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It has been decades since the Middle East was politically decolonised and forty-four years since Edward Said’s work
on “Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient” was written with the aim of deconstructing the Western
hegemony in the representation of the Oriental lands, politics and cultures. How the Middle East has been
constructed and constituted in the minds and perceptions of people has been largely dominated by Western or the
‘Occidental’ discourse, whether in academia or in the fantasy of films, novels and art. For a long time in the past and
even in the present, this ‘discourse’ is controlled or disseminated by the West which tries to construct the Middle
East as a rather ‘oriental, exotic, and naive’ place which played a major role in defining or rather validating the
superiority of the Western colonial civilizations. This process continues to date when it comes to issues of culture,
refugees and politics of the region. Self-governance and sovereignty are nowhere in the picture. Edward Said has
elaborately scribed this very omniscient and long-lasting impact of the Western hegemony against the Orient in his
popular work of Orientalism, “one ought never to assume that the structure of Orientalism is nothing more than a
structure of lies or myths which were the truth about them to be told, would simply blow away.” Orientalism has
perpetuated the construction and dissemination of power-structures arising and abetting the West at the expense of
the Middle Eastern nations, governments, people and cultures. This represents a subtle yet powerful form of
colonization through academia and art which is prevalent even today.

Militarily, diplomatically and even culturally the region, its religious values, tradition and the people, continue to be
viewed and furthered with the same Western lens of projecting the Middle East as an ‘exotic’ and rather ‘barbaric’
place in need for western value systems. Therefore, in some ways, the Middle East and the knowledge about the
Middle East continue to be colonised by the Western hegemonic discourses and there has been an active attempt by
scholars, artists and politicians to produce a counter-hegemonic discourse about the Middle East which aims at
bridging the indigenous narratives of the local with the consumer audience at the global level.  The battle for minds
is a long and ongoing battle, and this issue of Siasat al-Insaf aims to add substance to the counter-hegemonic
knowledge base that presents the Orient, not in comparison to the Occident, but as a place with a proud identity and
a unique soul of its own.

The journal is inaugurated by an article on the “Role of Political Discourse Analysis and Translation in
Understanding Politics of the Middle East”, which extrapolates the close relation of language, culture and ideology
as perpetuated in the media and its webs of manipulative lies. It is an academic guide that, through effective
exemplification disentangles the web of manipulative political and mass media language. The piece is a deft and
elaborate academic guide that not only uncovers the nuances of political discourse analysis and translation but also
inspires readers to not interpret and understand vocabulary at face value but adopt a more critical behaviour of
assessment towards its intrinsic meaning evolved out of the underlying language, culture and ideology from which
the text emerges.  

Articles based on concepts and theories like Ethnocentrism, Politics of the Folly and Political Colonization
effectively add to the counter-hegemonic debate against the west-dominated discourse in the Middle East. These
articles elucidate how and why the Middle Eastern present and historical past continues to be dominated by heavy
foreign intervention, proxy wars, failure of peace accords, political Islam and underdevelopment. The article on the
Role of Nationalism in the Arab-Israel Conflict is an important beginning in understanding the inevitable role
played by intangible forces like historiographies and National identity.  Furthermore, articles in this issue explore
intersectional themes of politics and anthropological discourses around the themes of gender, national
historiographies, collective ethno-religious identities and literary oriental discourses. Issues such as refugees and
gender in the Middle East have undeniably been a hostage of the ideology of Political Islam and is a topic of
contemporary debate and relevance and this issue tries to unpack these complexities from a local and indigenous
point of view which is in contrast to the pre-existing images and pre-conjectures painted by the Occident knowledge
structures. Therefore, through the third issue of the Siasat al-Insaf, the editorial team hopes that the readers adopt
the same critical and investigative approach towards understanding the social value of facts to deconstruct the
existing western hegemony in the current Middle Eastern academia with which the authors and the editorial team
envisioned this journal issue.

THE ORIENT AND COUNTER-HEGEMONIC
DISCOURSES ON THE MIDDLE EAST

The Editorial Team
HAPPY READING!
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Analysing and translating political discourse and texts from
Arabic to  English and vice versa is an extremely important but
a difficult task. It is important because it creates a better
understanding between the sender and receiver via ideational
and transactional interactions. It is difficult because it involves
several problematic issues other than those normally
encountered in any usual act of analysis and translation. It may
be asserted that this process is also difficult because of the
inherent ambiguity which is intentionally established in
political discourse and texts and their interpretation. Politics in
general deals with newly and continuously changing and
competing ideas, thoughts, ideologies and concepts, which
combined and embedded in language, stem from the basis of
contending culture. Hence, politicians, diplomats, journalists,
and law experts exert efforts to fix their ideas, concepts and
thoughts in the minds of the people by using political discourse
in a special genre of language.    

Political discourse is an ideational and transactional human
activity between politicians and the public by appealing to
their feelings, emotions and sympathies, in a bid to persuade
them that what is being said or written is the ideal. Hence, it
deals with political principles, convictions and opinions.
Problems of analysing and translating political discourse and
texts arise while trying to render them into the language of
another society that has a different culture. Based on this
understanding, our approach resides in the need to investigate
the search for meaning, content and implication of political
discourse analysis and translation of the language of politics
from linguistic, anthropologic and ethnographic perspectives,
along with context-specific processes and techniques.

Politics, diplomacy and mass media are interrelated because
they complement each other. Politics puts forth several
objectives which are sought to be achieved by all available
means including soft power as reflected in public diplomacy 

and dissemination of ideas through media, public discourse,
political statements and legal language. This is a basic
milestone to establish political thoughts in the minds of people
to build supportive public opinion.

Diplomacy aims at implementing various kinds of policies, and
endeavours to achieve maximum gains at minimal costs. It is,
therefore, the art of managing the relations of a state with
other states in the world, and regional and international
organizations in a polite, courteous and respectful way. It also
involves negotiating bilateral and/or multilateral agreements,
treaties and conventions in which a country draws and
specifies its interests and cooperative relations with the rest of
the world's countries, based on its relative power, social and
economic capabilities, natural resources, and the nature of its
relations with world powers.      

Mass media, on the other hand, is the instrument through
which journalists, diplomats and politicians try to fix their
ideas, ideology, concepts, perceptions and political programs
by manipulating the language in use to affect the public
opinion- both within their countries and abroad. These three
terms constitute, inter alia, the milestones of “Public
Diplomacy”.     

Rationalization of politics and diplomacy must consider all the
elements of a country's power- its regional and international
status and position, as well as the conventions on which that
country negotiates with other countries. In negotiating
agreements and conventions, each party presents its
viewpoints, objects to or agrees with a proposition that is put
on the table for bargaining with the other party by following
certain specified procedure and conduct that have become
internationally agreed-upon conventions. Herein,  the
importance of analysing and translating Middle East Political
Discourse lies to understand Middle East politics and what is
behind such political discourse and linguistic interactions.

While managing international relations, politicians and
diplomats quite often make certain statements to explain a
specific stance at a specific time in a certain situation. In this
context, politicians, diplomats, law experts and journalists, use
certain well-structured forms of language, which are either
clear or obscure and are intentionally used to serve their
purposes. Each of these forms of language has certain
characteristics that distinguish it from the others. 

Understanding the Politics
of the Middle East

Heads of States of the Gulf Cooperation Council
Picture via H. I. Mohammed/ Reuters/  

THE ROLE OF
DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS AND
TRANSLATION
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Understanding, comprehending and grasping such
characteristics help the speaker/writer convey her/his messages
to the hearer/reader who, in turn, must understand the
intended meanings and messages in a clever and appropriate
manner. What is being said or written also helps analysts to
detect and predict the political and social changes that are
taking place in each country and the international arena at a
given point of time.   

When the language used is vague as a result of the
speaker/writer intentionally desiring it to be and is performed
by the person in power with her/his linguistic competence
through certain linguistic expressions and structures, the
hearer/reader is lost, and consequently, the first seeds of
misleading the public are established. Furthermore, in the case
of cultural differences involved in political discourse between
two culturally diverse languages,  either party
misunderstanding understanding of the meaning and content
of the discourse or written text, leads to tension in
international relations, and thereby impedes the smooth
management and implementation of that party’s domestic and
foreign policies. This misunderstanding is also the result of
first, the linguistic incompetence of the negotiator and/ or
her/his advisors who draft the documents, or negotiate an
agreement, convention, or resolution. Second, it is the result of
misinterpretation of an article or statement resulting from the
drafter or the negotiator not being able to understand her/his
country's policy on one hand, and not being able to understand
the denotations, connotations,  contents and implication of the
prepared text on the other. All this is due to the highly
specialized nature and register of the language in use that
involves specialized terminology, expressions and linguistic
structures that the drafter, the negotiator and the interpreter
of an article or statement is not being able to understand.    
 This paper is one of a series of others that aim to highlight all
such difficulties in analysing and translating  Political
Discourse analysis in general and the Middle East in particular,
with the aim to suggest some solutions.

LANGUAGE AS GENRES UNDER DISCUSSION

The language of Media political reports 

Mass media uses certain linguistic tricks and complicated
devices like using the passive voice, long prepositional and
nominal phrases to divert the attention from the agent with the
intention to delete it at a later stage to suit its ideology.  Media
uses ambiguous headlines and specific graphics and
graphological variations of letters to attract the attention of
the reader. It also uses the present tense to refer to the present
and past time. Word order is another trick used by the media to
highlight specific items at the expense of truth. Media also
plays an important role in the implementation of a certain
policy that serves a specific objective compatible with what its
owners and financiers want. The objective behind this is to
affect the domestic and world public opinion. Therefore,
understanding the true meaning, content and implication of a
statement or article, and what mass media conveys, is
considered an important element for politicians and diplomats
to understand the policies of a given country towards another. 

Consequently, analysis of what mass media produces enables
politicians, diplomats, analysts and translators to comprehend
what is being conveyed.

Political speech, statement and International
Organisation’s Resolutions   

Politics aims to persuade people to believe that what a
politician says and preaches is correct; and therefore, it must
be followed. A politician refers to action and practice, political
affairs, or business. S/he refers to “the activities of groups of
various kinds, including groups of a specific political type such
as political parties”[1] It is concerned with the public welfare.
So, the primary objective of politicians is to appeal to the
public, and therefore their language has a considerable
influence on the people they address on serious occasions.
Politics, as George Orwell thought of, is 'a part of life'. Hence,
we find that life, people and language are involved in everyday
politics, and politicians use a special genre of language which
involves “abstraction, political and commercial language; often
mendacious, pretending to deliver the good but actually, just
giving vent to noise.”[2]   

There is always a resort to use easy access to people at all costs.
Therefore, there is a ‘misuse of language such as the use of
dead metaphors’ like ‘he is a lion, he is a fox, iron resolution’,
and to ‘fish in troubled water’, which are used without
knowledge of their meanings. These metaphors have lost their
vividness and become ordinary words. They have lost their
evocative power. Politicians use them to save themselves the
trouble of speaking sense by actual mastering of the use of the
language. There is also the use of similes and other figures of
speech, and pretentious words like ‘phenomenon, virtual’, etc.
These are used to dress up simple statements and give a flavour
of seriousness, reality, and scientific impartiality to simple
statements. Moreover, some politicians use strictly
meaningless words such as the political words of ‘democracy,
socialism, and freedom’, which are often used in a consciously
dishonest way. However, such words are of great concern for
the public in many parts of the world. They are the ingredients
of every society, and therefore politicians act like the cooks,
whereby they prepare the meal by using these ingredients for
the hungry people.     

One notices that ‘the images that are used have become stale’,
and there is lack of precision. A political writer/speaker juggles
in expressing her/his thoughts and never tries to be
straightforward. Therefore, s/he manipulates language and
uses linguistic forms and devices to serve her/ his selfish ends.
It is noted that “the mixture of vagueness and incompetence is
the characteristics of modern English prose and especially of
any kind of political writing.”[3]  The use of metaphors is to
create an image and call up a visual image by using static
metaphors, similes, and idioms. In their use of such language,
politicians save themselves from the trouble of looking for
equivalent images in their concept, while this use of language
will be at the expense of their image and the effect they want to
produce on the audience. Therefore, in translation, one must
make several efforts to produce the same image of (SL) and
render it into the (TL). In other words, the analyst or translator 
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must try to visualize the image in the (SL) and look for its
equivalence in the (TL), taking into consideration the cultural
impacts on the public. Translating similes, metaphors and
proverbs could seem meaningless and lose their power if the
text or any discourse is translated literally. Therefore, such a
translation requires sense-for-sense (communicative)
translation in a stylistic way. This means that the translator
must visualize the image in the (SL) and look for its
equivalence in the (TL).

Politicians manipulate ‘Verbal phrases’ for the purpose of
picking out appropriate verbs. A verb becomes a phrase such as
‘contact’, ‘yattasilo’ becomes 'make contact with’ – ‘yujri
ittisalan maā’ in order to prolong the speech. The passive
constructions are used instead of the active, and ‘nominal
constructions’ are used instead of gerund; an example can be
seen in 'examination of'’ instead of 'examining'. Adjectives like
'historic', ‘inevitable’ are used to dignify the process of
international politics. There is a ‘taste of archaism’ in political
writing, and a collection of foreign words and phrases can be
seen in English and Arabic political writings, e.g., 'the
liquidation of the Palestinian question’- ‘tasfiyato alqadiyato
alfialastiniati’, 'to digest ideas’- ‘yahdomol afkar’. Such phrases
give the colour of culture, and in some cases reflect the
speaker’s or writer's knowledge and influence of the cultures of
other societies. There are several loan words and phrases. It is
to be noted that the spread of internet communication, press,
conferences, and the way translators have translated such
words, have led to validate their meanings in the (TL) at the
expense of Classical Arabic.     

Politicians look for effect, hence they use ‘simple short
sentences and simple statements. They address the audience
and exploit every emotional phrase, structure, and vocabulary
to draw people's attention and arouse emotions through them.
In this context, an analyst or translator finds no difficulty in
rendering the meanings of simple sentences in political
debates, speeches and negotiations, such as in the UN
documents due to the influence of the press, journalism and
mass media, but the difficulty arises from the use of pure
cultural concepts, ideas and thoughts that take place even in
the so-called short sentences of political speeches and
dialogues. It is a fact that language has more than just mere
words, phrases, and clauses. It expresses ideas, thoughts,
ideology and concepts enshrined in the culture of that
language. As for the use of language in political discourse,
there are ideologies which are again enshrined in the culture of
a certain society. The analysis of a language is a necessary step
to discover and study ideological processes expressed through
language. Furthermore, ideologies are reprinted and
reproduced by linguistic devices such as the choice of words,
phrases, and structures. For example, when we use the
expression 'rioters' and not 'demonstrators', 'terrorists',
'militias' and not 'freedom fighters', 'democracy' and not
'socialism', we express our ideology through this selection of
terminology. Such choice of words reflects the intention, aim
and culture of the person and her/his need for the different
contextual use of the language. For example, there is a clear
distinction between 'kill', 'murder' and 'die', as each of these
word means something different. But in manipulating
linguistic patterns, forms and structures, the speaker/writer
erases this distinction to serve her/his goal. It is well-known

that there is specific vocabulary in every society that reflects
“many past beliefs and values that still attracts attention and
evoking response'”[4] But, one has to accept the evolution of
such vocabulary with the passage of time to mean different
things.

Moreover, the use of metaphoric expressions leaves a heavy
connotative burden which may be socially approved but
inhibits the development of languages' writing. Politicians and
journalists use certain terminology, metaphoric expressions,
phrases and even structures to hide some specific emotions in
their speeches and writing on one hand , and show or highlight
some other emotions on the other. Thus, the close relationship
between culture, ideology, and language use are distinctive
features of political discourse because through language use,
we can “symbolize reasons, remember, anticipate, rationalize,
distort and evoke beliefs and perceptions about matters not
immediately before us.”[5] We can easily envisage what great
responsibility is shouldered by the analyst or translator who
has to go deep into the mind of a politician, his background,
culture, thoughts, ideas and ideology, and try to render them
all into the (TL) of another society of different language,
culture and perceptions. Therefore, the search for meaning is
crucial to understand the context and vice versa, and thereby
decide upon the responses because there will be “unfortunate
and even disastrous consequences in the real world if the
message is not properly understood by the recipient.”[6] Such
disastrous consequences can result from improper or imprecise
analysis and /or translation.

The chances of misinterpreting a discourse or text, and
consequently analysing it or translating it into another
language become naturally manyfold due to linguistic, social,
cultural and contextual factors. Therefore, the analyst or
translator  must consider all the elements of a discourse or text
before deciding upon the meaning and content, and then looks
for the equivalence in the target language. To analyse a text,
whether an article, statement, resolution or speech, it is
necessary to refer to the functions of language along with the
cultural concepts of the society of that language. In general, “a
text refers to the verbal record of a communicative act,”[7] with
its punctuation, capitalization, italicization, paragraphing etc.,
which correspond to paralinguistic markers of a discourse, such
as voice quality, the speeding up and slowing down of the
overall pace of speech relative to the speaker's normal pace in a  
speech situation. Intonation, emphasis, and other elements
help to understand or determine the tone and class of an
utterance. Thus, interpretation of a text is subjective because
different individuals pay different attention to these aspects of
the texts. This idea has been emphasized by Brown and Yule
who said that “the content of the text appeals to them because
it fits into their experience differently.”[8] In this regard,
translation is objective where a translator cannot say or write
whatever s/he wants. 

This experience of the shared personal or general knowledge
between writer/reader of the topic, culture, and concepts,
determines the exact meaning of a text. When a translator
embarks on rendering that meaning, s/he must share that
knowledge in the (SL) and be able to transmit it exactly to  the
(TL) in a context like that of the (SL). This requires knowledge
of both the languages.
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This experience of the shared personal or general knowledge
between writer/reader of the topic, culture, and concepts,
determines the exact meaning of a text. When a translator
embarks on rendering that meaning, s/he must share that
knowledge in the (SL) and be able to transmit it exactly to  the
(TL) in a context like that of the (SL). This requires knowledge
of both the languages.    

While analysing and translating the political discourse or text,
we would like to emphasize seven main points: 

1 Search for the speakers /writer's ideas and concepts hidden in
her/his words, phrases, sentences and paragraphs at a time,
situation, and context.    
2 The interrelations and connectivity of linguistic and non-
linguistic elements with each other, and how far they comply with
the speaker's/writer's ideas, thoughts and concepts.    
3 The text and its relation to the environment, i.e. the pretext, and
to what extent the ideas, thoughts and concepts are, and how they
are congruent with both cultures and situations.   
4 The context in which the language is used.  
5 The cultural differences between the recipients of the (SL) and
(TL).  
6 The style of the (SL). 
7 The vertical and hierarchical linguistic analysis of the structure
of the language in use.  

The language of Legal documents  

Analysis or translation of a legal text  requests the analyst or
translator to be precise to make sure  what is being analysed or
translated conveys the exact and same message and meaning,
which is often very difficult to do by simple means of
translating the specific form of the legal document.    

Punctuation and capitalization are  prominent characteristics of
a legal language. There is a tendency to avoid commas and full
stops for two reasons; the first one is historical and the second
one is to avoid the misuse of the language. Historically,
punctuation was as an aid to reading the text aloud. Since legal
language is not meant to be read aloud, punctuation marks are
avoided in the old Arabic and English legal documents. We may
come across them in proclamations as in certain conventions.
We know that a comma, a full stop, or any other punctuation
mark, has a functional meaning. Therefore, when they are
used, they must be used consistently and systematically. The
systems and meanings of punctuation marks in English and
Arabic differ very drastically. Therefore, a translator must be
aware of their usage and function in both the (SL) and (TL). On
the other hand, in legal documents, punctuation marks were
not used. This is to avoid the misuse of the language because
the insertion of a comma or full stop may change the meaning.

Capitalization is another important feature of legal documents.
Words of important legal sense and meaning are often
capitalized. In statutes, for example, all the heads and titles of
clauses are capitalized, and the most important words are fully
capitalized. Although full stops may not be used, capital letters
usually mark the beginning of a new sentence. In Arabic,
however, this system is not followed because we do not find
capital letters at the beginning of a sentence. Therefore, a
translator must follow other means such as underlining, 

bracketing, or use of italicization when s/he translates a
capitalized term in Arabic. However, the problem remains
because one legal word is sometimes translated into a phrase
due to the different norms that are followed in different
languages.

Sentence connectivity in legal documents is also different. We
notice that logical connection other than ‘and, but, or’ are rare.
Even ‘therefore’ is not frequently seen. This is because
sentences form a complete semantic unit. Legal sentences are
usually “self-contained units which convey all the sense that
has to be conveyed at any particular point and do not need to
be linked closely either to what follows or to what has gone
before.”[9]  This procedure is adopted in legal documents
mainly to convey the intended meaning and exclude any other
meaning. This characteristic necessitates that the sentences
are long, complex, and self-sufficient with a high level of
coordination and a long sequence of prepositional phrases are
somewhat very common for any legal document. Translating
prepositional phrases is very difficult and important because
their position in the sentence structure has specific functions.
The translator must make sure of their functional positions in
the (TL). Furthermore, ‘pronouns are very rare’ in legal texts
and this is intended to avoid ambiguity resulting from the
difficulty of anaphoric references. So, in place of the pronouns
in legal documents nouns are preferred even though nouns get
repeated. It is noted that legal documents use what is known as
tried and tested phraseology to be impressive and
unambiguous, and this means that anaphoric items are usually
kept aside to avoid ambiguity. Translating a legal document
such as a contract, treaty and convention, would bring good
evidence of such repetitive use of nouns, and although it can be
sometimes boring, the translator must be very careful in
translating such texts and keep dis-ambiguity as the prime
goal. Hence, it is advisable that translators read some similar
translated documents to get acquainted with the phraseology,
terms, lexemes, and structures to enable themselves to get the
proper selection of words in translating such texts.

The sentence structure in Legal English is marked with major
declarative sentences. Most sentences are complex, containing
many dependent non-finite clauses with no questions. We
often see adverbial clauses clustering together with a high
range of mobility, and they often occur in unconditional
positions in order to avoid ambiguity, but they are often
coordinated, for example: 

Whereas a proposal……… has been made……
And a declaration has been made…… 
And such proposal has been accepted.
NOW 
This policy…….
WITNESSETH
That……….     the funds of the society… shall… become 
And be liable to pay………       
The sum due…….

Translating such long-coordinated adverbials is not easy at all
because each one has a specific semantic function. Any change
in their positions may lead to a change of the intended
meaning. Hence, we find that a translated legal document is
similar in structure, order, and pattern to that of the original 
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text to convey the indented meaning. This leads to the fact that
there is hardly any space for creativity for the translators in
translating legal documents. A communicative translation, as
we will explain in this series of papers, attempts to recreate the
precise flavour and tone of the original text. The legal
documents, therefore, require a “special type of translation,
basically because the translator is more restricted than in any
other form.”[10] In such genre of language, translation is very
difficult because every word has to be rendered into the (TL).
The differences of the terminology and the functions of the
words have to be noted and attention must be paid to the
content and the intention of the legal text in order to avoid the
possible deviation of the interpretation and misinterpretation
of the text. Thus, the semantic aspect, such as the standard
format, syntax, and the formal register of the target language
must be dealt with great care in case of legal text.

Noun phrases are extremely long and complex with a
preference for complex post-modifications in legal documents.
However, intensifiers do not generally occur, and adjectives are
very rare in such documents. Non-finite clauses as post
modifiers of nominal elements are very frequent, and the 'of-
construction' is also in abundant use. This is very important in
Legal English documents to maintain the precision of the
meaning in the text and avoid ambiguity. Long nominal
structures are sometimes used at the expense of verbal groups.
The long and complex nominal elements make the verbal
groups be characterized with high proportion of non-finite verb
forms; whereas the number of finite verbs go down except the
use of the model auxiliary ( shall) to denote obligation. We may
notice a remarkable degree of separation between the auxiliary
and the lexical verb, for example: 'the hirer may on the
payment... of the contract.... to be paid... purchase the goods. This
kind of separation causes a real problem for the translator
because s/he has to link the two verbs without changing the
meaning and allow the insertion of prepositional phrases and
clauses between the auxiliary and lexical verbs by making the
appropriate inflectional endings in the Arabic sentence.
Moreover, verbs seem to be selected from a small number of
verbal sets which are rather difficult to define with any
precision. Such verbs are ‘deem, accept, require, agree, issue,
state, perform, or observe’ and so on.     

Another characteristic of Legal English is the presence of ‘ad-
preps’ which consist of an adverbial word, for example ‘hereto,
hereon, hereunder, hereunto, hereinafter, and thereof.' All these
are useful for the kind of precise reference, but they are
difficult to translate into Arabic because there are no such
lexical equivalents in Arabic. We usually use a phrase in Arabic
and only then the meaning of such ad-preps can be understood
in Arabic.

Collocations are originally used for clarity where both native
English words and loan words co-exist. The usage of
collocations persists and reflects legal conservatism. It also
helps to avoid any misinterpretation or ambiguity, for example:
‘permit and allow, wear and damage, reasonable and proper.
The use of such collocations in international organizations or
in bilateral and multilateral agreements is very frequent
because they help to get rid of ambiguity from the terms that
are used.    

A very clear example of this is the use of elastic terms such as
‘appropriate, proper, suitable, and necessary’ as we find an
example of this in a case in Security Council Resolution no.
1973 on Libya. The above- mentioned resolution contained a
very serious controversial phrase, such as ‘[…] and use all
necessary means to protect civilians […]’, which was interpreted
by the NATO countries to use force. Of course, there were other
interpretations of this resolution, which excluded the use of
force later on, but the misinterpretation was caused by the use
of an elastic expression like ‘all necessary means’ in the
resolution.

Archaism also appears in certain verbal forms such as the 'eth'
verbal ending for third person singular form. Latin expressions
are quite often used in legal English documents, for example:
'ad initio, ex parte, per se and cum testament’, also various
phrases form French language are allowed which are not
commonly used in English, for example: ‘plaintiff', easement,
and larceny’ etc.     

Finally, we agree to the axiom that more care and attention is
needed for translating them into Arabic or vice-versa. We will
further point out in the forthcoming papers some of the
theoretical problems that are encountered in translating legal
documents while explaining the characteristics of Legal
English. There seems to be several problems that result from
the conventional, legal, cultural and diplomatic references of
some other terms, which we will explain in detail in later.   
 These examples give a clear evidence of how linguistic forms
and structures in either political, journalistic or legal discourse
help in hiding the meaning, content or real intention of the
speaker/writer including her/his ideology, culture and
thoughts, which the analyst or translator has to be well aware
of.     

In summary, it is essential to note that a translator is
interested in the meaning, content and message of language in
use, and the meaning and hidden intention can be decoded
with the help of adequate knowledge of syntax, semantics,
pragmatics and sociolinguistics. A translator must visit and
investigate these aspects in both the (SL) and the (TL) to
properly analyse, understand and then translate.  This brings
us to discuss another methodology of discovering the meaning
and that field of linguistics is 'discourse analysis'.

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS    

Discourse analysis in general, and political discourse analysis,
help in translation where both are linguistic acts to help 
 understanding meaning and content of what is being said or
written, and consequently transfer the content from source
text (ST) to target text (TT). In other words, an act of
translation changes the readership. Thus, a translator must
bear in mind that the (TT) is addressed to a completely
different readership from cultural and political perspectives.
S/he must put herself/himself in the shoes of the original
author and readers’ spirit of the (ST) , with the aim to inform
the new readership of the exact meaning or near meaning and
content of the (ST).   In the Middle East, we notice several cases
where linguistic ambiguity of statements, international 
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resolutions, legal documents, press articles and the inaccurate
analysis or translation of the same have led to complications of
the Arab-Israeli conflict and the current events. This
complexity arises from the adherence of each party to the
conflict to its own interpretation. This situation has led to
clash of ideas and interests due to the subjective and/or
objective interpretation by the other party. We also notice that
a proper analysis, understanding and translation of these
statements in terms of their accurate meaning, can foretell the
future action that a speaker/writer intends to take. This is
considered very important in political and diplomatic
activities, and this is extensively illustrated throughout the
series of articles we will publish on the case study used as a
practical example of the history and contemporary political
situation in the Middle East. The used examples shed light on
the need for analysing and translating in a proper manner.

LINGUISTIC SEARCH FOR MEANING AND CONTENT OF
POLITICAL DISCOURSE   

The series of articles deal mainly with analysing and
translating political discourse: the Arabic-English context in
general; and that of the Middle East politics in particular. They
deal with the search for the  real meanings and contents of
various political discourse and texts. In other words, they focus
on how to analyse the linguistic, cultural, and political
meaning and content of the (SL/ST) in specific context and
time., and how  you render the same into a (TL/ST) as closely as
possible, by following certain practices and adopting a
linguistic model for analysis and translation. Furthermore, it is
to be noted that proper political analysis and translations
reflect the internal changes of a country's polity, and
consequently send them to the external world. In both cases,
the external world may prepare or adjust its policy accordingly.
This makes accurate political discourse analysis and
translations very important as substantiated by many examples
about the analyses and interpretations of such discourses to
give a clear picture of the current and future situation in the
Middle East.

TRANSLATION POSTULATES LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL
PROBLEMS 

We attempt in these articles to remedy the  problems  of
analysing and translating political discourse and text by
identifying the functions of the linguistic items, cultural and
political implications in the (SL) and (TL). The problems - in
our case - are very complex because we are dealing with two
completely different languages- English and Arabic, and not
just with regard to their syntax, semantics and pragmatics, but
also from the viewpoint of their cultural and traditional
background. In analysing and translating political discourse
and texts there is no doubt that we face several problems and
difficulties which the articles attempt to address and explain by
using various linguistic tools. The difficulty results primarily
from the use of cultural and ideological terminology in two
culturally and linguistically different languages. The analyst
and translator must render their meanings and functions as
expressed by the linguistic items in both the (SL) to the (TL).
Hence, it is natural to expect that the translator be a linguist,
analyst, interpreter, and most importantly, bi-lingual, where 

the translator must try to use her/his linguistic competence of
the (SL) to understand the real meaning and content as uttered
or written, and then convey it to the (TL) in a professional way.

LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL FEATURES OF POLITICAL
CONCEPTS: ARABIC AND ENGLISH CONTEXT.    

In these series of articles, we aim to underpin and clarify the
divergences between political concepts, ideas and terms from
linguistic, cultural and ideological viewpoints between English
and Arabic so as to help the analyst and translator get insight
into what is being said or written. S/ he must then be able to
render- in a creative and appropriate style - the meaning,
content, and effects as closely as possible, into another
language. Our objective is to identify some common mistakes
in translation and suggest ways that will help avoid such
mistakes to guide the translator on how s/he can produce
readable and meaningful texts which do not look like
translation. The basic objective is to propose a new approach of
analysis and translation, and shed light on  the clarity of
discourse analysis through adopting a linguistic model for
analysing and translating political discourse to better
understand political discourse and texts in general, and that of
the Middle Eastern politics in particular, which is of earnest
need to diplomats, politicians, analysts, and  translators

POLITICAL DISCOURSE LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS: CREATIVE
MEANS FOR TRANSLATION    

The articles will  focus on the linguistic analysis and
translation of language use in general, and that of political
discourse and texts of both English and Arabic in particular.
The language used as examples comprises mainly of political
speeches and statements, treaties and resolutions, press
reports and interviews. They  highlight the syntactic structures
of these discourses and texts to get a clue about their
meanings, and then organize them to render the totality of
their meaning and content. Primarily, the translator analyses
the (SL) from   linguistic perspectives. S/ he investigates
language in use, and tries to cluster the linguistic units,
identify their coherence and connectivity to get the totality of
their meaning. This totality of meaning can be reached through
comprehension of the semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic
meaning of the SL. This meaning also includes the expressive,
intentional and ideational meaning of the speaker/writer at a
time and in a specific situation, and the transactional
communication with recipients. After understanding the
meaning, the translator pursues-in the same way- a process of
encoding such linguistic instruments, items and units into the
(TL) in accordance with its grammatical rules, semantic,
syntactic, pragmatic and cultural properties, as well as its
context. One must keep in mind the power of rhetoric, its
implications and impacts on the hearers/readers of the (SL) and
the search for ways and means to delineate the equivalent
meaning, or near meaning, or shadow meaning and its effect
on those of the (TL). It is, however, supplemented by data
obtained from certain selected political discourse or texts in
English and Arabic, and their relevance to the consequential
events with an emphasis on Middle Eastern politics. To get at
the real meaning, the translator must analyse the deep
structures of both the (SL) and (TL) in use.  For this purpose, 
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s/he must go beyond the syntactic forms of political discourse
and integrate the factual meaning of the political, cultural and
ideological implications of the terminologies and expressions
that are used.

The creative process of translation depends on describing
language in use from a syntactic and grammatical point of view
to reach hierarchical and vertical diagrams for analysis, and
then linking them to the grammatical, pragmatic, semantic,
syntactic and cultural rules and concepts to get at the meaning
to help translators and analysts render the meaning properly
and effectively into the (TL). The type of genre determines the
type of translation to be adopted, i.e., word-for-word (literal)
or sense-for-sense (communicative) translation.   

Finally, this approach comes out with a linguistic model based
on rules, ways and means of analysis and translation of
political discourse and texts to the suggested guides for
analysts and translators; and consequently, help politicians,
diplomats, analysts and journalists be in a position to assess,
judge and foretell what is in the mind of a speaker/writer, and
predict any future actions that may come up.

SUGGESTED MODEL FOR ANALYSING AND TRANSLATING
POLITICAL DISCOURSE   

To do discourse analysis, we have to deal with linguistic forms
and functions, understand culture and ideology embedded in
Language in use. Language is used to serve in the expression of
context, which is referred to by linguists as transactional,

QUESTIONS RELATED TO ANALYSING AND TRANSLATING POLITICAL DISCOURSE 

Questions related to analysing Political Discourse.    

Analysis of political discourse deals with an abstraction which makes it very difficult. This analysis requires reason and rationality
and deals with several situations, contexts, participants, and a symbolic language. Therefore, to do political discourse analysis, the
analyst as well as the translator should ask her/himself a number of questions. These questions are:

A.Questions related to logical progression of the argumentation.
1. Is the assertion at hand true or false and why?
2. How can we prove what we are going to say?
3.  Is there any other contrary argument to what we adopt and assert?
4.  How can we refute it by logic, reason, and rationality?
5.  How can we justify our own argument?
6.  What are the premises that we can depend on to substantiate our conclusion (claim)?
7.  Is the structure that we are using logical? 
8.  Does the argumentation represent a social practice that leads to a rational activity? 

B.  Questions related to the topics of political discourse.
1. What is the topic of political discourse at hand?
2. Is it a local phenomenon and restricted to a specific society or is it an international phenomenon?
3. Does the speaker/writer represent her/himself on the basis of international norms of conduct to sell her/his idea to the world, and
what is the subject of her/his sentences?
4. What is the reaction of local and international public opinion in either case respectively? For example, President Obama’s Motto
for his first campaign to the presidential election was “Change” and to the second one “Forward”. Does it mean anything at that
particular time and why? And what does he mean by a change?  Is it a   ‘ Noun’ expressing a volitional natural ‘Change’ of domestic
policy or an inherent verb ‘To Change’ expressing coercive acts and steps to change the world to the benefit of the agent and not to
the patient? This subject was approached by a number of politicians in the West because it“represent[s] an object phenomenon that
can exist in a world.”[12]

whereas the function which is involved in expressing social
relations and personal attitudes is referred to as interactional.    
In order to do political pragmatic discourse analysis, we must
understand the nature of politics and what differentiates this
genre of language from others. In addition to what we have
said about politics, it is emphasized that politics by definition
is “about conflict and its peaceful resolution”[11]  Because
politics and diplomacy operate in a context of finding
settlements to disputes and/or conflicts, and because politics is
abstract, it deals with the uncertainty of outcomes specifically
when there is lack of information, knowledge and context, it is
fraught with several risks if decisions makers do not take into
consideration these elements while taking decisions. 

Any decision to be taken needs to be rational and not
emotional to not be labelled “ Politics of the Folly”. This
rationality requires knowledge and logic, avoid misperception,
misconception, miscalculation and underestimation of the
rivalry reaction. Hence, a political discourse analyst, for
example,  is like a chemist who tries to analyse water and
blood. The analyses of water and blood deal with tangible
materials at hand and require chemical processes.  For
example,  the analysis of water would give a chemical formula
that is H2 O. It is composed of two particles of hydrogen and
one particle of oxygen. The analysis requires temperature and
some chemical substances to give this result. The analysis of
blood gives a type of blood group whether it is A or B or O etc.
and even whether it is positive or negative.
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C. Questions related to a situation and context of the political discourse.
1. What is the situation in which political discourse is used? Is it genuine or peripheral and are there other alternatives?
2. What is the existing state of affairs? And what are the goals of the speaker/writer or political discourse?
3. Are the claims in the political discourse psychological, or can be supported by evidence?

D. Questions related to the linguistic characteristics of the language that is used

1.  Are the terms and expressions that are used understood and direct or ambiguous and indirect?
2.  Are the sentences that are used assertive, negative, declarative or directive ones?
3.  Is there any ambiguity in the discourse or text? 
4.  Are the sentences homogeneous with each other and do they lead to the goal that is intended by the speaker/writer?
5.  Are the types of argument deductive, inductive, or conductive? 
6.  Is there any coherence and connectivity in the political text and to what extent it serves the goal?

We believe that all these questions in addition to many others are very useful in political discourse analysis and in translation as
well. We will give in the prospective papers several examples to substantiate this claim when we analyse and translate political
discourse pertaining to the Middle Eastern political terms.

Questions related to Translating Political Discourse   

In the process of translators’ judgment of  what they choose, they should ask themselves the following questions;
1.   What is the speaker/writer saying or writing and how do we aim to convey? 
2.   If we say it 'in this way', does the reader/hearer in the (TL) understand it and respond to it in the same way as we understand it
the discourse or text of the (TL)? 
3.   What are the words or idioms that will express it? 
4.   What is the structure or form that conveys the same message and effect in spirit on the new readership in the same way the
original discourse or text has on the native speaker of the (SL)  I.e. is the illocutionary force in the (TL) the same in the ( SL)?
5.   Can we put it more shortly? 
6.   Can we avoid using a long formation where a short one can do and what is it? 
7.   If we cut out a word, would the meaning change considerably? 
8.   Is there an original word or expression in the (TL) like that of the (SL) to avoid using a foreign word, expression, explanation or
paraphrasing? 
9.   Is what we are saying correct or wrong from a semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic viewpoint? 
10.    Is the position we choose in the new circle correct or wrong? 
11.    Should we use a paraphrasing method?
12.    Is there any connectivity in the text structure?
13.    Is there any loss of meaning?
14.   Does the new readership understand the message conveyed by the new linguistic materials?

So, in short, and as Mc Guire argued by saying “translation involves far more than replacement of lexical and grammatical items
between languages and, as can be seen in the translation of idioms and metaphors, the process may involve discarding the basic
linguistic elements of the SL text”[13]  We believe that Mc Guire remark is true because replacement of lexical and grammatical
items between languages does not make a meaningful translation. This is exactly what we emphasized when we speak about
communicative translation. Similes, metaphors, proverbs, and idioms are containers of the culture and ideology of society. Cultural
elements in a language are expressed in linguistic items each of which carries cultural, political, and ideological conceptions. 

Prof. Dr Abdul Fattah Ammourah 
Vice Dean and 
Director of Centre for Middle East Studies
Jindal School of International Affairs
O.P. Jindal Global University
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ORIENTALISM AND
THE FAILED
WHITE SAVIOUR

Abstract

Garry Craig Powell’s Stoning the Devil (2012) delivers a critique
of Western white expatriate saviourism by presenting a
nuanced relationship between his British protagonist Colin,
and his Palestinian wife, Fayruz. Through the use of meta-
literature, anti-hero tropes and references to violence and
sexuality, Powell critiques stereotypical tropes of Orientalism.
These tropes have been interrogated by Lila Abu-Lughood and
others;  Powell complicates them in a literary manner to
provide biting criticism of white saviorism in the Middle East. 
 The relationship between Colin and Fayruz therefore serves as
a metaphor for relations between the West and the Orient, and
in doing so, questions if there can be a post-Orientalist world.
Furthermore, the literature is a reflection of the time in which
it was created, demonstrating a cultural awareness of the
myopic view of Arab women from western eyes, while
simultaneously exploring the trope of the failing expatriate. 

Keywords: Orientalism, Gender, Literary Representations,
White Saviorism, Meta-Literature

Introduction

A significant amount of English literature written about the
Middle East features Arab women being rescued by white men.
This phenomenon has been explored by literary critics Edward
Said, Lila Abu-Lughood, Anne McClintock, Jack Shaheen, and
Rana Kabbani. However, more contemporary works of English
Literature have begun to interrogate this narrative. Garry Craig
Powell’s 2012 Stoning the Devil sets up a tale which reads like a
traditional white saviour orientalist romance, featuring a white
British male marrying a young Palestinian woman. However,
instead of delivering cliches of rescue and romance, Powell's
work delivers a nuanced exploration of Colin and Fayruz’s
troubled marriage. Instead of a white saviour, Powell delivers
an anti-hero - a pathetic middle-aged western man who cannot
save his wife, who cannot escape his own racism, and who is
unilaterally “unwholesome”. Powell also uses the
characterization of Fayruz to interrogate traditional Orientalist
tropes. While she is troubled and sexualized, as are women in
traditional Orientalist romances, she is also given a voice, and,
at the end of the novel, emerges dominant over Colin. Powell
also interrogates the traditional orientalist cliches through
Colin’s characterization- which reads as a parody of Lawrence
of Arabia. In addition, Powell uses meta-literature in order to
provide criticism of Orientalism through the intrusive lit-crit
commentary that runs through Colin’s narrative.

In Orientalism, Said comments that the white saviour is based
on Rudyard Kipling's “White Man, as an idea, a persona, a style
of being” (p. 287) corroborated by race theory and dubious
science. In Stoning the Devil, Colin performs a particular kind
of Imperial Masculinity, a mix of muscular Christianity
depicted in Tom Brown’s School Days with Lawrentian myths
to create an “imperial adventure hero” (Kaiksow 2008 p. 63). In
interrogating the white saviour trope, Powell documents first
the cognitive dissonance required for Colin to keep his imperial
identity, then the ultimate collapse of this identity, which leads
to Colin’s attempt at suicide.

A study of Garry Craig
Powell's Stoning the Devil
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However, the relationship between Colin and Fayruz is also
symbolic of the relationship between the West and the Arab
world. In a criticism of Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines,
McClintock highlights a pervading theme of Orientalist
literature, “the transmission of white, male power through the
control of a colonized woman” (p. 3). Said argues, “the relation
between the Middle East and the West is really defined as
sexual” (252), with the East representing “passive, seminal,
feminine..silent and supine” (319) and the West “exuberant
activity”(p. 321) and control. Colin and Fayruz’s relationship is
an interrogation of the cliched tropes of white saviorism and
imperial masculinity as Colin devolves into his own racism.
Their relationship is symbolic of Powell’s critique of
Orientalism and the gendered structures that enable it.
However, Powell does not posit any solution; there is no
understanding or transformation for either Fayruz or Colin. 

Characterization of Fayruz 

In order for the narrative of the white saviour to be established,
there must be an Arab woman needing rescuing. Medieval
chansons de geste set up the convention of the “Saracen
Princess in love with the Christian knight” (Kabbani p. 37), an
enduring trope which created a fantasy of the “Eastern
woman”; a woman in need of rescue, but simultaneously a
woman of undeniable sexual prowess Similarly, in Edward
Said’s Orientalism,  a scathing critique of Western Depictions
of the Orient, he describes, Arab women as “creatures of a male
power-fantasy...express[ing] unlimited sensuality...more or less
stupid, and above all willing”(p. 201). Said references Gustave
Flaubert’s Letters From Egypt, and in particular, the muse for
these letters - Kuchuk Hanem, an Egyptian courtesan, an Arab
woman with an insatiable sexual appetite who speaks little and
is seen as simple. In doing so, Flaubert “associates the Orient
with the escapism of sexual fantasy..a place where one could
look for sexual experience unobtainable in Europe” (p. 190). As
Said argues, this sets up a limiting narrative of the Middle East
- that of the passive, mute, but lascivious Arab women.             

Powell’s Stoning the Devil provides a more nuanced
representation of an Arab woman through Fayruz’s
characterization.  However, Powell does not dismantle the
narrative of a helpless, mute, and sexualized woman; he
interrogates it by providing psychological background for
Fayruz. Said argued that in literary conceptions, “the Arab is
scarcely more than a neurotic sexual being” (315). Fayruz is
both neurotic and sexual, yet Powell adds nuance and depth to
her characterization, particularly by giving her dominance over
Colin. Unlike other depictions of Arab women, she is not
infantile and lacks the “verbally inexpressive femininity” (p.
182) associated with Haneem.

Like Haneem, Fayruz is highly sexualized, ever-ready for sex,
proclaiming “it had always been a relief to surrender herself
physically” (41). When she speaks of her youth she claims,
“there had been so much sex” that she had earned the moniker
“houri, heavenly maiden” (43). In this way, she complies with
what Said calls “peculiarly Oriental in her luxuriant and
seemingly unbounded sexuality” (p. 187).  Unlike Haneem,
Fayruz is not simply wanton - rather she is calculated and has 

weaponized her sexuality to maintain control and assert her
dominance, her titular “Woman’s Weapon”. For her, sex is not
equated to submission but power. In this way, Powell is
beginning to invert the role of the white saviour, as really
Fayruz maintains the power. Furthermore, her sexuality gives
her dominance over Colin,  as when they first met “He had
been afraid of her...he’d fidgeted and stammered and
sometimes been unable to get it up” (p. 44).  Unlike Flaubert,
Colin is mute and helpless. 

Fayruz was a refugee of the 1982 massacre of Sabra, Palestine,
and fled to a refugee camp in Beirut. Her brother died from “a
throat-slash that almost decapitated him” (p. 40). When Colin
marries her, he does, to a certain extent save her, complying
with the cliche that Arab women “ had to be saved from their
violent male counterparts” (Khan p.16). But Fayruz’s trauma
has made her more practical and combative than helpless.  As
Paula Mendoza states, Fayruz has strength that Colin lacks -
“Her steely pragmatism is fashioned by a life lived through and
within violence and hers is a complicated strength” (Mendoza).

The conflation of sex with violence also has its history in
Medieval chansons as the yoking of two major myths about the
Orient, according to Kabbani, “- “first is the insistent claim
that the West is a place of lascivious sensuality and the second
that it was a realm characterized by inherent violence” (p. 24).
Powell complies with the sexualization of violence:  “In the
middle of the barrage, as bullets bounced and pelted like
firecrackers, she glimpsed herself, houri and whore” (p. 45)
creating an Orientalist fantasy. 

Fayruz complicates the idea that Colin has even ever fully
possessed her, stating that “since her brother Saad was killed,
she’d been unable to give herself to anyone” (p. 87). Her
trauma is not exorcised once she marries Colin.  She
undermines Colin further by doubting their eldest daughter,
Maryam’s paternity. In this way, she retains her autonomy.
Fayruz is not silent like colonial productions of Arab women as
“subaltern”(Spivak, 1988, p. 83) - women who have “ history
and cannot speak” (Spivak, 1988, p. 83). Fayruz fights back. 
 When Fayruz calls Colin “a child” (p. 5) she entirely inverts the
narrative of the white saviour, who is often cast as a paternal
figure. Later, Fayruz cries at her husband, “You don’t think
you’re racist but you are. You probably think you saved me,
bringing me here. Don’t you?” (p. 19). Her question to Colin
ensures her own awareness both of Colin’s saviour complex but
also his failures.

Finally, Fayruz has agency. After Colin rejects her sexually,
Fayruz is determined to exact revenge, running to the
referentially named Lord Jim’s in order to procure a lover and
become “ the queen of Al Ain” (p. 105). As a result, Colin is
forced to wait for her, and is self-reflexively aware of this
inversion of the troup: “In Colonial narratives, the natives did
the waiting; in Postcolonial Literature and film, the roles were
often reversed” (p. 119).  Speaking of his female characters,
Powell writes that “ for all the oppression and brutality they
suffer, turn out to be formidable opponents” (Powell 2015).            
In these ways, through the characterization of Fayruz, Powell
delivers a nuanced representation of an Arab woman which 
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Characterization of Colin 

The 1962 film Lawrence of Arabia starring Peter O’Toole
depicts, according to photographer Tom Hunter, a “beautiful
white man with blue eyes [who] becomes the Madonna of the
Desert” (New Statesman). The film fantasy of Lawrence of
Arabia is entirely orientalist, containing castles, Bedouins, the
romance of the desert, of a white person fighting for the Arab
cause, surrounded by adventure and mystery. Colin is a British
teacher of English who went to Lebanon as an aid worker. His
life’s trajectories are formed by the “haunting theme from
Lawrence of Arabia” (p. 88) since this film inspired him to
travel to Lebanon in the first place. When he met Fayruz in a
refugee camp, she was pregnant and alone. After paying for
Fayruz’s abortion, Colin married her and brought her to the
Gulf to a life of relative luxury. Colin has been “a loving father
and a good provider” (p. 87). In this way, the story follows the
medieval chanson de geste - the story of the good Christian
knight who has rescued the Saracen princess. As Kabbani
states, the narrative is egotistical and self-serving, as  “Often
the travellers became the self-created heroes of the colonial
world” (27). This sets up Colin’s saviour complex. 

In the opening, Colin reads like a Lawrentian figure through his
physical appearance and his  “eyes so blue they’d startled
everyone” (p. 44). However, as Powell explores the long-term
marriage, Colin no longer embodies the hero he believes
himself to be, and “In his khaki shorts, deck shoes and a
turquoise polo shirt, he looked like any other forty-something
ex-pat” (p. 41). He is soon represented by the symbol of the
“mouldy lion in a menagerie” (p. 129), who has lost his
heroism. 

Furthermore, Colin uses racial slurs, directing “Filthy Wog” (p.
119) at Fayruz. However, while Colin is aware of his latent
racism, he cannot accept it as it would shatter his ego, so he
justifies it as “ letting off steam” (p. 119). His self-reflexivity
therefore still contains enough cognitive dissonance to keep
his own ego afloat.             

Central to Orientalism is the “western hero...steeped in
wholesomeness” (Said p. 207) in contrast to the “Arab [who] is
associated with lechery” (p. 206). Colin, however, is anything
but wholesome. He has all manner of affairs, breaking the
familial bonds of family in having his mistresses stay the night
and sleeping with a 19-year-old Polish sex-worker; a woman
younger than his daughters. In contrast, Fayruz is loyal. This
inverts the traditional trope of the white saviour who is
supposed to behave in a particular way. 

Finally, as he descends into a kind of jealous madness, Colin
attempts to rape Fayruz, noting her prescient statement years
before,  “‘And what about the Arab body?” She asked her
husband with a defiant glare. ‘Does that only understand force
as well?’” (p. 125). He shoves Fayruz and she slams her head on
the marble floor. At this moment, Colin is forced to reckon
with his true identity, that he is not the enlightened white-
saviour he believed himself to be - “He had been her rescuer
then, saving her from war. How had he become this vile
person” (p. 124)  At this stage, Colin ceases to be an anti-hero
who the audience sympathizes with and becomes an anti-
villain.

Colin is also initially intelligent and interested in
understanding the Middle East - his dissertation was on
“parallel visions of the Arab word - Naguib Mahfouz and
Lawrence Durrell, Wilfred Thesiger and Abdelrahman Munif ''
(p. 119).  While this might seem that Powell is interrogating the
myopic white saviour, it actually aligns Colin the cliche of the
“White-Man-as-expert” (p. 287) as exposed by Said. But Colin’s
identity as an enlightened white saviour disintegrates with
increasing fortitude, as is done in the story, “The Arab Mind”.
The title comes from Raphael Patai‘s 1976 work - a problematic
polemic which generalizes about the personalities of Arabs,
coming to reductive and demeaning conclusions. “That’s the
Arab mind for you” (p. 120)  Colin said to his daughters
Maryam and Zahra, who rolled their eyes. He parrots the book
to Fayruz, declaring: “Arabs only understand force” (p.121).
This leads to his awareness - while he had seen himself as an
enlightened saviour, his wife and daughters ``regarded him as
an imperialist” (p. 122). He comes to express what Said calls
the “traditional Western hostility to and fear of the Orient” (p.
287).

At times, Colin is self-aware.  He knows he cannot truly save
Fayruz, that “ He won’t be able to console her” (p. 22).
Moreover, he defers to her: “she was right about that as well”
(p. 22). He is aware of his latent Orientalism.  His dislike of
Arab culture is best exemplified when Colin is “ forced to admit
that he didn’t [like that] - his children were half Arab” (p. 125).

The Book Orientalism by Edward Said
Pic via Jgu Library
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The fantasy narrative has collapsed around him, although Colin
still demonstrates an act of cognitive dissonance, believing
himself to have been in the past a saviour. 

Colin, like the lion in the menagerie, has turned mouldy. After
he attempts to rape Fayruz, he is overcome with guilt and grief.  
Colin half-heartedly attempts suicide but is interrupted by a
neighbour. He answers the door entirely naked with his failed
noose around his neck and notices that “His penis had shrunk”
(p. 128). This visual shows his complete emasculation and
humiliation and the collapse of the white saviour trope. The
visual depiction of an emasculated Colin is Powell’s most
scathing critique of Imperial masculinity and the myths of
white saviourism. In trying to save, control, and possess
Fayruz, Colin’s very masculinity has come undone. He is made
into an anti-hero, and a symbol for the West’s myopia and
failures to understand the Middle East.

Metatextuality

In addition to the characterization of both Fayruz and Colin,
Powell uses metatextuality to provide a commentary on Colin’s
cognitive dissonance around the issues of white saviourism.
Colin’s stream-of-consciousness narration is constantly
interrupted by “lit-crit” (p. 129)  thoughts, imaginary essay
questions for his students, all which relate to his own position
as a white saviour.  This use of meta-literature is a symbol for
his own self-reflexiveness and interrogation. His questions are
a study in irony, such as: “The abuse of women of colour by
white males is a metaphor for the postcolonial enterprise.
Discuss with reference to...” (p. 121).  Powell’s technique here
reveals that Fayruz and Colin’s relationship is a microcosm - a
metaphor for the political relationships of the Middle East and
the West. Colin’s treatment of Fayruz therefore is symbolic of
the myopic view the Occident holds for the Orient. 

At the close of Powell’s narrative, Colin is self-aware of his own
failed white saviourism: “he knew he was the villain of the
piece” (p. 122) but cannot move past this awareness. He sees
the ways that Fayruz, the oppressed Muslim woman might be
“Even symbolic of Islamic feminism” (p. 122). Colin and
Fayruz’s future is perhaps best encapsulated by one of Colin’s
“lit-crit” intrusions: “Gulf governments have often feigned
submission to the United States and former colonial powers in
order to pursue their own interests; the resulting
codependency is disastrous for western and Arab nationals
alike” (p. 129). This co-existence and “co-dependency”
between Colin and Fayruz is indeed both disastrous and
inescapable. While Colin is attempting to be self-aware and
sensitive to Fayruz’s needs, he cannot escape the
overwhelming legacy of Orientalist thoughts and ideas. 

His latent racism makes the relationship impossible. Similarly,
Fayruz’s bitterness, trauma and yes, even the fact that Colin
had once saved her, mean she can never fully open herself to
him. The microcosm of Colin and Fayruz’s relationship is
representative of the macrocosm of relations between the
Middle East and the West. Powell’s ambiguous ending poses
the real “lit-crit” question - will there ever be a true post-
orientalist world? 

Conclusion 

Drawing on the criticisms of Said and Kabbani, this article has
shown how Powell subverts Orientalist tropes, through the
characterization and metatextuality, to critique white
saviourism. Their impossible but enduring relationship is a
broader symbol for the relationship between the Occident and
the Orient, where the Occident, like Colin, cannot escape its
latent racism. In “Kafka on the Gulf: Male Identity, Space, and
Globalization” in Dave Eggers’s A Hologram for the King and in
Arnon Grunberg’s The Man Without Illness”, Stephan Besser
and Yra Van Dijk claim that Eggers is really proposing the idea
that “the global future is not white or male at all, but seems to
belong to people like Zahra” (17), a female Muslim doctor. I
would argue Powell is doing the same; his criticisms of Colin
and Fayruz’s relationship reveal the impossibility of
Orientalism.
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The Syrian conflict that was instigated by the Arab Spring[1] in
2011 has caused immeasurable suffering to the civilian
population, irreparable infrastructural loss to the country and
ruptured the social fabric of the Syrian society. Not to mention
that the conflict has caused unprecedented devastation and
mass displacement; loss of archaeological artefacts and
destruction of millennia-long historical sites. The
psychological trauma of the indiscriminate bloodletting will
continue to be felt by future generations.  

The United Nations (UN) dubbed it as the largest humanitarian
crisis of the twenty-first century.[2]While over five million
people have fled the country, more than six million are
internally displaced who live in makeshift squalid camps
requiring emergency assistance.[3]Since the eruption of the
conflict, countries bordering Syria have taken the largest
number of Syrian refugees collectively. Lebanon, with an
estimated population of 5 million people, allowed more than
one million Syrian refugees while Turkey being a gateway
between Europe and the Middle East received millions of
Syrians refugees.[4] 

However, life in Turkey was neither appealing in the sub-zero
harsh winters nor easy to survive in the poorly-equipped,
overcrowded and crime-infested camps. This happened at a
time when the aid commitment of the donor community was at
its lowest level, which did not suffice the burgeoning needs of
the refugees. The sudden influx of a large number of displaced
people demanding food, shelter, health and other immediate
facilities severely exhausted the host countries’ resources.     In
Lebanon for instance, the sheer high number of Syrian children
overwhelmed the entire capacity of its public schools. Health
care services started dwindling due to a sudden surge in
demand. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) reported that more than half of Syrians in Lebanon 

Lebanon and one-sixth of refugees in Jordan were living in
extreme poverty while over three quarters were living below
the poverty line.[5]The intolerable conditions in the camps,
arguably, forced a large number of refugees to cross borders
and land in Germany searching for a better life, education,
affordable healthcare services and security. The large influx of
new arrivals aroused toxic debates in Germany and wider
Europe. It also led to the growth of far-right movements, which
demanded immediate deportation of Syrian refugees because
they believed Germany was facing a massive unmanageable
crisis.  

The German Crisis 

Germany is facing a negative natural population growth.[6]
With increasing life expectancy and the current ageing
European population, there will be few working-age people to
support the elderly. It is estimated that the “old-age
dependency ratio is expected to rise from 25.4% in 2008 to 38%
in 2030”.[7] The trend will continue to grow thereafter.  To
address this demographic challenge, the European Commission
has called for measures to encourage higher fertility rate,
flexible employment laws, longer working lives and greater
productivity.[8] They have also stressed the need for receiving
and integrating more immigrants.[9]According to
demographers, Europe needs a fertility rate of 2.1 babies per
woman to maintain a population at the current size.  

It was in this spirit that the German Chancellor Angela Markel
adopted an ‘open door’ policy vis-à-vis refugees and
announced that her government would accept up to one
million refugees.[10] However, despite her humanitarian
gesture and welcoming policy, refugees faced discrimination in
the job market and racist violence, ranging from arson attacks
to street riots.[11] 

In 2015, nearly one million Syrian refugees arrived in Germany.
The sudden large influx of Syrian refugees presented a huge
challenge, which soon dominated the political and social
debates.

SYRIAN REFUGEES
IN GERMANY

Security Threat or 
Economic Opportunity?

Refugees who arrived by train from Salzburg, Austria, wait on a platform at the
central station in Munich, Germany, on September 6, 2015. 

Photo by Sven Hoppe/dpa via AP
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Initially, Germans were hospitable and receptive of Syrian
refugees. However, after a number of criminal incidents in
Germany and other European countries, it tipped the balance
in favour of the far-right groups.[12] 

The political right expressed concern and anger regarding the
Syrian refugees arguing that they would require extensive state
support and would be a burden on the national purse. The
nationalist parties also propagated the idea that refugees
threatened the cultural makeup of Europe due to their religious
and cultural incompatibility.[13] This led to Germans becoming
xenophobic and wary of refugees, believing they were a drain
on resources, since those seeking asylum needed housing,
healthcare, education and food all at the cost of taxpayer’s
money.[14] 

Germany indeed witnessed the most pressing refugee crisis as
millions of people fled from the brutality of the so-called
Islamic State (IS) to seek asylum in Germany where they hoped
to start a new life. The sudden and unprecedented high influx
of Syrian refugees overburdened and overwhelmed the German
government in its service delivery efforts.[15] The far-right
movements’ antagonism towards outsiders increased
disproportionately.[16] Racist attacks and public outcry to deny
Syrians entry into Germany became more pronounced and
wide-reaching. Refugees were considered as a security threat
and refugee camps as breeding grounds for religious radical
movements to recruit, radicalise and brainwash the camp youth
and create chaos in Germany. 

Security Threat  

Despite the universality of human rights and protection of
refugees under international law, anti-immigration attitudes
have been on the rise in Europe since the 1960s.[17] With the
coming of Syrian refugees to Germany, anti-refugee hostility
spilled out onto the streets, influenced political outcomes, and
attracted considerable media attention.[18] The focus has been
on the putative security threat arising from the ‘growing
presence of Muslims’ in Germany. This discourse became more
pronounced as the number of refugees kept rising.[19] Many
European nations went to the extent to wall their borders in a
bid to prevent refugees from entering their respective
countries.[20] 

Syrian refugees were perceived as potential ‘threats’ to the
security and wellbeing of Europe. Hungarian rightwing Prime
Minister Viktor Orban argued that “terrorists have exploited
mass migration by mingling” among incoming refugees. French
National Front chief Marine le Pen also express a need to
“reestablish…borders” and protect French ‘customs’.[21]
According to a Pew Research Center study, the majority of
people interviewed in Hungary, Italy, Poland and Greece stated
they had an ‘unfavourable opinion’ of the refugees.[22]
Majority of Europeans believed refugees increased terrorism
and extremism across Europe. Such xenophobic narratives, by
and large, contradict the very ethos of international law, which
states, “refugees are people who are fleeing conflict,
persecution and/or abuses of their human rights and they have 

a right under international law to seek asylum in other
countries”.[23] In addition, Syrian refugees in Germany were
considered as casus belli for the rise of far-right movements
throughout the continent with political parties such as the
National Front in France, Independence Party in the UK,
Alternative for Germany and Austria's Freedom Party making
remarkable gains in the national elections.[24] The terrorist
attacks in Paris, Brussels and Germany that killed scores of
people substantially hiked up the anti-refugee sentiment
throughout Europe.[25]

Although many of the attackers were European born, some had
travelled to Syria to join the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria (ISIS) before returning to Europe to carry out the attacks
and wreak havoc.[26] The rightwing groups used those terrorist
attacks as justification for their anti-refugee narrative,
disregarding international law and human rights.[27]
Moreover, Syrian refugees were also perceived as a threat to
the cultural status quo. The general public in Germany believed
that their country was in a refugee crisis. They were concerned
about rising crimes [28]  and the religious identity, linguistic
and cultural practices of Syrian refugees were perceived as
security and cultural threats.  

Muslim dress code and gender segregation were considered as a
direct attack on the western free culture.[29] Sexual assaults on
women in multiple cities such as Cologne and Berlin increased
people’s negative opinion towards refugees. Statistics in 2015
showed 33% of respondents saying that refugees posed a threat
to the German culture and societal values. However, it reached
42% a year later and is growing steadily.[30]

The other perceived threat about refugees was the socio-
economic burden. The warm welcome accorded to refugees
arriving in Germany in 2015 started cooling fast. The public
feared that refugees competed for work and because of their 
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willingness to work for less had pushed down the average
wages. Another fear was that they were a heavy burden on the
national resources such as housing, social welfare, healthcare
and education. Refugees were blamed for being a “fiscal burden
…in part because lots of them are pensioners, who tend to
drain the public finances”.[31]

The anti-refugee movements claimed that international
migration has had a signification impact on violent conflicts
with migrant communities often providing financial aid and
recruits to groups engaged in conflicts in the origin states.[32]
Despite such negative opinions about refugees and asylum
seekers who were perceived as criminals and a burden, many
have proven otherwise. After five years, it is now widely shared
that refugees bring economic prosperity to the host country.
Given that the majority of the newcomers are young and can
easily integrate in the community, they fill the workforce gap
that most industrialised nations are grappling with. Hence,
they do not pose a threat rather offer opportunities.

Economic opportunity Europe as a whole is facing an ageing
labour force and a declining birth rate.[33] Fertility rates have
fallen sharply and the proportion of older people in the
population of developed countries is rising fast. The younger
population, though decreasing fast, expect better opportunities
and few of them will accept low-skilled jobs. European labour
market experts forecast that manual jobs in manufacturing and
agriculture may decline, but there is likely to be a growth in
unmet demand for low-skilled service workers in household
and care jobs.[34] It is believed that Europe needs to add
around 50 million people into its workforce by 2060 to avoid
economic stagnation.[35] Such a demographic shift is also
necessary to fund the pensions of Europe’s expanding ageing
population. In view of that, experts have recommended an
influx of young people into the German workforce to suffice
the growing demand for workers to keep the engine of its
economy running. 

Contrary to the rightwing pessimistic views about refugees,
there is the optimist camp in Germany who sees refugees
through the prism of economic opportunity. This camp
believes that the economic benefit of refugees is far greater
than it is estimated. Before the coming of refugees in 2015,
German politicians had coined Willkommenskultur meaning
“welcome culture” to entice skilled people from other countries
to come to Germany and “compensate for a big shortage of
skilled workers in vast, sparsely populated areas of the
country”.[36] Studies have shown that labour migration from
poor to rich countries has mutual benefits. 

Poor countries have a surplus of the young workforce and can
afford to export their surplus workers to the industrialised
countries facing a deficit. Germany is facing a declining young
population needed for the labour market. Hence, Germany
needs to import labour.[37] A study by the European
Commission indicates that immigration plays an important
role in improving labour market efficiency because the locals
do not wish to fill jobs that they think are dirty, difficult,
dangerous and low-paid.[38] There are vacant jobs in
household services, low-skilled jobs in the informal sector of
the economy and jobs in farming, road repairs and
construction, hotel, restaurant and other tourist-related
services.[39] Migrants, and now Syrian refugees, are often
willing to accept work that locals no longer undertake, such as
elderly care, domestic, horticultural and catering jobs. It is,
therefore, exaggerated that refugees ‘take away’ jobs, reduce
wages because they are willing to work for less and migrants
compete with the local job seekers in the job market. 

Businesses have also been able to tap into this human resource.
Since the 1970s, Western business companies have been
‘offshoring’ or ‘outsourcing’ the manufacturing sector to
countries in the global south.[40] In many cases, ‘global
commodity chains’ or ‘global value chains’ have been
developed where low-paid manufacturing jobs have been
moved to poor countries, while “higher-paid activities such as
design, management and marketing remained in the rich
countries”.[41] 

Importing human workforce from the developing and
underdeveloped countries is one of the best viable options.
Most refugees possess the necessary skills to fill the workforce
gap in a cost-effective manner. It is up to the host government
on how to capitalise on this untapped human resource. 
 Additionally, Germans have an “inflated idea of the kind of
money asylum-seekers receives after their arrival”.[43] The
notion that refugees are ‘taking away jobs’ or placing an
unnecessary burden on the economy is not supported by the
facts, however. In fact, statistics indicate that foreigners,
including refugees in Germany, bring in a surplus of 22 billion
Euros to the country.[44] Each year this amount is increasing
with the influx of skilled refugees.

Many experts believe that Germany’s decision to accept up to
800,000 refugees in 2015 was seen as an opportunity to
demonstrate that it can lead by example. It has the financial
and administrative resources to deal with the large numbers of 

Syrian Refugees in Germany
Photo by: Zaman al Wasal via Syrianobserver
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newcomers. The country needs “immigrants because of serious
demographic challenges, especially within the labour force. The
German economy could actually benefit from refugees”.[45]

Integration into Society 

Given that the refugees will not repatriate to Syria any time soon
because of the ongoing conflict, many German politicians are
calling for integrating Syrians into the German society rather than
deporting them.[46] The first step towards better integration of
refugees is language. Insufficient language skills are often an
impediment in sectors where contact with customers is of great
importance. It is, therefore, “essential that refugees with a long-
time residence perspective are offered the chance to attend
integration and language courses as early as possible”.[47]  
 Moreover, vocational education and employment are the other
effective integration tools. The German government has adopted
new policies aimed at facilitating the integration of refugees into
the labour market. Although access to vocational training and
internships in Germany has been facilitated for refugees, there are
still many obstacles. 

Recruiting agencies are hesitant to employ refugees since there is
the risk their new employee could be deported shortly after. For
refugees, this uncertainty is a major source of anxiety.[48] There is
a misperception that all refugees are poor and will remain on the
dole. However, realities on the ground suggest otherwise. There
are many Syrian businesses that are willing to invest in Germany if
given the chance. Facilitating such investments will indeed
expand the job market.[49]For example, a Syrian family who ran
two factories in Damascus designing and manufacturing garden
furniture for 19 years, now own a furniture shop in Berlin. They
believe their life in Berlin had many ups and downs. “We fled Syria
out of necessity, not choice”.[50] Allowing such businesses will
generate wealth for the government and provide employment to
Syrian refugees in Germany. 

Conclusion

The arrival of a large number of Syrian refugees in Germany has
polarised the German society and politics. The ‘rightwing’ or ‘neo-
Nazi’ extremist circles sternly reject government policies that
allowed millions of refugees to enter Germany.  The far-right
groups attacked refugees, targeted asylum shelters with arson
attacks and assassinated politicians with pro-refugee views. They
consider refugees a security threat and as potential terrorists.
Their anti-refugee slogans were further bolstered when a series of
terrorist attacks took place in Paris, Brussels and in Germany.
Sexual molestation of women in Cologne and Berlin further
exacerbated the situation.  The optimists, on the other hand, have
a totally different view of refugees. They consider them as an
opportunity. They argue that Europe in general is grappling with
an increasing aging population and decreasing birth rate. The only
human workforce that would fill the gap is refugees.  Refugees
have the necessary skills, talent and the aptitude to work. They are
also willing to do low-paid jobs such as domestic care,
construction and agriculture that  the locals are not willing to do.

The fear-mongering that refugees ‘take away jobs’ is an
exaggeration. Instead, migrants generate wealth for the
country.  The business sector has also come to this realisation
that refugees are not a threat but an opportunity. In 2019,
refugees constituted more than 40% of German workforce.
Although some German employers are still reluctant to
recognise foreign credentials, a large majority of them have
been willing to hire refugees in sectors that locals are unwilling
to fill. The earlier unwanted Syrians refugees are building a
new life in Germany and have an immensely positive impact on
the German economy. 

Despite several years of discrimination and attacks, the
integration of refugees is going smoothly. They are building
new careers in various sectors particularly in the
manufacturing industry, which has had positive socioeconomic
impacts.  The Syrian community is overwhelmingly young and
70% educated. Over 100, 000 of them are now in employment
while others are pursuing their education. The German
economy has already started benefiting from the refugee
community. 

The German populace has also come to this realisation that
refugees bring about social prosperity rather social harm.  The
young and vibrant human workforce that the refugee
community introduces to the market will benefit the German
people and its economy. It is due in large part to this
realisation that the far-right groups are losing prominence and
their nationalist resolve is not taken seriously by the general
public.

- Prof. Dr Saber Salem
Jindal School of International Affairs
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The three part series by Professor Abdalla Mjeidel, on "India in the Eyes of Arab Travellers" is a
anthropological literary assessment which sheds light on the ancient cultural, and trade nexus which
existed between Arab citizens and Indian kingdoms. Not only does this series provide a
contextualisation of historical linkages based on trade and culture but also ties into understanding
perceptions and ideologies that have served as arenas of convergence or divergence in the past. The
first part of this series was an introduction to the India-Arab relations which draws examples of
prominent travellers who have described, mapped and discovered the multiple nuances of India-Arab
relations. This can be found in Siasat Al-Insaf Volume 1 Issue 2. This second section looks at the
administrative and judicial realm of Indian political systems as analysed from the lens of the Arab
travelers.
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DESCRIPTION OF THE KINGS OF INDIA

Sulaiman al-Tajer tells us that there are four kings of the
world. The first of the four are the Kings of the Arabs who have
a consensus that they are equals among each other. He is the
greatest of kings, most fortunate of them all, and he is the king
of the great religion. Then there are  the Abbasid Caliphs of
India, (the merchant and the seraph, 2000, 43) who, like the
fashion of the Kings of India, wore gold earrings inlaid with
precious jewels, and adorned their necks with precious stones
and pearls. Their servants carry their thrones on their necks
which is covered with   something known as Jatra(an umbrella
made by peacock feather) (ibid,97). This was narrated by Al-
Mas'udi as the country of Sarnibib (an island of the islands of
the sea). Al-Mas’udi goes on to tell us that the king of their
kings rests on a wheel close to the ground of the a smaller
wheel and with his hair draped on the ground, a woman with a
broom in her hand sweeps dust onto his hair. She calls to the
people this is your King, Yesterday had your King, and with
you resting in his wisdom, see that his rule has become what is
left of the world, his soul has been seized. The king of death,
and the old neighborhood that does not die, so do not rejoice
in life after, and it will be carried out in all the streets of the
city. Then he separated four pieces, set up sandalwood and
camphor,  and he was set aflame , ashes thrown into the wind
(ibid. 103).

Sulaiman al-Tajer reports that in the Kingdom of Belhara, as
well as other kingdoms of India, if the King burned himself, he
was told that he would be reincarnated in order to calm the
people’s hearts and dispel their doubts. If the king was to cook
rice for visitors, then the visitors would have to place their
hands on banana leaves while the king ladled on the rice onto
them.  After the king had eaten some of the rice, each
individual would be invited, and he would take some to eat
from him. Each one who would eat from it, would submit to
the fact that they must burn themselves when the king dies.
(ibid., 8 9). Al-Masoudi reported that India does not own the
king until he reaches the age of forty years, and only present
himself to the nation at a particular time. The kings’ public
appearances were to attend to religious affairs to manage the
expectations of the commoners. The religious rituals would
involve giving and donating, which was more of a political
move rather than anything else. (ibid., 103). Al- Masoudi
stressed that the kings of China, India, Turkey, and other kings 

of the world had confessed to the King of Babylon, that he
was the first king of the world, and that his status to them
was like the moon among the planets. This is because his
territory is the holiest, and because he is the richest. He is
also stable and diplomatic in his conduct. This is the
description of the kings of this region in the past and not at
the time in question, i.e., the year thirty-two and three
hundred. They called this king "Shahnashah", and beheld him
to be the King of Kings. His place in the world was akin to the
status of the heart of the human body.  The King of India, the
King of Wisdom, and the King of Elephants were placed next,
for the kings of the Oxarah believed that wisdom of India
must start the sequence (ibid. 131).

THE CITIES AND THE KINGDOMS OF INDIA

Al-Atakhari studied the city of Mansoura, and observed that
the people there were mostly Muslims. Their ruler was
Qureshi who was born to Habbar ibn al-Aswad. The sermon is
given to the Abbasid Caliph, characterized by its prosperity
and its containment of palm trees, sugar cane and lemon
fruits in the size of apples. They seemed to deal with all kinds
of money circulating in the region. At the time, alongside the
Arab Dinar, there was only the old Indian Dirham (Al-
Istikhari 1994, 174). Al-Astakhari then confirmed that the
emirate's rulers made the sermon to the Abbasid Caliph. Ibn
Hawqal did not add any new tracts and kingdoms in his book.
However, when he mentioned that the money of the pilgrims
went to Prince Hibari, he had realized that he made a
mistake, and rectified it by mentioning that the emirate
belonged to the family of Bani Suma. Thus, the two asserted
spiritual influence of the Abbasids on the state and its
relations, and reinforced good relations between the High
Emirate and the Abbasid state. Masoudi had noticed that in
the Emirate, elephants were used and prepared for  war by
covering their trunks with an iron plate, and the body with
copper plates, that rendered them impenetrable. Masoudi
observed that the elephants’ trunk resembled the Indian
curved sword known as "Kratl" (Al-Masoudi, 1966, 113). It is
interesting to note that Ibn Huql mentioned that the
language used in the two Islamic emirates  is Arabic (Ibn
Hawql, 1992, 18). It is also noteworthy that Al-Maqdisi, a
geographer who visited Mansoura City, had observed
similarities in its houses built of wood and mud with the
buildings of Damascus (Al-Maqdisi, 1992, 479). In the 
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description of the Indian cities and kingdoms, the Kingdom of
Al-Kamkhan (Balhara) finds reference as one of the most
famous Indian kingdoms helmed by the king of India's greatest
kings (here, Balahra means the King of Kings). His inscription is
engraved on his ring: "Who wanted something from you was
gone by its fulfillment” (Ibn Khardadbeh, 1992, 65) . Sulaiman
the Merchant pointed out that the Belharas were one of the
most honest and honorable families of India, and recognized
them with honor. He described the family as the "Almakrami Al
Ezan". The Muslims of Belhara enjoyed a special status and
received good treatment. They practiced their religion freely
and had access to mosques and praying rooms. The kings of
Belhara were great appreciators of the Arabs, and the Indian
people believed that their reconstruction was related to their
love to the king (ibid., 1994, 27- 28). Masoudi, who visited the
city in 304 AD, said that he found about ten thousand Muslims
residing there, including Seraphim, Ammonites, Byzantines,
Baghdadis and Bayasra, who were  Muslims born in the land of
India (Masoudi, 1966, 248).

As for the kingdom of Al-Tafn, its name varies as it was
mentioned in several books such as, "The Patrician" by
Sulaiman the merchant, "Al-Tafen" by Ibn Kharadzabh, and
"Al-Taki" by Masoudi and Ibn Rastah. 1994.29).  Masoudi had
described the women in the gold lawns, how their beauty and
fairness was unparalleled and how they were considered the
most beautiful in the country. He suggested that there was no
one fairer than them, and that they were the companions of
Kholouwat, as mentioned in the books of the Bah.(Masoudi,
1966, 146). The Kingdom of Qamar is described by the Arab
travelers as one of the most prominent Indian kingdoms,
dotted with mountains and dense population. Most of the
people traded in the finest types of goods that were typically
attributed to their country, and thereafter, were carried to the
Arab countries (ibid., 94). He pointed out that the kings of
Qumar forbade adultery in their country and punished the
perpetrators with murder. Even those who drank wine received
the same punishment. He praised the generosity of his king, as
well as his justice and purity. It was reported that he had eighty
men with beautiful strong bodies who looked after the king's
affairs (Ibn Rastah, 1891-132-133). In describing the Arab
travelers of the kingdom of Zabj, Sulaiman the Merchant and
Abu Zayd al-Serafi were like a group of islands.  In the middle
was the road to China, ruled by a king called the Maharaj (the
great king), and the people of the tribe were rich and poor,
Regular (Trader, 1994, 18-19).

Among the most important products that were brought to the
Arab countries were lead, bamboo, camphor, nargile, banana,
sugar cane, cloves and cotton clothes (Ibn Khardadbeh, 1992,
64). It was the proper etiquette of kings in this kingdom that no
one went back empty handed, including people of his kingdom
or other kingdoms. Whoever would extend their arms in any
other way would get a heavy fine as this would be against their
social status. Ibn Battuta's journey was unique in providing
valuable information on the general economic situation in
India. He mentioned many types of plantations including:
Nabqab, Al-Anabah, Al-Sukki, Bareki, Tendu, Narnaj, sweet and
sour grapes, as well as wheat, barley, chickpeas and lentils. The
Italian traveler Di Conti (Tafur, 1968, 84) confirmed Battuta’s
assertions.

Ibn Battuta spoke about agriculture in the foothills of
mountains in a number of areas of India as well as the East
Indies that were used for cultivating wheat, fruit and spices in
the slopes of Mount Ceylon, which seems to have been
dependent on rainwater for irrigation. He also precisely
described the state and nature of the culture and science in
India in the middle of the eighth century of the fourteenth
migration. Among the most important mosques mentioned by
Ibn Battuta in India was the Mosque of the Force of Islam,
whose courtyards and rooms had been expanded to
accommodate a number of students. Another Mosque that
found mention in Battuta’s works was the Mosque of the city of
Badmintonwhich was inhabited by (outsiders) Muslims (Ibn
Battuta, 1994, 44). He also talked about the city of Heili, a city of
great importance that included the Grand Mosque. It was
inhabited by a number of students learning science that 
 receiving stipends from the mosque's endowments. It had a
kitchen that fed poor Muslims as well as the inhabitants of the
Mosque. (Ibn Battuta, 41).

Another important mosque was the one found in the city of
Sistan. This city has been described as an Islamic city. It was one
of the oldest Indian cities on the River Sindh that has been
mentioned in the oldest Islamic manuscript. It is a rare sign of
the spread of Islam in the late first century of migration, as seen
in the book of the Umayyad Caliph Omar bin Abdul Aziz (99-
101) . In this book, the text commanded one of the oldest and
the most famous families to take control of the sermons of the
mosque in the city. "This is what had been ordered by Abdullah
the Commander of the Believers, Omar bin Abdul Aziz and his
history and history in ninety-nine" (ibid., 81). Khatib Shaibani
said that this tradition was inherited by later members of the
family as they continued to give sermons until the visit of the
city by Ibn Battuta.

JUDICIARY OF  INDIA           

Commenting on the judiciary of India, Al-Biruni states that the
judges in India used to instruct plaintiffs to write a letter to the
defendant. if he is not a witness without a book, and no less
than four or more.  If the plaintiff was unable to establish
evidence, then he was given a poison (Al basheen) known as
Berhamn which is toxic. If he was honest, the drink would not
harm him. Apart from this, he would be required to go to a very
deep river. It was said that if the plaintiff had been truthful, he
would not drown. However, if he was proven to be a liar, then he
would have to mourn while five infidels would proceed to throw
him into that very river. This confirms the narration of Sulaiman
the merchant, who had previously been on a journey to India.
He noted that if a man claimed the life of another in the country
of India, the prosecutor was instructed to tell the person, "open
your hand," and would then place on his hand seven papers
made of tree leaves.

He would then put Hodeidah over the papers, and then walked
by the next and the director to deliver it from his hand comes
with a bag of skins, and enter his hand and then seal the seal of
the Sultan, Three days later, he would come with uncooked rice
and say  I will rub it and there should be no trace of it. (Trader,
Serave, 2000.52). Ibn Batuta said that a great Indian man
claimed that the Sultan had unlawfully killed his brother and
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had taken him to the judge. He walked all the way to the judge’s
council on his feet, without any weapon. He went up to the council
and stood in front of the judge. He told the judge that  he wanted
to avenge the blood of his brother. Ibn Battuta also narrated that a
boy once claimed to the Sultan that he had beaten him
unnecessarily and brought him to the judge. He directed the judge
to appease him with money, otherwise he could be punished. Ibn
Battuta saw him on that day, and he returned to his council. He
brought the boy back and gave him a stick and said, " Hit me as I
hit you." The boy took the stick and struck him with twenty-one
blows.

Ibn Battuta mentioned that it is noteworthy that the territory of
India, including Nepal in the north-west, is home to the Buddha,
which is the birthplace of Buddhism. When they are out of their
religious books, and where their sheikhs and Ebadhm is said that
by a hundred thousand Abed, and ruled by eighty judges,
investigating justice and fairness, even if they were offered was
born King to relieve him and discount seat, and the severity of
their eagerness. Whilst applying the law of the Buddha, the judges
would not shy away from punishing gamblers and drinkers alike.
Drinkers’ punishments were severe to the effect that he may lose
his soul, and adulterers would get punished with death, similarly
to the punishment which was applied to theives (reference
Himself, 74). Al-Bayrouni states that it was a custom of the people
of India not to differentiate between the spouses except in death,
since there is no divorce for them, and the man may marry more
than one to four wives. Marrying more than four is ‘haraam’ until
one of them died. The difference in the number of wives may be
due to what the merchant Sulaiman had reported. He noted that he
visited each of the Indian regions and community. He noticed that
a woman, if her husband had died, could not remarry. She could It
is clear from the above that the Arab and Indian civilizations have
interacted and influenced each other.  The travel codes have had a
great impact in documenting the history of relations between the
Arabs and Indians. The Arabs knew about the various spheres of
life of the people of India. There is no doubt that the prevailing
impression among the Arabs about the people of India is the
respect and appreciation of the people of India for their
philosophy, science and literature, and their intelligence, wisdom.

They also appreciated the role of Indian civilization in the
progress of civilization and its development in general,
including that of Arab civilization. The Arab civilization, the
breadth of their thinking, their religious tolerance and their
care for justice also had a good impact on the people of India.
The relations were generally friendly and sound, and the
Indians granted full religious freedom to the Arabs who settled
in India. In return, they received the traveler's appreciation
and attention towards the people of India, and even to some
rulers and sultans. It is noteworthy that Ibn Battuta had been a
judge during a specific period in India, and had sent an
ambassador from one of the Indian sultans to China. It was
confirmed by all travelers who visited the country of India that
they had been treated well. Indians are one of the oldest
human races on earth, and Masoudi promises that he considers
them to be one of the seven great races on earth. Shahristani
said that some scholars divided the world's population into
four races: the Arabs, the Persians, the Greeks and the Indians.
He then met the Arabs and the Indians. He said: "They are
close in worship. They are keen to ascertain the characteristics
of things, to judge their origins and facts, intelligence,
circumstances, elegance and culture as they appear today.
Here, there is close cooperation between India and most Arab
countries in the fields of education, science, culture and art.
There are a large number of Indian teachers, students and
technicians in many Arab countries. A number of Arab
students have also studied at Indian universities. This in itself
is evidence of a desire to maintain and keep long-standing
historical relations between the Arab and the Indians.

- Prof. Abdalla Mjeidel
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The United States of America’s policy towards the Middle East can
only be described as Political Colonization. The Middle East faces a
modernized form of conquest, which is palatable even today; where
instead of having their land conquered, they have their politics
consolidated. But why is there a bitter taste in the history books
when we look up ‘colonization’ but there is a sweetness under
‘sanctions’? Why is there an outcry against conquering land when
conquering the lives of civilians is just as intrusive and dangerous?
The United States of America may not conquer land in the Middle
East by rifles and guns, but they conquer the area by employing
sanctions and legislation.  Few regions in the world would accept a
foreign power’s intervention in their sovereignty; boasting a future
policy of spreading ‘creative chaos’, supporting rebel (read terrorist)
groups against legitimate armies and culminating in a leaked map
that draws new borders for that region. Similarly, for the ME, not
only was there no retaliation against the US intervention. In fact,
until today, many Middle Easterners and people throughout the
world, generally perceive the US’ intervention imperative for the
region’s greater good, security and establishing a much-needed
democracy throughout the region. It is difficult to believe America’s
insistence that their quest to impose ‘democratic’ governments
(always chosen by America) is out of concern for Arab civilians.
After seeing the US draw a map for a New Middle East, boasting new
borders and dividing countries like a birthday cake, whilst hearing
the Secretary of State’s excitement for the term ‘creative chaos’
throughout the region, forgive me if I don’t embrace the US foreign
policy towards the ME with the same excitement as others.

The US justifies its destructive policy under the guise of
implementing democracy in the region. Starting in 2003 when the
US helped depose Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein, they continue aiding
the so-called rebel (terrorist) groups, taking advantage of the
tensions which peaked during the Arab Spring 2010-2012. There is a
stark hypocrisy alliances are only valid if they are with the US.
Because Syria fighting nearly 60 countries in the US coalition is not  

THE POLITICAL
COLONIZATION OF THE
MIDDLE EAST

Abstract: 

Historically, colonization consisted of conquering people through
dominating their land. Today, the Middle East is colonized through
what I have termed ‘political colonization’, or a conquering of their
politics. Whilst ostensibly acceptable, the same intrusion applies to
civilians whose lives are dominated by a foreign power. The division
of the Middle East in the US’ map for a New Middle East, aiding
rebel forces and oppressive sanctions are all evidence of the
limitless power the US has over the Middle East and the blatant
disrespect for Middle Eastern sovereignty. The only way to move
forward is for each country to unite and fight foreign aggression
because as long as they remain divided, they will be under the will of
US policy.
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democracy apparently justifies the destruction of Yemen.
Sanctions, both economic and physical, are an important tool
which manipulate weaker nations and Yemen is a prime example.

Saudi bombs schools, mourners at funerals and centre’s for the
blind, while the United Nations and the US respond with a
deafening silence. The sanctions that have been placed on
Yemen have placed it on the brink of total starvation and they
face the biggest outbreak of cholera in human history, on the
premise that Yemen will be sanctioned until ex-President
Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi returns to power.

Western media defends this policy defending the repetition of
‘democratically elected’ Hadi, neglecting to mention that his was
the only name on the ballot paper. This raises the question of
what is the Western perception of democracy? Can a country be
democratic if its leader is hand-picked by the West and its allies
just like Hadi was? There seems to be a unanimous acceptance
that democracy is a superior form of government, which must be
imposed on the ME, regardless of the situation. Yet historically,
great thinkers such as Socrates and Plato argued against
democracy, critiquing its weaknesses. Can non-democracy afford
civilians a greater standard of living than post “democracy”? Ask
Libya whose slave trade is in a resurgence after Gadaffi had
abolished it.

Indeed, I would go far as to argue that democracy could not
succeed in the Middle East as long as there are Jihadi groups who
will stop at nothing to attain power, for example luring children
with chips and cookies in Syria only to blow them up. How can 

enough, the US domestically legislated The Caesar Syria Protection
Act which came into place in July 2020. The Act not only restricts
Syria’s institutions and resources but lays down sanctions on
countries which ally with Syria. Syrian ‘Civil War’? Keep in mind
that in 2014 there were over 80 nationalities fighting in Syria’s
‘Civil’ War. Is that really a Civil War? 

Beginning with Iraq and Syria, with the rise of ISIL/ISIS threatening
the Levant, armies were already stretched, making it extremely
difficult for the governments to fight them and the American-
backed rebels simultaneously. This predicament spread to the other
countries as ISIS/ISIL enlarged their attempted land grab beyond
Iraq and Syria. Having practised creating a political vacuum by
deposing Hussein earlier, the US has openly and actively started
providing weapons and training to a variety of rebel groups in Libya,
Syria and Yemen. Deposing, or in Syria’s case, attempting to
depose, these leaders created power vacuums and subsequent
struggles for power which is evident till today. Meanwhile, the
Western media peddled the madness, referring to each legitimate
country’s army as ‘regime (or) government forces’. I guess
delegitimizing Syria’s army makes it easier when the US continually
‘accidentally’ strikes it. It also helps to ignore the rivers of blood
that run through the country as the cries of Syria’s fallen sons echo
through the land. Mothers of almost 600,000 young men mourn the
loss of their sons as they are martyred, defending their country from
being another Iraq or Libya.

In-fighting between Arab countries proves to be just as dangerous
as American intervention. Led by fellow Arab State Saudi Arabia
with a strong Coalition including the US, the Utopic quest for

-Suzan Hanna
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these groups respect the sanctity of the ballot box if they
cannot respect the sanctity of human life? It is impossible for
the West to fight for democracy in the ME while using non-
democratic means of empowering rebel (terrorist) groups.
While they may argue that weapons are the only way to
depose long-standing regimes, these regimes may, in turn,
argue that the reason for the dictatorial stance is fear that
these groups using violence would not allow fair, democratic
elections and governments once in power and would hold
their people hostage under tyrannical rule. After all, the US’
history in choosing such rebels include The Taliban.  The
truth is that almost every Middle Eastern country is already
divided, at the very least amongst sectarian lines. 

In Egypt, civil unrest is common, as a rise of Islamic groups
imposes Islamic restrictions on civilians, further sowing
discord between Christians and Muslims. Islamists also
enflame sectarian tensions, regularly taking advantage of
personal issues between Muslims and Christians to spark mass
violence against the Christian minority. In 2014, ISIS in Iraq,
conquered Mosul and exiled all Christians from the
second/third largest city in Iraq, (estimates vary). They
painted the Arabic letter ‘Nun’ above their houses and
properties to mark which places they would loot and also took
all material possessions from the ‘Nassara’, a derogatory
Arabic term for Christians. One could write a whole essay on
the Shia-Sunni sectarian divide throughout the ME. Many
countries in the ME still operate by tribes, further dividing
countries. Many countries are melting pots of different ethnic
backgrounds fighting for self-determination or secession. The
relationship between groups in each country is set to
‘complicated.’ 

It is important to admit that the US does not create tensions.
These tensions would undoubtedly exist in the ME without US
interference as well because the divisions in these countries
have existed from their inception. Yet the US has no reason to
interfere in a region which is not their own, just as they loathe
the idea of foreign interference in their country.

What would the United States of America do if Russia drew up
a new map for the US with new borders and adopt a policy of
‘creative chaos’ throughout the country? In the Middle East,
each country is domestically fighting unique, complex
divisions which are exacerbated by Western intervention.
Until the Middle Eastern countries unite in their domestic
common purpose and goals, they will never have the unity
needed to come together and fight foreign intervention. Until
each country finds a common goal and purpose, the ME will
continue to be plagued with political vacuums and civil
unrest, which will be further taken advantage of by the West.

- Suzan Hanna
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DEVELOPMENTS
OF ISLAMIC LAW
OVER TIME 
A Disavowal of History

A contextual history of the rise of an “Iranian” Shia Islam
within the Persian Plateau is necessary for deciphering the
complex implementations and jurisdiction of law within
changing societies and localities. This history can help
contextualize how particular ideologies and sentiments
towards religion and law are employed in the contemporary
courtroom (Mir-Hosseini, 1993). Modernist feminist debates
regarding the implementation of shariah within the current
Islamic state tends to overshadow the historical formations and
rise of Shiism within Iran over the past few centuries—a
historical development that formulated the modern context,
where law and the state are a joint apparatus (Mir-Hosseini et
al.). The scholarly negation of historical developments of
Shiism within Iran’s political boundaries leads to ahistorical
assumptions regarding shariah’s development by many
modernist scholars analyzing Islamic law’s conception and
institutional rise. It is necessary to note the development of
Islam within Iran as not only a political formation, but a social
one as well (Mir-Hosseini et al.). The nature of Islamic law
under the “formative phase” of the Abbasid era (750-1258) led
to an emphasized spiritual dimension to Islamic rule within
Iran through private scholars who maintained autonomy over
religious knowledge without a connection to governance. The
shift of religious rule to that of an Islamic nature due to the
Rashidun “Rightly Guided” Caliphs (632-661) within the
“Golden Age of Islam” led to the need to define the “science of
law” (‘ilm al-fiqh) to address an elaborate codification of laws
after the expansion of Islam within Iran (Mir-Hosseini, 1993).
The division between the autonomy of private scholars and the
arbitration of ultimate divine law separated Islamic law into
“revealed law” (Shari’a) and jurisprudence (fiqh). Elaborations
of law through shariah and fiqh led to a systematized and
enforceable jurisdiction of legislation (Mir-Hosseini, 1993),
while ultimately unravelling the complexity within definitions
of shariah intergenerationally and through the centuries.

The essay presents a set of historical events to encapsulate the
rise, formulation, implementation, and organization of religion
in Iran. It starts with Shiism as a diverging school of thought
from Sunnism arising with a political agenda and doctrine. It
began with the concept of the “Twelvers” (ithna ‘ashariyya)
that emerged with non-elected successor Ali (d. 661) after the  

the Prophet (d. 632) (Norton, 2018). It further elaborates on the
sixteenth to eighteenth-century Safavid commercial
development and centralization of the Shi’ah Twelver. Ithna
‘Asheri) School of Law—one that was upheld through the
ulama’s commercial power at the time. The essay then focuses
on laying out a brief historical and gender analysis of the Qajar
Dynasty’s (1794-1925) nationalist campaigns that centred
women’s private and familial roles as necessary for national
progress. Further, it touches on the Qajar state’s
bureaucratization of religion, i.e., through state-mandated
university-educated lawyers and judges, and state codified
Islamic laws (Osanloo, 2009). Once the historical background
has been established, the essay concludes with the upheaval of
a secular and democratic government promoted with
Constitutional Revolution of the early twentieth century (Mir-
Hosseini & Tapper, 2006)—one that counteracted to Islamic
principles and hierarchies set by shariah.  

Shiism in Iran before 1979

The largest provocation to the unity of Islam stems from the
Shi’ite divide from Sunnism, beginning with the significant
split of Shi’a and Sunni majorities after the Prophet’s death in
632 (Norton, 2018). “Shia” translates to the “faction of Ali”
(shiat Ali) (Campo & Melton, 2009). Shi'a followers believe that
Muhammad’s cousin, Ali (d. 661) was his successor (khalifah)
appointed by God (Ayoub, 1978). The relations to Shiism as an
emblem of political rebellion to the linearity of Islam as with
the Umayyad tribe’s doctrine of elected succession helps
explain diverging schools of thought that arose with certain
political agendas and doctrines within contemporary Iran. The
sector and/or major known denomination of Shiism, the
“Twelvers” (ithna ‘ashariyya), composed of the largest Shiite
group within post-revolutionary Iran, magnifies the emphasis
on Muhammad’s blood relations with the twelve succeeding
Imams through his daughter, Fatima (d. 633) (Martin, 2004;
Ayoub, 1978). Shia followers of the “Twelver” theology believe
in the miraculous powers assigned to the Imams—members of
Muhammad’s family who can serve as qualified leaders of the
Muslim community through “God’s guidance” (Campo &
Melton, 2009). Twelvers hold that twelve Imams were created
from the same divine light as the Prophet (d. 632), where 
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knowledge resting within the temporal power of the Imams due to
their lived suffering is one that necessitates and validates their
right to display leadership and governance (Ayoub, 1978).

Although the initial Twelver doctrine defines Imams as holding
only a spiritual, not a political presence, the doctrine held that the
Imams had a personal right to power based on their “nearness to
God” (Ayoub et al.). Here, it was the Prophet’s intense love for the
Imams and their families that was to be practised by Shi’a followers
for not only salvation but as evidence of the infallible Imams’
legitimacy to authority. The love the Prophet held for his family,
and the emulated masculine portrayals by the descending Imams
demonstrated the necessity for every male follower to portray a
cultural gender performance embodying similar cultivations of
masculinity—through implementing an intensified love for his
family and community (Pierce, 2016).  The Shia faith believes that
after the death of the Prophet (d. 632) (Norton, 2018), the Muslim
leadership was not passed down to elected Caliphs as in the
Umayyad rules to succession, but rather to Imams—who were the
blood-related descendants. It is believed that each Imam was
ratified by the previous—beginning with Ali (d. 661), and lasting
with Muhammad Mahdi, who resides in Occultation (gheybat)
(Pierce, 2016). During Mahdi’s absence, the religious scholars
(ulama) have the power to lead the Shia community (Mir-Hosseini
& Tapper, 2006), while the leading ulama member (mujtahid) can
practice governing authority over interpreting law from the sources
(ijtihad). Here, the absence of an infallible leader necessitates
within the Shi’a Twelver faith a present male leader to interpret
shariah for their community.

Safavid Dynasty: Economization of Religion

The institutionalization and economization of Ithna ‘Ashari,
Shi’ism during the sixteenth through eighteenth-century Safavid
dynasty (Savory, 1980) centralized and solidified Shiism as an
Iranian state religion in 1501 (Osanloo, 2009). In 1501, Shah Isma’il
—founder of the Safavid dynasty, became the ruler of the only
country within the Muslim majority world that solidified Twelver
Shiism as a state religion (Mir-Hosseini & Tapper, 2006). The
Safavids found “religious advancement” in utilizing traditional
principles in family law while spreading the official Shi’ah
religiosity throughout the state (Savory et al.). Safavid property
(vaghf) donated to religious “experts” (ulama) led to a new elite
class of Shi'a Twelvers to become male scholars of Islamic
jurisprudence, where they were practitioners of Islamic law and
deciding civil matters of marriage and family legislation became the
centre of religious practice (Savory et al.). The connection and
clerical control of the religious class (ulama) over the collection and
distribution of commerce (bazar) allowed the ulama experts of the
Jafari (Ithna ‘Ashari) School of Law to open religious schools for
young males residing in Qom (city in Iran) to become not only
religious scholars of the Quran but practitioners of Shi'a ideological
reasoning with religion (Newman, 2006). This orthodoxical and
economically driven religious ideology that was tied to “state
loyalty” cultivated from the Safavid dynasty laid the foundations as
the first state to implement Shi’ah dictation regarding women’s
status (Savory et al.; Osanloo, 2009). Here, the state solidified a
fatherly pedagogical structure within the religious implementation,
where male clerics held autonomy to monitor private matters of
marriage along with public “affairs” of day-to-day community life
(Newman, 2006). 

It is important to note that the Safavid kings (shah) retained
spiritual authority as ‘sheykhs’, allowing them to gain support
within their political administration. Yet, the onset of the
1600s and the nearing end of Safavid rule introduced emerging
convoluted relationships between the Shi’a shahs and the
ulama. Despite their role as “separate” from politics and
government, the ulama still advised rulers so long as the
preservation of religion remained (Mir-Hosseini & Tapper,
2006).

The Qajar State: Nationalism and Religious Ideology

The malleability of the definitions of shariah within Iran over
its rocky history exposes how gender rights are continuously
accommodated within the context of Islamic family law within
Iran (Osanloo, 2009), as they are “neither fixed, given, nor
absolute” but rather “negotiated and changing cultural
constructs, produced in response to lived realities”
(Duderija, 2017). Gender ideologies and hierarchies that are
implemented, embodied, and socially practised within different
localities in turn, informed the practice of Islamic law (Osanloo
et al.). Here, the political and nationalist rhetoric of the
nineteenth century introduces an opportunity for feminist
scholarship to analyze the malleability of shariah’s
designations regarding women’s societal roles after 1979.
Transnational feminist scholars such as Najmabadi (1998) have
accounted for late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century
Qajar nationalist campaigns calling for women as the
gatekeepers and “wombs” of the nation (Naghibi, 2007), where
women’s national roles as mothers “became a mediating term
between two concepts central to modernity: progress and
women’s rights” (Najmabadi, 1998). As Iranian women of the
Qajar feudal system became deduced to mothers of upholding
citizens and proliferators of nationalism, the reduced and
condensed model of female embodiment and inscription of
national expectations illustrated a mimicry and emulation of
the free European female subject (Naghibi et al.). Iranian
women before the 1905 Constitutional revolution were voiced
by Iranian feminists of the twentieth century as living lives as
“imprisoned” mothers—essentially ignorant of their freedom
(Naghibi et al.). Despite these boundaries, nationalist
campaigns called for mothers to educate her children for future
prosperity of the nation. According to Naghibi (2007), this
idealized narrative of Iranian women during the Qajar state
drew direct inspiration from eighteenth-century Western
literature on women’s societal roles (Naghibi et al.). From the
late 1800s to the early 1900s, Iranian modernists reproduced
ideas of socio-political change based on Western
characterizations that held mothers as propagating educated
and patriotic citizens (Naghibi et al.). The issue of Iranian
women’s segregation, particularly with regards to education,
were highlighted by elite Qajar women of the “andarun”—a
privileged class of Iranian women during the late 1800s who
called for women’s rights in direct relation to Western women’s
rights (Naghibi et al.). The emphasis on Iranian women’s
segregation became viewed as a national problem—one that
was in part mobilized by Western women’s feminist practices,
and eventually implemented by Iranian women fighting for
women’s rights. The consistent political comparison of Iranian
women to Western women is what led anti-imperial
Traditionalists of 1979 to cancel and wipe out feminist
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concerns, as feminism was essentially viewed as a “Western
movement” (Naghibi et al.).

Within the nineteenth-century Qajar dynasty (1794-1925), the
marja’iyat—known as the ultimate religious authority, rose
independent of the state. The marja’ are those recognized for
their acquired respect after lengthy religious schooling and
permission to create legal treatises (risaleh) for their followers.
One category of treatises on “explanations and problems”
(towzih al-masa’il) includes legal rulings on rituals of prayer,
marriage, and divorce (Mir-Hosseini & Tapper 2006). The
maraji educate others in seminaries (howzeh), and two of the
most important seminaries are in Qom, Iran and Najaf, Iraq.
Since the 1800s, some leading ulama have led politically active
lives through deciding matters pertaining to ijtihad and
marja’iyat—with regards to ending oppression and injustice. 
With the onset of the Constitutional Movement, the political
issue that remained was whether the Shi’a religion could make
room for man-made legislation (Mir-Hosseini & Tapper, 2006)
after secular influences that infiltrated from the West. The
consistent debt under Naseroddin Shah (1848-1896) and
Mozaffaroddin Shah (1896-1907) led to funding from foreign
nations through selling industrial and commercial equities. To
the religious classes, this act equated to selling the nation and
Shi’ism. The 1891 anti-tobacco boycotts resulting due to Iran’s
sell-off of the British tobacco monopoly led mujtahids to gain
power over Iranian state officials (Osanloo, 2009). The Tobacco
Concession of 1891 and subsequent protests carried over by
leading mujtahid Mirza-ye Shirazi essentially catalyzed the
conception of the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911
(Mir-Hosseini & Tapper 2006). With the introduction of the
revolution by the end of 1905, shifts in power to a centralized
state and a law-making legislative branch also instilled
anxieties among religious classes who feared their source of
funding from religious taxes would diminish (Osanloo et al.).

The Constitutional Movement (1905-1911)

After the Russo-Persian Wars ending in 1828 (Sicker, 2001), an
emerging presence and subsequent influence by European
diplomats and military advisors with acquired scholarship in
Western political texts played a role in shaping political
attitudes within Iran. The Constitutional movement garnered
attention from groups like secular liberals and Muslim
reformist intellectuals hoping to formulate a constitution that
stood for an elected body of legislatures. The goal to move
away from the totalitarian rule of Mozaffaroddin Shah (1896-
1907) towards secular rule introduced a threat to the religious
power within Iran, leading Shi’a clerics to diverge in their
positionalities. This was seen with Shi’a cleric Sheykh Fazlollah
Nuri, who in 1909 opposed the Constitutional Revolution due
to the egalitarian and non-Islamic nature of electing a
legislative body. This opposition to the Constitutional
Revolution was based on its ideological divergence from
Islam’s view of hierarchical gender statuses within shariah—
which separates men and women’s status and rights (Mir-
Hosseini & Tapper, 2006). The grounds for this opposition to
the Constitutional movement was that man-made legislation
could not exist with shariah and the body of ulama who are to
control the legislative apparatuses and judiciary (Mir-Hosseini
et al.). Those in support of the Constitutional movement and
by urge of moderate ministers required Mozaffaroddin Shah to 

provide a parliament (Majiles-e Shura-ye Melli) and ratify the
Belgian influenced ‘Fundamental Law’ on December 30, 1906
before his death. The secular nature of this law led the ulama
to have serious disagreements. The following ‘Supplementary
Fundamental Law’ had more Islamic influence, and a
requirement for the ulama to approve legislation (Mir-
Hosseini & Tapper, 2006).  In October of 1907, when
Mohammad Ali Shah signed the ‘Supplementary Fundamental
Law,’ he garnered Russian aid to initiate a coup against those
in favour of the constitution. Then, in 1909, constitutionalists
made their way into Tehran and eradicated the shah and
Sheykh Fazlollah Nuri. The Iranian Parliament was intact, and
the ‘Fundamental Laws’ essentially formulated as the secular
backbone of the Iranian constitution until 1979 (Mir-Hosseini
et al.) The replacement of absolutist and despotic character of
the shah during the upheaval of the 1905-1911 Constitutional
revolution—which inherently promoted a secular and
democratic system of government over religious power (Mir-
Hosseini & Tapper, 2006), led clerics to argue against the
constitution’s Eurocentric and egalitarian ideals of democracy.
The backlash of the 1905-1911 Constitutional revolution
included hegemonic power shifts from seminary schooling on
Islamic jurisprudence to religious establishments within
university law faculty—leading to a bureaucratization of
religion through codified Iranian civil codes. The Qajar state’s
codification of laws also effectively unravelling the counter-
hegemonic rights-based discourses viewed within post-
revolutionary courtrooms (Osanloo, 2009). I state this history
to centre how the enactment of legislations and reforms of the
Constitutional movement counteracted Islamic principles
holding women and men in different social rankings, rights,
and statuses under shariah. The disagreements over whether
the Iranian government upheld or rejected the idea of man-
made law under the Qajar state essentially polarized the
implementation of Islamic law due to the diverging political
views held by the ulama and the constitutionalists. The shaky
and paradoxical nature of Iran’s political and religious history

Moẓaffar od-Dīn Shāh, Qājār shah of Iran,  
Picture via:  Britannica 
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from the close of the Qajar state by the early twentieth century
shed to light the convoluted nature to Iranian rulership, and a tug-
of-war between secular law and shariah.

Legal Procedures in the Twentieth Century  Before 1927, the
collective of judges within Iran were funded and controlled by the
clergy, where the implementation of family law within Shari’a
courts was guided by judges trained in the Shia Ithna ‘Ashari
School of Law. Reza Shah Pahlavi’s legal reforms aimed at
formulating a secular judicial branch composed of modern civil
codes became a part of the Iranian Civil Codes of 1928 to 1935. The
1931 ‘Marriage Law’ (qanun-i izdivaj) set a Eurocentric tone with
articles requiring state-mandated registration for marriages and
divorces. Marital issues came under the surveillance of state
authorities while paving the way for women to initiate divorces
within civil rather than Shari’a courts (Mir-Hosseini, 1993). The
1967.‘Family Protection Law’ (qanun-i himayat-i khanivada)
enacted a complete divergence from shariah. Husbands were no
longer able to gain judicial rights to polygamy. The new courts, the
“Family Protection Courts,” were run by judges educated within
modern jurisprudence. The 1967 Family Protection Law drew
animosity from clergy members who believed that its enactments
diverged from shariah ideologies. It was only in September of 1979
when the ‘Special Civil Court Act’ under the revolutionary regime
removed cases regarding family law from the ordinary civil courts
to courts ruled by religious judges (Mir-Hosseini, 1993). The
‘Special Civil Court Act’ systematically reversed the Eurocentric
legislations that took hold before 1979. After 1979, Ayatollah
Khomeini’s Ithna ‘Ashari Islamic School of Law initiated religious
clerical training within Shari’a courts, leading to a formalized,
linear, and personalized interpretation and codification of personal 

institutionalization of religion within courts counteracted to
Reza Shah Pahlavi’s previously enacted Civil Codes of family
law in 1928-1938 aimed at formulating secular legal reform
within the judicial system (Mir-Hosseini,1993). The
codification and interpretation of law after the revolution
exposes the malleability of shariah within Iran over time, and
the complex navigation by divorce applicants who interpret
their own rights under family law.

Traditionalists within Iran after 1979 have historically held a
discomfort towards doctrines embodying egalitarian principles
of equal rights, which held as a paradox to political
implementations of shariah under Khomeini’s introduction of
Velayat-e Faqih in the Iranian constitution. Republican
anxieties and fears of violent despotism that could result with a
secular system like that of the Pahlavi era (Mir-Hosseini &
Tapper, 2006), such as the secularly enacted Civil Codes of
family law in 1928-1938 under Reza Shah was cancelled by the
onset of the revolution.

Transnationally recognized feminist scholarship of Mir-
Hosseini (1993, 1999), and Osanloo (2006, 2009), have in effect
grappled with and contested anxieties regarding the nature,
rise, and state centralization of shariah’s implementation
under the Islamic regime—one that is historically reliant on the
religious class’s pre-revolutionary influence within politics and
government, and the Pahlavi era’s attempts to cancel religious
autonomy over the political apparatus through a despotic
democracy.
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“The problem of history” paradigm has shaped the debate
on the role of history in understanding social reality.
Researchers such as Nick Vaughan-Williams have argued
that a shift shall be operated towards a deconstructive
approach posing the “radical indeterminacy of historical
meaning as object of analysis”[1].
 
Analysing history through the concept of narratives is
often disregarded, since it implies that the specific
meaning of each historical fact is not derived from the
general, as advocated by the constructivist conception of
history[2]. However, a new conception of history
developed under the name “historical sociology” refutes
the possibility of objective assessments of historical
events and acknowledges the role of interpretation in our
processing of historical facts. This conception reconciling
the radical, traditional, and constructionist visions of
history acknowledges the centrality of narrative as an
unavoidable process carrying a potential emancipatory
function. Recognising that historical facts are knowable
but subject to diverse interpretative frameworks, enables
us to extensively study historical narratives that allow for
an opportunity to challenge political discourses.
 
In ' What is History in International Relations?”,  Hobden
demonstrates the necessity of studying the historical
context of a conflict to reveal its roots[3]. Beyond an
extensive demonstration of the importance of historical
contextualisation in the study of the Arab-Israeli conflict,
this study focuses on the function historical narratives 

exercise in the formation of identities. By emphasising on
and selecting facts, as well as applying specific
frameworks for their interpretation, narratives are
inherently constructed. In the context of the Arab-Israeli
conflict, most historical accounts are formed by Israeli
historians and political elites which constitute hegemonic
narratives. In this context, Palestinian and grassroots
voices are often marginalized. Acknowledging this should
help us to consider the analysis of historical narratives as
an opportunity to challenge the status quo. An analysis of
the historiography of the Arab-Israeli conflict reveals that
dominant narratives can be an object of contestation; not
only from the Palestinian side but also by a new
generation of Israeli historians called “The New
historians”. As a “linguistic device"[4], narratives analyse
the Arab-Israeli conflict through a particular paradigm
according to which the “nation” is seen as the only valid
expression of a sense of belonging. As a matter of fact,
both Palestinian and Israeli narratives of the Arab-Israeli
conflict revolve around the nationalist paradigm,
indicative of the international system since the peace of
Westphalia. Both narratives validate the hegemonic and
Eurocentric vision of the international order. As Ozkirimli
puts it: Nationalism is not only viewed as “the natural
framework for all political interaction, but it also
structures our daily lives and the way we perceive and
interpret the reality that surrounds us.”[5] 
 
One of the most significant and controversial debates
around nationalism was the one between primordialists,
who argue that nationalism demonstrates a pre-existed
feeling of national belonging (mostly based on ethnicity),
[6] and modernists, who assert that historical
developments and cultural traditions attached to
nationhood are constructed.[7] One can reconcile both
views by acknowledging that historical facts and their
interpretations are revised to suit the present claims of 

THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN HISTORY AND
NATIONALISM IN THE 
ARAB-ISRAELI CONFLICT
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political elites. The question at stake here is this:  Why and  how
have historical narratives played a great role in the formation
of collective identities in both national movements? This
research argues that historical narratives constitute the pillar
of the formation of both Israeli and Palestinian identities, both
in their positivity and negativity.

On the one hand, historical narratives from both camps
legitimize the existence and actions of their own national
peoples (I). On the other hand, the building of the national Self
was achieved through a process of othering including negative
identity elements (II). On a normative level, this study shows
that the formation of a hegemonic narrative by the
conventional Israeli historiography has prevented the
reconciliation of both nationalist processes and any future
prospects for the resolution of the conflict (III).

CONSTRUCTION OF NATIONALISM BY PALESTINIAN AND
ZIONIST NARRATIVES RESPECTIVELY

European historical narratives have described the creation of
the modern European nations via heroic war and revolution.
Both Zionist and Palestinian historical

Concerning the role of the Zionist historiography in framing
the Israeli identity, Uri Ram asserts that “historical
consciousness is not simply an aspect of nationalism, but
rather its gist”[8], while highlighting its role in the
preservation of an existential meaning. The word “Zionism”
coined by the Austrian Jew Nathan Birnbaum refers to a
territory, Zion being the Hebrew reference to Jerusalem,
suggesting that there exists a pre-existing Jewish national
identity arising from the religious Hebrew past (primordialist
view of nationalism). Similarly, the concept of  “Aliyah” ,
corresponds to Moses’ return to Jerusalem and the
emancipation of Jews, and is also referred by the Zionists to
describe the migration of the diaspora to Israel, their
“homeland”. In this Zionist narrative, settlement is viewed as a
realization and the acquisition of new territories as
redemption[9]. It is therefore deductible that the Zionist
conception of the Jewish identity, encompassing both
territorial and historical attachments, relied to a great extent
on the modern paradigm of nationalism. Additionally, she also
points out the obstructions in Zionist narratives of any non-
nationalist alternatives (ex: assimilation, autonomy, etc.) to
the Zionist movement existing prior to the establishment of
Israel as if Zionist nationalism was the only “natural” destiny
of the Jewish people.
 
The Zionist nationalist discourse is also embedded within a
process of gendering of the nation. As Joane Nagel argues, the
nation is often represented through feminized symbolics (The
Marianne as symbol of the French nation for instance) in order
to convey a masculine ideal of nationalism and is protected by
patriotic (men) heroes and where demilitarized people and
non-nationals are viewed as effeminate[10]. As reactionary
process to the feminization of the Jew in the Nazi narratives,
the Zionists rapidly sought to promote a masculinized vision of
the Jews as protectors of the Israeli nation through socialism in
the context of the kibbutzim, agriculture, and settler
colonialism. According to Rachel Byrne, “Zionism sought to
replace the effeminacy attributed to Jewish men with a 

masculinity defined by European gentiles, thus avoiding
assimilation into their diasporic countries.”[11] These efforts
worked towards the assimilation of the Zionist national
movement into the world order and enabled it to gain
legitimacy from other Western nation-states. Another aim of
Zionist historiography was the creation of a unified Zionist
community, which, due to its diasporic aspect, lacked a
common culture and language. As Alan Taylor puts it: “It
seems evident that the Zionist revolution was not the natural
and inevitable outcome of Jewish history, but a break from the
past. Its success was the result of favourable circumstances
enhanced by astute manipulation”[12]

Both Palestinian and Israeli narratives also put emphasis on
the question of whether a Palestinian identity existed prior to
the British mandate. The Palestinian narrative as well as the
Israeli “New Historians” refer to the existence of the cohesion
of a Palestinian community and the existence of local networks
within Palestine"[13]. According to this narrative, the British
mandate would have been created based on those organic
boundaries.  Furthermore, while Doumani mentions the three
attempts by the Ottoman Empire to implement administrative
borders in Palestine (1830, 1840 and 1872)[14], the New
Historians, Kimmerling and Migdal, refer to three important
revolts shaping Palestinian history. The first revolt occurred in
1834 as resistance against the Egyptian rule and as both a
symptom and factor of the birth of Palestinian nationalism[15].
On the other hand, conventional Israeli historians tend to
negate the existence of a Palestinian nationalism existing prior
to the British mandate and hence the dynamics that emerged
before the 1880s[16].

THE BUILDING OF THE SELF THROUGH A PROCESS OF
‘OTHERING’ INCLUDING NEGATIVE IDENTITY ELEMENTS

Why did the conventional Zionist historiography intend to
contest the existence of a well-rooted Palestinian nationalism?
Kelman argues that the “Other” Palestinian is traditionally
perceived in Zionist narratives as a “source of some of its own
negative identity elements”. In other words, the conflict
between two national movements who claim the same land
creates a set of ideological claims that implies an “exclusive
relationship to the land”[17]. As such, the exclusiveness
promoted by both historical narratives constitutes the very
essence of each people’s identity.
 
As a matter of fact, it is not surprising that Palestinian and
Arab historiography tend to describe Zionism as a mere “form
of settler colonialism” implying that there is no historical link
between Jews and Palestine; while Israeli historiography is
conventionally unwilling to recognize the Palestinians as a
separate nation within the Arab world. As Golda Meir stated:
“There are no such things as Palestinians”[18]. Neither is it
surprising that Zionist enterprise is depicted as “racist” by
Palestinian historical narratives and the Palestinian resistance
as “terrorist” by the Zionist narratives, both narratives
stigmatising the Other as violent and unjust[19]. In fact, a link
between the Arabs and Nazis has been established in the 60s in
order to delegitimize the suffering and existence of the Other,
depicted as a radical.
 
In this framework, the traumas experienced both by the Jews 

37



during the Holocaust and by the Palestinians during the Nakba
become “woven in political discourse, collective memory, and
practise”[20] in so far as they vehiculate the idea of destruction
as “ultimate intention” of the other[21].

In this context, a watershed moment for the formation of the
two identities was the 1948 war. In the first place, its
denomination implies the construction of opposing identities,
the Palestinian side referring to the “Nakba”, as their
catastrophe, while the Zionist narrative evokes a glorious “war
of independence”[22]. As advocated by Mordecai Bar-On, the
two diverging narratives of conflict constitute, by themselves,
sources of conflict. In fact, the Palestinian historian Saleh
Abdel Jawal observes that the conventional Israeli historians
often put the emphasis on the Arabs’ responsibility for starting
the war, and the obstruction in the pre-partition atmosphere
characterised by Israeli oppression during the battles
conducted by the Haganah and the Jewish agency in early
December. At the same time, it demonstrated that Arab
hostility was “far from their collective mind”[23].

An important aftermath of the 1948 war was the societal
fragmentation of the Palestinian community, impeding the
formation of a real collective memory and unified history[24].
Furthermore, the destruction of Palestinian archives during the
1948 war explains why the Palestinian historiography has not
been as developed as its Israeli counterpart, and further
explains how it hindered a real challenge of the hegemonic
Israeli narrative[25].
 
THE FORMATION OF A HEGEMONIC NARRATIVE BY
CONVENTIONAL ISRAELI HISTORIOGRAPHY
 
Both Palestinian and Israeli educations on the Holocaust and
Nakba reveal a process of production of the Self through the
negation of the Other’s identity. However, one witnesses a
strong domination of the literature on the conflict by the
conventional Israeli historiography. The hegemonic character
of the Zionist narrative highlights well-rooted hierarchies of
power. While this narrative sets up an exclusive framework
through which historical facts can be analysed, Palestinian
narratives were merely seen as “sheer propaganda”[26].
 
Not only the historiography on the1948 events but also on
Ottoman Palestine reinforces specific categories of knowledge. 
 

The depiction of Palestine as “passive victim of Ottoman
decline whose modern beginnings were a result of
extern(al) events”[27] did not only imply a denial of the
validity of Palestinian nationalism but also greatly
influenced Palestinian historiography. This, powered by
the Israeli approach, resulted in never seeking an
extensive analysis on events occurring during the middle
period of Ottoman rule, and the ignorance of memories of
grassroots Palestinians in their historical accounts.

More striking is the hegemonic character that has been
taken by the Israeli conventional narrative of history
within the Israeli educational system. Blinded by the
trauma of the Holocaust, the Israeli education system
leans towards the dismissal of the other’s own
sufferings[28]. The study of the new Israeli history
textbooks reveals that the “binational” aspect of the
conflict, as well as the complex factors behind the
Palestinian refugee issue[29] were more emphasized than
in the past. However, conventional Zionist narratives still
dominate the teaching of history, and still convey the
ideas of the heroic fight led by Jewish soldiers during the
1948 war leading to the “triumph of quality over
quantity.”[30] Furthermore, the Palestinian society is
viewed as backward, existing under tribal leadership
(orientalist view) without proper institutions. Most
importantly, the existence of Arab citizens as a significant
national minority of Israel is ignored in all textbooks. The
Palestinian counter-narrative has hence no place for
recognition in Israeli textbooks, and the Israeli
educational system proves to be an effective tool for
perpetuating the dominant ideology in Israel. In fact, the
author argues that the use of teaching history to shape the
national ethos cannot lead to the multicultural education
necessary for an efficient peace-building process. This way
of teaching history does not allow any confrontation of
narratives and myths, whilst only assigning a passive role
to students[31].

In her movie entitled  This is my Land,  Tamara Erde, a
French-Israeli Jew recalls: “When I was in school, I didn’t
know anything about Palestinian history or about the
occupation. I was patriotic, I wanted to serve in the army.”
Furthermore, during one of her interviews, an Israeli
student affirms: “We are surrounded by Arabs who know
this is a Jewish place, where everyone is Jewish. They want
to hurt us because they want our land”. These testimonies
unveil the hegemonic role of the Zionist historical
narrative in building identities through the
monopolization of discourse in education. In this context,
historical narratives act as a framework and story through
which a society understands its own identity, which, when
lacking the consideration of the Other’s narrative, creates
a climate “where actors are unaware of red lines and
domestic constraints”[32], thereby deepening the conflict
even further.
 
CONCLUSION
 
Both conventional Israeli and Palestinian historiographies
tend to be destiny oriented as a counterpart of a
nationalist notion of Israeli and Palestinian identity. Not  
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only did they aim at legitimizing the existence and identification
of both peoples as a nation, they also constructed a narrative
where the other’s identity is seen as a threat to one’s own
identity. This narrative, fuelled by the recent historical trauma
experienced by both Peoples, goes hand in hand with the rise of
the nation-states order in the 19th Century, and the ‘othering
process’ that nationalism demands. The Zionist historical
narrative, however, developed as a hegemonic tool through
which an interpretative framework is constituted for the analysis
of both Jewish and Palestinian history.
 
The Israeli movement of the  New Historians only gained
legitimacy in the 1990s with increasing democratization of Israeli
society and access to Palestinian sources[33]. This new
historiography could potentially create a post-Zionist identity
based on “communitarian citizenship rather than on nineteenth-
century Romantic nationalism."[34]

More than a fight between historians, a “counter-education” of
history in schools, aiming at challenging the hegemonic Zionist
narrative and ideology in Israeli schools whilst recognizing
Jewish trauma in Palestinian schools, should be implemented to
encourage mutual dialogue between the two. ‘Otherness’,
therefore,  is viewed as a necessary condition for self-reflection
and reflexivity.

- Chloé Bernadaux 
M.A. International Security, Science Po
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It was the 1995 Barcelona Process which enunciated the geo-
strategic importance of the Mediterranean and the need to
ensure and strengthen “peace, stability and security”, in this
region. Underlining the need for internal and external stability,
this process was to take in to account the differing and diverse
characteristics and values of each of the participants (European
Union , 1995). The spirit was to be one of partnership spanning
social, cultural and human dimensions coupled with economic
and financial cooperation incorporated into an ongoing
political dialogue. All this would take place within a multi-
lateral framework which was to boost bilateral relations which
was not in exclusion of other existing peace and stability
initiatives. The underlying premise and core of this initiative
was the observance of principles of international law along
with the right to self-determination and observance of human
rights as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. Rule of law and democracy were also a natural
concomitant just as sovereign equality and territorial integrity
were to be respected as given in the United Nations Charter 7.
Inter alia, it was advocated that, proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction and destructive build-ups of defence
infrastructure were to be shunned by all means.  

In other words, this initiative could be encapsulated in terms of
the triumvirate represented by three key initiatives: Political
and Security Partnership; Economic and Financial Partnership
(including Free Trade); Social Cultural and Human Affairs
Partnership. Out of this collective ‘will,’ there was to emerge a
Euro-Mediterranean Partnership. Noble in thought and
expression, there was, however, a trojan horse-like quality to
the prescribed mechanism of the decision-making process,
mirrored in the ‘principle of consensuses’ (Ammourah). This
‘principle’ ensured that objection (by any member country) was
sufficient to exclude that country from the arrangement.
However, we shall consider that later.

In a manner of progression, the Barcelona Declaration admitted
participant countries as partners under the Euro-Mediterranean
Partnership agreements for the purpose of establishing a Free
Trade Zone by 2010. Several countries (including Israel, Egypt,
Jordan, Lebanon and Algeria) had joined by 2002, while Libya
outrightly rejected the offer and remained, as an observer only.
This was just a precursor to the way this economic and
sociopolitical process was going to manifest in the future. All
this accelerated with the adoption of the European
Neighborhood Policy (ENP) in 2004, for promoting “close
political cooperation, close economic integration” and border
security for preventing illegal migration (Edzard Wesselink,
2012).

The focus thus, entirely shifted to economic issues, security,
justice and rule of law. ENP countries were only offered limited
rights and privileges and much to the chagrin of southern
partner countries, the political dialogue and the middle east
peace initiatives were ‘off the table’. In a carry forward of this
change in track, moving away further from the Madrid Peace
Conference Terms of Reference, the Arab-Israeli conflict
resolution objective fell by the wayside, and, just as civil society
reforms also took centre stage,  democracy took exclusionary
precedence. This new European Action Plan was merely
underlining sociopolitical reforms in addition to the renewed
emphasis on fighting terrorism and prevention of proliferation
of Weapons of Mass Destruction. To add to all this, in 2005, a
fourth pillar was added to the ‘triumvirate’, wherein
immigration found special focus, due to related security
concerns on part of the EU. (Abbott, 2018) 

It is against this backdrop of events, policies and changed
orientations that Syria’s reluctance to sign in to the EMP,
acquired a life of its own, thereby further highlighting the
contentious and intractable nature of the proposed partnership.

 

BARCELONA PROCESS AND THE 
EURO-MEDITERRANEAN PARTNERSHIP

A Thorny, Intractable Problem 

The Barcelona Process in 1995
Picture credits: Union for the Miditerranean 

41



Coming back to the ‘trojan horse’, an implementation
mechanism which would give the EU carte blanche authority to
halt any manner of cooperation with a partner country, was
found by Syria to be the fountainhead of all that was wrong with
the agreement. In the absence of any delineated and well-
defined action plan, the EMP fostered a bias in implementing
policies which were favourable to the EU and issues in the
domain of partner countries were merely listed for possible
consideration. All this was reflected in the actual experiences of
the countries which signed the agreement wherein the EU
enjoyed a one-sided advantage in influencing policies of partner
countries, even in matters of state sovereignty. As a
consequence, some countries like Algeria placed conditions for
accepting the partnership while Egypt outrightly refused
interference in its internal affairs. Syria’s refusal to buckle down
amidst concerns like state sovereignty, lack of emphasis on
resolving regional conflicts and the question of human rights of
immigrants living in the EU, led to a renegotiation of the ‘Syrian
EMP’ and a fresh draft document was initialled in 2004, after 8
long years. In this draft, political dialogue was back in the
reckoning and Syria’s commitment to non-proliferation was
subject to a political dialogue which would take into account
issues like peace and security. Besides this, Syria gained another
concession, whereby it was only required to take ‘some’ actions
towards accession to treaties related to non-proliferation of
Weapons of Mass Destruction in place of taking more binding
‘steps’. It is interesting to note that in the same year (2004), the
EU-Israel WMD action plan merely talked of cooperation in
developing related policies of non-proliferation with no focus on
actual accession. 

Coming back to Syria, even the economic sector aspect of the
EMP was proving to be contentious because, besides the ‘trojan
horse’ implementation lacuna, Syria feared misuse of civil
society aid for hidden (EU) political agendas. Still, the draft
stood initialled in 2004. It is self-evident that U.S. pressure must
have played its part, in these events too. This was now a
situation of ‘so near and yet so far’. An unfortunate turn of
events related to the Lebanese internal situation in 2005 and
Syria’s stand in the Iraq war, however, meant that the EU did not
carry through on the EMP signing, citing human rights abuses in
Syria. Four more years were left before the EU factoring in the
importance of Syria and the need for a stable Middle East,
relaunched a dialogue out of desperation, before again
initialling an amended draft in 2008. In spite of all that was
going on, it took the EU almost a year to subsequently offer
signing an EMP (2009) based on this amended draft. Syria did
not take too kindly to these EU alliances as it wanted more time
to study the impact of such an agreement on its economy and
society in the prevailing world scenario. Relying on its
assessments of experiences of other countries and its own
experts, Syria had renewed misgivings especially given EU’s
biases towards Israel and the likelihood of its exerting pressure
on the issue of human rights. This was besides the negative
economic repercussions due to the various conditionalities
likely to be imposed in the process of international trade with
the EU. Unfortunately, all that came out of these exercises was
the signing of the National Indicative Programs over 2008-2010
and 2011-2013, which were to do with political, social and
economic reforms. 

After 2011, the EU confined itself to “delivering assistance to the
Syrian population” affected by the internal conflict which erupted
in 2011 (European Union, 2011).

Clearly, all through 1995-2008, it seemed as if the EU was naively
hoping that this predominantly economic centric approach would
somehow lead to peace and security in the region, a fact
emphasized by Joffe and Eberhard Kienle in 1998 (Kienle, 1998).
What was also being ignored was the fact that the few states which
had joined, only did so because of lack of any alternatives. In this
regard, Richard Gillespe, points to the EU’s emphasis on social-
cultural and human affairs in a bid to address security concerns
(Kienle, Destabilization through partnership? Euro‐Mediterranean
relations after the Barcelona declaration, 1998) (ibid). He goes on
to say that this lack of redressal of security concerns further
heightened tensions in the region. Approaching this issue of
security concerns in the Mediterranean, from another angle,
Eduard Soler with absolute clarity says there was no attempt on
part of the EU to create a “ regional security culture” via the EMP
initiative (Union, 2008). In this manner, partnerships did not
flourish after the Barcelona Declaration and the EU alternatively
resorted to creating bilateral relationships given its failure at
creating a multi-lateral dialogue - especially between Israel and
the Arab states, which included Jordan, Syria and Egypt. Clearly,
the EMP initiative had all but failed and the Arab boycott of the
2005 Euro-Mediterranean Summit did not elicit many surprises
(Abbott, The EU and the Middle East: From the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership to the Union for the Mediterranean,
2018) (ibid) (Youngs, 2015).

It should thus, be of no surprise that the failure of the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership led to its renewed formation as the
‘The Union for the Mediterranean’, in 2008, reasserting “regional
integration and cohesion” to be the driving force (Union, The
Union for the Mediterranean, 2008, 2008) (ibid). Even with this
renaming exercise, there was no cause for celebration, as the key
indicators continued to slide and even this latest ‘avatar’ of the
EMP continued to seek “peace and cooperation through technical
cooperation”, in six key areas encompassing the domains of
environment, economics, education and civil protection (Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership: from the Barcelona Process to the
Union for the Mediterranean, n.d.)

With war like conditions within and between Arab states like Libya,
Syria, Iraq and Yemen, the Middle East continues to be at
crossroads geographically and literally. The rise of the IS jihadis
and the simmering Shia Sunni tensions were just some of the
straws which could break the camel’s back. The Arab-Israeli peace
process was there only in name and Gaza continued to be the
tragic victim. Clearly, the intractable remained intractable and
contentious, at the same time!

- Shiven Nath
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For the theoretical framework of this paper, we will be looking at
Mearsheimer’s theory of offensive realism. The theory states that
on account of the international system being replete with great
uncertainty with regards to the intentions of each individual state;
the exact nature of the military capabilities of each individual
state; and the specific details of which states are forming alliances
with which; the optimal method for the world’s superpowers to
ensure survival is to maximize their power and influence and
subsequently pursue hegemony (2001, 31). Mearsheimer argues
against some of the defensive realist postulations of Kenneth
Waltz. Waltz contended that as weaker states ally with other
weaker states to counteract the sheer power of the stronger states,
an inevitability in the balance of power in the international system
arises(Waltz, 1979). 

Although they arrive at similar conclusions, they drastically differ
in their core assertions. Waltz believes that states are rational and
that, once they have the minimal, requisite amount of power in
order to be secure, they will abandon their pursuits for greater
power and influence. Thereafter, these states would provoke
others in the international system leading to a kind of super-
alliance that would compromise the national security of the states
pursuing hegemony. However, this happens due to the
aforementioned inevitable balance of power. Mearsheimer,
however, rejects Waltz’s notion and argues that no state can ever
be fully secure and the maximization of power is the only way
states can ensure survival (Mearsheimer, 2001, 61). I believe that
in the context of the current dynamic in the Middle East conflict,
Mearsheimer’s theory is much more applicable, particularly in the
case of the U.S. and Russia partaking in the same

The entrance of the United States and Russia

 The involvement of two world superpowers in the Middle East
conflict, particularly in the Iran-Saudi Arabia proxy conflict, seems
to be an extension of the Cold War. Among other areas of
confrontation, the Middle East has been and continues to be a hot
spot for a power struggle between the United States and Russia.
While the U.S. desires the spread of democracy and Western ideals,
Russia’s interest lies in thwarting the U.S.’s objectives.

This interest has been historically pursued ever since the time
of the Soviet Union, as they attempted to spread Communism
across the Middle East in the late 1900s. Currently, we can see
an ideological and potentially physical clash between the two
powers in that the Russian and American military, which have
different goals and are in close proximity to each other in
Syria. The views of Russia and the United States on Iran and its
role in the region differ significantly. Moscow and Washington
disagree over the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), sanctions against Iran, and the future of its nuclear
program. They have different attitudes towards the Iranian
political system and regime and have different assessments of
Iran's role in Syria. These differences are superimposed on the
differences over the settlement of the contentious issues in
the Middle East. These tensions are compounded by an
unprecedented deterioration in bilateral relations between
Russia and the United States as a whole. Congress has imposed
sanctions on Russia for Moscow's support of the Syrian
government of Bashar al-Assad and is likely to continue to
increase pressure in the near future. 

The sanctions legally classify Russia as an adversary of the
United States. In other words, due to the negative trend in the
development of Russian-American relations, the logic of
rivalry may prevail even if there are opportunities for
cooperation. With the United States’ announcement of its
withdrawal from the JCPOA at the beginning of 2018 and
restoration of sanctions that existed before the agreement on
Iran in November, the situation immediately soured. The most
sensitive measure for Iran is the ban on the purchase of
Iranian crude oil. None of the other JCPOA signatory countries
supported the US withdrawal, and key consumers of Iranian oil
expressed extreme dissatisfaction (Dobbins, 2019, 1-4). The
United States has already made an exemption for eight states
– India, China, Japan, Italy, Greece, South Korea, Taiwan and
Turkey - that are temporarily allowed to buy Iranian oil (PTI,
2020) However, this is hardly a concession since, Washington
has warned that extending such an exemption in the future is
only possible if Iran's oil imports are significantly reduced
(Iran’s Oil Export, 2012).

A Critical Analysis of the Presence of the U.S. and
Russia in the Middle East 

PERVASIVE AND PRESENT

U.S. Army, paratroopers assigned to 1st Brigade Combat Team, 82nd Airborne Division walk as they prepare equipment and load aircraft bound for the U.S. Central Command area of
operations from Fort Bragg (Spc. Hubert Delany III/U.S. Army via AP, File)
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The US has resumed sanctions trying to force Iran to act in
two different ways. The first is to renew its military nuclear
program and abandon the JCPOA. Such a solution seems too
expensive for Iran because Tehran will have to violate the UN
Security Council Resolution 2231, as a result of which it will
find itself in complete isolation whilst paving the way for the
internationalization of sanctions through the UN. In addition,
Iran does not appear to have sufficient capacity to rapidly-
produce reliable nuclear weapons and act in the image and
likeness of North Korea. Plus, such attempts to produce
nuclear weapons could even provoke US military
intervention. 

The second course of action for Iran is to stay committed to
the JCPOA, try to keep the United States isolated and reduce
the damage from sanctions by increasing cooperation with
others. New sanctions are unlikely to force Tehran to change
its political course. However, this will harm Iran's economy,
cut Tehran's exports and might pose risks to the stability of
Iran's political system. So far, Iran has chosen the second
option. It remains within the framework of the JCPOA, but
the United States currently has strong leverage over Iran,
both inside and outside the country. (Slavin, 2020)

Russia, on the other hand, has largely supported Iran's
commitment to the JCPOA. Like other partners in the nuclear
deal, Moscow will continue to be critical of the US decision to
withdraw from the multilateral agreement. Russia is not
interested in re-establishing Iran's military nuclear program,
but America’s strategy to shut down Iran's civilian nuclear
facilities will not be supported by Moscow (Parker, 2012, 1-2).

Reducing Iranian oil exports will also not bring many benefits
to Russia. The reduction in Iranian supplies is compensated
by Saudi Arabia, which is why world prices will remain
practically unchanged (Parker, 2012, 1-2). Thus, the prospect
of eliminating a competitor in the oil market is not
motivation enough for Russia to support the US efforts. For
its part, the Trump administration has decided to shape its
policy towards Iran, relying mainly on achieving the goals
that Israel and Saudi Arabia have set for themselves. In
addition, the task of the latter is to deprive Iran of any
influence in the entire Arab world and not allow it to revive
even a civilian nuclear energy program. As long as
Washington continues to pursue these goals, there are
practically no opportunities for Russian-American
cooperation on issues related to Iran. (Khlebnikov, 2019).

Despite the many problems of the Saudi regime, allied
relations with the United States are still the main guarantee
of its stability. The Saudi Kingdom, one of the largest trading

partners of the United States, purchases hundreds of billions
of dollars in weapons, serves as one of the most important
transportation and logistics centres for the American army
and maintains very close relationships with numerous
American politicians and government officials (Alyas, 2018).

Despite the fact that within the United States there is a very
common opinion regarding the nature of the Saudi regime -
namely its contribution to the spread of Islamic
fundamentalism and numerous violations of human rights, it
is unlikely that in the foreseeable future, something can
undermine the current format of interaction. The United
States puts restraints on a possible large-scale clash between
Saudi Arabia and Iran, and it is also capable of providing all
kinds of support in the event of a direct threat to the regime
inside the country(Coville, 2013, 1-20)

While the US-Saudi relationship is not without its
contradictions, recently strained further by the assassination
of a US citizen (an opposition Saudi journalist and
Washington Post columnist named Jamal Khashoggi) the US
needs Saudi Arabia as an ally in the Middle East. Although
there have been behavioural changes in the American
approach to relations with Saudi Arabia (as can be seen by its
position on the Saudi-sponsored conflict in Yemen), with
Washington calling for a ceasefire and supporting the UN-led
peace process, it must keep Saudi Arabia as a friendly ally. 

-Sean Um

AUTHOR BIO: As someone who has held a strong interest in human rights, I have constantly paid attention to current affairs of the world to keep
myself updated on various international situations. In addition, as history has constantly been one of my favorite subjects in high school, I have held
a strong affinity to events in the Middle East, which led me to take interest in an NGO called “Anonymous Hope”. “Anonymous hope” is a non-profit
organization in pursuit of harmony and happiness for refugees from the Middle East through helping them to successfully blend into society and
interact better with citizens.

President Rouhani of Iran and Russian President, Vladimir Putin
Picture via: SERGEI CHIRIKOV/AFP/GETTY IMAGES
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Ethnocentrism is defined as “to apply one’s own culture or
ethnicity as a frame of reference in order to judge other cultures,
practices, behaviours, beliefs, and people, instead of using the
standards of the particular culture involved.”[1] Since this
judgement is often negative, some people also use the term to
refer to the belief that one’s culture is superior to, or more correct
or normal than, all others—especially regarding the distinctions
that define each ethnicity’s cultural identity, such as language,
behaviour, customs, and religion. The Middle East, being a
confluence of cultures, beliefs and religions, has recently suffered
one of the worst “plagues” of ethnocentrism, exhibited by far-right
radical-Islamist groups, such as ISIL (Daesh), Al-Qaeda and the
Taliban in Afghanistan, who consistently refuse to live peacefully
alongside people with different beliefs. 

To understand the implications of ethnocentrism in the Middle
East and North Africa, we must first understand why ethnocentric
beliefs have spread so quickly over the region. The region is
blessed with abundant oil and natural gas reserves, and so ideally,
could be a region with extremely high living standards, and rich
citizens both economically and socially. We have been this is
possible in Qatar and even in the UAE, so why not the rest of the
region? After the end of World War 2, the nations around the
world needed to secure energy supplies in order to restore or build
their industries, and the vast oil reserves found in the Middle East
became an extremely precious resource. This was also the time of
the Cold War between the US and its allies and the Soviet Union;
both concerned with securing these supplies not just for their
industries, but also in the case that a war was to break out between
the power blocs, their militaries could function without a
reduction inefficiency. Hence, this resulted in the rise of foreign
influence on the Middle East. Some oil-rich countries sided with
the US, some with the USSR, and thus began the great game to
dislodge the other from its position of power in the region.
Monarchies and tribal governments were replaced by Communists,
Military Dictatorships and Theocracies, and if they caused
problems for the superpowers, these regimes were themselves
overthrown with a leader of a more friendly disposition to the
superpower in question. This created a culture of political and
social anarchy, where rising instability and the interference of
foreign powers led to the spread of Ethnocentrism.

 
 

A current leader who is using ethnocentrism to push a certain
agenda is Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan, former Mayor of
Istanbul, and current President of Turkey. Erdogan has
systematically removed the liberal policies started at the time
of Mustafa Kemal Pasha, in an effort to recapture the glory of
the former Ottoman Empire and establish Erdogan as its neo-
caliph. Erdogan has militarily intervened in Syria since 2016
and Libya since 2020. Under his helmsmanship, the Turkish
economy has weakened, and living standards have decreased,
so these interventions serve the dual purpose of the “Re-
Ottomanization”  and to distract his own peoples from his
failures. The interventions have been costly, and not really
seen much result for the Turkish homeland despite all the
Turkish military’s efforts. Erdogan has recently re-ignited the
dispute between Greece and Turkey on Cyprus, as Turkey
survey vessels attempted to explore Greek-Cypriot waters for
Oil. This has led to considerable tension between Greece and
Turkey, both ancient civilizations (and an ancient rivalry) and
not particularly stable economies, and both countries have
had to divert funding for social and economic project to keep
up their state of military readiness. 

The Ethnocentric aspect of it comes from Erdogan’s strict
Islamist Fundamentalist ideology; he seeks to put Turkey and
himself at the height of that hierarchy. This can be seen as the
Turkish military moves into areas in Syria, originally
controlled by the YPG, a Kurdish militia that emerged as the
outbreak of the horrific civil war and valiantly fought Daesh
and seeks to establish a free “Kurdistan”, comprising of Kurds
from Iraq, Syria and Turkey. Erdogan cannot let this happen,
as his plans envision for complete Turkish control over this
area, and to that end, his forces are committing massive
efforts to eradicate the Kurdish militia and secure their own
control over the area. Within their own borders, the Turkish
Government has for years, tried to counter the threat of the
PKK- a militant Kurdish group, and this fight seems to have
spilled over borders as well. To that end, Erdogan has
mobilised his own people against the Kurds and enacted a
policy of deliberate destruction against those who were
essentially, NATO allies. 

POLITICS OF THE FOLLY AND
ETHNOCENTRISM
Implications of a Neo-Ottoman Turkey in the Middle East
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The narrative of Kurds being terrorists, very common in domestic
circles in Turkey, is a good example of Erdogan’s Politics of
Ethnocentrism. It is important to remember that ethnocentrism
expresses itself through unconscious values, such as “America First”
or “Türkiye’nin Gücüne Güç Kat!” (Bring Strength to Turkey!).
Certain Middle Eastern countries deny citizenship to South Asians,
purely because of the circumstances of their birth, despite the fact
that they make up most of the population and workforce in their
countries.

The reason it is also called “Politics of the Folly” is because it is
clear that in the modern age, with the advent of instant
communication and exposure to a wide range of cultures and
peoples, has made prosperous societies tolerant and tolerant
societies prosperous, so any society wishing for the former must
embrace the latter. In such a society, there is no place for those who
preach their beliefs as being superior to others, their blood more
pure and their heritage richer than the rest. States pursuing such
policies are not likely to see a positive result from such agendas,
whether economically, socially, or politically. 

Notes:

[1] McCornack, Steven; Ortiz, Joseph (2017). Choices and Connections: An Introduction to Communication. Boston, New York:
Bedford/St.Martin's. p. 109

[2] **Re-Ottomanization(Re-Turkification): It can be defined as the desire of Erdogan to re-establish the Ottoman Empire, taking control
of the Middle East and possibly the Balkans where Erdogan will be the Neo-Ottoman Caliph.

-Shaumik Roy

An example of this is the Afghan Taliban and Mujahideen which
were put in power by the Americans to counter Soviet influence in
Afghanistan. The Taliban, during their Totalitarian regime based
on Islamist-Radical-Fundamentalist ideology, destroyed ancient
Buddhist monuments, persecuted minorities, and sheltered
radicals who would eventually bring the mightiest military force
known to man upon themselves, and nearly completely destroy
their country, resulting in an economically, socially and politically
divided Afghanistan, constantly under the brink of collapse. If
Erdogan continues down the path he has currently set for Turkey,
it can only lead to more suffering and pain for the Turkish people
and their neighbours. There is no way to avoid this collapse in an
ethnocentric state. This is why, “Politics of the Folly”, can be used
to describe such a strategy because it is destined to fail. The final
implication of this is an even more unstable and violent Middle
East, and possibly millions of casualties of this strategy, whether
economically or literally.
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THIRTY-YEAR WAR IN EUROPE
AND MIDDLE EAST PROXY

WARS
 

The socio-political troubles that plague the Middle East
region are often impetuously associated with violent,
sectarian, ethnic, and religious politics practised by
different nation-states of the region. This political
stigmatization further contributes to the binary between the
East and the West in international relations (IR). A binary
that can be solely resolved if the Western countries play the
role of “enlightened civilizations” that can export the core
principles of the age of enlightenment and liberation and
apply it to the Middle Eastern states for their collective
upliftment. One must be sceptical of such claims and
critically scrutinize their veracity by revisiting history. The
failure of several national-unity governments that were
established by the US and other western powers in
Afghanistan, Iraq, Lebanon, Egypt, Yemen for state
reconstruction, is alone a good enough reason to trace the
historical role of several European nations and the US in the
Middle East (America’s Failed Strategy in the Middle East:
Losing Iraq and the Gulf, n.d.). 

Likewise, one must not forget there is often a thin line
between state interference and state rebuilding that is
defined by the principle of state sovereignty in international
law (IL) and UN charter. This essay aims to briefly highlight
the lessons that the Western countries learned from the
Westphalia Peace Treaty (1648) and critically determine
whether those lessons have been applied in the process of
state-building in the Middle East or not since the early
twentieth century. The Westphalia Peace Treaty (1648) was
a direct consequence of the Thirty-Year War in Europe
(1618-1648) that was fought between different factions of
Catholics and Protestants to assert their supremacy and
maximize their resources. However, the decades-long war
led to so much destruction of life and property in Europe
that the vertical relationships that existed between the king,
the state, and its citizens were reassessed and reimagined 

(Thirty Years’ War, n.d.). The entire foundation of the
European society was reconstructed based on three core
principles: the sovereignty of the state, the non-interference
in the internal affairs of states, and the separation of
religion and politics. Many western scholars like Jean Bodin,
John Locke, and Adam Smith emphasized the supremacy of
law, rationality, and the collective good of mankind (Locke’s
Political Philosophy, n.d.).  They criticized absolute power
and the idea of deriving legitimacy from the divine rights of
kings. They instead emphasized on ideas like democratic
legitimacy and secularism that shaped the western politics
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In this context,
one can claim that the thirty-year war signified that
breakdown of the European society and the principles
enshrined in the Westphalia treaty were the key to its
breakthrough. Henceforth, it becomes extremely crucial to
analyze whether the Westphalians principles are limited to
the domestic politics of western powers or they have been
sincerely executed in the Middle East to prioritize stability
and cooperation over control in IR. The Sykes-Picot
Agreement of 1916 – 1917 can be a good starting point to
make this critical inquiry.

The Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916-17 was an agreement
between the British and the French that compartmentalized
the central Middle Eastern region into five smaller states
based on ethnicities, tribalism, sectarian politics, and the
greed to consolidate the rich resources of the Middle East.
The convergence of this agreement with the 1917 Balfour
Declaration that promised a nation-state for the Jews in
Palestine and otherized the native Arab population of the
Middle East as “non-Jews” was not an innocuous
coincidence. It was a deliberate political move that a the two
agreements brought back the discourse of religion that had
ravaged the entire European continent three centuries ago
to hinder the discourse of a pan-Arab movement by 

HISTORY REPEATS ITSELF
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emboldening inter-state conflicts in the Middle East. In the same
context, the Cold War between the former Soviet Union and the
US that began at the end of World War II and lasted until the
disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991was not an ideological
war between Communism and Capitalism. The ideology of
Capitalism and democracy did not capture the “hearts and minds”
of the Middle Eastern population as it was often manifested in the
form of support for military-backed regimes, intra-state proxy
wars, patron-client relations, and oppressive politics in several
nation-states (Sluglett, P., & Payne, 2019). The US-Britain backed
1953 military coup in Iran; the 1967 Arab-Israel war where the US-
backed Israel; the 1978 peace deal between Egypt and Israel; the
militarization of NATO and the establishment of International
Energy Agency in the light of the Euro-Arab dialogue (1973-78);
the reluctance of Europe to discuss the Arab-Israel conflict, are all
concrete proofs that substantiate this claim (Ammourah, 2020,
p.96-97). Henceforth, one can claim that there is a high degree of
similarity between the thirty-year war and the role of western
powers like Britain, France, and the US in the Middle East as they
are recommitting the mistakes of the past and employing Religion
to form alliances and achieve their ends. The only difference is
that this time the true sufferers are the citizens of different Middle
Eastern states instead of the European or the US population.
Nevertheless, there is another crucial difference as well. Several
Middle Eastern nation-states support these Western powers for
their interests.

The Gulf nations like Saudi Arabia and Qatar have shown a certain
inclination towards the US and the West since the era of the Cold
War. However, one can argue that initially, their support for the
West was still inconspicuous as there was also an acute need to
show solidarity with the Arab world for the Palestinian cause for
their public image and regional interests. It was during the events
of the so-called Arab Spring in 2011 that the nexus between Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, and Israel-US was unravelled in front of the
Arab nations through their interference in the internal politics of
Libya, Yemen, Egypt, Iraq, and Syria by destabilizing their political
regimes through armed rebels and state-sponsored terrorist
outfits like the Moslem Brotherhood (Dandle, 2015). Based on the
2003 US-led Iraq invasion and the 2006 Lebanon war, one can
make a critical conjecture that the chief intention behind these
events was to construct enough internal disturbances in the
targeted countries to create a ‘legitimate’ ground for a direct
interference by the West. One must also note that although
Turkey is a democracy, the President of Turkey, Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan has been slowly and steadily acting more like a monarch
than an elected representative. This has been an evident trend
since 2003 when he was first elected to power. Under President
Erdogan, Turkey has been involved in several disputes over the
principle of sovereignty with European nation-states like Greece,
Cyprus, France, and Italy, while also directly interfering in the
Libyan civil war. Furthermore, President Erdogan’s consistent
emphasis on the 1920 Milli Charter that indicates his ambitions to
revive the Ottoman empire of the twentieth century has become a
cause of
concern for several Middle Eastern states (Samir Salama, 2020).

In this context, it is extremely crucial to pontificate that the
alliance between the US and the Gulf monarchies along with
Turkey are in direct contradiction to the essence of the
Westphalian Peace treaty that effectively restricted the powers
of the European kings and focused on the emancipation of the
people at ground-level. In 2011, at the height of the Arab Spring,
Elliott Abrams, deputy national security adviser to former U.S.
President George W. Bush, wrote that “Arab monarchies … are
more legitimate than the false republics (Adam, 2020).” This
statement itself highlights the incongruence between Western
thoughts and practice that put an alliance with Arab monarchies
on a higher pedestal than the republics of the Middle East that
were ironically founded on Western ideas of liberation and
democracy, to secure Western interests in the region.

In the end, one can claim that it is pertinent to revisit the
Westphalia Peace Treaty to realize the significance of state
sovereignty, secular politics, and the principle of non-
interference in other states for peace and stability of any region.
However, Western Powers like the US and Europe have never
sincerely followed these principles in the Middle East. Instead,
they have practised the politics of ethnocentrism and folly that
exploits the various ethnic, sectarian, and religious differences
that exist between the different nation-states of the Middle East
to legitimize their interests. In some cases, these Western
powers have even gone to the extent of creating tensions or
launching “creative chaos” through proxy wars in different
countries like the 2011 Arab Spring events in Syria and Iraq (The
Shock Doctrine by Naomi Klein – A Summary, 2016). Therefore,
one must realize that until the Western powers respect the
diverse cultures and political systems of different Middle
Eastern states and genuinely instil their faith in rational and
secular politics for the mutual interests of the global
community, the history of the thirty-year war will keep on
viciously repeating in the Middle East.

AUTHOR BIO: Mandeep Singh is a student of Jindal School of International Affairs pursuing a Masters degree in Diplomacy, Law and Politics. 

- Mandeep Singh
M.A. Diplomacy Law and Business
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TRESPASSING POLITICAL SCIENCE
BORDERLINES

INTRODUCTION

There are many components that constitute the world.
Interestingly, these very components that constitute the world
also tend to disintegrate it. These components include region,
religion, history, ideologies, culture, castes, creeds, ethnicity
etc. While some leaders embody the rightful values from their
faith, theology and traditional heritage, certain others tend to
assimilate and realize just the opposite. In the latter case, the
society is then compelled to take the path that is neither
beneficial to the individual members, nor to the country or
region as a whole. In such a scenario, reckless and irrational
choices made by the political leaders cast an ineffective,
counterproductive, destructive and irreversible impact, that is
often an outcome of the irrational military adventurism and
delusionary ideas. Such an exemplification is evident in the
most resourceful and important region of the world, the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA).

In the MENA region, politics is based on a misperception of the
situation, misconceived decisions, intertwined relationship
between politics, war and security; and miscalculation of the
opponents’ capability[1]. This has resulted in actions that have
not only endangered the peace and stability of the adjacent
countries but that of the entire region. It can upset the entire
world by embroiling it into a full-fledged power struggle. Such
politics conducted on skewed perceptions of racial superiority
and gaining overarching domination is the ‘Politics of Folly’
and ethnocentrism which transcends beyond borders and
traditional understanding of time and space.

On the other hand, political science refers to the study of
systems of government; the analysis of political activity and
behaviour [2]. It encompasses the analysis of activities that
govern the masses and the allocation and transfer of  

power, systems of governance, public policies and
management of domestic and international relations[3]. It
thus has two important components –

(a) Domestic Policy: frameworks, laws, statutes and
programs that are directed towards managing the
relationship between the individuals and the ruling elites
aimed towards development, progress, safety, security and
stability of the masses.

(b) Foreign Policy: strategies, approaches and plans to
address and manage the relationship with other nation-
states in the global system through pacts, agreements,
understandings, alliances and assistance or through
dissuasion/ deterrence, instituting predatory mechanisms
etc. On the other hand, politics of the folly and
ethnocentrism implies undertaking political decisions that
are (mis)guided by a sense of superiority due to racial bias,
military capability, religious affinity or historical
incongruity that are often outcomes based on imprudence,
preposterousness and arrogance of leaders.

IMPLICATIONS OF POLITICS OF FOLLY AND
ETHNOCENTRISM IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

The politics of folly and ethnocentrism traverses across the
borders and is not bound by geographical boundaries. It is
often seen as the consequence of the illogical decisions
taken by the political leaders based on preconceived notions
and prejudices.  Such politics of folly and ethnocentrism is
usually driven by narcissism, lust for power and supremacy. 
 Therefore, it is generally devoid of any rational reasoning or
objective analysis. It is susceptible to manipulation driven 

THE IMAGE I SOURCE: HTTPS://MEDIUM.COM/HACKERNOON/WHAT-YOU-NEED-TO-KNOW-ABOUT-THE-MIDDLE-EAST-STARTUP-SPACE-85EDA475F96D
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by sidelining facts, prioritisation of rhetoric and biased
opinions and misconstrued historical facts and hence is bereft
of any grand strategy. It often results in amplifying the
turmoil, devastation, conflict and dangers to security and
stability.

History is witness to the decisions of many countries like
Germany, Japan, China and USA as examples of politics of
folly and ethnocentrism transcending borders and trespassing
political science understanding.  

Politics of the Middle East and North Africa.

The term Middle East was coined by Alfred Mahan[4]. The
countries that define the region are, The Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine,
Jordan, Iraq and Iran.  Similarly, the North Africa (MENA),
region includes Sudan, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria. The Middle
East and North Africa (MENA)  region is rich in natural
resources and has abundant oil and natural gas.  It is home to
several communities including Arabs, Turks, Persian, Kurds
and Jews. Religions such as Christianity, Judaism and Islam
are predominant in this region. Though the region is largely
Islamic, it has its fault lines based in sectarianism[5] and faith.
Thus, the politics of the region is usually based on religious
lines, control over the natural resources, with aspirations for
domination by various communities and countries in the
region to establish superiority, which has led to protracted
conflicts in this region.

Reasons for Conflict in the MENA Region 

Reasons for Conflicts in the Middle East Region can be
understood as the following.  Firstly, the division of the
Middle East by the foreign powers after the World Wars proves
to be one of the most devastating decisions for the region. The
British and the French encouraged the Arabs to revolt against
the Ottoman empire in exchange for an independent Arab
state[6]. However, after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the
British and the French divided the region as per their
convenience with little regard to ethnic groups and their
shared culture. When they left, the region quickly succumbed
to conflict due to the presence of numerous communities,
each with a different value system. Furthermore, ethnic
minorities like the Kurds suffered as they had to fend for
themselves in a discriminatory setup. This resulted in
conflicts.

Secondly, the spread of Wahhabism in the Region is also
another potential cause. The Al Saud family considered as the
founders of Saudi Arabia gained power and prominence due to
the support of the western countries like the US. The family
became more influential in the Arabian Peninsula after the
discovery of oil. Thereafter, they used their power and money
to encourage Wahhabism – a fundamentalist doctrine of
Islam, in all neighbouring countries[7].This led to conflicts.

Thirdly, the historically intractable Israel – Palestine Conflict
has also had its share in producing unstable consequences for
the region. Jews and Palestinians continue to claim the same
land, based on historical and religious beliefs[8]. Creation of
Israel through UN Security Council Resolution 181 in 1948, on
the same territory that the Palestinians claimed and thereafter
avoiding to redress the issue for prolonged periods while
providing material and financial support to Israel led to
resentment and conflict among parties in the region that
continues till date.

Furthermore, the 'New Cold War' or the rivalry between Saudi
Arabia and Iran has caused the proliferation of proxy wars in
the region. The Iranian revolution of 1979 saw the replacement
of Shah of Iran with the religious group known as ‘Ayatollahs’,
who enjoyed covert backing by the West. Iran became a
religious theocracy while Saudi Arabia remained an absolute
monarchy. Both staked claims to be the ‘real’ religious group
and competed for influence and dominance in the region,
which led to conflicts that have spread in neighbouring
countries like Yemen and Syria.

Lastly, the external cause for multiple wars causing widespread
instability and poverty in the region is the US’ foreign policy.
The American’s followed a multi-pronged policy in the region.
In order to stem the Russian influence, they continued their
presence in most of the region.  At the same time, they
supported the Saudis and simultaneously maintained good
relations with Israel. The importance of the economics of oil
too played an important role in furthering their aim of
maintaining the primacy of American interests.  It was in these
contexts that their policy of invasion of Iraq, providing initial
covert support to Afghan Mujahideen and war with Al-Qaeda
could be understood that eventually resulted in a conundrum
leading to conflicts in the region.

The major players in the MENA region are Turkey, Syria, Saudi
Arabia, UAE, Iran, USA and the EU. Egypt too is seen in various
fora; however, its presence remains occasional and selective at
the moment. Of the above, Turkey poses a distinct challenge to
the stability, safety and security in the region due to the
politics of folly and ethnocentrism undertaken brazenly by its
leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The political grandstanding of
Turkey and USA and the challenges posed by them are
discussed below.

Kemal Ataturk, founder of modern-day Turkey was
apprehensive of the Ottoman Empire and its position as a 
 backward and tyrannical empire in the eyes of the western
powers. Hence, he established Turkey as a modern secular
state. However, Turkey in current times, under the leadership
of Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has once again taken the path
towards degeneration born out of a communal/ethnic divide. 
 Erdogan dreams of reviving the glorious days of the erstwhile
Ottoman empire by revisiting the Milli Charter of 1920 and
legitimizing his actions through it[9].
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He dreams of recreating the Ottoman empire, whose
boundaries transcend its current geographic borders. His
motivation emerges from his aspiration to crown himself
as a regional leader who has complete control over the
region’s vast natural resources. He aims to position his
country as a pivotal power. Thus, impractical thoughts
like these have propelled him to undertake unjustifiable
steps of supporting mercenaries and terrorist groups and
initiating military actions in the neighbouring countries.
His skewed policies have not only spoiled his
relationships with its neighbours but also with many
major powers [10]. His military adventurism has resulted
in economic upheaval [11] that has resulted in a perfect
breeding ground for further secessionist movements and
separatist groups.
 
His attempt to create an alternate narrative that is
devoid of reality, obfuscates the truth, misleads public,
has immensely contributed to the politics of
ethnocentrism leading to an overall deterioration in the
security situation of the region. His actions have resulted
in creating uncertainties, deployment of deadly weapons
and mustering condemnation and volatility in the
region. 

Further, amendments to the constitution, support to the
Muslim Brotherhood Movement (MBM), military
adventurism, security alliances, discrimination against
ethnic tribes, association with emotional borders rather
than geographical borders, disbandment of opposing
political entities, disrespecting agreements,
circumventing commitments, practising isolationist and
poor economic policies are reflective of his politics of
folly that surely cast a shadow of unholy over the region.

 The USA too, has often followed a policy premised on
folly and ethnocentrism in the region. America’s
actions to create and support the Israeli cause without
suitably addressing the Arab-Jew problem, obstructing
the Arab-EU dialogue, providing covert support to
overthrow regimes, and active military intervention are
some glaring examples. Furthermore, its support to
certain monarchies while espousing democratic values
to highlight its hypocrisy in the region are evocative of
the same. Finally, its ‘America First’ and ‘my America’
policy executed by the Trump administration are some
of the classic examples of the folly and ethnocentrism
that furthers the instability in the region.

Implications of Politics of Folly and Ethnocentrism
in the Middle East and North Africa

The politics of folly and ethnocentrism in the MENA
region has led to unwarranted instability and threats to
peace and security in the region. A standoff in this
region carries the danger of quickly shaping into a full-
blown military conflict between many large countries.
Such a clash would inevitably be an outcome of the
delusional brand of politics played by short-sighted
leaders. Armed struggle, the competition to control
natural resources, the revival of the forgotten Ottoman
empire and stubborn pursuits to be the crown-head of a  
historical empire, will not only result in endangering
the peace and stability in the region but will also result
in an immense loss to human life. There could
potentially be large-scale forced displacement, mass
exodus, immense poverty, bleak future for the young
and youthful, avoidable destruction and wasteful 
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destruction of valuable resources. Change of regimes, political
uncertainty, increasing radicalization, myopic policies and
weak governance structures are likely to be some other
outcomes of such politics. Unsustainable frameworks and
danger to the climate, flora & fauna; and long-term
irreparable loss to the environment could be other
intangibles.

Politics of creation of a “Mavi Vatan,” or “Blue
Homeland,”[12] will remain as much a threat as the policy of
‘America First’. Such politics will eventually result in
confrontation and destruction of this resource-rich region.
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Conclusion

Politics of the folly and ethnocentrism not only adversely
impact the people of the country and domestic policies but
also results in negatively affecting foreign relations, thereby
enhancing the volatility of the situation and endangering the
peace and security in the region. Wisdom, rational decisions,
well-thought policies and pragmatism based on dialogue and
cooperation are essential in order to avoid a scenario that
would ensure mutual destruction across borders in
unwarranted yet equal proportions.
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