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With mass communications—especially the Inter-
net and social media—taking center stage in the 
Arab Spring, there is much to commend. There 
is, sadly a dark side to the technology. A media 

war has been raging in Syria, with jamming stations based in 
Iran blocking pro-resistance satellite television stations and gov-
ernment forces preventing professional journalists from covering 
the situation and targeting amateur journalists—often merely ci-
vilians with cell phones—who document the events in that coun-
try. This month also saw violence provoked by social media itself, 
with a poor-quality, US-made video mocking the Prophet Mo-
hammed igniting often-violent protests across the Middle East 
after it was subtitled in Arabic and posted on YouTube. 

In the midst of  all this, minority groups and their interests can 
often be neglected. The Majalla has spoken with representatives 
of  minority groups in Syria and Iraq, and is pleased to offer a 
special look into the hopes and fears of  minority groups in these 
two unstable, war-torn countries. In addition, the former Vice 
President of  Syria, Abdul Halim Khaddam, has offered The 
Majalla his unique insight into the Syrian crisis and his predic-
tions for Syria's future. 

With the IMF reporting this month that Western economies 
will continue to contract while mostly resourced-based emerging 
markets expand, there is ever-increasing demand for new finan-
cial products that might help avert future crisis in financial mar-
kets. Mehrunisa Qayyum and Afaf  Qayyum describe the benefits 
and risks of  Shari'a- compliant financial products and identify a 
new group who might trade in them: non-Muslims looking for 
socially responsible—and potentially more stable—investments.

These articles, as well as all the pieces in this month’s The Majalla, 
can be found at www.majalla.com/eng. We invite you to visit us online 
and follow us on Facebook and Twitter for regular updates.
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The Iranian nuclear program and the Assad regime share a commonality: both aim to undermine  
Western interests in the Middle East. For this reason, as much as Ayatollah Ali Khamenei values the 

nuclear program as a pillar of the Islamic Republic’s political identity, his pro-Assad stance has  
taken its own place in Iran’s regional policy. 

Mehdi Khalaji

Through Khamenei’s Eyes
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s unique take on the uprisings in the Arab World

The Iranian nuclear program 
and the Assad regime share a 
commonality: both aim to un-
dermine Western interests in 

the Middle East. For this reason, as much 
as Ayatollah Ali Khamenei values the 
nuclear program as a pillar of  the Islamic 
Republic’s political identity, his pro-Assad 
stance has taken its own place in Iran’s re-
gional policy.

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s adven-
turous approach with respect to the re-
gion provoked Saddam Hussein to invade 
Iran on 22 September 1980 and launch 
a devastating war that lasted for 8 years. 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Khomeini’s 
confident and former deputy command-
er-in-chief  of  Iran’s armed forces, has 
said in an interview with Sadeq Ziba 
Kalam that Khomeini was pleased when 
Iraq invaded Iran: “Saddam trapped 
himself. Now we can solve Middle East 
problems forever.” But Khomeini’s as-
sessment of  Iran’s military capability 
and Iraq’s ties with the Arab and West-
ern worlds was unrealistic and led to the 
deaths of  hundreds of  thousands and the 
maiming of  millions—not to mention the 
destruction of  much of  Iran’s infrastruc-
ture. The destruction ended only when 
Khomeini drank his “poisoned chalice” 
and accepted UN Resolution 598, which 
called for an immediate ceasefire.

Not long after the war ended in Au-
gust 1988, Khomeini passed away and 
was succeeded as supreme leader by Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei. Around the same 
time, Rafsanjani was elected president of  
Iran and given a mandate to rebuild the 
country. Unfortunately, this clashed with 
Khamenei’s objective of  reconstructing 
Iran’s military capability by refashioning 
its military doctrine. Ph
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Ayatollah Ali Khamenei addresses a  
group of his followers in Mashad
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Iran’s post-war policy was to expand 
its soft power in various Islamic countries 
through overt and covert propaganda tac-
tics, as well as through charitable activities. 
This was evident in Iran’s meddling in Azer-
baijan’s conflict with Armenia in 1990, its 
support for Hamas and Hezbollah against 
Israel, and its interference in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan during the 1990s and 2000s. 

Iran was covertly providing financial 
and military assistance throughout the 
war to groups it perceived as having mu-
tual interests, although it never publicly 
admitted this. Indeed, the use of  the Quds 
Force as an external operational wing of  
the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) played an important role in ad-
vancing Iran’s interests in the region as 
well as outside the Middle East (for ex-
ample, Iranian investment in Venezuela). 

After eight years of  war, the revolution’s 
promises had not been fulfilled, leaving 
much of  the population disenchanted. With 
the war over, the government could begin 
to focus on implementing these promises, 
including modernizing the country’s infra-
structure and improving the economy. In-
deed, the government eventually adopted 
many policies that had been rejected fol-
lowing the revolution because they repre-
sented Western models of  development. 
By the end of  the war, most Iranians had 
begun to question the political legitimacy 
of  the clergy and the theory of  velayat-e 
faqih (rule of  the Islamic jurist). 

Iran’s declaration of  America and Is-
rael as enemies is representative of  its 
penchant for making enemies rather than 
finding friends. Iran has a problematic 
relationship with both its Arab neighbors 
and great Arab powers, such as Saudi Ara-
bia and Egypt. Its relations with Afghani-
stan and Pakistan are also very complicat-
ed. Tehran’s relations with the Republic 
of  Azerbaijan have been uneven since its 
support of  Armenia in during the 1990s. 
Iran and Russia enjoy cooperative rela-
tions, but it seems that Russia sees Iran as 
leverage against the West more than as a 
strategic partner. Iran’s foreign policy over 
the last three decades has helped it iso-
late itself, rather than building confidence 
with regional powers. The only exception 
is with Syria, where both sides had mutual 
interest in opposing Israel and the West—
and also shared a hatred of  Saddam. 

The Islamic Republic is using two tools 
to consolidate its position in the Middle 
East. The first is soft power, which entails 
Iran’s use of  media and religious networks 
to proselyte Shi’ite Islamic ideology and 
to elevate Khamenei’s cult status. Sec-
ond, the regime has created proxies and 
established relations with various Islamic 
groups, both armed and non-armed, 
throughout the Muslim world. Many of  
these groups can be identified when they 
accept the Islamic Republic’s invitation 
to travel to Iran to attend ceremonies cel-
ebrating the anniversary of  the revolution 
or the annual memorial proceedings of  
Ayatollah Khomeini’s death. Each year, 
more than ten thousand Muslims affili-
ated with various Islamic groups travel to 
Tehran to reinforce their relations with 
Islamic Republic. Ayatollah Khamenei 
also recruits Muslims to join his ideologi-
cal agenda under academic pretenses. For 
instance, Al Mustafa International Uni-
versity, located in Qom, provides ideologi-
cal training to Muslims and helps connect 
different Islamist groups across the world. 
It has dozens of  branches outside Iran and 
hosts thousands of  foreign students.

What is astonishing is that despite the 
Islamic Republic’s ongoing repression of  
its Sunni minority, it seems to have no 
problem making strategic and tactical al-
liances with Sunni organizations so long 
as they threaten Western or Israeli inter-
ests. Iran’s longstanding cooperation with 
Hamas is a clear example of  how two 
parties that are based on mutually exclu-
sive ideologies can unite against a com-
mon enemy. The other obvious example 
is the Muslim Brotherhood, the largest 
Sunni organization in the world, which 

also has significant ideological differenc-
es with the Islamic Republic. Just as the 
Muslim Brotherhood saw the emergence 
of  the Islamic Republic in 1979 as the tri-
umph of  its vision, the Iranians view the 
rise of  the Muslim Brotherhood as the 
continuity of  their own revolution. For 
instance, Ayatollah Khamenei disliked 
the expression “Arab Spring” because it 
suggests that recent Arab uprisings stem 
from a desire to establish democratic gov-
ernments instead of  tyrannies. Instead, 
Khamenei prefers the term “Islamic 
Awakening”, which both undermines the 
Arab nature of  these movements and dis-
misses representative democracy as the 
principle demand of  the protesters, while 
at the same time portraying these move-
ments as Muslim aspirations to produce 
Islamic governments. 

Central to Ayatollah Khamenei’s mili-
tary doctrine is the belief  that Iran cannot 
afford another military confrontation on its 
own territory. He is well aware of  Iran’s rel-
atively weak conventional war capabilities, 
as well as the ideological and political costs 
of  war for the Islamic Republic. Khamenei 
also believes that governments, like Morsi’s 
in Egypt, will eventually implement Shari’a 
law and come into conflict with both Amer-
ica and Israel. He also thinks that the “Is-
lamic Awakening” movements are inspired 
by the 1979 revolution and influenced by 
its policies and ideology. 

Recent demonstrations in Islamic coun-
tries and attacks on American embassies 
and diplomats are being used by Iran as 
proof  that the most genuine characteris-
tic of  the “Islamic Awakening” is in fact 
anti-Americanism. The uprisings in Arab 
countries could have been a sweet expe-
rience for the Islamic Republic had not 
Syria been involved. 

For the last three decades, Syria has 
become Iran’s closest ally. This has, in 
turn, allowed Iran to establish a pres-
ence closer to Israel. Iranian threats to-
wards Israel and America are central to 
its foreign policy, and its current military 
doctrine places emphasis on avoiding 
direct military confrontation with its en-
emies while building up its asymmetrical 
warfare capability. Syria is the backyard 
through which Iran runs both its soft war 
and proxy war against Israel and the 
United States.

“Iran’s post-war 
policy was to expand 

its soft power in 
various Islamic 

countries through 
overt and covert 

propaganda tactics, 
as well as through 

charitable activities.”
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will pay $3,300,000 to anyone who kills or 
provides information leading to the death 
of  the British novelist and the author of  
the Satanic Verses.

So far, Iran holds the upper hand in 
the Syrian crisis. The recent outrage in 
the Muslim world has helped Assad and 
Khamenei by expanding the zone of  fear to 
countries that were previously deemed safe 
for the United States. Khamenei believes 
the West’s weakness to be his strength. He 
welcomes all efforts to make West—espe-
cially the United States—more uneasy. He 
has full confidence in both the nuclear pro-
gram and the Assad regime. The two are 

As much as Ayatollah Khamenei views 
the Arab Spring uprisings as a genuine crys-
tallization of  people’s hatred of  dictatorship 
and poverty, he firmly believes that the Syr-
ian revolt was provoked by the United States 
and aimed at weakening the anti-Israeli 
front in the Middle East—and consequent-
ly, the Islamic Republic. In other words, for 
Khamenei, if  the Syrian crisis results in the 
collapse of  the Assad regime, it could be a 
prelude to military action initiated by Israel 
or the United States against Iran. 

The fall of  Assad, when coupled with 
an attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities, would 
cause Iran to lose two key aspects of  its 
strategy. This means it has to advance its 
foreign policy in such a way that it guar-
antees its supremacy in the region, and 
makes Iran appear dangerous to Israel and 
the West. Separately, the loss of  Assad can-
not be compared to the loss of  the Iranian 
nuclear program. For this reason, Khame-
nei believes that Iran should support Arab 
uprisings in other countries and help Assad 
suppress the opposition, which is funded 
and supported by the US and its allies. 

The recent murder of  the US ambassador 
and three others in Libya will likely discour-
age Western governments who are contem-
plating intervention in Syria. Conversely, 
Iran is delighted to see that an amateur 
anti-Islamic movie has mobilized Islamists 
to come to the streets in the Arab world and 
express anti-American sentiments. 

In its 16 September editorial, Kayhan, 
Iran’s official newspaper, recommended 
that “two actions should be taken: first to 
punish all those who were involved in insult-
ing religious sacred principles and second 
to pursue this issue through legal process.” 
Since Shari’a law calls for death in cases of  
blasphemy, Kayhan appears to be demand-
ing the death of  those behind the film

Iran sees the furor in the Middle East as 
an opportunity to distract the focus from 
its own Tehran’s nuclear program and the 
on-going Syrian crisis. This is evident in 
Iran’s renewed campaign against Salman 
Rushdie. For instance, the 15 Khordad 
Foundation, a government entity under 
Khamenei’s direct supervision, has recent-
ly increased the reward for killing Salman 
Rushdie by $500,000, and has announced 
that as long as Khomeini’s fatwa against 
Rushdie has not been fulfilled, insults to 
Islam would persist. Now the Foundation 

During the Iran-Iraq War, thousands of Iranian 
Basiji (mobilized volunteer forces) hold religious 
banners and a portrait of Ayatollah Khomeini 
at a rally before their departure for the front, 
Shiroudi Stadium, Tehran, 4th February 1986
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safe—at least until the US presidential elec-
tion in November. Developments over the 
next few months will show to what extent 
Iran and Syria could benefit from the mul-
titude of  distractions that currently plague 
the United States.

Mehdi Khalaji is a Senior Fellow at The 
Washington Institute, focusing on the politics of  
Iran and Shi’ite groups in the Middle East. A 
Shi’ite theologian by training, Mr. Khalaji has also 
served on the editorial boards of  two prominent 
Iranian periodicals, and produced for the BBC as 
well as the US government's Persian news service.
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The Media War in Syria 
The conflict has exacerbated the media tussle between  

two opposing camps in the region 

Exactly a year after the breakout of the Syrian uprising, Al-Arabiya TV did something extraordinary: 
it broadcast blow-by-blow details of Syrian president Bashar Al-Assad’s emails that were leaked by 

opposition hackers. It was as close as you could get to a declaration of war.

Malik Al-Abdeh 
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to crush it. This was especially impor-
tant given that foreign journalists based 
in Syria were not permitted to visit ar-
eas where demonstrations were taking 
place. Those who tried, like Al-Jazeera 
English’s Dorothy Parvaz, were arrested 
and deported. Only the regime’s own 
reporters were allowed to tell the world 
what was happening, and they were say-
ing that no demonstrations were taking 
place. The reaction from the opposition 
was a whirlwind of  amateur video on 
the Internet, proving the opposite.

Having previously headed the Syrian 
Computer Society, Bashar Al-Assad was 
acutely aware of  the subversive poten-
tial of  the Internet. Under his reign, 
Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter were 
banned along with dozens of  opposition 
and independent news websites. Activ-
ists hit back with use of  proxy servers 
and anonymzing software to circumvent 
online censorship—but in a country 
where only 17 percent of  the population 
have access to the Internet, satellite tele-
vision remains the mass communication 
medium of  choice. Visitors to Syria are 
struck by the number of  satellite dishes 
on rooftops, and it is through these that 
Syrians watch uncensored news and 
comment. If  the opposition wanted to 
convey its message most effectively, it 
needed pictures to get the satellite tele-
vision channels interested. 

Rather than waiting for the journalists to 
visit them—which was a near impossibility 
given the regime’s ban on journalists enter-
ing the country—the protesters used social 
media to reach out to the journalists instead. 
Twitter and Facebook may have played an 
important role in the Egyptian revolution, but 
in Syria the uprising is on YouTube. The vi-
sual nature of  this video-sharing website lent 
itself  perfectly to delivering stories to satellite 

Exactly a year after the breakout 
of  the Syrian uprising, Al-Ara-
biya TV did something extraor-
dinary: it broadcast blow-by-

blow details of  Syrian president Bashar 
Al-Assad’s emails that were leaked by op-
position hackers. The emails contained 
sensitive information about the regime’s 
security plans, the state of  the Syrian 
economy and embarrassing revelations 
about Asma Al-Assad’s extravagant online 
shopping sprees. Arab media traditionally 
avoids stories that involve personal attacks 
on Arab heads of  state, but in this instance 
Saudi-owned Al-Arabiya broke all the ta-
boos. It was as close as you could get to a 
declaration of  war. 

The conflict in Syria has exacerbated 
the media tussle between two opposing 
camps in the region: the so-called “moder-
ate” Arab states and the “resistance axis.” 
On one side, Syrian opposition satellite 
channels and Gulf-financed news net-
works are supportive of  the uprising; on 
the other are the Syrian regime’s broad-
casters plus those owned or funded by its 
chief  ally, Iran. For the past 18 months op-
posing armies of  professional journalists 
and amateur activists have slugged it out 
across the airwaves and over the Internet, 
their stories are their slingshots. Tradi-
tional and new media have been deployed 
in this fight, and cyber warfare has been 
waged by both sides. It is a clash of  two 
mutually irreconcilable narratives. 

Martyrology:  
The Syrian opposition media
A central component of  the Syrian op-
position’s strategy for victory against 
Assad was control of  the media narrative. 
Their calculations were informed by les-
sons learned in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, 
which suggested that framed correctly, the 
West would intervene to support a “popu-
lar revolution” to overthrow the Syrian 
dictator—by force if  necessary. As a result, 
what began as a limited demonstration 
over a local grievance in the southern city 
of  Dara’a quickly developed into a nation-
wide anti-Assad protest movement. 

For the opposition’s media, the key 
objective was to win Western and Arab 
solidarity by ensuring massive cover-
age of  the protest movement on televi-
sion—and the regime’s brutal attempts 

news channels like Al-Arabiya or BBC Ara-
bic, which hankered after footage of  demon-
strations to accompany eyewitness accounts. 
However, editorial controls meant restrictions 
on the use of  user-generated content, and the 
networks invariably always qualified the foot-
age with talk about not being able to indepen-
dently verify authenticity. This spurred the 
creation of  activist news agencies that were 
essentially groups of  amateur, media-savvy 
young Syrians running YouTube channels 
under names such as Sham News Network, 
Flash News Network and Ugarit—to name 
but a few. Their job was to receive, verify, edit, 
and contextualize raw film into useable foot-
age that satellite news channels would feel 
more confident airing. 

The way in which the opposition con-
trolled and exploited graphic images of  
dead or dying civilians proved to be its 
most effective recruiting sergeant. The 
massacre at Izra’, near Dara’a, on 22 
April 2011 was a defining moment in the 
Syrian uprising. That evening, images 
were broadcast on all the major satellite 
news channels showing an anguished fa-
ther carrying the body of  his son, who had 
been shot in the head. It was the sort of  
image designed to induce an instant emo-
tional response from the viewer; it certain-
ly succeeded in convincing many young 
Syrians to protest in solidarity. 

A few weeks later, the body of  13-year old 
Hamza Al-Khatib, who had been arrested, 
was returned to his family a swollen and 
badly bruised corpse. His family said that 
they were instructed by the mukhabarat (se-
cret police) to remain quiet, but instead they 
filmed the autopsy and uploaded it onto 
YouTube. There were other tortured chil-
dren, like Thamer Al-Shari’, a citizen jour-
nalists who had been shot like Rami Al-Say-
id, and protest leaders who had their throats 
cut, like Ibrahim Qashush. Even dead for-
eign journalists were considered “martyrs of  
the free media,” the most famous being the 
Sunday Times correspondent Marie Colvin. 
More martyrs meant more rousing videos 
of  martyrs and more reasons to challenge 
Assad’s rule. In their millions, the protesters 
chanted the now-ubiquitous slogan of  the 
Arab Spring: “The people want the down-
fall of  the regime!” 

Images from Syria taken by amateur 
cameramen, often on mobile phones, 
were always carefully vetted by the activ-
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“Turning against 
Syria and Iran so 
violently did not  

cut against the grain 
of what Al-Arabiya 

was made of.”

ist news agencies to fit a specific narrative. 
This was that the country was undergoing 
a peaceful, non-sectarian, all-Syrian revo-
lution that aimed to bring about the end 
of  a bloody dictatorship and usher in an 
era of  “freedom and dignity.” This narra-
tive has hardly ever changed. What free-
dom and dignity meant in practical politi-
cal terms, and what effect they would have 
on existing socio-economic structures, was 
neither asked nor made clear. The oppo-
sition’s narrative was successful inasmuch 
as it won over Arab and international soli-
darity, but as the conflict enters a civil war 
phase, the extent to which it remains fac-
tually correct is open to question. 

Resistance versus moderation:  
Arab reporting on Syria
The key battleground in the media war 
remains, predictably, satellite television. 
At the start of  the uprising, the Syrian op-
position had two dedicated satellite chan-
nels: Barada and Orient. Meanwhile, the 
regime had its own state-run broadcaster, 
and could rely on privately-owned Addou-
nia to toe the official line, as it can with a 
number of  Iranian-funded channels. The 
rank of  opposition satellite channels has 
since swelled to nine, and it includes reli-
gious-leaning channels, such as Shada Al-
Houriya (which hosts firebrand preacher 
Adnan Arour), to local channels that fo-
cus on revolutionary activity in a specific 
region of  Syria, such as Aleppo Today or 
Deir Ezzour TV. For the opposition, the 
two most significant recruits of  all were 
the pan-Arab Al-Arabiya and Al-Jazeera 
news networks, by far the most-viewed 
news networks in the Arab world. 

The decisions by the governments of  
Saudi Arabia and Qatar to utilize their 
media assets to hasten Assad’s demise 
represent the most significant develop-
ment in the media war between regime 
and opposition. For Al-Arabiya, the turn-
ing point came in August 2011 when 
the channel broadcast the content of  a 
message by King Abdullah bin Abdu-
laziz, which condemned Assad’s “kill-
ing machine” and called on the Syrian 
leadership to “see sense before it was too 
late.” This immediately reflected upon 
Al-Arabiya’s coverage of  the Syrian up-
rising, which up until that point had been 
broadly sympathetic to the opposition but 

stopped well short of  endorsement. The 
channel’s subsequent championing of  
the Syrian uprising certainly raised the 
morale of  the opposition, but it the Arab 
political legitimacy bestowed upon its 
struggle through television endorsement 
that became the opposition’s real prize.

Joining the fray, the two pan-Arab heavy-
weights clashed head-on with their “resis-
tance axis.” Unintended consequences 
became inevitable. Al-Arabiya was able to 
survive and thrive unscathed, mainly be-
cause its top management includes liberal 
Saudi journalist Abdulrahman Al-Rashid, 
for whom the Assad and Khamenei re-
gimes are a political and ideological anath-
ema. His views, found often in his column 
in Asharq Al-Awsat newspaper, fit in well 
with the foreign policy thinking of  the Sau-
di establishment, of  which he is a mem-
ber and perhaps most eloquent advocate. 
Turning against Syria and Iran so violently 
did not cut against the grain of  what Al-
Arabiya was made of. 

For Al-Jazeera, however, the impact 
of  the sudden change of  editorial direc-
tion was more keenly felt. The channel’s 
reputation was partly established because 
many “pro-resistance” journalists filled the 
higher echelons of  its management, and 
who used the channel to voice a populist 
anti-Americanism that echoes in the Arab 
World—and most particularly in Damas-
cus and Tehran. Their positions became 
untenable when Qatar moved off  the fence 
on Syria and joined Saudi Arabia and the 
West in a hostile alliance against Assad. 

This led to a number of  high-profile res-
ignations from the channel, the most prom-
inent of  which was that of  its Beirut bureau 
chief, Ghassan Ben Jeddou. He went on to 
establish Lebanon-based Al-Mayadeen 
TV, a satellite news channel that serves as 
a valuable addition to the Syrian–Iranian 
media front. It launched in June 2012 
and claims to offer a brand of  journalism 
“committed to nationalist, pan-Arab and 
humanitarian issues within the template 
of  professional journalistic objectivity.” It 
is one of  the very few channels whose re-
porters are embedded with Assad’s forces. 
It recently came under criticism from op-
position activists who accused it of  passing 
information about Free Syrian Army (FSA) 
positions to the Syrian army in Aleppo. 

In the war between satellite channels, you 
can only fight if  you remain on air. The deci-
sion taken in early September by Arabsat and 
Nilesat to suspend their broadcasts of  Syrian 
state TV in compliance with an Arab League 
directive is a blow for the Syrian regime’s 
media effort. Although state TV in Syria can 
still be viewed terrestrially, this decision will 
impact on its reach and prestige. But while 
there are legal ways to get a broadcaster shut 
down, Al-Jazeera has fallen victim of  an ille-
gal method favored by the Islamic Republic: 
jamming. In January 2012, Reuters reported 
that the frequency used by Al-Jazeera was 
being jammed from two positions in Iran, 
leading the Doha–based channel to change 
its frequency for Arabsat viewers. (Al-Arabiya 
and a host of  Syrian opposition channels 
have come under systematic jamming attacks 
from Iranian sources for years.) 

 
Cult of the soldier-hero:  
Assad’s counter-attack
In an interview with a Russian broadcaster in 
May, Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad ad-
mitted that his regime was losing the media 
war but said “the reality is what really mat-
ters” and not “the illusions” created by the 
media. Illusions, however, are the Syrian state-
controlled media’s expertise. Keenly aware 
that NATO airpower is the ultimate arbiter 
of  Arab civil wars, Assad’s media strategy fo-
cused primarily on projecting staying power. 
He figured that if  he could convince enough 
of  his own people and key Western countries 
that he was unlikely to be dislodged as eas-
ily as some of  his less fortunate colleagues, he 
could weather the storm. 
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While the regime’s tactical messages 
changed depending on the particular 
phase of  the conflict, the broad strokes 
of  the regime’s message has remained 
constant throughout. Assad’s media ad-
viser, Buthaina Sha’ban, set the general 
tone five days after the first major protests 
erupted, when she declared in a press con-
ference that Syria was under attack by a 
“seditious sectarian conspiracy.” The no-
tion that hostile external forces were ani-
mating internal players to destabilize and 
destroy the country under the guise of  
democratic slogans remains at the core of  
the regime’s grand media narrative.

From the outset, the regime’s media 
campaign suffered from a crippling cred-
ibility gap. Its failure to report on mas-
sive demonstrations happening across the 
country—and its attempts to besmirch the 
reputations of  perfectly law-abiding dem-
onstrators—earned it the contempt of  
many of  its own viewers. Its repeated at-
tempts to bolster its narrative with under-
cover recordings or TV confessions, often 
featuring pictures of  confiscated weapons, 
drugs, and wads of  foreign banknotes, not 
only made little impact on the constituen-
cies that were set on bringing down Assad, 
but radicalised others that had been neu-
tral. Efforts by pro-regime broadcasters to 
highlight inaccurate reporting by “strife 
channels,” such as the daily “media dis-
honesty” segment on Addounia TV that 
exposes enemy disinformation, did not 
stop Syrians switching over to the other 
side. A popular chant at protests was, 
“The Syrian media is a liar!” 

The regime may have lost the battle of  
accurate reporting, but its narrative was 
still very much alive. It also had one ma-
jor advantage over the opposition in that 
its media machine was centrally-controlled 
from an office in the presidential palace. 
A noticeable shift in the regime’s media 
strategy came about following the siege of  
Baba Amr in February 2012. By this time, 
the army had been committed to a nation-
wide campaign aimed at achieving total 
military victory against an increasingly 
armed and belligerent opposition. As the 
level of  violence escalated, and the regime’s 
hopes of  placating the masses through lim-
ited reforms were dashed, the regime’s me-
dia switched to an all-out counter-offensive 
with the armed forces as its spearhead. 

Assad figured that if  he could no lon-
ger command the respect and loyalty of  
ordinary citizens, the Syrian Arab Army 
(SAA) might. Having been the beneficiary 
of  massive defense budgets and the source 
of  important patronage networks, the Syr-
ian Army was both the most powerful insti-
tution in Syria and Assad’s last line of  de-
fense. What stood between him and a fate 
like Qadhafi’s was the commitment of  the 
humble grunt. It was imperative that the 
regime’s media campaign focus on rally-
ing Syrians—not around Assad per se, but 
around the Syrian army of  which he is com-
mander-in-chief. It is a subtle difference that 
could prove decisive in solidifying Assad’s 
core support among religious minorities and 
the salaried urban middle classes, many of  
whom view the rise of  the rebel Free Syrian 
Army as the harbinger of  their decline.

State broadcasting is now full of  vocifer-
ous, pro-army propaganda. It aims to por-
tray the soldier as a committed and selfless 
defender of  Syrian values and civilization 
against hordes of  brainwashed “armed ter-
rorist gangs” funded and trained by foreign 
enemies. Songs are broadcast that extol 
the virtues of  the fighting man, and TV 
advertisements are aired encouraging re-

cruitment into the various branches of  the 
armed forces. In what has become a staple 
diet of  news bulletins, young female report-
ers in flak jackets embed with the Syrian 
army and file daily reports from the front 
lines highlighting the army’s victories and 
sacrifices. A typical report includes an in-
terview with “defenders of  the homeland,” 
who invariably say that their morale could 
not be higher and that they were commit-
ted to defeating the terrorists wherever they 
may be. They also tend to include inter-
views with local civilians who declare their 
gratitude to the army for having evicted 
“terrorists” from their neighborhood and 
for having brought back “safety and secu-
rity.” Often these reports include a human 
interest story, such as one about a citizen in 
a Damascus suburb who had been robbed 
by insurgents only for his money to be re-
covered by the army, or a soldier who had 
requested he be sent back to the front line, 
not perturbed by the fact that he had lost 
his left arm in an FSA ambush. In such 
reports, house-to-house searches are con-
ducted with the utmost respect, and would 
often conclude with scenes of  jubilant resi-
dents shouting, “God Save the Army,” or 
with images of  children handing out sweets 
and cups of  tea to the soldier-heroes. 

The cult of  the soldier-hero is expressed 
in less restrained terms online. While the 
regime has been outperformed on that 
front largely due to the opposition’s army 
of  Internet activists, there are a number 
of  YouTube channels updated daily by re-
gime supporters whose primary purpose 
these days is to glorify the SAA. “Syria-
Tube” is one these, in which you will find 
images of  dead FSA fighters accompanied 
by text commentary that reads, “The Syr-
ian Arab Army’s jackboot seal has been 
stamped on this terrorist’s neck.” An-
other video shows a column of  Syrian 
army tanks and vehicles that snaked for 
miles to the soundtrack of  Requiem for a 
Dream, entitled “Aleppo: We are coming.” 
It is an unbridled expression of  fascistic 
militarism, and it is the stuff  that Bashar 
Al-Assad is using to build his illusion of  
power and permanency. 

Malik Al-Abdeh is an independent Syrian journalist 
and researcher and former chief  editor of  Barada 
TV, a London-based opposition satellite channel. 

“Although state TV 
in Syria can still be 
viewed terrestrially, 

this decision will 
impact on its reach 

and prestige”
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The Minority Complex
Throughout the Middle East minorities face considerable challenges. But of all Middle Eastern countries, 
the religious and ethnic minorities of Syria and Iraq fare the worse. In this issue, The Majalla examines the 

complex array of issues facing these important but threatened communities. 
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Amidst the chaos of  the on-
going civil war in Syria and 
the scarcity of  hard informa-
tion from reporters on the 

ground, the views of  Syria’s minorities 
have mostly remained an enigma. None-
theless, there are few issues that are as 
important in determining Syria’s future 
as the relations between the country’s 
different sects and ethnicities. As the 
fighting continues with no end in sight, 
The Majalla examines the fears of  Syr-
ia’s religious and ethnic minorities in 
order to better understand what drives 
their attitudes to the violence gripping 
their country.

The complex and confusing nature 
of  the fighting has not been portrayed 
well by the mainstream media, who 
have become overly dependent on the 
opposition for information and com-
mentary. In truth, the nature of  the 
Syrian conflict is changing rapidly due 
to the influx of  foreign groups with 
their own agenda. Most Syrians now 
know that the situation can only get 
worse, and will not speak out for fear of  
reprisals from both sides. Of  all those 
apprehensive about the future of  Syria, 
the country’s minorities have the most 
to lose, although both sides in the con-
flict have a vested interest in spinning 
these fears to their advantage, with the 
opposition saying that they are the re-
sult of  government propaganda and 
the government claiming a sectarian 
bias in the opposition.

One of  the greatest challenges  
involved in investigating the situation 
going on inside Syria is finding indi-
viduals familiar with the situation in 
Syria that are willing to speak on the 
record. Due to this, The Majalla has 
not included any identifying details for  
interview subjects.

Sectarianism
Although nearly three-quarters of  
Syria’s population are Sunnis (a figure 
which includes Syria’s majority Sunni 
Kurdish group) and this community 
forms the backbone of  the opposition, 
the uprising against Assad did not begin 
along sectarian lines. Like all civil wars, 
differing loyalties have split families as 
well as communities. A Sunni journal-
ist from northern Syria told The Majalla 
that “my dad has different opinions to 
my mum.” She added that “50 percent 
of  Syrian people are neutral.” Even reb-
el commander Sheikh Tawfik Abu Slei-
man recently admitted to The Guardian 
that 70 percent of  Aleppo—a Sunni ma-
jority city that is also Syria’s most popu-
lous—support the government. These 
considerable numbers indicate that it is 
too simplistic to ascribe loyalties to the 
entire population based on their reli-
gious background. 

To an outsider, Syria’s many different 
ethnic groups appear to have lived in 
relative harmony for decades. Sectari-
anism, however, has always been pres-
ent. “Although it is generally under-
stood where everyone stands,” a Syrian 
Christian doctor from Aleppo says, 
“it is rare for the majority of  Syrians 
to express exactly what they believe 
in when discussing politics or religion 
with someone outside their own sect, in 
order to avoid friction.”

Syria has as many as twenty-nine 
different religions and sects, mostly in-
digenous to the region. This includes 
Alawites (13 percent), Christians (10 
percent), and Druze (3 percent), as 
well as a large ethnic Kurdish minority 
(10–15 percent). In addition to Syrian 
Kurds, there is also a large community 
of  Iraqi refugees that fled during the 
American occupation. 

Amidst the chaos of the ongoing civil war in Syria and the scarcity of hard information from reporters  
on the ground, the views of Syria’s minorities have mostly remained an enigma.

Amy Assad

Syria’s Minority Complex 
Sectarianism and the Struggle for Syria

WAHID SAQR 
“My message to Alawites is... ‘You should 
be highly aware; otherwise, history will not 
be merciful with us in the future.’”

PATRIARCH GREGORIOS III 
“The greatest danger is interference from 
Arab or Western foreign elements… Such 
interference is harmful even to what is 
called the opposition. It is injurious to the 
just claims that are expressed more or less 
everywhere. This interference harms national 
unity at home by mixing up the cards.”
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Syria’s minorities have had a rather 
unique, trouble-free existence over the 
past forty years under the governments 
of  Hafez Al-Assad and his son, Bashar. 
Due to this, they are generally very ner-
vous about the prospect of  change and 
have shown the appearance of  support-
ing the regime, because they fear the 
alternatives. In truth, Syria’s minorities 
are largely undecided about which path 
to choose. A Syrian Druze journalist ex-
plains that “it is a fallacy that the Druze 
are with the government—it is a case of  
‘better the devil you know’.” Many mi-
norities seek the same changes that the 
opposition are demanding, but reject 
the violent means employed to achieve 
this. With a rise in violence, these small, 
defenseless communities have every rea-
son to fear the lawlessness that is likely 
to ensue following the regime’s collapse. 

In Syria, as in much of  the Middle 
East, a person defi ned by their family 
name, race, religion, or creed more than 
they are seen as an individual. Even 
young children are taught to identify 
themselves and others in this way. When 
all else fails, the tribe becomes the ba-
sis for survival and the interests of  the 
community come fi rst. This tribalism, 
however, puts those groups at collective 
risk in times of  instability. Minorities in 
Syria, as in the rest of  the region, live 
with uncertainty. Sectarianism, unfortu-
nately, runs deep. 

In the Middle East, many Christians 
have experienced animosity directed at 
their community. Christians generally 
believe this is because they are of  a dif-
ferent faith, and because they have often 
wrongly been associated with the Chris-
tian West. Similarly, other minorities in 
Syria, such as the Druze (an offshoot of  
Shi’a Islam) have a history of  intoler-
ance against them for their faith.

Under Ottoman rule, the Alawites 
(also an offshoot of  Shi’a Islam. How-
ever the name Nusayri, as they were 
then known, indicates the group’s dif-
ferences from Islam) were marginal-
ized by the ruling Sunni majority. But 
following the collapse of  the Ottoman 
Empire—when France assumed con-
trol of  the Syrian Mandate—the Ala-
wites were France’s most loyal allies in 
the country, and were duly rewarded in 

1922 when they received virtual auton-
omy over their mountainous territory 
in northwest Syria. 

Following Syria’s independence 
from France, the country experienced 
twenty-two years of  Sunni dominance 
and seven years of  Ba’ath Party rule 
until Ba’athist Alawite military officers 
led by Hafez Al-Assad took power in 
a peaceful coup in 1970. Although a 
small portion was comprised of  other 
minorities and rural Sunnis, it was the 
once-marginalized Alawites that estab-
lished in themselves in the most sensi-
tive positions in government. Over the 
years, Alawite dominance created re-
sentment in the Sunni majority, how-
ever their secular policies made them 
favorable to Syria’s minorities. 

It was not until the early 1980s that 
there was an attempt to mobilize Syria’s 

Sunni majority against Hafez Al-Assad’s 
regime—but this uprising was brutally 
crushed by the president’s brother, Ri-
fat Al-Assad, causing further resentment 
amongst some Sunnis.

Intervention
With daily reports of  the indiscriminate 
shelling of  populated areas by Syrian 
forces it could be seen as understand-
able that foreign powers would seek to 
intervene in Syria on a humanitarian 
level. But governments rarely act out of  
humanitarian concern alone.

Many in the Middle East have lost 
trust in the foreign policy of  the US and 
Britain. Christians feel that these govern-
ments have shown little concern about 
the near extinction of  thousands of  years 
of  their community in Iraq following the 
fall of  Saddam Hussein. As a Christian 
student in told The Majalla “ after oc-
cupying Iraq, Christians were killed, 
forced to leave their homes and churches 
were exploded (sic), all of  that happened 
under US and British observation. So 
Christians were better off  under the dic-
tatorship of  Saddam Hussain”.

In the case of  Syria, the West may be 
more concerned with breaking Syria’s 
ties with Iran and Hezbollah, but this 
will come at the expense of  Syria’s mi-
norities. As Dr. Chris Phillips, a former 
Syria analyst from the Economist Intel-
ligence Unit and a lecturer in politics 
and international relations at London’s 

Members of the Kurdish 
community in traditional clothing
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Even Alawites in neighboring 
Turkey are  fearful for the future
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“Turning against 
Syria and Iran so 
violently did not  

cut against the grain 
of what Al-Arabiya 

was made of.”

Queen Mary University, explains “The 
problem is that the West has set its sights 
on removing Assad, even if  that means 
backing groups that may discriminate 
against minorities.” 

Some members of  the minority groups 
have expressed concern that foreign in-
tervention in any form would disrupt 
Syria’s delicate ethnic harmony. “The 
greatest danger is interference from 
Arab or Western foreign elements,” 
Patriarch Gregorios III of  the Melkite 
Church in Syria said in a recent address 
“Such interference is harmful even to 
what is called the opposition. It is injuri-
ous to the just claims that are expressed 
more or less everywhere. This interfer-
ence harms national unity at home by 
mixing up the cards.” 

Regime Collapse
Given the fiasco that followed America’s 
invasion of  Iraq in 2003 and the sectar-
ian bloodletting that followed—particu-
larly against Iraq’s Christian minority—
fear of  foreign intervention in Syria and 
the toppling of  the regime are justifiable 
concerns. As Dr. Phillips points out, 
“Given the sectarian nature of  the kill-
ing that took place in Iraq after the fall 
of  dictatorship, which had also inten-
tionally sustained and strengthened sec-
tarian ties over several years, it is logical 
for minorities in Syria to fear something 
similar to Iraq.” 

The Assad regime is dominated by 
members of  a minority, and so it has 
a vested interest in protecting religious 
and ethnic groups. Indeed, the regime 
has dealt with sectarian violence with 
brute force. “Once a priest was mur-
dered in a robbery,” explained a Chris-
tian teacher from Aleppo, and when 
“the police caught the robbers [they] 
hung them on the spot [right] where 
they [had] killed [the priest].” 

Since the outbreak of  the conflict in 
2011, Assad’s government has allowed 
the Kurds considerable autonomy in 
their own areas so that the army can 
focus on battling the insurgents. Given 
this, the Kurds are concerned that if  the 
regime were to fall, a new government 
would likely scale back this freedom. 
The Turkish government has no inter-
est in seeing an autonomous or inde-

pendent Kurdish area in Syria should 
the Turkish-backed Free Syria Army 
(FSA) seize power, they would likely 
pay only lip service to these concerns. 
The Kurds appear to be playing each 
side against the other while waiting to 
see which group emerges victorious, at 
which point they will declare their long-
standing loyalty and offer their support 
to the new government in exchange for 
retaining their autonomy. 

If  Assad falls, the Alawites have the 
most to lose. According to a report by 
the Minority Rights Group, “In Syria the 
fact that the government is dominated 
by Alawites … places [them] and other 
Shi’a communities at risk if  the conflict 
intensifies.” Indeed, there are already 
reports of  attacks against both commu-
nities, notably the gruesome murder of  
a family of  seven Shi’a Iraqi refugees in 
their home in Damascus. It is because 
of  events like this that Alawites in the 
regime are justifying their brutality and 
many Alawites are unwilling to object to 

it, since the alternative could be much 
worse. No other community in Syria is 
so closely associated with the regime. As 
such, their close association with it puts 
them at risk of  reprisals should the re-
gime fall. Wahid Saqr, an Alawite mem-
ber of  the SNC posed a warning to his 
community in The Majalla “You should 
be highly aware; otherwise, history will 
not be merciful with us in the future.”

The army has been one of  the most 
inclusive segments of  society histori-
cally, but following internal purges and 
widespread Sunni defections to the FSA 
it is transforming into a de facto Ala-
wite militia. One fear is that they will 
retreat into the mountainous region 
along the western coast of  Syria should 
the regime be overthrown, and fight a 
protracted guerilla civil war in hope of  
eventually establishing an independent 
Alawite state. This possibility concerns 
the Druze, since they inhabit the same 
area and could be cut off  from the rest 
of  the Syrian state.
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Religious Extremism
While religious affiliation may not be a 
major factor for ethnic minorities like 
the Kurds, Syria’s religious minori-
ties—the Christians, Druze, Ismailis, 
and Alawites, amongst others—define 
themselves in religious terms. Should a 
new government be formed by Sunni 
fundamentalists, like the Muslim Broth-
erhood, it could have a considerable im-
pact on the way of  life for Syria’s reli-
gious minorities.

War breeds extremism and intoler-
ance toward other religions, and the 
Middle East is no exception. A 68-year-
old Christian from Aleppo recounted 
his memories of  life before and after the 
Assads came to power during the Suez 
Crisis, “fighters burnt down a church 
in Aleppo and [another] in Damascus.” 
But after the Assads came to power, 
“No one would even dare to mention 
religion.” He admits that the churches 
belonged to English and French schools, 

but says, “They went up and took the 
cross down. I saw it with my own eyes. 
That sent a message to the whole Syrian 
Christian community—they had imme-
diately taken it as a religious war.”

Syrian Christians also fear persecu-
tion from radical Islamists. This fear is 
the primary reason why many Christians 
have lent support to the Assad regime, 
just as Egyptian Copts supported secular 
candidate Ahmed Shafiq in the recent 
Egyptian presidential elections. While 
Christians were not as privileged as the 
Alawites under the Assad regime, they 
(along with other religious minorities) 
were left in peace so long as they did not 
involve themselves in anti-regime politics. 

This is not a new arrangement. For 
centuries, Christian minorities have 
been governed by Muslims and have 
been content so as long as they are al-
lowed to practice their religion freely. 
But the recent emergence of  well-or-
ganized, heavily-armed militant orga-

nizations waging a violent war against 
Assad’s rule could make Syria’s Chris-
tians targets. “More Islamists are pres-
ent [in Syria] than ever before,” says 
Dr. Phillips, “most probably due to the 
selective policies of  who some of  the 
countries are funneling arms to.”

The Druze, it seems, have been keeping 
a low profile throughout the conflict. Even 
so, they are in a precarious position. Like 
Alawism, Druze is an offshoot of  Shi’ism 
and is shrouded in secrecy the tenets of  
the faith are revealed only to the elders of  
the community. Sunni fundamentalists—
who are playing an increasingly large role 
in the uprising—do not consider them to 
be ‘real’ Muslims. While their religious 
leaders refuse to back the protests, the 
majority of  Druze have fallen silent. In a 
comment that applies equally to Syria’s 
other religious and ethnic minorities (Ala-
wites excluded), a Druze journalist ob-
served that sometimes “it is safer to have 
one foot on either side.”

Elders of the Druz community
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The sectarian dimension of  the con-
flict, where a predominantly Alawite 
government is pitted against a Sunni 
majority population, means radical 
groups like Al-Qaeda already seem to 
view the Syrian crisis as an opportunity 
to reassert their relevance and take part 
in a struggle against a regime they re-
gard as heretical. With reports of  their 
increasing foothold in the struggle, con-
cerns are high that minorities may even-
tually see their place in Syria marginal-
ized if  not destroyed completely.

Minorities and the Opposition
Minorities have always been repre-
sented in the Syrian political opposi-
tion. Two prominent figures from the 
Syrian National Council (the SNC, an 
umbrella organization that has sought 
to incorporate all of  the groups opposed 
to the Assad regime) are George Sabra, 
a Christian, and Abdelbasset Sida, a 
Kurd. However, these representatives 
have failed to garner the majority sup-
port of  their communities. 

This is also due in part to uncertainties 
about the opposition. The SNC, based 
in Turkey, continues to bicker and has 
failed to find common ground, while the 
armed opposition consists of  many dif-
ferent groups with disparate objectives. 
Since the intentions of  these groups are 
unknown, there is no way to predict 
what will happen in a post-Assad Syria.

George Sabra disagrees that this pres-
ents an insurmountable problem. He 
told The Majalla that “when the mili-
tary solution takes center stage there 
will need to be political solutions to ac-
company it. Guns will eventually fall si-
lent and will be put aside while politics 
continues. Guerilla fighters may join the 
ranks of  the unemployed, but never the 
politicians.” But these reassurances of-
ten fall upon deaf  ears. For instance, a 
Christian student living in Aleppo says, 
“Christians in Syria are not big fans of  
the current regime, but they are very 
afraid of  the alternative, especially that 
the Syrian opposition [SNC] is based 
abroad, and it is controlled by the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, who do not perceive 
Christians as citizens with equal rights.” 

As for Syria’s Kurds, they have been 
ethnically discriminated against and 

repressed by the Assad regime, but, as 
Dr. Phillips notes, “The opposition are 
backed by two of  their greatest enemies 
Turkey and the Muslim Brotherhood.” 
As a telling example, at a Syrian oppo-
sition conference held in Cairo in July, 
Kurdish party members walked out over 
disagreements over the status of  Kurds 
in a post-Assad Syria, stating, “The Arab 
opposition documents exclude Kurdish 
rights, even that the Kurdish language 
be considered an official language in the 
Kurdish areas of  Syria in the future.”

According to both the UN and Hu-
man Rights Watch, there are reaction-
ary forces within the FSA that have 
committed serious crimes, including the 
torture, kidnapping, and execution of  
civilians deemed ‘loyal to the govern-
ment.’ This ‘with us or against us’ at-
titude creates a precarious situation that 
only heightens the risk posed to Syria’s 
minorities. Devoid of  solid reassurances 
to the contrary, many Syrians from mi-

nority communities could be forgiven 
for wondering if  life would be any better 
under a new, majoritarian government

Bearing all this in mind, the only way 
forwards for either the government or 
the opposition is to guarantee that ev-
eryone will be treated equally, including 
the 30 percent of  Syrians who are mem-
bers of  minority groups. In an ideal 
world, the basis of  Syria’s politics would 
be to ensure that no single group in Syr-
ia could exercise tyrannical power over 
the others. After all, as a Druze journal-
ist observed, “A secular [non-sectarian] 
regime would be good for everybody.”

Amy Assad is an English-Assyrian London 
based writer who specialises in the Arts and 
Culture of  the Middle East. She has lived and 
studied in Syria and Morocco and received her 
BA in Arabic and Middle Eastern Studies 
from Leeds University. She is currently editor 
at The Majalla magazine. 
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of  working together toward the common 
goal of  improving the lives of  ordinary 
Iraqis. In a recent interview with The 
Majalla, Chaldean Archbishop Louis 
Sako complained that “the government 
is today divided. There is non-agreement 
between politicians.” Dr. Mahmoud 
Othman, a Kurdish member of  parlia-
ment who has been politically active 
since the days of  Mulla Mustafa Barzani, 
expressed similar concerns “I am afraid 
of  not having consensus between the po-
litical blocs which are ruling Iraq now. 
The Shi’a, the Sunni, the Kurds, they . . 
. are not on good terms with each other 
and we are suffering from [this] conflict 
instead of  conquering our own [prob-
lems].” It seems that the political blocs 
in parliament are spending more time 
quarreling with each other than actually 
working toward solving Iraq’s accumulat-
ing problems.

Of  all Iraq’s travails, one issue stands 
out the lack of  security. While the absence 
of  security has been the proverbial thorn 
in the side of  Iraqi government since the 

The US invasion of  Iraq in 
March 2003 unleashed forc-
es within that country that 
had always existed under 

the surface, but had been too fearful of  
the regime’s reprisals to ever boil over. 
Prior to the invasion, the neo-conserva-
tive idealists in the Bush administration 
believed that they would be greeted 
by jubilant crowds thrilled about the 
prospect of  “freedom”. With images—
staged or otherwise—of  statues of  Sad-
dam being hauled down by US tanks, 
these idealists felt confident that over-
throwing Saddam had been the right 
thing to do. But it did not take long for 
this sense of  jubilation among Iraqis—
if  indeed it ever existed—to wear off. 
That was because, unlike George W. 
Bush’s advisors, most Iraqis—or indeed 
anyone with even the most basic under-
standing of  Iraqi history—knew that 
Saddam Hussein’s regime was in fact 
an important lynchpin, precariously 
holding Iraq’s diverse and antagonis-
tic population together. And much like 
a grenade, removing this pin virtually 
guaranteed that Iraq would explode in 
an orgy of  violence and destruction. 

Since the invasion, Iraq has been be-
set by a number of  issues that have made 
life for its citizens—its minorities in par-
ticular—incredibly dangerous. The root 
of  the problem is the inability of  Iraq’s 
parliament, which is divided into squab-
bling political blocs, to accomplish even 
the most basic of  tasks like curbing ex-
tremism, providing services, or maintain-
ing security. In turn, these failures have 
contributed significantly to the anxiety 
of  Iraq’s minorities about not just their 
safety but their very future in Iraq. 

Iraq’s parliament has become highly 
fractious since the 2010 election, with 
the numerous political blocs incapable 

invasion—and especially during the civil 
war of  2006–07—the withdrawal of  US 
forces at the end of  2011 has only made 
the problem worse. For instance, a recent 
report by the Minority Rights Group 
(MRG) shows that more than sixty per-
cent of  Iraqi Christians do not feel safe 
when leaving their homes—which stands 
in stark contrast to the Kurds, where only 
thirty-three percent are fearful. It is sig-
nificant that the Kurds are the only group 
among fourteen minority groups polled 
that held a positive view of  their safety. 
But with the US withdrawal, vulnerable 
groups have become increasingly fear-
ful for the safety of  their communities. 
What the problem boils down to is the 
failure of  the Nuri Al-Maliki’s govern-
ment to provide adequate security for its 
citizens and to disarm the numerous mi-
litias that operate with virtual impunity 
inside Iraq. As Othman observed, “Iraq 
is again full of  arms, full of  soldiers, full 
of  armed forces… I think arms are dan-
gerous for this country. The less [people] 
have arms—whoever it is, whether it is 

The US invasion of Iraq in March 2003 unleashed forces within that country that had always existed 
under the surface, but had been too fearful of the regime’s reprisals to ever boil over.

Bryan R. Gibson

Iraq’s Minority Complex 
The Future of Iraq’s Minorities

Iraqis holding Kurdish flags  
celebrate the lunar new year in 
Mosul, March 2012
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a Kurd or a government or an Arab or 
Turkman—the better, because people 
suffer from arms.” The only solution, as 
the famed German sociologist Max We-
ber once observed, is for a state to have a 
“monopoly of  the legitimate use of  physi-
cal force in the enforcement of  order.” In 
other words, the militias—with the sole 
exception of  the Kurdish Regional Gov-
ernment’s (KRG) officially-sanctioned se-
curity forces—need to be disarmed and 
disbanded and the central government 
needs to reassert control over the country.

Another important problem is the lack 
of  basic services. As Othman laments, “It 
is not the way it should have been nine 
years after getting rid of  Saddam.” In-
deed, considering Iraq’s considerable oil 
wealth and the billions of  dollars in re-
construction funds already spent, it is a 
failure of  scandalous proportions that the 
provision of  basic services like electricity, 
clean running water, adequate transpor-
tation infrastructure, and security, has 
been so neglected. “I hope it will be bet-
ter and I think the government and the 
blocs should do more to serve the people, 
to protect, security, and to get together 
as much as they can.” Others, like Najat 
Hussein, a Turkmen member of  Iraq’s 
parliament, are understandably frustrat-
ed at “the slow pace at which the Iraqi 
government is pursuing” the restoration 
of  services and minority rights in par-
ticular, but, like Othman, he recognizes 
the government faces a “colossal number 
of  problems,” but he believes that restor-
ing security needs to take precedence. 
But this is a chicken-or-the-egg scenario 
will a focus on restoring security at the 
expense of  providing adequate services 
really solve the problem? Or is the lack 
of  security a byproduct of  discontent 
amongst the Iraqi populace about the 
lack of  services and social mobility? 

In the end, most observers concede it 
is a scandal that none of  these issues—
curbing extremism, providing services, 
and maintaining security—have been 
dealt with adequately in the decade since 
US forces arrived in Iraq. The political 
blocs in parliament need to put aside 
their differences immediately and work 
together toward improving the lives of  
the very people that they have been elect-
ed to represent.

During interviews conducted for this 
article, five main fears among Iraq’s re-
ligious and ethnic minorities stood out 
attacks by extremists, the potential im-
position of  sectarian laws, the fracturing 
of  Iraq into two ethnic states, Arab Iraq 
and Kurdistan, and the reemergence of  
dictatorship. More than anything, their 
greatest fear was genocide. 

The rise of  extremist groups like Al-
Qaeda in Iraq in the aftermath of  the 
US invasion has resulted in widespread 
attacks against Iraq’s religious minori-
ties. Since the invasion, Archbishop Sako 
claims his small Christian community has 

seen 939 people killed, along with attacks 
on at least fifty-seven churches. As an ex-
ample, in November 2010 an Al-Qaeda 
affiliated group stormed Our Lady of  
Salvation Catholic Church in Baghdad , 
causing the deaths of  fifty-eight people. 
While this is particularly brutal example, 
it is representative of  just how bad things 
have become for Iraq’s small Christian 
community. Consequently, a vast number 
of  Christians have fled Iraq only to end 
up in Syria, which is now beset by civil 
war and seething with its own sectarian 
tensions. In light of  all this, Archbishop 
Sako is justified in his complaint that 
“there is no stability and security. Every-
thing is precarious and fragile. There is 
no trust!” In particular, he is concerned 
about Islamic extremists “Our fear [is] 
the growing [number] of  extremists . . . 
We [have] suffered a lot from them and 
are worried about what is happening in 
Egypt, [and] Syria,” where Christian mi-
norities have also been targeted. 

But the Christians are not the only group 
being targeted by extremists. There have 
been attacks against other non-Christian 
groups, such as the Yezidis and Shabaks, 
as well as other ethnicities like Kurds and 
Turkmen. For instance, in late July 2008, 
three female suicide bombers—in what 
bore all the hallmarks of  Sunni Arab ex-
tremism—blew themselves up in the cen-
ter of  Kirkuk, killing seventeen Kurds. In 
the aftermath, local Kurds blamed the 
attack on Turkmen extremists and went 
on a rampage, attacking Turkmen offices, 
businesses, and police, the latter of  whom 
were forced to open fire on the mob, killing 
an additional twelve people. This example 
underscores just how fragile relations be-
tween these two groups are and how eas-
ily Sunni extremists can fan the flames of  
discord. The Kurds are not the only vic-
tims; Iraq’s Turkmen community has also 
been subjected to increasing attacks. In-
deed, Najat Hussein explained that since 
the US withdrawal in December security 
has been “very poor and many Turkmen 
[have] been abducted by terrorists,” who 
extort egregiously high ransoms for the 
safe return of  their hostages. Even though 
Iraq’s religious and ethnic minorities are 
divided on many levels, the fear of  attacks 
by violent, extremist third parties is one 
thing that they all have in common. 

“The root of the 
problem is the 

inability of Iraq’s 
parliament, which 

is divided into 
squabbling political 
blocs, to accomplish 

even the most 
basic of tasks like 

curbing extremism, 
providing services, 

or maintaining 
security.”

ARCHBISHOP LOUIS SAKO  
“The government is today divided. There is 
non-agreement between politicians.”
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Religious minority groups in particular 
fear the enactment of  sectarian laws not 
unlike Pakistan’s infamous blasphemy 
law, which calls for the death penalty in 
instances where the Qu’ran is desecrated 
or the prophet Muhammad is insulted. 
While the passage of  a comparable law 
in Iraq seems unlikely, it is not altogether 
impossible given the dominance of  Al-
Maliki’s Shi’a-dominated State of  Law 
coalition in parliament. Othman points 
out that “ethnic communities and reli-
gious minorities in Iraq” have reason to 
be afraid “because the country is in some 
ways . . . becoming an Islamic and sec-
tarian regime.” Fortunately, the enforce-
ment of  such a law on “somebody who is 
not a Muslim, like a Christian or Yezidi,” 
would be diffi cult to implement, not to 
mention unconstitutional, since it would 
violate the constitutionally-enshrined 
protections for Iraq’s religious minorities. 
Irrespective of  this, fear of  the enact-
ment of  sectarian laws remains pervasive 
among Iraq’s religious minorities.

Another fear held by all those inter-
viewed is the division of  Iraq. While 
there are numerous Kurds that would 
welcome the creation of  an indepen-
dent Kurdistan in the north, to others 
like Othman—who fought for decades 
to achieve Mulla Mustafa Barzani’s 
long-stated goal of  autonomy—the re-
newal of  internecine warfare between 
the Arab south and the Kurdish north is 
to be feared. As Othman reminds us, the 
Kurds have been subjected to numerous 
wars, to genocide, to chemical weapons, 
to massacres, and “so they have the right 
to be afraid of  their future.” For religious 
minorities, the division of  Iraq could cre-
ate a power vacuum that extremists could 
use to drive Iraq’s religious minorities 
from the country for good. Archbishop 
Sako fears a “renewal of  [the] confl ict 
between [the] central government and 
[the] Kurds” would escalate the exist-
ing “confessional tension” in Iraq and 
further increase violence. In short, he 
believes that Iraq’s division would be di-
sastrous for his community, since it would 
inevitably be caught in between two im-
placable foes and be forced to take sides. 

But a large majority of  those inter-
viewed did not think Kurdish indepen-
dence was a foregone conclusion. Oth-

man, for example, does not think that 
this outcome is likely. The reason for this, 
he says, is because of  both “the nation-
al situation, and the regional countries 
won’t allow it.” In other words, the cen-
tral government has no interest in see-
ing the northern part of  the country—
which happens to hold massive oil and 
natural gas deposits—break away from 
Iraq. Likewise, powerful regional states 
like Iran and Turkey, which both have 
large, restive Kurdish minorities, have 
no interest in seeing the creation of  an 
independent Kurdistan. To them, the de 
facto situation is the most ideal. Indeed, 
Emma Sky, an Iraq expert at King’s Col-
lege London and former political advisor 
to the US forces in Iraq, supports this 
analysis “I think Kurdistan will remain as 
an autonomous region. I do not believe 
the other countries in the region will let it 
become independent.” Another observ-
er, a Kurdish journalist named Hishyar 
Abed, also agrees with this conclusion. 
From his point of  view, while Kurdish in-
dependence seems inevitable in the long 
run, he recognises that it “would have to 
be underwritten by Turkey, which is not a 
fan of  the idea to begin with.” But recent 
commercial deals between Ankara and 
Erbil, including an oil pipeline deal and 
the recent visit of  the Turkish Foreign 
Minister, Ahmet Davutoğlu, suggest that 
if  Kurdish-Turkish economic and stra-
tegic relations continue to improve, an 

independent Kurdistan cannot entirely 
be taken off  the table. Nevertheless, all 
agree that an independent Kurdistan is 
not likely in the near future—it is more 
likely that the only path to independence 
is paved with blood, as Othman fears.

But perhaps the most pervasive—and 
indeed legitimate—fear expressed by 
those interviewed is of  Iraq’s return to 
dictatorship. Iraq’s drift toward tyranny 
has become particularly evident since the 
nine-month showdown between Nuri Al-
Maliki’s State of  Law bloc and Ayad Al-
lawi’s secular Al-Iraqiyya coalition ended 
in November 2010 with Maliki remain-
ing in power. The deadlock was broken 
when Maliki agreed to a power-sharing 
deal with Allawi whereby the Iraqiyya 
leader, whose coalition had won the most 
seats in parliament, would become the 
chairman of  a national security coun-
cil, while Maliki would retain his pre-
miership. But once Maliki had secured 
the premiership, he reneged on the deal 
and has since assumed the vital posts of  
acting minister of  defense, interior, and 
national security. Such a concentration 
of  power in the hands of  one man has 
prompted critics like Iraqi Vice President 
Tariq Al-Hashemi—among others—to 
call Maliki a dictator. 

The day after the US withdrawal in 
December 2011, the government issued 
an arrest warrant for Hashemi, who was 
accused of  orchestrating bomb attacks, 

An Iraqi Christian Assyrian girl joins in New Year 
celebrations in the northern Iraqi city of Dohuk
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running a death squad, and killing sev-
eral Shi’a government officials. During 
the roundup, three of  Hashemi’s body 
guards were arrested and later confessed 
on television that they had been ordered 
to run a death squad. But, as Toby Dodge 
pointed out in a recent piece published 
in openDemocracy, “Once these startling 
confessions were aired, evidence soon 
emerged to cast doubt on their veracity. 
As the ‘facts’ unraveled, those involved in 
torturing the bodyguards gave a lengthy 
and detailed interview, explaining how 
they extracted the confessions but also 
describing their contents as ‘absurd’.” 
Ultimately, Hashemi, fearing for his life, 
fled to Kurdistan, where Kurdish presi-
dent Massoud Barzani offered him safe 
haven, before eventually settling in exile 
in Turkey. In the end, Dodge came to a 
blunt conclusion “As things stand, the 
trajectory of  Iraqi politics is clearly head-
ing towards a new authoritarianism with 
the concentration of  power in the hands 
of  one man, Nuri Al-Maliki.” 

A return to dictatorship would be 
particularly unsettling for Iraq’s Kurds, 
who have suffered considerably at the 
hands of  Iraq’s dictators over the last 
50 years—and not just under Saddam. 
Aram Mohammad, the KRG’s Minister 
of  Martyrs and Anfal Affairs, observed 
that his “main fear is the return of  an 
authoritarian regime and the escalation 
internal ethnic and sectarian conflicts”. 
In particular, he is concerned that a re-
sumption of  sectarian violence along the 
lines of  what occurred between 2006–7 
“may reverse the positive political, social 
and the economic progress; the rebuild-
ing of  [the Kurdish] region; the level of  
stability; and the security that our people 
and the rest of  Iraq have enjoyed since 
ousting Saddam’s regime.” 

For understandable reasons, the great-
est fear of  the Kurds is a repeat of  the 
1987–88 Anfal campaign, where the 
Saddam Hussein’s regime conducted a 
systematic military operation aimed at 
wiping out the Kurds. It was widely re-
garded as an act of  genocide. Numer-
ous people interviewed for this article 
identified genocide as their greatest fear. 
Arras Fatah, a Kurdish writer and intel-
lectual, sums up the problem best “If  we 
look at the current situation in Iraq, like 

many other communities that have ex-
perienced genocide, their first fear is of  
that repeating itself.” He explains that the 
central problem is accountability unlike 
Germany, where there is a national sense 
of  shame and guilt about the Holocaust, 
no such feeling exists in Iraq and so fears 
that this could occur again will continue 
to persist. Fatah points out that beyond 
top officials from the former regime, 
like Saddam Hussein and his cousin, 
Hassan“Chemical Ali” Al-Majid, few of  
the mid-level officials that participated in 
the genocide have been held accountable 
for their actions. Furthermore, unlike in 
Germany and post-Apartheid South Afri-
ca, there has been no truth and reconcili-

ation commission to expose the crimes of  
the former regime, address the grievances 
of  those harmed, and allow the country 
to move forward with a unified sense of  
purpose. None of  these things have hap-
pened, and so the underlying ethnic and 
sectarian tensions that have gripped Iraq 
since Saddam’s fall have not been ad-
dressed. Likewise, those who suffered the 
worst under the old regime, including the 
Kurds, have not been given adequate as-
surances from the government that crimes 
like these will never be committed again. 
Given this, fears of  a return to genocide 
will remain pervasive and will continue to 
remain unless the government takes steps 
to help alleviate these concerns. 

Attacks on Minorities inside Iraq 2003–2011
March 2003–26 June 2004 At least 40 churches bombed.
1 August 2004 Five Assyrian and one Armenian churches bombed.
10–11 September 2004 Two churches bombed. 
16 October 2004 Five churches bombed.
8 November 2004 One church bombed.
7 December 2004 Two churches bombed.
January 2005 The Syriac Catholic Archbishop of Mosul, Basile Georges 
Casmoussa, kidnapped on 17 January. He is later released.
29 January 2006 Four churches bombed.
October 2006 An Orthodox priest, Boulos Iskander, is kidnapped in Mosul and 
subsequently beheaded. His arms and legs were also cut off.
April 2007 Twenty-three Yezidis dragged from a bus and shot in Nineveh.
4 June 2007 Two churches attacked; Ragheed Ganni, a priest, and three men shot 
dead in church.
August 2007 Four coordinated suicide attacks destroy two Yezidi towns in Nineveh, 
killing as many as 400, while wounding 1,562.
6 January 2008 Seven churches bombed three Chaldean and Assyrian churches in 
Mosul and four in Baghdad.
9 January 2008 Two churches bombed in Kirkuk.
23 February 2008 Chaldean Catholic Archbishop Paulos Faraj Rahho kidnapped; 
three of his companions murdered during the kidnapping. His body was found 
in March and an Iraqi Al-Qaeda leader, Ahmed Ali Ahmed (known as Abu Omar) 
sentenced to death in May for this crime.
September–October 2008 Wave of attacks against Christians in Mosul, killing 14; 
more than 13,000 people were displaced in the aftermath.
20 June 2009 Truck bomb kills at least 70 people in a Turkmen village near Kirkuk.
July 2009 Bomb in Turkmen town in Nineveh kills 45.
10 August 2009 Truck bombs kill at least 28 people in the Shabak village of Khazna, 
in Nineveh governorate.
February–March 2010 Ten Christians are killed in Mosul, leading 4,300 Christians to 
flee the city to Turkey.
31 October 2010 Gunmen seize Our Lady of Salvation church in Baghdad, leading 
to the deaths of two priests and 54 worshippers.
Throughout 2011 Bombs targeted the Turkman community in Kirkuk, as well as 
assassinations directed at Turkmen elites, including doctors, businessmen, and politicians. 
December 2011 Thirty-seven Christian and Yezidi businesses set ablaze in Dohuk, 
inside the KRG. 
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Taken together, these potential is-
sues—the fear of  extremists, the impo-
sition of  sectarian laws, the division of  
Iraq into two ethnic states, the reemer-
gence of  dictatorship, and the repeat of  
genocide—do not paint a comfortable 
picture for Iraq’s minorities. All of  these 
fears are legitimate in their own right, 
though some are more plausible than 
others, like the return of  dictatorship or 
attacks against minorities by extremists. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that the Iraqi gov-
ernment has taken few steps to help al-
leviate these fears.

However, amidst the plethora of  rea-
sons for Iraq’s religious and ethnic mi-
norities to be fearful, there are also a few 
glimmers of  hope. Aram Mohamad, for 
instance, said the following “My hopes 
surpass my fears and I wish that we can 
turn the fears into our and the other 
communities’ advantages.” Iraq has 
made progress, he argues, and has “come 
a long way from dictatorship, a devas-
tated country, scenes of  genocide crimes, 
and mass graves—a truly dark age—to 
become a free country with elected par-
liaments, an agreed-upon constitution, 
a multi-party political system, a federal 
structure, to come to a rebuilding pro-
cess and a more aware society.” While 
acknowledging that a lot still needs to 
be done, he has hope that Iraqis will 
“all work towards [building] a just soci-
ety, a fair system for distributing power 
and resources, respecting our [cultural 
and religious] diversity, developing mu-
tual understanding, and living in peace, 
harmony and prosperity.” These are cer-
tainly ideals worth striving for. Othman 
shares Mohamad’s hopeful outlook “I 
hope in future nothing will go to arms 
again, there will be dialogue to solve the 
problems and the Iraqi people, including 
the Kurds, can rest in peace and have 
peaceful coexistence and live together.” 

Arras Fatah, who is generally pessimis-
tic about the state of  affairs in Iraq, also 
recognizes a few faint glimmers of  hope. 
In particular, Fatah is enthusiastic about 
the emergence of  a new generation of  
Kurds who have developed a different 
understanding of  the concepts of  free-
dom, political parties, and citizenship. 
He points to the birth of  a legitimate op-
position party in Kurdistan, the Goran 

(“Change”), which has challenged the 
political hegemony and cronyism of  the 
two dominant Kurdish political parties, 
the Barzani-controlled Kurdish Demo-
cratic Party (KDP) and the Talabani-
controlled Patriotic Union of  Kurdistan 
(PUK), with some success. Indeed, Go-
ran’s electoral success in the 2009 Kurd-
ish elections brought new hope to many 
disenfranchised Kurds not connected 
to the KDP and PUK. This newfound 
sense of  optimism was stoked further by 
the Arab Spring, which inspired upris-
ings in Sulaymaniyah during February 
and March 2011 that saw a number of  
Kurds killed by Kurdish security forces. 
To Fatah, “This showed that [Kurdish] 
society has hope that the forces within its 
community will change.” The fact is that 
a new generation of  Kurds appears to be 
emerging and they are willing to go out 
into the streets and challenge the authori-
ties. This, of  course, is a very encouraging 
trend and if  nurtured carefully can serve 
as a beacon to the rest of  Iraq about how 
a true democracy can function.

On Archbishop Sako’s part, while he is 
not as hopeful as the Kurds interviewed 
for this article, he agrees that a solution 
can only come in the form of  pluralism 
based on what he calls “harmonic coexis-
tence” in which Iraqis put aside their dif-
ferences and work together toward build-
ing a civil society. The problem, as he 
sees it, is that the “majority of  Muslims 
do not accept other religions as equal.” 
Nevertheless, he feels that a lot of  work 
needs to be done to change this mentality 
and to convince Muslims of  the benefits 
of  pluralism. In the end, a solution can 
only be found in the Jeffersonian notion 
of  separating religion and state. Achiev-
ing this will be an uphill battle, but Arch-
bishop Sako feels it will be worth it. The 
true challenge will be convincing his 
countrymen of  its importance. 

For Turkmen like Najat Hussein, there 
is also room for optimism. At the end 
of  July, the Iraqi parliament passed a 
bill that significantly improved minority 
representation in government, increased 
involvement in local administration and 
decision-making, and restored Turkmen 
ownership to lands that had previously 
been expropriated. Specifically, the bill 
provided for the allocation of  a reserved 
seat for Turkmen in the Baghdad pro-
vincial legislature. This marked the first 
official recognition of  Iraq’s Turkmen as 
an ethnic minority, alongside the Kurds. 
As Reidar Visser, a renowned expert on 
Iraqi politics and research fellow at the 
Norwegian Institute of  International Af-
fairs, explained, “The implication of  the 
new provisions is that it changes the posi-
tion of  the Turkmens to a minority sta-
tus.” Previously, Turkmen were not rec-
ognized as an official ethnic minority, like 
the Kurds, or a religious minority, like the 
Christians, Sabaeans, Yezidis, or Shabak. 
As such, they were required to compete 
for political office on ordinary lists, pit-
ting them against independent Arabs 
and Kurds, which made it all the more 
difficult to obtain adequate representa-
tion in government. But with this new 
law, the Turkmen are at least guaranteed 
a voice in government. This is certainly 
a step in the right direction. Looking 
to the future, Hussein hopes for rule of  
law, respect for minority rights, and an 
equitable distribution of  Iraq’s consider-

MAHMOUD OTHMAN
“I am afraid of not having consensus 
between the political blocs which are 
ruling Iraq now. The Shi’a, the Sunni, the 
Kurds, they . . . are not on good terms 
with each other and we are suffering from 
[this] conflict instead of conquering our 
own [problems].”
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able wealth. These steps, he feels, would 
benefit all Iraqis, including the Turkmen 
people, and allow Iraq to serve as a posi-
tive example to the rest of  the region. But 
either way, the new law offers a hopeful 
sign that Arab Iraqis are beginning to ac-
cept the country’s religious and ethnic 
diversity, and that this should be reflected 
in the government.

It is clear from interviews that the 
Kurds are much more hopeful about 
the future of  Iraq than their other eth-
nic or religious minority counterparts. 
This is understandable, since the Kurds 
have had much greater success politically 
and economically. The emergence of  a 
genuine opposition movement seems to 
spell the end of  the nepotism and crony-
ism that has plagued the region since the 
creation of  the KRG in the early 1990s. 
Religious minorities appear to be much 
more concerned about their own safety, 
and indeed are completely justified in 
this fear. But at the same time, Arch-
bishop Sako remains hopeful that the 
central government and KRG can reach 

a peaceful accommodation. Either way, 
all of  Iraq’s minorities must be able to 
continue to practice their religions and 
live their lives alongside the rest of  Iraq’s 
diverse population. But perhaps the most 
hopeful sign is the recent law that rec-
ognized Turkmen as an ethnic minority, 
which may help improve the Turkmen’s 
political power and in turn help improve 
the chances of  reaching a settlement be-
tween the Kurds and Turkmen over the 
question of  Kirkuk. 

In spite of  these faint glimmers of  
hope, the expectations of  religious and 
ethnic minorities are mixed. As things 
presently stand, there are a wide range 
of  issues that need to be resolved before 
peace and stability can reign in Iraq. 
The country must reduce tensions be-
tween Baghdad and Erbil over the future 
makeup of  the KRG and the question 
of  oil exports, resolve the Kurdish-Turk-
men-Arab dispute over Kirkuk, lessen 
sectarian tensions between Muslims and 
religious minorities, particularly Chris-
tians and Yezidis, provide basic services, 

especially security, distribute Iraq’s oil 
wealth equitably, overcome the political 
deadlock in Baghdad, and curb Nuri al-
Maliki’s increasingly dictatorial tenden-
cies. When combined with a lack of  trust 
between nearly every segment of  Iraq’s 
population, this long list of  issues means 
that future violence is all but guaranteed. 

When asked about his expectations for 
the future, Archbishop Sako’s response 
was far from hopeful “More conflicts 
and clashes . . . More violence.” Moha-
mad Arras agrees “The political process 
in Iraq . . . will continue to be governed 
and featured by . . . conflict for a consider-
able period.” Hishyar Abed also has low 
expectations. “The proposition of  a free 
and democratic Iraq that embraces all of  
its constituent communities has run out of  
steam.” Indeed, he thinks that “fear of  the 
disastrous consequences of  the break-up 
[of  Iraq] is the only glue that is holding 
the fragile structure [together] and stop-
ping it from crumbling down.” While this 
is certainly the case, the nature of  Iraq’s 
future depends entirely on how its govern-
ment chooses to tackle these considerable 
challenges. On the one hand, because 
Iraq is a major oil-producing nation (it 
recently surpassed Iran in daily exports), 
its standard of  living is set to rise, which 
in turn should lead to an improvement 
of  some services and a rise in individual 
income. On the other hand, Aram Mo-
hammed says this “may also lead to con-
centrating power by the authority that 
will develop the desire for control,” at the 
expense of  the development of  a shared 
culture of  democracy, as has often been 
the case in oil-producing nations. Iraq’s 
future, Othman believes, will depend on 
how the political blocs that are ruling the 
country decide to act “If  they get together 
and have consensus, things will go well . . 
. If  they don’t get together and they have 
these conflicts every now and then, I think 
they will hurt themselves, as they hurt the 
people, and the future will not be so pros-
perous and good.”

Bryan Gibson is a PhD candidate in 
International History at the London School of  
Economics and author of  "Covert Relationship 
American Foreign Policy, Intelligence and the 
Iran Iraq War".
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In Pakistan, a young girl with learning difficulties was accused of blasphemy after she was found with burnt 
pages of the Qur’an and was placed under arrest, provoking uproar from both inside Pakistan and from 
abroad. It now appears that she may have been the victim of a cold-hearted conspiracy aimed at driving 

her and her community from their neighborhood.
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A Victim of Hate
The case of Rhimsha Mashih 

The case of  a young Christian 
girl in Pakistan accused of  des-
ecrating a copy of  the Qur’an 
has been simmering away at the 

same time this issue has rocketed to the top 
of  the agenda. The controversy around the 
case has deepened with allegations that she 
was framed by a conspiracy that includes 
the religious leader who accused her.

In early August, a young Christian girl 
named Rimsha Masih—who was at first 
reported to have Down’s Syndrome—was 
observed with burnt pages from a chil-
dren’s textbook called Noorani Qaida, 
used to teach children about the Qur’an. 

According to the New York Times, for 
over a week “the incident bothered few lo-
cal residents,” but more than a week later 
a local cleric, Hafiz Mohammed Khalid 
Chishti, told his congregation during the 
Friday prayer that among the book’s re-
mains were pages from the Qur’an. That 
would be an act in direct violation of  the 
country’s harsh blasphemy laws, put in 
place in the 1980s under the dictatorship 
of  General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq, and 
punishable by death.

As anticipated, hundreds of  local Mus-
lims formed a lynch mob, marched to the 
local police station, and demanded justice. 

Eventually, the local police conceded to 
the mob’s demands and placed the con-
fused young girl, aged somewhere be-
tween eleven and fourteen, under arrest. 
She was then taken to a grim facility in 
nearby Rawalpindi to await trial, where 
she has remained ever since.

Meanwhile, angry mobs whipped into a 
frenzy by Chishti’s accusation continued 
to scour Mehrabad looking for additional 
blasphemers, prompting many from the 
local Christian community to flee in fear 
for their lives. To the sinister forces behind 
this plot, everything seemed to be going 
according to plan.

Pakistani Christians from the neighborhood 
where a girl was arrested pray in a clearing 
of an urban forest in Islamabad
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ed two pages of  the Qur’an to a heap of  
burned pages of  the Noorani Qaida in 
order to “strengthen our case” against 
the little girl. By choosing Rimsha as 
his scapegoat, Chishti appears to show 
his disdain for three of  the most vulner-
able segments of  Pakistan’s population: 
Christians, women, and the disabled.

Nevertheless, the implication of  Ch-
ishti has led to soul-searching throughout 
Pakistan, with support for Rimsha com-
ing for unexpected quarters.

The most notable example came from 
Hafiz Mohammad Tahir Ashrafi, a se-
nior cleric from the powerful All-Pakistan 
Ulema Council, an umbrella organiza-
tion with ties to radical Islamist groups. 
In spite of  the council’s known hard-line 
views, Ashrafi was disgusted by the situ-
ation, called Rimsha a “daughter of  the 
nation” and demanded her immediate 
release. On top of  this, in recognition of  
the continued threat to her life, Ashrafi 
vowed that council would guarantee her 
safety upon her release from prison. On 
the planting of  evidence, Ashrafi said 
that Chishti’s actions were disgrace-
ful: “Our heads are bowed with shame 
for what [he] did.” The reason behind 
Ashrafi’s unexpected condemnation of  
Chisti’s actions appears to be much more 
personal. As it turns out, Ashrafi also has 
a son with Down’s Syndrome and can 
empathize with the Masih family.

But Ashrafi’s sense of  outrage has led 
to a major development in the case. On 
3 September, he revealed that he had 
“known for the last three months that 
some people in this area wanted the 
Christian community to leave so they 
could build a madrasa there.” Chishti, 
he alleges, is merely the front man for a 
wider conspiracy, led by individuals seek-
ing to stoke local antagonism towards the 
Christian minority. He has said that he 
would reveal information about the con-
spirators behind the plot at a later date.

Nevertheless, this remarkable turn of  
events in Pakistan is in equal measures 
rare and dangerous. In the past, many 
people who have spoken out against the 
country’s harsh blasphemy laws have 
been ridiculed, harassed, and—in a 
number of  cases—killed. Two notable 
examples stand out. In January 2011, the 
governor of  Punjab Province, Salmaan 

The initial public reaction to Rimsha’s 
arrest was that of  abhorrence, prompting 
Pakistan’s President Asif  Ali Zardari to 
call for an inquiry into the case on 20 Au-
gust. This was a welcome sign amid the 
growing chorus of  international outcry 
levelled at the troubled country. In addi-
tion to Zardari, support for Rimsha has 
come from nearly every quarter of  Paki-
stan’s population, including the popular 
Imran Khan, who described her arrest 
on Twitter as “shameful.” He went on to 
say that “Sending an 11 [year] old girl to 
prison is against the very spirit of  Islam 
which is all about being Just and Com-
passionate. [The] poor child is already 
suffering from Down Syndrome. State 
should care for its children not torment 
[them]. We demand her [immediate] re-
lease.” Finally, Pakistan’s new Minister of  
National Harmony, Dr. Paul Bhatti—a 
former surgeon in Italy who returned to 
Pakistan after his brother’s assassination 
to take up his post in government—is 
also “very hopeful” that Rimsha will be 
released on bail when the court recon-
venes on 7 September.

At first, a great deal of  speculation sur-
rounded the incident. There questions 
over two issues in particular: first, Rim-
sha’s age, and second, her mental capac-
ity. These questions are important because 
they help determine the legal culpability 
of  the offender. Toward the end of  Au-
gust, a medical review board determined 
that Rimsha is around fourteen years old 
and had a degree of  mental disability. This 
would have excluded her from prosecution 
in most circumstances, but her opponents 
dismissed these judgments as political, with 
the lawyer representing the accuser saying 
that the “doctors are favouring the victim 
and the state is also supporting her.” This 
underscores the sharp contrast between 
those wishing to pursue this case and the 
rest of  the Pakistani political establishment, 
who would prefer that this embarrassment 
would go away.

On 1 September, the drama unfold-
ing in Pakistan took a dramatic turn 
when police arrested Chishti, who was 
accused by his deputy, Hafiz Moham-
mad Zubair, of  manipulating the very 
evidence that he used to accuse Rim-
sha. According to the New York Times, 
Zubair told police that Chishti had add-

Taseer, was assassinated by his own 
bodyguard after calling for reforms to 
the blasphemy laws. Two months later, 
in March, Pakistan’s minorities minister, 
Shahbaz Bhatti, a Christian who had also 
called for reforms to the law, was gunned 
down by extremists who distributed leaf-
lets after his murder describing him as a 
“Christian infidel”.

The outpouring of  support from nearly 
all quarters of  Pakistan—save a few zeal-
ots—suggests that this entire ordeal will 
be settled with Rimsha’s acquittal, but 
this is not a foregone conclusion. Rimsha 
was released on bail on 8 September and, 
as this magazine goes to press, medical 
examiners have concluded that she is 
fourteen years old and have had her case 
referred to juvenile court. This is impor-
tant because juvenile courts are more le-
nient and cannot sentence her to death. 
Meanwhile, Rimsha’s lawyers have filed 
a petition to have the case dismissed, but 
the outcome remains uncertain. Should 
the case proceeds to trial, Pakistan’s legal 
system will come under unprecedented 
international scrutiny and could become 
a global media circus. This also comes 
at a time when the subjects of  freedom 
of  speech and blasphemy have been the 
forefront of  debate in the world’s media 
following the posting of  an anti-Islamic 
video on the internet and the subsequent 
riots. Given the sensitivity of  both this 
case and the subject of  blasphemy, this 
is a situation the Pakistani government is 
doubtless eager to avoid. 

It is also possible that something posi-
tive will come out of  this incident. Re-
cently, Dr. Bhatti proposed setting up an 
interfaith commission that would vet blas-
phemy allegations before they reach the 
courts. This commission, he feels, should 
have the power to reject spurious accusa-
tions before they are exaggerated by the 
media, which inevitably puts pressure on 
courts to produce guilty verdicts despite 
flimsy evidence. Had Rimsha been a nor-
mal, healthy girl, her plight may not have 
led to an international controversy and 
could well have led to either her impris-
onment for life or execution. Nevertheless, 
Dr. Bhatti’s idea is one possible solution, 
and may spark debate within Pakistan 
about how to ensure controversial cases 
are dealt with fairly in the future.
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In this timely interview, The Majalla 
speaks with Syria’s long-serving for-
mer vice president, Abdul Halim 
Khaddam, who served under both 

Hafiz Al-Assad and Bashar Al-Assad and 
took part in many major events of  Syria’s 
contemporary history. Now living in Paris, 
this prominent opposition figure discusses 
both the present crisis facing the state and 
its future. While Khaddam is optimistic 
about Syria’s future as a democracy able to 

Syria’s Future and  
Iran’s Great Game 
Interview with Abdul Halim Khaddam,  

former vice president of Syria 

Secretary General of the NTC, Othman Bin Sassi, outlines his current role in managing the transition from 
the NTC to the National Congress and touches upon some of the critical issues that Libya faces today.

Andrew Bowen

overcome the current atmosphere of  sec-
tarian conflict, he concludes that West has 
so far failed take substantive steps to help 
the Syrian people—to the benefit of  the 
Assad regime, Iran, and Russia. He notes 
that with little cost, the West could decisive-
ly help Syria on its path towards democ-
racy, and by doing so effectively end Iran’s 
position of  influence in the Middle East. 

Abdul Halim Khaddam was born in 
Baniyas, Syria on September 15, 1932. As a 

young member of  the Ba’ath Party, he met 
Hafiz Al-Assad, a member of  the party and 
air force officer at the time. When Hafiz Al-
Assad came to power in 1971, Khaddam 
became one of  the few Sunnis in Assad’s 
inner circle, and played an important role 
in consolidating Assad’s position within the 
Ba’ath Party and his rule over Syria. From 
1970 to 1984, he served as Syria’s foreign 
minister and deputy prime minister. From 
1984 to 2005, he served as vice president of  

Former vice president of Syria,  
Abdul Halim Khaddam, pictured at 

his Paris residence in 2006
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Syria. From June 10 to July 17, 2000—after 
the death of  Hafiz Al-Assad—he served as 
interim president while Bashar al-Assad pre-
pared to assume power. Khaddam has been 
notably involved in Syria’s relations with the 
United States and its diplomacy with Israel, 
its relations with Iran, and also Damascus’ 
role in Lebanon. After resigning as vice 
president in 2005, Khaddam moved to Paris 
and established the opposition group, the 
National Salvation Front in Syria, in 2006. 
Since 2006, the organization has advocated 
for a political transition in Syria. 

Majalla: With conflict going into its 
eighteenth month, do you see a way 
out of  this deepening civil war?
Today, we have a regime whose weapon for 
repression is based on factionalism. It de-
stroys all the people, the whole people. The 
Syrian regime—even in its war with Isra-
el—never used airplanes. It’s now using the 
planes to hit the Syrian people in cities and 
in the countryside. The number of  Syrians 
killed is between 40,000 to 50,000 people.

What is the future of  Bashar Al-Assad? 
What are chances of  an Alawite coup? 
The fate of  Bashar Al-Assad is already pre-
destined: the regime is over. He is now fight-
ing with guerillas called the Syrian army. 
Eighty-five officers or sub-officers are from 
his Alawite sect. He will meet the same fate 
as Muammar Qaddafi. The question now 
is whether the revolution will avenge the 
Alawites? This will not happen. No Ala-
wite citizens will be harmed in any place in 
Syria. The Syrian people are aware of  this 
and it will not lead to this. Once the regime 
falls, Syria will be a democratic country. A 
democratic state is one in which everyone 
takes part and contributes to. A new regime 
will not be for any particular sect. It will be 
nationalist for all Syrians.

What role do Iran and Russia play 
in the crisis? 
The situation which the West does not un-
derstand is the reality now witnessed in the 
Middle East. In the Middle East, there is a 
country called Iran. Iran has great expecta-
tions and ambitions to influence its sphere 
of  influence, which goes from Lebanon to 
Afghanistan. It’s spending most of  its trea-
sury on arms and arming to implement this 
strategy. Iran of  course cooperates with Rus-

sia and China to help implement its strategy. 
Up until 1980 with the Iranian Revolution, 
Iran had no influence beyond its own coun-
try. It now controls Lebanon, Syria, part of  
the Palestinian movement, and Iraq. It suc-
ceeded in raising this fictional awareness of  
the Shi’ite against the Sunni. 

The reality changed in Syria; loyalty 
now lies with Iran instead of  Syria be-
cause of  the sectarian nature of  the Assad 
regime’s rule. Iran is seeking the sup-
port and help of  Russia to veto anything 
against Iran in the UN Security Council. 
In the meantime, Russia has an interest in 
being a superpower through the Middle 
East. This is a way of  coming back as a 
superpower. If  Iran and Russia succeeded 
in foiling the Syrian revolution now, they 
have the whole control of  the Middle 
East, especially in terms of  oil. If  the 
revolution succeeded in Syria, Iran would 
be finished in the Middle East not only in 
Syria but in Lebanon, Iraq, and Palestine. 
It will shrink in its internal boundaries, 
and therefore, its internal problems will 
come to the surface. If  the West formed a 
military alliance to save the Syrian revolu-
tion, the cost would be minimal. 

If  Russia and Iran win in Syria and con-
trol the Middle East, particularly the oil, 
the West will be faced with two scenarios: 
either allow them to have control of  the 
Middle East or go to war with Iran and 
this war will be very costly.

Do you see Lebanon being more sta-
ble if  Syria becomes a democracy 
and Iran’s influence is pushed out 
of  Syria?
Iran will get out of  Lebanon if  the Syr-
ian revolution succeeded, even from Iraq. 
America gave Iran the influence in Iraq. 
Iran managed to deceive the American 
administration by pushing the Shi’ite par-
ties in Iraq against Saddam Hussein in 
cooperation with the Americans. Even 
when the Americans went into Iraq, they 
formed this sort of  government, most of  
the members of  this government belonged 
in reality to Iran. They took the decisions 
of  de-Ba’athification and dissolved the 
army. This led to the resistance against 
the Americans. So, Iran used the Shi’ite 
parties to help America against Saddam 
Hussein, and used these people to help the 
Americans. There is a very old saying, “If  

you have an enemy, don’t kill the enemy 
with your own hands, use the hands of  
others.” The same is done in Afghanistan.
After the invasion of  Iraq in 2003, 
did Iran’s expanding position in Iraq 
threaten Syria’s position as well?
There was a sort of  an agreement between 
Iran and Syria to recognize America’s posi-
tion in Iraq. But when Colin Powel went to 
Syria and he threatened Bashar Al-Assad, 
this changed Assad’s thinking and he private-
ly encouraged resistance under the able in a 
hush-hush manner against the United States. 

Will there be an opportunity for a 
peace agreement with Israel after 
the fall of  Assad?
It will be different, because the Syrian 
people want peace in rebuilding Syria; re-
building what the regime destroyed. 

What should the West do to help 
the Syrian people? Should there be 
no-fly zones?
The situation of  the West is very strange. 
All of  the Western governments denounced 
Assad’s regime and called for its fall, but in 
reality nothing concrete is done. The West is 
only supporting the Syrian people on the po-
litical front—but Russia is supporting Assad 
on the political scene and militarily, in addi-
tion to the Iranian support. At the beginning 
of  the revolution, Syrian public opinion 
thought the West would interfere to support 
and protect the people and in Hama, they 
received the American and French ambas-
sadors with flowers hoping that the West 
would interfere to help them with the fall of  
Bashar Al-Assad’s regime. Now, the public 
opinion is really shocked [sic.] because of  
the West’s inaction. Bashar Al-Assad can 
send in his people every day against the Syr-
ian people; such killings did not even move 
the conscience of  people in the West an 
inch. Bashar Al-Assad [will not] go just be-
cause of  a statement by one ambassador or 
another at the United Nations.

Andrew Bowen is a Baker Institute Scholar for the 
Middle East at the James A. Baker III Institute 
for Public Policy at Rice University. His work 
primarily focuses on the regional and international 
politics of  the Levant, but he frequently comments 
on the international relations of  the Gulf  and 
American national security policy.
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John Christopher Stevens
1960–2012

A victim of religious extremism

 John Christopher Stevens, the American ambassador to Libya, died sometime on the night of Tuesday,  
11 September 2012, on the anniversary of the infamous attacks on New York and Washington DC in 2001. 
He was 52 years old, and had spent 21 years in the US State Department. In a grim milestone, he was the 

first serving American ambassador to be killed in a terrorist attack since 1979.

Ambassador Stevens died at the 
US Consulate in the Libyan 
city Benghazi, which was the 
scene of  a protest against 

the now-notorious, amateurishly-made 
American film insulting the Prophet Mo-
hammed, The Innocence of  Muslims. 
Subsequent reports indicate that the pro-
test turned violent thanks to the actions 
of  a radical terrorist group seeking to use 
it as a cover to launch an attack on the 
anniversary of  9/11. The consulate was 
set ablaze during the attack and Ambas-
sador Stevens became separated from his 
colleagues. He was found by local citizens 
and taken to a Benghazi hospital but doc-
tors were unable to revive him, and he was 
pronounced dead at around 2 am. Three 
other Americans were killed in the same 
incident, along with ten Libyans. 

Born in northern California in 1960, 
he was the oldest of  the three children of  
Jan Stevens, a judge, and his wife Mary 
Floris, a cellist of  Chinook Indian ances-
try. After graduating from the University 
of  California at Berkeley with a degree in 
history in 1980, he joined the US Peace 
Corps and travelled to Morocco, where he 
worked for two years teaching English in 
a small town in the Atlas mountain range. 
On his return to the US he enrolled in the 
University of  California’s Hastings School 
of  Law, graduating in 1989. After work-
ing as a lawyer in Washington, DC for 
two years, Ambassador Stevens joined the 
State Department, specializing in interna-
tional trade. Fluent in Arabic and French, 
he was posted to several different Middle 
Eastern states: Egypt, Israel, Syria, Saudi 

Arabia, and finally Libya. He also served 
in various capacities in the Bureau of  
Near Eastern Affairs in Washington, DC 
in the mid-1990s.

He was first posted to Libya in 2007 for 
a two-year tour as the Deputy Chief  of  
Mission, the second most senior diplomat 
in the embassy. This made him the natural 
choice to return in 2011, when he was ap-
pointed the US representative to the Na-
tional Transitional Council, the political 
representative of  the collection of  rebels 
fighting to overthrow the regime of  Colo-
nel Qadhafi. President Obama nominated 
him as the ambassador to Libya in Janu-

ary of  this year, and following his confir-
mation by the Senate, he was appointed in 
April and landed in Tripoli to start work 
the following month.

Thanks to his role liaising with the NTC 
during the uprising against Qadhafi, he 
was a relatively well-known figure in 
Benghazi. His death sparked demonstra-
tions against violence and terrorism in the 
city and elsewhere in Libya. Some of  the 
protestors carried placards with the slogan 
‘Chris Stevens was a friend to all Libyans’ 
and ‘Rest in Peace, Christopher Stevens.’

In a press interview, his mother Mary 
Commanday, spoke of  her son’s passion 
for diplomacy and the Middle East: “He 
did love what he did, and did a very good 
job with it…He could have done a lot of  
other things, but this was his passion.” A 
video of  Mr. Stevens released by the State 
Department to introduce him to Libyans 
is still available on YouTube. It stands in 
stark contrast to the video that sparked 
the protests that claimed his life. In it, he 
speaks of  how he “quickly grew to love 
this part of  the world”, referring to North 
Africa and the Middle East, and how he 
was “excited” to return to Libya to contin-
ue the work “building a solid partnership 
between the United States and Libya.” 

Ultimately, Ambassador Stevens, his 
American colleagues and the Libyans who 
died in the attack on the Benghazi consul-
ate were the victims of  extremists in both 
Libya and the US: those who made the film 
and released it, presumably in the hopes of  
stirring up trouble, and those who sought 
to use the inevitable outrage at the film’s 
content to further their own grievances.
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Ironically, the global financial crisis has triggered conservative investing through non-conventional means: 
non-Muslims are increasingly choosing to invest through Islamic institutions’ portfolios. The irony is particularly 

striking in the US, since Islamic financing often times carries the misnomer of “terrorist financing”.

Mehrunisa Qayyum & Afaf Qayyum

Islamic Finance Leads the Way
The upward trend of socially responsible investment  

mirrors a growing interest in Islamic finance

Ironically, the global financial crisis 
has triggered conservative investing 
through non-conventional means: 
non-Muslims are increasingly choos-

ing to invest through Islamic institutions’ 
portfolios. The irony is particularly strik-
ing in the US, since Islamic financing 
often times carries the misnomer of  
“terrorist financing”. However, for those 
looking to pursue more ethical invest-
ments—and with the rise of  a socially 
responsible investment culture—Islamic 
financial institutions have created a new 
product through Islamically-managed 
hedge-funds.

Before one identifies further trends that 
reflect the “mainstreaming” of  Islamic in-
vestments, two questions frame the mod-
ern appeal of  Islamic finance: 1) what are 
the religious prescriptions for this type of  
investment; and, 2) why would non-Mus-
lims choose a mutual fund that follows Is-
lamic Law while many non-Muslims wor-
ry that Islamic Law will trickle into their 

secular nations’ legislative process? The 
latter is a glaring paradox. According to 
Reuters Business Times Malaysia, Islamic 
financial instruments (investments that 
adhere to religious principles) consider 
risk and appeal to those wishing for more 
transparency on the types of  industries 
that comprise the investment portfolios. 
Furthermore, the upward trend of  socially 
responsible investment (SRI) is due to the 
younger, progressive mentality of  ‘social 
responsibility,’ as illustrated by a financial 
magazine’s listing of  options that incor-
porated human rights and environmental 
factors into portfolios.

The United Arab Emirates estab-
lished the first Islamic banking institu-
tion. Outside of  the Gulf  Cooperation 
Council, four Islamic banks operate in 
Lebanon, while Tunisia is considering 
expanding its financial industry. Today 
there are over 300 institutions spread 
across six continents. For the last decade, 
Muslim-majority Middle East and North 

African (MENA) countries have used or 
promoted Islamic finance for three rea-
sons. First, Islamic finance prohibits any 
financial returns from usury, or excessive 
interest rates, known as riba. Instead, a 
financial return is derived on a participa-
tory, profit and loss sharing (PLS) basis 
called mudaraba and musharaka con-
tracting. This practice emanates from 
the principle that one should not sell 
assets before they exist, as described by 
the Ethica Institute of  Islamic Finance. 
Second, Islamic finance guidelines ex-
clude investment in consumer goods and 
services in alcohol, gambling, and certain 
entertainment and media sectors (for ex-
ample, pornography). Third, reporting 
requirements emphasize the transpar-
ency and accountability measures that 
many industrialized countries refer to as 
corporate governance’s best practices.

Trend #1: Culture of Socially 
Responsible Investment
The culture of  socially responsible invest-
ment parallels the fine-tuning of  Islamic 
mutual funds. Similarly, it is only fair to 
note how the parallel trend of  socially re-
sponsible investing—which has catalyzed 
non-Muslim investors’ attraction to Is-
lamic investments—has matured in many 
regions. Looking back at US investment 
experiences, SRI is not an entirely new 
concept; it has simply been reinvigorated. 
As one working paper stated, it was in 
“1971 that the first ethical mutual fund, 
the Pax World Fund, was publicly avail-
able to individual investors” who wanted 
to avoid investing in the gambling/casino 
sector. Both socially-conscious and Mus-
lim investors share this concern. As such, 
the process requires religious scholars to The Bank of Islami Malaysia
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of  SRI’s goals for community investment. 
As a result, the philosophy of  Islamic fi-
nance overlaps with socially responsible 
investment. The only difference is that Is-
lamic finance proposes an entire financial 
system that interrelates with a way of  life 
and specifies rules and principles.

Trend #3: Non-Muslim Majority 
Countries Take Notice
Other regions with non-Muslim majority 
populations have taken notice of  Islamic 
finance’s market potential. As a result of  
a 2004 decision, both Deutsche Bank and 
Citibank are reaping the benefits of  their 
first mover advantage to open Islamic 
banking windows, since many European 
and American banks are holding back 
from lending. Deutsche Bank projects that 
the Islamic finance may double in assets 
of  up to 1.8 trillion dollars by 2016. Earli-
er this year, Islamic Finance News award-
ed Deutsche Bank “Best Islamic Finance 
Trustee/Custodian”.

In 2009, other non-Muslim majority 
countries, like Japan, noticed this trend 
and started issuing Islamic bonds (sukuk). 
In addition, mainstream publications 
like The Atlantic illustrate the business 
world’s need to engage more directly 
with Islamic finance practices by offer-
ing courses: “Hong Kong University has 
been one of  many institutions for higher 
learning in the region to establish a de-
gree program in Islamic finance,” writes 
Massoud Hayoun.

Trend #4: Islamic Banks May Be the 
Other Side of the SRI Coin
Islamic Banks have grown beyond the 
GCC and spread to Turkey. Islamic 
banking enterprises have successfully 
engaged Turkey’s 70 million inhabitants 
and developed American and Middle 
Eastern ties as Turkey secures its place 
as a political and regional leader. Banks 
like Turkiye Finans have developed in-
vestment portfolios that address both the 
Islamic element as well as the growing 
desire to become more ‘socially respon-
sible’. In 2011, Turkey launched the ISE 
Participation Index, KATLM. The index 
is part of  an initiative to promote ethical 
funds and SRIs. (See: “Islamic Finance 
in Turkey–Looking Ahead With Confi-
dence”, 2007, by Peter Wouters.)

Mutual Fund was created, followed by 
the Amana Growth Fund in 1994. Both 
are now listed on the Dow Jones Index as 
AMANX and AMAGX.

Trend #2: Establishing Islamic 
Markets Indices
In 2008, Dow Jones noted the trends de-
scribed above and opened its Middle East 
office to connect directly with the Islamic 
finance industry hub in Dubai, where 
the International Islamic Finance Forum 
(comprised of  policymakers and schol-
ars) is headquartered. They anticipated 
growing interest in Islamic finance and 
created the Dow Jones Islamic Market 
in 1999, thereby beating out the FTSE 
and Standard & Poor’s (S&P) catalogues 
of  Islamic markets by almost a decade. 
(S&P established one in 2007, followed 
by FTSE in 2008.)

A debate persists as to how simple or 
complicated it is for investment managers 
to implement Islamic finance conditions. 

For example, critics of  Islamic finance ar-
gue that complex and sophisticated trans-
actions at an institutional level are still a 
challenge to Muslim financial scholars. 
Back in 2009, the Bahrain-based Islamic 
Banking regulatory body, the Accounting 
and Auditing Organization for Islamic 
Finance Institutions (AAOIFI), asserted 
that 85 percent of  Islamic bonds (sukuk) 
were in fact un-Islamic. Nonetheless, 
those opting for Islamic investment funds 
share much in common with others pursu-
ing faith-based investment funds, like the 
underlying belief  in holding both oneself  
and society accountable for community 
development. This explains why the larger 
trend of  socially responsible investing will 
likely grow in popularity as middle-class 
families grapple with their mistrust of  the 
latest banking crises.

Specifically, the notion of  creating 
wealth for society—and not just the indi-
vidual—operates as the modern equivalent 

“The notion of creating wealth for society—
and not just the individual—operates 

as the modern equivalent of SRI’s goals 
for community investment and is a 

fundamental principle of Islamic finance.”

collaborate with fund managers and fi-
nancial regulators to reconcile the invest-
ment process.

Like other social justice causes, SRI fo-
cuses on the externalities (e.g. pollution) 
that many economists describe as the 
unintended consequences of  fully com-
petitive markets and production. In turn, 
government might intervene with some 
public finance instruments or tax busi-
nesses to address the unintended conse-
quences. However, government regulation 
creates further problems with bureaucracy 
and the expectation that oversight checks 
private forces. For example, because cer-
tain sectors, like the alcohol and tobacco 
industry, are legal, government will im-
pose higher sales tax on these items to cur-
tail consumption and use the tax revenue 
towards public infrastructure. But socially 
conscious citizens might not be satisfied 
with the outcomes and still feel that soci-
ety must hold certain sectors accountable 
through more than taxation.

Given these social, economic, and envi-
ronmental concerns, an SRI fund would 
appeal to Muslims seeking this type of  
ethical practice as well. More recently, 
Muslims outside of  Muslim-majority 
countries have augmented the Islamic fi-
nance industry and modernized outlets 
with respect to the SRI movement. As 
such, one may argue that a new subcat-
egory of  Islamic finance has emerged. In 
the US, a group of  Muslim Americans 
looking to invest according to Islamic 
practices approached Nicholas Kaiser, the 
founder of  Saturna Capital, to develop a 
mutual fund. According to Kaiser, “Mus-
lims in America had a desire to own stocks 
and they knew there were certain restric-
tions or guidelines that they should follow. 
By hiring a mutual fund management 
company to create a fund to follow those 
restrictions, they knew it would meet their 
religious needs to satisfy their goal of  buy-
ing equities.” Thus in 1986, the Amana 
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About 10 years ago, Turkey experi-
enced frustration over not getting into the 
European Union. Several reasons were 
cited, arising both from the Copenhagen 
Criteria and cultural bias. Ironically, the 
decision to exclude Turkey has produced 
hidden blessings: Turkey avoided the 
Euro financial crisis, and Islamic bank-
ing institutions have increased economic 
and social links within a secular country. 
Meanwhile, Turkey has become as a mod-
el country within the MENA region as it 
increases its investment in Iraq.

Coincidentally, the socially responsible 
investment trend is growing within cities 
like Paris and San Francisco, just like it 
is growing in Hong Kong and Ankara. 
In the US alone, SRI is a broad-based 
approach to investing that now encom-
passes an estimated $3.07 trillion out of  
$25.2 trillion in the US investment mar-
ketplace today, according to The Forum 
for Sustainable and Responsible Invest-
ing, which parallels the subcategory of  
faith-based funding. Moreover, some in-
dustry analysts posit that the larger SRI 
phenomenon produces gains beyond its 
ethical benefits. SRI and its subcategories 
of  faith-based funds are seen as a mar-
ket for long-term sustainability because 
their criteria look at economics, environ-
mental and social issues. SRI is viewed 
by many industry analysts as the key to 
sustainability, which is attractive to inves-
tors. As such, social issues encompass hu-
man capital, which function as good indi-
cators of  how the company is managing 
itself: its ‘corporate governance’.

Market Potential
A wider market for SRI Funds exists be-
yond progressive, socially conscious in-
vestors—or what investment managers 
describe as a “niche identity” market—
representing 2 trillion dollars. Building 
on the SRI premise, the market potential 
for Islamic Fund clients is growing. Cli-
ents looking towards SRI have money to 
invest as well as a vested interest. For ex-
ample, an increasing number of  Ameri-
cans wish to exercise more control over 
their retirement plans, in part because 
of  the Enron and Maddoff  scandals. In-
stead of  investing in the typical 401 (k) 
plans, Americans may invest in 403 (b) 
plans, which allow more hands-on deci-

sion-making. As a result, the additional 
oversight in a 403 (b) plan provides an 
opportunity to select industries that fo-
cus on social and environmental factors. 
Consequently, there is a large market 
potential for Islamically-managed hedge 
funds, as stipulated by an Ernst & Young 
report. It is likely that more Islamic fi-
nancial products will enter the market, as 
well, as many Arab Spring countries im-
plement banking reforms that may make 
them attractive to foreign investment.

In addition, many non-Muslims are 
looking for alternative investment options. 
In the UK and Malaysia, non-Muslims 
have opted to invest with Islamic finance 
institutions as a means to make ethical in-
vestment choices. Almost a quarter of  Is-
lamic accounts in Malaysia are owned by 
non-Muslims, according to a BBC report.

Wealthy Muslims in the UK and the US 
participate in both the Western economy 
and the Islamic finance sector, and the 
market will grow. Demographic data from 
the Pew Forum on Religion and Public 
Life support this claim as well. Muslims 
comprise 23.4 percent of  the global popu-
lation, and is expected to increase by 35 
percent over the next two decades.

Heightened Awareness
The global financial crises have height-
ened awareness and increased the inves-
tors’ interests in alternative investment 
strategies. Recognizing the common 

ground between Islamic finance princi-
ples and the modern investor’s vision for 
more transparency and investing sectors 
that address social concerns only pro-
motes the most competitive investment 
strategies. A 2009 Working Paper by 
Novethic argued that there is no natural 
link between SRI and Islamic Finance 
because SRI do “not employ the same 
expertise or target the same clientele.” 
Nonetheless, the activity outside non-
Muslim majority countries presents a 
different story. Overall, as more investors 
observe the parallel trends, alternatives 
have widened the scope for both social 
and financial accountability as well as 
deepened the hope to avoid a repeat of  
the unethical financial practices.

Mehrunisa Qayyum is the founder of  Pitapolicy 
Consulting and is a Huffington Post Blogger. 
For four years she worked at the United States’ 
Government Accountability Office. She earned 
her MPP and Certificate in Contemporary 
Arab Studies from Georgetown University 
and a BA in both Near Eastern Languages 
& Civilizations and Public Policy from the 
University of  Chicago.  
 
Afaf  Qayyum earned a BA in Economics from 
the University of  Chicago and an MAS in 
Accounting from Northern Illinois University. 
Her interest is in Islamic Finance and its 
relevance to philanthropy.

Principles of Islamic Banking
• Modern Islamic banks operate not by taking interest (riba), which is forbidden, but 
through a profit- and loss-sharing structure called mudarabha.
• Islamic banking that fits within the modern banking system first began emerging in 
academic writings the 1950s—especially in the works of economist Mirza Basheer-
ud-Din Mahmood Ahmad. The first commercial Islamic banks opened in the 1970s.
• Contracts for financial services are structured in often-innovative ways that allow 
banks to be Shari’a-compliant at the same time as being commercially viable. For 
example, in the case of mortgages and loans to purchase vehicles, the bank will 
often buy the asset itself and then rent it back to the borrower until the loan is repaid. 
The equity share each party has in the asset will change as the borrower makes 
more and more payments to the bank.
• One of the newest Islamic financial products are Islamic derivatives—which would 
often be forbidden under Shari’a because they rely on trading non-material (or not 
yet existing) assets. In 2010, the International Swaps and Derivatives Association and 
the International Islamic Financial Market announced that they had agreed upon a set 
of master criteria to enable Islamic banks to engage in hedging transactions.
• Islamic banks usually establish Sharia Supervisory Boards to ensure that the bank 
operates within Islamic principles.
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The Never-Ending Culture of Hatred

Ayatollah Khomeini began the 
battle in 1988 when he issued a 
fatwa calling for the killing of  the 
author of  a book that not man 

many people had heard of  until then. The 
Satanic Verses is still on sale today, whilst its 
publisher has made millions of  dollars in 
sales and its author, Salman Rushdie, has 
become an international star, even though 
prior to this book he had only written three 
novels that were not well-known outside of  
Britain. Colonel Gaddafi and others entered 
the fray when it became clear that they 
could use this issue to gain popularity.

This was followed by a series of  similar 
events and clashes, such as the Danish car-
toons that were published five years ago, 
a Dutch short film—not to mention calls 
to burn the Qu’ran in Florida, and oth-
ers. However today, an anti-Islam film has 
managed to represent a greater danger 
than at any time before. This is because 
this film was reportedly produced by an 
Egyptian Copt; and it is being seen at a 
time when Egypt’s sectarian scene is on 
the verge of  igniting. In addition to this, 
we are now passing through the post-rev-
olutionary era, namely the Arab Spring, 
which the Americans have lauded, saying 
this will open a better world in terms of  
communication between peoples, rather 
than dictatorial government.

Anybody who believes that the clash of  
civilizations—or religions—will end in the 
next decade is wrong, for this is something 
that will only get worse! This is not because 
of  an increase in the number of  people 
who want to insult and abuse the religion 
of  others, for such figures have always been 
present, but rather due to the growing 
means of  communication and activism.

For example, just a few weeks ago a 
documentary about the history of  Islam 
was broadcast which was far worse than 
the cheap—in terms of  production and 
content—YouTube film that has sparked 
protests across the region. The host of  
this documentary claimed that Islam and 
the Qu’ran came into existence only 100 
years after the Arabs occupied most of  the 

Middle East; however, not many people 
paid attention to this because it was not 
promoted on YouTube. In addition to this, 
there is another American film—made 
with high production values—that insults 
Islam; however, nobody has paid attention 
to this because it is outside the radar of  
popular culture and political controversy.

This abuse is not just limited to Islam; 
Christians, Jews and Hindus are fighting 
their own battles against hostile literary and 
artistic projects. The difference is that Mus-
lims are afflicted with the presence of  armed 
extremist organizers—such as Al Qaeda—
who believe it is their duty to defend Islam. 
Catholics protested against and indeed tried 
to ban the Da Vinci Code, which denies the 
divinity of  Jesus Christ. Prior to this, large 
controversy focused on Mel Gibson’s Pas-
sion of  the Christ movie, particularly its 
portrayal of  the Jews. These all resulted in 
controversy that sparked disagreements and 
tensions and hatred at a time of  intellectual, 
political and cultural turmoil.

In comparison, nobody is paying any 
attention to those who are working to con-
front this phenomenon by producing films 
or books that defend religion and show it 
in a positive light, not to mention counter 
negative stereotypes that have abounded 
with the spread of  the culture of  hatred. 
Dr. Naif  Al-Mutawa, a Kuwaiti national, 
is the creator of  the 99, which aims to 
extol the history and culture of  Islam to 
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the youth around the world. There are a 
few others who are trying to do the same, 
however we have not seen any demonstra-
tions to thank or support them! 

The problem is larger than it seems to-
day, and this goes far beyond anger directed 
at the producer of  a film that insults Islam. 
Discord and hatred is rising between differ-
ent religions and communities. Just a few 
weeks ago, we saw two guests on an Arab 
television show get involved in a physical 
confrontation live on air over the tensions 
between the Sunni and Shi’ite communi-
ties. Meanwhile, Libya is experiencing a 
crisis due to the demolition of  Sufi shrines, 
something that almost led to the eruption 
of  full-scale hostilities between the Sufi 
community and the Salafists responsible 
for this. And in Morocco, semi-literate peo-
ple have been keen to announce that their 
country is only for followers of  the Maliki 
Islamic madhab, and there is no room for 
followers of  the Hanbali school. This dem-
onstrates how relations can deteriorate and 
sour if  we do not pay attention to this and 
fail to understand how this will risk our own 
future. We have seen how religious conflict 
led to the recent division in Sudan, whilst it 
also threatens Iraq with the same. In addi-
tion to this, northern Lebanon lives under 
the specter of  war and God only knows 
what will happen in Syria! 

This article was printed in Asharq Alawsat

Afghans burn the U.S. flag in Ghanikhel 
district of Nangarhar province, east of Kabul, 
Afghanistan, Friday, Sept. 14, 2012 during 
anti-American riots
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After its establishment, the 
Turkish Republic (under 
the leadership of  Mustafa 
“Atatürk” Kemal) embarked 

on a series of  reforms that aimed at the 
modernisation, Westernisation and eco-
nomic self-sufficiency of  the country. A 
recent exhibition, Mindful Seed Speak-
ing Soil: Village Institutes of  the Repub-
lic 1940 – 1954, at the Istanbul Research 
Institute takes a look at one of  the prod-
ucts of  this drive towards modernisation: 
the village institutes. 

The village institutes were an impor-
tant education experiment and targeted 
the rural areas of  the country. Accord-
ing to the 1935 census—twelve years af-
ter the Republic was formed and some 
seven years after the language reforms 
were introduced—76.7 percent of  males 
and 91.8 percent of  females were still il-
literate. For the republican leadership, it 
was imperative to create a class of  peas-
ant intellectuals for the Kemalist ideals 
to truly take hold. The village institutes 
were therefore formed with the broad 
aims of  reducing poverty and ignorance, 
increasing agricultural productivity, and 
modernising social relationships. 

The first village institute was estab-
lished in 1940. Between then and 1954, 
a total of  twenty-one such institutes were 
set up across Turkey. These institutes at-

tracted both male and female peasant 
youth from the surrounding countryside 
and focussed not just on literacy (the cur-
riculum included a variety of  academic 
subjects as well as art, music and litera-
ture) but also on imparting important vo-
cational training. It was expected that the 
graduates of  these schools would even-
tually work as teachers in their own vil-
lages, thus spreading the ideals and skills 
they themselves had learnt. 

Through a series of  photographs and 
documents the exhibition vividly recre-
ates the milieu of  the institutes and the 
principles that they propagated. Often, 
students built the very buildings where 
they would be educated: photos show 
them mixing cement and laying bricks. 
The photographs of  students learning 
construction and carpentry, sowing seeds, 
sewing, embroidering, and working in 
animal husbandry only bring to the fore 
the desire to create an army of  heroic 
technicians. Through displays of  student 
artworks, the musical instruments and 
scores they learnt, and the books they 
read, the exhibition also shows the im-
portance the Republic put on inculcating 
a certain aesthetic in its ideal citizen. Of  
particular interest is the importance giv-
en to works by Tolstoy, Gorky, and Panait 
Istrati, a feature which would become 
problematic in the aftermath of  WWII. 

After its establishment, the Turkish Republic (under the leadership of Mustafa “Atatürk” Kemal) embarked on a 
series of reforms that aimed at the modernisation, Westernisation and economic self-sufficiency of the country.

Vedica Kant

The Drive to Modernise Turkey
Reviewing Mindful Seed Speaking Soil:  

Village Institutes of the Republic 1940-1950 

By the late 1940s, the village institutes 
had become an increasingly controversial 
experiment and the subject of  ideological 
debate in the country. For the conserva-
tives, the institutes were the centres of  
subversive and communist ideology. That 
they were co-educational and encour-
aged interaction between the sexes only 
made them even more problematic. The 
rural landowners (who became an im-
portant voter base when Turkey moved 
to a democratic system after 1950) were 
concerned about a newly-educated peas-
ant class questioning the authority of  the 
elite. For those on the Left, the schools 
were a tool for spreading the ideology 
of  the single-party regime. The post-war 
atmosphere in Turkey made it politically 
difficult for the institutes to continue op-
erating, and they were eventually shut 
down. Even though they had a short lifes-
pan, the history of  these institutes sheds 
light on an important period in Turkish 
history as well as the nature of  the Ke-
malist experiment.

Vedica Kant is a contributing writer for the Majalla. 
A graduate from the Singapore Management 
University in Economics and Political Science, she 
received her masters in Near and Middle Eastern 
Studies at the University of  Oxford. She currently 
lives and works in Istanbul.

Students of a village institute building their classroom 
Source: Archives of the Istanbul Research Institute
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On July 25, Prom 14 featured a 
world premier of  a piece by 
Omar Souleyman, arranged 
by Jacob Garchik, entitled La 

sidounak sayyada (“I’ll Prevent the Hunt-
ers from Hunting You”). 

Souleyman is a Syrian musician from 
Ras Al-Ayn who sings primarily in Arabic 
and Kurdish. He is widely known for his 
performances at weddings in Syria and the 
Middle East, but in the last few years he has 
performed internationally at music festivals 
in Glastonbury and Austin, Texas, amongst 
other places. Souleyman is known for his 
creative partnerships with poets.

 Souleyman’s first CD was released in 
the West by Sublime Frequences in 2007, 
entitled Highway to Hassake. This CD re-
flected a range of  Souleyman’s music from 
the mid-1990s through 2006, resulting in 
a combination of  dabke folk music, vocals, 
keyboard music—and a pace and volume 
that is generally fast and furious, incorpo-
rating elements of  house, Arab-inspired 
trance, and electronica.

Most of  the music at the Proms is, how-
ever, in the classical tradition. Throughout 
July, Daniel Barenboim’s famed West–East-
ern Divan Orchestra performed several 
concerts to great acclaim as part of  their 
Beethoven/Berlioz cycle. Barenboim con-
ducted all nine Beethoven symphonies. The 
West-Eastern Divan Orchestra is famed for 
its unusual vision and composition. Born 
out of  the commitment of  two friends—
one Jewish and Argentinean-Israeli (Baren-
boim), the other Palestinian-American (Ed-
ward Saïd)—the orchestra brings together 
Israeli and Palestinian musicians as well as 
musicians from Arab countries in the Mid-
dle East, creating music that transcends 
conflict and promotes cultural exchange.

The orchestra was created in 1999 by 
the two men, beginning as a series of  
workshops which then developed into an 
orchestra, with performances in Weimar 

This year’s BBC Proms featured a number of concerts related to the Arab world. 

Noam Schimmel

East-West Musical Fusion 
The Middle East hits a high note at the 2012 BBC Proms

Daniel Barenboim conducts the West-
Eastern Divan Orchestra in Beethoven’s 
Fourth Symphony at the BBC Proms

and Chicago. The orchestra is now based 
in Seville, Spain and receives funding 
from the Spanish government and from 
the Barenboim-Saïd Foundation and the 
Daniel Barenboim Foundation. 

Although the orchestra believes passion-
ately in the values of  peaceful coexistence 
in an environment that respects equality 
and seeks to encourage these values through 
its activities and performances, it also has 
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a humble sense of  reality as to the role of  
music in relation to the broader Arab-Israeli 
conflict and its inherent limitations. As the 
website of  the orchestra states, “Music by 
itself  can, of  course, not resolve the Arab-
Israeli conflict. Music grants the individual 
the right and obligation to express himself  
fully while listening to his or her neighbor.”

Its idealism is grounded in a pragmatic 
and sound understanding of  the impor-
tance of  taking individuals out of  con-
flict situations and providing them with 
a context which rehumanizes the other. 
This allows for a new relationship based 
on trust and shared commitment towards 

of  the Divan to the Israeli point of  view, and 
[I’m] not trying to convince the Israelis to 
the Arab point of  view. But I want to—and 
unfortunately I am alone in this now that 
Edward died a few years ago . . . create a 
platform where the two sides can disagree 
and not resort to knives.”

The orchestra is composed in equal parts 
of  Arab and Israeli member, who are joined 
by Spanish members as well. The orches-
tra’s activities center on the summer season, 
where they meet for rehearsals in Seville, as 
well as various lectures and discussions and 
then go on tour with most concerts falling 
between May and September.

They have performed in Morocco, 
Ramallah, Israel, the United States, 
and across the European Union. Daniel 
Barenboim has also contributed to the de-
velopment of  a Palestinian youth orches-
tra and a music kindergarten in the West 
Bank. There are relatively few examples 
of  such sustained shared cultural projects 
that bring together Arabs and Israelis in 
the Middle East. 

The West-Eastern Divan Orchestra is in 
its own way a radical enterprise charac-
terized by tolerance and moderation and 
humanistic values that transcend ethnic 
background, nationality, and religion. Al-
though it focuses on bringing together Ar-
abs and Israelis its motivating philosophy 
can be applied fruitfully in other situations 
of  conflict whether within communities 
that suffer from internal tensions or inter-
nationally, between peoples in conflict in 
other regions of  the world.

Noam Schimmel is a PhD candidate at the 
London School of  Economics as well as a 
London-based researcher and human rights 
practitioner with extensive development experience 
in the field. He has worked in India, South 
Africa, Tanzania and Rwanda and publishes 
research in a wide range of  academic journals 
including the International Journal of  Human 
Rights and the International Journal on 
Minority and Group Rights.

a positive goal outside conflict, engender-
ing a new reality that is liberating for both 
participants and audiences. 

Barenboim has eloquently affirmed the 
goals of  the orchestra and its core values.

“The Divan is not a love story, and it is not 
a peace story. It has very flatteringly been de-
scribed as a project for peace. It isn’t. It’s not 
going to bring peace, whether you play well 
or not so well. The Divan was conceived as a 
project against ignorance . . . it is absolutely 
essential for people to get to know the other, 
to understand what the other thinks and 
feels, without necessarily agreeing with it. 
I’m not trying to convert the Arab members 

“The Divan was 
conceived as a 
project against 

ignorance”
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Becoming Enemies 
U.S.-Iran Relations and the 
Iran-Iraq War, 1979–88
By James Blight, janet M. Lang, 
Hussein Banai, Malcolm Byrne, 
John Tirman, and Bruce Riedel
Rowman & Littlefi eld Publishers, 2012

It is often quite diffi cult to develop a new 
understanding of  a historical event years af-
ter it occurs. But a group of  scholars at the 
National Security Archive (NSA), a Wash-
ington-based, non-profi t organization, have 
sought to overcome this obstacle by employ-
ing a fascinating new methodological tool 
known as Critical Oral History (COH). The 
idea is simple: bring together policymak-
ers who were involved in the event, lead-
ing academics to provoke the policymakers 
and hold them to account, and historical 
documents to help refresh the policymakers’ 
memories of  the events while offering them 
a new perspective on what their colleagues 
were thinking at the time. 

of  Mossadeq in 1953 and for 
admitting the Shah into the US 
following the revolution. To the 
revolutionaries in Iran, these 
two sins are unforgivable and 
contribute heavily to the anti-
American ideology that domi-
nates Iran’s ruling class. To the 
Americans, Iran’s original sin 

was the seizing of  the US Embassy in 
November 1979 and the 444-day hostage 
crisis that ensued. The Iranian regime’s 
support for the students who seized the 
embassy was a gross violation of  the rules 
of  diplomacy and exacerbated Iran’s iso-
lation from the international commu-
nity. So disturbed was the international 
community by this unprecedented act 
that nothing was said when Iraqi forces 
stormed across the Iran-Iraq border on 
22 September 1980.

After a detailed explanation of  Critical 
Oral History, Becoming Enemies provides 
a thorough examination of  a number of  
key aspects of  the war. Even for someone 

Reforming Egypt’s 
Education System
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London. 
Education: The Best Investment

The need to overhaul the education system in Egypt has long been 
recognised by Egyptian academics, political and economic ana-
lysts, and teachers. The obstacles that the education system has to 
deal with are formidable, including poor-quality teaching, the fact 
that students are encouraged not to think critically, and the stifl ing 
infl uence of  the government on the national curriculum. 

A recent conference at the School of  Oriental and African Stud-
ies (SOAS) in London. Education: The Best Investment, aimed to 
share education and training experiences in Egypt and the UK in 
order to improve cooperation between the two countries in this 
sector. The conclusion that most of  the speakers came to was that 
the entire education system needed to be reformed, from the way 
that teachers teach their students in primary schools to the way 
university students are prepared for graduate careers.

A huge problem that most teachers face in Egypt is the low 
level of  income they receive: around 60 to 70 cents per day, ac-
cording to Chatham House. This forces them to teach students 
privately in order to earn extra money. In turn, this leads to a 
whole new host of  other problems, including the fact that it pro-
vides an incentive for teachers to teach poorly in class to ensure 

that their students will ask them for private lessons, and to favour 
their private students when it comes to grading exams. 

Recent protests by teachers, who fi lled Cairo’s Qasr Al-Aini 
Street, demanded a minimum salary of  3000 Egyptian pounds—
and, crucially, that private lessons be criminalised—according to 
the Egypt Independent. The Ministry of  Education responded 
by issuing a statement which expressed its commitment to in-
crease the basic salary of  teachers by 100 percent. This should 
improve the situation somewhat, but depends on the government 
honouring its promise.

Unemployment is more widespread amongst graduates than 
non-graduates, and it is estimated that 80 percent of  graduates are 
unemployed. Many attribute this to the lack of  skills. Speakers at 
the SOAS conference touched upon the role that large businesses 
currently play in increasing the quality of  education that young 
Egyptians obtain, and equipping them with the skills that make 
them employable after they graduate. There is room for expan-
sion in investment from businesses who are already participating in 
training Egyptian university students, such as Vodafone and CIB 
Bank, and more businesses could become involved. The CEO of  
Vodafone Egypt, Hatem Dowidar, highlighted the importance of  
bridging the gap between employment and education and said 
that dealing with education and employment as separate entities 
was detrimental because they are both intertwined. As such, busi-
nesses should appreciate the transferable and academic skills that 
students bring to the workplace and students in turn should be 
encouraged to undertake paid or unpaid work whilst still in educa-
tion in order to achieve a greater understanding of  the workplace. 

With the support of  the Rock-
efeller Foundation and MIT’s 
Center for International Stud-
ies, in 2008 the NSA brought to-
gether a group of  foreign policy 
actors, including former State 
Department and CIA offi cials, 
and leading scholars at a resort 
in Georgia with the objective 
of  reconstructing a history of  US-Iran 
relations and the Iran-Iraq War, known 
as the Musgrove Conference. The results 
of  these discussions were just published 
in a book, Becoming Enemies: U.S.-Iran 
Relations and the Iran-Iraq War, 1979-88 
(New York: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2012). 

This book tackles a number of  highly 
contentious topics with remarkable clar-
ity and, considering that the participants 
were predominantly American, with con-
siderable empathy to the Iranian point of  
view. It argues that central to US-Iranian 
hostility are the “original sins” of  both 
antagonists: for Iran, America’s origi-
nal sins stem from the CIA’s overthrow 
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familiar with the subject, this book offers 
incredible new information on topics in-
cluding the Iranian Revolution, the hos-
tage crisis, the alleged US “green light” 
for Iraq to attack Iran, the US tilt toward 
Iraq, Iraq’s use of  chemical weapons, 
the Iran-Contra affair, the US role in the 
Tanker War in the Gulf, the downing of  
Iran Air 655, and the UN’s role in bring-
ing the war to an end. 

Beyond these incredibly insightful dis-
cussions, Becoming Enemies also provides 
copies of  the key historical documents 
referenced in the discussions, giving the 
reader a chance to analyze the documents 
themselves. This is an unusual but highly 
welcome feature of  this book.

Perhaps the most interesting revelation 
is the discussion on the Reagan adminis-
tration’s sharing of  tactical intelligence 
with Iraq. With great fortune, the NSA 
managed to convince Tom Twetton, a 
career CIA officer who eventually rose to 
the rank of  Deputy Director of  Opera-
tions (i.e. he was in charge of  managing 

spies and covert operations), to participate 
in the talks. Significantly, it was in 1982—
just after Iran had ejected the Iraqis and 
was preparing to invade—that Twetton 
and an agency analyst traveled secretly 
to Baghdad to provide Saddam and his 
generals with tactical intelligence on the 
impending offensive. According to Twet-
ton, when he showed the Iraqis the intelli-
gence, which consisted of  satellite imagery 
of  Iranian battle lines, “It was obvious . . 
. that we had provided them with some-
thing they regarded as very significant to 
them.” And it was US intelligence that 
helped Iraq pinpoint exactly where the of-
fensive was coming and allowed them to 
prepare adequate defenses for when the 
Iranian onslaught against Basra began. 
In short, it helped Iraq prevent Iran from 
taking Basra, which could very well have 
resulted in an Iranian victory and the de-
struction of  the Ba’athist regime—but on 
Iran’s terms, not America’s. 

Another unique feature of  Becoming 
Enemies is that it also offers a detailed 

An example of  a business who aims 
to achieve this balance is Vodafone 
Egypt, which hosts a paid summer 
school for undergraduate students who 
wish to obtain experience of  a business 
environment and develop skills in rea-
soning, critical thinking and teamwork. 
To enrol in these summer schools, 
students are expected to have a good 
command of  English, which highlights 
the importance that Egyptian busi-
nesses place on communicating in a globalised world. Accord-
ing to the AT Kearney Global Services Location Index, Egypt 
was named the fourth most attractive location in the world 
for outsourcing. This indicates the large supply of  talent that 
Egypt has to offer local and multinational companies and the 
potential its students have to offer to the economy.

As a result, the importance of  learning English and other for-
eign languages was also stressed by academics and businesses 
alike. However, most schoolteachers are reluctant to undertake 
scholarships to qualify in teaching English even if  they are fully 
funded, as this would mean that they would not be able to tutor 
privately whilst training. Again, this problem can be avoided by 
paying teachers a wage that reflects the importance of  education. 

Negative attitudes towards vocational training are also an-
other problem education reformers face in Egypt. Examination 
results in Egypt determine what faculty a student can study in. 
Students who attain the highest marks can study in more pres-

tigious faculties such as medicine or en-
gineering whilst those with lower marks 
are limited to lower-status faculties of  
education or agriculture. Those who 
have failed to win a university place at 
all are limited to technical colleges. Stu-
dents of  technical colleges are therefore 
looked down on and have limited learn-
ing opportunities after they graduate. 
Technical and vocational training is 
also a lower priority for funding, which 

affects the quality of  the training they receive. Raising the sta-
tus, and therefore quality, of  vocational and technical training 
would allow more students to undertake it. 

It is of  utmost importance that teachers are paid well in order to 
raise the standard of  education in Egypt and to combat the prob-
lems that stem from the poor salary that they currently receive. 
Not only will an increase in pay encourage teachers to teach to 
a high standard, but it will also allow them to undertake teacher 
training in foreign languages without worrying about making ends 
meet. This would result in students receiving a better quality edu-
cation and excelling in languages which would make them more 
employable. Serious attempts must also be made to bridge the gap 
between education and employment by encouraging students to 
undertake employment and internships alongside their studies. 
Finally, negative attitudes towards vocational training must be 
transformed so that Egypt can benefit fully from, and invest in, the 
potential that students of  technical colleges have to offer.

discussion of  potential missed opportu-
nities to bring about an improvement in 
US–Iraq relations. As a result, this book is 
a must-read for US policymakers charged 
with devising America’s policy toward 
Iran. Indeed, it should help them empa-
thize with the Iranian point of  view and 
the roots of  the deep antagonism felt be-
tween the two countries. 

There is no question that Becoming En-
emies is a brilliant addition to a woefully-
understudied historical subject that is of  
both great importance and relevance to 
today. The authors of  the book have made 
it clear that they wish to employ the ex-
act same methodology with Iranian poli-
cymakers, but have met resistance from 
the Iranian side. Hopefully, as former 
Undersecretary of  State Tomas Pickering 
observed, by “bearing all” in Becoming 
Enemies, “we may be able to get our Ira-
nian colleagues to understand that there 
is value in looking at a period which is 
now past, but which has vast potential rel-
evance for the future.”

Schoolgirls in an Egyptian classroom 
during a hygiene lesson

Photo © Mohammed Mahjoub/AFP/Getty Images
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On the eve of  the assassination 
of  former Egyptian President 
Anwar Sadat in 1981, there 
was a belief  that Egyptian–

Iranian relations were on the verge of  
rapprochement. The front pages of  major 
Iranian newspapers asserted that Sadat’s 
departure would lead to good relations 
with Iran following the break in relations 
after the revolution.

The Islamic Republic of  Iran held a 
grudge against President Sadat for signing 
the Camp David Accords. More impor-
tantly, Sadat had hosted the ousted shah 
of  Iran until his death. For his part, Sadat 
justified this by saying that the shah had 
supported Egypt in the 1973 war, and had 
also sent oil to Egypt at a time when many 
countries stalled or refused to help.

From a humanitarian and personal per-
spective, Sadat’s decision was magnani-
mous; however, from a political standpoint 
it caused enmity between Egypt and Iran. 
Revolutionary Iran attempted to com-
municate with Sadat’s successor, seeking 
to restore relations with Egypt, but made 
a critical mistake by naming a Tehran 
street after one of  Sadat’s killers, Khalid 
Islambouli. For this reason, the Egyptian 
authorities refused to normalize relations 
with Iran, and because Egypt provided 
military aid to the Iraqi regime during the 
Iran–Iraq war, the Iranians became hos-
tile to Egypt once again.

With Mubarak’s downfall and the ar-
rival of  the Muslim Brotherhood in power 
in Egypt, the door opened to repairing 
relations. However these aspirations have 
run into problems, leading some Iranian 
officials to play down the prospect of  
restoring ties. During the recent Non-
Aligned Movement summit in Tehran, the 
Iranians spared no effort to win over the 
new Egyptian President Mohamed Mursi. 
After Mursi accepted his invitation, Iran’s 
hospitality was striking, particularly the 
huge attention paid to him by his Iranian 
hosts. One image published by Asharq Al-

Iran and Egypt
Lost in Translation

Awsat shows Ali Akbar Velayati (senior 
international affairs adviser to Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Khamenei) and a num-
ber of  other Iranian officials huddled 
closely around the Egyptian president.

The introduction of  Mursi’s speech 
referenced the Four Righteous Caliphs—
who are rejected by Shi’ites—he went 
on to comment on the situation in Syria, 
calling on the international community to 
help the Syrian people topple Bashar Al-

Assad, an Iranian ally. However, Iranians 
official media distorted Mursi’s speech, 
mistranslating it and including issues that 
Mursi did not address, including Bahrain. 
This followed the publication of  a false—
according to the Egyptian presidency—
interview with an Iranian media outlet 
during which Mursi allegedly said he 
would normalize relations with Tehran.

In reality, the dispute is not between 
individual leaders, or over differences of  
opinion regarding slogans and propos-
als; rather, it is the competition of  two 
regional powers that have been unable to 
overcome their differences. In my opinion, 
the Iranian regime’s passion for the idea 
of  normalizing relations with Egypt over 
the past few months has caused it to for-
get an important truth: that the obstacles 
to Egypt–Iranian relations reflect a lack 
of  common interests. Tehran’s problem 
is that it wants Egypt to become another 
Syria, and it views Egypt like Hezbollah 
and Hamas, who supported Iran in return 
for assistance. The Iranian regime wants a 
follower that will support its ambitions; it 

did not realize that Egypt has its own in-
terests. In addition to this, the Tehran re-
gime is relying on the fact that it has been 
close to the Muslim Brotherhood organi-
zation since the revolution, and that it has 
relations with figures such as Kamal El-
Helbawy or Fahmy Howeidy. However, it 
has forgotten that the Brotherhood is now 
in government, not an opposition group 
seeking external support, and therefore it 
seeks to put Egyptian interests first.

Moreover, the Iranians have forgot-
ten that the second largest parliamentary 
force in Egypt—the Salafis—is against 
reconciliation. The Brotherhood has so 
far tried to avoid inciting its Salafi allies. 
In addition, the Brotherhood ultimately 
plays a leading religious (Sunni) role for 
the Arab and Islamic world, while the Ira-
nians are perceived, rightly or wrongly, to 
represent the region’s Shi’ites.

In addition to this, Egypt today has stra-
tegic and business interests with neighbor-
ing countries like Saudi Arabia, exceeding 
even those under the previous Egyptian 
regime. These are more substantial than 
any justification for rapprochement with 
Tehran. Ultimately the new Egyptian re-
gime, which rests on its political/religious 
legitimacy, finds itself  in a state of  com-
petition or confrontation with the Iranian 
regime because they are fighting over a 
single source of  legitimacy. As a result of  
the Iranian regime’s keenness to normal-
ize relations with Egypt and because it 
wants to impose its political agenda, Teh-
ran has failed to understand this.

Adel Al-Toraifi

“In reality, the dispute is not between 
individual leaders, or over differences of 

opinion regarding slogans and proposals; 
rather, it is the competition of two regional 
powers that have been unable to overcome 

their differences.”
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