last Best Chance. This would have been the kings third
appearance on this political comedy program. Stewart asks the prince, Is the situation
so dire in Jordan right now that he cant come on a comedy program? Prince Zeid
says it is clear that King Abdullah II needs to be in the Middle East right now given
what is going on in Egypt and Libya. The prince claims that the king is in tune with
the Arab streets, saying that His Majesty very early on dismissed the government
and started listening to his people very carefully and is taking exactly the right
measures. Stewart says King Abdullah II is considered to be one of the most modern
and moderate leaders in the Middle East and is considered popular amongst his people.
The timing of the kings new book seemed somewhat suspicious, appearing two
months after the start of the Arab Spring. However the audience learns from Prince
Zeid that the king completed the book in September 2010. According to the prince,
King Abdullah warns the reader that unless real change comes to Middle East, unless
the youth are empowered and unless balance is created in terms of opportunities for
women, and unless societies are opened up, the Arab world will be in serious trouble.
The prince claims that, Indeed that is what we have begun to see. Nothing about
living under dictatorships is mentioned, nor the fact that not much real change has
come to Jordan under his rule. Ironically, the prince states that King Abdullah II has
been warning successive governments that if they do not reform and keep up with
the needs of their people, they will be left behind and there will be a serious reaction.
Throughout his interview, Prince Zeid portrays King Abdullah II as being astute,
17

The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, Interview with Prince Zeid Raad, 2 March 2011.
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alert, and concerned about the needs of all Arab peoples. He says, We represent our
people, we need to listen to them, and that If we do not listen to them, if we hide
behind barricades, they will make us listen. Paradoxically, the book is written for
western audiences and not for Arab rulers and monarchs.
The Jordanian queen on American television and the World Wide Web
Queen Rania appeared as a guest on Oprah Winfreys television program in May
2006. Winfrey introduced Queen Rania to her studio audience as a gorgeous mother
of four and an international fashion icon, who has initiatives to make the world a
better place for women and children. 18 Winfrey announced that Queen Rania and
King Abdullah II, have become the face of modern royalty [ ] Together they are
bridging the gap between the Arab and Western world, and she includes orientalist
sentiments, that Queen Rania lives in a culture where women arent always seen
and heard. Once Queen Rania comes out on stage to commence her interview, she
presents a humble image of herself by dismissing Winfreys enthusiasm about how
exciting it is to be a queen. Queen Rania says she is a mother who worries about her
children, like any other woman. Contending that she is neither far removed nor not
in touch with reality as some have alleged, she states that her life is about dealing
with issues on the ground, which she does on a daily basis. Her main concerns that
she presents to the viewers, are poverty and womens issues. She calls for girls
education: Poverty is a she, says the queen. Winfrey is impressed and the audience
nods in agreement.
Queen Rania claims that people would be surprised to discover how alike women
in Jordan and women in the United States actually are. The audience is then shown
a video reportage of three typical Jordanian women. The first woman presented in
the video is a homemaker with a western hairstyle and western clothes. The second
woman interviewed in the video works in a preschool and is veiled. The third woman
depicted in the video owns a dress shop and talks about how she watches her weight,
and how girls in Jordan do not mind wearing her low-cut dresses. She also highlights
her shared similarities with American women by proclaiming that she buys American
cereal for her kids and that, As working women, we order a pizza once a week.
The women talk about how their husbands treat them very well, and the first woman
says her marriage was not arranged but that she fell in love and got married by
choice. The veiled woman discusses why she veils, and stresses that it is her own
choice. The first woman is also a Muslim; she shows the camera her prayer mat and
informs the viewer that she veils only when praying. The video enlightens the audience
by announcing that only 60% of Jordanian women wear the veil.
After the conclusion of the video presentation on Jordanian women, Queen Rania
says that the veil is not a sign of oppression and weakness, and that We should
judge women for whats going on in their heads, not whats on their heads. When
18

The Oprah Winfrey Show, Interview with Queen Rania, 17 May 2006.

12

Catherine Batruni

asked about the glamorous palace life she must lead, her retort is that Our palace is
very much a home. The queen stresses that she does not let her son watch as much
television as he wants and that she monitors what kind of shows he watches. She
uncomfortably stresses that he is not spoiled and that he, has to work for it.
Winfrey departs from the subject of life in the palace, as she was not able to elicit
the answers she wanted from Queen Rania who instead discusses the importance of
being a global citizen. As the queen begins to praise Jordans very high level of
education, Winfrey asks her if most people in Jordan are rich. The queen looks
dismayed and answers, Umm, no were not, because we are not rich in natural
resources. Winfrey then turns to the most popular question asked about the Middle
East in the post-September 2001 era: How do the Arabs feel about us? Queen
Rania believes that there is a mutual misunderstanding from both the American and
the Arab perspectives, explaining that many Arabs feel America is not on their side.
The queen states that the greatest misconception she wants to dispel is that Arabs
are all extremists or that they all are violent, and that women in the Arab world are
not oppressed. Her commentary on women must have been a reaction to Winfrey
introducing her as being from a culture where women are not always seen or heard.
Queen Rania states that terrorism can be fought by educating our children about
other cultures and other religions. Quite impressively, Queen Rania does not succumb
to any of Winfreys attempts to discover the glamorous life of being a royal. Isnt
it good to be queen? asks Winfrey. It is sometimes, but there are a lot of challenges,
answers the queen. Queen Rania denies that being queen is something she is conscious
of. People call me Queen but thats not me. Im Rania. Queen Rania does not
neglect to remind the audience that she is a Muslim woman, claiming that she prays
five times a day. It seems that one of the branding strategies of Jordanian queens is
to appear as if being a queen is just a title. Queen Noors rhetoric during her interview
with Stephen Colbert on The Colbert Report in 2009 is similar to Queen Ranias
rhetoric on The Oprah Winfrey Show. As a queen, but more importantly as a Global
Zero leader and activist [ ], says Queen Noor, while promoting her anti-nuclear
weapons organization, Global Zero.19
Queen Rania may also possibly be dubbed Queen of the Internet. Her official website
reads like a very professional curriculum vitae of someone who is actively job-hunting
and shamelessly self-promoting.20 The websites automatic language setting is English,
perhaps because its main target audience is not meant to be a Jordanian one. Queen
Ranias every move is recorded on this website, including visits with local Jordanian
schoolchildren, television appearances, awards and other honors, recent global events
she attended, and which dignitaries she has met with. The queen also has a series of
podcasts. Her websites main page has several attractive slogans necessary for the
monarchys branding process such as: The Dream: I believe in your right to transform
your tomorrow into a reality, Education = Opportunity: The opportunity to escape
19
20

The Colbert Report, Interview with Queen Noor, 7 April 2009.
Queen Rania Official Website, http://www.queenrania.jo (accessed 23 November 2013).
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poverty. The opportunity to live healthy. The opportunity to hope. Education is a lifeline,
Right: I believe in your right to an education, opportunity, and a life with dignity,
Equality: I believe we are all born equal because we are all born with the gift of
thought, and The Key: I believe education is the key to unlocking all the doors in
your mind.
Queen Ranias image gallery includes photos of her at the World Economic Forum;
visiting Jordanian teachers; donating blood to the people of Gaza in December 2008;
shaking hands with Pope Benedict XVI; discussing the Gazan humanitarian crisis
with Ban Ki-Moon in January 2009; consoling victims of the Amman bomb attacks
in 2005 (the caption underneath the photograph actually uses the word consoles);
seated next to Bill Clinton at a benefit for Iraqi children with cancer; seeing off a
convoy of trucks leaving Jordan for Iraq carrying medical equipment (while her
husband allowed the US to use bases in Jordan to bomb Iraq); a photo of the king
and queen in June 2011 attending a ceremony held by the Jordan Armed Forces to
mark the Great Arab Revolt, Army Day, and the 90th anniversary of the establishment
of Jordan. Additionally, one finds several professional family portraits resembling
personalized holiday cards.
Akin to the Hashemites, who are from Mecca, Queen Rania is not indigenous to
Transjordan. More precisely she is a part of the Palestinian Kuwaiti returnee
community  perceived as more loyal to the PLO and Palestinian Authority by both
Transjordanians and long-term resident Palestinians alike. This could provide a reason
for her activism. It is certainly plausible that all her actions are genuine; one cannot
say for sure. It is highly convenient, however, that a camera records her every move
and never seems to capture her doing anything negative.
The transcript of every speech she has given is available, and interviews in Arabic
are translated into English. All her articles and commentaries are available as well;
her website seems to create an image that this monarch is transparent. The queens
biography does not provide an actual biography of her but states:
The Jordan River Foundation (JRF) is Queen Ranias NGO that gives a helping
hand to the disadvantaged in Jordan. For over ten years it has provided families
with skills and knowledge to work themselves out of poverty. Today, it partners
with the private sector and entire communities to bring resources, energy, and
change to the lives of vulnerable citizens, empowering and inspiring them to believe
they can make a difference for themselves and their loved ones. JRF is also
recognized as a leader in the region for its achievements in protecting children. From
rescuing abused children to healing whole families, JRF is now a centre of excellence,
sharing its knowledge and know-how with others in and outside of the country.21

Queen Rania also maintains a strong presence on social media sites such as Youtube,
Twitter, and Facebook. An examination of Queen Ranias Facebook profile reveals
an adoring fan base of Jordanian, Arab, and non-Arab individuals proclaiming love
21

Queen Rania Official Website...
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and affection for the Jordanian royal family and their admiration of Queen Ranias
beauty, elegance, and decorum. Even Queen Ranias description of herself on her
various social media sites is an integral part of her image cultivation: A mother; a
wife; a boss; an advocate; a humanitarian; a queen. Like her interview with Oprah
Winfrey, the fact that she is a queen appears to be the last thing on her mind. Queen
Ranias web profiles emphasize her personal sentiments about being a regular person
just like anyone else. Her personal webpage allows users to leave her public comments,
the overwhelming majority of which express veneration and adulation. The few
times a negative comment is allowed to be posted, the webpage administrator
addresses it directly, refuting all negative accusations about the royal family. This is
also done by dubious Internet users with names such as Loyal Jordanian and
True Arab.
Conclusion
Every Jordanian monarch has had to manage the various needs and interests of
the Jordanian population, as well as the needs and interests of the countries that
provide Jordan with financial support. Pleasing everybody in different ways in order
to remain in power is the monarchys survival tactic. Every single decision carried
out by the monarchy is strategic and serves to safeguard the royal familys power
and reinforce international support. The regime would collapse without general
approval from its diverse constituents and external funding from the West and GCC
countries.
The Hashemite regime often embarks on media campaigns in the West to promote
a specific image of Jordan and the way they govern it. They often appear on television
shows that do not even air in Jordan, plainly attempting to garner support for their
regimes from Americans. They present an image of being patient, humble, and modern
rulers in a region where tradition and patriarchy are the norms and are unlikely to
change in the near future. At the time of writing, no Arab monarchies have been
overthrown since the start of the Arab Spring. Most of the Arab monarchies have
enough financial resources to remain in power and purchase peace  Jordan is the
only exception.
All of Jordans political maneuvering, branding, and image campaigns are critical
in order for it to survive. Without foreign aid, the country would suffer economically
and the Hashemites may not be able to hold on to power by providing comfortable
salaries for military elites and bureaucrats. Omnibalancing several challenges emanating
from inside and outside the kingdom, neutralizing threats, and seeking rents are the
keys to Hashemite dominance and prosperity. All this is quite remarkable considering
that the Hashemites are not even indigenous to Jordan.
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Abstract
The literature indicates that civil conflicts are contagious among bordering countries in
bad neighborhoods. However, a gap remains with regards to the effect of neighbors
impact on democratization. Employing a quantitative analysis of 18 predominantly Muslim
countries for the period 19722013, this study finds that neighboring civil violence and
warfare hinder democratization in the MENA countries even when controlled for several
socio-economic and political variables. Our findings indicate that democracy is trapped in
civil conflicts in the MENA, although Turkey constitutes a partial exception due to the
relative stability in its European neighborhood.

Introduction
The concept of the bad neighborhood (i.e. a region with high levels of violence
and instability) is regarded as a major factor against domestic peace as highlighted
by contemporary literature, since civil conflicts tend to spread amongst neighbors.1
However, a gap remains in recent literature with regards to the effect of neighbors
civil conflicts on the level of democracy. The analysis of this relationship is critical
for the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), where the Arab Spring has unleashed
a wave of civil violence and warfare in Egypt, Iraq, Libya, and Syria. Furthermore,
this region is rich in terms of cross-border ethnic groups, which exacerbate the bad
neighborhood effect.2 Thus, the investigation of the neighborhood effect can provide
insights for the future of democracy in the MENA and inform policy recommendations.
This study examines the impact of neighbors civil violence and warfare on the
level of democracy in the MENA by conducting a quantitative analysis of 18
predominantly Muslim countries for the period 19722013. Our findings consistently
show a significant and negative impact of neighboring civil conflicts on democracy
*
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in all models with several socioeconomic and political control variables. This study
provides new insights for democratization in the region by showing that political
rights and civil liberties are trapped in neighboring civil conflicts. Turkey is a partial
exception to this phenomenon, since this country benefits from peace and stability
in its Western (European) neighborhood.
Democracy and its determinants
Virtually all definitions of democracy include competitive, multi-party, and periodic
elections, and universal suffrage.3 For instance, Dahl has set the five criteria of democracy
as effective participation, voting equality, enlightened understanding, control of the agenda,
and inclusion of adults. ODonnell and Schmitter have distinguished between democracy
and democratization, and defined the latter as the process in which citizenship rights are
extended to more people and coercive governance is replaced by inclusive institutions.
Furthermore, they have argued that democracy is a better form of government than
alternatives for delivering more freedom, human development, and political equality, as
well as economic productivity, innovation, and the rule of law.4
There are several approaches to measuring democracy for the purpose of global-level
comparisons. For example, the Polity IV dataset assigns scores to political regime
characteristics and transitions of all polities for the period 18002011. The democracy
and autocracy scores of each country are coded on a ten-point scale, and their difference
gives the combined Polity score for each polity/year.5 On the other hand, the Freedom
House has distinguished between political rights (electoral democracy) and civil liberties
(liberal democracy) and coded the levels of freedom around the world starting in 1972.6
Adopting the criteria for electoral democracy, Huntington argued that democratization
occurred in three forward waves (18281926, 19431962, 1974) and two reverse
waves (19221942, 19581975) with each forward wave bringing about more
democracies than the previous one.7 However, Diamond has pointed out that there are
many shades of grey between democracies and autocracies. He has coined the term
pseudodemocracies in which opposition parties are allowed to participate in elections
but do not have the actual power to form a government due to several overt or covert
3
Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition, New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1971; also: Guillermo ODonnell, Illusions about Consolidation, Journal of Democracy, Vol.
7, No. 2, 1996, pp. 3451.
4
Guillermo ODonnell and Philippe C. Schmitter, Transitions from Authoritarian Rule:
Comparative Perspectives, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986.
5
Monty G. Marshall, Keith Jaggers and Ted R. Gurr, Political Regime Characteristics and
Transitions, 18002013, http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html (accessed 5 November 2014).
6
The Freedom House, Freedom in the World, http://www.freedomhouse.org (accessed 5
November 2014).
7
Samuel P. Huntington, Democracys Third Wave, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 2, No. 2, 1991,
pp. 1234.
8
Larry Diamond, Is the Third Wave Over?, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 7, No. 3, 1996, pp. 2037.
9
Fareed Zakaria, The Rise of Illiberal Democracy, Foreign Affairs, Vol. Nov/Dec 1997, pp.
2243.
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barriers, including access to the media outlets.8 Similarly, Zakaria has noted that third
wave democracies have mostly failed to provide civil liberties (i.e. autonomy of the
individual and the civil society from the state) and thus constitute illiberal democracies.9
In any case, predominantly Muslim countries in the MENA region have missed the three
waves of democratization with a few exceptions (Lebanon and Turkey).
The neighborhood effect
Gleditsch and Ruggeri have highlighted state weaknesses and initial phases of
democratic transitions as conditions that cause civil war.10 While civil wars have
usually been studied in a closed polity approach, a growing body of literature
emphasizes that these conflicts tend to spread among neighboring countries, thus
requiring a transnational analysis. Salehyan and Gleditsch offered an explanation for
this phenomenon and stated that refugees increase the risk of conflict contagion by
extending rebel networks into host countries.11 Furthermore, Buhaug and Gleditsch
have found that contagion is more likely in the case of separatist conflicts, especially
when transnational ethnic ties exist.12
While the adverse effect of the bad neighborhood on domestic peace has largely
been established in literature, a gap remains with regard to the prospects for
democratization in the face of neighboring civil conflicts. This study theorizes that
neighbors civil violence and warfare have a negative effect on the level of democracy
in the MENA region. Accordingly, we develop the following hypotheses with multiple
conflict variables:
H1: The higher the level of neighboring civil conflicts of a country, the lower the
level of democracy of this country.
H2: The higher the level of neighboring interstate conflicts of a country, the lower
the level of democracy of this country.
H3: The higher the level of civil conflicts of a country, the lower the level of democracy
of this country.
H4: The higher the level of interstate conflicts of a country, the lower the level of
democracy of this country.
International factors (foreign aid, connectedness)
International linkages, including external pressures for democratization, are another
investigated area in various sources of literature. Levitsky and Way have suggested a
number of linkages that are rooted in different kinds of factors, including colonial
history, economic development, and geography. Yet, they have argued that Western
Kristian S. Gleditsch and Andrea Ruggeri, Political Opportunity Structures, Democracy, and
Civil War, Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 47, No. 3, 2010, pp. 299310; also see: Lars-Erik
Cederman, Simon Hug and Lutz F. Krebs, Democratization and Civil War: Empirical Evidence,
Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 47, No. 4, 2010, pp. 377394.
11
Idean Salehyan and Kristian S. Gleditsch, Refugees and the Spread of Civil War, International
Organization, Vol. 60, No. 2, 2006, pp. 335366.
12
Buhaug and Gleditsch, Contagion or Confusion , pp. 215233.
10
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leverage is not successful in promoting democracy in authoritarian countries.13 Wright
has noted that foreign aid promotes democracy only when the receiving leader expects
to win competitive elections with his/her distributional advantages and other assets.14
Some scholars have argued that international support and new communication
methods can endorse civil society in its quest for democratization. For example,
Yom has indicated that nongovernmental organizations might play a challenging role
towards autocratic governments and force them to accept democratic reforms.15
Finally, A. Kakabadse, N. Kakabadse, and A. Kouzmin have pointed out that information
technologies carry the potential to transform the relationship between governments
and citizens by increasing political participation.16
H51 / 2 / 3: The higher the amount of foreign aid a country receives, the higher the
level of democracy of this country. / The higher the amount of United States
(US) aid a country receives, the higher the level of democracy of this country.
/ The higher the amount of European Union (EU) aid a country receives, the
higher the level of democracy of this country.
H61 / 2: The higher the number of Internet users in a country, the higher the level
of democracy of this country. / The higher the number of cell phone users in a
country, the higher the level of democracy of this country.
Economic factors
Lipset has indicated a causal relationship between economic development and
democracy. 17 As for the explanation, the modernization theory suggests that
increasing levels of income empower the middle class in striving for more political
rights and civil liberties. Yet, after decades of research, the empirical evidence for
this relationship is not conclusive. While Paldam and Gundlash have highlighted
the strong effect of income on democracy, 18 Boix, Miller, and Rosato have pointed
out that the impact of economic development (as well as the literacy rate and
urbanization) on democratization has diminished since the 19 th century, 19 and
Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, International Linkage and Democratization, Journal of
Democracy, Vol. 16, No. 3, 2005, pp. 2034.
14
Joseph Wright, How Foreign Aid Can Foster Democratization in Authoritarian Regimes,
American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 53, No. 3, 2009, pp. 552571.
15
Sean L. Yom, Civil Society and Democratization in the Arab World, Middle East Review of
International Affairs, Vol. 9, No. 4, 2005, pp. 1433.
16
Andrew Kakabadse, Nada K. Kakabadse and Alexander Kouzmin, Reinventing the Democratic
Governance Project through Information Technology? A Growing Agenda for Debate, Public
Administration Review, Vol. 63, No. 1, 2003, pp. 4460.
17
Seymour M. Lipset, Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and
Political Legitimacy, The American Political Science Review, Vol. 53, No. 1, 1959, pp. 69105.
18
Martin Paldam and Erich Gundlach, Income and Democracy: a Comment on Acemoglu,
Robinson, and Yared (2008), University of Aarhus Economics Working Paper, No. 13, 2008.
19
Charles Boix, Michael Miller and Sebastian Rosato, A Complete Data Set of Political Regimes,
18002007, Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 20, No. 10, 2012, pp. 132; also: Robert J. Barro,
Determinants of Democracy, Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 107, No. S6, 1999, pp. 158183.
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Acemoglu, Johnson, Robinson, and Yared did not find any significant relationship
between these variables at all.20
Other economic factors that have been widely studied by scholars are rentierism,
oil income, and income inequality. Jensen and Wantchekon have found statistical
support for the negative effects of resource wealth and rentierism on democratization
in Africa for the period 19701995.21 Similarly, Omgba has pointed out that oil rents
contribute to executive entrenchment.22 Rudra and Jensen also have noted the
triggering role of a resource curse (i.e. the argument that the existence, not the
absence, of natural resources causes poverty and conflict) and economic crises. 23
Income inequality is not included in this study due to the lack of consistent data for
most of the studied countries/years.
H7: The higher the level of economic development in a country, the higher the level
of democracy of this country.
H8: The higher the natural resource rentierism in a country, the lower the level of
democracy of this country.
Social and demographic variables
Providing support for Lipsets theory of modernization, some cross country studies
have found that the level of education is a strong indicator of democracy.24 To illustrate,
Barro has demonstrated that an increase in primary schooling and a smaller gap between
male and female primary level attainment corresponds with a steady rise in the level of
democracy. However, new democracies without prior economic development tend
not to last. He has put a special emphasis on the level of education as a stabilizing
factor for democracy, since highly educated Central and Eastern European societies
have been quite successful with their post-communist transformations.25
Gender plays a role in regime change and revolutionary movements. This role can
be played either in terms of womens active participation in street demonstrations or in
terms of supply for logistic needs such as food, medicine, or ammunition. Historically
speaking, almost all societies are patriarchal, thus all revolutions and protests somehow
inherently oppose patriarchal institutions and regimes. However, Goldstone has
20
Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, James A. Robinson and Pierre Yared, Income and Democracy,
American Economic Review, Vol. 98, No. 3, 2008, pp. 808842.
21
Nathan Jensen and Leonard Wantchekon, Resource Wealth and Political Regimes in Africa,
Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 37, No. 7, 2004, pp. 816841.
22
Luc Désire Omgba, On the Duration of Political Power in Africa: The Role of Oil Rents,
Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 42, No. 3, 2008, pp. 416436.
23
Nita Rudra and Nathan Jensen, Globalization and the Politics of Natural Resources,
Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 44, No. 6, 2011, pp. 639661.
24
Lipset, Some Social Requisites , pp. 69105; Matteo Boba and Decio Coviello, Weak
Instruments and Weak Identification in Estimating the Effects of Education on Democracy, Economic
Letters, Vol. 96, 2007, pp. 301306; Edward L. Glaeser, Giacomo A. M. Ponzetto and Andrei
Shleifer, Why Does Democracy Need Education?, Journal of Economic Growth, Vol. 12, 2007, pp.
7799.
25
Barro, Determinants , pp. 158183.
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underlined the fact that although women widely participate in most revolts, it would be
misleading to argue that each revolutionary episode has a defining gender character.26
As for the direction of the relationship, Inglehart, Norris and Welzel have argued
that gender equality is not only a consequence of democratization but also part of a
broad cultural change that is likely to transform traditional aspects of industrialized
societies and support the expansion of democratic institutions.27 Similarly, Paxton has
argued that gender equality promotes democratization by supporting less hierarchical
cultural settings and more egalitarian norms for decision-making.28 Merkel and Weiffen
have used the difference between male and female literacy rates and found that this
gap is largest in established autocracies and failed democratizers, whereas it is very
small in favor of males (4%) in democratizing countries and disappears in established
democracies.29 Furthermore, Melander has found that countries with higher gender
equality in educational attainment tend to experience lower levels of civil conflict.30
While gender (inequality) can be considered as a dimension of social heterogeneity,
ethnicity presents another part of this picture. Horowitz has stated that ethnic diversity
poses a challenge for democratic consolidation. Part of the explanation may be the lack
of trust between ethnic groups due to historical enmities.31 A certain level of trust that
extends to the opposition parties is required for democratic stability and for a participant
political culture.32 Nevertheless, dominant groups usually have nationalist ambitions, and
modern states are seen as a defender of these motives.33 Consequently, ethnic minorities
may strive for the recognition of their cultural freedom and other rights.34
As in the case of economic development, the empirical evidence for ethnic diversity
is contradictory. On the one hand, Jensen and Skaaning have found that increasing
ethnic fractionalization hinders the positive effect of modernization on democracy, 35
Jack A. Goldstone, Revolutions: Theoretical, Comparative and Historical Studies, New York,
NY: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1986.
27
Ronald Inglehart, Pippa Norris and Christian Welzel, Gender Equality and Democracy,
Comparative Sociology, Vol. 1, No. 34, 2002, pp. 321345.
28
Pamela Paxton, Gender and Democratization, in Democratization, Christian W. Haerpfer, et
al. (eds), Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2009, pp. 145157.
29
Wolfgang Merkel and Brigitte Weiffen, Does Heterogeneity Hinder Democracy?, Comparative
Sociology, Vol. 11, 2012, pp. 387421.
30
Erik Melander, Gender Equality and Intrastate Armed Conflict, International Studies Quarterly,
Vol. 49, No. 4, 2005, pp. 695714.
31
Donald L. Horowitz, Democracy in Divided Societies, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 4, 1993,
pp. 1838.
32
Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in
Five Nations, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963.
33
Jeff Goodwin and Theda Skocpol, Explaining Revolutions in the Contemporary Third World,
Politics and Society, Vol. 17, No. 4, 1989, pp. 489509; also: Charles Tilly, European Revolutions
14921992, Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1993.
34
Arendt Lijphart, The Power-Sharing Approach, in Conflict and Peacemaking in Multiethnic
Societies, Joseph V. Montville (ed.), New York: Lexington Books, 1991, pp. 491510.
35
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Democracy, Democratization, Vol. 19, No. 6, 2012, pp. 11171137.
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and Dowd has indicated that ethnic power relations emerge as a primary factor for
religious identity conflicts in Africa.36 On the other hand, Fish and Brooks have
found no evidence for the adverse effect of ethnic diversity in cross-national analyses,37
and Lacina has added that ethnic homogeneity may actually increase the severity
(i.e. death toll) of civil conflicts.38
H9: The higher the gender inequality in education in a country, the lower the level of
democracy of this country.
H10: The higher the gender inequality in the labor market in a country, the lower the
level of democracy of this country.
H11: The higher the ethnic homogeneity in a country, the higher the level of democracy
of this country.
Research method
This study applies an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis of 18
predominantly Muslim (i.e. more than 50% of the population is Muslim) countries in
the MENA region for the period 19722013 (lagged 1 year). These countries are:
Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.
Although it is hard to identify distinct regions for comparative analysis, these countries
share similar historical, cultural, and political backgrounds as compared with European,
Sub-Saharan African, or South Asian countries. Most of them were part of the
Ottoman Empire, gained independence after World War I, and have their predominant
religion in common. Excluded countries are the Palestinian Territories, which were
not recognized by the United Nations as a state until 2012, and Israel, which has a
non-Muslim majority.
Dependent variable
The dependent variable is the level of democracy, which is operationalized in this
study as the average of political rights and civil liberties scores for each country/year
as assigned in the Freedom Houses Freedom in the World dataset.39 This dataset
includes annual scores for every country on a seven-point scale (lower scores indicate
higher levels of freedom) beginning in 1972. Our only intervention in these data
was to exclude the years 1990 for Kuwait and 2003 for Iraq, since these countries
were under direct foreign rule during these respective years. This study considers
an increase in the level of democracy as an indication of democratization.
Caitriona Dowd, Cultural and Religious Demography and Violent Islamist Groups in Africa,
Political Geography, Vol. 45, 2015, pp. 1121.
37
M. Steven Fish and Robin S. Brooks, Does Diversity Hurt Democracy?, Journal of Democracy,
Vol. 15, No. 1, 2004, pp. 154166.
38
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Vol. 50, No. 2, 2006, pp. 276289.
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Independent variables
Our main independent variable is the aggregated level of civil conflicts of each
countrys neighbors (TOTCIV). The conflict variables are retrieved from the Major
Episodes of Political Violence (MEPV) and Conflict Regions, 19462013 dataset.40 In
this dataset violence and warfare are individually coded on a ten-point scale (higher
scores indicate higher levels of conflict) and aggregated for each country/year. This
study employs four conflict variables: INTOT is the total summed magnitudes of all
interstate violence and warfare of each country; CIVTOT is the total summed magnitudes
of civil/ethnic violence and warfare of each country; TOTINT the total summed
magnitudes of all interstate violence and warfare of all neighboring countries; and
finally TOTCIV is the total civil/ethnic violence and warfare of all neighboring countries.
Control variables
The control variables are Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita growth (annual
percent), energy imports (percent of energy use, net; a negative value signifies energy
exporter), ratio of female to male tertiary enrolment (percent), ratio of female to male
labor force participation rate (percent, modeled ILO estimate), female youth unemployment
(percent of female labor force, ages 1524, modeled ILO estimate), male youth
unemployment (percent of male labor force, ages 1524, modeled ILO estimate), ethnic
homogeneity (percent of the biggest ethnic group), foreign aid (net official development
aid received, percent of Gross National Income), EU aid (net bilateral aid flows from the
EU institutions, current US$), US aid (net bilateral aid flows from the US, current US$),
Internet users (per 100 people), and cell phone users (mobile cellular subscriptions). The
data for all control variables are retrieved from the World Bank,41 except for ethnic
homogeneity data, which come from Alesina et al. and the Encyclopedia Britannica.42
Findings and analysis
Our analysis involves six different models (see Table 1 and Table 2). Model 1 is
the base model and only includes the independent (conflict) variables. The other
models add ethnic homogeneity, energy imports, and GDP per capita growth to the
base model with different combinations of control variables (foreign aid, Internet
use, cell phone use, gender inequality in education and the labor market). The reason
for keeping ethnicity, energy, and GDP per capita in the extended base model while
rotating other control variables is that the data relating to Internet, cell phone, and
gender inequality variables are not available for the pre1990 period.
As Table 1 and Table 2 show, neighbors civil violence and warfare (TOTCIV)
have a negative impact on democratization (note that lower Freedom House scores
Monty G. Marshall, Major Episodes of Political Violence (MEPV) and Conflict Regions, 1946
2013, http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html (accessed 5 November 2014).
41
The World Bank, Data: Indicators, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator (accessed 7 November 2014).
42
Alberto Alesina, Arnaud Devleeschauer, William Easterly, Sergio Kurlat and Romain Wacziarg,
Public Goods and Ethnic Divisions, Journal of Economic Growth, Vol. 8, No. 2, 2003, pp. 155
194; Encyclopedia Britannica, Chicago, IL: Encyclopedia Britannica, 2000.
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Table 1. OLS Regression Analyses of Democracy Level, 19722013 (lagged 1 year)43
(scale: 1  democracy to 7  autocracy)
Dep. var.: Lag(democracy)
Int. violence/warfare

Model 1
0.111***

Model 2

Model 3
0.090

0.146***

(0.0334)

(0.0432)

(0.0598)

0.0398

0.208***

0.196***

(0.0232)

(0.0335)

(0.0362)

Int. violence/warfare

0.0625***

0.028*

0.035*

of neighboring states

(0.0129)

(0.0142)

(0.0145)

Civil violence/warfare

Civil violence/warfare
of neighboring states

0.0520***
(0.00824)

0.043***

0.0482***

(0.0114)

(0.0102)

0.004

0.004

Ethnic homogeneity
Energy imports

(0.0027)

(0.0027)

0.0001***

0.002***

(0.00003)

(0.0002)
0.003

0.003

GDP per capita
growth

(0.0067)

Net ODA received

0.013

(0.0060)

(0.0082)
0.000***

EU aid

(0.000)
0.000

US aid

(0.000)
Constant

5.353***
(0.0461)

N
Adj. R-sq.

754
0.06

5.354***

4.978***

(0.228)

(0.2235)
491

317

0.12

0.31

Standard errors in parentheses * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001, (Prob>F = 0.00).
The dependent variable (level of democracy) is the average of political rights and civil liberties
scores for each country/year in the Freedom in the World, 19722014 dataset. The independent
variables (conflict variables) are retrieved from the Major Episodes of Political Violence and Conflict
Regions, 19462013 dataset. The control variables are retrieved from the World Bank, except ethnic
homogeneity (Alesina et al., Public Goods ; Encyclopedia Britannica). More information on the
variables and their sources are provided in the previous sections.
43
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Table 2. OLS Regression Analyses, 19722013 (lagged 1 year) (contd)
(scale: 1-democracy to 7-autocracy)
Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

0.020

0.038

0.067

(0.0459)

(0.0990)

(0.0476)

0.176***

0.356***

0.168***

(0.0441)

(0.0828)

(0.0432)

Int. violence/warfare

0.006

0.006

0.024

of neighboring states

(0.0151)

(0.0199)

(0.0172)

Civil violence/warfare

0.076***

0.060***

0.067***

of neighboring states

(0.0106)

(0.0147)

(0.0109)

Ethnic homogeneity

0.009**

0.009**

0.004

(0.0027)

(0.0034)

(0.0027)

0.002***

0.002***

0.002***

(0.0002)

(0.0002)

(0.0002)

GDP per capita

0.006

0.005

0.004

growth

(0.0067)

(0.0112)

(0.0063)

Internet use

0.000

Dep. var.: Lag(democracy)
Int. violence/warfare
Civil violence/warfare

Energy imports

(0.0000)
Cell phone use

0.000**
(0.0000)

Female/male

0.030***

labor force participation

(0.0068)

Female/male

0.001

tertiary education

(0.0007)

Female youth

0.024***

unemployment

(0.0038)

Male youth

0.013

unemployment

(0.0076)

Constant
N
Adj. R-sq.

4.490***

5.112***

4.317***

(0.2369)

(0.3991)

(0.2056)

321
0.31

232

340

0.41

Standard errors in parentheses * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001, (Prob>F = 0.00).

0.36

Trapped in Neighbors Conflicts: Democratization in the Middle East and North Africa

25

indicate higher levels of democracy). This relationship is so robust that TOTCIV
stands as the only independent variable that is consistently significant in all models.
The other independent variables fail to pass the tests in one or more models, thus,
are not discussed below. However, CIVTOT survives most of the models with a
positive effect on democratization and deserves special attention. It is possible that
domestic (as opposed to neighboring) civil conflicts urge states to make some
democratic reforms, since these conflicts cannot be cordoned off at the border.
Among the control variables, EU aid, cell phone use, and gender inequality in the
labor market have a positive effect on the level of democracy, whereas rentierism
(energy exports) has a negative impact.
Our findings provide strong support for Hypothesis 1. While we establish a
statistical link between neighbors civil conflicts and democratization, the fundamental
question is, How do neighboring civil conflicts hinder political rights and civil liberties
on the other side of the border? Expanding on the works of Salehyan and Gleditsch,
and Buhaug and Gleditsch,44 we attribute this relationship to the actual or perceived
destabilizing cross-border effects, such as refugee flows and the extension of
rebel/terrorist networks, for receiving states. Accordingly, these states may take
responsive or preemptive internal security measures in order to contain the contagion.
To illustrate, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict led to the spread of non-state militant/
terrorist groups into neighboring countries in the 1970s. One of the major groups,
the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) found vast human resources among
refugees in Jordan, attempted a coup against the Jordanian government, and was
finally expelled to Lebanon, where the fragile socio-political balance among Christians,
Shias, and Sunnis was altered accordingly.45 As another example, Saddam Husseins
crackdown on Kurds in the early 1990s led to a massive refugee flow from Northern
Iraq into Turkey, where the PKK (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê, in Kurdish; Kurdistan
Workers Party) found a large pool of disenfranchised people for recruitment in
order to launch attacks against Turkey.46 In fact, all of these countries (Jordan,
Lebanon, and Turkey) experienced setbacks in their levels of democracy in the
following, respective years. The setbacks in the democracy levels of Jordan and
Lebanon in the 1970s are more visible in the Polity IV dataset, which includes years
before 1972.47
Energy exporting countries in the MENA region are found to be less conducive to
democratization in accordance with expectations in contemporary literature. The
findings on foreign aid are of particular interest, since it appears that EU aid makes
a positive effect on democratic reforms, whereas US aid does not seem to have such
Salehyan and Gleditsch, Refugees and the Spread , pp. 335366; Buhaug and Gleditsch,
Contagion or Confusion , pp. 215233.
45
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46
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47
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an impact. This difference may be explained by the support of the US government to
its strategic partners, regardless of their regime types. For example, according to
official US records, Egypt has been one of the biggest recipients of aid from this
country, surpassed only by Israel, as well as Afghanistan and Iraq in the post-invasion
years.48
More women in the labor force and lower levels of female youth unemployment
also seem to promote democratization, whereas male youth unemployment is
apparently insignificant. These results highlight gender inequality as an integral part
of regime characteristics in the MENA countries. The insignificance of female
education (measured in years) can partly be explained by the nature of education,
since a totalitarian curricula, as followed in some countries in the MENA region,
may hinder support for democracy. Finally, Internet use is seemingly insignificant
when tested together with cell phone use. However, this result does not mean that
online connectedness is irrelevant in the modern era, since smart phones enable
Internet access, thus, can facilitate civic networks in a dynamic way.
Conclusion
This study examines the relationship between violence and warfare and the level
of democracy in the MENA region for the period 19722013. The major finding of
this study is that neighbors civil conflicts have a detrimental effect on democratization.
This finding supports geographic diffusion theorists who argue that there is a
contagion effect in neighborhoods with a high level of violence and instability. As
historical accounts document, these risks spread with the extension of rebel/terrorist
networks and are exacerbated by transnational ethnic ties. In response (or
preemptively), the states in the MENA region may employ internal security measures
at the expense of political rights and civil liberties. Therefore, neighboring civil
conflicts have hindered democratization in the MENA region, and any countrys
individual effort to democratize is unlikely to succeed without regional stability.

USAID (United States Agency for International Development), US Overseas Loans and Grants,
https://eads.usaid.gov/gbk/ (accessed 12 November 2014).
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Abstract
By getting involved in the Arab Spring, Qatar was determined to continue waging its
foreign policy aimed at strengthening the positions of the country combined with the
intention to create corresponding markets outside the country for Qatari gas. The
Russia-Iran-US agreement on the destruction of Syrias chemical weapons, along with the
newly-emerging Iran-US rapprochement, urged Qatar to re-think its Syrian agenda, especially
in light of the diplomatic blockade by the Gulf states. It is concluded in the article that after
the Syrian crisis, Qatar will continue seeking gas markets in order to ensure its national
interests.

Introduction  Qatars foreign policy before the Arab Spring
Since the oil industry boom, Qatar has gradually paved its way towards regional and
world geopolitics. During the Iran-Iraqi war (19801988), Qatar sided with Iraq.
However, during the First Gulf War Qatar turned its back on the latter, joining the
Western-led coalition.1 In this operation Qatar lost two tanks and suffered three
casualties.2 Meanwhile, it became evident for the ruling circles of Qatar that having a
small territory was fraught with serious consequences as was the case of Kuwait.
This gave a new impetus to a proactive foreign policy.3 Amidst these endeavors, Qatar
mediated the Libyan conflict in 2008, convening a conference in Doha which succeeded
in terminating the 18-month-long political crisis in the country.4 On 16 May 2008
Agence France Presse wrote: By hosting rival Lebanese politicians, the tiny gas-rich
state of Qatar has successfully bolstered an active diplomacy which has often unsettled
its neighbors, notably the regional heavyweight Saudi Arabia.5 Indeed the strengthening
MA Student, Yerevan State University, e-mail: elbakyan.edgar@gmail.com
Universalnaja nauèno-populjarnaja onlajn-ènciklopedija Krugosvet [Universal Popular
Scientific Online Encyclopedia Krugosvet], http://www.krugosvet.ru/enc/strany_mira/
katar.html?page=0,2 (accessed 3 December 2014).
2
Norman Friedman, Desert Victory: The War for Kuwait, Annapolis: Naval Institute Press,
1991, pp. 353356.
3
Lina Khatib, Qatars Foreign Policy: The Limits of Pragmatism, International Affairs, Vol. 89,
No. 2, 2013, p. 417, http://iis-db.stanford.edu/pubs/24060/INTA89_2_10_Khatib.pdf (accessed 3
December 2014).
4
The Daily Star, Qatar Increases Stature by Hosting Lebanese Dialogue, 17 May 2008, http://
www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2008/May-17/51738-qatar-increases-stature-byhosting-lebanese-dialogue.ashx#axzz30Ap4GlJ0 (accessed 3 December 2014).
5
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of Qatari foreign policy, as well as the rise of its regional involvement, conflicted with
Saudi Arabias strategic interests. It can be explained by the very fact that Saudi Arabia
has direct interests in the Middle East region, including the Lebanese crisis, in which it
used to support Sunni forces against the Iran-backed Hezbollah.6
The following year Qatar launched new talks on the Arab-Israeli resolution, later
known as the Gaza Talks. Riyadh gave a hostile reception to this initiative, because
by means of the geopolitical presence in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Saudi Arabia
retained its dominant positions in the region: thus Qatari involvement in that conflict
threatened to change the power ratio in the Middle East. Besides, the Qatari initiative
encompassed Iran, Syria and Hamas. That meant a possible alternative challenge to
the Arab League summit, due to take place three days later, which also contradicted
both Saudi and Egyptian interests in the region.7 This makes the statement by the
Saudi foreign minister Saud al-Faisal quite explainable: The Arab world is divided
and the division is because of Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Israeli occupation.8 In
this regard, London-based analyst Tariq Alhomayed wrote: Their [Iranian-Syrian-Qatari alliance  E.E.] victory lies not in rescuing Gaza, or defeating the Israeli
enemy; it lies in cancelling the active and trustworthy Arab role undertaken by Saudi
Arabia and Egypt. That is all they want to do in Doha.9
Thus, it can be concluded that allying with the West, especially the US, in addition
to the active foreign policy waged by this tiny Gulf state, creates for Qatar an image
of a transparent and liberal Arabic country.10 It is noteworthy that on the eve of the
Arab Spring, Qatar was determined to implement a foreign policy deviating from
the pan-Arab general discourse, notwithstanding negative reactions from Saudi Arabia.
The latter lost the status of being a fair mediator in the region, yielding that role to
Qatar.11 In its turn, Qatar beholds the mediation as a successful tool for gaining
influence12 and reducing the Iranian expansion in the Middle East.13
6
CBC News, Qatar to Mediate Deal for New Lebanese President, 15 May 2008, http://
www.cbc.ca/news/world/qatar-to-mediate-deal-for-new-lebanese-president-1.702761 (accessed 3
December 2014).
7
Grigorij Kosaè, Soveèanie po Gaze v Doxe: rabota, itogi, kommentarii [Gaza Talks in
Doha: Work, Results, Comments], Institut Blinego Vostoka [Near East Institute], http://
www.iimes.ru/rus/stat/2009/17-01-09.htm (accessed 3 December 2014).
8
Ibidem.
9
Asharq al-Awsat, The Doha Theatre Show, 17 January 2009, http://www.aawsat.net/2009/
01/article55256278 (accessed 3 December 2014).
10
Qatar is one of the rare countries, hosting a Taliban movement agency in Doha (The Telegraph,
Qatar Playing with Fire as It Funds Syrian Islamists in Quest for Global Influence, 27 April 2013,
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/qatar/10022759/Qatar-playing-with-fire-as
-it-funds-Syrian-Islamists-in-quest-for-global-influence.html (accessed 5 December 2014)), and
keeping relatively warm ties with Israel (Khatib, Qatars Foreign Policy , pp. 419420).
11
Ibid., p. 417.
12
Ibid., pp. 418419.
13
It is highly important to mention that Qatar has never had an open confrontation with Iran,
officially keeping amicable-like relations.
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The Arab Spring and Qatar
Since the beginning of the Arab Spring, Qatar supported anti-government
movements in Arabic countries. The main reason that urged Qatar to rethink its
former seemingly pacifistic foreign policy was the overall change of regional policy
and the structure thereof. In the long-lasting period preceding the Arab Spring, the
regional balance and stability were premised on the heritable power of ruling leaders.
The visible tendency of change propelled Qatar to define its place in a newly-shaping
system, preserving the title of Wests ally.14 With the persevering continuation of the
Arab Spring, Qatars stance became rather obvious. It rapidly abandoned
mediation in favor of more direct action.15
Qatars position is formulated in the official website of the countrys Ministry of
Foreign Affairs: The State of Qatar helped the Arab Spring movements since inception
early in 2011. It took the initiative of supporting the Arab people in Tunisia, Egypt,
Yemen, Libya and Syria to achieve their aspirations. It has provided material and
moral assistance for these revolutions. [ ] With regard to the humanitarian assistance,
the State of Qatar provided financial, in-kind and medical assistance to many Arab
countries.16 With reference to this citation, it is worth mentioning that shortly before
the Arab Spring Qatari foreign policy had been built on three distinct pillars  high-qualified cultural and educational programs, humanitarian assistance (as stated
officially) and the al-Jazeera satellite television network.17
In Syrias particular case, the involvement of Qatar came to be much more evident
and striking. According to the Financial Times by May 2013, [ ] Qatar has spent
as much as $3bn over the past two years supporting the rebellion in Syria, far
exceeding any other government.18 In addition to financing Syrian opposition, e.g.
the Free Syrian Army (FSA), Qatar also undertook the forming of an umbrella structure
 the National Coalition for Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces (SNC)  in
order to coordinate separate Syrian opposition forces (November 2012). Through
this strategic step Doha put an end to the 18-month-long calls by the international
community for the Syrian opposition to unite. Thus, Qatar put into practice its top
three foreign policy priorities  regional leadership; international authority; and deterring
Iranian influence in the region.19
In the first phase of the Qatari involvement in the Syrian crisis, the analytical
discourse throughout the world mostly centered on the very notion of pan-Sunni
Ibid., pp. 421422.
Ibid., p. 429.
16
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Qatar, Arab Issues and the Joint Arab Action, http://
www.mofa.gov.qa/en/ForeignPolicy/BilateralRelations/Pages/ArabBilateralRelations.aspx (accessed
7 December 2014).
17
Khatib, Qatars Foreign Policy , p. 425.
18
Financial Times, Qatar Bankrolls Syrian Revolt with Cash and Arms, 16 May 2013, http://
www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/86e3f28e-be3a-11e2-bb35-00144feab7de.html#axzz2emx8mHHI (accessed
17 May 2013).
19
Khatib, Qatars Foreign Policy , p. 422.
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solidarity as the main incentive for Qatari actions.20 Such an interpretation of the
countrys foreign policy should be regarded in the, then-prevailing, general view
explaining the Syrian crisis as having arisen on (inter-)sectarian grounds. Indeed,
the latter reason was one of the factors of the crisis. However it can hardly be
regarded or defined as primarily being the leading one. As we may see, the Qatari
involvement in the conflict was systematically misrepresented whilst trying to connect
it with the Sunni-opposed stance of the Syrian government. Within the scope of this
article the author proposes a thesis that, under the cloak of sectarian/religious
reasoning, distinct geostrategic interests proved to be the bone of contention, thus
conditioning the foreign agenda of the State of Qatar on Syria.
The changing image of region
On 3 September 2013, Michael Snyder published an article entitled Is the United
States going to go to war with Syria over a natural gas pipeline? 21 Scrutinizing
the American and Qatari motives in the Syrian crisis, the author declares the gas
factor as being of primary importance. It is our strongly held conviction, that
energy resources and dominance over it are undoubtedly now the driving force
behind world politics, and thus we should prioritize the investigation of this
paramount factor.
On 6 August 2009, the Prime Minister of Turkey  Recep Tayyip Erdoðan  and
his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin, signed oil and gas protocols in Ankara.
The Prime Minister of Italy, Silvio Berlusconi, was present at the ceremony.22
Through cooperation with Turkey in the energy field, Russia then aimed at:
a) retaining Russian gas exports in the European market; b) circumventing Ukraine
as an untrustworthy transit partner; c) countering the regional logistic giant of
Nabucco. 23
Under the agreement provisions, the South Stream gas pipeline would reach
Italy via the Turkish Black Sea economic zone. Putin also proposed a line parallel to
Blue Stream 1  Blue Stream 2. According to the Anadolu and Interfax news agencies,
20
The Foundation for Defense of Democracies, Qatars Strategy in Syria, 19 September 2013,
http://www.defenddemocracy.org/the-syria-strategies-of-iran-saudi-arabia-qatar-and-turkey/
(accessed 7 December 2014).
21
Michael Snyder, Is the United States Going to Go to War with Syria over a Natural Gas
Pipeline?, The Economic Collapse, 3 September 2013, http://theeconomiccollapseblog.com/archives/
is-the-united-states-going-to-go-to-war-with-syria-over-a-natural-gas-pipeline (accessed 7 December
2014); Claude Salhani, Will Saudi and Qatari Involvement in the Syrian War Impact their Economies?,
OilPrice.com, 10 September 2013, http://oilprice.com/Geopolitics/Middle-East/Will-Saudi-and
-Qatari-Involvement-in-the-Syrian-War-Impact-their-Economies.html (accessed 21 March 2014).
22
Sabah gazetesi [Sabah Newspaper], Türkiyede 2009 yýlý Aðustos ayý [August 2009 in
Turkey], http://www.sabah.com.tr/Gundem/Dosyalar/2009/12/18/turkiyede_2009_yili_agustos_ayi
(accessed 22 March 2014).
23
Komsomolskaja pravda [Komsomol Truth], Vladimir Putin  tureckim urnalistam: Ja byl
v Sibiri, tam pljus 40! [Vladimir Putin appeals to Turkish journalists: I Was in Siberia, It Was
+40oC There!], 7 August 2009, http://alt.kp.ru/daily/24339/530236/ (accessed 7 December 2014).
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Erdoðan and Putin announced that natural gas would be transported from Ceyhan to
Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Cyprus.24 Turkey would benefit from making its territory
a transit corridor for the South Stream and from the proposed Blue Stream 2.
Moreover, the countrys favorable geographic location enabled it to go on maneuvering
between geostrategic energetic nets. During the final press conference, PM Erdoðan
postulated that, Nabucco and the South Stream are not rivals and together they will
offer diversity.25
Some 1112 days after the Russian-Turkish negotiations, Qatari-Turkish official
talks commenced. In Bodrum President Abdullah Gul, alongside Erdoðan, held talks
with the then-ruling emir of Qatar  Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani. A decision was
made to establish an energy commission, in order to supervise the construction of a
gas pipeline from Qatar to Turkey. 26 According to the first variant, the pipeline would
reach Turkey via Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iraq. The second option was in transit
from Jordan into Syria and ultimately to Turkey. 27 The project corresponded
thoroughly with the Qatari aspirations to double its gas exports.28 It also boded well
for Turkey, providing a chance to become a regional hub for gas pipelines. The
Turkish Zaman referred to this event, asserting: After the historic agreement signed
with Russia, Turkey is going to collaborate in the same field with the gas-rich country
of Qatar, thus aiming to become a transit country for energy supplies.29 During the
Bodrum talks, Erdoðan in his turn told al-Thani that Turkey had a unique position in
transitory energy passages and it was desirable to include Qatars energy resources
in this network.30
However, Saudi Arabia rejected the first variant of the pipeline, supposedly trying
to curtail the rise of Qatar as well as preventing the transformation of Shia-dominated
Iraq into a regional hub. Syria in turn refused the second variant, evading the shift of
the countrys Iran-Russia-friendly course into a Qatari-Saudi orbit. As mentioned
above, the Qatari gas reserves are generally shared with Iran and the future flow of
24
Ibidem; Vladimir Socor, Gazprom, Turkey Revive and Reconfigure Blue Stream Two, Eurasia
Daily Monitor, Vol. 6, Issue 154, 11 August 2009, http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&
tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=35394&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=7&cHash=da2f573c7c#.U2EWq
PmSwsA (accessed 7 December 2014).
25
Bloomberg, Turkey Offers Route for Gazproms South Stream Gas Pipeline, 6 August 2009,
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=a.TM4QijmIMk (accessed 7
December 2014).
26
Zaman, Bir enerji hamlesi de Katarla [New Energetic Endeavors with Qatar], 18 August
2009, http://www.zaman.com.tr/dunya_bir-enerji-hamlesi-de-katarla_881729.html (accessed 7
December 2014).
27
The National, Qatar Seeks Gas Pipeline to Turkey, 26 August 2009, http://www.thenational.ae/
business/energy/qatar-seeks-gas-pipeline-to-turkey#page1 (accessed 7 December 2014).
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Qatari gas to Europe could undermine Russias energy interests in the region.31 To
some extent the Chinese factor also conditioned the Syrian choice for an Iran-Iraqi
project (see below), taking into account the countrys involvement in Syrian oil
production.32
The case of the Syrian choice can be elucidated with a general overview of the
countrys energy strategy. In 2009 Bashar al-Assad declared the strategy of four
seas with a general purpose to turn Syria into a regional hub for geostrategic
projects and gas and oil pipelines around the Persian, Caspian, Black and
Mediterranean seas. This decision was arguably made as a result of the falling
rates of Syrias own oil production, in decline since the 1980s.33 One year later, in
2010, Syria and Iraq signed a memorandum of understanding to build two oil
pipelines and Iraqs first international gas pipeline. Iraq would gain a chance to sell
its natural gas in European and American markets, thus diversifying the countrys
Asia-oriented trade area.34 In July 2011 Iranian officials announced a $10 billion
gas pipeline deal between Syria, Iraq and Iran that would transport gas from Irans
South Pars gas field through Iraq to Syria. 35 The pipeline was due to be constructed
by 2016 with a perspective of continuation to Lebanon36 and Jordan.37 The West
did not hail the Iran-Iraq-Syria pipeline, called the Friendship Pipeline by the
governments involved, in contrast to the moniker Islamic gas pipeline38 applied
by some Western sources, because it would obviously serve as an effective factor
of Irans further growth. Besides, it was designated to circumvent Turkey, an
essential ally of the West and a member of NATO.39 Thus, the Qatar-Turkey gas
pipeline remained the only applicable route in the Middle East for diversifying
Russian gas supplies to the West. Syria in turn was the sole block against that
The Guardian, Syria Intervention Plan Fueled by Oil Interests, Not Chemical Weapon Concern,
30 August 2013, http://www.theguardian.com/environment/earth-insight/2013/aug/30/syria-chemical
-attack-war-intervention-oil-gas-energy-pipelines (accessed 7 December 2014).
32
Reuters, Factbox: Syrias Energy Sector, 14 August 2011, http://www.reuters.com/article/
2011/08/14/us-syria-oil-idUSTRE77D15V20110814 (accessed 7 December 2014).
33
Amrit Naresh, Syrias Transit Future: All Pipelines Lead to Damascus?, OpenOil, 28 March
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7 December 2014).
34
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September 2010, http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2010-09-16/iraq-syria-agree-to-build-crossborder-oil-gas-pipelines-official-says.html (accessed 7 December 2014).
35
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indepth/opinion/2012/08/201285133440424621.html (accessed 7 December 2014).
37
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Gas Europe, 11 February 2013, http://www.naturalgaseurope.com/iran-iraq-and-syria-gas-pipeline
(accessed 7 December 2014).
38
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the Current Syrian Developments], Panorama  Armenian News, 13 March 2014, http://
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pipeline.40 We believe that by getting involved in the Syrian crisis, along with other
objectives, Qatar was determined to remove that block.
Defining Qatars new role in the region
The Qatari policy strictly fits with the general foreign policy agenda, including the
protection of the countrys geostrategic interests with a strong emphasis on energy
issues. Besides, the Qatari policy on Syria can be regarded in the general paradigm
of Qatars active foreign policy, stretching from Britain to Africa and Afghanistan. It
has an intention to use the advantages of the countrys geographical position as well
as natural resources to create necessary political infrastructures and a platform outside
the country that will add to the tiny states overall potential, thus making it possible
to overcome the disadvantages of its small population and in spatial terms its relatively
narrow territory. This quotation by The Telegraph briefly depicts the case:
Engagement with Syrian rebels is seen as part of a wider effort by the Emir of
Qatar to acquire greater influence for his kingdom, assisted by the riches from the
worlds largest natural gas fields just off its coast.41 It should be noted, that Qatars
policy especially focuses on diminishing possible threats from Iranian and Saudi
actors. In these endeavors Iran can be described as a foe enemy, while Riyadh is
a friend enemy.
Qatar once again faced this dilemma in the context of the Syrian crisis. On the one
hand it had to repel energy threats stemming from Iran, whilst on the other trying
not to yield to Saudi Arabia in the race of regional competition. The main discrepancy
between the two Arabian states over the Syrian issue, was comprised of the very
problem over whom in Syria they should regard as a legitimate opposition fighting
al-Assad. Qatar used to support the Muslim Brotherhood during the Libyan and
Egyptian movements. As long as this policy went on in Syria, Riyadh gambled on the
moderate secular opposition in Syria.42 The latter, as it became evident in 2013,
ostracized the Muslim Brotherhood in terms of an intra-oppositional political struggle.43
Somehow it prepared the grounds for attempts of Saudi-Qatar joint operations. In
40
Eric Zuesse, Weapons for the Islamic State (ISIS), Weapons and Sanctions against Russia:
Obama Prioritizes Weakening Russia, over Weakening ISIS, Global Research: Centre for Research
on Globalization, 3 March 2015, http://www.globalresearch.ca/weapons-for-the-islamic-state-isis
-weapons-and-sanctions-against-russia-obama-prioritizes-weakening-russia-over-weakening-isis
/5434466 (accessed 27 March 2015).
41
The Telegraph, Qatar Playing with Fire .
42
The Telegraph, Saudi Arabia Backs Push to Carve Out Liberated Southern Syria, 5 April
2013, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/syria/9975211/Saudi-Arabia-backspush-to-carve-out-liberated-southern-Syria.html (accessed 9 December 2014). Soon after the Egyptian
events, Saudi Arabia became cautious of the Muslim Brotherhood, regarding it as a strong political
adversary. Regardless of the episodes of cooperation, Riyadh cut many of its ties with the organization,
eventually declaring it a terrorist group in December 2014.
43
The Atlantic, Why Qatar Is Quietly Supporting a U.S. Strike in Syria, 3 September 2013,
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/09/why-qatar-is-quietly-supporting-a-usstrike-in-syria/279302/ (accessed 9 December 2014).
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September 2012 they created a Revolutionary Military High Councils Command.
The military councils responsible for supplies, were attached to Qatar, and the
coordinating office responsible for communications and logistics, was attached to
the Saudis. However a month later, while Qatar invited the commanders to Doha
to pay them their salaries, the Saudis welcomed those who did not go to Doha.44
This was another manifestation of the Qatari-Saudi rivalry over Syria.
In the autumn of 2013, amidst a possibility of US airstrikes against Syrian
governmental military objects, Qatar could be identified as condemning the Syrian
government over alleged chemical attacks against civilians and calling international
actors for resolute counteraction.45 Meanwhile, the Qatari policy towards the Syrian
crisis gradually underwent some changes making it more moderate and even signaling
something that could be defined as retreat.46 The same tendency became peculiar
also to Turkey, another meso-level player in the Syrian crisis. Such a change was
conditioned by the agreement reached between the macro-level players  Russia,
Iran, US  regarding the elimination and destruction of Syrias chemical weapon
stockpiles.47 Our thesis can be factually substantiated by a piece of information
provided by an anonymous Qatari official to the al-Monitor online newspaper: Turkey
and Qatar came to a conclusion that the only game in the town in Syria is [ ] the
political solution. [Therefore] they jointly decided to withdraw from the Syrian
quagmire.48 It can be definitely concluded that both Turkey and Qatar were trying
to retain geostrategic existence in post-war Syria by a renewed and more flexible
methods.
Shortly after in October 2013, a Lebanon-based al-Mayadeen satellite television
broadcaster announced that the Qatari Emir had dispatched a suggestion to
Damascus on a restoration of diplomatic relations. Damascus replied with a calm
appeal for concrete steps to be taken by Doha.49 In the same period, a Turkish
daily newspaper Sabah published an article Does Qatar change policy in Syria?,
supposing that the new Emirs inclination can be described as a [ ] new
Radikal, Suriye tahtaravallisinde Suud-Katar dansý [Saudi-Qatar Game in Syrian Seesaw], 15
April 2013, http://www.radikal.com.tr/yazarlar/fehim_tastekin/suriye_tahtaravallisinde_suud
_katar_dansi-1129524 (accessed 9 December 2014).
45
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December 2014).
46
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47
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Istanbul, 2014, pp. 712713.
48
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49
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endeavor to conquer Syria, strategically important transit country on oil and gas
roads. 50 We regard this opinion to be credible, since the change in Qatari policy
was stipulated not only by objective factors, but was also a result of the new
Emirs ascension to the throne: on 25 June 2013 Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani
abdicated in favor of his son  Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani, whose foreign
policy was more moderate.51
However, it would be wrong to insist that Qatar drastically abandoned its previous
policy of gaining strategic advantages in Syria by means of supporting antigovernment forces. Moreover, differences over these questions between Gulf Arab
states resulted in a diplomatic crisis in the Arab Peninsula in March 2014. On 5
March 2014 UAE, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia recalled their ambassadors from Doha
as a consequence of Qatars unwillingness to implement the agreements concluded
in an agenda of the Gulf Cooperation Council. Qatar was generally accused of
interfering in its neighbors internal affairs as well as supporting the Muslim
Brotherhood.52 Before taking this step, during a GCC foreign ministers informal
meeting, Saudi Arabia had threatened to blockade Qatar by land and sea unless it cut
ties with the Muslim Brotherhood, closed al-Jazeera, and expelled the local branches
of two US think-tanks, the Brookings Doha Center and the Rand Qatar Policy
Institute.53
Tense relations, however, significantly thawed with the Qatari Foreign Minister
Khalid bin Mohammed al-Attiyah categorically denying any differences with Saudi
Arabia over the Syrian crisis. Moreover, [ ] good relations with Saudi Arabia
are strategic importance for Qatar. Saudi Arabia is our strategic depth.54 This
statement came at the end of the month  22 March  during the annual Brussels
Forum, organized by the German Marshall Fund of the United States. These
words can be allegorically defined as a proclamation of a ceasefire by Qatar on
the Syrian front.
Nevertheless, neither the retreat nor the ceasefire between Doha and Riyadh,
changed the essence of the Syrian policy of Qatar. The post-March situation around
Qatar can be outlined within two interconnected factors: the future of the Qatari
Syrian policy and the security challenges of Qatar evoked by the failure in the
Sabah gazetesi [Sabah Newspaper], Katar, Suriyede taraf mý deðiþtiriyor? [Is Qatar Changing
Policy in Syria?], 23 October 2013, http://www.sabah.com.tr/Dunya/2013/10/23/katar-suriyedetaraf-mi-degistiriyor (accessed 9 November 2013).
51
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#axzz31Q6eXEkj (accessed 5 March 2014).
53
Huffington Post, Saudi Arabia Threatens to Lay Siege to Qatar: Cooperation or Confrontation?,
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previous phase of the Syrian crisis. The diplomatic isolation by the neighboring
states made Qatar strengthen the alternative external sources of cooperation and
legitimacy. In this context, it is important to mention that Qatar, hosting a US
military airbase in the vicinities of Doha, has always tried to maintain normal relations
with Iran. 55 This course remained unchanged even during the Syrian crisis. On 15
October 2013 Qatars Emir on his own initiative, held a telephone conversation
with Irans president Hassan Rouhani to felicitate him on the occasion of Eid
al-Adha and to call for expansion of bilateral ties. Meanwhile, the Emir assured
him that Doha was ready to expand its bilateral relations with Iran in all fields and
that his country was ready to expand its cooperation with Tehran to tackle
extremism, sectarianism, violence and terrorism [Italics mine  E.E.] in the region.56
It is necessary to stress that those words can hardly be described as merely
diplomatic compliments, taking into account that there are both robust grounds
and mutual interests for the aforementioned cooperation. 150,000 Iranian citizens
residing in Qatar, are involved in the business, industry and the consultancy sectors,
as well as in the gas production field, in stark contrast to the low qualified
immigrants from Pakistan and India.57 We may suppose that Qatar deems Iran to
be an alternative gas market and/or a transit country to China.
However, Qatar and Iran remained at odds over the Syrian crisis, thus even in
light of the diplomatic isolation of Qatar, Iran could not be the alternative ally
thereof. Turkey  a long-time regional ally of Qatar  was the best choice for the
tiny Arab state to handle its security and economic hardships. During high-level
presidential meetings in September and December, Qatar and Turkey deepened
their bilateral cooperation, especially in economic and productive spheres, being
as such of vital importance for Qatar. When Erdoðan visited Qatar on 15 September,
Turkey inked a one-year agreement to buy 1.2 billion cubic meters of liquefied
natural gas from the gulf state. 58 Amidst the global energy downfall, it was a crucial
step to uphold the Qatari gas market. In December, during the reciprocal visit of
the Qatari Sheikh, Turkey and Qatar also signed a defense cooperation agreement. 59
Moreover, the Qatari leader once again reiterated the adherence of his country to
the traditional course over Syria: [ ] standing together with the oppressed people
of the world has always been our common concern [ ] We criticized Syrian
regimes attitude together. We had already warned that the violence of the regime
The Telegraph, Qatar Playing with Fire .
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in Syria would lead to the rise of more violent organizations.60 Thus, the Syrian
policy of Qatar remained unchanged. However, some modifications took place to
adjust to a new regional reality. In this period, after the collapse of the Muslim
Brotherhood, Qatar joined the US-Turkey joint efforts to support the moderate
Syrian opposition. According to media reports,61 from May to November Qatar
provided camping and training facilities to the Syrian rebels, mostly from the Free
Syrian Army (FSA).62
Conclusion
Summarizing the article we may draw some conclusions:
1) Qatars main goal in the Syrian crisis was the following presupposed chain of
events: overthrowing the al-Assad regime  replacing it with Qatar-friendly forces 
realizing the conveyance of Qatari gas to Middle Eastern and European markets.
2) Unlike other Arab Spring countries, Syrias geostrategic utmost importance
entailed a protracted war in the country with changing power ratios among the
world leaders. Those factors prompted the micro-/meso-level players of the Syrian
game to adjust to new realities. We believe that Qatar did not manage to adjust its
policy according to the pre-determined purpose, which led to the fusion of purpose
and method.63 Some researchers, misled by such a policy of Qatar, even insist that
[ ] the sole purpose why Qatar got itself involved in this war was replacing the
[Syrian] government by Emir-backed Muslim Brotherhood [ ] Qatar had no other
purpose in the Syrian war.64 Nevertheless, current research shows that it was Qatars
main method, rather than the overall purpose.
4) The half-military and half-diplomatic measures taken by the oil-rich Arab state
proved unsuccessful and anachronistic because of the estrangement and decline of
the Qatar-backed Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East, particularly in Syria. The
Russia-Iran-US agreement on the destruction of Syrias chemical weapons, along
with a newly-emerging Iran-US rapprochement urged Qatar to re-think its Syrian
agenda, especially in light of the diplomatic blockade by the Gulf states. As mentioned
above, nowadays Qatar conducts its Syrian policy in accordance with the American
regional activities.
Ibidem.
PBS: Public Broadcasting Service, Syrian Rebels Describe U.S.-Backed Training in Qatar, 26
May 2014, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/foreign-affairs-defense/syria-at-war/syrian
-rebels-describe-u-s-backed-training-in-qatar (accessed 28 March 2015).
62
Reuters, Qatar Runs Covert Desert Training Camp for Syrian Rebels, 26 November 2014,
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/11/26/us-mideast-crisis-qatar-syria-idUSKCN0JA1
BX20141126 (accessed 28 March 2015).
63
It is important to quote Sun Tzu  a Chinese military general and strategist  who warned
commanders in his The Art of War about the perils of a protracted war: [ ] if the campaign is
protracted, the resources of the State will not be equal to the strain (Sun Tzu, The Art of War, http://
classics.mit.edu/Tzu/artwar.html (accessed 23 March 2015)).
64
Katar vyxodit iz vojny .
60
61

38

Edgar Elbakyan

5) Qatar lost its reputation of a sincere broker in the region and involved itself in
disagreements with neighbors, getting thus partly deprived of pan-Arab support. In
this context we can explain why Qatar has augmented military expenses since the
beginning of 2014. It is noteworthy that Qatar acquires both defensive and offensive
weapons.65 Foreign policy failures can certainly pose a threat to Qatars security,
being surrounded by Saudi Arabia and Iran and occupying a territory of just 11,571
square kilometers.

65
See more about Qatars military expenses on the Razm.info Armenian analytical website, under
(accessed 29 November 2014).
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Abstract
With the advent of the Arab popular uprisings, many hidden ordeals have been uncovered
in the region. Nationalism and sectarian (ethno-confessional) problems are among several
issues, yet they constitute a source of ongoing turbulence. It is my contention that the
Great War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire were at the root of all these problems.
In an effort to draw conclusions and a working prognosis, this article focuses on two aspects
of the impact and repercussions of the collapse of the Ottoman Empire: firstly the rise of
nationalism, and secondly the emergence contemporary Islamic movements and sectarian
calamity.

Introduction
In this article, the focus will be on the Arab world, as an identified entity, rather
than the Middle East which continues to be a source of disagreement among scholars
on its exact definition, components, borders and geography.1 Conversely, the term
the Arab world has a specific geographical and political extent that geographically
includes countries ranging from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean, i.e. Morocco
to the West, the Arab Peninsula to the South, Iraq to the East and Northern Africa to
the North, a range which politically encompasses all members of the League of Arab
States.2 The Arab world has a special importance for the three monotheistic religions
and from a geo-strategic perspective, the Arab world has been the center of attention
for the various advantages it possesses: natural gas, oil, iron, phosphate and other
natural resources; a strategic location (traditionally the Silk Road); being the center
of main international naval routes and a huge market for consumer goods. As a
result, the region has provided a major backdrop for numerous conflicts and has
been an important target for irredentism and intervention, with major powers having
tried to establish a foothold here since medieval times.
Associate Research Fellow at the Institute for Middle East Studies, LondonOntario, Canada;
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With the advent of the so-called Arab Spring or Arab popular uprisings in December
2010, many buried ordeals in the Arab world were uncovered. The death toll has
been mounting rapidly in an unprecedented way, with the ongoing turbulence in
Iraq, chaos in Syria, civil war in Somalia, disorder in Libya, turmoil in Yemen and
instability in Egypt. In addition to traditional problems rooted in Arab societies, such
as weak state institutions, poverty, inequality and underdevelopment, two main issues
appeared as a cornerstone for instability to the whole region: nationalism (two-level
nationalism: individual state nationalism and pan-Arab nationalism) and Islamism
(hence political Islam and ethno-confessional conflicts). In fact, both issues
(nationalism and Islamism) are inversely connected in a causal relationship and
constitute a major source of the ongoing turbulence that may lead to a complete
change in the landscape of the Arab world.
In an effort to find solutions for such challenges, it would be erroneous to address
these problems without considering their roots through a historical analysis. One may
argue that the roots of these problems go back in history to the Great War (WWI) and
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. This article elaborates and focuses on two variables:
nationalism and Islamism as two main aspects of the repercussions and impact on the
region of the Great War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The first part of the
article briefly addresses the conditions pertaining to and brought about as a result of
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The second part is dedicated to addressing the
issue of nationalism in the Arab world on two levels: macro and micro state nationalism
and Arabism or Arab nationalism in terms of developments and challenges. The third
part of this article discusses the emergence of political Islam and Islamic movements
and serves as a thorough introduction to the fourth part which tackles ethno-confessional
problems in the Arab world. Against this backdrop, the article tries to draw relevant
conclusions and a working prognosis of the course of events in the region.
The Great War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
The Ottoman Empire was the longest and the last surviving Islamic empire (1299
1922), spanned three continents at the end of the Mongol era and was rooted in a
universal belief: the faith of Islam. 3 It ruled the Arab world for more than four
centuries and had an enormous impact on people, politics, culture, life, arts and even
laws. The Ottoman Empire developed and gradually lead the whole Islamic world,
with the Ottoman Sultan becoming the Caliph of all Muslims who subserviently
followed his orders (basically religious); prayed for him in mosques; and came to
have his name printed on coins in all Muslim territories.4 With the bombing of Russian
Black Sea ports, the Ottoman Empire formally joined the Central Powers and entered
the war on 28 October 1914. Five days after the Ottomans attack, the Allied Powers
Dan Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe, New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2002, p. 8.
4
Ali Muhammad al-Sallabi, al-Dawlah al-Uthmaniyyah: awamil al-nuhud wa-l-sukut [The
Ottoman State: Factors for the Rise and Fall], 6th edition, Beirut: Dar al-Marefa, 2010, pp. 394395.
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(or the Triple Entente; France, Russia and Great Britain) declared war on the Ottoman
Empire, who in return called for military Jihad against the Triple Entente in
November 1914.5 The Empire lost the war, collapsed and was divided and its territories
carved up among the victorious powers.
Thus, the identity of Arab states  as seen today  had never emerged before the
Sykes-Picot agreement  the deal to divide the Arab world. British parliamentarian
Sir Mark Sykes and French diplomat François Georges-Picot negotiated the division
of the Arab provinces which still belonged to the Ottomans. The agreement was
completed in 1916 and was incorporated into the treaty but subject to some revisions
later in the war.6 The partitioning of the Ottoman Empire ran apace between 30
October 1918 and 1 November 1922 and the Ottoman regions were carved up between
the British and the French; the eastern part of Greater Syria was partitioned between
them and the international Zionist movement was encouraged to push for a Jewish
homeland in Palestine after signing the Balfour Declaration. The League of Nations
granted France mandates over Syria and Lebanon and granted the United Kingdom
mandates over Mesopotamia and Palestine (which was later divided into two regions:
Palestine and Transjordan).7 The Ottoman Empires possessions on the Arabian
Peninsula became the Kingdom of Hejaz and the Sultanate of Nejd (today Saudi
Arabia), the Mutawakkilite Kingdom of Yemen, and the Arab states of the Gulf. In
North Africa, France had taken Algeria and Tunisia, Britain had taken Egypt, and
Italy had taken what became Libya.
In the Ottoman Empire, there were four major millets (religio-political communities);
the Muslims, the Greeks, the Armenians and the Jews. The Turks and Arabs did not
define themselves as such until modern times,8 when a rising tide of nationalism
made its way into the Ottoman Empire. During that period and before the collapse of
the Ottoman Empire, multi-ethnic empires faced a severe dilemma: the issue of
nationalism. With its roots dating back to the French Revolution in 1789, large
multi-national empires of the past, such as the Holy Roman Empire or the Spanish
Empire were seen as inherently weak because of the numerous nationalities and
languages within the empire.9 Henceforth, one of the main outcomes of the collapse
of the Ottoman Empire was the upsurge of nationalist feeling among the peoples of
the region (Arabs, Turks, Kurds, etc.).
5
David Woodward, The Middle East During World War One, BBC History, 10 March 2011,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/middle_east_01.shtml (accessed 14 November
2014).
6
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Conference of 19191920, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1974, pp. 343344.
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November 2014).
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In a nutshell, the two main outcomes of the collapse of the Ottoman Empire were:
the abolishment of the last Islamic state  the sole reference to all Sunni Muslims and
the disintegration of Arab territories, and thus the formation of the current Arab states.
The rise and fall of Arab nationalism
In general, Arab countries do not have severe national integration problems with
the exception of Lebanon, Iraq and Sudan, as the Arab world is relatively ethnically
and culturally homogenous and enjoyed a certain unity under the Ottoman Empire.10
With the emergence of the Middle East11 and the formation of Arab national states 
after being ruled for 400 years by the Ottoman Empire  the issue of nationalism
appeared as it had never existed before: a conflict between loyalty to individual states
and loyalty to the whole Arab nation and thus reunification. A confluence of various
factors is believed to have led to the emergence of nationalism in the Arab world.
Firstly, while Arabs lived for many years in the Ottoman Empire as an inherent component
of that Empire, the latter years witnessed certain practices by the Sultan and the
Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) that changed the perception of Arabs towards
the rule of the Empire in general, and the presence of the Ottomans in the Arab territories
in particular. The Sultan paid less attention to Arab territories and was thus accused of
a resulting underdevelopment in the Arab world in terms of intellect, health, agriculture,
commerce and industry, while the Unionists were accused of endeavoring to Turkify
the Arabs, factors that coincided with Arabs frustration caused by the death penalties
enforced by Djemal Pasha es-Seffah. Thus, it would not be of any surprise to find
the Ottomans being described as occupiers in Arabic books and literature.12
Secondly, MacMillan remarks that the assumption of power in 1908 by the Young
Turks in Istanbul stimulated this early Arab nationalism, which assumed that there
would be a single large Arab state.13 In other words, as a reaction to the rise of
Turkish nationalism, Arab thinkers began to formulate ideas of Arab nationalism,
looking back at the Abbasid and Umayyad days when Arabs were the leaders of the
Islamic empire. In their view, the Ottoman Turks had hampered the progress of the
Arab world and stifled their development.14
Alasdair Drysdale, National Integration Problems in the Arab World: The Case of Syria, in
Nationalism, Self-Determination and Political Geography, R. J. Johnston, David Knight and Eleonore
Kofman (eds), New York: Routledge, 2015, p. 97.
11
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Thirdly, in tandem with a similar wave of nationalism in Europe, this approach
was adopted and bolstered by the British who tried to determine a weakening of the
Ottoman Empire from within.15 Thus, fuelling nationalistic fervor was deemed
important in order to encourage Arabs to eradicate any other subordination, mainly
Islamism, which inevitably meant uprooting any connection to the Ottoman Sultan
and warding off of any yearnings for Ottoman heritage and tradition. The overriding
reason behind this state of affairs was the concern, and hence the desire for trying
to hinder any attempt of the ruler of the Ottomans as a spiritual leader of all Muslims
to call for Jihad or Holy War against the British.16
Fourthly, the World War I or what the Ottoman Sultan named the Holy War
(Mukaddes Cihad) revealed the weakness of the Empire, its institutions and policies.
This was clearly reflected in the failure of Caliphs army to recruit Muslim soldiers
when his army was comprised of mainly Turkish militaries.17 In fact, the rebellion
led by Sharif Hussein  the descendant of the Prophet  against the Ottoman Caliph
weakened the religious attachment of Arabs to the Ottoman Empire, paving the
way for nationalism in the Arab world. Fifthly, is the maturation of the consciousness
of Arab nationalism. According to many scholars, such as Adeed Dawisha, the
notion of Arab nationalism evolved as early as the beginning of the nineteenth
century, and the ideas that had been sown by the writings of Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani, his pupil Muhamad Abdu and later scholars like Rashid Rida and Abd
al-Rahman al-Kawakibi bore fruit later in the twentieth century.18 Other scholars,
like George Antonius, have surmised that the dawn of Arab nationalism could be
tracked back to the political ambitions of Muhamad Ali, the Albanian born governor
of Egypt, who tried to establish an Arab kingdom in Egypt and Syria, independent
of the Ottoman Empire.19
At this juncture one should concede that with looming dangers (Ottoman misrule
and misguided policies, imperialism, colonial penetration, and fragmentation), finding
a strong bond to gather and assemble Arabs in light of these challenges, would
eventually lead Arabs to adopt nationalism, especially with the fading religious
attachment to the Islamic state, represented by the Ottoman Empire  during that
period. Margaret MacMillan points out that in much of the Arab world, nationalism
was still dormant, except for in Egypt (when the British takeover of control in the
1880s had provoked large demonstrations and resistance). In large cities, such as
Damascus, Beirut, and Baghdad, discussion groups and newspapers were important
platforms where educated Arabs started to talk about freeing themselves from Ottoman
rule.20 Arab forefront activists and staunch nationalists received their education in
Cicek, The Impact , p. 103.
Al-Sallabi, al-Dawlah al-Uthmaniyyah , pp. 394395.
17
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20
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15
16

44

Fadi Elhusseini

Western capitals, and were greatly affected by the values of the French Revolution
and the widespread concept of nationalism.21
This consciousness capitalized on the eruption of the Arab Revolt (the Great Arab
Revolution) led by Sharif Hussein. Cicek cites one of the most prominent Arab
nationalists, Sati al-Husri, depicting the Arab Revolt in that the revolt which erupted
in Mecca at the end of the second year of the war was not a Hejazi but an Arab
Revolt in every sense of the term. It aimed at the independence of all Arab territory
and the formation of a new Arab government that would prepare the nation for a
genuine revival and restore its former glory. The flag devised by the leaders clearly
symbolized this lofty purpose in that each of its four colors was emblematic of the
successive eras of the Arab Empire during its past supremacy. Men from the various
parts of the Arab World  Syria, Iraq, Palestine and the Hejaz  Christian and Muslim
alike, participated in the Revolt and performed the tasks assigned to them.22
However, it was not until October 1915 when this trend was translated into practical
steps. McMahon wrote Sharif Hussein a letter in which he declared Great Britains
willingness to recognize and support the independence of Arabs within the territories
in the limits and boundaries proposed by Hussein himself.23 A Kurdish population that
stretched from Turkey across to Iran and Syria, were also promised an independent
Kurdistan at the Paris Peace Conference, but this was reneged on by the time the
final treaty was signed with Turkey at Lausanne in 1923. 24 As McMahon was
corresponding with Sharif Hussein, Britain and France were cementing their colonial
presence in the region through the Sykes-Picot agreement, dividing the region into
various states. Thus, instead of establishing one Arab state that congregated the
Arabs as Sharif Hussein was pinning his hopes upon, the agreement ushered in a
new colonial era and the birth of the current Arab countries, each with its own
national identity. The division of Arab territories was widely seen by Arab nationalists
as evidence of an imperialist divide, the borders and boundaries that separated them
were portrayed as artificial and arbitrary and the states themselves lacked their
legitimacy because of their origins.25 In the same context, Bernard Lewis refers to
the new Arab states and governments as installed and bequeathed by British and
French empires.26 Thereby, imperialism fragmented the region into a multitude of
relatively weak and, to a certain extent, artificial states, at odds with each other.27
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Although Arab nationalism evolved gradually taking in various terminologies in
Arabic texts, e.g. al-Qawmiyya al-Arabiyya (Arab Nationalism), al-Uruba (Arabism)
and al-Wahda al-Arabiyya (Arab Unity)28, and later al-Nassiriyya (Nasserism  after
Gamal Abdel Nasser), it was not reflected in real unity or solid steps beyond the
establishment of the oldest functioning regional organization  the League of Arab
States in March 1945 (the six founding states: Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Transjordan,
Saudi Arabia and Egypt).29 In the meantime, individual states continued to develop
different identities and separate characteristics, based on interests, political affiliations
and alliances, which triggered conflicts in the region in the aftermath of the demise
of the Ottoman Empire. Political differences (e.g. Libya during the Gadhafi era and
Egypt under Sadats rule), and various alliances (e.g. Syria during the reign of Hafiz
al-Assad, allied with the Soviet Union, and Saudi Arabia allied with the USA) were
cases in point. Thereafter, the region has been plagued by several conflicts. For
instance, interstate and colonial wars since the 19481949 first Arab-Israeli War
through to the 19901991 Gulf War, claimed at least 1.5 million casualties, and
protracted civil wars and ethnic struggles have led to the deaths of at least two
million and the displacement of millions more.30 According to Saad Eddin Ibrahim,
with just 8% of the world population, the Arab world has borne witness to 25% of
the entire worlds armed conflicts between 1945 and 1994. These conflicts have
been mostly ethno-racially based, so when taking into account the Arab-Israeli conflict
(six wars and a continued Israeli occupation) which has claimed almost 200,000
lives in 50 years, during the same period ethno-racial conflicts have claimed at least
12 times as many lives (e.g. the Lebanese civil war (19751990) alone matched the
same number of casualties as all the Arab-Israeli wars, and the Sudanese civil war
on and off since 1956 has claimed at least eight times as many lives as all ArabIsraeli wars).31 Not to mention, the two Gulf wars and their repercussions which
have claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, from which statistics have failed to
produce accurate numbers. Furthermore, the Arab region has witnessed various
border disputes, like those between Saudi Arabia and Yemen, between Iraq and Kuwait,
and between Morocco and Algeria.32
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Arab nationalism evolved and the unanimous rejection by Arab states of the 1948
UN partition resolution represented a crucial point in its history, especially considering
that on this occasion the will and the expectations of the Arab people were fulfilled
with a political decision by their rulers. Another important factor in Arab nationalism
was the arrival of the charismatic leader Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1952. Nasser
succeeded in fanning the flames of Arab public opinion and in reviving the Arabs
dream of one united Arab state from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean. His
arrival also inspired others to follow suit in neighbouring countries, like the Baath
parties and governments in Syria and Iraq in 1963 and 1968 respectively.33 With the
ongoing Arab-Israeli conflict, Arabism appeared in the eyes of many Arabs as a
natural reaction to counter Zionism. It is also remarkable that with the rise of Arabism,
other nationalistic feelings and claims in the Arab world appeared like those of the
Berbers, Afars and Kurds. The latters aspirations for an independent Kurdish state
turned into an ongoing armed conflict, claiming thousands of lives right up to this day.
However, Arab nationalism started to fade year after year and incident after incident,
until it received a deathblow in 1990 with Iraqs occupation of Kuwait and the ensuing
repercussions, including the 2003 US occupation of Iraq and the death of the staunch
advocate of Arab nationalism, Saddam Hussein. Such a waning in Arabism fervor was
not an overnight occurrence, but rather it was a process that devolved and diminished
gradually. Two events ushered in the beginning of the decline of Arabism: the Cold War
and the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement. While the former divided Arab states between
two camps, Eastern and Western, using their media platforms to employ their public
opinion in favor of their strategic choice, the latter sharply divided Arabs, and the
eventual result was the removal of the headquarters of the Arab League from Cairo.
Bernard Lewis signifies the decline of pan-Arabism noting that by 1982, when the
Israelis had invaded an Arab capital, Beirut, the reaction in Arab countries was
remarkably restrained, mainly because both governments and public opinion in the
Arab world were divided by the Iraq-Iran war. In 1986, a similar  unexpected 
reaction by Arab governments followed the American air raid on another Arab capital
 Tripoli, especially in comparison to unfolding events in 1967 when a rumour that
the United States had intervened in the June war, on Israels side, brought about
attacks by Arab crowds on American interests in many Arab capitals. Lewis remarks
that when Saddam Hussein invaded and annexed Kuwait in August 1990, he
formalized a change that had been developing over a long period.34 That said, the
Arabia and Jordan, between Saudi Arabia and Iraq, between Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, between Iraq
and Kuwait, between Iraq and Iran, between Iran and Bahrain, between Oman and Yemen, between
Yemen and Eritrea, between Syria and Jordan, between Syria and Lebanon, between Syria and
Turkey, between Morocco and Spain, between Morocco and Algeria, between Algeria and Tunisia,
between Sudan and South Sudan, between Egypt and Sudan, between Somalia and Somaliland,
Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti.
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Iraqi occupation of Kuwait was by itself a blow to all Arabs, not only because the
Iraqi president violated the Arab League Charter, but he also dared to attack Arab
brothers and occupy Arab lands. As a direct outcome of the Iraqi occupation of
Kuwait, Arabs were divided again and some accepted the presence of non-Arab
troops on Arab lands, fighting Arab brothers (Iraqis), in order to liberate Kuwait.
At this juncture, it is noteworthy that the US occupation of Iraq bore witness to
the early beginnings of the appearance and activism of al-Qaeda in the Arab world
region. This coincided with the fact that the frustration that Arabs felt due to the
eclipse of Arab nationalism (Arabism), rendered as an necessity an alternative that
gathered all Arabs again, an inevitability that appeared as a logical choice in the face
of mounting dangers and challenges.
Political Islam and the Arab world
According to Ali Bulac, Islamism is an intellectual, moral, societal, economic,
political and inter-state movement that is based on Islam as the main reference point
and aims for a new conception of the person, society, politics/state and thus a new
model of social organization and universal Islamic union.35 There is disagreement
among scholars and researchers on the conditions and reasons that caused the
emergence of modern political Islam and Islamic movements in general. Some
scholars found that the emergence of Islamic movements came about as a result of
the fear of secularism which spread during the period that followed the collapse of
the Ottoman Empire, and the concern on having nationalism replacing religious links.
Abdel Azim Ramadan suggests that the roots of Islamic movements and
contemporary Islamic thought were inspired by Sheikh Mohamed Abduh and Sheikh
Ali Abd ar-Raziq and came as a response to the challenges of alienation, Westernization
and modernization in society.36 Other opinions opted to align the emergence of these
movements to the Arabs defeat in the 1967 war while others link it to the collapse of
the Ottoman Empire. Prominent Islamic scholar Abd al-Monem Moneep, refuses all
these explanations suggesting that the Islamic movement began as early as the
prophecy of Mohammad (PUH). Moneep attributes his rejection of such explanations
to the fact that the Islamic movement is not an exclusively political movement
with regards to its political, economic, cultural and social aims.37
However, I tend to disagree with Moneep for several reasons. First and foremost,
the difference between religious advocacy and state affairs featured in the aftermath
of the death of the fourth Caliph (Ali Ben Abi Talib). Numerous battles occurred
and signified the clash between representatives of the two groups, e.g. Hussein
Ali Bulac, On Islam: Its Roots, Development and Future, Insight Turkey, Vol. 14, No. 4, Fall
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Ben Ali and Yezid Ben Muawiya. In modern times, several incidents also symbolize
this clash, like the conflict between King Abd al-Aziz and the Wahabbis led by
Faisal al-Daweesh. Similarly, in the aftermath of the Iranian Revolution, a clash
between religion and politics featured following the death of Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini when Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri, the sole candidate to succeed
Khomeini, was disqualified.38
Secondly, it is an unequivocal assumption that the Great War (and the collapse of
the last Islamic state) had its impact and consequences on Islamism in general. One
can argue that political Islam and contemporary Islamic movements are the foremost
outcome. That said, when the new republic of Turkey officially declared on 29
October 1923, that the last Islamic state had ceased to exist after nearly 700 years,
Islamic forces started seeking a new path to rebuild this state.
Following the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, the ultra-nationalist Turkish leader,
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, took power in what is now known as Turkey, and
eventually abolished the Caliphate. Some scholars saw that with the birth of the
new republic of Turkey, the last Islamic state with its leading role disappeared
and argued that its demise was the removal of the final link between an existing
Islamic state and the divine polity founded by the Prophet Muhammad,39 while
others believed that in both symbolic and practical terms, the Islamic state had
died by 1924. 40
Islamic historians contend that the Ottoman Empire fell apart beginning in the
nineteenth century, when rulers began to bypass the Ulama41 (members of a distinct
social-political grouping known as the scholars) in adopting Western institutions and
legal codes. Years before the eruption of the Great War, the weakness of the Empire
and its Sultans prompted religious scholars and intellectuals to vociferously rise up and
call for change  or reform, as they saw the Ottoman Empire going through a process
of internal decay with a falling away from Islam and the real faith.42 Through their
efforts to offer solutions, revival and reform, many Islamic scholars like Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, Abd ar-Raziq al-Sanhuri
and Muhammad al-Ghazali made remarkable contributions and an impact on
contemporary Islamic thought that affected the Wahhabis43, who nowadays are
Taha Jabir Alwani, al-Islamiyun bayna al-dawa wal-dawlah [Islamists between the Advocacy
and the State], Ruya Turkya, Vol. 2, Summer 2012, pp. 1820.
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represented in the ruling family in Saudi Arabia, and the Naqshbandi44 who has strong
influence and presence in Turkey.45
Therefore, the evident decline and resulting cultural backwardness, corruption,
the abandonment of Ijtihad (with its original interpretation of problems not being
precisely covered by the Quran or Hadith  Prophet Mohammeds traditions) for
misinterpretations and malpractice by the Sultan, as well as Western interventions,
caused the establishment of the Wahhabi movement, led by Muhammad Abd
al-Wahhab in Saudi Arabia, followed by Muhammad al-Sanusis movement in North
Africa and the Mahdiya movement in Egypt and Sudan. These movements did have
nationalist objectives.46 However, the collapse of the last Caliphate ushered in the
birth of new a wave of Islamic movements (later called political Islamic movements).
Ali Bulac shares the same opinion and asserts that Islamists did not exist before the
second half of the 19th century because with the existence of the Ottoman Empire
(with Dar al-Islam as its founding ideology and legitimacy framework), there would
be no reason to have Islamic movements. Bulac suggests three generation of Islamists;
the first generation appeared during the period 18501924, the second in 19502000
and the third generation with the first years of the 21st century.47
Only five years after the Turkish National Assembly declared Turkey a republic
and abolished the Ottoman Empire, the Muslim Brotherhood, the oldest and most
prominent Islamic organization, was founded in March 1928.48 The Brotherhoods
stated goal is to instill the Quran and Sunna as the sole reference point for ordering
the life of the Muslim family, individual, community and state. According to the
official website of the Muslim Brotherhood, the movement is dedicated to and for
the sake of reforming the society and the formation of Muslim individuals, families
and the whole community, then the government and then the world.49
Initiated by the Islamic scholar Hassan al-Banna in Egypt, this Islamic movement
had gained supporters throughout the Arab world and spread and influenced Islamist
movements worldwide, in more than 72 countries, including all Arab nations, according
to Muslim Brotherhood Wikipedia.50 As a matter of fact, there is an agreement among
Naqshbandi (Sufi) named after Shah Naqshband. It was introduced from India and spread
across the Arab world. Source: Lewis, The Middle East , p. 310.
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scholars that the Muslim Brotherhood is the source of all Islamic political movements
in the Arab world. In a report presented to an American research centre in the 1980s,
it documents the presence of 84 Islamic movements in eighteen Arab countries, with
a membership of several million Arabs. In Egypt alone there are 26 movements, in
Iraq 12, and in Syria 10.51
According to their dogma (and hence sect), Islamic movements in the Arab world
can be divided between Sunni and al-Firak, and the latter includes all groups who
adopt ideologies and opinions different from those of the Sunnis; i.e. Shiite (e.g.
Twelver, Jafari, Ismaili, Nizariiyyah), Alawi, Druze, Bahai and Zaidiyyah, and groups
like al-Takfir wal-Hijra, al-Tawkof wal-Tabayyon, al-Najoon menal Nar and
al-Qutbyeen. Depending on the approach, contemporary Islamic movements in the
Arab world can be divided as follows:
1) Reformists: they seek gradual, peaceful and may be partial, change; e.g. the
Muslim Brotherhood, al-Nahda, al-Tahreer, etc.
2) Revolutionists: they seek swift, comprehensive, and if necessary coercive
change; e.g. Islamic Jihad, al-Qaeda, al-Tawhid wal-Jihad, Islamic
Movement, al-Nusra, ISIS, etc.
Moneep adds two other categories of Islamic movements:
3) Political Islamists: they adopt Islam as a political reference, but without any
deep involvement in Islams pure values and principles; e.g. Masr al-Fatah.
4) Faked Islamists: and he refers to those who use Islam and Islamic texts as a
cover to seek certain popularity, giving Gamal Abdel Nasser as an example.52
Although Moneep tried to differentiate between political and faked Islamists, I
tend to put the two groups into a different category that is not part of Islamists per
se. Proclaiming the adoption of Islam as a political reference without any deep
involvement in Islams pure values and principles or using Islam and Islamic text as
a cover to seek popularity does not make them Islamists. In other words, politicians
in general tend to seek popularity through their emphasis on widely accepted values
and issues as part of their soft power strategies. In a very similar context, Hafiz and
Bashar al-Assad, Saddam Hussein and many other Arab leaders tried to use the
Palestinian cause and fighting occupation in a similar attempt to seek popularity and
at times legitimacy.
On his side, Alan Richards distinguishes between four different Islamic groups or
concentric circles:
1) Jihadist Salafis  such as the followers of al-Qaeda.
2) Salafis  who believe that the imitation of the behavior of the Prophets
closest companions should be the basis of the social order.
3) Islamists  a broader category, which includes anyone who thinks that the
precepts of Islam  however interpreted  should be fundamental to political
and social order.
51
52

Al-harakat al-islamiyyah .
Moneep, Dalil al-harakat , pp. 1618.

The Arab World between the Dilemma of Nationalism and Sectarian Conflicts

51

4) Discontented Muslims  people who identify themselves as Muslims, and
who are unhappy with their life prospects, with the justice of their societies,
and/or with the state of the wider world.53
While one should commend Richards efforts to categorize Islamic groups, I
believe it is becoming increasingly harder day by day to make such clear distinctions.
Firstly, discontented Muslims cannot be classified as one circle or group; they are
rather demonstrating the majority of the Muslim population. Secondly, Salafis either
Jihadists or non-Jihadists fall into a broad Salafi category, which in turn is an offshoot
of Wahhabi thought. Thirdly, there are numerous other groups, either identified like
the Muslim Brotherhood or unidentified, not to mention Shiite groups, assemblies,
circles, splinter groups and offshoots.
Up until now, in parallel with the various existing multinational, Islamic organizations
and platforms, such as the Muslim World League established in 1962 and the
Organization of Islamic Conference  OIC established in 1972, numerous Islamic
movements and parties have appeared in the Arab world: Shiite, Sunni, Wahhabi,
Salafi (that include but are not limited to the Islamic Jihad), al-Qaeda, al-Tawhid
wal-Jihad, Islamic Movement, al-Nusra, ISIS, the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Nahda,
Islamic Action Front (IAF), Justice and Development Party, al-Wefaq (Concordance)
Islamic Society, al-Tahreer, Ansar al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyah, al-Qutbyeen,
al-Shokyeen, al-Samawyeen, Salafist, Hezbollah, Amal, Quietists Ali al-Sistani, the
al-Sadr Faction, Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, the Dawa Party,
the Islamic Action Organization Jamiyyat al-Amal al-Islami, New Wahhabism54
and many others. It can be said that the presence of multi-Islamic political movements
in the Arab world was an ultimate result for the failure to respond to the challenges
and to meet the aspiration of their supporters.
In fact, the fading manifestation of nationalism (Arabism) along with the failed
policies of non-Islamist rulers  whom were seen as Westernized  served to
improve the chances of those of otherness thought: Islamists. With the dawn of
the Arab Spring, those who were expelled, banned and disqualified from political life
in most Arab countries appeared in the eyes of many Arabs as a third plausible
choice; i.e. instead of being part of the existing (pro-West and mainly US dominant)
order or a dreamer of a waning Arab nationalistic order (traditionally perceived as
pro-East and socialist), political Islam appeared as a viable alternative. In due course,
Arab populist revolts were translated into a democratic choice of Islamists to rule
their countries, mainly in Egypt, Tunisia and Morocco. However malpractice, lack
Alan Richards, Socio-Economic Roots of Radicalism? Towards Explaining the Appeal of
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of political experience and the emergence of radical groups, swiftly weakened
Islamists chances of succeeding in the Arab world.
Summing up, it should be conceded that, and despite all reservations, the final word
in religious matters rested with the Ottoman Sultan who was the sole religious reference
and no other entity could issue different Fatwas, religious judgment and ordering.
Yet, with the collapse of the last Islamic state, various Islamic forces tried to seek a
rejuvenation of the Islamic state and a return of the Caliphate; each with his own
understanding and explanation of Islam. The skirmishes between the various sects are
perhaps ushering in a looming, comprehensive, ethno-confessional conflict in the region.
Even within the same sect, disagreements have appeared and at times developed into
armed conflict. Tellingly, when the reference point was lost, extremism, fundamentalism,
radicalism and sectarian conflict were all invited to visit the region.
Sectarianism and radicalism
In addition to the absence of one reference, the emergence of the tremendous
number of contemporary Islamic schools and movements made radicalism and ethnoconfessional conflicts in the Arab world inevitable. Some specialists afford socioeconomic factors (poverty, unemployment, failed policies, oppression, etc.) important
weight when offering reasoning behind the emergence of radicalism and hence ethnoconfessional conflicts in the region. 55 Nonetheless, I believe that there are further
reasons that have elicited this dilemma: the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the Iranian
Revolution and the US occupation of Iraq.
Throughout history, a schism between the two major Muslim sects Sunni and
Shiite existed and at times developed into bloody conflicts that claimed thousands
of lives and the last major conflict was manifested in a long war between the
Ottoman Empire (representing Sunnis) and the Safavid dynasty in Iran (representing
Shiites).56 As stated earlier, following the demise of the Ottoman Empire Sunni
Muslims lost their religious reference unlike Shiites who, to a major extent, are
typically characterized by the central role of the clergy.57 In modern times, the two
sects managed to live together in this region and the rift was buried  with a few
exceptions, e.g. the Lebanese civil war was fought along ethno-confessional lines
from 1975 to 1991 when the role of the central government was weak enough not
to be able to halt this conflict, unlike the case of Iraq. Nevertheless, the development
of events provided solid grounds for reigniting sectarianism on a wider scale.
The Soviet Unions invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 was a turning point for Islamic
religious movements in the Arab world. While most Arab regimes hunted down Islamists
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in their countries, Afghanistan became a refuge and a foothold where they could gather
themselves and recruit new members. In fact, with many Western powers turning a
blind eye at times, and occasionally supporting and funding the Islamists presence in
Afghanistan so as to counter and fight the Soviet presence and expansion plans, Islamists
 basically Sunni Salafi Jihadists  found some sort of legitimacy for their existence.
Thus, Afghanistan became a stronghold of Jihadist Islamic movements inspired by Ibn
Taymiyyah, Sayyid Qutb, and Wahhabism. After a 10-year war, the Jihadists (also known
as Arab-Afghans or Afghan Arabs) went back to their home countries (including
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Yemen) and started their new struggle against other sects,
Western interests and Arab regimes, who were regarded as being corruptible dictators
and infidels. Between 1992 and 1997, Islamic movements carried out 1,200 operational
killings, injuring hundreds.58 The presence of such Sunni Jihadist elements is considered
to be the cornerstone of the ensuing radicalism and sectarianism in the region.
Not far away from Afghanistan, in the same year as when the Soviets launched
their offensive, an earthshattering event occurred: the Iranian Revolution. The new
republic of Iran ushered in the first Shiite state in the twentieth century. It officially
represented the second largest Islamic sect  Shiite  and was considered a thorn in
the side of already existing Sunni states like Saudi Arabia and Sudan.59 Less than two
years later, the first Gulf War between Iraq and Iran erupted and lasted for eight
years. Iraq started this war and was openly supported by Sunni Arab states. Some
see Iraqs decision to attack Iran as a reflection of President Saddam Husseins
ambitions, others attribute it to Saddams fear of Arab nationalism and a resistance
against the hegemonic aspirations of Iran, while a third group ascribes it to the
concerns of Sunni states regarding the exportation of the Shiite Islamic Revolution.60
The conflict ended but Iraqs authority was weakened, and two years after the end
the war, Iraq was involved in another offensive after Saddams troops occupied
Kuwait in 1990. The definitive result of two consecutive wars and international
sanctions was a further weakening of the authority of Saddam Hussein in a country
mired with ethno-confessional complications. Considering these two facts; a
weakened central authority and the emergence of a religious Shiite reference outside
the country in Iran, the environment became primed for the rise of Shiite groups
and organizations after being marginalized for so many years.
The US occupation of Iraq in 2003 and the collapse of the Iraqi central government
are considered the third pivotal factor in the gradual process of the rise of radicalism
and sectarianism in the Arab world. The chaotic environment in the aftermath of the
sudden collapse of the Iraqi army sewed fertile grounds for the nourishment of two
major groups: Sunni Jihadists and radical Shiites. Graham E. Fuller writes: With the
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fall of Saddam Hussein, the revolutionary new opportunities have galvanized the Shiite
community and sparked an extraordinary and rapid wave of identity politics and political
activism that was not anticipated by American policymakers or even by most Iraqi
Sunnis. The significance of this political turning point cannot be overestimated, either
for Iraq or for the region.61 Many groups used the slogan of resistance or fighting
US occupation in order to gain more popularity and then recruit more elements.
Among the various Shiite groups that emerged are the Quietists  of Iranian origin
and led by Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, which is the most important traditional group and has
the largest number of followers, both inside and outside of Iraq; the al-Sadr Faction 
represented by Muqtada al-Sadr, considered a second major clerical force with thousands
of Sadrist members in Sadrs guerrillas maintaining dominance among the large Shiite
community in Baghdads massive Sadr City; the Supreme Council for the Islamic
Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI)  founded in 1982 in Tehran by Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir
al-Hakim, which enjoys the support of the Iranian government that aided in establishing
the Badr Brigade comprising of a 10,000-man Iraqi militia; the Dawa Party (Call to
Islam)  founded by Sayyid Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr and others, which is the oldest
Shiite Islamist movement in Iraq and calls for the establishment of an Islamic state; the
Islamic Action Organization (Jamiyyat al-Amal al-Islami)  founded in the early 1980s
under Tehrans wing, which is a smaller Shiite organization headed by Muhammad Taqi
al-Mudarrisi and remains linked with the SCIRI and; the Shia Hezbollah Organization 
led by Abu-Hatim al-Muhammadawi, who claimed responsibility for the first Shiite
opposition group attacks against Saddam Husseins forces after the US military operation.62
Conversely, many Sunni groups came to the fore after being out of the public and
underground during the reign of Saddam Hussein. Various trends have re-emerged: the
Muslim Brotherhood or MB (al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun)  also known as the Iraqi Islamic
Party, the leading Sunni Islamist force in Iraq and the most important Sunni mainstream
Islamist movement in the Arab world as mentioned earlier, calling for an Islamic state;
Hizb al-Tahrir (the Liberation Party), theologically radical but non-violent; the Iraqi
Islamic Patriotic Front led by Shaykh Muhammad Nadim al-Taee; the Sunni Resistance
led by Shaykh Ahmad al-Kubaysi; and various other Sunni Islamist groups who,
according to Graham E. Fuller, are very difficult to gauge in terms of strength and are
difficult to gain information about.63
Fuller points out that Saudi Arabia severed ties with the Muslim Brotherhood in late
2002 and accused them  as opposed to Wahhabi Islam  of being the chief force behind
international Islamic terrorism and growing fears from Shiite power in Iraq. As a result,
the Saudis tried to strengthen Wahhabi forces without seeking to use violence against the
United States. Fuller proffers, however, that uncontrolled Wahhabi elements in Iraq would
eventually do so.64 In fact, the feeling of mistrust between the Sunni Wahhabi and the
Sunni Muslim Brotherhood is mutual.
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The Muslim Brotherhood has never seen the rule of the Saudis (or Wahhabis,
named after Muhammad bin Abd al-Wahhab, who formed an alliance with Muhammad
Ibn Saud and founded the first Saudi state), as anything but colonialists who eradicated
an Ottoman Muslim ruler. Among several books and articles published by Muslim
Brotherhood scholars and writers, the Wahhabi: Deformation of Islam book criticizes
Wahhabis advocacy, claiming that it rests on three key pillars to discredit Islam;
religious extremism to demolish religion, falsified Hadiths and, tampering with the
interpretation of the Quran.65
One can argue that Syria remains the consolidated divisive dilemma between the
two Sunni camps. While both seek the toppling of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad
(who fought both Salafists and the Muslim Brotherhood), they do however disagree
on the means. On the one hand, the Muslim Brotherhood supports Turkeys approach
and its allies on the ground (the Free Syrian Army  FSA); on the other hand signs
and Western sources suggest that Saudi Arabia and several other Gulf states support
the Salafist groups in Syria.66
Sectarianism
On the whole, the downfall of Saddams regime was a watershed event that ushered
in many changes in the Arab world. For Shiites, this event has a major geopolitical
impact across the Arab world, clearly affecting the Shias of Bahrain, Saudi Arabia,
the Lebanon and Syria.67 The latter was felt stronger as their axis with Iran (also
with Hezbollah, one of the two Shiite political organizations in Lebanon) expanded to
include Iraq (now by Shiites, unlike Sunni Saddam Hussein).
As stated earlier, Salafi Jihadists found a new refuge in Iraq, after being chased
and hunted in Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and the ensuing Afghan
military campaign. They grew rapidly in Iraq following the 2003 US invasion and
started to rebuild their bases and recruit new elements, but now in the Arab world 
operating mainly in Iraq under the slogan of fighting US occupation. Armed
confrontations, attacks and bombings became a regular sight in Iraq. Many facilities
were targeted, including Shiite markets, mosques and residential areas. Shiite killing
squads became widespread and committed similar attacks against Sunnis. Thus, it
should not be to anyones surprise to see a similar scenario enveloping Syria which
shares a similar demographic structure to Iraq. These events have left a mark on all
observers as has the rapid, subsequent rise of ISIS (the Islamic State in Iraq and
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al-Sham Levant  later known as IS or the Islamic State), who now control a large
swath and chunk of Iraq and Syria, which has been seen of such severe gravity as
to the extent that some have suggested: it would reshape the whole region.68
Conclusion
While Arabs were enjoying stability under Ottoman (Islamic) rule, their divisions
and weaknesses pushed them to look for another bond that would gather them in the
face of looming challenges. Nationalism appeared as their first choice, but with
weak states and rulers, Arab nationalism  as an ideology  has soon waned and
proved to be inapplicable. The ultimate result was the rise of state nationalism
where each country had its own interests, alliances, ambitions and plans. These
states, regimes and rulers were seen in the eyes of many Arabs as US stooges and
their strength was only displayed inwardly against their own people through oppression
and unjust practices. With continued weakness and backwardness, Arabs continued
to look for another alternative to gather and unite them in face of these new challenges.
The next choice was Islamism; where this time it comes from an absolutely different
background from the one implemented in the Ottoman Empire. This time, Islamism
or political Islam (Islamic movements) developed within nationalistic boundaries
and emerged as an outcome of oppression by the ruling elites, and thus the aspirations
and tools are completely different from those of the Ottoman Empire, which was
already exiting from practising Islam and ruling.
As a result, the implementation of Islam (rule and practice) was not only the sole
objective of new Islamists, but also the removal of barriers represented by the rulers
and their supporters, and the establishment of a new Islamic state. With the absence
of one reference point, each movement tried to achieve such goals through their
own understanding of religion, which in return led to conflicts, either ethnic or
ethno-confessional. Negative socio-economic conditions, including poverty, poor
education, unemployment, frustration, oppression and a lack of freedom, played a
crucial role and a fertile environment for an increasingly prevalent radicalism. In
other words, without the widespread ignorance among the Arab population  due to
decades of malevolent policies by corrupt regimes that were allied with the US 
such groups would not have found grounds to propagate an austere interpretation of
Islam and such violent acts.
This, with no doubt, reflects the danger of using religion for political or social
goals. As a result, until new Arab regimes fight the roots of this dilemma (stemming
from a lack of credible religious reference, the use of religion for political purposes,
and socio-economic predicaments), the whole region is susceptible to further chaos
and ubiquitous, wide-scale ethno-confessional conflicts.

George Friedman, The Islamic State Reshapes the Middle East, Stratfor Global Intelligence,
25 November 2014, http://www.stratfor.com/weekly/islamic-state-reshapes-middle-east#
axzz3K17snwqD (accessed 27 November 2014).
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Abstract
The Zurich agreement (2009) opened a new phase in regional relations in the Caucasus.
Certain factors such as the issues of energy security, the continuation of unresolved disputes
and Russias saber-rattling in Georgia, have shaped Turkeys view on the Caucasus. This
region has always been a focus of attention for Iran. The main goal of this paper is to show
that when considering the vast capacities for a development of political and economic
relations between Iran and Armenia based on historical, cultural and social commonalties, a
possible rapprochement between Turkey and Armenia will not have a negative impact on
the longstanding relations between Tehran and Yerevan.

Introduction
Relations between Yerevan and Ankara have been tense since the birth of Armenian
independence. While Turkey was one of the first countries to recognize the
independence of Armenia in 1991, the two countries did not have formal diplomatic
relations for 17 years. Three main factors can be mentioned as the reason behind this
situation.1 The first and the most important factor is Armenias request to Turkey to
recognize the genocide of Armenians by the Ottoman Empire in 1915, and the necessity
for Ankara to formally apologize for the massacre whilst compensating for material
and spiritual losses. This request has been strongly rejected by all Turkish governments.
The second factor is related to the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute and its occupation
by Armenia throughout the bloody war of 1992. Due to national and ethnic links
between Turkey and the Republic of Azerbaijan, Ankara has offered its unbridled
support to Baku against Yerevan in this case. Severing diplomatic relations and
imposing economic sanctions against Armenia in addition to a closing of the border
between the two countries have been the most important measures taken by Turkish
leaders against Armenia during the past two decades.2 The third factor, which is
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pdf-files/bueros/georgien/06380.pdf (accessed 21 April 2015).
2
Thomas Dewall, Armenia and Turkey: Bridging the Gap, 2010, p. 5, http://carnegieen
dowment.org /files/armenia_turkey.pdf (accessed 5 April 2011).
*

58

Elaheh Koolaee, Mahnaz Goodarzi

somewhat less important but nonetheless significant, is Ankaras request from Yerevan
to recognize the two countries existing boundaries, and Yerevans insistence on
considering the eastern part of Turkey as Western Armenia.3 However, despite these
obstacles and challenges, the Armenian and Turkish leaders have taken significant
diplomatic steps toward improving bilateral relations during recent years, under internal,
regional and international pressures, which have given birth to new regional trends.
As a result of such developments, Ankara and Yerevan started bilateral negotiations
for the first time in Geneva in August 2007, in a bid to put an end to the 19-year
standoff. During these negotiations, the two countries diplomats reached basic
agreements on good neighborly relations. As a result of these agreements, in September
2008, former Turkish President Abdullah Gül made a historic visit to Yerevan to
watch a football game between the two countries national teams. 4 Güls visit to
Armenia was the first by a Turkish senior official since the independence of Armenia.
In fact, efforts by Yerevan and Ankara to reestablish diplomatic relations through
football diplomacy resembled the ping-pong diplomacy that former US Secretary
of State Henry Kissinger used to establish relations between China and the United
States in 1960s. Following the exchange of expert delegations and several rounds of
diplomatic consultations between the two countries in January 2009, the Armenian
President Serzh Sargsyan and former Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan5,
met on the sidelines of the Davos World Economic Forum in Zurich, Switzerland.
This meeting further expedited the negotiations between the two countries and proved
that high-level political will was needed to change the relations between the two
countries. The meeting was also followed by calls from both sides at different levels
for more political closeness between the two countries. Meanwhile, development in
Turkey-Iran relations, despite an escalation of international sanctions against Iran,
proved that the two countries were not willing to ignore the considerable capacities
stemming from their mutual interests to engage in regional and trans-regional political
games. Turkey also tried to play a positive role in Irans nuclear negotiations with
the 5+1 Group and made serious efforts to reduce international pressures on Iranian
economy. Although the Syria crisis caused a deterioration of Iran-Turkey relations,
Erdoðans recent visit to Tehran was a clear attempt to improve the two countries
relations6 following the corruption scandal that rocked the Turkish government.
Armenias motivations for establishing relations with Turkey
The first factor influencing the foreign policy of Armenia is the countrys
geographical position. Armenias neighbors include two powerful countries, namely,
Abbas Djavadi, The Turkish-Armenian Thaw and Azerbaijan, Radio Free Europe, 14 April
2004, http://www.rferl.org/content/The_TurkishArmenian_Thaw_and_Azerbaijan/1608216.html
(accessed 5 April 2011).
4
Giragosian,Changing Armenia-Turkish , p. 1.
5
Current President.
6
Thair Abbas, Iran-Turkey Relations: Between Competition and Cooperation, Asharq al-Awsat,
31 January 2014, http://www.aawsat.net/2014/01/article55328330 (accessed 7 February 2014).
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Iran and Turkey, as well as the Republic of Azerbaijan and Georgia, whose political
power matches that of Armenia. Although Russia has no common border with Armenia,
it holds sway with great influence on regional developments. Armenia has no access
to open waters and depends on its neighbors for international contacts. Armenias
foreign policy has been trying to adapt to changes in neighboring countries.7 The
second factor affecting its foreign policy is history. Armenian people have a shared
feeling that they were once a great nation but as a result of such factors as interactions
among big powers, they were diminished to a small nation. Due to historical hostility
between the Ottoman Empire and Armenia, which led to the massacre of Armenians
by the Ottoman Empire and the hostile relations that Turkey has had with Armenia as
Ottomans heir apparent, the presence of Russia in Armenia has been considered a
positive factor which can guarantee security for this country. Robert Kocharyan
(the second president of Armenia), unlike Levon Ter-Petrosyan, the countrys first
president, believed that the issue of the massacre of Armenians by the Ottoman
Empire should be a priority for Armenian foreign policy.
Security considerations constitute the third factor influencing the foreign policy
of Armenia. The Soviet Union provided Armenia with a suitable security system.
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the country experienced a security vacuum.
Now, in addition to Russia, Armenia also relies on the West and the United States for
its security. The fourth factor affecting Armenian foreign policy is economic which
was determined in Moscow under the Soviet Union. Therefore, Armenias efforts
regarding the transition of its centralized state economy to a market economy has
left the country facing a lot of problems. The fifth factor is the crisis in Mountainous
Nagorno-Karabakh. A continuation of the crisis in Karabakh, a long term base of
Russian military and strategic forces in Armenia, and conflicting interests of regional
and trans-regional players have increased sensitivity regarding this issue.8
Armenia, as one of the three countries in the South Caucasus, got involved in the
Nagorno-Karabakh War as well as military and political confrontation with the Republic
of Azerbaijan during the early years following its independence. However, despite
these challenges, the country has tried to expand its regional and international relations
in a bid to boost its position in political equations and use the subsequent capacities
to resolve its problems, especially in the Nagorno-Karabakh region. As a result,
Armenia has been trying to achieve the above goals by gaining membership to the
World Trade Organization and the Council of Europe, by playing an individual part
within NATO, and by following a good neighborly policy with the European Union.
But despite such efforts, Armenia is still the weakest country in the South Caucasus
region, especially in economic terms, and this is mostly a result of Armenias economic
isolation due to a discontinuation of diplomatic ties with the Republic of Azerbaijan
and Turkey. Geopolitical realities like the need to create balances in foreign policies,
Dewall, Armenia and Turkey , p. 2.
Mirebrahim Sedighi, Armenias Political and Economic Relationship with the Islamic Republic
of Iran, Central Asia and the Caucasus Review, No. 56, Winter 2007, p. 122.
7
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reduce dependence on Russia and Iran, become more dynamically involved in regional
developments and finally, the necessity to end the countrys political and economic
isolation, have prompted Yerevan to seriously seek a resolution to its foreign policy
problems.
Turkeys motivations for rapprochement with Armenia
For the first time in the modern era, Turkey has seen developments in its foreign
policy, which have been manifest in the improvement of relations with Israel and
Cyprus in addition to efforts made to mend fences with Armenia. Since the collapse
of the Soviet Union and due to an existence of a power vacuum in Central Asia and
Caucasus, Turkey has become one of the most important actors in these regions.9
With regards to exploiting the Caspian oil reserves, Turkey has been seriously
active in this field and has increased its share in the Baku consortium after Irans
share in this organization was diminished. In line with the US policies in the Caucasus
and on the basis of its own political and economic considerations, Turkey has seriously
pursued the implementation of projects aimed at the construction of oil transfer
routes in this region. As a result, Turkey took steps to strengthen the Chechen
independence movement against Russia. Turkey, faced with its own Kurdish
movement, accused Russia of interfering in its internal affairs and taking advantage
of unrest in the Kurdish region of Turkey. It is obvious that Turkey is trying to boost
its influence along the southern borders of Russia in the South Caucasus by increasing
its influence in the Republic of Azerbaijan. Thus, as disagreements increase between
Russia and the United States over peripheral regions of Russia, Turkeys influence
has been growing in importance.
In order to play a better role and achieve its goals, Turkey has been also mending
fences with Israel.10 Since 19941995, friendly relations between Turkey and Israel
have had a serious impact on Middle East issues. During nearly a decade, Ankara has
been trying to boost its influence in the Caucasus and Central Asia under the guise of
pan-Turkism. Since 2002, when the Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to
power, the Turkish government has shown interest in solving problems with its
neighbors and promoting Turkeys position in regional and international
developments.11 In fact, pan-Turkism has rarely been a factor in Turkish foreign
policy. Even during the late Ottoman period (usually thought of as the acme of
pan-Turkist idealism), the Young Turks government focused on the need to establish
a buffer zone in the Caucasus and was the first state to recognize the independence
of Armenia. During most of Turkeys history, Ankara has been more focused on the
Jan Bremmer, Oil, Politics, America and the Riches of the Caspian Basin, World Policy
Journal, Vol. 15, No. 1, 1998, p. 30.
10
Alain Gresh, Turkish-Israel-Syrian Relations and Their Impact on the Middle East, Middle
East Journal, Vol. 52, No. 2, Spring 1998, pp. 189193.
11
Kardaº ªaban, Turkey: Redrawing the Middle East Map or Building Sandcastles?, Middle
East Policy Council, Vol. 17, No. 1, 2010, http://www.mepc.org/journal/middle-east-policy-archives/
turkey-redrawing-middle-east-map-or-building-sandcastles?print (accessed 7 February 2014).
9
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West rather than the East. The fall of the USSR was followed by a rise in panTurkist rhetoric. Turkey has been trying to draw on the common Turkic culture in
order to promote its interests in Azerbaijan and the Trans Caspian region. Turkeys
interests in the Middle East and Caucasus date back to the 1980s.12 Turkey has been
slowly re-engaging with Middle Eastern states both economically (especially during
the Iran-Iraq War) and politically.13 Indeed, the foreign policy approach of the AKP
can be seen as a major sign of Turkeys re-orientation in foreign policy. For example,
under Necmettin Erbakan as Turkey premier in the late 1990s, the country made an
attempt to build bridges with neighboring countries. The AKPs policies
(masterminded by former Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoðlu14) are actually a practical
step taken in the direction of this political shift.15 The foreign policy of the AKP,
which is followed by former Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan, and especially
his foreign minister, Davutoðlu, seeks to solve Turkeys problems with, for example,
Greece, Cyprus and Armenia, and bolster Turkeys international and regional standing.
The AKPs election win in 2007, made party leaders more confident in the pursuit
of their foreign and domestic policies. Another factor influencing Turkeys foreign
policy was the Georgian war in August 2008, which was a big shock to an already
fragile security and political situation in the South Caucasus. This issue prompted
Ankara to play a stabilizing role in the region.16 Business lobbies in provinces bordering
Armenia was another factor, which put pressure on the central government to reopen
borders with Armenia and pave the way for the expansion of business opportunities.
On the other hand, Turkish leaders were under pressure from Washington and
European capitals to normalize relations with Armenia. Turkey has been facing many
conditions for accession to the EU, one of them being a normalization of relations
with neighboring countries such as Armenia.17
The Council of Europe announced in a decision which was passed with 216 votes
on 5 June 2003, that if Turkey wants EU membership, it must step up efforts aimed
at removing sanctions against Armenia and solving the problem with Cyprus. The
experience gained over several decades has taught Turkeys leaders that to achieve
EU membership, the country must make fundamental changes in its policies, especially
12
Mesut Özcan, Harmonizing Foreign Policy: Turkey, the EU and the Middle East, http://
www.css.ethz.ch/publications/pdfs/CAD-30-5-7.pdf (accessed 7 February 2014).
13
ªaban, Turkey: Redrawing the Middle East .
14
The current Prime Minister.
15
Meliha Benli Altunisik and Mustafa Kutlay, Turkeys Foreign Policy: Towards a Multiregional
Rethinking, 18 December 2013, http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/turkeys-foreign-policy
-towards-multiregional-rethinking-9611 (accessed 7 February 2014).
16
Svanete E. Cornell, Erdogan, Azerbaijan and Armenian Question, Turkey Analyst, 10 April
2008, p. 8.
17
Senem Aydýn Düzgit and Nathalie Tocci, Transforming Turkish Foreign Policy: The Quest for
Regional Leadership and Europeanization, 12 November 2009, http://www.aei.pitt.edu/14534/1
/transforming-Turkish-foreign-policy-quest-regional-leadership-and-europeanisation.pdf (accessed
10 July 2011).
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with regard to the Kurdish minority on a domestic level, whilst solving its foreign
policy problems, specifically with Cyprus, Armenia and the Iraqi Kurdistan Region.
Therefore, one of the most important reasons for Ankara to change its policy toward
Yerevan was an alignment with the EU policies. Although the EU would be certainly
willing to see Turkey mending fences with Armenia, the shift in Turkish policy has
come at a time when both the political elite and the general population in Turkey are
less interested in EU membership than before. However the zero problems doctrine
that Turkey has adopted with regards to its neighbors can be viewed separately from
the countrys effort to become an EU member.
The regional effects of Turkey-Armenia rapprochement
A. The Republic of Azerbaijan
The Republic of Azerbaijan is considered a country rich in energy reserves in the
Caucasus region. At the moment, energy security is the main priority of different
countries, especially advanced industrial states. The EU, Russia, the US, Turkey,
and Iran are all present in the Caucasus region for their own specific reasons. The
EU believes that its energy resources are enough to render itself independent of
Russian energy, as Russia is at loggerheads with Ukraine over natural gas prices
with regards to supplies exported to Europe.18 Azerbaijans relations with Turkey
have been cordial and strategically important as a result of several important factors.
Azerbaijans strategic plan to engage NATO, the US and Israel in security
arrangements in the South Caucasus region and the Caspian Sea energy transfer, is
why Iran and Armenia have chosen to have closer relations.
In order for Azerbaijan and Armenia to achieve a lasting understanding, they need
to recognize potential sources of tension between the two countries and do away
with them while identifying opportunities for cooperation. The short 40-km common
border between the two countries, the relative harmony in foreign political positions
and mutual needs, an absence of ethnic issues on both sides of the border, and
common interests serve as a barrier to any potential escalation of new tension between
the two countries. Part of the existing tension between the two countries arises
from longstanding cultural reasons, which include: the cause of great Armenia, the
conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh, and the threat
posed by Russia.
After Armenia and Turkey signed an agreement, the Foreign Ministry of Azerbaijan
issued a statement declaring that Turkeys decision directly contradicted the national
interests of Azerbaijan and would overshadow the spirit of brotherly relations between
the two countries which had deep historical roots in both countries.19
18
Mohammad Ali Heidari, Nabucco Project, Europes Energy Security and Regional and
Trans-Regional Players, Central Asia and the Caucasus Review, No. 66, 2009, pp. 3839.
19
Azerbaijan Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Republic of Azerbaijan, 12 December 2009, http://mfa.gov.az/eng/index.php?option
=com_content&task=view&id=580 (accessed 2 April 2015).
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There are also numerous cooperation grounds between the two countries. A review
of Azerbaijans positions following the conclusion of a Turkey-Armenia agreement,
will shed more light on its consequences. Remarks by the Azeri defense minister
about the possible adoption of a military option on Nagorno-Karabakh and similar
remarks by Ilham Aliyev to the effect that in case of the failure of the Munich
negotiations (which took place on 21 November 2009, following the Zurich agreement)
with the Armenian president, Azerbaijan would have to use force to reclaim its
territories,20 proved that Azerbaijan was trying to fill the vacuum created by Turkeys
close ties with Armenia. Another reactive measure taken in this region was Azerbaijans
effort aimed at getting closer to Iran and Russia. The Republic of Azerbaijan did not
participate in voting on the International Atomic Energy Agency Board of Governors
anti-Iran resolution. Azerbaijans representative left the session when the voting was
completed. In turn, Iran announced its plan to cancel visa requirements for Azeri
nationals entering Iran.
Turkeys plan for improving relations with Armenia caused serious concerns among
official and unofficial circles in Azerbaijan. The most important question for Azerbaijan
was whether or not improved relations between Ankara and Yerevan meant Karabakh
had lost its importance for Turkey. Most politicians in Baku believed that Ankara
was actually less concerned about Karabakh. From this viewpoint, while Yerevan
welcomed Ankaras new policy, it stirred concerns in Baku and Tbilisi. The proposed
plan for cooperation between Russia and Turkey with three South Caucasus countries
for the resolution of the conflict in this region, which was also proposed and followed
up by Ankara, has increased the role of Russia in the Caucasus equations as the
bigger partner.
Turkish leaders are well aware that to establish any kind of relations with Yerevan,
they should also take Russias considerations into account. Georgia believes that
Turkeys policy will facilitate a further presence of Russia in the Caucasus region.
The following are some measures taken by Azerbaijan to indicate its dissatisfaction
with Ankaras decision: protests from the ruling New Azerbaijan Party and even
opposition parties such as the Peoples Front and Motherland Party that warned
Ankara about the damage done to the unity of Turkish-speaking countries, Azerbaijans
threat to cut gas exports to Turkey, a statement issued by the National Assembly of
Azerbaijan criticizing Ankaras support for Armenias occupation policy, and most
importantly the absence of Azerbaijan President Ilham Aliyev in the dialogue among
civilizations conference in Istanbul.
Azerbaijan is concerned about a possible deal among major powers. Some people
in Azerbaijan believe that Turkey is not the same country which was under the
Süleyman Demirel or Tansu Çiller governments. International developments have
changed Turkeys foreign policy and Ankara has practically passed over the Karabakh
Roman Muzalavsky, The Armenia-Turkey Protocols: Tactical Cooperation in the Shadow of
Eurasian Strategic Competition, Central Asia Caucasus Institute Analyst, 11 February 2009, http://
www.cacianalyst.org /?q=node/5214 (accessed 10 November 2012).
20
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issue as it has become more serious about improving relations with Armenia. Of
course, Turkey has been trying to cover up this issue through diplomatic visits
which are aimed at encouraging an optimistic analysis of Turkeys policy in Azerbaijan.
Concerns in Azerbaijan have also stirred concerns among certain political circles in
Turkey. According to those circles, Turkey should not ignore the importance of
Azerbaijan. Azerbaijans population is about twice that of Armenia and its GDP is
four times higher than Armenia. Azerbaijans huge energy resources cross Turkey
and from a strategic point of view, it is considered Turkeys gateway to Central
Asia. In fact, the main concern in Turkey is about losing a special relationship with
Azerbaijan as a result of friendly relationship with Armenia.
B. Russia
After the war of August 2008, Moscow has been trying to make the most of
developments in the South Caucasus and promote its more effective political, security
and economic presence in this region. One of the most important goals of the Kremlin
is to beef up regional security in favor of Russias interests. Moscow has also made a
new diplomatic move in parallel to its direct military presence in the autonomous regions
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Russias most important diplomatic move was by
holding a November 2008 conference in Moscow, which was attended by the presidents
of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Russia, and was one of the most important diplomatic
moves by the Kremlin in relation to the Caucasus. Russia apparently supports the
rapprochement between Turkey and Armenia. Since Russia has closed its borders
with Georgia and has no common border with Armenia, Moscow is willing, according
to some regional media, to use Turkeys territory to transport military supplies to its
military base in Gyumri (Armenia). Besides, Moscow prefers to share its sphere of
regional influence with Turkey rather than such Western actors as the US and the
European Union, which it wants to keep at an arms length in the Caucasus.21
Subsequent to the war in Georgia and following the Wests efforts to depict a
horrendous militaristic image of Russia in an effort to gain the trust of CIS republics,
this move has been considered as the most effective diplomatic initiative taken by
Kremlin. The heads of states involved in the Karabakh conflict (Azerbaijan and Armenia)
showed interest in the meeting and after taking part, believed that it had been effective.
Holding this meeting not only increased the interest of regional actors in resolving the
Karabakh conflict, but also revealed the dependence of Azerbaijan and Armenia on
Moscow whilst warning Western countries that they must not ignore Russias effective
and traditional role in relations with the South Caucasus republics. It seems that the
Kremlin, in an obvious change in policy, is trying to adjust its relations with Armenia in
proportion to its relations with Azerbaijan and Turkey because from a geopolitical
viewpoint, and to counteract NATO strategy, Russia needs at least normal relations
with Turkey and Azerbaijan. In fact, to effectively push the United States out of regional
issues, Russia is trying to strengthen its position in the Caucasus.
Nona Mikhelidze, The Turkish-Armenian Rapprochement at the Deadlock, Istituto Affari
Internazionali, 2010, p. 7, http://www.iai.it/pdf/DocIAI/iai1005.pdf (accessed 2 April 2013).
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Another reason behind the close relations between Russia and Azerbaijan is the
pressure that Russia exerts on Armenia by doing this. On the other hand, Russia is
trying to promote a continuation of the so called three-minus-one option (Russia,
Azerbaijan, Armenia minus Georgia) by drawing a wedge between Azerbaijan, thus
further isolating Georgia in the region. Armenia is still considered a strategic ally to
Russia and among the newly independent states of the former Soviet Union, it has
the closest relations with Moscow. On the other hand, in an apparently paradoxical
situation, the US government maintains good relations with Armenia as proven by
the high-level political exchanges and the United States funded financial aid to this
country. Many political analysts believe that US pressure on Turkey to resume
diplomatic relations with Yerevan and get this country out of its current state of
geographical impasse, regardless of Turkeys commitment to Azerbaijan for prioritizing
a resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict over its relations with Armenia, is
another sign of Armenias importance and its future role in US foreign policy.
C. USA
Due to the influence of the powerful Armenian lobby on the United States political
structure on the one hand, and its alliance with Turkey within the framework of
NATO, on the other hand, the US is one of the most important actors that influences
developments related to Turkey-Armenia relations. Traditionally, each year on 24
April (the anniversary of the massacre of Armenians by the Ottoman Empire), the
United States president issues a statement on what happened in 1915. However,
none of the American presidents have used the term genocide in their statements so
far. In 2007, the White House stopped the adoption by the House of Representatives
of a resolution in recognition of the Armenian genocide. However, in an obvious
change of policy, Barack Obama declared during his election campaign that if elected,
he would recognize the massacre of Armenians by Turks as genocide.22 One way for
Ankara to change Washingtons stance is to re-establish ties with Armenia. In fact, it
is clear that an official recognition of the Armenian genocide by Washington will
make a re-establishment of ties with Armenia very difficult for Turkey.
Turkey has been trying through opening its borders with Armenia and political
bargaining to prevent an official recognition of the 1915 massacre as genocide by
the US Congress or indeed the White House. Obama, on the other hand, has been
trying to put more pressure on Ankara by taking ambiguous positions on the massacre
of Armenians in order to promote Washingtons goals in the region. Therefore, in his
April visit to Turkey, Obama said in his opinion, the issue of the massacre is still
open to discussion. However, since Armenia and Turkey are negotiating their bilateral
relations, it is better to give them the opportunity to discuss this issue.23 From the
22
Barack Obama on the Importance of US-Armenia Relations, 19 January 2008, http://
www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/promises/obameter/promise/511/recognize-armenian-genocide/
(accessed 21 April 2015).
23
Obama Again Avoids Using the Word Genocide in Armenian Remembrance Message, 24
April 2009, http: washingtonpost.com/breaking_analys (accessed 2 April 2013).
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standpoint of the interests of Europe and the US, improved relations between Yerevan
and Ankara would mean less space for Russia and Iran in the South Caucasus, especially
in the field of energy transfer, which will take place through an implementation of two
critically vital projects, namely the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan and Nabucco pipeline projects.
Improving relations between Turkey and Armenia can provide the US with more
appropriate conditions to boost its influence in the Caucasus.24
From political and security standpoints, Armenias close relations with Turkey
and a reduction of its security concerns can gradually lead to a change in the traditional
power equation in the region, which has Armenia, Russia and Iran on one side with
Azerbaijan, Turkey, Georgia and US on the other. According to Washington, the
more active Armenia becomes in regional equations while reducing its dependence
on Russia and Iran, the closer it will get to the West due to its cultural and civilization
commonalities with the Western countries as well as its strategic position. Washington
has already initiated this policy by putting pressure on Ankara to improve relations
with Yerevan and open its borders to Armenia, so that it can enter Armenia into
further political and security equations with the West in the next stage. From the
economic viewpoint, improving relations between Armenia and Turkey will have the
added advantage of completing the Nabucco pipeline, which has been designed to
bypass Russia and Iran by traveling a much shorter distance through Armenia.25
Generally speaking, the US is doing its best to open borders between Armenia and
Turkey to pave the way for the implementation of its plans that require the territorial
integrity of areas of US influence. In addition to its general goals such as changing the
foreign policy of Armenia by reducing its dependence on Russia, and making a more
serious effort to solve the Karabakh crisis by encouraging the participation of Armenia
and even Karabakh in economic projects of the region (especially energy projects), the
United States also seeks to further isolate Iran, at least economically, in this region.
The impact of Turkey-Armenia rapprochement on Iran-Armenia relations
Irans geographical location and geopolitical position in the region, along with the
other economic and political capacities of the country, have turned it into one of the
most important actors in the Middle East, Persian Gulf, Central Asia and the Caucasus.
Irans most important features include its proximity with Central Asia and the
Caucasus, and having direct access to the Middle East, the Persian Gulf, and
Southwest Asia. The main goals of Irans foreign policy in the South Caucasus can
be enumerated as follows. Although relations between Iran and Armenia developed
rapidly from the outset, there have also been as many downs as ups. As a result of
the unfavorable situation following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the ensuing
24
Jim Nichol, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia: Political Developments and Implications for
U.S. Interests, CRS Report for Congress, 16 September 2010, p. 14, www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/
RL33453.pdf (accessed 8 December 2012).
25
Tiffany G. Petros, Evolution of Armenias Foreign Policy, Armenian International Policy
Research, 2003, http:// www.aipr.net/UserFiles/File/wp/jan2003/13.pdf (accessed 16 December 2012).
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independence of governments in the South Caucasus region, relations between the
two countries have not developed remarkably.26
The Islamic Republic of Iran recognized Armenia as an independent country on 25
December 1991, just three months after its independence. Due to having a common
border with Armenia as well as political and security interests in the region, and a
desire to develop economic, political and cultural relations with Armenia, Tehran
established diplomatic ties with Yerevan in 1992. The geographical position of Armenia
as Irans access route to European countries, and the need for playing an effective role
in the South Caucasus on the one hand, in addition to the realities of the Karabakh
crisis and instability in Georgia on the other hand, have all helped to develop the two
countries relations in the early 1990s. In view of these special conditions and the
situation of Armenia, Armenians are willing to undertake extensive relations with Iran.27
Domestic developments in the period 19972007 and the performance of Armenias
foreign policy left its indelible mark on the two countries relations. During the same
period, the amount of economic cooperation between the two countries declined as
illustrated by the decrease in trade volume as an important indicator of economic
cooperation. Generally speaking, factors affecting bilateral relations during this period
can be enumerated as follows:
 an expansion of relations between Armenia and Israel;
 a gradually developing sense of inattention to Irans role and position in regional
issues;
 increasing cooperation with NATO.
In addition to the aforementioned factors, domestic developments such as an
empowerment of pro-West currents within the Armenian government must be taken
into account.28 However, an elimination of some misunderstandings between the two
countries served to improve their relations and provided grounds for the further
development of those relations.29 The two countries are now cooperating in various
fields such as energy, transportation, customs, and environmental issues as well as
scientific and cultural areas and have signed many agreements in this regard. Iran is
also pursuing its own interests with a view towards the necessity of rapprochement
and more stability in the Caucasus. Concerns about an increasing presence of foreign
powers along the northern borders of Iran as the result of Western countries publicity
with regards to the Caspian gas and oil and their desire to exploit these resources, have
been constantly and increasingly heightened. Azerbaijans economy, which has been
grappling with problems inherited from the Soviet Union, in addition to problems caused
by the Karabakh crisis, has facilitated the presence of trans-regional powers in the
South Caucasus. The former Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejads two-day visit
to Yerevan on 2122 October 2007 represented Irans best effort to create balance in
Sedighi, Armenias Political , p. 122.
Kaweh Sadegh-Zadeh, Irans Strategy in the South Caucasus, Caucasian Review of
International Affairs, Winter 2008, Vol. 2, No. 1, p. 37.
28
Gayane Novikova, Armenia and the Middle East, Middle East Review of International Affairs,
Vol. 4, No. 4, December 2000.
26
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terms of regional relations from an Iranian perspective. Before that, Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad and his Armenian counterpart, Robert Kocharyan, had met in the
inauguration ceremony of the Iran-Armenia gas pipeline at the Norouz border point in
March 2007, and had taken part in a joint press conference expressing satisfaction
over developing relations between the two countries and underlining numerous grounds
that existed for further development of Tehran-Yerevan cooperation.
During Ahmadinejads visit to Armenia in 2007, both countries emphasized the
importance of following up on strategic projects related to the railroad, refineries, gas
pipelines and electricity transmission lines, transportation, a better use of Aras River
water, and the construction of dams and power plants. Signing a memorandum of
understanding for cooperation in economic, banking and consular sectors, a joint
investment and cooperation in the construction of wind power plants by the Iranian
private sector in Armenia, in addition to the issuing of various joint statements proved
to be the major achievements of Ahmadinejads visit to Armenia. The Iranian president
noted that the expansion of banking and trade collaboration and cooperation between
the two countries border provinces would further deepen relations. As a result, he
gave the green light for the inauguration of the Armenian consulate in the city of
Tabriz. Kocharyan, for his part, stressed the necessity of developing all-out relations
between Tehran and Yerevan.30 He pointed to the activities of the two countries joint
economic commission, noting that Yerevan was seriously willing to boost all-out relations
with Tehran, adding that all obstacles in this way should be removed. Kocharyan also
urged Irans cooperation for the construction of dams and power plants in Armenia.
Developing economic and political relations between Iran and Armenia will have
various political and economic benefits for both sides. Due to its geographical location
as well as economic and historical problems with Turkey, Armenia could realistically
only have border trade with its northern and southern neighbors, i.e., Georgia and
Iran.31 Armenia, therefore, believed that membership in the Economic Cooperation
Organization (ECO) could provide suitable grounds for regional economic cooperation.
However, Armenia was facing a problem regarding accession to the ECO because all
its members were Muslim countries, although the organizations statute had not
outlined being a Muslim country as a pre-requisite to membership. Therefore, Armenia
decided to boost trilateral cooperation between Iran, Armenia and Turkmenistan, as
well as between Armenia, Iran and Greece.32
29
Elaheh Koolaee and Mohammad Hossein Hafezian, Islamic Republic of Iran and the South,
Iranian Studies, Vol. 43, No. 3, 2010, pp. 391406.
30
Kocharyan: Armenia-Iran Cooperation Efficiently Developing, 22 December 2007, http:www.
Panarmenian,net/news/eng/news/84728/ (accessed 2 April 2013).
31
Rouben Paul Adalian, Armenias Foreign Policy, in The Making of Foreign Policy in Russia
and the New States of Eurasia, Adeed Dawisha and Karen Dawisha (eds), New York: M.E. Sharpe,
1995, p. 313.
32
Grigury Araklian, Armenian Ambassador in Tehran, Congress of the Republic of Armenia
2010: Past Experience, Future Prospects, 4 August 2010, Lecture at Caucasus Studies Institute,
University of Tehran.
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There are two different views about the impact of normalization of relations with
Iran. Pessimists argue that after normalizing its relations with Turkey, Armenia will
seek to reduce its ties with Iran. Optimists, however, believe that Iran-Armenia
relations are strategic in nature. Both countries need each other. Iran needs Armenia
for land access to Caucasian markets. Armenia also knows it will still need Iran,
even after relations with Turkey are normalized. Armenia can easily have good
relations with both Iran and Turkey.
During their Moscow visit in 2010, Turkish President Abdullah Gül and Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan had discussed the 3+2 security equation,
comprising of three South Caucasus republics of Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan,
on the one side, with Russia and Turkey on the other, a factor which is undoubtedly
detrimental to Iran. A 3+3 security equation will meet Irans interests while being
more compatible with regional issues. Armenian President Serzh Sargsyans visit
to Tehran in 2010 was aimed at promoting cooperation between the two countries,
which really need each other in terms of mutual benefits. The Zangezur region, in
south Armenia, is very important to Iran in geographical terms and for access to
the Caucasus. For Armenia on the other hand, its border with Iran is the only way
to communicate with other countries and have access to the Persian Gulf. Armenia
has problems with Azerbaijan in the east, and Turkey in the west, whilst the area to
the north is also relatively insecure. The country also has minor indifferences with
Georgia. Therefore, Iran is very important to Armenia and that importance will not
be affected by a normalization of relations between Armenia and Turkey. The
strategic function and role of Armenian territory has been obvious throughout
history. Armenia, at least since the time of the Arsacid Empire, has played two
major roles in the territorial expanse among Iran, the South Caucasus, and the
Black Sea.
The first role was the buffer role it played among various empires in Iran, Greece,
the Byzantium, and Russia. The second role has been its ability to connect Iran to
Europe through the Black Sea. Despite its small area, Armenia is still playing its
role as a shield for Russia against NATO, and also as a strategic buffer between
Turkey and Azerbaijan, as well as between Nakhchivan and Azerbaijan. At the
same time, Armenia is the shortest route for the transport of gas and oil from the
western side of the Caspian Sea west of the Black Sea, the best option for connecting
Turkey to Azerbaijan, and a good substitute for Turkey as Irans link to the Black
Sea and Europe.
In other words, relations between Iran and Armenia have developed following its
independence, and as a result of Armenias geographical location which is necessary
for Iran to access European countries and play an active role in the Caucasus. On
the other hand, the realities of the Karabakh dispute, that fact that Armenia is
surrounded by belligerent parties, the absence of a common border with Russia as
Armenias strategic partner, and Irans special position in the region are other factors
that have caused bilateral relations between Tehran and Yerevan to thrive. Armenia
has had a vital need to have relations with Iran. Relations with Tehran have been
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very important for Armenian leaders because after its independence, Armenia would
be situated in the same region as Iran. This meant that the two countries would have
common interests in certain areas. Therefore, Armenian policymakers attached special
importance to strategic relations with Iran when formulating their foreign policy.
Iran and its features are very important to Armenia. Such factors as economic
structure, political, economic and geographical goals, religious principles (of Shiism),
Irans strategic position in the region (access to the Persian Gulf and the Caspian
Sea), the countrys historical and civilizational background, cultural factors, Irans
defense policies and its importance in establishment of regional stability, Irans rich
natural resources and markets, in addition to other factors are important points for
Armenia.33 Iran considers Armenia as an alternative transportation route to Russia
and Europe. There is also a high capacity for the growth of electronic industries in
Armenia. This section was among the most powerful economic sectors of Armenia
in the Soviet era when the country accounted for more than 20% of the countrys
GDP and 2530% of computer equipment used by the Soviet space and defense
industries. Today, Armenias experienced and skilled engineers are considered to be
the most important reason for investment in this sector.34
Iran has played a vital role for Armenia both in economic and political terms. Due
to its access to the southern coasts of the Caspian Sea and the northern coasts of the
Persian Gulf and the Sea of Oman, Iran is considered an important link not only for
neighboring countries, but also for countries in the Caucasus, Central Asia, the Arab
world and the Indian Peninsula. It should be noted that the expansion of relations has
not become a necessity as a result of Armenias one-way need, but Iran also needs
Armenias capacities and geographical position. During the Soviet era, Armenia was
a major industrial and economic hub, which can be of great assistance to Iran in
various fields such as the steel industry and other sectors. On the other hand,
Armenias geographical situation allows it to be very helpful to Iran in terms of
Europe-bound transportation. At the same time, Armenia, as a country that has been
economically surrounded by Turkey and Azerbaijan, is in great need of Iran.
Cooperation between Iran and Armenia continues to develop. Relations between
the two countries have been growing in view of Irans political will to develop
cooperation in all fields; Armenias need to rebuild its economy completely to get it in
tune with the global economy; steps taken by Turkey to invigorate Azerbaijan; domestic
political changes in Armenia; the current focus on national interests and bilateral
regional cooperation; the necessity of improved transportation and contacts with
Europe through Georgia; the need for Armenia to redefine its new role in the region
and within the Council of Europe; and the increasing role of gas reserves in depicting
the future outlook of the region.
33
Ahmadi Lfurki and Firuze Mirrazavi, Directory of Caspian Sea & Central Asia & Southern
Caucasus Countries, Tehran: Abrar Moaser, 2004, p. 204.
34
USAID (United States Agency International Development), Economic Performance Assessment:
Armenia, April 2005, pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADC443.pdf (accessed 12 April 2012).
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The two countries have also been cooperating for the transfer of Irans gas to
Armenia, the building of a joint dam on the Aras River, the sale of Iranian electricity
to Armenia, general increases in trade, transportation and transit, and the connecting
of Irans fiber optic network to Armenia. Relations between Iran and Armenia still
seem to be dynamic and expanding. This trend will continue, at least, as long as
Azerbaijan and Turkey are trying to pave the way for the United States, NATO and
Israel to enter the security arrangements of the Caucasus, and the western rim of
the Caspian Sea. Many Turkish politicians support a normalization of relations between
Ankara and Yerevan, because it would be beneficial to their country both in political
and economic terms. Such possible rapprochement will give Turkey more latitude in
the Caucasus to play against Iran and Russia, although many political forces inside
Turkey may also oppose it.
The following list enumerates the most important factors for the establishment
of sustainable relations between the two countries: Irans geopolitical need to
finding a supplement or even a substitute for Anatolia regarding access to Europe;
the two countries spatial proximity; the existence of an Armenian minority in
Iran; the common use of Aras River resources; an expansion of trade, economic
and technical exchanges; and Armenias need to import energy from Iran. Finally,
given the presence of a powerful Armenian lobby at the US Congress and some
European parliaments, including France and Belgium, Iran is also trying to utilize
that Armenian lobby in line with its own policies and interests in order to prevent
or at least reduce the impact of anti-Iran resolutions and bills passed by these
countries parliaments. This also reveals the dominance of realism over Irans
foreign policy. Generally speaking, the following factors have made Armenia
important for Iran:
1. geopolitical importance because Armenia connects Iran to the Black Sea, the
North Caucasus and Europe, and Iran avails itself of Armenias transit
corridors and communication routes;
2. Armenias strategic importance for countering Turkeys expansionism in the
region;
3. the cultural significance of Armenia in view of the presence of an Armenian
minority in Iran, which is also the biggest religious minority in the country;
4. the importance of constructive cooperation between the two countries from
the viewpoint of publicity with the goal of thwarting conspiracies that seek
to pit Islam against Christianity and also defusing Western propaganda about
Irans effort to promote radical fundamentalism;
5. Armenia is also politically important to Iran, because it can benefit from
powerful Armenian political and economic lobbies;
6. the economic importance of entering the Armenian market, especially in the
energy sector;
7. taking the political and security advantages of relations with Armenia for the
active presence of Iran in the Caucasus to prevent such crises as the Karabakh
crisis from spilling over into Iran; creating a balance of powers in regional
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developments; playing a role in Azerbaijan-Armenia relations, and influencing
regional equations, especially with regards to energy transfer.35
Conclusion
Developments in the South Caucasus show that Turkey-Armenia relations are being
considered separately from the Azerbaijan-Armenia conflict. During their negotiations,
Turkish and Armenian officials have reached an agreement to normalize relations without
linking them to the Karabakh conflict. In return, Armenia is expected to relinquish the
necessity for the recognition of the massacre of Armenians as a precondition for
rapprochement. However, this issue has been very difficult to manage in reality. It is
obvious that effecting a normalization of Armenia-Turkey relations is conditional upon
the recognition of the massacre of Armenians and a resolution of the Karabakh crisis,
factors which will dash Ankaras hope for the realization of the aforementioned goal.
This approach has put Turkish statesmen in a very difficult situation regarding the
improvement of relations with Armenia in which they have been trying to appease
Azeris about Ankaras position on Karabakh, without giving points to Armenia on the
issue of genocide, which would also leave Turkey with international responsibilities.
In fact, closing the two countries borders during the past 18 years has had no
positive effect on the resolution of the Karabakh conflict, and has also added
complications, increased Armenias security concerns, and prompted Armenia to effect
closer ties with Iran and Russia. This situation is not considered desirable for Ankara
and, at a higher level, for the Western states. Therefore, Russia has been using the
interests of Turkey, Armenia, and the Western countries in a more complicated game
 whose main goal was originally to mount pressure on the Western-minded government
of Mikheil Saakashvili  in order to pave the way for an improvement of relations
between Yerevan and Ankara. In view of the mutual needs of Iran and Armenia in
various areas, it would be unrealistic to say that rapprochement between Armenia and
Turkey will have a negative impact on Armenias relations with Iran. Meanwhile it is
imperative for Iranian policymakers to have a correct and accurate understanding of
the new dynamics of political, security and economic equations of the South Caucasus
in order to be able to protect their countrys interests in light of the gradual changes
taking place in the traditional balance of power in this region.
Summing up, Turkey and Armenia are slowly improving bilateral relations but this
will not necessarily affect Iran-Armenia relations in a negative way. Of course, there
have been problems in Turkey-Iran relations. However, while there has been a certain
amount of competition between the two countries (especially over the Syria crisis),
overall relations between Iran and Turkey, as countries having the biggest military
powers in the region (with Ankara also being a NATO member), have been cordial.
The Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan, was among the first heads of
state to congratulate former Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, after his
Nourollah Qeysari and Mahnaz Goudarzi, Iran-Armenia Ties: Opportunities and Obstacles,
Central Eurasia Studies, Vol. 2, No. 3, Winter, Spring 2009, p. 134.
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disputed presidential election win in 2009. Iran-Turkey trade is increasing and Turkey
is now one of the few countries whereby Iranian citizens do not need a visa to enter.
The two countries also have common views on the issue of the Kurds. Both countries
are effecting a crackdown on the Kurdistan Workers Party (and its Iranian offshoot,
the Party of Free Life of Kurdistan-PJAK) and do not approve of a total independence
for the Iraqi Kurds. Erdoðans visit to Iran on 2829 January 2014 proved that
despite profound differences over the Syria crisis, both Iranian and Turkish officials
put the main emphasis on huge and diverse areas in which the two countries share
mutual benefits.
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Abstract
Contemporary Iraqi prose works are still underestimated in the discussion about the
recent history of Iraq. However, they constitute an essential component of the collective
memory of the Iraqi people. The aim of this article is to examine some of the novels and
short stories which deal with the period of religious conflicts after 2003. The first part of
the article concentrates on literary depictions of Iraq and different phenomena which are
typical of this period. The second part focuses on the psychological costs of living in
constant danger. The third part refers to narrative techniques used in these works.

Introduction
The religious conflicts which have been raging in Iraq since 2003 in the aftermath
of the US-led invasion are the next disaster in the countrys modern history, following
the Iran-Iraq War (19801988), the First Gulf War (19901991) and the period of
economic sanctions (19902003). All these dramatic events have affected Iraqi
peoples everyday lives, which has been presented to international public opinion by
different mass media over the last decade. However, the traumatic experiences of
Iraqis have also been described in literary works which have been marginalized in
the discourse on contemporary Iraq in the last three decades, as Ferial J. Ghazoul
claims.1 In her opinion, literature and the arts are not only a soft power but they are
also complex constructions, and thus resist the flashiness of a TV program and the
simplification of media. However, in their indirect and sophisticated way, they are
both indicatives of reality and a forecast into the future. They signify and need to be
grasped to establish a multidimensional picture of Iraqi culture.2
It is also my conviction that contemporary Iraqi literature testifies to the countrys
recent history.3 Although literature cannot be perceived as a record of specific real
*
Ph.D., Section of Arabic and Islamic Studies, Department of Asian Studies, Faculty of Modern
Languages and Literatures, Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznañ, Poland, e-mail: adrianna@amu.edu.pl
1
Ferial J. Ghazoul, Editorial. Literature and the Arts in Contemporary Iraqi Culture,
International Journal of Contemporary Iraqi Studies, Vol. 3, No. 3, 2009, p. 233.
2
Ibidem.
3
Ikram Masmoudi for example, connected war experiences depicted in novels which were written
by Iraqi women writers to the concept of the unexperienced experience in her article; especially
with regards to Derrida and Agambens theory of testimony, in order to show the intertwined
natures of testimony and fiction in these novels. Ikram Masmoudi, Portraits of Iraqi Women:
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events, it depicts the cruel reality in its own special ways and reveals reflections on
painful experiences of the Iraqi citizens through the prism of the lives of fictional
characters. As some Iraqi authors admit, their stories are often inspired by true
events and include fragments of the reality in their narrative textures.4 Sometimes
these stories have a lot in common with the personal narratives of ordinary Iraqis
which represent social histories. As Nadje al-Ali says, these more anthropologically
and sociologically rooted histories point to the agency, diversity and everyday impact
of political events, economic development and military operations. Life stories and
oral stories humanize what is all too easily constructed in schematic generalization
and stereotyping.5
The aim of this article is to present different aspects of the religious conflicts
shown in contemporary Iraqi prose works and their influence on the everyday lives
of Iraqi citizens. The article focuses on literary descriptions of the countrys
devastation and various phenomena which have occurred in the post-invasion era. It
also examines the psychological states of the Iraqi people through the lens of what
fictional characters feel. Finally, it touches on the narrative techniques involved by
the authors of these works.
As the number of prose works which refer to the period after the fall of Baghdad
in 2003 is still increasing, only a few of them were chosen for this article. They
include the following novels: Najmat al-Batawin (The Star of Bataween) by Shakir
al-Anbari (published in 2010)6, Ya Maryam (Hail Mary) by Sinan Antun (published in
2012)7, Hadaiq al-rais (The Presidents Gardens) by Muhsin al-Ramli (published
in 2012)8, Manazil al-wahsha (The Houses of Alienation) by Duna Ghali (published
in 2013)9 and Tasharri (Scattering) by In<am Kachachi (published in 2013)10; as well
as some short stories from the collection Ighmad al-aynayn (Closing His Eyes) by
Luay Hamza Abbas (published in 2010)11 and the short story The Reality and the
Record from the collection The Madman of Freedom Square by Hassan Blasim
(published in a Polish translation under the title Szaleniec z Placu Wolnoci in 2012)12.
Between Testimony and Fiction, International Journal of Contemporary Iraqi Studies, Vol. 4, No.
12, 2010, pp. 5977.
4
Interview with Muhsin al-Ramli, Author of The Presidents Gardens, 2 January 2013, http://
muhsinalramli.blogspot.com/2013/01/interview-with-muhsin-al-ramli-author.html (accessed 18
November 2014); Inaam Kachachi on Tashari and the Iraq She Carries with Her, 4 February 2014,
http://arablit.org/2014/02/04/inaam-kachachi-on-tashari-and-the-iraq-that-she-carries-with-her/
(accessed 18 November 2014).
5
Nadje al-Ali, Iraqi Women Untold Stories, London and New York: Zed Books, 2007, p. 268.
6
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, Dimashq: Al-Mada, 2010.
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Sinan Antun, Ya Maryam, Bayrut: Manshurat al-Jamal, 2012.
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11
Luay Hamza Abbas, Ighmad al-aynayn, Amman: Azmina li-al-Nashr wa-al-Tawzi<, 2008.
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Grim reality of Iraq and its phenomena
In most of these works, generalised and more or less metaphorical descriptions
of Iraqs devastation in the mentioned period can be found. For instance Shakir
al-Anbari writes about Baghdad: Rashid Street is like Baghdad, it is like Iraq in
these days. Deserted and not deserted at the same time, extinct and visible, shining
facades and ruins, noble women and prostitutes. From time to time speeding police
cars and army vehicles, as if the street turned into a passage for American tanks
and armored vehicles, which point their weapons at people.13 In another section
of his novel, the author portrays the city in a journalistic writing style: Two cars
exploded in the al-Sadriyya market crowded with people. Explosion of the statue
of Abu Ja<far al-Mansur in the al-Mansur district. Closure of the road between
Baghdad and the south provinces. Kidnapping of dozens of children every day.
Escape of thousands of families from their homes. The road between Baghdad,
Amman and Damascus crowded with refugees. Mysterious killings of doctors,
engineers and journalists. Formation of a new government led by religious parties.
Electricity became a rare visitor in houses. The al-Karrada Street has not grown
bored with creation of dead bodies. There is no day without an explosion of an
explosive charge or a booby-trapped car. 14 In fact, these short, simple sentences
interwoven in the narrative texture of al-Anbaris novel evoke images of countless
newspaper headlines in a readers mind. At the same time, they summarize what
has been extensively written about the complicated situation in Iraq in innumerable
articles and reports over the last years.15
Another example of a generalized depiction of post-war Iraq comes from the
novel by In<am Kachachi. The major character in this work is a retired Christian
doctor Wardiyya who lives in exile in Paris after she left her homeland when she was
over the age of 80. She has survived the Baathist party rule and consecutive wars
waged by the regime, but she lost her sense of security, as well as her faith in a
better future for the country during the period of religious animosities. In a safe, but
strange city she reflects on the situation in Iraq: Everything happens in bulk there.
Parties, religious groups, security guards. Robberies of billions, not millions. Even
the dictator changed into many dictators.16 These ambiguous words of Wardiyya
echo the diverse phenomena which emerged from the chaos after the collapse of the
state institutions in 2003, i.e. a multitude of parties and their armed militia, alongside
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, p. 93.
Ibid., p. 153.
15
Compare: International Crisis Group, The Next Iraqi War? Sectarianism and Civil Conflict.
Middle East Report No. 5227, February 2006, http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/
Middle%20East%20North%20Africa/Iraq%20Syria%20Lebanon/Iraq/52_the_next_iraqi_war_
sectarianism_and_civil_conflict.pdf (accessed 29 November 2014); Human Rights Watch, At a
Crossroads. Human Rights in Iraq Eight Years after the US-Led Invasion, February 2011, http://
www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/iraq0211W.pdf (accessed 29 November 2014).
16
In<am Kachachi, Tasharri, p. 250.
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the rise of many political and religious leaders, 17 as well as growing levels of
corruption.18
The above-mentioned phenomena and many others are also depicted in
contemporary Iraqi prose works in a more detailed way. This article only points to
some of the ones that emerge in the narratives more frequently. The first of them is
the presence of occupation troops, which is a major source of Iraqi citizens anxieties.
In the novel by Duna Ghali, the main characters  an Iraqi family consisting of a
mother, a father and a mentally ill son  confront American patrols twice: first, when
a group of armed soldiers carried out a violent home invasion because it was suspected
that the thirty-year-old son belongs to a terrorist organization;19 and next, when the
mother and the son are held by a patrol in a street and the man is commanded to
show his documents. The horrified woman, who tries to help her son, finds herself
surrounded by soldiers and loses consciousness.20 In the novel Najmat al-Batawin
two of a group of four journalists  who are the protagonists  encounter an American
patrol in an armed vehicle while they are walking down a street one day. The men
feel uncomfortable and rush to move away from the danger because they know that
many bombings aimed at the invaders have happened in the vicinity recently.21
The second phenomenon is the presence of the armed militia in each district of
the capital city as well as in other cities, towns and villages linked to the rise of
religious intolerance. Maha is a Christian protagonist of Sinan Antuns novel who
tells her life story. She states: The situation in the district of Dawra [in the south of
Baghdad] was stable and peaceful. The fighters of the al-Sahwa group took control
of the main streets and entryways and were paid a monthly payment in order to keep
their [ ] weapons rightly aimed at al-Qa<ida and terrorists instead of pointing them
in our direction or in the direction of the Americans or Shi<a.22 In her internal
monologue, she also portrays growing hostility against Christians, provoked by a
local imam in her neighborhood: It started with verbal abuse. The next step was
throwing threatening letters on Christian neighbors doorsteps. In the letters they
were ordered to choose between conversion to Islam or paying the Jizya as nonbelievers. This was followed by shelling of their houses and other terrorist acts,
such as the burning of a church.23 Maha feels not only fear of these acts but also
fury. She is angered while reading and hearing that the Iraqi Christians are accused
Compare: Ismael Tareq and Max Fuller, The Disintegration of Iraq: the Manufacturing and
Politization of Iraq, International Journal of Contemporary Iraqi Studies, Vol. 2, No. 3, 2008, pp.
443473.
18
Nadje al-Ali and Nicola Pratt, What Kind of Liberation? Women and the Occupation in Iraq,
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009, pp. 6971.
19
Duna Ghali, Manazil al-wahsha, p. 63.
20
Ibid., p. 130.
21
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, p. 58. Compare with the chapter: Violation by Occupation
Forces, in Nadje al-Ali, Iraqi Women , pp. 235240.
22
Sinan Antun, Ya Maryam, p. 128.
23
Ibid., pp. 119121.
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of collaboration with the American invaders. She writes her opinion in reply to these
accusations on the Internet. She reminds readers that Muslims were also among
those, who invited Americans to intervene in Iraq and cooperated with them.24
The third phenomenon, intertwined with the previous one, concerns religious
assaults. One of the main characters of Najmat al-Batawin tells a story to his coworkers in a Baghdadian newspaper office. The story is about a robbery committed
by an armed group in a butcher shop in the neighborhood of Bataween. The shop
was plundered and the butcher kidnapped because he was selling alcohol.25 During
another meeting the journalists listen to a strange story about another armed group
who stopped a bus, separated its Sunni and Shi<a passengers after checking their
identity cards and shot all of them. 26 In the last chapter of the novel Hail Mary,
significantly titled The Divine Massacre, Sinan Antun describes a terrorist attack on
a church while the members of the Baghdadian Chaldean community attend a Divine
Liturgy. Armed men run into the building and shoot at the people. Yusuf, the protagonist
of the novel, is killed. His niece Maha survives the massacre. She recalls the incident
in an interview which she gives to a local television in order to bear witness to what
has happened.27 What is interesting is that on the cover of his novel the author
mentions that the fictional events resemble a real incident  the 2010 terrorist attack
on the Our Lady of Salvation Catholic Church in Baghdad, but he assures readers
that this resemblance was not intended.28
The fourth phenomenon which is depicted in the aforementioned works is the
situation of Iraqi women, badly affected by the rise of religious radicalism and the
decrease in safety levels. In the post-invasion era, women have been used as symbols
to demarcate boundaries  as Nadje al-Ali claims  and have become subject to
public scrutiny and control.29 Saha, a female character in Najmat al-Batawin, is a
Muslim and a liberal journalist. She does not want to bow to public pressure and
does not wear a scarf; therefore she is subject to abuse on the streets of Baghdad.30
Her editorial colleagues are acquainted with the recent news about the murders of
prostitutes in different districts of the capital city which are perceived as acts of
religious vengeance.31 Maha, the protagonist of the novel by Sinan Antun, also portrays
the unbearable demands of the radicalized Iraqi society: I am tired because at every
opportunity and even in the absence of it everything and everybody reminds me that
Ibid., p. 112. Compare: Human Rights Watch, At a Crossroads , chapters: Marginalized
Communities, Religious and Ethnic Minorities.
25
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, p. 61.
26
Ibid., pp. 7, 126. Compare with the chapter: Violence by Islamist Militants, in Nadje al-Ali,
Iraqi Women , pp. 240244.
27
Sinan Antun, Ya Maryam, pp. 143156.
28
Compare with the information about the event in Human Rights Watch, At a Crossroads ,
p. 69.
29
Nadje al-Ali, Iraqi Women , p. 267.
30
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, p. 157.
31
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I belong to a religious minority. I do not wear the golden cross which I received
from my grandmother as the First Communion Favor on my neck anymore. At first,
I tried to hide it under my clothes in order to avoid intrusive looks.32 One of the
female characters in Manazil al-wahsha reports to a Baghdadian family on the
situation in her city  al-Basra. In this city parents hide their daughters in basements
in order to protect them from being kidnapped.33
Kidnapping is the fifth phenomenon which is widely described in all these works.
Sometimes it is simply a topic for discussion about other peoples lives. For
example, in the novel by Shakir al-Anbari one of the journalists tells his friends a
story about a man killed by his kidnappers although his family had paid a ransom.34
The same characters, who are sitting in a coffee house, witness a kidnapping of a
group of people outside. They realize that they are lucky because they entered the
cafe a few minutes before. 35 Moreover, the protagonists sometimes have to face a
kidnapping of their family members or friends. For example, the main character of
the Duna Ghalis novel is called by her husbands university colleague who informs
her about the kidnapping of As<ad, witnessed by one of their students. 36 The
protagonist thinks about this situation: The stories, which were only stories around
me, their details materialized in front of me. Will I find him as a deformed dead
body in an autopsy room or on the screen? I do not know how to ask for help. I do
not know the sectarian parties to which the kidnappers may belong. And I do not
know the armed militia which the people talk about.37 Furthermore, stories which
are told by kidnapped characters can also be found in these works. Umran, an
engineer in Najmat al-Batawin, gives his friend a letter in which he describes his
kidnapping in detail, as well as his long imprisonment and feelings. He mentions
that kidnappers put an explosive belt on him to be sure he would not betray them
at the moment of his release.38 And there are also other grotesque descriptions of
kidnapping in Hassan Blasims story The Reality and the Record. The protagonist
is kidnapped by masked assailants while he is driving his ambulance. He is held in
an unknown place and forced to act as a hostage and inform about the demands of
Sinan Antun, Ya Maryam, p. 113.
Duna Ghali, Manazil al-wahsha, p. 134. Compare with: Jaqueline Ismael and Shereen Ismael,
Iraqi Women under Occupation: from Tribalism to Neo-Feudalism, International Journal of
Contemporary Iraqi Studies, Vol. 1, No. 2, 2007, pp. 247268; and the chapter: Rights of Women
and Girls, in Human Rights Watch, At a Crossroads , p. 9; Human Rights Watch, Climate of
Fear: Sexual Violence and Abduction of Women and Girls in Baghdad, Vol. 15, No. 8 (E), July 2003,
pp. 37, http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/iraq0703.pdf (accessed 30 November 2014);
United Nations Development Fund for Women, Gender Profile of the Conflict in Iraq, http://
www.peacewomen.org/assets/file/iraq_pfv-women_profile.pdf (accessed 30 November 2014).
34
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, pp. 7, 126.
35
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his oppressors in front of the camera. After that he is handed over to another
masked group for the same purpose.39
The sixth phenomenon of the oppressive reality in Iraq, presented in contemporary
prose works, is the explosion of a booby-trapped car. In the novel by Shakir
al-Anbari, the main characters hear explosions all the time: as they work in their
office; while they are in their flat in the neighborhood of Bataween; when they sit
in a coffee house or walk on the streets of Baghdad.40 They also see explosions:
One day a booby-trapped car exploded at the bottom of the al-Rusafi statue,
looking at the district of al-Karkh. Rabi<a and Zahir watched that terrible destruction
left by the explosion for an hour. The remains of wooden carriages broken into
pieces at the bottom of the statue, half-burnt newspapers, deformed plastic shoes
scattered on the pavement, black cables, [ ] scattered dead bodies which were
removed very quickly, but the smell of death hangs in the air as the wings of flies
and the grains of dust mix with gunpowder.41 Maha, the protagonist of the novel
Hail Mary, loses her unborn child because she is in shock after a car bomb explodes
in the front of her house at night.42 She tries to continue her medical studies despite
her suffering. In one of her internal monologues, she remembers that once she
was proud and glad to be a doctor who is able to rescue human lives. When she
was a student she spent many years in lecture halls and laboratories and gained
knowledge about the human body, which had been gathered by scientists for
hundreds of years, in order to maintain good health and prevent premature death.
And now she feels useless because people who do not have this knowledge have
appeared, yet they think that they have power over others lives just because they
are faithful, thus superior. They tear apart their compatriots bodies by pressing
a button. They conduct experiments on living organisms. There is blood in every
place and the country has changed into a morgue.43
Psychological costs of precarious existence
The contemporary Iraqi authors not only describe the aforementioned phenomena
in order to register the sad reality of their country but also to reflect on the mental
condition of their compatriots. For example in the novel by Shakir al-Anbari, one of
the main characters during a meeting with friends tries to find out reasons for the
degeneration of those who have commited crimes in the recent history of Iraq. He
declares that three or even more generations of Iraqis have been forced to exist in an
39
Hasan Blasim, Prawda i rejestr [The Reality and the Record], in Szaleniec z Placu..., pp. 1316.
Compare: Middle East Online, Nearly 20,000 People Kidnapped in Iraq in 2006, 19 April 2006,
http://www.middle-east-online.com/english/?id=16266 (accessed 30 November 2014).
40
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, pp. 52, 54.
41
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Sinan Antun, Ya Maryam, pp. 127129.
43
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Humanity, 11 August 2011, http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/08/11/iraq-attacks-amount-crimesagainst-humanity (accessed 1 December 2014).
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atmosphere of never-ending violence and death. They saw images of hatred and
disdain for human life during the three wars waged by the Baathist party. Lots of
them have unconsciously changed into primitive creatures. Their aggression had
been growing until an explosion and finally they had changed into ferocious beasts.
They do not care if they kill or are killed. Later on the protagonist argues that life has
lost its meaning for those who exist in poor back-streets, in horrific living conditions,
without bread, surrounded by a garbage stench and without any hope of finding
work. In some cases death becomes more merciful than the cruel, lonely and joyless
existence.44
But above all, the psychological dimension of the oppressive reality is depicted in
these works with reference to the lives of the ordinary and victimized Iraqis. The
authors focus on their permanent confrontation with the tragedies of others: their
neighbors, friends or family members. Sometimes they just hear a distant cry for
help, like a man in Luay Hamza <Abbass story Qurb al-madrasa al-inkliziyya (Nearby
the English School), who lives in a block of flats. The character has a habit of
observing the school and an Indian woman neighbor from his balcony each morning.
He also contemplates his non-existent social ties with his neighbors whom he regularly
passes by on the street. For him they are anonymous, just like other passers-by who
disappear noiselessly like stones thrown in water.45 One afternoon he hears a scream
coming from a lower floor and goes out to the balcony and sees his Indian female
neighbor and her husband doing the same thing. Then the husband gives the wife a
sign to enter their flat.46 In this story, as well as in other stories which will be
discussed in the next paragraph, <Abbas deals with the Iraqi peoples inability to
react to the misery of their fellow citizens.
Sometimes Iraqis have to confront the sight of a dead body. In the story Ishq alhadaiq al-manziliyya (Love for Domestic Gardens) by the same author, the
protagonist leaves his house, as usual in the morning, just to admire his garden.
Then he comes back trembling because he has seen an abandoned corpse there.47
Another example comes from the novel Manazil al-wahsha. The protagonist hears
her neighbor screaming in the morning, so she goes out of her house and sees the
woman bent over her sons dead body, which was thrown on the doorstep by killers.48
Muhsin al-Ramli depicts a scene in which inhabitants of a village find nine banana
boxes on the road in the morning. The boxes contain heads of country dwellers who
left the village a few days earlier.49 In the story Rajul kathir al-asfar (A Man Who
Travelled a Lot), Luay Hamza <Abbas writes about an unusual death of a person.
The protagonists throat is cut in the middle of his journey to Baghdad. Afterwards
Shakir al-Anbari, Najmat al-Batawin, pp. 1112.
Luay Hamza <Abbas, Qurb al-madrasa al-inkliziyya, in Ighmad al-aynayn, p. 34.
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he returns with the cut throat to al-Basra. Drivers who see him returning cannot
believe their eyes. The protagonist reaches his house, enters his room, lies down on
his bed and dies.50
Sometimes the characters of the works witness crimes, as was previously
mentioned. In Luay Hamza <Abbass story al-Adasa (Lense), there is a description
of a scene at the bus station in al-Basra. Two men get out of a car, shout and get on
a bus. They grab a passenger, put a gun to his chest and shoot him. The killed man
falls to the ground and other passengers run to his bleeding body which lays there
until the brother of the deceased comes and collects it.51 In the title story from the
collection Ighmad al-aynayn, the protagonist has a habit of travelling to his job at a
local health center with closed eyes. One day he looks out of the window and notices
a car stopping at a playground. Three men get out of the car jostling a blindfolded
man. They force him to kneel on the ground and they shoot him in the head. The
protagonist feels that his hands are shaking. He comes back home once again trying
to ignore his surroundings, yet he still sees the hanging head of the shot man.52 The
closing of eyes, i.e. the desire for oblivion and ignorance is symbolic in all the stories
in this collection. According to Fadil al-<Azzawi, it means the powerlessness of
Iraqi citizens in the face of crimes committed against people.53
The constant danger of death influences peoples behavior in different ways. A
scene from the novel by Shakir al-Anbari can serve as an example. In the scene, one
of the characters describes his nightmare. He sees himself walking on the street and
coming across three dead bodies holding ringing cell phones in their hands. Then he
swims in a river and notices a headless dead body bitten by seagulls. His friend
explains to him that his nightmare is a sign of his constant fear of death in one of the
many fatal accidents which happen in Baghdad every day. 54 Indeed, all the main
characters in this novel feel as if the capital city has turned into a cage in which they
are imprisoned.55 Another protagonist of Luay Hamza <Abbass story Ayna rajul almitru (Two Eyes of the Man from the Subway) has not slept for two weeks. Every
day he changes his resting place for fear of being captured and killed by people who
have left an envelope containing a bullet on his doorstep.56
In the novel by Duna Ghali, the main characters  the aforementioned family of a
mother, a father and a son  do not leave their house because they live in an area
controlled by Shi<a militant groups. They stay in the darkness behind covered windows
and bolted doors. The woman describes their situation in her internal monologue:
We hear unceasing gunshots and the sound of generators. There is emptiness inside
Luay Hamza <Abbas, Rajul kathir al-asfar, in Ighmad al-<aynayn, pp. 3941.
Luay Hamza <Abbas, al-<Adasa, in Ighmad al-<aynayn, pp. 4244.
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me and there is a crawling life before me.57 She also says to herself that everything
has to remain closed: cinemas, museums, because we surrender ourselves to the
reality in which we are divided into Sunni and Shi<a, so we are fighting and living
under the conditions of occupation.58 The heroine has to cope not only with the
external conditions but also with overwhelming problems inside her home. Her
husband, As<ad, who returned home after being imprisoned by kidnappers, crawls
into his shell, suffers from depression, and eventually tries to commit suicide.59 He
lives in constant fear, disillusioned with the reality, which he describes in the following
way: Baghdad is like a butchered animal with its entrails outside. This is the cause
of my nausea. [ ] We are nothing but targets, and the walkers become victims of
booby-trapped cars. At the same time everybody declares our freedom.60 Salwan,
his thirty-year-old son, also copes with mental illness. He tries not to get out of his
room. He has panic attacks and suicidal thoughts. A doctor tells his mother that her
son is in the same state of mind as soldiers who have engaged in battle. He asks her:
Are we all emotionally healthy or are we suicide victims just because we get out of
our houses?61
Some characters in these prose works decide that the only way to survive is to
leave their homeland  as Wardiyya, the heroine of In<am Kachachis novel, did. Umran,
the protagonist of Najmat al-Batawin, writes the following advice in a letter to his
friend about his experience of being kidnapped: Leave this country and do not look
around because this place is cursed. It will be cursed in the next few decades.62 His
friend, who came back to Iraq in 2003 with hope that the situation in the country
would be better, decides to go into exile again. Those of the characters in this novel
who have stayed in devastated Iraq also have no illusions about the fate of the country.
One of them deliberates on this tragedy to his fellow citizens and states that they are
doomed to suffer; they come to the world in an abyss and die in it.63
Narrative techniques
The Iraqi reality in the post-invasion period is imprinted in all the discussed works.
However, its fragments are interwoven in their narratives in various ways. For
instance, there are differences regarding narrated time. In the stories by Hassan
Blasim and Luay Hamza <Abbas, the present is mainly the background of the fictional
events. As far as the story The Reality and the Record is concerned, real names (i.e.
the al-Jazeera channel, the Mahdi Army) and places (i.e. Abu Nuwas Street, the
Duna Ghali, Manazil al-wahsha, p. 14.
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Bridge of the Martyrs) are given. In <Abbass stories, on the other hand, no precise
details of this reality can be found so that the described situations could happen
anywhere. Yet, on one of the first pages of the collection Ighmad al-<aynayn, there
is a sentence stating that all the stories were written in al-Basra in the period
between 2003 and 2007, which also indicates context based on reality.64 Similarly,
the recent history of Iraq provides the background for the fictional events in the
novels: Najmat al-Batawin, Manazil al-wahsha, Ya Maryam. The protagonists of
these works, living in the conflict-torn Baghdad, not only reflect on the surrounding
conditions but also recall their memories so that the reader sees a more
comprehensive picture of their individual fortunes correlated with the history of
their homeland. However, the present and the past intermingle in these works
regardless of the chronology. Showing the impact of historical and social events
on an ordinary persons life is also the purpose of Muhsin al-Ramli and In<am
Kachachi. The period after 2003 is a starting point in their works, from which
stories about the main characters lives over the course of the second half of the
twentieth century, are told in a chronological manner.
What is more, the narrators perspectives in the contemporary prose works diverge
as well. In the stories by Luay Hamza <Abbas, which concentrate on ordinary and
extraordinary events at the same time, usually from a third-person point of view 
objective, omniscient and/or limited perspectives are employed. What is typical of
<Abbass writing style is that the narrator of his stories records the facts without
interpreting them and describes the reactions, without sympathy, of a character who
confronts mortal danger or death. However, the silence of the narrator is meaningful
and striking. By contrast, the story by Hassan Blasim is told by the main character 
the kidnapped ambulance driver who  as it turns out at the end  is taken into a
psychiatric hospital in a foreign country, where he seeks asylum.65 Indeed, his tale
seems to reveal his madness because it is incredible: During the period of my abduction
which lasted a year and a half, I was taken from one hideout to another. They
recorded on video tapes my speeches, in which I was telling about my collaboration
with the treacherous Kurds, impious Christians, Saudi terrorists, Syrian Baathist
intelligence and Guardians of the Revolution from Zoroastrian Iran. On these tapes I
was murdering, raping, setting on fire, blowing up and conducting all the crimes
which one cannot imagine. All the tapes were shown on satellite channels all over the
world. Experts, journalists and politicians were sitting and discussing what I had
said and done.66 The irony and sarcasm, noticeable in this quotation, are features of
Hassan Blasims writing style.
It is noteworthy that the tendency to include absurd and surreal situations can be
observed not only in the stories of the aforementioned author, but also in Luay
Hamza <Abbass narratives where we can find a mix of reality, daydreams and
Luay Hamza <Abbas, Ighmad al-<aynayn, p. 12.
Hasan Blasim, Prawda i rejestr, pp. 1516.
66
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nightmares. For instance in the story Qurb al-madrasa al-inkliziyya, the protagonist
(observed by the omniscient narrator) closes his eyes and falls asleep. In his nightmare
he finds himself in a lift with thousands of mice which bite cables and climb on him.
He is horrified because they have human features.67 In this way his alienation, loneliness
and distrust toward his fellow citizens is revealed. As Ferial J. Ghazoul argues, the
use of the uncanny, the strangely fantastic or ambiguity is an aesthetic expression
of a complex and disturbing reality, as well as a strategy of revealing through
concealing. This technique helps the reader to delve into the experiences of others,
but on the other hand it maintains a comfortable distance from the enunciated.68
However, the authors of the novels are able to combine even more diverse techniques
of fictional writing as far as the narrators perspective is concerned. In each of the
discussed novels a third-person narration is present but this perspective easily shifts
into a different one, especially the first-person narration in the form of an internal
monologue or a stream of consciousness. In the novel by Duna Ghali, for example,
the heroine  a mother living in a closed Baghdadian house with her husband and son
 depicts her oppressive everyday existence in the years 20062008 through her
thoughts and dialogues with her family members. In the novel of Shakir al-Anbari,
there is a shift from internal monologues of four friends who work as journalists, in
which their personal attitudes to the reality are described, to their discussions about
the current situation in Iraq. In the novel of Sinan Antun, we deal with the internal
monologues of two characters who represent different approaches toward their life
circumstances. The first one is the old man, Yusuf, who endures the hardship of
religious strife, dreams of his beautiful past and maintains hope for a better future.
The second one is Maha, Yusufs young niece, who is completely disillusioned about
her existence in Iraq, and dreams of escape from this cursed place.
The author of Hail Mary also uses various narrative devices in order to register
the devastating reality, such as: dialogues of characters in Iraqi dialect which expose
their various attitudes and observations concerning changes brought about by the
invasion and civil war; descriptions of pictures hanging on the walls in Yusufs
house, which tell the story of misfortunes, emigration and the deaths of his family
members; and even bitter jokes about the enveloping religious strife, such as the
following one:
There were three Iraqis: a Sunni, a Shi<a, and a Christian. After they found the
magic lamp of Aladdin, the genie appeared and asked them about their wishes.
First, he turned to the Shi<a man: Ask whatever you wish and it will be done for
you. The man answered him: I want you to cause that no one from the Sunnis
stays alive. The genie replied: It will be done for you. Afterwards the genie
approached the Sunni adherent and said: Now you can ask. The Sunni man
replied: Kill all Shi<a adherents, do not leave anyone of them breathing. The
Luay Hamza <Abbas, Qurb al-madrasa , p. 33.
Ferial J. Ghazoul, Iraqi Short Fiction: The Unhomely at Home and Abroad, Journal of Arabic
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genie said: It will be done for you. Then he came closer to the Christian man and
asked him: And you, what is your wish? The Christian man thought for a while
and replied: First fulfill the wishes of the others and then come to me.69

Conclusion
In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that the works of contemporary Iraqi
prose that have been discussed, as well as many others which are not mentioned in
this article, are of great importance because they are a part of a collective body of
narratives about the period of religious conflicts in Iraq. Although the novels and
short stories  unlike mass media or scientific studies  do not include any
comprehensive, detailed descriptions of particular historical events due to their fictional
nature, they weave some fragments of Iraqs cruel reality into their narrative texture.
They capture the historical, political and social changes of this period and explore
and explain its phenomena. What we can find in these works is rather a symbolic
record of thousands of Iraqi citizens stories. The plight of fictional characters
represents the tragedies of real people and bears witness to their painful experiences.
That is why I believe that the contemporary Iraqi prose works play a similar role to
the registered, true stories of individuals in the collective memory of the Iraqi people.
Yet, they are not only written in order to testify, but also to express the hope of Iraqi
intellectuals for their countrys survival. Political regimes come and go but literature
remains and is read and reread, as Ferial J. Ghazoul reminds.70
What distinguishes these novels and short stories as differing from factional life
stories is their narrative techniques which allow the authors to drift away from the
chronological timeline, to afford the same importance to both reality and visions, to
change the points of view and to show surreal, unlikely situations, such as a
reincarnation, in order to focus on and emphasize the absurdity of the Iraqi reality.
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Abstract
The paper reflects two important factors regarding the political activities of Islamist
groups after the Arab Spring. The first factor reflects the reconciliation process declared by
new secular forces and some Islamists. It concerns control of mosques and religious discourse
by religious institutions and Muslim scholars accredited by states. However, the second
factor of the paper concerns radicalization tendencies among post-revolutionary Islamist
groups. The research shows that Jihadists are fascinated by the recent offensive of ISIS and
declaration of the caliphate by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

Introduction
Social demands, demonstrations and clashes during the Arab Spring in 2011 affected
the collapse of authoritarian regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen and
stimulated liberal and democratic tendencies in the first steps of the revolution.
However, radical Islamic groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood or Salafi movements
became more and more influential and popular among societies oppressed by previous
regimes. After the successful campaigns in Tunisia and Egypt the radical groups
won parliamentary and presidential elections.
In fact, their success relied on particular Muslim scholars who delivered sermons
called khutba in Arabic and participated in political rallies and discussions.
Khutba is one of the oldest narrative and oratory forms in the Arab and Muslim
world. It is presented in mosques during Fridays prayer or on special occasions
such as feasts and holidays. Furthermore, the basic patterns of the sermon concern
a short prayer, some verses from the Quran or various religious invocations. The
religious invocations are always followed by the expression: wa ba´d (and then;
afterwards), which indicates separation between passages in the speech. The discourse
usually reflects religious, moral and social questions based on four main sources
such as the Quran, Hadiths (stories, statements and reports attributed to the Prophet
Mohammad) as well as fragments of historical analogies or citations of noble
personalities from the history of Muslim empires.1
*
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Unfortunately, the religious concept of the sermon is often politicised by different
representatives who combine religious style with political slogans and demands. The
symbolic speech of the radical scholar Yusuf al-Qaradawi2 in Tahrir Square is a good
example in this context. The discourse was delivered during the first Fridays prayers
after the fall of Mubaraks regime and it included different epithets and arguments
blaming dictatorships and glorifying revolutionaries. It was the crucial step for the
political campaign of Islamist movements. Moreover, in 2011 some Salafi leaders
exerted pressure on moderate imams from Cairo and took control of podiums in
mosques. Their Friday sermons delivered during the difficult transition process enabled
then to influence and sway public opinion and to express particular social and political
questions blaming previous secular authorities and supporting Islamist organizations. 3
However, after three years of the transition process Arab societies have changed
their attitude to the crucial values of the Arab revolution such as democracy, freedom,
liberalism and the fight against authoritarianism. Egyptian, Tunisian and Libyan
societies started to compare those ideas to chaos, destabilization, terrorism and
economic crises. Public opinion in the Arab world invented a new definition: kharif
arabi (Arab Autumn), which replaces the positive meanings of the Arab Spring.
The overthrow of Islamist authorities and implementation of secular governments
in the post-revolutionary countries provoked concerns among Islamists who either
accepted the post-revolutionary authorities or started engaging in radical activities
like terrorist attacks, kidnappings and guerrilla fights.
Reconciliation process
Some Salafi movements reinterpreted their loyalty to the government, basing their
opinions on the philosophy of conservative Muslim scholars like Abu Hanifa
(d. 767), Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 855), Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and Abd al-Wahhab
(d. 1792), who ordered allegiance to the caliphs and emirs representing the Umma
(Muslim Nation). Disobedience of the ruler was allowed in case of sinful and corrupt
behavior or policies. However, negative opinions about the Caliph were elaborated
carefully by different theologians who issued a common Fatwa (legal judgments) to
accuse and impeach the ruler. The following examples show the implementation of
the philosophy by particular Islamist leaders in the present political context.4
Yusuf al-Qaradawi  was born in 1926 in Egypt. He moved to Qatar in the 1960s after a time
of political oppression and military regimes. He is one of the most influential Islamist ideologists in
the Arab world, especially during the Arab Spring when he criticized Arab dictators and delivered
fiery speeches. He also teaches in Oxford and Qatar universities and he is the general secretary of the
International Union of Muslim Scholars. He is famous for his television program broadcasted by
al-Jazeera.
3
David Kirkpatrick, After Long Exile, Sunni Cleric Takes Role in Egypt, The New York Times,
18 February 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/19/world/middleeast/19egypt.html?_r=0
(accessed 13 May 2015).
4
Ashraf el-Sharif, Egypts Salafists at a Crosswords, Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, 29 April 2015.
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Reconciliation feedback was first implemented by Algerian authorities in 2005
after a decade of bloody civil war in the eighties. Due to the reconciliation process
Islamist insurgents had a chance to lay down their arms and start rehabilitation
programs. Besides, militants who resigned from violence and extremism were
pardoned and they could associate with legal organizations and parties. However,
those who continued the battle were pursued, imprisoned and blamed by their
previous comrades.5 In 2014, the outlawed Algerian Islamic Salvation Front  FIS
started further negotiations with the governments. The ex-FIS leader Abdelkader
Boukhamkham, participated in meetings regarding negotiations on the new
constitution and future cooperation with the government. The debate was also
accepted by the key figures of Salafi movements like Madani Mezrag and al-Hashimi
Sahnouni.6
Reconciliation policies were also implemented by other countries in the region.
For example, in 2010 the Mauritanian government entered into dialogue with
extremists detained in prisons. Some of them were convinced to relinquish radical
Islam and start rehabilitation procedures.7 Similar trends concern other Maghreb
religious leaders such as the radical Sheikh Mohammad Fizazi from Morocco
who represented extremist ideas against authorities. He was suspected of inspiring
the Casablanca terrorist attack in 2003 when 45 people were killed as a result of
suicide bombings in a popular restaurant. Sheikh Fizazi was arrested and
imprisoned for 30 years. However, after eight years he was released and
demonstrated a dramatic change in his attitude to the Moroccan monarchy. He
called the king Mohammad VI: Amir al-muminin (The emir of the believers).
The meaning reflects a notable title popularized in the Muslim tradition and
Arab-Muslim empires. Sheikh Fizazi renounced violence and underlined some
conservative moral values of the state. He also legitimatised the religious identity
of the monarchy and its social policy.8
Furthermore, attention should also be paid to a noteworthy Libyan example.
Abdelhakim Belhaj a veteran of the Libyan Islamist resistance during Gaddafis regime
and an important member of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, affiliated in the past
with al-Qaeda Central, established a new party Watan (Nation). He repudiated radical
religious demands and opted for a new state based on regional, nationalist and patriotic
Abderrahmane Moussaoui, La violence en Algerie, les lois du chaos, Alger: Barzakh, 2006, pp.
391419.
6
Hadjer Guenanfa, Révision de la Constitution: invité par Ouyahia, un ex-dirigeant du FIS
refuse de participer aux consultations, Tout sur lAlgerie, 1 June 2014, http://www.tsa-algerie.com/
2014/06/01/revision-de-la-constitution-invite-par-ouyahia-un-ex-dirigeant-du-fis-refuse-de
-participer-aux-consultations/ (accessed 21 February 2014).
7
Amadou Seck, Nouakchott prône le dialogue avec les islamistes, Courrier International,
4 February 2010, http://www.courrierinternational.com/article/2010/02/04/nouakchott-prone-le
-dialogue-avec-les-islamistes (accessed 13 May 2015).
8
Hamid Barrada, Mohamed Fizazi, le salafiste de sa majesté, Jeune Afrique, 612 April 2014,
pp. 5055.
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values. He participated in reunions of the National Transitional Council of Libya and
then the Libyan General National Congress.9
In Egypt, President Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi encouraged some Islamists to attend his
symbolic conference on 3 July 2013, declaring the defeat of the Muslim Brotherhoods
mandate. A positive response was announced by the Nour (Light) party and its
representatives, such as Nader Bakkar or Jalal al-Mura. The party follows a Salafi
ideology and a preaching activity called Daawa salafiyya (Salafi Call). Nour played
an important role after the collapse of Mubaraks regime, and it became the second
major political power after the Freedom and Justice party affiliated with the Muslim
Brotherhood. In addition, Salafi scholars like Yasser Borhami supported al-Sisis
presidential campaign by issuing theological manifestos and a Fatwa justifying the
policy of the army and exalting the candidate for the presidency. Nours key figures
stated that al-Sisi guarantees security, stability and a peaceful transition process in
the country. In their opinion the new leader also preserved the Muslim identity of
society and the moral values of Islam.10
State surveillance of religious debate
Some four years after the Arab Spring the secular and military authorities
strengthened state surveillance of political, religious and social life. They arrested
the core leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood and sentenced many of them to death or
exile. In addition, Islamist communication sources, such as newspapers, TV channels
and public offices were closed.
It was an outcome of the previous politicization of religious discourse during the
Arab Spring, when Islamist ideologists often combined the structure and messages
of a sermon with political slogans and supported particular parties or organizations.
The institutions were also aware of the fact that the sermons concept was applied
by Jihadist leaders who pointed out extremist ideas according to stylistic forms and
a narration of the sermon.
Algerian experiences play an important role in that context. After the reconciliation
agreements with Islamists, religious institutions implemented new policies regarding
the unification and standardization of the discourse in mosques and the monitoring
of messages presented in the debate. In addition to this, radical scholars were forbidden
from delivering sermons or they had limited access to the public.11
9
Jean-Pierre Perrin, Abdelhakim Belhaj, le retour dal-Qaeda, Liberation, 26 August 2011,
http://www.liberation.fr/monde/2011/08/26/abdelhakim-belhaj-le-retour-d-al-qaeda_757094 (accessed
12 May 2015).
10
Erin Cunningham, Egypts Salafist Nour Party in Tenuous Political Alliance with President-Elect
Sissi, The Washington Post, 1 June 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/
egypts-salafist-nour-party-in-tenuous-political-alliance-with-president-elect-sissi/2014/06/01/
aff3a400-e826-11e3-8f90-73e071f3d637_story.html (accessed 12 May 2015).
11
Hassan Moali, Extrémisme religieux : LEtat veut mettre le holà, el-Watan, 11 February 2015,
http://www.elwatan.com/actualite/extremisme-religieux-l-etat-veut-mettre-le-hola-11-02-2015287230_109.php (accessed 12 May 2015).
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Moreover other religious institutions in the region, such as the Ministry of Religious
Affairs, consulted their history books and decided to exert greater controls over
mosques, Muslim scholars and religious discourse.
For instance during the domination of Jihadist militias in northern Mali in 2013,
Muslim preachers condemned radical organizations for imposing their policy and
laws on local communities. For example, Sheikh Mahmoud Dikko, the leader of the
High Islamic Council in Sahel criticized Jihadism and proposed religious debates and
preaching activities reflecting a moderate and peaceful version of Islam. 12
In 2014, Tunisian scholars from the Great Mosque in Kairouan launched peace
talks with radicals and promoted tolerance, justice and religious preaching condemning
negative interpretations of Islamic values.13
Besides, religious institutions in Egypt like al-Azhar forbade radical scholars from
delivering public speeches. This concerns Sheikh Mohammad Hasan Yaqub, Sheikh
Mohammad Hassan and Ishaq al-Huwayni in particular, who supported the Islamist
movements and some radical candidates in the parliamentary and presidential elections
in 2012. The Ministry of Religious Affairs also appointed 20,000 new scholars who
were loyal to the new government. The restoration of the basic structures and stylistic
devices of the discourse played an important role as well.
Muslim scholars present particular norms and advice regarding the narration,
subjects and style of a sermon, as well as the attributes of the orator.14 They state
that sermons shall be delivered by accredited persons who hold religious education,
skills, common sense, responsibility and experience. Apart from various personal
skills, religious institutions stress that orators must obey the liturgical narration of
khutba regarding religious invocations, appropriate quotations from the Quran and
Hadiths as well as phrases indicating particular sections of the sermon.
Religious institutions also criticize the political context of the sermons and
they recommend a conciliatory and moderate character in the discourse. They
advise imams to reinforce the theological, existential and social message of the
sermon. In their opinions, orators should focus on religious and moral values,
such as piety, honesty, dignity, patience, justice as well as generosity, forgiveness
or huda (the right way in life). Ethical principles are confronted with opposite
meanings that prevent believers from a sinful life and bad behaviour. Apart from
religious questions, a sermon has to refer to current social needs and expectations,
referring to problems such as poverty, unemployment, hunger, or drug addiction
and violence.15
Valérie Thorin, Lintervention française et après?, Afrique-Asie, February 2013, pp. 2426.
Yasmin Najjar, Cheikhs Launch Peace Caravan in Tunisia, Magharebia, www.magharebia.com
(accessed 21 February 2014).
14
Moataz al-Khateeb, Conflict over Religion and State in Egypt, Middle East Monitor, 22 July
2014, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/articles/africa/12990-conflict-over-religion-and-state-in
-egypt (accessed 21 February 2014).
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3 August 2014.
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The radicalization of Islamist groups
The Islamist opposition, including the Muslim Brotherhood and some Salafi
representatives expressed their dislike of new secular forces in the post-revolutionary
political scene and started to organize various demonstrations, mass rallies and
roadblocks. However, the violent pacification of protests, arrests of top leaders, as
well as the closure of official TV channels, newspapers and journals, forced Islamists
to rethink their strategy.
Apart from demonstrations, mass rallies and roadblocks, some groups radicalized
their activities and increased terrorist attacks against central government and local
security services. They usually refer to the concept of takfir (excommunication),
which considers the state and society as a sinful and atheistic group supporting
immoral and corrupt governments. In addition, the idea of takfir is close to Jihadist
activities regarding the violent renaissance of the historic caliphate and implementation
of strict Sharia rules. Extremist groups also apply the defensive and offensive sense
of Jihad to the modern political context related to Western policy in the Muslim
world.16
Furthermore, the last offensive of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria  ISIS in
Syria and Iraq as well as the establishment of the caliphate by the new leader Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi, has improved the operational and ideological capacities of Jihadists
who were weakened by counter-terrorism policies and successful military operations.
After the death of Osama bin Laden and other top al-Qaeda leaders such as Anwar
Awlaqi, Abu Yahia al-Libi and the main Jihadi idoelogist Ayman al-Zawahiri, efforts
were made to consolidate all insurgency that sympathized with the Arab Spring in
defining new challenges for the Jihadist movement. However failures of the transition
process in post-revolutionary countries and the overthrow of Islamist representatives
by secular and military forces, deepened the crisis among Jihadists who expected
other results and goals. The new approach depressed many insurgents and encouraged
them to search for new alliances and support.
In fact, almost thirty Jihadist groups, including insurgents from the Philippines,
India, Sudan and Lebanon have already pledged an oath to the Islamic State. In
November 2014 the main Jihadist website al-Minbar al-jihadi al-ilami (Jihadist
Media Platform), published a long letter of allegiance to al-Baghdadi as declared by
different organizations.17 The following examples demonstrate some new objectives
for radical Islamists.
For instance, a fascination regarding ISISs activities was declared by the Egyptian
Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis (Supporters of Jerusalem). The group takes advantage of
separatist tendencies among Bedouins in Sinai, who declare their cultural and political
16
Jarret M. Brachman, Global Jihadism: Theory and Practice, New York: Routledge, 2009, pp.
4547.
17
The main Jihadist website that publishes various manifestos and statements regarding terrorist
activities and ideological backgrounds: https://www.alplatformmedia.com/vb/index.php (accessed
20 March 2015).
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independence from the central government in Cairo, and support local rebels. The
geo-strategic values of Sinai, located near the Israeli border and the Suez Canal play
an important role as well.18
However, the intensification of the terrorist campaign started after the overthrow
of President Morsi. From July to February 2014, the Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis conducted
more than 300 attacks in Sinai. For example, on 24 October 2014, militants launched
two attacks on Egyptian army positions in the Sinai Peninsula, killing at least 33
security personnel. This was one of the deadliest assaults on the Egyptian military in
decades. In February 2014, a suicide attack on a bus killed three foreign tourists and
injured 17 others.19
In addition another Jihadist branch, the Ajnad Masr (Soldiers of Egypt), is
conducting operations in big Egyptian cities like Cairo and Alexandria. The group
highlighted its activities before the third anniversary of the Egypt Revolution in 2011,
when a car bomb exploded near the main police headquarters in the capital causing
extensive damage to many buildings including the Museum of Islamic Art located
nearby. The group is also responsible for other terrorist plots at metro stations,
public buildings, and against politicians and security services.20
The Islamic State became very active in North Africa as well. Its militants claimed
responsibility for targeting the Corinthia Hotel in Libya on 27 January 2015 which
killed at least 11 people, including three guards and five foreigners. It was their third
assault against local authorities. In November 2014 a car bomb exploded in front of
the embassies of the United Arab Emirates and Egypt. On 17 January 2015 Jihadists
carried out an attack against the Algerian Embassy in Tripoli. All of these assaults
resulted in numerous casualties and caused extensive damage in the Libyan capital,
demonstrating the growing influence of radical Islam in North Africa.21
In fact, Libya became the core base in the region of the Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
followers who carry out their local and transregional terrorist activities. The caliphate
concept in Libya is a consequence of the previous plans and actions of extremist
groups which were forced to reorganize their structures and policies after successful
antiterrorist campaigns led by Algeria in the Sahara and France during operation
Serval in northern Mali in 2013. These effective actions enabled the destruction of
terrorist bases in the Sahel and the elimination of key al-Qaeda figures in the Lands
of the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) such as Abu Zeid and Abdallah Shanqiti, and local
International Crisis Group , Egypts Sinai Question, North Africa Report No. 61, 2007.
Thomas Joscelyn, Al-Qaedas Expansion in Egypt. Implications for U.S. Homeland Security,
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, 11 February 2014.
20
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Libyas Luxury Corinthia Hotel, The Independent, 27 January 2015, http://www.independent.co.uk/
news/world/middle-east/tripoli-hotel-attack-at-least-eight-dead-after-two-gunmen-stormed-libyasluxury-corinthia-hotel-10006791.html (accessed 12 May 2015).
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activists of Ansar al-Din and the Movement for the Unity and Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO).
In spite of various successful policies, Islamist movements in the Maghreb searched
for new secure territories to recover their operational structures and new alliances.
The developing situation in the Maghreb and Sahel regions encouraged rebel leaders
to propose a July 2014 meeting in Libya. The summit included groups from Egypt,
Sudan, Tunisia, Morocco and Mauritania, as well as Boko Haram from West Africa.
The insurgents referred to the current situation in the movement and successful
offensives conducted by ISIS and al-Baghdadi and a declaration of the caliphate in
Iraqi and Syrian territories. The participants also discussed whether to support Ayman
al-Zawahiris guidance or to declare loyalty to the new Caliph. After a long debate,
al-Baghdadi was appointed the new leader of the Jihadist movement in the region.22
The alliance was reinforced by insurgents from Algeria and Tunisia. In September
2014 the new group Jund al-Khilafa (Soldiers of the Caliphate), captured a French
citizen Hervé Gourdel in the Kabylia region. The group posted a video showing the
brutal execution of the hostage similar to the decapitations of hostages in Iraq and
Syria. The manifesto was also a symbolic declaration of allegiance to al-Baghdadi
and the Islamic State.23
Furthermore, the Tunisian branches of Ansar al-Sharia and Uqba Ibn Nafi have
recently expressed their obedience to ISIS structures as well. Ansar al-Sharias
spokesmen delivered a passionate speech in the Great Mosque of Kairouan glorifying
al-Baghdadis successful offensive. He also called to liberate jailed members of the
organization in Tunisia. 24
Boko Haram also tries to expand its activities in the context of successful ISIS
campaigns in Iraq and Syria. In July 2014 the leader of the organization Abubakar
Shekau, voiced his support for al-Baghdadi whilst emphasizing positive and glorifying
expressions about the new caliphate. He also claimed responsibility for attacks against
shopping centers in Abuja and bomb detonations in Lagos ports. Shekau also
encouraged his militants to continue other attacks in Nigeria and neighboring
countries.25 For example, in July 2014, Boko Haram militants attacked the house of
Cameroons vice-prime minister and kidnapped his wife. At least three people were
Al-Jamaat al-jihadiyya al-magharibiyya bayna al-wila li-al-Qaida wa Daash [Jihadist Groups
from Maghreb between the Loyalty to al-Qaeda and Daash], Bawwaba Ifriqya al-ikhbariyyaAfrigatenews.net, http://www.afrigatenews.net/content/
(accessed 20 March 2015).
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killed in the ambush. In addition to this, a local mayor was kidnapped in a separate
attack on his home.26 It was the first spectacular plot against the authorities of a
neighboring country. In these instances Shekaus insurgents demonstrated the military
and political potential of their organization, with the ability to attack different targets
throughout the region.
Violent disputes among rival factions, the ambitions of particular leaders as well
as heated ideological discussions point to further aspects of confrontational tendencies
among Islamists. These situations strengthened the positions of the two main groups:
the Islamic State (ISIS) and the Front for the People of Sham  an-Nusra Front
affiliated with al-Qaeda Central and headed by Abu Mohammad al-Jawlani.27 They
share the same ideas regarding the establishment of a caliphate based on strict Sharia
law but they discuss loyalty to al-Qaeda Central and Ayman al-Zawahiri or al-Baghdadi.
Al-Zawahiri condemns ISIS for its autonomy and disobedience. He also stresses
that the an-Nusra Front under the leadership of al-Jawlani is the only representative
of Jihad in Syria and thus ISIS should return to its first local structures in Iraq and
its original name: the Islamic State of Iraq.
The creation of new frontlines by al-Zawahiri is a good example of the
competitiveness between rival groups. In September 2014 the al-Qaeda leader
announced the establishment of a new branch called al-Qaeda in the India Subcontinent
 AQIS  which represents a new chapter in Jihadist activities in India, Pakistan,
Burma and Bangladesh. The organization cooperates with regional clerics and
representatives from Taliban organizations like Tehreek-e Taliban, Harakat
ul-Mujahideen and Jaish e-Mohammad. AQIS focuses its activities on Karachi harbor
and tries to conduct different terrorist attacks against navy ships. 28 The new
organization is also a response to al-Baghdadis influences on the various groups that
joined his caliphate and disobeyed al-Zawahiris leadership. In this regard, the alQaeda leader concentrated on regions, which have remained under his control and
which have not been infiltrated by al-Baghdadis militants.
A new concept of Jihadist propaganda
The radicalisation of the operational and ideological activities of Islamists and
affiliations with the Islamic State have also influenced new communication techniques.
Al-Baghdadi responded to the insurgents expectations and offered innovative
concepts for propaganda channels that reinforced the ideological and operational
capacities of the organization and weakened the rival Jihadist groups. The communication
strategy reflects an application of liturgical sermons and Arabic rhetoric devices in
Georges Dougueli, Sur le pied de guerre?, Jeune Afrique, 39 August 2014, pp. 3033.
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al-Chorouq, 15 June 2014, p. 12.
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media presentations and ideological manifestos. It also regards two channels of
communication: traditional, liturgical speeches addressed to local audiences as well as
modern forms of communication such as Internet forums or sophisticated journals
that affect Western audiences attracted by emotional photos, graphics and slogans.
The local context of the discourse was evident after the announcement of the
caliphate by al-Baghdadi, who delivered a symbolic sermon in the main mosque in
Mosul, Iraq during Ramadan 2014. Al-Baghdadi respected all conventions and
etiquettes regarding non-verbal and narration concepts of liturgical speech.29
Contrary to previous Jihadist leaders, the sermon was presented in Arabic in the
main mosque of Mosul on a podium above the auditorium. Al-Baghdadi was wearing
sacral clothes and was standing up during the opening section of the speech and was
then sat down during other parts of the discourse. He also avoided loud voices,
chaotic gestures or unexpected reactions and he used his index fingers to emphasize
precise gestures or underline some questions.30
Apart from his inter-personal skills, al-Baghdadi followed the strict narration and
stylistic devices of the sermon. He started his speech with religious invocations and
citations and after a short break he referred to main subjects. Al-Baghdadi preserved
the liturgical style of the sermon and reins from straight political slogans and statements.
For example, he focused on Ramadan ceremonies and the spiritual values of the holy
month. His opinions were followed by appropriate arguments and deliberations from
the Quran or Hadiths. Furthermore, Ramadan was addressed within a specific
concept of Jihad described by al-Baghdadi as scarified efforts facilitating the defeat
of enemies and the implementation of Islam values. The ISIS leader compared Jihad
to the Quranic vision of paradise that includes cool rivers, flower gardens or orchards.
The narration of the speech and the rhetorical devices justify ISIS policy in the
region, authorize and glorify the new Islamic State and they emerge in its influences
and power in the region. The liturgical style also enables the covering up of political
messages, the violent implementation of Sharia laws and the terrorist campaigns
conducted in controlled regions.
The liturgical sense of al-Baghdadis discourse is evident in the confrontation
with other Jihadist movements like Boko Haram, which reconstrtucts the regulations
of the liturgical discourse.
The organization usually emphasizes violent gestures and the brutal behaviors of
insurgents. The manifestos include casual speeches in local dialects as well as English
sentences underlining political and social questions condemning Western influences
in the region. The declarations are also delivered in an ironic and chaotic style,
sometimes making fun of the West and local authorities. For example, Abubakar
Shekau refers to the kidnapping of Nigerian schoolgirls and he states with a laughing
voice that he will sell them in a local market.31
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Additionally, the Islamic State also tries to renew the radical rhetoric implemented
by the first generations of Jihadists. It often refers to the traditional propaganda
conducted by Osama Bin Laden, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and Abdullah Yusuf Azzam,
a Palestinian teacher and mentor of Osama bin Laden during the Afghan war, who
supported the establishment of a worldwide terrorist organisation and drew on the
ideology of fighting Western influences on the Arab-Muslim world, the same Western
influences who have named a new crusade against Islam.32 In this context, the agitation
campaign reflects liturgical and theological devices, such as invocations and particular
Quranic quotations aimed at political and ideological enemies. Manifestos and
statements also include various epithets and euphemisms, like salibiyyun (crusaders),
hamla salibiyya (crusade campaign) and kuffar (sinners), sihyuniyyun (Zionists)
and taghut (a devil, a Satan) that concern harmful features of their political opponents
and arouse negative emotions in the audience.33
Al-Baghdadis followers also started a massive media campaign that targets a
young, Western audience and encourages foreign volunteers to join the Islamic State
in the Middle East or to carry out terrorist attacks in their own countries. ISIS
publishes an English version of their magazine called Dabiq.34 The name refers to the
historic Battle of Marj Dabiq near Aleppo in Syria that was a part of the Ottoman-Mamluk War of 15161517. The Ottoman army conquered most of the Middle
East, which encompassed the entire region of Syria, and built a new Empire.
Instead of long theological and political discussions, the magazine contains
short messages based on suggestive graphics and provocative pictures similar to
the tabloid press or comics. The magazine usually includes photos illustrating
successful ISIS offensives and campaigns in Syria and Iraq, images of wounded
Iraqi soldiers among fires and explosions, as well as victorious parades of militants
in controlled cities, and harvest campaigns and their distribution of food and
water. Other pictures show brutal executions of Shia prisoners, representatives
of Christian and Yazidi communities or some colorful and sophisticated graphics
showing destroyed shrines. The pictures are followed by symbolic sentences
such as: Khalifa declared, A new era has arrived or: Its either the Islamic
state of the flood. ISIS also applies some euphemistic words and sentences
already known in radical Islamist propaganda. For example, different opponents
are usually called salibiyyun (crusaders), taghut (a devil, a Satan) or kuffar
(sinners) and murtaddun (apostates). The style of the magazine was adopted by
Western militants sympathizing with the Islamic State. They created various
32
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forums and profiles in social medias and started to present sophisticated photos
and graphics illustrating their support to al-Baghdadi.
Conclusion
The analysis demonstrates two important factors regarding the political activities
of Islamist groups after the Arab world. The first factor reflects the reconciliation
processes declared by new secular forces and some Islamists, including Salafi
representatives, who have accepted dialogues and negotiations with authorities. They
have resigned from violence and associated themselves with legal organizations and
parties, or accepted the policy of the state. Besides, such loyalty gives Islamists a
chance to peacefully implement some religious values into the legalities and social
lives of each country. It also enables them to conduct preaching activities and to
receive financial and political support from the government.
Post-revolutionary governments have also implemented new policies concerning
the control of mosques, Muslim scholars and their religious discourse. The authorities
are now aware of the fact that sermons and mass rallies in mosques played a crucial
role in the Arab Spring and then during presidential and parliamentary campaigns. In
this regard religious institutions accredited by states, began to monitor all conventions
and protocols of the debate as well as messages included in sermons. They have also
tried to popularize a moderate vision of Islam within social and ethical contexts of
speech.
However, the second factor regards radicalization tendencies among Islamists.
The research shows that Jihadists are fascinated by the recent offensive of ISIS and
the declaration of a caliphate by al-Baghdadi who became a new leader after the
destruction of rebel bases in the region, the deaths of high profile leaders and the
apparent failures of the Arab Spring supported by Islamist representatives.
Moreover, particular groups from the Middle Eat, Asia, the Maghreb region and
Africa have already declared their oaths to the new Caliph and they have been following
al-Baghdadis orders and goals regarding the implementation of the emirates in other
countries.
It should be also pointed out that the success of al-Baghdadis policy relies on
appropriate communication and propaganda methods that reinforce ideological and
operational capacities of the organization and weaken rival Jihadist groups. In fact,
the propaganda reflects two channels of communication: traditional, liturgical speeches
addressed to the local audience as well as modern forms of communication such as
Internet forums or sophisticated journals that affect Western audiences attracted by
emotional photos, graphics and slogans.
In fact, the growing ideological and operational influences and capacities of the
Islamic State and al-Baghdadi have created innovative objectives for different Jihadist
groups in the world and defined new and increasingly dangerous threats for regional
and global stability.

101

Book Reviews

PL ISSN 02398818
HEMISPHERES
Vol. 30, No. 2, 2015

Book Reviews
Hooshang Amirahmadi, The Political Economy of Iran under the Qajars: Society,
Politics, Economics and Foreign Relations 17961926, London and New York:
I.B. Tauris, 2012, 319 pp.
This is a comprehensive book that explains the roots of todays challenges facing
Iranian society, economics and politics. Hooshang Amirahmadi, an expert on Iran and
professor at Rutgers University, examines the transition of Irans political economy
from pseudo-feudalism to proto-capitalism between the 1800s and the 1920s. The
central question that the author seeks to answer is: why has Iran, despite its extensive
human and natural resources and long history, failed to become a democracy, to develop
fully economically and to establish a political framework that would allow the country
to have a positive relationship with the outside world, especially the West? Relying on
an impressive array of primary and secondary sources, Amirahmadi analyzes several
key factors that have inhibited the development of Irans political economy. He identifies
successive leadership failures and foreign interventions as the two primary causes of
Irans underdeveloped political economy. Other contributing factors discussed by the
author include the stultifying alliance of the bazaar and the countrys religious authorities,
an oppressive ruling elite, an incessant ideological factionalism fostered by an obsolete
political culture, a top-down nation-building process that worked against building
unity and cohesive nationalism, and the like.
The conventional view has long been that Iranian economic development came to a
standstill during the Qajar dynasty. Amirahmadi, however, challenges this assumption
and demonstrates that Irans economic forces grew and became stronger during the
period that the book covers. What led to the countrys economic underdevelopment
was not so much the weakness of its economic productive forces but their misdirection
and their focus on foreign trade and real estate as opposed to manufacturing. The
failure of the nascent Iranian bourgeoisie to industrialize the economy led, in part, to
the re-emergence of Irans unique feudalism and the establishment of a rigid dictatorship.
In the absence of manufacturing industries and indigenous industrialization, Irans
unique pseudo-feudal society in the early nineteenth century developed into a
dependent proto-capitalist economy by the second decade of the twentieth century.
Throughout the books nine chapters, Amirahmadi provides detailed empirical data
and sound theoretical vignettes. He traces the genesis and development of pre-capitalist
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social formations in Iran and examines the role of population growth and population
movement in the growth of urbanization and infrastructure of the country. The author
analyzes varying types of economic forces, their transformations over time and
space, and the patterns of rent, wages, and taxes. The countrys political system
under the Qajars is also examined in detail. The institution of monarchy, the
administrative state apparatus, and the repressive apparatuses, including the countrys
judiciary and the legal system are studied. The impact of these political institutions
on public policy, or lack thereof, is explained in detail.
Although the development of civil society in Iran is normally explained in the
context of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century developments,
Amirahmadi shows that what we now call civil society had its roots in the Qajar
era. However, in the late Qajar period, the emerging civil society became politicized
and largely indistinguishable from state institutions and political society. That said, it
is nonetheless important to note that because of the emerging civil society, it later
became possible to challenge the Qajar dictatorship and initiate reforms that led to,
among other things, the emergence of the Constitutional Revolution of 19051911.
The author demonstrates how Russo-British imperialism and penetration of Iran
during 17961870 thwarted the economic growth of the country through the
imposition of unfair agreements and forced concessions. For example, after the
humiliating Treaty of Torkmanchai (1828), which led to the ceding of significant
Iranian territory to Russia, and the equally humiliating Treaty of Paris (1875) following
the end of the Anglo-Persian War, these two imperial powers were able to force
economic concessions from the Qajars that turned Iran into a virtual Russo-British
dependent state. Amirahmadi describes the devastation and long-term impact of these
and similar concessions on Irans political underdevelopment.
The emergence of the class struggle during the period studied in the book and its
impact on Irans political economy are also important factors that affected a widerange of societal and political developments in the country. Indeed, this class struggle,
which pitted foreign forces and their local allies on the one side, and the countrys
nascent middle class and their domestic allies on the other side, was intense, bitter
and, at times, rather protracted. The author does a masterful job of explaining the
different phases of this struggle and the role of major individuals and groups in the
formation and progression of each phase of each class alliance and the ensuing
political struggles.
All in all, this is a book of immense value that links the complexities of the premodern Iranian political economy to the socioeconomic and political quandaries of
todays Iran. By placing contemporary Irans socioeconomic predicament in the
context of nineteenth and early twentieth century developments, the book provides a
holistic view of Irans political economy. Scholars and students of modern Iranian
history, politics and economics will find this book highly valuable.
Nader Entessar
University of South Alabama
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