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UK, US suspect a bomb
caused Russian plane crash

Turkish government clamps down on opponents after poll

Istanbul

B 

olstered by a landslide 
election victory, Turkey’s 
government says it is 
reaching out to critics to 
heal the deep polarisation 

in society but observers are scepti-
cal as pressure on journalists, Kurds 
and others was stepped up immedi-
ately after the vote.

Following the triumph of his Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) 
in November 1st parliamentary elec-
tions, in which it captured 49.5% of 
the vote and 317 out of 550 seats 
in parliament, Turkish Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu promised 
the government would work for all 
citizens, not just AKP voters. “There 
are no losers in this election,” Davu-
toglu said on November 3rd.

Critics accuse the government, 
however, of limiting free speech by 
moving against media critical of the 
AKP and of undermining the rule of 
law by firing and reassigning thou-
sands of judges, prosecutors and 

police officers in recent years.
President and AKP founder Recep 

Tayyip Erdogan was criticised after 
he suspended peace talks with the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and 
ordered a military crackdown after 
militants started a new wave of at-

tacks against security forces in July.
Observers of the Organisation for 

Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) said government critics had 
been at a disadvantage during the 
election period. “Media freedom 
remains an area of serious concern 

and the number of criminal inves-
tigations of journalists and the clo-
sure of some media outlets reduced 
voters’ access to a plurality of views 
and information,” the OSCE said.

With the election over, there are 
signs that Ankara will stick to its 
tough line even after the criticism 
and Davutoglu’s pledges of a softer 
approach.

Two days after the vote, two edi-
tors of the Nokta magazine were 
put into pretrial detention over an 
article that declared the AKP win 
would be the “start of civil war” in 
Turkey. Prosecutors ordered the 
detention of 44 officials and police 
officers suspected of being follow-
ers of Fethullah Gulen, a US-based 

Turkish Islamic scholar accused 
by the government of planning a 
coup against the AKP. The Turkish 
military also said its jets resumed 
bombing of PKK positions in south-
eastern Turkey and northern Iraq.

AKP critics say those develop-
ments showed Davutoglu’s prom-
ises were empty. Turkey had “re-
turned to its old state” after the 
election, the Cumhuriyet daily said 
on November 4th. Nazli Ilicak, a 
former lawmaker and AKP sup-
porter turned government critic, 
addressed Davutoglu in a column 
for the T24 news portal, telling the 
prime minister: “Your ears should 
hear what your mouth is saying.”

Perihan Magden, a Nokta con-
tributor, said Erdogan does not tol-
erate opposition. “I thought that, 
with a voter share of 49%, Erdogan 
would return to his more democrat-
ic stance of the old days but he has 
no intention of doing so,” she said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Cairo

U 

S and UK officials sug-
gested a bomb, possibly 
planted by Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants, caused 
the crash of a Russian 

passenger jet shortly after it left the 
Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, 
killing all 224 people on board.

British Foreign Secretary Philip 
Hammond said on November 4th 
there was a “significant possibil-
ity that the crash was caused by an 
explosive device on board the air-
craft”.  US cable news outlet CNN 
cited an unidentified US official as 
saying there was “a definite feeling 
it was an explosive device planted 
in luggage or somewhere on the 
plane”.

The Associated Press, citing an 
unnamed US official, reported that 
“intercepted communications” led 
to the officials’ tentative conclu-
sion that a bomb had been planted 
on the aeroplane by an ISIS affiliate.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Pesk-
ov said any such allegations were 

“speculation” and Egyptian Civil 
Aviation Minister Hossam 
Kamal was reported as saying 

investigators had no “evidence 
or data confirming this theory”.

The United Kingdom suspend-
ed flights between Britain 

and Sharm el-Sheikh, 
although Egyptian For-

eign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry told CNN: “It 

is somewhat premature 
to make declarations related 

to what might or might not have 
happened to the aircraft before the 
investigation is completed and be-
fore there is a definitive cause for 
this crash.”

Metrojet flight 9268 was 23 min-
utes into its October 31st flight from 
the Egyptian resort to St Peters-
burg, Russia, when contact was lost 

and the Airbus A321-231 crashed in 
the Sinai peninsula. There were 217 
passengers and seven crew mem-
bers on board.

The plane had reached 9,400 me-
tres in altitude, too high for a shoul-
der-fired surface-to-air missile to 
reach. Metrojet official Alexander 
Smirnov said there was no techni-
cal problem or pilot error involved.

An Egyptian terrorist group 
linked to ISIS said it downed the 

plane. Egypt has been cracking 
down on the group for almost two 
years, killing hundreds of its mem-
bers and arresting many more but 
reprisals indicate the group re-
mains active.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi called for patience until a 
proper investigation, which could 
take up to a year, was concluded. 
The plane’s flight and voice record-
ers were being examined in Cairo.

Egypt is worried its warming ties 
with Moscow could be hurt by the 
tragedy.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
was one of few leaders outside the 
Arab world who backed the Egyp-
tian army’s overthrow of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood-backed govern-
ment in 2013. Sisi has visited Russia 

three times in less than two years 
and Cairo is also one of few foreign 
capitals visited by Putin this year.

Egypt plans to buy billions of dol-
lars of air defence systems, fighter 
jets, attack helicopters and arms 
from Russia. Russia is also expected 
to build Egypt’s first nuclear power 
plant in the north-west of the coun-
try. Security expert Ashraf Youssef 
said the plane crash would likely 
have little effect on relations be-
tween Cairo and Moscow.

“The two countries have very 
strong relations and such an acci-
dent can do nothing to shake these 
ties,” he said.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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Vienna talks offer glimmer of hope on Syria war

Is Russia’s military push in Syria aimed at political deal?

Beirut

T 

alks in Vienna about end-
ing the carnage in Syria 
offered a glimmer of hope 
that international diplo-
macy could provide a so-

lution to end the lengthy war, a per-
plexing multisided conflict which 
has killed an estimated 250,000 
people and driven half of Syria’s 
population of 23 million from their 
homes.

There was no dramatic break-
through and a negotiated settle-
ment as Syria lurches towards disin-
tegration still seems far off because 
of competing strategic imperatives 
of the key players — Russia, Iran, 
the United States, Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey.

There were signs of progress at 
the UN-led Vienna initiative, con-
ducted October 29th-30th, on the 
key issue of the fate of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

Major differences on Assad had 
torpedoed earlier diplomatic ef-
forts. The United States and Saudi 
Arabia have long insisted they want 
Assad gone forever. Russia and Iran 
want him to stay but differ on how 
long that should last.

But in Vienna, the Americans, re-
flecting the realisation that ending 
the slaughter should be the key pri-
ority, indicated they would accept a 
six-month transitional period until 
elections can be held, which would 
likely mean the end of Assad’s rule. 
The Russians endorsed that.

The decisive parliamentary elec-
tion victory of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, one of As-
sad’s most implacable opponents, 
on November 1st could seriously 
complicate a deal on Assad’s fate.

The Vienna gathering was the 
broadest peace effort since the war 
began in March 2011 and for the first 
time included Iran, one of the most 
prominent players in the conflict 
and long excluded from diplomatic 
talks by the Americans. However, 
the Syrian regime and their rebel 
opponents were not directly repre-
sented.

The Vienna convocation of 17 
countries also brought together 
arch-rivals Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
although their support for opposing 
sides in the conflict has dangerous 
sectarian overtones and could yet 
prove to be a serious impediment 
to a diplomatic solution.

“I am encouraged that the par-
ticipants have reached a mutual 
understanding on a number of key 
issues, United Nations Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon declared on 
October 31st.

The Syria war has defied all 
peacemaking efforts but the men-
ace of the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
the massive flood of refugees from 
this and other regional wars that 
threatens to swamp Western Eu-
rope forced major powers to seek a 
solution to the Syrian conflict.

There is still little common 
ground and there are indications 
that the most divisive element 
could turn out to be the competing 
agendas of Russia and Iran, who 
are, as a fickle fate would have it, 
Assad’s main backers.

Moscow and Tehran have widely 
separate strategic imperatives in 
Syria that are likely to be a major 
stumbling block to reaching a work-
able settlement in a country that 
has fragmented into ethnic or sec-
tarian zones, each with their own 
patrons among regional powers 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the United 

Arab Emirates and Qatar.
Russian President Vladimir Putin 

wants Assad to stay on, even if he 
only rules a rump state embracing 
north-western Syria and Damascus 
where Russia can establish mili-
tary facilities to challenge NATO 
in the Mediterranean and reassert 
Moscow’s Cold War influence in the 
Middle East as the US withdraws.

Shia Tehran wants Assad to con-
tinue to control the north-west, the 
heartland of his minority Alawite 
sect — an offshoot of Shia Islam — 
and the land corridor to Lebanon 
through which it can supply weap-
ons to Hezbollah with which to 
threaten Israel.

“Iran… wants to unite all Shias 
under its umbrella irrespective of 
the borders between countries or 
states,” observed Lebanese analyst 

Hanin Ghaddar. “In Iran’s view, Syr-
ia is not a state. It’s just part of the 
Iranian plan” to expand Shia power 
in the Middle East.

“Fundamentally, Iran wants in 
Syria what is has in Lebanon — 
weak, ineffective state institutions 
incapable of making decision with-
out the approval of their patrons.”

Despite the alliance between 
Russia and Iran on the ground in 
Syria, there are signs their political 
differences will grow.

Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jaafari, commander of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
has spoken of clashing interests 
between the Islamic Republic and 
Russia. He said on November 2nd 
in Tehran that Russia intervened 
in Syria primarily to secure its own 
global and regional interests.

Iran, Jaafari stressed, “does 
not see any alternative to Assad”. 
“There are some who do not un-
derstand this and are talking about 
an alternative to Assad… It is not 
clear that Russia is aligned with 
Iran with regard to… Assad,” Jaafari 
said.

Iran’s escalating power struggle 
for Middle East ascendancy with 
Saudi Arabia is also going to be a 
serious problem to ending the Syr-
ian slaughter. Amid bad-tempered 
bickering, Iran said on November 
3rd it would quit the peace talks 
if Riyadh continued its “negative 
role”.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section  
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.

Damascus

R 

ussia launched air 
strikes in Syria on Sep-
tember 30th; 20 days 
later, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad flew to 

Moscow on a secret visit to meet 
President Vladimir Putin. Soon 
afterward, the United States hast-
ily arranged a four-way meeting in 
Austria regarding Assad’s fate.

The October 23rd meeting, 
which involved the United States, 
Russia, Saudi Arabia and Turkey, 
failed to resolve differences on the 
future of Assad, who is backed by 
Russia, Iran and China, a senior 
Syrian official said.

A week later, another meeting 
— widely called Geneva II — of the 
four powers with Iran and other 
key players in the Syrian crisis re-
sumed in Austria. At Geneva II, 
the Saudis accused Iran of seeking 
to dominate the region, drawing 
criticism from the Iranian team, 
which threatened to stay away 
from further talks scheduled in 
two weeks.

Despite the tiff, Iran’s attend-
ance had the effect of setting aside 
some of the principles of Geneva I, 
which had called for a transitional 
government to oversee elections.

Instead, Russia and even US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry started 
talking of allowing Assad to re-
main in office until new elections 
are held, sometime in the next two 
years. Saudi Arabia vehemently re-
jected this scenario but Iran insists 
on it and came out of the summit 
angry at what it branded Riyadh’s 
intransigence.

Washington and most of its Arab 
allies, reversing a stance stated 
since the March 2011 beginning 
of the Syrian war, are backing off 
their demand Assad step down. 
The shift points to a new willing-
ness to negotiate with the Assad 
regime.

The Syrian official said Russia 
employed military tactics to ad-
vance its political aims, knowing 
well that it would not be able to 
sustain a long operation in Syria. 
To press the United States into dia-
logue, Moscow’s military touched 
a nerve in Washington and Arab 
capitals through strikes on groups 
the Americans and the Gulf states 

support.
Analysts argue that the Russian 

air raids on the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other militants, which the As-
sad regime considers “terrorist”, 
are largely cosmetic.

Syrian military analyst Moham-
med Ahmed said the “dozens of 
air strikes on rural Aleppo’s south 
and west is a political message to 
Turkey, which supports, finances 
and arms the militias in those ar-
eas specifically”.

By the same token, Assad’s trip 
to Moscow — the Syrian leader’s 
first foreign trip since the war 
began — “was a clear message to 
Washington that Russia has all the 

Syrian files in its hands and any 
negotiations on the Syrian crisis 
must go through Russia”, Ahmed 
observed.

“Moscow flew Assad in on a 
Russian plane, alone, unescorted 
by any Syrian government official 
and sent him back home underlin-
ing the influence it commands in 
Syria.”

A top Syrian military official said 
one of the fruits of the Russian in-
tervention in Syria is Assad’s ac-
ceptance to have presidential elec-
tions along with parliamentary 
elections approved earlier, some-
thing he had earlier rejected.

Russia’s presence on the ground 
in Syria “gives it the power to hold 
the strings and control the disput-
ing sides in the conflict”, the offi-
cial said. “It gives Russia the upper 
hand and a position of strength in 
talks with the others involved in 
the Syrian crisis, and to push for 
solutions based on middle-of-the-
road settlements…

“If a solution gets off the ground, 
Russia will go down in history 
books as the country that succeed-
ed in achieving what the United 
States, the United Nations and the 
Arab League failed to do.

“But one must not ignore that 
the US may respond to what they 
see as Putin stepping on their toes 
in Syria. This is why Russia also 
employed diplomacy to ensure 
that its forces won’t be dragged 
into the swamp of a prolonged war 
in Syria.”

With the Russian intervention, 
Iran took a back seat, a diplomatic 
source said. “An evident Iranian 
role in Syria breaches the Russian 
efforts in the country because 
Iran is anti-Israel and Moscow had 
pledged to [Israeli Prime Minister 

Binyamin] Netanyahu that Israel’s 
security will be preserved,” he 
said.

Commenting on reports that 
Moscow is ready to secure air pro-
tection for the Syrian Army in its 
fight against ISIS with the possibil-
ity of reuniting the regular Syrian 
Army and the Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) in one front, the official said 
“this is totally unacceptable at 
least for the time being”.

The Syrian opposition believes 
the Russian military intervened in 
Syria primarily to save the Assad 
regime by forcing all sides into a 
political solution.

Sobhi al-Rifai, head of the ex-
ecutive bureau of the Syrian oppo-
sition’s Revolutionary Command 
Council, said the regime and its 
allies failed to “score any strategic 
victory, despite Russian air strikes 
targeting more than 450 FSA posi-
tions and only four ISIS bases. On 
the ground, they could not ad-
vance as our fighters confronted 
them with the few TOW (anti-
tank) missiles they had.

“Thus, the regime will not be 
able to achieve any political vic-
tory since (it) failed militarily,” Ri-
fai said.

Khalil Hamlo is a 
Damascus-based journalist and 
regular contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. He has been covering 
Syria since 1995.

Protesters assembled across from the Vienna talks venue, on October 30th.

Ed Blanche

Moscow and Tehran 
have widely 
separate strategic 
imperatives in Syria.

“Iran… wants to 
unite all Shias under 
its umbrella 
irrespective of the 
borders.”

With the Russian 
intervention, Iran 
took a back seat, a 
diplomatic source 
said.
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Obama quietly ramps up war against ISIS   

Is an Alawite mini-state Putin’s Plan B for Syria?

Beirut

U 

S President Barack 
Obama, despite repeat-
ed pledges he would 
not commit US troops 
for combat in the wars 

in Syria and Iraq, is doing just that 
and is quietly escalating the US fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

At this stage, it is not clear how 
much of an effect these deploy-
ments will have on either conflict or 
on ISIS and its self-proclaimed cali-
phate, which spans large portions of 
Syria and Iraq.

In part, Obama’s moves were 
prompted by Russia’s armed inter-
vention in Syria, which began in 
September to support the increas-
ingly vulnerable regime of Presi-
dent Bashar Assad. Russia’s daily air 
strikes against rebel forces, mainly 
those backed by the United States 
and Saudi Arabia, emphasised the 
paucity and timidity of US opera-
tions.

Despite the insistence of Obama 
and his generals that there is no 
“mission creep”, the steady, almost 
indiscernible expansion of military 
involvement seems to indicate the 
US government may to be moving 
towards a more robust campaign 
against ISIS in particular.

The plan to send US Special Op-
erations Forces into Syria is a clear 
shift in Obama’s long-held policy of 
avoiding entanglement in another 
Middle East quagmire and marks 
the first open deployment of US 
forces in Syria’s protracted war.

The planned Special Operations 
Forces contingent in northern Syr-
ia, where ISIS is concentrated, will 
be small — no more than 50 of the 

elite troops known in the military as 
“Snake Eaters” after their ability to 
operate in any environment.

Obama insists they will not par-
ticipate in combat but will train and 
coordinate insurgent forces battling 
ISIS. However, given the nature of 
the increasingly complex, many-
sided war, which is actually half a 
dozen conflicts rolled into one and 
where alliances change overnight, 
it seems almost inevitable that they 
will find themselves in combat.

Given the numbers involved, mili-
tary analysts say the new deploy-
ment is far too small to make any 
discernible difference. “Deploying 
a handful of US Special Operations 
Forces to Syria will not change this 
situation significantly,” cautioned 
Frederic Hof, Obama’s one-time 
special adviser on Syria. “It’s a 
Band-Aid of sorts.”

Maybe so, but for some time US 
military sources say US Special Forc-
es teams have been waging a secret 
campaign of assassinating “high-
value targets”, including ISIS com-
manders, propaganda specialists 
and recruiters who entice Western 
Muslims to join the caliphate’s “holy 
war”.

These high-tech clandestine op-
erations, controlled by a centre in 
the northern Iraqi city of Erbil, have 
been carried out across Iraq and Syr-
ia, in North Africa and as far south 
as Yemen. Among their victims was 
the ISIS deputy leader Haji Mutazz.

Obama took another step that 
was at odds with his hands-off strat-
egy in the Middle East by abandon-
ing his pledge to withdraw all US 
forces from Afghanistan when he 
announced that he will keep 9,600 
US troops there until 2016 and leave 
5,000 when his term ends in Janu-
ary 2017.

The plan to send Special Opera-
tions Forces to Syria is one of sev-
eral steps to expand US operations 
against ISIS, which is the main US 
objective, rather than directly sup-
port rebels seeking Assad’s down-
fall.

The United States sent a squadron 
of 12 A-10C Thunderbolt ground at-
tack aircraft, an ungainly looking 
jet affectionately nicknamed the 
“Warthog”, to the Incirlik airbase in 
southern Turkey on October 15th.

These jets are designed to carry 
out extremely close support strikes 
for ground troops and carry wither-
ing firepower. Obama also author-
ised the deployment of F-15 Eagle 
strike jets to the Turkish base.

Incirlik is only a half-hour’s flying 
time from the battlefields of north-
ern Syria where ISIS is concentrated 

around its de facto capital of Raqqa, 
so the US jets should be able to sus-
tain an intensive attack tempo.

Another proposal is to dispatch 
AH-64 Apache attack helicopters 
to neighbouring Iraq and deploy 
US advisers and probably ground-
attack controllers embedded with 
Iraqi forces to direct US air strikes.

The US air campaign against ISIS, 
launched in mid-2014 after the ji-
hadists captured the city of Mosul 
in northern Iraq in a blitzkrieg cam-
paign, has not significantly weak-
ened the jihadists.

US officials say their air attacks 
have killed as many as 12,000 mili-
tants, including several command-
ers but ISIS has replaced its losses 
with thousands of foreign fighters 
and remains a potent force.

The US moves coincide with a 

sharp increase in the supply of US-
made TOW guided anti-tank mis-
siles to rebel forces supported by 
Saudi Arabia and other Arab states 
opposed to Assad. These probably 
more than any other weapon helped 
rebel groups block regime forces in 
recent months in the rolling hills 
and plains of Hama and Idlib.

The missiles have not been sup-
plied by the United States but large-
ly by Saudi Arabia — with tacit US 
approval. The Saudis bought 14,000 
of them from the United States in 
2013.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.

US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter (L) and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman General Joseph Dunford Jr. 
testify before the US Senate, on October 27th.

James Bruce

Obama’s moves 
were prompted by 
Russia’s armed 
intervention in 
Syria.

US Special Forces 
teams have been 
waging a secret 
campaign of 
assassinating
“high-value targets”.

Washington

T 

here is a great amount 
of confusion and de-
bate in Washington as to 
what Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is up to in 

Syria.
Asked if Putin had a plan for 

Syria, US Director of National Intel-
ligence James Clapper told CNN on 
October 29th: “What his long-term 
plan is, I am not sure. I think he is 
winging this day to day.” Clapper 
described Putin as “very impulsive 
and opportunistic”.

Earlier, US President Barack 
Obama, commenting on Putin’s 
military intervention in Syria, said 
Russia was headed for a “quag-
mire” in Syria.

Figuring out Russian intentions is 
always a challenge but military and 
diplomatic actions over the past 
several weeks point to two discern-
able strategies.

First, seeing the Syrian govern-
ment as Russia’s only true friend 
in the Middle East, Putin is using 
the air strikes to shore up the Assad 
regime by hitting anti-government 
rebel forces so that the regime’s 
ground forces can go on the offen-
sive. According to various reports, 
about 80% of the Russian targets 
are non-jihadist rebel groups, some 
of which are supported by the Unit-
ed States.  The remaining 20% are 
Islamic State (ISIS) and other ex-
tremist groups, such as al-Qaeda-
affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra.

Such a military strategy puts Rus-
sia squarely in the middle of the 
Syrian conflict. On the one hand, 

Russia is showing it will do what 
it can to support its Syrian ally no 
matter what the United States and 
other countries say. On the other 
hand, Russia is showing solidarity 
with the international community 
by striking ISIS and other extrem-
ists.

Russian officials have partially 
justified their military intervention 
by claiming that thousands of their 
citizens, primarily from Chechnya 
and Dagestan in the North Cauca-
sus, are fighting with ISIS and could 

return to Russia, a fear European 
governments can relate to.

As a central player in the Syrian 
conflict, Russia has joined the Unit-
ed States and other countries in the 
Vienna process, a diplomatic un-
dertaking that began in late Octo-
ber to find a political solution to the 
Syrian crisis. At a news conference 
after the first Vienna meeting, Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
was seated prominently at the table 
with US Secretary of State Kerry, 
showing that Russia has “come in 

from the cold” after being ostra-
cised over its policies in Ukraine.

Hence, Russia will likely pursue 
this dual military-diplomatic route 
for some time because it holds out 
the hope that the Assad govern-
ment can be saved and it brings 
Russia a degree of international le-
gitimacy.

But Russia’s military intervention 
in Syria may also be geared towards 
a more narrow goal: supporting an 
Alawite mini-state on the Mediter-
ranean where Moscow can pre-
serve its longstanding naval base in 
Tartus and airbase near the city of 
Latakia. This may be Putin’s “Plan 
B” if the first strategy does not suc-
ceed.

Putin might be thinking that if 
Damascus cannot be saved from 
the rebels, which in his mind are 
all terrorists, the next best option 
would be to help the Alawites and 
their allies move from the major cit-
ies to the Alawite heartland in Lata-
kia province and help them consoli-
date a mini-state there.

Russian air strikes around the cit-
ies of Homs, Hama and Aleppo may 
be aimed at weakening the rebels’ 
military strength in these areas to 
facilitate setting up a cordon sani-
taire to protect the Alawite heart-
land. The air strikes might also be 

geared towards securing a land es-
cape route from Damascus to Lata-
kia, as the road between these two 
cities runs through Homs in central 
Syria.

Putin may calculate that an Ala-
wite mini-state would have a good 
chance of surviving, as it would 
have access to the Mediterranean. 
Moreover, the Alawites, fearing ret-
ribution from the rebels, would be 
grateful to the Russians for “sav-
ing” them. Being dependent on 
Russia’s military protection, the 
Alawites would want the Russian 
bases to remain, securing one of 
Putin’s major strategic goals.

Under this scenario, Putin would 
have no qualms about sacrificing 
Assad in favour of another Alawite 
leader. Reports indicate that many 
Alawite villagers blame Syrian Pres-
ident Bashar Assad for the morass 
that has become Syria and say his 
father, Hafez Assad, would never 
have let the situation deteriorate to 
this point.

With more and more Alawite 
young men dying on the battlefield, 
the rank and file in the community 
would be more than happy to see 
Bashar Assad leave the scene alto-
gether.

This “Plan B” would not be opti-
mal from Russia’s vantage point, as 
Moscow would prefer Damascus to 
remain in government hands. How-
ever, if Syria cannot be put back 
together again, Putin might be pre-
paring for the day when an Alawite 
mini-state is his best option.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-
Lowell and is a former US State 
Department Middle East analyst.

Gregory Aftandilian

There is a great 
amount of confusion 
and debate in 
Washington as to 
what Russian 
President Vladimir 
Putin is up to in 
Syria.

Smoke rises after air strikes carried out by the Russian Air Force 
in the northern countryside of Hama, Syria, in October.
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Cairo

T 

he humiliating defeat 
of al-Nour, practically 
Egypt’s sole remaining 
Islamist political party, in 
the first phase of parlia-

mentary elections is giving analysts 
insight into what may be ahead for 
political Islam in general.

The Salafist party, which, accord-
ing to senior member Shaaban Ab-
del Aleem, campaigned to control 
one-quarter of the 598-seat parlia-
ment in the elections, could be lim-
ited to ten seats in the first phase, 
which covered 14 of the country’s 
27 provinces.

While almost half of the seats of 
parliament are up for grabs in the 
elections’ second phase, set for late 
November in the remaining 13 prov-
inces, al-Nour isn’t expected to fare 
any better.

“Egyptians have already discov-
ered the reality of these parties, 
which use the Islamic religion to 
make political gains,” said Nabil 
Naeem, a jihadist-turned-anti-polit-
ical Islam campaigner. “This is why 
al-Nour will not make major gains in 
the second phase of the elections.”

The party, which emerged in 2011 
and was a close ally of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, has been the target of 
a fierce media campaign equating it 
with extremism.

Sticking to a strict interpretation 

of Islam, al-Nour also gave Egyp-
tians reasons to fear it. It did not al-
low its female candidates to uncov-
er their faces. It also said a woman 
— even if she is a member of parlia-
ment — should not make her voice 
heard to non-relative males.

Al-Nour chief Younis Makhyoun 
recently said Christians should not 
run for public posts. Before him, 
party preachers, such as Yasser Bor-
hami, who acts as spokesman of the 
Salafist Call, the movement that 
founded the party, said Muslims 
should not congratulate Christians 
on their religious holidays.

Al-Nour also faces legal challeng-
es since the Egyptian constitution 
bans political parties formed along 
religious lines. Egypt’s courts are 
expected to consider lawsuits de-
manding the party be disbanded.

Egyptian analysts say, however, 
that the disintegration of al-Nour, 
will lead to the demise of political 
Islam in Egypt.

“This is a testing time for political 
Islam in general,” Khaled Okasha, 
director of local think-tank Security 
and Strategic Studies Centre, said. 
“After the disappearance of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the weaken-
ing of al-Nour shows that political 
Islam is in for bleak experiences in 
the future.”

The Muslim Brotherhood, which 
emerged as a charity-educational 
group in 1927, has been the target 
of a government crackdown since 
2013. The movement used to be the 
strongest Islamist organisation in 
Egypt.

However, the crackdown, which 
led to most Brotherhood leaders be-
ing jailed, face death or leave Egypt 
altogether, has reduced the Broth-
erhood’s power on the streets to 
nothing.

Should al-Nour collapse, experts 
say, nothing will be left of political 
Islam in Egypt.

This may be a major shift in 
Egypt’s internal politics in general, 
one that can reverberate across the 
region.

Egypt, a predominantly Muslim 
country, can take credit for invent-
ing political Islam. The Muslim 
Brotherhood has been inspiring 
Islamist organisations across the 
world from Jamaa Islamiya, which 
claimed responsibility for the as-
sassination of Egyptian president 
Anwar Sadat, to al-Qaeda, which is 
headed by Ayman al-Zawahiri, an 
Egyptian doctor.

Okasha says Egypt is a contagious 
country in political terms.

“This means that the collapse of 
political Islam in it can reverberate 
in other Arab countries,” he said.

Political Islam has started to wane 
in almost all Arab countries, includ-
ing Libya, Tunisia and Yemen, ac-
cording to Okasha.

In Egypt, al-Nour leaders are call-
ing on President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
to intervene to prevent the disin-
tegration of the party and stop the 
media campaign against it.

After all, al-Nour was one of the 
political parties that supported 
Sisi’s ouster of Brotherhood-affili-
ated president Muhammad Morsi 
in July 2013 and backed Sisi in the 
presidential election in 2014. It was 
abandoned by a large number of its 
members and fellow Islamists as a 
result.

As he cracked down on the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, Sisi courted al-

Nour, spoke well of it and invited 
its head to meetings with political 
leaders to, observers say, not give 
the impression that he is against po-
litical Islam in general.

But now, al-Nour’s influence 
seems to be curtailed or this is at 
least what some of Egypt’s Islamist 
analysts say.

“The government courted al-
Nour at an exceptional juncture that 

coincided with Morsi’s ouster,” Is-
lamist analyst Negeh Ibrahim said. 
“But the same government does not 
seem to be ready to trust these Is-
lamists any more, regardless of the 
loyalty they demonstrate or the hu-
miliation they sustain as a result of 
supporting this government.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Amr Emam

Electoral failure. Salafists attend a campaign rally of the Al-Nour 
party in Alexandria, Egypt, in October.

This may be a major 
shift in Egypt’s 
internal politics in 
general, one that can 
reverberate across 
the region.

Egypt vote result could signal 
demise of political Islam

News & Analysis Egypt

“Egyptians have 
already discovered 
the reality of these 
parties, which use 
the Islamic religion 
to make political 
gains.”

This is not the Egyptian people’s parliament

I
t has become clear that the 
low turnout has nothing to 
do with voter fraud. Simply 
put, Egyptians realised 
there would be no real 
elections and did not go out 

to vote.
In the past, Egyptians were re-

luctant to participate in elections, 
local or parliamentary or presi-
dential because they knew that 
the results would be tainted. They 
knew that ultimately parliament 
would be nothing more than the 
patron of the ruling regime.

This was the general view 
among an Egyptian electorate that 
had not experienced free elections 
in more than 60 years.

As for the most recent parlia-
mentary elections, it seems that 
Egyptians wanted to demonstrate 
that this has nothing to do with 
any ruling party since there are no 
longer ruling parties in Egyptian 
politics. The difference is that 
Egyptians have an instinctive 
awareness, thanks to five years of 
political storms, that elections that 
will result in no change in their 
daily reality are no elections at all.

So Egypt will now have a parlia-
ment that was voted for by no 
more than 16% of the electorate. 
How can such a parliament be 
entrusted with powers to oversee 
an executive branch headed by a 

president who swept to power 
with 96% of the vote?

What is even more strange is that 
the electoral bloc that secured the 
most seats wants to further weaken 
this already weak parliament and 
transfer much of its power to the 
presidency.

After Egypt’s revolution, the 
referendum to amend Egypt’s 1971 
constitution drew an unprecedent-
ed turnout. The difference is that 
there was hope for change and a 
genuine desire to banish the legacy 
of 30 years of political corruption 
and stagnation, as well as a belief 
that this was actually possible.

The same thing happened during 
the 2012 elections, which sim-
ply swapped the disasters of the 
former ruling National Democratic 
Party (NDP) for the disasters of the 
Muslim Brotherhood.

Even so, Egyptians in 2012 
believed in the power of change, 

despite everything that came after. 
As for the latest round of elections, 
they have not solved anything and 
will exacerbate the situation.

Some might believe that Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s only 
concern is to return to a Mubarak-
like regime. However, the reality 
is that Sisi does not want to repeat 
the mistakes of the past. At the 
same time, he does not want to see 
the return — in any way shape or 
form — of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Sisi’s problem — and this is the 
same problem Mubarak faced — 
is that he is simply incapable of 
operating as a civilian ruler; this 
is something that influences his 
politics and his economic and secu-
rity policies. In spite of this, there 
are major differences between the 
Mubarak and Sisi eras.

Mubarak possessed an army of 

bureaucrats and businessmen who 
were able, despite their corrup-
tion, to do what he asked of them, 
namely administer the country and 
ensure that he remained in power. 
This approach was based on ensur-
ing that there was no real develop-
ment in Egypt, given that it was 
the status quo that allowed him to 
cling to power. In the end, Mubarak 
discovered that this could not last 
forever.

As for Sisi, his administration 
has shown no talent for choosing 
able and efficient officials, despite 
a genuine desire for development. 
Sisi is doing everything in his pow-
er, by focusing on Egypt’s economy, 
to bring about a new reality.

Sisi wants to move Egypt away 
from the hyper-political stage in 
evidence after the January 25th 
revolution to an era of no politics 
at all. Egypt’s state institutions are 
therefore seeking to expand and 
overtake everything, even parlia-
ment, which is supposed to oversee 
these very institutions.

Observers can clearly see the old 
regime is trying to reassert itself 
inside parliament and exploit the 
political stagnation to move the 
country one step back. Therefore, 
Egyptians who are supposed to be 
participating in this election — as 
voters and candidates — are now 
certain that the next parliament 
will not be their parliament.

The Egyptian parliament will 
keep on backing the president 
while the Egyptian people remain 
silently on the sidelines and no-
body knows when this will change.

Ahmed Abo Douh is an Egyptian 
writer. His article was translated 
and adapted from the Arabic. It was 
initially published by the London-
based Al Arab newspaper.

Ahmed
Abo Douh

View point
Egypt will 
now have a 
parliament 
that was 
voted 
for by no 
more than 
16% of the 
electorate.

Simply put, Egyptians 
realised there would be no 
real elections and did not 
go out to vote.

An Egyptian woman casts her ballot at a polling station in Cairo, on October 27th.
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London

W 

ith the dire humani-
tarian situation in 
Yemen a driving 
motivator, the Unit-
ed Nations is hoping 

for mid-November talks to achieve a 
political solution to end the fighting 
in the Gulf state, a target Western of-
ficials and diplomats are optimistic 
is within reach.

“I expect that before mid-Novem-
ber, God willing, a date will be spec-
ified and I expect that the dialogue 
must begin before mid-November, 
as a minimum,” UN envoy Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed told Reuters in 
Bahrain.

Ould Cheikh Ahmed said UN 
representatives were shuttling be-
tween Riyadh and Muscat to deter-
mine the date, location and subjects 
to be discussed within the context 
of UN Security Council Resolution 
2216.

Indications of a slowdown in mili-
tary activities were noted recently.

“We detect the military phase of 
this campaign is coming to a close 
as the coalition forces have estab-
lished a dominant military position 
in the country,” British Foreign Sec-
retary Philip Hammond said Octo-
ber 28th during a news conference 
in Riyadh after meeting with Saudi 
Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud.

The indication of a shift towards 
a political solution was echoed 
by Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-

Jubeir, who pointed to the accept-
ance of Resolution 2216 by former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh and 
Houthi rebels as an indication that 
the military campaign was nearing 
an end.

“We also see the gains that have 
been made on the ground. Most of 
Yemen’s territory that was captured 
by the rebels has been recaptured,” 
Jubeir said.

During a US Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee hearing the same 
day as the Saudi-UK meeting, Anne 
Patterson, US assistant secretary 
of State for Near Eastern Affairs, 
said there were hopeful signs from 
Saudi Arabia of its intention to end 
military activities.

“Most Saudis understand this 
can’t go on much longer because 
it’s going to turn the Yemeni popu-
lation against them and because 
they’re going to be responsible for 
rebuilding the country,” she said.

The conflict in Yemen pits the 
Iran-allied Houthi rebels and fight-
ers loyal to Saleh against forces loy-
al to the UN-recognised President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and an 
Arab coalition led by Saudi Arabia.

Although the parties have pub-
licly agreed to implement Resolu-
tion 2216, which calls on Houthi 
and Saleh forces to withdraw from 
main cities and surrender their 
arms, Hadi and the coalition have 
demanded that this happen before 
talks begin. The Houthis and Saleh 
want talks to address mechanisms 
for implementing Resolution 2216.

The likelihood of an all-encom-
passing end to the fighting is com-
plicated by realities on the ground, 
analysts say.

“We’ve heard things like this be-
fore and on a larger level a political 
solution has always been out there,” 
said Adam Baron, a fellow at the 
European Council on Foreign Re-
lations. “But what it really comes 
down to is whether the actors in-
volved can make a push for a politi-
cal solution on their own.”

Baron said there are interjecting 
conflicts in Yemen and the one that 
directly involves Saudi Arabia is just 
one of them. Even if a resolution to 
that particular conflict is found, he 
said, fighting, particularly in south-
ern and central Yemen, would likely 
continue.

“You have different forces with 

different aims. This is particularly 
true in the south part of the country, 
where different militias are fighting 
there; some are pro Yemen-unity, 
while others are very pro-secession 
and both sides cannot win,” Baron 
said. “Even if… they are fighting on 
the same side, we are already seeing 
dissension as things progress.”

Approximately 4,000 people 
have died in the fighting, which 
erupted in March. The United Na-
tions estimates that more than 80% 
of Yemen’s population of about 28 
million is in urgent need of humani-
tarian assistance.

UN humanitarian chief Stephen 
O’Brien said funds were already 

flowing from a relief organisation 
founded by Saudi Arabia, which 
signed agreements with the United 
Nations to provide $244 million in 
aid for Yemen. The United Nations 
appealed for emergency aid for 
Yemen in April, and in May Saudi 
Arabia pledged to fully fund the ap-
peal.

The United Nations has had a dif-
ficult time kick-starting talks be-
tween the warring factions. The 
most recent set of UN-sponsored 
talks resulted in fisticuffs and the 
breakdown of negotiations.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

UN pushes for mid-November Yemen talks
Mohammed Alkhereiji

The United Nations 
has had a difficult 
time kick-starting 
talks between the 
warring factions.

Indications of a 
slowdown in 
military activities 
were noted recently.

UN special envoy for Yemen, Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

London

T 

he war of words between 
regional rivals Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran continues to 
escalate amid mounting 
tensions concerning wars 

in Syria and Yemen.
World and regional powers, in-

cluding Iran and Saudi Arabia, met 
in Vienna to discuss a political so-
lution to Syria’s civil war. However, 
angry exchanges between repre-
sentatives of Saudi Arabia and Iran 
cast doubts on the likelihood of a 
consensus on the future of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad or good rela-
tions between the two countries, for 

that matter.
Furthermore, the Iranian delega-

tion in Vienna threatened to quit the 
Syria talks, citing what it described 
as Saudi Arabia’s “unconstructive 
role,” while Iranian President Has-
san Rohani appeared to launch a 
personal attack on Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir.

“An inexperienced young man 
in a regional country will not reach 
anywhere by rudeness in front of el-
ders,” Rohani was quoted as saying 
although he did not name Jubeir by 
name.

For his part, the 53-year-old Saudi 
foreign minister, who US officials 
say was the target of a 2011 assas-
sination plot by Iran’s security ser-
vices when he was an ambassador 
in Washington, accused Tehran of 

attempting to smuggle weapons 
into Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, as 
well as meddling in Lebanon, Syria, 
Iraq and Yemen. That, he said, was 
“driving the negativity” in Saudi-
Iranian relations, despite numerous 
attempts by the kingdom to repair 
relations.

The escalation in rhetoric is a 
consequence of Saudi Arabia and 
its Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
allies’ success in cutting off Iran’s 
on-the-ground support for Houthi 
rebels and supporters of former 
Yemeni president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh. This resulted in Iran’s state-
controlled media starting an aggres-
sive campaign against the GCC and 
Saudi Arabia in particular.

The hardline Fars news agency 
over the summer released a video 

clip showing Saudi Arabia’s King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud mor-
phing into Saddam Hussein, the late 
Iraqi dictator and one of the most 
hated modern figures in Iran.

When an Iranian court sentenced 
an activist to more than 12 years in 
prison on charges including draw-
ing cartoons of Iranian lawmakers, 
the Islamic Republic sponsored a 
cartoon contest about the Yemen 
war, with an emphasis on lampoon-
ing the Saudis. The winning work 
depicted the Islamic profession of 
faith on the Saudi flag being erased 
as bombs fell in Yemen.

“They are trying to turn on its 
head the narrative that Iran is al-
ways the one destabilising the re-
gion,” said Julien Barnes-Dacey of 
the European Council on Foreign 
Relations

Tensions between the Iran and 
other GCC members have been well 
documented. At a security confer-
ence in Manama, Bahraini Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed 
al-Khalifa compared Iran’s subver-
sive activities in Arab states, as big 
of a threat to the region as the Islam-
ic State (ISIS). He also accused Iran 
of smuggling arms into Bahrain.

Bahraini security officials recently 
uncovered a large stash of weapons 
and arrested a number of people 
suspected of having links to Iran. 
Bahrain then recalled its ambas-
sador from Iran and ordered the Is-
lamic Republic’s envoy to leave.

A statement by Bahraini Foreign 
Ministry said that the steps were 
taken in response to “continuing 
interference by Iran in the affairs 
of the kingdom” and an attempt by 
Tehran to foment “confessional se-
dition”.

The United Arab Emirates, home 
to hundreds of thousands of Iranian 
expatriates, has accused Iran of stir-
ring up unrest in Arab states, with 
tensions dating to a 1971 dispute 
over the islands of Greater and Less-

er Tunbs and Abu Musa. Abu Dhabi’s 
involvement in the war in Yemen 
also increased tensions between the 
two countries.

Before a meeting at Camp David 
with US President Barack Obama 
regarding the Iran nuclear deal, UAE 
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs 
Anwar Gargash said: “The main 
problem in the relations between 
Iran and the Arab world is Iran’s 
wish for expansion. The nuclear 
agreement between Tehran and the 
West creates a new dynamism that, 
based on indications, is not in fa-
vour of the moderate camp in Iran. 
The nuclear agreement will help 
Iran expand internationally at the 
expense of the Arabs.”

At the recent Manama meeting, 
GCC Secretary-General Abdullatif 
al-Zayani called on Iran to stop in-
terfering in GCC affairs and end its 
occupation of three UAE islands.

In Kuwait in August, after secu-
rity officials seized an arms cache 
hidden in a house near its border 
with Iraq, 26 suspects were arrested 
for being members of a Hezbollah-
linked cell. The weapons included 
rocket-propelled grenades, more 
than 100 kilograms of explosives, 
firearms, ammunition and detona-
tors.

The negotiations and proxy wars 
continue.

Saudi-Iranian tensions escalate over regional issues

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir speaks at the International Institute of Strategic Studies 
conference Manama-Dialogue 2015 at Manama, Bahrain, in October.

The escalation in 
rhetoric is a 
consequence of 
Saudi Arabia and its 
Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) allies’ 
success in cutting 
off Iran’s 
on-the-ground 
support for Houthi 
rebels.
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A recent edition of the World Bank’s MENA 
Economic Monitor sheds light on the roots and 
prospects of instability in the Arab world.

The report, entitled Inequality, Uprisings and 
Conflict in the Arab World, dispels the notion 
that the turmoil that has plagued the region 

since 2010 was the result of deteriorating standard development 
indicators. On the contrary, the MENA region had been making 
progress in eliminating poverty and boosting prosperity.

According to the report, a major factor driving the instability was 
instead the dissatisfaction and frustration people felt about their 
lives despite such progress. The middle classes, in particular, were 
unhappy about a decline in the standard of living, the dearth of 
quality jobs and the deterioration in the quality of public services 
and government accountability. A related factor was widespread 
pessimism about the future. “Average life satisfaction” was shown 
to be low in countries such as Syria, the Palestinian territories, 
Lebanon and Libya. Not surprisingly, “happiness levels were 
higher in the [Gulf Cooperation Council] countries”, the report 
found.

The report notes that since the 2011 uprisings, the situation has 
deteriorated as decades of development were lost and “uprisings 
morphed into civil wars” in some countries. The loss in economic 
output in the countries suffering from civil war is dramatic and 
disturbing: According to the World Bank, the cumulative loss of 
real gross domestic product (GDP) in Libya and Syria was 35% and 
55%, respectively, between 2013 and 2015. The statistics for Yemen 
are likely even worse. In the Levant alone, according to the World 
Bank report, war and terror cost at least $35 billion from 2011 
through 2014.

The immediate lessons of the report are obvious. In many MENA 
countries, then and in recent months, people took to the streets 
because of deep dissatisfaction with public services and quality of 
life, even as overall development indicators were improving. The 
problem is that improvement of life conditions was happening at a 
pace well below the expectations of increasingly demanding 
populations. This discrepancy could be a cause of further instabil-
ity down the road, especially since many are increasingly sceptical 
of politicians’ motivations and are therefore unwilling to wait out 
their problems or participate in public life.

Compounding the already-difficult situation, the World Bank 
report warns that “within MENA the incidence of people who 
think that it is morally justified to resort to extreme violence and 
target civilians is on the rise”, especially among young people.

The risk of wide-scale violence, the report notes, is higher when 
grievances are spun along sectarian and ethnic lines.

Many of the lessons of the World Bank report seem obvious but 
they remain unheeded. The socio-economic consequences of 
recent years of turmoil have been immeasurable. Worse still, there 
is unfortunately no shortage of political actors in the MENA region 
who are tempted to channel grievances towards ethnic and 
sectarian conflicts.

If this process continues, an already disastrous situation will be 
pushed further to the brink. And no one stands to gain.

Learning the lessons of years past

Opinion

T 

he political turbu-
lence shaking the 
Middle East region 
continues to rever-
berate as Iran pursues 
a foreign policy that 

clearly demonstrates its plan on 
making itself the prominent 
power in the Middle East and the 
Arabian (which they call Persian) 
Gulf.

Without the sword of Damocles 
— in the form of international eco-
nomic sanctions — dangling over 
their heads, the Iranians are start-
ing to show their true intentions, 
now that the July 14th nuclear 
agreement lifted sanctions against 
the Islamic Republic.

Clearly, one of Tehran’s objec-
tives — one that confirms the fears 
of many experts — is flexing its 
muscles in the region.

Tehran is sparing no costs, 
including that of human lives, in 
building a self-serving alliance 
— some are starting to call it the 
Shia crescent, a territory stretch-
ing from Iran to include Iraq, 
Syria, Lebanon and, to the south, 
Yemen.

Iran is intensifying its pres-
ence in Syria and Iraq. While the 
Iranians remain tight-lipped about 
their military and paramilitary de-
ployments and the movement of 
troops is well guarded, as are the 
casualty lists, something that has 
angered many families, a sketch of 
the numbers involved is starting 
to emerge by tracking the deaths 
taking place in Syria.

Indeed, the deaths of many Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) officers in Syria reflects the 
growing ground presence by Iran’s 
military there and the possible 
transformation of the IRGC into a 

Middle East intervention 
force.

Such a move would 
make Iran the de facto po-
liceman in the region. This 
has long been an Iranian 
desire, since the days of 
the shah, if not earlier.

None of this is really 
news, or at least it should not 

be, were it not for the fact that 
what some analysts had been 
predicting is finally showing signs 
of really happening.

Iran has been quite open regard-
ing its long-term plans. It’s just 

that the West persistently refused 
to own up and constantly misread 
the tea leaves.

Grand Ayatollah Mohammad 
Kazem Shariatmadari, who was 
considered a moderate, laid out 
Iran’s political aspirations as it was 
transitioning from being an em-
pire under the shah into an Islamic 
republic under the mullahs as far 
back as 1979.

The grand ayatollah spoke open-
ly about the intended trajectory 
of the Islamic Republic to anyone 
who wanted to hear; part of the 
problem was that not many people 
heard what he had to say. Both 
the shah and leader of the Islamic 
revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, tried to keep him quiet. 
I met the ayatollah while the shah 
was trying desperately to remain 
in power and the clock had started 
to wind down. Shariatmadari disa-
greed with Khomeini over having 
clergy in the government.

At the time the shah’s army had 
encircled the holy city of Qom but 
some of the ayatollah’s disciples 
managed to get me inside the city.

Today, as Iran begins test-firing 
ballistic missiles, it demonstrates 
how it intends to make use of 
loopholes in the nuclear agree-
ment. If Iran seeks peace in the 
region as it claims, it is certainly 
walking down the wrong path.

The United States says it is at-
tentive to Iran’s moves. Well, it 
should be. It should have been 
even more attentive all along. The 
problem may be that by the time 
the United States deciphers what 
is really transpiring in the region 
it may be too late. As is the case 
with Syria where the Russians are 
taking up the slack.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow 
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.

Everything you 
always feared about 
Iran but were too 
afraid to admit

The problem may 
be that by the time 
the United States 
deciphers what is 
really transpiring 
in the region it may 
be too late.

Iran is intensifying 
its presence in Syria 
and Iraq.

Claude Salhani



7November 6, 2015

Opinion

I 

t is early days yet for 
Moscow’s military cam-
paign in Syria but the 
parallels with its most 
recent overseas operation in 
Afghanistan are inescap-

able.
As with Afghanistan 26 years 

ago, Moscow is banking on — and 
planning for — just a short burst of 
activity in Syria. Russian Foreign 
Ministry spokeswoman Maria 
Zakharova has stressed that the 
operation to bolster the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
was not a plan for “a long-term 
war”. She added, using words that 
might prove to be dreadfully 
prescient: “We are [only] provid-
ing a counterterrorism operation 
there.”

Compare this 
with the 2002 
Russian General 
Staff report The 
Soviet- Afghan war: 
How a  Superpower 
Fought and  Lost, 
which draws on 
recollections of 
senior officers who 
served in Afghani-
stan. The report 
says the Soviet 

Army’s mission when it went into 
Afghanistan on Christmas Day 
1979 was to stabilise the Moscow-

backed Afghan government, 
strengthen the Afghan Army and 
withdraw the bulk of Soviet forces 
within three years.

It was not to be. The Afghan 
campaign lasted 9 years, 1 month 
and 18 days. Its deleterious 
effects became obvious after the 
Soviet Army withdrew. The 
military had crucially lost its 
image of invincibility.

This gutted its heart, according 
to William Odom, an American 
general who headed Ronald 
Reagan’s National Security 
Agency. Odom specialised in 
matters relating to the Soviet 
Union and wrote the most 
authoritative account of the 
Soviet military’s collapse. The 
grinding failure of that long, 
debilitating engagement would 
eventually become a microcosm 
for the problems afflicting Soviet 
society in general.

Memories of that long, bloody 
war are resurfacing now that the 
Syrian operation has begun. In 
Moscow recently, songwriter 
Vladimir Mazur sang to fellow 
soldiers at an Afghan war veter-
ans’ centre: “We lost so many 
young men in Afghanistan but 
there’s no point grieving. We just 
have to make sure it never 
happens again.”

The second parallel is timing. 

As with Afghanistan in 1979, 
Russia has gone into Syria 
believing that the accretion of 
American failures in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have shifted the 
historical correlation of forces in 
its favour.

 This may be a mistake.
 In his 1994 book Diplomacy, 

former US secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger observed that Moscow 
drew its own conclusions from 
America’s failure in Vietnam in 
1975 and was emboldened enough 
to expand its theatre of interest 
into Yemen, Angola, Somalia and 
Ethiopia over the next three years. 
Then, it went into Afghanistan, a 
massive overextension that 
ultimately led to the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet empire.

But that’s where the parallels 
stop, for 2015 is not 1979 and 
Russia is not the Soviet Union. It 
no longer has any ideological 
currency worth anything. 
Anti-Westernism is a good mantra 
and Vladimir Putin’s Russia uses 
it as advantageously and strategi-
cally as possible, although there 
are limits.

Moscow’s Syrian campaign is 
also different from the Afghan 
operation in the way it is being 
conducted, almost like a video 
game. From early on, Russia 
mounted Kalibr cruise missile 

strikes on targets in Syria from 
warships 1,500 kilometres away. 
This accomplished two things.

First, it demonstrated an 
important new military capability 
in line with the United States’ 
distant forcefulness with its 
Tomahawk cruise missile strikes 
in the two Gulf wars and against 
targets in Afghanistan, the 
Balkans, Libya, Yemen and Syria.

Second, the Kalibr strikes 
provide distance from the theatre 
of war, which is important to 
Putin’s people. The independent 
Russian pollster Levada-Center in 
October found that 78% of 
Russians said they feared the 
Syrian campaign would turn into 
a “second Afghanistan”. The use 
of cruise missiles suggests this 
may not be immediate or, more to 
the point, inevitable.

That said, even at this early 
stage of Russia’s Syrian campaign, 
it is difficult to see it as anything 
other than an unwinnable war, 
waged on behalf of an unpopular 
leader, for hubristic reasons. If 
that sounds dreadfully familiar, 
it’s because it is.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on 
world affairs. She blogs at 
www.rashmee.com and is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.

“P
eople don’t realise,” 
a wise friend of 
mine said during 
the rush of the 
George W. Bush 
administration to 

invade Iraq in 2003, “if you push 
too hard at the universe, the 
universe will push right back”.

Now, the universe has started to 
push back at 12 years of reckless US 
policies, invasions and sweeping 
efforts to remake nations across the 
Middle East.

This is not a new story: In fact it 
is a very old one.

In 1919, US president Woodrow 
Wilson crossed the Atlantic Ocean 

with a brain trust of 
eager young policy-
makers, including 
future Washington 
Post pundit Walter 
Lippmann, to remake 
the ancient borders 
of Europe in the 
name of national self-
determination — and 
he did.

“National self-
determination” 

was Wilson’s version of what the 
Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy called 
“the green stick” — the one simple, 

magic secret that will transform the 
world and bring instant happiness 
to everyone.

Eighty-four years later, Bush, 
vice-president Dick Cheney and 
defence secretary Donald Rums-
feld had a new magical green stick 
called “democracy and human 
rights”. This time they were deter-
mined to remake the Middle East.

First they conquered Iraq, using 
fraudulent intelligence about its 
alleged weapons of mass destruc-
tion as their justification. Then 
they abolished the Iraqi Army and 
imposed US-style democracy on 
the country.

Of course, what they really 
created was a hellish chaos, an 
anarchy in which Sunnis and Shias 
were pitted against each other and 
the previously dominant Sunni 
communities were smashed and 
isolated. Many of their members in 
despair turned to Islamic extrem-
ists.

The succeeding administration 
of President Barack Obama should 
have learned the lesson but it 
didn’t. Neo-conservative arrogance 
and recklessness was replaced by 
more of the same from neo-liberals. 
But it was the same green stick and 
the same old story.

During the heady days of the 
“Arab spring” in 2011, Obama al-
lowed the CIA and the Pentagon to 
funnel funds and aid to topple the 
autocratic, beleaguered govern-
ment of President Bashar Assad in 
Syria. Syria was going to get the full 
green stick treatment.

Except, as the world now knows, 
it didn’t work. Assad proved a 
tougher nut to crack than Muam-
mar Qaddafi in Libya. And the 
American people’s taste for fully 
occupying countries when Wash-
ington armchair strategists told 
them to had been drained dry by 
the ever-rising casualty figures 
from Iraq and Afghanistan.

Now the wheel has turned full 
circle. Four years of US efforts to 
produce an idyllic “secular, demo-
cratic, pluralistic, tolerant” green 
stick society in Syria have instead 
unleashed a ferocious medieval-
style jihad, uprooted 11 million peo-
ple from their homes and driven 
millions of refugees into Jordan, 
Lebanon and Saudi Arabia and even 
across the European Union.

Now it is Russia that is interven-
ing in Syria to fight the jihadists. 
But where the United States dis-
banded the Ba’athist army in Iraq 
and smashed the old state structure 

there, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, with no delusions about 
creating any utopia or shining 
example to the world, is supporting 
the Ba’athist army of Damascus. No 
green stick for him.

The initial success of Russian 
air strikes against Islamist forces, 
including some supported by the 
United States, has clearly im-
pressed the leaders of Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia and Jordan. All three coun-
tries, close to the United States for 
generations, are rapidly boosting 
diplomatic and security ties with 
Moscow.

America’s green stick policy of 
the past 12 years is spreading chaos 
and fear through Europe as well as 
the Middle East. Everything is turn-
ing out the opposite of what it was 
supposed to be.

The 18th-century English poet 
William Blake coined a phrase to 
describe this kind of ironic blow-
back: “fearful symmetry”.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow of the 
American University in Moscow 
and the author most recently of 
Gathering Storm: The Seventh Era 
of American History and the Coming 
Crisis that will Lead to It. (Amazon-
Kindle, 2014).

Russia’s unwinnable war

Fearful symmetry

Even at this early stage of 
Russia’s Syrian 
campaign, it is difficult 
to see it as anything other 
than an unwinnable war.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

 Neo-conservative 
arrogance and 
recklessness was 
replaced by more of the 
same from neo-liberals.

Martin Sieff

Russian Su-24 bomber taking off for a night combat mission from Hamim airbase in Syria, in October.
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Baghdad

A 

total of 50 people were 
killed in violence in Di-
yala province in August 
and September, the sec-
ond highest number of 

victims in an Iraqi province, accord-
ing to the Interior Ministry. That 
was ten less than Baghdad.

Diyala, 30 kilometres north of the 
capital, has a majority Shia popu-
lation that has grown disgruntled 
with rival Sunnis since a July 17th 
suicide bombing at a market in the 
town of Khan Bani Saad. At least 120 
people, including 14 children and 
13 women and mostly Shias, were 
killed and 140 others were wound-
ed in the explosion.

The Islamic State (ISIS) — an ex-
tremist Sunni group — claimed re-
sponsibility for the attack but resi-
dents and police, to a certain extent, 
pointed to the local Sunni commu-
nity. Since then, Sunnis in Diyala 
have faced a violent campaign of 
displacement, kidnappings and as-
sassinations. Many have fled to oth-
er parts of Iraq.

Escaping Sunnis report threats, 
harassment and abuses commit-
ted by Shia-allied militias and the 
state’s predominantly Shia forces.

Mohammed al-Jubouri, a 46-year-
old mechanical engineer who fled to 
the northern Kurdish area, said he 
received “several warnings posted 
at my front door, saying: ‘If you 

want your life, leave the area’.
“And, indeed we did. Here we are 

in Erbil, where we have been for 
seven months,” he said.

Jubouri said several of his rela-
tives received similar threats, which 
they did not take seriously. “We 
haven’t heard from them in seven 
months. We think they were kid-
napped and possibly killed,” he 
said.

Following the July blast, Diyala’s 
federal court announced that 11 se-
curity officials in Khan Bani Saad 
and Baquba were detained for ques-
tioning. Security officials, however, 
told The Arab Weekly that those ar-
rested were Sunni security officers, 
who were not suspected of wrong-
doing but were rather dismissed to 
clear the station of Sunni elements.

It is believed that Shia militias 
kidnapped and possibly killed 30 
men, including Sheikh Talab al-Ju-
maili and three of his sons, as well 
as seven members of Albouhamdan 
tribe, from Khan Bani Saad, accord-
ing to rights activists in the area.

They said that dozens of Sunnis 
were wounded in militia mortar at-
tacks on predominantly Sunni vil-
lages and nearby districts.

In Diyala’s Khanaqin town, offi-
cials reported that the number of 
displaced Iraqis swelled the popu-
lation by 50%, with the arrival of 
23,000 displaced families. The au-
thorities have not yet processed 
hundreds of others arriving in the 
area.

Officials said another 30,000 dis-
placed people from Diyala arrived 
in Kirkuk in the northern Kurdish 
areas and thousands of others are 
believed to be in Mandali or fled to 
Iraq’s southern regions.

Abdul-Khaliq al-Azzawi, a mem-
ber of Diyala provincial council, 
blamed the violence on sectarian-
ism.

“The public campaign of displac-

ing people in the region came after 
the bombing of Khan Bani Saad’s 
marketplace,” he said. “It seems 
that suspicion is being used as a pre-
text to displace people and rekindle 
sectarianism that some government 
and private circles may condone.”

Baquba Mayor Abdullah Hayali 
announced on October 8th that 15 
people were wounded in mortar 
attacks on residential neighbour-
hoods in his district. Hours later, 
police said 27 people were killed 
and more than 30 were wounded 
in a mortar shelling that targeted 
Sunnis in four neighbourhoods in 
Baquba.

Mohammed al-Karbouli, a law-
maker on parliament’s defence 
committee, said he met with Na-
tional Security Adviser Faleh al-
Fayad to check on plans for “com-
bating organised kidnappings and 
killings in Baghdad and Diyala”.

“The number of victims of sectar-
ian violence peaked to 60 and 50 in 
total in the months of September 
and October,” he said.

The MP said his meeting came in 
the wake of mounting speculation 
that Fayad was responsible for kid-
nappings in Baghdad and Diyala.

“The preoccupation of the securi-
ty forces in the war on ISIS does not 
mean that security will be lax else-
where in Iraq,” Karbouli insisted.

Salem al-Saadoun, a political sci-
ence lecturer at Baghdad Univer-
sity, accused Iran of being behind 
the displacement, saying Tehran 
sought to replace the residents with 
Iranian Shias to intentionally cause 
a demographic imbalance.

“Iran wants Baghdad and Diyala 
provinces with Shia majority so that 
both provinces can be added to Iraqi 
areas with Shia majority,” Saadoun 
said.

“By the same token, what we’re 
seeing is a tribal revenge,” he said. 
“The Shias want to avenge for the 

killing of scores of them [by] the 
hands of al-Qaeda, to which many 
Sunnis were seen to have sympa-
thised”.

The government in Diyala is run 
by the Shia militia of Badr Organi-
sation, which is headed by Hadi al-
Amiri, who was given the security 
authority in the province.

Diyala Governor Muthana al-
Tamimi confirmed in public com-
ments last July that Amiri, the 

secretary-general of the Badr Or-
ganisation, was entrusted by the 
Baghdad government to manage 
Diyala’s security.

“It is an honour to be a soldier and 
fighter with Hadi al-Ameri,” Tamimi 
said at the time. “It is my duty to 
work under his instructions.”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.

Diyala’s sectarian toll mounting
Omar Hejab

Sunnis in Diyala 
have faced a violent 
campaign of 
displacement, 
kidnappings and 
assassinations.

Lonely at the top. Iraq’s premier Haider al-Abadi during a parliamentary session.

Abadi suffers setbacks in battle for reform

S
omething’s got to give in 
Iraq, a country besieged 
by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) taking much of its 
Sunni heartland, 
industrial-scale corrup-

tion that keeps the economy in the 
dark ages and the very real threat 
of civil war between Sunnis and 
Shias.

Haider al-Abadi was seen just 
more than a year ago as the solution 
to many of Iraq’s woes. It’s true 
that as soon as he became prime 
minister he clamped down on cor-
ruption, particularly in the army 
where previous prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki, some media outlets said, 
was responsible for draining $500 
billion out of the country. Abadi 
recently downsized the govern-
ment and fired a number of officials 
allegedly on the take.

However, he has failed Iraq in 
two major areas. First, Abadi was 
unable to garner support from the 
Sunni community to put its weight 
behind liberating Mosul, Ramadi 
and Falluja from ISIS extremists.

Abadi received a body blow from 
parliament, which refused to back 
his reforms aimed at tackling the 
haemorrhage of state funds in a 
period of financial calamity during 
which low oil prices hit the country 
harder than could have been imag-
ined.

Abadi has taken on the establish-
ment in a valiant bid to destroy 

an inherent corrupt system in 

which a number of humble political 
figures became billionaires over-
night in a country where more than 
20% of the population is considered 
in dire poverty.

Radical reforms over the summer, 
which included the dismissal of the 
vice-presidents and deputy prime 
ministers and cuts to salaries of 
government employees, have come 
back to haunt Abadi. Now it’s the 
deputies who are curbing Abadi’s 
efforts to root out the main culprits 
of graft.

Iraq’s parliament voted unani-
mously to bar the government 
from passing important reforms 
without its approval in an effort to 
curb Abadi amid discontent over his 
leadership style, lawmakers said.

It’s fair to say though that many 
MPs are using the reform bill to 
send a signal to Abadi that he 
shouldn’t dream of being an au-
thoritarian leader and should keep 

his place as a political sage.
The move has come at the worst 

time. In recent weeks there has 
been much talk about Iranian and 
Western support in hitting key 
ISIS positions as many predicted 
Ramadi being the first stronghold to 
be taken back.

Yet experts warn that any rise in 
political tensions could undermine 
Baghdad’s efforts to tackle an eco-
nomic malaise and form a united 
front against ISIS militants posing 
the worst threat to Iraq since a US-
led invasion that toppled Saddam 
Hussein in 2003.

Crucial to taking back territory in 
western Iraq is keeping Sunni and 
Shia tribal leaders happy, as both 
are weary of the spoils of war being 
used as leverage against each other.

Previously, Abadi came under fire 
for letting Shia militias take back 
Tikrit where fighters looted and 
were responsible for human rights 

abuses, which left many wondering 
if Abadi can control the militias.

Barely days after taking office in 
September 2014, Abadi oversaw 
the creation of an umbrella group 
of Shia militias aimed at fighting 
ISIS, which is not liked by Shia 
regional leaders as it undermines 
their political fervour; such is the 
complicated matrix of politics in 
Iraq that left the Sunni belt vulner-
able to attack from extremists in 
the first place.

Abadi badly needs political 
capital as he is on the back foot. 
The three vice-presidents who 
were supposed to be fired — but are 
still in office — have probably been 
behind the MPs’ coup.

Winning a key town in the occu-
pied territory of north-western Iraq 
— such as Ramadi, which is close to 
Baghdad — could be the answer to 
his prayers if he is to survive what 
is essentially a test of his endur-
ance; restoring relations with the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
would be another feather in his 
cap, if he can conjure up a strategy 
to hold on to his office while those 
around him jostle him to see if he 
will wane.

He’s also under political strains 
from a new secular protest move-
ment that is gaining in popularity 
and calls for the end of the Shia-
Sunni power brokering, which is 
responsible for ISIS taking over a 
sizeable chunk of the Sunni part of 
the country, while tribal leaders in 
Baghdad bickered and attributed 
blame to one another.

Abadi now needs a miracle. No 
mean feat for a man who only 
sleeps four hours a night as it is.

Martin Jay is the Beirut 
correspondent for the Daily Mail 
and the founding editor of Annahar 
English (Lebanon). Follow him on 
Twitter: @MartinRJay.

Martin Jay

View point

Abadi 
received 
a body 
blow from 
parliament, 
which 
refused to 
back his 
reforms.

Abadi was unable to 
garner support from the 
Sunni community.
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A December 2005 file picture shows the then-leader of the Iraqi National Congress 
Ahmed Chalabi (R) listening to ex-US secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld in 
Baghdad.

Amman

P 

owerful Iraqi politician 
Ahmed Chalabi, whose 
faulty information on 
Iraq’s alleged programme 
to produce weapons of 

mass destruction drew the United 
States and its allies into a quagmire 
in Iraq, has died of a heart attack in 
his Baghdad home. He was 71.

Chalabi suffered a heart attack in 
early November 3rd in his residence 
in Baghdad’s upscale Kadhimiya 
neighbourhood, according to Jabbar 
Abdul-Khaleq, a long-time friend of 
the deceased and a lawmaker who 
served with Chalabi in parliament’s 
Finance Committee.

“It was a severe cardiac arrest and 
he died instantly,” Abdul-Khaleq 
told The Arab Weekly in a telephone 
interview.

Chalabi’s career extended over 
decades, although part was spent 
in exile during the reign of his arch-
enemy, Iraqi dictator Saddam Hus-
sein.

A longtime US ally, Chalabi once 
enjoyed access to the White House, 
particularly during Republican ad-
ministrations. He provided US se-
curity authorities, congressional 
leaders, administration officials and 
even journalists with details of an 
Iraqi weapons programme.

However, following the 2003 US-
led invasion of Iraq that toppled 
Saddam, a search of Iraqi military 

facilities unveiled that witness ac-
counts, through Chalabi and others, 
were fabrications. At the time, an 
impenitent Chalabi said removing 
Saddam from power justified the 
means.

A secular Shia Muslim, Chalabi 
stood for prime minister in August 
2014 but lost his bid because of 
his contentious policies, particu-
larly isolating leaders of the rival 
Sunni sect and others associated 
with Saddam’s Arab Ba’ath Socialist 
Party, a move that fuelled sectarian 
concerns.

“His political ambitions always 
stood in the way of making some 
real good changes for the country,” 
said Karrar Ali Mohsin, an oil en-
gineer who worked under Chalabi 
when the politician headed the Iraqi 
Oil Ministry a few years ago.

“He had a vision and good ideas 
but this was often overshadowed 
by controversial policies he adopt-
ed, which made him an enemy to 
many,” Mohsin said. He was refer-
ring to Chalabi banishing many Sun-
ni oil ministry employees and oth-
ers suspected of ties to the Ba’ath 
Party.

Until his death, Chalabi served 
as a member of parliament and the 
head of legislature’s Finance Com-
mittee. Earlier, he was president of 
a US-appointed Governing Council, 
which administered Iraq for nearly 
a year after the invasion. Later, he 
served briefly as minister of oil.

Chalabi was born to a wealthy 
Shia family who fled Iraq following 
the 1950 coup against the Hash-
emite monarchy. He studied in the 
United States and earned a doctor-
ate in mathematics from the Uni-
versity of Chicago.

In the 1980s, Chalabi turned to 
politics and finance. He launched 
Petra Bank in Jordan, which soon 
became the country’s second largest 

financial institution before it sud-
denly crashed and sent the coun-
try’s fragile economy on a limp.

Jordan accused Chalabi of em-
bezzlement and a military court 
convicted and sentenced him to 20 
years in jail. The trial, verdict and 
sentencing were in absentia as Chal-
abi had fled to Britain hours before 
Jordanian authorities announced 
that the bank had crashed.

The Central Bank of Jordan spent 
$350 million to bail out Petra Bank. 
The financial institution was liqui-
dated and the bank closed less than 
two years later.

In 1992, Chalabi formed the Iraqi 
National Congress (INC), a group 
that brought together Shia religious 
parties, Kurdish political leaders 

and Saddam’s secular foes in a bid 
to overthrow him. INC received tens 
of millions of dollars from US intel-
ligence agencies and the US State 
Department to topple Saddam.

Afterward, Chalabi developed 
warm ties with US President George 
W. Bush and top administration of-
ficials, who went to war with Iraq 
to remove Saddam.

Back in politics at home after 
Saddam was deposed, Chalabi was 
part of a committee that disbanded 
the Ba’ath Party. He went a step 
further, rallying for the banning of 
Ba’ath members — mostly Sunnis 
and tribal leaders — from holding 
public posts. But his honeymoon 
with the Americans did not last 
long. In 2004, US soldiers and Iraqi 

police raided Chalabi’s residence 
and offices in Baghdad on suspicion 
that he had been involved in a cur-
rency trading scheme. No charges 
were brought, however.

Chalabi maintained cordial ties 
with Iran during Saddam’s era and 
afterward. Being a Shia Muslim, 
Chalabi managed to enter Tehran’s 
political hierarchy and befriend in-
fluential politicians and clerics who 
backed him no matter who ruled in 
Baghdad and despite his close US 
ties.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly 
and has covered the Middle East 
and North Africa for nearly three 
decades. 

Iraqi politician Ahmed Chalabi dies
Jamal J. Halaby

Security forces escort the coffin of Ahmed Chalabi, in Baghdad, on November 4th.

Chalabi was part of a 
committee that 
disbanded the 
Ba’ath Party.

Ahmed Chalabi: The genius who didn’t know his limits

I 

n the mid-1990s, I attended a 
high-level meeting at the 
home of a senior Jordanian 
political official  who 
informed me that I was sitting 
in the same chair in which 

Ahmed Chalabi had sat shortly 
before he fled Amman.

This well-known Jordanian politi-
cian, a fierce opponent of Iraq’s 
Saddam Hussein, explained how 
Chalabi had paid a surprise visit 
before leaving Amman under mys-
terious circumstances immediately 
after the Petra Bank scandal that 
rocked Jordan’s economy in 1989 
— and just ahead of a warrant was 
issued for his arrest.

The politician revealed that he 
had invested $1 million with Chal-
abi’s investment fund, which had 
promptly lost the money. But such 
were Chalabi’s powers of persua-
sion and personal charisma that the 
politician acknowledged he would 
probably not hesitate to invest with 
Chalabi again.

Ahmed Chalabi’s role in Iraqi poli-
tics is peerless — no other politician 
has had such an effect, whether 
we are talking about the Saddam 
Hussein era or beyond. Chalabi’s 
political manoeuvring and ability 
to influence others were second 
to none. He played a pivotal role 
in two major changes in Iraqi, and 
indeed world, history.

The first game that Chalabi mas-
tered was playing on the Iranians, 

securing US-Iranian rapproche-

ment and cooperation on Iraq. 
The master manipulator managed 
to convince the George W. Bush 
administration of the need to oust 
Saddam and his regime, a decision 
that has had a profound effect on 
the region.

Chalabi was somehow able to 
convince the most powerful govern-
ment in the world of a non-existent 
connection between Saddam Hus-
sein and al-Qaeda. This is a connec-
tion that only existed in the minds 
of those who wanted a justification, 
any justification, however delusion-
al or false, for a war on Iraq.

Yes, Saddam had to go, but the 
question remains: Is Iraq today bet-
ter off than it was in 2003?

Without Chalabi, there would 
have been no US-Iranian rapproche-
ment and cooperation and, indeed, 
no 2003 Iraq war. Chalabi was in-
strumental in organising the famous 
2002 London conference of Iraqi 
opposition figures that put forward 
the basis of a deal between them — 
with US-Iranian sponsorship.

Chalabi, who arrived on a plane 
from Tehran, took a leading role 
in the conference, which provided 
the theoretical political basis for 
the post-war period. This confer-
ence needed a Shia component, 
which Chalabi duly provided in the 
figure of Abdulaziz al-Hakim, the 
late leader of the Islamic Supreme 
Council of Iraq. He also went to the 
British capital directly from Tehran.

Any disagreement that emerged 
during this pivotal meeting can be 
traced to Chalabi, who knew how to 
use Iranian influence and US cover 
as levers to achieve his objectives. 
The London conference emerged 
with the most dangerous document 
for the future of Iraq, including the 
phrase “the Shia majority of Iraq”, 
which pleased Tehran, and the term 
“federal formula”, which pleased 
the Kurds.

Iraq continues to suffer from the 
results of this notorious document, 
which destroyed any chance of a 
strong and stable political future.

Yes, Chalabi manipulated the 
Americans. He knew how to get 
things done in Washington and how 
to benefit from any opportunity 
to stand out and push his agenda. 
Most surprising of all, he managed 
to do this while lacking any real or 
genuine popular support in Iraq, 
something that stymied his post-
invasion political career.

But Chalabi failed to understand 
his limits. In post-Saddam Iraq, he 
was no longer able to exploit and 
manipulate the big players, includ-
ing Washington, which had gotten 
wise to his game. But most danger-
ously, he was simply not aware 
— although some others argue the 
opposite — of where all this would 
end, with Iraq falling into the hands 
of sectarian militias controlled 
by Iran and under greater Iranian 
hegemony. There can be no doubt 

that Chalabi was a charismatic 
genius but did he use this genius 
and charisma in order to build or to 
destroy?

Chalabi’s opposition to the 
Ba’athist regime in Iraq was all 
well and good but is the sectarian 
system that he contributed to estab-
lishing any better?

Or was Chalabi, the grand ma-
nipulator, unable to understand 
that perhaps others were using and 
manipulating him for their own 
ends?

The tragedy of Chalabi was his 
belief in his own ability to use and 
manipulate others. He was con-
vinced of this until he found that he 
was the one who had been manipu-
lated and used.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. The commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was originally published 
in the London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point

Yes, Saddam 
had to go, 
but the 
question 
remains: Is 
Iraq today 
better off 
than it was in 
2003?

The tragedy of Chalabi 
was his belief in his 
own ability to use and 
manipulate others.
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D 

uring the commemora-
tion of Ashura, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Has-
san Nasrallah, who prom-
ised his adherents a quick 

victory in Syria in 2012, called for an 
all-out jihad against takfiri groups 
wherever they are found. George W. 
Bush could have easily labelled the 
call a “War against Terrorism”.

Hezbollah’s gradual yet growing 
engagement in support of embat-
tled Syrian President Bashar Assad 
has signalled the increasing difficul-
ties that regime has faced holding its 
ground. But four years of financial 
and military backing by Hezbollah 
and Iran have failed to turn the tide. 
Drastic measures have been ordered 
to rescue the Damascus govern-
ment, evident in Russia’s direct mil-
itary intervention in support of the 
Syrian Army.

Nasrallah, along with the Iranian 
leadership, applauded Russian inter-
vention. Nabil Qaouk, deputy mem-
ber of the executive council of Hez-
bollah, considered that “Russia’s air 
strikes have reinforced the axis of re-
sistance against the takfiri groups”. 
Both Iran and Hezbollah have found 
in such a development a better al-
ternative to the potential collapse of 
the Assad regime.

In his Ashura speech, and to shift 
attention away from Russia’s “new 
colonialism”, Nasrallah blamed the 
United States for all Muslims’ ills. Yet 
he kept silent about joint Russian-
Israeli military exercises and the 
Russian-US memorandum of under-
standing, signed to avoid plane colli-
sions over Syria. Nasrallah made no 
effort to explain the reasons behind 

growing cooperation between US-
led forces and the pro-Iranian Shia 
militia of al-Hashed al-Shaabi in Iraq 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS).

Despite Nasrallah’s furious rheto-
ric, realities on the ground reveal an 
unprecedented and rapidly develop-
ing harmony between the “axis of 
evil” and the “axis of resistance”. It 
appears to be reaching its climax in 
an undeclared alliance fighting ISIS 
in Syria and Iraq.

Recent talks in Vienna between 
Russia Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov, US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and the foreign ministers of 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia have been 
described by Kerry as a promising 
discussion regardless of lingering 
disagreements over Assad’s fate. 
Nonetheless, convergences of inter-
est are being clearly expressed in a 
plan for a new Middle Eastern con-
testation.

Iran is eagerly pursuing a part-
nership with Russia to expand its 
influence by claiming a protection-
ist role over the Shia community 
in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. Russia, 
on the other hand, is finding in alli-
ance with Iran and Hezbollah criti-
cal gateways to restore lost Soviet 
prestige and strategically reposition 
itself in the Levant.

The United States and Israel, on 
the other hand, may have been 
growing increasingly convinced 
that Hezbollah and Iran are more as-
suring to regional stability than the 
fragmented Arab and Turkish Sunni 
leadership. For Israel, in particular, 
the rise of Shiaism amid a widen-
ing wedge with the Sunni world is 
sure to help undermine Palestinian 
resistance and shift the Muslim and 
Arab cause away from calls to “pro-

tect Jerusalem” and for the estab-
lishment of a Palestinian state.

Both Iran and Hezbollah recognise 
full well that the attainment of Shia 
protectionism in the Levant neces-
sitates a significant convergence 
with Israel, the United States and 
Europe over common interests. Af-
ter all, post-nuclear deal Iran must 
demonstrate, and persuade its allies 
to do likewise, a willingness to play 
a stabilising regional role, securing 
Israeli borders, suppressing Sunni 
militancy and participating in pow-
er-sharing arrangements with other 
minority and sectarian groups. This 
is crucial to maintaining economic 
cooperation and advancing normali-
sation with the West.

At a later stage, backed by Rus-
sia, Iran and Hezbollah may need 
to diffuse Saudi-Qatari-Turkish op-
position to expanded Iranian Shia 
influence in the region. Other than 
tilting the balance of power in their 
favour on the battlefield, the “axis 
of resistance” may also need to 
demonstrate a disposition towards 

resolving other regional dilemmas 
that have arisen directly as a result 
of conflict in Syria. First, help sup-
press Kurdish secessionist drives, a 
primary concern to Turkey. Second, 
develop a partnership with the Arab 
Sunni world to rearrange spheres 
of influence in Lebanon, Syria, the 
Palestinian territories and Iraq. And 
third, cease intervention drives in 
the internal affairs of the Gulf States, 
including ending support of Yemen’s 
Houthis.

The international Quartet recently 
appeared closer to such an under-
standing within the framework of an 
anti-ISIS coalition. Lavrov has pro-
posed to open the Quartet’s mem-
bership to Iran and other stakehold-
er countries, such as Jordan, Egypt, 
Qatar and the United Arab Emirates.

For the time being, however, no 
one expects Hezbollah’s sectarian 
mobilisation to end soon. Nor it is 
likely that Nasrallah’s populist and 
fierce criticism denouncing Israel 
and the United States and claiming 
resistance against the “axis of evil” 

will at any time be watered down.
Yet, Hezbollah will continue to 

demonstrate its ability to maintain 
calm along the Israeli borders re-
gardless of the Palestinian intifada. 
The party is to support the United 
States and Western armament efforts 
of the Lebanese Army to help in the 
fight against “Islamic terrorist organ-
isations”. And finally, as expressed 
in Nasrallah’s Ashura speech, the 
party will uphold dialogue with their 
Lebanese opponents, while simulta-
neously labelling them the “slaves of 
American and Saudi petro-dollar”.

“Co-opting with the ‘axis of evil’” 
seems to best describe the party’s 
domestic strategy and Iran’s emerg-
ing regional rapprochement.

Imad Salamey is an associate 
professor of political science and 
international affairs at the Lebanese 
American University in Beirut, a 
senior policy adviser on Middle East 
and Arab Affairs, and the author 
of The Government and Politics of 
Lebanon.

Hezbollah’s co-optation with the ‘axis of evil’
Imad Salamey

Female supporters of Lebanon’s Shia Hezbollah movement during a rally marking Ashura,  in Beirut’s 
southern suburbs, on October 24th.

Four years of 
financial and 
military backing by 
Hezbollah and Iran 
have failed to turn 
the tide.
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the “axis of evil” and 
the “axis of 
resistance”.
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W 

ith winter at the 
doorstep, hundreds 
of thousands of Syr-
ians living in tempo-
rary refugee tents in 

Lebanon’s vast open fields are pray-
ing for less snow and rain.

The refugees dread another harsh 
winter, the fifth in exile for many, 
amid even poorer living conditions. 
At least four Syrian refugees froze to 
death when the country was hit by 
a series of snowstorms last winter.

“The conditions are very, very 
bad,” Lebanese Social Affairs Minis-
ter Rashid Derbas said. “This is why 
we are seeing the refugees risking 
their lives to escape [to Europe] by 
sea.”

Humanitarian groups agree that 
conditions have been deteriorat-
ing for Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
as cash-strapped international aid 
agencies are forced to cut assistance.

“This year it will be much worse,” 
said Iffat Edriss, president of Cedars 
for Care, a local charity.

“Assistance from international 
organisations has declined dramati-
cally and refugee families are now 
on bread-debt. They are borrow-
ing money for bread,” added Mona 
Ayoub, project coordinator of Leba-
non for Refugees, another group 

working to ensure the refugees 
have the means to survive the harsh 
weather.

According to a recent report by the 
UN High Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the vulnerabilities of Syr-
ian refugees have increased 100% in 
some areas. “UNHCR and partners 
estimate that 195,000 Syrian fami-
lies in Lebanon (975,000 people) 
will suffer from winter and will need 
assistance to keep warm and dry,” 
the report warned.

Amid this gloomy outlook, Leba-
non has seen a surge in private ini-
tiatives to help prevent a deadly sce-
nario for Syrian refugees this winter.

Dafa (Arabic for “Warmth”), a 
campaign by a group of media ce-
lebrities, was launched at a public 
event in Beirut’s Martyrs’ Square, 
where hundreds donated food and 
new and second-hand clothes and 
food.

The organisers, who did not limit 

their beneficiaries to Syrian refuges, 
have chosen not to accept financial 
donations.

“We decided to restrict it to in-
kind donations and not deal with 
money for transparency and sim-
plicity,” Tarek Abou Saleh, co-
founder of the campaign, said.

Sawa (“Together”) for Develop-
ment and Aid, a non-government 
organisation that started as a youth 
initiative in 2001, is organising a 
November 16th event to collect do-
nations, for which a social media 
campaign with the slogan #Before-
TheStorm has been ongoing for 
weeks.

Despite the efforts, the general 
public feeling towards the matter 
is less than encouraging. “Sympa-
thy still exists and donations never 
stopped but many Lebanese have 
now become tired,” with the Syrian 
crisis more than four years old and 
with no solution in sight, Edriss said.

“The situation has become worse 
as the socio-economic conditions 
of the Lebanese people deteriorat-
ed, prompting many donors to chip 
in on condition that their aid would 
reach Lebanese beneficiaries only,” 
she added.

“We’ve had a number of incidents 
in which a family comes in and ask 
to have some of the items but we 
had to reject their request because 
the items were meant for people 
from another nationality.”

The small-scale private initiatives 
can hardly fill the needs amid the 
Lebanese government’s incapacity 
to help the refugees. Disagreement 
over aid policies between Leba-
non and international donors has 
prevented international assistance 
from flowing in.

The international community has 
been critical of the government’s 
decision to close the border to Syr-
ian refugees more than a year ago 
and prevent the UNHCR from reg-
istering newcomers. That measure 
was paralleled with a ban on work 
for refugees or else they would lose 
their refugee status and assistance 
stipends.

As Lebanon’s already weak infra-
structure crumbled under the pres-
sure of the refugee influx, interna-
tional organisations have refused 
to invest in development projects 
related to the humanitarian crisis 
caused by the refugees unless Syr-
ians are among the direct benefi-
ciaries.

Drowned in the swamp of inac-
tion left by this gridlock, Syrians are 
left with little choice but to bypass 
the law and seek work in the infor-
mal sector.

“Last year, 40% of Syrian refu-

gees worked in informal sectors. 
This year, the already high rate is 
expected to skyrocket amid the 
government’s non-existent refugee 
strategy,” said an economic expert 
who requested anonymity.

“The government’s policy has 
thus backfired as the informal sec-
tor is neither taxable nor moni-
tored.” 

Unlike Jordan and other neigh-
bouring countries harbouring Syr-
ian refugees, Lebanon has refused 
to officially establish temporary 
refugee camps, fearing they would 
encourage Syrians to stay and be-
come permanent refugees like Pal-
estinians. About 425,000 Palestin-
ian refugees are registered with the 
UNHCR, most of whom live in 12 
official refugee camps across Leba-
non.

Such a decision proved to be det-
rimental for the Syrian refugees, es-
pecially those staying in mountain-
ous areas, because formal camps 
would have had portacabins, ready-
made homes often used in humani-
tarian housing projects, instead of 
the often-leaky tents that are cur-
rently in use. 

“If you allocate space for the 
temporary camps, the internation-
al community is willing to help,” 
Edriss said. “Because the whole 
process would then be organised 
and humanitarian agencies would 
know where their money is going.

“But if you leave families scat-
tered across Lebanon, it is impossi-
ble to systemise the aid in an effec-
tive manner.”
 
Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based 
reporter who contributed this 
article to The Arab Weekly.

Another tragic winter looms for Lebanon’s Syria refugees
Nizar Hassan

A Syrian child stands in the snow in a refugee camp in the town of 
Arsal in the Lebanese Bekaa valley, in December 2013.

The refugees dread 
another harsh 
winter, the fifth in 
exile for many.
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I 

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu is undertaking a 
fence-mending visit to the 
United States amid signs that 
even some usually support-

ive Americans are losing patience 
with the actions and attitudes of his 
right-wing government.

As well as meeting US President 
Barack Obama for the first time 
since he very publicly attempted 
to undermine Obama’s efforts to 
secure a nuclear deal with Iran, 
Netanyahu is also addressing a lib-
eral think-tank on November 10th 
linked to the Democratic Party.

The decision by the Center for 
American Progress to host the event 
at Israel’s behest has been criticised 
by some US liberals who fear it of-
fers Netanyahu a forum to white-
wash his government’s record.

Personal relations between 
Obama and Netanyahu soured, not 
only over the nuclear agreement 
but also over his hostility towards 
the creation of a Palestinian state 
and his high-handed treatment of 
the head of state of Israel’s biggest 
ally.

In March, Netanyahu bypassed 
the White House in accepting an 
invitation from Republicans to ad-
dress the US Congress about the 
dangers of the Iran deal. House mi-
nority leader Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., 
called the speech insulting and 
condescending.

However, Obama played down 
the rift, telling a major Jewish-
American forum that the split over 
Iran would soon die down. “We’re 
all pro-Israel. We’re all family,” he 
assured the Conference of Presi-
dents of Major American Jewish Or-
ganisations and the Jewish Federa-
tions of North America.

In terms of overall US public 
opinion, the Obama-Netanyahu 
frostiness has failed to make much 
of a dent in the generally unswerv-
ing American support for Israel. A 
Gallup poll indicated Netanyahu’s 
approval rating among Americans 
rose just ahead of his controversial 
speech to Congress.

What has changed, however, is 
the readiness of some normally pro-
Israeli voices to speak out against 
Netanyahu over his government’s 
treatment of the Palestinians and 
his own more extreme pronounce-
ments.

His attempt to depict the wartime 
mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-
Husseini, as having inspired Hitler 
to wipe out Europe’s Jews, back-
fired both in the United States and 
at home, where it was ridiculed by 
leading historians and denounced 
by Holocaust survivors.

The New York Times, which Pal-
estinian critics consider biased to-
wards Israel, weighed in with an 
editorial that described Netanya-
hu’s claim as “outrageous”. Seeking 
a motive, the Times wrote: “Netan-
yahu’s evident intent was to drive 
home the idea that the current 
wave of violence has been incited 
by Palestinian leaders.”

On the face of it, the Israeli prime 
minister was engaging in the same 
kind of incitement that he accuses 
the Palestinian leadership of em-
ploying.

There have been other indi-
cations of unease about Israel’s 
rightward drift, both in the media 
and among Jews and non-Jews in 
the United States. In October, the 
Washington Post gave commentary 
space to academics Steven Levitsky 
and Glen Weyl to state what they 
described as a Zionist case for boy-
cotting Israel.

Adopting an analogy that once 
was taboo in the US media, they 

linked Israeli policy to that of apart-
heid-era South Africa. “As hap-
pened in the cases of Rhodesia and 
South Africa, Israel’s permanent 
subjugation of Palestinians will 
inevitably isolate it from Western 
democracies,” they asserted. “Not 
only is European support for Israel 
waning, but also US public opinion 
— once seemingly rock solid — has 
begun to shift as well, especially 
among millennials. International 
pariah status is hardly a recipe for 
Israel’s survival.”

Elsewhere, an article in the ven-
erable Jewish-American journal 
Forward revealed the extent of 
funding from groups in the United 
States to support settlement expan-
sion in Arab East Jerusalem, under 
the headline Are American donors 
helping to fuel Jerusalem tensions 
with settler push?

If there is indeed the possibility 

of encouraging even a small shift in 
US opinion, how is the Palestinian 
lobby poised to exploit it?

Sam Bahour, an American-Pales-
tinian businessman and commen-
tator based in the West Bank, says 
that the Palestinians have made 
huge strides in advancing their case 
internationally through diplomacy 
and campaigning. Writing in For-
ward, he stated: “Today, after years 
of developing effective non-violent 
tools to resist the occupation… 
Palestinians have built a solidar-
ity movement that can be found in 
every corner of the globe.”

He acknowledged, however, that 
efforts to change public opinion 
had been toughest in the United 
States because of widespread igno-
rance about the true nature of the 
situation.

“For the average American citi-
zen, in 2015, to still view Palestin-

ians as creatures from Mars, their 
all-too-human desperation seen 
without any historic context and in-
dependently of any relation to the 
Israeli military occupation which 
runs their lives, is no longer accept-
able,” he wrote. “The American ed-
ucation system and media must do 
better, for the sake of us all.”

So, it may be too early for Pales-
tinians to celebrate the emergence 
of a more balanced view of the con-
flict among Americans. But, with 
the unwitting help of Netanyahu, at 
least some of them may be thinking 
twice about their unquestioning 
support of Israel.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

Netanyahu frets as US patience wears thin
Harvey Morris

Israeli border police check Palestinians’ identification cards at a checkpoint in East Jerusalem.
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Israelis and Palestinians enter uncharted territory

I
t is time to hold a funeral for 
the two-state solution. 
Actually, the two-state 
solution has been a fantasy 
for some time, a virtually 
meaningless trope that 

means whatever one wants it to 
mean.

The following people and or-
ganisations have expressed public 
support for the two-state solution: 
Binyamin Netanyahu, Mahmoud 
Abbas, the Arab League, the 
American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), J Street (the 
more liberal US Jewish lobbying 
group), the Arab American Insti-
tute and Noam Chomsky.

Clearly, if such a diverse group 
profess to agree on the same 
thing, they cannot possibly share 
an understanding of what that 
thing is. In this sense, the two-
state solution isn’t dead, it never 
was, because there never was 
any consensus on what the term 
meant.

So cancel that funeral — we 
don’t hold funerals for fantasies.

If you disavow the two-state 

solution, most people assume you 
support a one-state solution. But 
that term is equally vague. For 
extremists on both sides, the one-
state solution means the physical 
removal of either Jews or Pales-
tinians and the establishment of 
an ethnically “pure” theocratic 
Muslim or Jewish state. For well-
meaning idealists, it means creat-
ing a secular, multi-ethnic liberal 
democracy, as exists in the United 
States.

If you hope to see this kind of 
one-state solution come to frui-
tion, then you should exercise and 
eat well because you will need to 
live for a very long time.

In between these extremes are 
various technocratic definitions 
of one state, most resembling a 
Swiss model, with semi-sovereign 
cantons and a shared federal gov-
ernment. This definition is only 
slightly less likely to see the light 
of day as is the idealists’ vision.

There is another one-state 
model: In this, Jewish Israelis 
have almost complete monopoly 
over all aspects of political and 
economic power in the area west 
of the Jordan river, including 
Gaza, and coercive power as well 
as control over land, resources 
and freedom of movement. This 
one-state model is not a mere 
proposal or fantasy. It is the reality 
— and one that is becoming more 
entrenched every day.

Of the roughly 12.5 million 

people who live west of the Jordan 
river, just more than 6 million are 
Israeli Jews. You need only a cur-
sory knowledge of history to know 
that, in the long run, the current 
one-state structure is unsustain-
able. The recent unrest in Jerusa-
lem and Hebron was a reminder of 
this and more reminders will be 
coming. You can bet on it — if you 
enjoy betting on human tragedy.

These reminders most likely will 
take the form of the recent unrest: 
not an organised intifada (the 
Palestinian political leadership is 
too divided and weak to orches-
trate that) but rather sporadic, 
insensate violence committed 
by “lone wolves”. Israel’s retali-
ation will follow its usual policy 
of disproportion. The “lone wolf” 
phenomenon will be adopted by 
Israeli settlers and vigilantes and 
the Israeli state will do little to 
rein them in.

Leftist and secular Israelis will 
continue to emigrate — to Silicon 
Valley, New York, Los Angeles, 
Berlin. They may retain dual 
citizenship and vote in Israeli 
elections but otherwise they will 
turn their backs on the disaster 
that will come. Israel will become 
increasingly dominated by ultra-
Orthodox Jews (who have a very 
high birth rate) and ethno-nation-
alists. The 1.7 million Palestinian 
citizens of Israel will become more 
and more alienated from the state 
that regards them as second-class 

citizens at best and as an ethnic 
group to be “cleansed” at worst.

At some point, an Israeli leader 
will use the state’s overwhelming 
coercive power to remove Pales-
tinians from East Jerusalem, using 
security as a justification and 
possibly from other parts of Israel, 
such as the Galilee. Israel will 
expand its barrier wall project, 
initiated by Ariel Sharon, and an-
nex large parts of the West Bank, 
leaving the Palestinians to stew in 
rage on the other side of the wall. 
Israel will become a modern-day, 
high-tech, heavily armed Jewish 
ghetto. Extremist groups through-
out the region will have a recruit-
ing bonanza.

If this scenario comes to pass, 
how will Palestinians and other 
Arabs respond — if a viable re-
sponse is even possible, given the 
lack of strong leadership among 
Palestinians and in the broader 
Arab world? Will the United States 
continue to support Israel and ac-
cept its justifications? Will Europe 
do more than express outrage? 
Can the United Nations do any-
thing given the US veto on the UN 
Security Council?

But more urgently, is it too late 
to prevent this scenario?

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

Mark Habeeb

View point
It is time 
to hold a 
funeral 
for the 
two-state 
solution.

Of the roughly 12.5 million 
people who live west of 
the Jordan, just over 6 
million are Israeli Jews.
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A 

t a time when Russian 
air strikes are raining 
bombs on the Syrian city 
of Aleppo, adding to the 
destruction wrought by 

nearly five years of civil war, one 
group is looking to preserve what 
has been lost and build for the fu-
ture.

The Aleppo Project, launched by 
the Centre for Conflict, Negotiation 
and Recovery (CCNR) at Central 
European University in Budapest, 
bills itself as an “open collaboration 
among Syrian refugees, students, 
academics, policy experts and oth-
ers to come up with ideas on how 
to rebuild urban life after conflict”.

It is looking to the post-conflict 
future and the reconstruction of 
Aleppo.

“The Aleppo Project aims to come 
up with policy tools and ideas that 
enhance the power of communities 
to determine their own future and 
helps donors do more with less,” 
said CCNR fellow and proud Aleppi-
an Armenak Tokmajyan. “The core 
principle is to help people, particu-
larly refugees and women, who are 
often shut out of decisions on aid 
and reconstruction, find a voice.”

Tokmajyan, an Armenian nation-
al, lived in Aleppo since early child-
hood, only leaving the city when he 
went to university in Damascus. “I 
have both life experience and scien-
tific knowledge about Aleppo and 
Syria,” he said. “What is particular-
ly great about the Aleppo Project is 

that it is not just about facts or life 
experience. It is about the connec-
tion between these two.”

The recent history of Aleppo, 
which had been the largest city in 
Syria, is the history of the Syrian 
war, changing hands a number of 
times over the course of the con-
flict. Syrian rebels took control of 
large parts of Aleppo early in the 
conflict, and government forces 
subsequently besieged the city.

Since then, the north-western 
Syrian city has been in contention 
between President Bashar Assad’s 
forces and various Syrian rebel 
factions, resulting in widespread 
destruction, particularly after the 
government’s much criticised bar-
rel-bomb campaign and the ensu-
ing toll on Aleppo’s infrastructure 
and civilian population.

Aleppo’s Old City, including its 
historic covered souks and ham-
mams, has largely been destroyed, 
while both the citadel and Grand 
Mosque of Aleppo have been dam-
aged by shelling.

The Aleppo Project is developing 
crowd-source mapping software 
in cooperation with the Graduate 
School of Architecture, Planning 
and Preservation at the Univer-
sity of Columbia in New York. This 
software, which project personnel 
said they hope will be ready in De-
cember, will allow visitors to mark 
damaged buildings, relate stories 
and upload pictures. This will help 
preserve important elements of the 
cultural heritage of Aleppo that can 
be used for reconstruction.

The interactive map is to be cre-
ated in collaboration with the gen-
eral public, with Aleppians — those 
still in the city and those who have 
been forced to flee — drawing atten-
tion to properties that have been 
destroyed and posting pictures of 
what the city looked like before the 
conflict.

“The aim is to create a living 
memory of the way Aleppo was. 
This will also help the reconstruc-
tion process to identify the way 

things used to be and confirm the 
level of destruction that has now 
happened,” said CCNR fellow and 
US Foreign Service Officer Jay 
Heung.

Russia’s entry into the Syrian 
conflict complicated the situation, 
with few believing an end to the 
conflict in near. This, however, has 
not sapped the enthusiasm of those 
working for the Aleppo Project, who 
want to ensure that reconstruction 
efforts have been prepared before 
the end of the conflict.

“Other cases, such as Sarajevo, 
show that thinking about recon-
struction started rather late, rough-
ly after the end of their conflicts. 
One of the aims of this project is to 

avoid that mistake and start think-
ing about reconstruction related 
issues while memories are fresh,” 
Tokmajyan said.

Most importantly, the Aleppo 
Project seeks to empower Syrians 
in the reconstruction process.

“Reconstruction will be prob-
lematic and. at worst, illegitimate 
if local actors are excluded or given 
little say,” Tokmajyan said. “We try 
to empower existing and emerging 
Syrian experts to get involved in 
this process and prepare. Locals are 
more familiar with their neighbour-
hoods, streets, lifestyle and city-
specific issues and sensitivities and 
can significantly boost the chances 
of success.

“We don’t know when the war 
will end or when reconstruction 
can begin but we need to make sure 
Aleppo is prepared when peace 
comes.”

He said visitors to the Aleppo 
Project website can make contribu-
tions by submitting Aleppo-related 
articles, photographs and stories. 
The contributions are posted on the 
project’s blog in English, Arabic or 
any other language used in Syria.

“The aim of our blog is to stimu-
late discussion about the history, 
(the) present and the future of 
Aleppo,” Tokmajyan said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

The Aleppo Project: Looking beyond conflict
Mahmud el-Shafey

A 2012 file picture shows Aleppo’s historical citadel with its wall damaged by the impact of rockets.

Most importantly, 
the Aleppo Project 
seeks to empower 
Syrians in the 
reconstruction 
process.

Enfeh, Lebanon

“I
t took a lot of patience, 
faith and determination to 
achieve all that, in addition 
to the support of devoted 
believers and good souls.” 

With these words, 82-year-old Sis-
ter Catherine al Jamal summed up 
more than 40 years of a fervent 
struggle to rebuild the medieval 
Greek Orthodox convent where she 
has spent half of her hermetic life.

The seaside Our Lady of the 
Guard convent in Enfeh, in north-
ern Lebanon, could not have better 
earned its name since Sister Cathe-
rine moved in in 1973 to become the 
sole “guardian angel” of the ruined 
place, which she has striven to re-
store to its previous glory.

During the 1975-90 civil war that 
wreaked havoc across Lebanon, 
the nun had to deal with squatters, 
militias and Syrian soldiers who oc-
cupied the convent. She was per-
sonally attacked, suffering a head 
injury. But nothing would shake 
her will.

“When I moved in, the convent 
was desolated and completely de-
serted. It was not suitable to be 
inhabited at all. Nonetheless, I de-
cided to stay and install a workshop 
there to teach young girls tailoring 

and embroidery,” Sister Catherine 
said during an interview with The 
Arab Weekly.

However, that wish never came 
true, as the convent was later used 
to host a school for the mentally 
handicapped from 1990-2007.

After spending the first two years 
of the civil war in a convent in 
France, Sister Catherine returned 
to the run-down convent overlook-
ing the salt marshes of Enfeh and 
resumed the restoration process.

“The convent was even in a more 
derelict state. The church icons 
had been stolen or taken away by 
the Orthodox patriarchate to keep 
them safe and parts of the buildings 
had collapsed,” the elderly but en-
ergetic nun recalled.

“I then started repairing the place 
little by little because first you have 
to collect funds and donations. 
So the work was done gradually… 
whenever I had collected some 
money.”

Sister Catherine had to live with 
fighters of the Christian Marada mi-
litia who occupied the convent in 
1981. After they left in 1983, Syrian 
troops came in and stayed for three 
years.

“They first occupied the whole 
convent, using the premises I had 
renovated by then. At a later stage, 
the soldiers moved to tents in the 
courtyard outside the building but 
the officers stayed inside,” she said. 
“When they left, I had to repair the 
damages they… caused during their 
stay.”

Standing on the ruins of a Byzan-
tine convent, which was destroyed 
in an earthquake in the sixth centu-
ry, the Greek Orthodox convent was 
built in 1113 by monks who partici-
pated in the first crusade. The west-

ern wing of the convent collapsed in 
1914 in a bombardment by warships 
of Allied forces who mistook it for a 
barracks of the Ottoman Army.

After that, Greek Orthodox clergy 
abandoned the site. No cleric lived 
there until Sister Catherine moved 
in. Only squatters and the families 
of workers who took care of the salt 
marshes stayed occasionally in the 
damaged convent.

To repaint the chapel’s ceilings 
and walls in the original medieval 
style, the nun sought the assistance 
of French priests who specialise in 
painting icons.

“On one of my trips to France 
I saw these monks painting their 
own church, so I told them you 
should come to Lebanon to paint 
my church,” she recalled. “I said the 

convent is completely run-down. 
There is no facilities, no telephone, 
no car, no beds or kitchen but they 
insisted to come.

“That was in 1997. They asked 
me how do you live there yourself. 
I said I eat cheese and olives. They 
answered, ‘Well that is perfect for 
us.’”

The 12th-century convent, part of 
the country’s cultural and architec-
tural heritage, is almost completely 
restored thanks to the resolve and 
determination of a single nun; oth-
erwise, it would have been lost like 
many sites that disappeared during 
the war.

Although there was a growing 
awareness about the importance 
of preserving cultural heritage in 
post-war Lebanon, the means and 

capacity were lacking, according to 
architect and conservation special-
ist Nabil Itani.

“No country in the world has the 
financial and administrative capac-
ity to conserve and protect its en-
tire cultural heritage. In Lebanon, 
it is even more difficult because the 
Ministry of Culture has the smallest 
budget in the state and is under-
staffed,” said Itani, who works for 
the government’s Council of Devel-
opment and Reconstruction.

The biggest obstacle facing con-
servation lies in the fact that 90% 
of the country’s cultural heritage is 
privately owned and the state does 
have a big enough budget for ex-
propriation.

“The state can buy one, two or 
even ten houses, rehabilitate them 
and turn them into museums to 
make them self-sustainable but 
what would you do with the rest?” 
Itani asked.

One way of dealing with that is 
to encourage the private sector to 
step in. “Private companies should 
be given incentives to take posses-
sion of old places. They can turn 
them into their headquarters and 
at the same time help preserving 
them,” Itani said, giving examples 
in Europe where private faculties 
are sometimes housed in medieval 
castles. 

In the meantime, Sister Catherine 
is putting the last touches on her 
convent’s restoration. “I am now 
completing the tiles of the rooftop, 
which is the last work,” she said. 
“I was by myself all the time. I had 
only God to help me and all the 
good souls who donated money.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Nun works decades to save a Lebanese cultural landmark

Sister Catherine’s determination and resolve saved the medieval 
convent from oblivion.

Samar Kadi

The biggest obstacle 
facing conservation 
lies in the fact that 
90% of the country’s 
cultural heritage is 
privately owned.

Arab Heritage
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Beirut

A 

leppo, Homs and Pal-
myra in Syria, Nimrud 
in Iraq and Yemen’s 
Sana’a are world-re-
nowned historic cities 

and archaeological sites that have 
fallen prey to war and violence. 
Before them, cities in Lebanon 
such as Tripoli, Tyr and Baalbek, 
in addition to Beirut’s city centre, 
had their share of destruction and 
damage caused by conflicts, which 
claimed the people’s lives as well as 
their cultural heritage and collec-
tive memory built over centuries.

Restoring and preserving old 
vestiges as part of the cultural her-
itage was recognised in Lebanon as 
a requirement in post-war recon-
struction at the end of the coun-
try’s devastating 15-year civil war 
in 1990, leading to the creation of 
the Ministry of Culture as an inde-
pendent entity in 1993.

“When we came out of the war, 
we were in disarray and looking for 
our roots. The Lebanese felt that 
they had lost part of their identity 
and cultural heritage,” said archi-
tect and conservation specialist 
Nabil Itani.

“Before the war, the approach 
to heritage was limited to archaeo-
logical sites and antiquities. Other 
aspects of the cultural heritage, 
including urban or built heritage 
and the non-tangible legacy such 
as traditional food and folklore, 
were not in the scope. All that has 
changed now, not only in Lebanon 
but around the world as well,” Ita-
ni added in an interview with The 
Arab Weekly.

After focusing on Beirut’s war-
devastated old centre for many 
years, the state’s reconstruction 

efforts shifted to five historic cit-
ies housing many of the country’s 
cultural vestiges.

A former professor of architec-
ture, Itani has been managing for 
the past 12 years the ambitious Cul-
tural Heritage and Urban Develop-
ment Project (CHUD) implemented 
by the Council of Development 
and Reconstruction (CDR), a gov-
ernment body created during the 
war to help rebuild the country.

The $62 million project, financed 
by the World Bank, France and 
Italy, aims at rehabilitating and 
protecting selected historic sites 
in five cities while enhancing lo-
cal economic development in the 
city centres. These include world 
heritage sites of Tyr, Baalbek and 
Byblos, in addition to Tripoli and 
Sidon.

“We are trying to execute pilot 
projects for post-war restoration of 
old cities in order to create the best 
conditions for economic and social 
development and at the same time 
preserve and present our cultural 
heritage in a better way, enhanc-
ing tourism among others things,” 
Itani said.

The project is based on a strategy 
that sees the old centres of the se-
lected cities “as hubs from where 
one can move on to rehabilitate 
the environs”, he explained. “The 
idea was to have the project trigger 
a snowball effect.”

A priority list of spots identified 
for renovation under the CHUD 
project has been established in 
each city. “We are being selective 
because we cannot claim that we 
will be able to overhaul the whole 
of the cities. It is just impossible 
and very costly,” Itani stressed.

For instance, in Tripoli, Leba-
non’s second largest city, which is 
very rich in old structures, resto-
ration covered the ancient citadel 
and the adjacent old souks, in-
cluding the caravan serail of Khan 
al Askar, dating back to medieval 
time under Mamluk rule. The de-
velopment project also comprised 
the rehabilitation of the banks of 
Abu Ali River which runs near the 
old city.

In Baalbek, renovation work fo-
cused on the Roman metropolis 

and the public squares around it, 
whereas in Tyr special effort is be-
ing placed on the restoration of the 
old fishing port, a part of the city’s 
history and traditional socio-eco-
nomic landscape.

“The port of Tyr was selected for 
rehabilitation in order to encour-

age fishermen to continue practic-
ing their job in the same traditional 
way, using fishing nets, which is 
part of the cultural features of the 
city,” Itani pointed out.

In Byblos, the old souks, the 
entrance to the old city and the 
Roman square were rehabilitated 
and green areas have been created 
around the ancient fort and the 
Phoenician ruins to facilitate ac-
cess for visitors. Whereas in Sidon, 
the renovation of the “land fort”, 
which was built by the crusaders 
along with the sea fortress and the 
old city in which it is located,are 
encompassed in the project.

While each city has its particular 
cultural features, they share com-
mon problems, including old and 
rundown infrastructure, difficult 
access and jamming, Itani noted, 
warning that renovation should be 
genuine in the sense of restoring 
the old features of the sites with-
out tampering.

“Restoration is not about beau-
tification. While all modern facili-
ties, including elevators, electric-
ity and internet could be installed, 
the old vestiges should be returned 
to what they looked like in the 
past.”

Under the state’s post-war pol-
icy, new museums will be created 
and existing ones renovated in the 
main historical cities, Itani pointed 
out. “Each museum will tell the 
history of the city and the region in 
which it is located. The idea is that 
we won’t need to bring pieces from 
Byblos, for example, and place 
them in the national museum in 

Beirut, they would be displayed in 
Byblos museum instead.”

“In that way you will be also en-
couraging the people to move and 
visit different places.”

In addition to preserving the 
collective memory of people, the 
cultural heritage is a scientific ne-
cessity, notably for architecture 
students who need to be aware of 
the evolution and history of archi-
tecture in their country, Itani con-
tended.

He said he appreciated  that 
there is a growing public aware-
ness about the importance of cul-
tural heritage, including the rati-
fication of modern conservation 
laws.

“Countries around the world 
envy us for all the heritage and cul-
tural vestiges that we have. It is an 
everlasting wealth. Oil and gas will 
eventually be depleted whereas 
our heritage can be preserved and 
sustained indefinitely.”

Lebanon’s experience in post-
war reconstruction could provide 
a good example that can be repli-
cated in historical cities in Syria 
and other parts of the region once 
the guns fall silent.

The tale of 
Lebanese cities 
that overcame 
destruction
Samar Kadi

Khan al Askar caravan serail dating back to medieval time after renovation in the old part of Tripoli.

An old house in the ancient part of Tyr after renovation.

Tripoli’s renovated old souks.

Lebanon’s 
experience in 
post-war 
reconstruction 
could provide a good 
example.

The $62 million 
project aims at 
rehabilitating world 
heritage sites of Tyr, 
Baalbek and Byblos, 
in addition to Tripoli 
and Sidon.
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Tunis

A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika has 
vowed to reveal his long-
delayed constitutional 
changes within the next 

few weeks.
The declared purpose of the re-

forms is to shore up stability and es-
tablish a multiparty democracy in a 
country deeply affected by a dec-
ade of civil war between Islamist 
insurgents and a powerful military.

Bouteflika, 78, first announced 
he would revise the law nine years 
ago and kept dangling that prom-
ise to fuel political debates across 
the country. As the time passed, 
Algerians dubbed the awaited draft 
constitution “Bouteflika’s political 
ghost”.

But Bouteflika, a canny politician 
who became president in 1999, had 
been clearing hurdles out of the 
way of his planned reforms.

“The draft of the revised consti-
tution aims at protecting freedoms 
and establishing a more appeased 
democracy at all levels and spheres 
including the independence of the 
judiciary,” Bouteflika said in an ad-
dress on the commemoration of the 
beginning of the independence war 
against French colonial rule on No-
vember 1, 1954.

The projected reforms allow a 
shift of some power from the presi-
dent to the prime minister, who 
would be the head of the govern-
ment. The reforms are expected to 
expand the role of the legislative 
body and give more say to the op-
position in parliament.

On paper, Algeria’s president 
enjoys an overwhelming power, 
leaving limited executive power to 
the prime minister and a rubber-
stamp role to the parliament. In 
reality, however, power and wealth 

are shared in a complicated and 
opaque way within networks of rul-
ing elites in the military, National 
Liberation Front party and its po-
litical allies and influential busi-

ness families and top government 
bureaucrats.

The planned constitution revi-
sion attempts to “deepen the sepa-
ration and [complementary role] of 

the government power bodies as 
well as strengthening the opposi-
tion in parliament to play an active 
role, including by submission of 
cases to the constitutional council,” 
Bouteflika said.

“The approach of the constitu-
tional change seeks to consolidate 
the national unity and promote the 
place and role of youth to tackle the 
millennium challenges and rein-
force the respect of citizens’ rights 
and freedoms as well the independ-
ence of the judiciary.”

Bouteflika did not say why it 
took such long time to revisit the 
constitution but he appeared to be 
repeating the experience of his re-
vision of November 2008 when he 
scrapped the two 5-year terms limit 
for the president to give himself an 
indefinite stay in power.

“Bouteflika, who is known to rule 
with ruse and surprise, strived to 
dismantle all hurdles which might 
obstruct the way of his enterprise. 
The constitution will be revised 
only when he dismantles all obsta-
cles, not before,” said political ana-
lyst Ahcene Bettahar.

Analysts, independents and 
those close to the government said 
they expected Bouteflika to move 
quickly on constitutional reforms 
after he sidelined dozens of gener-
als, including Mohamed Mediene, 
known as Toufik, the chief of the 
military intelligence service, the 
Department of Research and Secu-
rity (DRS).

“This group [of generals)] was 
able and had the resources to ruin 
the reforms. This group does not 
exist anymore within the state insti-
tutions following various changes 
made by the president, “a govern-

ment source told pro-government 
Algerian TSA website.

Bouteflika sacked Mediene in his 
latest move to curb the long-serv-
ing spy chief’s influence on politics. 
Mediene had long played the role of 
political kingmaker, analysts said, 
influencing leadership choices in 
the country’s backroom tussles be-
tween civilian and military factions 
within the leadership.

Some Algerians say they expect-
ed few changes of substance as they 
pointed to Bouteflika’s record as an 
authoritarian leader obsessed with 
preserving the status quo and one 
who used huge spending measures 
to soothe the frustrations of a pop-
ulation reeling from years of vio-
lence and mistrust of politicians af-
ter a multiparty experiment turned 
into war in early 1990s.

“This stand of the president’s 
opponents is dismissed or mitigat-
ed by those who think Bouteflika 
could make good on his pledges of 
reforms. Because of his health, he 
will not seek a fifth mandate and 
might not be able to complete his 
current term. Expecting nothing 
from the president job, he could 
only be in a reform-mind position,” 
wrote El Watan editorialist Ali Bah-
mane.

“Algeria after or with Boutef-
lika at the end of his rule will be a 
powder keg. If he and his allies are 
aware of this, he could only rig a 
bold constitutional revision to give 
Algeria a tool to build democracy 
and escape chaos.”

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
Reuters journalist. He has covered 
North Africa for decades and is 
based in Tunis.

Tunis

W 

ith UN efforts to 
produce a set-
tlement in Libya 
foundering be-
cause of the two 

sides’ refusal to compromise, 
Egypt could end up as an arbiter of 
the crisis on its western border.

The only people not lobbying 

Cairo, unsurprisingly, are those in 
Libya’s General National Congress 
(GNC) who regard Egypt as an en-
emy and look instead for support 
from Turkey, Qatar and Algeria.

Egypt’s interest in Libya is first 
and foremost security and pre-
venting either the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or the Muslim Brotherhood 
gaining power in a neighbouring 
country. Before heading to Lon-
don for an official visit, Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
made it clear that ensuring Libya’s 

stability would be a main subject 
of conversation with the British 
government.

The Egyptians know, however, 
that Libyans remain deeply suspi-
cious of their eastern neighbour 
but there has still been a parade 
of Libyan officials and others in-
volved in the Libyan dispute rec-
onciliation process heading to 
Cairo.

On November 3rd, Faiez Seraj, 
designated by Libya dialogue ne-
gotiators to lead a national unity 

government, was in Cairo meeting 
EU foreign policy chief Federica 
Mogherini. Also in Cairo discuss-
ing Libya was UN Special Envoy 
Bernardino Leon, whose aim was 
to persuade Egyptian leaders to 
pressure the Libyan House of Rep-
resentatives (HoR) to accept the 
government of National Accord.

Ageela Saleh Gwaider, president 
of the HoR, was in Cairo trying to 
persuade the Egyptians to support 
his side.

Given that situation, it was not 
surprising that the Tripoli authori-
ties claimed that the head of the 
HoR air force had called for Egypt 
to intervene militarily in the coun-
try.

In Cairo, Leon offered Gwaider 
an amendment in a bid to ensure 
the proposed deal’s acceptance. 
He suggested that the Presidency 
Council governing Libya until a 
new constitution is in place, once 
seen as a six-person body, should 
total nine people — three each from 
the country’s three historic prov-
inces of Tripolitania in the west, 
Cyrenaica in the east and Fezzan in 
the south. Under the proposal, the 
council would consist of the prime 
minister, five deputy prime minis-
ters and three senior ministers.

Leon’s nod to the federalist 
mood has gained support within 
the HoR. One of its objections to 
the dialogue deal had been that the 
six-member Presidency Council 
was dominated by the west, with 
three members from Tripolitania, 
two from Cyrenaica and one from 

Fezzan. Following Leon’s new of-
fer, the HoR set up a 30-member 
committee to study the plan.

While Leon continues to try to 
come up with a deal acceptable to 
both sides, it became clear that it 
is one thing getting agreement on 
a government of National Accord 
but an entirely different matter 
ensuring security in Tripoli and 
the rest of the country.

On November 1st, one of the 
militias in the capital, the Tripoli 
Revolutionaries’ Brigade, led by 
Hashem Tajouri, abducted the 
Tripoli government’s planning 
minister, accusing him of corrup-
tion. When Tripoli Prime Minis-
ter Khalifa al-Ghwell ordered Ta-
jouri’s arrest, the brigade attacked 
the prime ministry and, according 
to reports, managed to enter it and 
make off with government papers.

The incident is seen as underlin-
ing a fundamental flaw in the UN 
peace process: It has focused on 
achieving a government of nation-
al unity while the problem from 
the start has been security.

While politicians and militias 
squabble, the plight of ordinary 
Libyans worsens. Many are facing 
soaring inflation even though they 
aren’t being paid. The price of a 
loaf of bread has more than tripled 
and the value of the dinar contin-
ues to fall despite threats to black 
market dealers from some Tripoli 
militias. Cairo is yet to offer a solu-
tion to Libya’s economic crisis.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya 
Herald.

Bouteflika to unveil constitutional reforms

A June 2015 file picture of Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika.

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (R) and his Libyan counterpart Mohamed al-Dairi in Cairo.

Lamine Ghanmi

With security concerns, Egypt could mediate Libya crisis

“Algeria after or with 
Bouteflika at the end 
of his rule will be a 
powder keg”.

Some Algerians say 
they expected few 
changes of 
substance.

Michel Cousins

Egypt could end up 
as an arbiter of the 
crisis on its western 
border.

While politicians 
and militias 
squabble, the plight 
of ordinary Libyans 
worsens.
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Istanbul

W 

ith a solid parlia-
mentary majority 
under its belt after 
elections, Turkey’s 
government is set 

to tackle political challenges in the 
Middle East with renewed self-con-
fidence.

The ruling Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) of President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan raked in 49.3% 
of the vote in November 1st elec-
tions, far ahead of the opposition 
and more than 8 percentage points 
more than it received in elections in 
June.

The additional 4.5 million votes 
for the AKP since June came from 
right-wing and Kurdish voters who 
were disappointed with their re-
spective parties. The AKP will have 
a comfortable majority of 317 out of 
550 deputies in the new parliament 
and can govern without a coalition 
partner.

Erdogan welcomed the result 
as a vote for stability, while Prime 
Minister and AKP leader Ahmet Da-
vutoglu promised the new govern-
ment would embrace opposition 
voters. “You should know that we 
will act according to our respon-

sibility for all citizens,” Davutoglu 
said in a victory speech.

Allies of Turkey in the Middle 
East rushed to congratulate the 
AKP. Khaled Khoja, leader of the 
Syrian Coalition, an opposition um-
brella group, said Turks had voted 
“not only for the stability of Tur-
key but also for the stability of the 
region”. A group of 12 opposition 
groups fighting in Syria also sent 
their congratulations. Hamas leader 
Khaled Meshaal called Erdogan and 
Davutoglu to congratulate them.

The Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt said in a statement that the 
election result in Turkey had been 
“the most significant response to 
blood-thirsty enemies of democ-
racy in Egypt and Syria, as well as 
other international and regional 
powers and Zionists, who stand 
against the will of free peoples and 
the fruit of their electoral and dem-
ocratic endeavours”.

Erdogan has been an outspoken 
critic of Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi, accusing him of tak-
ing power after a coup ousted pre-
decessor Muhammad Morsi, who 
had been a member of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. In Syria, Ankara has 
pushed for an end to the govern-
ment of President Bashar Assad by 
supporting the opposition. Erdogan 
has also taken a tough line towards 
Israel, accusing it of “state terror” 
and other unlawful acts against Pal-
estinians.

Observers say Turkey is expected 
to become more active in interna-
tional efforts to end the Syrian war 
because the conflict has started to 
spill over with terrorist attacks by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) on Turk-
ish territory. Suspected ISIS sui-
cide bombers killed more than 100 
Kurdish and leftist demonstrators 
in an attack October 10th. Just days 
before the election, suspected ISIS 
militants killed two Syrian opposi-
tion activists in Turkey.

Ferhat Pirincci, a political sci-
entist at Uludag University in the 

north-western city of Bursa, said 
he expected Turkey to step up talks 
with other foreign players to try 
and end the war in Syria. “Turkey 
will not act alone,” he said.

Critics have accused Turkey of 
one-sided support for Sunni forces 
in the region, a charge Ankara de-
nies. Before the polls, the opposi-
tion had promised to end that ap-
proach and introduce a new course 
that would include a more concilia-
tory line towards Assad.

Boosted by the election results, 
the AKP government is unlikely 
to change its stance, analysts say. 
More than ever, it will come down 
to Erdogan to formulate Turkey’s 
position. With the president firmly 
in control, “parliament and Davu-
toglu will play a decorative role in 
power”, said Behlul Ozkan, a politi-
cal scientist at Istanbul’s Marmara 
University. Following the setback 
for the AKP in elections in June, 
when the ruling party lost its parlia-
mentary majority, Erdogan pushed 
for repeat elections and hardened 
his position in the Kurdish conflict. 

The strategy paid off, with the AKP 
gaining votes from both the right-
wing Nationalist Movement Party 
(MHP) and from the pro-Kurdish 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP).

Even critics of the president were 
impressed. Erdogan’s party boost-
ed the number of voters by 20% 
between June and November 1st, 
journalist Dogan Akin of the T24 
news portal wrote. “I don’t know 
if there is an example anywhere in 
the world of another party increas-
ing its votes so much in such a short 
time.”

Akin and other observers said 
the MHP’s refusal to take part in a 
coalition after the June poll and the 

renewed violence in the Kurdish re-
gion, which hurt the HDP, were key 
developments boosting the AKP 
share of the vote.

Some of the AKP’s opponents said 
they were concerned that pressure 
by the government on critics would 
increase. Following the election, 
Erdogan supporters called on the 
government to seize more media 
owned by members of the move-
ment of Fethullah Gulen, a Turkish 
Islamic scholar living in the United 
States who is accused by the AKP of 
planning a coup. Shortly before the 
election, authorities took control 
of Koza Ipek Holding, a company 
belonging to the Gulen movement 
that runs several newspapers and 
television stations.

“Domestic dynamics will speed 
up because Erdogan, regarding the 
election result as a victory for his 
confrontational approach, will be-
come more ruthless,” Baskin Oran, 
a prominent intellectual, wrote in 
the Armenian Agos newspaper. 
“This ruthlessness will make Tur-
key ungovernable.”

Poll could influence Turkey Mideast posture 
Thomas Seibert

Observers say 
Turkey is expected 
to become more 
active in 
international efforts 
to end the Syrian 
war.

The additional 4.5 
million votes for the 
AKP since June came 
from right-wing and 
Kurdish voters.

Why the world should worry about Turkey

T 

urkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
appears to have 
beaten down his 
opponents and 
returned his Islamist-

rooted Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) to a fourth term of 
single-party rule over the 
country.

In doing so, he has cemented his 
own already-firm control over the 
country and is a large step closer 
to becoming the most influential 
figure in Turkish politics since 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.

The consequences of the AKP’s 
victory are likely to be enormous, 
for Turkey, the region and possibly 
for Europe, Russia and the United 
States as well.

After the November 1st parlia-
mentary election, it is possible 
that the secular Turkish republic 
— as it has been established since 
1923 — will eventually become 
something unrecognisable to its 
founders.

In his early years in power, Er-
dogan and the AKP were hailed by 
Western governments as pragmat-
ic reformers and proof that politi-
cal Islam could be democratic and 
pluralistic. Turkey was moving 
closer to serious consideration for 
EU membership, opening up to 
foreign investment and growing 
economically.

But since the 2008 financial 
crisis, and especially since the 
2013 Gezi Park protests in Istan-
bul during which Ankara cracked 
down on perceived opponents in 
full view of the world, Erdogan 
has become increasingly auto-
cratic. Indeed, Erdogan called for 
the November 1st elections after 
the AKP failed to gain the major-
ity of votes in June elections and 
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
was unable to form a coalition 
with the three opposition parties 
in parliament.

Many Turkey analysts say Er-
dogan had no intention of letting 
the talks succeed in the first place 
and may have pressured Davuto-
glu to allow them to fail.

Erdogan’s unwillingness to ac-
cept a legitimate, democratic elec-
tion result and his desire to po-
liticise an office — the presidency 
— that is nominally non-partisan 
are just two of many signs that he 
is tightening his grip on power.

The election results will likely 
make Erdogan more autocratic, 
as the former prime minister has 

been vocal about his desire to con-
vert the parliamentary republic 
into one headed by a president, 
which, conveniently for him, is 
the office he holds. And while 
the results do not give the AKP 
sufficient power to amend the 
constitution on its own, Erdogan’s 
party has a history of following 
his orders regardless of what the 
constitution says.

Erdogan’s relationship with the 
liberal and secular Turkish Kurds, 
damaged by his divisive rhetoric 
and political tactics, is likely to 
deteriorate further under the new 
AKP government. Indeed, it was 
because of the Kurds’ success in 
the June elections that Erdogan’s 
AKP was denied a majority, which 
led to the November 1st balloting.

The Kurds were successful 
enough in the most recent vote 
to deny Erdogan his longed-for 
super-majority. And Erdogan is 
unlikely to forget. The possibility 
that the Kurds and the Turkish 
government will resume conflict 
in the Kurdish regions is no longer 
that far-fetched.

All of this, of course, comes 
amid a rapidly worsening security 
situation in Turkey’s backyard, 
much of which involves Kurds in 
Iraq and Syria. Additional instabil-
ity in this very unstable region 
worries Europe and the United 
States, as well as other Middle 
Eastern countries.

But the same instability that 

troubles these countries also pre-
vents them from being able to do 
much about Turkey’s commitment 
to democracy in the near term. 
Turkey’s location, combined with 
its NATO membership, makes it 
an indispensable partner in deal-
ing with Russian activity in the 
region, the Islamic State (ISIS), the 
Syrian civil war and the unfolding 
migrant crisis.

Dealing with Erdogan is now, for 
his Western partners, much like 
holding a wolf by the ears: risky, 
but the alternative seems much 
worse.

The November 1st election 
results do not end the political and 
social divides that threaten Tur-
key. They merely reset the stage 
for continued struggle: the AKP 
against the secular cosmopolitan 
elite; Erdogan against the Kurds; 
ISIS against Turkey and the region; 
and Europe, the United States and 
even Russia standing by nervously, 
assessing the potential effects on 
their regional interests.

Erdogan has the means, mo-
tive and opportunity to exploit 
this moment of authority, and his 
recent political behaviour suggests 
he will.

Peter Marino is an international 
politics analyst, specialising 
in North-east Asian affairs and 
international political economy. 
This article was distributed by 
Reuters.

Peter Marino

View point
Erdogan has 
the means, 
motive and 
opportunity 
to exploit 
this moment 
of authority.

The election results will 
likely make Erdogan more 
autocratic.

A newspaper kiosk in central Istanbul, on November 2nd.



16 November 6, 2015

News & Analysis Iran

‘Soleimani’s surprise’, 
or how Iran and Russia 
plotted to save Assad

Beirut

I 

f the military action taken by 
Russia and Iran in war-torn 
Syria achieves its objective of 
saving President Bashar As-
sad’s regime from collapsing, it 

will be in large measure due to the 
Machiavellian machinations of Ma-
jor-General Qassem Soleimani, the 
Iranian strategist who spearheads 
Tehran’s campaign to make the Is-
lamic Republic the Middle East’s 
dominant power.

Way back in early June, Soleimani 
boasted during a battlefield tour in 
northern Syria, where Iranian and 
Iranian-backed forces are key allies 
of the widely despised Damascus 
regime, that there would be a big 
“surprise” in the conflict, but gave 
no hint of what it might be.

Assad’s forces, backed “advisers” 
from the elite al-Quds Force, the 
largely covert expeditionary arm of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and fighters from 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah were in deep 
trouble in their struggle against re-
bel groups.

Most observers expected Tehran 
would send in hefty reinforcements 
to aid the beleaguered Assad but 
what transpired went far beyond 
what anyone anticipated.

The key date was July 14th, when 
the Tehran regime signed a land-
mark agreement with US-led global 
powers to curtail its nuclear pro-
gramme in exchange for lifting eco-
nomic sanctions that had crippled 
the Islamic Republic’s economy.

Tehran viewed this as a major 

breakthrough that would end Iran’s 
international isolation. Because US 
President Barack Obama saw the 
deal as an historic rapprochement 
with the Islamic Republic that end-
ed 35 years of hostility and was the 
crowning glory of his presidency, 
Iran’s leaders believed this gave 
them greater latitude in their drive 
to become the paramount power in 
the Middle East — and got it back in 
the diplomatic game, particularly 
over what happens to Syria.

On July 24th, ten days after the 
nuclear deal was signed in Vienna, 
Western intelligence sources say 
Soleimani, who commands al-Quds 
Force, arrived in Moscow at 6.50am 
aboard Iran Air flight 5130 from Teh-
ran for discussions with senior fig-
ures in Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s administration and the Rus-
sian military.

Little is known of what transpired 
in Soleimani’s talks, although diplo-
matic sources said he sat down with 
Putin and Russian Defence Minister 
Sergei Shoigu for three hours.

A Kremlin spokesman denied 
Soleimani met Putin. But an Ira-
nian official confirmed Soleimani’s 
presence in Moscow and said he 
discussed “regional and bilateral is-
sues” with the Russian leadership, 
including the delivery of advanced 
S-300 surface-to-air missiles to Iran, 
a deal the Americans and Israelis 
have fought hard to block.

“I obviously don’t know what 
they actually spoke about but it 
does appear that Moscow and Teh-
ran were coordinating on the up-
coming Russian intervention (and 
what must be seen as an Iran surge) 
at exactly the same time that Putin 
was undertaking a charm offensive 
with America and Saudi Arabia 
about the prospect for a settlement 
in which Moscow would be “flex-
ible’ about Assad,” said Mark Katz, 
who specialises in Russian Middle 
East policy at George Mason Univer-
sity in Washington.

The sources say the main topic 

of discussion during Soleimani’s 
closed-door meeting with Putin was 
the urgent need to provide Assad 
with significant increased firepower 
— Russia providing the air cover and 
Iran sending in large reinforcements 
on the ground — because Damascus 
was critically short of manpower 
following heavy combat losses, per-

sistent defections and large-scale 
draft-dodging.

Western intelligence sources say 
Soleimani left Moscow for Tehran 
at 10.25pm on July 26th aboard Air 
Iran flight 5120.

It is not clear whether the plan to 
save Assad came from Soleimani or 
was initially proposed by the Rus-
sians, who saw an opening to ex-
ploit the Syrian crisis and bolster 
Moscow’s influence on the global 
stage, but the audacity of the plan 
had Soleimani’s stamp all over it.

“Russia’s intervention was the 
surprise that… Soleimani was pre-
paring for,” observed analyst Ibra-
him Hamidi in an October 28th as-
sessment in the pan-Arab Al Hayat 
daily. He noted that “plans are un-
der way to form a permanent Rus-
sian military base” in Syria, “her-
alding a new chapter in the might 
Russian-Iranian alliance”.

The July 14th agreement appar-
ently gave Tehran the confidence 
to go ahead with the high-risk en-
terprise in partnership with Russia, 
which has its own strategic impera-
tives, to rescue Assad.

The Russian-Iranian intervention 

in Syria has reinvigorated diplo-
matic efforts to end the carnage in 
which an estimated 250,000 people 
have died, with another 11 million 
driven from their homes, half the 
country’s population.

The Russians claim they inter-
vened after an appeal for help from 
Assad but that explanation — only 
proffered after Russian military 
forces were installed in Syria — 
seems to have been little more than 
an effort by the Kremlin to mask its 
ambitious power play.

Soleimani, the wily schemer and 
innovative intelligence operative 
that he is after years fighting Iran’s 
shadow wars, was key in all this be-
cause he had first-hand knowledge 
of just how desperate Assad’s situa-
tion was becoming.

As the mastermind of Iran’s 
military operations that are the 
spearhead of Tehran’s ambition to 
become the paramount power in 
the Middle East, he had far greater 

insight into Syrian affairs than the 
Russians.

His problem was that Iran on its 
own could not provide the military 
force needed to rescue Assad, who 
was being pressed on all sides in the 
war.

Tehran could supply the man-
power, including IRGC ground 
troops plus fighters from Hezbollah 
and militias made up of Shias from 
Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan — 
Iran’s “foreign legion”. But Soleim-
ani needed air power to reverse the 
course of a war Assad was losing.

Iran’s air force looks formidable 
on paper with 334 combat aircraft 
but most of these are ageing or ob-
solete and incapable of mounting 
the close air support needed to back 
a major regime offensive.

The Russians, however, have reli-
able and effective air power assets 
and the logistical capabilities to es-
tablish operational bases in Syria at 
short notice and provided 32 Sukhoi 
fighters and a number of helicopter 
gunships.

“Iran is no longer Syria’s sole (mil-
itary) patron,” said Michael Eisen-
stadt of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy. “It is waging 
coalition warfare now and Russia 
will have a major say in how the 
conflict is prosecuted.”

Like other analysts, he predicted 
this new alliance may not survive 
long because of the two powers’ 
divergent strategic objectives. How-
ever, Eisenstadt noted: “So far, 
though, Iran and Moscow seem to 
be reading from the same script.”

On September 7th, Putin ordered 
a “snap inspection” shortly before 
the exercise began in which air 
force and airborne units, along with 
the naval flotilla in the Caspian Sea, 
were placed on full combat alert.

The inspection, which ran un-
til September 12th, simulated “an 
armed conflict in Central Asia” and 
involved 170 aircraft and 7,000 piec-
es of military equipment. Some of 
these aircraft were apparently used 
to haul equipment for the Russian 
base at Latakia.

On September 30th, Russian Suk-
hoi jets began intensive air attacks 
on rebel forces. A week later, the na-
val flotilla in the Caspian unleashed 
a broadside of 26 Kalibr cruise mis-
siles at Syrian rebel positions 1,500 
kilometres to the west. That day, 
Assad’s forces launched a series of 
coordinated offensives.Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps commander Qassem Soleimani during military operations in Salahuddin province, Iraq, last March.

“Russia’s 
intervention was the 
surprise that… 
Soleimani was 
preparing for.”

Soleimani, who 
commands al-Quds 
Force, arrived in 
Moscow at 6.50am 
aboard Iran Air flight 
5130.

On July 24th

 Soleimani discussed 
“regional and 
bilateral issues” 
with the Russian 
leadership.

Ed Blanche
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American Latinos find appeal in Islam
Rasha Elass

Washington

I 

mam Daniel Abdullah Hernan-
dez was preparing for his Fri-
day sermon when he contacted 
the FBI and local police to co-
ordinate security measures. It 

could turn into a delicate weekend, 
he explained, as his congregation 
was planning a belated Eid carnival 
in honour of pilgrims who recently 
returned from Mecca.

But the carnival would coincide 
with dozens of planned protests 
around the country by a virulent 
anti-Muslim group, a community 
of bikers who have protested with 
guns in full view in front of mosques 
as they shouted hateful slogans at 
worshippers.

“So we’re taking security meas-
ures with local police. I introduced 
one of the SWAT team to our loca-
tion and he spoke about the action 
plan and the community felt good 
about it,” Hernandez told 
The Arab Weekly 
by phone 

from his car, as he was driving to his 
mosque in Pearland, Texas, where 
he delivers his sermon in Spanish.

The community Eid carnival 
comes a couple of weeks after Eid 
al-Adha to give pilgrims time to re-
turn from Mecca.

“The authorities don’t think the 
protest is going to happen in our 
city. But we are a mosque and we are 
isolated from the city, so we want to 
make sure that we take proper secu-
rity measures as prevention,” Her-
nandez added.

While there is a notable rise in 
Islamophobia in the United States, 
Islam is one of the two fastest grow-
ing religions in the country (the oth-
er is Mormonism), due to immigra-
tion and a conversion rate that has 
been on the rise since the attacks of 
September 11, 2001.

According to organisations such 
as WhyIslam.org, a proselytising 
group, Latinos are one of the fast-
est growing segments of the Muslim 
community. About 6% of US Mus-
lims are Latino and as many as one-
fifth of converts to Islam nationwide 
are Latino.

The Chicago-based 
American Mus-

lim Council esti-
mates there are 

about 200,000 
Hispanic 

Muslims 
in the 

United States, up from 40,000 a 
decade ago. Most of them are con-
verts.

Wilfredo Amr Ruiz is one of them. 
He served as a lawyer and a Mus-
lim chaplain for the US Navy and 
founded Puerto Rico and Connecti-
cut chapters of the American Mus-
lim Association of North America 
(AMANA). He is a legal adviser for 
the Council of American Islamic Re-
lations (CAIR).

Ruiz recalls that when he con-
verted about 12 years ago, he could 
“hardly find any material on Islam 
in Spanish”.

“That has changed a lot today. It’s 
very common to see Spanish Qurans 
readily available for the public,” he 
said.

Over the past five years, Ruiz says 
he has witnessed a sharp rise in de-
mand for Spanish Qurans.

“I remember I used 
to get some-

thing like a 
few que-
ries a week, 
but now? 
Thousands 
of Spanish 
Qurans per 

year are dis-
tributed, so 

demand is growing,” he said. “They 
call me on a weekly basis and ask for 
information on Islam in Spanish.”

It is unusual to find mosques ca-
tering exclusively to Spanish speak-
ers but many mosques, such as the 
one where Hernandez preaches, de-
liver sermons in Spanish some of the 
time. Ruiz says that in Florida, His-
panic Muslims worship in any one of 
the numerous mosques in the state, 
as opposed to congregating exclu-
sively in one particular mosque.

“You also notice more and more 
Hispanic imams and some Latino 
communities raise money to send 
one of their own to train as an imam 
abroad then come back and serve 
the community,” Ruiz said.

He added that CAIR Florida is 
beginning a project called CAIR en 
Espanol to cater to the community, 
which includes Latinos in influen-
tial positions. On October 25th, the 
community was to celebrate His-
panic Muslim Day.

Organisations all over the country 
cater to Hispanic Muslims. Islamin-
Spanish.org, for example, has more 
than 500 audio books about Islam in 
Spanish and develops proselytising 
videos targeting Latinos.

Like many Hispanic converts to 
Islam, Ruiz was raised Catholic. He 
says that in recent years, perhaps 
starting with his parents’ generation 
and coinciding with a wave of immi-
gration to the United States, many 
in his community abandoned the 

taboo of questioning one’s religion. 
Converting from Catholicism to 
Protestantism no longer raised eye-
brows and perhaps this opened the 
door to embracing another religion.

“The contact of Latinos with Prot-
estantism has empowered them to 
go and question and seek other spir-
itual answers and the mentality has 
changed,” said Ruiz. “When I went 
to Catholic school I never imagined 
someone coming to school to talk 
about another religion but now I’m 
invited to talk about Islam in syna-
gogues and Catholic schools.”

Another shift is perhaps Latino 
“discovery” of Islamic overlap from 
centuries passed. More than 4,000 
words in Spanish derive from Arabic 
and, just as African Americans dur-
ing the civil rights movement found 
cultural roots in Islam, many Latinos 
are discovering a common history, 
one not too alien from their own, es-
pecially with regards to value placed 
on family ties and community.

“What most Latinos who have 
embraced Islam find most amazing 
is their cultural affinity to the Mus-
lim culture,” says Ruiz. “It’s like re-
discovering your past. That area of 
our past has been hidden from us.”

Asked why the theology seems to 
translate so well for Catholic con-
verts to Islam, Ruiz, who studied 
Islam at al-Azhar in Egypt for five 
years, echoed a common theme 
among his fellow converts.

“One thing I find with a lot of 
Muslims from Catholicism is that 
they like the simplicity of the the-
ology in Islam. The Divinity is God 
and that’s it. So there’s no mystery 
of how God is eternal but was born 
one day and died for three days then 
resurrected,” he said.

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.Imam Daniel Abdullah Hernandez

There are about 
200,000 Hispanic 
Muslims in the 
United States, up 
from 40,000 a 
decade ago.

Islam is one of the 
two fastest growing 
religions in the 
country (the other is 
Mormonism).

UK teacher's 
‘new approach’ to 
teaching Mideast 
conflict
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

M 

ichael Davies is a his-
tory teacher and he’s 
just been publically 
labelled a “Zionist 
propagandist” and 

simultaneously a “deligitimiser of 
Israel”.

His headmaster has been on the 
telephone to ask why the school has 
been getting complaints. Davies re-
cently put his head above the para-
pet to make the point in an article in 
the Guardian that many teachers are 
put off teaching the history of the 
Middle East because it arouses such 
passion. The criticism, and the more 
than 270 comments attached to his 
article, confirm his point.

The reason Davies has been on the 
receiving end of all this flak is that 
he wants to introduce a new way of 
teaching the Middle East based on 
a new type of history book called 
Side by Side. Produced by Palestin-
ian and Israeli academics, it features 
competing historical narratives, 
side by side, in their own languages.

While this project ground to a halt 

in the Palestinian territories and Is-
rael, Davies is seeking to import the 
idea into Britain’s education curric-
ulum because he says it would make 
it easier for teachers to teach and 
would attract Muslim students who, 
according to Davies, are on average 
only half as likely to study history as 
non-Muslims.

Davies, a teacher at the Lancaster 
Royal Grammar School, in northern 
England, recently took a group of 
students on a school trip to the Pal-
estinian territories, Israel and Jor-
dan as part of the Winston Church-
ill Memorial Fund. It was over the 
course of the trip that he stumbled 
upon Side by Side, which was writ-
ten by Palestinian and Israel histori-
ans in 2000 as part of the Peace Re-
search Institute in the Middle East 
(PRIME) with US State Department 
funding.

Billing itself as a “breakthrough 
book that will spark a new public 
discussion about the bridge to peace 
in the Middle East,” Side by Side 
sought to provide an interesting 
dual narrative to the conflict. How-
ever, it was quickly rejected by both 
Palestinian and Israeli educational 
authorities.

“[Although] this has been impos-
sible to use in schools in the area 
but could form the base of a new ap-
proach in the UK,” Davies said.

While the book in translation is 
taught in some 20 colleges in the 
United States, Davies wants to do 
more than just secure its inclusion 
in the British curriculum. He wants 
to expand on the philosophy behind 
the book and is looking for spon-
sors for a new interactive teaching 

resource.
“What I want to do is create an 

interactive web-based teaching re-
source which encourages students 
to learn the history of the area 
through exploring parallel and com-
peting narratives to understand the 
historical origins of contemporary 
conflict,” he said.

“I’m hoping to create an engaging, 
authentic and wide-ranging website 
experience by using a variety of me-
dia and sources (film footage, oral 
histories, diaries, letters, opinion 
polls, music, poetry, popular cul-
ture,) covering many different voic-
es (religious leaders, fighters, politi-
cians, children) from both Israelis 
and Palestinians, as well as ‘outside 
actors’, e.g. USA, UK, [Russia], UN 
and neighbouring countries,” Davies 
added.

Teaching the intractable Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict is no easy task. 
Any educational resource that helps 

teachers do that, in an interesting 
and dynamic way, is needed.

“[Teaching the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict] is quite a difficult thing to 
do because it’s such a politically 
sensitive subject. 

It arouses strong emotions among 
both Muslim and Jewish students 
and their parents and, as a result, 
teachers tend to shy away from it 
for fear of being accused of coming 
down on one side or the other or be-
ing caught in the firing line of con-
flicting claims and opinions,” said 
Davies.

“The problem in teaching this is 
that the history of the conflict is so 
fiercely contested. Put simply, the 
Jewish people tell it one way and the 
Arab people tell it another. What’s 
happened in the UK is that history 
text books which do cover the con-
flict tend to take cover in the middle 
position between the two narrative 
extremes and have, therefore, pro-

duced a watered-down account of 
the history, which neither does jus-
tice to the truth nor captures the fer-
vour, rigidity and exclusivity of each 
side’s historical claims,” he added.

Side by Side and the accompany-
ing website aim to change that, par-
ticularly as Davies will seek to find 
the few areas and topics where the 
Palestinians and Israelis do agree. “I 
want to create a bank of source doc-
uments [on the website] which are 
uncontested, i.e. both sides agree 
that the document is valid, and en-
courage students to test the narra-
tives against these historical source 
documents,” he said.

As for his own view of the conflict, 
Davies is more reticent. “It’s impos-
sible not to have a view but I want to 
keep it to myself.

 Once one side or the other per-
ceives ‘bias’ they stop listening and, 
since I’m a teacher, that’s the last 
thing I want,” he said.

Students of Britain’s Lancaster Royal Grammar School visit Jerusalem as part of a school trip led by 
history teacher Michael Davies.

Michael Davies has 
just been publically 
labelled a “Zionist 
propagandist” and 
simultaneously a 
“deligitimiser of 
Israel”.
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Lebanon risks losing international financing
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

L 

ebanon risks losing hun-
dreds of million dollars 
in international loans for 
key development projects 
because of its paralysed 

parliament. To secure the funds, 
parliament is supposed to meet to 
endorse loan agreements or intro-
duce legislative reforms tied to the 
money.

However, the legislature, deeply 
divided over issues ranging from 
the election of a new president and 
passing a new election law to deal-
ing with the conflict in neighbour-
ing Syria, has not met since May 
2014.

Lebanon has been without a pres-
ident since Michel Suleiman’s term 
expired at the same time, while 
the parliament has legislated a full 
four-year term for itself because the 
government failed to have general 
elections in 2009. Meanwhile, the 
cabinet rarely meets as ministers 
are bickering about how it should 
operate during the presidential 
vacuum.

The World Bank warns that 
Lebanon could lose half a portfo-
lio worth $1.1 billion if parliament 
fails to ratify loan agreements be-
fore December 31st. About half that 
money is for the Bisri Dam project 
in southern Lebanon, which is sup-
posed to provide 1.6 million people 
with water for drinking and irriga-
tion.

Legislative inaction has led 
France to cancel a $51 million con-

tribution for building schools and 
$77 million for the electricity sector 
in a country where power outages 
are regular occurrences. Another 
$77 million from France for a water 
purification project is also on the 
line because parliament has not rat-
ified a water code that is a condition 
for receiving the funds.

The World Bank has annulled 
about $40 million in funding in 
2015. “Lebanon is sending all the 
wrong signals to the international 
community, undermining its cred-
ibility and reinforcing scepticism of 
its ability to function with credible 
institutions,” World Bank Middle 
East Director Ferid Belhaj wrote on 
the organisation’s website.

“It is a sad case of a country 
brought to its knees because of 
missed opportunities, because sec-
tarian politics plagues every aspect 
of life. Only an urgent decision to 
separate politics and the economic 
and developmental agenda will 
reverse the country’s descent into 
despair and recover credibility with 
Lebanon’s partners who are ready, 
willing and able to help,” he said.

A World Bank report focused on 
the country’s waning economic, 
political and social cohesion, ex-
posed ills in the Lebanese system of 
governance: confessionalism and 
corruption.

The report concludes that, be-
hind the veil of protecting an an-
tiquated power-sharing system 
among Lebanon’s 18 communities, 
the country has slid into a “govern-
ance trap”, where the state’s duty 
to evenhandedly serve its citizens 
and offer them equal opportunities 
has eroded.

“The cancelled loans were not 
cancelled to punish or pressure 
Lebanon,” a source at the World 
Bank’s Beirut office said. “On the 
contrary, we tried as much as we 
could to keep the loans going pend-
ing parliamentary endorsement.” 
Other World Bank projects worth 

about $500 million are being im-
plemented but not as quickly as de-
sired, risking poor outcomes.

According to Lebanon’s constitu-
tion, when the president’s post is 
vacant, parliament becomes a mere 
electorate. “However, since the 
constitution doesn’t say that par-
liament can’t legislate under such 
conditions, Speaker Nabih Berri is 
pressing for a legislative session by 
parliament to pass the loan deals 
and allow for many sorts of govern-
ment spending,” a parliamentary 
source said.

Public spending has been gov-
erned by the 2005 budget as politi-
cal divisions have obstructed the 
passing of government budgets. Fi-
nance Minister Ali Hassan Khalil, a 

member of Berri’s Amal Movement, 
has repeatedly called for passing a 
new budget or at least legislate ad-
ditional spending.

A last-minute “legal scenario” 
allowed for payment of salaries to 
government employees and ser-
vice members in October but Khalil 
warned that the solution would be 
in effect until the end of the year.

The conflict in Syria has seen 
more than 1 million refugees pour 
into Lebanon, costing the economy 
about $7.5 billion, according to the 
World Bank. The political deadlock 
has manifested itself most recently 
in a trash crisis created by the gov-
ernment’s failure to respond to 
the closure of the country’s largest 
landfill.

Nevertheless, delays and the 
loss of funding for key projects in a 
country with crumbling infrastruc-
ture frustrate residents and donors 
alike.

“Lebanon is a priority for France 
and it is with reluctance that we 
have been forced to cancel these 
loans because we could not contin-
ue to delay them forever,” a French 
diplomat in Lebanon told Agence 
France-Presse. “We have other 
projects that are waiting, and we 
hope that the approvals will come 
through so we will not be forced to 
cancel loans that would benefit all 
Lebanese.”

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a
Beirut-based business writer.

To secure the funds, 
parliament is 
supposed to meet to 
endorse loan 
agreements.

Lebanon’s Prime Minister Tammam Salam (L) with Lebanese Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri (C) and 
Lebanese political leader Michel Aoun (R) during a  session of the national dialogue talks at the par-
liament building, in Beirut, on September 22nd.

Tourism suffers, government yet to act
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

L 

ebanese tourism operators 
have called on the govern-
ment to end its political 
paralysis, reconvene the 
cabinet and award tax cuts 

to the sector, which has been badly 
hurt since fewer rich Gulf Arabs are 
visiting due to the war in neighbour-
ing Syria.

Lebanon’s government, made 
up of rival factions backed by the 
competing sides supporting op-
posite groups in Syria, has failed to 
make even basic decisions since it 
was formed in 2014. Anger at the 
impasse has boiled over into some-
times violent demonstrations.

The tourism sector asked govern-
ment officials to grant tax breaks to 
help it through the crisis but parlia-
ment and cabinet meetings are on 
hold until further notice.

“In the name of tourism, hotel 
and restaurant owners, nightclubs, 
travel agencies and car-rental com-
panies, I call on politicians to end 
their indifference and laxity about 
the fate of companies and the future 
of our youths,” Pierre Ashkar, the 
head of Hotel Owners Association, 
said at a news conference.

Hundreds of restaurants have 
closed and hundreds of others are 
planning to shutter soon, espe-
cially in Beirut’s upmarket down-
town area, he said. Most hotels have 
blocked off half of their rooms and 
more than 100 car rental firms have 
gone out of business. Ashkar is plan-
ning to shut down — partially or 
completely — his Markazia Hotel in 
downtown by the end of the year.

The tourism sector has shed as 
many as 100,000 jobs, losing its best 
workers to better markets in Arab, 
European and African countries, 

as well as Iran, which hopes for in-
creased tourist numbers after inter-
national sanctions are lifted as part 
of its nuclear agreement with world 
powers.

The Hotel Owners Association 
does not expect the Lebanese gov-
ernment to respond to Ashkar’s call 
for tax breaks, an association official 
told The Arab Weekly. “The cabinet 
is incapable of meeting to solve the 
nationwide garbage problem. Do 
you expect it to meet and decide on 

tax breaks for us?” the official asked.
A Finance Ministry official also 

was sceptical of the government’s 
ability to act, pointing out that par-
liament had failed to elect a new 
president 30 times due to lack of a 
quorum. Parliament has extended 
its tenure twice since it failed to 
pass a law to govern general elec-
tions, which were due in 2009. The 
cabinet is in paralysis because its 
24 ministers have failed to agree on 
how it should operate in the absence 
of a president.

The Market and Economic Re-
search Division at Bankmed, a pri-
vate Lebanese bank, estimated in 
a recent study that tourism’s con-
tribution to the country’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP) fell from 29% 
in 2010 to 19% in 2013 before recov-
ering somewhat to 21% in 2014.

“As the tourism sector was severe-

ly affected by the domestic and re-
gional instability, total employment 
in tourism dropped by a steep 20.9% 
to reach 225,000 employees [over 
the same period],” it said.

The total number of tourists slid 
from 2.1 million in 2010 to 524,000 
in the first five months of 2015. 
Tellingly, the report cited a fall in 
the number of Arab tourists from 
895,000 in 2010 to 179,000 in the 
first five months of 2015.

Arab tourists visiting Lebanon, 
who mainly come from the Gulf, 
“preferred coming in their cars via 
Syria”, a travel agent said. “With 
Syria at war since 2011, it is normal 
to see their numbers shrink. If Gulf 
Arabs have to travel by plane for 
summer vacation, they would go to 
Turkey or Eastern European desti-
nations.”

Security concerns have been det-

rimental to the sector as Gulf Arab 
states have at times banned their 
citizens travelling to Lebanon or 
warned against it. Central to such 
decisions is the involvement of Ira-
nian-backed Hezbollah in the Syrian 
war and accusations of it meddling 
in the affairs of Bahrain and Yemen.

Nevertheless, there are govern-
ment and private initiatives to boost 
tourist numbers. For example, Fran-
sabank, a Lebanese private bank, 
has tried to encourage Chinese tour-
ists to visit the country. Under the 
auspices of Tourism Minister Michel 
Pharaon, the bank hosted Chinese 
travel agencies for a week-long tour 
in October, hoping that Chinese 
tourists would follow.

Lebanese Health Minister Wael 
Abu Faour voiced optimism in June 
about medical tourism, estimating 
its annual revenues at $7 billion.

“Most visitors who come here 
for treatment are natives of trou-
bled countries in the region, such 
as Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya,” a 
source in the sector said. “But the 
problem is that this kind of tourism 
relies on well-off people — the poor 
cannot make it and the rich go to 
Europe. Also, it can decline sharply 
once conditions in source countries 
improve.”

Full economic reliance on tourism 
is eyed with caution by some econo-
mists.

“You cannot rely heavily on tour-
ism when it comes to sustainable 
economic growth,” said a Beirut-
based economist with an interna-
tional organisation. “Tourism didn’t 
save Greece from trouble, for exam-
ple.

“If the government in Lebanon 
is paralysed, banks can encourage 
productive sectors — agriculture, in-
dustry — with soft loans. This would 
be wise in the long term because you 
would have something to export 
when tourism is suffering.”

Workers clean a street in front of a hotel after anti-government protests in Beirut’s commercial district.

Hundreds of 
restaurants have 
closed and hundreds 
of others are 
planning to shutter 
soon.

Lebanon
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Turkish business 
group wants 
government
reform

UAE’s Etisalat sees 
Q3 profit drop 9%

Qatar emir 
approves changes 
to labour law

Briefs

Turkey’s largest business group, 
Tusiad, said the ruling AKP should 
quickly implement political reforms 
in light of the strong parliamentary 
majority it won in the November 1st 
election.

The government should also 
strengthen the European Union ac-
cession process, expand freedoms 
and democracy and end social 
polarisation, Tusiad said in a state-
ment, after four elections in Turkey 
since March 2014.

Tusiad has on occasion clashed 
with President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, a member of the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) over 
economic and political policies.
(Reuters)

UAE telecom giant Etisalat said 
its net profit, hit by higher depre-
ciation costs and foreign exchange 
losses, dropped 9% in the third 
quarter of 2015 from a year earlier.

The group’s net profit in the 
three-month period ending Sep-
tember 30th stood at $517.7 million, 
it said in a statement. Consolidated 
revenues slipped 1% year-on-year to 
$3.54 billion.

“This performance is attribut-
able to unfavourable exchange rate 
movements and (the) competitive 
environment in selected markets,” 
the group said. 

In 2014, the company’s net profit 
surged 26% to $2.43 billion as Etis-
alat saw a hike in subscribers after 
acquiring a stake in a Moroccan 
operator. But earnings slid by one-
fifth in the first half of 2015, hurt by 
higher depreciation costs and the 
impact of its troubled Saudi unity 
Mobily.

Etisalat is the second largest Arab 
telecoms firm after Saudi Telecom 
in market value. It has 170 million 
customers in 15 countries. The UAE 
government owns a 60% stake in 
the company.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar’s emir approved reform 
of the country’s much-criticised 
kafala labour laws. The Qatar News 
Agency said the emir issued a new 
law overseeing the sponsorship sys-
tem, which only allows workers to 
leave the country with the approval 
of their employer, as well as rules 
that allow workers to switch jobs.

It is unlikely that the announced 
changes go far enough to placate 
critics and they may not come into 
force until almost 2017 at the earli-
est.

QNA said Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani approved reforms 
“on the regulation of the entry 
and exit of expatriates and their 
residency”. 

Under the proposals, workers will 
be able to leave the country after 
giving at least three days’ notice to 
the Interior Ministry. Officials will 
then contact the employer or spon-
sor for approval.

In addition, workers will be al-
lowed to change jobs at the end of 
a contract, without the consent of 
their bosses.

Qatar announced earlier in 2015 
that it was committed to reform 
of the kafala system, which has 
been the object of scorn from rights 
groups.
(Agence France-Presse)

Economy

Preserving Jordanian handicraft
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

U 

mm Mohammed’s 
work is lauded as art. 
Tourists love her em-
broidered dresses and 
cushions with radiant 

or cosy colours. Her handmade 
jewellery is daring with flashy tur-
quoise or subtle with burgundy 
stones.

The 72-year-old has sewn for so 
long that she no longer recalls ex-
actly when she first took up a nee-
dle.

“It’s been long enough so that I 
can’t remember when my journey 
started, Mohammed said at her 
one-storey home in Ghor El Safi in 
western Jordan.

She started as a young girl, tu-
tored by her mother. “She taught 
me how to design a pillow case or a 
bed cover,” Mohammed said.

“I liked what I was doing and I 
also got myself into jewellery,” said 
the Jordanian housewife who sells 
her products to top-notch designer 
shops in Amman.

“Everything is made by hand 
and tourists like that, at least this 
is what the shops I sell to tell me,” 
she said.

She said her husband’s illness 
forced her to continue working. 
“I have to buy him medicine and 
put food on our table,” she said. 
“We’ve never begged for money 

and I love working.”
Mohammed is among hundreds 

of Jordanian women who work 
from home, designing handmade 
products for European tourists 
who spend generously on Jorda-
nian handicrafts.

Her work is funded by interna-
tional non-governmental organi-
sations that focus on women and 
handicraft, such as Empowering 
Rural Women in the Jordan Valley. 
The project, which began in 2013, 
is funded by Drosos Foundation, a 
charitable, non-profit organisation 
based in Switzerland.

It focuses on women living in 
Mohammed’s village of Ghor El 
Safi, a rural area south of the Dead 
Sea, to develop handicrafts. It as-
sists them in promoting their prod-
ucts.

Embroidered works, such as 
intricately fashioned cushions, 
pillow cases, blouses and night-
gowns, top the list of Jordanian 
products. Others include woven 
wool or camel hair carpets, silk 
rugs and handmade glass and pot-
tery with a cultural mix of Arab 
and Islamic imagery and scrib-
bling. Smaller scale crafts include 
artistically decorated sand bottles, 
finely chiselled sculptures and sil-
ver jewellery with precious stones.

Jordan’s rich legacy of handi-
crafts has been passed down over 
many generations since Jordani-
ans, as nomadic Bedouins, met 
their domestic needs by weaving 
their own rugs and making their 
own tableware and utensils.

The crafts were influenced by 
diverse cultures, such as that of  
Palestinians who fled wars with Is-
rael. Others include the Circassians 
and Armenians who sought refuge 
in Jordan in the 19th and 20th cen-
turies.

Khalil Burgan, owner of the 
family-run Al Burgan Handicrafts, 
established in 1989, said Jordanian 
products, especially embroidery, 
pottery and ceramics, are unique 
and of high quality compared to 
tourist merchandise found else-
where in the Middle East.

“As you run your palm at the soft 
surface of the traditional garments 
and pass your fingers through the 
colourful threads that form the 
piece of art, you can easily feel and 
sense the uniqueness in its dimen-
sions and structure,” Burgan said.

“We have been in this business 
for such a long time and we saw 
the rise and fall of this profession 
several times.”

Accordingly, Burgan said his firm 
adopted strategies to withstand 
time and economic hardships lo-
cally, regionally and internation-
ally. But indeed, the times are now 
different in this profession,” Bur-
gan admitted.

Now, work is focused on market-
ing and selling locally.

Burgan says the type of tourist 
has changed.

“We used to have many tourists 
from Europe who paid well but 
nowadays many come from East-
ern Europe and Asia and they are, 
as we call them, small souvenir 
buyers who are on limited budgets, 
travel light and end their journey 
by buying a small souvenir from 
the duty-free shop as they leave 
the country,” he said.

Al Burgan specialises in design-
ing and producing unique top-
quality artisan or handcrafted 
products, involving Jordanian 
folklore in embroidery and sewing 
skills.

“We have around 30 employees 
but we also have around 50 house-
wives who work from home using 

their skills in creating the pieces of 
art and this you cannot find any-
where as the market is full of cheap 
imitation manufactured in China,” 
he said.

“Traders are experts in import-
ing such pieces from China, In-
dia and Pakistan that cost them 
around $1 and they sell them for 
more than $10. For us the cost is 
higher as everything is handmade 
and there are taxes, employees and 
rent in addition to other utilities 
that added to the costs.”

Burgan depends on local events. 
“We display our products in major 
duty-free shops and hotels around 
the region and some parts of the 
world.

This way we can maintain the 
quality of customers and products 
as some only look for quality,” he 
said.

Abu Khaled, 33, an employee at 
one of the traditional handicrafts 
shops in Amman said that business 
has been “really slow”.

“Many tourists enter the shop, 
look around, take pictures but buy 
absolutely nothing,” he said.

“Years ago, tourists used to come 
and spend a lot of money on tradi-
tional handicrafts, buying souve-
nirs but things have changed. Now, 
there are many who sell these 
items cheaper and this is affecting 
the business,” he explained.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

Jordan’s rich legacy 
of handicrafts has 
been passed down 
over many 
generations.

The crafts were 
influenced by 
diverse cultures, 
such as that of  
Palestinians.

A shop in downtown Amman displaying handicraft work.
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Turmoil takes toll on Egyptians’ mental health
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

P 

olitical turmoil, the lack 
of a clear vision for the 
future, increasing vio-
lence and rising commod-
ity prices in the past few 

years have been underlying reasons 
why nearly 20% of Egyptians suffer 
some type of mental illness, psy-
chologists say.

The government recently said 
about 16 million Egyptians suffer 

mental health problems. The Gen-
eral Secretariat for Mental Health, a 
department of the Health Ministry, 
said the figure was almost double 
the average international rate.

Some psychiatrists say the num-
ber of Egyptians with psychological 
problems could be far larger. They 
blame the country’s deteriorat-
ing conditions during the past few 
years for the rise in psychological 
disease.

“Psychological pressures keep 
piling on ordinary people from ris-
ing commodity prices to fear for 
the future,” psychologist Mohamed 

Mukhtar Saleh said. “You can see 
Egyptians talking on the phone all 
the time, which is a way for people 
to escape their psychological prob-
lems.”

Egypt, which used to brag about 
its domestic peace and stability, has 
seen a surge in political turmoil, 
terrorism and violence. The enor-
mity of the violence against peace-
ful demonstrators in Cairo and else-
where in the country in 2011 was 
shocking and traumatising to many.

For the first time, Egyptians saw 
their compatriots shot dead on the 
streets. Many people continue to 

deal with lasting physical injuries 
from the violence that happened 
during the protests, while others 
suffer psychological problems.

The uprising was followed by 
violence between Egypt’s political 
rivals, including the nation’s Islam-
ists, to the extent that some agen-
cies estimate the number of Egyp-
tians killed between 2011 and 2015 
at more than 10,000.

This is, of course, a small num-
ber compared with the hundreds of 
thousands of people killed in wars 
in Syria or Libya or compared with 
the number of Egyptians killed in 
road accidents every year. This fig-
ure is, however, large by Egyptian 
standards and shocking because 
most of the people who died were 
intentionally killed, according to 
rights activists.

And the violence-induced trau-
ma seems to be sending a large 
number of people to psychiatric 
hospitals, including Abbasiya Men-
tal and Neurological Hospital. The 
eastern Cairo hospital receives 200 
to 300 new patients every day, ac-
cording to director Hesham Magid. 
He said 80% of those patients have 
been in need of treatment for years.

Political violence and bloodshed 
are only a few of the reasons be-
lieved behind the rise in the num-
ber of people with psychological 
illness in Egypt. Psychologists also 
refer to the country’s tough eco-
nomic conditions and the failure 
of a growing number of people to 
make ends meet.

“The rise in commodity prices 
and people’s growing fear for their 
future also stand strongly behind 
many of the psychological prob-
lems we are seeing today,” Saleh 
said. “We are in bad need for aware-
ness about means of eradicating 
these fears and reducing these 
pressures.”

Political violence and ongoing in-
stability also undermined Egypt’s 
economy. Alongside government 
efforts to reduce subsidies and a 
weakening of the national curren-
cy, commodities prices have more 
than doubled in five years.

Egypt’s security and political 
conditions are improving gradually 
but the economy may take longer 
to recover. Dr Nasser Loza, a psy-
chiatrist and the former head of 
the General Secretariat for Mental 
Health, said there were not enough 
psychiatric hospitals in Egypt to 
meet the needs of patients needing 
treatment.

“Some patients spend 30 years in 
the hospitals for treatment,” Loza 
said. “In doing this, they leave no 
space for newcomers.”

About 18 state-run psychiatric 
hospitals offer treatment and con-
sultancy to Egyptians suffering 
mental disorders across their coun-
try, according to the Health Minis-
try. In late 2014 some 57,000 people 
received treatment at those hos-
pitals, the ministry said. However, 
according to the General Secretariat 
for Mental Health, only 15% of pa-
tients seek treatment or consult a 
specialist because of negative per-
ceptions about mental illness.

“Some people equate mental dis-
orders with madness,” secretariat 
head Dr Hisham Rami said. “This 
is why a large number of patients 
prefer to stay away from psychiatric 
hospitals and clinics, even as they 
suffer.”

Nearly 20% of 
Egyptians suffer 
some type of mental 
illness, 
psychologists say.

Daily pressures take a toll in Cairo.

Syria’s war kills middle class
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

S 

yria’s middle class is 
withering under the long 
civil war. The conflict has 
deepened class divisions, 
exacerbating poverty and 

enriching the coffers of the elite 
while forcing the middle class to 
flee.

Economic estimates indicate 
that the middle class, which once 
made up more than half of Syrian 
society, has shrunk to less than 
one-quarter of the population. 
With no end to the conflict in sight, 
this social segment is contract-
ing and middle-class Syrians have 
been tapping savings to survive.

“The crisis undergone by Syria 
since March 2011 has affected so-
cial, economic, living and other 
aspects of life. The middle class, 
which was a leader, a pioneer 
and an incubator for Syria’s tex-
tile, food and other [industries], 
was affected more than any other 
(class),” said Hayyan Salman, an 
assistant to Syria’s economy minis-
ter. “The poor have become poorer 
but the rich have become richer.”

According to official Syrian data, 
tourism shrank by more than 95% 
between 2010 and 2014 and losses 
by all economic sectors totalled 
$32 billion.

The middle class, which has tra-
ditionally controlled the majority 
of small enterprises, suffered most 
of the losses due to the destruction 
and looting of their plants, facto-
ries and workshops. Many owners 

were kidnapped and forced to pay 
ransoms.

“More than 550 notable Syrian 
businessmen left Syria to neigh-
bouring and other countries, while 
many owners of yarn and textile 
factories moved their businesses 
to Egypt,” Salman said. “Most tex-
tile factories in Aleppo, the eco-
nomic capital, were removed to 
Turkey. What couldn’t be moved 
and stolen was destroyed.”

The middle class in conflict areas 
relocated to secure areas held by 
the government or went abroad, 
further damaging local economies.

“Shutting down factories and 
laying off labourers led to more 
unemployment, less supply and 
more demand,” Salman said. “A 
major disruption resulted: prices 
jumped with higher unemploy-
ment and inflation. Some studies 
put inflation at 60% while a hike 
in dollar exchange rates deepened 
the middle-class crisis.”

Semi-official sources, who re-
quested anonymity, estimated that 
the poor made up 20% of Syria’s so-
ciety before 2011, the middle class 
60% and the rich 20%. During the 
war, the rich retained their share 
of the country’s wealth, while the 
middle class shrank and the poor 
increased in number. The middle 
class now constitutes 20-25% of 
the Syrian population.

Hisham Khayyat, an economist, 
said the middle class is the lever 
of any development process and 
includes government and private-
sector employees and owners of 
small enterprises.

“Before the war, small and me-
dium enterprises amounted to 
95% of the private sector and hired 
120,000 workers,” he said, citing 
studies. “The share of these enter-
prises in the shadow economy was 
40%, bringing the total number of 
their workers to 200,000.

“Many of these enterprises were 
completely destroyed during the 
war and are now outside the pro-

duction process. Their owners and 
workers are now displaced or refu-
gees looking for food aid. Some 
owners are now street vendors.”

Abu Matar owned a workshop 
for car accessories in Darayya, 
a town south of Damascus. “In 
2007, I established the workshop 
in the eastern neighbourhood of 
Darayya, where I produced car 
accessories and decorations,” he 
said. “Since the products were 
popular, I expanded the workshop 
in 2010, bringing in new machinery 
with higher productivity.

“The cost was high and was cov-
ered by loans from the Industrial 
Bank and a private bank. Less than 
a year later, the war broke out,” 
he said. “During clashes between 

the Syrian army and opposition 
gunmen, the workshop was com-
pletely destroyed. I could not take 
anything out of it.” Studies by Syr-
ian economic centres show that, 
on average, a Syrian family made 
$400 a month before 2011.

“A family now needs 175,000 
pounds or $550 per month, accord-
ing to studies by economic groups,” 
Khayyat said. “What family can 
honestly make this much now? A 
government minister’s salary is 

no more than 125,000 pounds, or 
$400, compared to 72,000 pounds 
or $1,400 in 2011.

“How can the middle class, made 
up mainly of employees and small 
entrepreneurs, make ends meet?”

With the Syrian pound losing 
700% of its value since 2011 and 
millions of Syrians displaced from 
their towns and villages, the prob-
lem is becoming deeper and their 
living conditions are worsening.

“Hundreds of thousands of refu-
gees left because of material and 
economic pressures, not fear for 
their lives,” Khayyat said. “Some 
reached destination countries af-
ter severing their ties with their 
homeland — they sold their homes, 
properties or cars and left.”

Creeping poverty. A boy sells bags of bread in the north-western city of Ariha, in Idlib, Syria.

Most textile 
factories in Aleppo, 
the economic 
capital, were 
removed to Turkey.

The middle class has 
shrunk to less than 
one-quarter of the 
population.
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London

W 

alking into the Mo-
saic Rooms Gallery 
in west London is 
like walking into 
Marwan Kassab-

Bachi’s cave of treasures. Works 
from the 81-year-old Syrian artist 
adorn the walls and show a contin-
uous creative output of paintings, 
drawings and works on paper that 
span more than five decades.

Bachi has only one subject — the 
face. But every face tells a story.

On some of the faces, the colours 
are blurred and the facial features 
merge. There is an underlying 
theme of pain, ques-
tioning, quest for 
understanding 
and search 
of identity. 
Sometimes 
the viewer 
has to look 
for the face 
and discov-
er the eyes, 
always mys-
terious and ex-
pressive.

In his portraits, Bachi does not 
just reproduce faces but conveys 
emotions and tries to express what 
is happening in the mind of his 
subjects. He focuses on the agony 
of the human condition and the 
enduring pain of everyday aspects 
of life such as loneliness, longing 
and homesickness.

“My art is confrontational. Peo-
ple don’t always like it, as they of-
ten want something more sweet. 
I don’t like sweet. Sweet is ugly,” 
said Bachi, echoing the words of 
Iraqi architect Zaha Hadid.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly 
at the opening of his first solo UK 
exhibition, Not Towards Home But 
The Horizon, Bachi reminisced on 
his first painting, produced at the 
age of 13. It was a small oil on can-
vas of the village of Jabra in Syria.

“I started painting at a very 
young age and I did not stop since 
then. If I am born again, I would 

still be painting,” he said.
Bachi grew up in the Old City 

of Damascus. Frequent vis-
its to the countryside and the 
family’s land outside the city 

put him in touch with the ru-
ral landscape, an influence that 

never left him.
A gentle, humble, engaging man 

he chooses his words carefully and 
gives little away. The Syrian writer 

Adonis wrote 75 prose 
passages in homage 

to Bachi. The title 
of the exhibition 

is taken from 
one of them.

But when 
asked 

about the 
signifi-

cance of the exhibition’s name he 
says: “It’s a nice name.”

The highlight of the exhibition 
is the acclaimed 99 Heads, a se-
ries of 99 etchings made in 1997 
and ‘98 that refer to Sufism and 
the 99 names of God in Islam. Also 
on show are a number of smaller 
pieces, works on paper and artist’s 
books. These include works paint-
ed directly onto oil colour boxes.

Bachi said he paints to get in 
touch with the world.

“I have no particular message. 
The paintings and the art itself is 
the message. They are an expres-
sion of my dreams. Everybody has 
something to say to the world and 
I do this through my paintings,” he 
said.

“If you feel happy when you see 
my paintings, it is a message. And 
if you do not like them, that is also 
the message. Many people do not 
have to like my paintings. They 
portray my life. They come from 
my heart.”

The Syrian painter, based in Ber-
lin, said his art is not dictated by 
the market or his audience. “I don’t 
think about anything other than 
expressing myself. I dig inside my-
self and try to see what comes out, 
but I never know what direction it 
will go in,” Bachi said. “My art is 
like a river that is constantly mov-
ing. It goes and goes until it comes 
to the sea and then the river ends.”

Bachi is one of the foremost art-
ists of his generation, not only in 
the Arab world but around the 
globe. In 1994, he became the first 
Arab member of Germany’s distin-
guished Akademie der Künste.

But life has not been easy. Born 
in Damascus, he studied Arabic 
literature at the University of Da-
mascus (1955-57) before leaving for 
France. The Suez crisis prompted 
France to sever diplomatic links 
with Syria and he ended up in the 
former East Germany. He has a 
studio in Berlin’s Pankow district 
where the former communist gov-
ernment established purpose-built 
artists’ quarters.

Between 1962 and 1970, he 
worked in a fur factory during the 
day and spent his nights working 
on sketches that were transformed 
into large oil paintings. He de-

scribes the paintings from this pe-
riod as “the jewels of my career”. 
They include a painting of Munif 
al-Razzaz, the former secretary-
general of the National Command 
of the Syrian Ba’ath Party.

This was also the time when the 
political situation in Syria changed 
and his family’s lands were confis-
cated, leading to an acute home-
sickness. “I was homesick eve-
rywhere. A sense of longing for 
elsewhere is deep within my soul,” 
Bachi said “For this reason I’ve kept 
my sense of ‘home’ [Syria] rather 
more than some of those who still 
live there.”

Bachi has held a professorship 
position at Berlin University of 
the Arts since 1980. He has exhib-
ited mainly in Germany but also 
in the Middle East and the United 
States. He has works in many pub-
lic collections, including the Abdul 
Hameed Shoman Foundation in 
Jordan, Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France in Paris, Carnegie Museum 
of Art in Pittsburgh, the British Mu-
seum and Tate Modern in London.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Every face tells 
a story in Bachi 
exhibition
Karen Dabrowska

Work on paper from Marwan Kassab-Bachi exhibition in London.

The Syrian writer 
Adonis wrote 75 
prose passages in 
homage to Bachi.

Marwan Kassab-Bachi

London

E 

gyptian-American Maria 
Shehata got into com-
edy to break down the 
stereotype of the bomb-
wielding, angry Arab 

prevalent in the United States. Born 
and brought up in Columbus, Ohio, 
Shehata’s comedy explores her per-
spective of growing up between the 
cultures of the Middle East and the 
US Midwest.

With the name “Maria”, she is 
often mistaken for being Hispanic, 
especially in Los Angeles. Shehata 
jokes about her background, such 
as her entire family welcoming her 
at the airport and constantly offer-
ing people food. She complains it is 
hard to find a partner and mocks ar-
ranged marriages.

Shehata has been involved in 
the New York Arab-American Com-
edy Festival almost from its begin-
ning in 2003. The festival aims to 
increase “the visibility of talented 
Arab-American artists as well as at-
tracting positive attention for the 
Arab-American community”.

“The Arab-American Comedy 
Festival came about because there 
was so much Islamophobia and the 
word ‘Arab’ had a negative connota-

tion to it,” Shehata said after the Ar-
abs are Not Funny show at Rich Mix 
in London.

“Every time you turn on the news 
or look at a newspaper, there’s 
always an angry Arab protesting 
something and our image looked 
really bad so we started a comedy 
festival to show: ‘Hey, we are funny 
people. We are light-hearted. We 
know how to make fun ourselves’,” 
she said.

Unlike many Middle Eastern co-
medians working in the West, She-
hata does not solely play on her 
background and its stereotypes.

“I’m actually the least Arab-
American comedian. I don’t do the 
funny accents,” she said. “I grew 
up in Ohio so I have my own point 
of view. I have about 5 minutes of 
Egyptian material but the rest is me 
being a human. Me being me.

“There are Arabs out there who 
are known for their Arab humour 
but I want to be known for just be-
ing a comedian.”

Shehata said she does not feel 
racism in the United States directed 
towards herself. “Americans like to 
pretend there is no problem and 
even if people secretly don’t like 
minorities, they will never say it 
out loud,” she said.

“I feel there is hidden racism. 
Some people will smile to your face 
but say something behind your 
back. I think there is a lot of rac-
ism towards Arabs but no one will 
admit it, until Donald Trump does 
and then they will,” she said with a 
laugh.

Shehata has appeared on The 
Watch List on cable network Com-

edy Central, which showcases Mid-
dle Eastern comedians, and Bridg-
ing the Gap, which brought Jewish 
and Muslim-American comics to-
gether on stage for Showtime, an-
other cable network.

“So it’s always an Arab and a Jew. 
That was about Arab comedians 
and Jewish comedians. The idea 
was us laughing together to show 
we can understand each other if we 
laugh together. So I was just bridg-

ing gaps all over the place. I solved 
the Middle Eastern conflict with my 
comedy. I did it,” Shehata said.

Shehata is working on a docu-
mentary entitled United Ladies of 
Comedy about female comedians 
around the world and the similari-
ties and differences between them.

“I filmed in London, Stockholm, 
New York, Ohio. I intend to film in 
Paris, Moscow, Mexico City and Sin-
gapore,” she said.

“Just like in the Middle East, 
these stand-up comedies are new 
and I want to talk to the girls start-
ing in these new scenes and find 
out why they are doing it. My main 
concern is how females become 
comedians, if they have dating or 
family issues that lead (them) into 
comedy.”

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
weekly contributor in London.

Maria Shehata mixes Middle East/US Midwest in comedy
Dunia el-Zobeidi

Maria Shehata during her stand-up comedy show. (Photo credit: Nadira Amrani)

“I’m actually the 
least Arab-American 
comedian. I don’t do 
the funny accents.”
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J 

ury members adjudicating 
films of the National Festival 
for Egyptian Cinema had a dif-
ficult time finding a film de-
serving of the event’s prize.

Fourteen films participated in 
the festival, an annual event that 
aims to encourage Egypt’s cinema 
industry. However, none were 
deemed to have any artistic value, 
which led jury members to call on 
the Egyptian government to inter-
vene to save the country’s cinema 
industry.

“Good cinema is something of the 
past in this country now,” Youssef 
al-Qaeed, a novelist and the chief 
juror of the festival, told The Arab 
Weekly. “Wherever you go, you can 
find nothing but trivial films that 
have no artistic value at all.”

Deep under what some cinema 
critics describe as the “fiasco” of 
the festival, which ran for 12 days 
in mid-October in Cairo, is the de-
mise of the local cinema industry as 
a whole.

Egypt for decades was called the 
“Hollywood of the East” but does 
not seem to be worthy of the ti-
tle any longer. A film produced in 
Cairo in the past and starring iconic 
entertainers, such as Omar Sharif, 
Faten Hamama and Abdel Halim 
Hafez, used to resonate across the 
Arab world. Egyptian cinema stars 
were household names in all Arab 
countries. Films produced by direc-
tors such as Salah Abouseif, Youssef 
Chahine and Atef E-Taieb influ-
enced millions of people across the 
region.

Now, however, things are chang-
ing in quantity and quality and 
Egyptian cinema is being eclipsed 
by that of other Arab countries.

More than 120 films used to be 

produced in Egypt every year. Now, 
15 films at most are produced each 
year and the few films produced 
are scarcely up to previous stand-
ards, even as production costs soar 
to $3.1 million-$6.2 million each, 
astronomical amounts compared 
with what films of the past cost.

Qaeed and fellow jurors watched 
the 14 films in the competition 
closely in the hope that one would 
deserve the prize. But none of the 
participating films deserved the 
prize, according to them, even as 
they had to select one for it. The 
top prize finally went to Excuse My 
French, a comic film written and di-
rected by Amr Salama that tells the 
story of a Christian boy sent to a 
public school after the death of his 
father and mistaken for a Muslim.

Critics say the crisis of Egypt’s 
cinema industry is all about money, 
while the government plays no role 
in encouraging the business.

The government used to have 
its own production making films 
which counterbalanced commer-
cial and profit-oriented cinema.

“This has ushered in a situation 
where the national cinema industry 
is totally left in the hands of a few 
moneyed producers who care only 
about profit,” veteran cameraman 
Ramses Marzouq said. “These pro-
ducers employ every absurd tool — 
in terms of artistic value — to earn 
money.”

Egypt’s most qualified directors, 
assistant directors, actors, cam-
era operators and producers are 
all staying home, leaving the field 
to unqualified people, who make 
films to make money, he said.

The local cinema scene is monop-
olised by a handful of production 
companies, including one owned 

by a well-known meat seller, and 
these companies race against each 
other to produce the meanest of 
films.

Films produced these days con-
tain no endearing characters, good 
stories or realistic genres. Belly 
dancers who readily take off half of 
or almost all their clothes, untalent-
ed performers are winning the day 
in Egyptian cinema.

The few producers making films 
dwell on regurgitated themes of 
adultery, betrayal and violence, 
giving a bleak impression to outsid-
ers about life in Egypt.

Thirty years ago, there were al-
most 400 movie theatres in Egypt 
and going to the theatre was a 
weekly custom for families in Cai-
ro and Alexandria, where most of 
Egypt’s entertainers hail from.

Now there are only 140 movie 
theatres and that number will 
shrink in the years to come while 
local cinema industry goes from 
bad to worse.

Qaeed said he had seen the dan-
ger for the industry four years ago 
when — as the chief juror of the fes-
tival — he noticed a marked decline 
in the quality of films produced at 
the national level and entered to 
compete for its top prizes.

He called on the government to 
get involved in producing quality 
films but film producer Mohamed 
al-Adle said he does not pin hopes 
on the government to do anything 
to rescue the cinema industry.

He says he is in contact with eve-
rybody concerned in the industry 
to establish a shareholding cinema 
production company in the hope 

that it will be able to bring back the 
glories of the past.

“We will do everything possible 
to get the cinema industry out of 
the morass in which it is mired,” he 
said.

Some specialists say that to get 
out of its current problems, Egypt’s 
cinema industry needs about $37.5 
million. However, Adle says he and 
his colleagues can get the cinema 
industry out of its problems if they 
have only 25% of that amount.

“Give me only a quarter of this 
money and I will solve the prob-
lems of the industry once and for 
all,” he said. “We have whatever 
it takes to redress the balance but 
where is the money?”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

No more the ‘Hollywood of the East’
Ibrahim Ouf

People walk outside a cinema in Cairo.

Egyptian cinema is 
being eclipsed by 
that of other Arab 
countries.

Tunis

P
laywright and actor 
Lassaad Ben 
Abdallah returned 
to Carthage Theatre 
Days with al-
Zaglama, a work 
that focuses on the 
popular heritage of 

Tunisia and also a view that Ben 
Abdallah considers overlooked.

“The title of the show is derived 
from the word Zoghlam, which 
means the person who produces 
the beat or percussions in Tunisian 
traditional music,” he said. “It is 
a part of the oral patrimony that 
the north-western regions boast, a 
patrimony that is often overlooked.

He said he opted for a “rather 
lighter aspect… to vulgarise the 
work on oral patrimony”.

“This show is a continuation of 
other shows that… emphasise the 
popular heritage of the country,” 
he said. “This is my third show 
on the orality and patrimony of 
Tunisia.”

While the crowds were good 
at Carthage Theatre Days, which 
closed its nine-day run on October 
24th, Ben Abdallah decried a gen-
eral lack of a clear cultural policy in 
Tunisia.

“Theatre in Tunisia suffers from 
different issues,” he said. “The 
issues are problematic but they 
all stem from one source: lack of 
vision. We lack a cultural policy. If 

we don’t have a clear policy, how 
can we change the system? These 
issues will remain for years if we 
don’t consider a serious reflection 
on conceiving a clear vision of the 
theatrical scene.”

He said basic problems, such 
as funding and a lack of venues 
have been noted for “years, if not 
decades”.

“What can we do for new gen-
erations? Starting that point, we 
can work on the funding policy. 
For instance, funding policies 
should change. We cannot regard 
theatre from an old prism that 
dates to the ‘60s and conserve the 
same mechanism put after the 
independence. It needs to be chal-
lenged,” Ben Abdallah said.

According to Ben Abdallah, the 
role of culture should not be re-
stricted to Tunis and a few venues. 
All ministries need to be included 
in setting a new culture policy. Ben 
Abdallah also put emphasis on 
the importance of introducing 
culture as a constant element 
in educational institutions.

As Carthage Theatre 
Days closed, Ben Abdallah 
praised the attendance but 
expressed concern about 
the quality of shows.

“This edition was im-
pressive as it witnessed a 
great turnout of audience 
and brought life to the 
city,” he said. “Organisa-
tion had its issues but 
the quality of the shows 
was disappointing as far 
as Tunisian theatre is 

concerned. The choice could have 
been more selective which affected 
the quality of shows.

“The problem is that people do 
not believe in regional identity. 
The creators and organisers should 
work on the characteristics of the 
regions…

“Each region has its own identi-
ty. We need to work on the regional 
and the local instead of focusing 
on only international festivals held 
in the capital.”

He also wants to see access to 
theatre expanded in school.

“Do pupils and students have the 
necessary means to be immersed 
in theatre? That is the real ques-
tion,” he said. “Are we providing 
the means? Why do we have to 
wait for festivals and occasions 
to host shows inside educational 

institutions?
“These categories of young 
people are vulnerable. We 

saw in the recent attacks 
that most of the attack-

ers are young people 
who are graduates of 
Tunisian schools and 
universities. What 
did we do for them? 
These young people 
who died for dark 
ideas suffered from 
the void in the so-
ciety and institu-
tions that should 
accompany youth 
and childhood.

“Culture is a 
remedy to radical-

ism. The govern-

ment needs to invest in culture in 
the future by either taking children 
to theatres and cinema, which re-
vives the economy of the field too, 
or by bringing shows to them.”

An activist, Ben Abdallah, high-
lights the importance of culture 
in local governance as Tunisians 
prepare for municipal elections. He 
calls for the inclusion of culture in 
the political vision of Tunisia start-
ing at the level of local decision-
makers.

“A revolution of culture is 
needed and it is to be done through 
reflections and adoption of a new 
discourse,” he said. “We can-
not function in the emptiness. 
Paradoxically, liberated speech 
prevents creativity. Without 
censorship, creativity decreases 
which was the case of many other 
countries.”

Ben Abdallah praised Tunisian 
audiences for attending many 
Carthage Theatre Days shows in 
great numbers. Yet, he expressed 
dissatisfaction with the turnout at 
shows of the rest of the year.

“The problem is that people do 
not believe in regional identity. 
The creators and organisers should 
work on the characteristics of the 
regions…

“Each region has its own identi-
ty. We need to work on the regional 
and the local instead of focusing on 
only international festivals held in 
the capital.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

I n t e r v i e w

Roua Khlifi

Culture is a 
remedy to 
radicalism.

Lassaad Ben Abdallah’s theatrical vision

 used to be produced in 
Egypt every year.
Now, 15 films at most.

More than 
120 films
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Jordan auto museum exhibits royal collection 

A Rolls-Royce Model 40/50 (nick-named Silver Ghost due to its quietness) of 
Lawrence of Arabia is one of the first cars to have ever been used in the region.

The Mercedes 300SL used by the Late King Hussein for the first ever Rumman Hill 
Climb in 1955.

Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J 

ordan’s Royal Automobile 
Museum (RAM) is a treasure 
trove to auto aficionados but 
the untold story is that it is a 
legacy of a cherished mon-

arch with a passion for classic and 
racing cars.

Established in 2003, RAM was the 
idea of Jordanian King Abdullah II, 
who wanted to honour the memo-
ry of his father, King Hussein, who 
died of cancer in 1999.

Abdullah assembled vehicles and 
motorcycles owned by his father 
and put them on display at RAM. 
The exhibit includes army tanks 
and other military vehicles, some 
of which were used in Arab-Israeli 
wars in 1948 and 1967.

The civilian collection includes a 
1952 Lincoln Capri, a rare 1955 Mer-
cedes 300SL gull-wing sports car, a 
1989 Ferrari F40, a 1990 Cobra V8 
and a 2005 Porsche Carrera GT V10, 
which has a top speed of 330 kilome-
tres per hour.

Currently, the museum displays 
70 cars and 50 motorcycles.

“We always try to mix history 
with modern-day life, which gives 
fans a feeling of enthusiasm, espe-
cially when we display a new car or a 
war machine and explain the history 
behind them,” said Raja Gargour, di-
rector of the Royal Heritage Directo-
rate, which runs RAM.

The simple story behind the mu-
seum is that it is a gift from one king 
to another, he said.

“King Abdullah II wished the mu-
seum to be built to pay tribute to his 
late father King Hussein’s eventful 
life and commemorate his interest 
in cars,” Gargour said.

“Additionally, the museum gives 
a comprehensive literature on the 
history of the kingdom and the 
Hashemites,” Gargour added, refer-
ring to Abdullah’s ruling royal fam-

ily, which claims ancestry to the 
Prophet Mohammad.

RAM totalled more than 1 mil-
lion visitors in its first eight years, 
according to Gargour. “Now, we’re 
aiming for 2 million as more people 
are benefiting from the stories be-
hind its history and at the same time 
enjoy the wonderful world of exotic 
cars,” he noted.

The Royal Heritage Directorate 
is responsible for maintaining and 
strengthening the Jordanian herit-
age. Besides RAM, it is in charge of 
four other museums and state or-
ganisations.

The 5,210-square-metre RAM has 
an entrance hall for reception and 
orientation, a library, an auditorium 
and four exhibition halls, where his-
tory classes are given to 50,000 Jor-
danian schoolchildren.

“Everyone enjoys the multimedia 
and the colourful displays of photos, 
cars and motorcycles,” Gargour said. 
“Some people, including myself, be-
come emotional when we pass by 
the car in which the late king had his 
final return to the kingdom,”

That was a reference to the public 
outpouring displayed when Hussein 

returned after cancer treatments 
abroad to live his last few days in 
Jordan. 

Hussein was admired by many for 
his modesty, charisma and daring 
approach.

According to Gargour, the mu-
seum is a unique concept that has 
become a page of Jordan’s history.

“It’s really unique in its message 
and collection. People first were 
lured to the museum for the col-
lection of fast cars but then they 
became affectionate to their history 
and the king who drove these cars,” 
he said.

“This is the power of this muse-
um.”

The museum entry fee is 1 Jor-
danian dinar ($1.40) for Jordanians 
and foreigners living in the country 
and 3 dinars ($4.20) for non-resi-
dents. It is open 10am-7pm every 
day except Tuesdays and three an-
nual holidays.

One of the special aspects of 
the museum is its depiction of 
an old Amman street complete 
with pavement, shops and signs. 
Gargour said the street was recon-
structed from “memory shared by 
several Jordanians”. He said the 
street is one of the museum’s high-
lights, which “people visit to take  
photos and remember the good old 
days”.

The museum, which sits on a hill 
in Amman’s south-west and em-
ploys 50 staff members, appeals to 
people of different age groups and 
interest.

“We have been to the museum 
several times,” said visitor Khaled 
Abu Rida, 42, a Jordanian.

“At first, we checked the cars, es-
pecially the modern, fast supercars 
but then we wanted to relate more 
these cars to the history behind 
them and this what made our visits 
more worthwhile,” Abu Rida said.

“It was so great to see the cars 
that our late king drove, like the 
Mercedes 190 and the Mercedes 
300SL gullwing sports car, which 
he drove at several car racing 
events,” he added.

The 1956 Cadillac.

Jordan’s Royal 
Automobile Museum 
(RAM) is a treasure 
trove to auto 
aficionados.

Currently, the 
museum displays 70 
cars and 50 
motorcycles.

Legacies
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Sidi Bou Said, Tunisia

F 

ollowing a maze of alleys, 
ornamented with blue 
doors and stone-covered 
path, the blue sky meets 
the sea at the top of the hill 

as the jasmine-selling man passes 
by leaving a trail of scent beckoning 
travellers to venture inside. This is 
how Sidi Bou Said welcomes visi-
tors.

Overlooking the Mediterranean, 
the town of blue windows and 
doors and whitewashed walls is on 
the hill overlooking the harbour. 
Sidi Bou Said is a jewel of unique ar-
chitecture and mesmerising views 
offering serene beauty.

Located 20 kilometres from Tu-
nis, Sidi Bou Said offers a pictur-
esque view of the sea, the harbour 
and Jebel Boukornine, enabling 
visitors to savour a glimpse into the 
layers of the town’s scenic attrac-
tions.

Sidi Bou Said history boasts a di-
versity of cultures and celebrates 
the spirituality that has graced the 
location. Built on the mountain of 
M’nara (Minaret), which later came 
to be known as the mountain of 
Sidi Bou Said, the town has served 
as a minaret to observe the sea and 
guard Tunis since the Punic period. 
During Punic and Roman times, a 
fire was in place at the lighthouse to 
guide boats.

“It is a small town that is distin-
guished from other towns with its 
architectural uniqueness. It dis-
plays an antiquity of characteristics 

ranging from Phoenician to Arab-
Andalusian origins. The latter has 
graced the town with a particular 
identity as it is a town that was built 
as a pilgrimage destination. The 
first inhabitants were those who 
used to come to attend to the shrine 
of Sidi Bou Said,” Raouf Dakhlaoui, 
mayor of Sidi Bou Said, stated.

A leading figure of Sufism, Sidi 
Bou Said El Beji settled in the area. 
Born at Beja in 1156, he studied 
and taught religion at the Zitouna 
mosque in Tunis. After a long jour-
ney, he retired from the world to 
meditate. The mountain of M’nara 
was his sanctuary. After his death, 
his mausoleum became a place of 
pilgrimage. The shrine still exists.

“It has a spiritual aspect as the 
shrine of Sidi Bou Said resides 
there. He is one of the leading fig-
ures of Sufism in the country, and 
one of the four saints protecting 
the capital of Tunis,” Dakhlaoui 
said. “The Sufi season is celebrated 
every year with their rituals as the 
followers of the Sufi order through 
festivities.”

The town became popular among 
Tunisians for its scenery and spir-
itual status. The municipality was 
created in 1843. In the 18th centu-
ry, the Husseinite Bey and later the 
wealthy of Tunis built residences 
in the town. During the 1920s, Ro-
dolphe d’Erlanger, a painter and 
orientalist who settled in the town, 
applied the blue-white theme. His 
home, Ennejma Ezzahra, is a cul-
tural centre and museum.

“The town became quite popu-
lar among the families of Beys who 
used to come to enjoy the seren-
ity of the place and started build-

ing houses here. Its architectural 
characteristics and its geographi-
cal placement have brought the at-
tention of many artists and writers 
who were inspired by the beauty of 
the town.  Since the 1920s, the town 
became a destination for people,” 
Dakhlaoui said.

Sidi Bou Said also has a reputa-
tion as a town of artists. Artists such 
as Paul Klee, Gustave-Henri Jossot, 
August Macke and Louis Moilliet 
have visited or lived in the town. 
Sidi Bou Said artists Yahia Turki, 
Brahim Dhahak and Ammar Farhat 
came to be known as the founders 
of the painting school of Tunis. The 
town was also the home of French 
philosopher Michel Foucault, who 
lived there for a number of years 
while teaching at the University of 
Tunis.

The town’s beauty stems from 
the alleys that are intertwined into 
a puzzle of paths, with each leading 
to a unique view of the sea. Stroll-
ing the alleys, visitors realise that 
this village is meant for walking as 
it enchants the wanderers to a myr-
iad of old artisan shops and cafes 
with a panoramic view of the blue 
Mediterranean. Those who seek 
solitude are also greeted by the vil-
lage to peaceful corners where only 

the sounds of the feet touching the 
ground can be heard ascending on 
a harmony of silence and echoes of 
music playing from a distance.

The alleys made of old stones 
carved into the paths are a treat to 
those with explorer souls as they 
offer the visitors a labyrinth for ex-
ploring the scenery of the city.

Streets are busy with visitors at 
art galleries and shops of artisans. 
Sidi Bou Said offers serenity and 
beauty.

“Sidi Bou Said lives on the touris-
tic appeal it has, and the cafés scat-
tered on the sides offering tea and 
coffee. During the summer, it wel-
comes over 10,000 visitors almost 
every day,” Dakhlaoui said.

With sites such as the Ennejma 
Ezzahra palace, the town remains 
vibrant despite the current absence 
of the usual lively tourist wave.

“Today, however, the town has 
been struggling with some eco-
nomic issues as the tourism sector. 
Yet the town is a cultural hub. We 
have cultural festivals of art, litera-
ture and music. We host one of the 
biggest institutions of music, the 
centre for Arabic and Mediterra-
nean music. These cultural events 
keep the town alive despite the 
touristic crisis,” Dakhlaoui said.

Once in Sidi Bou Said, one can-
not leave without savouring the 
mint tea and taste Fatayer , a local 
delicacy  made of sweet dough and 
immersed in honey. The cafés are 
a signature of the town with their 
artisanal seats and the view of the 
sea from the top of the hill beckon-
ing the visitor to be immersed in 
the haziness that unites the sky and 
the sea.

The unique vistas of Tunisia’s Sidi Bou Said
Roua Khlifi

Agenda

The town 
became popular 
among Tunisians 
for its scenery 
and spiritual 
status.

The view from a Sidi Bou Said coffee shop overlooking the Mediterranean. 

Café des Nattes in Sidi Bou Said White and blue colours of Sidi Bou Said

Tunis:
Through November 8th

The fifth Dream City, a bien-
nial, multidisciplinary cel-
ebration of contemporary art, 
takes place in public spaces. 
The event includes movie 
projections, theatre perfor-
mances, music concerts and 
art exhibitions. This edition’s 
theme is Art and Social Con-
nection. Artists from Africa, 
the Middle East and Europe 
will participate.

London:
Through November 8th 

The Nour Festival of Arts 
shines light on the best of 
contemporary Middle Eastern 
and North African arts and 
culture in venues across 
Kensington and Chelsea in 
London. The festival has a 
rich programme featuring 
exhibitions, music, film, food, 
talks and dance.

Dubai:
Through April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extrava-
ganza in the region. Visitors 
can enjoy an array of festivals, 
shopping and entertainment 
in an open-air theme park. 
The entertainment and shop-
ping destination hosts more 
than 70 participating coun-
tries with presentations in 
more than three dozen pavil-
ions. There are more than 50 
fun rides and 26 restaurants 
offering food from around the 
world.

Beirut:
Through December 17th

Nocturnes du Musée Sursock or 
Sursock Museum Late Nights 
takes place every Thursday 
from noon-9pm at the Sur-
sock Museum in Beirut. The 
event varies by week with art 
exhibits, collection displays, 
late-night talks, performances 
and screenings.

Beirut:
November 10th-14th

The Beirut Cooking Festival 
takes place at the Biel Pavillon 
Royal, bringing together the 
best in cuisine, wine, beer and 
spirits. Many celebrity chefs 
will be present to meet people 
and share recipes, entertain-
ing dishes, cocktail courses 
and new trends in cooking.

Tunis:
November 21st-28th

The Carthage Film Festival is 
an annual event showcasing 
films from the Maghreb, Af-
rica and the Middle East. In its 
26th edition, the 2015 festival 
will take place in Tunis and 
other regions of Tunisia. A 
parallel programme includes 
world cinema showings, 
Argentina cinema projections, 
seminars, debates and meet-
ings. The 2015 Carthage Film 
Festival is a tribute to Manoel 
de Oliveira, Nouri Bouzid, Es-
sia Djabbar and others.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com


