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Strategic Identity: 

A Comparative Framework for Analysing Nuclear Policies 
 

 Abstract  
In answer to the question “Why do states build or refrain from building nuclear weapons?,” different 
assumptions lead us to different theoretical frameworks. So there are many different and even contradictory 
assumptions and theoretical frameworks on nuclear proliferation and nonproliferation, a situation that makes 
comparative analysis meaningful. The article reviews the major debates and theories of nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation first, and then explains an alternative theoretical framework. In fact, the author tries to present a 
comprehensive image of nuclearisation and nonnuclearisation debates and theories on one hand, and a new 
theoretical framework on the other hand. “Strategic Identity” as the new framework of this research criticises the 
ontological, epistemological and methodological foundations of nuclearisation debates and theories, and presents 
a new approach based on a mixture of internal, regional and international elements on one side, and incentives, 
processes and outcomes of both proliferation and nonproliferation on the other. 

 
Introduction 

Comparative analysis of nuclear policies does not have long precedence, but as Sagan 
believes, “there is now a large literature on nuclear decision-making inside the states that have 
developed nuclear weapons and a smaller, but still significant, set of case studies of states’ 
decisions to refrain from developing nuclear weapons.”1 With the explosion of the first nuclear 
bomb in 1945, some scholars in International Relations and strategic studies starting paying specific 
attention to this new phenomenon and opened up study of the issue. And from then on comparative 
analysis of nuclear policies has acquired a rich body of literature. 

 The theoretical debate over how nuclear proliferation should be explained, and whether 
future nuclear proliferation can be predicted or not, has been given fresh impetus since the end 
of the Second World War, and “Realist” explanations of nuclear proliferation have dominated 
thinking about nuclear weapons since the 1950s.2 

The domination of Realist explanations has been so powerful that one scholar has argued, 
“The history of nuclear proliferation is a strategic chain reaction based on the realist logic of threat 
perception, spun off by an initial threat perception.”3 Notwithstanding, other scholars believe that 
there are two broad theoretical camps on the questions related to the causes of nuclear proliferation. 
The first camp takes the Realist view that states acquire nuclear weapons because of their security 
demands, and the second camp takes the Idealist (Liberalist) view that states obtain nuclear 
weapons because they “learn to stop worrying and love the bomb.”4 

                                                             
* Assistant Professor, Political Science Department, Kharazmi University, Tehran, Iran, e-mail: 

Rezakhalili1@khu.ac.ir. 
1 Scott D. Sagan, ‘Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons?: Three Models in Search of a Bomb’, International 

Security, Vol. 21, No. 3, Winter 1996–97, p. 54. 
2 Tanya Ogilvie-White, Is There a Theory of Nuclear Proliferation: An Analysis of the Contemporary Debate’, 

The Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 24, No. 3, Fall 1996, pp. 43–44.  
3 Runa Das, ‘Engendering Post-Colonial Nuclear Policies through the Lens of Hindutva: Rethinking the 

Security Paradigm of India’, Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, Vol. 22, No. 1–2, May 
2002, p. 78. 

4 Jacques E. C. Hymans, ‘Theories of Nuclear Proliferation; the State of the Field’, Nonproliferation Review, 
Vol. 13, No. 3, November 2006, pp. 455. 
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Every theoretical explanation of nuclearisation is relevant to at least one of the Realist 
or Idealist views, although nobody can claim that either can fully explain nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation. Realism and Idealism can only explain some of the dynamics of the issue, often 
leading to a distorted and over-simplified view of nuclear decision-making and nuclear behaviour. 

Notwithstanding the fact that proliferation and nonproliferation are different, they are in act 
two sides of the same coin. Realism is more able to explain proliferation, and Idealism focuses more 
on nonproliferation, whereas neither can explain both. In addition, Realism and Idealism mostly 
explain nuclear motivations, and for this reason are not sufficient for understanding incentives, 
processes and outcomes of nuclearisation. Ultimately then neither of these theories can help with all 
cases. 

This reductionism of Realism and Idealism has led to the formation of alternative theories, 
with revisions. The most important revisions in Realism and idealism are Neo-realism and Neo-
liberalism, which have opened another debate about proliferation and nonproliferation. 

However, by limiting all theories of nuclearisation to Realism/Idealism and Neo-
realism/Neo-liberalism debates, it is very difficult to gain an exact and comprehensive perception 
of this phenomenon and its relevant theories. In fact, these debates can only express a part of the 
paradigmatic explanations of the subject, and beyond and in opposition to them we face a critical 
debate that challenges the rationality of previous debates. In addition, theoretical approaches 
to proliferation and nonproliferation in every one of these debates are different. Hence, the different 
debates and theories operating at various analytical levels are crucial in considering both 
proliferation and nonproliferation phenomena.   

The first and most important analytical level that considers proliferation and nonproliferation 
theories is the paradigmatic level, in which we face three main debates, some more optimistic than 
others.5 The second level of analysis is the theoretical level that is more varied than the first. 
For a better and more exact understanding of these views, this survey focuses attention 
to Realism/Idealism (Liberalism), Neo-realism/Neo-liberalism, and Rationalism/Criticism as the three 
main debates at the first level. Second level theories also will be considered in five approaches, 
namely Security/External, Political/Internal, Economic/Technological, Psychological/Individual and 
Cultural/ Sociological, and systematic critiques help explain of an alternative theoretical framework. 
 
Paradigmatic comparison 

At the paradigmatic level two modes of thought provide the foundation of comparative 
analysis of nuclear policies; proliferation pessimism and optimism,6 which have been relevant 
to Idealist and Realist camps, such as in the work of Hymans.7 

On one hand, proliferation pessimists like Sagan,8 Blair9 and Miller10 argue that nuclear 
proliferation makes the world a more dangerous place. They believe that although the spread 
                                                             

5 See: Peter Feaver, ‘Optimists, Pessimists, and Theories of Nuclear Proliferation Management: Debate’, 
Security Studies, Vol. 4, No. 4, Summer 1995, pp. 754–772; Robert W. Rauchhaus, Evaluating the Nuclear Peace 
Hypothesis: A Quantitative Approach, Santa Barbara: University of California, 2007; Erik Gartzke and Matthew 
Kroenig, ‘A Strategic Approach to Nuclear Proliferation’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 53, No. 2, April 2009, 
pp. 151–160. 

6 Feaver, ‘Optimists, Pessimists…’, pp. 754–772. 
7 Hymans, ‘Theories of Nuclear …’. 
8 Scott Sagan, The Limits of Safety: Organizations, Accidents, and Nuclear Weapons, Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1993. 
9  Bruce G. Blair, The Logic of Accidental Nuclear War, Washington DC: Brookings University Press, 1993. 
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of nuclear weapons in theory can lead to preventive military strikes, crisis instability and accidental 
nuclear detonations, contributing to greater levels of international stability, nuclear weapons may 
have destabilising systemic effects even as they improve the strategic positions of the states that 
possess them.11 

On the other hand, optimists believe that nuclear proliferation is not a problem; because 
nuclear weapons have not proliferated.12 According to what Kenneth Waltz as the most famous 
representative of this view, “if another country gets nuclear weapons, and if it does so for good 
reasons, then that is not an object of great worry”. In addition, he argues that it does not matter who 
has nuclear weapons; he believes “if a country has nuclear weapons, it will not be attacked 
militarily in ways that threaten its manifestly vital interests. That is 100 percent true without 
exception, over a period of more than fifty years.”13In fact, pessimism and optimism have root 
in Idealism and Realism as mainstream theories in International Relations, and have developed 
in Neo-liberalism and Neo-realism as the second generations of these line of thoughts.14 

Although paradigmatic debate between adherents of these views is comparative 
automatically, and for this reason their opuses are important sources of comparative analysis 
of nuclear policies, what is more important is comparison between countries according to this 
debate. Based on the debate, optimists mention that nuclear proliferation in each country has root 
in its security threats and not only is not dangerous, but also is necessary for regional balance and 
deterrence.15 Whereas pessimists like Sagan, try to challenge this conventional wisdom about 
nuclear proliferation.16 Despite differentiations between these two mainstream theories 
in International Relations, there is also a big challenge between advocators of these line of thoughts 
as rationalists on one hand, and adherents of critical theory on the other hand. 

In fact, the major line of contestation in a third debate is between rationalists and criticists 
especially constructivists. In other words, the main debate is between all conventional theories, 
symbolised by rationalism on one side, and constructivism as the main representative of criticism 
on the other side. 

Constructivism, emphasising “process” rather than agency and structure, which were 
important in the first two debates, and as the supposedly polar opposite in this debating 
constellation, challenges the assumptions of rationalism, particularly the notion of an unchanging 
reality of international politics. According to this theory, anarchy is an avoidable feature 
of international reality; it is, in Wendt’s famous words, “what states make of it.”17 Constructivists 
argue that the social world is seen as constructed, not given. States may be self-interested but they 
continuously redefine what that means. Their identities may change, and norms help define 

                                                             
10 Steven E. Miller, ‘The Case against a Ukrainian Nuclear Deterrent’, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 73, No. 3, 

Summer 1993, pp. 67–80. 
11 Gartzke and Kroenig, ‘A Strategic Approach to Nuclear Proliferation’, p. 152. 
12 Feaver, ‘Optimists, Pessimists…’, pp. 754–762. 
13 See: Scott D. Sagan, Kenneth Waltz and Richard Betts, ‘A Nuclear Iran: Promoting Stability or Courting 

Disaster?’, Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 60, No. 2, Spring/Summer 2007, pp. 136–37. 
14 See: Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate, New York: Norton, 

2003; Sagan, Waltz and Betts, ‘A Nuclear Iran…’, pp. 136–142; Scott D. Sagan, ‘Rethinking the Causes of Nuclear 
Proliferation: Three Models in Search of a Bomb?’, in The Coming Crisis: Nuclear Proliferation, U.S. Interests, and 
World Order, Victor A. Utgoff, (ed.), Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000, pp. 17–50. 

15 Sagan, Waltz and Betts, ‘A Nuclear Iran…’, pp. 137–146. 
16 Sagan, ‘Why Do States …?’, p. 55. 
17 Alexander Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics’, 

International Organization, Vol. 46, No. 2, Spring 1992, pp. 391–425. 
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situations and hence influence international practice in a significant way. This influence of identities 
and norms is explored by intersubjective meaning. Thus, the positivist conception of the social 
world and knowledge about it is challenged.18 According to constructivism, as the main 
representative of criticism in opposition to rationalism, the spread of the nuclear weapons follows 
from changing identity and different strategic situations. 

In fact, according to constructivist principles anarchy is not only unavoidable, but also 
identities and interests are not given, and for this reason, the nuclear policies of countries depend on 
their constructing strategic condition and identities. This means analysis of nuclear policies of each 
country should be focused on their special strategic identity, but also ask what strategic identity 
is and how we can explain it. This is the main question that we will trace back to it in the last 
section of the article. 
 
Theoretical comparison 

 In the second level, there are different categorisations of nuclear proliferation theories. Scott 
Sagan divides nuclearisation theories into three branches, including security, domestic politics and 
a norms model.19 The security model has many adherents especially between realists and neo-
realists.20 However, advocates of the domestic politics and normative models, whose ideas have 
originated more from liberalism and neo-liberalism and refer to domestic factors, are not less 
important.21 Therefore, a division based on external and domestic motivations is another 
categorisation of the issue.22 

 Mixing these categorisations, Saira Khan enumerates three systemic, domestic and 
individual levels of analysis,23 and Ogilvie-White divides all theories into four sets.24 These 
divisions have been extended by others,25 but based on the above categorisations, and with regard 
to differentiation between paradigmatic debates and theoretical approaches, in this study all 
theoretical opuses about nuclear policies are considered in five approaches: 

                                                             
18 Maja Zehfuss,Constructivism in International Relations, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, p. 4. 
19 Sagan, ‘Why Do States …?’, p. 55. 
20 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics, New York: Random House, 1979; John J. Mearsheimer, 

‘Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War’, International Security, Vol. 15, No. 1, Summer 1990, pp. 
5–56; Benjamin Frankel, ‘The Broading Shadow: Systemic Incentives and Nuclear Weapons Proliferation’, in: The 
Proliferation Puzzle: Why Nuclear Weapons Spread and What Results, Zachary S. Davis and Benjamin Frankel (eds), 
Portland: Frank Cass, 1993, pp. 37–78.  

21 George Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb: The Impact on Global Proliferation, Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1999; Etel Solingen, ‘The Political Economy of Nuclear Restraint’, International Security, Vol. 19, 
No. 2, Fall 1994, pp. 126–169; Etel Solingen, Regional Orders at Century’s Dawn: Global and Domestic Influences 
on Grand Strategy, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998; Etel Solingen, Nuclear Logics: Alternative Paths 
in East Asia and the Middle East, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007; Peter J. Katzenstein, The Culture 
of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, New York: Columbia University Press, 1996; Suzette R. 
Grillot and William J. Long, ‘Ideas, Beliefs, and Nuclear Policies: The Cases of South Africa and Ukraine’, 
Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 7, No. 1, Spring 2000, pp. 24–40; Alexander H. Montgomery, ‘Ringing in Proliferation: 
How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb Network, International Security, Vol. 30, No. 2, Fall 2005, pp. 153–87; Glenn 
Chafetz, et al., ‘Role Theory and Foreign Policy: Belarussian and Ukranian Compliance with the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Regime’, Political Psychology, Vol. 17, No. 4, December 1996, pp. 727–57. 

22 Sonali Singh and Christopher R. Way, Paths to Nonproliferation: The Need for a Quantitative Test 
of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation Theory, New York: Cornell University Press, 2003. 

23 Saira Khan, Iran and Nuclear Weapons: Protracted Conflict and Proliferation, New York: Routledge, 2010, 
p. 11. 

24 Ogilvie-White, ‘Is There a Theory ….’. 
25 Rahman Ghahramanpour, Iran’s Nuclear Issue and the Major Powers [Roykarde Ghodratha-e Bozorg be 

Mozo-e Hasteh-e-e Iran], Tehran: Islamic Azad University Press, 2008, pp. 20–72. 
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1. The security/external approach: In most of the theoretical opuses on the issue, there is a 
special emphasis on security considerations as the main factor behind countries aiming to have 
nuclear weapons. The literature has traditionally focused on the presence or absence of a security 
threat on one hand, and a security guarantee from a powerful alliance partner on the other hand.26 
In fact, based on this view the acquisition of nuclear weapons and forging of alliances serve 
as substitutes in the quest for security.27 It is according to this argument that some scholars 
differentiate between impacts of bipolar and multi-polar international systems on nuclear 
proliferation and nonproliferation.28 

2. The political/internal approach: In contrast to the previous approach, some scholars 
argue that internal elements are more important than external in nuclear proliferation 
and nonproliferation. This is based on the elements that from the point of view of some scholars, are 
regime type or democracy,29 and for others economic independence and liberalising governments30 
play a significant role in nuclear proliferation. In addition, an autonomous domestic elite31 
and symbolic/status motivations32 are the other domestic factors are considered here.33 

The aforementioned factors cover most domestic elements related to nuclear proliferation 
and nonproliferation and are so wide that they may overlap with the other domestic approaches. 
Therefore, to prevent such overlapping in components of these approaches on one hand, and 
elements of the other domestic approaches on the other hand, this survey considers three factors 
including regime-type, decision-making process and public policy under the political/internal 
approach, and the other elements will be considered under the title of the other following domestic 
approaches. 

3. The economic/technological approach: Arguments in this approach emphasise 
economic preliminaries and attainment of the requisite nuclear technology as the main driving force 
behind the spread of nuclear weapons. Based on economic assumptions, such as the cost of placing, 
trading and investment ties as risk increases, states will become more cautious about pursuing 
nuclear weapons.34 According to the technological imperative argument, states may achieve the 

                                                             
26 See: Waltz, Theory of International Politics; William C. Potter, Nuclear Power and Nonproliferation: 

an Interdisciplinary Perspective, Cambridge, Mass.: Oelgeschlager Gunn & Hain, 1982; Ashok Kapur, Pokhran and 
Beyond: India’s Nuclear Behaviour, New Delhi & New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. 

27 Richard K. Betts, ‘Paranoids, Pygmies, Pariahs and Nonproliferation Revisited’, in The Proliferation Puzzle: 
Why Nuclear Weapons Spread (and what results), Zachary S. Davis and Benjamin Frankel (eds), Portland: Frank Cass 
& Company, 1993; Zachary S. Davis, ‘The Realist Nuclear Regime’, in Davis and Frankel, The Proliferation Puzzle…; 
Bradley A. Thayer, ‘The Causes of Nuclear Proliferation and the Nonproliferation Regime’, Security Studies, Vol. 4, 
No. 3, Spring 1995, pp. 463–519. 

28 Mearsheimer, ‘Back to the Future…’; Frankel, ‘The Broading Shadow…’. 
29 Glenn Chafetz, ‘The End of the Cold War and the Future of Nuclear Proliferation: An Alternative to the 

Neorealist Perspective’, in Davis and Frankel, The Proliferation Puzzle…; Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb…’; 
Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, ‘Democratization and the Danger of War’, International Security, Vol. 20, No. 
1, Summer 1995, pp. 5–38. 

30 Solingen, ‘The Political Economy of…’; Solingen, Regional Orders… 
31 Michael Barletta, ‘Nuclear Security and Diversionary Peace: Nuclear Confidence-Building in Argentina and 

Brazil’, National Security Studies Quarterly, Vol. 5, No. 3, Summer 1999, pp. 19–38; Peter R. Lavoy, ‘Nuclear Myths 
and the Causes of Nuclear Proliferation’, Security Studies, Vol. 2, No. 3/4 Spring/Summer 1993, pp. 192–212. 

32 Jack L. Snyder, From Voting to Violence: Democratization and Nationalist Conflict, New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2000; Scilla Elworthy, How Nuclear Weapons Decisions are Made, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986; 
Sagan, ‘Rethinking the Causes…’. 

33 Singh and Way, Paths to Nonproliferation… 
34 Solingen, ‘The Political Economy…’; Solingen, Regional Orders…; Thazha V. Paul, Power Versus 

Prudence: Why Nations Forgo Nuclear Weapons, Ithaca: McGill–Queen’s University Press, 2000. 
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capability due to their economic and industrial development.35 The argument refers to traditional 
analysis about nuclear proliferation, which has been based on technological determinist 
hypotheses.36 

4. The psychological/individual approach: This approach helps us to understand 
behaviours of proliferators based on the character of decision makers. Adherents of the approach, 
emphasising the linkage between beliefs and actions, argue that concepts of “belief systems,”37 
“epistemic communities”38 and “national identity conceptions”39 can help us to understand nuclear 
proliferation and nonproliferation. These concepts have led scholars to consider the psychology 
of leaders based on the role of nuclear myth-maker40 and the nuclear taboo.41 

Addressing this approach, specifically in relation to nuclear proliferation, Peter Lavoy 
develops the “myth-maker” model based on the belief systems to explain why nuclear weapons 
spread.42 Emmanuel Adler43 uses the “epistemic communities” conception to find an answer for 
nuclear proliferation based on the role of elite beliefs. His study of US and USSR nuclear policies 
during the Cold War era is a comparative study, while Jacques Hyman’s book is more substantive.44 
He describes the behavioural aspects of leadership in India, Argentina, Australia, and France based 
on the “national identity conceptions” to show how and why countries aim for nuclear proliferation 
where comparative analysis of nuclear policies is imaginable.  

5. The cultural/sociological approach: In this approach, there is a special focus on values, 
norms and attitudes, patterns of behaviour, habits, and symbols based on two strong concepts: 
“historical sociology” and “strategic culture.” 

Historical sociology was used by Donald MacKenzie45 to explain the development 
of intercontinental ballistic missiles in the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. 
Based on the same subject, Steven Flank46 shows how this approach presents a different 
understanding of the nuclear proliferation puzzle in India and South Africa. Although this approach 
represents an important step forward for those who hope to understand and explain the proliferation 

                                                             
35 Meyer, The Dynamics of Nuclear…; Lavoy, ‘Nuclear Myths and the Causes…’. 
36 Darryl Howlett, ‘Nuclear Proliferation’, in The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction 

to International Relations, John Baylis and Steve Smith (eds),  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, pp. 339–358. 
37 Richard Little and Steve Smith, Belief Systems and International Relations, Oxford: Blackwell, 1988. 
38 Peter Hass, ‘Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination’, International Organization, 

Vol. 46, No. 1, Winter 1992, p. 29. 
39 Jacques E. C. Hymans, The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation: Identity, Emotions and Foreign Policy, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006b. 
40 Lavoy, ‘Nuclear Myths and the Causes…’; Ernest R. May, ‘Lessons’ of the Past, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1973; George W. Breslauer, ‘Explaining Soviet Policy Changes: Politics, Ideology and Learning’, 
in Soviet Policy in Africa: From the Old to the New Thinking, George W. Breslauer (ed.), Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1992, pp. 196–216. 

41 Nina Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo; The United States and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons Since 1945, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

42 Lavoy, ‘Nuclear Myths and the Causes…’, pp. 199–202. 
43 Emmanuel Adler, ‘The Emergence of Cooperation: National Epistemic Communities and the International 

Evolution of the Idea of Nuclear Arms Control’, International Organization, Vol. 46, No. 1, Winter 1992, pp. 101–146. 
44 Hymans, The Psychology of… 
45 Donald Mackenzie, Inventing Accuracy: A Historical Sociology of Nuclear Missile Guidance, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1999. 
46 Steven Flank, ‘Exploding The Black Box: The Historical Sociology of Nuclear Proliferation’, Security 

Studies, Vol. 3, No. 2, Winter 1993–4, pp. 270–277. 
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process, the main drawback of sociological approaches is that they involve so many dependent 
variables that make it difficult, if not impossible, to predict future proliferation.47 

The strategic culture as a concept was first introduced by Jack Snyder,48 though Ken Booth 
provided a detailed definition of the concept.49 Following that, in the 1990s, a new generation 
of scholarly works reasserted the utility of cultural interpretations. In fact, theoretical works 
on strategic culture, domestic structures, and organisational culture advanced significantly in this 
period, intersecting ever more frequently with the rise of constructivism. 

Based on the constructivism model, the path breaking 1992 work by Wendt argued that state 
identities and interests could be seen as “socially constructed by knowledgeable practice.”50 
According to Katzenstein and his colleagues,51 constructivism recognises the importance 
of “intersubjective structures that give the material world meaning,” including norms, culture, 
identity and ideas on state behaviour or on international relations more generally.52 

In the post-Cold War era, contemporary scholarship claims that a focus on strategic culture 
offers a valuable perspective on the role of culture in international security. It is due to these 
arguments that both scholars and practitioners have begun to interpret nuclear policy,53 and nuclear 
tensions54through the lens of national identity and culture. 

 
A critical appraisal of the existing literature 

A review on paradigmatic debates and theoretical approaches on nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation shows clearly that not only there is no master theory on the issue, but also none 
of the existing theories can provide a satisfactory explanation of proliferation dynamics, although 
many of them provide important pieces of the puzzle,55 in which based on the aforementioned 
reviews we can picture it in the following way (Table 1).  

As discussed above, every debates and approaches just can explain a part of the 
proliferation puzzle. In fact, although it is clear that none of the existing theories can explain 
nuclear proliferation and nonproliferation completely, but there are differences between 
explanation capability of these paradigms and approaches. In addition, nobody can deny that the 
ontological, epistemological and methodological foundations of these theories are different, so 
critique of the existing literature should be based on criticizing the foundations. 

                                                             
47 Ogilvie-White, ‘Is There a Theory ….’, p. 54. 
48 Jack Snyder, The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear Options, Santa Monica, CA: 

RAND Corporation, 1977. 
49 Ken Booth, Strategy and Ethnocentrism, New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1979, p. 121. 
50 Alexander Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics’, 

International Organization, Vol. 46, No. 2, Spring 1992, p. 392. 
51 Peter J. Katzenstein, et al., ‘International Organization and the Study of World Politics,’ International 

Organization, Vol. 52, No. 4, Autumn 1998, pp. 645–85. 
52 Jeffry S. Lantis, Strategic Culture and Threat Assessment, Chicago: University of Chicago, 2006, p. 7. 
53 See: Stephen Peter Rosen, Societies and Military Power: India and Its Armies, Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell 

University Press, 1996; Rajesh M. Basrur, ‘Nuclear Weapons and Indian Strategic Culture’, Journal of Peace Research, 
Vol. 38, No. 2, March 2001, pp. 181–198; Runa Das, ‘State, Identity, and Representation of Danger: Competing World 
view on Indian Nuclearization’, Commonwealth & Comparative Politics, Vol. 46, No. 1, 2008a, pp. 2–28; Muhammad 
Tayyeb Khan, The Development of the Indian Nuclear Program: A Study in the History of Cultural Identity, British 
International Studies Association Conference, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

54 Frederick R. Strain, Discerning Iran’s Nuclear Strategy: An Examination of Motivations, Strategic Culture 
and Rationality, New York: United States Air Force, 1996; Homeira Moshirzadeh, ‘Discursive Foundation of Iran’s 
Nuclear Policy’, Security Dialogue, Vol. 38, No. 4, December 2007, pp. 521–543. 

55 Ogilvie-White, ‘Is There a Theory….’, p. 55. 
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Table 1. Relation between debates, approaches and views on proliferation 

 
Such wise, the argument of this survey is based on the Rationalism-Criticism debate 

in paradigmatic level, and will present “strategic identity” with revision in the cultural/sociological 
approach.  

The first step to criticize the existing literature is recognition of the third debate. Although 
some scholars believe that the debate between rationalism and criticism is not notable, and even 
describe it as a non-existent debate,56 but it exists in reality, and has indicated its impacts 
on international relations theory. 

It was not until the 1980s, and the onset of the so-called “third debate”, that questions 
relating to the politics of knowledge took hold seriously in the field of International Relations. 
In fact, during the 1980s, two debates structured IR scholarship, particularly within the American 
mainstream. The first was between neo-realists and neo-liberals, both of which sought to apply 
the logic of rationalist economic theory to international relations, but reached radically different 
conclusions about the potential for international cooperation, and the second was between 
rationalists and critical theorists, that challenged the epistemological, methodological, ontological 
and normative assumptions of both neo-realism and neo-liberalism.57 

In other words, the debate between neo-realists and neo-liberalists is often characterized 
as a debate between those who think that states are preoccupied with relative gains versus those 
who think that states are more interested in absolute gains.58 Whereas both of these theories stand 
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united against the modern and postmodern critical theories, which Mark Hoffman has characterised 
in terms of a distinction between “anti-foundationalism” and “minimal foundationalism.”59 

Similarly, while neo-realists and neo-liberals engaged in a rationalist family feud, critical 
theorists challenge the very foundations of the rationalist project. Ontologically, they criticise the 
image of social actors as atomistic egoists, replacing that with intersubjective social structures. 
Epistemologically, they challenge the value of structure as given, and emphasise identity in shaping 
interests and political action. Methodologically, they question the neo-positivism of Lakatosian 
forms of social science, calling for interpretive modes of understanding, attuned to the 
unquantifiable nature of many social phenomena and the inherent subjectivity of all observation. 
And normatively, they condemn the notion of value-neutral theorising, arguing that all knowledge 
is wedded to interests, and that theories should be explicitly committed to exposing and dismantling 
structures of domination and oppression.60 

Although criticists’ arguments are in opposition to rationalists, and critics challenge the 
principles of both neo-realists and neo-liberalists, they are also varied. All postmodernists, 
poststructuralists, critical theorists in the Frankfurt School, feminists and constructivists have 
a critical attitude, but the role of constructivism in international relations theory is outstanding 
in comparison to the others. 

In fact, the principal axis of the third debate now lies between rationalists and 
constructivists. This means that if critical theory in the debate neglected conceptual elaboration and 
sustained empirical analysis, constructivists have taken up this neglected dimension of the critical 
project, employing the ontological propositions, conceptual frameworks and methods of critical 
social theory to illuminate many aspects of world politics, particularly those pertaining to the 
parameters and dynamics of moral community.61 

Of course, the establishment of critical social theory has been just one of the reasons behind 
the rise of constructivism. The rise of constructivism was prompted by four factors. First, the 
response by neo-liberals and neo-realists to criticism; second, the end of the Cold War;  third, the 
generational change of scholars in the beginning of the 1990s,62 and finally, the advance of the new 
constructivist perspective was aided by the enthusiasm that mainstream scholars, who shifted the 
field from the margins to the mainstream of theoretical debate.63 Any way constructivism under 
these circumstances in International Relations theory was introduced for the first time by Onuf 
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in 1989. He introduced the term “constructivism” to International Relations and then both 
Kratochwil64 and Wendt65 referred to this.  

In contrast to those who offer a specific definition of constructivism, such as Adler who 
believes that constructivism “is the view that the manner in which the material world shapes and 
is shaped by human action and interaction depends on dynamic normative and epistemic 
interpretations of the material world,”66 constructivists are different too. Some scholars have 
divided constructivists into modern and postmodern forms67, some in conventional and critical,68 
conventional, critical and postmodern69 or even in systemic, unit-level and holistic forms.70 
However, what is more important is that all of these forms are different in ontological, 
epistemological and methodological realms with rationalists, and criticise them along these axes. 

In other words, constructivism, which differs in ontological, epistemological 
and methodological foundations from rationalism, offers alternative understandings of a number 
of the central themes in IR theory, including the meaning of anarchy and balance of power, 
the relationship between state identity and interest, an elaboration of power, and the prospects for 
change in world politics.71 Therefore, for a better understanding of the third debate, and explaining 
strategic identity, first one should consider the ontological, epistemological and methodological 
assumptions of criticism in opposition to rationalism, and then explains strategic identity 
as an alternative approach to compare analysis of nuclear policies. 

 
1. Ontological critique 

As Wendt believes, perhaps the most common interpretation of the dispute between 
rationalists and constructivists is that it is about ontology, about what kind of “stuff” the 
international system is made of.72 Constructivists have challenged three core ontological 
propositions about social life and their impacts on aspects of world politics, which make 
constructivism a distinct form of international relations theorising. The first proposition refers to the 
importance of normative or ideational structures as well as material structures, while the second 
ontological proposition asserts that identities constitute interests and actions, and the third 
ontological proposition claims that agents and structure are mutually constituted.73 In fact, 
constructivism is characterised by an emphasis on the importance of normative as well as material 
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structures, on the role of identity in shaping political action and on the mutually constitutive 
relationship between agents and structures.74 

Firstly, constructivists focus on the intersubjective dimension of knowledge, shared ideas, 
norms, and values held by actors, because they wish to emphasise the social aspect of human 
existence; the role of shared ideas as an ideational structure constraining and shaping behaviour.75 
According to Wendt, behaviour is influenced by intersubjective rather than material structures. It is 
based on collective meanings through which actors acquire identities, that is, “relatively stable, role-
specific understandings and expectations about self.”76 This allows constructivists to pose this 
structure as a causal force separate from the material structure of neo-realism. 

The second ontological issue is related to taking identities and interests as “given.” 
According to the rationalist view, the production and reproduction of identities and interests is not 
at stake in social interaction. In the constructivist view, in contrast, actions continually produce and 
reproduce conceptions of “self” and “other”, and as such identities and interests are always 
in process and we can plausibly take them as given. The difference matters for the perceived nature 
of international politics and for the possibilities of structural change.77 

Third, ideational structures and actors (agents) co-constitute and co-determine each other. 
Structures constitute actors in terms of their interests and identities, but structures are also produced, 
reproduced, and altered by the discursive practices of agents. In contrast to individualist anthologies 
which conceive of states as atomistic, rational and possessive, and as if their identities existed prior 
to or independent of social interaction,78 critical international theory and constructivism are more 
interested in explaining how both individual actors and social structures emerge in, and are 
conditioned by history.79 

 
2. Epistemological critique 

Based on the epistemological critique, International Relations theories have polarised into 
two main camps. On one hand positivists or naturalists as a majority think that science is 
an epistemically privileged discourse through which we can gain a progressively truer 
understanding of the world, or advocates of “explanation.” On the other hand, post-positivists 
or anti-naturalists as a large minority do not recognise a privileged epistemic status for science 
in explaining the world out there, which we can term as advocates of “understanding” 
or “interpretative”. Positivism assumes that there is a distinction between subject and object. This 
seems to line up a materialist ontology with a positivist epistemology, and indeed most materialists 
in IR are positivists. Conversely, it is harder to sustain the subject-object distinction if society 
is ideas all the way down, since that means that human subjects in some sense create the objects 
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their theories purport to explain. This seems to line up idealist ontology with a post-positivist 
epistemology, and indeed many idealists in IR are post-positivists.80 

Rationalists subscribe to the tenets of what Steve Smith outlines as positivism. They believe 
that social phenomena may be explained in the same way as the natural world and those facts and 
values may be clearly separated. Their goal is to uncover regularities. Scientific enquiry, in their 
view, must relies on empirical validation or falsification.81 The upshot of the rationalist position 
is therefore that actors and concepts are exogenously given. Actors act in this pre-given world 
according to the demands of instrumental reason.82 Criticism and especially constructivism, as the 
supposedly polar opposite in this debating constellation, challenges the assumptions of rationalism. 

In fact, against the positivism and empiricism of various forms of realism, critical 
international theory adopts a more hermeneutic approach, which conceives of social structures 
as having an intersubjective existence. “Structures are socially constructed”; that is, says Cox,83 
“they become a part of the objective world by virtue of their existence in the intersubjectivity 
of relevant groups of people.”84 However, constructivism differs from first-wave critical theory, 
in its emphasis on empirical analysis. Some constructivists have continued to work at the meta-
theoretical level,85 but most have sought conceptual and theoretical illumination through the 
systematic analysis of empirical puzzles in world politics. 

 
3. Methodological critique 

On one level, the difference between rationalism and constructivism is merely that they ask 
different questions, and though questions and methods do not determine substantive theory, 
however, they are not always substantively innocent. There are at least two ways in which our 
questions and methods can affect the content of theorising. First, whether we take identities and 
interests as given can affect the importance of ideas and material forces. Neo-realists argue that 
state interests stem from the material structure of anarchy. This neo-realist analysis of identity and 
interest as given nevertheless implicitly concedes that the fundamental structure of international 
politics is material rather than social. Whereas, constructivists show how intersubjective conditions 
constitute material power and interests in the first place, not treat the latter as an idea-less starting 
point.86 

According to this methodological critique, Wendt develops his argument against the 
background of neo-realism, specifically Kenneth Waltz’s work. Like Waltz, Wendt proposes 
a state-centric structural theory. His point contra Waltz is that the way international relations are 
conducted is socially constructed rather than trans-historically given. In Wendt’s conceptualisation, 
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structure does not exist apart from process, that is, the practices of actors.87 Although Wendt agrees 
with neo-realists that the international system is characterised by anarchy and self-help, he argues 
against their claim that self-help is a necessary feature of anarchy.88 Rather it is an institution 
developed and sustained through process. 

Second is that a methodology can turn into a tacit ontology.89 Rationalist methodology is not 
designed to explain identities and interests. It does not rule out explanations, but neither does 
it offer one itself. Neoliberals have so internalised a rationalist view of the international system that 
they automatically assume that the causes of state interests must be exogenous to the system. This 
dependence of theory on method has happened with rationalism in mainstream systemic IR theory. 
In such a context certain questions never get asked, certain possibilities never considered.90 

With these revisions in ontological, epistemological and methodological foundations, 
constructivism has caused a return to a more sociological, historical and practice oriented form 
of international relations scholarship. Where rationalists had reduced the social to strategic 
interaction, denied the historical by positing disembodied, universal forms of rationality and 
reduced the practical art of politics to utility-maximising calculation, constructivists have re-
imagined the social as a constitutive domain, reintroduced history as a realm of empirical inquiry 
and emphasised the variability of political practice.91 
 
Strategic identity as an alternative theoretical framework 

For constructivists like Wendt, constructivism in its different strands is simultaneously too 
extreme and too limited in its attack on neo-realism. It is too extreme when it claims that it is “ideas 
all the way down,” namely, that all aspects of human reality are shaped by socialisation through 
discursive practices. Constructivism is too limited when it simply tests ideas as causal factors 
against realist variables such as power and interest, without exploring the degree to which these 
apparent “material” variables are really constituted by ideational processes.92 

Although constructivism also has imperfections, it seems stronger than the other IR theories. 
Constructivism can “build a bridge”93 between different approaches, provide a “via media”94 and 
occupies “the middle ground.”95 However, emphasis on the rationalist-constructivist debate as the 
centre of attention is more appropriate as far as constructivists seem markedly more interested 
in conducting a conversation with one side than the other. Maybe that is why some scholars even 
want to “synthesise” constructivism and rationalism.96 
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In fact, constructivism or synthesis of constructivism and rationalism is an attempt to build 
a bridge between the widely separated positivist/materialist and idealist/interpretive philosophies 
of social science. Although this attempt challenges the ontological, epistemological and 
methodological foundations of both realism and liberalism (rationalism), but it is not anti-realist 
or anti-liberal by ideological conviction. 

Constructivism seizes the middle ground because it is interested in understanding how the 
material, subjective and intersubjective worlds interact in the social construction of reality, 
and because, rather than focusing exclusively on how structures constitute agents’ identities and 
interests, it also seeks to explain how individual agents socially construct these structures in the first 
place. Consequently, constructivism belongs in the centre of Wendt’s two-by-two matrix 
of international relations theories, which discriminates between realism (materialism) or idealism 
and holism or individualism such as Emanuel Adler97 shows in the given below chart: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  

 
Figure 1. Constructivism’s synthesis approach 

 
As Wendt and Adler show, the realist, neo-realist and dependency theories of IR in the two 

left-hand quadrants are grounded in a purely materialist (structural or individualist) ontology, 
whereas liberalism and neo-liberalism theories in the bottom right quadrant are grounded 
in idealism. Theories in the upper-left quadrant are more holist, and materialist. They hypothesise 
that the properties of state agents are constructed in large part by material structures at the 
international level. Neo-realism bleeds into this corner to the extent that it emphasises 
the production of like units, but world-systems theory is more clearly holist and materialist. 
However, the principal challenge to first and second debates has come from scholars in the upper-
right quadrant, in which all postmodernists, post-structuralists, feminists, Gramscian Marxists, and 
adherents of the English School and World Society alignment in criticism opposite to rationalism.  

Classical realists have a materialist and individualist attitude towards social life. Classical 
realism holds that humannature is a crucial determinant of the national interest, which is 
an individualist argument because it implies state interests are not constructed by the international 
system. Like realism, liberalism emphasises the role of human nature, but unlike realism, it focuses 
on domestic factors in shaping state interests, and advocates an idealist view of structure. Neo-
realism is more clearly materialist than classical realism, and attaches more explanatory weight 
to the structure of the international system, but insofar as it relies on micro-economic analogies, 
it assumes this structure only regulates behaviour, not constructs identities. Neo-liberalism also 
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shares with neo-realism in an individualist approach to structure, and most neoliberals have not 
challenged Waltz’s view that power and interests are the material bases of the system, but unlike 
neo-realists, they suggest that individualists’ ideas do matter, and see a relatively autonomous role 
for institutional superstructure. 
 

 
 
  
 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Constructivismʼs middle ground 
 

Constructivism middle ground means it sits in the middle of materialism-idealism debate on one 
hand, and individualism-structuralism (holism) on the other, as has been shown in the above figure. 
In this situation, constructivism can be both critical and problem solving.98 It is a set of 
paradigmatic lenses through which we can find a synthesis-based way of considering nuclear 
proliferation and nonproliferation better. For this reason, it is useful to revise the constructivism’s 
middle ground in adaptation with nuclear proliferation and nonproliferation theories like this:   
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Strategic Identity as a middle ground approach 
 

According to above diagram, strategic identity is a middle ground approach, in which all 
other approaches have reflected. In adaptation with paradigmatic level that was discussed 
previously, the economic/technological and security/external approaches on nuclear proliferation 
and nonproliferation that sit in the two left-hand quadrants are materialist (individualist 
or structural) ontologically. Whereas political/internal and cultural/ sociological approaches that 
reside in the right-hand quadrants are grounded in idealism, approaches in the upper quadrants are 
more holist (structural) than in the lower quadrants. The psychological/individual approach sits 
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in the middle of two lower quadrants, because it is less individual than economic/technological 
approach and contains less idealism than political/internal approach. 

Of course, difference between approaches is not just limited to what have been discussed 
above. In fact, each of these approaches leads us to different perspective in nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation. It means they have strengths and weaknesses that will be more cleared 
in a comparative study. Therefore, it is necessary to deal with it in two stages; first, by projecting 
strengths and weaknesses of existing approaches in comparative review, and then by identifying 
strategic identity as an alternative approach. 

 

Theoretical approaches Strengths Weaknesses 
Comparative 

aspects 

Security/External 
Explains role of security 

conditions and 
considerations 

Neglects role of domestic 
elements and determinants 

material 
holistic 

structure 

Political/Internal 
Analyzes role of domestic 
elements and determinants 

Ignores role of external 
factors and threats 

ideational 
individual 

agent/structure 

Economic/Technological 
Explains role of economic 

structures and 
technological determinants 

Underestimates impact of 
security considerations as 
well as personal elements 

material 
holistic 

process/structure 

Psychological/Individual 
Focuses on the role of 
personal specifications 

Is not able to explain 
causes of social changes  

ideational 
individual 

agent 

Cultural/Sociological 
Emphasizes on culture, 

history, identity and 
society  

Very expanded and 
descriptive, and difficult 

to quantify 

ideational 
holistic 
process 

 
Table 2. Strengths and weaknesses of existing approaches in comparative study 

 
In the abstract, it should be emphasised that strategic identity as an alternative approach 

moves beyond every other approach that have been discussed above and differs from existing 
approaches separately, but is not beyond all of them. In fact, strategic identity mixes the strengths 
of all existing approaches with revisions in ontological, epistemological and methodological 
foundations of those at the paradigmatic level. In another phrase, it should primarily be noted that 
strategic identity is an approach, not a paradigm, but secondly as discussed so far, this new 
approach can exist with revisions in ontological, epistemological and methodological foundations 
to existing approaches in the paradigmatic level. 

Strategic identity at the paradigmatic level belongs to the third debate and is very close 
to constructivism, which criticises all foundations of rationalism. At the theoretical level, 
notwithstanding the fact that it is closer to the cultural/sociological approach than others, it is also 
a middle ground approach. As discussed previously, the cultural/sociological approach with specific 
attention to history, culture and identity as social contexts of power and security, projects 
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the significance of these elements in international relations theory and substitutes process 
(as interaction between agent and structure) instead of structure or agent on their own. Therefore, 
it helps us for a better understanding of international politics at large and nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation in particular. 

In fact, strategic identity closer to the cultural/sociological approach within the third debate 
challenges all the foundations of the existing literature. As with the third debate and indeed 
following it, it compounds material and ideational ontologies, blends positivist and post-positivist 
epistemologies and mixes causal/empirical and interpretive methodologies together. This means 
that strategic identity plays a role as a middle ground theory to explain nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation. In other words, the approach even criticises the foundations of historical sociology 
and strategic culture and goes beyond them. 

As some critics of realism argue, historical sociology as an alternative approach challenges 
the common association of Thucydides with the realist theory of the balance of power.99 Therefore, 
pursuing this methodological critique into a sketching of historical explanation as an alternative 
approach is perhaps a better option for international relations. In fact, historical sociology is based 
on a basic methodological disjuncture between sociological and geopolitical forms of explanation, 
thus the first reasons for this stem from the nature of societies, and the second from conditions 
generated by the fact of their coexistence.100 

Adherents of historical sociology believe that “history in any substantive sense is plural. 
It is diverse, multiple, and particular /.../ Not only are there many histories; there are many 
chronologies, many times...”101 Emphasising “unevenness” as the most general law of the historical 
process, they conclude that there is not, and never has been, a single path taken by social 
development.102 According to this methodological approach, historical sociology explains the role 
of technology in a social context, without adopting a deterministic approach. It moves away from 
the political determinism associated with many structural and domestic politics approaches, which 
assume that nuclear weapons proliferate because political elites desire them. In addition, by treating 
structures as social processes rather than as “givens,” historical sociology overcomes the agent-
structure problem. However, it neglects the role of international system structure and ignores the 
significance of security threats. 

In sum, historical sociology notes agent-structure in the internal realm, and blends material 
and ideational factors at the national level, whereas strategic culture pays attention to internal 
political identity and regional security considerations, but also neglects the role of the international 
system structure. 

Although historical sociology and strategic culture compound material and ideational factors 
on one hand, and structural and individual elements on the other hand, and for this reason they 
apply middle ground following constructivism, they do so at the sub-national or national levels. 
For the purpose of identifying the weaknesses of these approaches, it should be noted that power, 
security and identity in the internal and external realms are important for understanding nuclear 
proliferation and nonproliferation. 
                                                             

99 Rosenberg, ‘Secret Origins of …’, pp. 131–159. 
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102 Rosenberg, ‘Why is There No...’, p. 313. 
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“Power” refers to human and state nature that was at the core of the first debate between 
realists and liberalists; “security” refers to world and regional structures that was the core of the 
second debate between neo-realists and neo-liberalists; “identity” refers to history, culture and 
society that is core of the third debate between rationalists and constructivists. All these elements 
are important taken beside each other to understand and explain both nuclear proliferation and 
nonproliferation, and strategic identity as a middle ground approach achieve its aims combing 
aspects of all of them. In fact, while historical sociology and strategic culture do not pay attention 
to all of these factors together, paying attention to strategic identity as an alternative approach 
is necessary. 

It is for this reason that strategic identity performs the role of an alternative approach in this 
survey. According to the approach it is argued that three main factors, including Internal Political 
Identity (IPI), Regional Security Considerations (RSC) and the Structure of the International 
System (SIS) mutually construct nuclear policies. These three factors refer to three elements 
(power, security and identity), and indeed combining them at the ontological level enables us to mix 
all paradigmatic debates and theoretical approaches at the epistemological and methodological 
levels. 

The structure of international system refers to the searching for power that ranks from 
national to world levels. Security considerations refer to the external threats ranking from regional 
to international levels, and identity refers to individual and national attitudes about self and others, 
is the basis of interests, power and security. Thus, according to the approach, nuclear proliferation 
and nonproliferation depends on a desire for power and searching for security based on the specific 
identity of each country. 

In fact, historical, cultural and social identity on one hand, regional security considerations 
on the other hand, and finally the structure of the international system taken as mutually 
interdependent form strategic identity as an independent variable that influences nuclear 
proliferation and nonproliferation as dependent variable. In other words, based on this approach, 
in answer to the question “why do countries pursue nuclear proliferation or nonproliferation” 
a mixture of the aforementioned elements and all levels of analysis should be deployed in 
a systemic way. 

According to the alternative approach, at the ontological level, the specific identity of each 
country shapes its search for security and desire for power in regional and international levels. This 
means that both material and ideational elements mutually construct the nuclear policy of each 
country. At the epistemological level strategic identity as a new approach follows from criticism 
or constructivism, and while constructivism is a middle ground theory, strategic identity is treated 
as a middle ground approach too. This means, as constructivism attempts to synthesis realism, 
liberalism, neo-realism and neo-liberalism, strategic identity also tries to synthesis all positivist and 
post-positivist approaches on nuclear proliferation and nonproliferation. Finally, at the 
methodological level strategic identity performs a mixture of all empirical and interpretive methods 
following revisions at previous levels.  

In fact, internal political identity, regional security considerations and the structure of the 
international system are the three main components of strategic identity, which reflect identity, 
security and power as the ontological foundation of the aforementioned debates and approaches. 
Mixing the elements leads us to put material and ideational as well as structural and individual 
phenomena beside each other. This revision helps us to combine all paradigmatic debates and 
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theoretical approaches on nuclear proliferation and nonproliferation with each other. The relations 
between independent and dependent variables and linkage between debates and theories at the 
ontological, epistemological and methodological levels within the strategic identity as an alternative 
framework can be shown in the following diagram:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Relations between variables and theoretical framework 
 
Conclusion 

The obtained results of this study affirmed that although discussion on nuclear proliferation 
and nonproliferation has led to different theoretical frameworks in International Relations, but none 
of the existing theories are able to explain all aspects of nuclear policies in all countries. In fact, 
theories in this realm have strengths and weaknesses, while some are more powerful than the others. 
This research, based on the constructivism approach as a middle ground theory at the paradigmatic 
level, focused on “strategic identity” as an independent variable, has attempted to introduce 
it as an alternative framework to compare nuclear policies as a dependent variable.  

In this survey, we have argued that internal political identity, regional security 
considerations, and the structure of international system are the three components of strategic 
identity and impact on the nuclear policies of countries. In fact, a combination of the three factors – 
desire of power, security, and identity – are important for understanding nuclear policies. Based 
on this approach, one discerns that the identity of each country shapes its interests, power, and 
security. So nuclear policy is a dependent variable which is constructible and not given. In addition 
while the identity of each country is unique, and the nuclear policy of each country follows its 
unique strategic identity, then logics of proliferation and nonproliferation are different based 
on different strategic identities.  

The nuclear policies of countries can be compared by using strategic identity as an analytical 
framework. Comparative analysis between nuclear policies according to this approach is not only 
based on a conceptual framework, but is also based on its components in different cases. Comparing 
the nuclear policies of countries and investigation of their components in different countries, using 
this approach, could be a valuable future research topic.   
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 Abstract  

Iran’s economic policies since 1979 and its isolation from international economic relations have had 
a substantially deleterious impact on the country’s economic development and its citizens’ well-being. A country 
with ample natural resources but struggling with “Dutch disease,” in effect deeply vulnerable because of its oil 
revenues, had yet to return to its 1976 real GDP per capita peak after the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) was adopted in October 2015. Foreign investors and businesses had rushed in to Iran to enjoy a large 
market and population and a large proportion of highly educated young people. However, after Donald Trump 
became United States president the story reversed and foreign businesses began retreating from Iran as of 4 
August, 2018, and on 5 November, 2018, new unilateral sanctions were imposed on Iran. This article sheds light 
on several perspectives for Iran’s economy and its structure. Most importantly, it provides reasons why Iran has 
not been able to return to its sustainable development path. Furthermore, it is recommended that Iran needs 
to continue the moderate path, strengthening its relations with other countries, particularly with the European 
Union. 

 
Iran’s long-term economic perspectives 

Iran’s economic policies since 1979 and its isolation from international economic relations 
have had a large negative impact on domestic economic development and Iranians’ well-being. 
Iran’s real gross domestic product (GDP) per capita (either in local currency or in constant 2010 
dollars) has not yet reached its pre-revolution levels (Figure 1). 

Some economists1 might argue that Iran’s GDP per capita in purchasing power parity (PPP) 
terms (in particular in the Penn World Table data by Feenstra et al.2) is at a relatively better position 
now than PPP GDP per capita in 1976 and PPP GDP per capita of many other countries whose 
GDP per capita in constant USD is now much higher than that of Iran. Indeed, income in PPP terms 
could be a good indication for purchases of a basket of specific products like housing, gas and ener-
gy, primary food, etc. that in the case of Iran are produced mainly domestically or purchased though 
generous subsidies that are not transparently accounted in Iran’s GDP.3  However, PPP neglects the 
purchasing power of internationally traded commodities that Iran cannot produce or those in which 
Iran in not yet self-sufficient like electronic devices and high-tech pharmaceutical products and me-
dicines. While PPP also takes currency depreciation in to account, a GDP per capita in constant 
international USD might better reflect the dynamics of the level of development in the country and 
the affordability of the average resident of that country. Some scholars4 argue that countries with 
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larger income per capita have a higher quality of imported products (such as iPhones and iPads). 
Being able to import a very high-quality smart phone, medicine, or pharmaceutical and surgical 
devices that cannot be purchased in PPP terms but in nominal terms is a good example of why 
growth in real GDP per capita matters more than the GDP per capita in PPP. 

Nevertheless, this long-run deterioration is caused by several factors. It is firstly because oil 
production has never reached its level of before 1978, which has been due to losses in Iran’s global 
and OPEC market share.5 Since the Yom Kippur War of 1973, the global oil market had been 
finding new sources in Siberia, the United States, and elsewhere, while the Islamic Revolution 
reduced the OPEC market share dramatically. The hostage crisis in Iran after the Islamic Revolution 
in 1979 was a turning point in Iran relations with the international community. After this event 
Iranian assets worth of around USD 12 billion were seized by the US government as the first round 
of sanctions imposed by the US. Such animosity with the US discouraged multinational enterprises 
(MNEs) from having foreign direct investment (FDI) in Iran, which were specifically operating 
in the extraction of oil and gas. This further pushed down oil revenues that Iran could have enjoyed 
in the past 4 decades. 
 

 
 

Figure 1.  Real GDP per capita, level and growth, 1960–20166 

 
Secondly, the eight-year war with Iraq starting in September 1980 was characterised 

by destruction, death, austerity, and rationing of primary commodities, as well as average annual 
consumer price inflation of around 20%. From 1980 to 1988, Iran’s real economy shrank by an 
average annual rate of 1.6%, while along with the growing population per capita real income shrank 
by a 5.4% average annual rate. Iran’s trade (imports plus exports) to GDP ratio dropped to its 
lowest level of 14% in 1986 and net inflows of FDI became negative. 

                                                             
5 Two other oil-dependent countries in the region, namely Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, have 

also experienced historic real GDP per capita peaks in 1980, when the inflation-adjusted price of oil stood at above 110 
USD. 

6 World Development Indicator (WDI), https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-development-indicators 
(accessed 1 July 2018).  
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Thirdly, at the time of Iraq-Iran war there was widespread rhetoric by the Spiritual Supreme 
Leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, to incentivise having more children, which 
effectively led to a 45% growth in the  population from around 39 million in 1980 to 56 million 
in 1990, and 80 million now (Figure 2).  

Fourthly, the destabilised economy under sanctions, characterised by very high inflation and 
a weakening currency, had further serious negative effects for the future of Iran’s economy. 
Generally, Revolutionary Iran was lacking economic expertise and suffered from mismanagement 
of the economy, which was evident in the early years after the revolution and for eight years of the 
presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. In addition and being isolated from the international 
community via heavy sanctions, Iranian authorities have mismanaged resources through large state-
owned enterprises and lacking competitive markets. 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Population development of Iran, 1960–20167 

 
Structure of Iran’s economy and “Dutch disease” 

Oil and gas have played a major role in the Iranian economy, particularly when the price 
of oil was at its peak during the period 2006–2008 (see Table 1). Oil and gas, and natural resources 
in general, are capital-intensive sectors that do not generate much employment in an economy. 
Because governments are willing to finance their budgets and fiscal policies with these easy sources 
of revenues, improvement in these sectors usually have a correlation with the worsening 
of productive industries and tradable sectors. This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as “Dutch 
disease” in the economic literature as a hindrance to sustainable economic development.  

In one of the seminal conceptual works on “Dutch disease” by Corden and Neary,8 small 
open economies tend to relax the endogeneity of export prices, so that the prices of all tradable 
products are exogenously given in the economy. Either these assumptions could be relaxed or other 
arguments could be made to explain “Iranian Dutch disease.” They are as follows. Firstly, the share 
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of Iran’s exports of oil and gas in the world is not negligible and it can have an impact on global 
prices, thus, Iran is not a small closed economy. Secondly, the total trade to GDP ratio in Iran 
hovers around 40%, which is as open enough as Turkey and Russia but lower than many open 
countries like European Member states. Thirdly, Iran’s government expenditure is very much 
dependent on the revenues from exports that make it very vulnerable to economic sanctions, 
as in an open economy (e.g. Russia). Fourthly, having an impact on global prices does not 
contradict the main argument in the “Dutch disease” phenomenon that other tradable sectors 
become less productive or less competitive in the longer run. Fifthly, statistics regarding Iran’s non-
oil exports to the world indicate that its other tradable sectors have not become much more 
competitive than before, as has been the case with some other non-oil countries like Turkey or 
Eastern Asian countries. Overall, it can be argued that in Iran it matters how these revenues are 
spent through government expenditures to maintain sustainable development boosting other 
tradable sectors, which has not been materialised in the past decades due to either isolation or 
economic mismanagement. Furthermore, it is important to note it would be a mistake to consider 
services a non-tradable sector because several modes of services are now traded, as shown in global 
statistics.9 However, the non-tradability of a sector can be seen even in the manufacturing 
or agricultural sector, where comparative advantages and the competitiveness in the global markets 
are too low that their outputs are not exported.10 

By removing oil from GDP, the major component of economic activity is derived from the 
services sector (Figure 3). Iran’s economy is characterised by a sizeable services sector, parts 
of which are tradable, such as tourism, in which Iran suffers from a trade deficit, or the IT and 
finance sectors in which Iran lags behind global developments due to self-filtering and self-
isolations from international regulations such as those by the Financial Action Task Force (FATF). 
Since 1991 the average share of the services sector in the gross value added of the total economy 
has hovered around 50%. Advanced economies such as the EU have been continuously increasing 
their share of services value added from 66% in 1991 to 74% in 2016. This is partly because 
of a large share of value added being produced by knowledge-intensive upstream sectors 
(or business-related services) such as design and R&D or downstream such as financial and retail 
sectors. The share of services in less advanced economies are also increasing, a phenomenon 
Rodrik11 calls premature deindustrialisation that chokes off the rapid convergence of low-income 
countries via stagnating productivity and low innovativeness. Moreover, the share of public services 
in the EU reaches up to around 30% of GDP, while that share is comparatively small in Iran despite 
its large government. This may be due to the large share of Iran’s economy being owned by state-
owned enterprises, which are not reflected in the public services but in other services sectors 
of the economy.  
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Year 
1991/ 
1992 

1996/ 
1997 

2001/ 
2002 

2006/ 
2007 

2011/ 
2012 

2016/ 
2017 

Agriculture 14.2 14.8 11.2 8.8 8.0 13.1 

 Agriculture, hunting and forestry 13.8 14.4 10.9 8.6 7.7 12.7 

 Fishing and fish farming 0.5 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.5 

Industry 35.9 37.5 36.5 41.8 42.7 33.5 

 Mining & quarrying 7.5 14.7 15.8 21.4 16.4 9.1 

 Oil and gas 6.8 14.2 15.2 20.7 15.6 8.2 

 Other mining 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 

 Manufacturing 19.9 14.6 13.9 13.0 14.0 14.3 

 Production & distribution of electricity, 
gas, water 1.3 1.8 2.0 2.4 6.9 7.3 

 Construction 7.3 6.4 4.9 5.0 5.4 2.9 

Services 48.3 48.5 51.9 49.5 48.3 52.6 

 Trade, repair, hotels, and restaurants 17.3 15.9 16.0 14.2 14.2 15.5 

 Transport and communications 6.6 5.4 7.4 7.1 7.1 8.6 

 Financial activities 1.0 1.0 2.0 2.8 2.7 1.5 

 Real state and business 11.4 13.0 12.0 11.1 11.0 12.5 

 Public administration, health care, 
social services 11.1 12.2 13.0 12.8 11.5 12.4 

 Social, personal, and household 
services 0.9 1.0 1.5 1.6 1.6 2.1 

 
Table 1. Breakdown of gross value added in Iran by economic activity, 1991–2017, % of total12 

 
According to the most recent available data, during 2016/2017 (the Persian calendar year 

1395, which starts on 20 March 2016), the largest contribution to the services sector came from 
trade, repair, hotels and restaurants, making up 15.5% of the total value added in the economy. Real 
estate and business services account for the second largest share in the services sector. This sizeable 
non-tradable sector in Iran is driven by the important role of business brokers and intermediary 
businesses. This could be, on the one hand, an indication of “Dutch disease,” where the tradable 
sector is mainly fuelled by income from extraction and sale of natural resources. On the other hand, 
Iran is characterised by very high annual inflation and very low or frequently negative real interest 
rates. This encourages the retail sector and business transfer agents of the economy to be more 
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active as inflation pays close to or sometimes larger than the nominal interest rates paid by the 
banks. In other words, instead of investing in tradable sectors of the economy such as the 
manufacturing or other tradable services like transport and communications where the economy 
produces real output, investors invest in retail and real estate, where inflation automatically 
generates large profits.  

The second largest contributor to Iran’s GDP is industry, which accounts for around 38% 
on an annual average since 1991. However, a very large part of it comes from mining and 
quarrying. Value added in oil and gas production has been around 14% of annual gross total value 
added in the same period. In 2004-2009 value added generated by oil and gas was above 21% 
of total value added. As mentioned above, the very large share of natural resources in the economy 
points to “Dutch disease.” 

Agriculture as the third largest sector has a relatively small role in Iran’s economy, 
accounting for around 12% of total gross value added since 1991 (annual average), though with 
some fluctuations. From 1991 to 2001 agriculture made up around 14% of Iran’s economy in annual 
average terms, but declined thereafter to around 9% for about one decade. Since 2013/2014 
the share of agriculture in Iran’s total gross value added has been slightly above 12% and gradually 
increasing. If we exclude oil from the calculations (Figure 3), in the period 1991/92–2016/17 
agriculture accounts for around 14% of the annual average of non-oil value added in the economy. 
From 2004 to 2012, during the presidency of Ahmadinejad, agriculture had its lowest share in non-
oil value added, about 10.7% on average. In other years since 1991, that share was above 13%. 

 

 
Figure 3. Economic activities in non-oil GDP13 

Persian Calendar years starting from March 21st of Gregorian Calendar is used. 

 
According to the Statistics Centre of Iran, crops made up the largest share in agricultural 

value added of around 38.7% in 2011/2012, of which wheat accounted for above 14.5%, industrial 
crops 3.8%, beet sugar and sugarcane 2.5% and rice 2.4%. According to the Ministry 
of Agriculture14 in 2016, 14.5 million tonnes of wheat was produced. This is the largest item in total 
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crops (in tonnes), accounting for 17.5%. The next most important crops are barley (3.7 million 
tonnes), with a share of 4.5% in total crops, and rice (2.9 million tonnes) with a share of 3.5%. 
Since 2004 Iran has reached self-sufficiency in wheat consumption.  

These developments take place despite environmental and climate concerns. Drought and 
water rationing in some Iranian cities during the hot summer days have become a regular 
phenomenon in the past decade. Mismanagement of water resources15 (e.g. construction of dams 
on Iranian rivers, a bridge over Lake Urmia) and extensive water use for farming have be an 
important cause of drought in Iran. A recent study by Mesgaran and Azadi16 raises the alarming 
scarcity of water resources as an argument for better management of agricultural production in Iran. 
They recommend reduction of agricultural production and importation of these products 
as a substitute as the only solution to the water crisis in Iran.  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Employment share by economic activity, 1991-201617 

 
Services and industry employ the largest portion of the population in Iran (Figure 4), while 

the share of employment in agriculture is relatively larger than the share of its value added in total 
GDP. Employment in services relative to total employment has usually been above but close to its 
value added share relative to GDP. This holds for the entire period except for a few years with 
a very large production of oil (such as in 2007 and 2008) that increases the share of industry 
in GDP. This indicates that the services sector is in general productive, with an average annual ratio 
of 1.06 of its value-added share to its employment share in the economy.  

Employment in agriculture relative to total employment, as estimated by the ILO, has been 
decreasing continuously from 27% in 1991 to 18% in 2016. The average annual ratio during the 
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period is around 22.7%, which is much larger than the share of agriculture in GDP. This firstly 
indicates that the agricultural sector employs a large share of the population. Secondly, with 
an average annual ratio of 0.4 of its value-added share to its employment share, it is inefficient 
relative to other sectors. However, its productivity has been improving over the years thanks 
to mechanisation of the sector, which has made Iran self-sufficient in many agricultural products 
such as wheat.  
 
Iran under sanctions 

Five years ago, during the eleventh presidential election campaigns, Rouhani stated that the 
solution to domestic economic problems should be mainly dealt with by an opening to the United 
States. His slogans brought hope to Iranians who had experienced a mismanaged economy for 
decades, a situation that even worsened during the presidency of Ahmadinejad. Rouhani was then 
elected as a moderate president leaning towards reformism. He managed to employ a technocratic 
cabinet in which diplomacy played a major role. For the first time since 1979, open negotiations 
between Iran and the United States took place. Unfortunately, Iranian leaders decided only to seek 
to remove nuclear-related sanctions that had paralysed Iranian exports and the wider economy. 
It would have been of utmost importance to resolve all the long-lasting conflicting issues between 
Iran and the West thus helping Iran come back to a sustainable path of development with better 
global economic relations. However, focusing mainly on nuclear issues was chosen to cement 
bilateral trust between Iran and the US. The landmark negotiations achieved a historic deal named 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) that would allow Iran to benefit fully from 
the international economic market and from its peaceful atomic activities if it stayed committed 
by the Safeguard Agreement of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) 
allowing the strictest inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). With the 
JCPOA being implemented on 16 January 2016, the Islamic Republic of Iran indicated its 
willingness to start a new relationship with the West in return for limiting its nuclear activity 
to a verifiable and peaceful one under the NPT. The agreement was also endorsed by the UN 
Security Council, indicating the political commitment between Iran and other signatories. 

Following the implementation of the JCPOA, economic growth rose. However, this was 
mostly due to higher production and exports of oil, a capital-intensive sector, which has therefore 
not translated into similar employment gains. In 2016/17, as oil production was reaching 
its capacity, growth slowed. Meanwhile other (non-oil) sectors have not yet received enough 
investment to boost the economy further. This is generally evident in the construction sector, which 
has historically been a good bellwether of the wider performance of the Iranian economy.  
Investment has also struggled because Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) feared uncertainties 
regarding the future relationship between the US and Iran. Although these firms initially showed 
interest by rushing in after the JCPOA to sign memoranda of understanding (MOUs) with Iranian 
delegates and companies, they now fear penalties and punishments from secondary sanctions by the 
US government.  
 
Iran in the era of the Trump administration 

Overall, the JCPOA did not achieve its goals as economic dividends have not been 
materialised for Iranians. The main impediment to such a pathway is that not all problems between 
Iran and the United States are resolved within the JCPOA. The United States would not allow Iran 
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to benefit from contact with the world economy. Since his presidential campaign, Donald Trump 
has considered the JCPOA a bad deal, which was unable to resolve all issues and animosities 
between the two countries. Instead of opting for further negotiations while keeping the promises 
by the deal, Trump completely nullified the deal and withdrew the US from it on May 4, 2018, 
and later imposed a full-scale economic war on Iran. This happened despite the regular inspections 
of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) of Iranian nuclear sites, which had certified 
Iran’s compliance with the 2015 deal. Many experts in the field and European allies of the US made 
extensive efforts to convince Trump to stay in the deal, arguing that no better alternative could 
possibly replace it. Nevertheless, this war is nothing new but rather a strand of long-lasting 
animosity between the Islamic Republic and the United States government that was surprised by the 
Islamic Revolution in 1979 and has been frustrated since.18 

Trump would like to step up the offensive mode, utilising US economic supremacy and 
exploiting his opponents’ weakness. Iran’s serious economic challenges would indicate suitable 
timing for such a strategy despite dishonouring many of the rules of international diplomacy.19 
This has also been relevant in Trump’s pressurising of other countries opposing the existing global 
order. The US trade war and the new set of tariffs aimed at reducing the current account deficit with 
trading partners are meant to bring about a new world trading system beyond the remit of the World 
Trade Organisation. However, it is back firing and hurting the US economy operating under the 
existing orders because of higher prices for the imported steel and aluminium being used in the 
domestic US supply chains.20 Moreover, as Trump acknowledges in his tweets,21 China as the main 
target of these tariffs does not pursue constructive cooperation with the US in the process 
of denuclearisation of North Korea. 

Pressure on a NATO ally, Turkey, which has been improving its relations with Iran, 
is another example. Turkey helped Iran during the previous round of sanctions that were intensified 
in 2012 by the US-led international coalition. Turkey was purchasing Iran’s oil and rerouting 
Iranian exports to other destinations in exchange for billions of dollars of gold when Iran was cut 
off from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications (SWIFT). It is still 
a strategic partner for Iran and Russia in Syria. Nevertheless, recent un-constructive US policies 
against Turkey might keep Turkey closer to Iran and Russia. 

The Iranian government has been reshaping itself into a defensive mode in this full-scale 
economic war imposed by the United States. It has been preparing itself for the first rounds 
of sanctions by the United States on August 4, 2018, and the second round which became more 
stringent on Iran’s oil exports and which came into force on November 5, 2018. The Iranian 
economy has long since felt such pain. In fact, since December 2017 when the US Congress did not 

                                                             
18 Steven Simon and Jonathan Stevenson, ‘Trump’s Dangerous Obsession With Iran’, Foreign Affairs, 13 

August 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iran/2018-08-13/trumps-dangerous-obsession-iran (accessed 25 
November 2018). 

19 See: Mahdi Ghodsi et al., ‘The Iranian Economy: Challenges and Opportunities’,  The Vienna Institute for 
International Economic Studies, wiiw, Working Paper No. 429, 2018. 

20 Andrew Tangel and Josh Zumbrun, ‘Whirlpool Wanted Washer Tariffs. It Wasn’t Ready for a Trade 
Showdown’, Wall Street Journal, 16 July 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/whirlpool-wanted-washing-machine-
tariffs-it-didnt-plan-for-a-trade-war-1531757621 (accessed  21 December 2018). 

21 Twitter, 24 August 2018,  https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1033045274866999297 (accessed 21 
December 2018). 
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respond to Trump’s decertification of the JCPOA and let him act on his own,22 the Iranian economy 
has been in turmoil. Expecting another downturn in the economy, which Iranians experienced after 
the previous rounds of sanctions when the economy shrank by more than 10%, unemployment hit 
14% with a participation rate below 50% (Figure 5), and a poverty rate above 10%, many took 
to the streets in cities across Iran to show their discontent with the recent price hikes in poultry 
products.  

Social protests were seen on various occasions across the country in 2018, partly driven by 
perceptions that the government had bungled its response. In response to market panic, the 
government hastily attempted to unify the country’s dual exchange rates to a rate close to the 
market rate (which had been recommended by many economists including the IMF).23 However, 
the government’s implementation of this policy was sub-optimal. In the implementation process the 
government prohibited any transactions of currency in exchange bureaus while tightening the 
supply of the hard currency to the market through the banking system, because they feared losing 
currency reserves under the pressure of incoming US sanctions. Imports of hundreds of products 
were prohibited and only primary commodities were permitted to be imported with the official rate. 
This gave impetus for further deprecation of the exchange rate on the black market and hoarding 
of imported products put pressure on the price of products. This was perceived as systematic 
corruption by the public, and led to further protests in many cities, this time coinciding with price 
hikes in dairy products. Instead of using appropriate economic policies, the government turned 
to judicial and corporal punishments of those profiting from the situation.  
 
Two possible paths for Iran from here 

Iran is currently suffering from long-standing structural weaknesses in its economy and 
needs major reform. Combined with new US sanctions, this puts Iran in a very difficult position and 
there are no easy choices for the administration. However, it is clear that there are two paths that 
Iran could go down, and the path chosen will have a major bearing on how the economy does going 
forward. 

One path is to seek to manage the fallout from new US sanctions in a sensible way and seek 
to minimise the damage to the economy.  The Iranian  government has recently been seeking advice  
from prominent economic professors across Iran to find a solution to the most pressing issue, the 
falling currency, and found a short-term solution by removing many of the restrictions in the 
currency market and reversing previous moves. Although it is not a concrete, appropriate plan 
for the long-term to have two distinct exchange rates (official and market), it shows a positive 
signal that Iranian economic policymaking is converging towards international best practice and 
being informed by economic expertise. 
 

                                                             
22 Zeeshan Aleem, ‘Trump punted the Iran deal to Congress. Congress just punted it back’, VOX, 12 December  

2017, https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/12/12/16767908/trump-sanctions-iran-deal-congress (accessed 21 
December  2018). 

23 International Monetary Fund, Islamic Republic of Iran: Staff Report for the 2018. Article IV Consultation, 
IMF Country Report No. 18/93, March 2018, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2018/03/29/Islamic-
Republic- of-Iran-2018-Article-IV-Consultation-Press-Release-Staff-Report-and-45767 (accessed 20 December 2018). 
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Figure 5. Labour force development in Iran, 1990–201724 

 
In contrast, the second path would be to recruit hardliners to the cabinet who have better 

connections with security forces and intelligence services and could possibly find ways to bypass 
US sanctions. This would be effectively a repeat of the damaging policy pursued during the 
presidency of Ahmadinejad. Then, as now, Iranian hardliners were helped by US hostility 
(including Iran as part of the “Axis of evil” in 2002 by President George W. Bush). The period 
of hardliners gaining power on the back of US hostility in the 2000’s coincided with increased 
corruption in Iran (Figure 6). Rent-seeking in exchange for higher gains, while the economy was 
exposed to large international risks as the administration sought to evade US sanctions.25 

A move in this direction (more hardline) would lead to more corruption and embezzlement 
in Iran, and could prompt large-scale social unrest. Meanwhile, removing technocrats with 
economic competence from the cabinet (who have had some success, including boosting the 
economy by increasing oil revenues, creating new jobs, and better regulation of investment and the 
banking system) would not be a very good strategy. Furthermore, although rapprochement with the 
US was tested within the JCPOA and it apparently failed, a hardliner cabinet would implement 
conservative policies on Iranian citizens that disturb their social interactions and suppress their 
freedom,  in  a society that is already under sanction pressures from the US government.  Therefore, 
becoming more hardline might induce further social unrests domestically, which in turn could 
become an obstacle in domestic affairs. In contrast, domestic policies must optimally counteract US 
sanctions with appropriate economic instruments, strengthening diplomatic relations with other 
countries in particular the European Union, and further opening up society with inclusive policies 
such as the recent support for allowing women to enter football stadiums. 

 
 

                                                             
24 World Development Indicator, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-development-indicators 

(1 July 2018).  
25 Benjamin Weiser, ‘Turkish Banker in Iran Sanctions-Busting Case Sentenced to 32 Months’, The New York 

Times, 16 May 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/16/world/turkish-iran-sanctions-trial.html (accessed 21 December 
2018). 
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Figure 6. Development of Corruption in Iran, 1996–201626 
 

Unfortunately, the second route is also a possibility at this stage. Iran may end up with 
a more hardline government. On August 13 2018, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader 
of the Islamic Republic, acknowledged the impact of sanctions and the government’s 
mismanagement of the economy.27 This critique of the government came along with the removal 
of some of its reformist members. The parliament impeached and sacked Ali Rabiei28 on August 8, 
a reformist who had served as the Minister of Labour since August 2013 (the first and second 
Cabinet of Mr Rouhani) and Masoud Karbasian on August 26,29 another reformist who had served 
as Finance Minister since August 2017. These impeachments appear to be a political move 
to prepare the cabinet for economic war with the US. Additionally, with the resignation of minister 
of Ministry of Industry, Mining and Trade30 and replacing the sacked ministers by their deputies 
sent a signal that less powerful ministers are now chosen to transfer the role of the cabinet to the 
deep state, which potentially works better with security forces and intelligence services bypassing 
sanctions.  

                                                             
26 World Governance Indicators (WGI), http://info.worldbank.org/governance/WGI/#home (1 July 2018).  
27 Parisa Hafezi, ‘Iran’s Khamenei Rejects Trump Offer of Talks, Chides Government over Economy’, 

Reuters, 13 August  2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-khamenei-economy/irans-khamenei-rejects-trump-
offer-of-talks-chides-government-over-economy-idUSKBN1KY0U1 (accessed 21 December 2018). 

28 ‘Iran’s Labor Minister Removed from Office after Impeachment’, Press TV, 8 August 2018, 
https://www.presstv.com/Detail/2018/08/08/570551/Iran-impeachment-Ali-Rabiei (accessed 21 December  2018). 

29 ‘Iran’s Parliament Removes Finance Minister From Office’ by Reuters, The New York Times, 26 August 
2018, https://www.nytimes.com/reuters/2018/08/26/world/middleeast/27iran.html (accessed 21 December 2018). 

30 ‘Rouhani to Introduce Ministry Candidates to Parl. after NY Trip’, Mehr News Agency, 25 September 2018, 
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2018). 
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Even Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, who is relatively moderate, has come under 
pressure. On August 28, Rouhani attended a session in the Parliament to answer questions on five 
problematic economic issues:31 

- Smuggling of products and currency; 
- Disconnection from the international banking system (continuation of sanctions); 
- High unemployment rate; 
- Economic recession; 
- Large depreciation of the rial.  

These issues are not new for Iran and existed as structural problems long before the 
presidency of Rouhani. However, after the US withdrawal from the JCPOA, lawmakers took 
the opportunity to deflect the blame onto Rouhani, despite his recent second term only just starting. 
Rouhani made visible improvements to the way the economy is run in his first term in office using 
some evidence-based policy and has asked for moderation and solidarity in these difficult times. 
However, members of parliament (which has a majority of moderates and reformists) were not 
convinced and wanted to refer his alleged mismanagement of the economy to the judiciary 
as a breach of law. Although referring the case to the judiciary was an extreme measure, 
parliament’s criticism of Rouhani was not without foundation. Deep structural economic reform 
is needed to overcome Iran’s long-standing economic problems, and Rouhani did not offer 
a framework for such a reform. Nevertheless, the head of the judiciary is directly elected by the 
Supreme Leader and a compromise with the judiciary is very likely.  

Aside from ministerial changes, the authorities have been formulating a broad set 
of responses. During the past few months, the heads of three branches of the Republic, namely the 
judiciary, legislative, and executive government, have had several meetings to discuss how to deal 
with the new US sanctions. It could be the case that they have already reached a consensus on how 
to attempt to meet the situation via compromise, which might be: 

- The government reshape its cabinet and prepare itself for economic war. 
- The parliament to legislate some pending regulations such as the Financial Action Task 

Force on Money Laundering (FATF) to allow Iran to become fully connected to the 
international banking system. 

- The judiciary decisively and quickly conduct judicial process and punishment on the recent 
disturbances in the market to safeguard any possibility of corruption during the period 
of sanctions. 

 
Conclusion 

The US decision to withdraw from the JCPOA and impose new sanctions on Iran is deeply 
regrettable and has been criticised by many other international partners, including the EU. However, 
clearly Iran will suffer if the authorities choose to respond by taking a more hardline approach, with 
the situation for the economy and the population becoming even worse. We see two reasons why 
the Iranian government should take a more moderate approach to US hostility than has been the 
case previously.  
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First is the experience of the past. As stated earlier, previous hardline governments have 
been characterised by corruption and embezzlement, a deterioration in economic and social 
conditions, and neglecting economic expertise in formulating policy. The current path that 
the government has taken, in establishing a platform by which it seeks the advice of economists and 
other experts in the field, is a welcome indication of a wiser approach in governance.  

Second, it would significantly decrease the chance of getting help from international 
partners.32 Iran has received a certain amount of sympathy from other countries as a result of the 
recent US actions, but if it takes a hardline turn, these partners may be less willing to help. Iran 
should work on continuing to improve diplomatic relations with friendly countries, in order to be 
better able to withstand the impact of new US sanctions. It is worth mentioning here that some 
international partners have been seeking exemptions from US sanctions33 and eight countries34 have 
been temporarily exempted from the US sanctions in order to maintain economic ties with Iran.  
These improved ties could easily be undone if Iran becomes hardline (the recent threat to block the 
Strait of Hormuz35 being a worrying shift in this direction). As was seen during the presidency 
of Ahmadinejad, extreme and unwise words could lead to a wider coalition of countries imposing 
crippling sanctions on Iran. 

Iran needs to learn from past mistakes and avoid conflict with both the East and the West 
(reversing a slogan from the time of the Islamic Revolution, which called for “Neither East, 
nor West, Only the Islamic Republic”), and instead continue to improve relations with international 
partners. One and a half decades of dialogue with the EU has brought some positive results, and 
brought Iran closer to the US’ European allies. Notably, the EU updated the Blocking Statute 
to be compatible with the new US sanctions, one day after the US re-imposed them. This statute 
forbids European companies from abiding by the sanctions, and allows them to claim 
reimbursement of US penalties through courts in their local EU member states. Eventually, this will 
enable the EU to file a dispute settlement case in the WTO if European firms are prohibited from 
trading with the American market.  

Besides this, a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) is being introduced and implemented by the 
EU, in which Iran can make legitimate transactions with the EU and third countries 
as an accounting clearing mechanism. The practical outcome of these moves may not be that 
significant. European multinational enterprises will now leave Iran anyway, as they want 
to maximise their profits with the least risk, and they prefer access to the US market over Iran. 
However, these works have a positive signalling effect towards Iran, and acknowledge the fact that 
the population voted for the moderate government of Rouhani to strengthen this relationship. 
In addition, a first support package was adopted by the European Commission on August 23 worth 
€18m. This covers environmental challenges, drug harm reduction, SMEs and trade in Iran, and will 
be implemented by the International Trade Centre in Geneva. Most importantly, on August 29, 
                                                             

32 Andrew Roche and Helen Popper, ‘UK minister visits Iran; Tehran wants Europe to act on nuclear deal’, 
Reuters, 1 September 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-britain/uk-minister-visits-iran-tehran-wants-europe-
to-act-on-nuclear-deal-idUSKCN1LH39W (accessed 21 December  2018). 
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the Supreme Leader of Iran advised the Cabinet to continue relations and negotiations 
with Europe.36 Therefore, by continuing moderate reforms in Iran and avoiding the hard-line path 
of the past, Iran can seek international support to help manage the negative consequences of US 
policy.  
 

                                                             
36 ‘Iran Should Stop Cherishing Hopes in Talks With Europe on JCPOA – Supreme Leader’, Sputnik, 29 
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Abstract 

After the fall of the authoritarian regime in 1998, Indonesia faced the rise of ethnic conflicts resulting 
in thousands of casualties. Some of the conflicts were threatening country’s integrity. The government 
implemented in 1999–2004 period set of decentralisation and electoral regulations reforms that were supposed 
to reduce conflicts between different ethnic groups and avert the threat of separatism. The outcomes of reforms 
are generally considered as successful, however, there are also examples of failure. This article compares the 
outcomes of these reforms on the example of two Indonesian regions: Kalimantan Barat and Papua. Despite 
similar characteristics of these regions, it is widely considered, that in Kalimantan Barat decentralisation 
contributed to reducing conflicts, whereas in Papua decentralisation intensified conflicts. This article compares 
these cases of success and failure and describes mechanisms that led to these contradictory effects. The purpose 
of the article is to point out, when decentralisation can be effective policy tool in reducing conflicts. 

 

Introduction 
In the aftermath of the Asian crisis in late 90’s president Suharto resigned and left both his 

office and the state in disarray – authorities and institutions lost a lot of their power, some parts 
of the country were claiming their rights to independence. After the secession of East Timor from 
Indonesia in 1999, the threat of Indonesia’s disintegration was serious. Strong grip of state control 
over archipelago was loosened and different segments of Indonesia’s diverse society started to fight 
with each other. Since the economy began to fail in 1997, the country had witnessed thousands 
of deaths from political violence.  

Suharto’s fall was the new episode for a country, which Indonesians called Era Reformasi. 
The transition from authoritarian state to democracy has begun and significant changes in its 
political regime had been made. Among them such solutions such as:  

1. The constitutional requirement for candidates in presidential elections to obtain 
a territorial distribution of votes; 

2. Supra-regional and inter-ethnic political parties are required to form ethnically 
heterogeneous lists of candidates in different elections; 

3. Centripetal territorial structure within the framework of which large ethnic groups are 
“broken down” so their members live in relatively small administrative units. 

All of above are described as centripetal political arrangements. Centripetalism (along with 
consociationalism1) is part of power-sharing theories which are dealing with “institutionalized 
inclusion in the governing process of politicians representing different segments of a plural 
society.”2 

Centripetal solutions changing the territorial structure of the country and devolution 
of power to lower administrative levels were implemented in Indonesia through decentralisation 
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1 Consociationalism is beyond the scope of this paper ant thus will not be further discussed. 
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reforms. The whole package of reforms, including the change in electoral regulations, that 
contributed to mitigation of inter-ethnic conflicts and weakened centrifugal tendencies represented 
by separatists movements, overall helping to preserve the state’s unity.3 However, there are regions 
in Indonesia in which decentralisation is considered as an important factor of destabilisation and 
contributing to the rise of political tensions resulting in sometimes bloody riots.4 

This paper compares two of Indonesia’s provinces – Kalimantan Barat and Papua – in which 
results of decentralisation are reported as a contradictory. In Papua’s case decentralisation 
is considered as a factor contributing to ethnic conflicts,5 whereas in Kalimantan Barat – as a factor 
that reduced conflict between two major ethnic groups.6 The aim of this research is – basing 
on these case studies – to identify the factors that contributed to the failure of decentralisation 
reforms in case of Papua and its success in Kalimantan. Decentralisation – as a centripetal solution 
– is not only a theoretical idea but also practical tool applied in countries facing the need 
for a change of political system and as a such can be improved. By describing strengths and 
limitations of decentralisation, this paper can provide knowledge, required in successful 
implementation of decentralisation reforms in the future. This article consists of three parts.  

The analysis begins with some basic facts about the structure of Indonesia’s society and 
description of solutions implemented after Suharto’s fall. Particular emphasise is put 
on decentralisation and reforms of electoral law. The second part presents case studies from 
provinces mentioned above and elaborates on the outcomes that decentralisation brought to them. 
Third part identifies factors played a crucial role in decreasing inter-segmental conflicts 
in Kalimantan Barat and increasing them in Papua. This part contains also propositions for policies 
that could reduce these conflicts.  

 
Indonesia’s society – socio-political context  

Indonesia is the largest archipelago country in the world – both by its sheer size (almost 
1.9 million sq. km, 5 120 km from east to west, roughly 1/8th of equator; 1 760 km from south 
to north) and population (over 260 million inhabitants, 4th most populous country in the world). 
Its 17 thousand islands (6 thousand inhabited) are stretched between Malaysian Peninsula in its 
north-western corner and Australia in its south-eastern corner, dividing the Indian Ocean from the 
Pacific Ocean.7 
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With such geographical context, its society is vastly diverse with hundreds of ethnic groups, 
languages and cultures. Majority of Indonesians (57%) live in Java – the most populated island 
in the world and country’s economic, political and cultural centre. 41% of the population are 
Javanese, 15% – Sundanese, 3,4% – coastal Malays, 3,3% – Madurese, 37,3% – other ethnic 
groups. There are “about 350 recognized ethnolinguistic groups (…), at least 731 languages and 
dialects spoken, some by large numbers: Javanese (83 million), Sundanese (30 million), 
Malay/Indonesian (17 million) and Madurese (nearly 6,7 million). Other languages with more than 
1 million speakers each are Acehnese, Balinese, Banjarese, Batak (including Toba), Batawi, 
Buginese, Minangkabau and Sasak; also various Chinese dialects.”8 Most of Indonesians are 
Muslims (87,2%), there are also 7% of Christians, 2,9% of Roman Catholics, 1,7% of Hindu and 
0,9% of other (including Buddhists and Confucians) religions.9 

Since gaining its independence in 1949 until the fall of president Suharto in 1998, Indonesia 
was an authoritarian regime dominated by the Javanese. Dominated by the Javanese Indonesian 
elites since gaining the independence were always aligning country’s sovereignty with territorial 
integrity – for that reason every centrifugal movement had been perceived as a threat 
to independence. Other ethnic groups, especially those living in the peripheral regions abundant 
in natural resources felt exploited by the central government for years and for that reasons, they 
were fighting for independence.10 In this context, a turbulent transition from an authoritarian regime 
towards democracy – with inter-ethnic conflicts and revival of separatist movements – was raising 
questions about civil war or even Indonesia’s integrity as a country.11 

 
Decentralication and electoral reforms – inter-ethnic conflict mitigation in Indonesia 

When Suharto stepped down from his office, Indonesia was facing a dramatical 
destabilisation of the country. In the late 90’s and early 2000’s, the country’s integrity, peace and 
the role of government’s control over the archipelago were questioned. The country needed 
a general political transformation that could settle down tensions and bring hope for economic 
development recovery. Decentralisation was implemented under the pressure of international 
institutions such as World Bank or IMF. Their recommendations concerned above all: more free 
market, more competition, liberalisation, privatisation of state enterprises and deregulation. Thus, 
Indonesia’s lawmakers faced a paradoxical challenge to resolve: how to follow the demands made 
by the IMF and cope it with reducing tensions that could possibly lead to separatism. These had 
been achieved mainly through reforms of electoral law and decentralisation. Most important 
changes introduced by electoral reforms were:12 
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1. Direct general elections for pairs of president and vice-president, governors and vice-
governors (gubernurand wakil gubernur), heads of districts (bupati), deputies 
of heads of districts (wakil bupati) mayors (walikota) and vice-mayors (wakil 
walikota). These contestants are being nominated by political parties taking part 
in elections; 

2. Political parties participating in elections have to fulfil all the following 
requirements: 

a. The obligation to have branches in all of the Indonesian provinces, at least 
75% of districts and municipalities (kabupatenand kota)13 and at least 50% 
of districts;14 

b. The obligation to have a minimum of 1000 (one thousand) members or 
1/1000 (one-thousandth) of the total population for each chapter of political 
party; 

c. The obligation to accommodate at least 30% (thirty %) women’s 
representation in the management of the central chapter of the political party; 

d. The obligation to have permanent offices for the chapters on the central, 
provincial and district/municipal levels until the final stage of the Election. 
 

To win presidential elections in the first round there is an additional requirement: a pair 
of candidates should not only win by receiving more than 50% from total votes but also receive 
at least 20% from total votes in more than half of country’s provinces.15 Moreover, candidates for 
president are nominated by political parties that hold 20% of parliamentary seats or had won 
in preceding elections 25% of the popular vote. Elections on lower administrative levels do not have 
additional requirements of such kind. These requirements mean in practice that only nationwide and 
inter-ethnic parties can effectively propose candidates for positions in executive power.  

Decentralisation reforms came in two waves. First bills (22/1999 and 25/1999 Laws) were 
implemented in 1999. A few years later, these bills were replaced by 32/2004 and 33/2004 Laws.16 
The reforms were focused on two issues: devolution of power to regions and fiscal sphere. The first 
issue is in fact – as presented in Table 1. – delegation of power from government to lower levels 
of administration – provinces, districts and municipalities. 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          
the Second Amendment of 2000, the Third Amendment of 2001 and the Fourth Amendment of 2002, International 
Labour Organization, United Nations, 2002, http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/gro ups/public/---ed_protect/---
protrav/ilo_aids/ documents/legaldocument/wcms_174556.pdf (accessed 5 October 2017); Trzciński, Hybrid Power-
Sharing..., pp. 174–181. 

13 In the Indonesian administrative division there are four levels of regional/local administration: province 
(provinsi), districts and municipalities (kabupatenand kota), subdistricts or in Papua – districts (kecamatan or in Papua 
– distrik) and villages (desa and kelurahan); Buku Induk Kode dan Data Wilayah Administrasi Pemerintahan per 
Provinsi, Kabupaten/Kota dan Kecamatan Seluruh Indonesia [Codebook and Spatial Data of Governmental 
Administration in Provinces, Kabupaten/Kota and Kecamatan for Indonesia], Kementerian Dalam Negeri Republik 
Indonesia, 2013, http://www.kemendagri.go.id/media/documents/2013/ 04/29/f/i/file.pdf (accessed 5 October 2017).  

14 There are few exceptions of these requirements, in Aceh province, but these will not be discussed further in the text. 
15 Arrangements describing presidential elections are written down in the Indonesian constitution, in Chapter 

III, Article 6A (International Labour Organization, The 1945 Constitution…, p. 3). Electoral law has been implemented 
in Law Number 8; International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), Law of the Republic…, p. 7. 

16 The second wave were changes in electoral laws implemented in 2004. Direct elections strengthened 
position of mayors, heads of districts and governors (International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), Law of the 
Republic..., p. 9; Frederick and Worden, Indonesia..., p. 227. 
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Prerogatives of central government Prerogatives of provinces and districts 

National defence and security, foreign 
policy, fiscal control, monetary and 
macroeconomic policies, control over 
natural resources, judiciary and religion 
issues 

Public works, education and culture, healthcare, 
agriculture, transport, industry, trade, investment, 
environmental protection, regulations on labour 
market, land and real estate management 

Table 1. Division of power between different levels of administration17 

Decentralisation in Indonesia meant devolution of power to the lower tiers of administration 
with keeping fiscal control by central government. 80% of regions income flows to the central 
government, 25% goes back to lower tiers of administration (in form of DAU – Dana Alokasi 
Umum; General Allocation Grants), from which only 10% goes back to provinces, rest to districts. 
The government also holds a monopoly over the Indonesian natural resources.18 The amount of 
funding glowing back to regions as DAU is calculated depending on various criteria with each 
district’s population, poverty rate, price indices, number of civil servants, income from natural 
resources and other factors. The general purpose of creating DAU was not only to keep fiscal 
control over districts but also to reduce inequalities in region’s level of development.19 

In result, regions started to compete with each other for funds and the central government 
was able to play the divide and rule strategy towards them. The government started to cut new 
provinces out from the old ones, especially in regions with separatist tendencies. But it would be 
inaccurate to describe it only as a central government’s policy towards regions – in many cases, 
there was political pressure from local communities to form new districts and provinces that met 
approval from central government. Local political leaders opted for creating more administration 
entities (especially districts) to fulfil promises, based on the premise that in the smaller district they 
will have stronger control over the DAU which will bring prosperity and growth in turn. For local 
communities, it was especially beneficial, when newly created entities have had one dominant 
ethnic group, because of increased access to power (and thus access to job posts in the local 
administration, access to resources and DAU). Thus, despite different intentions on both central and 
local level, there was a strong inclination to form new entities with more homogenous ethnical 
composition.20 The proliferation of districts has been called pemekaran (blossoming), for the 
number of provinces mounted from 25 in 1993 to 34 nowadays, while the number of districts 
increased from roughly over 300 in 1993 to more than half thousand nowadays.21 Over time the 
government wanted to restrain pemekaran, mainly for the concerns of its economic rationale, 
however, the grassroots demand remained strong. 

 
                                                             

17 Nordholt, Klinken, ‘Introduction’ in Renegotiating…, p. 25. 
18 There are exemptions, that will be discussed later.  
19 Ari Kuncoro, ‘Decentralization and Corruption in Indonesia: Manufacturing Firms Survival under 

Decentralization’, The International Centre for the Study of East Asian Development, Working Paper Series, 
Kitakyushu, Vol. 25, 2006, http://www.icsead.or.jp/7publication/workingpp/wp2006/2006-25.pdf (accessed 05 June 
2017); Nordholt, Klinken, ‘Introduction’ in Renegotiating…, p. 32;  Elisabeth Pisani, ‘Indonesia in Pieces. The 
Downside of Decentralization’, Foreign Affairs, 2014, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/southeast-asia/2014-05-
29/indo nesia-pieces (accessed 05 June 2017). 

20 Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, Carving up Papua..., p. 20; Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 273. 
21 Indonesia Database for Policy and Economic Research. INDO-DAPOER, The World Bank Group, 2015, 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/indonesia-database-for-policy-and-economic-research (accessed 28 July 2017). 
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Chart 1. Pemekaran in Indonesia – the proliferation of districts since 90’s22 

Arrangements described above, created framework that determined the character of local 
political dynamics and the way the central government responded to that. Winning elections 
in Indonesia on the provincial and national level requires seeking out alliances and overpassing 
ethnic cleavages. Requirements to nominate candidates with running mates, as well as restrictions 
in creating mono-ethnic political parties, prompted those who run for executive posts to choose 
running mates from the second largest ethnic group. Such tactics are also common in districts where 
are two major ethnic groups, similar in the population number (and other less numerous). 
In addition to that, many of newly created districts were ethnically homogeneous, thus inter-ethnic 
conflicts had been significantly reduced. 

                                                             
22 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database…; after 2009 rise of the number of districts was humble, 

for chart’s clarity data between 2009 and 2014 are not presented.  
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These arrangements tackled paradoxical problem described above – how to limit the power 
of government without losing control nor country’s integrity and reducing inter-segmental tensions 
and deescalating conflicts. As shown in Chart 2, a number of victims peaked after the collapse 
of Suharto’s regime to slightly fall after implementing first decentralisation bills in 2001 and finally 
plummets after implementing the last bills introduced in 2004.23 
 

 

Chart 2. A number of reported casualties in Indonesia24 
 

Presented figures are only confirmed deaths based on reports from various reliable sources (such as press or NGO). 
Real figures may be much higher than confirmed casualties; though data presented above may correctly represent trend 
over time. 25 Definitions of conflicts:26 
“Non-state conflict refers to armed conflict between two organized actors, neither of which is a state. 
State-based conflict is an armed conflict between two governments (i.e., interstate conflict), or between a government 
and rebel organisation (i.e., intrastate conflict). 
One-sided violence is when an organized actor (a state or some organized non-state actor) kills unarmed civilians.” 

                                                             
23 UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia, 2017, Uppsala University, www.ucdp.uu.se (accessed 02 June 2017). 
24 UCDP Conflict... 
25 Adrian Morel, VIMS. Violence Incidents Monitoring Systems: A Methods Toolkit, The Asia Foundation, 

Washington DC, 2016, p. 8. 
26 Erik Melander, ‘Organized Violence in the World 2015’, An assessment by the Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program, UCDP Paper, No. 9, Uppsala, 2015, p.2. 



48                                                                                                                                                                                                                        Michał Sęk 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Kalimantan Barat and Papua – case studies  
 

Both provinces share some similarities. Located in peripheral parts of the archipelago27 with 
– relatively small population, and an economy based mostly on natural resources exploitation. 
Papua is one of the wealthiest provinces in Indonesia in terms of GDP per capita (approx. 115% 
of Indonesia’s average GDP per capita), but at the same time, with high poverty and illiteracy rates 
and low life expectancy. Papua is one of the most underdeveloped regions in Indonesia. This 
indicates clearly, that the revenues from the exploitation of natural resources do not benefit 
indigenous Papuans. Kalimantan Barat has, in turn, a lower GDP per capita (approx. 70% 
of Indonesia’s average), but in other spheres, the quality of life remains on the much higher level 
than in Papua.28 

 

INDICATORS Kalimantan Barat Papua 

Basic indicators 

Total Population (in number of people) 4 565 612 2 973 838 
Poverty Rate (%) 8,17% 31,11% 

Literacy Rate for Population age 15 and over  
(in % of total population) 

91,13% 65,69% 

GDP in constant prices (mln IDR) 34 013 644 21 436 224 
GDP per capita in constant prices (IDR) 7 449 964 7 208 269 

Revenues 

Total (mln IDR) 2 932 910 7 462 040 

Own Source (mln IDR) 1 164 430 623 163 

Share of provincial revenues in revenues total (%) 39,70% 8,35% 

General AllocationGrants 
(DAU) 

Total (IDR) 1 023 230 1 569 780 

Per capita (IDR) 224 117 527 863 
 

Table 2. Basic indicators for both provinces in 201229 
 

Sector 
Kalimantan Barat Papua 

MLN IDR % MLN IDR % 

Agriculture 8 262 355 24,30 6 079 380 28,40 

Trade, Hotel and Restaurant 7 259 836 21,30 4 005 858 18,70 

Manufacturing  5 390 371 15,80 2 853 181 13,30 

Other Service  4 034 222 11,90 2 798 597 13,10 

Transportation and Telecommunication 3 317 433 9,80 2 092 471 9,80 

Construction 3 071 461 9,00 2 031 321 9,50 

Financial Service  1 928 362 5,70 915 164 4,30 

Mining and Quarrying 605 600 1,80 602 303 2,80 

Utilities  144 004 0,40 57 949 0,30 

TOTAL  34 013 644 100 21 436 224 100 

 

Table 3. The composition of GDP in 2012 of Papua and Kalimantan Barat provinces30 

                                                             
27 Papua in easternmost part of Indonesia, two provinces – Papua Barat and Papua – are occupying western half 

of New Guinea island; Papua province is located in central part of mountainous island. Kalimantan Barat occupies 
westernmost part of Borneo. 

28 Michał Sęk, Przestrzenne aspekty..., p. 156. 
29 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database… 
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Ethnic composition of both provinces is presented in Table 4. In Kalimantan Barat, there are 
two major ethnic groups – Dayaks and Malays, that makeup approximately 75% of provinces’ 
population. The remaining ethnic groups are Indonesian Chinese and migrants from other regions 
with the domination of Madurese. In Papua, indigenous people make up also approximately 75% of 
the population, other ethnic groups are migrants from other parts of Indonesia, mostly from Java.31  
 

Ethnic composition of both provinces. Based on 2010 census data 

KALIMANTAN BARAT PAPUA 

Origins of ethnic group Population % Origins of ethnic group Population % 

Dayaks 2 194 009 54,84 Ethnicgroups from Papua 2 121 436 76,31 

Malays 814 550 20,36 Javanese 233 145 8,39 

Chinese 358 451 8,96 
Other ethnic groups from 
Sulawesi 

102 157 3,67 

Madurese 274 869 6,87 Bugis 88 697 3,19 

Bugis 137 239 3,43 Ethnicgroups from Maluku 82 597 2,97 

Sundanese 49 503 1,24 Makassar 41 239 1,48 

Javanese 42 733 1,07 
Other ethnic groups  
(less than 1%) 

110 873 3,99 

Other ethnic groups (less than 
1%) 

129 402 3,23 
Total 2 780 144 100 

Total 4 000 756 100 

 
Table 4. Ethnic composition of both provinces. Based on 2010 census data32 

 
Type of economy, peripheral location, dependence on the political centre, and diverse ethnic 
composition are similar to both Kalimantan Barat and Papua. Both provinces also share the history 
of violent conflicts (Charts no. 3 and 4). A detailed description of the history and specifics of these 
conflicts are elaborated in the following parts of the article. 
 
Kalimantan Barat: de-escalation of conflict 

Relations between Dayaks and Malays were tense during New Order and can be described 
as “frozen conflict.” The most important reason for the tensions is the Malays centuries-old 
domination over the Dayaks that can be traced back to times, when Kalimantan Barat was ruled by 
the Malay sultanates, before constituting Indonesia as a country. Muslim Malays prevailed in 
coastal and urban areas, they were in political and economic control of the region. Dayaks were 
discriminated and marginalized under the rule of Malay sultanates – deprived of any access to 
government33 (as non-Muslim,34 Dayaks chances to be appointed to Islamic sultanates’ 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
30 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database… 
31 Papua for decades faces constant influx of Indonesians from other islands, to the extent that exceeds 

Papuan’s population growth. In result, the share of migrants population in Papua is growing, see: Jim Elmslie, 
The Great Divide…, p. 5. 

32 Akhsan Na’im, Hendry Syaputra, HASIL PENDUDUK, 2010, Badan Pusat Statistik, Jakarta, 2011, p. 221 
33 In highly centralised Indonesia under Suharto, officials on the levels of province and district were appointed 

by the state. Government was choosing only those candidates, who ensured loyalty and subordination. In many Dayak-
dominated regions, appointed officials were merely tolerated by local communities and by no means accepted 
or supported. Such approach guaranteed loyalty to the regime – during New Order separatist movements were active 
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bureaucracy were very low), leaving their access to education limited as well. Dayaks’ relative 
underdevelopment comparing  to other ethnic groups and therefore, their low social status, resulted from 

 

 
 

Chart 3.The number of reported victims and losses of ethnic conflicts in Kalimantan Barat35 
 

 
 

Chart 4. The number of reported victims and losses of ethnic conflicts in Papua36 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
only in East Timor, Papua and Aceh, see: Tanasaldy, ‘Ethnic Identity Politics’ in Renegotiating…’, p. 128; Tanasaldy, 
Ethnic geography..., p. 23). 

34 Dayaks are Christians or they are following their traditional beliefs. It is core part of their identity, 
converting to Islam means abandoning their ethnic group. Muslim Dayaks were excluded from Dayak community, they 
often declared changing ethnicity to Malay (masuk Melayu) or other ethnic group (Orang Laut, Senganan or Pekaki). 
This rigorous approach is changing, after the fall of New Order some Muslim Dayaks are accepted even as political 
leaders, but this issue is still controversial (Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography…, p. 34). 

35 Presented figures are representing only cases reported in local newspapers or NGO’s and confirmed by the 
research team of National Violence Monitoring System. Real figures are supposedly much higher than confirmed 
casualties; though data presented above may correctly represent trend over time. Database of National Violence 
Monitoring System Indonesia (NVMS), 2017, Jakarta, http://snpk.kemenk opmk.go.id/About/Index?lang 
=en&randdo=c0c4389c-a062-43f5-9782-80a5b636ac72 &userid=10781993 (accessed 5 September 2017). 

36 Database of National Violence... 
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specific settlement patterns – traditionally, the Dayaks were living in isolated villages located much 
deeper in Borneo’s interior. That created a vicious circle – uneducated Dayaks were excluded from 
any part of the administration and were treated as second-class citizens (that applied also to 
bureaucracy under the Dutch, Sukarno and Suharto control respectively) which in turn enforced the 
Dayaks’ resentments towards the state. Indeed, the Dayaks were less ‘advanced’ than Malays, but 
this is no justification to their lack of contribution to governance, at least in the regions, where they 
were the majority. Distrusted and marginalized Dayaks were fearing the oppressive regime, and 
they largely remained silent. Marginalisation has also had further side effects – living in isolation 
from each other, Dayaks remained diversified and divided, although equally targeted by 
government’s repression and exclusion. Unable to voice their political stance, Dayaks turned to 
non-political; cultural, social or educational activism. NGO network has been formed under the 
Pancur Kasih (spray of love) banner. These grassroots movements started several years before the 
fall of New Order regime, most of them addressed socially and educationally excluded Dayak 
groups. The range of undertaken activities was broad – from financial and legal assistance (i.e. 
credit unions), through education to cultural empowerment. Their contribution to the development 
of Dayak communities was significant, and Pancur Kasih organisations were well known and 
broadly trusted. Thanks to their activities different Dayak groups had been consolidated and their 
awareness of their own marginalisation had been raised. Sharing that common experience enforced 
their ethnic solidarity and blurred intra-ethnic tensions – when New Order was falling, the Dayaks 
stood relatively united. That appalled the Malays, who were aware of the Dayaks marginalisation 
and thus they were afraid of losing their dominant position, fearing suspected retaliation from the 
latter. However, being in dominant position for decades, they were not able to negotiate in between 
different ethnic branches clear, univocal political stance when the regime fell in 1998.37 

 
Potential election violence 

Suharto’s fall suspended oppressive regime and marked new political opening – many ethnic 
groups started to fight to recompose the existing power relations. In Kalimantan Barat there was 
a high probability of outbreaks of violence between the Dayaks and the Malays, especially during 
elections. Electing the heads of the districts, the governor and nominating the parliamentary 
representatives of the provinces38 could ignite violent conflicts. The rivalry of the candidates could 
cause clashes between their supporters, unsuccessful candidates could attempt to undermine 
elections’ results, claiming that they were fraudulent. Discriminated and thus frustrated Dayaks 
organised mobs39 during the districts’ head elections in 1998 and 1999. In Indonesia gaining 
leverage through mass mobilisation (often paid by organizers of the protests) is a common way 
of achieving political goals.40 Incidents during mass demonstrations can easily evolve into riots 
or bloodshed and then to open conflict. In 1999-2005 period almost every election witnessed 
protests of the supporters of  lost candidates, some of the protests resulted in Dayaks’ acts 

                                                             
37 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 35. 
38 Each province was allocated four regional representatives seats in the Regional Representative Council 

(DPD), second chamber of Indonesian parliament – National Assembly (MPR) , Frederick and Worden, Indonesia:...; 
p. 24. 

39 In this paper, as in Tanasaldy’s book, institutionalised politics is characterised by voting, lobbying, political 
parties, legislatures, courts and elected leaders. Non-institutionalised politics is characterised by mass mobilisation, 
conflict and violence, social movements, revolution and terrorism, Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 288.  

40 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 288.  
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of vandalism or clashes with security forces. Malays resistance had non-violent character and relied 
on using dominant political position. Tensions between Malays and Dayaks were still rising, 
especially during elections in which Dayaks wanted to refrain from a marginalized position.41  

 
Pemekaran as de-escalation factor 

After the fall of the New Order, the process of forming new districts and provinces gained 
momentum. The reason for that was not only the regime change but also concerns about ethnic 
tensions in the regions. The goal was to reduce tensions and to make the elections of districts’ heads 
less controversial. To achieve that, new districts’ borders were following the ethnic lines, so in the 
end, each new district would have a significant majority of the dominant ethnic group. For example, 
from the central district of Pontianak (with dominant Malay population) predominantly Dayak sub-
districts, such as Mandor, Menjalin and Mempawah Hulu had been carved out and reassigned 
to new Landak district. 79% of newly created Landak district were the Dayaks (with 9,7% 
of Malays). After cutting Landak out from Pontianak, the share of the Malays in the latter grew 
even higher. The division of parent districts was driven mainly by reducing tensions between the 
Malays and the Dayaks and from government officials’ point of view, the best way of reducing 
conflicts was giving previously marginalized Dayaks the opportunity to self-govern in new districts. 
This solution also did not affect nor undermine dominant position of the Malays. This policy turned 
out to be effective – since the division, two conflict hot spots where the majority of serious ethnic 
conflicts were taking place, have since been peaceful.  

Another important factor that played a significant role in West Kalimantan’s politics were 
new requirements for political parties, that substantially changed the composition of DPRD. First 
of all, more strict requirements for registering party caused the consolidation of parties. In 1999 
elections 48 parties took part, twice as much as in 2004 elections. The number of parties 
participating in the elections declined mainly due to the fact, that some of them were not able 
to register enough branches in provinces to meet the obligatory criteria. The number of Dayaks’ 
legislators in DPRD did not decline because they were voting for non-Muslim parties, which 
adjusted their strategy to the new situation and took into account ethnic geography in selecting their 
candidates. In result, since 1999 elections number and share of Dayak legislators was constantly 
increasing and resembling the proportions of ethnic composition. Both ethnic groups accepted their 
rights to lead districts where they were dominant and thus nominations of heads of districts 
by DPRDs until 2004 followed that informal power-sharing agreement.42 

Introduction of direct elections of governors and heads of districts in 2004 was tested for the 
first time in 2005 elections. It turned out, that direct elections further defused sources of ethnic 
tensions. Comparing to previous installing of the heads of districts by DPRDs, the results of direct 
elections were less predictable. It was more difficult to influence nomination by mass mobilisation 
and direct involvement of constituencies in the election process resulted in the stronger legitimacy 
of the elected politicians. In the outcome, even if the election result was not satisfactory for the 
Malays or the Dayaks, they were disappointed, but had to accept the voters’ verdict Moreover, 
in districts, which were not dominated by the Malays or the Dayaks, some of the candidates were 

                                                             
41 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 259. 
42 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 259. 
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nominating their deputies from other ethnic groups in order to broaden political support 
in the election.43 
 
Papua: decentralisation as a conflict generator during elections 

Due to the geographical conditions, most of the island’s regions are barely accessible. 
Different Papuan tribes for centuries were living in isolation from each other; thus they are speaking 
different languages and their cultures evolved differently. Papuans are one of most heterogeneous 
ethnic groups in Indonesia; there are approx. 180 ethnolinguistic groups located in Papua.44 
Although diverse, Papuans can be categorized according to the regions of the island – the highland 
and coastal Papuans. Other significant groups are migrants from other parts of Indonesia (mostly 
Javanese). They are settling down mostly in cities (such as Wamena, Jayapura, Merauke or Timika) 
and in some of the coastal rural areas. Thus, Papuans are already a minority in cities and in flat 
coastal areas the percentage of Papuans as a proportion of the population is abruptly declining. 
In vast and remote highlands (and some of the isolated regions along the rivers or in wetlands) 
Papuans are a significant majority. 

Although Papua is rich in natural resources, the situation of Papuans remains terrible. They 
are suffering malnutrition, high morbidity rates, lack of education, a decline of natural habitats 
(along with the development of oil palm plantations) etc. The urban Papuans are forming the 
discriminated, lowest class of urban communities. Any signs of political activity against central 
government are brutally crushed, national security forces are abusing rights of political activists, 
journalists and human rights activists. Soldiers and police enjoy impunity and thus are often violent 
towards Papuans. Tortures, killings and imprisonment are in Papua common repressions, some 
of the local leaders are describing this situation as a ‘slow-motion genocide.’45 However, the main 
focus of this paper is not a description of human rights abuse and Papuans’ resistance against the 
central government, it is important to emphasise, that desperate situation of the Papuans contributes 
to the conflicts inter-ethnic conflicts.  

Papua’s autonomy remained a dead letter and it is perceived as a region, where the control 
of central government is too strict and results in violating human rights. However, when it comes 
to elections, central regulations are not enforced in Papua almost at all. Among many irregularities, 
the noken voting system and pemekaran are causing conflicts between clans that result in violent 
clashes. Both of these are described below. 

 
Pemekaran – fewer people, more money 

In Papua General Allocation Grants (DAU) are the most important revenue of local 
governments (approx. 70%; compare Table 2). The poorer, less developed and more sparsely 
populated are the districts – the higher amount of DAU they receive. The premise of such policy 
is that wealthier districts are funding poorer ones. Thus, the allocation rewards areas with smaller 
populations, the side effect of that is a strong incentive for splitting. Hence, since 2003, the share 
of the national DAU allocated to Papua and Papua Barat has grown from 4,6% to 7,4%, while its 
combined population remains just over 1% of the national total. Further splitting means smaller 

                                                             
43 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 259. 
44 Frederick and Worden, Indonesia: A…, p. xxxii. 
45 Jim Elmslie, ‘West Papuan Demographic…; Human Rights in West Papua 2017’, Wuppertal, Vol. 5, Geneva 

International Coalition for Papua, http://www.humanrightspapua.org/hrreport/2017 (accessed 12 October 2017), p. 120.  
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districts and thus – higher DAU comparing to the population size. Papua province already receives 
more than twice DAU per capita than Kalimantan Barat (compare Table 2). Another incentive for 
splitting becomes the growing number of job posts in districts’ administration. 

 

 

Chart 5. Comparison of districts’ proliferation in selected provinces. After 2009 rise of the number 
of districts was humble, for chart’s clarity data between 2009 and 2014 are not presented46 

 

PROVINCE 1993 2014 
Proliferation 

1993–2014 
Proliferation 

1993–2014 [%] 

Papua 9 30 21 70,0% 

Papua Barat 4 14 10 71,4% 

Kalimantan Barat 8 15 7 46,7% 

INDONESIA 325 545 220 40,4% 

 

Table 5. Comparison of districts’ proliferation in selected provinces47 

 
The outcomes of endless splitting are poor governance, corruption and conflict. In terms 

of the population size, Papuas’ districts are the smallest ones in Indonesia (compare Chart 6) and 
their size still remains very low despite relatively high population growth.48 In small communities 
recruiting competent staff to work in the administrations is very difficult, especially 
in predominantly rural areas. In such regions bringing government closer to people usually means 
construction of new palatial offices for the heads of districts and DPRDs with no improvement 

                                                             
46 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database…. 
47 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database…. 
48 Jim Elmslie, The Great Divide…, p. 3. 
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of administrations’ services whatsoever. “In 2011, Home Affairs published a performance review 
of 205 new local government units. Papua Barat was the worst-performing province, while seven 
of the ten worst-performing kabupaten were in either Papua or Papua Barat.”49 Districts in Papua 
also reach the highest scores in poverty levels and in governmental corruption rankings with the 
worst situation in the newest ones.50 

In poorly managed districts with a low standard of living, the main source of income are 
jobs posts in local administration which are especially valuable for Papuans whose opportunities 
for taking other job offers are low. Thus, in the course of election campaigns, Papuan candidates 
from different clans are often promising further splits – therefore new districts are formed along 
clan lines. These cases are usually causing tensions and electoral violence between clans. Is also 
worth noting, that new districts are formed also due to the lack of supervision and lax administrative 
controls from the central government.51 

 

 

Chart 6. Population per district in selected provinces52 

 

Noken system and inflated voter rolls 

An additional contribution to electoral violence creates the noken voting system. The best 
description of the noken system can be found in reports from Institute for Policy Analysis 
of Conflict:53 “The noken system is named for the traditional bag woven from bark that highlanders 
use as a carry-all. The term encompasses a diverse range of largely unregulated voting practices, 
all of which apparently share two features: voting by consensus, in which communities 
(or community leaders) come to an agreement before the poll on how everyone will vote and 
an absence of any marking of ballots.” 
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The outcome is that elections in Papua are extremely prone to manipulations. The rule ‘one 
person one vote’ is disobeyed, the bags with ballots are often missing (are in the polling stations 
additional bags with ballots are found), sometimes polling station officers are punching ballots from 
the bags ignoring voters’ preferences. The more ballots are to be found in noken bags, the bigger are 
the chances to win. Thus, one of the side effects are inflated voter rolls, especially in isolated and 
mountainous highlands of Papua province. Highlanders are gaining disproportionately high political 
leverage and highland-coastal division of the province is strengthened.54 

During the 2013 governor’s elections, the number of eligible voters in eight districts 
exceeded the number of total population recorded in 2010 census. In further 11 districts, the number 
of voters was almost equal to its’ population.55 This creates a situation, in which a number of voters 
is negotiated between candidates and results of elections are unreliable. This gives the candidates 
who lost the elections yet another argument to question them. The problem is especially severe 
during the elections of district heads. In many Papuan districts (e.g. Puncak, Nduga) in the result 
of electoral violence in 2011–2013 dozens of members of rivalling for the bupati position clans 
were dead. In the effort of reconciliation, the wounded and families of the dead are paid 
compensations from districts’ budgets. These expenses often reinforce conflicts and are 
a significant burden on the budget. The final agreement included determining the size of districts’ 
population (in order to stop inflating the numbers of voters), but that had been rejected by the 
Ministry of Interior arguing, that population statistics are not a negotiable commodity, but 
established fact and Papuans had no authority to reject the ministry data. 

As the author of IPAC report is pointing out, “serious problems of conflict and corruption 
have also arisen in many of the new districts that are not helpful to either development or peace. 
When Nduga, one of the poorest kabupaten in Indonesia, spends Rp.18 billion (approx. $1,8 
million) of its annual budget on blood payments for deaths in election-linked clan conflicts, 
something is seriously wrong.”56 
 
Conclusions  

Kalimantan Barat and Papua share many similarities – peripheral position and geographical 
isolation, diversity of the population, local economy based on the exploitation of natural resources. 
Despite similarities, the decentralisation in both provinces has had contrary effects. In Kalimantan 
Barat centripetal solutions reduced tensions between the Malays and the Dayaks and in some case 
seven resulted in informal power-sharing between these ethnic groups. In Papua on the contrary – 
the effects of decentralisation (and acquiescence of noken voting system) are triggering conflicts 
between Papuan clans and creating a vicious circle of poor governance, corruption and a waste 
of public funds.  

Hence, it is important to identify reasons for such different developments. In Kalimantan 
Barat, the main reason for the tensions between Malays and Dayaks was the marginalisation of the 
latter ones. Implemented reforms caused that in few years, their position and possibilities in self-
governing were significantly strengthened. This process was peaceful, Malays accepted the decline 
of their power in some regions of the province and there was no retaliation from the Dayaks. 
Dayaks’ participation in power was possible also because of educational grassroots work of the 
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NGO’s. By no means, Dayaks were able to form professionally trained personnel, but comparing to 
the level of education in Papua, there is a significant difference. Marginalized Papuans, are 
dominated by migrants by all possible means. They play a menial role in the local economy and are 
under constant economic and political pressure from the migrants. In such situation, their chances 
and possibilities for personal development and improving competencies remain very low and thus 
Papuan live in deprivation. When introduced to self-governing thanks to decentralisation reforms, 
they failed. Instead of implementing policies that could result in increasing the level of education 
and reduce poverty, Papuans started an aggressive rivalry over the only accessible resources – DAU 
and job positions.  

Paradoxically, although Papuans are facing constant oppression, the recognition of noken 
system as a customary law resulted in chaos and blurring electoral rules. This factor, along with the 
acquiescence for forming new districts regardless of the precisely described strict regulations, 
resulted in a situation in which no rules are respected. In Papua what matters most is political power 
and lobbying – elections frauds and voter rolls manipulation are necessary tools to achieve political 
goals.  

In Kalimantan Barat both diverse ethnic groups – the Malays and especially the 
marginalized Dayaks – were able to establish formal and informal networks of communication and 
cooperation within their ethnic groups. Customary councils, religious communities, NGO’s – all 
of these are widely recognized respected and trusted thanks to long-term grass-roots work. In result, 
during the chaotic transition from authoritarian to more democratic regime, there was 
communication within both ethnic groups and arrangements of the elites were obeyed. That enabled 
the communication and dialogue between the elites of both ethnic groups. When decentralisation 
was implemented, both ethnic groups were able to negotiate formal and informal arrangements 
through their elites. In Papua, decentralisation strengthened rivalry between clans in order to take 
the dominant position that allows them to benefit from DAU. 

The case of Kalimantan Barat proves, that decentralisation might be effective in reducing 
inter-ethnic conflicts. Comparing that with the situation in Papua is particularly valuable because 
it draws attention to possible flaws during the implementation of such arrangement. The conditions 
that increase the chances of successful implementation of decentralisation are transparency and 
respecting the rule of law, reduction of oppressive control and human rights violation, participation 
in the power, trust between stakeholders (or trusted platforms or organisations that are able 
to mediate between stakeholders) and good governance. Transparent generally accepted and obeyed 
rules and principles are the necessary conditions to make decentralisation work. Enforcement of the 
law is justified only if it is equal for all parties and recognized by the public. Living in oppressive 
regime results in low level of life, lack of education, distrust to authorities and any other parties. 
In result, it undermines cooperation and abilities for good governance. Raising awareness and 
human capital is essential to assure rudimentary skills of personnel of newly created entities. 
In regions with low level of life and low chances of improving one’s life, decentralisation and direct 
elections can cause rivalry of different segments in order to take the dominant position that allows 
them to benefit public administration. 

Such conclusions imply, that reducing conflicts between clans in Papua requires taking 
action by the government. First of all, the central government should respect human rights in Papua. 
Without that restoration of trust to the state and central administration, is impossible. Secondly, the 
central government should withdraw noken voting system and secure fair and transparent conditions 
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during elections. Thirdly, pemekaran in Papua should be stopped if not reversed. The size 
of kabupatens in Papua already impedes socio-economic development. Fourthly, the creation 
of trusted independent entities (or support for already existing ones, like Humans Right Watch), that 
would be able to mediate between rivalling clans. Such entities could be public institutions (for 
example Ombudsman), public forums or NGO’s. Fifthly, the central government should support 
local administration not only by DAU grants but also with economic consulting (that can be 
implemented by governmental institutions such as BAPPENAS57 or external consultants). Such 
consulting should also include cooperation with local administration and training of their staff. 
Sixthly, the government should implement incentives for cooperation between kabupatens and 
between kabupatens and consulting bodies. One of the possible solutions is making DAU 
dependent on cooperation with such consulting bodies and allocate a proportion of DAU funds 
on development projects that should be implemented by many kabupatens together (like school 
or hospital network, or infrastructural projects). 

All of these recommendations would strengthen the level of trust between different 
stakeholders and enforce cooperation between them in order to deliver better public services and 
development. That could be a strong incentive in reducing conflicts between Papuan clans. 
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Abstract 
Critical evaluation of macroeconomic development projects that characterized the twentieth century has made the 
projects of relatively small-scale autonomous entities the primary form of development activity of the turn of the 
century. In this context, a phenomenon that can be called “the development industry” has emerged. It can be 
defined as a complex of organizations and companies that work for development internationally, basing their 
actions not on their own real income but on subsidies from political or business entities. This study examines the 
“development project” as a specific product of development discourse, considering it in the sphere of organization 
(structure), axiology and language. The author refers to the N. Long’s concept of social actor, J. Scott’s public 
transcript and private script, and especially to L. Wittgenstein’s language games. The analysis is based on empirical 
data collected by the author during several years of research in Cameroon, Mali and Morocco. On this basis the 
author builds two models of development projects based on different philosophies, expressed by the phrase “let’s 
do something” and “give something.” 

 
Introduction 

The changes brought about by modernisation can be accessed from a variety of perspectives. 
From a technocratic perspective, these changes are assumed to be unilinear in nature and considered 
beneficial to the societies affected. Seen from within a broader ideological perspective, the concept 
of modernisation postulates the adoption of political and social systems based on Western cultural 
patterns and models (parliamentarism, structures of civil society, etc). It emphasises the breakdown 
of natural communities, the erosion of collective identity (promoting detribalisation), and the 
formation of individual identity (stimulating competition). As noted by a pioneer of postmodernism, 
Jean-François Lyotard,2 modernisation has come to be seen as an assurance, indicator and measure 
of the relevance of all social activity. Although similar concepts have been criticised 
by anthropologists,3 they have left a lasting impression on the language used by those involved 
in the practice and theory of development. In order to identify the sources of modern development 
practices, one should look at the history of development discourse.    
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Development discourse versus colonial paternalism 
The rise in Europe of an autonomous realm of culture called “science” was accompanied 

by the emergence of various social typologies. They were practised in a number of ways; either 
in a static system of qualitatively diverse categories, or in a certain sequence of development, 
or as binary, contradictory categories, like: 

- developed – underdeveloped; 
- civilised – uncivilised; 
- enlightened – unenlightened. 

Such simplistic, dichotomic attitudes rooted in the ideology of the Enlightenment have long 
established themselves in stereotypes, and – slightly transformed or disguised by the language 
of political correctness – have survived until today.  

The visions of diversification of the human nature and the identification of their place on the 
development path take a clear shape especially in the scientific discourse of the colonial era. 
As a historical phenomenon, colonialism meant control and political and economic domination  
of one country over another for the purpose of its exploitation. What is often forgotten, however, 
is intellectual dominance. The consequence was the establishment and consolidation 
of asymmetrical economic, social and cultural relations between the metropole and its colonies, 
resulting in a global system of dependence of the periphery on the centre. The dependence involves 
the areas of politics, economy as well as of symbols; through the imposition of what is defined 
as progressive, modern and developed against what is viewed to be backward, traditional and 
undeveloped.  

In time, a system of research propositions and questions has developed in Europe, as well as 
the methods and practice of analysis, description and presentation of the reality of countries outside 
Europe, based on a single approach – in terms of the language used – to colonial relations. It has 
penetrated very different areas, like military strategy, political order, academic research, literature 
and everyday phraseology. This kind of intellectual activity is referred to as “colonial discourse.”4 

The colonial discourse has acquired a specific form in the so-called “Colonial Sciences.” 
Initially, they formed a somewhat nebulous combination of disciplines, in which law was 
of predominant importance, supported by natural sciences, science of man in its broad sense, like 
(tropical) medicine and physical anthropology, soon supplemented with social and cultural 
anthropology. Educational studies had their contribution, too. They provided the legal doctrine 
of colonialism, giving legitimacy and shape to various forms of political domination over 
Dependencies (law), as well as the theoretical and practical knowledge base useful in their 
exploitation. The latter formulated the content of cultural transmission as well as educational 
practices designed to control the minds of the subjected peoples.  

The philosophy of colonialism, expressed through ideologically motivated imperative 
of promoting civilisation, would take the form of paternalism. Although colonial sciences 
differentiated between high-handed paternalism, in which the relations of dominance prevailed, and 
tutelary paternalism, in which the relations of subordination connected with assimilation were 
prevalent, the status of the colonized was inferior in both cases.5 
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Ethnocentrism, which is not foreign to non-European peoples, was in European civilisation 
conceptualised in the eighteenth-century philosophy of progress and, subsequently, scientifically 
validated in Hegelian philosophy – rationalistic and dialectic to extreme. In his famed lectures 
(given in the 1820s and published six years after his death) Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der 
Geschichte (1837) Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel exalted countries outside Europe, notably 
Africa, which he defined to be the country of the infancy of civilisation (history).  

The paternalistic attitude is demonstrated in the language of the colonizers. In British Africa, 
male Africans were referred to as boys, so we have houseboys, shambaboys, officeboys, tonboys, 
mineboys. It was not much different in French Africa, where all Africans – whatever their age – 
were addressed by their first names.6 If the colonized were “children,” their “upbringing” was the 
responsibility of the Europeans. The key to development was, therefore, education  understood 
as the transfer of European culture, social facilities and technologies.  

The 1854 British Education Despatch regarded “progress of European knowledge” to be the 
path to economic development of the Indian subcontinent. English education was supposed 
“to teach the indigenous population the notable effects which arise from the use of labour and 
capital” as well as “to stimulate them to follow us in the development of the abounding resources 
of the country.”7 
 
Postcolonial perspective 
     European rule has had a lasting impact on the social tissue of many countries of the world. 
Decolonization, unlike the setting of its respective dates, was a process which was neither short nor 
easy. A question arises here about what postcolonial status really is. The easiest approach would 
be to use the criterion of time; post in this context means after. As pointed out by an Indian female 
researcher Ania Loomba, it might seem that as the colonial era is over and the descendants 
of formerly colonized peoples are living all over the world, the whole world is in fact postcolonial. 
Such an approach is, to a certain extent, acceptable. The major propositions of the colonial 
discourse have been challenged and criticised.8 The prefix post however, also means succession – 
in at least three senses of the word. Not only time-related, meaning that comes after colonialism, but 
also related to political structures as well as ideologically-based programmes, i.e., succeeding 
colonialism. But what has actually succeeded the colonial ideology and colonial structures? 

Structurally speaking, two new types of entities have emerged. Type one is international 
organisations as well as NGOs operating internationally (globally). They institutionalise political, 
economic and cultural relations between countries of the “affluent” North (largely, former colonial 
powers) on the one hand, and of the “destitute” South (almost exclusively former colonies). 
A flagship organisation of the type is DAC/OECD – the Development Assistance Committee 
affiliated with the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. Among its 
responsibilities is the drafting of the list of “developing nations”, which are eligible to obtain 
Official Development Assistance – ODA.   
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The other group of entities is the so-called development industry, constituted by a group 
of organisations and enterprises working for international-scale development. Their operations are 
funded not by their actual revenues, but by grants and subsidies from political or business entities. 
In this way, the development industry is a link – professionalized to a lesser of greater extent – 
in the global distribution system of knowledge and wealth.  

In political terms, postcolonial approach has taken the form of Partnership. This form has 
been recognised in international documents as the central aspect of the development strategy for the 
21st century. The declaration of the OECD Development Assistance Committee says inter alia: 
“Acceptance of the partnership model /…/ is one of the most positive changes /…/ for  development 
co-operation /…/ development co-operation does not try to do things for developing countries and 
their people, but with them.” And a little further down the document, “Paternalistic approaches have 
no place in this framework. In a true partnership, local actors should progressively take the lead 
while external partners back their efforts to assume greater responsibility for their own 
development.”9 

The partnership formula ushers us into the ideological dimension of the postcolonial 
perspective. What receives major prominence in this context is the so-called postcolonial discourse. 
In its narrow sense, the discourse focuses on critical appreciation of the literature created in the 
countries which used to be or still are colonies, literature written by inhabitants of either the 
colonising state or of the former colonies. In its broader sense it means overwhelming criticism 
of the colonial heritage and of the present-day asymmetric relations between the former 
dependencies and their metropole. 

Postcolonial agenda is also expressed by slogans and programmes aimed at the 
empowerment of the populations of former colonies within development activities, i.e., activities 
which by means of specific social and economic change are expected to eliminate or narrow 
the disparities between former colonies and their former metropoles.  

In this way, the postcolonial perspective diffuses into the world of science. The scientific 
discourse dealing with the relations between the developed and the developing nations has, 
in  recent years, seen these relations approached in a new way. The “new ecology,” “new 
economics,” “new anthropology” have changed the development paradigm by including the 
viewpoint of the indigenous population in their analysis.  

The new economics makes efforts to free itself from the paradigm of unilinear economic 
development which imposes the western, neoliberal model. Postcolonial perspective in the new 
anthropology is seen in the paradigm of dialogue, whereby there is a departure from the division 
of the cognitive process (typical of the former, colonial anthropology) into two stages; field work 
and documentation (during which the researcher interviews the native) and study work and analysis 
(during which the examined culture is interpreted – also through an interpretation of the interviews). 
In the dialogue paradigm, parity and symmetry are assumed between the anthropologist and the 
native, the interviewer and the interviewed as well as getting as close as possible to the point 
of view of the person under examination.10  The “new ecology,” on the other hand, postulates that 
the nature conservation paradigm should be changed from biocentric to anthropocentric, which 
is designed to take account of the local indigenous perspective – cultural patterns and economic 
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interests of the people living in or near the nature reserves. The most advanced, both 
in methodological and in practical terms, is the doctrine known as Community-based Conservation, 
which is about the empowerment of traditional communities in the field of nature conservation. 
In the literature of the subject, it is defined as “principles and practices based on the premise that 
conservation objectives should be achieved through strategies which underscore the role of local 
residents in making the decisions about natural resources.”11 In this way the concept becomes 
an antitype of the previously prevailing concept known as fortress conservation.12  

The culmination of the new approach to development interpreted in this way is the 
interdisciplinary development studies distant relatives of colonial sciences.13 

 
Neocolonial perspective     

Like the idea of biological Darwinism, when copied to social sciences in the form 
of evolutionist theories, granted legitimacy to colonial domination which was supposed to result 
in the development of the countries in need of backward guardianship, the present-day idea 
of development legitimises axiological, cultural and economic supremacy of the “developed” over 
the “developing” nations.14 What has only taken place is the de-construction and reconstruction 
of the Enlightenment-rooted idea of progress.  

The evolutionist paradigm of development continues to be extremely influential despite 
making no reference to biological categories. As pointed out by Artur Escobar (1991) the points 
of reference for the promoters of development are culture, technology and economics rather than 
biology or developmental psychology.15  

Political correctness has made a certain substitution of notions, but has not eliminated 
patronising attitudes. The “affluent” North imposing its models is like the colonial metropolis, 
while the “poverty-stricken” South, subjected to the pressure of the development imperative, is like 
the former colonies. In this setup, “the savage” or “the primitive” of the  nineteenth century and 
even “the natives” of the twentieth century have been replaced by “the poor,” “the locals” – 
“beneficiaries” of development aid provided by “the globals” from “donor” nations. The change 
in the discourse here is from replacing the term “primitive” with “traditional,” and “civilised” with 
“progressive.” 

Some neocolonial undertones can be detected in this old-new setup of the centre versus 
the periphery and the modern variant of the paradigm of promoting civilisation. What is right 
and appropriate is decided by one party only.  
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In the context of the ongoing globalization and its awareness, “development” has become 
the raison d’être of numerous entities – educational and governmental institutions as well 
as institutions of the so-called civil society, which work for development or, in fact, exist 
for development.  

As Linda Polman plainly put it in her War Games: The Story of Aid and War in Modern 
Times, for many individuals and organisations work for development has become a way of life.16 
Linda Polman’s book, however, identifies another important aspect. In the context of the “global 
village,” development has come to be associated with international aid, thus being deprived of its 
autonomous, intrinsic nature and becoming a subject of international relations. National 
governments, international organisations and NGOs conduct their own “development policies,” 
in which their respective vested interests are confronted. The set of institutions formed in this way 
develops its own axiology, the language to express it and the practices applied. The phenomena will 
be discussed further in this paper.  
     
Development projects – anthropological perspective 

As a category, development can be defined from an anthropological perspective as a set 
of social processes resulting from the efforts of institutions or individual social actors (usually 
outsiders) to transform the social environment with the aim of activating a given community 
through the transfer of knowledge, technology and associated resources. 

Due to the characteristically critical assessment of the macro-scale development projects 
carried out during the twentieth century, in the early twenty-first century, small-scale projects, 
carried out by relatively small and autonomous enterprises with limited material and human 
resources have become the dominant form of development activity. These changes have been tied 
to major reconfigurations in social structures and post-colonial states, as well as the decentralisation 
and multiplication of channels for financing development activities.  

Usually,  in the framework of a development project, two types of entities face each other: 
development operators – the developers (fr. développérs) – and their beneficiaries – the 
“developed” (fr. développées). They come from two different worlds characterised by different 
organisational and ideological systems and unequal access to knowledge and capital. Within 
the global order, the worldview of the former is largely shaped by the metanarrative 
of modernisation. The identity of the latter has been formed to a large extent by the experience 
of colonial oppression. They are linked by the experience of cooperative action in support 
of development within the development industry. 

 
Three spheres of development project 

From a practical perspective, a key category here is the development project. We understand 
this term to mean a structured sequence of actions aimed at transforming the socio-economic 
environment, usually carried out collaboratively utilising a finite pool of resources, and limited 
to a finite period of time with a specified beginning and end. 

Within the development industry, and on a practical level, within particular development 
projects, entities differing in terms of their historical experiences, and sometimes differing radically 
in terms of culture, often work alongside one another. In order for the development industry 
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to function relatively smoothly, there must exist three types of common space: axiological, 
communicative and organisational. 

The development project is a specific product of development discourse; in a sense, it is 
a reflection of meta-narratives of modernisation, a micro-system that reveals the essence of the 
“development industry.” Building on the thought of Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan, this can be seen 
in the spheres of organisation (structures), axiology and language. These three spheres intertwine, 
creating a space for dialogue and cooperation. 

The first sphere, the project-as-organisation, is comprised of its staff, offices, logistics and 
funding streams.17 The second sphere constitutes the collection of concepts, ideas, myths and 
procedures that define “real development.” Defining “the essence of development” plays 
an important role in evaluating a project, assessing its permanence and gauging the potential for its 
reproduction and expansion. 

The third sphere, the project’s language, which verbally expresses the idea of development 
and its operational aspects, is the foundation of the identity of the professional staff working 
on each project (and the development industry as a whole), confirming its competence and 
legitimising its social position. The language used by stakeholders within the development industry 
defines the intentions of donors, operators and beneficiaries involved in development projects. 
As an instrument for defining the objectives and assessing the effects of projects, it plays a key role 
in sustaining their funding streams, and thus, in providing a means of support and maintaining the 
prestige of those who earn their living from development. 

 
The limits of my language mean the limits of my world 

Project language has assumed crucial significance, alongside the spread of the concept 
of partnership as the basic formula for implementing development projects, especially on the 
international level. The project language is essentially a unified (standardised) means 
of communication used by the partners involved in its implementation. A key role here is played 
by certain abstract notions used to express assurances of the sensibleness of social action in the 
service of modernisation, including keywords such as “project,” “development,” “progress,” “goal,” 
“plan,” “property,” “necessary,” “support,” “benefit,” “community,” “emancipation,” “right to,” 
“evaluation,” etc. The partners use these keywords to engage in dialogue and negotiate the content, 
form and scope of a development project.  
  Ludwig Wittgenstein’s famous proposition quoted above: The limits of my language mean 
the limits of my world (Proposition 5.6. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) contains a specific 
reference to the language used in development industry. The language, or rather “jargon” 
of development ideology and praxis, is not a perspective to determine the semantic scope 
of individual terms, but rather to shape the identity of entities using it. This property is better 
reflected by original German wording used by L. Wittgenstein: Die Grenzen meiner Sprache 
bedeuten die Grenzen meiner Welt. The expression bedeuten can be translated not only 
as “to mean” but also as “to denote” – “denote the limits of my world,” thus the scope 
of denotation (a set of designata) appropriate for individual participants of a given development 
project.18 

                                                             
17 Olivier de Sardan, Anthropologie et développement..., p. 7. 
18 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & CO. LTD, 

1922, pp. 5, 6. 
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By means of such an internationally quasi-formalised (and even standardised) “design 
language,” the entities implementing a project determine (recognise) their positions, objectives and 
roles in a given joint venture. The partners in this dialogue are usually persons embodying different 
cultural norms and linguistic contexts. The process of translating these “key words” must therefore 
refer not only to purely linguistically methods, but also incorporate an anthropological and cultural 
perspective. 

For lack of space, I will cite just two examples of the creative adaptation (translation) 
of such keywords. My research in several African countries has demonstrated that their citizens 
conceptualise “development” in terms of movement, which manifests itself in creative play with the 
roots of the European terms development/développement. For example, for my Malian (Dogons) 
informants, “development” is giru yam – literally “to move forward.” It is used for “new and 
modern things” (kise kana), and is associated with new homes (structures made of evenly-cut 
stone), new technologies (laptops), means of communication (televisions and mobile phones), and 
transport (cars and motorcycles). These “modern things” are opposed to “old things” (kise pey), 
which, although they are native (“ours”), have less practical value. 

On the other hand, for the Daba in Cameroon, the concept of “development” is expressed 
by the local term bu nya, which literally means “to be” (nya) “in return” (bu), or, more precisely, 
“to change direction” (Bu nev means to change religions, convert). “Development” is associated 
with “modernity” and “the future.” In the context of development (education, infrastructure, etc), 
Daba uses the expression va gibik gibik, which can be translated as “to free oneself from 
backwardness” (Va means “to go,” “to move,” and gibik means “before” – in relation to time, while 
gibik gibik means “late”) or va ka – “to do something for the future.” The residents of Mandama, 
a Daba settlement where my research was focused, proudly showed me during each of my 
subsequent visits new elements of the village’s cultural landscape, pointing out “modern things” 
(yewen ken – Yewen – “new,” “modern,” ken – “thing”). 

Here there arises the question of the sources of this modernity. Depending on the local 
context, this can be seen either in the state or in the “white world.” For example, the residents 
of Mandama locate the sphere of wealth and knowledge, the mainspring of development, in the 
institutions of the state, which are dominated by clientelistic systems. Access to funds earmarked 
for development projects is determined by one’s place within a system based on kinship-related 
structures. This perspective is well illustrated by a popular saying: “Our son has been called to the 
table, so we will no longer be hungry.” 

In Dogon language development discourse, which reflects a significant European presence 
associated with the region’s attractiveness to tourists, development impulses are closely associated 
with the tubab, as whites here are called. When whites are encountered, whether they are 
development operators or tourists, they are subjected to sophisticated methods of manipulation, the 
goal of which is to persuade them to help finance one of a number of local development projects, 
ranging from the purchase of technical equipment or the construction of a water intake, to the 
furnishing of a school. 

Meanwhile, a term that is crucial for determining the scope (spatial and social) of a specific 
project – “community” – can be translated and conceptualised in various ways. The Dogon in this 
context use the phrase baginne (ba-ginna). However, the term as used here is ambiguous. It can be 
understood as “patrimony,” “home,” “my father’s village” and “local homeland.” The Daba 
conceptualise this term in a similar manner, combining the concept of community with the African 
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paradigm of kinship. For them the “community” is Səban da – “my relatives,” “my race,” while 
from a spatial perspective, it is lay Səban – “the place (area of) a tribe.” Thus, when an African says 
“let’s do something for the community” he usually has in mind not so much a given abstract group 
(a form of association) or an agglomeration or territorial unit measurable in physical space, but 
rather a group of people close to him in social space, that is, persons related to him, and to whom he 
is bound by specific demands for solidarity. Different ways of understanding the basic terms used 
in the project language translates into the application of different criteria for its evaluation by the 
various entities involved in it.  

More than twenty years ago, Norman Long, one of the founders of agency theory and the 
concept of the social actor in the sociology of development, noted that all societies possess (work 
out) their own particular repertoire of lifestyles and rationality, which they use in their search for 
purpose and meaning. Within such a context, the development project can be seen as a field 
of confrontation between different affirmations, beliefs and expectations.19 

 
Chain of presence in the project 

Therefore, a shared set of general terms (mechanically borrowed or creatively translated, 
i.e., adapted) can mask substantive differences in meaning based on differences in worldviews, 
and on culturally and historically embedded etymologies and meanings. This phenomenon of varied 
and free “readings” of the keywords used in the project language occurs not only in the model 
version of a dialogue between two categories of partners, the initiators of development projects and 
the beneficiaries of these projects, but also within a rather extensive and structurally related system, 
which following Olivier de Sardan can be called the “chain of presence” in the project.20 

According to agency theory, individuals – who are the links in the chain of presence 
in a project – will have different visions of their place in the project’s structure, the functioning 
of its actors and institutions (locally or globally), and the scope of authority delegated.21 

  A very important consideration here is the fact that the “project-as-organisation,” the main 
tissue from which the development industry is formed, is hierarchical in structure and composed 
of entities (including individuals) with varying objectives, motives for action, and processes for 
decision-making. In very simple terms, we can say that standing atop this complicated structure 
is the “donor” (the decision makers who define the strategic objectives of a development project), 
while at the bottom we find the beneficiaries of the project. Between these two diametrically-
opposed categories, there exists a whole range of entities – from NGOs (with their own internal 
structure) gravitating toward the “developers” (développérs), to local communities, local 
administrative structures and non-governmental organisations (also with their own internal 
structure) associated more closely with the “developed” (développées). Operating at the centre 
of this system are so-called “intermediaries” (agents) of development, which can be divided into 
                                                             

19 Norman Long and Ann Long, Battlefields of Knowledge. The Interlocking of Theory and Practice in Social 
Research and Development, London: Routledge, 1992. 

20 Olivier de Sardan, Anthropologie et développement..., p. 222. 
21 Ryszard Vorbrich,  ‘Dyskurs rozwojowy – między perspektywą kolonialną neokolonialną’, in Antropologia 

stosowana, Maciej Ząbek (ed.), Warszawa: Instytut Etnologii i Antropologii Kulturowej UW,  Międzynarodowe 
Centrum Dialogu Międzykulturowego i Międzyreligijnego UKSW, 2013, pp. 239–256; Ryszard Vorbrich, ‘’Sorghum 
Wealth’ versus ‘Money Wealth’, or the Hybrid Nature of Post-tribal Economies’, Hemispheres. Studies on Cultures and 
Societies, Vol. 28, 2013, pp. 5–14; Ryszard Vorbrich, ‘Wspólnota krwi a wspólny celu, czyli  Gemeinschaft 
i Gesellschaft w kontekście afrykańskim’, in Ex Africa semper aliquid novi, Jacek Łapott and Marta Tobota (eds), 
Vol.2, Żory: Muzeum Miejskie, Polskie Towarzystwo Afrykanistyczne, 2012, pp. 257–271. 
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several distinct categories, ranging from local government politicians and officials, local personnel 
resources (teachers, doctors), missionaries and peasant leaders.22 References to the quasi-formalised 
project language used by the institutions and individuals that comprise this “chain of presence” 
often conceal completely different worldviews, attitudes, designations, motivations and true 
objectives. Among those that vary in terms of physical space and social attitudes, we can 
distinguish two basic models. 

 
“Let’s do something” versus “give us something” 

  Their essence is reflected in two phrases often found in development dialogue: “let’s do 
something” and to “give us something.” The use of these phrases also reflects two different 
conceptualisations of development projects, which are characteristic of the two categories of entities 
that make up the development industry. On one side is a group of entities with a global reach, which 
can be defined as development operators (“developers”). The members of this category comprise 
a diverse group in terms of competences and social roles, and include the bureaucrats running 
NGOs, cosmopolitan experts, researchers, technicians, project managers and field agents, all 
of whom “make a living from the development of others,” and whose job is to mobilise the local 
population (the project beneficiaries), administer funds, and monitor the effectiveness of their use. 

On the other side of the development dialogue are the entities (and individuals) to which 
the development projects are addressed. These groups are linked to the project in different ways. 
They include both entities (persons) which directly or indirectly benefit materially from the 
development project, or from the knowledge acquired during it, or who advance (improve) their 
social position by means of a given project. The term “project” occurs in African languages 
(in Daba and Dogon: prože – from the French: projet) as a keyword with almost magical properties, 
serving as an “open sesame” that provides access to the global community and the abundance 
of goods and unprecedented opportunities associated with it. It becomes a kind of incantation in the 
mouths of local elites, intended to incline representatives of the global village conform to their will. 
Today, an African seeking a sponsor for some undertaking will not say “we want to build (create, 
carry out),” but will use the expression “we have a project aimed at…”. The use, often exaggerated, 
of the word, which is of key importance for development industry, is a good example of a language 
game used for manipulating a potential partner. Representatives of both model groups use the 
formalised project language to express their own vision of the world, but also to conceal – though 
not always consciously – their respective motivations and priorities. It should be noted that these 
two model groups cannot be characterised as distinct, mutual exclusive alternatives. Depending 
on the context, they can assume characteristics and attitudes qualifying them as belonging to either 
category or to both simultaneously. Such a labial situation most often occurs in relation to agents 
(intermediaries) of development, but can also affect other links in the “chain of presence.” 
 
Attitudes and behaviour and language games 

     If we assume that conceptualisations are meant to clarify abstract concepts, allowing them 
to become explicit, unequivocal tools for communication, we need to bear in mind the fact that 
in the context of relations between people from different cultures, the conceptualisation process can 

                                                             
22 Ryszard Vorbrich, ‘Agent kontaktu – agent rozwoju. Od społeczeństwa kolonialnego do społeczeństwa 

globalnego’,  in Rozwój a kultura. Perspektywy poznawcze i praktyczne, Ryszard Vorbrich (ed.), Wrocław: PTL, 2012, pp. 
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be highly complex – far removed from the creation of an “ideal language” devoid of troubling 
ambiguities. We should also be aware that conceptualisations are expressed not only through 
language – as words – but also through body language and the “language of attitudes,” that is, 
as externalised tendencies to engage in specific actions as a means of satisfying needs and 
in response to social expectations. This is how the category of “attitude” was understood 
by classical researchers of human attitudes toward changing cultural contexts.23 

Two good examples of the differing attitudes commonly found within the development 
industry are the phrases “let’s do something” and “give us something.” These phrases are, in fact, 
instruments of a language game. They can be subjected to analysis from an anthropological 
perspective based on a cognitive method for describing the expressive properties of colloquial 
language by identifying within in it simplified models of various linguistic practices.  
     Ludwig Wittgenstein introduced the concept of “language games” in the mid  twentieth 
century, assuming that using a language is an integral part of behaviour. In this way he challenged 
a theory of language as a calculus. He argued that unlike a calculus (operations on symbols), 
a language is strongly related to human activities, and words have specific meanings in a given 
context through the possibility of being used for specific purposes. L. Wittgenstein expressed 
it concisely: “I shall also call the whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is 
woven, the “language-game.”24 

Just as the identification of the scope of sets of designated key words of a language used 
in development industry (such as the previously mentioned “project,” “development,” “goal,” 
“plan,” “needs,” etc) is a requirement for relatively good verbal communication, appropriate 
interpretation of human actions (in other words, precise decryption of a hidden sense) constitutes 
a significant element of non-verbal communication.  

Formally speaking, various entities occurring in “the chain of presence in the project” 
participate in the same actions. However, although their individual actions are convergent in certain 
aspects, they may aim at somewhat differently defined goals. The differences derive from diverse 
attitudes resulting from various cultural forms and life experience. So, using Wittgenstein’s 
language, they result from uniquely interwoven words, behaviours and attitudes. In this way, 
the meaning of expressions can be revealed only through the examination of the context in which 
they were used. 

 
Two scenarios for development project 

The attitudes concealed within (or, rather, revealed by) these two phrases (“let’s 
do something” and “give us something”) correspond to two different levels of the scenario for 
a development project. James Scott describes these as the “public transcript” and the “hidden 
transcript.”25 The public transcript can be defined as expressing the interpretations and resulting 
actions of the dominant parties and groups in a project’s chain presence. These are largely the 
project initiators and groups who “live off of development.” We can include here: ideologues, 
policymakers, agents (intermediaries) of development, the employees (including volunteers) 

                                                             
23 Florian Znaniecki and William I. Thomas, The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, Boston: Richard G. 
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24 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1958. 
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Press, 1985, pp. 287, 317. 
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of development institutions and field contractors (hired specialists in various field: engineers, 
educators, physicians, etc).     

For them a development project constitutes a means of realising ambitions (which may 
be rooted in altruistic motives) and legitimising their social position, and is often primarily a form 
of professional activity. In the public transcript, relationships of dominance may be expressed 
by means of access to material and knowledge resources, as well as ties to power factors (local 
or state) at the disposal of those who appeal to them. For individuals in this category, a development 
project is primarily a “way of life.” From their perspective, what they offer to the project 
is primarily their own persons, and their “good will,” time, competence and social capital (their 
network of global or local ties). Consequently, the development narrative from their side is best 
expressed by the phrase: “let’s do something.” 
     The basic form of aid offered by development projects is the so-called “technological 
package.” This concept encompasses a package of material goods and knowledge resources (ideas) 
combined in varying proportions. From the perspective of the theory of modernisation, both 
components of a technological package are equally important and reinforce the effectiveness of the 
project on the basis of synergies. 

From the perspective of development operators (“developers”), a technological package 
heavily dominated by knowledge resources is more beneficial for several reasons. Firstly, as a rule, 
sharing knowledge resources is less cost-intensive than investments in areas such as infrastructure. 
Secondly, it allows entities associated with development operators to make better and fuller use 
of their human capital. Thirdly, these personnel expenses translate primarily into salaries 
for development operators (and other intangible assets, such as a “desire for adventure,” acquiring 
interesting professional experience, improving one’s social status, etc). Of no less importance, 
though as a rule less consciously considered and even more rarely articulated, is the fact that the 
greater the proportional share of knowledge resources (and of the ideological and cultural 
components contained within), the greater the dominance of the initiators of the project over its 
beneficiaries. Significantly, in his description of the “public scenario,” James Scott refers to the 
category of “ideological hegemony,” which is seen in the relations between a manager and workers 
in a factory or between a slave and his master.26 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the initiators of development projects are inclined first and 
foremost to offer to provide their partners (representing beneficiaries) with knowledge resources, 
such as various types of training in areas like agricultural technology, hygiene, health care, 
education, social policy (e.g. promoting the emancipation of women) and economics (e.g. the 
concept of microcredits). 

The addressees of a project (the “developed”) tend to hold a different view. They usually 
belong to a world of scarcity, and by nature place emphasis on the material component of the 
technological package offered within a project. They find themselves trapped in a situation 
of asymmetry, that is, in a disadvantageous place within the system of access to sources of wealth 
and prestige resulting from the initial allocation of development funds. In such an asymmetrical 
system, there is little room for dialogue between the sides. Such a situation illustrates the conditions 
placed on the potential beneficiaries by the Polish representatives of a Polish foundation building 
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a well in Africa: “we will build a well in your village, but first, help us organise trainings aimed 
at promoting the emancipation of women.” 
       They are aware of the material and technological dominance of the project initiators. During 
research among the Dogons (in Mali) I several times came across the opinion: Les blancs qui ont la 
connaissance des choses (“whites possess a familiarity with things”). An even greater sense 
of deficiency and “underdevelopment” is awakened in them by shortages of material equipment, 
vividly manifested in a comparison between the catalogue of goods coming from the world 
of prosperity. The reaction to this state of affairs is precisely the attitude expressed in the phrase 
“give something.” 
 
Different perspective of rationality 

It is therefore not surprising that the addressees of development projects prefer 
the associated flow of material goods over the “light of knowledge” (often associated with 
a worldview and cultural norms alien to them) considering them to be more ideologically neutral. 
Among the dozen or so entities from Cameroon, Mali, and Morocco (local associations with a pro-
development profile, educational and health institutions, and local government offices) I surveyed 
on the types of needs and scope of activity development projects could potentially address, in every 
case indicated as a priority (in some cases, exclusively) needs related to the supply of material 
goods. These assumed a variety of forms, from requests for the building of a new classroom 
in a local school and help in the construction of a mechanised irrigation system, to providing 
mosquito nets, computers, office and school supplies, and even... purchasing a motorcycle for the 
school headmaster. Elements of potential educationally related (training) development projects were 
considered to be of much lower priority or even marginal (in response to proposals submitted 
by a potential European partner). In one isolated district in the Moroccan High Atlases, a potential 
partner from Poland offered to conduct first aid training in several communities. Its proposals were 
met with only mild interest. During negotiations, in every case, the communities focused their 
requests instead on funding for the development of the local infrastructure. 

It should be emphasised that such a conceptualisation of development projects among their 
potential beneficiaries reflects rationality from their perspective. It separates out from a model 
technological package those components that are easily accessible and whose effects are known 
from previous observations. The effects that the “training” components of such a package can bring 
are usually abstract, uncertain, and deferred in time. Even the request for a motorcycle for a village 
schoolmaster in Mali, which at first glance would seem a misuse of funds, had a profoundly 
practical justification. The headmaster spent a significant amount of time commuting to a distant 
city, to which he was often required to travel for work-related reasons. Access to even such a basic 
means of transport (in a region devoid of public transport) allowed the headmaster to devote more 
time to educational and administrative activities in the school he ran. 

At this point, let us return to the issue of the so-called “hidden scenario” of a project. Scott 
stresses that it creates a version of events suited to the subordinated groups, and thus, in most cases, 
to those associated with the project beneficiaries, as well as among some employees of the 
development institutions who do not share the vision of the organisation under whose aegis they are 
operating. In the hidden scenario, behaviours that go beyond what is routine, or activities not 
included in the assumptions of the public scenario or are considered marginal within it, assume 
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greater importance.27 The hidden scenario includes the attitudes of those who comprise 
the individual links in the project’s chain of presence. In simple terms, this comes down to their 
using the project for personal gain. For a significant group of development operators from “donor” 
countries these are equated with – as I have mentioned – tangible and intangible benefits (the ability 
to dominate, the fulfilment of romantic dreams, acquiring higher social status, exotic travel, access 
to free equipment, etc). For many activists working in development organisations from beneficiary 
countries (the leaders of local associations and institutions), depending on their standing and place 
in the chain of presence), such benefits include the enhancement and legitimisation of their social 
position (e.g. as village chiefs, mayors or school headmasters), access to project-related “gadgets” 
(promotional items, such as small electronic devices or items of clothing), and, in particular, 
the opportunity to travel to a European country (or the U.S.). 

 
The principle of selectivity and evaluation of projects 

The issue of rationality and the hidden script is directly tied to a known good 
in the anthropology of development: the “principle of selectivity.” It is rare for the entire scope 
of a project and all the topics proposed by its authors from “donor” countries to be accepted in their 
entirely by the “target audience.” This usually takes the form of selective approval and sometimes 
even demands for a significant scaling back during various stages of a project’s implementation. 
The average beneficiary of development projects is not a passive recipient of them. On the contrary, 
considerable creativity is manifested in this area. One of the most important forms of creativity seen 
among the potential beneficiaries of development projects is the adoption of new social roles and 
the creation of new institutions compatible with the needs of the development industry and 
Western-style civic structures (local development associations), capable of absorbing the stream 
of Western development aid. I have discussed this issue in several studies.28 Another form of this 
creativity is for the addressees to actively select and assimilate those elements of the project that fit 
their needs and worldview, and to reject or marginalise others. The principle summarised in the 
slogan “give something” is thus nothing less than a creative, selective conceptualisation 
of a development project, and its appropriation by the nominally weaker partner. 

The existence of two models for conceptualizing development projects is not neutral in its 
effect on their effectiveness and the suitability of the different methods and criteria applied in their 
evaluation. As my research revealed, the gap between the conceptualisation of a project by the 
initiators who authored it and the addressees who carried it out leads to unforeseen results. The fact 
that the beneficiaries, motivated by their worldview and guided by self-interest, selectively adapt 
particular components of the project, gives rise to the so-called “secondary effects” not anticipated 
in the public scenario. In this way, as I have observed in all the foreign countries I investigated, 
offers of foreign development aid (or aid controlled by the central authorities of the countries 
involved) generated the massive expansion, or even emergence, of civil society structures, and the 
phenomenon of an often fierce competition between communities for access to the stream of goods 
and services offered by the “world of prosperity.” 

In Mali, it occurred that in places where I was conducting fieldwork, after a few days new 
development associations were set up (ad hoc), whose representatives reported to me, considering 
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me as a potential sponsor. In the same country, the members of the board of an association 
of female gardeners competed with one another for a chance to travel to Europe. The President 
of the association even suggested that I should invite her to Poland because the treasurer of the 
association “had already been to France,” meeting with sponsors who were financing 
the development of vegetable farming. In Cameroon, the chiefs of neighbouring villages, having 
observed my interest in development issues, turned to me for help in resolving a dispute over access 
to external sources of financing for development projects. On the other hand, in Morocco, one 
evening a delegation of local residents travelled to my lodgings in secret, informing me 
confidentially that the head of the local district had allowed me to contact only those local 
development associations that operate in the villages where he has political support. 

Formulating a project’s objectives and evaluating the degree to which it has been achieved, 
as has been indicated above, are closely related to how the project is conceptualised. The physical, 
economic and symbolic results of projects are often subject to tensions, manipulation and rivalries. 
Different understandings of the project objectives therefore often translate into differing criteria 
for assessing its effects. Differences in cultural values and evaluative perspectives among 
the partners involved influence the evaluation criteria in a very noticeable manner. Partners highly 
placed within the hierarchically structured development industry (donors, policy makers, project 
managers) and the professional evaluators employed by them inherently prefer quantitative 
evaluation. Data is fetishised for being comparable and useful in reports and the evaluation 
of effectiveness globally. 

Every individual leading a development project that makes use of public (state, ministerial) 
funding sources, and often even those funded privately, has encountered such a fetishisation 
of numbers. The official forms for reports on projects funded by the Polish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs place strong emphasis on precisely determining (and documenting) the number 
of beneficiaries (both direct and indirect) of each, individual activity. The “private” sponsors 
of a well construction project in Africa that I coordinated, before declaring a specific sum, 
demanded detailed calculations of how many people would benefit from the funded investment, 
which was difficult to determine in the conditions found in rural Africa (dispersed and mobile 
settlement). 

Partners placed on the lower rungs of the development industry, and in particular 
the beneficiaries of projects, are more inclined toward informal qualitative evaluations, which are 
more subjective and less empirically quantifiable. Such an evaluative model takes into account such 
intangible variables as the direct beneficiaries’ sense of satisfaction. The beneficiaries here 
formulate their own interpretations and conceptualisations of a development project’s procedures 
and goals. This treatment of a project as a new source of prestige and resources, and as a means for 
promoting the fossilisation of traditional structures and cultural patterns, represents a departure 
from the intentions of the donors and other project initiators. For the beneficiaries it is less 
important, for example, if a newly built well or school is used by a sufficiently large number 
of families or children, than whether the investment (or other action benefitting community 
members) takes into account the needs of the local community and the social relations within it. 

For instance, at the outset of preliminary studies for the construction of wells in Cameroon, 
the local partners indicated to me the need for their placement near the homes of local chiefs, which 
was often in contradiction with the project’s technical requirements (the placement of water mains, 
etc). Similarly, during an educational project in Mali, I noticed that the local partners (school 
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headmasters) made sure that the sons and daughters of the local elites were among the participants 
of educational workshops being held for adolescents. 

This appropriation (making it their own), desirable from the perspective of promoting the 
idea of development, and the frequent reformulation of development projects, manifest themselves 
in different conceptualisations of the idea of development, leading projects to take on a new form, 
which can sometimes conflict with their original assumptions and goals. 
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An Introduction to Media Asabiyyah in Modern Islamic Civilisation 

 
 Abstract  

Studies on media history, either modern or traditional, have shown their capacity in themselves to affect social 
change. In this study we examine the structural and content preconditions necessary to both prepare and also 
achieve modern Islamic civilisation. The main question is which features structurally and in terms of content are 
required if the media are to be contributors to a realisation of modern Islamic civilisation? One might expect 
the type and functions of media on a scale as large as “modern Islamic civilisation” should be commensurate 
with such a civilisation. The concept of “civilisational media,” on one hand, as well as the concept of “Media 
Asabiyyah” based on Ibn Khaldun’s features of such a civilisation, are the most important findings of the article. 
The paper used a documentary method to collect the data, as well as an analytical-descriptive approach 
to analysing them. 

 
Introduction 

The main idea of this paper is based on several assumptions: We think of civilisation as the 
sum of the material and spiritual possessions of mankind, but sometimes it is ethnic and minor and 
sometimes macro and universal. Szakolczai states that this paradox and dichotomy is in the nature 
of civilisation.1 This article emphasises the macro aspect of the definition, but it also includes the 
meanings used by civilisation theorists such as Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss.2 

The second assumption is that most definitions have provided a normative aspect 
of civilisation – civil life; urban mode; evasion of violence; observance of social practices; moving 
towards creation. 3  The result of this proposition is, of course, that all present civilisations 
are considered more favorable than past ones.4 

The third is about the concept of “The Civilisational”. According to some theorists, 
“international affairs” are defined as being beyond national boundaries, while others adopt a State-
centric approach to the International System.5 But here we mean by the civilisation as a meeting 
point of States and the structured international system. That is, since civilisation is based on the 
nature of any given civilisation, it is a middle sphere between the two above-mentioned limits. 
So, this is what we mean by “The Civilisational;” something akin to “The political.”  

The final presumptive area is the role of technology. Media technologies in their traditional 
and contemporary senses have played a prominent role in advancing civilisations, and have been 
an inseparable part of civilisational developments. We will review some of its documentation 
in the work of various researchers. 

 
 

                                                      
* Assistant professor, Political Science Department, Kharazmi University, Tehran, Iran, e-mail: mohammad 

babaei@khu.ac.ir. 
1 Muhammad Molla Abbasi et al., The Rugged Way of Civilization, Tehran: Tarjoman, 2016, p. 59. 
2 Molla Abbasi et al., The Rugged Way…, p. 47. 
3  Molla Abbasi et al., The Rugged Way…, p. 62;  Yousef Abazari, ‘Norbert Elias, and the Process of 

Civilization’, Social Science Monthly, No.19, Tehran: Tehran University Press, 2002, pp. 20–22.  
4 Molla Abbasi et al., The Rugged Way…, p. 132. 
5 Abdulali Ghavam et al., The Theory of International Relations, Tehran: Ghomes Publications, 2011, pp. 108–110. 
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The role of the media in civilisational development 
Researchers of culture and history have paid attention to the role of the media and mass 

communication at every point in history. 6  Harold Addams Innis (1894–1952) addresses 
the importance of the media in the ancient world and finds that many civilisations create their own 
media;7 and these media impose a particular situation on civilisations.8 The feeling of rapid change 
spread after the development of electrical communications (the invention of the telegraph in the 
nineteenth century). The main argument was about the nature of such technology and its source 
“for example, whether the exploitation of the media, especially the newer media such as television, 
destroys communities, or if they create a lesser form of modern society where community’s 
importance is reduced.” 9  Jane Chapman argues that the origin of internationalisation in the 
nineteenth century, like the innovation of some media industries such as radio, television, cinema, 
music; the regional and global growth of some media industries, such as newspapers; 
and the pioneering of ideas such as Globalisation, by some industries such as Julius Reuter, have 
provided a platform for contemporary “globalisation” in the twentieth century.10 What is important, 
in Chapman’s view, is that the media have been able to create the necessary impacts on societies 
and nations, in terms of making the necessary changes in the socio-political lifestyle, as was 
the case with the role of the media in the French Revolution in 1798.11 

Later, Herbert Marshall McLuhan also argued that communication systems and the type 
of media technology are fundamental social determinants of change. In his view, 
the communication system determines the content of the message, and that the “media is the 
message.” 12  McLuhan emphasises the decisive influence of communication tools on social 
transformations in human history, and classifies history in terms of the type of communicational 
technology into three distinct periods of culture – Oral, Print or Gutenberg, and Electronic 
communication, Galaxy. 13  Sigmund Freud had also posed, for McLuhan, the same definition 
for civilisations.14 In modernity, John Thompson argues the media role is constructing symbolic 
forms of commodification, also weakening religious authority and the emergence and expansion 
                                                      

6 Isa Briggs and Peter Burk, Social Media History. From Gutenberg to the Internet, translated by Hassan 
Namakdoost, Tehran: Hamshahri Publications, 2012, p. 16.  

7 Briggs and Burk, Social Media History…, pp. 20–21. 
8  Innis used the term “media” to refer to some materials used to communicate; hence, he stated that 

the difference between almost durable materials, such as leather, clay, and stones, and almost unstable materials, such 
as papyrus and paper (Briggs and Burk, Social Media History…, p. 20). 

9 Mahnaz Amirpour and Shafi Bahramian, The Basics of Mass Communication Theories, Tehran: Sociologists 
Publications, 2013, p. 59. The initial views on this are the French sociologist Gustav Lebon (1841–1931), who 
introduced “The Crowd“ as one of the most important effects of the formation of the media, as well as Gabriel Tard 
(1843–1904), another French sociologist. The result of the expansion of the media was the formation of the public, 
whose members did not have to live together (Amirpour and Bahramian, The Basics of Mass…, pp. 51–60). 

10  Jane L. Chapman, Comparative Media History: An Introduction: 1789 to the Present, translated 
by Daryoosh Delara, Tehran: Saghi Publishing, 2013, pp. 14–15. 

11 Chapman, Comparative Media… , pp. 33–37. 
12 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, translated by Saeid Azari, Tehran: Center for Research, Studies, 

and Measurement of Sound Broadcasting, 1998, p. 5. 
13  Mehdi Mohsenian Rad, Iran in Four Communications of the Galaxy: the Evolution of the History 

of Communications in Iran, from the Beginning to the Present, Tehran: Soroush Publications, 2005.    
14  Freud states in his book Civilization and its Discontents: “A person completes his organs with each 

instrument (both the muscle-skeleton organs and the sensory organs) and reduces its limits. Motors provide a gigantic 
power. With ships and the planes, no water can stop man moving, not even the air. With glasses, it compensates for the 
weakness of his eyes; he looks at distant places with the camera, and with a microscope he overcomes his limitation 
of vision, which the retina imposes on him”, see Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontent, translated 
by Mohammad Mobasheri, Tehran: Mahi Publication, 2003, p. 51.   
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of religious reform are related to the printing industry. 15  Thompson also introduces the media 
as a factor in the expansion of capital and capitalist economics, the formation of the nation-state 
system, the strengthening of globalisation and the formation of new forms of interaction 
in everyday life.16 

Toffler, in the “Third Wave,” while pointing to signs of change, instability and disaster 
in the present world, describes the dawn of industrial civilisation and the rise of modern civilisation 
and their economic, cultural, social features and technological requirements. He also describes the 
third wave of the transformation of human life with the developments that focus on information 
technology and, of course, media technologies. 17  For Toffler, the recent transformation 
of civilisation where media erosion is taking place, and hence the massive transmission of messages 
and images to society, has caused the infinite formation of the mind, and the need for rapid 
and extensive information transfers, is bigger than ever before.18 Another strain that has exacerbated 
this situation is the decline in the people’s consumption of mass media (print and electronic) 
and their tendency to consume smaller, local non-paper, non-electronic, personalised and online 
media, especially since the mid-seventies.19  

Castells also speaks of the paradigm transformation of the world using the same logic. 
He introduces information technology as a new framework of understanding and the study of new 
developments, like the important stages of human life. In his view, the IT paradigm has several 
characteristics that ultimately shape the Network Society – information is its raw material. 
In Castells’s view, the most important basis for the formation of power in these societies is social 
networks and public opinion. Hence, we must use theories that focus on changing the relationship 
between power and anti-power, due to the emergence of new media. 20  In these theories 
and hypotheses, the new media elements become more important, and some elements have also 
been eliminated.21 

                                                      
15 John B. Thompson, The Media and Modernity, a Social Theory of the Media, Cambridge: Polity Press 

in association with Blackwell Publishers, 1995, pp. 51–52. 
16 Thompson, The  Media and Modernity…, pp. 149–173. 
17Alvin Toffler and Heidi Toffler, Creating a New Civilization, translated by Mohammad Reza Jafari, Tehran: 

Elm Publishing, 2006, p. 215. 
18 Toffler and Toffler, Creating a New Civilization, pp. 231–232. 
19 Toffler and Toffler, Creating a New Civilization , pp. 219–229. 
20  Manuel Castells, Communication Power, translated by Mahmoud Basirian Jahromi, Tehran: Institute 

of Culture, Arts and Communication, 2003, pp. 743-768. 
21 In sum, researchers’ studies, including Majid Tehranian, The Rethinking the Civilization, Communication 

and Assassination, in the Global Village, translated by Davood Agharafiiee and Marjan Ardeshirzadeh, Tehran: Simaye 
Shargh Publications, 2013; Manuel Castells, Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture: The Emergence 
of a Network of Nations, translated by Ahad Aligholian and Afshin Khakbaz, Vol. 1, Tehran: Tarhe Noo, 2001; Alvin 
Toffler, Third Wave, translated by Shahindokht Kharazmi, Tehran, Farhang-e nashre noo, 2014; Ferank Webster, 
Theories of the Information Society, translated by Esmaili Ghadimi, Tehran: Amir Kabir Publishing, 2001; Anthony 
Giddens, Modernity and Identity. Society and Personal Identity in the New Age, translated by Nasser Movaffaghian, 
Tehran: Ney Publishing, 1999; Joseph S. Nye, Power in the Information Age. From Realism to Globalisation, translated 
by Saeed Mirtorabi, Tehran: Research Papers Strategic Studies, 2008,  have shown that the media have a number 
of distinctive features in the upcoming developments: 
- Widespread media organisation: comprehensive and extensive system, which is quite dominant over human life;  
- Internet Expansion: the high volume of information in text, image, audio, and digit, which are transmitted at any time, 
with any degree of quantity, quality, and cultural content, without limitation and beyond the political boundaries; 
- Combined status: a combination of information and communication technologies, computers, faxes, printers, video, 
satellite, TV, etc; 
- Bilinearation: to leave the audience from a passive situation, and to participate effectively in the communication 
process; 
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Accordingly, social developments are moving along with technological developments. 
Meanwhile, media developments are also influenced by interplay with social change. In recent 
years, the influence of the media is more evident on social developments, especially by the speed 
of technological change. These developments have reinforced the relation between media and social 
power. The latest development in this regard is the expansion of social media, in the form of mobile 
messengers, as the most prominent example of this process. 

 
The threshold of change in media theories 

Denise McQuail was a key figure in the theorising of State-centered media.22 If we consider 
the “State” as Max Weber did (as having the legitimate monopoly of force), then we will find that 
most media theories (both conventional and critical) as well as social media theories are dominated 
by notions of the “State.” Therefore this situation defines the identity and practice of the media.23 
By “State-centered,” we mean the definition, explanation, guidance, and extension of ideas and 
phenomena, including theories, from the State’s point of view. James Scott, in the book “Seeing 
like a State,” argues that the features of such a view are in the form of the modern State: the rule of 
social order or social engineering.24 Thus it seems that the government requires itself to interfere in 
all matters and to receive information from all of society, especially a capitalist one, democracy, 
science and knowledge, using accurate information about all components of that society, and 
therefore the State expanded the organisation of such management tools.25 But, Scott explains, in 
this process, the State has a kind of “blindness” and is not able to see all thing in society especially 
the local form of knowledge. Because the State in order to succeed, needs to see science but not 
local knowledge.26 

                                                                                                                                                                                
- Dynamics: the possibility of communication from anywhere, with anyone, and in any case (see: Alireza Hosseini 
Pakdehi, ‘Communication Technologies and The Social Systems’, Rasaneh Quarterly, Vol. 18, No. 2, 1994, pp. 20–29. 
According to the predictions of these researchers, in such a civilisation, management, guidance, or at least influence 
on the part of public opinion will be done by the media, knowledge and the development of information data as the 
main driver of creativity. Manuel Castells is a researcher who tried more than others to explain the technological 
character of future civilisation. He introduces the power and production process of the network society as the core of the 
future community network. For him, in the first place, power is exercised through meaning in the human mind, and can 
be implemented through the use of communication processes in the localised world of multimedia networks, with 
autocratic communicative approach; and secondly, the multimedia communication networks apply “network power” 
on the messages they transmit (Castells, Communication…, pp.743–745). The process of semanticisation also takes 
place at the same time as the local and global cultural context, with its significant plurality, including political plurality, 
economic plurality, and cultural diversity (See: Farhang Rajai, The Phenomenon of Globalisation, Human Condition 
and Information Civilisation, translated by Abdolhosein Azarang, Tehran: Publishing House Agah, 2000). 

22 Denis McQuail died on June 29, 2017. The main dimensions of his proposed theory of communication, 
especially normative theories, were focused on the government. In a book published in 2005, which was reprinted 
in 2010, he reviewed the developments in media technology in a part of his views on the development of web-based 
technologies. See: Denis McQuail,  McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory, London: Sage Publications, 2010. 

23 See: Frederick Seaton Siebert, Theodore Peterson and Wilbur Schramm, Four Theories of the Press, Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1963, pp. 1–10; McQuail, McQuail’s Mass…, pp. 183–212; Joshua Herbert Altschull, 
Agents of Power: The Role of News Media in Human Affairs, New York: Longman, 1984, pp. 297–299; Daniel C. 
Hallin and Paolo Mancini, Comparing Media Systems. Three Models of Media and Politics, England: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004, pp. 21–45. 

24 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State. How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, 
London: Yale University Press, 1998, pp. 2–5. 

25 Hossein Bashirieh, An Introduction to the Sociology of Modernity, Qom: Islamic Propaganda Office of Qom, 
2000, pp.50–63. 

26 Scott, Seeing Like a State…, pp. 311–334. 
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Accordingly it seems that considering the concept of civilisation as an analysis unit requires 
the formation of other components, including media. The conventional media, within the current 
framework of political units (States), will not be able to realise the plans, goals, and strategies 
for a modern civilisation. It is necessary to create new ideas in this field. Such an idea, of course, 
is rooted in the implications that we are going to discuss. 

 
1. Religion look to the media 

From a theological viewpoint, as with Freud and McLuhan, the media and media affairs are 
one dimension of human existence. So the nature of the media act27 is the same as human nature, 
because man embodies them along some dimensions of his existence. Since, in Islamic religion, 
the measurement of actions is based on the assessment of intentions, then human actions are 
motive-oriented and focused on a goal. Therefore, sending a message through media also involves 
the same process, a human act, measured by the criterion of motivation and goals. In this regard, 
media practice in Islam is a human and hence a motivational act. 28  On such a basis, we can 
formulate a normative theory of media from the viewpoint of the Islamic religion; a theory that 
defines the framework of media activity and goals; it can be extracted in the form of affirmation 
and/or prohibition of affairs, and obligatory acts, Haram, Mostahab, Makrooh, and Mobah. 29 
Therefore, media from a civilisational perspective in Islam is not a separate matter from man’s 
existence. So, the “media affair” is a civilisational affair; an issue that falls upon the level 
of civilisation and beyond the State in its conventional sense.  

 
2. Transition from state-centered to civilisation-centered 

There are two perspectives on the degree of media independence or affiliation. First 
independence, which considers the media apart from the other social factors; as a driving force that 
influences society. Second, dependence of the media, and here dependence is referring to the 
political system.30 The consensus view in the literature adopts the second viewpoint.31 

However, there are reasons that this situation can change. Manuel Castells’s views on “Mass 
self-communication” theory and the presentation of a communication theory of power,32 as well 

                                                      
27 Act here is defined as capacity or potential (may be good, bad, neutral, necessary…, etc).  
28 Ahmed Moballeghi, ‘A Prelude to the Fiqh of Media (Thematic)’, The Journal of Media and the Ummah 

Studies, Year 1, No.1, 2014, pp. 5–12. 
29 Ahmed Moballeghi, ‘The Theological Theory of Media’, The Journal of Media and the Ummah Studies, 

Year 1, No 2., 2015, p. 9. 
30 Denis McQuail, Introduction to Mass Communications, translated by Parviz Ejlali, Tehran: Bureau of Media 

Studies and Planning, 2006, p. 439. 
31 Normative theories (liberal, authoritarian, social responsibility, Soviet media, developmental, and eventually 

participatory) were the most important examples of final form of McQuail’s theories. Also, Fred S. Siebert, Theodore 
Peterson and Wilbur Schramm, or Herbert Altschul and public service media theorists, who emphasize the hypothetical 
line between the media and the State (see: David Atkinson and Mark Roboiu, Radio and Television, Public Service: The 
Challenge of the Twenty-First Century, translated by Morteza Saghebfar, Tehran: Sorush Publishing, 2005, pp 27–52).  
Critical media approaches and theories (see: Ben Bakdigian, Modern media monopoly, translatied by Alireza Ebadati, 
Tehran: Saghi Publishing, 2006, pp. 75-88), as well as more commonly viewed approaches of Marxist, postmodern, 
post-structuralist, and feminist perspectives (see: Seyed Mohammad Mahdizadeh, Media Theories, Normative 
Thoughts, and Critical Views, Tehran: Hamshahri Publications, 2004, pp. 83–88) with this approach, State-oriented, 
sought to categorize and explain communication theories. 

32 Castells, Communication Power…, pp. 741–748. 
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as the presence of Internet media serving social movements, 33  are influenced to a large extent 
by these fundamental changes, which describe and explain the realm of media function and 
influence, beyond the control of States. Castells also introduces the notion that Internet-based media 
as the main field for the expansion of the movements.34 In this perspective, he drew the attention 
of researchers to the possibility of analysing the media beyond the geographical boundaries 
of a country. 

These explanations help us to consider a transnational explanation of the performance of the 
new media. With this attitude the civilisational media is the one that acts in terms of geographical 
boundaries in a space between national sovereignty and the global system; a geographical 
and objective intermediate space.  

 
3. Reviving normative theory in the field of international relations 

The third point of the article is strengthening of the normative view in international theories. 
This was driven by critical theory. Critical theory developed as a critique of capitalism by the 
Frankfurt School in the 1950s, moved into IR theory in the 1980s as a response to the domination 
of neo-realist views and neoliberalism. 35  Robert Cox, the introducer of the critical theory 
of international relations, criticises the structure of the international system from a historical-
sociological viewpoint. He tried to show that international hegemony is rooted in the internal 
hegemony of States, which in the first stage is dominated the social classes, which expanded 
and influenced peripheral countries.36 

The development of critical theory was the re-establishment of traditional normative views 
in the international system. Normative theory focuses on what a person or a state, or a community 
of states “should” do; such as order, peace, justice and, human rights, preservation of the 
environment, and of course ethics.37 Contrary to positivists’ emphasis on “entities,” the normative 
theory of international relations emphasises the some “ought to” and how the world should 
be organised, and value choices made by decision makers.38 Normative theory has two approaches 
to international relations: 

1) Problem-solving theorising, in which the world is conceived as it is, and the purpose 
of which is to work effectively with the causes of problems, relationships and institutions.  

2) Critical theory, in which the researcher moves away from the existing world 
and questions the existing order as well as the institutions and social relations and power.39  

Cox argues that, by looking critically, the civilisation is a kind of “correspondence between 
material conditions” and “intersubjective meanings.” This definition implies that, in Cox’s terms, 
there are several perspectives to the world, and different understandings about the nature of the 

                                                      
33 Castells, Networks of Outrage and Hope – Social Movements in the Internet Age, translated by Mojtaba 

Gholipour, Tehran: Markaz Publishing, 2015, pp. 10–11. 
34 Castells, Networks of Outrage…,  p.11.  
35 Abdolali Ghavam, International Relations; Theories and Approaches, Tehran: Samt Publications, 2005, p. 192. 
36 Homeira Moshirzadeh, Transformation in International Theories, Tehran: Samt Publications, 2016, p. 220. 
37 Farhad  Ghasemi, Principles of International Relations, Tehran: Mizan Publications, 2009, p.171. 
38 Afshin Zargar, ‘Normative Theory of International Relations in the Contemporary World’, Foreign Policy 

Dialogue, Tehran: Bureau of Political and International Studies for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, No. 3, 2007, p.7. 
39 Robert Cox,  ‘Social Forces of States, and Global Orders, Beyond the Theory of International Relations’, in 

Neo-Realism, Critical Theory and the School of Reincarnation, translated by Alireza Tayyeb, Tehran: Ministry 
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world, and different conceptions of reality. Consequently, different civilisations have different 
“realities,” and these transformational facts are continually changing over the course of history.40 

Thus, we can say the main axis in the normative view of the recent international system 
relies on its formation of meaning; and, as Cox suggests, on its “intersubjectivity” that is shared 
between the actors of the international system. It can also be said that the formation of multiple 
semantic and intersubjective identities among different societies makes it possible to create 
identities that are somewhat broader than national borders, in the form of civilisational identities. 

 
4. Civilisational analysis level  

Many scholars have considered civilisation as the level of social transformation analysis.41 
They have introduced the transformation of civilisation as the broadest level of social 
transformation;42 and civilisation as the most appropriate concept for studying history.43 Huntington 
also has stated that future studies are based on civilisation,44 as an effective means of identifying 
progressive developments.45 But in the Muslim world, perhaps Ibne Khaldun was the only person 
who first explained the civilisation of Islam in a “methodical” way.  

Here the purpose of civilisation analysis is to consider civilisation as a unit of social 
analysis, both at the national and transnational level. According to Cox, at the level of civilisation 
analysis, not only are important spatial and geographical boundaries important, but also meaning 
and the production of meaning. Thus we can consider the level of civilisation analysis as the 
intermediate State-centered analysis. It may be similar to the other two levels, but it has a particular 
nature and attitude and, of course, a theory for analysis. The level of civilisation analysis 
has the following characteristics.  

Cultural Specialism, against Economic Generalism: at the level of civilisation analysis, 
the emphasis is on understanding the complex nature of civilisation, consisting of multiple 
identities. Robertson introduces civilisations as the most important units of sociological analysis, 
by referring to the necessity of creating a global sociology against national sociologies. 
In particular, by criticising Wallerstein’s purely economic view of the global system, Robertson 

                                                      
40  Homeira Moshirzadeh, ‘Revising Critical Theory in International Relation’, Law and Political Science 

Faculty Quarterly, No. 67, 2006, p. 49. 
41 Among them, Arnold J. Toynbee, The Study of History, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974; Will Durant, 

The History of Civilization, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967; Pitrim Sorokin, Social and Cultural Dynamics, New 
York: Sargent, 1982; Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991; Fukuzawa 
Yukichi, The Theory of Civilization in the 19th Century, translated by Changiz Pahlavan, Tehran: Abi Publication, 2002; 
Norbert Elias, The Civilization Process, Wiley, 1994; Elvin Toffler, The Third Wave, New York: Morrow and 
Company, Inc, 1980; Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1996; Ibne Khaldun, Almoghaddamah, translated by Mohammad Parvin Gonabady, Tehran: Elmi 
Farhangi Publication, 2014. 

42 Samuel Huntington, The Theory of the Clash of Civilizations and Critics, translated by Mojtaba Amiri, 
Tehran: Bureau of Political and International Studies for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2003, p. 47. 

43  Pitrim Roman and Alexandrovich Sorokin, Theories of Sociology and Modern Philosophy of History, 
translated  by Asadollah Norouzi,  Rasht: Haghshenas Publications, 1998, p. 141. 

44 Huntington, The Theory of the Clash…, p. 47. 
45 Before Huntington, Bernard Lewis posed the “clash of civilisations” for the first time, and looked for the 

analysis of events at this level. In September 1990, in an article Lewis referred to the widespread protest of Pakistani 
Muslims about the publication of Salman Rushdie’s book in 1989, as well as Imam Khomeini’s fatwa writes, 
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‘The Roots of Muslim Rage’, The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 266, No. 3, September 1990, pp. 47–60). Henry Kissinger 
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civilizations (see: Huntington, The Theory of the Clash…, p. 23.) 
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explains that, given the history of civilisational distinctions (understanding the world as a whole, 
and their perceptions of the way in which civilisations and societies participate in the world), 
addressing this is essential. From his viewpoint the theory of the universal system cannot be well 
understood, regardless of the diversity within it; and only in this way can civilisations both 
historically and currently identify their identity, in trans-civilisation fields.46 

The Comparative Civilisational approach: a comparative look at civilisation tries to find 
examples of civilisation outside of Europe, which has the capacity to be a model and compete with 
Western civilisation in its own right. Some scholars, like Tiryakian, state that Wallerstein’s 
“analysis of the global system” and “globalisation analysis” provide important patterns 
for processes between “trans-community;” but this Trans-societal process, is not necessarily 
a process or global level or a global system (the world as a whole, as Wallerstein says); rather, 
it accepts the presupposition of civilisation analysis, on the basis of which the socio-cultural 
universe of the great reality is larger than the collective divide of the nation-state, and smaller than 
the total The social and cultural integrity of the category in the world, that is, the analysis 
of civilisation.47 

National identities as a transformative agent: from Cox the study of civilisations is important 
because of the need to understand and preserve human diversity. Gramsci and his followers 
emphasised the formation of a global civil society, which stems from the trans-nationalisation 
of social forces, and private and public transnational institutions. Social cohesion is also created 
through the strengthening of civil society institutions.48 It seems that social cohesion is an element 
of Ibne Khaldun’s work, which he refers to as an Asabiyyah. The overwhelming “responsibility 
ethics” is a clear characteristic of such a situation from the Cox viewpoint, which is contrasted with 
charity ethics. Andrew Linklater (1997) states that the rule of an ethics of responsibility is based 
on the formation of a global political system that transcends the state and protects all human 
subjects, makes individual interests vague and extends human generosity beyond state boundaries 
to the whole world. In his view, this situation makes the formation of a community of humanity, 
which all people use, their primary loyalty in it.49 In fact, Cox speaks of the need for the formation 
of a mutual hegemony of the international system; but since he is unlikely to be able to form it, 
he wants to form it within communities, not internationally, thus, creating a change in the 
international order, which would be possible through new national historical blocs.50 

 
Ibne Khaldun’s Asabiyyah a foundation for the civilisational order 

International Relations Studies, especially from the 1980s, have seen a re-attention paid 
to the theory of state.51 Robert Cox as a pioneer and  demonstrates an image of an independent state, 
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mediated by the internal social forces – historical blockade, as well as the external-global system.52 
Cox’s vision, as a means of explaining non-ruler sovereignty in global politics, is based on a kind 
of “Intersubjectivity.” He has provided a framework for the ontological deconstruction of the 
“passing” of time now based on the writings of Ibne Khaldun, which helps to overcome 
the phenomenology of understanding orders, institutions, and structure.53 Cox explains the uses 
of the Ibne  Khaldun’s  intellectual framework, based on similarity of the Ibne Khaldun era and 
the current situation and the fluidity of the ontological outlook of the world system.54 In his view, 
Asabiyyah is a kind of Intersubjectivity, which not only focuses on the foundation of the state, 
but also is a creative part of the critical moment of its current development.55 

According to Cox, in Ibne Khaldun’s mental framework, Asabiyyah, as Intersubjectivity, 
is an essential condition for the creation of a superior form of the collective entity like the state and 
it is a complete potential force for the establishment of a universal order.56 Therefore, what Ibne 
Khaldun does not say explicitly, is the possibility of alternative worlds of Intersubjectivity, which 
are able to coexist without losing their inner logic and dynamism, and without one trying to attract 
others and dominate them, relying on their Asabiyyah; and this, in Cox’s view, is the same as for 
the creation of a post-hegemonic world on the eve of the twenty-first century.57 Mohammad Abed 
Aljaberi poses this Cox statement as an expression of the inclusive or Macro-Asabiyyah. 
In Aljaberi’s view, the domination of Asabiyyah, over time on states are of two types. 
The individual state poses Asabiyyah as the boss (The Ruler). Like the Mu’awiyah  government, 
these are limited to the period of the sovereignty of the same people. The second is the inclusive 
state, which includes a multitude of individual states, all of which are gathered around 
an Asabiyyah unity. Like the Omavi government (based on a comprehensive Arab Asabiyyah) like 
the Asabiyyah of the Umayyad, the Roman state or the Iranian state.58 

At the end of the writing on Ibne Khaldun, Cox focuses on the possibility of creating vast, 
distinct, prosperous communities, with their own cohesion and solidarity, based on the kind 
of supra-intersubjectivity coexistence. This Supra-Intersubjectivity is bound to ensure the principles 
of coexistence, without the necessary compromise between differences in goals. Also, it must 
provide a degree of coordination of the various circuits of different communities. In his view, this 
supra-intersubjectivity is a model for the future, in which the distinctions are merged into a new 
unity in the form of a new global hegemony.59 What has been said here is designed to explain the 
grounds for the next discussion. These fields represent the indicators that shape media frameworks, 
in the form of media functions appropriate to civilisation, and here are appropriate to the Islamic 
civilisation. 
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Civilisational media – features and directions 
Accordingly, the main task of media performance in the context of civilisation is the 

planning to construct civilisational intersubjectivity and preparing for the creation of a new 
civilisational hegemony, beside uniformities but focused on civilisational ends. This media 
performance has the following features. 
 
1.The geographic realm of the civilisational media 

Scholars believe that the media has emerged with a particular geographic time and space. 
Based on this logic, we can understand the evolution of the media, along with the evolution 
of states: 

– Local States: local media (limited geographical coverage-subnational level); 
– National States: national media (focused on territorial boundaries as political units); 
– Regional and transnational entities, constructed by the convergence process of some 

political and identical entities: regional media (television networks, or media unions, with regional 
and transregional coverage); 

– World system: global media (media organisations with global production and broadcast 
capacity; satellite TVs; and, of course, the Internet and web-based media). 

In the light of what has been said, it seems we can talk about civilisational media. By that 
we mean the formation of a desirable global system and the recognition of the main currents at the 
level of civilisations. Obviously, this analysis level involves a range of trends, from political 
to economic, cultural, religious, and ideological identity. Aljaberi interprets this aspect 
of civilisation from the perspective of Ibne Khaldun, as a material of civilisation. In his view, 
the essence of civilisation is people who share a group of thoughts and beliefs.60 

 
2.The semantic realm of the civilisational media 

Civilisational interplays are generally gradual and procedural, due to its dominant cultural 
nature. In this sense, we know that coercion and imposing civilisation interactions have not been 
very effective. R. Jay Collingwood, in the definition of civilisation, referred to the civilised aspects 
of a civilisation. For example he defines the market as the realm of economic civilisation, not only 
in the meaning of money seeking but also in the “Civilisational looking for wealth.” This goal 
is realised in two ways: first, civilisational trading, that is, without coercion and domination; 
second, civilisational production, namely technical production based on thought.61 

In the same way, the importance of media practice at the level of civilisation is due to the 
principles, rules and the fundamental requirements that will not only prevent the civilisation process 
but also facilitate it. From this perspective, it is not only the goal of media practice at the 
civilisational level that must be civilisation-centered, but also the ways to achieve it must be. Maybe 
we can describe it as “the media to civilisation.” Collingwood argued: “Civilisation is a process 
to approach the ideal state;” 62  therefore, the practice of the media in the field of civilisation, 
is an attempt to achieve the ideal state. The ideal state of civilisation can be defined in accordance 
with the very nature of each civilisation, but here it means focus on the requirements of civilisation 
in specific frameworks; requirements not only in goals, means and strategies, but also based 
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on certain content frameworks. This is undoubtedly true also in terms of finding the way towards 
a modern Islamic civilisation. 

 
3. Asabiyyah. The ruling soul on the media 

This is the main feature of media practice in modern Islamic civilisation. Along with Ibne 
Khaldun’s numerous references to this concept, we can say that what here is centralised is the 
affinity, continuity, and close relationship of that concept with the power and the structure 
of power: “Headship, will not obtained except by power and conquering, and as we said, 
overcoming achieved only through the Asabiyyah.”63 Beside many interpretations that have been 
made of this concept.64 It seems that: “Asabiyyah is a bond and a correlation between humans. This 
correlation, in the specific sense, is due to kinship, and relies on parental affairs, but in the general 
sense, it involves any kind of bondage derived from belief. Asabiyyah can exist everywhere.65 
As Sarokhani states, Asabiyyah is not limited to a particular time and place or action of man. 
Notably, Ibne Khaldun looks at Asabiyyah’s religious aspect; that is, every invitation (Da’awa) that 
wants to unite people’s opinions.66 In this sense, the Khaldunian Asabiyyah is not separate from 
religion, and religiosity is changing at the same time. Change in religiosity, of course, will cause 
a change in the Asabiyyah and vice versa.67 Asabiyyah alongside religiosity, in the eyes of Ibne 
Khaldun (the ideological aspect), is one of the main factors of the continuity and stability 
of societies, and neglecting it will also weaken the power of Asabiyyah, as well as the power of the 
state.  

So the media practice at the level of Islamic civilisation does not make sense outside this 
framework. The civilisational media practice here is that it brings solidarity between fellow 
believers, based on religiosity and shared beliefs. As Abedaljaberi argues, we can say that the soul 
of Asabiyyah involves a wide range of audiences, not just in the broad geography of fellow 
believers, but in the realm of meaning, focusing on the ends, and modes of civilisation that 
are defined, at the level of civilisation (here, modern Islamic civilisation). In all these aspects and 
steps, the main goal of the media is to maintain and strengthen the spirit of solidarity, and the link 
between multiple cultures. It is evident that the media’s Asabiyyah relates to humans who have 
embodied this spirit in themselves and in their media activities, and hence that which threatens this 
augurs the decline of civilisation. 
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Media Asabiyyah dementions 
It is obvious Ibne Khaldun attempts to understand the nature of events in terms of the sense 

of “internal logic.” Similarly Cox considers the perception of social and civilisation developments 
in Ibne Khaldun’s logic to understand the common mental interchanges between individuals. 
For Cox, this process leads to the consolidation and continuation of “social solidarity,” ultimately.68 
Accordingly, the civilisational media with the mentioned features has something that we call 
the “Media Asabiyyah.” This means it has three aspects.  

 
1. Indigenous media Asabiyyah 

As we have seen, Asabiyyah is derived from its lifestyle. So in accordance with this, 
Asabiyyah takes shape against something that tries to ruin such a lifestyle. Asabiyyah is subject 
to corruption on two levels: first, the corruption that threatens people within the borders of the state. 
Against this, the goal is to preserve the unity, coherence and prevent the dispersion of the 
individuals and tribes who constituents the state.69 So, we can say in any civilisational media, 
we are faced with the first type of internal media Asabiyyah. Here the aim of indigenous media 
Asabiyyah is purposeful convergence. This means a self-awareness among media personnel about 
the media itself, its situation, practice, mechanism, goals and functions. According to Lucy Kung, 
this self-consciousness, in the form of “convergence,” includes an organisation’s leadership and all 
staff. In this process, the existence and activity of plural forces is taken for granted, but these 
various forces are aligned with their intended ends in the convergent process of the media 
organisation. It is evident that today, convergence at such a level takes place on the basis of the 
Internet and the new media, which is rooted in developments in media technology.70 

 
2. Exogenous media Asabiyyah  

Aljaberi defines the second type of Asabiyyah, beyond the state, and directed towards other 
states, which can be described as “Comprehensive Asabiyyah,” as he named some states like 
Umayyad and Abbasid – the “Comprehensive State.” Exogenous media Asabiyyah is a message 
intended to harmonise the elements of civilisation with each other. Here, the goal of media practice 
is to create an intersubjectivity at a higher and more abstract level, in order to adapt to social 
transformations. The result of this process is Cox’s social solidarity, which simultaneously focuses 
on the discursive space outside of itself, and distinguishes our Asabiyyah from other Asabiyyahs. 
The exogenous media Asabiyyah, according to Toffler, forms a vast archive of common human 
images and thoughts that simulate the behavior of a civilisational system. These images and ideas 
must be constantly adapted to cultural diversity.71 Noteworthy here is Ibne Khaldun’s emphasis 
on the exterior defensive dimension of Asabiyyah. Exogenous Asabiyyah, contrary to indigenous, 
defines its nature against the Asabiyyah of “other people,” and in Aljaberi’s view, it is a challenge 
against other civilisational Asabiyyah.72 Meanwhile, we need to consider Kung’s emphasis on the 
interpretive dimension of media practice in developing a media management strategy rather than 
a rational strategy (focusing attention on the details and characteristics, and of course, the diverse 
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cultural meanings of civilisation. This kind of media strategy, along with convergence, wants 
to be interactive in nature,73 and seeks to be based on intersubjectivity.74 In Habermas’s terms, this 
is on the basis of language and the creation of communication rationality,75 and does not set up 
barriers to achieving the goals of civilisation, based on commonalities, including religion. 
The media practice in such a context will be fundamental, contextual, inclusive, interactive, 
meaningful and facilitating. 

 
3. Civilisational personality 

As for Ibne Khaldun, the transition from a historical period to another period (from Badawa 
to Hizara) without a transition from one type to another type of human is impossible (like the 
transformation from the primary human to urbanism); the transition from state-centered to the 
Civilisational Situation human may not be possible without a change in the human. Considering 
what we have said about the role and mediation of the media in this transition process, modern 
Islamic civilisation can be a system of communication in a civilisational situation, and specifically 
a media-oriented form of the human personality, adapted to the transition period. As Daniel Lerner 
argues, 76  I am saying here that the ideal human being is in the form of the “Civilisational 
personality.” 77  This personality strives to accept all responsibility for the transition period. 
In a communication and media process, this personality can be a platform for the production, 
transmission, receipt, and execution of media messages in the transitional position, as well as in the 
production and transmission of message in civilisational media. He is at the main stages of the 
media process, that is, the production of messages, the channel of sending messages, receiving 
messages will be made through the human civilisational personality involved in each of these steps.  

 
Conclusion 

The origins and arguments discussed here, express the need for change from the state-
-centred approach towards the media to the civilisational media. Thus, the main means 
of distinguishing civilisational media with conventional ones, lies in two fundamental factors: first, 
civilisational action, including management and leadership, targeting, and purpose-oriented 
civilisation, as well as transnational and civilisation strategies; secondly, the ruling spirit in the 
media, or the media Asabiyyah, which needs to be strengthened, revived, and enforced continuously 
through operational practices. The Media Asabiyyah, as the temperament of the media,78 engages 
in a competitive environment. Maintaining the media Asabiyyah, with the characteristics 
mentioned, is necessary for the continuation of the life and practice of the civilisational media. 
This rebuilding and ongoing recovery is rooted in Ibne Khaldun’s belief in the continuous changes 
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of societies and states, which appears during his period of explanation of developments. Hence, 
the success of the media organisation in modern Islamic civilisation, and the preservation of its 
Asabiyyah, depends on the restoration and prevention of decline. 

From the viewpoint of the new Islamic civilisation content, it defines itself, beyond the 
limitations of political structures, to put itself at the level of civilisation; among other things, 
it maintains elements of the national political structure, which is in line with the goal of civilisation, 
and leaves the rest, which turns into an obstacle. The civilisational media focuses on civilisational 
goals and intends to make a “civilisational index” along with conventional interactions. 
Organisationally, the civilisational media is based on the media Asabiyyah in terms of management 
and leadership. It is innovative and creative in terms of its strategy, it is convergent in terms 
of content, it is meaningful in terms of the message; it produces an intersubjectivity discourse and 
in terms of its purpose, it is based on the commonalities of cultural diversity and religious 
foundations. 
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Protestant Millennialism and Missions at the Turn of the 20th Century 

 
 Abstract  

At the turn of the twentieth century, American Protestant churches’ interest in foreign missions increased 
dramatically. In 1886, at a summer Bible conference for leaders of the collegiate Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA), one hundred young men decided to become foreign missionaries. This was the beginning 
of the widespread student enthusiasm for missions, with its watchword “the evangelisation of the world in this 
generation,” as the archetypal symbol of the American missionary movement. Within thirty years of the YMCA 
conference, the United States displaced the United Kingdom as the leader in missionary work. This article traces 
the roots of the modern American Protestant missionary movement at the turn of the 20th century and the reasons 
for the unprecedented growth of enthusiasm for preaching the  gospel to non-Christians. It has been stressed that 
several factors determined the concept of the mission at that time and that the tradition of revivalist movements 
was the most critical. 

 

Introduction 
The watchword “the evangelisation of the world in this generation” was coined by John 

Raleigh Mott (1865–1955), a Methodist layperson and a long-serving leader of the YMCA, 
and later on, the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, which was formed in 1948.1 
The slogan gained in a brief time a “powerful hold on the minds of the future leaders of thought and 
revolutionised the American missionary movement.”2 The man who generated and publicised the 
ideas of the missions was Arthur Tappan Pierson (1837–1911). He was a Presbyterian and 
published fifty books and thousands of articles and speeches which mobilised both denominational 
and parachurch missions and propagated ideas that became some of the generally accepted 
assumptions of twentieth-century Protestant missions. From the very beginning, the ideology 
of missions to non-Christian peoples was framed within biblical prophecies concerning the end-time 
and, in particular, the idea of a great conversion of non-Christian people before the downfall of the 
Antichrist. The final concept of ‘mission’ was a result of a discussion between Premillennial 
dispensationalists and postmillennialists.      

 
Enthusiasm for missions 

Mott understood “evangelisation” as “an adequate opportunity given to all men to know 
Jesus Christ and become His real disciples.” He believed that Jesus’ words “Go ye into all the world 
and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (Matthew, xxviii, 19) was commanded to all 
Christians and not to the Apostles only. Mott referred to the Greek etymology in defining the 
meaning of “preaching the Gospel.” He admitted that besides “to converse,” it could also mean 
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“to proclaim,” “to herald,” or “to transmit good news.”3 Mott believed that if preaching was 
faithful, it “must be followed by the baptism of converts, by their organisation into churches, 
by building them up in knowledge, faith, and character, and by enlisting and training them 
for service.”4 

Specific techniques of preaching can also be found in Mott’s work. “The Gospel must be 
preached in such a manner as will constitute an intelligent and intelligible presentation of the 
message. This necessitates on the part of the preacher such a knowledge of the language, the habits 
of thought and the moral condition of those who are to be evangelised as will enable them 
to understand what is said.” Mott thought that: “Education work sustains a vital relation to that 
of evangelisation.” It undermined “heathen superstitions and false system of belief, thus facilitating 
the work of preaching the Gospel by removing false ideas which already had possession of the 
mind.” He stressed that in some parts of the world “more people have been led to accept Christ 
through educational missionary effort than through any other agency.” The example was Western 
India, and Egypt and Japan. Medical work also constituted a necessary factor in evangelising the 
world. “It affords access to all classes of people, the highest as well as the lowest. It disarms 
hostility and breaks down prejudices and barriers, thus making possible the preaching of the Gospel 
in communities otherwise inaccessible”5 – we read in The Evangelization of the World in this 
Generation.       

Mott was of the opinion that the missionaries who were sent to evangelise the world should 
be of the highest qualifications. “The success of the undertaking depends even more upon the 
quality of the workers than upon their number.” But the most important was the meaning of “in this 
generation.” We read: “If the Gospel is to be preached to all men it obviously must be done while 
they are living. The evangelisation of the world in this generation, therefore, means the preaching 
of the Gospel to those who are now living. To us who are responsible for preaching the Gospel 
it means in our life-time. /…/ The phrase «in this generation», therefore, strictly speaking, has 
a different meaning for each person.” But if “the world is to be evangelised in this or any generation 
it will be because a sufficient number of individual Christians recognise and assume their obligation 
to the undertaking.” However, “the evangelisation of the world in this generation” was not regarded 
by Mott as an end in itself. We read: “The Church will not have fulfilled her task when the Gospel 
has been preached to all men,” because such evangelisation had to be followed by “planting and 
developing in all non-Christian lands self-supporting, self-directing and self-propagating 
churches.”6 

By the turn of the twentieth century, America had become the leading nation in sending out 
Protestant missionaries. As Charles W. Forman admitted: “Prior to 1880 missions had been 
maintained by relatively small and specially dedicated groups of believers, but now they blossomed 
into a major interest of the churches and a significant interest of the nation.”7 The number 
of American foreign missionaries was 934 in 1890 and had reached over 9,000 in 1915. By 1915 
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over three million had women joined women’s missionary agencies and auxiliaries.8 Student 
volunteers flooded the denominational sending agencies. There was a heady enthusiasm among 
American Protestants for “saving” and “civilising” the world’s “heathen.” More and more 
denominations became involved in missionary work. This tendency changed the religious landscape 
in America. By the early twentieth century, American missions were represented by a wide range 
of separatist evangelical missions, called “faith missions” which attracted thousands of young 
people into preaching the Gospel overseas.9 After 1945, independent evangelical missions were 
sending more and more missionaries. In 1953, missions connected with the National Council 
of Churches had 9,844 missionaries, and independent missions supported 9,296 missionaries. 
By 1985, the number of missionaries affiliated with the National Council had decreased to 4,349, 
whereas independent missions sponsored 35,386 missionaries. The separate evangelical missions 
traditionally were affiliated with either the Interdenominational Foreign Mission Associations or the 
Evangelical Foreign Missions Association. However, in 1985, 19,905 missionaries out of 35,386 
mission personnel affiliated with independent missions were sent abroad directly by their home 
organisation omitting these two associations.10 

There are several explanations for America’s exceptional activity in preaching the Gospel 
among non-Christians. Charles W. Forman, who has discussed this question, stresses: “Christian 
missions, though they are a very practical activity, involved inevitably a great deal of theory and 
theology.”11 The missionary movement drew its culturally affirmative mode upon the biblical ideas 
and metaphors because their “Christian identity transcended any other.” As to ideological 
assumptions behind American foreign missions, Americans’ sense of themselves as a chosen people 
and a redeemer nation was a critical factor. “Among the explanations of America’s unique 
responsibility that were offered by biblical models, the most directly appropriate was the one that 
had been phrased in the latter part of the seventeenth century as a Puritan «errand into the 
wilderness». While the imaginary of a city on a hill suggested the influence of an exemplary 
society, that of an errand into the wilderness suggested a heightened activism – the actual 
transforming of a message and witness to unknown, possibly fearsome and uncivilized places”12 – 
we read in W.R. Hutchison’s Errand to the World.   

A.T. Pierson represented the so-called “conservative” tendency in evangelical history. 
He was premillennial dispensationalist and a founder of the tradition known as American 
fundamentalism. At the same time, he worked for “social Christianity” and was concerned about the 
increase in disparity between rich and poor. He contributed to the twentieth-century ecumenical 
movement, which opted for church unity. Pierson was the editor of Missionary Review which 
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became the best historical source for studying the varied questions of evangelical Protestantism 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The journal reported on racism and oppression 
of ethnic minorities, segregation in the South, supported the rights of black Americans, condemned 
human right abuses by colonial powers in Africa, and expended the scope of women’s work beyond 
home including the right of women to preach and to be pastors. His legacy can be defined as “active 
service” or socially progressive evangelicalism combined with conservative theology.13 

Between the 1860s and 1900 the number of American missionaries societies increased from 
sixteen to ninety and this growth reflected the attempt and hope for the evangelisation of the entire 
world in the generation of the missionaries. During this period, the understanding 
of “evangelisation” changed, encompassing both evangelism and the “civilising” functions 
of missions. The social content of the Gospel became more and more important along with the 
everyday activities of the missionaries in the field. The statistics for conversions were less 
impressive than statistics for mission schools and hospitals and social services. The shift from 
paternalism through the corrective insistence on the Gospel freed from Western cultural forms 
to the only kind of “Christian civilisation… that grows in and from a native soil” was evident.14 

In 1860 The Woman’s Union Missionary Society of America was founded to provide for women 
of all evangelical denominations an institution to work independently of the church boards. 
This institution sent single women abroad for evangelistic work among women. The first 
missionary of this Society was Miss Sarah Hall Marton who was sent to Burma in 1861, and in the 
next ten years, women were sent to India, China, Syria, Greece, and Japan.15 

The idea of new mission duties emerged along with the rapid advance of Western economic, 
political, and cultural expansion into the non-Western world. “The most common response voiced 
two assertions: that imperialism was an inexorable force, and that this force must somehow 
be tamed. /…/ As Americans, gloriously free from the colonial and other impediments of old 
Europe, they felt entirely comfortable in the role of spiritual dictatorship that history seemed 
to be thrusting upon them.”16 This way of thinking had provided the steady growth of the American 
contribution to the worldwide missionary movement. In 1910 they outnumbered British 
missionaries in the number of people engaged and the financial resources available.17 

It became obvious that if the world was to be evangelised in that generation more missionaries 
must be sent out. There were two points critical for the strategy of missionary work: location 
of missions and number of missionaries. There were still large regions without a missionary, 
especially in Africa, China, and the Ottoman Empire. In the countries supplied with missionaries, 
there were territories towns and villages seldom or never visited by missionaries. Such a situation 
was evaluated as absolutely inadequate. Concerning number, the situation was even worse. 
Estimates were that in the non-Christian world there was only one medical missionary to every 
1,400,000 people. The conclusion was that there was a need for hundreds of this kind of missionary. 
Similarly, thousands of missionaries were needed to ensure evangelisation, including women. These 
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were indispensable to establish educational institutions for the training of native workers and 
to develop the native Church to evangelise their people. Leading authorities in missionary work 
estimated how many missionaries, in addition to native assistants, would be required to accomplish 
the evangelisation of the non-Christian world within a generation. The highest number suggested 
was one missionary to every 10,000 of the heathen population. The lower estimates said about one 
to 100,000. The average number given was one to 50,000 but the number most often suggested was 
one to 20,000. At the very beginning of the twentieth century, the missionary force was 15,000 and 
the suggestion was to increase it immediately to 50,000.18 

Thus, the evangelisation of the world required a great supply of missionaries or one-fourth 
of the Protestant clergy and ministry in North America and the British Isles. While the sudden 
increase in the number of missionaries presented a great domestic challenge, a gradual enlargement 
of foreign personnel could result in serious consequences if it missed an appropriate moment for 
massive conversion. The common understanding was that this result could not be secured without 
a great enlargement of the number of missionaries, but such prominent pioneers of missiology 
as an academic discipline like Gustav Warneck (1834–1910) pointed out that mere numbers 
of missionaries did not guarantee the desired results.19 

The institution which played a critical role in sending abroad missionaries and in shaping the 
idea of approaching other cultures and religions was the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions. It was founded in 1810 and became America’s first sponsor of overseas Christian 
missions. Although created by Congregational clergy, ABCFM operated outside the denominational 
structures and several large associations were engaged in its activity. On 1828, the American Board 
stood second in terms of income among the thirteen leading American organisations.20 Its activity 
encompassed idealism, enthusiasm and optimistic expansiveness based on the idea of American 
responsibility and leadership in the world. “The national and the religious impulses were 
fundamentally not separable.”21 The early ABCFM missionaries were focused on preaching and less 
on fulfilling other basic needs of native people. This idea was expressed on one of the resolutions 
of 1828: “the Gospel affords the only adequate relief for the temporal, as well as for the spiritual 
wants of men.”22 This attitude changed over years and missionaries made significant contributions 
in the field of education, the emancipation of women, and health protection. An example is the 
formation of the Armenian Protestant Union in Anatolia. Its development was strongly resisted by 
the Orthodox Armenian Church, and in 1846 Protestants were excommunicated, thus losing the 
protection of the official Armenian community in the Ottoman Empire. After 1850, the ABCFM 
started cooperation with Armenian Protestants in the field of education and this cooperation was 
very effective. By 1855, 44 schools started for girls and boys. By 1872 it was announced that 85 
percent of Armenian Protestants were literate. By 1909, there were 337 schools in the three mission 
areas in Anatolia enrolling more than 20,000 students. Besides common schools, there were 44 high 
schools, eight colleges and five divinity schools. There was also special education for deaf and 
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blind children.23 The Board’s growing awareness of the medical care in the missions field was 
acknowledged in 1897 when the physicians and nurses of the ABCFM were granted full missionary 
status.24 

The first mission was established by the Board in India in 1812, then in Sri Lanka in 1816, 
the Middle East in 1820, China in 1830, Singapore in 1831, and in Africa in 1833. About 10 percent 
of total “foreign mission” personnel, during the first half of the 19th century, served the American 
Indians, but between 1810 and 1870 about two dozen American agencies for evangelism and Bible 
distribution were created and about 2,000 Americans served overseas. At the time of its 100th 
anniversary in 1910, the ABCFM had 595 active missionaries which served in 20 different missions 
around the world. By 1961 it had sent nearly 5,000 missionaries to 34 different fields around the 
world. The ABCFM became associated with the Presbyterian Church in 1812, the Dutch Reformed 
Church in 1826, and the German Reformed Church in 1829, and these early missionaries from the 
Board belonged to staunchly Calvinist denomination. All these churches supported the ABCFM 
in an early display of ecumenism, but it was the Congregationalists who created the organisation 
and placed its headquarters in Boston, Massachusetts. They also stood by the ABCFM while other 
denominations fell away (the Old School Presbyterian in 1837, the Dutch Reformed Church 
in 1857, the German Reformed Church in 1866, and the New School Presbyterians in 1870). 
As a result of these groups leaving to form their own mission boards, the ABCFM officially became 
an arm of the Congregationalist Church in 1913.25 

This removal from the ABCFM reflected growing denominational consciousness in general, 
but also opposition to the method of managing missionary stations and institutions. There were 
practical considerations to be independent in money-rising and smooth relations between the 
denomination and its own missionaries, however, the most important being the question of whether 
native churches should replicate the ones at home or not. This problem became visible in the case 
of the Reformed Church in America and the Arabian Mission.26 

 
The ideology of missions 

R. Pierce Beaver in “Foreword” to the book The Birth of Missions in America of Charles L. 
Chaney pointed at two sources of the idea of the world ‘mission’ for the American Protestant 
churches. The first was the evangelistic activities of the chaplains of the Dutch East Indies 
Company and the effort to evangelise the American Indians in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The second was “the major font of Protestant mission action and which exerted the most 
influence in the calling of the Christians and churches in Great Britain, Europe, and North America 
to their missionary obedience, and which provided principles and models for the great missionary 
movement of the nineteenth century.” There is an opinion that the modern mission was born 
in 1792 with the publication of An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the 
Conversion of the Heathens by William Carey, who is considered by some scholars the “Father 
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of the Protestant mission.”27 After publishing the book, Carey preached on Isaiah 54: 2–328 and 
appealed to his fellow for missionary work, which resulted in the foundation of the English Baptist 
Missionary Society (1793) and the London Missionary Society (1794) which was an association 
of Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Methodists, and free-church Anglicans.29 

However, there are different opinions on this subject. Beaver, particularly, argues with the 
view that American Protestant missions was a reaction to the British movement and it began with 
William Carey with an assist by the London Missionary in the last decade of the eighteenth century. 
He is of the opinion that the American missionary movement preceded that development.30 Forman 
directs the beginning of the American foreign mission theory to the works of Puritan scholars 
of early New England like Jonathan Edwards and Samuel Hopkins. Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 
was a revivalist theologian, who played a critical role in shaping the First Great Awakening. He was 
the author of the sermon Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, a classic of early American 
Literature. His great discipline was Samuel Hopkins (1721–1803), a Congregationalist theologian 
whose system of thought played the decisive role in shaping the idea of foreign missionary work. 
Hopkins taught that Christian ethics must be focused on “universal disinterested benevolence,” 
or on a willingness to do the will of God with no limits on those who needed help “with no thought 
of reward on earth or even in heaven.” Hopkins’ teaching spoke about a society united by doing the 
will of God. “This teaching served very effectively to break down the acceptance of human 
suffering and the indifference to missions /…/.”31 

After 1800, mission thinking was predominated by the millennium idea and that meant, 
according to Scripture, that non-Christians must be converted before the second coming of Christ.32 
This idea was expounded by the eighteenth-century preachers and theologians of the evangelical 
awakening and among them by Cotton Mather, who was convinced that “God’s plan for the close 
of history was to be fulfilled, and the Devil’s scheme thwarted, by the conversion of the heathen 
nations.”33 As a consequence, Protestant America was perceived as God’s instrument for the 
fulfillment of biblical prophecies and out of this sense of American exceptionalism arose 
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the missionary enthusiasm that became especially strong in the early years of the nineteenth 
century.34 

American biblical millenarianism culminated in the pre-Civil War era when the predictions 
of the Baptist layman William Miller became very popular. Miller predicted Christ’s return in 1843 
and 1844 and commented on the role of Islam and Muslims in the last days. He and his followers 
adopted the popular reading of Revelation 9’s smoke locusts as the rise of Muhammad and Islam 
embodied at that time by the Ottoman Empire. They predicted the fall of this empire and considered 
that its devastation would signal the “closing of the door of mercy.” Miller saw a lot of evidence 
that the destruction of the Turks had started, including the Greek war for independence (1821) and 
the Russo-Turkish war of 1828–1829. For him Islam was the “false prophet” of Revelation 16:13 
that would make war against the people of God in concert with the Papacy as the beast and the 
“kings of the earth” associated with the dragon from the Revelation. Miller was convinced that all 
these powers would finally be vanquished at the battle of Armageddon.35 

Among the most anticipated events of the last days was the physical restoration of the Jews 
to Palestine.36 This belief was very common among millenarians. By the 1820s the concept of the 
restoration of the Jews and the Jewish state became popular in America. Many American 
millenarians lamented the fact that a Muslim mosque (Qubbat al-Sakhra) had been installed at the 
Temple Mount in Jerusalem. There were voices that Christian governments should play an active 
role in removing the political obstacles in the way of the return of the Jews to Israel. These 
obstacles were understood as the Ottoman Empire and Arab Muslims. The political weakness of the 
Ottoman Empire, especially in the Arab lands including Palestine, and some other phenomenon 
such as the drying up of the Euphrates, were considered as a signal that Christ’s return was near. 
Thus, Islam was more and more believed to play an important role in eschatological theology.37 

Many historicist prophecy writers also believed in a postmillennial advent of Christ. This 
idea stressed that Christ would only return to earth after a thousand-year reign of peace, inaugurated 
by strenuous Christian effort at reform and evangelism. “The eighteenth century was the great age 
of Postmillennialism, which played a major role in the development of missionary thought”38 – we 
read. “Postmillennialists believe that the Kingdom of God will be realised in the present age by the 
preaching of the Gospel and by the saving influence of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of individuals, 
and that at an unknown time in the future the whole world will be Christianised. They also believe 
that Christ will return at the end of the so-called Millennium, an epoch of unknown length, marked 
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by justice and peace /.../. The Millennium, according to the Postmillennialist view, is a Golden Age 
at the end of the present dispensation, the Age of the Church.”39 

Some authors see the close relationship between postmillennialism and the mission 
movement and that postmillennialism was the essence of the Reformation. They believe that Calvin 
himself was a postmillennialist. In particular, Charles L. Chaney expressed the opinion that the 
American postmillennialism was built on Calvin’s eschatology and that Calvin talked about 
the three steps of salvation history, the Age of Apostles, the Age of the Antichrist, or the time of the 
Reformation, and the Age of the Expansion of the Church among all peoples.40 

Postmillennialism allowed for the combination of an optimistic view of human progress and 
a literal interpretation of the judgment of God in the end of days. It remained dominant among 
conservatives through the end of the nineteenth century.41 But its dissemination demonstrated the 
conflicts which provoked the growth of a new mode of conservative Protestant eschatology – the 
premillennial dispensationalism. This system of theology held that most of the last days’ prophecies 
in the Bible remained to be fulfilled. According to dispensationalism, Biblical history was divided 
deliberately by God into several periods (from eight to eight) marked by cycles encompassing 
God’s Revelation. The dispensation from the cross to the rapture of the church comprised the wrath 
of God and the Great Tribulation and should precede the Millennial Kingdom, or a 1,000-year reign 
of Christ on earth with the end with God’s judgment. Millennial thinking, or “the vision of a golden 
age within history,” has had a decisive impact on Protestantism and missions.42 Premillennial 
dispensationalist interpreted passages like Revelation 9:2–343 and Revelation 16:23 as descriptions 
of the Great Tribulation, that period of antichrist rule shortly preceding the return of Christ and 
during the End Times. The “smoke locust” of Revelation 9 was read, not as the rise of Islam, but as 
a sign of the “unprecedented activity of demons” during the Antichrist’s reign. They believed in the 
imminence of Christ’s Second Coming and the necessity of the improvement in the human situation 
before Christ’s return.44 

Premillennialism originally opposed the idea of missionary work and believed that Jesus 
must first return and that the Gospel would spread by itself over the whole earth in the Millennium. 
That was the position of John Nelson Darby, founder of dispensationalism, in the 1840s.45 

Premillennial mission theorists of the late nineteenth century still believed that they were living 
in the last days before Christ’s return. The implication for mission theory of their “end-time” hopes 
was a single-minded emphasis on evangelisation. Proclaiming of the Gospel took precedence over 
such traditional missionary activity as education and medicine. Premillennialists grew impatient 
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with the educational requirements and social reform emphasised by denominational missions 
because they seemed to be delaying the proclamation of the Word and the subsequent gathering 
of true believers before time ran out and Jesus returned.46 On the other hand, the belief in the 
improvement in the human situation before Christ’s return “gave added visibility and respectability 
to the civilising impulse. Once the millennium was to begin soon, «civilisation» came to be 
urged,… within a thoroughly affirmative depiction of the millennial role assigned to a Protestant 
society and culture.”47 

Finally, the assumption that missionary activity would hasten Christ’s return prevailed and 
premillennialism provided the popularisation of new mission theories and the rise of evangelical 
missions in the 1880s. “In the new enthusiasm following 1890 mission work was seen by its 
interpreters as the essential work of the church; no church could be healthy without it. Every 
Christian should be involved either as a worker or supporter.”48 Prominent missions leaders such 
as A.T. Pierson, A.J. Gordon, A.B. Simpson, and others felt that “the Holy Spirit in the late 
nineteenth century was opening the world to Christianity in preparation for the Second Coming 
of Jesus Christ. It seemed probable that their generation would be the one to preach the Gospel from 
one end of the world to another in fulfillment of Matthew 24:14. And this Gospel of the kingdom 
shall be preached in all the world for a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come.”49 

When the phrase “the evangelisation of the world in this generation” was coined and became 
the watchword of the Student Volunteer Movement, enthusiasm for evangelisation reached a peak. 
Dana Robert has stressed that: “The Lord’s coming excited missionary zeal”50 and the idea that 
Christ’s coming could be hastened through evangelism mobilised thousands because of its 
eschatological nature. Hope for a victorious outcome of the Great Commission effort attracted 
thousands of people. Estimates say that over 20,000 students from the Student Volunteer Movement 
became missionaries.51 

American theology of missions never had any doubts as to the final outcome of the 
missionary work. But there was an issue that provoked discussion with various answers and this 
issue was the relative immediacy of this outcome.52 As missions were regarded as a part of God’s 
great work of redemption, there were hopes for a rapid success in the missionary work for 
converting the nations. However, in the second half of the nineteenth century, it became obvious 
that the age of mission work was to be a long one.53 Another issue that arose at that time concerned 
the essence of missionary work and the question whether people had to be “civilised” before 
receiving the Gospel. Rufus Anderson (1796–1880) and his generation appreciated preaching at the 
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cost of social service or civilising work.54 Forman points out at a very important aspect of the 
relationship between preaching the Gospel and civilising non-European people along Western 
patterns. We read: “Anderson was well ahead of his time in seeing the confusion involved in the 
identification of Christianity with Western culture and seeing the long-term incompatibility of the 
Christian faith with Western imperialism.”55 When he went to India in 1854 to determine 
missionary work there, he resisted the tendency toward an English-language education 
in missionary schools since that could erode local culture.56 However, in the next decades, 
Anderson’s reservation was removed from the theory of mission and at the turn of the twentieth 
century the expansion of the missionary schools became the most noticeable feature of missionary 
work as a Christian contribution to the civilisational development of local societies but not 
as Christian agencies of evangelisation.57 

 
Revivalist movements and the mission 

Another factor that considerably determined the concept of the mission was the tradition 
of revivalist movements. A major revivalist moment in the nineteenth-century history of Protestant 
Christianity was the Oxford Movement. It was initiated in the early 1830s in England largely 
as a response to the threats to the established Church posed by the theologians and politicians who 
aimed to subjugate or even abolish the Church and appropriate its property. The movement believed 
that the Church of England was an integral part of the Church Catholic and this idea was expressed 
in a series of ninety “Tracts for the Times,” written by various authors between 1833 and 1841. 
The Tractarians proclaimed that the Church of England had to meet the challenge of the spread 
of religious and political liberalism and unbelief. It also aimed at preventing the growing influence 
of evangelical individualism and the idea of private judgment.58 Tractarian teaching reached the 
United States and influenced the Protestant Episcopal Church. Tractarian views contributed 
to an existing high church movement in the Episcopal Church, but also deepened cultural 
divergence between England and the United States. More and more American Protestants grew 
hostile to the Oxford Movement because of the “fear of episcopal despotism and «priestcraft», 
dating back to the colonial era. /…/ The reaction to Tractarianism drew evangelical within the 
Episcopal Church increasingly apart from their high church brethren, ultimately convincing some 
of them to found a new church.” It was also opposed by Presbyterian and other non-Episcopalian 
evangelicals. None the less, there is an opinion that the Oxford Movement proved to be a mixed 
blessing in theological terms for the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States and was one 
of the several components in a process of a certain cultural and religious divergence between 
England and America.59 
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Charles Grandison Finney (1792–1875) was a Congregationalist and a Presbyterian. He was 
the leader of the Second Great Awakening (1825–1835) and is called “The Father of Modern 
Revivalism.” He advocated for social reforms, in particular, the abolition of slavery and equal 
education for women and African Americans.60 Finney, who was a premillennialist, considered that 
“the state of the world is till such, and probably will be till the millennium is fully come, that 
religion must be mainly promoted by means of revivals.” The place of revivals has been determined 
by the fact that so many counteracting influences brought to bear upon people, that religion would 
decline unless there are no a widespread awakening or a great excitement produces by God to make 
people turn to God. “Almost all the religion in the world has been produced by revivals. God has 
found it necessary to take advantage of the excitability in mankind to produce powerful excitements 
among them before He can lead them to obey.” The necessity of revivals as a new beginning 
of obedience to God is determined by the nature of men, who are reluctant to obey God and by the 
state in which the Church is. “If the Church were far enough advanced in knowledge, and had the 
stability of principle enough to keep awake, such a course would do. But the Church is so little 
enlightened, and there are so many countering causes, that the Church will not go steadily to work 
without a special excitement. As the millennium advances, it is probable that these periodical 
excitements will be unknown. Then the Church will be enlightened, and the counteracting causes 
removed, and the entire Church will be in a state of habitual and steady obedience to God.”61 

Revivals were considered by him as a precondition of the successful preaching of the Gospel 
among sinners. “It is altogether improbable that religion will ever make progress among heathen 
nations except through the influence of revival. The attempt is now in making to do it by education, 
and other cautions and gradual improvements. But so long as the laws of mind remain what they 
are, it cannot be done in this way. There must be excitement sufficient to wake up the dormant 
moral powers, and roll back the tide of degradation and sin.” At the same time, a revival consisted 
in the conversion of sinners. While Christianity was in a backslidden state it was blind to the state 
of sinners. But when Christians enter into a revival: “they will see things in that strong light which 
will renew the love of God in their hearts,” and “this will lead them to labour zealously to bring 
others to Him.” The promotion of revival was essential as there were so much still unconverted and 
dying yearly unconverted.62 

Finney considered that a requisite to promote a revival was in having an influence on man 
and that the conversion of a sinner consisted “in his obeying the truth.” He was of the opinion that 
preaching of the Gospel should be practical, direct and in those proportions, “that the whole Gospel 
may be brought before the minds of the people, and produce its proper influence.” The practical 
nature of preaching referred to the idea that the proper end of all doctrine was practice. Finney 
position said, that “Anything brought forward as doctrine, which cannot be made use as practical, 
is not preaching the Gospel. /…/ Some people are opposed to doctrinal preaching. If they have been 
used to hear doctrines preached in a cold, abstract way, no wonder they are opposed to it. /…/ All 
preaching should be doctrinal, and all preaching should be practical.” The direct way of preaching 
was understood as a preaching to men, and not about men. “The minister must address his hearers. 
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He must preach to them about themselves, and not leave the impression that he is preaching to them 
about others. He will never do them any good, further than succeeds in convincing each individual 
that he is the person in question.”63 

 
W.E. Hocking and Re-Thinking Missions 

Until the 1920s, the Protestant missionary enterprise enjoyed a widespread agreement about 
its essential doctrine, aims, and tasks. This notable consensus was nurtured and articulated by 
missionary leaders and board administrators who shared the broad evangelical vision of the late 
nineteenth century. The American Protestant missionary consensus incorporated several major 
components, each of them suggesting common roots in nineteenth-century evangelicalism. First, 
most Protestant boards would have readily assented to the Presbyterian statement of 1920 that “the 
supreme and controlling aim of the foreign mission is to make Jesus Christ known to all … and 
to persuade them to become His disciplines’ and to gather converts into «self-governing, self-
-supporting, and self-propagating churches».”64 The next element in the consensus concerned the 
social dimension of the missionaries’ cause. The priority of evangelism was commonly 
acknowledged but missions were also regarded as “a sociological force, with a beneficent trend 
in the direction of elevating human society, modifying traditional evils, and introducing reformatory 
ideas.” Before World War I mission promoters generally did not see a dichotomy between 
evangelism and social involvement, however, educational, philanthropic, and medical tasks were 
regarded as secondary to preaching the Gospel.65 

Although this four-part Protestant consensus served the missionary movement well for many 
years, it gradually unraveled in the 1920s and 1930s. The conflict between fundamentalists, 
and modernists over foreign missions reflected the theological polarisation and transformation 
of the nature of American Protestantism of that period.66 Fundamentalists attacked the idea of the 
“social Gospel,” and emphasised the priority of evangelism and the centrality of Christ’s divine 
nature. The groups of fundamentalist failed, however, to dominate both churches and finally 
separated from their churches. In 1936, the Orthodox Presbyterian Church was formed, and in 1947 
the Conservative Baptist denomination was founded as a result of the conflict.67 

Grant Wacker underlines, that there were three broad forms of response to the challenge 
posed by world religions between 1890 and 1930: conservative, liberal and moderate. 
“Conservatives maintained that Christianity was both unique and exclusive, which meant that it was 
qualitatively different from all other religions and that it offered the sole avenue to salvation. 
Liberals denied that Christianity was either unique or exclusive, although they remained certain that 
it was immeasurably better than the others. Moderates tried to have it both ways, holding that 
Christianity was superior to all other faiths, and therefore the loftiest road to salvation, but not 
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necessarily the only one.”68 From 1890 to about 1930 liberals consistently affirmed the essential 
continuity among all religions, or at least among the “high” ones of Buddhism, Confucianism, 
Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity. Their conception of the exact nature of Christianity’s 
relationship to other faiths evolved considerably and according to one them Christ came “not to 
create religion but to develop the religion that was already in the human soul.” Nonetheless, 
in Christ, the moral relations of men were “better represented” than in any other religion.69 

One of the most important debates over foreign missions grew out of the publication in 1932 
of Re-Thinking Missions: A Laymen’s Inquiry after One Hundred Years, a result of a two-year 
project carried by the Laymen’s Foreign Missions Inquiry. It was initiated and financed by John D. 
Rockefeller, Jr., who was a major donor to Baptist missionary activity. This publication was a result 
of common concern about the future of the foreign missions expressed by a group of seven 
denominations. This group was founded in 1930 and ultimately the thirty-five Directors of the 
Laymen’s Foreign Missions Inquiry was composed of Baptists (Northern), Congregational, 
Methodist Episcopal, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., Protestant Episcopal, United 
Presbyterian, and the Reformed Church in America. William Ernest Hocking, professor 
of philosophy at Harvard and a Congregational layman, was elected Chairman of the Commission 
under which the Missions Inquiry was conducted. He stands out as the most notable representative 
of what might be called the fully matured liberal view of other religions. In the “Foreword” to W.E. 
Hocking’s publication, we read: “It is doubtful whether any enterprise dependent entirely 
on continuous giving has so long unstained the interest of so many people as has the foreign 
mission… [T]his enterprise has until very recent years not only held its own but showing 
remarkable growth. Relying as it has upon the steadfastness of certain attitudes of mind and will, its 
magnitude has rendered it vulnerable to any change which might affect those attitudes. In the last 
few years, there have been signs of such change. The old fervour appears to have been succeeded in 
some quarters by questioning if not by indifference. Subscriptions have been falling off. Problems 
of the utmost gravity face mission boards in nearly all fields. There is a growing conviction that the 
missionary enterprise is at a fork in the road, and the momentous decisions are called for.”70 

W.E. Hocking stressed that: “At the center  is always valid impulse of the love of men: 
one offers one’s own faith simply because that is the best one has to offer.” Nor did he doubt that 
Christians must refer their “conception of God, of man, and of religion to the teaching and life 
of Jesus.” What Hocking did doubt was that Christianity was either destined or entitled to displace 
other highly developed religions.71 Hocking charged that the typical missionary failed to see that 
modern communications and technology were rapidly creating a unitary world civilisation in which 
the real enemies were not rival faiths but materialism and secularism. Since the threat was not 
so much false religion as no religion at all, Hocking urged Christianity to preserve the 
“deep-running spiritual life” intrinsic to each culture. That meant, first of all, that the missionary’s 
first task was not to uproot any religious tradition but to help men and women of all heritages come 
to a truer interpretation of their own faith. The missionary’s second task was “far more difficult:” 
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namely, to seek through dialogue with non-Christians a deepened “grasp of what Christianity 
actually means.” He insisted: “… only as it becomes mutual, running in both directions, each 
teaching, each learning … each stimulating the other in growth toward the ultimate goal, unity 
in the completest religious truth.”72 

W.E. Hocking argued that missionaries should change their behaviour. Rather than 
preaching to people and trying to convert them, missionaries needed in Hocking’s view to initiate 
an inter-religious dialogue and model Christian life unobtrusively. These ideas obviously clashed 
with traditional missionary methods, but they nonetheless became guiding principles for the 
ABCFM and its missionaries.73 

In the 1920s and 1930s, a sense of urgency about the inadequacy of the older persuasions 
was growing and an inclination to link the challenge of world religions with the threat of secularism 
and alien political ideologies such as fascism and communism became visible. “Some leading 
theologians argued that secularism, fascism, and communism functioned as quasi-religions foes 
of historic Christianity and should be treated as such.”74 The sense of urgency was evident in other 
ways too. One was the developing awareness that the challenge posed by world religions was 
no longer an academic question that Christians might or might not address as they preferred. By the 
1930s it was obvious to thoughtful observers that the assumption about Christianity's right 
to displace other religions would have to be proved to an increasingly querulous audience at home 
as well as abroad. This shift was well illustrated by the contrast between the outlook of the 1910 
World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh and its successor, the 1928 International Missionary 
Conference in Jerusalem. At the first, the missionary message in relation to non-Christians religions 
remained relatively low. At the later, on the contrary. In 1910 delegates had cheered about 
the “grandeur” of Christianity marching to the “conquest of the five great religions of the 
modern world.” In 1928, they acknowledged at the outset that the “perplexity on this subject” 
was so troubling that a fresh inquiry was “urgently needed.”75 
 
Conclusions 

Mission thinking was predominated by the Millennium movement, which meant that 
according to Scripture that non-Christians must be converted before the second coming of Christ. 
Many believed in a postmillennial advent of Christ, or that Christ would only return to earth after 
a thousand-year reign of peace, inaugurated by strenuous Christian effort at reform and evangelism. 
They used to see a close relationship between postmillennialism and the mission and stressed that 
postmillennialism was the essence of the Reformation. They were also convinced that Calvin 
himself was a postmillennialist. 

The necessity of the improvement in the human situation before Christ’s return was exposed 
by the second mode of Protestant eschatology – the premillennial dispensationalism. Premillennialism 
originally opposed the idea of missionary work and believed that Jesus must first return and that the 
gospel would spread by itself over the whole earth in the Millennium, but finally, the assumption 
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that the missionary activity would hasten Christ’s return prevailed and premillennialism provided 
the popularisation of new mission theories and the rise of evangelical missions in the 1880s. 

What William Ernest Hocking did doubt was that Christianity was either destined or entitled 
to displace other highly developed religions.76 Since then, a multitude of debates have taken place. 
Premillennialism confronted rising secularism, the general crisis of faith and the application 
of Darwinian evolutionary thought.77 Attempts have been made by Christian scholars in this 
direction and have exposed various points of view on the roots of pluralism and its implications on 
the mission theory. Christian churches have found themselves between the reality of religious 
pluralism and the obligations coming from the Great Commission, or the call of Jesus to his 
followers to baptise all nations. 
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Conference Report: Iran-US Relations: Challenges and Perspectives 

 
 Abstract  

On 19th October 2018 the Centre of Middle Eastern Studies at the Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental 
Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw, hosted its fifth international annual conference dedicated 
to Middle Eastern Studies, this year Iran-US Relations: Challenges and Perspectives. The conference was aimed 
at presenting interdisciplinary research by experts in the field, as well as discussing approaches related to the 
crisis between Iran and the United States and its impact on Europe and the Middle East. 

 
Introduction  

A group of political experts and researchers from Poland as well as from abroad debated 
the Iranian-US relations in the context of the challenges they face and their future prospects. Among 
the invited speakers were: the President of the American-Iranian Council, Hooshang Amirahmadi, 
professor at Rutgers University and Senior Associate at Oxford University; Heinz Gaertner from 
the International Institute for Peace (IIP), professor at the University of Vienna and Chair of the 
Advisory Committee for Strategy and Security Policy of the Scientific Commission at the Austrian 
Armed Forces (BMLV); Professor Bernard Hourcade, Senior Research Fellow Emeritus at the 
National Centre for Scientific Research, in Paris; Dr. Łukasz Fyderek, an academic and world 
affairs commentator from the Institute of Middle and Far East at the Jagiellonian University in 
Kraków; and Mr Adam Rogoda from Warsaw University, School of Economics, Department of 
Economic Systems Theory. The conference was hosted by Dr. Henryk Meyza, Vice Director of the 
Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures at the Polish Academy of Sciences, Professor Karol 
Myśliwiec, former Director of the Institute and Dr. Mahnaz Zahirinejad, the head of the Centre for the 
Middle Eastern Studies. 

In his welcoming introduction, Dr. Meyza briefly presented the invited guests with the 
Institute’s history, profile and its scientific interests, while Professor Karol Myśliwiec attempted 
to draw several, not so obvious, similarities between Poland and Iran, bringing up the issue of unfair 
stereotypes that both countries suffered from, both in the past as well as nowadays. Professor 
Myśliwiec made his point by referring to the role of bad reputations or clichés, the way they taint 
mutual relations and how they can also be exploited for political purposes. Recalling the great ancient 
civilisation of Persia, he expressed his joy at welcoming such an excellent group of international 
experts and wished them a fruitful discussion liberated from certain clichés. 
 
Presentations  

The key speaker, Professor Hooshang Amirahmadi spoke about Trump’s policy towards 
Iran, aspects of its continuity and change. As a starting point for his argumentation, Amirahmadi 
presented the complex role of the US as a player in Iran in an historical overview, pointing out that 
after the WWII, the American administration was advocating for the idea of an independent Iran – 
which would have meant being free from Soviet influence. The latter, in his opinion, was present 
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in Iran and added to the already gradually rising anti-American sentiment among Iranians, 
displeased with their growing interference in Iranian affairs, and especially by the American ties 
to the Shah’s regime and Washington’s pro-Zionist policy in the Middle East. The collapse 
of relations that came with the Islamic Revolution in 1979 was thus expressing pre-established 
popular consent, according to which expelling the American forces and their local affiliates was 
vital for the country’s interests. 

Amirahmadi recalled these historical facts, reminding the invited guests that anti-Zionism 
and anti-imperialism are still among the main principles directing Iranian foreign policy. The two 
principles remain valid and will continue to determine Iranian policy as long as the regime’s 
demand for sovereignty is, in its view, undermined by repeating rounds of international sanctions. 
In his opinion, the conflict is still only building up and is contributing to rising mutual mistrust and 
misperception. In other words, Amirahmadi argued that the problem between US and Iran has 
historical roots and developed and crystallised in the form of a set of dogmas that both sides do not 
wish to abandon.  

According to Amirahmadi, the Americans succeeded in designing a series of dogmas that 
constitute and prevail in the contemporary discourse on Iran in international relations and global 
politics. What is more, consecutive American governments have managed to co-opt other countries 
into this anti-Iranian discourse, legitimising and further supporting international policies, mainly 
sanctions, restrictions and pressures, aimed at forcing the Iranian regime to moderate its revolution 
and policy. European states are a good illustrative case of being entangled by the American 
administration in a problem originally limited to the US and Iran. In his words, “the constructive 
engagement” of the Europeans was nothing other than them being tricked by the Americans to get 
involved in the tense US-Iran relations. 

Professor Amirahmadi critised the JCPOA as further deteriorating already damaged 
relations between the US and Iran, mainly because of keeping the crucial regional actors out of the 
negotiating table and putting too great an emphasis on singling out one issue – the nuclear – while 
overlooking other problems. These two facts, in Amirahmadi’s opinion, keep the JCPOA from 
being a comprehensive deal. In fact, these arguments prompted the first speaker to call US-Iran 
relations “beyond repair”, before quoting Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s remarkable words that “our 
relationship with the US is existential, either the US goes or we go”. The speaker then sketched 
quite a gloomy conclusion, seeing the only solution to the stalemate a change on the side of Iran. 

Professor Gaertner picked up the question of JCPOA’s viability, arguing that it was 
a sensible deal and fulfilled its most important goal of the time, namely engaging Iran. With this 
deal, both sides renounced such steps, according to the speaker, and this in turn has begun to change 
regional dynamics. 

Its failure, however, was motivated by a different set of factors, mainly related to a sudden 
turn in US foreign policy, resulting from the change in the White House. Professor Gaertner pointed 
out that undermining the JCPOA, especially by moving to a situation in which Iran withdraws from 
the deal, would create opportunities for more bold moves from the regime’s adversaries, such as 
Donald Trump and Benyamin Netanyahu. A military strike would not be the most unlikely of them. 

Professor Bernard Hourcade started his speech by comparing post-revolutionary Iran 
to a strong, but an emergent state. Previously ruled by the absolutist shah, Iran underwent major 
transformation led by a popular movement and Islamic clerics, resulting in the foundation 
of the Islamic Republic of Iran. As an emergent state, Iran became a major player in the region: 
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confronting Israel by supporting its proxies, Lebanese Hezbollah and Palestinian Hamas, 
challenging the Saudis by being actively involved in Syria and Yemen, and also recently, 
by successfully fighting to eliminate ISIS. Iran’s role in the region has become a big question 
contributing to a further split between the current US administration and the EU in international 
relations. 

As an emergent state, however, Iran also faces serious internal problems that can be only 
worsened by further sanctions. The main pillar of Iran’s domestic policy is nationalism 
and resistance towards sanctions is motivated by a national sense of pride that only grows 
in strength. In this context, the speaker viewed the role of Europe, which he said might help Iran 
to transform itself from inside. 

Returning to the question of the JCPOA, Professor Hourcade said the deal was also about 
allowing business to enter Iran. What the Europeans discovered on the ground, however, was that 
their efforts to develop economic ties with Iran (having no prior experience) utterly failed. The main 
reason was the lack of proper business infrastructure in Iran, including a secure banking and 
payment system that would link Iranian partners to the international network. Its reconstruction 
would take years, but remains vital for making proper use of the country’s capacity, as well as its 
stability, and it is equally important for Europe. This is why the EU is not, and will not be eager, 
to abandon the outcomes brought by the JCPOA. 

Professor Hourcade even referred to the EU as “the godfather of Iran”, in its efforts 
to rebuild business infrastructure. He emphasised that instead of sanctions, Europe should stand 
beside Iran in strengthening its potential. By helping Iran – which in many contexts resembles 
for Hourcade an emergent state – the EU would contribute to peace making in the entire Middle 
East region. 

Dr. Łukasz Fyderek posited the hypothesis that had the war in Syria not occurred, the 
JCPOA deal would not be on the table. In his opinion the nuclear deal was about curbing Iran’s 
influence in Syria. Fyderek presented the timeline of Iranian’s involvement in Syria, starting from 
what he called a “reluctant involvement” to nurture its only Arab ally in 2012, pointing to its 
growing presence, rising influence and also confidence about its position in the Levant in 2018, 
ultimately saving the allied Assad regime. Iranians proved extremely useful in creating proxy allies 
and networking with them. Thanks to this they will likely be able to secure a number of possible 
postwar deals in Syria. Tehran’s position in the process of reconstruction could become exceptional. 
In Fyderek’s opinion, there are two main issues here: Iran becoming the regional power and the 
nuclear deal, which are interrelated. Iran not only proved it was far from being only in defensive 
mode, but was more than that – acting in fact as a regional power in a changing regional 
environment. Tehran went much beyond just securing its borders, but attempted to transform 
the entire regional system. 

The problem of the destructive impact that further sanctions imposed on Iran could bring, 
was taken up by Adam Rogoda from the Warsaw University School of Economics. The researcher, 
who is completing his PhD thesis on relations between the state and economy in Iran between 1962 
and 2005, among several potential consequences of the new set of sanctions referred to: fiscal 
problems, higher unemployment, currency depreciation, rising inflation, severely reduced access 
to modern technologies, especially in the energy and manufacturing sectors, and last but not least – 
lower or negative GDP growth. In his speech Rogoda analysed why the prospect of a revival in US 
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sanctions is so destructive to the Iranian economy and what are the reasons for such  economic 
vulnerability to the US sanctions. 

In his opinion, the new US sanctions are more comprehensive than in 2011–2012, but they 
lack international support, as in 1995. So on one hand, it is possible that without international 
support the US policy would not be as effective as in 2011–2012. The impact has already been 
significant though, as manifested among other things in: the exit of multinational companies 
(for instance French Total), termination of aircraft deliveries and license agreements (for instance 
in auto industry), and in rial depreciation. As Rogoda said, the problem is deepened by the fact that 
Iran’s economy has never fully recovered from the nuclear-related sanctions in the first place, 
and that the JCPOA could not have delivered the expected benefits because only secondary US 
sanctions were lifted, Iran has not been removed from Financial Action Task Force black list 
and there was only partial and limited reintegration with the international financial system.  

In his diagnosis of the Iranian domestic economic context, the speaker also mentioned the 
problem of economic mismanagement and raised the question of the government’s interests in rial 
devaluation in order to decrease the budget deficit and boost non-oil exports. Rogoda suggested that 
Iran’s economic problems go beyond the lack of foreign investment and modern technology. In his 
opinion the economic crisis is destined to continue due to the high level of social expectations after 
the JCPOA, Europe’s inability to protect the agreement and also, most importantly, Iran’s fragile 
economy. In other words, the regime still has limited policy options to counter the crisis, therefore – 
as in 2012 – sanctions still pose an existential threat to the survival of the Islamic Republic. 

Why Iran cannot rely on China and India was discussed by Dr. Mahnaz Zahirinejad. 
According to the speaker, Iran wants to re-establish its position within OPEC and for that reason 
it should increase its oil and gas production from new oil and current oil and gas fields. Iranian oil 
and gas production have declined under the international and US sanctions. The reason is that Iran 
needs approximately $200 billion investment for oil and gas production, development and refineries 
and roughly 65 to 75 percent of that needs to come from foreign investment. In addition, Iran needs 
to import advanced technology available only in Europe and the US to increase its oil and gas 
production. However, under sanctions and in the absence of trade between Iran and EU and US, 
Chinese or Indian investments cannot give back what Tehran has lost from the West. This is 
because the Chinese have a long way to go, even to catch up with second-class European countries 
technologically. Even so, it is not just about technology, but also because China is not going to get 
into conflict with the US for the sake of maintaining relations with Iran. Dr. Zahirinejad mentioned 
how China stopped investing in Iran during Barak Obama’s term to avoid any conflict with the US. 
The speaker believes that  economic interdependence has drawn China into the international 
community but it has limited its power in foreign policy because even though China is a great 
power, it is yet to be considered a global one.  

She also pointed to growing trade between Iran and India, which has made India the second 
largest customer of Iranian oil and Iran the third largest oil exporter to India. In addition, 
Dr. Zahirinejad noted the importance of relations with Iran for India due to the India aims 
of developing Iran’s Chabahar port as a transit hub for Afghanistan, Central Asia, and the 
International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC). She believes that the US as a partner 
of India has always made the case of Iran a test for the credibility of New Delhi’s commitment 
to building a long-term political partnership with Washington. Thus, in her opinion, although India 
has not considered Iran as an aggressive regional power, US relations have impacted New Delhi-
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Tehran relations and prevented further development of India-Iran ties. In other words, the India-US 
relationship has committed India to US policies and consequently India has put better ties with Iran 
on hold. 

Dr. Surender Bhutani senior fellow at St. Antony’s College, Oxford and Institute 
of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences agreed with Dr. Zahirinejad 
and added India and Iran share an interest in countering Sunni extremism and Tehran is of strategic 
importance to Delhi’s expanded influence in Central Asia through  projects with attention to China-
Pakistan ties.  
 
Discussion  

The discussion also heard several interesting voices from the audience. Dr. Stanisław 
Jaskowski from the Department of Iran at the Warsaw University, emphasised the necessity 
of sticking to continuity in analysing Iranian statehood. He argued that the idea of calling Iran 
an emergent state was intellectually inspiring but not entirely accurate and risked being 
counterproductive in political analysis. In response to these remarks, Professor Bernard Hourcade 
returned to his argument about Iran being an emergent state. He explained that taking into account 
the transformation and the way Iranian society is changing, there is a new body and new system 
emerging from there. He also added that similar processes are going on in Saudi Arabia. Both are 
seen by Hourcade as countries undergoing profound transformations and facing problems stemming 
from it. 

Dr. Emmy Irobi, Assistant Professor at the LCC University of Klaipeda, returned to the 
question of the EU’s intermediary role in the US-Iran relations. He emphasised EU responsibility 
for their role in the process and raised the question as to whether European states are able 
to mediate between the US and Iran? In his opinion, to successfully mediate would be in this case 
to empower the powerless. Professor Irobi posed the question whether the European countries can – 
and are ready – to empower the powerless Iranians. A similar statement was expressed by Mahnaz 
Zahirinejad – the EU should not reject the JCPOA, it should mediate more constructively with 
the US and perhaps should even push Iran to negotiate with the American administration. 

On the other side, Maciej Milczanowski pointed out that EU and Iran are in a similar 
situation, because of the Donald Trump’s policy – perhaps then a better strategy, especially from 
Paris and Berlin, is needed in confronting Trump. The speaker specifically emphasised the necessity 
of confronting the president himself, not the entire US administration. 

In response to the voices presenting Iran as a rising star in regional politics, Professor 
Hooshang Amirahmadi, siding here with Adam Rogoda’s analysis, made a remark on Iran 
collapsing domestically on multiple fronts – in his own words, Iran being “almost on the verge 
of revolution”. Amirahmadi warned not to overestimate Iran’s strength by focusing on its 
performance in Damascus and overlooking the domestic front. In his opinion, it would be a mistake 
to confuse the country’s regional role with its domestic governance. Amirahmadi also disagreed 
with the statement that the problem lies in the person of the current American president. For him, 
the election of Donald Trump merely represents major and inevitable changes ongoing within 
American society. Still, Amirahmadi sees in Trump’s election a sort of opportunity that could 
be beneficial for Tehran, but only if it is played smart. 

Dr. Łukasz Fyderek in turn made a point on the Iranian political regime consisting of a post-
revolutionary elite. This is the reason, he argued, that Iran will stay rigid in its foreign policy until 
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the 1st generation of revolutionary guards steps aside and is replaced by a new generational elite. 
Therefore, it remains a question of time. He also remarked on the importance of supposedly minor 
players – e.g. Iranian local allies and proxies. In other words, contemporary Middle East analysis 
should not be stuck using Cold War conceptual paradigms, viewing the regional situation only 
through the lenses of a bipolar model.  

Returning to the issue of sanctions, Professor Amirahmadi also said that sanctions imposed 
by the Trump cabinet are not new, but are similar to the ones implemented during the Obama era. 
In fact, 80% of sanctions were imposed under Clinton and Obama. The professor repeated that the 
Trump presidency should be seen as an opportunity, and went even further by saying that none 
of the previous US administrations had been posed as such. Professor Hourcade made a general 
comment on the problem of the role of sanctions, suggesting there is no immediate impact 
on political change. Besides, even if it leads to the regime change, the outcomes could well slip 
out of control. What if we get a more fascist regime in Iran, he asked? Adding to the discussion 
on the impact of the US sanctions on Iran, Professor Gaertner made a remark concerning 
the questionable effectiveness of sanctions as tools leading to substantive political changes. There is 
no evidence of sanctions causing direct regime changes as noted in the scholarly literature. 
Sanctions were at best partially involved in changing regime in South Africa, but did not bring 
concrete results (that is: cause regime change) in Cuba or Russia. Referring to the argument made 
by Amirahmadi about Trump becoming an opportunity for the Iranian regime, Professor Gaertner 
said that perhaps Ruhani did not take the opportunity created by the Trump presidency, but then the 
same could be stated about Bill Clinton’s administration – not taking the opportunity of Mohamad 
Khatami.  

Amirahmadi noted again that sanctions are probably responsible for approximately 20% 
of Iran’s economic problems, 80% of which should be put down to the government’s 
mismanagement, which is simply transferring the burden of economic sanctions on to its people. 
It is for this reason that the current regime may not be able to survive and its change is essential 
because it is failing Iranian society on multiple levels: social, economic as well as political. Adam 
Rogoda added that from the economic point of view, Iran’s successful reconstruction would require 
a new economic structure – not by building new factories, but by setting solid grounds 
for generating stable oil incomes in the future. In order to achieve that respective Iranian sectors 
must be internationally competitive.  

In the final remarks concluding the discussion, Professor Amirahmadi urged that we pay 
attention to Iranian society – not the regime - which would be a step out of the discourse imposed 
by previous American administrations and continued under the presidency of Donald Trump. 
The speaker strongly recommended the EU seize the moment as Iranian society is turning against 
the regime. Recognising this and avoiding the mistake of targeting society – while having 
the regime as the enemy – would prevent Europe from losing Iran. 
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