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Preface

The ‘Arab Spring’ of 2011 brought in its wake widespread instability
characterized by mass protests, civil wars, widening sectarian schisms, the
rise of violent extremism and deep uncertainty about the future of West
Asia. The region, with which India shares civilisation ties, has a special
significance for India. It is a critical strategic and economic partner and
hosts over 8 million Indians. Any instability in the region also impacts the
global economy and geopolitics.

In order to understand the ongoing political, social and economic
transformations underway in West Asia, the Delhi Policy Group (DPG)
launched a project in 2015 to study emerging trends and provide inputs
to support a proactive and comprehensive Indian engagement with West
Asia.

The project was also designed to provide an opportunity to young
Indian scholars to engage in an exchange of ideas and contribute to the
national discourse through their academic research. One of the key
objectives of this project is to create a network of young Indian scholars
analysing different aspects of West Asia through research covering Saudi
Arabia, Yemen, Iran, Egypt, Israel, Iraq and Syria.

The project has benefited greatly from the mentoring of Senior
Diplomats and Academicians who have guided the young researchers and
have also provided an introduction to each section of this volume.

The research papers authored by the contributors were subjected to
peer review at a three day meeting organised by the DPG in conjunction
with the IDSA on December 14-15-16, 2016. DPG acknowledges the

DELHI POLICY GROUP
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valuable partnership extended by IDSA in bringing out this joint
publication.

New Delhi Ambassador Hemant Krishan Singh

June 5, 2017 Director General, DPG

Delhi Policy Group, Core 5-A, First Floor, India Habitat Centre, Lodhi Road, New Delhi – 110 003
Tel: (011)48202100, Website: www.delhipolicygroup.org, E-mail: dgoffice@dpg.org.in
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Introduction

Sanjay Singh

The West Asian region is in the process of profound transformation. In
the wake of the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2010, the region has been marked by
political instability arising from the forceful articulation of popular
aspirations, especially by its youth, violent civil strife in some countries,
widening sectarian schisms, and the rise of extremist forces in others. There
is growing distrust of the existing social contract, increased stress on
regional fault-lines, and uncertainty about the future. Owing to its
geographic location, its centrality in the Islamic world, and its hydrocarbon
resources, West Asia plays a crucial role in global affairs, particularly in
the oil and gas markets and consequently the global economy. Instability
in the region is of particular concern for Asia, which largely depends on
oil and gas from West Asia, and will do so for the time to come.

India has civilisational ties with West Asia, a region located in India’s
extended neighbourhood. It hosts over 8 million Indians, and is India’s
largest economic and trade partner. A large number of Indians have an
emotional engagement with the region, which hosts the two holy mosques
and a number of holy places associated with Christianity and Islam. The
Gulf’s abundant hydrocarbon resources are critical for India’s energy
security, and the region is a major source of remittances from Indian
workers employed there. India has wide-ranging institutional relations
with every country in West Asia, encompassing cooperation in various
fields, including counter-terrorism. India’s security and wellbeing are
deeply intertwined with that of West Asia. Its ongoing transformation is,
therefore, of special interest for India.

It is in this context that the Delhi Policy Group (DPG) launched a
project in 2016 to study the rapidly changing socio-political and economic
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structures as well as emerging trends in West Asia. The principal focus
was on the main drivers of this transformation and on the main players.
Particular attention was paid to the evolution of Islamic thought and
practice in the region viz. Wahhabism, Velayat-i-Faqih, the Muslim
Brotherhood, and Salafi-Jihadism, and their overarching influence in the
region. The project also looked at the main regional powers—Egypt, Iran,
Israel, and Saudi Arabia and their interactions with each other, as well as
the areas engulfed by conflict—Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. The first part of
this volume studies global Jihad, the changing energy scenario, and the
consequent geopolitical implications for West Asia. It identifies the trends
and forces driving these developments. The chapter on global Jihad
examines how the failure of West Asian states to address the aspirations
of their youth, the lack of avenues for political participation, combined
with governance which is both non-transparent and unaccountable, has
increased the allure of Jihad. It analyses how Jihad has become global,
attracting youth in their thousands from different parts of the world,
including the West, with many of them converting to Islam and being
indoctrinated into extremist ideas and fundamentalist world views. It also
explores how the states from the region have themselves occasionally
extended support to Jihadi groups, with disastrous consequences. The
second chapter examines the dependence of the region’s economy and
polity on the oil and gas industry which has led directly to the creation of
a paternalistic social contract, which underpins regional social and political
stability. This now faces a major threat from the decline in importance of
hydrocarbons as a result of changes in the patterns of production and
energy use as well as related technological developments.

The second part contains chapters on Saudi Arabia’s role in the region,
and Wahabbism. The first chapter describes the salient features of the
Kingdom, its foreign policy, and its relations with other regional powers.
It analyses how the Kingdom views and addresses changes in the region,
the challenges it faces, and the strengths and limitations of its approach.
In particular, it focuses on Saudi-Iranian rivalry, and examines the Saudi
involvement in conflicts in Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen. The second chapter
traces the history of the relationship between Wahhabism and the Saudi
state since their birth in the early 18th century and its status today. It
highlights the dynamics of the relationship, the inherent tensions and the
challenges posed in the context of the ideas unleashed by the Arab Spring
in the region, and the requirement for a new security architecture.

The third part comprises chapters on Yemen. The first is on the
domestic and regional aspects of the civil conflict in the country, and the
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second on its effect on Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). The
first describes how Yemenis demanded political and economic reforms in
2011 in line with the protests carried out in many other Arab countries at
the time. This led to the overthrow of the 33-year long rule of President
Ali Abdullah Saleh. The chapter examines how even though most of the
existing problems were attributed to the authoritarian leader at that time,
the underlying factors have proven to be far more complex and intractable.
The uprisings, which sought to promote popular participation in the
political process, activated a number of fault-lines along tribal and regional
affiliations, and gave succour to secessionist endeavours from the south
as well as to the Houthi rebels in the north. This in turn provided the
justification for external armed intervention, with disastrous consequences.
The second chapter describes how AQAP, an amalgam of Yemeni fighters
and those driven out of Saudi Arabia, regrouped in Yemen, and managed
to capitalize on the chaos prevalent there, carving out a much larger role
for themselves in the process.

The part on Iran has three chapters. The first, on ‘The Concept of
Wilayat al-Faqih 37 Years after the Iranian Revolution’, explains how this
concept continues to underpin the politics in the country, and how its
appeal extends beyond Iran’s borders. The chapter compares the different
narratives of this phenomenon, including the debates within the religious
establishment. It enumerates the multiple arguments from the clergy, both
inside and outside Iran, to provide a perspective on a seminal political
development that has had a profound effect on regional developments.
The second chapter explores how the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) was the result of an exercise in the diplomacy of exploring the
art of the possible. It studies the key areas that have evolved in the post
JCPOA period, including the effect on Iran-United States ties, sanctions
relief, and Iran’s economic situation, and how these have impacted the
strategic landscape. The third chapter examines how Iran is perceived in
the region, and its activities there. It also studies the changing US-Iran
relationship, which is a significant factor in regional politics. It looks at
how growing Saudi-Iranian tensions could be problematic for India,
especially at a time when New Delhi seeks closer political and strategic
partnerships with both Iran and the Gulf States.

The part on Israel explores India-Israel bilateral relations. It examines
how the Indian policy of recognition-without-relations was a result of
domestic imperatives and India’s own ambitions within this region, and
how, by 1992, the global and regional situation had evolved to produce
an enabling environment for India to establish full diplomatic relations
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with Israel. Like much of the international community today, India
supports the two-state solution even while strengthening its relations with
Israel. The second chapter takes a critical look at the trajectory of US-Israel
ties, the evolution of which has been non-linear and contradicts widely
held perceptions about the relationship. It makes the point that these
bilateral ties have not always been as smooth and robust as they appear
on the surface, and are a result of the interplay of complex forces. It seeks
to identify these forces and understand their effect on this relationship.

The sixth part consists of two chapters on Egypt. The first is on the
growing power of the Armed Forces in Egypt and the deteriorating security
situation. The second examines recent developments in state-society ties
in Egypt, and analyses the imperatives and choices before President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi. These chapters examine how the leadership has become
authoritarian, repressive, and intolerant of dissent, demanding absolute
and unquestioning loyalty. They look at the alienation of different sections
of society in Egypt as a result of the economic crisis, human rights
violations, crackdowns on press freedoms, and the collapse of tourism in
the face of extremist terror attacks. The chapters also study the role of the
Muslim Brotherhood and its influence on Egyptian society. They examine
Egypt’s limitations in playing a regional role—the weakening of its
institutions, the lack of an appealing economic model, and the power to
extend aid. They point out that its diplomacy is constrained by internal
problems, instability, and corruption, and conclude that, apart from battling
terrorist groups, Egypt just does not possess the wherewithal’s to focus
on regional affairs.

In the part on Iraq and Syria, the first chapter examines the tragedy
that has befallen Syria—the result of the incompetence of domestic
governance combined with regional and international interference. It
examines the legacy of the Sykes-Picot arrangement, and how Syria seems
to have become a failed project—a proxy battlefield for the Saudi-Iran
rivalry to play out. The second chapter carries on from the first to examine
how misgovernance in Syria and Iraq created opportunities for the Islamic
State to emerge, and grow to the point that it now has a presence in over
18 countries around the broader region. It goes on to study the waning
influence of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, and its rapidly dwindling
revenues as a result of concerted attacks on its infrastructure. It also points
out that, today, IS is finding it difficult to finance its operations on as large
a scale as it did before. It notes, however, that the digital and ideological
moorings of the IS are still formidable, and that it has digitally enabled
itself to expand its global outreach.
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This book has been made possible through collaboration between the
Delhi Policy Group (DPG) and the Institute of Defence Studies and
Analysis (IDSA). It is the result of a project designed to provide an
opportunity to young researchers to engage in a fruitful exchange of ideas,
and contribute towards a better understanding of the current situation in
West Asia through their academic research. A key objective of this project
was to form a network of young Indian researchers from think-tanks and
academia studying West Asia in order to build a cadre of area specialists
for the future. The project has benefitted significantly from the involvement
of senior diplomats and academicians who mentored the young
researchers.

It is hoped that this book, drawing upon the considerable expertise of
regional specialists, academics, and former civil servants will be a useful
resource for policymakers in helping them to calibrate an effective,
informed, and balanced strategy towards the region.





PART 1

WEST ASIA IN TRANSITION





1
Introduction

Talmiz Ahmad

Since 1979, there has hardly been a day when West Asia has not found
itself in the throes of serious political and/or economic crises. The year
1979 itself, marking the 1400th year of Islam in the Hijri calendar, witnessed
the Islamic Revolution in Iran; the occupation of the Haram Sharif in
Mecca; and then the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan at the end of the
year. These events—cataclysmic in themselves—unleashed responses from
regional and global players that continue to shape West Asian politics to
this day.

The Iranian Revolution was seen by the Gulf Arab monarchies as
posing a doctrinal and political challenge to their interests due to the
possible “export” of the revolution and the allure it could have for their
own citizenry. Hence they, in alliance with the USA and Pakistan, mobilised
opposition to the Soviet entry into Afghanistan on the basis of a “global
jihad”. This first jihad of the 20th century (after the abortive attempt of
the Ottoman sultan to call a jihad at the outset of World War I) brought a
hundred thousand Muslim youth from nearly all the world’s Muslim
countries and communities to the Pakistan-Afghanistan border, marking
the first phase of transnational jihad.

Global Jihad: Al-Qaeda

Here, the recruits were indoctrinated in jihad, trained in arms and
subversion, given battle experience and, in some cases, also experienced
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martyrdom. More importantly, the jihad tasted victory against “godless
communism”, marking the first major Muslim victory against a Western
power. Thus, Afghanistan became the nursery of global jihad—ironically,
under state sponsorship—and spawned the world’s first transnational
jihadi organisation, Al-Qaeda.

Under the leadership of Osama bin Laden, Al-Qaeda envisioned
attacks upon the “far enemy”, the USA. It started with assaults on US
targets in East Africa in 1998, and the USS Cole off Aden in 2000. Al-Qaeda
then planned and supported the 9/11 attacks on iconic US targets. Though
US counter-attacks removed Al-Qaeda and its local patron, the Taliban,
from Afghanistan, the shift was only temporary: it was moved to
sanctuaries in Pakistan by the Pakistani intelligence service, the ISI. Thus,
Al-Qaeda effectively “de-territorialised” itself and mounted attacks on local
targets through its affiliated groups across West Asia and North Africa.
This decade of the 2000s marks the second phase of transnational jihad.

At the end of the decade, in 2010, a new figure entered the jihadi
firmament: the Iraqi national, Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi. He assumed the
leadership of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), marking the third phase of
transnational jihad. This group had earlier, in 2006, asserted its
independence from Al-Qaeda and made clear its commitment to realising
a “state” in West Asia, particularly after its leader re-named the
organisation, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in early 2013.

The Islamic State

In June 2014, ISIS forces captured the town of Mosul, and then large
swathes of territory across Iraq and Syria. Al Baghdadi proclaimed this
territory to be the Islamic State (IS), which would be a “caliphate”, with
him as the anointed caliph. Over the next two years, the IS had a “state”
the size of the UK, a population of about 6–8 million, a standing army of
100,000, a treasury with assets of about a trillion dollars, and most of the
institutions of a proto-state.

ISIS has been able to allure thousands of youth from different parts of
the Muslim world, from Muslim-origin migrant communities in Europe
and the USA, as also from among recent converts to Islam in Western
societies. While the core base of support is from Iraq and Syria, other
recruits come from the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and
other Arab countries. Recruits from Europe, most of whom lead squalid
and marginalised lives in their home countries, are attracted to the IS since
it sharpens and gives meaning to their Muslim identity, imbues in them a
sense of comradeship with their fellow-jihadis, and makes them
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participants in a historic enterprise in defence of their faith. The IS has
also influenced several attacks on soft targets by “lone-wolf” perpetrators,
who have had no direct contact with the jihadi organisation, but have been
motivated by blandishments, particularly those projected on IS-sponsored
social media.

The two transnational jihadi groups, Al-Qaeda and ISIS, draw their
ideology and justifications for their world-view and conduct from Islamic
sources, the Koran and the Hadith as well as the various commentaries of
scholars over the centuries. Though the interpretations drawn by jihadi
ideologues from these sources are disputed by mainstream Islamic
scholars, many of whom question the scholarship of the jihadi intellectuals
and their competence to represent the Muslim community at large, the
fact remains that jihad does represent a major strand of contemporary
political Islam.

Outlook

Recent history reveals that jihadi groups have had a peculiar relationship
with state authorities: even as these groups have turned their wrath upon
the regional state order, they have also, from time to time, received support
from state authorities. Thus, Pakistan sponsored the Taliban, and later, the
Al-Qaeda-Taliban cooperation in Afghanistan in the 1990s. From 2003,
many Arab sheikdoms backed the jihadi activity in Iraq led by Abu Musab
al Zarqawi, which, in time, led to the formation of ISIS. In the Syrian
uprising from 2011, some GCC countries have used Salafi and even jihadi
groups against the Al-Assad regime, even as the Turkish government
encouraged the free-flow of jihadi youth to the battlefields of Syria, many
of whom joined the ISIS.

As this chapter is being written (March 2017), government forces in
Iraq and Syria, with considerable external support, have launched military
attacks on ISIS strongholds in Mosul and Raqqa. But, most observers
believe that military action alone will not eradicate the jihadi scourge. ISIS
cadres are expected to seek refuge in various territories across West Asia
which are experiencing state breakdown; from here they will continue their
murderous assaults upon state authorities as well as on soft targets.

It is important to note that jihad is itself a product of the failure of
West Asian states to address and fulfil the aspirations of their youth. They
have been living in authoritarian regimes that are run on paternalistic, 19th
century models, and find no space for participation in making political
and economic choices. Moreover, West Asian state orders are not
transparent or accountable regarding national accounts and national
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decision-making, even as the states themselves suffer economic woes due
to collapsing oil prices and widespread youth unemployment. Some of
these frustrated youth find a congenial sanctuary in jihadi groups, coming
to believe that they are a part of a great Islamic cause, are defending their
faith, and participating in a unique historical endeavour.

The Oil Factor in West Asian Affairs

West Asian economics and politics are almost entirely dependent on oil
revenues. These revenues provide not only the bulk of the resources of
the oil-producing countries, but also financial support to non-producers
in the shape of aid and development assistance, and employment for their
citizens who then send money home as remittances.

Oil revenues have kept in place a “social contract” in the oil-producing
monarchies in terms of which the ruling family provides the citizenry with
security and welfare (for example, employment, educational and health
support, subsidies on essential goods and services, etc.); and, in turn, the
citizens owe their rulers loyalty and obedience. This social contract has
worked well for over the last hundred years, and has remained in place
despite serious political and economic crises, domestic and regional. In
fact, oil revenues provided the Gulf Sheikhdoms with the resources to
confront the challenges posed by the Arab Spring by giving their restive
citizens doles and other economic benefits.

This comfortable arrangement could now be facing a serious threat.
First, the global energy economy is experiencing some important changes.
The demand for oil is going down in developed countries due to
conservation, efficiency policies, and climate change sensitivities. Second,
the USA, till recently the world’s largest oil importer, has itself become a
major producer with shale oil. Third, the global economic slowdown,
China’s economic policies focusing on the quality of life rather than
manufacture, and lower growth rates have significantly reduced the
demand for oil imports. Finally, some Gulf Sheikhdoms led by Saudi
Arabia, are embroiled in military conflicts in Syria and Yemen, and are
making expensive purchases of military equipment at a time of severely
declining revenues, putting even greater strain on their national
exchequers.

Taken together, these developments have led to a surplus in oil
markets, and a consequent precipitate fall in oil prices which plunged from
a high of over US$ 100/ barrel in 2014 to a low of US$ 28/barrel in early
2016. While prices have rallied to around US$ 60/barrel from early 2017
due to a production cut agreement between OPEC and non-OPEC
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producers in November 2016, projections suggest that prices will remain
at this level for the next few years.

Economic Reform Programmes

This fall in prices has played havoc with the budgets of oil producers, and
made it difficult for them to maintain the economic and political status
quo in their polities. Most Gulf producers have announced new reform
policies that would effectively wean their nations away from the
“addiction” to oil by developing domestic manufacturing, services
capabilities, and providing new employment opportunities for youth in
the private sector. However, there are no indications from official sources
that these sweeping economic reforms will also be accompanied by
political reforms: the rulers hope to keep the present paternalistic order in
place, placating their citizens with an improved and more exciting
economic landscape.

Thus, many observers remain sceptical about the Gulf Sheikhdoms’
ability to put in effect successfully the ambitious reform programmes, and
to do this while retaining the political status quo. For instance, about a
quarter of a million Saudi youth enter the workforce annually. They have
traditionally found a place for themselves in the government sector. Under
the reform programme, 70 percent of them will need to join the private
sector, which will raise issues of education, training, and work ethic. This
will also involve a sea-change in existing employment arrangements: at
present, 70 percent Saudis are in the government sector while 90 percent
of employees in the private sector are foreign nationals.

These major economic changes are not likely to be implemented
without significant changes in the political order. Since 1991, in every
petition for reform sumbitted to the king, there has been considerable focus
on political and economic reform, including the primacy of transparency
and accountability, better distribution of wealth between classes and
regions, and fighting corruption and nepotism.

An Indian Diplomatic Initiative

The deteriorating security scenario in West Asia—marked by the stand-
off between Saudi Arabia and Iran, the on-going proxy wars between them
in Syria and Yemen shaped largely in sectarian terms, and the scourge of
transnational jihad—have placed India’s crucial and abiding interests in
jeopardy. These include India’s energy security and economic interests as
well as the welfare of its eight million strong community resident in the
Gulf. A larger conflict in the region embracing the neighbouring Islamic
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giants would also endanger India’s plans to develop the Chabahar port in
Iran and pursue connectivity projects through Chabahar to Afghanistan,
the Central Asian Republics, and on to Moscow and beyond.

This scenario poses a unique diplomatic challenge for India. How can
India shape an initiative that would promote regional security and stability
in West Asia? This is obviously a daunting challenge, given that India on
its own has never pursued such an initiative outside the confines of South
Asia. But, with the USA unable, or unwilling, to intervene in the region,
and anxious that other role players (with important regional interests)
shoulder some of the security responsibilities, the stage is set for India to
be actively involved in peace-making in the region. This should be done
preferably in tandem with other Asian powers—like China, Japan and
Korea—which have similar interests in regional stability and are similarly
alarmed at the deteriorating situation.

This India-led Asian initiative should first promote confidence-building
measures between Iran and Saudi Arabia so that these estranged giants
can begin a dialogue to address the issues that separate them. This should
be followed by a more ambitious attempt to put in place a regional
cooperative security arrangement that would ultimately include all the
countries interested in West Asian stability.

Why is an Asian initiative likely to succeed when earlier efforts have
failed? In recent years, US credibility as an effective role-player in West
Asian affairs has reduced significantly. In the last days of the Obama
presidency, the GCC countries were dissatisfied with the USA’s
accommodation of Iran on the nuclear weapons issue, while Iran remained
unhappy with the USA’s reluctance to lift sanctions and promote bilateral
ties more enthusiastically. Iran, therefore, turned to Russia as its partner
in re-shaping West Asian politics.

In its first few weeks, the Trump presidency has already generated
serious uncertainties about the USA’s approach to West Asia. While
President Trump and his senior colleagues seem to project a visceral
hostility towards Iran, the GCC countries are also not sanguine, given the
President’s (and his Administration’s) overt Islamophobia, even as the
“Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act” (JASTA) remains a Damocles
sword over Saudi Arabia, and restricts the growth of positive ties with
the new US government.

In contrast to the USA, in pursuit of their initiative, Asian countries
would be approaching West Asia with no negative baggage and no
historical biases, along with a solid reputation for their non-prescriptive
and non-intrusive approaches in their foreign engagements. Again, unlike
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the USA and other western powers, the countries concerned would be
viewed as totally averse to military conflicts.

Such an initiative is likely to enjoy considerable credibility in Tehran,
since the promoting countries are non-Western and attach a high value to
their ties with Iran. Again, since all of them also have close ties with Saudi
Arabia and the other GCC countries, the initiative will have considerable
resonance in the Arab states as well.

Above all, it should be noted that this initiative would not just be
confined to promoting mutual trust between the estranged Islamic giants;
it will also seek to shape the framework of a new regional security order
to replace the earlier US-led order. For over 30 years since 1979, the US
approach to West Asia was characterised by recourse to military force,
culminating in the US assault upon Iraq in 2003.

For the first time in a century, the Asian initiative will bring to the
region a non-military approach to regional security that is based on the
active participation of the different regional countries themselves as key
role-players. Also, this initiative would not exclude other nations, including
western countries, which have a stake in regional security.
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ABSTRACT

Jihadi terrorism has emerged as one of the most potent global threats and has
kept the world pre-occupied, especially since the outbreak of the Arab Spring.
The doctrinal idea of Jihad comes from Islamic jurisprudence where it has two
meanings: one of the individual’s struggles to strive for greater spirituality,
and two of fighting with arms to defend the Islamic ummah. However, the use
of ‘Jihad’ by contemporary Islamist terrorist groups has made it synonymous
with terrorism. This ‘modern’ idea of Jihad first came into fashion during the
Islamist’s struggle in the 1980s against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.
The group known as Mujahideen was funded, armed, and trained by the USA,
Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan, and included Muslims from various nationalities,
including Arabs. These battle hardened ‘Afghan-Arab’ mujahideens (fighters)
went back to their respective countries after the Soviet retreat and, in 1988,
formed Al-Qaida, the first global Sunni Islamist organisation committed to
Jihad (armed struggle) to counter the so-called Western onslaught on Islam.
They continued to receive patronage until they turned against their former
benefactors during the Kuwait crisis (1990–91). Al-Qaida and its leader Osama
bin Laden became the number one enemy of Saudi Arabia and the USA when
it started targeting Saudi and American military installations in the Gulf. The
9/11 attacks changed the dynamics of Jihadi terror from being a localised Arab-
Afghan phenomenon to a larger one that could strike at the heart of the global
super power. American retaliations against Taliban-led Afghanistan and
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Saddam’s Iraq created breeding grounds for Jihadi groups that started
mushrooming. The Arab Spring further changed the dynamics and, with
weakened governments in many WANA countries, Jihadi terrorist groups
started gaining ground.

The declaration of a worldwide ‘Islamic caliphate’ in June 2014 marks a new
phase in the history of Jihadi terrorism. While Al-Qaida preferred to be a
centralised coherent group with branches in strategic regions, the Islamic State
(Daesh) aspires, and to an extent has succeeded in, becoming a decentralised
umbrella organisation of Jihadi terrorist groups all over the world. Hence, the
emergence of Daesh marks the next stage in the globalisation of Jihadi terrorism,
whereby its franchises or affiliates have struck at will in the heart of Europe,
Asia, and Africa, and have been able to hold ground in Iraq and Syria despite
continuous military action by local, regional, and global powers. The growing
reach and potency of Jihadi terrorism demand developing a wider counter-terror
strategy that is based on intelligence inputs and military actions as well as de-
radicalisation and social upliftment programmes.

Background

Jihadi terror has emerged as one of the most potent global threats,
especially since the outbreak of the Arab Spring, and has kept the world
pre-occupied. The political instabilities created due to the domino effect
of events leading to the overthrow of the Zain El Abidine Ben-Ali regime
in Tunisia, and the unwillingness of Arab rulers to heed the voices of the
people has created fertile ground for Islamist militants to run amok in the
Middle East. Iraq, Syria, Libya, and Yemen have become the hotbed for
groups that are either affiliated to Al-Qaida or are its break-away. One such
group, the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), declared a world-wide Caliphate—
al-Dawlah al-Islamiyah—on 29 June 2014, with a substantial hold over
territories in Iraq and Syria under the leadership of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
who declared himself the Caliph.1 The group soon captured large swathes
of land in Iraq, Syria and Libya, and won over smaller groups as affiliates
or supporters. These include Boko Haram (Nigeria), Jundullah (Pakistan),
and the Abu Sayyaf Group (Philippines). Subsequently, it has founded
affiliates in Afghanistan, Libya, Yemen and Egypt and inspired ‘lone wolfs’
in Asia, Africa, Europe and America.

However, this is not the first time a militant Islamist group has gained
such a wide, though scattered, support. Al-Qaida created affiliates in
various parts of the world, including the Al-Qaida in Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP), the Al-Qaida in the Maghreb (AQM), al-Shabab, etc. What
distinguishes the Islamic State (IS; also known as Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria [ISIS], Islamic State of Iraq and Levant [ISIL], and by the Arabic
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acronym Daesh) from Al-Qaida is its ability to attract fighters from various
parts of the world, including from the West, and to attack targets in the
heart of Europe, the USA, the Middle East, and Asia with impunity and
in quick succession. Despite being a global phenomenon, the Al-Qaida is
confined to smaller areas in a few troubled regions such as Iraq,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Somalia, and parts of
Northern Africa. Before it gained global notoriety and the respect of
Islamist militants because of the 11 September attacks in the USA, it was
largely confined to targeting US interests in the areas of its influence. IS,
on the contrary, is able to attract youths, men and women, from all over
the globe to be part of a Jihad to sustain and expand the al-Dawlah
al-Islamiyah. The ability of the IS to realise the long-held nostalgia among
a section of global Muslims to revive the Caliphate (abolished in the early
twentieth century with the fall of the Ottoman Empire) distinguishes it
from other Islamist militant groups.

The romanticised idea of the revival of a historical politico-religious
institution that once ruled over the majority of the Muslim world till its
retreat and eventual decline has attracted the youth not only in
conservative monarchies such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait or in troubled
areas such as Yemen and Afghanistan but also in countries with a largely
secular socio-political history such as Jordan, Tunisia, Egypt, Bangladesh
as well as in liberal democracies including the USA, France, Australia, and
even India. It has become a major source of global concern. However, the
military intervention in Syria by Russia and Iran on behalf of the Assad
regime, and the intervention in Iraq by the USA and its allies to bolster
the Iraqi government forces have shown some results: the IS has lost
momentum as well as the control of many of its key towns and cities. It
has, however, shown extraordinary resilience and expertise to withstand
high-calibre military operations.

This chapter, divided into three sections, discusses the doctrinal and
temporal aspects of Jihad and Jihadi terrorism; analyses the rise of the Al-
Qaida and the IS; and examines the similarities and distinguishing features
of the two groups. It argues that Jihadism cannot be fought only militarily;
rather, it requires sustained and wider counter-terror and de-radicalisation
strategies as well as the resolution of long-held socio-political grievances
in Muslim societies.

Jihad and Jihadism

The doctrinal idea of Jihad comes from Islamic jurisprudence, where it is
used in two meanings: the individual’s struggles to strive for greater
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spirituality and fighting with arms to defend Islamic lands and the ummah.
A third meaning is an aggressive ‘holy war’ for the conquest and expansion
of Islamic rule, which devout Muslims dismiss as a misconception and an
accusation made by the ‘enemies’ of Islam.2 The term has relevance in both
Shia and Sunni jurisprudence and, until the advent of the ‘modern’ concept
of Jihad, it was largely understood to be a way wherein Muslims strive to
strengthen their own faith and spread it to others.3

Nevertheless, the idea of Jihad by military means has been part of
Islamic history. It is argued that it was allowed in circumstances where
the faith and the ummah (or the land under Islamic rule) was threatened
by an outside enemy. It was, however, strictly a matter of decision by the
ruler to declare Jihad, and it was more often declared in consultation with
the ulema.4 This means that Jihad in the meaning of armed fighting was
basically a concept of engaging in war with the enemy. In Islamic
jurisprudence, there are well laid out rules for engagement in war,
including the prohibition against the killing of non-combatants such as
women, children, and the elderly.5 There are also injunctions that prohibit
damaging the habitat as well as local flora and fauna. It underscores the
fact that while engaging in war for the security of the Dar al-Islam is
mandated, certain rules are to be followed in the battle field.

Jihad as a tool for spreading Islam through offensive military
campaigns is also understood as part of Islamic jurisprudence and history.6

It is a matter of historical analysis and debate whether, in practice, Jihad
is akin to a Crusade or the idea of ‘holy war.’ Historical evidence suggests
that there were wars undertaken by Muslim rulers to expand their empires
in the name of spreading Islam. Though seen as controversial by orthodox
Muslims who see it as the Western labelling of Jihad, one cannot negate
such occurrences. These underline the fact that Jihad as a method of
defensive and offensive military campaign has been part of Islamic history
and jurisprudence.

The use of Jihad by contemporary militant Islamist groups has made
it synonymous with terrorism. This ‘modern’ idea of Jihad first came into
fashion during the Islamist struggle in the 1980s against the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan.7 It is this phenomenon of ‘global jihad’ that gave birth to
Al-Qaida in 1988. The jihadists continued to receive state sponsorship and
patronisation until they turned against their benefactors during the Kuwait
crisis (1990–91). Al-Qaida, and its leader Osama Bin-Laden, became the
number one enemy of Saudi Arabia and the USA when it started targeting
Saudi and American military installations in the Gulf. The 11 September
2001 attacks changed the dynamics of Jihadi terror from being a localised
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Arab-Afghan phenomenon to a larger phenomenon that could strike at
the heart of the global super power.8

Before one can understand the phenomena of the Al-Qaida and the
IS, it is important to understand the ideology of Jihad. ‘Jihadism’—or
‘militant Islamism’ as it is referred to in academic literature—cannot be
seen in isolation from the development of political Islam. Jihadism is a
hybrid ideology of many strands of political Islam and Salafism;9 hence it
is also referred to as ‘Salafi-Jihadism.’ Many of the doctrinal aspects of
Jihadism overlap with Wahhabism—the movement that emerged in
eighteenth century Najd (central Arabia), and is considered as a puritanical
strand in Islam.10 Its emphasis on a literalist interpretation of the Quran
and Hadith, and the notion of ridding the creed of any bidah (innovation),
is one of the strongest aspects adhered to by contemporary Jihadists.
However, the Wahhabi doctrine advocates a complete subservience to the
ruler—if he adheres to the basic tenets of Islam—as interpreted in the
Hanbali tradition11 and hence, it is considered as a pacifist form of Salafi
Islam.

It would be misleading to understand Jihadism as an extension of
Wahhabism because the ideology of Jihad is more complicated than
generally understood. There is no doubt that the Al-Qaida and the IS claim
to be the true adherents of Salafi-Wahhabi Islam, and accuse those who
do not follow them to have degenerated away from the true creed of Islam.
Nonetheless, Jihadi groups go beyond the interpretations of Muhammad
bin Abdul Wahhab who emphasised reforms in practiced Islam more than
on launching a Jihad. In his study of the ideology of Salafi-Jihadism, Shiraz
Maher writes that the roots of this thought ‘are grounded in the experiences
of Sunni Islam over the last century and beyond.’ He adds that it emanates
from ‘a broad and varied ecosystem of dense Islamic jurisprudence.’12 The
idea evolved over time to reach its current stage where acts of terror have
been justified by many Salafi-Jihadi ideologues, such as Abdullah Azzam,
Anwar al-Awlaki and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, as a legitimate method of
engaging in war. These ideologues use existing Islamic legal concepts such
as qisas (equal retaliation) and tatarrus (human shield) to justify methods
of terror in the fight against the enemy.13

Jihadism undoubtedly takes inspiration from the Wahhabi conception
of tawhid (oneness of God) and al-walawal-bara (loyalty to Islam and
disavowal of un-Islamic ways), and intermixes it with Syed Qutb’s ideas
of Islamic sovereignty whereby it becomes the duty of all Muslims to strive
for and use force to end the period of jahiliyya (un-Islamic rule) and
establish sovereignty of Allah (hakimiyya) in all areas under Muslim rule.14
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Hence, Shiraz Maher identifies tawhid, hakimiyya, al-walawal-bara, jihad, and
takfir as the ‘five essential and irreducible’ characteristics of Salafi-
Jihadism.15 Hassan Hassan argues that Jihadi ideology is basically a
“hybrid” ideology and is ‘multifaceted and cannot be traced to one
individual, movement, or period.’16 It has also been argued that the
ideological differences between the two major Jihadi groups, the Al-Qaida
and the IS, are minor, and it is largely the differences over strategy that
set the two apart.

The Globalisation of Jihadi Terror

The Al-Qaida can be considered the first global militant Islamist group
that has been eclipsed by the IS, both in its ability to create mayhem and
attract recruits. In fact, the IS branched out of Al-Qaida and came into its
own during the height of insurgency against the 2003 US invasion in Iraq.
Significantly, the two are ideologically similar; but they compete for
dominance and seek attention from the same group of sympathisers.
Largely, they have avoided open confrontation—except in the Syrian
theatre where they fought after initial cooperation. The roots of the global
Jihadist movement lies in the mujahideen struggle against Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan.

Thomas Hegghammer argues that the seeds of global Jihad can be
traced to the phenomenon of ‘foreign fighters’ who were initially drawn
to the war in Afghanistan after Soviet occupation.17 He writes,

The foreign fighter phenomenon represents a violent offshoot of a
qualitatively new sub-current of Islamism—populist pan-Islamism—
which emerged in the 1970s as a result of strategic action by
marginalised elites employed in nonviolent international Islamic
organisations. Seeking political relevance and increased budgets,
these activists—who were mostly based in the Hijaz region of Saudi
Arabia—propagated an alarmist discourse emphasising external
threats to the Muslim nation. They also established a global network
of charities for the provision of inter-Muslim aid. The norms and
networks established by the Hijazi pan-Islamists then enabled Arab
activists in 1980s Afghanistan to recruit foreign fighters in the name
of inter-Muslim solidarity.18

Others concur with the timeline but offer a different explanation, including
the idea that Islamism that emerged in the early twentieth century had,
from the beginning, resonated in various Muslim societies. In the 1970s,
the leadership of militant Islamism, especially Osama Bin-Laden, was able
to use modern tools to globalise his views and attract recruits from various
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parts of the world.19 On the other hand, scholars argue that it was the
changing global geopolitical situation that should be seen as responsible
for the globalisation of Jihad.20 Notably, there is agreement that the first
global Jihadi group is Al-Qaida, established under the leadership of Bin-
Laden.

Al-Qaida

The origins of Al-Qaida lie in the war in Afghanistan resulting from the
1979 Soviet attack. During the 1980s, an organised Islamist resistance
movement was built in Afghanistan to fight the Soviet troops and its
Afghan installed government. This was organised under the leadership
of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a Pashtun warlord. The movement received
military and financial support from the USA, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia.
One of the key phenomena during the war was that of the Arab
mujahideen21 which was largely orchestrated by Abdullah Azzam, a
Palestinian Islamist scholar who, after obtaining a doctorate from Al-Azhar,
had migrated to Saudi Arabia in 1973 to undertake a teaching position in
Jeddah. In 1979, after the Soviet attack of Afghanistan, he issued a fatwa
(religious opinion) articulating the need for Jihad against the Soviet Union
for attacking a Muslim land. He argued that it is mandatory on all Muslims
to defend their territories against the kuffar (non-believers).22

Azzam did not only issue this fatwa but migrated to Pakistan to
undertake teaching at the International Islamic University in Peshawar in
1980. He also began organising the recruitment of Arab mujahideen to fight
in Afghanistan. He convinced one of his former students in Saudi Arabia,
Osama Bin-Laden, to come to Pakistan. This proved to be the starting point
of their association which culminated in the formation of the Al-Qaida in
1988. Though the number of Arab mujahideen who migrated to Afghanistan
to partake in Jihad was not substantial compared to the Afghan mujahideen
who were fighting against the Soviet and Afghan troops, they had come
from various parts of the Arab world. Once they returned to their native
places after the Soviet retreat in late 1989, they started to proselytise their
ideas in their native countries.23

After it was formed in 1988, the Al-Qaida soon began to strategise
involvement in other Muslim areas that they considered were under
occupation of non-believers. This led to the intensification of wars in
Bosnia, Chechnya, and so on. They continued to receive support from their
associates in Saudi Arabia and Pakistan as well as received funds from
various independent individuals in the Gulf. During this early phase, they
maintained relations with several like-minded Islamist groups in Egypt,
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Jordan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the Gulf countries. Ideologically they
were also inspired by the Sahwa movement that had gained substantial
following in Saudi Arabia in late 1980s.24

The turning point in Al-Qaida’s evolution came during the Kuwait
crisis. It turned the newly formed Jihadi organisation against its
benefactors—that is, Saudi Arabia and the USA. The Saudi response to
the Kuwait crisis created a domestic political storm leading to many
questions, including the ability of the al-Saud to defend the holy places—
Mecca and Medina—despite their claim to be the Khadim al-Harmain
(Servants of the two Holy Mosques) and their commitment to pan-
Islamism. The need for external help from ‘infidel’ forces and of allowing
them to be stationed in the Kingdom became a major source of
embarrassment.25 It was not just a matter of asking for American help but
help from a non-Muslim force that comprised of, among others, Jews and
women combatants that offended many sensibilities. It led to severe
criticism of the al-Saud and its leadership, the most scathing of which came
from the Sahwa movement and Al-Qaida. Bin-Laden, the Al-Qaida chief,
had reportedly offered the services of the Al-Qaida to fight against the
Iraqi army; but his offer was rejected by the al-Saud26 who preferred to
depend on the USA, and went on to allow the stationing of US forces in
the Kingdom. This enraged Bin-Laden, who subsequently began to
articulate the need to liberate the ‘holy land’ from ‘infidel’ American
forces.27

Bin-Laden declared a war against the al-Saud, and in 1994, issued an
open letter to the Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia, Abdul Aziz Bin-Baz,
articulating Al-Qaida’s commitments to Islam, the Muslim ummah and
Islamic holy lands (including in Palestine), and criticised him for his fatwas
which justified the stationing of ‘infidel’ American forces in the Kingdom.
He admonished him for justifying all the actions of the al-Saud that
violated the sanctity of the holy places as well as his fatwa against the
Sahwa leaders (such as Salman al-Awdah and Safar al-Hawali) who had
criticised the Saudi response to the Kuwait crisis.28 Soon, Al-Qaida declared
a war on the USA. The first public pronouncement of waging Jihad against
the USA came in 1996 in the form of a fatwa by Bin-Laden.29 Thus, it was
in the mid-1990s that Al-Qaida started to evolve into a global Jihadi
organisation.

By late-1990s, the Al-Qaida had established its networks in several
parts of the Middle East as well as had entered into strategic alliances with
like-minded groups in Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, Sudan, Somalia, Afghanistan,
and so on. Though it had orchestrated a number of low-intensity bombings
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in Yemen and other places targeting American interests earlier, its first
major attack came in 1998. In a planned attack using truck bombs, it
simultaneously struck two US embassies in Africa—in Dares Salaam and
Nairobi—in which more than 200 people were killed and nearly 500
wounded. Thus began the direct confrontation between the USA and Al-
Qaida. The USA launched targeted strikes at locations in Afghanistan and
Sudan leading to killing of a number of Al-Qaeda operatives. By this time,
Saudi Arabia had revoked Bin-Laden’s citizenship (1994) and Sudan had
expelled him (1996). Hereafter, facilitated by Pakistani Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI), he migrated to Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, and made
his base in mountains in northern Afghanistan.30

Between 1998 and 2001, the Al-Qaida carried out a number of small
attacks. And then, on 11 September 2001, it launched its largest attack in
New York—making it one of the most defining global terrorist attacks so
far. The 11 September 2001 attacks shook the world, and brought home
Al-Qaida’s capability of striking at the heart of the global super power. It
not only changed the way the world looked at militant Islamism but also
brought forth the threats posed by Al-Qaida and Jihadism.31 The US
response and the beginning of the ‘War on Terror’ proved to be more
devastating than it was imagined.32 The US attacks on Afghanistan (2001)
and Iraq (2003) turned out to be not only less effective in rooting out
militant Islamism or Jihadism but instead ended up creating further
political vacuums in these countries for the breeding of militant and radical
Islamist groups that then began to spread to other neighbouring countries.
Iraq came under grip of devastating sectarian strife leading to a hundred
thousand deaths, and Afghanistan—already in the grip of civil-war since
the 1990s—deteriorated further into chaos and internal strife.33

The situation in Iraq after the 2003 US attack and the dismantling of
the Saddam Hussein regime created fertile ground for the emergence of
various smaller Sunni and Shiite insurgent groups to fight the US forces
but eventually led to the beginning of a sectarian war, with various Jihadi
groups establishing areas of influence in the remote areas. Tribal loyalty
and sectarian hatred proved to be a devastating mixture for war-torn Iraq.34

Gradually, many smaller Sunni Jihadi groups started to merge, leading to
the emergence of what was declared to be the ‘Islamic State’ in 2014.

The Islamic State (IS)

The IS has its roots in the Jama’at al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad, a militant Islamist
organisation formed by the Jordanian preacher Abu Musab al-Zarqawi,
in 1999. Zarqawi was forced to flee Jordan in 2001, and took refuge in Iraq.
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In 2004, he pledged allegiance to Al-Qaida and renamed his group Al-
Qaida in Iraq (AQI). The AQI got involved in militancy in Iraq after the
2003 US attack, and was one of the key perpetrators of sectarian strife after
the toppling of the Saddam regime with the aim of establishing Sunni
Islamic rule.35 Zarqawi was killed in an US strike in 2006, and the mantle
of the group temporarily came into the hands of Abu Ayyub al-Masri after
a number of Iraqi Sunni Islamist groups formed a coalition—the
Mujahideen Shura Council (MSC). In October 2006, the MSC, together with
a number of Sunni tribes, declared the establishment of the Islamic State
of Iraq under the leadership of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi. In April 2010, the
mantle of the so called Sunni Islamic State in Iraq fell on Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi after Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and Abu Ayyub al-Masri were
killed in a US strike.

Between 2006 and 2011, the group remained confined to Iraq, and
carried out a number of deadly bombings mainly targeting Shia shrines
and congregations. This led to the intensification of the sectarian strife. It
continued to focus on the Shias in Iraq, and gained significantly due to
the coming together of several Sunni insurgent and tribal groups under
its banner. Fawaz Gerges, a Lebanese scholar, has articulated the
significance of Iraqi socio-political fault lines and the impact of the US
attack on the evolution of the IS and its use of brutal methods. He writes,
‘ISIS’s viciousness reflects the bitter inheritance of decades of Baathist rule
that tore apart Iraq’s social fabric and left deep wounds that are still
festering.’ Gerges adds, ‘In a sense, ISIS internalised the brutal tactics of
the Baathist regime and Iraq’s blood-drenched modern history.’36

A breakthrough moment for the IS came with the eruption of popular
protests against the Assad regime in Syria. The unwillingness of the Syrian
regime to respond to popular unrest and the use of force against the
protestors (who largely comprised of Sunni Muslims) in town and cities
across the country leading to hundreds of civilian deaths in May 2011
changed the direction of the popular protests into insurgency and
rebellion.37 What has ensued in Syria since has proved to be one of the
bloodiest civil wars in modern history, involving various local, regional,
and international actors as well as state and non-state entities, and has
led to more than 500,000 casualties, and more than ten million refugees
and internally displaced persons until mid-2016.38 The Islamic State of Iraq
got involved in the Syrian theatre by initially sending its fighters to confront
Syrian government forces. By early 2012, it had created a franchise in Syria
that came to be known as Jabhat al-Nusra li al-Sham or the Nusra Front,
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under the leadership of Abu Muhammad al-Golani, a Syrian Islamist
militant.39

In April 2013, al-Baghdadi announced the formation of the Islamic
State in Iraq and Levant (ISIL) by merging the Islamic State in Iraq and
Nusra Front; in June 2014, he declared the establishment of al-Dawlah al-
Islamiyah with substantial territorial control in western Iraq and eastern
Syria, and headquartered in the city of Raqqah in Syria. What made the
IS a global terrorist organisation was its ability to attract fighters from
across the globe to the Syrian and Iraqi theatre, and mount lone-wolf40

and deadly coordinated attacks across the world. Its use of social media
and technology to market itself as al-Khilafah al-Islamiyah with political,
religious as well as cultural and lifestyle appeal has been its most significant
achievement.41

What distinguishes it from its predecessor (and now competitor) Al-
Qaida is its control over large territory with, reportedly, a systematic
administrative structure, bureaucracy, as well as a legal and economic
system. It has been able to normalise an extraordinary situation wherein
a terrorist group has been able to establish and sustain a state. The only
other similar example could be the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (1996–
2001) founded by the Taliban. However, the two are vastly different, as
the Taliban were largely a fighter group drawn from within Afghanistan,
did not mount attacks outside, and did not appeal to foreign fighters. More
importantly, the Taliban chief Mulla Omar did not proclaim a global
caliphate; rather, he was considered to be the Amir al-Mu’mineen
(commander of the faithful), that is, the head of the Emirate.

According to reports, the IS has a huge military force and apparatus;
it has more than 30,000 foreign fighters from across the Middle East, Africa,
Europe, Asia and Americas on its rolls.42 Moreover, since announcing a
global caliphate, it has intensified attacks outside Iraq and Syria, with
several attacks in France, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Afghanistan,
Bangladesh, Germany, and the USA. Its brutal use of force in territories
under its control as well as killing sprees against minorities and Shias by
applying most inhuman methods has invited criticism even from the Al-
Qaida.43 Its use of sex slaves and the barbaric treatment of women and
homosexuals has come to light, with former captives narrating horrific
instances of violence.44 It is in the possession of sophisticated weapons,
and has been able to acquire significant battle experience, thus making it
a deadly force. Its ability to expand the fighting beyond its territorial control
and inspire lone-wolf attacks in various parts of the world provides it extra
potency.
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A Comparative Analysis

The declaration of a worldwide ‘Islamic Caliphate’ in June 2014 marks a
new phase in the history of Jihadi terrorism. While Al-Qaida preferred to
be a centralised coherent group with branches in strategic regions, the IS
aspires to becoming—and to an extent it has already succeeded—a
decentralised umbrella organisation for Jihadi terrorist groups all over the
world. Hence, the emergence of the IS marks the next stage in the
globalisation of Jihadi terrorism, whereby its franchises or affiliates have
struck at will in the heart of Europe, Asia and Africa, and have been able
to hold ground in Iraq, Syria, Libya, and Egypt despite continuous military
action by local, regional, and global powers. The Al-Qaida and IS have
similar goals: to create a new world order based in Islamic shari’a, with
the entire Muslim population living under a transnational Islamic
‘Khilafah.’

Ideologically and organisationally, the two have similar roots, and take
inspiration from Salafi-Wahhabi ideas intermixed with the Muslim
Brotherhood’s vigour to Islamise society and politicise Islam.45 Jihadism
takes inspiration from pan-Islamist ideas intermixed with militant
Islamism, and is shared by both the groups. On the ideological front, there
is one key difference: that is, on the establishment of a worldwide Islamic
Caliphate. Al-Qaeda believes this to be the end-goal of the Islamist
movement, and in that it shares its ideology with other non-violent Islamist
groups who believe in the Islamisation of society before the formation of
a political entity. Al-Qaida sees the USA as a global hegemonic imperial
power with dominance in the Middle East, and as the main hurdle in the
way of achieving this goal. Hence, it has been declared the main target of
its violent resistance.46 In contrast, the IS believes that establishing a ‘truly
Islamic’ Caliphate is the first step towards creating a global Islamic
Caliphate. It believes that the Islamisation of the society cannot be
undertaken without political authority, and takes cues from Qutbism which
articulates the need for political authority, the subsequent implementation
of an Islamic order within its boundaries, and the constant struggle for
territorial expansion of the Islamic political entity.47

However, ideologically, the IS is more severe and radical than the Al-
Qaida. Cole Bunzel notes, “If jihadism were to be placed on a political
spectrum, Al-Qaida would be its left and the Islamic State its right.”48 He
further points out that, doctrinally, the IS believes in ‘offensive jihad’ more
than the ‘defensive jihad’ that “traditionally jihadis ... have espoused” by
focusing on the enemy within to establish a pristine Islamic society, and
ridding the Islamic societies of all ‘infidels’ and ‘apostates’. IS doctrinally
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believes in the idea that all Shias are apostates and deserve death, and
that Muslims should maintain contacts only with ‘true’ Muslims.49

Scholars further identify a number of key features that distinguish the
two, and have even set them against each other. One of the most significant
differences has been the focus on the “far enemy” (that is, the West or the
Jewish-Christian alliance) and the “near enemy”, (that is, tyrannical
Muslim rulers and a deviant Muslim populace, including Shias, non-
practising Muslims, and Sufis). Notably, for Al-Qaida, the “near-enemy”
is comprised mainly of tyrannical rulers who assist Western powers,
especially the USA, to extend their hegemony in Muslim lands. For the
IS, the “near-enemy” comprises more of deviant Muslims and non-
believers living in Muslim lands rather than the rulers. While Al-Qaida is
focused on fighting the “far enemy” rather than confronting the “near
enemy”, the IS believes in simultaneously engaging with both, and prefers
to employ exemplary terrorizing punishments to subdue the “near enemy”
and mount lone-wolf attacks to terrorise the “far enemy”.50

The other difference between the two groups lies in the use of new
media technology to attract supporters and new recruits. The IS has been
effectively using new social media tools, especially Facebook, Twitter, and
other such smart-phone based applications. However, the Al-Qaida
leadership—which is a generation older than the IS leadership—continues
to rely more on internet platforms and online forums that are not so
popular among the youth.51 This has been a key factor in the meteoric rise
of the IS, and leaving Al-Qaida way behind in attracting the younger
generation. Another key difference lies in the IS’s use of brutal methods
such as beheadings and the massacre of those who do not fall in line—
done also as a means of infusing and spreading terror. While the Al-Qaida
also shared the IS hatred of ‘infidels’ and ‘apostates’, it preferred to focus
on big attacks against the USA. On the other hand, the IS is committed to
the sectarian cleansing of the territory under its control. In fact, this
difference has, in the past, created rifts between the leadership of the two
groups.52

Notably, these tactical and strategic differences have escalated into a
full blown war between the Al-Qaida and the IS, especially in the Syrian
theatre. It has been argued that this could lead to the eventual demise of
Jihadism. However, it would also be wrong to argue that their differences
are too big to dismiss the possibility of their coming together in the future.
The current struggle between the two is more because of competitions in
terms of attracting fighters and gaining wider acceptance rather than
because of their substantial ideological differences. Hence, it would be
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wrong to discount the possibility of the two coming together in the future
to form a larger global Salafi-Jihadist entity with a wider reach and appeal.

Fighting Jihadism

In current discourse, Jihadi terror is largely seen as a security problem.
Despite the debate about the futility of finding a military-only solution to
jihadism, the discourse more often remains security-oriented. It is argued
that military confrontation is the only solution to militant Islamism.
Undoubtedly military confrontation is significant, and the recent advances
and successes of the Russia-Iran-Hezbollah alliance in Syria and the US-
Iraq and Kurdish successes in Iraq are indicative. However, Jihadism has
shown a capability to re-emerge in a new avatar every time a Jihadi terrorist
group has been defeated in any one of the war-theatres. There are
numerous examples—the war in Afghanistan, the situation in Yemen, and
the ongoing battle against the IS in Iraq and Syria. These show that
Jihadism can re-emerge from the ashes and revive the fight. For example,
the USA had declared victory in Iraq, leading President Obama to dismiss
the resurgence of the Jihadist resurgence in Iraq to be only a minor threat.53

While finding a security solution through counter-terrorism is
necessary, there is a simultaneous need to understand the ideological and
socio-political roots of the problem. Jihadism as an idea emanates from
the desire to find an “Islamic” solution to the socio-political churning, the
lack of governance, and the foreign domination in the Middle East today.
Fawaz Gerges argues that “The cause of the group’s [ISIS] development
and rise is located in the severe social and political conditions in Arab
societies as well as in the regional and global rivalries.”54 Hence, there is
need to work towards there solution of the socio-political problems
looming in Arab societies through comprehensive social and political
reforms.

Abdel Bari Atwan articulates the need for creating an ideological
“counterbalance” to radical Islam that should rely on a “powerful Islamic
figure or popular movement” since “Western organisations aiming to
prevent radicalisation lack credibility.”55 Therefore, an important aspect
of fighting Jihadism is developing society-oriented de-radicalisation
programmes. One example of this is Algeria that has come back from being
a broken society through a comprehensive de-radicalisation programme.56

Countries like Saudi Arabia too have initiated a counter-terror and de-
radicalisation programme, though its efficacy is yet to be tested.57

The growing reach and potency of Jihadi terrorism demands
developing a wider counter-terror strategy that is based on intelligence
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inputs and military actions as well as de-radicalisation and social
upliftment programmes. The key factors behind the global appeal of
Jihadism is the ability of Jihadist groups in presenting themselves as the
vanguard of Islam working against the so called “Western onslaught” on
Islam, which has been furthered by the historical legacies of colonialism
and imperialism in the Middle East. The desire of the people to find a
solution to their socio-political grievances in Islam, and the ability of
Islamist groups to stand up against tyrannical rulers have made them
popular. Hence, there is a need to re-emphasise and re-invent the plurality
and diversity within Islam and Islamic discourses. Undoubtedly there is
immense plurality in Islam, and the debates within Islam are as diverse;
but the ability of militant Islamists to present their interpretation as
dominant and so attracting a wider following, is dangerous. Hence, above
all, in confronting Jihad there is a need for a debate within Islam to counter
the threats posed by radical and fundamentalist ideas.

Conclusion

Jihadism has emerged as a global threat during the past three decades—
that is, since the rise of Al-Qaida in the 1990s amidst the Afghan jihad
against the Soviet invasion to the emergence of the IS from within the
broken society and polity of Iraq. During this period, jihadist groups
received considerable state support many a time, which helped them
develop resilience and appeal. Thus, Jihadism has emerged as the most
potent threat to peace and stability in the Middle East as well as in the
world. Though Islam is an important component of Jihadi discourse, it is
mainly the skewed interpretations of Islamic doctrines by Jihadist
ideologues that have legitimised the use of terrorism as a way of resistance
and the fight against injustice. There are certain tactical and strategic
differences among global jihadist groups, especially the Al-Qaida and the
IS; but they have similar ideological roots, and their appeal lies in similar
socio-political grievances. It is significant that, in the fight against Jihadism,
military action is supplemented with socio-political solution. Thus, the
need today is to understand the ideological roots of the problem and
address it, rather than trying only to cure its symptoms.
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ABSTRACT

Energy has been the main driver of the geopolitics of the West Asian region
since the discovery of oil. The oil factor has, paradoxically, promoted the stability
of regimes in the Gulf through the distribution of oil rent and the Saudi-US
strategic alliance, as well as caused wars to retain strategic control over the
resource. The global energy scenario has profoundly changed with the US shale
revolution, significant gains in energy efficiency, and renewable energy as well
as increasing commitments towards environmentally friendly fuels. The
declining demand for West Asian oil and gas in the USA and the simultaneous
unprecedented rise in Asian demand are prompting a significant realignment
in the geopolitical chessboard of the region. At the same time, the increasingly
mutual discordance in US-Saudi relations is posing questions about the
connection between the changing global energy scenario and the geopolitical
realignment in West Asia.

As energy prices remain low in the medium term, countries dependent on oil
and gas export revenue face the challenge of economic diversification, while
facing political and security risks. The re-entry of Iraqi and the Iranian oil in
the international market has sharpened the contestation among the Gulf
countries for market share. However, the recent production cut deal between
the OPEC and non-OPEC members are signalling new possibilities of a geo-
economic alliance despite the existing geostrategic rivalry among the major
producers. This chapter looks at changes in the global energy scenario (focusing
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on oil and gas), and the threats emanating there for West Asian energy
producers. It also looks at the changing nature of US-Saudi relations and its
geopolitical implications in the region.

The Changing Global Energy Scenario

Over the last few decades, the global energy landscape began to shift in a
fundamental way. Energy demand from the developed economies of the
world reduced considerably due to their efforts towards energy efficiency
and using renewable energy. At the same time, the emerging Asian
economies witnessed unprecedented growth in their energy consumption,
as they become centres of global investment and production activities. The
oil markets have essentially been demand driven primarily by the Asian
countries for most of the previous decade.

The US ‘shale revolution’ since 2008 has become a game changer,
transforming the world’s largest importer of oil and gas to the largest
producer. The shale gas supplies from Pennsylvania alone equal the entire
natural gas export capacity of Qatar, the world’s second largest natural
gas exporter.1 The increase from light tight oil production from North
Dakota and Texas over the last five years is equivalent to that of Iraq’s
current production levels.2

Throughout the 2000s, as oil prices surged above US$100 a barrel,
hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) and horizontal drilling to extract oil from
shale formations became economically viable in the USA. Consequentially,
US oil production rose from 8.5 mbpd in 2008 to 12.8 mbpd in 2014, more
than offsetting the supply disruptions from West Asia and North Africa
(WANA) during the period. In 2011, the USA exported refined petroleum
products more than its imports for the first time in over six decades. The
low US natural gas prices have provided its refineries a competitive
advantage, and refined petroleum products have became its top export
commodity. African and Gulf oil previously destined for the USA is now
in competition for the European and Asian markets. The range of potential
suppliers has transformed the oil and gas market from being that of the
seller’s to that of the buyers’. EIA has estimated that the USA will be a net
gas exporter by 2018.3 The terminals that were originally built to receive
LNG are being repurposed for export.

Since the last few years, global oil demand growth has been
unexpectedly weak for a combination of structural and cyclical factors.
China has entered a new, less oil-intensive stage of development following
Beijing’s decision to reorient the economy away from manufacturing/
exports.4 Reshaped by the information technology revolution, the global
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economy has generally become less fuel intensive. Concerns over climate
change are recasting energy policies. Besides, the globalisation of the
natural gas market, along with increasing cost competitiveness of
renewable energy, is posing an unprecedented challenge to oil. Natural
gas is the fastest growing fuel, with a rate of 1.8 per cent per annum.5

However, in recent years, overall growth in energy demand has slowed
down due to subdued growth in the major economies.

West Asian Energy Scenario: The Geopolitical Context

Energy defines the economic and political landscape of the region. West
Asia holds about 52 percent of the global oil reserves and 41 percent of
gas reserves; 9 out of its 13 countries are dependent on oil and gas export
revenue for their government expenditure.6 Even the countries not
exporting oil, have their economies heavily influenced by the oil export
revenues of their neighbours through remittances and aid flows.

Oil in exchange for security has underpinned the strategic alliance of
the Gulf monarchies with the USA since the pact signed between former
US President Roosevelt and Saudi King Abdul Aziz bin Saud, in 1945. Oil
also provided the context to US interventions in Iran (the CIA orchestrated
coup in 1953), Kuwait (to drive out Iraqi forces), and later in Iraq. The
USA has protected friendly oil rich Gulf monarchies through its military
bases in the region and massive weapons sales, and secured its energy
supplies from the region.

Besides, oil revenues ensure domestic political stability by giving the
Gulf regimes autonomous sources of income to support a cradle to grave
system of patronage, and put in place a coercive security apparatus. Energy
plays a key role in the determining the intactness of the ‘social contract’
between the regime and the people in West Asian oil exporting countries.
Low energy prices has kept the cost of living affordable for the people as
well as aided domestic energy intensive industries. The Gulf monarchies
have doled out extensive hand-outs to appease the restive population as
the Arab uprisings eventually brought down regimes in Tunisia, Egypt,
and Libya. Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Kuwait followed aid diplomacy with
countries like Bahrain, Jordan, Egypt, and Morocco to help contain the
contagion of Arab uprisings. With dwindling oil revenues in the last two
years, the socio-political buffers of the patronage system have come under
pressure, and the regimes face grave internal threats. The Gulf monarchies,
especially Saudi Arabia, have also been facing grave threats from Islamic
extremists; many affiliated with Al Qaida or the exile groups. They interact
with the larger demographic threat of a new, media savvy, unemployed
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educated youth who are demanding better living standards, more
participation, and regime accountability.

As the West Asian region passes through a tumultuous transition, the
USA and Saudi Arabia have been perceived as acting with increasing
discordance with each other’s interests. The US military withdrawal from
Iraq, the drawdown in Afghanistan, its policy in Syria, and its
rapprochement with Iran have deeply estranged Saudi Arabia over the
last few years. Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen as well as its proxy wars with
Iran in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq have hurt US interests by creating
instability, and have weakened the fight against the ISIS. The centrality of
West Asia to the USA and its security commitments are being increasingly
debated, both in the USA and the region. All this has prompted Saudi
Arabia to have a more assertive foreign policy to address its security
concerns. It sent its forces to Bahrain to curb the civil uprisings, and has
also been waging a war on the Houthi rebels in Yemen since 2015. Saudi
Arabia’s regional assertiveness is influencing the behaviour of other actors
in the region, and has unfolded larger geopolitical contestations for
regional supremacy.

The Saudi war on Yemen has already cost an estimated US$5.3 billion,
and is a huge resource drain in a period of low oil revenues. However, it
has apparently served some of its vital political interests. The Saudi media
has used it to build a nationalist narrative of the Kingdom as the defender
of the “Sunnis” in the region; it has also bolstered a bold profile of the
new king Salman and his son Mohammad bin Salman, and built the
support of the Islamic cleric constituency across the ideological spectrum.7

Besides, much of Saudi’s regional assertions on Shia-Sunni antagonism
have been aimed at diverting the people’s attention from the failures of
governance and the want of reforms.8 The flow of oil revenues will, no
doubt, eventually set the limits to their military adventurism and aid
diplomacy. The war against terrorism is also providing a pretext for the
authoritarian regimes to put in place more draconian security
arrangements to tackle the threat of domestic instability.9 Saudi Arabia
increased the number of executions to its highest level in 20 years, and
Kuwait increasingly repressed journalists and civil society activists in
2015.10 Such a context becomes particularly useful when declining oil prices
are fast eroding the capacity of the regimes to meet the rising expectations
of the people; and, as they proceed with price hikes, impose taxes, and
roll back state patronage, they simultaneously fail to cede more political
and civil liberties.
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The Re-Entry of Iran and Iraq in the Oil Market

Iraq has the fifth-largest proven crude oil reserves in the world. Post
Saddam, the oil sector was opened to private and foreign investment to
substantially increase oil production and export. The infrastructural
bottlenecks (pipelines, port capacity, and storage facilities), security issues,
and internal disputes continue to pose significant challenges. The lack of
agreement between the central Iraqi government and the Kurdish Regional
Government (KRG) over the sharing of oil and budget revenues for several
years have inhibited investment, and has prompted the latter to export
oil independently through the Turkey Ceyhan pipeline. The ability to
export crude oil and collect oil revenues is central to the autonomy of Iraqi
Kurdistan. However, both sides are facing fiscal constraints due to low oil
prices amidst the challenge of fighting the Islamic State militants; thus
recently, both the Iraqi government and the KRG have started jointly
exporting Kirkuk oil after agreeing on a preliminary deal.11 However, the
future of the deal is uncertain given the disagreement and debate
surrounding the 2017 budget.

Iran is estimated to have 10 per cent (158 billion barrels) of the world’s
proven oil reserves and 18 per cent (34 trillion cubic meters) of natural
gas reserves and, thus, holds the fourth and second largest reserves of oil
and gas in the world, respectively. Sanctions cost Iran significant market
share: oil exports fell to 1.25 mbd in 2013, from a high of 2.6 mb/d in the
pre-sanctions period. The EU tightened the US-led sanctions in 2012, which
also inhibited investment in the country. Sanctions against Iran have been
lifted partially following the nuclear agreement between Iran and the P5+1
countries on 14 July 2015. Since the nuclear deal, Iran has been trying to
attract foreign investment in its energy sector by offering lucrative terms
in exploration and development as well as in production. According to
the oil ministry, the oil and gas sector needs US$100 billion in investment
in the next five years. With the sanctions lifted, Iran can now commission
its dormant production capacity, and swiftly market its stocks. However,
the extent to which Iran is able to export to the world market is contingent
on the pricing reforms in the energy sector.12

The Political Economy of Reforms and Diversification in
West Asia

The demand for reforms in most West Asian countries gathered
momentum in the 1990s during the period of low oil rent as well as
discontent over deteriorating socio-economic conditions. Even in countries
like Saudi Arabia—one of the most absolute monarchies in the world—
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questions about the Saudi monarchy, dividing wealth, and opening the
political landscape were the main issues discussed by intellectuals. After
the terrorist attack of 9/11, the USA has been pressurising the Gulf regimes,
especial Saudi Arabia, to adopt liberalisation reform to accommodate
dissenting voices that feed into terrorism. However, the regimes have only
pursued cosmetic political reforms, and tried to manage discontent through
policies of economic liberalisation that have created a sophisticated form
of symbiosis of the political and economic elite.

The development of the private sector constitutes a political question
owing to its ability to generate income independent of the patronage
system; but it was kept dependent in most of the West Asian Countries
especially the Gulf by creating fragmented market structures, where State
expenditure and demand are the main drivers.13 The private sector thus
created depended on the state for privileges and contracts, was mainly in
low skilled sectors, and generated profit from the employment of expatriate
labour.14 It neither contributed significantly to diversification or the
generation of local employment. The demographic profile is dominated
by younger, more educated, and globally connected nationals. However,
the lack of professional skills among the nationals as well as their
unwillingness to work on market determined terms and conditions have
led to huge unemployment rates, especially among the youth in the WANA
region.

Oil revenues are an important fiscal source for diversification and
employment generation. Many countries in the region—like Algeria and
Libya—are living well beyond their budget. At the same time, highly
subsidized energy prices have led to rapidly growing domestic energy
consumption that bites into the exportable surplus. The political climate
in these countries is generally tense, and people have been protesting for
better pay and living standards. Despite experiencing relatively different
pressures, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, UAE, and lastly Kuwait
have either completely liberalised fuel prices or raised them substantially
because of the sharp fall in oil income since mid-2014.15 Bahrain and Oman
have a relatively low resource base, low GDP per capita, and high fiscal
deficits as compared their counterparts in the GCC. At the same time, they
face more difficult political economies. Bahrain’s majority Shiite population
under a Sunni regime protested for political reforms during the Arab
uprisings.

The Gulf States are making efforts to diversify their economies towards
becoming more knowledge and skill-based and driven by Gulf nationals.
Bahrain, the UAE, and Qatar announced National Vision 2030 plans in 2008,
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and Kuwait announced its State Vision 2030 in 2010. The recent Saudi
national transformation plan aims to imbue its nationals with a sense of
purpose and pride, and to boost the role of the private sector in generating
skilled employment. However, a private sector that sustains itself on
political patronage undermines productivity and meritocracy. The success
of these projects depend on the extent to which the regimes are able to
improve professional skills and productivity among nationals, replace the
private sector’s privileges with result-oriented incentives, and deregulate
the financial markets to unleash the entrepreneurial energy in the region.
However, the diversification plans would be severely limited under chronic
fiscal deficits and persistently low crude prices.

OPEC and the Global Oil Deal

The increase in non-OPEC oil production by USA and Russia over the years
has posed a serious challenge to OPEC, which had aimed to regulate
production to influence price levels. However, amid the oil supply glut
and slowing demand, OPEC members like Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Kuwait
have decided, in the last two years, to defend their market share.16 In
November 2014, the OPEC, spearhead by Saudi Arabia, decided not to
cut production even when oil prices continued to fall. Despite much of
the speculation about the geopolitical drivers of Saudi’s low oil policy,
revenue maximisation through increasing market share has been the top
priority.17 However, the precipitous fall in oil prices to US$30 per barrel,
and the consequent political and economic pressures have urged OPEC
members to think in terms of production cuts.

The OPEC meetings at Doha in April 2016 and Algiers were embroiled
in tussles between Saudi Arabia and Iran over the burden of oil production
cuts, especially as the oil revenues also provide the muscle for their larger
geopolitical contestations in the region. Saudi Arabia refused, at the last
moment, to sign a production freeze deal in Doha that did not include the
Iranians. Iran argued exemption from production cuts and for its right to
increase production from 3.6 mb/d to 4.2 mb/d—its pre-sanction
production level in the year 2012. In an apparently major concession, Saudi
Arabia’s oil minister Al-Falih had offered, before the OPEC meeting in
Algeria, to reduce its output if Iran agreed to freeze production at current
levels Iran again vociferously rejected the Saudi offer, thus darkening the
prospects of meeting in Algeria.18 However in Algiers, Al-Falih made a
final concession, allowing Iran alongside Libya and Nigeria to “produce
at the maximum levels that make sense.” This enabled OPEC to agree on
oil output cuts for the first time since 2008.19 The announcement by the
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Russian President Vladimir Putin in the World Energy Congress in Istanbul
in October 2016 that it would join OPEC’s efforts to stabilise the oil market
provided incentives for the members to clinch the deal.

The OPEC meeting in Vienna on 30 November saw the trump of geo-
economics over geopolitics as member countries, in dire need of higher
oil price to boost their export revenues, also agreed to individual
production cuts, putting aside their individual rivalry. Saudi Arabia
accepted the largest cut in its oil production, while Iran was allowed a
slight increase from its current production levels.20 Iraq, which was earlier
also insisting on exemptions, also agreed to production cuts. The
production cut deal between the OPEC and the 12 Non-OPEC member
on 9 December 2016 was hailed as the first global oil pact since the year
2001.21 The economic stress of falling oil revenues has prompted Saudi
Arabia and Russia, the two largest exporters of crude, to start their first
oil cooperation talks in 15 years.22 Russia has agreed to cut oil production
by 300,000 b/d.

Russia and Gas Geopolitics in West Asia

Russia is the second-largest oil exporter, and the largest exporter of natural
gas. It is dependent on oil and gas exports for nearly 40-50 percent of total
budgetary income, and over 70 percent of its total export revenue. The
principal drivers of the Russia’s policy in West Asia are geopolitical, with
strong inter-connectedness with its energy interests. It seeks to attract
investment from the Gulf countries, and support energy prices by
coordinating policies with major oil and gas producers.23

Russia depends on the EU market for about 70 percent of its exports.
At the same time, the EU has long sought to reduce its dependency on
Russian gas.24 Over the years, it tried to find an alternative route through
Turkey to the European markets to bypass vulnerabilities in Ukraine.
Turkey imports about 58 per cent of its gas imports from Russia. Russia
declared freezing the Turkish Stream Project, as the Turkish Parliament
did not approve it. Its relations with Russia worsened over the downing
of a Russian plane during the war in Syria. However, later, Turkey’s
unexpected normalisation of its relations with Russia was followed by the
resumption of the stalled Turkish stream project agreement. This was
indicative of its eagerness to become a transit state for Russian gas to
support its energy supply for its faltering economy. Turkey has also signed
a MoU with Iran in 2007 to allow the transit of Iranian gas to the European
market. Iran supplies 18 per cent of its gas exports especially to parts of
eastern Anatolia; however, supplies are cut off frequently which has



The Changing Energy Scenario: Geopolitical Implications for West Asia 43

resulted in it being deemed an unreliable exporter.25

At the end of 2013, Russia also signed an offshore gas deal with Syria
to explore the eastern Mediterranean, which has been estimated to contain
about 122 trillion cubic feet of recoverable natural gas. Its only military
base in the region in Syria is strategically positioned for supporting its
investments in the energy resources in the Eastern Mediterranean sea.26

Besides, Syria has also been viewed as transit route to the European market
as it possesses relatively well-developed oil and gas pipeline infrastructure
in spite of its modest reserves of hydrocarbons27 Qatar had also proposed
to build a pipeline through Syria to export to European markets; however,
this was rejected by Assad. Besides, with sanctions on its own gas sector,
Russia’s strengthened position in Syria could potentially enable it to control
or stall any future pipeline supply to Europe. The July 2011 gas pipeline
energy agreement signed between the governments of Syria, Iran, and
Iraq—that would have consolidated the Shia axis—ignited the full-scale
Saudi and Qatari assault on Assad’s power.28 Thus, along with other things,
there have been strong energy geopolitical undercurrents in the war in
Syria.

Besides its huge gas reserves, Iran has a unique geopolitical position
and proximity to big energy importers, both along the Western-axis
involving Europe and Turkey as well as along Eastern-axis involving
Pakistan, India, and China. Iran also aims to use its natural gas as a foreign
policy tool to obtain some strategic manoeuvring capacity in regional
energy geopolitics. Despite Iran’s 18 per cent share in global gas reserves,
its shares in global production and trade are 5 per cent and less than 1 per
cent, respectively.29 It is also reported to be in talks with some Gulf nations,
like Oman, Kuwait and UAE), to meet their shortage of gas through
exports.30 Most Gulf countries, with the exception of Qatar and Iran, are
facing shortages of natural gas. The ongoing construction of the LNG
terminal at Tombak (a port on Iran’s Persian Gulf), is almost complete,
except the liquefying terminal for want of cutting-edge technology. It is
already in talks with some European countries for LNG exports. India has
also evinced interest in building the Iranian LNG terminal.

Gulf Look East Policy and Asian Consumers: Towards
Strategic Convergence?

The genesis of strategic economic engagement with Asia lies in the
aftermath of 9/11, 2001, when the GCC countries adopted a “Look East”
policy. Asia’s voracious energy consumption as well as its vibrant economic
growth and competitive manpower drove the growing interdependence
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with the WANA region through robustly growing trade, investment, and
labour flows. Asia accounts for 60 per cent of GCC trade, and two third of
its oil exports. India and China were tipped to overtake traditional markets
for Gulf investment in Europe and USA by 2015.31

Gulf oil producers have been locking Asian markets by picking up
stakes in the latter’s downstream sectors. In Vietnam, Qatar has invested
in a major petrochemicals project, and Kuwait has invested in a refinery.
Saudi Arabia has joint ventures in refineries in China, Japan, and South
Korea. Similarly, China and Japan have joint ventures in large integrated
refining and petrochemical projects in Saudi Arabia. China has become
the largest oil export market for Saudi Arabia. Asian countries like Japan
and South Korea are involved in upstream energy projects in the Gulf
region. Chinese companies have invested in roughly 20 per cent of Iraqi
oilfield projects, and have also signed deals that more than double Iraqi
exports of crude oil to China. In 2014, it became the first Asian country to
conclude a joint venture agreement with Abu Dhabi’s ADNOC to produce
and export crude oil from its onshore and offshore fields. On a geo-
economic front, President Xi’s vision for a 21st-century ‘Silk Road’, and
for the revival of the Maritime Silk Road Economic Belt (via the ‘One Belt,
One Road’ strategy) seeks to deepen economic engagement with the Gulf
region.

In recent years, leaders from the Gulf have been flocking to Asian
countries for more strategic partnerships. China has been an important
arms supplier to the Gulf countries and Pakistan has committed boots on
the ground during wars and conflicts. While arms sale would continue to
be a part of China-Gulf strategic relations, its appetite for a deeper security
engagement remains limited. The top diplomatic focus of Chinese leaders
will be on regions that are in geographical proximity, on maritime disputes
in the East and South China seas as well as on instability in Central Asia
(especially Afghanistan) and northeast Asia. In his January 2016 speech
to the Arab league, the Chinese President reiterated that his country was
not interested in “filling the vacuum” that may possibly arise from the
scaling down of US security arrangements.32

The US-Saudi Alliance and West Asia: Finding a New
Equilibrium

Charles Freeman, a former US ambassador to Saudi Arabia, characterised
the Middle East as occupying a “pivotal geo-strategic space” between Asia,
Europe, and Africa. Its enormous energy resources make it a hub for global
finance and business. “What happens in the Middle East affects the world’s
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economic, political and strategic equilibrium.”33 As energy markets shift,
this helps feed a perception across the board that the West Asia’s (and
Saudi Arabia’s, by extension) centrality to US interests is increasingly being
debated, and would lead to the scaling down of its commitments in the
region. The nuclear deal with Iran, particularly, has made Saudi Arabia
suspicious of the long-term durability of the US-Saudi partnership as Prince
Turki Al-Faisal alleges “US has pivoted to Iran”. The Saudis see all this
together with falling US energy imports and erstwhile President Obama’s
desire to untangle America from the ‘Middle East’s antagonisms’. To
address some of these concerns, the last two years of the Obama
administration re-emphasised US commitment to West Asian stability and
the safety of global trade routes.34 However, the assurances have cut not
had much impact on the Kingdom, which has been asserting a more
aggressive regional foreign policy.

Relations between the USA and Saudi Arabia have also turned sour
over the scepticism about the Saudi regime’s commitment to combating
extremism, its reluctance to undertake credible liberal political reforms,
and the passing of the JASTA bill that allow families of the victims of the
September 11 attacks to sue the Saudi regime. To add insult to injury (in
an interview to published in ‘The Atlantis’ in March 2016), former President
Obama called the Gulf states ‘free riders’ of US security arrangements, at
which Prince Turki Al-Faisal angrily reminded him (in an open letter to
the US president published in English edition of Asharq Al-Awsat)35 of the
Saudi role in counter-terror operations.

However, no doubt the central issues that would shape the strategic
outlook of the Trump administration are the Syrian crisis, the challenge
posed by “Daesh” (the so called Islamic State), and the puzzle of US-Iran
relations; all these provide renewed scope of US-GCC cooperation. Alliance
with Arab friends and allies for countering “Radical Islamic Terrorism” is
the top most priority for the new US President Donald Trump who has
declared, “to make America safe again”.36 His strategy is of military, cyber,
and financial warfare against the menace of ISIS and other jihadist
networks.37 The USA maintains multiple command headquarters in the
Gulf and Saudi Arabia, which continue to be essential territory for transit
by American forces to bases that are located elsewhere in the Gulf,
specifically in Qatar and Kuwait, or in Iraq.38 Hence, Saudi Arabia remains
very important to American forces from a strategic point of view. However,
it remains to be seen whether the USA under the Trump administration
views Saudi Arabia as a strategic ally. With Trump’s more mercantilist view
of the international order, his idea of bringing “peace through strength”,39

as well as the strong military connect in his cabinet, the USA is likely to
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continue its lucrative sale of arms to the Gulf. President Trump conceives
the US military role in the region more in terms of “counter-terrorism”
than in terms of stabilisation or “nation-building”, and has abrasively
spoken of getting the Arab Gulf states to commit ground forces against
ISIS in Syria as well as seek greater compensation from Saudi Arabia for
US security services.40 No less than his predecessor, President Trump refers
to the Gulf’s oil-rich princes with disdain. At the same time, he regards
President Sisi of Egypt a stronger partner in his war against “radical Islamic
Terrorism”, and both are seen to be committing to mutual interests.41

The new US administration’s stand on Iran could potentially prop up
increasingly fractious US-Saudi relations. Secretary of Defence, James
Mattis (a former leader of the Central Command which oversees US
military operations in the Middle East and South Asia), is widely known
for his views on the need to restrain Iran. Though it had renewed hope
among the GCC countries of course correction in US rapprochement with
Iran, it has not instilled trust and confidence in them, as the removal of
the Assad regime in Syria is not on the cards.

During his election campaign, President Trump talked of breaking the
oil cartels as well as energy independence for the USA. Independent oil
and gas producers in the USA, who have been among Trump’s strongest
supporters and advisers on energy issues, have complained about
dumping and the predatory pricing by OPEC earlier, and since 2014.42

International oil companies like Exxon and Chevron have integrated
production and refining operations, most of which require a blend of light
and heavy crude (mostly imported) to operate efficiently.43 Alex Tillerson,
former CEO of Exxon Mobil and now US Secretary of State, played a
pivotal role in expanding Exxon Mobil’s activities in the Gulf region.44

Therefore, oil and arms deals would remain the vital engagement points
of the USA with the Gulf countries—especially Saudi Arabia—to suit the
interest of corporate America. They serve the Gulf countries’ interest as
well.

Given the experience of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, the interlocking
and intractable nature of conflicts, and Islamic terrorism would make it
difficult for the USA to militarily take on terrorist outfits without involving
the larger security architecture of the region. The Gulf oil producers may
be prompted to “compensate for US security” in terms of more lucrative
corporate deals as well as a better oil pricing policy. The Gulf countries
are also cognizant of their limitations of fully replacing their estranged
strategic partner (the USA) by any other power in the near future. They
are reacting with cautious optimism at the prospects of a strong Trump
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administration containing Iran, and while ignoring his abrasive speech
and suggestive ideological antagonism, still look towards engaging the
USA. While mutual disdain continues to exist, the actual disengagement
is more difficult than desired. Yet, the new equilibrium in US-Gulf relations
is more likely to be fashioned on a commercial underpinning than any
strategic convergence.

Implications for India

India is the fourth largest energy consumer in the world, and is dependent
on imports for 80 per cent of its needs. India imports two-thirds of its oil
from the Gulf, mainly from Saudi Arabia, UAE, Iran, and Iraq. As an
economic bloc, the GCC countries are India’s largest trade partner—much
ahead of the European Union and the ASEAN. India-GCC trade is about
one-fifth of India’s global trade, and has registered one of the highest
growth rates in the last decade. About 7 million Indians work in the Gulf,
remitting home more than US$35 billion annually. Though still far below
its potential, there has also been a quantum growth in Gulf investment
(especially from UAE) in India that is aligned to India’s needs.

There is also growing synergy in energy ties. Indian companies are
increasingly executing high profile EPC contracts and the manufacture of
sophisticated oil field drilling equipment and platforms. UAE has offered
to fill half of India’s maiden strategic petroleum reserve at Mangalore, and
also use it partially as its warehouse for other Asian consumers. India has
high stakes in the region, and its progress and prosperity in the years ahead
will be greatly influenced by the happenings in the region as well as how
India-Gulf relations evolve further. Likewise, the Indian market and its
technical capabilities provide immense opportunities to Gulf countries for
the expansion of their trade and investment as well as for the capacity
building of their human resource.

King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia’s visit to India after ascending the
throne in January 2006 shaped the foundational paradigm of a wide-
ranging strategic partnership, which also covered security and defence
cooperation. Since then, the momentum of strategic engagements have
been sustained by visits by India’s Presidents, Vice Presidents, and
Ministers holding different important portfolios, and an equal flurry of
visits of Crown Princes, Prime Ministers, and senior Ministers from the
GCC countries. The extradition of the 26/11 Mumbai terror attack
conspirator, Abu Jindal, and many other suspects involved in terror
financing from Saudi Arabia and the UAE in the recent past are significant
milestones in strategic cooperation.
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The continuing disdain in Gulf-US relations will no doubt urge Gulf
countries to deepen their strategic relations with India. These seem to be
moving in this direction already. The 2008 India-Qatar defence cooperation
pact includes a substantive Indian naval security guarantee to the offshore
assets of Qatar, and also provides for a joint venture in the production of
weapons and military equipment. India has cooperation agreement for
defence training with most of the Gulf countries. It has been very proactive
in engaging with the navies of the GCC countries in the form of joint
exercises, port calls, goodwill visits to ports, and training programmes.

Since the end of the Cold War, India has shed its earlier reluctance
towards multilateral maritime security, and has consistently pursued naval
diplomacy with both regional and extra-regional powers (USA) in the
Indian Ocean.45 In March 2015, Prime Minister Modi unveiled a framework
for the Indian Ocean, making it a foreign policy priority that emphasised
deepening economic and security cooperation with maritime neighbours
and island states.46 Thus, India could actively evolve maritime security
architecture for sea lanes and offshore energy assets in the Indian Ocean
from the “Gulf of Aden to Malacca” in a multilateral Asian framework,
along with extra-regional stakeholders. Besides, India has liberalised rules
for foreign direct investment in the security sector and targets the
expansion of a defence industrial base as well as arms exports. They
provide vital opportunities for further strategic engagements, especially
with Gulf countries, and UAE has already inked a partnership in defence
and aerospace.

Conclusion

The global energy scenario has changed significantly with the shale
revolution in the USA and the slowing of oil demand due to structural
and cyclical factors in the last few years. Oil was central to the US-Saudi
strategic alliance since decades, and oil revenues—directly or indirectly—
played a crucial role in domestic stability in most West Asian countries.
The West Asian region is passing through a tumultuous transition, and
falling oil revenues bring further instability and regional contestation.
However, setting aside geopolitical rivalries, Russia and OPEC members
managed a global oil pact, indicating the triumph of geo-economics.
Russia’s assertion in the region also shapes the geopolitics of gas pipelines.

Mutual disdain has set in US-Saudi relations, but actual disengagement
is more difficult than desired, with focal points being more on corporate
interest. The new equilibrium in US-West Asia relations would, most likely,
rest on the counter-terror web of alliances. The Gulf’s strategic economic



The Changing Energy Scenario: Geopolitical Implications for West Asia 49

engagement with India and China, though long under way, has now
acquired more vigour and substance. While both countries are limited in
their scope of strategic engagement with the West Asian Region and cannot
fully replace the US security architecture, a multilateral approach could
be a way forward. India can leverage its advantageous geographical
position, its experience in multilateral naval diplomacy, and its good
relations with regional and extra-regional powers to put in place Asian
maritime security architecture as well alliances to counter terrorism. Its
economic engagement with the region contributes to domestic stability,
facilitating diversification and skill generation.

NOTES

1. Ladislaw, Sarah O., Maren Leed and Molly A. Walton, “New Energy and New
Geopolitics background Report 1: Balancing Strategy and Leverage”, Centre for
Strategic and International Studies, April 2014, at https://www.ciaonet.org/
attachments/24829/uploads, accessed 15 July 2016

2. Ladislaw, Sarah O. Maren Leed and Molly A. Walton, “New Energy and New
Geopolitics background Report 3: Scenario, Strategic and Pathways”, Centre for
Strategic and International Studies, June 2014, at https://www.ciaonet.org/
attachments/24829/uploads

3. Ibid.
4. “Oil Medium Term Market Report 2015”, International Energy Agency, Paris,

p.19
5. BP Energy Outlook 2016, British Petroleum, p. 33, at https://www.bp.com/

content/dam/bp/pdf/energy-economics/energy-outlook-2016/bp-energy-
outlook-2016.pdf, accessed 26 September 2016

6. Ladislaw, Sarah O. Maren Leed and Molly A. Walton, “New Energy and New
Geopolitics background Report 2: Geopolitical and National Security Impact,
Centre for Strategic and International Studies, April 2014

7. Matthiesen, Toby, “The domestic sources of Saudi foreign policy: Islamists and
the state in the wake of the Arab Uprisings”, working paper, The Brookings
Institution, August 2015, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/
2016/07/Saudi-Arabia_Matthiesen_FINALv.pdf, accessed 12 August 2016

8. Ahmad, Talmiz, “Turmoil in West Asia: The Sectarian Divide Shapes Regional
Competitions” IDSA Monograph Series No.50, April 2016.

9. Saudi Arabia’s passed counter terrorism Law in December 2013 that defines
terrorism as any activity that directly or indirectly undermines public order the
state’s security and stability, or endangers national unity.

10. Freedom House, ‘Freedom in the World 2016: Anxious Dictators and Wavering
Democracies Global Freedom Under Pressure’, https://freedomhouse.org/sites/
default/files/FH_FITW_Report_2016.pdf, accessed 6 August, 2016

11. Zhdannikov,Dmitry, “Iraq, Kurdistan Jointly Export Kirkuk Oil Again”, Thu Sep
1, 2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-kurdistan-oil-
idUSKCN1174Y1#, accessed 5 September, 2016

12. Subsidies on energy prices have led to inefficient domestic energy consumption.



West Asia in Transition50

In 2014, Iran consumed 64 per cent (1.8 mb/d) of its oil production domestically.
13. Malik, Adeel and Awadallah, Bassem, ‘The Economic Roots of the Arab Spring’,

CSAEWorkingPaperWPS/2011–23, https://www.csae.ox.ac.uk/
workingpapers/pdfs/csae-wps-2011-23.pdf, accessed 3 September 2016

14. Hertog, Steffen, ‘The Private Sector and Reform in the Gulf Cooperation Council’,
2013, http://www.lse.ac.uk/middleEastCentre/kuwait/documents/The-
private-sector-and-reform-in-the-GCC.pdf, accessed 4 August 2016

15. France, Agence, “Kuwait Announces ‘ultra’ Petrol Price Rise of 83% – to 55 cents
a Litre”, at https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/aug/02/kuwait-
announces-petrol-price-hike-of-83-to-55-cents-a-litre

16. The Report: Saudi Arabia 2015, London: Oxford Business Group, p. 47
17. There has been speculation that Saudi Arabia waged a price war to push out

high cost shale oil producers and reduce oil production of its political adversaries,
Russia, Iran and Iraq. See Fattouh, Bassam, Poudineh, R. and Sen, Anupama,
‘The Dynamics of the Revenue Maximization–Market Share Trade-Off: Saudi
Arabia’s Oil Policy in the 2014–2015 Price Fall’, October 2015, at https://
www.oxfordenergy.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/WPM-61.pdf,
accessed 18 December 2016

18. Boudina, Ramzi “OPEC Set for No Deal as Iran Rejects Saudi Oil Output Offer’,
27 September 2016, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-opec-meeting-saudi-
idUSKCN11X0LL, accessed 28 September 2016

19. El Gamal, Rania, Alex Lawler and Vladimir Soldatkin, “OPEC agrees modest oil
output curbs in first deal since 2008”, 29 September 2016, at http://
www.reuters.com/article/us-opec-meeting-idUSKCN11Y18K

20. ‘OPEC 171st meeting Concluded’, OPEC Press Release, No 24/2016, 30 Nov 2016,
Vienna, at http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/press_room/3912.htm, accessed
19 December 2016

21. For Details of the deal, see, ‘OPEC and non-OPEC Ministerial Meeting’, OPEC
Press Release, No 25/2016,10 Dec 2016, at http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/
press_room/3944.htm, accessed 19 December 2016

22. Soldatkin, Vladimir, Gamal, Rania El and Lawler, Alex, ‘OPEC, non-OPEC agree
first global oil pact since 2001’, 10 December 2016, at http://www.reuters.com/
article/us-opec-meeting-idUSKBN13Z0J8, accessed 20 December 2016

23. Trenin, Dmitri “Russia in the Middle East: Moscow’s Objectives, Priorities, and
Policy Drivers”, White Paper under Russia Task Force on US Policy Toward
Russia, Ukraine, and Eurasia project, April 5, 2016, Carnegie Moscow Centre, at
http://carnegie.ru/2016/04/05/russia-in-middle-east-moscow-s-objectives-
priorities-and-policy-drivers/iwni, accessed 8 October 2016

24. The Energy Security Strategyreleased in May 2014 openly stated its aim of pushing
back against Russian influence. The paper proposed, among other things, to
diversify energy sources by the enlargement of the southern gas corridor through
the inclusion of Iraq, Iran, and Turkmenistan. EU is still import dependent for
about 90 per cent of its crude oil consumption, 66 per cent of its natural gas
consumption, and 42 per cent of its solid fuel consumption.

25. Kalehsar, Omid Shokri, “Energy Factor in Iran-Turkey Relations”, Energy &
Environment, Volume 26, Issue 5, September 2015, pp.177–187.

26. Varol, Tugce, “Russia Remains Determined To Stop Israel-Turkey Pipeline Deal”,



The Changing Energy Scenario: Geopolitical Implications for West Asia 51

17 May 2016, at http://oilprice.com/Energy/Natural-Gas/Russia-Remains-
Determined-To-Stop-Israel-Turkey-Pipeline-Deal.html, accessed 16 October 2016

27. South Front, ‘The Geopolitics of Oil and Gas Pipelines in the Middle East’, Global
Research, December 2015, at http://www.globalresearch.ca/the-geopolitics-of-
oil-and-gas-pipelines-in-the-middle-east/5492595, accessed 13 July 2016

28. Engdahl, F. William, ‘The Secret Stupid Saudi-US Deal on Syria: Oil Gas Pipeline
War’, Global Research, 16 March 2016, at http://www.globalresearch.ca/the-
secret-stupid-saudi-us-dealonsyria/5410130?utm_campaign=magnet&utm_
source=article_page&utm_medium=related_articles,

29. Ünal, Serhan, “Post-Sanctions Iran and Regional Energy Geopolitics”, February
2016, at http://www.tenva.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Iran-Rapor-
ENG.pdf, accessed 4 July 2016

30. Gamal, Rania El, “Oman to speed up gas import plans from Iran post-sanctions”,
21 January, 2016, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-oman-iran-gas-
idUSKCN0UZ1ER, accessed 30 July 2016

31. Ehteshami, Anoushiravan and Miyagi, Yukiko, The Emerging Middle East-East Asia
Nexus, New York: Routledge, 2015, p. 37.

32. Olimat, Mohammad S., China and the Gulf Cooperation Council Countries: Strategic
Partnership in the Changing World, London: Lexington Books, 2016, p.47

33. Ambassador Freeman, Charles W., “Coping with Kaleidoscopic Change in the
Middle East”, remarks at the Arab-US Policymakers Conference, Washington,
DC, 2013.

34. Ladislaw, Sarah O., Maren Leed, and Molly A. Walton, New Energy, New
Geopolitics: Background Report 3: Scenarios, Strategies, and Pathways, Washington
DC: CSIS/Roman & Little-field, 2014.

35. Prince Faisal, Turki Al, “Opinion: Mr. Obama We are not Free Riders”, 14 March
2016, at http://english.aawsat.com/2016/03/article55348496/mr-obama-not-
free-riders, accessed 10 August 2016

36. Trump, Donald, “Understanding the Threat: The Age of Radical Islam”, Remarks
at the Centre for National Interest, Youngston, August 2016, at https://
assets.donaldjtrump.com/DJT_Radical_Islam_Speech.pdf, accessed 2 September
2016

37. Trump, Donald, “Donald J. Trump’s Vision Foreign Policy and Defeating ISIS”,
https://www.donaldjtrump.com/policies/foreign-policy-and-defeating-isis,
accessed 6 September 2016

38. “Shifting Sands in the US-Saudi Arabian Relationship”, An interview conducted
with former US Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, Charles. W. Freeman, by the Saudi-
US Relations Information Service, Middle East Policy Council 2016, at http://
mepc.org/articles-commentary/speeches/shifting-sands-us-saudi-arabian-
relationship?print, accessed 3 November 2016

39. See, “Transcript: Donald Trump Expounds his Foreign Policy Views”, The New
York Times, 26 March 2016, at https://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/27/us/
politics/donald-trump-transcript.html; see also, Politico Staff, “Full Text: Donald
Trump’s speech on fighting terrorism,”Politico, 15 August 2016, at http://
www.politico.com/story/2016/08/donald-trump-terrorism-speech-227025,
accessed 27 November 2016

40. See Donald Trump Remarks, at https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/



West Asia in Transition52

DJT_Radical_Islam_Speech.pdf; see also, Lee, Carol E. and Kholaif, Dahlia,
“Donald, Trump Speaks with the Egyptian President Sisi”, The Wall Street Journal,
23 January 2017, at http://www.wsj.com/articles/trump-to-speak-monday-
with-egyptian-president-sisi-1485189876, accessed 23 January 2017.

41. John, Kemp,” Trump’s Empty Threat to Stop Buying Saudi oil: Kemp”, Reuters,
London, 17 November 2016, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-
saudi-kemp-idUSKBN13B2GN, accessed 18 December 2016

42. Even during the peak shale boom, US imported about 7 mb/d to feed its refineries.
43. This includes the liquefied natural gas business in Qatar, the joint venture

partnership at the giant West Qurna oil field in Iraq, concessions at Abu Dhabi’s
massive offshore Upper Zakum development, and refinery upgrades in Saudi
Arabia. See Munroe, Dane, “Trump Administration Set to Roil in International
Oil Market”, at http://www.agsiw.org/trump-administration-set/, accessed 14
January 2017

44. Mukherjee, Anit and C. Raja Mohan (eds.), India’s Naval Strategy and Asian Security,
New York: Routledge, 2016, p. 112

45. About 90 per cent of India’s foreign trade by volume, and 70 per cent in value
terms is seaborne, accounting for 42 per cent of its GDP. After the sea routed
Mumbai terror attacks of 26–28 November 2008, the maritime threat has assumed
importance.



PART 2

SAUDI ARABIA





4
Saudi Arabia: Understanding Evolving

Internal and External Dynamics

Meena Singh Roy

Introduction

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia occupies a predominant position in the West
Asian region. Any narrative on the Gulf region would remain incomplete
without understanding the internal and external dynamics of Saudi Arabia.
In the post ‘Arab Spring’ period, Saudi Arabia started recalibrating its
internal and external policy to manage the new security and economic
challenges faced by the Kingdom. The inherent contradiction between the
radical Wahhabi state ideology and the pragmatic demands of the modern
government faced by the Saudi Kingdom continues to affect its internal
and external policies. So far, the Kingdom has managed to maintain the
balance between its Wahhabi idealism and political pragmatism. In
addition, the country is confronted with economic difficulties due to the
drop in the global oil prices. The attack of the Islamic State (IS) on Saudi
soil, a costly quagmire in Yemen, and finally, its setbacks in Syria and
increasing Iranian involvement and influence in Iraq have added to the
Kingdom’s problems in the region.

Given India’s increasing engagement and New Delhi’s growing
economic, energy, and security stakes in Saudi Arabia, it is important to
analyse these new developments and their impact. It is in this context that
the present chapter attempts to unpack current economic challenges and
changing Saudi foreign policy. It also hypothesises about future
opportunities and sustainability for the India-Saudi strategic partnership.
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Internal Dynamics: Addressing Economic Challenges

Saudi Arabia’s economy is witnessing some difficult times given the drop
in global oil prices. This situation has pushed the Kingdom into a huge
budget deficit and billions of dollars in debt to private companies, mainly
in the construction business. Grappling with these economic challenges,
the Kingdom announced the Vision 2030 reform plan in April 2016.
According to the Saudis, this is an “ambitious yet achievable” plan that
aims to stimulate the country’s economy and diversify its revenues.
According to the vision, the plan is based on three pillars: (1) Saudi Arabia’s
status as the heart of the Arab and Islamic worlds; (2) its determination to
become a global investment powerhouse; and (3) transform Saudi Arabia’s
unique strategic location into a global hub connecting three continents—
Asia, Europe, and Africa. Its geographic position between key global
waterways makes the Kingdom an epicentre of trade, and the gateway to
the world. The Kingdom aims to transform Aramco from an oil producing
company into global industrial conglomerate. The vision plans to make
Saudi Arabia “a vibrant society, a thriving economy, and an ambitious
nation”.2 Since 2016, the Kingdom has pursued its “Vision 2030” economic
diversification effort to broaden its investment and business base, while
employing more Saudi citizens in the private sector.

There has been noticeable reduction in expatriate employments in the
Kingdom because of the financial problems, cost cutting, and a drive to
employ more Saudis. The Saudi Binladin Group alone has left around
70,000 expats from poorer countries without a job and, at the same time,
many Western expatriates are in the process of leaving the Kingdom.
According to a foreign manager in the consumer electronics sector, “people
are leaving because there’s not enough business for their contract to be
renewed”. 3

Profit margins for business people are seriously under pressure, and
this is going to be complemented with more problems after the expected
government plans to impose a levy on foreign workers with dependents
in July. The fee is likely to start at 100 riyals a month, rising to 400 riyals
monthly by 2020. In addition, the Saudi government will also raise monthly
fees paid by employers who hire more foreign workers than Saudis. This
is part of the government’s programme to encourage the hiring of local
Saudis. It is equally important to note that while there is no income tax in
the Kingdom, this year the government plans to introduce taxes on some
consumer items. In the current situation, expensive Western workers are
being replaced by less expensive hires like the Portuguese, Greeks and,
increasingly, Arab nationals. These developments are pushing many
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Western workers to leave Saudi Arabia. A foreign fund manager working
in the Kingdom for several years said that, “In 10 years, I don’t think there
will be expats, because they have to get the Saudis to work”.4

The March 2017 data, released by the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency
(SAMA), indicate shrinking assets. Net foreign assets are reducing as the
government uses savings to plug a budget deficit that reached US$79
billion in 2016, and US$107 billion if delayed payments to contractors are
included. Although the country still holds foreign assets above US$ 500
billion, at the same time, the demand for imports financed by commercial
lenders is also falling in the country. Now, private sector imports, financed
through Saudi Arabia’s commercial banks, are falling. This trend is
considered to be a cautious approach adopted by the private sector.5 Saudi
inflation has also been on a downward trajectory. However, economists
within and outside Saudi Arabia are of the opinion that this situation is
likely to be a temporary phenomenon. Fahad Alturki, head of research at
the Riyadh based Jadwa Investment, noted in his research report (23
February 2017) that

Looking ahead, government initiatives aimed at stimulating private
sector activity should have a positive impact on aggregate demand,
and therefore inflation.... We expect inflation to remain subdued in
the first six months of 2017, before another hike in household
electricity prices pushes up inflation during the second half of 2017.6

The Jadwa Investment report acknowledges that the overall outlook
for the Saudi economy remains poor, and projects economic growth of just
0.2 percent over the course of 2017—down from 1.4 percent in 2016 and
4.1 percent in 2015.7 In January 2017, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) slashed its forecast for Saudi economic growth this year from 2
percent to 0.4 percent.8 Reports about the Saudi economy from Capital
Economics (CapEcon), the London based consultancy, suggest that despite
serious challenges faced by the Kingdom, “things are looking up”.
According to CapEcon, the Saudi GDP will grow by 1 percent in 2017. It
also suggests that the period of austerity in the wake of the oil-price crash
is over, and there has been an upturn in new construction contract as some
bills are finally being paid.9 Thus, CapEcon’s projections about the Saudi
economy reflect a somewhat positive outlook for the future of the country’s
economy despite many limitations in implementing its Vision 2030
effectively. As the economic situation seems to be improving, the Saudi
government has forecast a deficit of US$ 198 billion in 2017, and aims to
eliminate the gap by 2020.
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As a result of these positive developments, the Kingdom has reversed
its earlier decision on the reduction of financial benefits to its public sector
employees. The recent reversal of austerity measures after the public outcry
is a case in point of how the Kingdom is trying to address its internal
problems. In September 2016, the Saudi government sharply reduced
financial perks for employees in the public sector where most of the Saudis
work. It cut the salaries of ministers by 20 percent. This was one of the
drastic measures taken by the government to curb a huge budget deficit
due to low oil prices. On 22 April 2017, King Salman bin Abdulaziz restored
“all allowances, financial benefits, and bonuses”10 for those working in
the public sector through the royal decree. In addition, a two month salary
bonus for the Saudi forces fighting in Yemen was announced. This step is
viewed as a tactical move, intended to help the Saudi government
implement its economic reform programme with public support.11

The other significant internal development has been the appointment
of King Salman’s two sons as part of the process of bringing the next
generation of Al Saud leadership in important positions, which is
underway in the Kingdom. Prince Khaled bin Salman was appointed
Ambassador to Washington DC, and Prince Abdulaziz bin Salman, a long
time oil policy official, was appointed State Minister for Energy Affairs.
In an effort to strengthen the hold of the Royal family, some of young
princes of the Al Saud family were made Deputy Governors of the
Kingdom’s provinces.12

Recent initiatives by the Saudi government clearly reflect how the
Kingdom has been able to address current economic challenges while
maintaining the hold of the Royal family over the internal and external
affairs of the country. Many experts have argued that, without political
reforms, it will be difficult for the Kingdom to achieve economic
development. John Edwards, a member of the Board of the Reserve Bank
of Australia, has said that for Saudi vision 2030 economic plan to be
successful, it will have to “profoundly change its society and politics”.13

Some other experts are of the opinion that the “Saudi Wahhabi religious
doctrine is injurious to the cause of modernity”.14

Regardless of the limitations of the Saudi Vision 2030 initiative, it can
be argued that the present developmental initiatives are driven by an
analysis of its own situation wherein the Kingdom is getting into a new
social contract with its people. Experts, like Dennis Ross, are of the view
that the national transformation and monetisation inside is one of the main
priorities of the Saudi government, and this is a determined effort to
produce a successful developmental model. In fact, producing a successful
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developmental model could have far reaching implications for the entire
region.15 How far the Saudi government would be able to successfully
implement its national transformation plan is yet to be seen; but these
efforts do reflects the enormous adaptability potential of the Saudi
Kingdom.

Re-Adjusting External Policy

Being a ‘status quo state’, the Saudi Kingdom finds it very difficult to accept
any fundamental change that challenges the existing internal and regional
order.16 Therefore, the main goal of the Saudi Kingdom has been not only
to ensure the continuation of the monarchical, dynastic rule of the Al Saud
but also to retain its influence and dominance in the Gulf, and the Islamic
world in general. To achieve these goals, it has constantly adjusted and
re-adjusted its internal and external policies. According to the Saudi
government, its foreign policy is based on geographical, religious,
historical, economic, security, and political principles and facts. Based on
the priorities of the Kingdom, its foreign policy is practiced in four
concentric circles: the immediate neighbouring Gulf countries; the Arab
states; the larger Islamic world; and the international community.17 Despite
various geo-political, economic, and security changes in the regional and
international order, the aforementioned two fundamental goals continue
to guide Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy.

However, in the last two years, there has been a noticeable change in
Saudi Arabia’s regional policy approach to address new economic and
security challenges, which are reflected in the Kingdom’s aggressive and
assertive regional policy, and its growing cooperation with the Asian
countries like India, China, and Japan as a part of its diversification policy.
This is somewhat different from the past, in which the Kingdom’s focus
was on building strong relations with the USA and the West.

The New Regional Order

Before analysing its current policy approach, it is important to examine
current regional developments, which have serious implications for Saudi
Arabia. In the current context, the West Asian region is marked by a new
cold war between Iran and Saudi Arabia, as manifested in Syria, Yemen,
Lebanon, Iraq, and Bahrain, and seems to rule out any hope of peace and
stability in the region. This war is being played by Iran and Saudi Arabia
through their support for various proxies in these hot spots. In other words,
a new regional order—which is still unfolding—is characterised by several
new developments.
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Change in US Policy Towards the Region

A rising China, and its growing economic and strategic role in Asia, is
becoming far more important to Washington than West Asia, and US
interest in the region is diminishing, as it is not a top priority for
Washington any more. However, what is important to note that the USA
will continue to be a major arms supplier to its Gulf partners, particularly,
Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Washington is also still going to be viewed as
an important security partner. Though the new Trump Administration’s
West Asia policy is still being formalised, the announcement of President
Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Rome is indicative of a renewed
focus on this region.

The Growing Role of Russia in the Region

Russian presence in Syria and its improving relations with Turkey and
Egypt are significant. The growing defence and security cooperation
between Moscow and Cairo now includes the possibility of establishing a
Russian airbase in Egypt. Two already acquired Mistral-class ships will
now receive the originally planned Russian electronics suite, and will even
carry Russian helicopters. There are also talks of MiG fighter sales to Egypt.
Russia and NATO-member Turkey are now increasing their defence
cooperation. They are even talking about building a long-range missile
system. Turkey is also supposed to have offered Russia its military bases
to fight against Da’esh in Syria.

The Growing Influence of Iran in the Region

The growing influence of Iran in the region has become the top priority
for the Saudi Kingdom. Iran’s influence in Iraq and Lebanon, its growing
presence in Syria, Tehran’s support to the Shia community in Bahrain, and
its increasing role in Yemen are of serious concern to the Kingdom. Saudi-
Iranian tensions have escalated since early 2016 when Saudi Arabia
executed Nimr al-Nimr, a dissident Shia cleric, and the subsequent attack
on the Saudi embassy in Tehran and its Consulate in Mashad. Continuing
disagreements over Hajj—especially after the death of several Iranian and
other pilgrim during 2015—has led to these tensions. The centrality of Iran
in Saudi foreign policy is an undisputed phenomenon that gets reflected
in most of the statements coming from Royal family members or other
officials. Turki Al Faisal bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud, Chairman of the King
Faisal Centre for Research & Islamic Studies in Riyadh, has very clearly
noted that, “The first issue, without any prioritizing, is Iran”. He goes on
to say that “Saudi Arabia will oppose all of Iran’s interference and
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meddling in other countries. It is Saudi Arabia’s position that Iran has no
right to meddle in other nations’ internal affairs, especially those of Arab
states.”18 This position of the Saudi regime remains unchanged, and forms
a major basis of its policy in the region. The softening of the US and
European approach (after the signing of the JCPOA) has pushed the Saudi
regime to follow a much more aggressive regional policy in the recent past,
including enhancing its military purchases and building a military “Sunni
coalition”.

The Civil War in Yemen

The dangerous stalemate between the Saudi-supported Hadi government
and Iran-backed Houthi rebels has worsened the Civil War in Yemen.
Saudi-led coalition forces have continued to bomb Houthi held areas,
leading to many civilian casualties estimated at over 2,000, including about
500 children. The Houthis have also upped the ante, and have refused to
recede from their advances. They have fired missiles inside the Kingdom,
including one allegedly targeted at the Holy Places. Missiles from Houthi
held areas have also targeted a US Naval Ship in the Red Sea, evoking a
response and threatening escalation. In the meanwhile, the Al-Qaeda in
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) is taking advantage of the situation, has
increased its stronghold in south eastern Yemen, and is threatening to undo
the achievements of the US-led counter terrorism operation against them.

The Situation in Iraq

Despite the advances made by US-backed Iraqi forces and Kurdish militias
and the reverses faced by the Islamic State (IS) throughout the year, the
chances of a sectarian flare-up due to Turkish and Iranian involvement
remains high. At the same time, the IS has not entirely given up its control
of the strategic city of Mosul, and continues to spew its menace within
and outside the region. There is also a fear that, once the international
forces leave the ground, the Iraqi army will lose ground to the IS which
has the ability to go underground and re-surface once the situation returns
to normalcy. More importantly, the threat of Jihadist organisations—
particularly the Da’esh—continues to swell, and not recede across the
region. In other words, the situation in Iraq is vulnerable.

Syria

Crucial for Saudi Arabia, Syria right now appears to be engulfed in a
quagmire in which Russia-Iranian-Turkish cooperation is trying to find a
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way out. However, this has excluded not just the USA and the West but
also the Gulf Arab countries, particularly Saudi Arabia and Qatar who have
been providing support to the Syrian opposition against Assad. The recent
advances of Shiite, Turkish, and Kurdish forces against the Arab Sunni
populace in Syria and Iraq have generated a heightened sense of insecurity
among the GCC countries over the fate of their regimes in the future.

Turkey

Turkey is seeking a new role for itself, with new ambitions in the West
Asian region. After President Erdogan won the controversial 16 April
referendum, major changes are underway in the country. These are
increasing the President’s powers bringing the country close to
authoritarian rule. These changes are likely to have major implications for
Turkey’s internal and external policy.

The Saudi Response

All these developments have led the Saudi Kingdom to re-adjust its
external policy to manage these challenges, protect its predominance in
the Arabian Peninsula, and retain its eminent position of leadership of the
wider Muslim world as the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques (Mecca
and Medina), the birthplace of Islam. In response to these new challenges,
Kingdom has bolstered its arms purchases from the USA, the UK, and
France. In mid-December 2015, Prince Mohammed bin Salman announced
the formation of an Islamic Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism (IMAFT).
The alliance is said to share information, train, equip, and provide forces
(if necessary) for the fight against IS militants. Former Pakistan army Chief,
Raheel Sharif, has been appointed as the first Commander of this coalition.
In the beginning, the IMAFT comprised of 34 countries—out of a total of
57 member states of the Organisation of Islamic Countries (OIC)—
including Egypt, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Turkey, Malaysia,
Pakistan, and several African nations but excluding Iran and Iraq.19

However, this number increased to 41, with Oman joining the alliance.
This is indeed an important development, given Oman’s close relations
with Iran.20 Due to the exclusion of Iran and Iraq, the coalition has been
viewed by many as sectarian in nature and not representing Islam as well
as the “new adventure of Prince Salman”.21 More important is that, in
reality, the coalition lacks an operational mechanism and a clear
framework.22 Regardless of the limitations of IMAFT, the Saudis have
succeeded to bring together major Islamic countries under its security
umbrella.
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At another level, the Kingdom is strengthening its cooperation with
key Asian partners, including China, Japan, and India. The visit of King
Salman to China in March 2017 highlights the increasing role which China
is seeking to play in West Asian affairs as well as Saudi’s outreach to Beijing
to enhance economic and energy cooperation. During this visit, both the
countries signed a MoU worth US$65 billion, and included areas ranging
from energy, investments, to cooperation in space. China offered Saudi
Arabia participation in its Chang E-4 moon mission, and a partnership
agreement for the manufacture of drones. Besides the MoU, Saudi and
Chinese companies signed 21 deals to explore investments in oil and
petrochemical plants, ecommerce, and cooperation in renewable energy
markets. Seeking China’s greater role in the region, King Salman said,
“Saudi Arabia is willing to work hard with China to promote global peace,
security, and prosperity”. In the light of current developments, China has
been seeking to play a greater role in the West Asian Region. While some
experts remain sceptical, others have termed China’s role as that of an
“honest broker”. In January 2016, Premier Xi paid visit to Saudi Arabia
and Iran, striking a balance between its two key partners in the region.
From the Saudi perspective, it is seeking investments from China to address
its economic challenges and implementing its vision 2030 programme.23

Simultaneously Saudi Kingdom has approached Japan for investment
and trade. During King Salman’s visit in March 2017, he participated in
the closing session of the Forum on the Business Vision between Saudi
Arabia and Japan 2030. This Forum discussed ways to achieve the current
executive programme emanating from the Saudi Vision 2030 to promote
trade and investment between the two countries. A MoU on the
implementation of the Japanese Saudi Vision 2030 was signed.24

While the Kingdom has adopted a policy to “look east”, and enhance
its cooperation with Asian partners, it has also been making efforts towards
sustaining its cooperation with its traditional allies like the USA and
Europe. These changes in Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy highlight the
Kingdom’s ability and agility to re-adjust its foreign policy, and withstand
current internal and external challenges.

Enhancing the “Strategic Partnership” with India

From India’s perspective, Saudi Arabia remains a key partner in the region.
The recent developments and high level visits from both sides clearly
indicate the growing cooperation between the two countries. The
overlapping “Look-East” policy of Saudi Arabia and the “Look-West”
policy of India are indicative of a growing recognition of a mutuality of



West Asia in Transition64

interests between the two countries. The India-Saudi partnership entered
a new phase during the Congress lead UPA government (2004–2014), with
high level visits from both sides. This partnership has been taken to new
levels by the Modi government. The Delhi Declaration of 2006—and the
subsequent signing of the Riyadh Declaration in 2010—elevated the India-
Saudi bilateral relations to the level of a ‘Strategic Partnership’.

King Abdullah’s visit in 2006 led to the signing of the Delhi Declaration,
which provided a framework of cooperation in all fields of mutual interest,
including, counter-terrorism, money laundering, drugs and arms
smuggling. The expanded scope of India-Saudi Arabia cooperation
signalled towards Riyadh’s efforts to engage with rising powers. His visit
marked the beginning of a new chapter in India-Saudi relations, with a
de-hyphenation of ties from Pakistan, Iran, and other external factors.

While King Abdullah’s visit was a turning point in India-Saudi
relations largely from the Saudi perspective, it was Indian External Affairs
Minister Jaswant Singh’s visit to Riyadh in 2001 that broke the Indian
“mindset”25 of viewing the Kingdom from a Pakistani prism. Singh’s visit
was the first high-level political contact since Indira Gandhi’s visit in 1982,
and focused on all aspects of bilateral ties, including energy security,
regional stability, and India-Pakistan relations. An editorial in The Hindu
ascertained that the visit

turned the spotlight on larger issues of strategic-political stability in
the southern and western parts of Asia ... [and] brought into focus a
relative new notion about the connectivity between the security of
West Asia (including the Gulf region) and the stability of South Asia
(meaning specifically the India-Pakistan relationship).26

This was also the beginning of security and defence cooperation between
the two countries, encompassing joint naval and military exercises, training
of defence personnel, and exchange of military hardware. Subsequently,
in 2012, Indian Defence Minister A.K. Antony’s visit to Riyadh set the
roadmap for expanding defence cooperation in the fields of training
exchanges, port visits by each other’s warships, and high-level military
delegation visits.

This mutually beneficial relationship was further consolidated during
the April 2016 visit of Prime Minister Modi to the Kingdom. This set a
completely new milestone in the bilateral relations. The present strategic
partnership between the two countries is based on four pillars: energy,
trade and investment, diaspora, and growing security and defence
cooperation. The new dimension of the partnership is reflected in the joint
statement, which agrees upon
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the need to intensify bilateral defence cooperation, through the
exchange of visits by military personnel and experts, the conduct of
joint military exercises, the exchange of visits of ships and aircraft,
and the supply of arms and ammunition and their joint
development.27

The desire to enhance cooperation in defence and security has emerged
as the key feature of the India-Saudi relations. Several visits undertaken
by India’s National Security Advisor, Ajit Doval, and Prime Minister’s
special envoy on counter-terrorism, Syed Asif Ibrahim, to Riyadh are clear
signals of heightened security cooperation between the two countries.
Taking the security collaboration further, the leadership of the two
countries have also agreed to strengthen maritime security in the Gulf and
the Indian Ocean region.

Combating terrorism and counter-radicalisation has emerged as the
second important pillar of cooperation between New Delhi and Riyadh.
The 2016 joint statement called on

all states to reject the use of terrorism against other countries;
dismantle terrorism infrastructures where they happen to exist and
to cut off any kind of support and financing to the terrorists operating
and perpetrating terrorism from their territories against other states;
and bring perpetrators of acts of terrorism to justice.28

More importantly, the growing strategic partnership between New Delhi
and Riyadh came into the limelight in April 2016, when Saudi Arabia came
out as one of the first countries to condemn the terrorist attack at Uri. This
was an unanticipated development, given the traditional pro-Pakistan
approach of the Kingdom with regard to issues relating to Kashmir. It has
been seen as a significant development as increasing Saudi focus on
engaging India as its strategic partner.

Despite fruitful economic relations in the past, India was unable to
capitalise on the full potential of trade and investment opportunities that
the India-Saudi partnership offered. Prime Minister Modi’s visit provided
a renewed impetus to economic cooperation between the two countries.
He requested Saudi Arabia “to be a partner in India’s growth story”, and
invited Saudi Aramco, SABIC, and other Saudi companies to invest in the
infrastructure sector, and become a part of India’s mega industrial
manufacturing corridors, its smart cities, and the Digital India and Start
Up programmes. This offer was welcomed by the Saudis, and they
expressed interest in investing in areas such as railways, roads, ports, and
shipping. To attract Saudi investment, the Indian side explained the recent
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efforts taken by the government to improve the ease of doing business in
India. For example, the joint statement noted “India’s key efforts to simplify
and rationalise existing rules and relax the foreign direct investment norms
in key areas, including railways, defence and insurance.”29 Saudi Arabia
not only acknowledges India’s strong growing economy but has expressed
appreciation of Prime Minister’s vision for the future of the country.

Saudi Arabia is India’s 4th largest trading partner, with bilateral trade
accounting for US$26.7 billion in 2015–16 (see Table1).30 Trade figures have
declined slightly since 2013–14 owing to lower oil prices and overall lower
international trade; but trade volume remains high.

Table 1: India-Saudi Arabia Bilateral Trade (in US$ million)

Year 2011–12 2012–13 2013–14 2014–15 2015–16

Exports 5,683.29 9,785.78 12,218.95 11,161.43 6,394.23

Imports 31,817.70 33,998.11 36,403.65 28,107.56 20,321.33

Total Trade 37,500.99 43,783.89 48,622.60 39,268.98 26,715.56

Saudi Arabia is also the 5th largest market for Indian exports. Indian
companies are expected to invest US$1.6 billion in Saudi Arabia across in
the IT, telecom, construction, consulting, and pharmaceutical sectors.
During his visit to India in 2015, the Saudi Deputy Minister of Industries,
Saleh S. Al-Solani, informed that 50 Saudi companies were already
operating in India, including Saudi Aramco and SABIC, and 75 Indian
companies were operating in Saudi Arabia, including Wipro, TCS, L&T,
Godrej Group, and ITC.31 Saudi investments in India have increased over
the years, though it remains below the potential. Saudi companies have
made a cumulative investment of US$ 75 million in the Indian market
during April 2000 to December 2016. This is expected to improve, given
the mutual desire on both sides to strengthen and consolidate the economic
partnership in the future. Prime Minister Modi’s visit has already laid the
foundation for this cooperation.

The importance of Saudi Arabia as a reliable energy partner of India
cannot be ignored. It is the largest supplier of crude oil to India, and 90
per cent of Indian imports from Saudi Arabia consist of petroleum. India’s
growing energy demands further enhance the significance of Saudi Arabia.
It is estimated that India will import ninety per cent of its overall oil and
gas requirements by 2040, predominantly sourced from West Asia.32 Saudi
Arabia held 15.7 per cent of the world’s total proven oil reserves as of
2015—the highest in West Asia, and second only to Venezuela. In 2015,
Saudi Arabia accounted for 13 per cent of total global oil production—the
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highest by an individual country and the same as the USA. India recorded
an 8 per cent increase in oil consumption in 2014–2015.33 Saudi Arabia has
been India’s highest exporter until it was edged out by Iraq in April-May
2016. While Saudi Arabia accounted for 25 per cent of Indian oil imports
in 2015, the Kingdom’s share fell to 18 per cent in April 2016, and Iraq’s
rose to 22 per cent.34

Nevertheless, the Saudis maintained the top position in the first three
quarter of 2016–17 with US$10.7 billion worth of oil exports to India. The
leadership of the two countries have agreed to transform the buyer-seller
relationship in the energy sector by focusing on investment and joint
ventures in petrochemical complexes, as well as cooperation in joint
exploration in India, Saudi Arabia, and even in third countries. In addition,
both the countries have also agreed put emphasis on areas of training and
human resources development, with greater engagement in research and
development in the energy sector. To further energy cooperation, the need
for regular meetings—under the umbrella of India-Saudi Arabia Ministerial
Energy Dialogue—has also been emphasised.

The other significant pillar of India-Saudi relations has been the
presence of the Indian diaspora. Saudi Arabia is home to some 2.9 million
Indians, accounting for over 30 per cent of the foreign workers employed
in the Kingdom.35 They remitted US$10.51 billion to India in 2015. The
presence of the Indian community in Saudi Arabia offers both
opportunities as well as challenges for New Delhi and Riyadh. During
Prime Minister Modi’s visit in 2016, this issue got special attention, as the
Prime Minister made it point to interact with the Indian expatriate
community there. Both countries signed an agreement on labour, and
agreed to establish a Joint Working Group on consular issues to resolve
outstanding issues.

After the Saudi government introduced Saudisation under its national
transformation programme, there is a concern in India that this may
adversely affect the Indian expatriate population in Saudi Arabia. In
August 2016, 10,000 Indians—stranded in Saudi Arabia after being laid
off by construction companies—had to be evacuated by New Delhi. The
economic recession in Saudi Arabia led to over 50,000 Indians returning
home in August 2015–2016.36 Though the recent Saudi initiative to provide
more jobs to its citizens may have reduced job opportunities for Indians,
it is not likely to make an impact in the short and mid-term in a major
way. Indeed, so far, its impact has been minimal. In this regard, New Delhi
and Riyadh have managed this problem without doing any damage to its
growing bilateral relations. In fact, the Saudi government, along with Qatar
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and Dubai, helped India in freeing its 46 nurses kidnapped by the IS in
Iraq in 2014. Again, during the evacuation of the Indian citizens from
Yemen, the Saudi’s extended their help to India in 2015.37

Given the renewed focus from both sides to reinvigorate the existing
strategic partnership between New Delhi and Riyadh, the scope of
cooperation is likely to expand beyond the existing areas identified by both
sides. Sectors like information technology, agriculture, food security
pharmaceutical, medical tourism, bi-informatics, higher education, cyber
and maritime security, coastal policing, and defence cooperation are
promising areas for future cooperation. For pulling in more investment
from Saudi Arabia, India will have to make its market more attractive and
profit-oriented for private Saudi investors. As India and Saudi Arabia have
stepped up cooperation in the security, defence, and economic arenas in
the last few years, there is now need to sustain the current momentum of
engagement by both sides.

Current analyses of Saudi Kingdom’s internal and external policies
indicate following trends: (a) the Kingdom is on the path of economic
transformation, and forming a new social contract with its people to
address its internal challenges. How far will the Kingdom be able to
successfully implement the new developmental model is yet to be seen.
(b) Iran forms its key priority, as the Saudis would like to prevent growing
Iranian influence in the region at every cost so that it does not challenge
its own domination in the Gulf region. To achieve this, it has created a
Sunni military alliance. (c) The USA continues to be its significant security
partner despite some differences on their priorities regarding their common
interests in the region. However, under its “Look East” policy, the Kingdom
is working towards building new partnerships with China, India, Japan,
and Korea.

In conclusion, the Saudi Kingdom has great potential to readjust its
internal and external policies, and adapt itself to new regional realities
while sustaining its control within the country. It continues to protect the
interests of the Saudi Royal family as well as maintain its leadership role
in the Gulf region. Despite facing many challenges and limitations in the
past, Saudi Arabia has been able to withstand both the storm of the “Arab
Awakening” as well as the current geopolitical and economic challenges
facing it within and without.
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Saudi Arabia and the Region

Neha Kohli

ABSTRACT

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, a conservative Islamic monarchy, is the largest
country in the Gulf region in terms of population, area, and abundant in a
single natural resource: oil. It is also home to the two holiest sites of Islam,
Mecca and Medina. Socially and politically conservative, the Kingdom follows
a strict interpretation of Islam in the form of Wahhabism. Religious orthodoxy
is particularly dominant in the domestic space; however, the country uses its
political, religious, and economic clout to attempt to shape the wider Islamic
world as per its conservative Wahhabi ideology.

Saudi Arabia views itself as a regional leader as well as that of the wider Islamic
world. And it has not been immune to the fast-moving changes that West Asia
has been witness to, over the past five years. The ideas of populism, democracy,
and freedom that the Arab Spring brought to the fore in the region, spread
across West Asia, fuelled in part by the access of large numbers of youth to the
social media as also the consequence of immense dissatisfaction with the ruling,
mostly dictatorial/monarchical regimes. The Arab Spring began in Tunisia in
December 2010 with the self-immolation of a street vendor, leading to the
outpouring of popular resentment against the incumbent regime, and eventually
led to its downfall. This was repeated in Egypt in February 2011 when there
was a popular mass uprising against Hosni Mubarak, the country’s military
dictator. Saudi Arabia’s smaller neighbour, Shia-majority Bahrain saw a pro-
democracy movement emerge in March 2011, and unrest ensued in Syria
wherein the regime cracked down on popular protests for change that eventually
spiralled into a civil war. More recently, Saudi Arabia has had to contend with
the rise of the Islamic State (IS) in the territories of Iraq and Syria. The IS



West Asia in Transition72

declaration of an Islamic Caliphate in 2014 affects the Kingdom as it is the site
of the Two Holy Mosques (which it uses to legitimize its leadership role in the
larger Islamic world). Moreover, the US-Iran rapprochement post the 2015
nuclear deal has started the process of Iran’s re-integration into the global and
regional orders. It is in this latter space that there arises a conflict of interest
between the Islamic Republic and the Kingdom.

While the Saudi-Iran relationship has been largely confrontational since the
Islamic Revolution in 1979, it tended to take the form of proxy conflicts in
different arenas. This has been more so since 2011, beginning with the crushing
of the pro-democracy protests in Shia-majority Bahrain—the Saudis provided
financial and military aid under the aegis of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) in support of the Bahraini regime to crush the movement. In Syria, the
Saudis have consistently supported anti-Assad forces, ostensibly because the
regime has been a long-standing ally of Iran in the Levant. Mubarak’s fall in
Egypt, and the coming to power of the Muslim Brotherhood was not viewed
with much favour by the Kingdom; however, the re-establishment of a military
regime under Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has the Saudi’s tacit approval. Closer home,
in Yemen, the Saudis launched a military campaign against the Houthi rebels,
whom they see as an Iranian proxy. The Saudis have also pulled together a
‘Sunni Coalition’ of Islamic countries to undertake military action against the
IS as well as for counterterrorism.

Not only are the Saudis grappling with a fast-changing—in their eyes, perhaps,
worsening—regional order that allows Iran to come forward and assert itself
as a regional hegemon, they are also adjusting to the American withdrawal of
sorts from the region, in keeping with the latter’s pivot to Asia. For half a
century and more, the USA was the security guarantor for the Kingdom and
the other states in the Gulf. However, post the US-Iran nuclear deal, and
America’s obvious interest in making Iran an ally in addressing the regional
disorder, the Saudis have had to re-calibrate their foreign policy. A conservative,
defensive outlook—hitherto supplemented by its religious and energy clout—
has changed in the past five years. The Saudi regime is attempting a more
proactive foreign policy towards the region and beyond, given the massive
upheavals West Asia is witnessing. In doing so, it has not been averse to playing
the sectarian card, given that it sees Iran as its main regional competitor for
strategic influence—the Saudi interventions in Bahrain and Yemen, its support
to anti-Assad forces in Syria are key examples of this approach. This has a
domestic aspect as well, since Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province has a large Shiite
population, and the regime has always been wary of Iran’s perceived influence
here. The foreign policy re-calibration also comes with a change in guard at
home—the accession of King Salman to the throne after the death of King
Abdullah in 2015, and the transition of the royal succession to the second
generation leadership.

This chapter examines aspects of Saudi foreign policy, in particular how the
Kingdom views and addresses the changes in the region, the challenges it faces,
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and the strengths and limitations of its approach. It also discusses Saudi-Iran
geopolitical rivalry, and looks at the Saudi involvement in the proxy conflicts
in Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen. Another aspect the paper addresses is whether
there is an emerging Saudi-Egypt-Turkey-Qatar axis.

Background

Saudi Arabia is a conservative, Islamic, oil-rich monarchy that
geographically dominates the Arabian Peninsula. It is also the most
populous Arab country in the Gulf region, and derives a strong sense of
regional and global leadership from the fact that in its territory are Mecca
and Medina, two of the holiest sites in Islam and the birthplace of the
religion. Modern Saudi Arabia was established in 1932, with the formal
consolidation via three decades of conquest of the various provinces that
make up the country, by Abd al-Aziz Ibn Abd al-Rahman Al Saud. The
modern state, however, traces its lineage back to the mid-eighteenth
century when a strategically significant political-religious pact was arrived
at between a reformist preacher, Mohammed Ibn Abd Al Wahhab, and
the emir of the small central oasis of Diriya in Najd, Mohammad Ibn Saud.
It was this pact—which accorded, in agreement, political and temporal
powers to Mohammad Ibn Saud and religious oversight to Mohammad
Ibn Abd Al Wahhab—that enabled the former to move out of Najd and
expand the borders of his domain. In modern Saudi Arabia, this alliance
continues to undergird the state.

For most of its modern history, Saudi Arabia was a one-resource
economy—its primary asset was oil. Demographically, militarily,
historically, and even politically, Saudi Arabia lacked the heft that its larger
Arab neighbours possessed (in terms of population, if not territory), both
in the immediate Gulf region and in the broader West Asian region. Thus,
for long, the Saudi regime depended on this oil resource to enhance its
standing domestically, and remain significant for the fast growing western
economies, especially the United States (USA), in the post-World War II
era. Saudi Arabia firmly put itself in the Western camp during the Cold
War and, over time, built a strong relationship with the USA, which
guaranteed the latter with consistent energy supplies from the Kingdom
in return for it providing Riyadh a security umbrella. Alongside its western
leanings, regionally, and as far as the larger global Muslim world was
concerned, Saudi Arabia tended to use its Islamic credentials—as the
birthplace of the religion and home to its two holiest sites—in its foreign
relations. This also allowed it to mitigate, to a certain extent, its lack of
clout vis-à-vis other Arab states and its larger neighbour Iran. In fact, since
the mid-1980s, the Saudi ruler has styled himself as the ‘Custodian of the
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Two Holy Mosques’ in order to bolster the monarchy’s Islamic identity
and reach in its neighbourhood as well as in the larger Muslim world.

During the 1950s and 1960s, Saudi Arabia stood in opposition to the
Nasserite version of Arab nationalism. This situation changed in the 1970s
following two major occurrences: the first was the 1973 oil crisis when
Saudi Arabia, along with other members of the Organisation of Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC), pushed for an oil embargo against western
powers supporting Israel in the Yom Kippur War, which led to a significant
increase in the revenue it earned from this one resource. It now had the
ability, in financial and economic terms, to move towards acquiring the
regional leadership role it always sought. The second was Iran, which,
following the Islamic Revolution in 1979, became a cause for apprehension
for Saudi Arabia given its revolutionary call for the overthrow of
monarchies across the region. The presence of a large number of Shias
within Saudi Arabia and its smaller Arab neighbours further added to its
apprehension. Since then, Saudi foreign policy has consciously tried to hold
back Iranian influence across the Gulf and the wider West Asian region,
and also limit its influence domestically.

Since the 1980s, buoyed by its increasing oil wealth and antagonism
towards the revolutionary regime in Tehran, Saudi Arabia has used petro-
dollars to spread its own peculiar version of Wahhabi politico-religious
thought beyond its borders. This is often to counter other, alternate politico-
religious views as well as models of governance, specifically Iran’s, which
represents a revolutionary Shia theocratic state. It has also sought to
increase its influence over its smaller neighbours in the Gulf region and
in the wider West Asia, and is the largest member in terms of population,
resources, and economic clout within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC),
a regional security organisation. More recently, after the overthrow of
Saddam Hussein in Iraq in 2003, Saudi Arabia saw itself facing newer
challenges—a changed regional order, instability in Iraq, renewed threat
from Iran, and asymmetrical and Islamist threats like the al-Qaeda
externally; and calls for internal security reform domestically. These new
realities and challenges to the state and ruling family, religious legitimacy
both domestically and in the region, changing security considerations—
all ultimately have impacted its foreign policy calculations.

This chapter begins by discussing the main features and foundations
of Saudi foreign policy. It then examines how the Kingdom has viewed
and addressed the changes in its immediate neighbourhood since 2011 in
particular; the challenges it faces currently; and the strengths and
limitations of its approach. Underlying its foreign policy choices and
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behaviour regionally is a geopolitical rivalry with Iran—one that is
increasingly acquiring sectarian overtones and is being played out in proxy
arenas. In effect, the Saudi approach to the region has been to continue to
assert its regional standing while facing challenges to it.

The Foundations of Saudi Foreign Policy

F. Gregory Gause III defines the “fundamental goals of Saudi foreign
policy” as the following: ‘to protect the country from foreign domination
and/or invasion and to safeguard the domestic stability of the Al Saud
regime.’1 A Saudi point of view states that the Kingdom ‘...is a status quo
state by its very nature and therefore any radical changes that threaten
[its] existing internal and regional order [are] not easily accepted.’2 Along
with ensuring the monarchical, dynastic rule of the Al Saud, the Kingdom
wishes to retain its supremacy regionally in the Gulf and West Asia, and
in the larger Islamic/Muslim world. These goals have remained unchanged
in spite of the Kingdom having faced challenges such as Arab
Nationalism/Pan-Arabism in the wider region, the Iranian Revolution and,
more recently, the virtual break-up of Iraq in its near neighbourhood.

For its part, Saudi Arabia describes its foreign policy as being ‘shaped
within [the following] major frameworks’:3

1. Good-neighbour policy;
2. Non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries;
3. Strengthen relations with the Gulf States and the countries of the

Arabian Peninsula;
4. Strengthen relations with Arab and Islamic countries for the

benefit of the common interests of these countries, as well as
advocate their issues;

5. Adopt the nonalignment policy;
6. Establish cooperation [sic] relations with friendly countries; and
7. Play an effective role in the international and regional

organisations.4

For Saudi Arabia, its primary areas of interest are (concentrically, as
per importance) the neighbouring Gulf, the extended Arab neighbourhood
in West Asia, the larger Islamic world, and the international community.
Gause condenses these levels to three:

(1) the international level, dominated by the Saudi strategic alliance
with the United States and the Saudi role as an oil power; (2) the
Middle East regional level, where Saudi Arabia plays a balancing
game among larger and more powerful neighbors; and (3) the
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Arabian Peninsula level, where Saudi Arabia asserts a hegemonic
role vis-à-vis Yemen and its smaller monarchical neighbours.5

The Gulf Region

The Gulf region is the country’s immediate neighbourhood, including the
smaller monarchies of Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, United Arab Emirates,
Oman, on the Kingdom’s east and south-eastern borders, and the politically
fragile and volatile state of Yemen to the south-west; it also includes Iran
across the Gulf, a geographically, demographically larger neighbour that
is also, in terms of religious ideology, as well as a competitor for regional
dominance, at odds with Saudi Arabia. In this region, the Kingdom actually
plays the role of a hegemon as it far out-ranks its Arab Gulf neighbours
territorially, demographically, politically, and resource-wise. Saudi foreign
policy stresses on ‘blood relations, historical connections, [the] unique
geographical neighbourhood that brings Arab Gulf States together, [and]
the similarity of existed political and economical systems.’6 In 1981,
concerned by the revolutionary rhetoric from Tehran that was directed at
the monarchical regimes of the Gulf as well as being increasingly concerned
about the impact of the Iranian Revolution on their domestic
constituencies, the Gulf states (except Yemen) led by Saudi Arabia formed
the GCC. Key to Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy goals in the Gulf are to
maintain security and stability in the region; cooperate on a range of
‘political, economical, security, social, cultural fields’ through the GCC;
and ‘coordinate the policies of the GCC...especially toward the regional
and international momentous issues’, among others.7

Arab Neighbourhood
Saudi Arabia has been cognizant of its ‘Arab’ identity from the
establishment of the modern state. This led the country, in 1945, to become
one of the founding signatories of the Arab League along with Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan (then Transjordan), Lebanon, and Syria. Saudi Arabia has always
emphasised both its Islamic and Arab identities, and indeed sees little
difference between the two. It further emphasises the ‘necessity of Arab
solidarity, together with coordination among the Arab countries with the
aim to unify Arab stances and utilise all potentials and resources of Arab
countries to serve the Arab interests.’8 Given its location in a region that
has seen persistent conflict since the end of World War II, a key feature of
Saudi foreign policy has been that of mediation. While mediation might
not have led to a resolution of these conflicts when it did attempt to
mediate, it did help Saudi Arabia achieve its specific foreign policy
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objectives, along with enhancing (or maintaining) its image as well as
ensuring its regional supremacy. According to Mehran Kamrava,

Saudi Arabia views mediation as an integral tool in its foreign policy
goals of maintaining an active involvement in regional issues,
enhancing and deepening its influence among the different parties
involved in national and cross-border disputes, and using foreign
policy objectives and initiatives as a means of ensuring and
perpetuating domestic political legitimacy of the state.9

Some examples of the Kingdom’s connect to, and interest in Arab affairs,
are: its stated commitment to the Palestinian issue, the 2002 Prince
Abdullah Peace Initiative, the 2007 Mecca Accord, and the 1989 Taif Accord
that brought the Lebanese civil war to a close.

The Islamic World
Islam has been a defining identity for the Kingdom, encompassing the
political, socio-cultural and spiritual/religious realms. Saudi rule over the
Kingdom’s territory was legitimised by Al Saud’s pact with the Wahhabis
in the eighteenth century. Indeed, the two Saudi states of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries were examples of Al Saud’s expansionist aims
being supported and legitimised by a Wahhabi religious sanction. In the
twentieth century, leading up to the consolidation of modern Saudi Arabia,
the Wahhabi conception of Islam was used by Abd Al Aziz Al Saud in the
form of the Ikhwan (deeply religious Bedouin) who looked at the state-
building project as propagating Wahhabi/Sunni orthodoxy over the
conquered lands. Saudi Arabia believes in using,

...Her potentials and resources to serve issues of [the] Islamic World
and achieve the motives of solidarity and unity based on the fact of
belongingness to one belief. The Islamic symbiosis is the method to
regain Muslims [sic] position and honour.10

In order to further cement its role and position in the larger Islamic/
Muslim world and ‘achieve Islamic solidarity’, Saudi Arabia

...sought and initiated, together with their [sic] Islamic countries, to
establish a system of Islamic governmental and non-governmental
organizations, among which are the Muslims World League
established in 1962 and the Organization of Islamic Conference
established in 1969, where the Kingdom embraced the Headquarters
of both organizations.11

Through these organisations, the Kingdom seeks to promote (and be at



West Asia in Transition78

the forefront) of the collective security of Islamic countries, mediation
efforts,12 economic aid, relief and assistance as well as

back up Muslims and defend their issues, and provide moral and
material support to Islamic groups wherever they exist, through
generous contribution in building mosques, and establishing Islamic
civilized [sic] centres.13

Through its outreach in the Islamic world as a leader, the Kingdom also
seeks to mitigate the effects of a ‘cultural overflow and intellectual invasion’
(ostensibly from the West) as also ‘introduce the real and true image of
Islam and its tolerance law Sharia’a, and protect Islam from all the clear
accusations and slanders addressed to Islam, such as terrorism and human
rights violations.’14

The formal adoption by King Fahd of the title, “Custodian of the Two
Holy Mosques” in 1986 was another attempt at the Kingdom’s
assertiveness of its obvious leadership of the Islamic/Muslim world. As
Mai Yamani writes, ‘[t]he kingdom’s use of Mecca as a tool of foreign
policy...[reinforces] this status; the city is a symbol unavailable to potential
rivals...’15 in the region and the Arab world.

The International Level
Since it views itself as a natural leader at the regional, Arab and Islamic
levels, the Kingdom also sees itself as playing an important role
internationally. It is a founding member of the United Nations (1945) and
joined the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961. Furthermore, during the 1970s,
it saw itself as part of the Western bloc, opposed to the Soviet Union, thus
entering into an economic and security relationship with the USA. Together
with pre-revolutionary Iran under Reza Shah Pehalvi, Saudi Arabia was a
part of the American ‘Twin Pillar’ policy which was aimed at preventing
the spread of Communism and also mitigating Soviet influence in the
region during the height of the Cold War. Indeed, it could be said that the
bedrock of Saudi foreign policy during the Cold War rested on its deep
relationship with Washington.16 What made the Kingdom key to Cold War
politics was energy: Saudi Arabia accounts for almost 25 per cent of the
total known oil reserves in the world. This allows it great leverage in the
international arena, as it is the largest supplier of energy to many
economies, especially in the Asia-Pacific region.17 Moreover, owing to its
vast reserves, it has the ability to act as a ‘swing’ supplier in terms of
increasing or decreasing supplies as and when the need arises. As a
member of the OPEC, and given its vast proven oil reserves, Saudi Arabia
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also has the ability to affect global oil prices in keeping with its foreign
policy agenda.18

Moreover, since the events of 11 September 2001 (more popularly
referred to as 9/11), undertaken by the Al Qaeda under the leadership of
Osama Bin Laden (a Saudi national) and with the participation (and also
popular support later) of many Saudis in the terror attacks, Saudi Arabia
has also pushed internationally a condemnation and rejection of ‘...all
methods and mechanisms of international terrorism, and [to] confirm that
Islam is above suspicion of all terrorist activities.’19 In doing so, it speaks
of ‘[a]dhere[nce] to the regulations of the international law, agreements,
charters, and bilateral agreements, as well as respecting them all either
within the framework of international organisations or other agreements.’20

The Kingdom’s Regional Approach since 2011

The events of the Arab Spring challenged Saudi Arabia’s “status quo-ist”
approach.21 The underlying rationale of Saudi Arabia’s regional approach
since 2011 has been its apprehension of a resurgent Iran. More than the
events in Tunisia and Egypt,22 it was the popular uprising in neighbouring
Bahrain23 that was a great cause for concern in Riyadh. Strategically, Saudi
Arabia’s interest in Bahrain stems from the fact that a change in the
Bahraini political situation—if the majority Bahraini Shia succeed in
gaining significant concessions from the regime or, as was the
apprehension in 2011, that the Shia opposition succeeds in removing the
ruling regime—would have an immediate impact on Saudi Arabia’s own
internal stability as well.24 Therefore, Saudi Arabia not only keeps an eye
on its tiny neighbour, it also moves to influence events occurring there:
thus, as the Bahraini opposition movement gained strength in the early
days of the Arab Spring in 2011, the Kingdom provided financial and
military aid under the aegis of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in
support of the Bahraini regime to crush the movement.25

The Iran Factor
What drove Saudi concerns in 2011 (and does so today as well) is the fear
that the ‘instigator’, the ‘benefactor’ (in the case of Bahrain and, more
recently, in Yemen), as well as ‘beneficiary’ of the uprising is Iran. It is a
reality of the geopolitical situation in the Gulf region that there are two
regional giants competing for a leadership role: Saudi Arabia and Iran.
Both have complex histories, and also stand on two sides of a religious
divide within Islam: while Iran is overwhelmingly Shia26 and claims
leadership of Shia Muslims worldwide, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
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asserts its claims to the leadership of the larger Sunni Muslim population
across the globe. Each has tried, over the past few decades, to remake the
region in terms of its own political-religious state structure and primacy
of national interest.

Since the Revolution in 1979, Iran’s revolutionary theocratic regime
sought to ‘export’ the revolution to the monarchies across the Gulf; indeed,
it called for similar revolutions to occur in these countries. One of the
targets of this revolutionary call was the Saudi regime, which now began
to view Iran under Khomeini as a ‘destabilizing force’. In Saudi Arabia,
this became a cause for concern domestically as well, given its significant
Shia population that tends to face systemic and deep-rooted discrimination.
The Saudi regime has always been apprehensive of this population
segment’s supposed ‘loyalty’ to Tehran. The divergence in ideologies,
policies, and with events such as the 1979 siege at the Grand Mosque in
Mecca,27 the earlier riots in Shia-dominated areas—with little to no evidence
of an Iranian hand—and the constant calls for the removal of the Saudi
monarchy coupled with a geopolitical contest between two large regional
states, led to an estrangement and a ‘bitter rivalry for power and influence
in the region’. This also led to Saudi Arabia (and other Gulf regimes)
supporting Iraq during the eight-year long Iran-Iraq War during the
1980s—it is estimated that Saudi Arabia contributed US$25 billion to Iraq
during this period. This changed in 1990–91 with Saddam Hussein’s
invasion of Kuwait, which jolted the Kingdom’s security perception
considerably.28

The Iraq Context
In 2002, while the campaign against the Taliban and Osama Bin Laden in
Afghanistan29 was still on-going, the USA and Britain began laying the
case for a military campaign against Iraq, calling for the removal of Saddam
Hussein and the Ba‘thist regime in Baghdad, ostensibly on the grounds
that there were weapons of mass destruction (WMD) being harboured by
his regime. Saudi-US relations had already been under considerable strain
since 9/11, and the regime’s response to the proposed US-led war against
Saddam Hussein was apprehensive and cautious. Simply put, the Saudis
were against the war in 2003, which was a complete turnabout from their
position during the Kuwait crisis of 1990–91. In 2003, the Al Saud regime
was not only grappling with the reality of the Saudi militants’ involvement
in the 9/11 attacks on the USA, but was also facing increasingly vocal
criticism from within the country, especially from amongst the Islamist
forces. Many were contemplating the regime’s downfall. Furthermore, the
George W. Bush administration’s intense focus on terrorism, Osama Bin
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Laden and Al Qaeda as well as Saddam Hussein meant an increasing and
interventionist role of the USA in the region. The Saudis were wary of this
intense focus on their own practices and, thus, did not give the same level
of support to the US-led War on Iraq as they did to the 1991 campaign.

While attempts were made to link the US invasion of Iraq in March
2003 with the larger ‘War on Terror’ still being carried out in Afghanistan,
Saddam’s fall resulted in a dramatic change in the political situation in
Iraq. It set in motion a battle for the control of Iraqi territory between
various factions within the country. Emboldened with the removal of the
dictator, the Iraqi Shia, the largest segment of Iraq’s population (comprising
65 percent of the total population) suddenly found an avenue to gain
power. The removal of Saddam Hussein and the US-led creation of a Shia
majority state on its northern border created a great sense of unease in the
Kingdom (as well as in other Arab capitals). This sense of unease was best
encapsulated by the concept of the ‘Shia Crescent’, first articulated by King
Abdullah of Jordan, that hinted at Iran as the power centre of a new
regional order stretching from the Gulf to the Levant, dominated by what
is essentially a minority sect in Islam. This new regional order, in Saudi
eyes, would see an empowered Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the continued
control of the Alawites in Syria, a Shia-dominated Iraq, and the ripple effect
in Bahrain, with its Shia majority.30 With large numbers of Saudi Shias in
its Eastern Al Hasa Province, Saudi Arabia perceived this as a growing
(and perennial) security problem within its borders.

Proxy Conflicts
The long-standing geopolitical rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia
provides the context for understanding how the latter has approached its
immediate region since 2011. Interestingly, Saudi-Iran rivalry has not
resulted in direct confrontation; rather it has manifested itself in proxy
arenas, involving both state allies and non-state actors. In the aftermath
of the Iranian Revolution,

...the Saudis stitched together an alliance of Gulf monarchies to
strengthen their regional standing [that is, the GCC]...unlike the Saudi
model of a coalition of nation states, [Iran] was focused on non-state
actors. Iran was behind the formation of the Hezbollah...and had
been one of the consistent supporters of the...Hamas.31

Since 2003, this rivalry—in reality an attempt to shape the changed
regional order to their own advantage—had intensified along sectarian
lines. Both Iran and Saudi Arabia claimed the leadership of the Gulf
regional order, and of the larger Muslim world; and both have tried, over
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the past four decades, to assert themselves to the advantage of the rival
using rhetoric that is often couched in religious or sectarian terms. Unlikely
to enter into a conflict directly, Saudi Arabia has used other spaces to
confront Iran: for example, in Iraq, Bahrain, Syria and, most recently,
Yemen—always viewing the ‘other’ from its peculiar politico-religious,
ideological lens. In the words of Turki Al Faisal, Saudi Arabia views with
great apprehension the

Iranian leadership’s meddling and destabilizing efforts in the
countries with Shia majorities, Iraq and Bahrain, as well as those
countries with significant minority Shia communities, such as Kuwait,
Lebanon and Yemen...[and]...will oppose any and all of Iran’s interference
and meddling in other countries (emphasis mine).32

Most recently, it is Yemen that has become the primary arena of proxy
conflict, along with Syria. In the latter,

Saudi Arabia [has] funded and supplied the rebels fighting Iran’s
ally Bashar al-Assad; Iran...and showered Assad with military aid....In
Yemen, Iran stepped up its financial and military aid for the Houthi
rebels; after the rebels seized the capital Sanaa in early 2015 and
began moving to take the rest of it, Saudi Arabia launched a bombing
campaign to stop them.33

This was also spurred by moves by the USA to strike a deal with Iran on
its nuclear programme and begin the removal of the harsh sanctions regime
on it. For the Kingdom, any agreement that would begin Iran’s
rehabilitation into the mainstream, and allow it to come back as an actor
on the regional state remains unacceptable.34

In 2015, Saudi Arabia stitched together a ‘Sunni coalition’,
‘[an]unprecedented coalition of Sunni states...to preserve what they
consider as the legitimate Yemeni government...the start of Operation
Storm of Resolve...’35 This followed an uprising by the Houthis (a Shia sub-
sect in Yemen) and the resignation of Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi, Yemen’s
President since 2012. For Gulf regimes and their Sunni partners in the
WANA region, the removal of Hadi and the Houthi successes were further
evidence of Iran’s proxy influence in Yemen as well as a ‘...Shia
takeover...[while] Tehran and its allies...see this as an open act of
aggression...’36 The forming of the coalition also saw the coming together
of Egypt, Turkey, Qatar,37 and Saudi Arabia in opposition to Iran.

Assessing the Saudi Approach

How do we evaluate the Kingdom’s foreign policy towards the region?
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To do so, we must recall how the Saudis define their country—as a status
quoist state for which threats to its internal order (regime security) and
regional order (external threats) are unacceptable. Would we then define
its foreign policy regionally as merely reactive? Or, as: measured,
pragmatic, and consistent? To be fair, since its inception, the Saudi state
has navigated a plethora of challenges and threats and yet managed to
retain as well as increase its say in regional and global affairs. Contrary to
much speculation over the past decade and a half regarding the stability
of the regime, the Al Saud have weathered many challenges—these have
been domestic as well as foreign—and managed to retain power. At the
same time, despite its tendency to prefer the status-quo, the Kingdom has
sought to increase as well as maintain its leadership role in regional issues:
that is, it views with approval a regional order which it could dominate.
Hence, it’s discomfort with the idea of a dominant Iran in the Gulf or West
Asia, as also (historically) a dominant Egypt or Syria or Iraq. Thus, in the
1950s and 1960s,

Saudi Arabia addressed the nationalist movement led by president
Gamal Abdel Nasser when his ideology was seen as a threat to the
regional security and stability. It also confronted the communists in
the region, supported Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war when it was evident
that Iran sought to change the regional order [post 1979], and stood
fast against Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait [in 1990-91].

A key feature of Saudi foreign policy has been its deep relationship
with the USA, which, though transactional, is based on the two axes of
energy and security. During the Cold War, Saudi Arabia cast its lot with
the US-led bloc; and Saudi influence in West Asia owed much to Riyadh’s
proximity and importance to Washington. Since the events of 9/11, this
relationship has come under strain, although Saudi Arabia continues to
maintain relations with the USA. The American invasion of Iraq, however,
appears to have been the catalyst for the Kingdom to seek new friends. It
has taken a 180-degree turn in doing so by beginning to look eastwards
towards the growing economies of Asia. Since the mid-2000s, the two Asian
economic giants—China and India—have become some of the largest
consumers of Gulf energy. Moreover, there are increasing trade relations
between these countries and the Kingdom. With specific reference to India,
the Kingdom is seeking to develop a closer relationship with New Delhi.
It is already India’s largest energy source in the Gulf, and home to around
3 million Indian expatriates. The Indo-Saudi relationship has evolved into
a ‘strategic partnership’ since 2010 when former Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh visited Riyadh. The closeness has also been apparent
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since the visit of the late King Abdullah as the honoured guest at India’s
57th Republic Day in 2006. The current ruler of Saudi Arabia, King Salman,
is slated to visit India in 2017.

Six years after the Arab Spring took root in West Asia, we find that
Saudi Arabia has weathered the storm reasonably well. Despite
apprehension that the regime would be challenged by the wave of popular
discontent sweeping the region, the regime has withstood and weathered
the storm. Rather, the Kingdom has shown considerable manoeuvring
capability and resilience in the face of new challenges. It has managed
internal discontent, and has taken a bolder, exploratory approach to
perceived external challenges. This was especially so in the case of Bahrain
in 2011, when it provided military (as well as financial) aid, albeit under
the GCC banner, to crush the uprising against the Al Khalifa regime. It
has involved itself, though indirectly, in Syria when it supported forces
rebelling against Bashar Al Assad’s regime that is Iran’s only Arab ally in
the region. More recently, it has taken unprecedented charge in attempting
to push back the Houthi rebels—again seen to be aided and supported by
Iran—in Yemen where it has led a coalition of Sunni states in undertaking
military action against the Houthis. Thus, the Kingdom takes the
geopolitical rivalry with Iran very seriously and, despite its avowed status
quoist image, has slowly begun to develop a more intrepid approach to
the region. This intrepidity is also ascribable to a clear change of guard at
the helm of the regime— for the first time a third generation of leadership
is taking over the reins of the Kingdom. Thus, Prince Mohammad bin
Salman, a favourite son of the current king, has been at the forefront of
the Yemen campaign. There is also recognition that the revenue from
energy is as finite as the resource itself, and hence there are attempts
internally at economic and political reform.

To sum up, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia sees itself as a regional leader,
if not a hegemon, and focuses its regional policy to this end.
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Arabia: An Evolving Symbiosis1
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The birth of Wahhabism and the Saudi state took place in the early 18th century,
which was followed by the two sides forging a historic pact in 1744 to aid and
support each other. The alliance has remained in existence to this day, and has
profoundly influenced Muslim and global history for almost three centuries.

This chapter seeks to explore the love-hate tug of this 300-year long marriage
by highlighting changes in the dynamics of the relationship, the inherent
tensions, and the challenges posed to it by many external and internal threats—
viz. the Ottoman Empire, the Ikhwan Revolt, Juhayman Al-Otayba’s Grand
Mosque Seizure in 1979, the rise of Al-Qaeda and the 11 September 2001
attacks, the Sahwa’s constitutional reform movement, the black swan of the
‘Arab Spring’, the ISIS menace, the growing Shiite ascendance in the region,
and the Saudi search for a new security architecture.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Wahhabism

Like Siamese twins, Wahhabism and the Saudi state were born around
two and a half centuries ago, and have since stuck together in a largely
symbiotic relationship. Their combined strength and shared destiny have
given them considerable geo-political heft, resilience, and longevity.
However, this seemingly seamless compatibility has often concealed an
underlying sense of unease and restiveness that has often spilled out
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violently, but has almost invariably evolved into a higher level of mutually-
advantageous power dynamic. This chapter seeks to explore the complex
past of this synergetic relationship that continues to shape the Arab,
Muslim, and world history, even as it charts a somewhat fraught and less
predictable future ahead.

It should be noted here that both the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and
Wahhabism have evolved in their political and religious orientation over
the centuries, and this chapter seeks to chart the trends that shaped not
only the political leadership of the House of Saud but also Wahhabism,
which has either been tempered by modern Salafi movements as
exemplified by the Salafi-Wahhabi constitutional reformists associated with
the Sahwa in Saudi Arabia, the pragmatic descendants of Abdul Wahhab
(the Al Ash-Shaikh family) who dominate the Saudi religious
establishment, or have been further radicalised by modern Salafi Jihadist
outfits like Al-Qaeda and the ISIS.

First and Second Saudi States of Diriyah (1727-1892)

Before discussing this Saudi-Wahhabi love-hate tug, it would be important
to first understand the geographical regions of the Arabian Peninsula from
which both Wahhabism and the KSA have emerged. Najd, which means
‘plateau’, covers the north-central area of present-day Saudi Arabia.2 It is
the place of origin for both Wahhabism and the first Saudi state that came
into existence in the mid-18th century.

Along the peninsula’s west coast lie Hejaz (which nestles the Islamic
holy cities of Mecca and Medina) and Asir (bordering Yemen). The Eastern
Province (traditionally known as Hasa) extends from Najd to the Persian
Gulf, which currently has a substantial Shiite population, and is rich in
petroleum reserves. The vast Rub al-Khali desert dominates the kingdom’s
south-central stretch. Some of these historical areas have now been
reconstituted to come under 13 Regions of the Kingdom.3

In the 18th century, the Ottoman Empire exercised a substantial degree
of suzerainty over Hejaz and Hasa, but had no formal presence or influence
over Najd.4 As the region did not produce enough agricultural surplus or
livestock, it was not an attractive proposition for extending control to Najd
either for the Ottomans, the Hejazi Sharifs, or the Banu Khalid rulers of
Hasa. Therefore, the towns and oases of this region were ruled by their
own amirs, who exercised a great degree of independence. In fact, its small
merchants travelled to Basra and even India to supplement their meagre
resources.

In Najd, Mani ibn Rabiah Al-Muraydi of the Mrudah clan founded
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the settlement of Diriyahin 1446–1447. Later, a scion of the Al-Saud
landholding merchant class, Muhammad ibn Al-Saud, became Diriyah’s
local ruler in 1727.5 It is believed that the nascent Saudi leadership did not
have a distinguished tribal pedigree; nor did it have great wealth. Some
historians attribute this limitation as a reason for its adoption of the warlike
Wahhabi movement, associated with the religious reformer Muhammad
ibn Abdul Wahhab (1703–92), as a means for gaining territory and prestige.

Born in a family of famous theologians, Muhammad ibn Abdul
Wahhab belonged to the Banu Tamim tribe and, after his religious
education in Madina, Basra, and Hasa, he returned to his place of birth,
the Najdi village of Uyayna. Here, ibn Abdul Wahhab developed his
uncompromising stance against Sufism and Shiite Islam. He started
preaching against the prevalence of pre-Islamic customs and rites, like
sorcery, superstition, solarism and idol worship that had returned to
Arabia, and called on Muslims to revert to the “original” teachings of Islam.

At that time, Islamic scholarship was preoccupied with settling
practical matters of the community, and thus put great emphasis on the
study of ‘Fiqh’ (Islamic jurisprudence). However, Ibn Abdul Wahhab
concentrated on reviving Muslim adherence to the fundamental articles
of faith (Aqaid), particularly Tawhid 6 (belief in the existence and worship
of only one God, Allah). His followers called themselves ‘Muwahhidun’
(Unitarians); but his following was popularly known as Wahhabi.

In spite of being welcomed initially, Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab’s
religious activism in Uyayana soon became unpopular, particularly after
he and his followers levelled the grave of Zayd Ibn Al Khattab (a
companion of Prophet Muhammad) that was venerated by the people, cut
down trees that were held sacred by the locals, and personally stoned a
woman to death for committing adultery.7 Muhammad ibn Abdul
Wahhab’s actions antagonized the people of Uyaynah, and its chief had
to expel him from the village. It is at this time that Muhammad bin Saud
invited Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab to Diriyah and granted him
protection. A historic pact was sealed between the two sides in 1744, along
with the marriage of Abdul Wahhab’s daughter with the son of
Muhammad Ibn Saud. It is reported that

Muhammad ibn Saud greeted Muhammad Ibn Abdul Wahhab and
said, ‘This is your oasis, do not fear your enemies. By the name of
God, if all Najd was summoned to throw you out, we will never
agree to expel you.’ Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab replied, ‘You
are the settlement’s chief and wise man. I want you to grant me an
oath that you will perform jihad against the unbelievers. In return



West Asia in Transition92

you will be imam, leader of the Muslim community and I will be
leader in religious matters.’8

This historic pact9 and power sharing agreement has remained extant
for over 270 years.10 While Wahhabism thrived under the political
protection of the Saudi rulers, its emphasis on jihad provided the
ideological impetus for the state of Diriya to expand its boundaries, and
launch the conquest of Arabia.11 In fact, the families of Muhammad ibn
Saud and Muhammad Ibn Abdul Wahhab have intermarried many times
over the years, and in today’s Saudi Arabia, the minister of Islamic Affairs
is always a descendent of Ibn Abdul Wahhab, popularly known as from
Al Ash-Sheikh family.12

Following this alliance, Ibn Abdul Wahhab issued the decree of jihad
against adjoining tribes whose religious practices of making pilgrimages
to tombs he ruled as sacrilegious. The jihadi raids, based on the doctrine
of ‘Takfir’, became more successful under the reign of Muhammad ibn
Saud’s son, Abd Al-Aziz (1765–1803). Thus, under the guise of spreading
the message of Wahhabism, Saudi leadership was able to subjugate most
of the chieftains in Najd. Thereafter, Saudi forces moved eastward into
Hasa, and terminated the rule of Banu Khalid. The capture of Qatif in 1780
opened the road to the coast of the Persian Gulf and Oman. Qatar accepted
the suzerainty of the Saudi in 1797, and Bahrain followed suit and paid
‘zakat’ to Diriyah.

Saudi forces then expanded to the west and, in spite of strong resistance
from the Sharif of Mecca, Saud ibn Abd Al-Aziz (1803–14) temporarily
held sway over Taif in 1802, Mecca in 1803, and Madina in 1804. Their
raid of Taif was particularly violent, where they massacred the male
population and took the women and children as slaves.13

The Wahhabi religious leaders ordered the destruction of the domed
tombs of the Prophet and of his companions, in accordance with their belief
of not building monuments on graves.14 Saudis also marched into Asir,
where local leaders embraced Wahhabism; but their ingress into Yemen
was unsuccessful. However, the most brutal of their attacks was on the
Shiite holy city of Karbala in 1802. There, according to a Wahhabi chronicler
Uthman bin Abdallah bin Bishr, the marauding forces,

Scaled the walls, entered the city ... and killed the majority of its
people in the markets and in their homes. They destroyed the dome
placed over the grave of Imam Hussein (the revered grandson of the
Prophet) whatever they found inside the dome and its surroundings
... including emeralds, rubies, and other jewels ... different types of
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property, weapons, clothing, carpets, gold, silver, precious copies of
the Quran.15

The sacking and plundering of Karbala resulted in the revenge killing of
Saudi ruler Abd Al-Aziz in 1803 by a Shiite in a mosque in Diriyah.16

Eventually, the Ottoman Empire responded to the Saudi-Wahhabi
challenge by sending troops of the Egyptian ruler Muhammad Ali into
the Arabian Peninsula in 1811, which led many tribal confederations that
had accepted the Saudi yoke to switch sides in favour of the foreign troops.
After freeing the region of Hejaz, the son of Muhammad Aziz (Ibrahim
Pasha) invaded Najd, ravaged the capital city of Diriyah, and massacred
several Wahhabi religious scholars. The Saudis surrendered on 11
September 1818 and, thereafter, the Saudi ruler Abdallah was held prisoner,
taken to Istanbul, and beheaded. Thus ended the first Saudi-Wahhabi state
of Diriya.17

Following the obliteration of the first Saudi state, a second and much
smaller Saudi state (the Emirate of Najd) gradually emerged, and lasted
from 1819–1891. As it limited itself to the area of Najd, it did not draw the
subsequent wrath of the Ottoman and Egyptian forces, and was protected
by the region’s remoteness, the paucity of natural resources, and poor
communication and transportation. However in 1891, the Rasheedi rulers
of Jabal Shammar successfully ended the second Saudi state in the Battle
of Mulayda, and forced the House of Saud led by Abd Al-Rahman bin
Faysal to Kuwait.

Wahhabism: Doctrines and Detractors

Wahhabism is considered a religious movement of Sunni Islam; but its
adherents prefer to call themselves ‘Ahl Al-Tawhid,’ ‘Al-Muwahiddun’
and, in modern times, Salafis. Founded by Muhammad ibn Abdul Wahhab
in the mid-18th century, most of its doctrinal beliefs are in sync with the
literalist Ahl Al-Hadeeth (‘people of tradition’) school that arose in the
second and third Islamic centuries in opposition to the ‘Ahl Al-Raay’
(‘people of legal reasoning’) Sunni scholarship, that allowed the liberal
use of ‘Qiyas’ or interpretative reasoning for settling religious and
jurisprudential issues. Over the centuries, the chief proponents of the Ahl
Al-Hadeeth (‘people of tradition’) movement were jurists and theologians,
like Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (780–855), Taqiuddin Ibn Taimiyyah (1263–1328),
Muhammad Al-Qayyim Al-Jawziyya (1292–1350), and Muhammad Hayya
Al Sindhi (died 1750).

Muhammad Ibn Abdul Wahhab’s religious orientation focused mainly
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on the principal Islamic article of faith known as ‘Tawhid’ (the oneness of
God), and emphasised the eschewing of ‘Shirk’ (the worship or adoration
of anything other than one God, that is, Allah) as well as the rejection of
‘bidaa’ (‘innovation’ in religious matters). Thus, Wahhabism took up certain
strict theological positions on matters of belief that were at variance with
other schools of Sunni Islam (especially of the Ahl Al-Raay), particularly
on matters related to ‘tawassul’ (intercession of a holy person on behalf of
someone to arrive at or obtain favour of God), ‘istighata’ (beseeching a
dead saint or holy person for evoking the help of God), the doctrine of
‘wahdatul wujud’ (the Oneness of all beings in God, monism), and adopted
controversial approaches allegedly leading to ‘takfir’ (declaring a person,
community infidel in order to legitimise ‘qital’ or slaughter) and ‘tajsim’
(anthropomorphism).

In fact, Ibn Abdul Wahhab (the founder of Wahhabism) believed that
those Muslims who disagreed with the strict theological premise of his
puritanical school, in effect violated the basic tenets of Islam and, in order
to restore the religion’s pristine purity, it was essential to conduct jihad
against ‘hypocritical’ Muslims. This stance taken by Ibn Abdul Wahhab
drew criticism from other Muslim theologians who believed that the
Shahada (profession of Islamic faith, that is, ‘There is no god but Allah,
Muhammad is his messenger’) was sufficient for a person to be deemed
a Muslim, and that shortcomings in someone’s behaviour or in the
observance of mandatory rites did not turn the person into ‘an
unbeliever’.18

In addition, the Shiite were considered outside the pale of Islam by
Ibn Abdul Wahhab because, he argued, that the Shiite belief in the
‘infallibility of the Imams’ constituted ‘Shirk’ (blasphemy). In his book
‘Kitab Al-Tawhid’,19 Ibn Abdul Wahhab regarded the Shiite as the arch-
enemies of Islam, and the Jews and Christians (who have been accorded
the status of ‘People of the Book’ by classical Islamic scholarship) as infidels
and devil worshippers.20

Wahhabism is also opposed to Sufi schools of mysticism and their
practices. As mentioned above, Ibn Abd Al-Wahhab opposed ‘Tawassul’
(prayer though intercession as practised by Sufis) on the basis that a
plaintiff should pray directly to God, and should not use any intermediary
(living or dead, saint or a prophet) as it would be tantamount to associating
partners with the Almighty, which is ‘Shirk’ (the unpardonable sin of
apostasy, punishable by death). Again, Wahhabism which opposes ‘bidaa’
(innovation) in religion blamed the Sufis for introducing and inculcating
various new forms of worship and meditation into Islam. Being highly
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literal in its reading of Islamic Scriptures, Wahhabism opposes the mystical
and figurative interpretation of verses by Sufi scholars, and considers such
interpretations as invalid concoctions. Thus, Wahhabism—being akin to
the Athari Ahl Al-Hadeeth—emphasizes the ‘zahir’ (apparent or the literal)
meaning of the Islamic texts as opposed to their rational or spiritual
interpretation of the Ahl Al-Raay schools—like the Ashari and Maturidi
theology as followed by Hanafi Muslims, including the Deobandis and
Barelvis that constitute the majority Sunni community in the Indian
subcontinent.

In addition, Ibn Abdul Wahhab rejected the doctrine of ‘Taqlid’ in Sunni
jurisprudence, which means strict compliance with any of the four juristic
schools of Sunni Islam (Hanafi, Shafa’i, Malaki, and Hanbali). Instead, he
called on his followers to revert to the Quran (Islam’s holy book), the
Hadith (speeches and conduct of the Prophet), and the actions of the first
three generations of Muslims (the Salaf)21 when using ‘ijtihad’ (independent
reasoning). Notwithstanding this claim, Wahhabism has remained closely
affiliated to the Hanbali school of Sunni Islam in various juristic matters.22

Wahhabism also espouses the radical concept of ‘Al Wala Wal Al Bara’23

(which signifies staunch loyalty to everything Islamic, and complete
dissociation with the un-Islamic). According to this concept, Abdul Wahhab
made it “imperative for Muslims not to befriend, ally themselves with, or
imitate non-Muslims or heretical Muslims”, and that this “enmity and
hostility of Muslims toward non-Muslims and heretical had to be visible
and unequivocal”.24

Many Islamic theologians have also found Wahhabi doctrines similar
to those of old heterodox movements in Islam, like the ‘Mujassimah’
(Anthropomorphism—which is the belief that God has a body and is
similar to humans). From Ibn Taimiyyah to Abdal-Aziz Abdallah bin Baz,
Wahhabi theologians have been criticized by several Sunni and Shiite
scholars for suggesting that Allah has a ‘jism’ (body), has a ‘hadd’ (limit),
and ‘harakah’ (movement),25 that He is not omnipresent but is distant and
separate from creation and resides in the highest heaven.26 Some Muslim
scholars have gone to the extent of applying the well-known ‘Hadith of
Najd’27 to the Wahhabis, which they claim was the Prophet’s warning
against their emergence.28

The Wahhabi style and manner of jihad has often been criticized by
non-Wahhabi Islamic scholars for violating the principles of Islamic
warfare. Wahhabi jihad is conducted as a typically savage and tribal raid
for gaining territory and lucre rather than for a religious cause.29 While
some have questioned the scholarly credentials of Abdul Wahhab, pointing
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out the paucity of his ecclesiastical treatises and commentary, a large and
growing number of Muslims across various sects have increasingly
accepted most Wahhabi ideals and doctrines in modern times. This has
been so principally in their strict adherence to Tawhid, Wahhabi emphasis
on the priority of personal good deeds over saintly intercession, and the
reversion to a literal understanding of the Scriptures, without blind
adherence to classical Islamic scholarship, religious jurists, or self-
proclaimed mystics.

Ibn Saud and Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (1902–1932)

The son of Abd Al-Rahman bin Faysal was Abd Al-Aziz, popularly known
in the Western world as Ibn Saud. One night, in January 1902, he scaled
the walls of Al-Rashidi city of Riyadh with a contingent of 40 men, and
took control of that city after killing its governor Ajlan in front of his
fortress.30 This intrepid and successful raid made the charismatic Ibn Saud
popular overnight, with many of the former supporters of the House of
Saud rallying to his call to arms.

For several years hence, Ibn Saud and his forces fought and captured
large portions of Najd from the Rashidi rulers. Around 1912, Wahhabi
scholars associated with Ibn Saud religiously radicalised young nomad
raiders into soldiers for the fledgling Saudi state. This new religious militia
came to be known as ‘Ikhwan’ (not to be confused with Egypt’s Ikhwan
Al-Muslimeen, translated as Muslim Brotherhood).

In December 1915, the British entered into a treaty with Ibn Saud (The
Treaty of Darin), wherein the territories of the latter became a British
protectorate, and attempted to define its boundaries.31 For his part, Ibn
Saud vowed to wage war against Ibn Rashid, an ally of the Ottomans. In
1921, the Battle of Hail sounded the death knell of the Rashidi rulers, and
the Jebel Shammar fell into the hands of the Saudi juggernaut.32 This
conquest was followed by a protracted conflict known as the Second Nejd-
Hejaz War (1924–25), which ended successfully for Ibn Saud in December
1925 with the fall of Jeddah. In 1926, the entire territory of Nejd and Hejaz
was brought under Saudi rule.

However, an even bigger challenge for the Saudi ruler now emerged
from within his forces. A large section of Ikhwan militants, raised by the
Saudi clergy, sought to fulfil their ideal of purifying and unifying the world
of Islam, an ideal which eventually clashed with the political pragmatism
displayed by Ibn Saud once he unified Nejad and Hejaz into his kingdom
and forged an alliance with the British.

Soon after the Battle of Ha’il, the Ikhwan independently raided
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Transjordan between 1922 and 1924. Under pressure from the British, who
had treaties with territories in Transjordan, Ibn Saud forbade the Ikhwan
from conducting raids against non-Wahhabi Muslims. Ibn Saud also
wanted to reassure the Muslim world that his state was not opposed to
other Muslim sects and that the “new Wahhabi regime would not disrupt
the (Haj) pilgrimage”.33

In 1926, Ikhwan leaders met at Al-Artawiya and accused Ibn Saud “for
not upholding the sharp separation of belief and infidelity”. In 1927, the
Ikhwan Revolt began raiding neighbouring Iraq and Kuwait, in spite of
Ibn Saud’s orders against it.34 The final decisive battle took place between
the Ikhwan and Saudi forces broke out in March 1929 in the Battle of
Sabilla. The Ikhwan—who fought with traditional swords and spears—
could not withstand machine gun fire and modern weaponry provided
by the British to Ibn Saud’s forces.35 The rebellion was completely crushed
in 1930, when several Ikhwan rebel leaders surrendered to the British.

In the long and tortuous history of the Saudi-Wahhabi relationship,
the Ikhwan Revolt is the first episode where Wahhabi idealism directly
clashed with the political pragmatism of the Saudi state. Here, it is
important to note that it was a descendant of the Ikhwan survivors,
Juhayman Al Otaybi, who later led the infamous Grand Mosque seizure
of 1979 against the Saudi government. However, in both instances, the
will of the Saudi state prevailed over the Wahabbi uprising. Eventually,
on 23 September 1932, the foundation of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
was formally proclaimed.36

Oil and Faisal’s Modernisation (1932-1979)

Oil was discovered in Saudi Arabia’s Al-Hasa region (the Shiite dominated
Eastern Province) in 1936 by the US-owned California Arab Standard Oil
company (Casco), the predecessor to Arabian American Oil Company
(Aramco). Commercial production began in 1938. Soon oil provided the
fledgling kingdom with much needed economic and political stability as
well as prosperity, along with substantial political leverage internationally.

In 1964, Faisal became the King of Saudi Arabia, and developed a
reputation of being a transformative and modernising figure. He ushered
in a welcome shift toward steady modernisation of a highly conservative
society, with fiscal responsibility and educational reforms. Although
personally religious, he decreased the power of the Wahhabi scholars and
included non-Wahhabis, particularly cosmopolitan Sunni Hejazis from
Mecca and Jeddah, into his administration.

Even as Prince, Faisal issued a decree for the full abolition of slavery
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in the country in 1961. He also introduced education for women and girls
in spite of opposition by the religious conservatives, although their
curriculum was written and monitored by the clergy. In 1963, he
established the country’s first television station which started telecasting
two years later— that is, after he became king.37

The failure of Nasser’s pan-Arabism following the defeat in the 1967
Arab-Israeli War (also known as the Six-Day War), gave opportunity to
King Faisal to project Saudi Arabia as the pre-eminent Arab power. In fact,
King Faisal sought to replace the unsuccessful secular pan-Arabism of
Nasser with a Salafi-Wahhabi brand of pan-Islamism. As early as 1962,
Saudi Arabia had established the World Muslim Organization in Mecca,
which was given great impetus in King Faisal’s reign.38 Although Saudi
Arabia played little role in the Israel-Arab wars of 1948 and 1967, it decided
to launch an economic offensive in the Yom Kippur War of 1973 between
the Arab states (particularly Egypt and Syria) and Israel.

As the USA was a supporter of Israel, King Faisal decided that Saudi
Arabia will participate in the oil boycott by the Organisation of Arab
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) of Western states, namely the
USA, the UK, Canada, the Netherlands, and even Japan. As oil prices
soared, Saudi revenues increased substantially throughout the 1970s. King
Faisal, considered to be the main strategist behind using the ‘oil weapon’,
became a highly popular leader in the Arab and Muslim world.39

It was under Faisal’s reign that Wahhabism shed its old, misleading
appellation. It took on the Salafi tag after a leading member of Al Ash-
Sheikh claimed that the scions of Abdul-Wahhab preferred to call
themselves ‘Al-Salafiyyun’. In fact, all Wahhabis today call themselves
Salafis, and their influence on the Salafi ideology has become so
pronounced that the modern rationalist ideology of the original progenitors
of the Salafi movement—Jamal Al-Din Afghani and Muhammad Abduh
(both Sunni Asharis)—has been effectively marginalised. Ironically, it was
the modernist Salafi leader, Rashid Rida, who first called Wahhabis Salafi
in creed, and Hanbali in law school, or simply ‘Salafi Sunnis’.40 However,
there still exist remnants of old school non-Wahhabi Salafis in the Arab
world, particularly within the Muslim Brotherhood, which calls itself
‘Salafi’ in the ‘About Us’ section of its website.

However, on 25 March 1975, King Faisal was shot dead by the son of
his half-brother, Faisal bin Musaid, who had recently returned from the
USA. It is a generally-held belief in the Arab world that Western powers
conspired in the assassination of King Faisal in retaliation of his oil
embargo. Another theory is that the plot was hatched by disgruntled
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religious elements as King Faisal’s assassin was the brother of a religious
zealot who was killed by security personnel while trying to attack Saudi
television headquarters.

The Grand Mosque Seizure and After (1979–2001)

Clearly, the gradual marginalisation of the radical religious elements and
the pace of modernisation played a big role in the end of King Faisal’s
reign. The time had come for the dissident Wahhabi elements to reassert
their sway over the Saudi government. The discontent manifested in 1979,
when a group of young Salafi insurgents took control of the Grand Mosque
of the Kaaba (from 20 November to 4 December 1979) in the city of Mecca,
during the annual Haj pilgrimage. The insurgents—led by a charismatic
43 year old militant Juhayman Al-Otaybi—claimed that one of their leaders
was the mythical Mahdi himself (an end-time Muslim world conqueror
in Islamic eschatology), a person by the name of Muhammad Abdallah
Al-Qahtani. It took two weeks for Saudi forces to end the siege, which
was followed by the execution of Otaybi and his cohorts.

The seizure of Islam’s holiest site, the taking of hostages from among
the pilgrims, the shooting in the holy precincts, shocked the Muslim world.
Some experts call it a seminal event in the evolution of Islamic terrorism.41

The seizure of the Grand Mosque challenged the religious legitimacy of
Saudi rule, and raised questions about the conservative society’s
acceptance of its modernisation drive. At that time, the Saudi government
was headed by King Khaled, but its affairs were run by Crown Prince Fahd,
who found that the religious elite sympathised with many of Juhayman’s
grievances against the government.

As a consequence, Fahd had to cave in to the demands of the ‘ulema’
on many issues even though they went against the liberalisation drive of
the government; he had to give up most of the reform programmes and
measures initiated since the time of King Faisal. To begin with, photographs
of women in newspapers were banned, followed by the banning of the
appearance of women on television. Cinemas and music shops were
closed. School curriculum was changed to provide even more religious
education. Classes on subjects like non-Islamic history were removed from
syllabi. Gender segregation was extended in public life, ‘down to the
humblest coffee shop’.42 The power of the dreaded vice squad—‘the
mutawween’—to check the religious violations of the citizenry was “the
seizure of the Grand Mosque sent Saudi Arabia into a 30-year time warp
that cut it off from the social development trajectory it had been on”. Saudi
Arabia became one of the worst police states in the world.
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Earlier in 1979, Saudi Arabia was also shaken by a major destabilising
event in the region. It was the Iranian Revolution that ousted the Shah
and brought in the rule of the Shiite clerics, under Ayatollah Khomeini.
Suddenly, Saudi Arabia was contending with a rival Islamic revolutionary
movement which was against dynastic rule, and which had emboldened
the repressed Shiite population in the Arab world. An unprecedented civil
unrest ensued in the country’s Qatif and Al-Hasa regions (Eastern
Province) that year, which has a majority Shiite population.43

The third highly significant event of the year 1979 was the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan. The embattled Saudi government immediately
got the opportunity to refurbish its religious credentials, and to find a
legitimate theatre for releasing the Wahhabi virulence simmering within.
Thus,

the struggle for Afghanistan gave young, religious Saudis—graduates
of the Kingdom’s new religious universities—an opportunity to
defend Islam. A few hundred travelled to Afghanistan to join Muslim
guerrilla fighters, the mujahideen. The United States, Saudi Arabia,
and Pakistan assisted them financially and logistically.44

Many of these Saudi mujahideen—like the young Osama bin Laden (future
founder of the dreaded Al-Qaeda)—returned home after their decade-long
successful campaign against the Soviet Union. However, in August 1990,
they were confronted by a bigger internal battle. On 2 August 1990, Iraq
invaded Kuwait, and Riyadh invited the US military to protect the
Kingdom from Saddam’s advancing forces.

This incensed religious Saudi youth and dissident members of the
Saudi religious establishment, and a movement—led by ‘Al-Sahwa Al-
Islamiyya’, or simply the ‘Sahwa’ (which means the Awakening)—against
the government decision spread in mosques and college campuses.
Inspired by the ideals of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, the Sahwa is
a peaceful political reform movement in Saudi Arabia, which was led, at
that time, by two academicians: Salman Al-Awda and Safar Al-Hawali.

In the wake of these protests, a few teachers at King Saud University
in Riyadh had set up a human rights committee (the Committee for the
Defence of the Legitimate Rights, CDLR). All of them were fired, and some
of them fled to exile in London where they launched a campaign to
overthrow the House of Saud. Osama Bin Laden identified with Hawali
and Awda’s ideas that opposed the deployment of US troops in Saudi
Arabia. In April 1994, after Bin Laden had associated himself with the
CDLR, the Saudi Interior Ministry stripped him of his citizenship. Then,
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in 1996, under pressure from Riyadh, the Sudanese government expelled
him from the country where he was staying in exile. Bin Laden now found
shelter in Afghanistan, protected by the Taliban, from where he built up
his global terror network—the Al-Qaeda. In June that year, he claimed
responsibility for conducting explosions in Dhahran, which killed 19 US
servicemen. He justified them as a response to the Saudi alliance with the
Zionist crusade.45 On account of his violent, global jihad, Bin Laden was
soon banished from even mainstream Saudi opposition. Shortly after the
September 11 attacks, both Hawali and Awda denounced Bin Laden, and
called on Saudi youngsters not to follow his path.46

House of Saud and Internal Opposition (2001–16)

Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy. The Quran and the ‘Sunnah’ (the
speeches and actions of the Prophet) are declared to be the country’s
constitution. There are no political parties and national elections are not
permitted. The ruling family, the House of Saud or Al-Saud, has thousands
of members. The most influential member of this family is the King of
Saudi Arabia, who is currently King Salman bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud. The
House of Saud is composed of the members of the family of Muhammad
bin Saud, founder of the emirate of Diriya and his brothers. However, the
ruling faction of the family is primarily led by the descendants of Ibn Saud,
the founder of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the third Saudi state. By
some estimates, the House of Saud has 15,000 members, and they are now
too deeply entrenched for any coup to depose them. They are said to have
taken control of various key institutions of the Kingdom. However, a more
reasonable estimate suggests that the majority of power and wealth is in
the hands of only about 2,000 members of the family.47

Although political parties do not exist in the Kingdom, several Islamist
groups, separatist Shiite organisations, constitutional reform advocates,
liberal academicians, and radical terrorist groups operate as opposition
forces in the country. The predominant Sunni Islamist movement in the
Kingdom is constituted by the Sahwa.48 The Sahwa movement began in
the 1970s when the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood inspired many
Saudi youth.

As mentioned earlier, Sahwa members were believers in conducting
peaceful political protests. They became the mainstay of the strong protest
movement against the royal family (known as the Sahwa intifada) over
its decision to invite US forces during the Gulf War of 1991. The regime
cracked down on protesters in 1994–95, arresting hundreds of Sahwa
members including Salman Al-Awda, Safar Al-Hawali, and Nasir Al-Umar.
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However, most of these leaders were released by 1999. Thereafter, some
Sahwa members kept a low profile, while others began to be closely
associated with the regime.

However, Sahwa’s political activism was rekindled after the Arab
Spring of 2011. Most of its leaders did not accept the narrative of the regime
and official religious establishment which said that the demonstrations in
Tunisia and Egypt were ‘planned and organised by the enemies of the
Umma (Muslim world)’ in order to ‘strike the Umma and destroy its
religion, values and morals’.49 Its leaders enthusiastically responded to the
call of greater political freedom and democracy, particularly Salman Al
Awda whose television show on MBC—‘Life is a Word’ (al-haya al-
kalima)—was consequently scrapped. However, the Sahwa leaders
denounced the 2011 uprising in Bahrain, and supported the brutal
suppression of the protests by Saudi-Arabia led GCC forces. Some
international experts have attributed this double standard of the Saudi
Sahwa leaders to their deeply entrenched sectarian hatred of the Shiite
community.

The roughly 2 million Shiite natives—10–15 percent of the
population—are mainly centred in the Eastern Province of the Kingdom.
Their noteworthy political groups that claim to be resisting longstanding
Wahhabi oppression include Munazzamat Al Thawra Al-Islamiya and
Hezbollah Al-Hejaz.50 There are also about 100,000 Ismaili Shiites living
in the southern Najran region, bordering Yemen.

Future Threats and Prospects

The so-called ‘Arab Spring’ uprisings that fanned the fires of popular unrest
against authoritarian states across the Middle East in 2011 left behind a
bevy of weak, failing, and failed states. They whipped up a perfect storm
of radical religious extremism and sectarian tension in the region. The
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
member states have since felt quite vulnerable as their wider Arab
neighbourhood has been descending into greater political chaos and
confusion. After Saudi Arabia’s key security provider, the United States,
entered into an agreement with the Shiite theocratic regime of Iran to limit
its nuclear program in lieu of ending economic sanctions, the Kingdom
feels betrayed over not being consulted by the US during the course of
the negotiations. It was also upset with the Obama administration for not
putting enough pressure on Iran to reduce its destabilising activities in
Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Lebanon, the GCC states, and other conflict zones in
the area.51 The threat posed by the Islamic State, the Al-Qaeda, and even
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non-jihadi revolutionary elements like the Muslim Brotherhood to the
security and stability of Saudi Arabia is also on the increase, and has made
the Kingdom highly restive in finding effective solutions to an escalating
crisis.

In fact, Saudi government officials have been speaking of building a
‘new security architecture for the GCC states and their country’, and have
started flexing Saudi military muscle in the region like never before. The
Kingdom led an international intervention in Yemen to put down the
Houthi insurrection that deposed the elected government in the country
in 2015. Iran has been accused of financially and militarily supporting the
Houthi rebel forces as they belong to the Zaydi-Shiite sect. The Saudi-led
intervention has not succeeded in eliminating the Houthi threat; neither
has it been able to reinstate the deposed government.52

On 15 December 2015, Saudi Arabia’s young deputy Crown Prince
and Defence Minister, Mohammed bin Salman, announced the creation
of the Islamic Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism (IMAFT). This is a
coalition of 34 states meant to face-off the festering sore of the so-called
Islamic State.53 Most experts believe that this Sunni front is directed to face
off the Iranian military threat as much as its stated aim of warding off the
advance of the Islamic State’s forces on the northern front. Saudi Arabia
has also increased its sectarian diatribe against Iran in recent times. On 2
January 2016, the Kingdom executed renowned Saudi Shiite cleric Nimr
al-Nimr for sedition, which escalated sectarian hostilities across the region.
Later, Saudi Arabia severed ties with Iran, and expelled its diplomats from
the Kingdom.

Meanwhile, the security threat posed by Islamist terror groups,
particularly by the Islamic State, has been escalating in the country. On 4
July 2016, suicide bombers killed four Saudi security forces in an attack
outside the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, during the month of Ramadan
and a day before the Eidul Fitr festival. There were also bombings near
the US consulate in Jeddah as well as in a mosque in the Shiite dominated
city of Qatif, both on the same day. These bombings top a series of such
attacks being carried out by the Islamic State in the last couple of years in
the country.

In conclusion, the inherent dichotomy between radical Wahhabi state
ideology and the pragmatic demands of modern governance faced by the
Saudi Kingdom continues to affect its polity. Although there is no apparent
sign of an upcoming political upheaval in the near future, the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia is on heightened alert, both against the groundswell of
internal public disaffection in the wake of falling oil revenues as much as
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against external threats (posed by Shiite Iran as well as Salafi ISIS) in the
immediate neighbourhood. However, the Wahhabi ideology and the scions
of the House of Saud, who number in their thousands, are so well-
entrenched in Saudi society that any form of revolutionary overthrow of
power seems highly unlikely. The rise of Shiite ascendancy in the region
has further united Saudi society behind the present Saudi-Wahhabi
dispensation, which has withstood many a storm in the past.
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Yemen: An Introduction

Ranjit Gupta

Zaidi Shia Imam Al-Hadi ila’l-Haqq Yahya, a descendant of Imam Hasan
ibn Ali, founded the Rassid state, Yemen’s progenitor, at Sa’dain, in 893–
7 AD. Since then, Shia Imams, in varying incarnations, have ruled Yemen
till 1962, when the Shia Imamate/Kingdom was overthrown by nationalist
secular-minded military officers led by Colonel Abdullah Sallal. Both
Colonel Sallal and Republican Yemen’s second President, Abdul Rahman
Yahya Al-Iryani, were Zaydi Shias; Ali Abdullah Saleh, President from
1978–2012 for 34 years, is also a Zaydi.

Modern Yemen’s major problems have been almost entirely due to the
incessant interference by Saudi Arabia in Yemeni affairs since the Kingdom
came into existence in 1932. This began with the Saudi invasion of Yemen
in 1934 when it annexed the four northern provinces of Yemen. In a role
reversal, Saudi Arabia strongly supported the Imam, militarily and
financially, during the Civil War in Yemen from 1962 to 1970; Nasser also
deployed Egyptian troops, at their peak about 85,000, to help the nascent
Yemeni Republic to survive. Notwithstanding this enormous setback, Saudi
Arabia was determined to try to influence, if not control, the political
dynamics within Yemen to ensure that the shared border regions remained
peaceful, and Saudi Arabia’s geopolitical interests in the Arabian Peninsula
and the Red Sea were not undermined by pumping in billions of dollars
to various tribes, clans, groupings, and the government in Yemen.

Saudi Arabia covertly organised the setting up of the Islah party in
1990, and provided it political patronage and infusion of massive funds
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to spread Salafist influence throughout the country, injecting sectarianism
in the internal political dynamics of Yemen in a significant manner for the
first time in Yemen’s history. Saudi Arabia also finally succeeded in making
Ali Abdullah Saleh a pawn to protect and promote Saudi interests within
Yemen, through massive personal financial incentives to Saleh, from the
early 1990s till 2011.

The Houthis are a Zaidi Shia tribal clan, one amongst hundreds of clans
constituting the overall Zaidi Shia population of North Yemen. The
charismatic leader of the Houthi clan, Hussein Badreddine Al Houthi,
established an entity named ‘Ansar Allah’ (Partisans of God) in the 1980s
as a broad minded cultural, educational, and theological movement. With
the rise of Saudi influence and Islah activism, Zaidis generally began to
feel increasingly angry and frustrated due to an almost complete lack of
economic development, growing political marginalisation, and the
undermining of their socio-religious traditions. Therefore, Ansar Allah
adopted a political agenda and platform. By now, other Zaidi Shia tribes
and clans joined the Movement in large numbers. Widening protests
against Saleh’s autocratic rule were launched by Ansar Allah by the early
1990s. All these Zaidi Shia protesters against/opponents of Saleh’s rule
came to be collectively dubbed as ‘Houthis’ in common parlance.

Under Saudi prodding, Saleh waged a bitter military campaign against
the Houthis from 2004 to 2010, at the outset of which their founder leader
was killed in 2004. His brother, Abdel Malek al-Houthi, and later his
nephew, took over the movement’s leadership.

Yemen was among the four West Asian Arab countries convulsed by
massive ‘Arab Spring’ related protest demonstrations from February 2011
onwards. Alarmed by protégé Ali Abdullah Saleh’s inability to control the
burgeoning unrest, Saudi-led mediation by the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) forced Saleh to step down in February 2012, and imposed Abd
Rabbuh Mansour Al Hadi (Vice-President under Saleh for 17 years and a
Sunni military officer from the South) through a completely manipulated
and entirely undemocratic one candidate ‘election’ which represented a
flagrant disregard for peoples’ hopes and aspirations. Power was
redistributed among Hadi and the other existing power holders, leaving
out the Houthis even though they had participated very actively in the
protest demonstrations. The Houthis participated in the subsequent
National Dialogue. However, following the assassination of two of its
delegates they walked out. Exceedingly angry by now, and taking
advantage of continuing chaos, very weak governance, and a lack of
internal cohesion within the government, the Houthis finally launched an
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armed revolt, and very quickly took control of 3–4 northern governorates
and of Sana’a itself in September 2014. Hadi resigned and fled to Aden,
and soon thereafter fled to Saudi Arabia.

With both Saleh and the Houthis shut out, the stage was set for an
alliance of convenience between these two erstwhile bitter enemies. Having
headed the Army for so long, Saleh enjoyed considerable support within
it, and particularly among the powerful Republican Guard. The army’s
huge weapons inventory became a key factor that enabled the Saleh-
Houthi alliance to swiftly take control of many of the country’s main cities
and ports, and more crucially, its administrative, energy, financial, and
governmental apparatus.

Since the Houthi takeover of Sana’a, Saudi Arabia has been engaged
in shrill daily rhetoric that Iran has been interfering in Yemen. This has
never been the case in any meaningful sense. Using this as an excuse, Saudi
Arabia abandoned its long standing traditionally cautious, deliberate, low
key diplomacy, and adopted a surprisingly muscular approach at the
behest of Prince Mohammad bin Salman Al Saud, the very young and
completely inexperienced new Saudi Defence Minister and Deputy Crown
Prince, the youngest and favourite son of the newly anointed King Salman.
On 15 March 2015, Saudi Arabia launched ‘Operation Decisive Storm’
involving extensive air strikes against the Houthi and Saleh forces in and
around Sana’a, Taiz, Hodeidah, and even Aden. Two years since then,
Saudi Arabia’s completely unjustified aerial onslaught, with indiscriminate
bombing of Yemen and its people, has resulted in unprecedentedly large
scale deaths, destruction, and devastation far worse than what has
happened in Syria. There was nothing that the Yemenis, the Houthis, or
Iran did to justify such a drastic reaction.

The havoc caused by the Saudi onslaught in Yemen is such that, under
the personal instructions of Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, the UN was
unprecedentedly constrained to blacklist the Saudi coalition for the deaths
of thousands of children (later withdrawn temporarily due to Saudi
financial blackmail).

Though the international community accepts Hadi as the legitimate
head of the Yemeni government, the dour, completely uncharismatic Hadi
has no legitimacy in the eyes of the people. He has no tribal or political
support base whatsoever in northern Yemen, and even in the south; he
has almost none outside Aden. To the extent that support exists, it is mainly
due to Saudi Arabia’s military and financial support and the spread of
Salafist influence.

After the Houthis assumed control of Sana’a, Iran started supplying
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weapons, oil, and funds to them. Saudi claims notwithstanding, Iran could
not have provided anywhere near large enough consignments of weapons
to the Houthis to make a tangible difference on the ground, given the huge
arsenal of state-of-the-art weaponry of Saudi Arabia and its coalition of
Sunni countries as well as arms supplies by the USA and the UK. From
never having had even a miniscule role within Yemen and in the geopolitics
relating to Yemen in the past, Saudi actions, policies, and rhetoric have
made Iran a very significant player in Yemen. Iran has now acquired
credible locus standi and will, inevitably and unavoidably, be an active
player in the processes to determine Yemen’s future.

A Saudi military victory is unimaginable; Saudi Arabia can destroy
the country but it cannot win over the people. No Saudi installed regime
will be acceptable to the Yemeni people now. Yemen has to get from where
it is now to a viable political dispensation under a ‘national unity
government’ in which the Houthis and southerners, as a political bloc,
must be included as active and important participants; otherwise Yemen
will remain mired in instability and conflict. A semblance of peace can
only be re-established through negotiations mainly between the parties
directly concerned domestically as well as their external patrons—Iran and
Saudi Arabia under UN auspices.

Yemen is the poorest and most backward country in West Asia. 19
million Yemenis are in dire need of urgent humanitarian assistance, with
6–8 million of them, including very large numbers of children, now facing
acute famine conditions. Al least one third of over a thousand airstrikes
have hit homes, schools, factories, hospitals, markets, mosques, and
economic infrastructure. It will take years and huge funds for the
reconstruction of housing and other basic infrastructure.

The long term political consequences of recent Saudi policies are: first,
the enormous strengthening of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP)
which is the strongest Al Qaeda entity in any country, and has long been
based in Yemen. This will ensure ongoing domestic instability which AQAP
will cause by continuing its attacks even after Saudi Arabia can be
persuaded to end its invasion of Yemen. Second, the virus of sectarianism
will now be a permanent feature of the domestic political scenario in Yemen
where it had not existed at all through its history.
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Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula

Dipanwita Chakravortty

ABSTRACT

Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) was formally formed in January
2009 as a merger between the Saudi and Yemeni branches of Al Qaeda. Its
members could trace their jihadist history to the 1990s when most of them
returned to Yemen after fighting the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. They
had trained under Bin Laden in Afghanistan and, on return, formed various
militant groups like Islamic Jihad in Yemen (1990–94), the Army of Aden
Abyan (1994–98), and al-Qaeda in Yemen, or AQY (1998–2003). Post the 2001
War on Terror, there was a severe government led crackdown in various Gulf
countries, including Saudi Arabia, which compelled most of these groups to
disband and its members to flee to Yemen. After the attack on the US embassy
in Sana’a in 2008, the realisation of the merger was seen possible.

During the formative period, the group under the leadership of Nasir al-
Wuhayshi declared its sub-ordination to Al Qaeda and its leader Osama bin
Laden. They were against the Al Saud monarchy in Saudi Arabia as well as
the Western presence in the region. Their main strategy, as announced by their
leader in November 2010, was to “capitalize on the security phobia that is
sweeping America and its allies and weaken their economy with such
devastation, that it would be impossible for them to interfere in the Islamic
world.” Since its inception, it has carried out several terrorist activities—like
the attempted bombing of Northwest Airlines Flight 253 on 25 December 2009,
the crash of UPS Boeing 747 cargo plane on 3 September 2010, and attacks on
various western tourists. The group has been designated as a terrorist
organisation by the United Nations, Australia, Canada, Russia, Syria, Iran,
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, the European Union, and the United States.
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In 2011, the Arab Spring protests spread to Yemen which led President Saleh
to move troops deployed throughout the country to Sana’a in a move to secure
his power. This resulted in a security/power vacuum in the southern region
which was traditionally against the ruling power in Sana’a. Islamist militias
affiliated to AQAP, like Ansar al-Sharia, captured various cities inthe southern
province and declared it an Islamic emirate. After the ousting of President Saleh,
Abd Rabbuh Mansour Hadi took the reins of the fractured country. He, along
with the military backing of Western countries like America, implemented a
severe crackdown on the militants who were driven out of their main territories
by 2012. The US drone attacks, which started in 2010 to combat AQAP, killed
several top leaders of this jihadist movement. However, these attacks also
destroyed the complete infrastructure of the southern province which gave space
for the militant groups to work and function as guerrilla groups, and support
the secessionist movement.

In recent years, Yemen has increasingly become more fractured due to the
ongoing civil war and the constant interference of external powers. AQAP
continues to run a shadow government in the southern province, along with
carrying out global attacks like the Charlie Hebdo attack. It has become a popular
choice for radicalised youth seeking to join Islamist terror organisations
overseas. This chapter traces the origins of the AQAP and the subsequent spread
of the group. It analyses the recent events that have led to the ‘slow collapse of
Yemen and the rise of AQAP’. The chapter concludes with looking at the various
future prospects of the militant group not only as a Yemeni-affair but also on
the larger global scale.

Origins

AQAP was formed in January 2009 when two distinct branches of Al-
Qaeda came together to form a single militant organisation. In its inaugural
video, aired in early 2009, the then leader of AQAP, Nasir al-Wuhayshi,
formally declared the union of the Saudi and Yemeni strands of Al-Qaeda.1

However, the antecedents of this insurgent group can be traced back to
1990s when hundreds of mujahedeen returned from Afghanistan after
years of fighting with the Soviets. Due to the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the changing geo-political landscape, these former mujahideens were
not allowed to resettle in their own countries, like Saudi Arabia and Iraq.
They were instead repatriated to Yemen by the then Yemeni ruler, Ali
Abdullah Saleh, who welcomed these mujahideens with open arms. He
dispatched these militants on a ‘jihad’ to fight against the Soviet-backed
Marxist government of South Yemen.2 The southern secessionists were
crushed by these experienced jihadists and, subsequently, Northern and
Southern Yemen were unified under Saleh’s rule. These militants settled
in South Yemen, and started to form rudimentary terror outfits; most of
them were led by Osama Bin Laden who had also settled in Yemen.
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Osama Bin Laden was among the group of veteran mujahideens who
had gone to Afghanistan in 1979 to fight against the Soviets. He returned
to Saudi Arabia in 1989 to organise funds to set up an organisation of
veteran mujahideens; but the Al Saud family revoked his passport and
asked him to leave the country due to his fiery pan-Islamist rhetoric. He
then left for Sudan, and then subsequently settled in Yemen. He urged his
fellow militants to come together to ‘wage a global jihad against western
imperialism’, and advocated a central role for Yemen in the same.3 He
started training and financing jihadists in the country as early as 1990s,
and formed one of the first jihad outfits known as the ‘Islamic Jihad in
Yemen’. This lasted from 1990–1994 and was a predecessor to AQAP. Soon,
other groups followed, like the Army of Aden Abyan (1994–1998) and,
finally, Al-Qaeda in Yemen or AQY (1998–2003). The latter was created as
an offshoot to the Saudi branch of Al-Qaeda. The first major terror activity
of AQY was on 12 October 2000, when a skiff piloted by its two members
detonated several hundred pounds of explosives into the hull of the USS
Cole, which was moored in the port of Aden. Seventeen US servicemen
were killed. It is also during this period that men who eventually formed
AQAP in 2009—Nasir al-Wuhayshi, Said al-Shihri, Qasim al-Raymi, and
Mohamed al-Awfi—trained under the personal supervision of Osama Bin
Laden. Al-Wuhayshi served as Osama Bin Laden’s personal secretary
between 1998 until about late 2001, when the two were separated during
the US-led Battle of Tora Bora.

AQY rose to international prominence after the September 2001 attack.
Under the leadership of George W. Bush, the USA declared a global ‘war
against terrorism’, and started compiling information and portfolios of
various Al-Qaeda branches. At the same time, Osama Bin Laden urged
the militia members of these outfits to fight against ‘these American
infidel’s’, and topple the ‘apostate monarchy in Saudi Arabia’.4 The Bush
administration pressed the Saleh government to begin aggressive counter-
terrorism operations against AQY. Yemen went out of its way to
demonstrate its support for the war against Al-Qaeda. For President Saleh
and others in the Yemeni government, there was a distinct desire to avoid
making the same mistakes that Yemen made in 1990, when it had
supported Saddam Hussein. Yemen has paid a heavy price, both politically
and economically, for its failures to support the US against Iraq in the build-
up to the First Gulf War.5

During a November 2001 visit to Washington, President Saleh
emphasised his support for the US plan of action. From 2002 onwards,
there was a brutal lockdown on terror activities in Yemen. Special Forces
and Intelligence personnel from Washington arrived in Sana’a to aid the
Yemeni forces to crack down on AQY members. A US drone strike in 2002,
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the first such operation in the region, killed AQY’s leader, Abu Ali al-
Harithi, as well as several other key members of the organisation.6 By 2003,
the number of militants reduced drastically, resulting in the almost-collapse
of AQY. Most members fled to Saudi Arabia and joined the Al-Qaeda
branch there. They started retaliating to the crackdown of their organisation
in Yemen through various terror acts against Western forces.

Soon after, the top leader of Al-Qaeda, Khaled Ali Hajj, a Yemeni and
a former bodyguard of Bin Laden, was ambushed and killed by Saudi
troops. The leadership passed to a veteran Saudi militant, Abdul Aziz al-
Muqrin, who revived the group through a series of intense attacks. This
increased fears of political instability and pushed up the global oil price.7

The militants realised the ‘Achilles heel’ of the western powers, and started
strategically attacking petrochemical sites and gas pipelines, thereby
increasing the oil price even further and leading to a global confusion over
supply of petrochemicals. The following month, a member of Al-Qaeda
abducted and beheaded a 49-year old American aerospace worker named
Paul Johnson. He was an American defence contractor for Lockheed
Martin. The abduction and the subsequent murder of Johnson became an
international embarrassment for the US army. They deployed more soldiers
and drone attacks to combat the rise of terror activities instigated by Al-
Qaeda.8 The triumph of the Muqrin-led militants was short lived. In a
matter of months, security forces stormed a hideout in Riyadh and killed
several jihadists, including Muqrin. Post the raid, the leadership of Al-
Qaeda shifted to Salih al-Awfi who failed to consolidate the militant
organisation, and found it increasingly difficult to organise operational cells
inside the kingdom. The Saudi and Yemeni security services, backed by
the American troops and intelligence, gained the upper hand, and
succeeded in preventing any major terror attacks till 2006. Gregory D.
Johnsen points out that

the interlude of a little over two years in which it appeared as though
al-Qaeda in Yemen had been largely defeated was the biggest mistake
of the US in its ‘war against al-Qaeda’. Instead of securing the win,
both the US and Yemeni governments treated the victory as absolute.
They failed to realise that in this case, a defeated enemy was not a
vanquished one. In effect, al-Qaeda was crossed off the list of priorities
both countries and was replaced by other, seemingly more pressing
concerns. While the threat from al-Qaeda was certainly not forgotten
in 2004 and 2005, I argue that it was largely ignored. This lapse of
vigilance by both the US and Yemen, I believe, is largely responsible
for the relative ease with which one of Osama bin Laden’s former
secretaries [began] rebuilding al-Qaeda in the wake of his escape
from Yemen in 2006.9
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On 3 February 2006, there was a massive prison break in Yemen, in which
23 alleged al-Qaeda militants in Yemen escaped, including Jamal al-
Badawi—the alleged mastermind of the USS Cole bombing—Qasim al-
Raymi, and Nasir al-Wuhayshi who became the leader of AQAP when it
was officially formed in January 2009.10 Most of the others were either
recaptured or killed. These three militants fled to Southern Yemen, and
started taking in new recruits and experienced Arab fighters who were
returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. The group established several bases
to launch fresh attacks, and were protected by the local tribes who had
increasingly become disenchanted with the Saleh government. The group
rallied on the grounds of ‘resurrecting al-Qaeda from the ashes to save
Yemen from the despotic rule of Saleh and destroy America which had
completely crippled the country through drone attacks.’11

The prison break incident is instrumental in completely turning the
history of Al-Qaeda. Several analysts like Gregory D. Johnsen have studied
this incident, and have argued that President Saleh was an accomplice to
the same. In November 2005, when President Saleh visited the USA in the
hope of being rewarded for Yemen’s help in the ‘war against terror’, he
was informed that the Yemeni government was suspended from the
USAID program. He was further informed by the World Bank that it was
slashing aid from US$ 420 million a year to US$ 280. Johnsen points out
that ‘permitting a prison break in a high profile prison cell allowed Saleh
to dictate his terms again to the USA’.12 Daniel Byman concurs, and argues
that ‘Saleh realised that it needed terrorists on the move to continue getting
aid from the USA’.13

Nevertheless, the escape of key militants from the prison set the course
for the formation of AQAP. Soon after their escape, they were able to
attempt simultaneous attacks on oil and gas facilities in Marib and
Hadhramaut. In March 2007, Al-Qaeda officially announced its re-
emergence, naming al-Wuhayshi as its commander. It underlined its
renewed presence in the country with a suicide attack on a convoy of
Spanish tourists a few days later.14 They started carrying out several
scattered suicide attacks across Saudi Arabia and Yemen. The series of
suicide attacks culminated in September 2008 when the US Embassy was
attacked in Riyadh, resulting in 18 deaths. The U.S. started pressurising
the Saudi monarchy to renew its fight against Al-Qaeda. Subsequent raids
and intense crackdown forced several Al-Qaeda militants to flee to their
brethren in Southern Yemen. The time was ripe for the formation of a
unified militant organisation.
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Formation, Doctrine, and Leadership

The formation of AQAP was announced in a video in January 2009 made
by Nasir al-Wuhayshi, Qasim al-Raymi and Said Ali al-Shihri, a Saudi
national who had been recently released from Guantanamo Bay in
November 2007.15 The trio announced the merger of the Saudi branch of
Al-Qaeda and AQY to form the new AQAP. Raymi and Shihri pledged
allegiance to Wuhayshi, and pronounced him as the leader of the new
outfit. Another former Guantanamo Bay detainee, Mohammad Aliq al-
Harbi (also known as Mohammad al-Awfi) appeared as the newly
appointed field commander. It became a great embarrassment for Saudi
Arabia as well as the USA as both men were released from the prison into
the custody of the Saudi government’s ‘de-radicalisation’ programme for
militants.16 However, the merger was acknowledged by Osama Bin Laden’s
deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri. Four days later, the group released a 19-minute
video titled, “We Start from Here and We will meet at Al-Aqsa.” This video
outlined their goal and ideology. Johnsen points out that ‘the move was
designed to bring Saudi Al-Qaeda members who had fled their country
as well as Yemeni militants together under one umbrella as a first step
towards launching attacks throughout the region.’17

In its inaugural video, Wuhayshi formally declared the group’s
intention to avenge its enemies ‘with blood and destruction’ in order to
establish an Islamic Caliphate on the guidelines of the Sharia Law. He
urged the militants of the Yemen Soldier Brigade to join its ranks and be
part of ‘a global organisation.’18 He clearly outlined the guiding ideology
of AQAP in his opening prayers when he said, ‘O Allah! Bring conquest
over the Holy Mosque and the Haramain [highway from Mecca to Medina]
by our hands! O Allah Give us the honour by establishing the Islamic State
with our hands.’19 To pursue these ends, it called for a violent ‘global jihad
against kafirs.’ It urged the common Muslim men to become mujahideens
and fight for the right cause of Islam. Fred Burton argues that

the primary goals of AQAP are consistent with the principles of
militant jihad, which aims to purge Muslim countries of Western
influence, and replace secular ‘apostate’ governments with
fundamentalist Islamic regimes observant of sharia. Its main
objectives include overthrowing the regime in Sana’a; assassinating
Western nationals and their allies, including members of the Saudi
royal family; striking at related interests in the region, such as
embassies and energy concerns; and attacking the US homeland.20

Johnsen points out that the early organisational structure of AQAP was
based on the ideas and personality of its leaders, especially Nasir al-
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Wuhayshi.21 He was from the southern governorate of al-Baida wherein
he began propagating AQAP’S ideology through various traditions like
marriage as well as through several other socialties with the numerous
tribes living there. He travelled to Afghanistan in the late 1990s where he
eventually became the personal secretary of Osama Bin Laden. He fought
during the battle of Tora Bora before escaping into Iran where he was
eventually arrested. He was extradited to Yemen in 2003. In the Yemeni
prison, he met Qasim al-Raymi who was born in Sana’a, and was a trainer
at an Al-Qaeda camp in Afghanistan in the 1990s. Both these leaders were
well aware of the political reality of the country as well as the growing
disenchantment among the youth towards the ruling government.22 They
realised that they could turn the tide against the so called saviours—the
US forces—by creating a strong favourable propaganda. They were also
clear on creating AQAP as an organisation that could function despite the
death of the top leadership unlike its predecessors. With these clear
organisational ideas, they set about creating AQAP as the most
representative organisation in Yemen. According to a 2015 report, AQAP
has excelled in creating an organisation

that transcends class, tribe and regional identity in a way that no
other organisation or political party ever did. Nassir al-Wuhayshi
created a propaganda narrative of events that appealed to the local
audience and thus, were able to sway support for their activities and
recruitment.23

According to a 2010 report from the think-tank New America, AQAP is

compartmentalised and hierarchical, with a distinct division of
labour. It has a political leader who provides overall direction, a
military chief to plan operational details, a propaganda wing that
seeks to draw in recruits, and a religious branch that tries to justify
attacks from a theological perspective while offering spiritual
guidance.24

A classified US State Department cable published by Wikileaks reveals that
Wuhayshi’s duties specifically included ‘approving targets, recruiting new
members, allocating resources to training and attack planning, and tasking
others to carry out attacks.’25 Under the guidance of Wuhayshi, the military
branch plans all of AQAP’s attacks, including bomb and suicide missions.
It also organises various ‘lone-wolf operations’ across various countries.
One of the most crucial elements in the branch is Ibrahim al-Asiri, the chief
bomb maker. He is responsible for all the high-profile bombing attempts,
including the Christmas day bombing in 2009 and the Times Square
bombing in 2010.
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Apart from the technical military branch, the propaganda branch is
also one of the most important parts of AQAP. This was led by Anwar al-
Awlaki who was killed by a US drone strike on 30 September 2011. It is
responsible for attracting recruits and building its base of support. It
operated a media channel known as ‘al-Malahem’ which is its main
propaganda arm. It also published a bi-monthly magazine in Arabic for
its Yemeni as well as Saudi audience. It also published an English-
periodical called Inspire meant for Western countries. This magazine
answers questions about AQAP and it missions. It discusses how to build
home-made bombs in a kitchen, and also provides other classified
information. Johnsen writes that

Inspire helps AQAP reach [and] influence other like-minded
individuals in the West. No Longer do these individuals need to travel
to Yemen or read Arabic in order to take instructions from AQAP.
Now, they can just download and read the magazine in English.26

The first issue of Inspire was published in July 2010, and the latest that
can be accessed online is of December 2015.27 Apart from regular
periodicals, AQAP also published books and papers. One of the more
famous article-leaflet was ‘Palestine: Betrayal of the Guilty Conscience.’ It
was published in the midst of the Gaza-Israel War of 2014.

In 2012, AQAP released a recruitment guide called ‘Expectations Full’,
which was written by Samir Khan. This guide was initially uploaded in
various Arabic websites; later it was transmitted only through mails or
social media messages. The guide discusses in great detail the need to
attack home-targets rather than travelling long distances to the Middle
East to be part of the global jihad. It states that “attacking the enemy in
their backyard is one of the most helpful missions recruits can undertake,
even more than fighting together with AQAP in Yemen.”28 Apart from the
conventional media, AQAP also exploits opportunities provided by social
media to entice new recruits to carry out terror activities. Initially, in 2012
and 2013, AQAP posted messages on jihadist websites and forums to
attract western recruits. According to Katherine Zimmerman, one Arabic
language message on the Shumukh and Al-Fidaa jihadist forum posted
by an anonymous user, called on recruits to launch suicide missions in
their home country. The message provided email addresses for recruits to
contact various members of the military committee of AQAP. These
messages were quickly brought down by various government cyber cells.
Since then, AQAP has shifted its concentration to Twitter and Facebook.29

On Twitter, for example, as soon as an AQAP account is shut down, another
emerges almost immediately, typically using a new name (‘handle’) with
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one character amended. In November 2014, AQAP even launched its own
‘AMA’ (Ask Me Anything) Twitter account, providing official answers to
questions such as ‘Why haven’t there been further AQAP attacks inside
the US? Why don’t you move the war from Yemen to US soil?’30 The job
of resolving such queries from prospective jihadists falls to Sheikh Nasser
bin Ali al-Ansi, the AQAP senior official who has claimed responsibility
for the Charlie Hebdo attack in January 2015.

The AQAP is largely self-funded. Its funding comes primarily from
two sources: robberies and kidnappings.31 Since 2015, their income source
has also included the black marketing of petro chemicals and piracy in
the Red Sea. They also run various black market trades to bolster their
income.

AQAP Operations until the Arab Spring (2011)

AQAP’s first official operation took place in August 2009 when they tried
to attack Saudi Arabia’s security chief, Prince Mohammed Nayef. The
suicide bomber concealed a high explosive device inside his body, and
tried to blow away the convoy of the Prince. Even though he was
successful, the Prince survived.32 On the Christmas day of the same year,
a Nigerian man Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, tried to detonate a bomb
concealed in his underwear in an attempt to destroy a Northwest Airlines
Airbus A330. He confessed to the CIA investigators that AQAP operatives
had trained him in Yemen, and Ibrahim al-Asiri had built the bomb.33

In January 2010, the Yemeni government launched a major offensive
against AQAP, with the support of numerous US troops. The latter not
only provided intelligence but also deployed unmanned drones and fired
cruise missiles. They targeted the organisation’s senior leaders and training
camps in the governorates of Shabwa, Abyan, and Marib. The offensive
was largely considered unsuccessful as, instead of disrupting the
operations of AQAP, it forced the organisation to work beyond the borders
of Yemen. In February 2010, Raymi issued a statement threatening the USA:
‘Today you have attacked us in the middle of our household, so wait for
what will befall you in the middle of yours. We will blow up the earth
beneath your feet.’34 It can be argued that the Yemeni government under
Saleh actually supported the AQAP; and thus, this is how its constant
resilience and efforts to carry out operations despite strong military
crackdown can be explained.
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AQAP and the Arab Spring (2011-2014)

The tides again changed for AQAP when the Arab Spring reached the
shores of Yemen in 2011. From then till early 2015, AQAP became
embroiled in the domestic politics of Yemen. Due to popular unrest,
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, who came to power in 1978, ceded his
position to Abd Rabbuh Mansour Al Hadi under the proposals of a GCC
initiative on 23 November 2011. Mansour Hadi became the President of
Yemen on 21 February 2012 in an uncontested election. Previously,
Mansour Hadi was the Vice President of Yemen in the Saleh government.
The transition of power was followed by a series of uprising and protests
that created a situation which swiftly deteriorated into a civil war.
Protestors loyal to the Saleh family sporadically attacked several
government institutions; these attacks were violently responded to by the
pro-government forces. The Shia group known as the Houthis, who live
in the north-western part of the country, began running a parallel
government in three provinces of Yemen: Al-Jawf, Hajjah, and Sa’ada. They
consolidated their power using the power vacuum created by the uprisings
in 2011.

In the southern part of the country, separatist sentiment regained
currency due to the political chaos at the centre. The secessionist movement
boycotted the elections and demanded freedom. It stated that the ruling
government has always ignored the plight of the southern Yemenis, and
was only interested in the revenue garnered from the oil fields. Due to the
lack of political stability as well as the complete failure of the military
structure in Yemen, AQAP began to expand its territorial hold, and began
running a parallel government in the Southern province in alliance with
various local tribes.35 Many of its armed members set their camps in Sana’a,
and were in constant clash with the armed Houthi tribesmen who were
also trying to increase their territorial expanse.

Soon after, in September 2012, Mansour Hadi announced an army
offensive against AQAP in the Southern Province backed by UN forces.
This was supported by a three-fold increase in the number of drone attacks
authorised by US President Barack Obama. However, this did not stop
them from launching major terror attacks. In May 2012, as a way of
protesting against the new government—which they felt was a puppet
government under the leadership of western powers—they bombed a
military parade is Sana’a that killed more than 120 people.36 It was around
the same time that Wuhayshi was named as the deputy leader of Al-Qaeda
by Ayman al-Zawahairi. Intercepted communications revealed that two
men had planned to attack various US embassies in West Asia as well as
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Africa. This prompted the US to close several embassies for a long period
in 2013.37 The move to declare Wuhayshi as the next Al-Qaeda leader also
symbolised the growing power of the former. His ability to carry out
operations as well as continue running the organisation despite years of
state offensive against him made him an asset for the parent Al-Qaeda
organisation.

The year 2014 saw an increase in terror activities by the AQAP. This
was due to some major domestic developments. On 23 January 2014, the
National Dialogue Conference (NDC) was completed. The NDC that began
on 18 March 2013 was primarily a transitional dialogue process which was
stipulated as part of the UNSC Resolution 2051 and the GCC Agreement
signed on 23 November 2011. Apart from the Houthis, the Southern leaders
too boycotted the NDC as they had rejected the notion of a coalition
government; and instead called for a split in the country. This led to several
clashes between them and the government forces, resulting in many deaths
and hundreds of internally displaced people (IDP).

Constant violence also impacted the economic infrastructure in north
Yemen as several of the oil pipelines were either obstructed or blown up.
This led to a steady increase in fuel prices which also inflated the prices
of essential consumer goods, like vegetables, pulses, and grains. To
aggravate the situation, on 29 July 2014, the Yemeni government decided
to cut all subsidies for fuel as a measure of reducing government
expenditure. This led to an almost 65 per cent increase in the price of
gasoline, and a 95 per cent increase in the price of diesel within a span of
a few days.38 Completely disillusioned by the present government and its
lack of steps to improve the condition, several thousands of people came
out and protested against the ruling government. They started supporting
the Houthis, and demanded the reinstatement of fuel subsidies.

Re-ignited by the unrest in the north, the Southern Movement
supported by AQAP renewed calls for independence. On 14 October 2014,
thousands of people demonstrated in Aden in support of secession and
self-determination. They issued a statement calling on the Yemeni
government and all military personnel stationed in the south to withdraw
by 30 March 2015.39 Over the following weeks, pro-independence rallies
continued. In December 2014, several government buildings in Aden were
taken over by the members of the Southern Movement.

In the garb of independence rallies, AQAP escalated its terrorist attacks
in the country, targeting Houthis and government institutions. On 13
February 2014, AQAP militants carried out an attack on the central prison
in Sanaa, freeing 29 prisoners, including 19 suspected of affiliation with
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AQAP. Between April and December 2014, they carried out 28 distinct
terror blasts in which more than 86 soldiers and around 150 Houthi
tribesmen were killed.40 On 3 December 2014, the group threatened to kill
the American journalist Luke Somers (who it was holding hostage) if its
unspecified demands were not met within three days. As the deadline
approached, Somers was killed, along with another hostage—the South
African teacher, Pierre Korkie—during a failed rescue attempt by US
Special Forces.41 This incident showed the incapability of the Western
powers to combat the growing prowess of the AQAP in Yemen.

Saudi-led Intervention in Yemen and its impact on AQAP
(2015–2016)

On 7 January 2015, Said and Cherif Kouachi attacked the French office of
a satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo in Paris. They killed 11 people and
injured 12 more. During the operation, they announced their allegiance to
AQAP which later claimed responsibility for the attack.42 It was one of
the first attacks instigated by a European citizen on a European target on
the behest of an Arabic terrorist organisation. The potential reach and
influence of AQAP became a fact for the Western countries, including
America. It drove home the message that the ‘war on jihad’ had indeed
become global, and that it was no longer confined to the failed state of
Yemen.

In Yemen, the domestic situation worsened drastically. The Houthis
consolidated their power in Sana’a by January 2015, which compelled
Mansour Hadi to flee to Aden in February. In this backdrop, AQAP
managed to expand its territories in the southern part of the country and
create a mini-state. Even though its leader Nasir al-Wuhayshi, was killed
in an American drone strike, the organisation continued to flourish under
its new leader, Raymi. A senior Yemeni government official said the war
against the Houthis

provided a suitable environment for the ... expansion of Al Qaeda.
The withdrawal of government army units from their bases in the
south, allowed Al Qaeda to acquire very large quantities of
sophisticated and advanced weapons, including shoulder-fired
missiles and armed vehicles.43

A week after Operation Decisive Storm headed by Saudi Arabia was
announced, most of the Yemeni forces withdrew from the southern
provinces—including Mukalla which is one of the main sea-ports in the
Gulf of Aden—and moved towards the North. The city was left completely
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defenceless which allowed AQAP fighter to seize government buildings
and free around 150 of their comrades from jail. They were supported by
tribal leaders who aided them by looting army bases in a bid to claim
independence from the North. The entire area became awash with
advanced weaponry which was given by the USA to the Yemeni
government to fight the AQAP in the south. They also looted Mukalla’s
central bank branch of an estimated US$ 100 million.44

With this swollen war loot, they established a quasi-state, with Mukalla
as its capital. The city of Mukalla was important to the AQAP as it provided
them with easy access to sea-trade as well as with a strong defence. They
abolished taxes for local residents and established Sharia courts. They also
gained control over the ports in Mukalla and Ash Shihr where they began
to impose tax and custom tariffs on ships and traders. They started
operating speedboats manned by RPG-wielding fighters to impose fees
on ship traffic. They earned an estimated amount of US$ 2 million every
day on these port taxes. They also began to run a black market for the
smuggling of fuel. Most of the oil infrastructure came under the control
of tribal leaders who were in alliance with the AQAP. According to a
Reuters report, ‘six white oil tanks between Mukalla and Ash Shihr are
linked by pipeline to the Masila oilfields which are estimated to hold more
than 80 per cent of Yemen’s total reserves.’45 This complete control over
the oil pipelines has prompted major international companies like Petro
Masila, Nexen Energy, and Total to shut production and exports.

Apart from running an economic empire, the AQAP has also projected
itself as a benevolent ruling organisation. It also refused to pledge
allegiance to the Islamic State, unlike other Al-Qaeda affiliates, as it wants
to portray itself different from the Islamic Caliphate. The group regularly
posts pictures of its members repairing bridges, paving streets, delivering
medicines, building hospitals, etc. in Hadramout and other cities under
its control. AQAP leader Batarfi said that ‘so many areas fell to us after
the Houthis left because we are the entity people trust.’ One of the residents
of Mukalla, reportedly told a Reuters journalist that ‘I prefer that Al-Qaeda
stay here, not for Al Mukalla to be liberated. The situation is stable, more
than any ‘free’ part of Yemen The alternative to Al-Qaeda is much worse.’
The Reuters reporter interviewed a local diplomat who said that

If Al Qaeda manages to successfully root itself as a political and
economic organisation, it could become a more resilient threat, much
like al Shabaab in nearby Somalia. We may be facing a more
complicated al Qaeda not just a terrorist organisation but a movement
controlling territory with happy people inside it.46
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The Way Forward

With the continuance of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen, the prospects
of AQAP do not look bleak. Despite thousands of aerial bombing by the
USA and the Arab coalition, AQAP does not only continue to thrive but
also grow exponentially. It must also be noted that, despite constant aerial
bombardment by the Arab coalition, very few establishments of AQAP
have been attacked or targeted. As the focus of the international community
continues to be on Syria and on the Houthis, AQAP has been provided
with an excellent opportunity to model themselves as a humanitarian
ruling organisation rather than a terrorist outfit. The compliance of the
locals, the alliance of the tribal leaders, and a well-established economic
setup has helped AQAP achieve what its parent organisation Al-Qaeda
could not do—that is, create a mini Islamic caliphate without calling it so,
thus avoiding focused international attention. However, they continue to
be targets of aerial raids by the US which continues to view the group as
one of the prominent terror outfits in the world. Recently, President Trump,
as Commander in Chief, ordered his first military raid on (29 January 2017)
at a suspected Al-Qaeda camp in South Yemen which resulted in the death
on 30 civilians.
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The Yemen Conflict: Domestic and

Regional Dynamics

Ashiya Parveen

ABSTRACT

Six years after the uprising, Yemen remains deeply mired in a multi-faceted
conflict. In 2011, when the Arab street revolted against their autocratic rulers,
the Yemenis followed suit and demanded political and economic reforms. They
called on President Ali Abdullah Saleh to step down as they largely attributed
their problems to his 33-year long rule. However, as the government was
overthrown, several fault-lines along tribal and regional affiliations got
activated. Demands for secession from the south, and the Houthi rebels in the
north undermined the popular cause of the uprising. As the situation got
muddier, terrorist groups like Al-Qaeda capitalised on the chaos. But it was
the rise of the Houthis that proved to be a watershed in the Yemeni crisis. The
external intervention that ensued entangled Yemen into power games between
Saudi Arabia and Iran. With this, the sectarian narrative of the conflict gained
momentum while the primary drivers of the conflict remain deep-seated local
grievances.

Introduction

Six years after the Arab uprisings, Yemen is embroiled in a convoluted
conflict that has pushed the Arab world’s poorest country on the edge of
the abyss. The country’s slide from a popular uprising into civil war is
taking a heavy toll on civilians. Diplomatic and military interventions have
failed to yield any concrete results. Efforts made around the Hadi-Saudi
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Arabia coalition and the Houthis-Saleh alliance to end the stalemate risk
ignoring other local dynamics and grievances. In addition, regional and
international support for different groups involved in the conflict has been
fuelling the crisis. In the meantime, non-state actors, including
transnational terrorist groups like Al Qaeda and ISIS, have capitalised on
the security vacuum and the anarchy of a weak government to carve out
space for themselves. The volatility of the situation casts a shadow on
efforts to restore peace, and holds potential threat to the security and
stability of the region. This chapter seeks to analyse the trajectory of the
uprising which has gradually put the country on the path of destruction
and devastation. It seeks to argue that the primary triggers of the popular
protests are deep-seated grudges of the people; but the interests and
involvement of a myriad of other players have complicated the conflict
and turned it into power games.

The ongoing Yemeni crisis began as part of the Arab uprisings in early
2011, when the Yemenis revolted against the autocratic regime of the then
President Ali Abdullah Saleh. They resented the lack of socio-economic
security, and demanded reforms to be initiated on the ruins of the Saleh
regime as they largely attributed their problems to his 33-year long rule.
During his reign, Saleh relied mainly on his patronage network1 to sustain
his centralised political system, and pushed other tribal and regional issues
to the periphery. As a result, corruption, poverty, and violence came to be
the hallmark of Yemeni society. Pressing socio-economic problems,
especially poverty and unemployment, caused chronic sufferings for most
of the 25 million population.2 Material discontent, coupled with political
repression, turned Yemen into a tinderbox prior to the uprising.

During the uprising, Yemenis stood together against what Bushra al-
Maqtari, a Yemeni writer and revolutionary figure, describes as “33 years
of injustice, repression, and continuous wars”.3 However, as soon as the
Saleh regime was gone and a transition process began, old social
contradictions, especially regional and tribal, posed a serious challenge to
national reconciliation efforts. The 2011 transition deal brokered by the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and backed by the United Nations (UN)
and the international community was cobbled together to restore a
semblance of stability. However, it did not really address the political
tension and the structural problems that led to the uprising. The deal
granted immunity to Saleh, and sustained the old state structure by
rearranging power among the established elites from the former regime
and its ‘loyal’ opposition. Saleh was allowed to retain the presidency of
the General People’s Congress (GPC), Yemen’s largest parliamentary party,
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and maintained control over most of the armed forces. The transition deal
was, thus, built on a flawed ground: it sought to initiate the reconciliation
process by ignoring past injustices and mainly relied on old elites, thereby
failing to win the trust of the hapless and divided populations. As a result,
the youth, the Houthis, and the Hirak—the core groups behind the
uprising—felt discontented and alienated.

The Houthis

The Houthi movement is an offshoot of the Zaydi revivalist movement
‘Believing Youth’. The Zaydi revivalist movement emerged in reaction to
the state-backed and Saudi-financed promotion of the Salafi doctrine in
north Yemen in the 1990s.4 The Houthi family is a part of Zaydism, a branch
of Islam, theologically situated between Sunnism and Shiism,5 prevalent
in the Saada province in the North bordering Saudi Arabia. Zaydis make
about one third of the Yemeni population. In addition to their protest
against cultural repression, the Houthis upped the ante against their
political and economic exploitation, which won them support of many
outside their Houthis and Zaydi bases.6

The Houthis boycotted the transition process. They did not participate
in the February 2012 referendum which formally elected Saleh’s Vice
President and the only candidate on the ballot, Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi,
as the new President. Hadi’s inauguration set forth the second phase of
the GCC initiative that envisaged a national dialogue, constitutional
amendment, and a new election within two years. A National Dialogue
Conference (NDC) was convened, with 565 delegates from a wide gamut
of political and civil society groups. The delegates were assigned a
herculean task: to produce an all-agreed draft that would determine the
future shape of Yemen. Notwithstanding the presence of representatives
from dissident groups on the NDC, the southern and the Houthi issues
emerged as the biggest stumbling block to reconciliation efforts. As a result,
after ten months of discussion, the NDC collapsed inconclusively in
January 2014.7

Thereafter, a presidential committee established by President Hadi
proposed a new federal plan dividing Yemen into six regions.8 The plan
raised the hackles of the Houthis as it sought to incorporate Saada province,
the historic stronghold of the Houthis, in the landlocked and resource-
poor Azaal region. The Houthis viewed the move as an intended attempt
to damage their ability to develop economically, and to undermine their
power.9 In addition to the distribution of resources, the devolution of power
was another sticking point that stalled the transition process. Eventually,
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the federal text became a source of animosity towards the Sanaa-based
system. The Houthis hold strong grudges against such system, which
historically denied them a fair share of government attention in
infrastructural development and social welfare terms.10 In fact, their
emergence as a movement in the early 2000s was a reaction to their political
and economic marginalisation alongside religious repression by the state.

The Houthis fought six wars with the Saleh regime which ended in
2010, eventually drawing in neighbouring Saudi Arabia. The Houthis-
Saudi Arabia confrontation added a regional dimension to the local conflict.
And, a few statements by Shia religious luminaries in Iran and Iraq
accusing the Saleh regime of launching a ‘sectarian campaign against the
Shia minority’11 rhetorically established the Houthis’ association with Iran.
Playing on this rhetoric for strategic reasons, Saudi Arabia has kept itself
closely linked with Yemen’s national politics by backing leaders like Saleh
and patronizing some Salafi and tribal elements.12 The 2011 uprising broke
the fragile balance of power that Saleh had maintained among various
competing forces, and raised fears of a spillover of chaos into Saudi Arabia.
Therefore, Riyadh hurriedly meddled in to stitch the transition deal with
elite-mediation, which apparently mirrored the old pattern of exclusion
and marginalisation objected to by the Houthis and other dissident groups
in the first place.

The Southern Issue

The southern forces are key stakeholders in any future structure of post-
Saleh Yemen. However, due to longstanding grievances against the Saleh
regime, many southerners have been suspicious of the transition deal that
involved former regime elements. Since the unification of the two Yemens
in 1990,13 people from the south have been resenting their political
repression and the unfair distribution of resources. The defeat of the
southerners in the 1994 civil war ended up adding to their woes. Examples
of injustices meted out to southerners include the sacking of twenty
thousand military personnel, layoffs of large numbers of public-sector
employees, and the marginalisation of southerners in state institutions.14

More than a decade later, some old members of the Yemeni Socialist Party
and the youth launched Al-Hirak, or the Southern Movement, to fight for
their political rights and equitable economic opportunity.15 The 2011
uprising came as an opportunity for the southern forces to re-ignite their
movement and push for their cause.

Like the Houthis, Al-Hirak boycotted the referendum, and launched
a few attacks against polling stations in the southern governorates.
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Notwithstanding the fact of his being a southerner, Hadi16 could not move
a majority from the south, let alone north, to rally behind him as he led
the transition process. Rather, many southerners accused him of ‘strategic
gamesmanship and factional politics aimed at ensuring that no rival
southern group becomes more powerful than him’.17 Therefore, mass
protests and threats of armed rebellion for an autonomous or independent
south went on alongside the NDC. The federal plan was immediately
rejected by some southerners, who insist on a separate state. Traditional
leaders of the Southern Movement—like Ali Salem al Beidh, the last
president of the former south—rejected the division of South Yemen into
two federal states, that is, Hadramaut (Shabwa, Hadramaut, Al-Mahra and
the island of Socotra) and Aden (Lahj, Abyan, Dhale and Aden
governorates).18 While leaders like al-Beidh advocates the idea of a
complete separation, his predecessors, Ali Nasir Muhammad and Haidar
Abu Bakr al-Attas, supported unity with the north under a federal
system—with a referendum on whether to maintain unity or secede after
a few years.19 Interestingly, answers to the southern issue are not limited
to the two solutions.

The locals in the south reacted to the top-down federal text with a mix
of ‘criticism and suspicion’.20 According to a 2013 survey, 99 per cent of
34,000 respondents in the Al Mahra governorate rejected merger with
Hadramaut, while 86 per cent of Mahirs wanted to be ruled by a cross-
tribal council, opposing both ‘united Yemen’ and ‘South Yemen’
hypotheses.21 Above all, many civilians from Hadramout want an
independent state of their own, separate from both North and South
Yemen.22 On 22 April, the Hadramout Inclusive Conference (HIC)
announced Hadramout as an independent federal region.23 Thus, the issues
of representation of southerners and an all-agreed possible solution to the
southern question pose a great deal of challenge to national reconciliation
efforts. In this context, Adam Baron writes that, in the south, power lies
with key Southern Movement figures, some of whom were incorporated
in the Hadi government; but, in many cases they bypassed Hadi as they
tend to act autonomously.24 In addition, southerners’ antagonism towards
the people of northern origin, whom they continue to regard as occupiers,
is one of the major problems preventing the success of any reconciliation
efforts.

Moreover, the reactions to the NDC’s outcomes reflect that any attempt
to provide a band-aid solution to Yemen’s existential issues was bound to
fail without engaging with grassroot forces other than a few organised
groups. It highlights the need to broaden the remit of national dialogue
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and complement the top-down process with a bottom-up approach in view
of the nature of Yemeni society, which is complex enough to be viewed
through the perspectives of a few organised groups. It would help take
ordinary Yemenis on board as they hardly felt connected with the NDC.
Throughout the transition process, the Hadi government miserably failed
to improve governance and ensure basic social services. The absence of
governance led to clashes among tribes for control over resources. Oil and
gas facilities were repeatedly attacked.25 Amidst this, the government’s
decision to remove fuel subsidies irked the civilians.

The Civil War

Taking advantage of the popular disenchantment with the transitional
government, the Houthis began expanding their control and took over the
capital Sanaa in September 2014, which sparked the civil war. Saleh, who
is adept at alternately co-opting and manipulating his political rivals, took
advantage of the situation and formed an alliance with the Houthis in a
bid to stage a political comeback. However, the Houthis’ acceptance of
Saleh as a partner, against whom they hold deep grudges and fought six
wars, surprised many. Nevertheless, the Houthis benefitted from the
alliance, and expanded southwards with the help of Saleh’s loyalists in
key army positions.26 The alliance is said to have shared objectives: the
downfall of the Hadi government, the eradication of the largest opposition
party Islah,27 and the control of the entire country. However, the age-old
mistrust28 between the two sides speaks volumes of the longevity of the
alliance. While Saleh is exploiting his entrenched network, both formal
and informal, to regain his lost political fortune, the Houthis’ mounting
campaign (according to Stacey Philbrik Yadav and Sheila Carapico), was
aimed at securing its position in Yemen’s future political regime in the
making.29

Nonetheless, the Houthis’ campaign stalled the transition process,
which the UN tried to put back on track by brokering an agreement
between the rebels and President Hadi in September. The agreement,
known as Peace and National Partnership Agreement, called for an
inclusive and/or non-partisan technocratic government, and mandated
the withdrawal of Houthi forces from the capital.30 However, the Houthis
refused to withdraw its militias from Sanaa, citing the threat of Al Qaeda.
By January 2015, the movement forced President Hadi and his cabinet to
resign. The Houthis-Saleh alliance’s penetration of the security forces soon
after the coup informs on Hadi’s failed attempt at restructuring, which is
of utmost importance in a country where the military lacks professionalism
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and is characterised by a loose command-and-control structure. The lack
of governance and the deteriorating security situation worsened further,
with other dissident and terrorist groups rearing their heads to make gains
by exploiting local resentments and stoking cross-tribal and regional
tensions.

The local Al Qaeda affiliate, which merged with its Saudi Arabian
counterpart in 2009 in a new organisation, Al Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP), exploited anti-northern prejudices to capture areas in
Yemen’s south. The security vacuum made the situation favourable for
this as it stormed Mukalla, a port city and the capital of Yemen’s largest
Hadramaut province in April 2015. In the absence of strong resistance,
the group consolidated its position in the city through tactics that should
cause serious concern in national and international players. They made
many Hadramis party to their occupation by forming a local council, and
providing welfare services to people.31 The situation highlights the
importance of political stability and economic improvement to win over
the Yemenis. In fact, it won’t be an exaggeration to say that the lived reality
of a deteriorating economic situation did not allow ordinary Yemenis to
connect with the transitional government. And, the Houthi takeover left
many exposed to mounting security threats.

The Yemenis accused the Houthis-Saleh alliance of shelling civilian
residential areas, medical facilities, schools, and other civilian
infrastructure.32 Sniper attacks along with heavy shelling of civilian
neighbourhoods prevented civilians from access to food and key survival
needs such as water and health services.33 Gradually, areas under Houthi
control slipped into borderline famine.34 Apart from infrastructural
destruction and economic hardship, the deep polarisation of society has
been one of the most damaging effects of the civil war.35 Local unaddressed
grievances, common hostility towards a faction, and the loss of trust drove
tribal groups to forge alliances with different warring parties. The situation
has caused the destruction of Yemen’s social fabric and undermined its
tribal structure, which might emerge as one of the biggest losses during
the post-conflict reconstruction of society.

External Intervention

In the months following their takeover of Sanaa, the Houthis-Saleh forces
stormed President Hadi’s home and placed him under house arrest,
prompting the resignation of the entire cabinet in January 2015.36 Two
weeks later, Hadi managed to escape from Houthi captivity and fled to
the southern city of Aden. He rescinded his resignation and announced
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Aden as the temporary capital of the country. From the temporary capital,
Hadi declared war on the Houthis and formally asked the GCC states to
intervene militarily.37 In late March 2015, Hadi was forced to flee the
country. Saudi Arabia, which saw the Houthi rise as a threat to its historic
control of Yemen in view of its Shi’ite-affiliation, announced the formation
of a coalition of 10 countries38 to support the internationally recognised
government.39

In March 2015, the coalition launched an intensive aerial campaign
targeting Houthi and Saleh forces in and around Sanaa, Saada, Taiz, Al-
Hudaydah, and Aden. The USA assisted with intelligence, targeting, and
logistics as warplanes bombed Houthi arms depots and military camps.
The coalition made significant territorial gains, and within two months,
forced the Houthis to retreat from Aden—a highly strategic province as it
controls the Bab al-Mandeb, the chokepoint between the Arabian and Red
Seas through which 4.7 million barrels of oil transit everyday. However,
after more than two years of the campaign, the coalition could not achieve
its objective of reinstating the Hadi government in Sanaa. On the other
hand, mounting civilian casualties and the destruction of basic
infrastructure, including schools, hospitals, bridges, roads, and power
plants, made life more miserable for the Yemenis. In October 2016, UN
agencies estimated that since March 2015, more than 44,000 people have
been killed or injured. Of Yemen’s 27.4 million people, about 18.8 million
need humanitarian assistance—including 10.3 million who are in acute
need.40

It is worth noting here that the international community’s involvement
in the Saudi-led operation, especially of the USA and the UK, is largely
driven by security concerns as a failed Yemeni state might become a safe
haven for terrorist groups like AQAP and ISIS. In fact, the US policy in
Yemen has been shaped largely by Al Qaeda’s 2000 attack against the USS
Cole and the Christmas Day bombing of 2009. But international support
for the Saudi-led brutal campaign, which is primarily focused on the
Houthis’ containment, strengthened the AQAP as it gained from the
resulting security vacuum, and rebounded in areas on southern coast.41

Moreover, the USA also became subject to war crimes allegations. It faced
pressure from Congress for its extensive military assistance noting it ‘may
amount to war crimes’.42 At the same time, the heavy export and supply
of arms by the UK to Saudi Arabia has been seen by rights groups and
other bodies as central to the destruction of Yemen.43 On the other hand,
the Saudi-led coalition was held responsible for 60 percent of child deaths,
and was added by the UN to the blacklist of countries accused of violating
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children rights.44 Above all, after months of operations, the coalition forces
could not weaken the Houthis-Saleh alliance, let alone see them rolling
back from Sanaa.

The Saudi-led airstrikes not only worsened the conflict but also led to
instability and chaos by destroying basic infrastructure and government
institutions. Areas liberated from the Houthis’ control on behalf of the Hadi
government, which largely remains in exile in Saudi Arabia, remained
plagued by chaos.45 In fact, the Hadi government hardly seems to be
functioning or ensuring basic security and services for stricken civilians
who describe it as the ‘runaway government’.46 As a result, Yemenis
continue to suffer from both Saudi-led bombings as well as from the
Houthis-Saleh aggression, which has been equally responsible for abuses
of human rights and humanitarian law. Amidst this, the UN’s failure to
persuade the warring parties to stop the conflict or hold any of them
responsible for rights abuses has disheartened Yemenis. The situation has
prompted Yemeni political analyst, Hisham al-Omeisy, to tweet: “Our only
sin as Yemen is we’re poor. Nowhere near as rich as Saudi to buy off
international community’s silence or UN’s carte blanche.” This is reflective
of the feeling of abandonment that has overtaken the Yemenis.

It is worth noting here that a few decisions taken by the new US
administration have laid to rest profound concerns about Washington’s
policy towards Yemen. Within the first week of Donald J. Trump’s
Presidency, Yemenis witnessed US drone strikes targeting Al Qaeda
militants in which civilians were also killed. The eight-year-old daughter
of Anwar al-Awlaki, a US-born Yemeni preacher who was killed in a 2011
drone attack, was said to be among the victims.47 At the same time, the
Yemenis were banned from getting visas to the USA as part of an
immigration ban imposed on seven Muslim-majority countries.48 Moreover,
during his recent visit to Saudi Arabia, President Trump signed a $110
billion arms deal with the kingdom, prompting analysts to say that it would
embolden Riyadh in its devastating war in Yemen.49 Also, the Trump
administration’s confrontational attitude towards Iran leaves little doubt
about its renewed traditional embrace of Saudi Arabia50, which does not
appear to hold a good omen for the Yemeni conflict.

Sectarian Narrative

The ongoing crisis did not begin as a Sunni-Shia struggle as the element
of sectarianism has been historically minimal in Yemen. However, rise of
the Houthis, seems to have exacerbated an old fear in Saudi Arabia—that
of an ascendant Iran and sectarian narratives of the conflict—seem to have
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gained momentum. Saudi Arabia has historically sought to maintain an
upper hand in the internal politics of Yemen and pursued a policy to ‘keep
Yemen weak’ as it fears that a strong Yemeni state in its back yard could
prove a major threat to its own security.51 In this context, the rise of the
Houthis, which Saudi Arabia describes as Iran’s proxy, has been
understood as crossing a red line. This is evident from the Saudi’s massive
military campaign for not just ‘pushing back the putschists or securing
the border, but for fighting the “Iranian threat” represented by the Zaydi
Shia movement’.52 Saudi Arabia’s labelling of the Houthis as an Iranian
proxy has fed many exaggerated claims that portray the Yemeni crisis as
Sunni vs. Shia struggle. Here it is immensely important to remember that
the primary drivers of the conflict are local political, social, and economic
grievances, and that the rise of the Houthis was facilitated by popular
dissatisfaction with the transitional government.

The Houthi movement is rooted in some real grievances. They have
enjoyed cross-sectarian support for raising populist policy issues, both in
the pre- and post-uprising periods. It must be noted here that Zaydis’ view
of the imam (whom they consider a worldly figure, and subject to being
replaced by a more competent rival) and their rejection of certain other
Shia beliefs distance Zaydism from Twelver Shi’ism of Iran.53 Nonetheless,
scholars like Peter Salisbury, have found that the core leadership of the
Houthi movement is, in many cases, genuinely committed to Islamic
revolutionary principles set out by its founder Hussein Badr al-Deen al-
Houthi. This leadership borrows heavily from Iran’s radical revolutionary
principles.54 In this context, the vagueness of the ultimate objectives
maintained by the Houthis has contributed to the speculation that they
hope to restore the Zaydi Imamate that ruled much of Yemen for more
than a thousand years until its demise in the 1962 revolution.55

In addition, the support extended to the Houthis by Iran, the Hezbollah
in Lebanon, and the Shi’ite majority government in Iraq, especially after
their takeover of Sanaa, has contributed to the sectarian analysis of the
militias’ motives.56 Iran has provided them military and financial support.
It also signed a series of Memorandum of Understandings with them, on
bolstering aid, modernising the Al-Hudaydah port, and increasing the
number of flights between the two countries.57 The move recognised the
Houthis as the legitimate authority against the international stance. Small
numbers of Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps officers, with assistance
from Hezbollah, also set up a train and equip programme for the Houthis.58

Moreover, commenting on the conflict, Yemeni journalist Afrah Nasser
noted that it was not sectarian when it began, but it is now: “As for
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sectarianism, Houthis are running the areas they control in a double-
motivated way: sectarian and political—arresting people who don’t belong
to their sect and who belong to the Islah.”59 Such acts seem to have
contributed to sectarian feelings, and helped groups like AQAP and ISIS
to gain by stoking sectarian tensions.60

Nonetheless, it is difficult to fully explain the war in Yemen in strictly
sectarian terms as it is far more complex than a mere Shia-Sunni conflict.
Also, as sectarian narratives keep doing the rounds, especially in view of
a vicious power competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran, many analysts
have warned against overstating Tehran’s influence in Yemen. Iran does
not exercise enough leverage to shape the convoluted political equation
on the ground. It is worth noting here that Saudi Arabia’s views of Iran’s
proximity with the Houthis are also shaped by Tehran’s re-emergence on
the global scenario following its successful nuclear deal in 2015. Riyadh
interpreted the deal as part of the US policy of retrenchment from the
region, which envisaged working with Tehran and abandoning other
regional partners.61 It believed that the move would encourage Iran to
pursue its policy of expansionism, thus challenging the Kingdom’s regional
domination.62 Thus, it won’t be wrong to say that the sectarian narrative
of the conflict is largely, if not completely, pivoted on power games between
the two regional rivals.

Peace Talks

As the debilitating fight did not appear to die down, regional and
international players persuaded the warring parties to enter into
negotiation. Delegates representing the exiled Yemeni government based
in Riyadh, and the Houthis-Saleh alliance participated in two UN-
sponsored talks in Switzerland in June and December 2015, which failed
to yield any substantial result. A third round of talks followed in Kuwait
in April 2016. UN envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, who replaced Jamal
Benomar in early 2015, focused on brokering a ceasefire agreement
between the warring parties, believing it would prepare the ground for a
lasting political solution. However, three months later, the talks reached a
stalemate as mistrust between the reluctant negotiators undermined efforts
to de-escalate the fights.

The implementation of the UN resolution 2216 emerged as a sticking
point as the two sides refused to budge an inch from their stated positions.
The resolution demanded the Houthis-Saleh forces to roll back from their
occupied areas and surrender heavy arms. The alliance, on the other hand,
insists on the formation of a unity government and a complete halt in
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airstrikes before starting a political track. Notwithstanding the
intransigence of the two sides, their ability to agree to or implement a
ceasefire remains questionable in view of the polarisation which the conflict
has deepened to a destructive level. For instance, the alliance of many local
groups with a faction was not necessarily motivated by their opposition
to the other. In many cases, some local groups have fought for both Hadi
and Houthi-Saleh alliance in the war.63 Thus, the situation on the ground
is complex enough to be viewed from the perspectives of the two sides.
And the weak legitimacy of the Hadi government, which is like a pawn
in the hands of Saudi Arabia, makes the prospects for peace grimmer.

Additionally, many local groups loathe the peace talks, saying they
have, once again, denied them a say in the decision-making. Many in the
south had begun to view the Houthis as part of the traditional elite
following the alliance with Saleh. There are others who refused to be
represented by the Hadi government. ‘It is Southern local authorities and
local resistance who represent the people, not Hadi’s government,’ said
Ahmed Assaleh, Spokesperson of the Southern Youth Forum in the United
States, a group which works directly with the Southern leadership in
Yemen.64 Similarly, Ahmed Ashulaif, one of the local resistance leaders in
the Serwah district in Mareb, asked, “Why do they choose us as partners
in war but fail to engage us in peace efforts?”65 He was referring to the
Hadi government. In this context, the formation of a Southern Transitional
Council on May 11 to further the struggle toward independence of the
south Yemen is telling.66 The situation speaks volume about the need for
an inclusive peace process, with enough space for multiple actors in view
of the people’s lack of trust in the Hadi government or the Houthis-Saleh
alliance.

Following the announcement by the UN envoy of the end of the peace
talks in August 2016, the Saudi-led coalition resumed airstrikes and began
bombing the capital Sanaa. The war has worsened since then, as the
coalition has intensified its operations against the battle-hardy Houthis to
win Sanaa back. Amidst this, a renewed UN push for peace agreed to by
US Secretary of State, John Kerry and the GCC at the end of August was
described as the ‘last chance’ for Yemen to avoid an even more dangerous
downward spiral by Baron.67 But, Omeisy has rightly pointed out that “...no
matter how good a proposal is, it’s the various parties’ commitment that
will define the success rate ... So to be honest, prospects are still grim.”68

In the following months, the conflict has turned messier and bloodier.
In October 2016, the Saudi-led coalition bombed a funeral ceremony in
Sanaa and prison premises in Hodeida, killing about 200 people. The
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month also saw an exchange of missiles between the Houthis and the USA,
marking the first direct military involvement of American forces in the
prolonged conflict.69 Peace efforts in the following month met with a
hardened Houthis-Saleh stance as well as the equally dismissive tone of
the Hadi government as is evident form Kerry’s failure to make two sides
abide by ceasefires.70 It implies that because of the continued involvement
of external players as well as the absence of a commitment on the part of
the warring parties, peace efforts would not yield any results. The Houthis
need to understand that their intransigence will not help them rule by force
for a long time. North-South antagonism and economic vulnerability are
some of the impediments that they cannot overlook. At the same time,
Saudi Arabia must not be ignorant of the fact that its brutal campaign has
destroyed Yemen to the extent of it becoming a failed state which would
be equally threatening as, in its own view, a strong Yemeni state could
have been. Nonetheless, at the time of the writing, the chance for peace
remains a distant dream as hapless Yemenis suffer from mindless bombings
and a chronic humanitarian crisis.

Conclusion

The continuing conflict will keep wreaking havoc on the impoverished
Yemenis as long as international players, especially the USA, continue to
aid the Saudi-led brutal campaign. Despite carrying out months of deadly
air attacks, the coalition has failed to weaken the Houthis-Saleh alliance,
let alone wrest Sanaa back from it. The competition for influence between
the two regional rivals has entangled Yemen into a relentless struggle.
Despite providing training, arms, and ammunition to the Houthis, the scale
of Iran’s involvement in the conflict appears to be too limited to tilt the
balance in favour of the Houthi-Saleh alliance. But now, Iran cannot be
excluded from any negotiation process to bring about an end to the war
and a solution for the future. Nonetheless, the conflict will continue unless
key international players coerce regional powers to scale down their
involvement to reduce the intensity of the conflict. This would be
complementary to the peace process.

Looking Ahead

• There is a need for foreign players to realise that the peace-making
efforts should not be devoid of addressing the popular causes of
the uprising—that is, socio-economic resentment and political
frustration.

• If the key stakeholders cannot put aside their strategic and security
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concerns, a simultaneous attempt to address pressing social,
economic, and political problems would help them win over the
Yemenis, and deter non-state actors from exploiting their sufferings.

• The involvement of local actors and grassroots forces— like the
governors and leaders of key resistance forces—would ease the
tension on the ground, and help build a popular constituency to
add to the peace-making efforts.

• Lastly, a deeper understanding of local dynamics and the
incorporation of certain tribal values would be helpful in the peace-
making efforts.
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Iran and the Region: An Introduction

Javed Ahmad Khan and Sanjay Singh

The Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979 was a seminal event that brought
to centre-stage the clergy as the ruling institution in the country. The
doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih, which underpins this revolutionary change,
is not just a theory, but a working model of politics being currently
practiced in Iran a modern nation-state, with a transcendental appeal
beyond its borders. The first chapter in this section is an enquiry into the
phenomenon and explores diverse aspects related to it. In view of Iran’s
rise as a regional power, the significance of studying the institutions of
Iran and the basis of their legitimacy increases manifold. This chapter is a
contribution in that direction.

In the introductory part of this chapter, the author has discussed the
jurisprudential origin of the doctrine, with its historical evolution based
on the distinct interpretation of the Shiite School of Islam. In the next
section, the practical implementation of the doctrine is discussed, and the
consequence of it is carefully investigated with particular focus on the
nuances of Ayatollah Khomeini’s interpretation. The discussion goes
further into the challenges the doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih faces as a concept
and as a political doctrine. From the different competing narratives of
political formation in parallel to the doctrine, to the debates within the
religious domain, the arguments are examined, and their manifestation in
setting up and challenging the Wilayat al-Faqih discourse is investigated.
The chapter brings in some important arguments from the clergy, both
inside and outside Iran, to put the challenges to the doctrine in a proper
perspective.
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One of the significant areas covered in this chapter is concerned with
the appeal of the doctrine beyond Iranian borders. Here, the author
provides an exclusive section to explore the doctrine’s influence in
countries like Lebanon, Iraq, and Pakistan. Readers can also note the
important remarks made in the context of India. The chapter concludes
with a discussion on developments in the practical interpretation and
implementation of the doctrine, and the succession issue of Iran’s Supreme
Leader in the future. There is a detailed analysis of the role of Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei in consolidating the rule of juris consult and the challenges
of the succession issue. In the conclusion, some observations are made
based on the whole thesis of the chapter.

The change in regime in Iran in 1979 transformed it from being a
pillar supporting the dominant US position in the region into becoming
one of its most implacable foes. The differences between the two grew
with the passage of years, and were made nearly unbridgeable by the
stand-off over the nuclear issue. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) was the result of an exercise in the diplomacy of exploring the
art of the possible.

The second chapter examines developments pertaining to three key
areas as they have evolved in the post JCPOA period. These include the
status of the Iran-United States ties; issues relating to sanctions relief and
Iran’s economic situation; and the regional strategic situation. JCPOA was
limited to the nuclear issue and not a grand bargain. Concerns pertaining
to each other’s regional behaviour and policy goals remain; these have
prevented a further thaw in US-Iran interactions. While the monetary
benefits of the deal have not yet fully materialised on the ground, the
limited promise of the deal to translate into regional geo-political goodwill
is yet to be realised. The attitude of the new US administration could make
the situation even more difficult.

The third chapter examines how Iran is perceived in the region, and
how the US-Iran relationship is an important factor in regional politics.
Directly, indirectly, or through proxies, Iran has been involved, or is seen
to be accentuating, many regional conflicts and tensions in the region, and
its influence extends far beyond its immediate borders to Iraq, Lebanon,
Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen. This has increased fears and apprehensions
amongst its regional rivals and competitors, such as Egypt, Israel, Saudi
Arabia, and Turkey over Iran’s hegemonic intentions. These countries are
increasingly uncomfortable with the Iranian influence in regions, which
they consider as their own spheres of influence—that is, the Arabian
Peninsula and Levant. The authors argue that the Obama administration’s
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actions in limiting US involvement in the Middle East and concluding the
nuclear deal with Iran, has created the conditions for Iranian regional
ascendance, increased its staying power, and that the growing Iranian
influence will have implications for the region. For India, the resultant
growing Saudi-Iranian tension will be worrisome, especially when New
Delhi seeks close politico-strategic partnerships with both the Gulf States.
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ABSTRACT

Ayatollah Khomeini’s words cited above demonstrate both the source and
consequence of the divine authority of Wali al-Faqih (guardian jurisconsult).
Thirty seven years after the Islamic Revolution and the establishment of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, this demonstration of Wilayat al-Faqih (guardianship
of the jurisconsult) as a concept and as the official doctrine of the Islamic
Republic, seems intended to stave off any serious challenge to it in the present
as well as in the near future. The doctrine attracts enough followers both among
the laity and clergy in Iran as well as outside; they continue to see it as a
legitimate interpretation of Islam’s socio-political domain. The rise of Iran as
a regional power strengthens the concept of Wilayat al-Faqih politically as well
as jurisprudentially. There are many debates among scholars among the clergy
and the laity about the scope of the authority of the jurisconsult, and the
doctrine’s correct interpretation and implementation. This chapter analyses the
status of the concept, the debates around it, and the challenges it faces 37 years
after the Islamic Revolution in Iran.

I [Khomeini] should make you aware of another issue and that is if I
have named him [Mehdi Bazargan] as the ruler, I did so based on the
agency granted to me by the sacred canonical laws. He whom I have
designated is to be made obeisance to; the nation must obey him.
This government is no ordinary one; it is a canonical government.
Opposition to this government is opposition to the canon laws and is
tantamount to rebellion against religion.

—Imam Khomeini1
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The Concept of Wilayat al-Faqih (Guardianship of the
Jurisconsult)

Wilayat al-Faqih (guardianship of the jurisconsult)2 in its restricted meaning
is the guardianship bestowed upon the al-faqih al-a– dil (just Islamic jurist)
in the non-litigious affairs (al-omoor al-hisbiya3) of the Muslims.4 This is
known as the limited guardianship of the Islamic jurist. In its broader
meaning, Wilayat al-Faqih is an Islamic doctrine of political arrangement
by which a faqih (an Islamic jurist) is considered the guardian of all the
affairs of Muslims, and is religiously empowered to establish and run a
political system on behalf of the Twelfth Imam.5 This is regarded as
absolute guardianship (al-wilaya al-mutlaqa) of the Islamic jurist.

The doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih originates in the Shiite School of Islam,
and forms the pivot around which the contemporary Shiite political
thought revolves. It derives its legitimacy from the divine authority of the
Prophet of Islam and the Imams. It lays out a guardianship-based political
system in the physical absence6 of the Twelfth Imam in which the jurist
takes on the Imam’s guardianship (wilaya) of both religion and the Muslim
community (ummah), and acts as the deputy of the Imam.7 While Imams
were specifically appointed as guardians, the jurists (fuqaha) are not
explicitly selected by name, but rather on the basis of scholarly qualities.

Traditionally, qualified jurists used to undertake the role of the deputies
of the Imam, and perform the following traditional roles/functions: making
a decree (al-ifta);8 to judge (al-qada); and guardianship over non-litigious
affairs (al-umu– r hisbiya).9 There were other jurists—like Mulla Naraqi (d.
1829) and Sheikh Hasan Najafi (d. 1850)—who believed in the modest
political role of the Islamic jurist, although Najafi particularly argued about
the authority of the jurist being very broad.10 It is in this context that
Ayatollah Mirza Hassan Shirazi (d. 1895) used his authority as a jurist and
issued an edict (hukum) against the tobacco monopoly given by the Qajar
King, Nasir al-Din Shah, to the British Imperial Tobacco Corporation of
Persia in 1890. Mirza Shirazi was based in Najaf in Iraq, and it was
adherence to the transcendental authority of the jurist which led to the
famous Tobacco Protest (1890–92) and the subsequent withdrawal of the
concession. This led to an increase in the collective resentment against the
Qajars which culminated in the Constitutional Revolution of 1906.11 The
leadership of the clerical class was crucial in the protest movement of the
Revolution. Roy Mottahedeh argues that, without the support of clergy,
the movement would have failed.12

The influence of the clerics was such that the newly elected parliament
was inaugurated in the presence of seventeen jurists in October 1906. The
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influence continued in many forms after the Constitutional Revolution and,
during the Pahlavi rule, culminated in the control of power by the Iranian
clergy after the Islamic Revolution of 1979. The jurist who argued for the
comprehensive role of Islamic jurisconsult in all affairs of the Muslims was
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1902–1989). His contribution to the concept
becomes important both at the theoretical and practical levels. He not only
converted Wilayat al-Faqih to a fully fledged political ideology in his
scholarship but was also successful in implementing it in a modern nation-
state.

According to Ayatollah Khomeini, there is no difference between the
authority of the Prophet and the jurisconsult and, for that matter, between
the First Imam’s powers and those of the jurisconsult.13 However, on the
subject of virtues, he argues that the Prophet’s virtues were greater than
those of the rest of mankind and, after the Prophet, the First Imam and
the rest of the Imams were virtuous in the world. Khomeini does not
consider the increase of governmental powers with respect to the
superiority of the spiritual virtues of a jurist. This observation becomes
important in the context of the constitutional amendment of Iran’s
constitution in 1989, when the qualification of Wali al-Faqih (Supreme
Leader of Iran as jurisconsult) was changed from being a marja’ al-taqlid
to being simply a mujtahid.14 He cautions that the just jurisconsult having
the same authority as the Prophet as well as the Imams does not mean
that the status of the jurisconsult is identical to them. Khomeini argues
that “here we are not speaking of status, but rather of function”.15

Khomeini believed that the governance of the jurisconsult is a rational
and extrinsic matter.16 This arrangement is similar to the appointment of
a guardian for a minor. As far as responsibility is concerned, there is no
difference between the guardian of a nation and the guardian of a minor.17

The ruler ’s mandate is the implementation of God’s laws and the
supervision of the executive power. So, for Khomeini, it makes no
difference if the ruler is the Prophet, the Imam, or the Imam’s representative
or judge appointed to any city, or a jurisconsult in the present age.

Consequences of the Implementation of the Doctrine of the
Wilayat al-Faqih

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih manifests
in the establishment of the Office of the Supreme Leader of the Revolution
(daftar-e maqa– m-e mo’azzam-e rahbari).18 The preamble of the Iranian
Constitution mentions the qualified jurist’s role as the leader who would
ensure that state institutions adhere to their Islamic mandate.19 The
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implementation of this doctrine was not smooth, and it had to face
opposition from many quarters. The most significant opposition was from
the secular-liberal and communist factions which did not want the clergy’s
role in politics.20 From the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran in
February 1979 to the actual adoption of the concept of Wilayat al-Faqih in
the Iranian Constitution, there were many debates within Iran about the
role of the clerical class in state administration. Some of the debates were
reflected in the debates in the constituent assembly.21 With the
overwhelming support that Khomeini enjoyed, his interpretation finally
made it to the consolidation of power, and defeating the other competing
narratives.

There are two aspects of Khomeini’s interpretation which are very
significant, and have far reaching consequences. One aspect is the authority
of the ruler jurisconsult over other jurists. For Khomeini, the authority that
the Prophet and the Imam had in establishing a government also exists
for the ruler jurisconsult. Islamic jurists do not have absolute authority in
the sense of having authority over all the other jurists of their own time—
the authority of being able to appoint or dismiss them.22 Traditionally, the
marja’s authority of pronouncing a decree (fatwa) was not constrained by
other jurists; but now, the jurisconsult can limit the authority of a marja’
only to the personal affairs of religion without the latter’s interference in
the socio-political domain. Also, according to Khomeini’s interpretation,
the ruling of the jurisconsult in the public domain is binding on other
jurists. This affected the state-clergy relation in Iran after 1979. There were
jurists, like Kazem Shariatmadari,23 who did not accept Khomeini’s
interpretation of Wilayat al-Faqih, and hence, did not agree with the view
that a jurist’s authority can override the authority of other jurists.24

Shariatmadari’s opposition to the constitution and the jurist’s absolute
authority led to his house-arrest which resulted in protests in his home
province of East Azerbaijan. Later, due to his intervention, the protest
demonstrations were stopped by his followers. The new government
restricted the movement of other clerics who opposed the constitution and
government policies. These steps were rationalised, based on the argument
of the primacy of state interests of an Islamic state, which is the second
aspect of Khomeini’s interpretation.

This second aspect is about the jurisconsult’s authority regarding the
interpreting of Islamic laws. In 1988, in his letter to then President (Ali
Khamenei), Khomeini argues that the Islamic government is the absolute
guardianship delegated by God, and is among the most important Islamic
laws, and which is pre-eminent over all other divine religious laws like
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fasting and Hajj. The authority of the Islamic government is not confined
by the framework of secondary religious laws, but goes beyond it. Hence,
the jurisconsult can stop any affair if he considers it against the interests
of Islam, and the Islamic country.25 For example, in the previous year (2016),
Iran did not send Hajj pilgrims to Saudi Arabia based on the reasoning
that without the materialising of the agreement with Saudi Arabia, the
security of the pilgrims would not be safeguarded. This decision has its
basis in the jurisconsult’s view that observing an important Islamic
principle like Hajj can be temporarily suspended if it is not in the interest
of the Islamic Republic.

The above interpretation by Khomeini has led to the principle of
‘regime expediency’ (maslahat-e nizâm26). According to this principle, the
survival of the Islamic Republic gets elevated to a supreme religious
value.27 In this context, the Expediency Discernment Council (Majma’
Tashkhi Maslahat-e Nizam) was created in 1988 as an institution to mediate
and resolve the differences between the Parliament (Majlis) and the
Guardian Council. Its mandate was in matters pertaining to legislation as
well as constitutional issues, and to advise the Supreme Leader on the
discernment of regime expediency in accordance with Article 110 and
Article 112 of the Constitution.28 In the 1989 amendment of Iran’s
Constitution, the Council’s authorities are outlined. The Council will play
a role in case parliament passes a law that the Guardian Council considers
un-Islamic or unconstitutional; then the Council advises the Supreme
Leader as to whether the law is in the interest of the regime. The law would
be accepted, rejected, or amended as per the Supreme Leader’s decision
based on regime expediency—as defined by the Leader.29

Challenges to Wilayat al-Faqih as a Concept and as a
Political Doctrine

There has been evolution in the debate about the doctrine of Wilayat al-
Faqih, both at the theoretical as well as at the practical levels. Various
strands of politico-theological discourses are emerging in Iran, and these
are not only limited to confronting the official ideology of the state but
are also challenging the traditional view of religion and politics. Some
scholars have documented the discourses with respect to the latter’s
position on religion, and categorise them into conservative, reformist, and
secular-modernist narratives.30 According to Mehran Kamrava, these
discourses emerge within the theocratic political system.31 Presently,
traditionalist religious discourse has the strongest claim—as well as stake—
in the intellectual paradigm of the Iranian state. Through this discourse,
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the policies of the state get jurisprudential justifications, and are presented
in tandem with the Islamic principles.32

Among the religious conservatives, Ayatollah Javadi Amoli and
Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi are the prominent ones who are part of the state
structure, and have put forward an intellectual defence for the present
political establishment. Javadi Amoli has said that criticizing the decree
of jurisconsult is forbidden (haram) even by jurists (mujtahid) and the
highest religious authorities (marja’ al-taqlid).33 Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi has
vociferously defended and articulated the Khomeini interpretation of
Wilayat al-Faqih. For Yazdi, the person discovered and appointed as the
supreme jurisconsult by the Assembly of Experts is to be viewed as the
infallible Imam’s deputy. He is presented to the people only for the purpose
of information, and not to obtain their consent or endorsement.34 For Yazdi,
there is no need to obtain legitimacy from the people for the jurisconsult.
The jurisconsult obtains legitimacy from God by virtue of him being
Twelfth Imam’s deputy. Hence, it is him who will decide the validity of a
presidential election, and will approve and endorse the president’s election
and authority. For Yazdi, obeying the President is obeying God, because
when the president’s election is accepted by the jurisconsult, the former
receives legitimacy and benefits from the sacred authority of the latter.
He has also said that obeying the president is obligatory—like offering
prayers.35 These comments were made in the context of the disputed
presidential election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2009.

In comparison with the above discourse, the reformist narrative is
greatly informed by the compatibility of religion with modern democratic
principles of political arrangement in the contemporary nation-state model
of state formation. The basis on which the reformists take this view is the
scope of interpretation granted according to the principle of ijtihad.36 The
election of the current President of Iran, Hassan Rouhani, could be
understood within this discourse. He is a cleric, and projects himself as a
‘moderate’ with a revolutionary background.37 The combination of
‘moderation’ and ‘reformism’ defines what is known as the religious
reformist stand, of which Ayatollah Montazeri38 was an important example.
Montazeri can be categorised so based on his revised position in the late
1980s about the religious legitimacy of an Islamic state.39 In Montazeri’s
understanding, there is primacy of the rights of people in the conception
of rule of the jurisconsult. His interpretation of the jurisconsult’s authority
is greatly limited in comparison to Khomeini.40 According to Mehdi Khalaji,
Montazeri’s approach can be understood as legal, while Khomeini’s
demonstration of Wilaya (guardianship) is greatly similar to how it is
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understood in Islamic mysticism (Irfan).41 This view of Khalaji is based on
the wider acceptance of Khomeini being an acknowledged mystic (’Arif).

For Montazeri, popular participation and endorsement are
indispensable for legitimising the rule of the jurisconsult.42 According to
him, the people’s vote, the Constitution, and laws legitimise the rule of
the guardian jurisconsult. He argues for the supervisory role of the
jurisconsult in political affairs. Taking the juridical view, he considers that
Article 107 and Article 110 of the Iranian Constitution define the status of
the jurisconsult.43 Article 107 specifies that the Supreme Leader is equal to
every other citizen in the country before the law. Article 110 has specified
the extent of the authority and responsibility of the jurisconsult, and that
his election by the people is based on his commitment to the Constitution.
The term motlaqeh (absolute) in Article 57 was added later to the Wilayat
al-Faqih.44 Montazeri considered this addition contrary to the original true
spirit of the Constitution, and therefore he did not vote for it.45

These positions made Montazeri’s personality a rallying point for the
opposition Green Movement. He emerged as its ideologue, and gave it
the religious inspiration and legitimacy it really needed. Leaders of the
Movement, like Moussavi, collaborated with Montazeri, and tried to get
the support of the people in favour of the movement. This was further
demonstrated on the eve of Montazeri’s death, which became a rare
rallying event against the government, with supporters of the Green
Movement flocking the funeral.46

It is important to note that the opposition to the Wilayat al-Faqih concept
is multi-layered. For example, Ayatollah Khoie and his disciples have not
agreed to its legality, as per Shiite jurisprudence, of the political power
vested in the jurist through the concept of Wilayat al-Faqih.47 From the
clerical perspective, one section of jurists could be said to be greatly
disagreeing with the interpretation of Ayatollah Khomeini about this
doctrine. Ayatollah Khoei of Iraq and Ayatollah Fazullah of Lebanon are
prominent jurists belonging to this section of jurists. Another section of
jurists is one which accepts the concept as legally tenable, but has
differences about its implementation as also have a varying interpretation
of the concept. Ayatollah Montazeri could be considered to be in this
category. He accepts the doctrine’s legal tenability but differs with its
interpretation, and gives his own version of it. Ayatollah Sistani48 of Iraq
was regarded in the category of deniers; but he seems to have formulated
a more flexible position vis-à-vis Wilayat al-Faqih, depicting a slight variance
of opinion on the position his teacher (Ayatollah Khoie) held on this
doctrine. He argues that for “general affairs to which social order is linked,
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the wilayah of a Faqih and the enforcement of wilayah depend on certain
conditions, one of which is the popularity of Faqih among the majority of
the momeneen.49 This position could be considered as a silent support to
the rule of the jurisconsult in Iran without actually taking an explicit
position in order to safeguard the Shiite constituency in Iraq whose political
stakes have risen after the fall of the Saddam regime.

From the political domain in Iran, Mehdi Karroubi—a 2009 presidential
candidate and an opposition Green Movement leader who is himself a
cleric—remarked in 2010 about the extension of the authority of the then
jurisconsult. He said,

Why has the authority of the Vali-ye Faqih [jurisconsult] been so
greatly extended? I doubt that so much authority and power were
given to the Prophets themselves, or the infallible [Shi‘i] Imams. I
even doubt that God considers himself to have the right to deal with
his servants in the same way [that the Supreme Leader does]!50

The unwavering allegiance towards Wilayat al-Faqih is sought, and the
betrayal or questioning of it can put even a distinguished person out of
favour. Ayatollah Khamenei made this very clear in his June 2010 Friday
sermon in Tehran. For Khamenei, some people with distinct service in the
time of Prophet forfeited the merits of their deeds by fighting the Imam’s
authority, and thus, in the same way, opposing the authority of the
jurisconsult would forfeit the distinction of many prominent personalities.51

This analogy pointed at Mehdi Karroubi and Mir Hossein Mousavi, leaders
of the Green Movement, who had a distinctive past record during the
Islamic Revolution as well as after it. Since they challenged the validity of
the election result despite the jurisconsult’s endorsement of it, they are
understood to have challenged the divine authority of the latter.52

The proponents of the third discourse—the secular-modernist one—
claim that the modern world is no place for politicised religion.53 This
discourse argues that the place of religion should be private, and the
domain of politics needs to be secular wherein there is a major role for
civil society and the forces of globalisation are not rejected. This discourse
has yet to find a firm ground in the Iranian political scenario, for Iran is a
deeply religious society and has re-oriented itself in Islamic traditions after
the Islamic Revolution. There is deep suspicion of Western models of
political engagement, and more often than not, this secular-modernist
discourse gets sidelined by the accusation of garbzadgi (West-toxication).
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Wilayat al-Faqih beyond the Borders of Iran

The doctrine’s reach, and its following beyond the borders of Iran, are
closely linked with the travel of the revolutionary ideology of the
Revolution of 1979. This ideology had a deep impact on the Muslim world
in general, and on the Shiite Muslims in particular. It transformed the Shiite
community worldwide from ‘a stage of quiet passivity into a sudden and
explosive activism’.54 The doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih could be seen as being
both attached with and detached from the Islamic Revolution. The
Revolution contributed to the consolidation of the doctrine as the official
ideology in Iran, and also opened ways for its travel along with its
revolutionary philosophy to different parts of the Muslim world. The
export of the revolution as a principle of foreign policy after the Revolution
was abandoned in the 1990s after Iran found that it increased resistance
to Iranian interests in the West Asian region.55

In contrast to this, the Wilayat al-Faqih doctrine did not subject itself to
the calculations of Iranian national interests. Its following also depended
on the rigorous jurisprudential debates among the scholars based in both
traditional seminaries and modern universities. The increase in its
following depended more on the convincing jurisprudential arguments
put forth by the adherents of the doctrine rather than by the continuous
push of the revolutionary ideology by Iranian political elite. After the
revolutionary zeal thawed somewhat, the doctrine found its adherence
being largely dependent on its being a religious concept, and viewed by a
major section of Shiites as the appropriate interpretation of Islamic political
thought in the post-occultation period.

The doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih is a transcendental concept, and does
not respect any territorial limit. The best example of the doctrine’s
following outside Iran would be Lebanon’s Hezbollah (Party of God). In
its Constitution, which was published as ‘The Hizballah Program, an open
letter to all the Oppressed in Lebanon and the World’ in 1985, it describes
itself as “...sons of the umma—the party of God, the vanguard of which
was made victorious by God in Iran...”.56 About its adherence to Wilayat
al-Faqih, it says: “We obey the orders of one leader, wise and just, that of
our tutor and faqih who fulfils all the necessary conditions: Ruhollah
Musawi Khomeini.”57 After Khomeini’s death, Khamenei replaced him as
the ‘Leader’ for Hezbollah. Although Ayatollah Muhammad Hussein
Fadlallah was regarded as the ‘spiritual leader of Hezbollah,58 he
subsequently distanced himself from the organisation. He did not agree
with Khomeini’s interpretation of the Wilayat al-Faqih doctrine, and also
did not approve of Hezbollah following Ayatollah Khamenei as marja’ al-
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taqlid.59 This is the consequence of the debate within Shiite jurists about
the interpretation of the doctrine and its implementation. His distancing
resulted in the increased influence of Iran’s Supreme Leader in the policy
decisions of the Hezbollah.

As per the ideological commitment, Hezbollah’s policy decisions need
to be approved by Ayatollah Khamenei.60 Its leader, Sayyed Hassan
Nasrallahm has stated that “the decision of peace and war is in the hands
of [the] jurisconsult, not in the hands of the intellectuals, researchers,
scientists, and regular politicians, depending on the circumstances.”61

Hence, its decision to enter Syria62 and its presence in Iraq63 could not be
without sanctification from the Supreme Leader. All the policy postures
of the Hezbollah are influenced by Iran’s vision of the region and, more
importantly, by the Supreme Leader’s leadership. In this context, many
analysts have described Hezbollah as a proxy of Iran.64

This approach of understanding Hezbollah seems to be a reductionist
one. The frame of reference for analysing the Hezbollah has to be wider,
and should begin with its ideological foundation in its historical context,
and the doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih is its starting mark.65 In 2014, Sheikh
Naim Qassem, Hezbollah’s Deputy Secretary General, said that Hezbollah
is inspired by Wilayat al-Faqih, and that its war with Israel as well as its
intervention in Syria stem from the moral view taken from this doctrine.66

Since adherence to the Wilayat al-Faqih is not limited to state boundaries,
so also Hezbollah’s role is not bound by any border.67

The establishment of the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution
in Iraq (SCIRI, now Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq) in 1982 was based
on the idea of exporting the Islamic Revolution to Iraq. It was established
in Iran, and was headed by Ayatollah Baqir al-Hakim of Iraq. SCIRI
embraced Iran’s Islamic Republic, and agreed with the Khomeini’s
interpretation of Wilayat al-Faqih.68Ashaab Ahl-e Haq (League of Righteous
People) and Kata’ib Hezbollah (Brigades of the Party of God) are other
examples from Iraq of the transcendental following of the doctrine. They
are the main Iraqi militia organisations which are fighting Islamic State of
Iraq and Sham (ISIS) and have allegiance to the Supreme Leader of Iran.
They adhere to the doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih, and consider Ayatollah
Khamenei as the guardian of their actions, and thus take instructions from
his office.69

In the South Asian context, the case of the Imamia Students
Organisation (ISO) of Pakistan is a noteworthy one. It is the largest Shiite
students’ organisation in Pakistan. In its official page on the social media
website Facebook, it describes itself being “...under the auspices of Rahbar
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e Wilayat/Wali el Faqih—Ayatullah Syed Ali Khamenei. It has a strong and
deep rooted belief in Wilayat e Faqih”.70 It also mentions that Iran’s
Supreme Leader has said the youth of ISO “are the [the] coolness of my
eyes”.71 In the Indian context, there is no significant organised movement
which adheres to the Wilayat al-Faqih doctrine. Most Shi’ites in India believe
in Ayatollah Sistani of Iraq as their marja’ al-taqlid. They only have a
religious affiliation with Iran by virtue of the religious denomination, and
no explicit political posture has been observed in the recent past.

Subsequent Developments in the Concept of Wilayat al-Faqih
and Expected Succession to the Present Supreme Leader

The change of criteria for the post of Supreme Leader from marja’ al-taqlid
to simply a mujtahid was an attempt to balance the criteria for the head of
the state in a modern Islamic state, and the practical considerations of
running an Islamic government. This shows the evolution in the practical
implementation of the doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih from its initial theoretical
conception by Ayatollah Khomeini through the challenges of developing
it as a workable model. In response to the question posed by Ayatollah
Ali Meshkini72 about the jurisconsult being a marja’ al-taqlid, Khomeini said
that he had not considered it a necessary condition for becoming the
Supreme Leader (Wali al-Faqih) when the constitution was being framed.
According to him, a just mujtahid who is recommended by the Assembly
of Experts can assume the leadership of the state.73

There is also the dimension of personality in the development of the
Wilayat al-Faqih doctrine in Iran. The way Ayatollah Khomeini was able to
lead was due to his charismatic personality and his undisputed religious
scholarship. Although the present Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei
does have charisma, it is no match to that of Khomeini. Also, Khamenei’s
religious scholarship was not regarded being highly acclaimed by many
Ayatollahs when he became the Supreme Leader.74 Khamenei has played
a different role as compared to his predecessor, and thus his successor is
expected to differ from him too, given the changed circumstances. Last
year’s (2016) election to the Assembly of Experts (Majlis-e Khobragan) was
held in view of the future prospect of it choosing a new Supreme Leader.75

The new leader would have to make an effort to get acceptability as the
Leader, both inside and outside Iran. As Khamenei’s influence and
authority consolidated only gradually, so would be the case with the new
Supreme Leader.

Ayatollah Khamenei’s status as the Wali al-Faqih is the result of many
years of effort.76 There was a huge leadership vacuum after Ayatollah
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Khomeini’s death, and Khamenei’s filling the vacuum did not have a
natural reception among the Shiites worldwide who considered Khomeini
as a transcendental leader not limited to Iranian borders only. But, by virtue
of the principles of Wilayat al-Faqih and Maslahat (regime expediency),
Khamenei was able to turn the Supreme Leader’s Office into the centre of
gravity of the entire political system of Iran.77

During Khamenei’s time, the institution of Wilayat al-Faqih has
consolidated theoretically as well as practically. At the conceptual level,
Shiites from both the clergy and the laity have increasingly started viewing
the doctrine as the legitimate interpretation of the political aspect of religion
in the occultation period of the Twelfth Imam. At the practical level, the
authority of the Supreme Leader has increased, and found allegiance in
different sectors of public life. The most important role Khamenei has
played was taking all the important stakeholders of the Iranian state on
board. The crucial stakeholders were the regular army (known as Artesh
in Iran) and the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) or Pasdaran-e
Inqilab Islami. The IRGC has emerged as the most powerful institution
safeguarding the institution of Wilayat al-Faqih in Iran.78

A new leader would definitely face many challenges in consolidating
himself as the Supreme Leader. Fortunately, he would have some
precedents in the form of Khamenei’s experience which the latter did not
have luxury to look up to. There would no doubt be many parallels drawn
between Khamenei and his successor. In this context, what kind of changes
the institution of the jurisconsult would see depends to a great extent on
the person holding the status. Personalities do shape institutions in their
own shape, and get shaped by them in turn.79 Currently, the Wilayat al-
Faqih institution has the deep stamp of Khamenei, and the new leader
would have to work for some time under the long shadow of the former.

There is no clear indication about who will succeed Khamenei as the
new Supreme Leader of Iran. As the Constitution was amended at the time
of Khamenei’s appointment as Supreme Leader, there is a possibility of
such a process being repeated in one form or another. In theory, Khamenei
is empowered to change the succession rules according to the required
needs if there is no clear successor, or if the Assembly of Experts does not
agree on any potential candidate.80 Presently, the Constitution of Iran has
a clearly mentioned procedure for succession, which is as follows.

In the event of the death, or resignation, or dismissal of the Leader,
the experts shall take steps within the shortest possible time for the
appointment of the new Leader. Till the appointment of the new
Leader, a council consisting of the President, head of the judicial



West Asia in Transition166

power, and a faqih from the Guardian Council, upon the decision of
the Nation’s Exigency Council, shall temporarily take over all the
duties of the Leader. In the event, during this period, if any of them
is unable to fulfil his duties for whatsoever reason, another person,
upon the decision of majority of fuqaha’ in the Nation’s Exigency
Council shall be elected in his place.81

Legally, the Supreme Leader can order revision of the succession rules;
but at the technical level that would require a referendum.82 Given the fact
that Iran’s elections have been followed in the West with keen interest,
this referendum has the potential to generate extraordinary focus from the
international media. Since this referendum would be a crucial one—more
important than a presidential election—the stakes would be high; so would
be consequential dangers. The Iranian government has been very sensitive
about concerns regarding legitimacy after the 2009 protests. Holding such
a referendum could present political difficulties for the Iranian state; hence
the amendment of the Constitution is unlikely for this purpose.

There have been some names doing rounds in the political circles of
the Iranian establishment as potential successors. Hashemi Rafsanjani83 in
2015 stated that there is a list of potential candidates prepared by the
Assembly of Experts and, whenever necessary, the Assembly would choose
among them.84 Mehdi Khalaji cites names of some prominent persons who
could be considered potential candidates for the succession.85 These names
are as follows.

• Khamenei’s second son and favoured candidate, Mojtaba (b. 1969);
• Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi (b. 1948), former judiciary chief and

Guardian Council member, currently on the Expediency Council
and Assembly of Experts;

• Muhammad Taqi Mesbah-Yazdi (b. 1934), an extremist cleric who
believes that democracy and Islam are incompatible;

• Muhammad Yazdi (b. 1931), former judiciary chief and head of the
Qom seminary’s Association of Professors (Jameh-e-ye Modarresin-
e Howzeh-ye Elmiyeh-ye Qom).

In the above list, Ayatollah Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi is a person to
be watched due to his diverse credentials and acceptability in the security
establishment.86 He declared himself a marja’ in 2010,87 and was Chief
Justice of Iran for 10 years—from 1999 to 2009. He is of Iraqi origin; was
member of Islamic Dawa Party; and is associated with the Supreme
Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (now Islamic Supreme Council
of Iraq). He is currently member of both the Guardian Council and the
Experts Council.
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Conclusion

The doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih (guardianship of the jurisconsult) is a
transcendental concept, extracting legitimacy from the Shiite School of
Islam in the post-occultation era of the Twelfth Imam. The Islamic Republic
of Iran bases its legitimacy on this concept, and acknowledges the highest
authority of the Supreme Leader as the deputy of the Twelfth Imam. There
are no major challenges to the doctrine theoretically and practically,
although there is a wide range of debate about its legitimacy as the correct
interpretation of the socio-political domain of Islam. The debates range
from outright rejection of Ayatollah Khomeini’s interpretation of the
Wilayat al-Faqih to differences about the scope of authority of the
jurisconsult. This doctrine attracts followers both inside and outside Iran,
and there are organisations which consider Iran’s Supreme Leader as the
guardian of their religious affairs, which also includes the political domain.
There have been concerns about the current Supreme Leader, Ayatollah
Khamenei’s health and old age; thus the new members of the Assembly
of Experts are expected to be tasked with the question of succession of
the Supreme Leader. Ayatollah Khamenei has been successful in
consolidating and institutionalising the Wilayat al-Faqih doctrine around
which the political structure of Iran revolves. Thus, scholars and policy-
makers need to look at the debates within the larger religio-political
discourses in Iran especially since there are no major signs that political
alignments would be greatly influenced by secular-modernist narratives.
In the future, some reforms of the political structure are expected; but those
would be moderate in nature. They are expected to remain within the larger
domain of political legitimacy of the rule of jurisconsult as envisaged by
Ayatollah Khomeini.
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The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action

(JCPOA) and Its Aftermath

S. Samuel C. Rajiv1

ABSTRACT

This chapter examines developments pertaining to three key issues as they have

evolved in the post JCPOA period. These include the status of the Iran-United

States ties, issues relating to sanctions relief and Iran’s economic situation,

and the regional strategic situation. Due to the continuing prevalence of
concerns pertaining to each other’s regional behaviour and policy goals, there

has not been much further thaw in US-Iran interactions. Neither have the

monetary benefits of the deal been fully materialised on the ground; nor has

the limited promise of the deal translating into regional geo-political goodwill

been realised. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) of 14 July

2015 was arrived at after tortuous negotiations between Iran and its P5+1
interlocutors—the UN Security Council (UNSC) permanent members and

Germany. The JCPOA was achieved despite three and half decades of mutual

hostility in US-Iran ties. Both the protagonists were able to hammer out a

mutually acceptable agreement on a key issue of strategic concern after

negotiations that stretched for nearly nine years (given that the P5+1 process

began in 2006). Since then, however, both countries continue to be suspicious
of each other. While Iran is in a much stronger position economically than it

was prior to the negotiation of the JCPOA, the regional security deficit has

widened, with Iran and the United States and its allies (ranging from Saudi

Arabia to Israel) being at the opposite end of a worsening strategic divide.
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Obstacles to Further Thaw in US-Iran Relations

Given that the USA and Iran have been having contentious relations since
the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the JCPOA was indeed a path-breaking
development. The Obama administration’s “dual-track” policy of
“applying pressure in pursuit of constructive engagement, and a negotiated
solution” (stated by the then Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, in June
2011) began to bear fruit only after the coming to power of President
Hassan Rouhani in June 2013.2 Having secured over 50 per cent of the
popular vote in an election that witnessed over 70 per cent voter turnout,
President Rouhani stressed that his administration of “prudence and hope”
would strive to follow a “moderate” policy in pursuit of national
objectives.3 This was in contrast to the confrontationist approach-cum-
rhetoric of the Ahmadinejad administration which vitiated rather than
helped cool down tensions. It did not help that the George W. Bush
administration viewed Tehran as part of the “axis of evil”, along with
North Korea and Libya. And, in the vocabulary of the Iranian government,
the USA continued to be the “Great Satan”, with the “Zionist Entity”
(Israel) being the “Little Satan”.

The UNSC-mandated P5+1 process to address Iranian nuclear concerns
that began in mid-2006 (in the aftermath of the referral of the Iranian nuclear
issue to the UNSC in February 2006) had an uneven trajectory. Contentious
relations between the interlocutors harmed rather than helped the
negotiations. While the most prominent contentions were between the US
and Iran, Iran and the UK were also not on the same page during the
negotiations phase. For instance, the Iranian Parliament downgraded
relations with Britain in November 2011 in response to UK sanctions on the
Central Bank of Iran (CBI). A Charge d’ Affaires was representing Britain
from then on (till September 2016) when a new Ambassador was appointed.

While the P5+1/EU-3+3 process was coordinated by the European
Union—given that the EU-3 (France, Britain and Germany) initiated the
dialogue process with Iran way back in 2003 prior to the UNSC referral)—
there was not any doubt that a solution was possible only if the USA and
Iran could come to a common understanding on how to resolve the long-
standing concerns over the latter’s nuclear programme. President Obama
talked over the telephone with President Rouhani when he was in New
York to attend the 2013 UNGA sessions. This represented the highest level
of contact between the leaders of the two countries in over three decades.

Reports have since revealed that the Obama administration was also
having secret, “back-channel” diplomacy with Iran since at least 2009,
mediated by Oman. John Kerry was an active participant in these
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discussions, both as a Senator (and Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee) involved in securing the release of American hostages held by
Iran as well as the US Secretary of State trying to forge a common
understanding on the key details of a potential nuclear agreement.4

As the deal was being negotiated, Washington’s allies (ranging from
Riyadh to Tel Aviv) aired scepticism that the USA was possibly laying the
foundation for eventually normalising relations with Tehran at their
expense. On its part, the USA repeatedly insisted that the JCPOA was only
about resolving the concerns generated by Iran’s nuclear programme, and
that it would continue to oppose what it considered to be Iran’s
destabilising actions throughout the region. Elements of Iranian foreign
policy have long been deemed as being against US interests in the region.
These included Iran’s support to groups like the Hamas, Hezbollah, and
the Islamic Jihad, all of which are characterised as “Foreign Terrorist
Organisations” (FTO) by the US State Department. Iran’s alleged negative
human rights record has been another key arena of contention. Iran is also
on the opposite end of the divide in regional hot spots like Yemen and
Syria, with American allies like Saudi Arabia actively fighting Iranian
“proxies” in these places.

Prior to the JCPOA, US officials like Secretary Kerry went to great
lengths to convince America’s regional allies that the USA was not pursuing
any “grand bargain” with Iran in the nuclear negotiations. In a meeting
with the Foreign Ministers of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in
Riyadh in March 2015, a few months ahead of the deal, Kerry assured them
that the US would not “take [its] eyes off Iran’s other destabilising actions”.5

In a statement on 17 January 2016 (a day after JCPOA Implementation
Day), President Obama insisted that there remain

...profound differences between the United States and Iran. We remain
steadfast in opposing Iran’s destabilising behaviour elsewhere,
including its threats against Israel and our Gulf partners, and its
support for violent proxies in places like Syria and Yemen. We still
have sanctions on Iran for its violations of human rights, for its
support of terrorism, and for its ballistic missile program. And we
will continue to enforce these sanctions, vigorously.6

President Obama renewed the “State of Emergency” designation with
respect to Iran on 19 March 2016, contending that, despite the JCPOA,
“certain actions and policies of the Government of Iran continue to pose
an unusual and extraordinary threat to the national security, foreign policy,
and the economy of the United States”.7 The designation was first imposed
by President Bill Clinton in March 1995. In the US State Department’s
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“Country Report on Terrorism 2015” (released in early June 2016), Iran
continues to figure as one of the three “State sponsors of terrorism”, along
with Sudan and Syria.8 The US accuses Iran of sponsoring and supporting
terrorist activities in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Bahrain. The US Director
for National Intelligence, James Clapper, had earlier in February 2016,
termed Iran as the “foremost state sponsor of terror”.9

On its part, Iran did hold out the prospect of extending greater
cooperation to tackle regional security issues, like the Islamic State (IS), if
its interlocutors showed flexibility over the nuclear issue. This was most
pertinently a few days ahead of the final deal, conveyed in a video message
by Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif. While Iran and the USA have been
on the same page while dealing with the menace of the IS, there has been
no overt efforts at cooperation. However, Iran has been invited to
international conferences pertaining to hammering out a diplomatic
solution to Syria in the aftermath of the deal—a courtesy not extended to
it (much to its chagrin) prior to the JCPOA.

“Acting consistent with the respective roles of the President and the
Congress”, the Obama administration has pledged to “refrain from imposing
new nuclear-related sanctions” as part of its commitments under the JCPOA.
Iran has affirmed that such an imposition would constitute “grounds to
cease performing its commitments under this JCPOA, in whole or in part”.10

However, the USA has identified two missile entities involved in Iran’s
ballistic missile tests conducted in the aftermath of JCPOA on 24 March
2016. It has warned foreign financial institutions (FFI”s) or individuals that
do business with these entities with denial of access to the US financial
system, and with the blocking of their property within US jurisdiction.
Further, UAE and UK-based aviation companies providing services to
Mahan Air were also designated on the same day. Mahan Air is alleged to
have provided financial and technological support to the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corp-Qods Force (IRGC-QF), which continues to
remain under sanctions for its alleged support to terrorism-related
activities.11

Meanwhile, in his first detailed response to the JCPOA in October 2015,
Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei extended his “gratitude”
to the negotiators, but cautioned Iranians to be sceptical of the “hostile”
approach of the USA. He asserted that the imposition of new sanctions,
even under the “fabricated pretexts of terrorism and human rights”, would
constitute violation of the JCPOA.12 On 15 June 2016, Khamenei termed the
talk of the possibility of the USA and Iran mending ties as “incorrect and
delusional”. He argued that “compromising” with America would require
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Iran to step back from its “positions and principles”, and added that

There is no end to [their demand for] such retreat. As [you saw] after
the nuclear issue, they have brought up the issue of missiles. After
missiles, it will be the human rights” turn. After human rights, they
will raise the issue of [top oversight body] Guardian Council, then
the issue of Velayat-e-Faqih (guardianship of jurisconsult) and finally
the Constitution and the sovereignty of Islam. Therefore, such
imagination that the Islamic Republic can compromise with the
Americans is a wrong one.13

Speaking to student leaders in July 2016, Ayatollah Khamenei insisted that
Iran would negotiate with the USA only for “special and specified cases”,
and rejected the possibility of renewed ties with the USA.14 Addressing a
national gathering of the commanders of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC) on 18 September 2016, Khamenei reminded his audience of
“America’s hostility through the long years after the revolution and in
recent issues related to the nuclear negotiations and [also] with regard to
other issues”.15 The unwavering anti-US stance of the Supreme Leader,
therefore, continues to condition the framework within which President
Rouhani or his Foreign Minister Zarif will have to operate.

In addition to the harsh rhetoric from Iran, coupled with US actions
like sanctioning of entities linked to Iranian ballistic missile tests, the naval
forces of both countries were involved in acts of brinkmanship in the
waters of the Persian Gulf. The US Navy (USN) accused Iranian naval
vessels of indulging in “unsafe and unprofessional” manoeuvres near the
vessels of the Fifth Fleet transiting the Gulf in August 2016.16 In an
embarrassing incident to the USN, ten of its personnel belonging to the
Fifth Fleet operating out of Manama, Bahrain, and two of its riverine
command boats were captured by the IRGC Navy on 12 January 2016 for
trespassing into Iranian waters near Farsi Island. This threatened to become
a major diplomatic incident as it happened a few hours ahead of President
Obama’s final State of the Union address.

However, the sailors and the boats were released within 24 hours of
their capture, consequent upon urgent and high-level interventions from
Secretary Kerry and Foreign Minister Zarif. The USN subsequently issued
“Letters of Reprimand” to most of the officers and sailors involved in the
incident, with reports terming the gesture as a “potentially career-ending
move”.17 On the other hand, Supreme Leader Khamenei gave out-of-turn
promotions and military rewards to the IRGC commanders whose units
captured the American sailors.18

Positive developments in their bilateral ties in the aftermath of the
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JCPOA included the USA agreeing to pay Iran US$ 1.7 billion (US$ 400
million of Shah-era money paid to the USA for an arms deal which was
lying in an Iran FMS [Foreign Military Sales] Trust Fund, plus US$ 1.3
billion of interest accrued on the Fund).19 The money was paid in January
and February 2016. When the first instalment was delivered on January
16, it coincided with the release of four American hostages held by Iran.
This generated criticism from the Republicans who said that it was a quid
pro quo—a charge that was denied by the Obama administration.

Another concrete development was the agreement reached between
Iran and the USA regarding the sale of Boeing and Airbus passenger jets.
The US Treasury department gave its approval for the sale of 80 Boeing
jets (50 737 and 30 777 jets), and 17 Airbus jets in September 2016. Reports
noted that US approval was required even for the sale of Airbus planes as
they used US-manufactured electronic components. Iran concluded the
deals for the planes with Boeing and Airbus in January 2016. Iran is
contracted to buy a further 101 Airbus planes in addition to the 17 for
which approvals were given by the US Treasury Department.

Reports noted that while the financing for fifteen 777-300 ER jets (to
be delivered in 2018) was finalised, the financing for the other jets was
yet to be negotiated.20 Some American analysts noted that Iran would find
it difficult to finance the purchase of the planes.21 This assumes significance
in the light of the continuing efforts in the US Congress to prevent the US
Exim Bank from financing the purchase of American planes. For instance,
the “No US Financing for Iran Act” was passed in the House of
Representatives (243–174) on 17 November 2016, and was subsequently
referred to the Senate Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs.
On its part, the White House insisted that such measures “would have a
chilling effect on US and non-US entities seeking to engage in permissible
business with Iran”.22

Meanwhile, in a meeting with a German delegation on 6 October 2016,
senior Iranian officials, like the Governor of the CBI Dr. Valiollah Seif,
charged that the US was privileging its own business interests at the
expense of those of its European allies, in allowing the sale of 80 Boeing
jets as against only 17 Airbus planes. He was also cited as blaming
“American sabotage as one of the main obstacles on the way to normalise
banking relationships between European countries and Iran”.23

Iran: Economic Context, Sanctions Relief

When President Rouhani took over in June 2013, the GDP growth rate was
a negative 6.8 per cent. In the first quarter of 2016, the Iranian economy
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registered a growth rate of 4.4 per cent.24 The government is aiming for a
GDP rate of 5 per cent in 2016–17. Inflation, which stood at a high of 40.4
per cent in October 2013, reduced to 15.6 per cent in March 2015.25 Inflation
was at about 12 per cent in May 2016.26 By August 2016, it was in single
digits. Iran received 22 foreign direct investment (FDI) projects in the first
quarter of 2016, as against 17 during the previous two years, signifying
an upturn in its economic prospects.27 While speaking at the administrative
council session of one of Iran’s provinces on 15 August 2016, President
Rouhani revealed that, “after JCPOA, US$ 5 billion investment has been
made and this figure is mounting ...”28

In June 2016, Iran’s oil exports stood at 1.72 million barrels per day
(bpd)—the highest figure in nearly 5 years.29 In remarks at the sidelines of
a conference in Tehran (17 October 2016), Iran’s Oil Minister, Bijan
Zanganeh, stated that the country’s oil production “almost neared the [pre-
sanctions] level” of 4 million bpd.30 Meanwhile, the Organisation of
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)—which decided to cut their
collective output by 1.2 million bpd by January 2017 for a six-month period
in an effort to shore up falling oil prices—gave an exemption to Iran, and
allowed it to raise its output to 3.8 million bpd by January 2017.31 By 2020,
Iran plans to expand its output to 5.7 million bpd, and is in need of
investments to achieve this target.

New oil production contracts, termed Iran Petroleum Contracts (IPC)
and approved by the government in August 2016, are being seen as a
panacea for Iran’s oil industry. Though specific details of the terms of the
new contracts have not been revealed, reports have noted that the IPC
will allow foreign firms “much longer cost recovery after first production”,
thus allowing them to recoup their investments over a period as long as
20 years.32 The earlier “buy-back” contracts were of much shorter duration
(about five years), and only allowed foreign firms to “buy-back” a
percentage of the hydro-carbons produced in lieu of their investments.

The “buy-back” agreements were also neutral with respect to the
volume of production of a particular field. They offered no incentives for
firms to exceed output targets.33 Under the IPC, the contracted firms could
look forward to greater rewards if production in the field it was developing
increased due to technological competence it brought to bear on the project
or because the firm had correctly assessed the amount of oil that a
particular field possessed.34

Iran inked the first IPC with a domestic firm—the Persia Oil and Gas
Industry Development Company (POGIDC)—to develop the Yaran,
Koupal, and Maroon fields in early October 2016, with investments
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estimated to be worth US$ 2.2 billion. Reports have noted that Iran would
use domestic companies like the POGIDC—one of eight such firms
approved for exploration and production (E and P) activities by the
Ministry of Petroleum—to develop small and medium-sized fields.35

Foreign firms would also have to necessarily tie up with one of these eight
firms to pursue their activities in Iran.

One of the first contracts with a foreign oil firm in the aftermath of
the JCPOA was with the Royal Dutch Shell (RDS) on 9 October 2016, when
a Letter of Intent was signed with the National Petrochemical Company
(NPC). A “Preliminary Heads of Agreement” was signed with Total (also
involving the China National Petroleum Corporation and Petropars) to
develop the South Pars gas field on 10 November 2016. Iran would no
doubt like to expedite foreign investments to develop its 52 hydro carbon
fields—29 oil (on shore 21; off shore 8) and 23 gas (18 on shore and 8 off
shore fields), along with 18 exploration blocks.36

Table 1: Value of Exports (USD Million)

2010–11 2011–12 2012–13 2013–14 2014–15

Total Export of Goods 112,788 145,806 97,271 93,125 86,471

Oil Exports 90,191 119,148 68,058 64,882 55,352

Non-oil Exports 22,596 26,658 29,213 28,243 31,119

Oil Exports as Percentage
of Total Exports 79.96 81.71 69.96 69.67 64.01

Source: Central Bank of Iran, “Annual Report 2014-15”, p. 24 and p. 74, at file:///C:/
Users/idsa211/Downloads/Annual%20Rewiew%201393.pdf, accessed 15
October 2016.

Table 2: Iran’s Oil Exports (thousand bpd)

2011–12 2012–13 2013–14 2014–15

Crude Oil Exports 2,033 1,803 1,606 1,343

Percentage Change from Preceding Year 0.59 –11.31 –10.92 –16.37

Source: Central Bank of Iran, “Annual Report 2014–15”, p. 53, at file:///C:/Users/
idsa211/Downloads/Annual%20Rewiew%201393.pdf, accessed 15 October
2016.

US Secretary of State, John Kerry, told a Jewish advocacy group on 19
April 2016 that Iran has only received about US$ 3 billion in restricted funds
(RF’s) since the JCPOA began to be implemented.37 Iran received US$ 11.9
billion of oil money owed by its key importers during the Joint Plan of Action
(JPOA) Relief Period from January 2014–June 2015 (US$ 700 million every
month from February 2014). US officials estimated that the total value of
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sanctions relief would amount to about US$ 15 billion during the JPOA Relief
Period.38 Iran regained access to its hard currency reserves of about US$ 115
billion held in foreign banks from January 2016 —especially after getting
reconnected to SWIFT. However, analysts have noted that more than half
of this amount was owed to creditors, such as China (nearly US$ 20 billion
for about 60 projects it was executing inside Iran), or to repay non-performing
loans extended to Iranian energy companies.39

In the aftermath of the JCPOA, Iran wanted greater American effort to
ease restrictions on non-American banks that do business with it. The
November 2008 ban on “U-turn” transactions, involving non-Iranian foreign
banks that do transactions on behalf of Iranian banks in USD—which is
still in effect and not covered by JCPOA sanctions relief—is reportedly
hindering European-based banks from doing business with Iran.40 After talks
with officials of the Iranian Finance Ministry, the US Treasury Department
issued revised guidelines (6 October 2016) to the effect that

Foreign financial institutions, including foreign-incorporated
subsidiaries of US financial institutions, may process transactions
denominated in US dollars or maintain US dollar-denominated
accounts that involve Iran or persons ordinarily resident in Iran ...
provided that such transactions or account activities do not involve,
directly or indirectly, the United States financial system or any United
States person.41

Although the Governor of the Central Bank of Iran, Valiollah Seif,
maintained that there was nothing new in the revised guidelines, he was
cited as stating that they did remove “past ambiguities”.42 However, in a
meeting with a German delegation on 9 October 2016, Governor Seif
expressed consternation at the continued non-provision of correspondent
banking facilities to Iranian banks. He noted that, despite “nearly 9 months
of the implementation of JCPOA, the Western side has taken no effective
step in fulfilling its commitments and, in some cases, major Western banks
are hesitant about correspondent relations with Iran”.43 However, US
Treasury Department regulations explicitly state that US would not impose
secondary sanctions on FFIs for maintaining correspondent banking
relations with Iranian financial institutions that have been removed from
the Specially Designated Nationals (SDN) list.44

However, as noted earlier, transactions denominated in USD cannot
enter the US financial system or be handled by US persons. However, over
200 individuals and entities are still on the SDN list (primarily for terrorism-
related designations), even though over 400 were removed on JCPOA
Implementation Day. Further, since November 2011, Iran continues to be
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designated as a “jurisdiction of primary money laundering concern” by
the US Treasury Department—the only country other than Myanmar (since
2004) to be slapped with such a designation which requires US financial
institutions to exercise caution while dealing with financial institutions in
these countries.45 These restrictions which are not covered by JCPOA
sanctions relief could be some of the causes of the continuing “hesitation”
flagged by the CBI Governor on the part of Western banks in doing
business with Iran.

In a letter to President Rouhani in the aftermath of JCPOA
Implementation Day, Ali Khamenei reminded him that the lifting of
sanctions would not by itself help bring about an improvement in the
country’s economic situation. He called for “relentless and wise efforts in
all sectors with a view to [strengthen] the Economy of Resistance ...”46

According to the Supreme Leader, significant elements of such an economy
included small-scale and medium-scale industries, consumption largely
based only on domestic production, emphasis on knowledge-based
industries, among other aspects.

Ayatollah Khamenei accused the USA of undermining the JCPOA, and
preventing Iran’s economic relations with other countries. In early August
2016, he charged that “six months have passed since the signing of the
JCPOA, [but] no evident and tangible effect has been seen with regard to
the livelihood state of [the Iranian] people”.47 Commenting on the plethora
of foreign business delegations visiting Iran in the aftermath of the JCPOA,
Ayatollah Khamenei wryly noted,

[What is the use of] foreign business people [merely] coming and
going without doing anything of substance ... it has been about a
year that [they] continuously come and go, [and] have done nothing.
[Even] if they want to do something, it is to conquer the Iranian
market, which is exactly to our detriment. The benefit of exchange
of these delegations must be investment, must be new production,
must be [transfer] of new technology in those places where we need
new technology...48

The Regional Strategic Situation: Security Deficit Widens

The post-JCPOA period has been marked by the increasing rift between
the two regional power houses, Saudi Arabia and Iran, which has been
compounded by harsh rhetoric. Both the countries are at logger heads in
the region’s devastating hot-spots: Syria and Yemen. In the aftermath of
the bloody air strikes conducted by Saudi-led coalition jets on a funeral
ceremony in the Yemeni capital Sanaa that resulted in the death of over
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150 people, Iranian naval commander Adm. Habibollah Sayari charged
(16 October 2016) “inhuman Saudi Arabia” of using “most modern western
and eastern weapons” against the “defenceless people in Yemen”.49

In a very critical Op-Ed in the New York Times earlier (13 September
2016), Foreign Minister Zarif called for the world to be rid of Wahhabism,
terming it as “fanaticism from the Dark Ages sold as a bright vision for
the 21st century”.50 The new Iranian Ambassador to the UK insisted that
there would be “no clear prospect for security cooperation in the region
so long as Saudis do not recognise Iran’s role”.51 The September 2015
stampede in Mina, which according to Tehran, led to the death of nearly
500 Iranians, has further added to the combustible mix. In a series of hard-
hitting speeches since then, Iranian leaders ranging from President Rouhani
to Supreme Leader Khamenei have accused Saudi Arabia of incompetence,
and of failing to apologise for the incident while downplaying the number
of casualties.

Prior to the JCPOA, Riyadh (like Tel Aviv) contended that the nuclear
deal would embolden Tehran to their strategic detriment. As noted earlier,
Secretary Kerry had to assure the GCC allies at a meeting in Riyadh (March
2015) that the US would continue to oppose Iran’s regional policies. In
the US-GCC Camp David Joint Statement of 14 May 2015, both sides
pledged to “work together to counter Iran’s destabilising activities in the
region ...”, and agreed on an elaborate set of measures to strengthen their
strategic partnership.52

In his first visit to the US after the JCPOA in September 2015, King
Salman extended support to the agreement, “which once fully
implemented, will prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon ...”53

Saudi analysts have since then been particularly upset with the September
2016 Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act (JASTA), which allows for
civil claims against foreign governments for death inside the USA as a
result of act of international terrorism. They affirm that this is an instance
of the USA “sanctioning Saudi Arabia” (despite Riyadh throwing out
Osama bin Laden five years prior to 9/11), while the JCPOA was held as
an example of Washington “rewarding Iran”.54

The worsening conflicts in Yemen and Syria have cast their long shadow
on the JCPOA. Reacting to Secretary Kerry’s comments to Foreign Affairs
magazine that Iran’s policies on Syria and Yemen were complicating efforts
to implement the JCPOA, Deputy Foreign Minister Abbas Araqchi insisted
(5 October 2016) that “regional issues have no business with the nuclear
deal, and Iran can’t accept (the West’s) regional excuses as an obstacle for
deal implementation”.55 In comments on 14 August 2016, President Rouhani
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charged that the “Zionists and a handful of childish neighbours [were]
unhappy about [the] brave Iranian diplomats” historic victory and lift[ing]
of sanctions”, and were therefore obstructing the JCPOA.56 Earlier, on 3
August 2016, President Rouhani had accused the USA of not using “the
cooperation opportunity [provided by the JCPOA] in other fields”, while
not elucidating on the possible fields of cooperation.57

Israel, which was in the forefront of efforts to militarily set back the
Iranian nuclear programme, has continued to remain sceptical of the
efficacy of the JCPOA to address its concerns vis-à-vis Iran. Israel accuses
Iran, specifically the IRGC-QF, of supporting militant organisations like
the Palestinian Islamic Jihad.58 Iran’s continuing ballistic missile tests have
also irked Israel, given Israel’s long-expressed concerns about the growth
of Iranian ballistic missile capability. Instances like, an Iranian missile test-
fired in March 2016—reportedly having a message threatening Israel’s
destruction scribbled across it in Hebrew—only adds to Israel’s perceived
or real angst.59

The USA has, meanwhile, continued to meet the security concerns of
its allies and strengthen them militarily. For instance, the USA and Israel
have concluded negotiations to extend their bilateral defence cooperation
agreement (set to expire in 2018) for another ten years. The USA will provide
Israel US$ 3.8 billion annually for a period of 10 years, till 2028. The Obama
administration has, so far, provided to Israel more than US$ 26 billion (out
of the pledged US$ 30 billion for the current phase of the agreement from
2009–2018) as part of foreign military financing (FMF) as well as support to
the missile defence programmes, like the Iron Dome.60 Israel expects to
continue to maintain its qualitative military edge (QME) against its regional
rivals, primarily Iran, as a result of the updated agreement.

The GCC have been equally significant recipients of US military
largesse in the aftermath of the JCPOA. For instance, the Obama
administration has concluded arms deals worth US$ 20.5 billion with Saudi
Arabia alone in the post-JCPOA period.61 These agreements cover a wide
range of cutting-edge equipment from ammunition to Patriot Advanced
Capability-3 (PAC-3) missiles to surface combatant ships to main battle
tanks. As against the US$ 26 billion provided to Israel by the Obama
administration, it concluded arms sales agreements worth US$ 58 billion
with Riyadh since 2009.62

Going Forward

While the JCPOA is being implemented since January 2016, Iran’s ballistic
missile tests (in October 2015 and March 2016) have injected a dose of
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brinkmanship into the matrix. The USA, along with the UK, France, and
Germany called the missile tests “inconsistent” with the JCPOA (letter to
the UNSC in end March 2016). It is pertinent to note the two missing names
in the list above—Russia and China, the other two of Iran’s P5+1
interlocutors. Russian officials were cited as stating that these tests did
not violate Resolution 2231, and that no evidence has been provided to
support the contention that the missiles tested could carry nuclear
warheads.63

In a statement released on the day the JCPOA was negotiated, Iran’s
P5+1 interlocutors stated the following as regards the activities relating to
ballistic missiles:

Iran is called upon not to undertake any activity related to ballistic
missiles designed to be capable of delivering nuclear weapons,
including launches using such ballistic missile technology, until the
date eight years after the JCPOA Adoption Day or until the date on
which the IAEA submits a report confirming the Broader Conclusion,
whichever is earlier.64

Analysts have, therefore, pointed out that Iran is not explicitly banned
from undertaking any ballistic missile activities. The Iranian Foreign
Ministry insists that the country’s ballistic missile programme was “totally
for peaceful purposes”, and that Iran had a “legitimate and legal right to
boost its defensive capabilities and [safeguard] national security”.65

Meanwhile, Iran’s European interlocutors, as indeed China, have
sought to garner the “first-mover advantage” in doing business with Iran
in the aftermath of the deal. Of note here is President Xi Jinping’s January
2016 visit to Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iran, thus becoming the first ever
Head of State to visit Tehran, post the JCPOA (President Putin did visit
Tehran in November 2015, but it was to attend a regional conference of
gas exporting countries). India-Iran relations, on their part, have acquired
a momentum in the aftermath of the visit of Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in May 2016. Supreme Leader Khamenei, in a meeting with Prime Minister
Modi, affirmed that Iran “welcomes expansion of relations with India,
which is one of the emerging and progressive economies in the world,
and (Iran) is fully serious in implementing bilateral agreements and is not
influenced by any policy”.66

While the Iranian economy is definitely doing better in the aftermath
of the JCPOA than it was prior to it, the monetary benefits of the deal
have still not trickled down to Tehran. Iran has urged the USA to ease
restrictions on banking channels to allow the free flow of RFs. Iran also
has 9.3 per cent of the world’s proven oil reserves, though it is badly in
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need of investments to not only increase production but also develop new
fields. Some reports note that Iran would need US$ 130 billion to meet its
goal of raising oil production capacity to 5.7 million bpd by end 2020.67

Meanwhile, Republican voices in the US Congress are continuing their
efforts to make Iran further accountable for what they believe to be its
negative actions relating to terrorism as well as support to regimes in Syria
and Yemen. Further, while the Iran Sanctions Act (ISA)—which was set to
expire in December 2016—was extended unanimously on 1 December
2016, measures to prevent Iran from securing US Exim Bank financing for
the purchase of Boeing planes, as noted earlier, are still being pursued.

President Donald Trump campaigned vigorously against the JCPOA,
which was widely seen as one of President Obama’s signature foreign
policy achievements—apart from establishing full diplomatic relations with
Cuba. At an American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) event in
March 2016, President Trump insisted that his “number one priority is to
dismantle the disastrous deal with Iran”.68 Trump’s National Security
Advisor-designate, Michael Flynn as well as CIA Director-designate Mike
Pompeo have also expressed opposition to the JCPOA. However, in a
speech at the CSIS on 22 April 2016, his Defence Secretary-designate
General James Mattis, while noting that the JCPOA was an “imperfect arms
control agreement” admitted that the agreement was “not completely
without some merit”.69

President Trump though increased pressure on Iran regarding its
ballistic missile activities and alleged support for terrorism—both issues
outside the purview of the JCPOA. The administration imposed sanctions
on 25 individuals and companies connected to the IRGC-QF and the missile
programme in early February 2017 in the immediate aftermath of a 1000
km range ballistic missile launch by Iran on 29 January—the first missile
tested after Trump took over. An inter-agency review of the JCPOA was
also launched by the administration in mid-April, despite acknowledging
that Iran was complying with the terms of the deal. Analysts note that if
the Trump administration/US Congress enacts measures targeting the
IRGC more specifically, it will add enormously to the domestic political
pressures of the Rouhani government. President Rouhani’s own prospects
meanwhile in the general elections in May 2017 could be hurt if the
perception grows that the benefits of the nuclear deal have not yet been
fully realised. The UNSC-recognised JCPOA (and approved by the US
Congress and the Majlis) would, therefore, need to continue to weather
opposition from domestic political constituencies in both Iran and the USA
as well as from regional rivals wary of an increase in Iran’s regional
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standing on account of its effective implementation.
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ABSTRACT

The geopolitical shifts in the Middle East, especially in the wake of the popular
protests in the Arab world, have paved the way for Iran’s regional ascendance
and the resultant apprehension in many Arab capitals. Directly, indirectly, or
through proxies, Iran has been involved in—or is seen to be accentuating—
many regional conflicts and tensions in the region, and its influence extends
far beyond its immediate borders to Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen.
This has increased fears and apprehensions among its regional rivals and
competitors such as Egypt, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey over Iran’s
hegemonic intentions. These countries are increasingly uncomfortable with
Iranian influence in regions that they consider as their own spheres of
influence—that is, the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant. A host of
international developments—such as the declining American appetite for
greater involvement in the Middle East especially under the Obama
Administration, and its ‘pivot to Asia’ policy—has unnerved many Gulf
monarchies; and the nuclear deal has created the conditions for Iranian regional
ascendance, if not hegemony. These now pose an important question: what are
the regional implications of growing Iranian influence? It is equally important
to assess as to how long, and at what cost, the situation can be sustained. For
India, growing Saudi-Iranian tension could also be worrisome, especially when
New Delhi seeks close politico-strategic partnership with both the Gulf States.
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Iran’s Regional Position

Its size, population, history, geo-strategic location, and natural resources
in terms of oil and gas make Iran an important player in the Middle East.
It is also the only country in the region that is endowed with all the
ingredients necessary for being a regional power. Since the Islamic
Revolution of 1979, Iran has faced prolonged conflict, diplomatic isolation,
and prolonged economic sanctions; but it has managed to retain stability
and economic growth. The American policy of isolation (1980s), dual
containment (1990s), and stringent economic sanctions (post-2005) has only
contributed to Iranian resilience. If the Kuwait crisis scaled down the
regional threat, the US-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003 provided a strong
foothold to Iran in the Arab neighbourhood. The American-led invasion
removed Saddam Hussein from power; but it transformed Arab Iraq into
a Shia country in the political sense of the word, and hence a staunch ally
of Iran. Thus, since 1979, both Democrat and Republican administrations
in Washington have been unable to pursue a cogent and effective policy
vis-à-vis Tehran, and have not been able to constrain the Islamic republic.

Iranian resilience is more palpable in the regional context. Though the
Islamic revolution fundamentally transformed its relations with the USA
and irreversibly harmed them, it also had ominous repercussions for the
neighbouring Arab monarchies along the Persian Gulf. Emboldened by
the swift manner in which the Shah and his regime was overthrown
through popular support, the new clerical leadership under Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini adopted an aggressive posture towards the pro-
western Arab monarchies in the region, and even called for ‘exporting’
the Islamic revolution. Khomeini’s calls for the overthrow of Arab
monarchies led to regional tensions, and eventually culminated in the Iraqi
aggression against Iran. In this endeavour, Saddam Hussein was politically
backed by the USA and funded by the Gulf monarchies.1 The Iraqi ruler
misjudged the resilience of the Islamic revolution and its popular appeal
and, ironically, contributed to the consolidation of clerical rule in Iran.

The Islamic revolution and the Iran-Iraq War (1980–88) brought havoc
in the fragile geopolitical situation in the Gulf. Even while supporting the
Iraqi war effort, Saudi Arabia was apprehensive of the intensions of the
Ba’athist leadership in Baghdad, and formed the six-member Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC).2 All the founding members are pro-western
monarchies and the exclusion of the Yemens—then as two independent
states—was not accidental. Oil wealth has enabled the GCC members to
pursue a rentier-based welfare state model.3 The GCC was formed
primarily as a political arrangement against the Islamic republic, especially
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when sections of Shia population in some Arab countries felt emboldened
by the events in Iran. The Shia riots in Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province in
November 1979 were partly influenced by the Islamic revolution.

Seeing Saddam Hussein as a bulwark against Tehran, Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait provided huge financial support, even though countries like
Oman and some within the UAE preferred a more neutral position vis-à-
vis the Iran-Iraq war.4 At the height of the tanker war (1984–87), an Iraqi
missile attack destroyed Iran’s main oil exporting terminal in March 1984.
This resulted in retaliatory Iranian attacks against Kuwaiti and Saudi
tankers. To ensure free navigation of oil tankers in the Gulf, especially
through the Strait of Hormuz, the USA stepped in and reflagged the Gulf
oil carriers. This escalated US-Iran tensions already marred by the 444-
day hostage crisis that had ended hours before the inauguration of
President Ronald Reagan’s administration on 20 January 1981. The eight-
year long Iran-Iraq war ended in August 1988 when the former accepted
the terms of the UN Security Council Resolution 598, and both sides agreed
to withdraw their armed forces to recognised international borders
between the two countries. Iran suffered enormous human casualties,
including nearly 12,000 civilians, and was economically battered. However,
its ability to sustain and survive the war without the support of any major
or regional powers, and its denial of an outright victory to Iraq—backed
by the USA and many oil-rich Arab countries—decisively turned the
balance in favour of Iran.5

The Islamic revolution and its aftermath pitched Iran against Saudi
Arabia, leading to an enduring rivalry and competition that continues till
date. Both see themselves as legitimate leaders of the Islamic world: Iran
due to the Islamic revolution and Saudi Arabia due to the presence of
Islam’s two holiest sites—Mecca and Medina—within the Kingdom.
Though the Iranian clergy sought to present it as an Islamic, and not Shia,
revolution, the Shia population around the world, including in the Arab
countries, see Tehran as the leader of the Shia community. For its part,
since the discovery of oil and especially after the oil crisis of 1973, the Saudi
rulers present the Kingdom as the leader of Sunni world, and the prolonged
anti-Shia rhetoric of the Wahhabi ulema has merely emboldened Saudi
claims.

Thus, post-1979, Saudi-Iranian relations continued to deteriorate
leading to a breakdown of diplomatic relations in 1988 after the escalation
of tensions over the Hajj incident in July 1987. Riyadh saw revolutionary
Iran as a destabilising factor that was committed to overthrowing the Al-
Saud and other Arab ruling families in the Gulf.6 On the other hand,
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Khomeini’s revolutionary ideas ran counter to the monarchical system of
governance and saw Al-Saud to be unsuitable and unfit to protect and
govern the holy places of Islam.7 These differences often manifest in
rhetorical statements from both the capitals as well as in the tension and
violence often seen during annual hajj pilgrimages, as happened in 1987
and 2015–16.

Iran-Arab Rapprochement

Though Iran was able to survive the eight-year war initiated by Iraq, it
emerged from this war badly battered, with its economy in shambles. The
economic cost of the war for Iran was estimated at over US$500 billion.
However, the death of Khomeini in June 1989 marked a new phase of
political pragmatism and, under the leadership of President Hashemi
Rafsanjani (1989–1997), Iran began to mend fences not only with Europe
but also with neighbouring Arab countries.8 Rafsanjani sought to minimise
the tension between the two regional rivals. The rebuilding of post-war
Iran depended upon the lowering of regional tensions and economic
cooperation with the Arab neighbours, especially Saudi Arabia. The
pragmatism of Rafsanjani was followed by his successor Mohammed
Khatami (1997–2005), and both contributed to significant improvement in
Iranian-Saudi relations.9 Iran’s relations with some of the European
countries, especially Britain, improved in the wake Tehran’s decision to
be circumspect if not dilute Khomeini’s fatwa against British author Salman
Rushdie over The Satanic Verses.

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (2 August 1990) fundamentally changed
the regional security situation. The end of the Cold War and the impending
disintegration of the USSR bolstered American claims for a global
hegemony. The Kuwait crisis exposed the Arab monarchies to the territorial
and energy ambitions of Saddam Hussein. In Iraqi calculations, the USA
offered a tacit endorsement of its military moves against Kuwait over oil
production and price fall, while the Arab monarchies lacked the military
capability to fight the Iraqi armed forces.10 However, with the invasion of
Kuwait, Iraq had acquired the second largest oil reserves in the world,
and hence the potential of becoming a swing producer that could
determine global oil prices. This posed a fundamental challenge to the
USA, and hence President George H. W. Bush organised an international
effort to restore status quo ante in Kuwait. Backed by a series of UN
Security Council resolutions, an USA led international coalition was
assembled, and through Operation Desert Storm Kuwaiti liberation was
secured on 28 February 1991.11
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During the Kuwait crisis, Iran remained largely neutral and was not
prepared to take sides between its two rivals. While the tension with the
USA continued to run high, it did not wish to be too critical of the US-led
coalition against a ruler who had invaded the country, and inflicted human
casualties and material loss.12 When the USA continued to see the Islamic
Republic as an adversary, Tehran could not have openly endorsed
Operation Desert Storm, more so since American domination of the Gulf
undermined Iran’s interests. At the same time, it did not wish to endorse
Saddam Hussein’s action as it was aware of the long-term implications of
a belligerent and emboldened Iraq. Thus, Tehran treaded a fine line, and
was content with Iraqi military might being systematically destroyed, and
its threats to the region scaled down considerably.

The USA responded to the post-Kuwait security situation in the Gulf
through a policy of dual containment whereby it sought to restrict the
ability of both Iran and Iraq from gaining pre-eminence in the region lest
they disrupt the US policies and harm its interests.13 While seeking the
resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Clinton administration did
not want a powerful Iran or Iraq to hamper the prospects for peace.14

Though the tensions with the USA continued after the Kuwait crisis, Iran
pursued a policy of pragmatic rapprochement with Gulf monarchies, both
for economic as well as geopolitical compulsions. Hence, during much of
the 1990s, Iran’s relations with the Gulf monarchies, especially Saudi
Arabia, were cordial.15

The post-Khomeini pragmatic leadership exhibited by Rafsanjani, and
later by Khatami, considerably contributed to an improvement in Iranian
relations with the Gulf. As a result, towards the end of the 1990s, the
economic relations between the two returned to pre-revolution levels. The
Iranian foreign policy establishment recognised that it was critical to
improve relations with the Arab neighbours and build bridges if Iran were
to rebuild its post-war economy and fight the negative consequences of
falling oil prices.16 At the height of the oil glut during the Iran-Iraq war, it
had dropped to US$10 bpd in 1986. As a country heavily dependent upon
oil exports, both for domestic economy and foreign trade, Iran needed high
oil prices for maintaining its economic health.

However, the 11 September 2001 terror attacks in the USA radically
changed not only the global approach to terrorism but also the geopolitical
dynamics in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. The pragmatism of the
1990s and dual containment paved the way to a new ‘War on Terror’; and,
in his State of the Union address in January 2002, President George W.
Bush clubbed Iran with Iraq and North Korea as the “axis of evil.”17 The
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limited rapprochement between Iran and the USA transformed to a more
open confrontation and acrimony.

The Iraq Invasion and its Aftermath

The American decision to invade Iraq in March 2003, and the swift fall of
the Ba’athist regime in Baghdad posed challenges and opportunities for
Iran. At one level, this meant that Iran was surrounded by direct and
indirect American military presence. The US presence in Afghanistan and
Iraq came within the context of the “War on Terror”; but the US also
increased its presence in the Persian Gulf region, especially in Bahrain and
Qatar. In addition, the central Asian republics of Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan also allowed American military presence, and facilitated
operations against Al-Qaida in Afghanistan. Thus, Iran faced a US-led
military encirclement.

The US presence in Iraq and the ease with which it deposed the
Ba’athist regime in Baghdad particularly unnerved Iran. The invasion and
democracy promotion agenda of President George W. Bush emboldened
the Shia population who were marginalised and persecuted under Saddam
Hussein. Though constituting about 60 percent of the Iraqi population,
the Shias had suffered under him, and were even prevented from
commemorating religious ceremonies like Ashura in public. Hence, the
death sentence handed over to the Iraqi leader had a Shia legacy; he was
convicted for the murder of over 148 Shias in Dujail in 1982, and was
hanged on 30 December 2006.

The introduction of a participatory political order in 2005 paved the
way for the empowerment of the majority Shias, which, in turn, led to a
political backlash from the minority Sunni population which had controlled
and benefitted from the erstwhile Ba’athist political order. If the Shia-Sunni
tension was insufficient, the ethnic Kurdish population that resided in the
north (around the oil-rich Mosul area bordering Turkey) joined the struggle.
Having been deprived of their political rights since the First World War,
the Kurdish population in the region has been restless, especially in Iraq
and Turkey, and the sectarian violence induced them to demand—and
eventually acquire—political autonomy from the central authority in
Baghdad.

Amidst the uncertainty and growing instability in post-2003 Iraq, Iran
sought to stabilise the situation by developing influence among the
majority Shias. It revived the traditional clerical networks that, for example,
had been instrumental in Khomeini seeking asylum in Iraq during 1965
to 1978.18 By playing an active role in stabilising the situation in Iraq, and
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helping in the formation of a friendly and pliable government in Baghdad,
Iran gained an unprecedented strategic influence in its neighbourhood.
Many Arab leaders and commentators felt that Iran emerged as the
principle beneficiary of the US military campaign against Iraq. Thus, the
US invasion transformed Arab Iraq into Shia Iraq.

Despite their on-going differences over the “Axis of Evil” strategy of
the Bush Administration, one could notice Iran-US tactical cooperation in
stabilising Iraq as well as over developments in Afghanistan. For example,
during the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, Iran opened its airspace
to US forces, and shared intelligence on Taliban. Further, in Iraq, the IRGC’s
Qud’s force was involved in training Iraqi Shiite militias and provided
material support to the Sadrist group.

However, this interest convergence, tactical cooperation, and low-level
coordination in Iraq and Afghanistan did not transform US-Iran relations
or reduce the tensions between them. Each one was apprehensive of the
long-term strategic goals of the other in the Persian Gulf region and its
neighbourhood. Both differed over American commitments to the stability
of various Arab regimes (especially Saudi Arabia) and Washington’s
willingness to be the security provider of the Arab regimes and their
security concerns vis-à-vis Iran. Both sides felt it difficult to overcome the
bitterness of the past and over the new political order in the Gulf region
in the wake of the Islamic revolution.

If these were insufficient, in August 2002, the dissident group, the
National Coalition of Resistance of Iran (NCRI), disclosed a clandestine
nuclear programme pursued by Iran. This soon became a major politico-
strategic controversy over Iran’s nuclear ambitions.19 Though rudimentary
efforts towards nuclear power generation were initiated under the Shah,
the US-Iran political tension placed Iranian ambitions in a different context.
As a country with the third largest known oil reserves (after Saudi Arabia
and Canada) and the second large gas reserves (after Russia), questions
were raised regarding the rationale behind the nuclear option. Under such
circumstances, Iran being a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty and an adherent to non-proliferation requirements became
secondary. Iranian leaders often referred to Ayatollah Khamenei’s fatwa
issued in October 2003 regarding the production and use of weapon of
mass destruction to maintain the ‘peaceful’ nature of their programme.20

At the same time, some of the actions and activities did raise doubts
about the peaceful nature of Iranian nuclear ambitions. Though the NPT
recognises the right to use civilian nuclear energy, the Iranian pursuit of
an effective fuel cycle programme, the construction and maintenance of
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nuclear installations outside the purview and inspection of the
International Atomic Energy Agency, and its desire to achieve weapon
grade nuclear enrichment process generated international concerns and
anxiety. Between 2008 and 2015, the number of centrifuges operated by
Iran rose from 5000 to 15000, and intelligence assessments suggested that
Iran could develop sufficient nuclear fuel for a crude nuclear device.21

Partly to assuage international concerns, in March 2003 Iran entered into
additional safeguard arrangements with the IAEA. However, these were
insufficient and hence, from early 2003, Iranian nuclear ambitions became
controversial.

As efforts by various regional powers to ‘mediate’ the controversy
proved inadequate, the US introduced a series of economic sanctions
against Iran.22 Through directed against the Iranian capacity to develop
non-conventional weapons, these were largely aimed at crippling the
Iranian economy. Since the introduction of Iran Libya Sanctions Act (ILSA)
of 1996, later modified as Iran Sanctions Act in 2006, the Islamic republic
has been at the receiving end of punitive American measures. The
unilateral American measures eventually paved the way for a spate of
international measures and sanctions against Iran. Since the adoption of a
resolution by the IAEA in 2005, there were as many as 13 resolutions by
the nuclear watchdog body and seven by the UN Security Council critical
of Iran. Russia, and to a lesser extent China, intervened to water down
the international measures against Iran; but these resolutions also
highlighted the growing international isolation of the Islamic Republic and
the trust deficit. Sanctions against banking and shipping operations
severely affected the Iranian economy, and the American sanctions against
energy-related investment deprived Iran of critical technology and
investments in its aging oil and gas industry. Some its ambitious energy
programmes—such as the Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline and LNG exports—
could not take off due to US-led economic sanctions. As a result of these
measures, Iranian oil and gas exports, critical components of its economy,
began to dwindle, and the drastic drop in prices since mid-2014 further
undermined its capabilities.

These factors as well as the American desire to seek a closure to the
three-decade old Iran file through a political settlement culminated in the
July 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), commonly known
as the nuclear deal. The process began in June 2003 when EU 3 (France,
Britain, and Germany) initiated a political process, later joined by the USA
in March 2013. Iran eventually reached an agreement with the five
permanent members of the Security Council and Germany that, among
others, curtails Iran’s ability to develop weapon grade uranium-enrichment
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and has the provision of sanctions on violation. The agreement was
endorsed by the UN Security Council in October 2015, and came into force
in January 2016.

Though it was hailed by much of the international community, JCPOA
did not go down well in the Middle East, especially in Israel and Saudi
Arabia. For long, Israel has been advocating a ‘military solution’ to the
Iranian nuclear controversy, while Saudi Arabia was unsuccessfully trying
to flag the threats emanating from Tehran. Hence, both these countries
viewed the nuclear agreement as a sign of their abandonment by the USA
and Washington’s desire to befriend Iran at their expense. They felt
betrayed by the refusal of the Obama administration to accommodate their
larger strategic concerns vis-à-vis Iran, and view the agreement a precursor
and facilitator to Iranian regional hegemony in the Persian Gulf region
and beyond. Thus, while the nuclear agreement has averted a possible
confrontation with Iran, it has spurred a regional tension, and there are
suggestions that some countries—especially Saudi Arabia—are not averse
to pursuing a nuclear option as a hedging strategy.

Even while being tied down over its relations with the USA and the
nuclear controversy, Iran has been enhancing its engagement in regional
affairs with an aim to gain strategic depth.23 In this endeavour, its backing
of Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in the Palestinian territories has
proved effective; and both have made Iran a de facto neighbour of Israel.
Hezbollah—which emerged as a Shiite resistance movement against the
Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon in the early 1980s with Iranian
political, military, ideological and financial support—achieved a major
success in 2000. Six years later, the militant group withstood the 34-day
Second Lebanon War launched by Israel and, in the process, attained wider
popular support among many Arab countries.

Likewise, the Madrid Conference exposed the internal Palestinian
tensions between the mainstream Palestine Liberation Organization and
the militant group Hamas. This was accentuated when the PLO decided
to sign the Oslo agreement in September 1993, and seek a negotiated
political settlement with Israel based on partitioning historic Palestine. The
inter-Palestinian tension intensified when Hamas pursued a militant
campaign against Oslo in the form of a suicide campaign against Israel
within the June 1967 borders, and contributed to the political ascendance
of Hamas as the torchbearer of the Palestinian struggle.

This, in turn, enabled Iran to make serious inroads into Palestine, and
emerge as a staunch supporter of Hamas and its uncompromising posture
vis-à-vis a political settlement to the Palestine problem, and provided
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political and financial support. Indeed, in 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini
announced the fourth Friday of the Islamic holy month of Ramadan as al-
Quds Day (Jerusalem day) and, since then Islamic communities around
the world are marking this day with various protest actions, rallies, and
events to express their support. The popularity of the al-Quds day was so
overwhelming that, in 1988, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation
(earlier known as Organization of Islamic Conference) formally adopted
this day.

Thus, by the end of 2000s, Iran had acquired considerable strategic
influence through its actions and involvement in many regional theatres.
This has led to what Vali Nasr has described as the rise of the ‘Shia
Crescent’—stretching from the northern coast of the Persian Gulf to Iraq,
Syria, and Lebanon.24 This, in turn, unnerved major regional powers in
the region, especially Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey.

The enhancement of its regional influence paved the way for an Iranian
defiance of the USA and the ability to withstand the host of political and
economic sanctions. The withdrawal of American military troops from Iraq
in December 2011, and the scaling down of western military commitments
in Afghanistan were a victory for Iran. These have considerably contributed
to its preeminent role in both these countries and their future. The nuclear
controversy, and the manner in which Iran sought to resolve it, highlighted
Iran’s staying power, and its determination and ability to withstand the
American desire to preserve a regional order tilted in favour of the Arab
monarchies in the Gulf region. Through a tactful alliance with Syria and
militant groups such as Hamas and Hezbollah, Iran has managed to expose
the limits of American influence in the region, especially in Iraq, Lebanon,
and Palestine. As articulated by Imad Mansour, in the late 2000s, Iran
“upgrade[d] its status to a dominant power by demonstrating an ability
to penetrate and influence various regional theatres”, and was able to
impact the regional order by frustrating various US initiatives.25

The Arab Spring

The outbreak of popular protests in various Arab countries since December
2010 contributed to Iran’s emergence as an unintended beneficiary. At one
level, many Arab regimes have been pre-occupied with internal turmoil
and a popular yearning for change. While many republican regimes
collapsed, oil rich Arab countries sought to contain the disgruntlement
and anger through economic incentives. Both the processes, however,
raised doubts over the long-term stability of most of the Arab regimes and,
in the process, the Islamic republic stood out as an island of stability.
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Iran also benefited from internal turmoil in some of these countries,
and managed to enhance its influence through events in Bahrain, Lebanon,
Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. Initially, Iran welcomed the tide of unrest against
the status quo in the Arab world, and sought to present its Islamic
Revolution as a model. Iran openly backed the demands of the Shia
population in Bahrain, especially of the various Shia groups opposed to
the Al-Khalifa rule. Some of the terror acts in Bahrain since 2011 are
allegedly attributed to groups linked to Iran. Likewise, Iran is accused of
providing political as well as logistical support to the Houthi rebels who
took control over much of Yemen by early 2015.

The Iranian support for change in the Arab world quickly changed
when its long-term ally Syria faced popular demand for political reforms.
Since the early days of the Islamic Revolution, Damascus has remained
the only Arab ally of Iran, and the Syrian crisis provided an opportunity
for Iran not only to repay its gratitude but also to consolidate its influence
in the war ravaged country. Besides political support, Tehran has been
bolstering the Assad regime by providing training and material support
to the Syrian armed forces. The entry of Russia in support of the Assad
regime in September 2015 further strengthened the Iranian position in the
Syrian crisis. A number of Iranian as well as Hezbollah fighters are actively
fighting with the Syrian army. While the estimates vary, the involvement
of Hezbollah and Iranian forces are indicated by periodic obituary notices
in the Lebanese media. Since January 2016, Assad forces have regained
some of the territories it had lost to the rebel and ISIS forces, and this was
possible primarily due to the Russian air campaign as well as ground
support provide by Iran and Hezbollah fighters.

The ability of Iran to take advantage of the situation created due to
the Arab Spring and gain a strong foothold in many countries, especially
in the Levant, disrupted the regional order and unnerved some powers.
For quite sometime, especially since AKP came to power in 2002, Turkey
sees the Levant as its sphere of influence, and tried to shape events in
Syria after 2011. It also sought to influence Iraq by seeking to limit Kurdish
autonomy lest Turkish Kurds make similar demands. Likewise, Saudi
Arabia sought to influence events in Iraq and Lebanon, but had to concede
to the growing influence of Iran in these countries. The resurgence of
Hamas and Hezbollah considerably challenged Israeli hegemony,
especially in terms of its military might. Through involvement in some of
the crises in the region, Iran has expanded its regional footprint, and these
are more apparent in the on-going tension between two Islamic powers
in the Gulf—the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
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Iran-Saudi Rivalry

The most significant outcome of the ascendance of Iran has been the
intensification of Saudi-Iranian rivalry. Both these countries are important
players in the region, and have been at loggerheads with one another since
1979. While there were occasional lowering of tensions, especially during
the tenures of Rafsanjani and Khatami, competition for regional and extra-
regional influence did not abate. The Iraqi crisis following the US-led
invasion has radically altered the nature of the relationship: while Iran
sees Iraq as its backwaters, Saudi Arabia fears the growing political
influence of Iran in that Arab country.

Soon Saudi-Iranian rivalry took a sectarian dimension and, in 2009,
King Abdullah expressed apprehensions about Tehran ‘converting’ Iraqi
Sunnis into Shias.26 Iran’s ability to influence and even shape the post-
Saddam political order in Iraq was accompanied by its growing influence
in Lebanon, which had traditionally remained under Saudi influence. Initial
Saudi condemnation of the ‘adventurism’ of the Hezbollah for the Second
Lebanon War proved premature as the ability of the military group to
withstand Israeli military might resulted in popular support for its leader,
Hassan Nasrallah.27 The same holds true for Palestine where the Saudi-
led peace initiatives—such as Abdullah Plan and Mecca Accord—were not
fruitful, and did not advance Saudi interest vis-à-vis the Palestinians. In
both cases, increase in Iranian influence came at the cost of Saudi Arabia.28

Moreover, during the brief tenure of President Mohammed Morsi, even
Egypt was inclined towards Tehran, and both countries looked to seek
closure to the old bitterness over President Anwar Sadat providing asylum
to the Shah of Iran.

The Al-Saud sees Iran as the destabilising factor in the region, with
hegemonic ambitions vis-à-vis its Arab neighbours. This understanding
of Iranian goals resulted in the Saudi military involvement in Yemen. The
war has not only proven costly but has also turned out be a conundrum
with serious financial and military costs. The rivalry between the two
powers is also responsible for the stalemate in Bahrain and the continuing
uncertainty. What began as economic demands of a marginalised
population soon became a sectarian battle between the demographically
larger Shia population and the Sunni ruling family. Active Saudi
intervention in Bahraini affairs is largely aimed at preventing any role for
elements closer to, or identified with Iran within the island kingdom.

Saudi-Iranian rivalry is also partly responsible for the prolongation of
the Syrian crisis, and the mounting human casualties and disintegration
of that country. While Iran backs the Assad regime through political and
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military support as well as fighters, a host of rebel forces—especially the
Salafi elements such as Ahraral-Sham that are a part of the Free Syrian
Army (FSA)—are financially backed by Saudi Arabia as well as by
countries such as Qatar. The Arab support for radical elements opposed
to Assad has also partly contributed to the evolution of the ISIS.

The regional rivalry along sectarian lines has been intensified by the
nuclear deal, which the Saudis see as a sign of a shift in the US Persian
Gulf policy in favour of Iran. The Obama administration’s desire to
conclude the deal despite opposition from long-term friends such as Saudi
Arabia and Israel indicated an American preference for Iran over Saudi
Arabia. This reading of the nuclear deal led to growing political contacts—
and perhaps tactical understanding—between the Jewish State of Israel
and the Wahhabi state of Saudi Arabia.

Conclusion

Partly due to its skilful handling of regional challenges and largely due to
the incorrect policies of its adversaries, especially the USA, Iran has
emerged as the most important player in the Middle East, especially in
the Persian Gulf region. Before the Islamic Revolution, Iran and Saudi
Arabia were the dominant players in the Gulf, primarily due to their
proximity with the USA and the support and patronage both enjoyed from
Washington. Three decades later, Iran’s regional influence is not only
independent of the USA but is also in competition and rivalry to American
designs in the region. Saudi Arabia, which once shared the regional
domination with Iran, is now compelled to accept a growing Iranian
influence in the Persian Gulf. This comes at a time, when US commitments
in the Middle East remain uncertain. Moreover, being used to American
political patronage and strategic support for decades, Riyadh is more
vulnerable to Tehran than it has been any time since the end of the Second
World War. President Trump’s administration has sounded a policy change
vis-à-vis Iran by articulating the need for reviewing the nuclear deal. One
of his early moves to ban immigrants from seven Muslim countries,
including Iran, evoked a sharp Iranian reaction, and might lead to the
further escalation of tension between Iran and the USA.
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Israel and India: An Introduction

P.R. Kumaraswamy1

Israel has occupied a central position in India’s Middle East policy. The
roots of this policy can be traced to the early 20th century when India was
fighting against the British. Nationalists led by Mahatma Gandhi and
Jawaharlal Nehru found a common cause with the Arabs, and viewed the
emerging conflict in Palestine over Jewish aspirations for a homeland
through the anti-colonial and anti-imperial prism. The emerging domestic
struggle with the Muslim League over a religious-based national identity
partly influenced their views concerning Jewish nationalism. These trends
culminated when India was elected to the 11-member United Nations
Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) wherein it proposed a federal
plan when the majority members advocated partition. In line with its
traditional position, on 29 November 1947 India voted against the
partitioning Palestine.

Israel’s existence and its eventual admission into the United Nations
despite India’s opposition, the emerging bonhomie between Pakistan and
some of the Middle Eastern countries, and its own position regarding the
recognition of states resulted in India granting recognition to Israel in
September 1950. There were indications that India was keen to establish
formal ties; but in the wake of the Suez crisis and Israel’s collaboration
with the imperial powers, India’s position hardened. Hence, from the mid-
1950s, recognition-without-relations marked India’s Israel policy; this
continued until January 1992 when full diplomatic relations were
established.
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Following normalisation, the political, economic, cultural and, above
all, military relations have flourished. Both the Indian National Congress
and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the two major national parties, have
been promoting bilateral ties without diluting India’s traditional position
towards the Palestinian cause. Unlike the past, India no longer blames
Israel for the prolongation of the Arab-Israeli conflict but seeks an
accommodative political solution that is honourable and acceptable to both
the parties. Like much of the international community, India supports the
two-state solution.

India benefitted from a number of regional developments in pursuing
a friendlier policy towards Israel and Palestine. The willingness of many
Arab states to accept Israel’s existence and offer conditional peace (for
example, the Arab Peace Initiative) has been a positive outcome. Major
powers, such as China and Russia, have revisited and revised their erstwhile
hostility, and have befriended the Jewish State. Due to geostrategic as well
as religious considerations, countries such as Iran and Pakistan continue
to be vocal in their opposition to Israel, with Iran expressing it hostility
through its support to various militant groups in the region, such as Hamas
and Hezbollah. At the same time, due to prevailing regional tensions over
the ascendance of Iran, countries like Saudi Arabia do not hesitate to
maintain a clandestine tactical understanding if not cooperation with Israel.
In short, some are friendlier towards Israel, some are hostile, and others
seek a limited understanding with it. India’s friendlier ties with Israel have
to be seen within this complex matrix.

The recent tensions in the US-Israeli relations are an ominous
development, and bilateral relations during the Obama administration
(2009–2017) were anything but friendly. The contours of the new Trump
administration are far from clear; but going by the geostrategic trajectory
of the US-Israeli relations since 1948, especially since 1967, one can suggest
that relations would continue to remain the major factor in the Middle
East, and Israel will continue to depend upon the US for political,
economic, and strategic support. This, in turn, means India will continue
to tune its relations with the Jewish state within the larger context of the
US-Israeli ties.
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The Shaping of Israel-US Relations

Moinuddin Ahmad

ABSTRACT

Israel-US relations are said to be one of the stoutest bilateral associations in
the world. The cooperation and commitments between the two countries include
trade, diplomacy, and the security needs of Israel in the Middle East. The leaders
of both states are vocal about mutual understanding and support on various
issues, particularly against terrorism. Time and again, a special reference is
made to a common ‘Judeo-Christian’ heritage to mark the history of intimacy
and trust between the people of the two counties.

However, a closer look at the trajectory of ties bares a non-linear story. The
bilateral ties have not always been as smooth and robust as they appear to be.
One finds that the USA has not always been close to the Jewish State as
generally projected, and differences on various issues have been reported and
well documented.

Even the recognition of Israel by the USA had its own political nuances. The
two states have gradually come closer over a period of time, and Israel’s military
victory in the June 1967 war is credited with having drawn the attention of
the USA towards it. Barring a few diplomatic hiccups, both have not looked
back since then. Their post-Cold War engagements reflect even more clarity
and determination. The recent Washington tryst with Iran on the nuclear issue
sent down some jitters in Israel, making observers ponder over the trajectory
of the future of the Israel-US ties.

What has been the course of Israel-US relations, particularly in the post-Cold
War era? Is the Judeo-Christian heritage still relevant in building and
nurturing the ties? Which external and internal actors have influenced the
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engagement over these years? What is the possible future of their alliance?
This chapter probes these and other related questions regarding Israel-US
relations.

In the history of Israel-US bilateral relations, 23 December 2016 will no
doubt be regarded as a milestone. The USA did not use its veto power
against a Resolution condemning Jewish settlements in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories, including East Jerusalem, and chose to abstain in
the United Nations Security Council. As a result, the Resolution—moved
by New Zealand, Malaysia, Venezuela and Senegal—was passed calling
the settlements illegal. The USA abandoning Israel at the world’s most
important organisation was the last thing anybody expected. Although
there were several apparent differences between the two countries during
most of President Barack Obama’s tenure, things appeared to be ending
on a high note when the USA passed one of the largest amount of aid to
Israel in September.1 This, according to the Congressional Research Service,
made Israel the largest cumulative recipient of US foreign assistance since
the World War II.

There was another shocker in store for Israel as the Jewish state
celebrated Hanukkah. The US Secretary of State, John Kerry, appeared on
television and justified the US move at the UN. Reminding the Benjamin
Netanyahu government and the world that the outgoing Obama
administration had been the most favourable partner for Israel,2 Kerry
categorically said that the Israeli settlements are a huge hindrance to the
two-state solution agreed to by the international community. Israeli leaders
were quick to respond: they condemned Kerry and laid claim to Jerusalem
as the “eternal capital” of the State of Israel.

“For how long you people are living in America? Jerusalem has been
the capital of the Jews for 3000 years,” Naftali Bennet (leader of the Israeli
Right Wing party, HaBait HaYehuda or The Jewish Home) told a CNN news
anchor. Only a few minutes after Kerry ended his speech, Prime Minister
Netanyahu was on social media posting a 2008 photo of President Obama
at Western Wall, asking: “When Obama visited Israel Western Wall as US
Presidential candidate in 2008, why was he calling it a part of occupied
territory.” Netanyahu rebuked Kerry, saying: “Israelis do not need to be
lectured about the importance of peace by foreign leaders.”

What has gone wrong with the Israel-US bilateral relations? The two
states, separated by continents and oceans, have always been found
standing together and always there for each other. The ‘all-weather’
friends, said to be the carriers of Judeo-Christian tradition, seem to be at
a crossroads—so much so that the USA had to part ways at the UN.
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However, there is a silver lining: President Donald Trump has indicated
support for Israel in the future, beginning with naming David Friedman
as the next US Ambassador to Israel. President Trump seems to be very
eager to work with Israel—he even took to Twitter right after the UN vote,
and declared: “Things will be different after 20 January”, the day he took
office as the President of the USA. Only time will tell how things shape
up under the Trump Presidency; but it is obvious that the bilateral relations
will keep commentators and researchers busy. Prime Minister Netanyahu,
who currently faces criminal charges, may not be there to lead Israel;
whoever succeeds him will have to deal with the realities of international
diplomacy.

Researchers take into account diplomacy, international relations,
history, culture, and politics as some of the factors that guide the relations
between two states. These are not static but are dynamic factors,
continuously changing, and therefore impacting the relations. Israel-US
relations are also the product of a variety of factors nurtured by them, and
shape themselves for the future accordingly. The following is a brief
account of more than six decades of association, its permutations and
combinations, its highs and lows. Going back in time will demonstrate
how the leadership in Israel and the US have nurtured these relations.

The Beginning: the Birth of a Nation and the Building of
New Ties

The Israel-US relationship is arguably one of the stoutest bilateral
associations in the world. The cooperation and commitments between the
two states include the trade, diplomacy, and security needs of Israel in
the Middle East.3 The leaders of both the states are vocal about mutual
understanding and support on various issues, particularly against
terrorism. Time and again, a special reference to a common ‘Judeo-
Christian’ heritage is made to mark the history of intimacy and trust
between the people of the two counties.

Since the creation of Israel, many US presidents, beginning with Harry
S. Truman, have rhetorically referred to the establishment of Israel as a
fulfilment of a biblical prophecy. For them, as it is for the Jewish
community, it is an act of return to the holy land after being forced to stay
away for more than two millennia. The creation of Israel was, indeed, a
remarkable event for those people who saw world history from a biblical
perspective. However, the extent to which it has impacted the relations
between US and Israel is not easy to assess.

In 1952, a few days before Christmas, President-elect Dwight
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Eisenhower gave a speech before the Freedom Foundation in New York
wherein he explicitly emphasised the Judeo-Christian tradition in these
words:

Our form of government has no sense unless it is founded in a deeply
felt religious faith, and I don’t care what it is. With us, of course, it is
the Judeo-Christian concept; but it must be a religion that all men
are created equal.4

As he chose to use this specific term in his official address, it can be
assumed that Eisenhower had a fair idea about what would be the relation
between the people of the two countries in the years to come.

One public statement coming four years after the creation of Israel is
not enough. A closer look at the trajectory of ties tells a more nuanced
story. The bilateral ties have not always been as smooth and robust as they
appear to be. The USA has not always been close to the Jewish State as
generally projected, and differences on various issues have been well
documented. While there seems an effort by commentators to put the
Judeo-Christian angle into the equation of US-Israel relations, several
events show that, despite the so called heritage, their relations have
evolved through a series of pragmatic choices and decisions.

Even the recognition of Israel by the USA had political nuances.5 To
begin with, the USA chose to watch the newly found Jewish State from a
distance, perceiving it to be some sort of a burden on post-World War II
America. Although President Truman wasted no time in recognising Israel,
no major foreign policy figure from the US administration presented
themselves on the international arena as a supporter of the Jewish State.
This continued for several years. Some have even argued that the hurry
in recognising Israel was due to the fact the USA, already in confrontation
with the USSR, did not want the latter to become the first to do so.6

For the people of Israel, President Truman was a tough person to
assess, especially when it came to his words and deeds. Although he is
believed to have had knowledge of Jewish history and the persecution of
Jews, including the Holocaust, he did not demonstrate that he had a special
place for Jews in his heart. He even went on to tell Chaim Weizmann that,
instead of talking about a Jewish state, he should seek a Palestinian state
based on a pluralistic model, like the USA in which Jews, Muslims, and
Christians would all live together in peace.7 President Truman recognised
the State of Israel and, in his words, to do so was a “[m]orally and
politically correct choice...in the context of maintaining America’s true
national security.”8
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In the following years, as President Eisenhower’s disagreements with
the Jewish state during his first term were making news, things got worse
when Israel attacked Egypt, in collaboration with Britain and France,
during the Suez crisis in October 1956. The US President, seemingly
agitated by Israel’s defiance of a UN call to withdraw from Egyptian
territory, warned that such a decision would cost Israel dear.9 Quickly
realising that it had to go it alone while taking certain decisions of national
interest and security, Israel initially refused to withdraw; it agreed only
when its vessels were guaranteed free passage through the Straits of Tiran
at the mouth of the Gulf of Aqaba. Under the persistent threat by the USA
to support UN sanctions, Ben-Gurion agreed to pull out under the
condition that the UN would agree to place a patrolling force at the Israeli-
Egyptian border in the Sinai. The conditions were met and, despite the
US show of high handedness, its pledge to support Israel’s access to the
Gulf of Aqaba was seen as a US commitment to Israeli security. Meanwhile,
Israeli tactics on the war front left the top US officials quite amazed. The
Israeli pounding of Soviet-backed Egyptian troops pierced through the
impervious layers of US foreign policy design, eventually making the
Jewish State a prime beneficiary of the new Eisenhower Doctrine unveiled
in early 1957. Washington was well aware that Cold War politics could
not blind its policy makers to the other potential partners in the Middle
East.

During the same period, Israel is believed to have begun its nuclear
programme with the help of France. Eventually, Israel began to examine
the possibility of establishing its own nuclear infrastructure, with Shimon
Peres playing a key role.10 Israel began the construction of a reactor in 1958.
Two years later, French President Charles de Gaulle decided on changes
in the French nuclear policy towards Israel, and asked the latter to publicly
declare that it was not building a nuclear reactor.

In one of his speeches a few months before becoming the President,
John F. Kennedy (President Eisenhower’s successor) summed up how his
predecessors have supported and honoured the “special relationship” with
the Jews and their prophesised state.

It was President Woodrow Wilson who forecast with prophetic
wisdom the creation of a Jewish homeland. It was President Franklin
Roosevelt who kept alive the hopes of Jewish redemption during
the Nazi terror. It was President Harry Truman who first recognised
the new State of Israel and gave it status in world affairs. And may I
add that it would be my hope and my pledge to continue this
Democratic tradition—and to be worthy of it.11
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However, after becoming President, he too, arguably, was not able to move
beyond rhetoric as he found himself occupied with the Cold War politics.
Before the Lyndon B. Johnson Administration (1965–69), none of the Israeli
prime ministers had met the US President in Washington. Kennedy once
met with Ben-Gurion in New York.

The Six-Day War: Power Recognises Power

If the creation of a Jewish state in Israel was the fulfilment of some sort of
prophecy, Israel decimating its Arab neighbours and capturing their
territories—Sinai Peninsula from Egypt; Golan Heights from Syria; and,
most importantly, West Bank (including East Jerusalem) from Jordan—was
even more significant. When the war broke out, the USA and its forces
were busy in Vietnam. The USA would have wanted to help Israel
straightaway, but did not do so because of its interests in the Arab states.
At that time, it only chose to play a conciliatory role. While Israel was
cherishing the moment of victory and the control of the biblical sites, and
the Arabs were left flabbergasted by their defeat at the hands of a small
neighbour, the USA carefully examined the potential and promise Israel
had for the future.

After winning the war against its Arab neighbours, Israel established
itself as a force to reckon with in the Middle East. US policy makers, who
saw prospects in Israel during the Suez crisis, were compelled to give a
serious thought to a future alliance with the Jewish State. The victory also
gave impetus to the opinion makers and sympathisers of Israel to develop
a discourse of cooperation between the USA and Israel. The USA was
engaged in the Cold War and also maintaining good relations with the
oil-rich Arab states, and so found it difficult to keep Israel—a country that
exhibited remarkable resilience and defence capability—at bay.

Israel-US relations took a leap of faith from this time onwards.
Although there was sympathy in the USA for the persecuted Jews of
Europe, US official policy had never before reflected an all-out support
for Israel. Now the rhetoric changed, setting the tone for the decades to
come. Recognising the power of Israel, the USA began to give due attention
to bilateral relations and began taking out the best from the alliance in the
region. With the Arab states directly or indirectly dispelled from the battle
ground and mourning their loss, and dealing with the internal discontent
between the regimes and the people, the USA found the best bet in Israel.

While Certain questions need to be asked: What exactly changed after
1967? Did Israel-US relations remain unchanged since then? Did it grow
in leaps and bounds? Or, were there some hiccups? How did US foreign
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policy makers respond to the opportunities offered by Israel as a confident
regional ally? Did the USA ignore its oil supplier Arab friends? How did
this impact Israel-US relations?

Although Israel continued to battle it out with its neighbours after 1967,
things did change slightly as the USA began its assistance and involvement.
Still locking horns with the USSR in the Middle East and elsewhere, the
USA made full use of Israel in its conflicts in the vicinity. Israel’s efficiency
in information gathering proved handy for the USA; for example, when
Israel provided USA with the captured equipment belonging to the USSR
during the War of Attrition (1967–70).

Encouraged by this, the USA began to move ahead in cementing a
strategic relationship, taking one step at a time. The negotiating skills of
the US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger (1973–77) following the October
War of 1973 brought the two governments closer than ever before. The
USA started to give written promises of support for Israel’s security in its
conflict with its enemies, and sought Israel’s flexibility in negotiations over
territorial withdrawals. What followed the war was not that simple as the
Arab oil embargo loomed large over the USA. However, the understanding
with Israel came in handy as it agreed for disengagement accords, and
accepted peace with Egypt through Kissinger’s “shuttle diplomacy”.
Uncertainty prevailed for a short period of time in 1975, when President
Gerald R. Ford conducted a “reassessment” of Israel-US relations. This
remained controversial as the Ford administration was asked about the
need for such an inconclusive exercise.

While Ben-Gurion was negotiating with French leaders in the late 1950s
over the nuclear reactor, the USA came into picture. On 9 December 1960,
Secretary of State, Christian Harter expressed the administration’s concern
over the revelation that Israel was building a nuclear reactor.12 The USA
put pressure on Israel to allow its scientists to inspect the reactor and its
operations. Israel resisted the pressure; but, finally, in May 1961 accepted
and permitted a one-time inspection of the reactor by two US scientists.

In a bid to legitimise its nuclear programme, Israel declared that it
would not be the first to introduce nuclear weapons into the Middle East.
However, this was not enough to ward off American pressure. Finally,
upon receipt of a firmly worded memorandum from President Kennedy
in May 1963, Ben-Gurion agreed to an annual inspection of the Dimona
reactor. American officials visited the Dimona reactor in Spring 1964,
February 1965, and again in 1967, prior to the outbreak of the June War.
The improvement of Israel’s relations with the USA under Prime Minister
Eshkol, led to speculation about a possible agreement between the two
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whereby Israel would suspend its nuclear programme in return for political
concessions from the USA, including arms supply arrangements.13 The
USA decided to end inspections of the Dimona reactor in the early 1970s,
partly due to the suspicion that Israel had moved beyond the stage of
developing a nuclear capability. Continued American surveillance of the
reactor in the absence of steps to compel termination of the nuclear
armament programme, was liable to be interpreted as an expression of
tacit American support for the programme.14

It is worth noting that, throughout the discussions regarding security
in general and the nuclear issue in particular, Israel demanded American
formal assurances in the form of a defence treaty. This would also comprise
the transfer of needed American conventional arms. The USA, on the other
hand, remained concerned about the Israeli nuclear programme and, from
1968 onwards, Washington persisted in its demands that Israel sign the
NPT. One example out of the many that reflected continued American
concern about the Israeli nuclear effort was the discussion held between
Deputy Prime Minister, Yigal Allon and Secretary of State, Dean Rusk on
10 September 1968, in the presence of Ambassador Yitzhak Rabin. In this
discussion, Rusk stressed American concerns regarding nuclear
developments in Israel, and also demanded that Israel sign the NPT once
again.15 Indeed, the USA increasingly preferred to avoid the difficult
dilemmas of how to react to Israel’s ongoing nuclear development.16

The American-Israeli “special relationship” also contributed to the USA
refraining from pursuing a vigorous diplomatic campaign to pressurise
Israel into signing the NPT, and giving up its nuclear development.
Moreover, Washington’s recognition that Israel indeed continuously faces
existential threats added to its reluctance to apply major pressures.17

Meanwhile, it is also argued that for the USA, the scope and direction of
Israel’s nuclear programme pose strategic and political problems. At the
strategic level, the military and other implications of Israel’s undeclared
nuclear capabilities have to be addressed. And, at the domestic political
level, the Congress and the administration need to devise policies that
better reflect and respond to these realities.18

Warm Relations amid Continuing Cold War: Camp David
and Beyond

After the October War, the USA had no choice but to take firm stand in
policy making vis-à-vis Israel. Although taking along the Arab nations was
a necessity of time, the USA could not afford to abandon Israel. President
Carter did not want to alienate the Arabs, and sought peace between them
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and Israel in order to smoothly meet the increasing demand of crude oil
from the Middle East. His administration brought about more
commitments, economic and military aid, and more military cooperation
for Israel (largely veiled from the eyes of both the Arabs as well as the
American public). On the other hand, it also saw harsh public quarrels
with Menachem Begin over the “intransigence” of withdrawing from the
West Bank and Gaza. Periodic efforts were also made by the Carter
Administration to mobilise American Jewish leaders against Begin’s
policies. Carter’s diplomatic success at Camp David (1978) and the
subsequent brokering of the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel in 1979
remain a remarkable chapter in the Israel-US ties. It also set up what may
be an impossible standard for personal involvement by other American
presidents in peacemaking.

While the USA was maintaining good relations with the Jewish state,
yet—despite verbal and written assurances to Israel19—the USA was not
quite sure in terms of its involvement in the Arab-Israeli conflict. US
commitments to Israel’s security and survival were becoming frequent and,
as far as diplomacy was concerned, these were informal and implicit for
the most part. An analysis of the subsequent events during the Cold War
suggests that US policymakers treated the Arab-Israeli conflict within the
broader context of the US-Soviet tussle, and never in isolation.

Irrespective of what was happening at the level of diplomacy, people
in the USA admired Israel for its military prowess and self-reliance. This
period also saw a heavy loss of American lives and resources in South
Vietnam. These factors helped compensate for periodic strains in the
relationship over how much hard-won territory Israel should yield to its
Arab adversaries for less than full peace. During the same period, Israel
made a request for large amounts of US military and economic aid due to
the losses suffered in the 1973 war against a determined Egypt under
Anwar Sadat.

What began then, continues till date, and has virtually become a
permanent Israeli dependence on the USA. Even now, every year, Israel
receives billions of US dollars in direct military and economic aid, and
that too in a lump sum at the beginning of the fiscal year. This is quite
unlike US foreign aid to other countries (for example, considerable US aid
goes to Pakistan and Egypt).20 According to Ora Coren and Nadan
Feldman, till 2012, the US has provided Israel with US$ 233.7 billion in
aid  (after adjusting for inflation) since 1948.21 Israel received the most aid
in the 1970s between the October War and the 1979 peace agreement with
Egypt. For signing the accord with Egypt, Israel received it’s largest-ever
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aid for a single year—some US$ 15.7 billion in grants and loans after
adjusting for inflation  (it was US$ 4.7 billion at the time)—which was
used to fund the transfer of army bases in the Sinai Peninsula back to
Israel.22

The first US aid to Israel arrived in 1949, and was used for such basic
purposes as buying food and absorbing Jewish refugees. Since the late
1970s, US aid has been about US$ 3 billion annually, of which US$ 1.8
billion is military assistance, and the rest for civilian purposes. In 1998,
Benjamin Netanyahu, in his first term as Prime Minister, led a drive to
convert the civilian portion to military aid, totalling US$ 2.5 billion to US$
3 billion a year. Some 70 per cent of the aid is designated for Israeli
purchases of military equipment from American companies.23 This
humongous aid had a lot to do with the Cold War politics, as the aid was
linked to the policies of the bi-polar world. It was expected that things
would change after the Cold War; but this was not the case.

This makes one wonder what fuels the unique relationship between
the two states. The increasing interest of the USA in the region, particularly
in countering the influence of the USSR, coupled with the energy
requirement, made US policy makers think of Israel as an all-season
partner. They found a good option in a needy Israel, which would serve
its purpose to a good effect. After the disintegration of the USSR, a major
concern at the back of the mind of US policymakers was put to rest. The
last decade of the twentieth century saw the two states closer than ever
before.

All this has not come easy for Israel though. It is worth remembering
that, since the formation of the State, Israeli leadership had tried to
convince US Presidents about their needs. However, various
administrations took their time and much calculation to eventually extend
support to Israel. US foreign policy now appears to be overwhelmingly
pro-Israel when it comes to the Middle East, particularly with regard to
the Arab-Israeli conflict. US support for Israel at international forums, its
aid for the Jewish State, as well as cooperation in many fields make the
two states the best allies in the world.24

However, besides Israel, the USA found it worthwhile to back Egypt
and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as well. US policy was different with
Iran (after the 1979 Revolution), Syria, and Saddam’s Iraq. The US also
started taking direct interest in the peace process between Israel and
Palestine. So far, it has tried to broker several agreements between the two,
albeit without much success.25 The main factor that has kept US interest
in Israel permanent is said to be the various groups constituting the Israeli
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lobby, aiming at influencing US foreign policy in favour of the Jewish
State.26 Moreover, the narrative of a Judeo-Christian heritage seeks both
the states to be duty bound to work for mutual interest.27

End of Cold War: New Dynamics in Bilateral Bond

Have the factors described been able to achieve the results they desired?
To what extent they have been able to influence the US foreign policy?
The Cold War was seen as the reason behind several decisions made by
the USA as far as Israel was concerned. After the collapse of the USSR,
the USA became the most powerful country in the world, and Israel was
one of the biggest beneficiaries of its monetary and military might. At the
same time, the USA used its power to try and bring the conflicting parties
to the negotiating table. When George W. Bush became the US President,
he was holding quite a powerful office, with most of the Arab countries
and Israel cooperating with him. Seeing this as an opportunity, he invited
Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, and a joint Jordanian-Palestinian delegation
to Madrid, Spain, in 1991. This led to the Oslo peace process.

Later, under the presidency of Bill Clinton, the USA continued to use
its position to foster peace between Israel and the Arab States, including
the Palestine. The Oslo Accords between Israel and Palestine signed at
the White House, although not a treaty became guidelines for future
negotiations. The last agreement of the second millennium was negotiated,
once again, under the US administration, and came to be known as Camp
David II. Meanwhile, the USA carefully weighed its options for
engagement with the region, and kept everyone happy.

September 11 Attacks: US-Israel as allies in the ‘War on Terror’

The September 11 terror attacks changed the world completely in terms
of security and political alliances. The event not only shocked the world,
it made almost certain that the USA was going to avenge the attacks on
its soil by uprooting terrorism allegedly emanating from the Middle East;
in this Israel became a reliable partner. Israel’s own security concerns and
its expertise in intelligence gathering during the Second Intifada (which
began in 2000), could be trusted easily by the USA. However, this also
became the occasion by an emotional speech by Israeli Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon, in which he called upon the US to help them fight “terror attacks
by the Palestinians”.

...I turn to the Western democracies, first and foremost the leader of
the free world, the United States. Do not repeat the dreadful mistake
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of 1938, when the enlightened democracies of Europe decided to
sacrifice Czechoslovakia for the sake of a temporary, convenient
solution. Don’t try to appease the Arabs at our expense. We will not
accept this. Israel will not be Czechoslovakia. Israel will fight terror.
There’s no difference between ‘good terror’ and ‘bad terror,’ just as
there is no difference between ‘good murder’ and ‘bad murder.’
Terrorism, as we witnessed this week in Alei Sinai, is worse than
murder.28

Although the USA took into account Israel’s perspective on the situation,
Sharon’s blunt address did not go down well with the US administration.
President George W. Bush was reportedly so furious that his administration
compelled Sharon to convey to the White House a clarification-cum-
apology for his radical comparison.29 However, the September 11 attack
was a crucial step in Israel gaining American approval for military
incursions in the West Bank in April 2002.

The Bush administration’s zeal in creating and fighting the evil of
terrorism, coupled with the pressure from neoconservative thinkers in
Israel, pushed US foreign policy makers further towards Israel in fighting
terrorism. The US administration backed the disengagement plan by
Sharon and, in return, rewarded his successor, Ehud Olmert, by remaining
silent (or supporting) attacks on Lebanon’s Shia Militia Hezbollah, and
Palestine’s Sunni Militant group Hamas. Bush’s unconditional support to
Israel had a lot to do with his own self proclaimed god-given duty to fight
against what he called the evil.

This went on unabated till George Bush remained in office. While the
US administration was busy in wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Right-
wing governments in Israel continued the construction of Jewish
settlements in the occupied territories, and support Jewish militant groups
living there—all in the name of security. The Bush administration hardly
ever disappointed Israel, and continued all the promised aid as well as its
support in international forums. Things only changed only after the USA
got a new President in 2008.

Between a Carrot and Stick: Israel and the Obama
Administration

Since the creation of the Jewish State, Israel arguably had the toughest
time under the Obama administration. President Obama came at a time
when US forces were engaged in the Iraq, Afghanistan and, in the later
part of his tenure, with engagements in the Middle East—that is, when
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the so called Arab Spring brought people into the streets, leaving several
states with domestic turmoil, instability, and even armed conflict.

In June 2009, President Obama addressed the Muslim world from
Cairo, speaking about his vision for solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
He reiterated his words at the United Nations General Assembly a few
months later. In both speeches, President Obama expressed his wish to
see an end to the occupation and an end to the building of settlements,
and expressed his commitments to seeing an independent Palestinian state
living side by side with Israel. “The United States does not accept the
legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements”. With these words, President
Obama sent jitters to Israel, which was expecting support from the USA
at this crucial juncture.

Since President Obama assumed office, there were several points of
discord between the two countries. The USA ignored the concerns of Israel
regarding the Iranian nuclear issue, and went ahead with the deal in 2016.
Israel had repeatedly said that Iran was developing nuclear arsenal which
would be detrimental for peace and security in the region; but the USA
was convinced by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
monitoring Iran’s nuclear enrichment, that it was safe. Both President
Obama and Prime Minister Netanyahu never appeared to be getting along
as both leaders also clashed over the issue of settlements in the Palestinian
territories. President Obama did not mince words when it came to
criticizing Israeli settlements in the Palestinian Territories. Thus, though
promising peace in the region, President Obama ended his tenure with
more chaos in the region than in 2009. The relationship between President
Obama and Prime Minister Netanyahu was marked by rifts on many
issues, including the two-state solution. Prime Minister Netanyahu
continues to defend the occupation of the Palestinian Territories, and has
categorically said that he would not consider withdrawing from the West
Bank in the next twenty years.30 While addressing a gathering at the Centre
for American Progress (November 2015), Prime Minister Netanyahu
rejected the notion that the Israeli settlement construction in the occupied
West Bank constitutes a threat to peace. “There have been no new
settlements built in the past 20 years,” he said in an attempt to differentiate
between building new communities and new settlement units. “The
additions are in existing communities.”31

This did not go well with the US administration. Prime Minister
Netanyahu tried to frame the construction of new settlement units as
necessary. The Israeli leader did not hide his anger with the Obama
administration; indeed, he left many fuming when, in March 2016, he
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cancelled a visit to the White House which the US President got to know
only through the press. The world media reacted to the event, taking it as
a defining moment in the history of Israel-US relations. As The Times of
Israel noted, there is no previous public record of an Israeli Prime Minister
ever rejecting an invitation to meet a US President in the White House.32

Things finally hit rock bottom in the UN on 23 December 2016 when
the USA chose to abstain from voting on a resolution condemning
settlements. For Prime Minister Netanyahu, it was the final betrayal by a
president who was supposed to be an ally, but never really was. For
President Obama, it was the inevitable result of Prime Minister
Netanyahu’s own stubborn defiance of international concerns with his
policies.33

Lobby, Heritage, and Diplomacy: Is there indeed a Judeo-
Christian Heritage?

The very mention of the ‘Judeo-Christian Heritage’ sparks several debates.
The biblical perspective of the history and politics of the world may be a
reductive approach to interpreting events; however, it has always kept a
section of analysts busy at their desks. The US-Israel relationship has been
an obvious example to promote this theory. Anything said and done by
the leaders from either side can be taken as an expression of imagined
promises between the two sets of people. There may be several
commonalities between how a section of Jews and Christians perceive their
past and plan their future. Yet, claiming that there is an alliance operating
beyond the common sense of international diplomacy needs a lot to
establish its truth. As mentioned above, there have been several US leaders
who have used the rhetoric of the ‘special relationship’ between the two
countries. However, there are even more instances wherein expediency
has prevailed over everything else. The USA, for all practical purposes,
has chosen pragmatism, despite the presence of any ‘special relationship’
based on the Judeo-Christian heritage.

With the advent of the twenty first century, while probing the End of
History (1992) and the Clash of Civilizations (1996), theories coined by Francis
Fukuyama and Samuel P. Huntington respectively, a working paper by
John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt: “The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign
Policy”34 provoked an equally important debate. The controversial thesis
in this paper opened up a Pandora’s Box. While a section of academics
praised the scholars for starting a new debate, others accused them of
shoddy scholarship. These papers accused the American Jews of working
only in the interest of Israel, and that American Jews often act on behalf
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of the wishes of a foreign government, and that there are forces within
the US Jewish community that prevent any significant dissent from this
stance. These authors probed the premises of the US support extended to
Israel, and concluded that the USA is backing Israel on very flimsy ground.

Away from the game of allegations and defence, and irrespective of
the comments being made about the bilateral relationship, the reality of
public opinion in the US vis-à-vis Israel is quite favourable. People who
support Israel and want the US administration to do so often argue that
the USA should support Israel due to a moral obligation resulting from
the persecution faced by the Jews in Europe.35 Another argument that is
often put forward is the fact that Israel, like the USA, is a democracy—in
fact the only democracy in the Middle East. Therefore, a democracy should
stand by another democracy.

One of the strongest arms of the alleged Israel (also Zionist) lobby in
the USA is the American-Israeli Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). The
AIPAC is a lobbying group whose main aim is advocacy for the state of
Israel and to influence US foreign policy makers to remain favourable to
the Jewish State. One of the main functions of the AIPAC is to keep a close
eye on US politics, its elections, and leadership. Most American leaders,
particularly those aspiring to be the President, attend AIPAC congregations,
and promise unabated support for the State of Israel and that they will
stand by it through thick and thin. Things changed after 1967, with the
USA backing Israel on almost all its decisions, mainly regarding security
measures. Whether this is due to the pressure exerted by pro-Israeli groups,
or whether it is USA’s own interest in the region is a matter of debate.

A good example of how the US leadership chooses what to say is
President Carter ’s March 1977 statement in which he said that he
supported Palestinian human rights, including the “right to a homeland”.
Before that, Carter acknowledged how his own pro-Zionist beliefs had
influenced his Middle East policy.36 He described the State of Israel as, “a
return at last, to the biblical land from which the Jews were driven so many
hundreds of years ago...The establishment of the nation of Israel is the
fulfilment of biblical prophecy and the very essence of its fulfilment.”37

However, American voters supporting Israel had different plans for Carter.
When Carter vacillated over the Israeli settlement programme and
proposed the creation of a Palestinian homeland, he alienated the pro-
Israeli coalition of Jews and evangelicals who switched their support to
Ronald Reagan in the 1980 elections.

Reagan, in return, ushered in not only, arguably, the most pro-Israel
administration in US history but also gave several Christian Zionists
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prominent political posts.38 He reportedly believed that the USA, like Israel,
was the product of a ‘divine plan’, and identified the USA with Israel as
two ‘stable and democratic’ countries sharing the same Judeo-Christian
heritage. A believer in the literal truth of the Bible, Reagan also believed
in its prophetic predictions. On at least seven public occasions, he alluded
to biblical prophecies about the coming of Armageddon, or the final conflict
between good and evil.39

Bill Clinton (1993–2000) was more favourable to the secular elements
of the Israeli political system. His Israeli ties were with the Labour Party,
led by Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, and not with the conservative
Likud Party. Through this alliance, President Clinton embraced the Oslo
peace accords, which were opposed by Likud and the Christian Zionists
because the accords called for reductions, however modest, in the
expansion of Jewish settlements, and asked that Israel withdraw from a
significant portion of the Occupied Territories. The Armageddon cry
resumed with the ascendancy of George W. Bush to power.

US support for Israel on many occasions is well documented in the
discussion of bilateral ties. There have been major incidents wherein the
US has abandoned Israel completely, and chosen its own interest ahead
of the latter’s concerns. Thus, for instance, the powerful ‘Israeli Lobby’
could do nothing when the USA went ahead and helped Saudi Arabia
develop its air force with state of the art equipment. In 1991, during the
run up to the Madrid Conference, the issue of loan guarantee also remained
very contentious. Again, the Bush administration did not listen to the
Yitzhak Shamir (Likud) government in Israel. The USA suspected that the
money sent for rehabilitation was used in building settlements and, despite
efforts made by the pro-Israeli lobby, the US administration did not move
from its stand. The noteworthy point here is that although Shamir thought
he could gather the support of American Jews on the issue, they remained
divided on the question of backing Israel.

The Iranian nuclear issue made news for quite some time, and Israel’s
concerns were obvious. No one can forget the image of Netanyahu at the
UN, holding an image of Iran’s nuclear programme depicting a time bomb.
He failed to convince the USA regarding his worries, and the USA went
ahead with the nuclear agreement with Iran. Now, Israel is hoping to take
up the issue with the new US President. With President Trump calling it a
badly negotiated deal, Israel can hope that things can change in its favour.

Meanwhile, Russia’s return to the region has brought back the
memories of the Cold War, and the USA would want to continue its
engagement in the region. It is interesting to note that beyond the USA,
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Israel is finding a new partner in Russia. According to the Israeli newspaper
Ha’aretz, the ties between Israel and Russia have never been better.40

Disappointed with the USA on the Iran nuclear issue, Prime Minister
Netanyahu reportedly hopes that Russia can even help negotiating an
understanding with Iran.41 October 2016 also marked the completion of
25 years since Russia and Israel restored diplomatic relations after the
Soviet Union severed them in 1967 following the June War. Israel sees
Russia as an important player in the Middle East, particularly after its
recent advancements against the ISIS in Syria. Indeed, for Prime Minister
Netanyahu (or any future Israeli leader) it is important to create a better
understanding with President Vladimir Putin, to reduce the possibility of
accidental military clashes in Syria, and improve mutual understanding
more broadly in order to maintain balanced ties.42

Interestingly, in a bid to ensure that Israel does not get too close to
Russia, in September 2016, the USA decided to give the Israeli military
US$ 38 billion over the next decade. This has been described by Washington
as the biggest package of military assistance in its history. However, under
this deal, Israel would not be able to solicit extra money from Capitol Hill.
In other conditions placed on the new memorandum of understanding,
Israel would no longer be allowed to spend over a quarter of the military
aid on home-produced weaponry, and would instead be required to spend
the full amount on US arms. Nor would it be able to spend any of the aid
on fuel for its armed forces.43 The future will be decided by how the
leadership in both the countries treat each other. With President Trump at
the helm of affairs and a pro-settlement David Friedman as the new US
Ambassador, Israel must be impatiently waiting for some action.

Conclusion

Israel-US relations are based on pragmatism. The US administration has
chosen Israel as its ally and strategic partner after careful deliberations.
Indeed, it took them almost two decades to realise the potential of the
Jewish State. Since 1967, bilateral relations are going smoothly, with
continuous US military and economic aid to Israel. The USA has stood by
Israel in all international bodies and supported its case for existence. At
the same time, the USA has reminded Israel of the Palestinian people and
their national rights. US presidents have sought solutions for the Israel-
Egypt and Israel-Palestine conflicts, compelling the Israeli leadership to
accept peace plans in lieu of security promises.

At the same time, the USA continues its bonhomie with Arab
monarchies in the Gulf region and military dictators in North Africa. In
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the case of the nuclear deal with the Islamic Republic of Iran, the USA
seems to have ignored the concerns raised by Israel. This suggests that
US interests in Israel are subject to assessments of US foreign policy makers.
The latter take up things that are found useful for the larger interests of
their own country, caring little about other ‘special things’.

Currently, the Israel-US relationship is at an important juncture. One
may say that it has virtually come back from where it began. With Russia
announcing the return of its influence in the region by bombing the so-
called Islamic State militants in Syria, the USA would not want to give
any free movement to one of its biggest adversaries ever. Israel too,
receiving fewer favours from the USA, has been looking up to Russia.
Indeed, its leaders are travelling to Russia. The fact that Israel has a
considerable population of Russian origin makes Israel even more
interesting for Russia. The USA would definitely not want Israel to slip
through. When it comes to international relations, it is not easy to predict
what the future holds. One thing is for sure—we are in for a time where
Israel will be at the centre of every equation.
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India-Israel Relations:

The Influence of Third Parties

Manjari Singh

ABSTRACT

India established diplomatic relations with Israel only in January 1992 even
though it had recognised the Jewish State in September 1950. Since the
establishment of diplomatic relations, political, economic, cultural, and security
relations have been flourishing considerably. Important as they are, this chapter
looks at the influence of external players in Indo-Israeli relations, especially
after normalisation. Some external factors contributed to the delayed
normalisation while others have been facilitating a more rapid progress in the
bilateral relations. Looking through the external prism, this chapter examines
the influence of foreign powers in inhibiting as well as facilitating Indo-Israeli
relations through competition and rivalry.

Background

There have been various reasons and justifications for the four-decades of
Indian non-relations with Israel; these range from domestic considerations
(Indian Muslim population influenced India to be supportive of the
Palestinian cause), Cold War political calculations, or limited
commonalities between the two countries. The roots of this policy can be
traced to early 1920s when the shared anti-colonial worldview resulted in
the Indian nationalists forging a common cause with the Arabs of Palestine.
The Congress Party and its leaders, including Mahatma Gandhi and
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Jawaharlal Nehru, vociferously advocated a pro-Arab position on
Palestine, and this trend continued when Britain—the Mandate power—
referred the Palestine issue to the newly-formed United Nations. In May
1947, India was elected to the 11-member United Nations Special
Commission on Palestine (UNSCOP), and while a seven-member majority
proposed partition of Palestine as the solution, India (supported by Iran
and Yugoslavia) proposed a Federal plan for Palestine.

Unfortunately, the Indian plan was rejected by both the contending
parties: the Arabs were opposed to Jews being granted even minimal
autonomy within an Arab Palestine while the Jews rejected the Indian plan
because it offered them civil and religious rights when the majority plan
offered them sovereignty and statehood. Hence, rejected by both the
parties, the Indian plan was never discussed by the UN. When the partition
plan came before the UN General Assembly on 29 November, India joined
the Arab and Islamic countries, and opposed it. In May 1949, India also
opposed Israel’s admission into the UN.

However, after considerable hesitation and internal deliberations, India
granted diplomatic recognition to Israel in September 1950. There were
sufficient indications that India was prepared for a full-fledged diplomatic
relationship with Israel, including a resident mission in Tel Aviv. A promise
to this effect was made by Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru when senior
Israeli diplomat, Walter Eytan, met him in New Delhi in early 1952.
Diplomatic exchange did not happen— or rather, happened more than
four decades after Nehru’s promise. Scholars attribute this to senior
Congress leader and Education Minister Maulana Abul Kalam Azad who
dissuaded Nehru from establishing diplomatic relations with Israel on the
ground that such a move would go against domestic Muslim sentiments
in India, and could be used by Pakistan for anti-India propaganda in the
Arab world, especially over the Kashmir issue. A formal Indian opposition
to normalisation came in November 1956 in the wake of the Israel-led
tripartite aggression against Egypt over the Suez crisis and, since then,
the-time-is-not-ripe became the standard Indian position vis-à-vis
normalisation.

Over the years, India sought to further its interests in the Middle East
by flagging its support for the Palestinian cause, and the absence of
relations with Israel became integral to India’s zero-sum approach to the
Arab-Israeli equation. India joined various Arab and Islamic countries in
proposing or voting in favour of various resolutions against Israel in the
UN, and other international forums such as the Non-aligned Movement.
This reached its crescendo in November 1975 when India sponsored and
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voted in favour of the UN General Assembly Resolution that equated
Zionism with racism. Thus, it was clear that only a far reaching
transformation of the international system could bring about a change in
India’s attitude towards Israel.

This came with the end of the Cold War and the disintegration of the
Soviet Union as well as the emergence of the USA as the pre-eminent global
power. Yasser Arafat’s support for Iraqi President Saddam Hussein over
the Kuwait crisis considerably weakened the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) and the Palestinian factor in inter-Arab relations.
Arafat’s willingness to attend the Middle East Peace Conference in Madrid
in October 1991 also diluted India’s reluctance to deal with Israel, especially
when there were no bilateral disputes between the two. Under such
circumstances, Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao signalled India’s
willingness to deal with the post-Cold War international climate by
breaking with the past and, in January 1992, established full diplomatic
relations with Israel. Since then, the bilateral relations have been
progressing considerably, and have been a major source of international
attention and envy.

How have external players responded and reacted to Indo-Israeli
relations since then? For the purpose of clarity, the external players can be
divided by regions: Palestine, Iran and Saudi Arabia are the Middle Eastern
players; the Southern Asian region comprises of Pakistan and China; and
the United States and USSR/Russia are the international players. Some
contributed to the absence of normalisation while others facilitated Indo-
Israeli relations and, in some cases, one could notice a tacit competition.
It would not be incorrect to state that the non-relations before 1992 and
the progressing relations since 1992 have been influenced by external
players.

The Middle Eastern Region

Palestine
Strictly speaking, Palestine cannot be identified as an external factor; but
it is an integral to India’s Israel policy. The historical commitments to the
Palestinian cause have been a major factor in India’s Israel policy. On moral
as well as political considerations, Indian nationalists have opposed the
idea of a Jewish demand for a national homeland in Palestine. Such a
position was partly the result of the limited understanding of Mahatma
Gandhi and other Indian leaders about Jewish history and problem. In
November 1938, Gandhi made his most widely quoted statement on the
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subject: ‘Palestine belongs to the Arabs in the same sense as England
belongs to the English and France to the French.’ In the wake of
considerable criticisms from Jewish figures and the Nazi Holocaust, in July
1946 Gandhi observed,

Hitherto I have refrained from saying anything in public regarding
the Jew-Arab controversy. I have done so for good reasons. That does
not mean any want of interest in the question, but it does mean that
I do not consider myself sufficiently equipped with knowledge for
the purpose.1

Since the early 1930s, Indian nationalists viewed the Palestinian issue
as an integral part of the larger anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist struggle.
After the partition of the Sub-continent, support for the Palestinians
became an important instrument through which India sought to blunt the
role of Pakistan, and further its interest in the Arab and Islamic countries
of the Middle East. If Pakistan used its Islamic credential, India flagged
its ‘consistent support’ for the Palestinian cause, dating back to the first
quarter of the twentieth century. During the Cold War, India lacked
adequate economic leverage, and its diplomatic status was dented after
the Sino-Indian conflict of 1962. Thus, the Palestinian cause became its
primary politico-diplomatic instrument, especially in the Middle East.

Seen in this historic context, normalisation was a considerable shift,
and signalled India’s willingness to abandon the zero-sum approach
towards the Arab-Israeli conflict. New Delhi was prepared to deal with
both the parties in furtherance of its interests. During the 1990s, this was
marked by India trying to ‘balance’ its newly found relations with Israel
by high-profiled visits by PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat to New Delhi, or
through pro-Palestinian statements. This practice has been less frequent,
especially after the UPA came to power in 2004.

At the same time, India has not abandoned or diluted its position on
some of the core issues pertaining to the Arab-Israeli conflict—such as,
Palestinian statehood, settlement, borders, or Jerusalem. The only
difference is that India has become more balanced and nuanced in its
criticism of Israel, and it no longer blames Israel for all the ills. For long,
India continued to support the Arabs and Palestinians in various
international forums, especially the UN. There was a marked a shift in
July 2015, when India abstained in the United Nations Human Rights
Council (UNHRC) over the Gaza crisis. Only a year earlier, India voted
with the rest on the ‘disproportionate use of force’ by Israel, and
condemned violence in Gaza2 without trying to consider rocket attacks
carried out by militant Palestinian group Hamas against Israeli civilians.
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One observer has commented that

The Indian government’s seemingly schizophrenic attitude to the
Israeli pounding of Gaza is a classic case of the head and the heart
being seriously misaligned. In its heart, the BJP-led NDA would like
to be with Israel, and feels an emotional connect with that
beleaguered, but militarily powerful, Jewish state; the head, however,
dictates that India’s economic interests—oil, Indians working in the
Gulf—also need to be protected. Then there is the need to mollify
the Muslim minority in India, whose sentiments are the exact opposite
of the Modi government’s — that is, against Israel.3

The Indian government attributed its July 2015 abstention to the
resolution’s reference of the Rome Statute or the International Criminal
Court (ICC) of which India was not a signatory.4 Though it reiterated that
its position vis-à-vis Palestine has not changed, it was the first time since
1992 that India has abstained on a major resolution concerning the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The move has upset a section of the Indian elite as
well as the Palestinian leadership,5 while Israel expressed its gratitude for
the Indian move.

According to former diplomat Rajendra Abhyankar, India’s public
posture regarding the Palestine issue is unlikely to change.6 Since the
Palestine issue has a strong resonance in domestic politics, India is unlikely
to abandon or dilute its support for the Palestinians; but, at the same time,
it is likely to be less pronounced than in the past, primarily because of the
lessening importance of the Palestinian cause in the inter-Arab relations.
Facing strong domestic unrest, most Arab regimes are fighting for their
survival, and the Palestinian cause is not their top priority. This will be
reflected in India factoring in the Palestinian issue while dealing with Israel.

Iran
Israel has had roller-coaster relations with Iran. Until the Islamic
Revolution of 1979, the latter was part of its peripheral diplomacy whereby
Israel forged closer relations with non-Arab countries (Iran and Turkey)
and groups (Kurds in Iraq and Maronites in Lebanon). In 1950, Iran became
the second Islamic country after Turkey to recognise the Jewish State7 and,
under the Shah, Iran shared Israel’s animosity towards the Arab world,
and even provided large quantities of oil to the Jewish State. This bonhomie
abruptly ended following the Islamic revolution, and Iran moved closer
to the Palestinians, emerging as the most vociferous opponent of Israel’s
right to exist. In August 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini declared the fourth
Friday of the Islamic holy month of Ramadan as Al-Quds (Jerusalem) Day
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and, since then Muslim communities around the world have been marking
this day through various protest actions, meetings, and commemorations.

Since 1979, Iran has also become a major centre for anti-Semitism, and
organises a number of events and competitions commemorating or
denying the Holocaust. By supporting various Shia (Hezbollah)8 and Sunni
(Hamas)9 militant groups, Iran has emerged as the de facto neighbour of
Israel. If these were insufficient, a number of non-conventional weapons
programmes currently underway are explained within the context of the
Iranian rivalry and animosity vis-à-vis Israel. The decade-long controversy
over the Iranian nuclear programme has resulted in periodic threats and
intimidating statements from Israeli leaders and, for long, the international
strategic community has speculated a possible Israeli pre-emptive strike
against key nuclear installations in Iran.10

Both Israel and Iran are key strategic partners of India: one in the
military-security arena, the other for energy security. Therefore,
maintaining a balance between the two has been a major challenge facing
Indian foreign policy. While Iran has been less interventionist in Indo-
Israeli relations, the reverse is not true. India and Israel do not see eye-to-
eye on Iran; and Israeli concerns emanate from two closely linked security
issues: possible technology leaks and terrorism. During the visit of Prime
Minister Ariel Sharon to India in September 2003, Israel raised its concerns
over the possible leaking of its technology supplied to India.11 Prime
Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee assured Israel against the possible and
unintentional transfer or leakage of Israeli technology to Iran.

Because of its support to various militant groups in the region and
their activities, Israel sees Iran as the major player in terrorism; some Israeli
leaders even accuse Tehran of being ‘nerve centre’ of terrorism.12 On 13
February 2012, a member of the Israeli embassy was attacked in a failed
car bomb attack in New Delhi, and this was attributed to Iran-associated
entities.13 Even more than four years later, the culprits were not
apprehended let alone convicted. Moreover, because of its energy security
concerns vis-à-vis Iran, New Delhi has not paid heed to some of Israel’s
concerns vis-à-vis Iran.

Even on a direct bilateral level, New Delhi has maintained a studied
silence over many anti-Israeli and anti-Semitic remarks by Iranian
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. In October 2005, responding to one of
his statements that Israel should be ‘wiped off the map,’ an official Indian
spokesperson merely reminded reporters that India had recognised Israel
‘decades ago’, and had diplomatic relations with it. While Israelis see Iran
as the epicentre of international terrorism, Indians view the Islamic
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Republic as a partner in fighting terrorism, especially in Afghanistan. India
and Israel, thus, are not on the same page over Iran.

However, there remains a series of subtexts that reflect a more
complicated picture.14 Thus, despite repeated requests, India has not been
accommodative of Israel in its policy towards the Iranian nuclear
controversy. Indeed, its voting in the International Atomic Energy Agency
and other forums were primarily due to American pressures than Israeli
requests. For its part, Iran has been pursuing robust relations with India
without unduly worrying about Indo-Israeli relations. This accommodative
approach has given a greater leeway to Indo-Iranian relations than Indo-
Israeli relations. One could even suggest that India has managed to
quarantine Israel while pursuing closer relations, especially energy ties,
with Tehran.

Saudi Arabia

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia does not recognise Israel, and indeed, sent
a small military contingent during the first Arab-Israeli war of 1948.
Though it did not take an active part in subsequent wars, Saudi politico-
strategic fortunes changed after the June 1967 war. The Arab defeat marked
the end of the secular pan-Arab nationalism championed by Gamal Abdul
Nasser, and ushered in the regional domination of conservative religious
forces led by Saudi Arabia. This was consecrated in the first Islamic summit
conference held in Rabat in September 1969, and the oil crisis during the
October 1973 War added an economic component to the Saudi influence.
Since then, the Kingdom has emerged as the most important player in the
Persian Gulf region. Its prolonged proximity with the USA acquired a
strategic dimension in the wake of the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the
resultant alienation of Tehran from the West. Thus, since the late 1960s,
Saudi Arabia has led the Arab-Islamic opposition to Israel—and this has
been so despite its close energy-linked strategic partnership with the USA.

At the same time, a host of regional developments resulted in Saudi
Arabia offering a conditional peace with Israel. These include the Camp
David Accords between Egypt and Israel (which were concluded in 1978),
Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
later that year. In August 1981, Crown Prince Fahd came out with a peace
plan that tacitly accepted Israel’s recognition in return for the latter
withdrawing to pre-1967 borders, and this became a Fahd plan the
following year. Neither side was in position to make the transition
necessary for an agreement. And, since then, Saudi Arabia did not go
beyond endorsing various international developments towards an Arab-
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Israeli peace, including the Madrid Peace Conference and the Oslo process.

The September 11 terror attacks in the USA and their backlash against
the Kingdom as well as Islam, resulted in Crown Prince Abdullah unveiling
a peace plan by the end of 2001 that subsequently became the Arab Peace
Initiative in March 2002. Unlike the earlier one, this proposal offered
conditional peace between Israel and the wider Islamic world in return
for the former withdrawing to the pre-1967 borders. Though significant,
both sides could not overcome mutual suspicions, and hence no progress
was made. Moreover, the failure of Saudi efforts to bring about a Hamas-
Fatah Palestinian unit through the Mecca Accord in February 2007 signalled
the limitations of Saudi diplomacy.

However, the controversy over the Iranian nuclear programme has
added a strategic dimension to the Saudi approach towards Israel. A
nuclear-armed Iran appeared to be a larger and more immediate threat
than Israel and its policies. The willingness of the Obama administration
to ignore Saudi (as well as Israeli) concerns over Iran and to conclude the
Geneva Nuclear Agreement in 2015, also underscored limitations of Saudi
influence in Washington, and this resulted in the Kingdom looking to Israel
as a possible partner against Iran. In recent years, there are periodic leaks,
reports, and speculations about clandestine contacts between Saudi Arabia
and Israel. Even if formal relations are far away, strategic convergence vis-
à-vis Iran has brought the two countries closer.

These developments indicate a changing Saudi approach towards the
Jewish State. From total rejection, Riyadh has moved towards conditional
recognition and possible understanding. Thus, India should be less
concerned about Saudi Arabia when dealing with Israel. In the 1950, India’s
hesitation towards normalisation was partly influenced by concerns over
Saudi Arabia placing hurdles before the hajj pilgrimage from India.15

Moreover, for a while, energy security appeared to have influenced India’s
non-relations policy. This is no longer the case. Economic progress has
strengthened India’s diplomatic position. This has been vindicated by three
high-level political contacts during the past decade: the visit of King
Abdullah as the Chief Guest of India’s Republic Day celebrations in 2006,
and the visits to Saudi Arabia by Prime Ministers Manmohan Singh in
February-March 2010 and Narendra Modi in April 2016. Hence, the Saudi
factor in Indo-Israeli relations is not significant—or at least, not in the
negative sense of the word.
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Southern Asia

Pakistan
The role and influence of Pakistan in India’s relations with Israel can be
traced to the pre-partition years, especially to the 1930s when the Congress
Party and the Muslim League competed for the support of the Indian
Muslim population. After the partition of the Sub-continent, this emerged
as the Indo-Pakistan competition in the Middle East. Pakistan was one of
the two reasons (the other being domestic Muslim population) that
Maulana Abul Kalam Azad flagged opposing Nehru’s decision to
normalise relations with Israel in 1952.16 He feared that Pakistan might
use the relations with Israel to out-manoeuvre India in the Arab world
regarding the Kashmir issue. For its part, Pakistan has been presenting
itself as the champion of Islamic causes in the Middle East, especially
Palestine. In 1947, under the leadership of Pakistan, Arab countries
unsuccessfully tried to secure the UN endorsement of the unitary plan for
Palestine.

Since then, political competition with Pakistan has resulted in India
adopting a virulently anti-Israeli position, especially during periodic
outbreak of violence in the Middle East. For example, on 25 May, more
than two weeks before the commencement of the June war of 1967,
External Affairs Minister M.C. Chagla described Israel as the ‘aggressor’.
In September 1969, India unsuccessfully sought to attend the first Islamic
summit conference organised by King Faisal of Saudi Arabia and King
Hasan V of Morocco, in Rabat. Despite these incidents, Pakistan received
the support of major Arab and non-Arab countries, such as Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, Iran, and Turkey, during its 1965 and 1971 conflicts with India.17

This trend continued until the end of the Cold War, and India’s
normalisation of relations with Israel.

From 1992, Pakistan has been having a conflicting impact upon India’s
relations with Israel. For a while, Islamabad sought to present this as India’s
betrayal of the Arabs. However, the Madrid conference considerably
transformed, at least temporarily, Israel’s diplomatic fortunes. A number
of prominent countries, such as Russia and China, normalised relations
with Israel. In the wake of the Oslo process, a number of Arab countries,
such as Morocco and Tunisia, established low level consular relations with
Israel. Prominent Arab countries even abandoned tertiary economic
boycotts against Israel. In the wake of these developments, there were
indications that Pakistan was reconsidering its erstwhile opposition, and
some leaders have openly called for a pragmatic approach towards Israel.
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One can notice a similar shift in Israel’s approach towards India. In
the initial years, Israeli leaders were openly endorsing India’s position on
Kashmir and cross-border terrorism supported by Pakistan. Gradually,
such pronouncements became less circumspect, and the Delhi Declaration,
issued during the visit of Prime Minister Sharon in September 2003,
contained no references to Pakistan.

In recent years, a number of scholars have drawn parallels between
the historical journeys and post-state trajectories of Israel and Pakistan.18

Hence, one should not exclude the possibilities of both countries
normalising relations when the time is appropriate. Would Israeli-Pakistan
normalisation be accompanied by military-strategic ties? While one should
not rule out such a possibility, the probabilities are slim because of their
potential impact upon the Indo-Israeli relations. At the same time, as long
Sino-Israeli military relations do not resume, the possibilities of Israeli
technologies reaching Pakistan via Beijing would be slim.

China
Since the end of the Cold War, the People’s Republic of China has emerged
as the most serious competitor for India in the global market, and
significant rival for political influence in Asia, especially in the Middle East.
During the Cold War, both India and China19 adopted a similar policy
towards Israel that was governed by the need to befriend the Arab-Islamic
countries. Though couched and expressed through ideological concerns,
both sought to befriend the Arab countries through pro-Palestinian
positions. The end of bloc politics compelled both China and India to
reverse their traditional opposition to Israel. China recognised and
normalised relations with Israel on 24 January 1992; India followed suit a
few days later.

Their post-normalisation trajectory, however, took a different turn.
Under intense American pressure, Israel was forced to abandon its
lucrative and strategically important military ties with Beijing. Indeed, long
before diplomatic relations were established, China sought and forged
military cooperation with Israel—dating back to the late 1970s. Through
military diplomacy, Israel sought to contain and overcome China’s pro-
Arab stance and secure Beijing’s recognition and acceptance. Israel was
an important provider of security assistance to China, especially when most
western powers were reluctant to strengthen its military capabilities in the
wake of the Tiananmen affair of 1989. The USA, which imposed various
sanctions against China, was tolerant of Israeli military sales to Beijing.

However, the end of the Cold War transformed the American strategic



India-Israel Relations: The Influence of Third Parties 243

worldview and China emerged as its new threat; this forced the USA to
abandon its erstwhile position and to veto Israeli military sales to China.
Thus, while post-normalisation saw an exponential growth in Indo-Israeli
military ties, the Sino-Israeli military ties nose-divided and, in 2000, Israel
was forced to abandon the sale of Phalcon AWACS plans to China.20 Since
then, there are no reports of any major Sino-Israeli cooperation in the
military arena.

At the same time, its global status makes China an attractive power
for Israel, and both countries are cooperating in a host of sensitive but
non-military areas such as high-tech and joint ventures. China has also
invested in the Israeli economy, and has been undertaking the railway
project that would link Ashdod port with Eilat on the Gulf of Aqaba.21

Like India, China is also keen to forge closer military ties with Israel
but has been inhibited by the US factor. Because of this handicap, China
would be extremely sensitive about any major defence deals between India
and Israel, and weapon systems which could be deployed in the border
areas against China or along the Himalayas would be keenly watched by
China. Its great power status, economic clout, and its close relations with
countries such as Iran would make China more attractive for Israel. Thus,
while Indo-Israeli political and economic ties would be free of Chinese
influence, the same cannot be said about military-security cooperation.

Global Players

Russia
Russia has been maintaining a friendlier relation with Israel—that is, more
so than during the Cold War era when the bilateral relations were uneven
and rocky. Soviet support was critical when the Palestine issue came before
the UN in 1947. The USSR viewed the social Zionists, who were the leading
Jewish force in the Mandate for Palestine, as an ally in the otherwise feudal
Middle East, and the socialist ideas of the kibbutz and collective farming
enabled it to view the Jewish State as a potential ally. Hence, not only did
the USSR support the partition plan, it was also the second country after
the USA and the first one to grant de jure recognition to Israel on 17 May
1948. Moreover, Israel also became one of the few issues that the East and
West agreed upon when the USSR voted in favour of Israel’s membership
to the UN. Though relations became troublesome during the final years
of Joseph Stalin, both resumed their friendliness.

Israel’s tilt in favour of the USA following the Korean crisis was
accompanied by its concern for the welfare of the Jewish Diaspora when
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the USSR and its eastern European allies had the largest concentration of
the Jews. At the same time, the Czech deal of 1955 with Egypt began the
Soviet-Arab partnership that continued until the disintegration of the
USSR. Prolonged Soviet supply of arms to the Arab countries, especially
to Egypt and Syria, was insufficient to prevent an Arab military defeat in
the June war. To reiterate its commitment to the Arabs, on 10 June 1967,
the USSR broke off diplomatic relations with Israel; this was followed by
a similar move by other members of the Warsaw Treaty Organization,
except Romania. Hence, from 1967 and until the re-establishment of
relations in October 1991, the USSR remained a marginal player in various
peace efforts involving Israel.

Even though Moscow co-hosted the Madrid Conference with the USA,
the impending disintegration marginalised the USSR from being an
important player in the Middle East. It was only after the emergence of
Vladimir Putin in May 2000, and backed by oil and gas wealth, one could
notice Russian resurgence in the Middle East. Since then, Moscow has been
following a delicate policy towards Israel as well as its adversaries, like
Iran and Syria. Moreover, in the late 1980s, Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev liberalised the emigration policy that resulted in over three-
quarters of a million Jews from the Soviet Union moving to Israel.22 A
significant segment of this population has been active in the Soviet military
industry which in turn boosted Israeli capabilities. Above all, over the
years, this segment of the population has emerged as major domestic force
in favour of Russia. In short, Russia has become Israel’s domestic policy,
and a strong electoral asset.23

Seen in this context, Russia has a mixed impact upon Indo-Israeli
relations. One could even say that it is a potential model for India to balance
its conflicting interests in the region: for example, Russia has been
balancing the Israel-Syria, Israel-Iran, and Iran-Saudi relations. Moreover,
some of the Israel’s premier military exports items (such as Phalcon) are
mounted on Russian platforms, and a degree of cooperation becomes
inevitable if India and Israel were to boost their militaryties. While Israel
has been exporting a host of hi-tech weapons to India, it cannot compete
with Russia, especially in exporting platforms such as aircrafts, ships, and
tanks. Hence, one could visualize a tripartite cooperation, namely, Russian
platforms enhanced by Israeli technology, radar and avionics, and their
supplies to India.

The USA
Historically, the USA has been Israel’s political and diplomatic benefactor.
It began with active American support in the UN for the partition plan,
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and President Harry S. Truman’s recognition within minutes after the
Declaration of Independence. In the initial years, the American support
was less pronounced and given in a gingerly manner. In the wake of the
Suez crisis of 1956, pressures by President Dwight Eisenhower compelled
Israel to unconditionally withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza
Strip. It was only after the June war of 1967 and the spectacular military
success that the USA began seeing Israel as an asset in the Middle East.
The benign American attitude towards Israel’s nuclear programme was
accompanied by the USA coming to its rescue during the early stages of
the October war of 1973 through massive military supplies. Since then,
the USA has been providing political and diplomatic support, military
supplies and technologies, and strategic commitments towards ensuring
Israel’s qualitative edge over its adversaries. The USA has been active in
various peace initiatives such as the Camp David Accords, Madrid
Conference, Oslo Process and the Israel-Jordan Peace Treaty.24

In line with this approach, the USA prodded India for a long time to
normalise relations with Israel; this began as early as in the 1950s. The
USA was one of the factors leading to India’s recognition of Israel in 1950.
It was no accident that the normalisation of relations were announced on
the eve of Prime Minister Rao’s departure for New York to attend the
summit meeting of the UN Security Council, also attended by President
George H. W. Bush. The US role has been periodically flagged to both
explain and criticize Indo-Israeli relations since 1992. For example,
speaking before a dinner organised by the American Jewish Congress on
9 September 2003, India’s National Security Adviser Brajesh Mishra
earmarked that ‘the three countries have to jointly face the same ugly face
of modern-day terrorism’.25

This pronouncement at times has been erroneously interpreted as a
clarion call for an India-Israel-US alliance. A more logical explanation can
be that India wishes to avoid the kind of problems China faced in its post-
1992 military relations with Israel. By keeping the US informed and
onboard, India wants to ensure that the USA does not exercise its veto
over Indo-Israeli military-security relations. Such an insurance policy is
essential in the light of the politico-strategic leverage that the USA wields
over Israel: besides being its principal arms supplier, the USA has provided
technology or funded Israeli research and development. The American
ability to intervene and block the Indo-Israeli military partnership is
substantial, and by keeping the USA on board, India wishes to prevent an
American veto. This strategy has been effective and since 1992—there are
no major American impediments aimed at slowing or blocking emerging
military ties between India and Israel.
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Conclusion

Since the establishment of relations with Israel, India has been under
different kinds of pressures from various countries. Some are prepared to
endorse and facilitate the furthering of Indo-Israeli bilateral relations;
others have reluctantly accepted India’s political will, and the desire to
follow and pursue an independent course in the furtherance of its interests.
A positive attitude of the USA is necessary for the furtherance of Indo-
Israeli military ties. Though the geopolitical situations in the Middle East
have weakened its importance, the historic legacy and the periodic upsurge
of violence means that the Palestine factor would continue to be relevant
in India’s ability to pursue closer ties with Israel.
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Al-Sisi’s Egypt: An Introduction

Sudhir Vyas

Egypt has been facing difficult times ever since former President Hosni
Mubarak was forced to step down amidst surging popular optimism and
hope in 2011. The Egyptian Armed Forces are today again in firm control,
and freedom from political repression in Egypt remains as elusive as ever.

The two studies on Egypt in this book, “The Increasing Control of
Armed Forces over Governance: the Deteriorating Security Situation in
Egypt” by Colonel Rajeev Agarwal, and “State-Society Ties in Egypt:
Recent Developments” by Tanzoom Ahmed, analyse the imperatives and
choices before President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and his responses. President
Al-Sisi has become an authoritarian, repressive leader, intolerant of
opposition and seeking to rally everyone and every institution behind him.
Widespread human rights violations and a crackdown on press freedoms
have alienated even that liberal section of Egyptian citizenry who initially
supported his takeover.

Admittedly, the challenges before Egypt are formidable. Decades of
authoritarian rule have warped and constrained the institutions of
democracy and, with its deep societal cleavages and prejudices, a difficult
neighbourhood battered by contradictions, uncertainties and relentless
terror attacks, Egypt demands enormous political skill in governance. A
brief stint under its first democratically elected leader, Mohamed Morsi,
on the other hand, was marred by the Moslem Brotherhood’s long
suppressed ideological over-reach and lack of political capacity. President
Al-Sisi’s response now is driven by rigid anti-Islamism and counter-
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terrorism, a hyper-nationalism with the state/military as the primary
political and economic actor. An amended Constitution, pushed through
in the face of boycotts and protests, curtails Islamic expression and
safeguards military dominance as he faces a very serious threat from
various extremist Islamist groups, all with the goal of destabilising his
government.

Were this not enough, Egypt is in an economic crisis, with the collapse
of tourism (which was the primary revenue earner) in the face of extremist
terror attacks, raging inflation and unemployment, declining exchange
reserves, and lack of investment and entrepreneurship. As he keeps a tight
lid on the internal situation, President Al-Sisi’s priorities at this point are
the critical economic situation and the unrelenting security threat faced
by the country.

All through the Sadat and Mubarak years since the Camp David
accords of 1978, the USA’s partnership with Egypt had been alinchpin of
the American role in the region, and it invested billions to reinforce Egypt’s
stability and relationship with Israel. But, with the democratic upsurges
of the Arab Spring, shifting US interests and priorities, and an internal
debate that could more closely tie US aid to political and economic reforms,
it was clear that Egypt’s dependency on US largesse could not no longer
be taken for granted.

Egypt hedged its bets in an evolving regional geopolitical realignment
as the Russian intervention in West Asia—with the stated objective of
fighting Islamic State extremism in the Middle East and West Asia—opened
new opportunities. The developing relationship between Russia and Egypt
offers fresh options for cooperation, both civilian and military. Political
concerns that Egypt may have vis-à-vis Iran have been overshadowed by
its single minded focus on fighting ISIS and extremist Islamic terror, and
it has shifted positions on Syria to align then more closely with those of
Russia and Iran.

With Morsi’s ouster in 2013, Saudi Arabia and UAE had extended overt
support to the Al-Sisi regime as a bulwark against the Brotherhood, even
urging the USA to keep up its military assistance. The Egypt-Saudi
dalliance peaked in April 2016 with a strategic partnership announced
during King Salman’s visit to Cairo. This was appreciated by Tel Aviv too,
which saw it as a welcome expression of Sunni-Arab support to keep
President Al-Sisi in power and the Brotherhood at bay. However, within
six months, upset by the contrary position taken by Egypt at the UN on
the Syrian situation, Saudi Arabia backed away from a partnership deal
that would have saved Egypt US$ 4 billion annually over five years on its
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petroleum product imports, seriously ratcheting up financial pressures on
the country. The partnership announced in April is floundering: an
Egyptian court has since rejected the agreement to transfer two Red Sea
islands to Saudi Arabia, in a ruling that could exacerbate bilateral tensions,
at least in the short term. Promises of concrete support for the Saudi
intervention in Yemen remain unimplemented.

Faced with an economic crisis, Egypt was compelled to conclude a
record US$ 12 billion loan with the IMF under stiff austerity conditions.
The Egyptian Pound was allowed to float and lose nearly half its exchange
value, and an arduous fiscal reform program was put in place. With
subsidies reduced, inflation rose to 15 per cent, and high food prices fuelled
discontent and fears of a popular backlash. Egypt signed MOUs for oil
supplies from alternative sources, including Iraq.

These difficult decisions, however, may be beginning to show some
positives. Lured by a cheaper currency, tighter fiscal policies, and backed
by the IMF loan, foreign investors have shown renewed trust with
substantial inflows, and foreign holdings in Egyptian Treasury options
have shown an upward trend, helping to bolster Egypt’s Central Bank’s
reserves. Export competitiveness has improved. But, it is clear that the
economy will take time to recover, and the risk of popular unrest remains.

In Egypt’s immediate neighbourhood, security concerns are uppermost
in President Al-Sisi’s agenda. While Syria is relatively peripheral, the civil
war in Libya, where Islamist terror groups (including ISIS) have established
themselves, represents a real and immediate threat. Egypt has tried to
mediate between conflicting Libyan parties seeking a political resolution,
but with limited success so far.

In Palestine, President Al-Sisi had initially clamped down on the liberal
facilities provided to Hamas at the Gaza border by a sympathetic Morsi
government; but has since opened a diplomatic channel with Hamas with
some easing of restrictions on trade and movement in return for tighter
controls at borders, the handover of ISIS extremists accused of armed
attacks on Egyptian territory, and distancing from the Muslim Brotherhood.
Israel is understood to be on board with these Egyptian initiatives on the
management of the Gaza border for greater stability.

Visiting India in September 2016, President Al-Sisi had emphasised
the dangers that extremist terror posed to both countries, and that India
and Egypt must work for greater cooperation on terrorism at a “whole
new level”, as stabilising forces in their respective regions. Under President
Al-Sisi, Egypt’s positions on counter terrorism have moved much closer
to India’s, even though its divergent policy stance at the UN on the CCIT
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remains unchanged so far. And, on Syria, with the shift in Egypt’s positions,
the two countries are now more congruent. Bilateral relations too have
been developing satisfactorily.

2016 has been a difficult year for President Al-Sisi’s Egypt. His foreign
policy outreach, which seemed so ill considered and fatuous initially albeit
under compelling circumstances, has lately displayed a greater degree of
maturity and adaptability. Yet, it remains to be seen whether his foreign
policy shifts reflects conscious, well thought out, and pragmatic
geopolitical strategy or whether it remains tactical and opportunistic.

Initial contacts between Presidents Al-Sisi and President Trump, as he
assumed office, also seem to have been positive, with the latter
underscoring his commitment to bilateral ties and to fighting extremism,
as well as personal support for President Al-Sisi (and the Israeli Prime
Minister Netanyahu) as his “strongest allies” in the region. In the evolving
global power realignments, there may well be pragmatic and sustainable
opportunities and broader options that President Al-Sisi would ignore at
his peril.

With its geographical weight, its historical foundations as a nation-
state, and an educated population, Egypt has played an important role in
past years as a powerbroker and centre of gravity for the region. Today, it
has little productive regional role to play. Its institutions weakened, it offers
no appealing economic model or soft power to manifest, nor the capacity
to extend aid. Its diplomacy is constrained by internal problems, policy
instability, and corruption. In fact, apart from battling terror, it just does
not have the bandwidth to focus on regional affairs.

It is not clear whether President Al-Sisi’s approach is going to work. It
remains a state- and military-led strategy to maintain tight internal control
and quash any vestige of opposition while it sorts out Egypt’s economic
and security threats. The armed forces and the vested interests of the Deep
State in Egypt draw enough benefits from the domestic status quo for them
to resist changes that would threaten their own privileges. But, Egypt has
ninety million people and huge youth bulge. It has to focus on a human-
development strategy, on the domestic needs and welfare of its own
citizens, and develop a political system in which ordinary Egyptians can
have a voice. For a military dictator riding a tiger, that will be the real test
of success.
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ABSTRACT

The modern history of Egypt and its military are closely interlinked. The birth
of Israel in 1948 and the crushing defeat of Arab Armies in 1948 in the First
Arab-Israel war was a vital factor in the downfall of the monarchy in Egypt
through a military coup in 1952. Ever since, the military has been an important
influence in Egypt, and has exercised power and influence through successive
military rulers.1

The coup in 1952 installed the first military president, Gamal Abdel-Nasser
(1954–1970), who formed an Arab socialist regime in which military officers
occupied the most important administrative and economic positions.2 Two
military presidents succeeded Nasser: Anwar Sadat (1970–1981) and thereafter
Hosni Mubarak, who further cemented the prominence of the armed forces in
Egypt. Even after the recent revolution in January 2011, it was the Supreme
Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) which governed Egypt for 16 months till it
paved the way for a democratically elected Muslim Brotherhood led civilian
government. And ultimately, it was again the military which removed President
Morsi in July 2013, and is now back in the forefront.

Under President Al-Sisi, there is a growing perception that the Egyptian Armed
forces (EAF) are calling the shots, and are back on the centre stage. Any
discussion of the military’s role in politics, or the authority of the civilian
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government over the armed forces is taboo. The latest Constitution provides
overwhelming powers to the EAF, and empowers the SCAF to approve the
appointment of the Defence Minister (who must be a military officer) for a
period of two full presidential terms. Coupled with this is a continuing
crackdown on Islamist groups and the media as well as the EAF’s growing
stranglehold over the economy. This has raised fears among the Egyptians of
the return of a military dictatorship akin to the Mubarak era, or worse—the
return of the ‘Deep State’, perhaps more repressive than ever.

As regards the economy, the Egyptian Armed Forces (EAF) has traditionally
exercised tremendous influence over the Egyptian economy. Ex-generals head
the public authorities of power and influence. Even the recent US$9 billion
New Suez Canal expansion project was managed entirely under the EAF.

The Internal Security situation, however, is a major concern for Egypt and
the EAF. Since the removal of President Morsi, violent attacks have surged
throughout the country. Terror groups related to Islamic State (IS) have
mushroomed astride Egypt. Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, operating in the Sinai
Peninsula, has pledged allegiance to the Islamic State (IS), and has targeted
Egyptian security forces and government establishments with impunity.

Against this context this paper examines the following issues

• The EAF, its expanding role under President Al-Sisi and the fear of the
return of the ‘Deep State’.

• EAF and the Egyptian economy.

• Deteriorating internal security situation: a major challenge.

The expanding EAF under President Al-Sisi: the Return of
the ‘Deep State’

The EAF has always enjoyed a pre-eminent role in Egypt ever since the
overthrow of King Farouk in 1952. Over the following decades, under
successive military presidents, the role got more corporatised, and the EAF
found comfort in controlling the strings of Egypt’s discourse from the
background. However, the January 2011 revolution forced the EAF to come
to the forefront, and side with the protesting public to facilitate the ouster
of President Mubarak. Even thereafter, it was the SCAF which governed
the nation till the first democratically elected Mohammad Morsi was
declared President. However, Morsi was ousted in a ‘soft coup’ on 3rd
July 2013, after his attempts to gain sweeping powers3 through a
constitutional declaration4 in November 2012 which sought to place
supreme powers in his hands, and relegate the EAF to the sidelines. Under
the threat of being marginalised, the SCAF, under General Al-Sisi, gave
President Morsi forty eight hours to set the house in order, or be ousted.5
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Initially, the ouster of Morsi was welcomed, and the EAF was seen as
the ultimate patriots and the nation’s saviours, enjoying huge public
support.6 60 per cent of non-Islamists favoured a temporary return to army
rule. However, ever since election of Al-Sisi as the President, and the
subsequent overwhelming powers granted to the EAF, there have been
concerns and fears of a new kind of repressive regime in Egypt— one that
is, perhaps, even worse than experienced under President Mubarak.

EAF and the Overwhelming Constitutional Powers

One of the major developments under President Al-Sisi has been the
Constitution, which was passed in December 2013, and was followed by
a national referendum on 14–15 January 2014. The new Constitution7 was
approved by an overwhelming majority of 98 per cent8 of the people. When
compared to the 2012 Constitution9 of the ousted President Morsi, it grants
powers beyond scrutiny to the EAF, removing most of the controversial
Islamist articles while giving the EAF special status by allowing it to select
its own candidate for the job of Defence Minister, and empowering it to
bring civilians before military tribunals in certain cases.10

The 2014 constitution also gives more decisive powers to the military
than previous Constitutions with regard to questions of ‘national security’,
budget matters, and military justice. In doing so, the military ‘is no longer
treated as part of the executive branch of government but rather a branch
unto itself’. Article 234 is especially remarkable, as it stipulates that, for at
least two presidential terms, the Minister of Defence should be appointed
with the SCAF’s approval—perhaps a strong indication that the SCAF was
unwilling to subordinate itself to a new political leader, even if that leader
were to hail from the military leadership itself.11

The ‘Deep State’

Professor Nathan Brown at George Washington University states12 that the
idea of the “Deep State” was first used to describe the political structure
of Turkey, which has a democratic government, but also a powerful
military which steps in to intervene when the leadership veers too far, in
its view, towards Islamism. The same notion has been dominant in Egypt
wherein the EAF has ruled through a set of well established institutions,
controlling the strings from the background. Egypt’s ‘Deep State’ is
dominated by the military, but is supported by four other branches: the
intelligence services, the police, the judiciary, and the state media, which
maintains the staunch support of the military.
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Mohammed Nosseir, cautioning people against underestimating the
reach of Egyptian ‘Deep State’ has said,

The question isn’t whether Egypt’s ‘Deep State’ really exists or is a
fantasy. The real issue is, just how far-reaching is the Deep State and
what is the extent of its influence after the revolution? Egypt’s ‘Deep
State’ has managed to shrug off the revolution, getting rid of
politicians, activists and even a President.13

Another comment on the ‘Deep State’ reminds us that,

In a way it was never gone. When Mubarak became untenable, the
army let him fall in order to preserve its vested interests. During
their short rein, the Muslim Brotherhood and President Mohamed
Morsi never managed to penetrate the pillars of the ancient regime,
the Ministry of Interior, the judiciary, and the military.14

Under President Al-Sisi, the SCAF and the military intelligence have
become more powerful than ever before, and have been given a direct role
in electoral politics. The direct involvement of the military in politics and
its resultant power has raised fears of the possibility of a well established
and institutionalised ‘Deep State’. There have been changes to the Electoral
Law in 2014, and the conduct of parliamentary elections ensured that the
majority of those elected to the 2015 Parliament had close connections to
the military and the former elites. Under the law, Egyptian parliament had
to elect 567 deputies. Of these, 420 were to be elected by an individual
candidate system, while 120 were to be elected via a list system, and the
remaining 27 appointed by President Al-Sisi. Only the list that wins an
absolute majority in each district would receive any seats, thus severely
limiting the role and representation of political parties. Favouring the
individual system provides greater control to the President over the
candidates who need to have the financial means, and perhaps the support
of the SCAF, for success.15

The appointment of ex-generals of the armed forces and the police in
important posts is another example of tight collusion between President
Al-Sisi and the EAF. 19 out of 27, or 70 per cent, of the country’s provinces
are led by a man with the rank of “liwa” (Major-General). Also, on 18
October 2014, General Khaled Abdel-Sallam al-Sadr was appointed
Secretary-General of Egypt’s parliament, the House of Representatives. He
is the first military officer in Egypt’s history to serve in this role.16

In addition, since the time he assumed office in June 2014 until the
first parliamentary session, President Al-Sisi has issued 342 decrees. When
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the parliament was convened in January 2016, the legislatures were faced
with the daunting task of debating and ratifying more than 20 decrees per
day to meet the 15-day constitutional deadline.

Crackdown on the Media

The EAF has been consistent and brutal in its crackdown on the media
not ready to tow the official line. The crackdown on the Muslim
Brotherhood and the shutting down of several Islamist channels
immediately after overthrow of President Morsi was followed by the
crackdown and arrest of any journalist or media house criticising the
government. Mohammad Bader, cameraman for Al-Jazeera, was arrested
in July 2013 while covering clashes between the Egyptian security forces
and supporters ofthe ousted President Mohamed Morsi. Bader was
charged with attempted murder and possessing a weapon. This was
followed by the arrest of Abdullah al-Shami in August, again of Al-Jazeera,
for similar reasons. The detention of four journalists working for the
broadcaster Al-Jazeera in the capital, Cairo, in December 2014 evoked
international condemnation. The journalists included the TV network’s
Cairo bureau chief Mohamed Fadel Fahmy, and the former BBC
correspondent Peter Greste.17 The Committee to Protect Journalists has
been quoted to state that the number of journalists in detention in Egypt
had doubled since 2015: “It’s the largest number of detentions since we
started documenting arrests in Egypt in 1991,” said Sherif Mansour, the
Committee’s coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa. “The
situation ha[s] been going from bad to worse.”18

In November 2015, the arrest of a prominent advocate of the freedom
of expression in Egypt, Hossam Bahgat, was strongly condemned by all,
including UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon who described Bahgat as a
“human rights defender.” Ban Ki-moon expressed concern that “This is
just the latest in a series of detentions of human rights defenders and others
that are profoundly worrying.”19

The continuing crackdown on the media came under severe criticism
once again by the UN after the Egyptian security forces stormed the Egypt’s
Journalist Syndicate office in Cairo on 1 May 2016, and arrested two
journalists. A statement released by the UN Human Rights Office of the
High Commissioner said: “The worsening crackdown on peaceful protest
and dissent in Egypt represents a further setback for an open political
environment and a vibrant civil society.”20

On 14 June 2016, in yet a step to have tighter control over the media,
the Egyptian parliament’s Media and Culture Committee approved a
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legislative amendment aimed at granting the President the right to reshuffle
the Higher Press Council—the body in charge of naming editors and board
chairmen of ‘state-owned press organisations.’21 In its report on Egypt,
Freedom House commented on the state of affairs in Egypt stating that
“The government harshly restricted dissent and assembly by activists from
across the political spectrum during the year. The media were also targeted,
with authorities harassing and sometimes jailing journalists who reported
on political opposition of any kind”.22

In its annual report on Egypt for Year 2015–16, Amnesty International
also highlights the sustained crackdown by the state on dissent and
freedom, stating that,

The human rights situation continued to deteriorate. The authorities
enacted a draconian new anti-terrorism law, and arrested and
imprisoned government critics and political opposition leaders and
activists. Security forces used excessive force against protesters,
refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants. Detainee Courts handed
down hundreds of death sentences and lengthy prison sentences after
grossly unfair mass trials.23

Khalil Al-Anani was quoted in Al Ahram stating that the revolution of
January 2011 sought to end state oppression, and it is no surprise that it
began on the day the State celebrates one of its most repressive agencies,
namely the police force. But what has been taking place since 3 July until
today is an attempt by the incumbent regime not only to re-manufacture
security and political repression—which was institutionalised and
systematic throughout Mubarak’s era— but also to generate the
psychological acceptance of it through creating a public constituency that
accepts to coexist with repression.24

Even on the eve of the Presidential elections in June 2014, one of the
noted observers on the region, Jon B. Alterman commented, “As Egypt
faces presidential elections, the future looks less bright and less new than
any would have predicted three years ago. The military is clearly back,
the economy is in shambles, and political space is constricting.”25 In her
thesis titled ‘The Role of Military in Political Transitions: Egypt a Case
Study’, Rozetta Meijer states that the mass demonstrations across Egypt
at the beginning of 2011 toppled Mubarak, but left the ‘Deep State’, of
which the military is a part, intact.26

Finally, an observation by Ahmed Abd Rabou, an Assistant Professor
of Comparative Politics at Cairo University perhaps sums up the state of
affairs in Egypt, “Politically, Al-Al-Sisi needs the army. He has no political
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institution. The army is his only source of political legitimacy. It has become
a political group in and of itself.” And, at this stage, that’s exactly what
the EAF wants. They have secured their place as President Al-Sisi’s primary
constituency.27 President Al-Sisi has only just obliged.

Thus, the EAF enjoys a tight grip over politics and governance in
Egypt. The autocratic style of President Al-Sisi reminds the Egyptian
populace of the ‘Deep State’ and its associated fears. Restrictions on
freedom threaten to subjugate the nation into another age of repression
and fear. Looking back, while popular demand for reform toppled Hosni
Mubarak in 2011, the transition period that followed showed the
determination of the remnants of the regime and the ‘Deep State’ to
continue preserving the underlying institutional structures of an
entrenched authoritarian system.

The EAF and the Egyptian Economy: A Virtual Stranglehold

Apart from being the largest and amongst the most modern armed forces
in the Arab world, the Egyptian armed forces also draw their strength and
power from the fact that they have tremendous influence and stakes in
the Egyptian economy. Though, not officially declared under the shroud
of ‘national security’, most estimates suggest that the Egyptian military
controls huge chunk of the national economy which could range from five
to 40 per cent of the national output.28

Going back in time, the military’s involvement in the economy took
root under President Nasser in the 1950’s when high-ranking officers were
involved in his nationalisation project and the “import substitution
industrialisation” model—a model that favours domestic products over
foreign alternatives.29 Economic liberalisation under President Anwar Sadat
further increased the involvement. Later, after the 1979 Peace Treaty with
Israel, large-scale privatisation took place under Hosni Mubarak when he
chose to reassign personnel to newly opened military factories and
business ventures. More recently, military-economic ties have grown
through programmes that allowed the EAF officers to purchase state assets
at heavily discounted rates. As a result of all these steps, the army is heavily
involved in construction, including in large infrastructure projects, as well
as the manufacture of consumer durables. It is also active in the agricultural
sector, tourism, and healthcare services.

Organisations like the Arab Organisation for Industrialisation and
National Service Projects Organization (NSPO) have helped the EAF take
control over the economy, become self-sufficient, and avoid relying on the



West Asia in Transition262

private sector for its needs.30 Documents published by Wikileaks quote
Minister Sayed Meshal, a former general, stating that Egypt’s Ministry of
Military Production revenues from the private sector are about 2 billion
Egyptian pounds a year (US$ 345 million) and it employs 40,000 civilians.31

In addition, there are large amounts of land owned by the military in the
Nile Delta and on the Red Sea coast. Such property is termed as a “fringe
benefit” in exchange for the military ensuring regime stability and
security.32

The EAF has been largely protective of its commercial ventures,
irrespective of the changing regimes. In a press conference in 2012, the
Vice Minister of Defence for Financial Affairs and SCAF member, General
Mahmud Nasr, pledged to “fight” to protect the armed forces business.
He asserted,

Our money does not belong to the state; it is the sweat of the Ministry
of Defence from the revenue of its enterprises. We will not allow the
state to intervene in it. We will fight for our economic enterprises
and we will not quit this battle.33

Under President Al-Sisi, the role and control of the EAF has only
expanded. Ex-generals have been given top civilian positions in the state’s
administrative apparatus and are in control of key sectors.34 Ex-generals
head the public authorities of industrial development, agricultural
development, import and export control, maritime transport, railways, sea
and Nile ports, and the Suez Canal. Other important positions—the
Minister of Transportation, the Chairman of the National
Telecommunication Holding Company, and the Chairman of Maritime and
Land Transport Holding Company are also occupied by other ex-generals.35

Commenting on the expanding role of EAF under Al-Sisi, a noted
commentator on the region, Joshua Stacher, stated, “We’re dealing with a
brand-new economy that’s now run by ‘Military Inc’.”36

In July 2014, in another favour to military owned businesses, President
Al-Sisi issued a Presidential Decree 117/2014 amending the 196/2008
Property Tax Law. The amended law mentioned that hotels, clubs,
hospitals, medical centres, and clinics affiliated to the armed forces are
exempted from paying taxes.37 On May 18, 2015, adding to the military’s
portfolio of economic activities, the Ministry of Military Production issued
a decree ordering the establishment of a military company conducting
wide-ranging activities in the fields of contracting, construction, and
development. The company, named MP for Engineering Projects,
Consultancies and General Supplies, shall enjoy financial and
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administrative independence.38 Further, on 12 June 2015, President Al-Sisi
issued a law which authorised the Ministry of Defence, the Interior
Ministry, and the General Intelligence Agency to found security companies
which provide protection services to facilities and/or money transport.
The law stipulates that the Minister of Interior is the only authority which
can issue licenses and revoke them to private security companies.39

In December 2015, Al-Sisi issued a decree to amend Law 53/1981 that
set out the governing framework of the Armed Forces Land Projects
Agency (AFLPA). The amendment allowed the agency to expand its
commercial activities and form for-profit corporations, both on its own
and jointly with national and international capital sources.40 Again, in
February 2016, President Al-Sisi issued a decree to direct the AFLPA to
oversee the construction of two mega-projects to be built on 16,000 acres
under military control in New Cairo and Sheikh Zayed City.41 All these
laws/decrees are clearly illustrative of the direction taken by government
under Al-Sisi—that is, to expand EAF involvement in Egyptian economy.

Under Al-Sisi, the role of the military companies has expanded from
merely being awarded contracts to actually taking over the management
of entire projects. Theoretically, this is intended to encourage foreign
investment, promising a simpler, more streamlined process for investors.
However, according to Shana Marshall, Associate Director and Research
Instructor at George Washington University’s Institute for Middle East
Studies, this ploy is little more than rhetoric; it just centralizes corruption.42

Add to that, the military’s budget—and by extension, its economic
fiefdom—is kept secret. EAF-controlled businesses can, therefore, benefit
from subsidies that are kept off the books, as well as have more freedom
of manoeuvre amid the lack of oversight.43

Among the recent economic activities led by the EAF banner, perhaps
the most significant has been the US$ 9 billion New Suez Canal
expansion.44 Delivered over an astonishing time line of just over a year, it
was seen by President Al-Sisi as one of the public symbols of claiming
legitimacy of his military backed government, and a signal to the Egyptian
public to retain its faith in the EAF to deliver on all promises. Once again,
the project was entirely headed by a military man—Admiral Mohab
Mameesh.45

There are other recent examples of the further tightening of the virtual
stranglehold of the EAF over national economy. In November 2015,
President Al-Sisi approved the establishment of a phosphate and fertiliser
factory complex, supervised by the military-owned El-Nasr Company for
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Intermediate Chemicals.46 The agricultural mega-project—a new and
ambitious plan for the reclamation of 1.5 million feddans of desert land in
the area of Sahl Baraka—seeks to expand Egypt’s total agricultural land
by approximately 20 per cent.47 With key ministries led by ex-generals
leading the project, it once again has a strong military imprint.

Thus, the economy of Egypt is well and truly under the total control
of the EAF. With the new Constitution in place, major political rivals
sidelined, and more than US$ 12 billion in the form of Gulf aid48 President
Al-Sisi and the EAF has consolidated its hold over the economy and major
economic projects. The GDP of the country has improved by 1–2 percent
points since President Al-Sisi took over, and the fiscal deficit is down.

GDP Growth in the Period Since President Al-Sisi Took Over

Source: http://www.tradingeconomics.com/egypt/gdp-growth

Some of the macro-economic measures—including cutting down of
fuel subsidies—has been appreciated by the IMF and the World Bank.49 In
a latest reprieve to the nation, the IMF approved a US$ 12 billion loan in
November 2016. The loan was sanctioned after Egypt raised US$ 6 billion
in external financing, and agreed to significant economic changes,
including allowing the currency to trade freely as well as reducing energy
subsidies.50 The long term sustainability of these steps is, however, a
question mark. In the latest inputs on the Egyptian economy, inflation has
risen—up 20 per cent in October 2016; the Egyptian pound is devalued to
18 per US Dollar compared to 8.8 a few months ago; and the country’s
external debt is above 100 billion US Dollars. However, the EAF and the
President are hopeful that they will be able to pull out the Egyptian
economy from this crisis.
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Inflation in Egypt under President Al-Sisi

Source: http://www.tradingeconomics.com/egypt/inflation-cpi

The Deteriorating Internal Security Situation: a Major
Challenge

While President Al-Sisi has consolidated his hold politically and the EAF
has virtual control over the economy, the internal security situation has
been a major source of concern for Egypt. The fact that it has deteriorated
manifold after the ouster of President Morsi in July 2013 adds to the worry.
The area of concern has been primarily the region of Sinai along the Egypt-
Israel border. However, since 2014, security threats have expanded to the
heartland of Egypt to include regions of Greater Cairo. Militants have
exploited the uncertain security situation after the ouster of President
Morsi, and have targeted Egyptian security forces and government officials
with remarkable consistency and success.

Some of the factors that have led to the ongoing fragile security
situation could be attributed to both internal and external developments.
The toppling of Libyan dictator Muammar Gadhafi and the steady stream
of Libyan weapons flowing to the Sinai, the rise in Iraq and Syria of the
Islamic State (IS), and the unrest in Sudan to the South have greatly
impacted Egypt. Internally, the freeing of jihadists from Egyptian jails by
the transitional government in 2011–12, Morsi’s close ties with Hamas in
Gaza, and his lenient attitude towards the smuggling of personnel and
material between Gaza and Sinai also helped the militants initially.
Thereafter, President Al-Sisi administration’s crackdown on smuggling
with Gaza, and Israel’s construction of a border fence turned the local and
trans-national groups against the Egyptian state.51 The crackdown on
Islamist groups, especially the Muslim Brotherhood by the Al-Sisi
government and the EAF, has only worsened the situation.
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As a result, incidents of terrorist attacks in Egypt have been the highest
since the 1990s. One of the groups that has taken the lead was (as it was
formerly known) Ansar Beit al-Maqdis. This emerged as a terrorist
organisation in the Sinai following the overthrow of President Hosni
Mubarak in 2011 and the crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood. Ansar
Beit and other Islamist militant groups initially focused on attacking
Egyptian security forces; they have however since expanded to attacking
civilians in Cairo itself.52 Immediately after Morsi was ousted in July 2013,
there were nearly 90 terrorist attacks in the Sinai within a month. Less
than a month later, on 19 August 2013, terrorists ambushed two mini-buses
carrying off-duty policemen in the northern region of Egypt’s Sinai
Peninsula, killing 25 of them in a brazen daylight attack.53 In January 2014,
Ansar Beit al-Maqdis claimed credit for downing an Egyptian M-117
helicopter in northern Sinai with a surface-to-air weapon, killing five
crewmen.

In November 2014, Ansar Beit al-Maqdis pledged allegiance to the IS
and changed its name to Wilayat Sinai—the so-called Sinai Province. This
new affiliation was accompanied by a series of lethal and spectacular
attacks by the group, targeting police stations, checkpoints, military
installations, and tourists on an almost daily basis. During the group’s July
2015 “Ramadan offensive”, Wilayat Sinai simultaneously assaulted fifteen
army and police positions in the town of Sheikh Zuwaid, deploying three
suicide bombers to target two checkpoints and an officers’ club in Al-Arish,
killing nearly 70 government forces in a single day. In July 2015, the group
targeted an Egyptian warship anchored off the Mediterranean coast,54

while on 31 October 2015, a Russian airliner carrying 224 passengers
crashed into a mountainous area of Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula killing all on
board—an act again claimed by the militant group named the ‘Sinai
Province’.55

In its report on Egypt’s security,56 the Tahrir Institute for Middle East
Policy states that the rate of terrorist attacks—which was around 30 per
month throughout 2014, four times the rate of prior years—jumped to an
average of over 100 attacks per month by August 2015. While Ansar-Bayt
al-Maqdis pledged allegiance to the IS, other groups—like Ajnad Misr and
the Allied Popular Resistance Movement—also emerged, carrying out
attacks on the Egyptian mainland, including in Greater Cairo, Fayoum,
and Sharqia. The report adds that the political nature of the violence
became more evident through the use of social media to spread messages
and images of violence. Of the attacks reported from July 2013 to December
2014, 71 per cent of these were carried out against police or military persons
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or installations. Perhaps, it was a part of this campaign which led to the
assassination of Egypt’s Chief Prosecutor, Hisham Barakat, in June 2015
in a bomb attack on his car in Cairo.57 Continuing their attacks on
government and military assets, on 1 July 2015, the group simultaneously
attacked several police and security installations in the Sinai’s Sheiykh
Zuweid region, resulting in the deaths of more than 30 soldiers.58

The attacks have continued in year 2016 unabated. On January 28,
bombing in North Sinai’s provincial capital of El-Arish targeted the troops’
armoured vehicle killing a colonel and three soldiers.59 On 21 March,
mortar strikes against a police checkpoint near Al-Arish killed 15
policemen including three officers.60 On 19 May, Egypt-Air Airbus A320
flying from Paris to Cairo crashed into the eastern Mediterranean Sea.61

The Black Box recording confirmed smoke and internal explosions in the
aircraft moments before the plane went down. Although no group claimed
responsibility for it, investigations so far have not ruled out a terrorist
angle. On July 13, three army conscripts were killed by an improvised
explosive device (IED) that targeted their armoured vehicle in the city of
Al-Arish, an attack once again orchestrated by the group ‘Sinai Province’.62

Attacks on security forces stepped up in November-December 2016. While
12 army conscripts were killed in an attack on November 24 in the North
Sinai city of Al-Arish,63 six members of security forces were killed when a
police checkpoint was bombed on a main road that leads to the Pyramids
at Giza.64 Coupled with attacks on security forces, the minorities, especially
Coptic Christians, have also been the target of attacks, with the deadliest
attack coming on 11 December 2016 when a bombing at the Main Coptic
Cathedral at Cairo killed 25 people, evoking international condemnation.65

President Al-Sisi and the EAF have strengthened their campaign
against the militants groups, and have also extended the state of emergency
in Sinai. President Al-Sisi has also promulgated tighter anti-terrorism laws
adopted through a Presidential decree in 2015. The “Terrorist Entities Law,”
adopted on 24 February 2015, establishes a mechanism for designating
organisations or individuals as terrorist entities, a procedure which had
previously been ad hoc. On August 15, spurred in part by the assassination
of Prosecutor General Barakat, the government issued a sweeping new
counter-terrorism law. The law expands the definition of terrorism to
encompass acts committed outside of Egypt, and also establishes penalties
for those who travel in order to commit acts of terrorism as well as those
who support and recruit for them. The law also imposes a steep fine for
publishing “false news” that contradicts official government reports on
terrorism.66
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All these measures and a stepped up military campaign against the
militant and Islamist groups have met with limited success for the Al-Sisi
government. Growing internal dissent due to restrictions on civil society
and the crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood coupled with
developments within the neighbouring region, especially in Syria-Iraq-
Libya, has restricted the reach and success of EAF over the internal security
challenges. As a result, the internal security situation continues to be a
lingering threat to the Al-Sisi government.

Conclusion

It was not long ago that Egypt set the agenda for the Arab world. The
outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011, and the swift action within Egypt
brought hope to the region. The experiment with the democratically elected
government under President Morsi failed to meet public aspirations, and
his Islamic agenda was seen as a threat by most. His ouster and the taking
over of reins by General Al-Sisi brought hope to people due to his
connection with the only institution trusted by people— the EAF. In the
following three years, President Al-Sisi has been successful in consolidating
his hold over the country while the EAF has slowly and steadily taken
virtual control over key issues in the government and the economy. The
new Constitution and the recently constituted parliament have made EAF
as the primary stakeholder in the country. However, strong arm tactics
and crackdown by the EAF have led to increasing internal unrest and
dissent within Egyptian society. The fear of the return of the ‘Deep State’
is clearly noticeable in the common man— especially those who dare to
speak their mind, seek equal rights, and freedom of expression.

The EAF’s stranglehold over the economy and government has put
serious doubts in the minds of regional experts. In an interview to Al
Jazeera, Abdullah Al-Arian, Assistant Professor at the Georgetown
University, commented that President Al-Sisi has resorted to
unprecedented levels of state violence while failing to develop a broad
political base to legitimise his rule. Adding to this is Egypt’s fragile
economic situation, wherein the State’s foreign reserves are down by more
than half, the value of the Egyptian pound has dropped at unprecedented
rates, and tourism, a major source of revenue for Egypt, has been
decimated since the coup in July 2013.67

Commenting on the state of affairs in Egypt, Maged Mansour has also
stated that, contrary to popular belief, there has been an increase in all
forms of protests since the military coup, although most of these have been
under-reported and crushed. Economically, the regime has mismanaged
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large projects (like the New Suez Canal) as also the large amounts of Gulf
aid, contributing to a spiralling fiscal crisis.68 In an analysis on the eve of
the fifth anniversary of the January 2011 Revolution, Eric Trager too has
shared similar concerns on the continuing state of affairs under the EAF
dominated governance by President Al-Sisi, stopping short of declaring
Egypt as a ‘Deep State’.69

As Egypt traverses a new phase of history under President Al-Sisi, it
would be interesting to see if he and the EAF can survive the shrinking
confidence of the people and the gloomy predictions of analysts; or
whether they can, once again, win back the confidence of the people, and
chart a course for Egypt to regain its primacy and leadership role in the
region.
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State-Society Ties in Egypt:

Recent Developments

Tanzoom Ahmed

ABSTRACT

For many decades now, the Egyptian state has exercised control over society
through authoritarian mechanisms, a powerful security apparatus, and a
centralized economy. In addition, the government maintains an intricate and
close relationship with religious establishments, mainly with the Ulema of the
Al Azhar. Post the 2011 Revolution, things have changed drastically for
religious institutions, as all political forces have collectively agreed that they
should be more independent from the regime. The relations between the State
and the religious establishments, while still intertwined, are constantly
evolving. The current turmoil in Egypt also shook the decades-old institution
of the Muslim Brotherhood. Yet, even as it loses popular appeal, the Brotherhood
retains some resonance in Egyptian society and cannot be wiped out through
repression.

This chapter attempts to briefly address all the major aspects of the changing
relations between state, society, and the forces of political Islam, and the ways
in which they influence each other in today’s Egypt. Additionally, it attempts
to understand the basic politics of the Brotherhood, and the possible lines of
evolution of political Islam in Egypt’s current pressure cooker atmosphere. The
most relevant question now is to see whether President Al-Sisi’s inability to
cope with the country’s challenges and his reliance on external support will
spawn a new generation of grievances in Egyptian society, and will these give
rise to a new generation of radical Islamists that go beyond the Brotherhood.
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Evolving State-society Relations under Nasser, Sadat, and
Mubarak

It is well understood that, for decades, the ideological and theoretical
underpinnings of the Egyptian state relied heavily on the influence of
authoritarian regimes.1 The origins of Egypt’s sixty years of a military-
dominated system lie in the ideological and political struggles that
followed after the Free Officers deposed the earlier regime.2 The Egyptian
state under Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak failed to present an appealing
narrative to Egyptian society because their understanding of democracy,
social justice, and economic change was strikingly different from the
existent realities.3 Scholar Stephen Cook highlights that the lack of vision
in the Egyptian leadership led to an unending struggle to understand the
nature of Egypt, and raised many questions: Is Egypt a republic or a
democracy? What role should Islam, nationalism, and liberalism play in
the country’s politics and society?4 Egypt’s leaders have constantly failed
to address these questions, which ultimately led to the Egyptian Revolution
of 2011.5 Hence, post-1952, the primary features that were retained within
the Egyptian State’s constitutional and legal framework and influenced
its political behaviour were elitism, centralism, and violence.6

After the British Protectorate ended, and Egypt gained nominal
independence in 1922, the country established a democratic parliamentary
system of government on contemporary European lines. However, this
democratic period ended with the advent of military rule in 1952.
Unfortunately, even the years from 1922–1952 were plagued with political
and social instability.7 The majority party during this period—the Wafd
Party—failed to retain power for more than eight years, indicating that
the liberal democratic experience was unsuccessful in solving the socio-
economic issues of the country.8

After 1952, President Nasser and the Free Officers established an
authoritarian regime, promulgated a law banning all political parties, and
made the Arab Socialist Union the only legitimate political party. In spite
of Nasser’s charismatic appeal, he failed to institutionalise his ideologies.
His regime also faced a number of crises towards the end of the 1960s.
Nasser’s one-party system, the concentration of power in the hands of
elites, and a non-political view of politics as adopted by the ruling elite,
led to increasing incidences of nepotism and decreasing political
competitiveness. These eventually diminished the regime’s credibility.9

Soon after Nasser’s demise in 1970, his successor President Anwar
Sadat tried to regain popular support, and to legitimize his rule by
adopting ideas that promoted rule by law, government by institutions, and
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political freedom. Under Sadat’s rule, Egypt witnessed political and
economic liberalisation, and experienced a change in political climate. Soon
after, the idea of Democracy became increasingly popular, and the system
could no longer ignore or suppress the popular voice in support of a more
egalitarian system.10 However, faced with challenges, such as the
widespread food riots of 1977, Sadat reverted to a more authoritarian style
of governance. Sadat’s rule adopted a personalised style that managed to
suppress the rise of any political opposition, and ostracized the pro-
Nasserites. The final results were the adoption of measures that further
truncated the rights of political parties; and additionally, he also banned
communists and religious extremists.11

After Sadat’s assassination in 1981, in an effort to move from an
authoritarian to a more democratic regime, President Mubarak achieved
a major milestone by releasing political prisoners, and calling for national
reconciliation among the separate political factions. In the beginning,
Egyptians embraced Mubarak’s process of political liberalisation, and he
managed to win significant support and goodwill. The parliamentary
elections of 1984 were the first elections in the history of Egypt to follow
the process of proportional representation in the electoral system in which
five political parties contested the elections. However, during this election,
Mubarak allowed his government to mobilise the country’s bureaucracy
to help produce a crushing victory for his ruling NDP party.12

It was clear that the regime’s tactics and the electoral law favoured
the ruling party and restricted the representation of other parties. This
move by Mubarak made the Egyptian public question his real intentions
towards the democratisation of the country. In 1987, following the
Constitutional Court’s ruling of the election law being unconstitutional, a
second parliamentary election was held. The final results of this election
witnessed a 10 per cent rise in the opposition’s share of elected seats, while
the number of seats held by the ruling party dropped from 87 percent to
77 percent.13 Although in his speeches Mubarak always emphasised the
importance of democracy, the opposition parties continued to complain
about election laws and the rigging of votes. After the election of 1987,
two other elections were held—one in 1990 and the other in 1995. While
the election of 1990 was boycotted by most major political parties, the
election of 1995 gave the ruling party of NDP the highest vote share.

The year 2000 witnessed some major developments in the country.
First, the Supreme Constitutional Court declared the country’s parliament
illegitimate; thus, both the elections of 1990 and 1995 were deemed
unlawful. This action taken by the Constitutional Court confirmed the
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opposition’s claim of the NDP having used illegal means to win elections.
Second, the first parliamentary elections in Egypt, held under full judicial
supervision, took place that same year. However, the NDP once again
managed to win 87.8 per cent of the seats, and won with an overwhelming
majority.14

During the early years of Mubarak’s regime, political pluralism seemed
to flourish to some extent. However, the constant dominance of the political
scene by a single party did not help to enhance the regime’s legitimacy.
Its performance was marked by its inability to solve most of the major
developmental issues that plagued Egyptian society. During the latter half
of Mubarak’s regime, it became clear that the ruling NDP ruled for the
sake of power and dominance. This curbed the chances of the real rotation
of power and led to stagnation in the political system as well as of
developmental opportunities for the country. This led to rising frustration
among Egyptians which, clubbed with slow development, increasing
political and administrative corruption, and a presidential style of
governance led the state becoming more authoritarian in response.15

One of the most dramatic outcomes of Egyptian history was the forced
departure of President Hosni Mubarak. Egypt after Mubarak went through
a complete revamp. The military junta positioned itself as the defender of
popular aspirations: it provided the assurance of parliamentary and
presidential elections, the restoration of civilian rule, and the drafting of a
new constitution.16

After Mubarak’s three decades long rule, the leader of the Muslim
Brotherhood, Mohammed Morsi, narrowly won the June 2012 elections.
Although President Morsi had gained popularity prior to the elections,
his public support plummeted after his November 2012 Constitutional
declaration asserting absolute executive powers in the Presidency. His
assertion alienated a substantial part of the Egyptian public, igniting
frequent and violent demonstrations that continued for months.17

Meanwhile, the Egyptian economy further deteriorated, and public opinion
increasingly shifted against him. The opposition grew so strong that the
bureaucracy stopped obeying the Brotherhood ministries. The police
refused to guard the properties of the Brothers and, in some extreme cases,
uniformed policemen were seen supporting anti-Morsi protestors on the
street. The Muslim Brotherhood underestimated and misinterpreted the
depth of the crisis, and refused to come up with a concrete political
solution. Instead, the Brotherhood mobilised its cadres to defend Morsi’s
regime, and indicated the use of violence if necessary. This led to clashes
between the Brotherhood and the opposition, and the killing of many of
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the Brothers. This led to complete chaos, and provided the opportunity to
General Abdul Fattah al-Sisi—Egypt’s Defence Minister— to remove
President Morsi from power.18

State-Society Relations under President Abdul Fattah al-Sisi

The manner in which Abdul Fattah al-Sisi removed Morsi from power has
had serious consequences for Egypt’s democratic prospects, and has locked
the military in an aggressive battle with the Brotherhood.19 The current
regime is not only looking at repressing the Brotherhood but also at
suppressing any form of opposition activity, including criticism by the
press, youth movements, and non-Islamist opposition.

According to the Middle-East scholar Marina Ottaway (the Woodrow
Wilson International Centre), President Al-Sisi has explicitly chosen to
revert back to the authoritarian style of governing, and argues that the
country cannot afford the luxury of democracy as yet. He believes that
the two current priorities for the country are to restore security and to
rebuild a strong Egyptian state. In order to achieve these two priorities,
citizens must sacrifice their own interests.20 In President Al-Sisi’s style of
governance, military support is the key to assert the authoritarian model;
it frees the regime from the compulsion of gaining support of civil society
institutions, political parties, and voters.21

President Al-Sisi’s economic model—which is yet to be completely
developed—also heavily depends on the military. Two elements of the
economic model have clearly emerged: President Al-Sisi wants robust and
quick economic growth to restore Egypt’s position as a regional power.
He believes that this robust economic growth can only be achieved by
establishing large projects under military supervision.22 Although he
acknowledges the contribution of the private sector in building the
economy, most of his policies are geared towards a military-led process of
economic development.

The Future of the State-society Relations

After analyzing Egypt’s past regimes and examining current President Al-
Sisi’s style of governance, it is clear that although there have been a few
concrete attempts to democratise the country’s political system, successive
Egyptian regimes have invariably reverted back to the age old authoritarian
style of governance. This has been due to various extrinsic and intrinsic
factors. One of the major factors has been the obvious unwillingness to
promote and continue with any kind of real democratic systems.
Additionally, the State’s relationship with various local and civil society
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institutions has been to obtain their endorsement of the State’s oppressive
policies; indeed, most times these institutions have been used as a liaison
to disseminate the State’s ideologies within the public.

In the last decade, Egypt has witnessed three forms of collective protest
movements: the movement for change mainly to fight corruption; the
movement demanding higher wages and improved working conditions;
and a social media movement by the young populace to debate and discuss
important political issues.23 A few years ago, many scholars predicted that
these movements could become a catalyst of democratisation; however
today—five years after the Egyptian revolution of 2011—Egypt still has a
long way to go. Perhaps the more pertinent question that is often debated
is whether democracy is the best way of governance in Egypt. President
Al-Sisi has repeatedly pointed out that, considering the current economic
and social turmoil, Egypt cannot afford the luxury of a democracy. And
yet, in the past three years President Al-Sisi has not been able to effectively
address the political and economic issues of the country.

The State’s reliance on the external support of the USA, Saudi Arabia,
and Israel further curtails civil and political alternatives. The country
currently receives aid of about US$ 1.3 billion from the USA, and close to
US$ 13 billion from Saudi Arabia. Such reliance on external supplements
only leads to greater dependency and negligence in developing Egypt’s
own internal institutions.

Relations between the State and the University of Al-Azhar

Since its inception in 973 AD, Al-Azhar has been Egypt’s most respected
institution of Islamic studies, and has acted as a liaison between the state
and society for many decades. However, Al-Azhar has had a troubled
relationship with the country’s leaders, as it struggled to gain greater
autonomy and continuously challenged the government’s increasing hold
as well as its oppressive policies. By the early 1990s, the Al-Azhar
establishment began to adopt increasingly bold ways to oppose the
strategies of the government of the day, and challenged its policies on many
sensitive issues, such as population control and censorship.24 The Islamist
movement from 1992 to 1997 gave Al-Azhar an edge over the Mubarak
government by capitalising on government-Islamist tensions, and offered
to defend it from radical Islamist critics in return for major concessions as
well as the acceptance of moderate Islamic policies in governance.25

Since the reign of Muhammad Ali (1805–48) until the last three or four
regimes, Egypt has experienced increasing state control over its religious
establishments. Muhammad Ali was the first ruler to strategically challenge
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the power of religious institutions in Egypt. In his efforts to build a modern
state and break away from the shackles of the old Ottoman Empire,
Muhammad Ali reorganised land ownership, and nationalised 600,000
feddans (approx. 623,000 acres) of waqf land. The latter had earlier financed
mosques and other religious institutions as well as supported the economic
base of the Ulema. Muhammad Ali’s action shattered the autonomy of
the Ulema, and made the establishment dependent on the state’s financial
institutions.26 Al-Azhar faced another significant setback with the
establishment of Muhammad Ali’s secular school system for physicians,
lawyers, engineers, and bureaucrats. The graduates from secular
institutions took up most of the jobs, which left Al-Azhar graduates with
little or no opportunities.27

The regimes that succeeded Muhammad Ali’s rule gained further
control of the institution of Al-Azhar, and reorganised laws in 1896, 1911,
and 1930 to gain stronger control. Reorganisation centralised the
institution’s administration which encouraged easy control by the
government. Simultaneously, the centralised powers also benefitted
interests within Al-Azhar, as this reorganisation vested greater powers in
the hands of the Shaykh of Al-Azhar. The existence of common interests
between the government and influential players within the Al-Azhar
hierarchy explains why some Al-Azhar Shaykhs were motivated to
collaborate with the government despite its increasing imposition of
regulation on religious organisations.28

When Gamal Abdel Nasser assumed power, he recognised the
importance of maintaining a decisive say over the University of Al-Azhar,
and continued with his ambitious attempts to secure an important position
in the decision making process of the institution. President Nasser’s
implementation of the 1961 laws radically reorganised the establishment,
and brought it under the formal jurisdiction of the Ministry of
Endowments. The 1961 law also allowed the Egyptian President and the
Minister of Endowments to formally appoint the Shaykh of Al-Azhar.
Moreover, the Al-Azhar High Council was mandated to appoint three
government chosen experts within the university’s management. In
addition, President Nasser’s government also gained administrative
control over thousands of mosques by nationalising waqf land. There was
further control on the preachers at state-owned mosques to control
extremist ideologies. When President Sadat came to power, he established
a network of district offices charged with appointing Imams and
monitoring their actions to screen for any radical religious or political
sympathies.29
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After President Mubarak took over, one of the most significant
developments was the appointment of the pro-government Muhammad
Sayyid Tantawi as the new Shaykh of Al-Azhar. Although Tantawi had
huge support from the progressive section of the Ulema, the conservative
side was highly sceptical of his appointment.30 After the death of Tantawi,
Al-Tayyib was made the Shaykh of Al-Azhar. However, this drew even
more criticism as he held a position in the Policies Committee of the
National Democratic Party, an organisation headed by Gamal Mubarak,
President Mubarak’s son.31

However, despite the Egyptian state’s efforts at maintaining strong
control over religious institutions as well as using strong screening methods
to prevent the growth of radical religious and political ideologies, these
have both backfired. The rise of Radical Islam in Egypt was a consequence
of the State’s continuous efforts to dominate institutions. Apart from
understanding the historical State-Al-Azhar relations, it is important to
analyze the evolution of Al-Azhar itself post the Egyptian Revolution of
2011, and understand the various possible scenarios which could evolve
in the future.

Post-revolution Al-Azhar

During the Egyptian Revolution of 2011, Al-Azhar’s different campuses
stayed away from the revolution. In fact, politics inside the campuses
waned, and there were only sporadic demonstrations over religious and
political matters. However, many academicians and students participated
in demonstrations outside the campuses. The Shaykh himself had
discouraged agitations and bloodshed; but at the same time, he also refused
to sanction the government’s harsh actions against the activists. This left
him vulnerable and exposed to criticism when the revolution succeeded.32

Although Al-Azhar had little impact on the revolution, the revolution
had a significant effect on the institution. It was not long before the
revolutionary wave reached the campuses of Al-Azhar, with the new trend
of activism seeing demonstrations by employees and students. Opposition
dominated networks of scholars sprang back to life again; many students
and faculty members participated in demonstrations both in and outside
campuses. In an attempt to reiterate his position, the Shaykh began to
entertain some unlikely guests—such as the leaders of the Muslim
Brotherhood, Khalid Mishal of Hamas, and televangelist Amr Khalid.33 The
University authorities portrayed these visits not as an attempt to recalibrate
its position in politics but as a symbol of its prestige that attracted such
visitors to willingly come to the university to give speeches and lectures.
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In recent years, there have been a lot of contradictory theories
discussing the role of Al-Azhar. However, there is a clear consensus that
the institution deserves respect, support, and greater independence.
Nathan J. Brown’s paper “Post-Revolutionary Al-Azhar” outlines three
distinct yet contrasting versions of Al-Azhar’s role. The first is “the Shaykh’s
Wasatiyya”: this concept comes directly from the Shaykh’s office that
reinforces the institution as an epitome of learning and heir to an
intellectual strain of Islamic thoughts. The concept of Wasatiyya establishes
that the intellectual traditions of Islam are centuries old, and it is the
responsibility of the institution to render the Islamic teachings helpful to
modern day Egyptians by interpreting them in ways applicable to
contemporary conditions. In the heart of Wasatiyya lies the approach that
divine interpretations were given to humans for their own interests. The
Wasatiyya approach contrasts with the extreme Salafi approach that relies
on the literal meaning of Islamic texts.34

The second version arises from “Liberals and the al-Azhar document”.
Liberals and leftist intellectuals who are concerned about growing Islamist
political forces have an equivocal attitude towards Al-Azhar. On the one
hand, Al-Azhar played a significant role in promoting Islamic political and
social movements; on the other hand, its role in cultural censorship, the
general conservatism of both the institutions and ranks of Al-Azhar’s
scholars of Salafi, militant, and obscurantist thinking, create doubts.
However, the concept of Wasatiyya does placate some of the liberal’s rising
concerns.35

The third is the concept of “militant traditionalists”. This view calls
for the independence of the institution in a much more forceful manner.
This concept was made public by Gamal Qutb, the former head of Al-
Azhar’s Islamic Research wing. He and his supporters argue that problems
of state dominance over Al-Azhar began during the British era (much
before Nasser’s rule) when they divided the institution’s role among
various bodies to prevent the rising of any potential opposition. This
camp’s proposal is to restore all fiscal, financial, and administrative
autonomy in the hands of the institution, and also to fold the role of Dar-
El-Ifta and the Ministry of Religious Affairs within the institution. However,
most opponents of the concept argue that Al-Azhar has no intentions of
becoming like the Vatican.36 The concept of the militant traditionalists also
finds resonance with the Brotherhood, and the movement does regard
them with substantial sympathy. However, the position of the Brotherhood
is ambiguous as it is currently caught in other impulses, and has other
priorities to handle.
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While it is difficult to predict the absolute direction of the state’s
relationship with the Islamic Institution of Al-Azhar considering the on-
going problems with Radical Islamist ideologies, the concept of Wasatiyya
might find some resonance with global moderate Islamic communities.
Recently, President Fattah Al-Sisi called on Al-Azhar’s scholars to push
back against the Islamic extremist discourse. However, President Al-Sisi’s
critics argue that the current crackdown on freedom of speech and dissent
(resulting in thousands of opponents in prison) in itself encourages the
spread of radical Islam within the country. It has become apparent that
the society and the institutions such as Al-Azhar are sceptical of President
Al-Sisi’s decisions which will breed further disagreement.

The State and the Brotherhood

The Muslim Brotherhood is the world’s largest, oldest, and most influential
Sunni Islamist group. The organisation was founded in March 1928 by
Hassan al-Banna as a religious, political and social movement. Originally
a school teacher, Hassan al-Banna believed in implementing Islamic Sharia
law in all aspects of life. The Brotherhood’s ideologies were mainly based
on the ideas of Hasan al-Banna and the influential Islamist theorist, Syed
Qutb. The Brotherhood’s first teacher, Hasan al-Banna concentrated on
reinforcing the Sharia laws in Islam, and emphasised that Islam is not just
a religion but a way of life. Syed Qutb, a renowned Islamist theorist, also
had a deep impact on the Brotherhood’s ideologies. Qutb believed that
the materialistic ethos of the West had so deeply penetrated Muslims in
countries like Egypt that they were no longer Islamic in character. He said
that the rulers had seized the legislative powers that only belong to God,
and that thereby they had precipitated Jahiliyya or “ignorance” of the divine
mandate.37 Qutb’s popularity came as no surprise—he was the first theorist
to systematically establish Islam as a culturally authentic, programmatic
ideology at odds with the various political orders dominating the Muslim
world.38

What Lies Within the Brotherhood?

The Muslim Brotherhood is the only Islamist organisation to have survived
eight decades. The reasons for its survival has been many, including a
systematic and well organised approach for recruiting, cultivating, and
training Brothers while forging the ideologies of the Brotherhood in a deep
seated manner. The Brothers who occupied higher positions within the
hierarchy of the organisation made serious efforts to incubate the ideologies
of the group in a highly insulated environment.
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Hazem Kandil’s book Inside the Brotherhood talks about every intricately
designed step that the Brothers have adopted to protect and safeguard
their organisation. The process of recruitment starts at a relatively tender
age through observation of young students in mosques and religious
schools. Gradually, the more religiously inclined and less inquisitive
students are chosen, and the ideologies of the Brotherhood are cultivated
in them. Within the Brotherhood, there is no room for dissent; Brothers
are encouraged not to question and argue but to simply devote most of
their time to studying religious texts. Brothers are also given access to a
library of books written by people they approve of; outside sources—even
newspapers—are discouraged. Kandil mentions a number of instances
when Brothers have purged members who have debated or questioned
their ideologies. Some senior Brothers have gone as far as to blatantly lie
about any opposing group or person by calling them fugitives and
criminals, and cooking up false stories about them. In a few cases, junior
members have tried to validate the information given to them by the senior
Brothers, only to find that the information given was untrue.39

In spite of its many flaws, the Brotherhood has managed to survive
because of its strong fundamentals and systematically laid foundations.
The defining pillars of the Brotherhood are: comprehension; loyalty; action;
jihad; sacrifice; obedience; perseverance; devotion; brotherhood; and trust.
These have gained popular support in Egyptian society which has been
suppressed for decades. Additionally, the senior members of the
Brotherhood comprise of a number of wealthy Egyptian elite who donate
huge sums of money, mainly as a membership fee, to run the organisation.
Also, these are individuals who are socially and politically influential, and
have succeeded to tilt the laws in their favour.

While the Brotherhood’s insulated environment has helped them to
preserve and protect the ideologies of Hasan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb,
at the same time this format has also backfired as it has prevented it from
gaining the skills needed to sustain it politically. The Brotherhood’s
curriculum, and the structures of learning and the way of imbibing
knowledge, are restricted to religious texts as well as to studying theories
and interpretations made by their own founding preachers. Such methods
curtail their knowledge of other subjects such as economics and the
political sciences. Many younger generations of Brothers have raised the
idea of encouraging a more holistic form of learning so as to build a
stronger base to help them compete as a major political opposition party.
However, the older Brothers—the decision makers—have discouraged this,
and have been closed to the idea of any reformation within the
organisation. Although, Mohammad Morsi, an engineer by profession,
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managed to become the President of Egypt, the myopic vision of the senior
Brothers did result in his ouster, thus marking one of the greatest failures
of the Brotherhood.

The Muslim Brotherhood and the Future of Political Islam

Following the removal of President Mohamed Morsi on 3 July 2013, there
was a dramatic change of fortunes of the Muslim Brotherhood. The change
was so intense, and the crackdown on the regime was so aggressive that
many analysts began to question if this violent series of events against the
Brotherhood marked the end of Political Islam in Egypt. The situation
worsened as the Brotherhood lacked a coherent strategy, their response to
Al-Sisi’s crackdown being highly volatile and chaotic. As a matter of fact,
the Brotherhood now faces a massive challenge of completely transforming
its organisation, and addressing the popular demands of an inclusive,
egalitarian, and pluralistic political space.40 After the failure of the
Brotherhood to establish a progressive and inclusive political model during
the one and a half year entrusted to them, it remains unclear whether they
will be able to make any changes in the near future. There are also other
factors—such as the State’s policies towards them, the internal consistency
of the current regime, and the regional situation—that will have an impact
on the future of Islamist groups in Egypt.41

Professor Ashraf El Sharif (American University, Cairo) predicts five
possible scenarios and outlines their implications for Egyptian society.

• Al-Sisi’s administration remains dedicated to eradicating the
Muslim Brotherhood, and the Brotherhood itself faces a crunch of
resources. Most likely, the Brotherhood will continue facing a
ruthless crackdown, which will lead to the arrest of its members,
frozen assets, and violent clashes.

• Some new protests may erupt which will rattle the regime, and the
Brotherhood returns to power.

• The regime and the Islamists negotiate a return to Mubarak’s
political formula of the limited political inclusion of the Brotherhood
with certain regime-determined rules.

• The Brotherhood splits into two factions: Moderates who are open
to reforming the internal policies of the Brotherhood, and the
Hardliners who consider current policies as ideologically incorrect
and over compromising.

•  The Brotherhood understands its own internal shortcomings,
withdraws from any political activity, and focuses on reinventing
its ideologies.42
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It is uncertain which of scenarios is most likely to happen as the regime
is committed to the complete eradication of the Islamists; on the other
hand, the Islamists are struggling for a triumphant comeback. President
Al-Sisi must understand that the Brotherhood has proved to be more
resilient than it initially appeared to be. Hence, their total eradication seems
unlikely. Additionally, President Al-Sisi has been unable to efficiently fix
the economic issues of the nation, making him vulnerable to increasing
criticism and public frustration.

Conclusion

State-Society relationships in Egypt have always been complex. Ever since
its Pharaonic past, there has been a tendency of Egyptian rulers to maintain
an autocratic regime—or at least constantly revert to an autocratic form.
Although there have been attempts to democratise and create a more
pluralistic model of governance (for instance, by President Mubarak), the
efforts were not very concrete. Serious internal issues of poor governance,
an externally dependent, over-centralised and sluggish economy, poverty,
and corruption have also added to the weakening of society-state relations.
Democracy has not always been considered as an efficient way to deal
with the economic issues of the country. Post the Egyptian Revolution of
2011, President Morsi did have an opportunity to build on an equal and
diverse society; but the internal issues plaguing the Brotherhood could
not effectively address the issues of the country at large. The coming of
Fattah al-Sisi to power was accompanied by its own set of challenges. His
regime is looking at implementing a more military styled economic and
political model.

The regime has also overseen a violent crackdown of the members of
the Brotherhood by arresting, executing, and freezing their assets. This
exhibits the intolerance of the regime to any form of opposition. President
Al-Sisi’s policies have also led to a much stricter censorship of the press
and the required reiteration that democracy is a luxury that the country
cannot afford. These policies are leading to further frustration in Egyptian
society which is fighting for change that is modern, inclusive, and
pluralistic. Although democracy comes with its own set of challenges and
may not be the most ideal form of governance, there should be an attempt
to design a model that balances the state-society relationship in a better
way, and does not tilt the power equation so as to become a one sided
affair. Civil society institutions also need to be nurtured, and the voices of
the public need platforms to express themselves. Only then will a robust
civil society be ensured. While this seems highly unlikely under the current
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regime, it might be a good way to begin with a more inclusive state-society
relation.

The relation between the State and the highly regarded institution of
Islamic Studies of Al-Azhar also remains unpredictable yet interesting. Al-
Azhar may not be the Vatican of the Islamic world, but it still has
substantial control of the Sunni Islamic population. While the Shaykh of
Al-Azhar has publicly expressed his support towards supporting moderate
Islamic ideologies, he is split between the various extremist ideologies that
rise from within the institution itself. By centralising power in the hands
of the Shaykh, the State has constantly attempted to subtly maintain its
dominance over the institution. Therefore, even as the Ulema and the
Shaykh of al-Azhar demand the complete autonomy and independence
of the institution, under President Al-Sisi’s rule it appears more and more
unlikely.

The Brotherhood, which still has popular support of the Egyptian
public, but faces a violent crackdown by the current regime, may or may
not be able to return to its earlier status. However, given President Al-
Sisi’s politically short-sighted regime, the Brotherhood does stand a chance
to come back to power. For this to happen, the Brotherhood needs to
rethink its strategies and revamp its internal policies.

Additionally, President Al-Sisi has been relying on the external support
of the USA, Saudi Arabia, and Israel for complete and unquestioning
support. Such policies may only encourage President Al-Sisi to further
adopt the path of the repression of political dissent and the control of
institutions that can absorb and manage such dissent—like the parliament,
the judiciary, the universities, or civil society. President Al-Sisi will look at
strengthening his capacity to selectively offer economic placebos in order
to find support. This may help create a semblance of stability, but for this
he will need to rely on external support even more. Since, he has no
political support base of his own other than the Deep State, President Al-
Sisi will play to the tune of the highest donor even if it means going against
popular opinion in his own country. Such actions might lend an
opportunity for the rise of an opposition and an increasing support for a
new reformed Brotherhood.

The moment one of the members of the Muslim Brotherhood was
elected to be the President of Egypt, the organisation went from being a
pariah to becoming the political powerhouse of the nation. However, this
victory was short-lived; and the organisation has once again been sidelined.
Hence, there is a possibility that the Brotherhood could adopt more violent
ways to revert to power. Also, the current government has further
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provoked the group by declaring it a terrorist organisation. In its current
state, there is a possibility that a faction of the larger movement radicalizes,
and adds to regional instability. It is important to understand that, in the
past, despite its illegal status, the Brotherhood was always allowed to carry
on its civic actions. A major part of the Egyptian population relied on the
social service provisions made by the Brotherhood. However, with the
current government banning the organisation and freezing its funds, this
may push the organisation against a wall and change its attitude towards
use of violence.

Another perspective argues that President Al-Sisi’s harsh crackdown
of the Brotherhood is a deliberate attempt to push its members towards
radicalisation, which will eventually justify the government’s actions
towards the Brotherhood. Also, the Brotherhood with more radical
approach might lose some of its more moderate members and supporters.
In spite of the growing Western perceptions that the Brotherhood may
become more violent in the near future, and the current government’s
efforts to criminalise the movement, Muslim Brotherhood members have
not resorted to any violence so far. This might emphasise its commitment
to peaceful means and highlight its opposition towards political violence.
Whether the movement will become more frustrated with using peaceful
ways and begin to act in collusion with other radical actors and violent
forces to ensure its survival is something that only time will tell. On the
other hand. President Al-Sisi’s regime is backing ultra Islamist conservative
parties, such as the party of Al-Nour, to further suppress the re-emergence
of the Brotherhood.

In a future scenario, if the Brotherhood does become more radical, the
reaction of Egyptian society will be noteworthy. Since Egyptian urban
society is not normally inclined towards violent or extremist means, there
is a possibility that the Brotherhood’s popularity will wane, giving a greater
advantage to President Al-Sisi’s government. However, many experts
argue that President Al-Sisi does not have a grip on Egyptian society, and
this is one of the root causes behind the current unfortunate state of the
country. While it is a fact that street protests have died down due to the
anti-protest law which was passed in November 2013, popular unrest has
not completely stopped; the protest of April 2016 was a reminder that there
is still a possibility of people coming out in the streets out of frustration
with the current regime.

In the Egyptian and foreign media—both within Egypt and abroad—
President Al-Sisi has been facing increasing criticism because of the
faltering Egyptian economy and the rise in cases of police abuse. On 18
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October 2016, the Daily News Egypt carried a story about the shooting of
a non-commissioned police officer. The same news piece reported that
random shootings by police forces have been on the rise since 2015, and
have resulted in the deaths of civilians. In April 2016, Al-Jazeera
interviewed three Egypt experts on the kind of support that President Al-
Sisi and his policies have been receiving. The article reiterates that his
regime has been damaged by its own actions—such as the wheat import
crisis and the incompetency showed by the regime in investigating the
Russian metro jet bombing. Such incidents have all led to dwindling
support for President Al-Sisi’s policies.

President Al-Sisi seems to be failing to understand that popular protest
can become a threat to his own government as well. He does not appear
to have learned from the past—that even after a 30 years rule, when
President Mubarak lost the ability to manipulate the polity and serve the
interests of each player in the government, he was quickly removed. Ever
since President Al-Sisi’s rise to power, it has been constantly predicted that
the regime will soon see its end. Moreover, Egypt’s poor economic situation
has added to his problems. Tourism, which was a primary source of
revenue for the nation, has been drastically affected since the coup with
the worsening security situation. The current government has no concrete
plan or answers to the growing economic and political issues of the country.
As problems continue to plague Egyptian society, political stability remains
a mirage—giving rise to some legitimate questions about whether this
pattern of changing regimes is causing irretrievable scathing political and
economic damage to the country, and about what it would take to break
this invidious cycle.
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The Civil War in Syria:

A Regional Battleground—
An Introduction

V.P. Haran

Be it war or peace, Syria has always been in the midst of developments in
West Asia through the centuries. The civil war raging in Syria since March
2011 is one it could have done without. My presence in Damascus from
January 2009 to December 2012 gave me a close ringside view of Syria,
both before and after the outbreak of unrest.

When unrest broke out in the North African countries in December
2010/January 2011, Syria was relatively peaceful. There was no discernible
disaffection towards the regime. President Assad was a popular leader.
Also, there were no serious internal problems—political, economic or
social—that indicated the likelihood of popular upheaval. The reasons for
the unrest in Syria lie in its external policies: its closeness to Russia and
Iran did not go down well with the West and the Gulf countries; its role
as a conduit for Iranian weapons to Hezbollah (which were seen as posing
a threat to Israel’s security) was a matter of serious concern to the West;
and the Gulf States saw Syria as completing the Shia arc encircling them,
despite Assad reaching out to them. ‘The Arab Spring’ was seen as an
opportunity by external forces to get rid of an inconvenient leader and
regime.

There was clear evidence of foreign involvement in the outbreak of
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violence from the first week itself, if not in the Daraa demonstration of 18
March 2011. The outbreak could not have happened all of a sudden.
Sophisticated weapons, communication equipment, and cash were freely
available to those who were willing to rise up against the regime. Some
days later, the rebels started getting real time intelligence inputs. Though
it was clear that these were reaching the extremists, the external sponsors
chose to look the other way. To compound the problem, some external
players actively facilitated movement of extremist elements to Syria. It is
this indifference or callousness that has resulted in the Islamic State and
the Jabhat al Nusra (now renamed Jabhat Fateh al Sham) developing deep
roots in the region.

These terrorist forces, many of whom are not Syrians, have no interest
in the welfare of the people of Syria, and are now posing critical challenges
in the region and beyond. IS wants to set up an Islamic state in the region.
The way the IS cadres have entrenched themselves in Al Bab, and are
fiercely resisting the capture of the town by Turkish forces and some
sections of Syrian opposition is an indication of how difficult it is going to
be to overcome them. When operations in Mosul to flush out the IS are
completed, Syria—particularly the eastern part—will face renewed
challenges from the IS. A monster genie has been given birth; the struggle
now is how to put the genie back in the bottle.

There was no credible political opposition in Syria, thanks to the
domination of the political space by the Baathists for over 40 years. Many
external attempts over the last 6 years to bring together the fractured
opposition and to identify a credible and acceptable leader have not borne
fruit. Attempts by the regime to reach out to the opposition in the initial
stages of the conflict were rebuffed by the opposition under pressure from
abroad. The role of external forces was actively aided by some sections of
the media which took upon itself, with missionary zeal, the project to
overthrow the current regime. The result of all this is the untold and
seemingly endless suffering of the people of Syria.

It is easy to say that peace is the need of the hour. Given the sectarian
animosities that the conflict has engendered, it will take a very long time
for the wounds to heal. There is need for restraint all around. The ceasefire
worked out in December 2016 should be given a chance to succeed.
External involvement should be limited to addressing the problems posed
by the terrorists who are not part of the ceasefire agreement. In any case,
assistance in any form to terrorist forces should stop. The IS problem is
likely to bedevil the region for a long time. The chances of ceasefire
bringing about all round peace are not bright as the IS and Jabat Fateh al
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Sham are not part of it. Further, in many cases, the armed opposition has
not yet forsaken violence but has only been allowed to move to areas not
under government Control; from here they can continue to indulge in
violent activities in areas under government control. Some of them are
even likely to gravitate towards the IS.

However, there are some positive developments which give one a ray
of hope, faint though it is. The first is the UNSC Resolution 2336,
welcoming the efforts of Russia and Turkey to end the violence in Syria
and to start a political process. This indicates the support of the major
players to the process. But, some questions remain. First, will this lead to
the major players cutting off assistance to extremist forces? The second is
the willingness of the Government to accept into the mainstream those
from the opposition who are willing to give up arms and, equally
importantly, the willingness of many sections of the opposition to respond
positively to the offer of the Government. On the negative side, there is
the challenge posed by the IS and the Jabhat Fateh al Sham. To compound
matters, the aspirations of the Kurds in Syria for autonomy (if not complete
independence), have been kindled by their being enlisted by the USA to
fight the IS. This is understandably causing concern to Turkey, and will
have wider repercussions in the region in due course. In the process of
addressing the IS problem, no doubt another major problem is getting
created.
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The matrix of the Syrian Civil War remains multifaceted and multilayered.
The initial congruence of interests for regime change in Syria by the USA,
Britain, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Turkey has lost its salience with the radical
turn of events in the past five years of conflict which continues till today. The
unprecedented preponderance of the so-called Islamic State in the region has
changed the overall dynamics of its geopolitical landscape. The threat of the
Salafist and the Jabhat al-Nusra Front taking over the reins of Syria has
decelerated the move by the USA for regime change. On the other hand, Turkey’s
preoccupation with the Kurdish issue has aggravated with the Kurds
consecrated strangely by Bashar Al-Asad to establish a “federal territory” in
Northern Syria. This has intensified Turkey’s call for regime change.

The US-Saudi-Iran polemics has set off a different trajectory. The breakthrough
in the Iranian Nuclear deal and the lifting of sanctions has brought the US
and Iran relatively closer, making Saudi Arabia insecure and jittery and a
rapprochement between Saudi and Iran more elusive. In another spectrum, the
Geneva peace plan is not promising and strikes continue despite the ceasefire.
Turkey and the Gulf-led Saudi Arabia are more determined to create a military
counterweight against the Russian-Iran-Hezbollah axis. Concomitantly, Russia,
Iran and Hezbollah have overwhelmingly made their military presence felt in
Syria, though Iran denies any combat role in Syria. Both sides of the party
have been consistently violating Security Council resolution 2268.
Interestingly, the tentative cessation of hostilities between the USA and Russia,
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with each toning down their otherwise harsh language, has triggered curiosity
that they might have zeroed down to some sort of win-win situation at Syria’s
expense.

This chapter attempts to study whether an establishment of a “credible, inclusive
and non-sectarian” government in Damascus is feasible in the context of the
intricate domestic and regional scenario. It also tries to analyse the competing
political and geostrategic interests among the various external powers played
out in the ever changing geopolitical spectrum of the Syrian conflict.

Introduction

Ever since Syria attained independence in 1946, it has been thrown into
the throes of conflicts both internal and external. Syria became a local
theatre of the Cold War and a place where Arab states vehemently
“struggle(d) for Syria”.1 In March 2011, what began as a peaceful uprising
for democratic reforms, social justice, and free political participation, has
convoluted into a battleground wherein local, regional, and global powers
have once again converged to struggle over Syria.

The strategic location in which Syria is placed undoubtedly attracts
outsiders. Albert Hourani and Raymond Hinnebusch believe that Syria’s
geography has always been shaped by her historical fate.2 The Westphalian
notion of the nation-state, which was forcibly and reluctantly thrust upon
Syria and on the rest of the present Levant countries by the Mandate
Powers, also sowed the seeds of discord among the diverse communities.
Coupled with this, the ruling Sunni elite behaved like political autocrats.
The process of state-building in the early years of Syrian statehood was
not distributive and inclusive by nature. The strong resistance by Syrians
to the distribution of political power and harsh repressive rules amongst
Syria’s “mosaic” society—both social and economic—led to the
reinforcement of acute economic differentiation and distinct ethnic and
sectarian polarisation. A great centre-periphery cleavage divided the
dominant Sunni Muslim elite in the cities. They controlled the state and
much of societal wealth, with the masses of peasantry and tribesman in
their patriarchal communities, including a variety of minority communities,
being ranged along the periphery.3 The coming to power of Hafiz Al-Assad
in 1970 stabilised the country that had been wrecked by multiple coups.
He scuttled the power of the Sunni clergy through “calculated
decompression” strategy.4 This strategy was patrimonial and Leninist in
nature; it followed populist and statist governance which amounted to a
tacit contract between “dictators and different constituencies, whereby the
latter acquiesce to constraints on their political participation and liberties
in exchange for economic security.5
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Close affiliation with the Sunni clerical establishment would have
helped mitigate the frustration and distress of the marginalised Sunni
religious establishment. However the regime “displayed a striking lack of
interest in the development of the religious bureaucracy, preferring a
strictly security focused approach aimed at reducing the influence of clerics
over the administration...they preferred to support loyal, but privately
funded clerical networks.”6 Thus, the popularly titled “stable, safe”7 regime
had dissident voices and, as Hama Batatu rightly anticipated, led to a
revival of the spirit of revolt which no repression, however brutal, can
extinguish.”8 This showed its early signs in June 1979, resulting in the 1982
Hama massacre which got aggravated further with the onset of the Arab
Spring, thereafter, and then “distinctively turning into a Sunni
‘awakening’”.9

The schism in Syrian society is predominantly economic, although it
is compounded by a rigid political structure. According to Safadi, Munro,
and Ziadeh,

[the] Syria’s economy suffers from deep-rooted structural weaknesses
and a business environment plagued by bureaucratic red tape,
governance weaknesses, and a lack of corporate transparency.10

In 2005, David Lesch put a straw in the wind by saying that “it would be
a recipe for social unrest if unemployment which was rising between 20
percent and 25 percent [of labour force] were to continue unabated”.11

Hafiz Al-Assad had no “strategic vision for Syria’s economic
transformation. Reform was always piecemeal and driven by need of the
moment rather than long-term planning.”12 Bashar Al-Assad attempted
to correct his father’s economic policy by propounding and implementing
“social market economy”13 which, however, led to a zigzag approach. The
ad-hoc liberalisation was not effective. As part of the neo-liberalisation
drive, the regime dismantled all state farms and handed them over to
private hands. This process of neo-liberalisation benefitted the privileged
elite, primarily in Damascus and Aleppo. By contrast, rural communities
had state support withdrawn and subsidies lifted, leading to significant
rural discontent and rural-to-urban migration. The slum villages on the
outskirts of urban areas absorbed much of the rural migration; they ended
up housing nearly a third of Syria’s population and became centres of anti-
regime activity in 2011.14

Internal Sectarian Discord

Syria’s population is diverse, and encompasses a wide variety of religious,
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ethnic, and linguistic groups. This diverse tactfully balanced composition
under “autocratic secularism” gradually dissipated after the Syrian
uprising, and gave rise to sectarian conflicts. Over the years, the civil war
has sharply demarcated the Sunni Arabs and the Alawite Shiites. Though
not all Sunnis are with the opposition rebels, they comprise the majority,
and are backed by the Sunni states of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Jordan, and
Turkey. The heterogeneous population consisting of various religious and
ethnic minorities are caught between the regime and the opposition rebels.
The religious and ethnic identities have become increasingly politicized
through the course of the conflict as they have faced mounting pressure
to take sides. This has left the religious minorities with a dilemma over
whom to support to ensure survival.

Sunnis comprise about 72 percent—mostly of Arabs, Kurdish, and
Turkoman ethnicities—of the country’s 22. 85 million population.15 The
Alawites, the predominant Shiite group to which Bashar Al-Assad belongs,
represent 11 percent of the Syrian population, and they are usually
presented as strong supporters of Al-Assad. However, not all Alawites have
backed the regime through the conflict. Tens of thousands of Alawite men
have been forced into military service for the regime, and died in the
conflict.16 Moreover, they are wary of the vicious nature of ISIS and the al-
Nusra Front (Al-Qaeda’s Syria affiliate, now the Jabhat Fateh al Sham) who
view the minorities—Druze, Ismailis, and Christians—as heretics, thus
leaving them with little option.

The Assad regime, dominated mainly by Alawites, has notoriously
pounded the rebel-held areas with impunity; the latest one is in Atareb,
west of Aleppo. The Druze in the south (loyal to the regime) clashed with
the neighbouring Sunni districts who are allied with the rebel opposition
groups, and who are also fighting the Islamic state. Christians of various
denominations in Syria support the Assad regime under which they have
long enjoyed religious freedom, and had their ethnic rights protected.
However, the fear of revenge attacks by opposition rebels has caught them
in the crossfire. With the conflict ever growing worse and the fear of being
disavowed in the event of a Sunni resurgence, the Christians are opting
to emigrate to the West. In the southern Syrian province of Sweida, where
most of Syria’s 500,000 Druze live, the loyalties of the Druze to the Assad
regime have become increasingly strained.

Regionalisation of the Syrian Crisis

In March 2011, discontent among the masses was ripe. There was high
rate of unemployment in the rural sector; the social safety net had
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diminished; there was a wide social gap between the rich and the poor;
and the ineffective promises of Bashar al-Assad17 frustrated the masses.
By the time populist measures were announced, the patience of the public
had withered.18 The first flaw of Assad was that he totally blamed the
Islamists and jihadists for playing a hand in the uprising, and portrayed it
as a foreign-inspired conspiracy. Though this was true to some extent, it
was not the sole factor. Skirmishes along the Israel-Syrian border were also
reported, which appear to have been done on purpose to divert attention
from the uprising.19 Rather than rectifying the system’s flaws and resorting
to open dialogue, Al-Assad’s repressive force compelled the people to
resort to violence, and aggravated the situation by giving it a sectarian
colour and leading to the greater involvement of external players.

On the other hand, the fragmented and dysfunctional nature of the
Syrian opposition made ISIS grow. The disparate political groups, exiled
opposition figures, and grass root coalitions were unable to agree on how
to overthrow President Bashar al-Assad. The Syrian National Coalition—
once recognised as the “sole legitimate representative of the Syrian
people”—could not present a credible alternative to the Assad government.
The Syrian National Council (SNC) has become a sort of a rag tag,
leaderless organisation that had no definite vision and plan.20 Disillusioned
with the SNC and Free Syrian Army (FSA)—another Syrian opposition
group founded by defectors from the Syrian armed forces—the moderate
opposition groups who were still on the fringes started getting attracted
to more radical jihadi and conservative Salafi groups.21

Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar, who were to become the staunchest
foes of Al-Assad, did not initially voice out for regime change. The
hesitancy with which the regional community acted toward the regime of
Bashar Al-Assad was mainly due to the unrest in the neighbouring
countries. Post-Saddam Iraq was teetering on the brink of collapse; Libya
was embroiled in a mosaic of turf wars; and civil unrest was rife in Bahrain,
Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen. The “democratising effect” of the Arab Spring
prevented the regional states from responding in a measured and
calculated manner. However, the internal conflict eventually metastasized
into a regional conflagration. By April 2011, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and
Turkey started providing the rebels with arms and other military support.
Iran came all out in support of Syria. Although Iran initially denied any
combat role in Syria, in the eventual course of events, it admitted (in May
2014) that the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps-Quds Force (IRGC-QF)
was present in Syria to provide advice and economic assistance.22 It was
also reported that Iran was shipping weapons and personnel to Syria via
Iraq.23
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Given the historical animosity between Iran and Saudi Arabia—
characterised by religious-ideological antagonism, competing political and
geostrategic interests, and the ongoing competition for regional
hegemony—Iran’s “meddling” in the region is perceived by Saudi Arabia
as a serious threat to its security. The involvement of Iran led some of the
Gulf States—prominently Saudi Arabia and Qatar—to accelerate the
sectarian nature of the Syrian conflict as also fuel the sectarian stand-off
across the region.24 Saudis as well as citizens of other Gulf States, were
increasingly accused of channelling money to radical groups in the war.
Saudi Arabia has been financing the main opposition parties—but not
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham and the ISIS whom it has labelled as terrorist entities
in March 2014.25 While officials denied it, there are, however, suspicions
of Qatar tacitly supporting groups such as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, and other
radical groups.

From the Saudi perspective, Iran’s ambitions and its military
capabilities might be used to further Iranian influence over the
Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and over the
Shiite minority population in the Saudi kingdom.26 The phrase “Shiite
Crescent”—used first by King Abdullah of Jordan way back in 2004 and
who accused Iran of regional expansionism—has certainly hit the psyche
of the Sunni ruled monarchies after the way events have unfolded in the
region. The fall of Saddam Hussein in Iraq paved the way for Iran to
become Iraq’s new patron. Iraq’s fight against Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and
Syria’s against ISIS has brought the two nations together to fight a common
enemy. Nouri al-Maliki, the then Prime Minister of Iraq, defended his stand
by saying that “the most dangerous thing” would be a rebel military victory
because it would lead to “a civil war in Lebanon, divisions in Jordan, and
a sectarian war in Iraq.”27 Despite the withdrawal of Syria from Lebanon
in 2005 (following the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri),
the predominant presence of Shiite Hezbollah in Lebanon continues to give
Iran a foothold in Lebanon. In October 2016, Lebanon choosing Iran-backed
politician Michel Aoun as President speaks of Iran’s growing influence in
Lebanon.

The Houthi rebels’ takeover in Yemen in 2014 was seen to have an
Iranian hand, and Saudi Arabia considers the Houthis as nothing more
than an Iranian proxy.28 Comments made by Iranian politicians have
reinforced such perceptions in Abu Dhabi and Riyadh. For instance, after
Sanaa was captured by the Houthis, a member of the Iranian parliament
said that Iran now governed in four Arab capitals: Beirut, Damascus,
Baghdad, and Sanaa. Thus, Saudi Arabia’s overriding priority is to stem
Iran’s influence in Syria and Yemen, for which the Kingdom is trying to
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balance its difficult relations with the Muslim Brotherhood, as the Islah
party in Yemen which it supports has a significant number of Brotherhood
leaders.29

In addition, the breakthrough in the Iranian Nuclear deal in 2015 is
also seen as an improvement in US-Iranian relations. This has been
understood as meaning Shiite forces will gain a stronger footing in the
region. Questions have been raised in Saudi Arabia about the US
commitment to the region, despite repeated assurances from Washington.
The deepest fear is that the USA may be seeking to build a new relationship
with Iran at the expense of Saudi Arabia.30 This has led Saudi Arabia to
look to Israel as an ally. However, in the context of the Syrian crisis, Israel
has largely turned a blind eye to Russian activities on their border. A former
Israeli ambassador to Moscow, Zvi Magen, has commented, “Israel made
clear to him [Putin] that we have no real problem with Assad, just with
Iran and Hezbollah, and that message was understood.”31 Along with three
Sunni countries, Bahrain, UAE and Sudan, Saudi Arabia severed relations
with Iran over attacks on the Saudi embassy in Tehran following the
execution of Shiite cleric, Nimr al-Nimr, by Saudi Arabia in January 2016.
The scope for rapprochement between Iran and Saudi Arabia appears to
have narrowed even further.

Concomitantly, there is a growing ideological battle within the Sunni
bloc on their version of political Islam. Saudi Arabia and the UAE view
the Muslim brotherhood as an “enemy”, and have labelled its followers
as terrorists in March 2014—although after the Houthi rebellion in 2014,
Saudi Arabia seems to be warming up its relations with some sections of
the Muslim Brotherhood.32 On the other hand, Sunni states like Turkey
and Qatar are sympathetic towards the Muslim Brotherhood and, as a
result, this is disrupting their co-ordinated efforts to fight against their
common enemy—Al-Assad. Saudi Arabia is reserved in funding radical
rebels as it is increasingly alarmed at the possibility that by funding fighters
abroad, it might be also fuelling the growth of extremist and radical
groups—such as ISIS—who regard them as “un-Islamic.” The fear of a
new generation of mujahideen returning home and perpetrating terrorist
attacks in the Saudi Kingdom and across the Gulf has finally come about,
with triple bombings in Riyadh during Ramadan (5 July 2016). Therefore,
the rise of ISIS has added another threat, making the Saudi-Iran relations
even more complex.33

Syria is also ensnared in an intricate regional web of competition and
confrontation with Turkey as well as Kurdish groups seeking greater
autonomy from both the Arab and Turkish governments. However, the
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alliance of cooperation and confrontation that existed amongst the parties
before the uprising has taken a sharp twist. Once a close ally of Al-Assad,
Turkey has become one of the most vocal countries for ousting him.34 From
the very beginning of the crisis, Turkey has provided a base for the
operations as well as a safe zone for defectors and opposition groups. In
retaliation, Al-Assad manipulated the Kurdish issue which was a bone of
contention between Turkey and Al-Assad for a long time.35 The Democratic
Union Party (PYD)—the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) offshoot in
Syria—was allowed to operate freely, recruit new fighters for its campaign
against the Syrian armed opposition, and undertake a pseudo-
governmental role in the Kurdish regions of Syria. In return, the PYD used
its influence on Syrian Kurds to prevent their participation in the uprising.36

Al-Assad’s policy of going soft with the PYD was one of the decisive factors
that made Turkey categorically demand Al-Assad to step down. However,
Turkey was reluctant to join the US-led multinational coalition against ISIS,
and refused to tighten its borders.

The rise of ISIS appeared fortuitous for Turkey initially, and fitted into
Erdogan’s”neo-ottoman” scheme of consolidating Turkey’s position in the
region by weakening the dominance of Shiite rule in Syria and Iraq, and
also by containing the rise of Kurdish forces. Therefore, it followed an
“open door policy” wherein borders were left porous to allow jihadi
fighters and arms to enter Syria through Turkey. One consequence of this
position was a surge of more than two million refugees into Turkey, and
the security problems that stemmed from arms and fighters massing
around the border area. The killing of 32 people in Suruc on July 2015 by
an ISIS suicide bomber became the last straw. This prompted Turkey to
fight ISIS.37

This policy shift is most clearly manifest in decisions made with respect
to domestic and international policies. On the domestic front, Turkish
police have initiated a series of large-scale raids, and enforced security
and border controls. Externally, Turkey relented by agreeing to US requests
to use the Incirlik Air Base in southern Turkey to send fighter jets and
armed drones to fight ISIS. However, it is worth mentioning here that the
Turkish air force has conducted far more strikes on PKK than on ISIS,
leading to the annulment of the ceasefire brokered in 2013 between the
PKK and Turkey. Indeed, the inevitable choice of shifting its policies has
landed Turkey in a complex web. Domestically, security is under threat,
schisms amongst the citizens have crept in with President Erdogan’s radical
Islamic measures, shaking its very foundation.38

Thus, at the time of writing, President Erdogan is at the receiving end.
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What Turkey had desired out of the Syrian crisis has boomeranged. Bashar
Al-Assad is still in power and gaining in strength, whereas Turkey has
become a hotspot for the ISIS for terror attacks. It has also become a home
for more than two million Syrian refugees; PYG forces continue to grow
more resilient, receiving assistance from the West in its fight against ISIS;
and Turkey’s international posture as a strategic ally of the US in the
region39 has, once again, entered troubled waters over the issue of the
extradition of Fethullah Gulen who, Turkey alleges, masterminded the
coup attempt against Bashar Al-Assad on 15 July 2016.

The Internationalisation of the Syrian Crisis

The extensive involvement of external powers in Syria is changing the
political spectrum of the conflict immensely. The call for democratic change
in Syria by the citizens has long passed its age. The two conflicting
parties—the US-led coalition forces and Russia led pro Assad forces, with
the ISIS as the common enemy—has transformed the Syrian crisis into a
matrix of wars. The US-led coalition forces’ approach towards the Syrian
crisis has evolved through three stages over the last five years. In the first
stage, their response to the Syrian uprising before ISIS came on the scene
was alarmingly non-committal and hesitant. Italy was the first European
country to condemn the violent oppression of the Al-Assad regime, and
recalled its Ambassador. It took almost six months for the international
community to react and also condemn the regime. On the other hand, since
October 2011, Russia gave political support to Al-Assad, earning the
condemnation of the world community. So far, Russia has vetoed six times,
and China has vetoed five times, on the Syria-themed resolution proposed
by the UN Security Council.

Syria is a long-term strategic ally of Russia. Strategically, the Syrian
port city of Tartous is Moscow’s last naval facility in the Mediterranean,
and was recently upgraded by Russian technicians, indicating Moscow’s
long term intention of maintaining access to the port. Syria’s geo-strategic
centrality in the region gives Moscow some diplomatic leverage. With her
growing appetite for energy, China has been enlarging her footprint in the
West Asian region. Trade between China and Syria has seen significant
growth: by 2010 China had become Syria’s third largest importer.40 With
the initiatives of One Belt One Road and the Silk Road, it is important for
China to have a stable Syria. Unrest in the region would adversely affect
the trade and the economy.

The Sino-Russian refusal to join the US-led coalition forces in Syria
was also because of what happened in Libya in 2011. The two countries
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abstained on the UNSC Resolution 1973 to establish a no-fly zone over
Libya, intended as a protective measure to safeguard civilian lives. It was,
however, used to their advantage by the USA, France, Britain, and other
interested parties to bring down Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi
instead. Thus, the Kremlin perceives the West’s attempts to remove Al-
Assad more as a way of weakening Iran than of helping the Syrian people
to bring about a regime change. In contrast to the Libyan case—in which
the international response was largely unanimous in its fight against the
Libyan regime41—coalition forces were not fully determined for the total
condemnation and direct action against the Bashar Al-Assad regime.
Relatively less condemnation and insignificant assistance came from the
international community—more was needed to turn the tide to the
opposition’s advantage. This led Khaled Khoja, President of the Syrian
National Coalition, to say that the West is giving only “cardboard support”.

However, Russia has undertaken a bombing campaign against ISIS
strongholds in the country. It has also decided to provide humanitarian
aid.42 For varying reasons, Western policies have been hesitant, cautious,
and limited in their involvement. While, Western governments have been
providing humanitarian assistance, they were have been more restrained
about giving game changing arms and military support to the opposition
forces. They have ruled out direct military intervention other than to secure
Syrian chemical and biological weapons. And, when it became clear that
the regime has deployed them, they have provided only ‘non-lethal’
support. When the purported “red line” was crossed, the Obama
Administration was reluctant to act—although British, French, Israeli, and
US intelligence agencies all acknowledged that small quantities of the nerve
gas Sarin had been used against civilians in Khan al-Assal (near Aleppo)
in 2013. Who used the gasis still shrouded in mystery; but the rare show
of “prudence” by the USA is noteworthy. Apparently, in the first stage,
“confusion” seems to be the word that befits the response of international
actors to the Syrian crisis.

President Obama’s four-point plan to “degrade and ultimately destroy”
ISIS remains unfulfilled.43 The unprecedented success of the ISIS in Syria
led to the Obama administration to enunciate the policy of differentiating
between moderate and radical factions among the Syrian rebels in the
second stage. David Cameron famously claimed that there are 70,000
armed moderates, but there appear to be disparate groups of gunmen
fighting for a tribe, clan, a village or for whoever will pay them.44 By March
2013, Raqqa became the first provincial Syrian city to fall in the hands of
the ISIS. Simultaneously, the forces of Bashar Al-Assad—backed by Russia
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and his Iranian allies—were also gaining ground. Division 30, also known
as the New Syrian Forces (created by the USA and trained by Pentagon)
was reportedly said to have given allegiance to ISIS at Albu Kamal on the
Syria-Iraq border in June 2014.45 Division 30 was effectively a propaganda
tool to portray that there are secular rebels in Syria to fight the Al-Assad
regime. But as has been observed, “There is simply no real separation
between ‘moderate’ rebel groups and hardline Salafists allied with Al-
Qaeda.” The US, despite four years of vetting the rebel groups, is yet to
find a credible dependable ally in Syria. The dilemma amongst the powers
is that there is no viable alternative after Assad exits. The fight against
Assad and fight against ISIS have intricately got intertwined, and it has
become quite a Gordian knot to unravel. Mehmet Seyfettin Erol, Director
of Gazi University’s Strategic Research Centre in Ankara, told Al Arabiya
English that, “The entry of Russia into the battleground has opened the
door for other powers to intervene in the region.”46

Added to this is the growing assertion of Russia’s foreign policy and
its aggressive polices in the Central Asian Region, particularly in Ukraine.
This has made the US-led coalition forces uneasy, hindering them in finding
a durable solution to the Syrian crisis. European policies have also been
incoherent as EU member-states are not unanimous on the degree of
arming the rebels, and have not agreed on the question of military
intervention, thus sending confused and confusing signals.47

In particular, France has stood firm for the removal of Syrian President
Bashar Al-Assad from the very start. In November 2012, it became the first
Western country to recognise the SNC as “unique representative”, and
initiated talks on lifting the European arms embargo so as to provide
weapons to “moderate” rebels. France also facilitated the marginalisation
of the country in the international effort to end the conflict, especially after
the Russian-American meeting in June 2012 in Geneva, and the
announcement of further talks about the “Geneva II” conference in which
France did not take part. A common EU stance is needed; and for this,
French cooperation is a must.

The disclosure by retired Lieutenant General, Michael Flynn, former
head of the Defence Intelligence Agency (DIA), given to Al Jazeera’s Mehdi
Hasan, unfolds a different narrative. It confirms earlier suspicions that
Washington was monitoring jihadist groups emerging as opposition in Syria,
and it was a “wilful Washington decision” not to interfere with the rise of
anti-government jihadist groups in Syria, backing a secret 2012 memo
predicting their [salafist] rise.48 Thus, the US-led coalition forces’ “supposed”
effort to stamp out ISIS must also be taken with a pinch of salt.
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However, the co-ordinated large scale terror attacks in Europe and
America since 2015 have reinforced the fight against the ISIS, entering the
third stage of response. In December 2014, the US Central Command set
up Combined Joint Task Force-Operation Inherent Resolve (CJTF–OIR),
to coordinate military efforts against ISIS. Those who have conducted
airstrikes in Syria include the USA, Australia, Bahrain, Canada, France,
the Netherlands, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates,
and the UK.49 The Islamic countries under the aegis of Saudi Arabia formed
34-state military coalition to fight terrorism. Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF)—formed in October 2015, dominated by the powerful Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG) but also includes an Arab contingent—
has been steadily growing to around 50,000 fighters. It entered Manbij
which was under ISIS since 2014. Turkey backed the Free Syrian Army
(FSA) and the USA backed SDF are in military assault against each other
in Manbij and Al Bab as Turkey does not want Kurdish autonomy in
Northern Syria, though their declared goal is to fight ISIS.

Despite the reinforcement, Russia and the USA carry out separate
campaigns of airstrikes against the Islamic State, and US officials have
complained that many of Russia’s strikes are aimed at groups fighting Al-
Assad, including US-backed rebels. Similar accusations are volleyed by
Russia and the Al-Assad regime towards the US-led coalition forces.50

Reportedly, there is an interagency squabble between the CIA and the
Pentagon over the support to rebels in Aleppo.51

At the time of writing, the Russians have taken a lead of sorts in Syria,
bombing strategic targets of the ISIS while, at the same time, supporting
the Al-Assad regime and protecting its own assets in the country. The
Russian military has told CNN that their air force chooses and pinpoints
targets on their own, with no input from the Syrian military.52 They were
also instrumental in negotiating a deal with the Al-Assad regime earlier
with regard to the removal of its chemical weapons, as mentioned earlier.

In fact, the conflict has brought back Russia into the diplomatic and
security game in West Asia. The EU, France, and Germany have changed
their rigid stance from “first remove Assad” to cooperation to fight against
the ISIS in the backdrop of marathon terror attacks in Europe.53 The French
President has already called for rapprochement between Russia and the
USA to fight the ISIS.54 It appears that President Putin is likely to have a
more receptive global audience. Turkey has apologised for the downing
of a Russian war plane in November 2015 which restored their relationship,
and the mature stance taken by both the countries after the assassination
of the Russian envoy to Turkey, Andrey Karlov, in 19 December 2016 in
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not blaming the other surely does indicate that Russia is determined to
win the fight in coordination with Turkey. Germany, Austria, and Spain
are now in support of Russia in the fight against ISIS.

The ISIS matrix had evolved to an extent that it has increasingly put
the international players and the Arab states in a dilemma. The UN Security
Council which has unanimously adopted a resolution calling for a ceasefire
and the establishment of a “credible, inclusive and non-sectarian”
government in Damascus. This, however, remains elusive. From the very
start, there was no political will in the parties concerned to resolve the
conflict. After the UN plan was adopted, the then Turkish Prime Minister,
Ahmet Davutoglu, blasted the peace proposal, saying it “lacks realistic
perspective,” and refused to allow the Kurds at the negotiating table. The
Syrian government says any truce does not apply to “terrorists”—a label
it has used to describe ISIS and opposition rebels. The government also
believes that it reserves the right to retaliate against attacks. Thus, the three
rounds of Geneva peace talks initiated since 2012 have not resulted in any
positive developments. The resignation of Mohammad Alloush (the chief
peace negotiator of Syria’s mainstream opposition) in May 2016 has
brought the “cessation of hostilities” to a grinding halt. The UN-backed
parties have not set a date for the resumption of peace talks after the High
Negotiations Committee (HNC) suspended its participation over the
intensifying of regime air strikes.

India and the Syrian Crisis

India’s approach to the conflict in Syria has ranged from being a bystander
to that of muted support for Bashar al-Assad’s government, as it is shows
India continuing its five decades old cordial relations with the Syrian
regime. India believes that the Syrians should be left alone to sort their
problems out through negotiations, and that externally imposed ‘regime
change’ is not acceptable. However, security threats to India emanating
from the growing tentacles of ISIS in Syria, and the spillover effect of the
turmoil on the Gulf region threatens the wellbeing of nearly 7 million
Indian migrant workers. Ever since the conflict started, there has been an
array of visits to India of Syrian government officials, culminating in the
visit of the Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister, Walid Mohi Edine
al Muallem, in January 2016. This speaks of the expectations of a potential
Indian role in diplomatic solutions, given its growing sway with all the
countries involved in the conflict and cease fire negotiations. India
participated in the Geneva IItalks to deliberate on Syria’s future. India has
been steadfast in its assistance to Syria. India was sending medicines worth
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US$1 million to Syria. Syria is the only country in West Asia where India
has extended a “line of credit”. The visit of the Minister of State for External
Affairs, M. J. Akbar, to Syria in August 2016 and his meeting with President
Al-Assad indicates India’s growing willingness to engage with the ruling
dispensation, and to explore opportunities beyond the Gulf. Cooperation
in counter-terrorism and reconstruction are the two notable areas that were
addressed in the meeting, which would be in sync with India’s growing
aspiration for more clout in the international arena.

Conclusion

Syria is in the doldrums, and outside powers are aggravating the situation.
The matrix of this conflict has turned multifaceted and multilayered,
making the situation more complex. It has become an international
problem that threatens to rip apart the 1916 Sykes-Picot arrangement,
created one hundred years ago. The massive influx of refugees to the
neighbouring countries like Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq as well as
to Europe has already started creating ripples in the international order.
The Syrian Kurds sense an opportunity to achieve their dream of acquiring
“Kurdistan”, considering the PYG’s predominant role in its fight against
ISIS. However, an escalated demand for Kurdish statehood might put Al-
Assad in a tight spot in the coming days, and any move towards
independence may bring on the wrath of Turkey. The present ISIS
stronghold in the northern and eastern parts of Syria and its dream of
establishing a caliphate looks grim, with almost all the entry points choked
by the Al-Assad and Russian forces.

However, with the break-up of the social fabric, the destruction of
homes, the loss of lives and livelihood, there building of a Syrian nation-
state will be an arduous task.

A rapprochement between Iran and Saudi Arabia is essential to bring
about stability in the region and restoring Syrian order. However, but much
of it also lies with the US diplomacy. However, with the current diplomatic
snag between the two countries and the committed efforts of the USA to
keep the two countries at loggerheads, the prospect for reconciliation looks
grim.55 Though the declassified report released in July 2016 did not point
to the direct involvement Saudi Arabia royals in the 9/11 incident, the USA
still has a card for politicking.

The military intervention by Russia, which has given a new lease of
life to the Al-Assad regime in its fight against opposition forces and ISIS,
has changed the political dynamics and calculations of all the stakeholders.
Syria has, once again, become the “the centre piece of Soviet Middle East
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policy”,56 and appears that it will remain so in the foreseeable future. On
the other hand, the attempts of US-led coalition forces to destroy the ISIS
have set off major reverberations in the internal security of their own
respective countries.

ISIS has certainly polarised communities, turning them one against
another. Patrick Calvar, head of the French Direction Générale de la
Sécurité Interieure, recently warned that his country was “on the brink of
a civil war between rightwing and Islamist extremists”.57 Since November
2015, France is under a state of emergency, and is likely to continue with
it after the July 2016 massacre in Nice. Turkey has escaped a military coup
and has also declared state of emergency. The UK’s decision to exit from
the EU cannot be mulled over without considering the refugee factor—a
direct outcome of the Syrian crisis. The prognosis of the crisis is grim—
unless the world community invests collective and sincere efforts in finding
a durable solution. The balkanisation of Syria would be a major disaster
in the already fragmented region. In other words, Henry Kissinger’s
statement, “There can be no peace without Syria,” stands true even today.
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Islamic State in Iraq and Syria:
Causes and Consequences—

An Introduction

A.R. Ghanashyam

In the aftermath of two devastating World Wars, if there is a single security
issue that has increasingly engaged the attention of the global community
in the later decades of the twentieth century and thereafter, it is terrorism.
The Palestinian and Sri Lankan outfits have localised individual narratives
of their own. However, the Al-Qaida, its successors, affiliates and
franchisees trace their origins to a more global context in which the West
is pitted against the East. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS, or in
short IS) started as Al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI) a decade and a half ago. The
USA invaded Iraq in 2003 to neutralise President Saddam Hussein. The
Soldiers of the defeated Iraqi Army abandoned by the USA, and several
disgruntled Sunni elements persecuted by the Iraqi regime of the Shiite
leader Nouri Al-Maliki, form the core of the IS. Thus, the outfit has the
requisite military training and capacity to mount precision attacks on soft
as well as hard targets.

In the last couple of years, IS has come into prominence despite being
disowned in February 2014 by Al-Qaida, once its mentor. At its peak,
operating from two headquarters—Mosul in Iraq and Raqqa in Syria—IS
is believed to have held sway over a third of the geographies of Iraq and
Syria, with an annual revenue estimated at nearly US$ 3 billion from oil
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and gas, taxation and extortions. UN estimates that over 3 million Iraqis
have been internally displaced because of the conflict and warns that the
battle for Mosul could spark a mass exodus of another million. The UN
also adds that over 4.8 mil Syrians have fled abroad to escape the fighting
in Syria, reaching Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. A growing number tried
to make it up to Europe in 2015.

By virtue of concerted opposition attacks, the influence of IS appears
to be waning in Iraq and Syria. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)
estimates that, in January 2015, IS controlled an area of 90,800 sq km,
administering around 10 million people. In July 2016, the numbers have
declined to 68,300 sq km, and 6 million people. IS has moved towards
Libya, and is now known to have its presence in 18 countries as per the
US based National Counter Terrorism Centre. IS’s revenues have rapidly
dwindled, and it is believed that it is finding it difficult to finance its
operations with impunity as before. They may not be able to take on the
might of the opposition for long. But their resort to suicide lone wolf attacks
indicates their global reach even if they are dismantled in Iraq and Syria.

The question we need to dwell upon is how insulated is India from
IS. Traditionally, Muslims in India have remained uninfluenced by the
Jihadi rhetoric as is evident from their total lack of interest on possible
overtures of IS, and others of its ilk, to take part in jihadi activities. They
have scrupulously remained on the side of constitutional and democratic
ways in addressing and redressing their problems. Be that as it may, we
must take note of the fact that IS has already reached Pakistan and
Bangladesh in our neighbourhood. Further, while its physical and financial
bearings may have taken a beating, the digital and ideological moorings
of the IS are invisible and formidable. The lone wolfs have changed the
profile of a jihadi who was once influenced by poverty, unemployment,
and ideology to a new persona: that of a person coming from a middle
and upper middle class background with a better education, but with
perceptions of injustice. Technology has enabled IS to digitally expand itself
to a global outreach. There is need for awareness on these facts among
the stake holders in India, including the government and the governed,
when we address issues relating to IS terrorism.
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The Islamic State:

Origins, Evolution and Consequences

Alvite Singh Ningthoujam

ABSTRACT

Of West Asian origin, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has emerged
as one of the most organised terrorist organisations in recent times. Its roots
can be traced to 2004, the year when Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) was formed.
However, due to internal discords (primarily for leadership and dominance in
Syria and Iraq), the AQI got fragmented, and its faction—ISIS—went on to
become the world’s most-dreaded terror organisations since 2013. The unique
characteristic of this outfit was its possession of swathes of territories in Syria
and Iraq as well as huge financial wealth during its heyday. From an estimated
value of US$1.9 billion in 2014, ISIS’s finance was dropped to US$870 million
in 2016.1

This chapter addresses the evolution of ISIS and its global expansion in a short
duration. It also examines the steps taken by international powers due to which
the outfit is losing ground in its core areas in Syria and Iraq, and facing defeat
both territorially and financially in these two countries. The chapter also
highlights briefly how the influence of ISIS has penetrated into India. Finally,
after its decline in West Asia, the likely direction in which the organisation is
heading is also discussed.

The Origin

The dreaded terror phenomenon called the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS), which has spread its influence over large swathes of West Asia, has
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become a major concern not only for the countries of the region but the
world over. As it has been understood, the primary motive behind the
inception of this Sunni militant outfit was to establish a Caliphate, or an
Islamic state, to be governed by rigid Islamic laws. During late July 2014,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared himself the new Caliph of this group.
Ibrahim Awwad Ibrahim Ali al-Badri al-Samarrai, the real name of the self-
appointed Caliph, studied in the Islamic University of Baghdad, and
obtained a degree in Islamic Studies.2 Since his taking over of the terror
organisation, he is referred to as Caliph Ibrahim by his followers. It is
understood from this name—which means ‘succession’ in Arabic—that
the ultimate ambition of the leader is to establish the mentioned state
globally. However, this is now becoming more of a crumbling dream.

The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria was earlier a part of the Al-Qaeda
in Iraq (AQI), the group that was formed in 2004 when the US-led coalition
forces tried to establish control in Iraq after the toppling of Saddam
Hussein’s Ba’athist regime. The fighters in the ranks of the ISIS were mainly
composed of soldiers who had earlier served in the said regime, and were
known for their extremely brutal campaigns, mainly to spark off sectarian
clashes against the Shia community, particularly in war-ravaged Iraq. But
their leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, was replaced by Abu Ayyub al-Masri
as the former was killed in a US airstrike in October 2006. The newly
inducted leader then changed the outfit’s name to Islamic State in Iraq
(ISI), and appointed Abu Omar al-Baghdadi as the leader.

Similar to al-Zarqawi’s fate, this leadership lasted only for a few years
and, as result, from April 2010 onwards, the onus of running ISI fell on
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. It was he who finally gave it the name Islamic State
in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) or ISIS. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared ISIL
in early 2013, after the absorption of the Al-Qaeda backed militant group
in Syria known as Jabhat al-Nusra or Al-Nusra Front,3 which is now
renamed as Jabhat Ftah al-Sham (Conquest of Syria Front). Consequently,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s announcement of this merger led to the
development of rifts between Al-Nusra and ISIS, resulting in them going
their separate ways since 3 February 2014. The extreme brutalities of the
ISIS towards the local civilian populations ran contrary to Al-Qaeda’s
mission to unite all Muslim across the region, and this difference became
one of the most important factors for the eventual divorce between them.

Although their core ideology remains mostly the same, ISIS and Al-
Qaeda have adopted different strategies and operational tactics. ISIS
coerces local populations while advertising to a global audience. It has
created local governance. It has also targeted potential recruits around the
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world, with propaganda in dozens of languages weighing in on issues
unique to Muslim communities in France, Russia, or elsewhere. However,
ISIS’s message is a zero-sum game: you are either with ISIS, or you are an
infidel. It has been prepared to act ruthlessly against those who do not
share its hard-line worldview. Its tactics are coercive. In the end, it tends
to act unilaterally.

In contrast, al-Qaeda groups have focused more on local populations
and local flashpoints. Al-Qaeda co-opts; it seeks local buy-ins that makes
the movement sustainable in the long term. Al-Qaeda has positioned itself
as an actor on a higher moral ground by building alliances with local
militias and limiting collateral damage in an incredibly brutal civil war.
Al-Qaeda’s long-term objective is the same as the Islamic State’s: to reform
society and govern it under a strict interpretation of the Sharia. However,
they differ in methodology and timelines.4

There is now a competition for dominance between these two groups,
although global attention has tilted towards the ISIS with its ever
expanding activities—physically and ideologically—not only in West Asia
but also in Europe, North America, Central America, South and Southeast
Asia. These two organisations are playing on each other by closely
monitoring each one’s achievements and failures. The ISIS has been
branding itself as being more successful, and illustrates this in the form of
capturing more territories, recruiting more local and foreign fighters, and
importantly, acquiring large financial wealth. In the words of Michael Weiss
and Hassan Hassan, the author of ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror,

Inside Iraq, the dynamics and nature of ISIS changed as well. Al-
Baghdadi had earnestly taken up [the] PR gambit inaugurated by al-
Zarqawi, and then expanded by al-Masri and the first al-Baghdadi,
and further Iraqized ISIS, outfitting its upper echelons with former
Saddamists. By incorporating al-Nursra’s lower and middle cadres,
al-Baghdadi thus found himself once again commanding a more
internationalised terror army, one that spanned the Levant and
Mesopotamia. Thus, by renouncing al-Qaeda, al-Baghdadi actually
returned ISIS to a version of its earliest incarnation in Iraq.5

As for Al-Qaeda, its activities and influence are noticeably downgraded
since the past few years, after being clouded over by ISIS. However, one
cannot afford to underestimate as yet the potential of this major terror
organisation.

Right from the time of its inception, ISIS had followed stringent
behavioural norms and strategies. This made it starkly different from other
militant organisations operating in the region. Its brutality first came to
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notice when the fighters started massacring their rivals, but attracted global
attention after they executed thousands of Iraqi soldiers and 100 odd Syrian
troops during mid-2014. Their extreme intolerance to external interventions
in various West Asian crises, particularly in Iraq and Syria, has been
signified by the killings of foreign nationals, including aid workers and
journalists. Its adherence to strict Islamic punishments is noticeable in the
form of floggings; imposing bans on smoking and music; and enforcing
other social restrictions, which are deemed as un-Islamic. Notwithstanding
the differences, Al-Qaeda and ISIS will continue to exploit the presence of
disillusioned youths and disaffected groups wherever possible. They will
play their roles continuously in undermining the existence of modern-day
state systems in West Asia and in other parts of the world. Their rivalries
and competition do “not weaken the jihadist threat; it widens its scope”.6

Due to ISIS’s ambition to establish a Caliphate, thousands of foreign
fighters of all profiles and backgrounds, from over 100 countries, have
flocked to Syria and Iraq to fight in the ranks of the organisation. During
its peak period, particularly between 2014 and mid-2015, the number is
estimated at being 30,000.7 A majority of these fighters came from Tunisia,
Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. During the early days, the Syrian humanitarian
crisis and the establishment of an Islamic state in a particular territory,
etc. were some of the radicalising and recruiting factors. Alongside this,
family problems; societal pressures; the search for identity; acceptance and
purpose; and peer pressures are some of the attributing factors for the rising
rate of radicalisation amongst the youth. This makes them vulnerable to
the recruitment activities conducted by ISIS. Many of such youth have
travelled to Syria and Iraq voluntarily. However, a sense of marginalisation
and depravation are not the sole reasons for their drift towards religious
extremism. In some cases, adventurism and mercenary desires are other
attributed factors which resulted in departures for Iraq and Syria and
joining ISIS.

A systematic recruitment pattern is another trait which has enabled
this ISIS to recruit fighters, and this is being carried out by using some of
the latest social media applications, particularly Twitter,8 Skype, Kik,
Facebook, and other popular platforms. Beyond this, publications in the
vernacular languages, including Russian, Turkish, and Malay, also help
in pushing ISIS propaganda into a particular region. While Dabiq used to
be a popular English propaganda magazine, a new publication—
Rumiyah—is propagating the extremist ideology and activities of ISIS.
Furthermore, since the beginning, ISIS has been using narratives such as
‘Islam is in danger’, and that ‘Muslims are severely oppressed and
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marginalised’ to fuel the process of radicalisation, ultimately leading to
recruitment. In other words, “grievances, jihad, and martyrdom” are the
“recurring narratives”.9

Another dimension of global concern is ISIS’ sources of funding. One
of the most important sources has been the kidnap-for-ransom tactic, with
foreign workers often being the prime targets. There are also reports of
funds being transferred to ISIS by Persian Gulf countries, such as Kuwait,
Qatar, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia.10 This was allegedly done through Kuwait,
with the tacit approval of the regimes in the mentioned countries.11

However, some of the studies conducted on this aspect of funding have
mentioned the lack of “hard evidence” of donations from the mentioned
countries, particularly for the period 2014–2016, in contrast to the “limited
donations” to the predecessors of  ISIS which does have some evidence,
during the 2000s.12

However, along the journey, ISIS has exploited various other means
to garner financial support. During the initial days, it could gather a large
sum of money out of petty crimes and bank robberies. After capturing
Mosul’s Central Bank, ISIS reportedly looted 500 billion Iraqi dinars,
approximately US$ 425 million and, with a total fund worth approximately
US$ 2 billion (in 2014), it was considered “the world’s richest terrorist
group”.13 Another breakthrough happened when ISIS captured large oil
fields in Syria and Iraq.14 The oil seized from these fields was sold at a
discounted price, which was estimated at US$25 to US$60 a barrel, as
against the market price of US$ 100 then, and the total profits from such
sales was over US$ 3 million a day.15 Turkey, Jordan, Iraqi Kurdistan, and
the rebels in Syria were suspected to be the recipients of oil sold by ISIS in
the black market.16 However, due to the military campaigns of the coalition
forces in Syria and Iraq, ISIS significantly began to lose these natural
resources. Moreover, most of the illegal trade routes were destroyed by
the security forces. This has resulted in the decline of its financial wealth,
and by 2016, it has dropped to approximately US$ 870 million (annual
revenue).17 Under the current circumstances, this decline will become more
acute, and ISIS will find it extremely difficult to rebuild its financial stability
to the level it was a couple of years ago.

Evolution: ISIS’s Territorial Expansion

From the word ‘state’, it is evident that the ISIS carries an objective to
establish a well-defined Islamic state which will be governed by strict
Sharia law. In order to meet this goal, since the beginning of 2014, the
organisation has fought unrelentingly to capture as much territory as it
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could. Such efforts have led to the takeover of some of Iraq’s and Syria’s
cities, such as Tikrit, Fallujah, Mosul, Ramadi, Raqqa, Palmyra, along with
other towns and villages. In other words, by the time the self-appointed
Caliph made his first public appearance on 4 July 2014, ISIS had already
taken control of territories “stretching from al-Bab in Syria’s Aleppo
governorate to Suleiman Bek in Iraq’s Salah ad Din province, over 400
miles away”.18 Unlike Al-Qaeda, ISIS “requires territory to remain
legitimate and a top-down structure to rule it”.19 This is one of the traits
which has lifted it to global prominence, unlike other organisations which
are operating today.

The territorial conquests of 2014, followed by unfolding events in West
Asia during early 2015 wherein ISIS militants captured two strategically
and historically important places have indicated its vigour to consolidate,
control, and expand its territories. The fall of the city of Ramadi, the capital
of Anbar Province in Iraq, on 17 May, and the historic city of Palmyra in
Syria on 20 May (both in 2015) happened amidst efforts to destroy this
Sunni militant group. The victory came contrary to the claim by American
officials that the ISIS was on the defensive in Iraq. By capturing these cities
with very well-planned tactics, the organisation demonstrated its capability
to operate on multiple fronts, and carry out effective offensive operations.

The breakneck speed at which the cities were captured has raised
several questions about the fighting capabilities of the security forces of
Iraq as well as of US-led coalition airstrikes. The lack of strategy, as
mentioned by President Barack Obama in August 2014 vis-à-vis the fight
against ISIS in Syria, had become more visible as there seemed to be no
stoppage to the terror organisation’s forward movement. ISIS’ success in
Ramadi was particularly a setback in America’s effort inside Iraq. The
American forces fought bitterly with the Islamist militants during 2005
and 2006 to take this city from their control. However, this city became a
prized possession for ISIS. Moreover, the “Anbar Province [also] holds
painful historical import for the United States as the place where nearly
1,300 marines and soldiers died after the American-led invasion of 2003.”20

Therefore, this episode has become quite galling for the Americans.

The ISIS takeover of Ramadi did not come without major resistance.
It happened after a continuous battle between ISIS militants and the Iraqi
Security (ISF). The campaign to take control of cities began in Ramadi and
nearby places (such as Fallujah) during late December 2013. While the ISF
had the upper hand over Ramadi, Fallujah fell into the hands of the
extremists. Since then, Ramadi became the prime target for the ISIS, and
the group had been eyeing it for months. It started making strategic moves
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in the surrounding areas as early as December 2014. The manner in which
Ramadi fell was similar Mosul’s capture by the ISIS in June 2014, except
that there were no coalition bombings in the case of the latter. The forces
of the government had to flee from their posts, abandon their weapons
and vehicles after the militants began with intensified attacks. These
included suicide bombings by explosives-laden cars as well as artillery
shelling. In the words of one, “Ramadi finally cracked when struck with
a hammer blow—namely, twenty-eight suicide car bombs in three days,
including at least six massive fifteen-ton armed truck bombs on single
attack.”21 The triumph over the state forces— despite the military back-up
of the Western powers—highlights the extent of the strength of this
organisation.

Even before the takeover of Ramadi sunk in, the ISIS, in a quick
succession, captured the historic city of Palmyra in Syria. This victory came
after the forces loyal to the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad lost out to
the ISIS militants in a seven-day siege. The immediate concern out of this
unfolding was fear of the possible destruction of the city’s magnificent
historical ruins. Once a Silk Route hub and presently one of the most
important cultural centres of the ancient world, Palmyra is known for its
several well-preserved ruins from antiquity, including the famous Temple
of Bell whose construction dates back to the first century.

Since the beginning of 2015, ISIS started to bulldoze its way through
many invaluable cultural heritage sites of Syria and Iraq. It vehemently
opposes the preservation of historical ruins as it feels that these glorify
idolatry. Besides destroying archaeological sites, ISIS has even burned 1,500
historical manuscripts. ISIS attacks are anti-humanity in nature: “[they]
threaten to upend millennia of coexistence in the Middle East.”22 The
destruction of these antiquities should not be seen as sporadic events but
as are part of a systematic campaign taken up by the organisation to uproot
“humanity’s cultural legacy.”23 However, at the same time, many of the
artefacts have been reportedly sold by ISIS on the black market in European
cities to raise funds for the organisation. This was one of the many ways
in which the entire financial system of ISIS has been managed. In late
September 2014, the UNESCO warned about the imminent danger Iraq’s
cultural heritage would face should the ISIS manage to capture it. However,
this was not the first time lootings took place in Iraq: Iraqi heritage had
already suffered blows following the toppling of the Hussein regime in
2003. The recurrence of these incidents and the failure to protect thousand-
year-old artefacts/monuments reflect the lackadaisical attitude of both Iraq
and the international powers that are striving to bring stability in the
region.
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Crises in the Caliphate: Territorial Shrinkage

While territorial annexations increased ISIS’s credibility as an organisation
that remained committed to building an Islamic state, over a period of
time, this dream has started to fade. For an organisation like ISIS, which
swears by its ambition to establish a global Caliphate, the loss of territory
is definitely a setback. The coalition military campaign led by the USA
since September 2014 began to keep a check on the forward movements
of ISIS, particularly in Iraq. Despite several gaps in the overall strategy,
the counter-offensive measures have paid off well in Syria also. During
2015 and early 2016, ISIS started to lose its grip in some of the areas it
controlled in both these countries. Before its decisive victory (in Ramadi
in May 2015), Iraqi forces, in coordination with tribal forces and locals,
recaptured the strategic city of Tikrit in April. With this triumph, efforts to
free Mosul from the clutch of the group had begun. In November 2015,
coordination between Kurdish Peshmerga fighters and the Yazidis resulted
in regaining full control of Sinjar in Iraq, and parts of a road which served
as a link with Syria.24 This restricted the movements of the fighters between
Iraq and Syria, curbed the smuggling of weapons, and caused financial
strain. In a quick succession, a US-led coalition campaign liberated Ramadi
in late December 2015. Since then, ISIS did not made any significant
progress in its attempts to occupy more territories though it continues to
carry out attacks.

Similarly, ISIS territories inside Syria have begun to shrink although
its so-called headquarters at Raqqa is still under its control. From early
2015, Syrian Kurds, who are fighting against the ISIS militias, have made
concerted efforts to take back the border down of Tal Abyad in Syria, which
is close to the Turkish border. This was a strategic asset as ISIS fighters
used it to cross into Turkey; Tal Abyad has also served as a supply conduit
for Raqqa. The Kurdish Popular Protection Units (YPG), backed by US air
strikes, has assisted in the liberation campaign. Along with the loss of
territories, the financial system of the ISIS was severely affected in both
the countries. This is increasingly causing rifts amongst the fighters. Amidst
these developments, Turkey has remained extremely concerned about the
rising capabilities of the Syrian Kurds along its borders as they have been
demanding a separate entity for themselves. As observed by an American
defence expert,

the situation in Syria is not dissimilar to what is occurring in Iraq:
Kurdish territorial successes in expelling ISIS safe havens are
emboldening Kurdish nationalist groups and stirring ethnic
tensions...But their successes will...stir deep concerns across the
border in Turkey.25
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The divergence of interests is the reason why external players, including
Turkey and the USA, do not see eye-to-eye on combating ISIS, or any other
organisations. This mainly pertains to the Syrian crisis where a few
countries do not want to see the back of Bashar al-Assad, while others
support the establishment of a new government without him.

In 2015, ISIS territory (in Syria and Iraq) shrunk from 90,000 sq km to
78,000 sq km—a net loss of 14 per cent. Data released in early October
2015 mentioned that there was a decline from 78,000 sq km to 65,000 sq
km in the first nine months of this year.26 The commencement of Russian
air strikes from 30 September 2015 has also contributed to the cornering
of ISIS in Syria. The Russian intervention enabled Al-Assad’s forces and
its allies to push out ISIS from Palmyra during late March 2015. After
Russian President Vladimir Putin announced the drawdown of troops from
Syria on 14 March 2016, the Russian military campaigns shifted its targets
towards Palmyra and the nearby areas, resulting into the breakthrough.
This has reignited the debate over Russia’s potential return to West Asia
as a major player. While Russia’s military prowess has been exhibited, it
is yet to be seen how far Moscow’s political clout will help in resolving
the Syrian crisis. This still looks shaky as other players, including the USA,
are not on the same page over the issue of political transition.

As ISIS upholds the centrality of establishing an Islamic state, the
continuous shrinking of territories under its direct governance has become
a serious drawback. It was the territorial expansion since mid-June 2014
which made ISIS unique as compared to other contemporary terror
organisations. Even its parent-organisation, Al-Qaeda, could not keep
defined territories (despite its enormous network) of such magnitude since
its inception in the late 1980s. The idea of having a Caliphate with
administrative units, currency, social services as well as judicial,
educational, and banking systems has attracted like-minded terror
organisations, supporters and sympathisers from different corners of the
world. When the territorial control starts crumbling, the ambition of raising
such an entity diminishes.

Despite the gradual retreats from Iraq and Syria, ISIS has still managed
to keep certain areas intact. Its leadership continues to make strategic
decisions, and give orders vis-à-vis operations for the region and beyond.
Moreover, the physical and logistical capabilities to conduct attacks have
not been fully contained or destroyed. Another worrisome factor is the
potential of chemical and biological attacks. This terror outfit was
reportedly responsible for an attack involving mustard gas.27 After an
alleged use of such lethal weapons against the Kurdish forces in August
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2015,28 the European Parliament and US intelligence have warned of the
possibility of such attacks, particularly in Europe. A serious debate on this
issue was kick-started after the 13 November Paris attack.29 The profiles
of the foreign recruits of ISIS are mostly with educational and professional
experiences on technical subjects such as physics, chemistry, and computer
science; this is another reason to be concerned.

As ISIS started to lose ground, it has begun to export its terror activities
abroad. There have been several attacks either directly linked to ISIS or
inspired by it. Some of the major incidents have taken place between late
2014 and March 2016 in France, Yemen, Tunisia, Turkey, Belgium, Kuwait,
Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Australia, Libya,
Indonesia, and Egypt.30 The carnage, particularly in Paris31 and Brussels,
are clear manifestations of ISIS’s rising ability to strike overseas targets
with meticulous planning. They also signify a level of proficiency. Further
attacks cannot be ruled out as there are already vast Islamist networks
with access to weapons systems, financial assistance, and returnees with
battlefield experiences. This is also applicable to the South and Southeast
Asian context from where fighters have moved towards West Asia, and
disaffected groups and local terror outfits are looking for the right moment
to strike. Thus, they are going to be a major challenge to the counter-
terrorism measures of countries which have already witnessed either ISIS-
directed or ISIS-inspired attacks.

Another challenge is the issue of controlling the territories re-captured
from ISIS. Owing to the highly sectarian nature of the conflict, and the
involvement of various factions with different objectives, there should be
clear-cut policies of how to integrate and govern. It will be undesirable to
witness an emergence of new fighting between different groups wherever
ISIS has not been completely uprooted.

Merely liberating territories alone will not break the backbone of ISIS;
but fighting its extremely pernicious ideology should be helpful in the long
run. However, the reality is that there are still no effective counter-
narratives or de-radicalisation programmes that could prevent
impressionable youths from blowing themselves up in the name of a holy
war. The present-day radicalisation process, particularly in Europe, is a
suitable example. ISIS has gone transnational in its campaigns. Tackling
these eminent problems is going to be a major challenge in the foreseeable
future.

Financial and Internal Discords

From being considered the world’s wealthiest terror organisation in 2014,
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ISIS now faces financial constraints. In mid-2015, its overall monthly
revenue in the territories under its control in Syria and Iraq was estimated
at US$ 80 million; but these plummeted to US$ 56 million in March 2016.
This has come about with the destruction of several oil fields by air
campaigns conducted by the US-led coalition as well as by the coordinated
efforts of Russia and its allies. A direct impact is being felt by ISIS fighters,
and the organisation is struggling to maintain its military infrastructures.
Moreover, the oil trade has become more difficult due to the recapture of
strategic cities (in Syria and Iraq) which were once used as routes for illegal
trade, the movement of fighters, and smuggling (particularly along the
Turkish border). Earlier, a significant amount of oil was reportedly
marketed within Iraq as well as in ISIS-controlled and rebel-held territories
in northern Syria.32 Beyond the borders, Turkey has been identified as an
alleged buyer of such oil. The air strikes have resulted in the destruction
of almost 30 per cent of the organisation’s oil infrastructures.33 Indeed by
the end of 2016, the annual revenue of ISIS dropped to US$ 970 million.34

With the decline in the oil trade, ISIS has shifted to imposing different
forms of taxes on the population. The jizyah or taxation from the non-
Muslims (particularly Christians) is an example. It has been collecting
monetary fines from people who are unable to answer correctly questions
related to the holy Quran, or anyone found violating the Sharia law.35 Some
of the prime sources of the revenue of ISIS include extortion, kidnapping,
the smuggling of arms and drugs as well as private funding. It also levies
heavy taxes on people’s income, and collects fees for the use of basic
facilities such as water, electricity, and cellular mobile services.

Considering the growing crises, ISIS will no doubt make unrelenting
efforts to retain those territories which are still under its governance. This
will help it in serving strategic purposes such as generating funds from
the remaining oil they still possess, continue running the extortion business,
and keep training foreign fighters. Without recapturing all the territories,
efforts to cut all the financial lifelines will be a huge challenge for the allies
involved in the fight against the organisation.

Another fund-related problem is the slashing of the salaries of ISIS
fighters in Syria and Iraq by almost 50 per cent. While is its unclear as to
how much every fighter was paid during the organisation’s heyday, the
reduced monthly salary for Syrian fighters is estimated at US$ 200, and
US$ 400 for the foreign fighters.36 The perception that outsiders are paid
higher—on the ground that they have left behind comfortable lives in their
respective countries—has triggered serious the “ire and resentments of
local ISIS members.”37 Such an anomaly has given rise to internal discord
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amongst the fighters. Foreign recruits have been blamed by the locals for
the fall of territories due to their incompetence, and there are complaints
pertaining to their disregard for the local culture, traditions, and tribal
structures.38 The former rationale fits well with the assumption that the
fighters, mainly from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Africa, are inferior
and “expendable” as compared to their Arabs and Western counterparts.39

Moreover, there is also the belief that the estrangement is caused due to
the dominating nature of the foreign recruits over the local fighters. An
amalgamation of these factors is leading to serious internal chaos within
the group. As a result of the rising rift between the local and the foreign
fighters, there has been a decline in the influx of foreign recruits. From an
average influx of about 1,500—2,000 fighters every monthly till recently,
the current speculated number is between 200 and 500.40 This has been a
major setback for ISIS which once boasted about its ability to recruit
thousands of fighters from across the globe.

These challenges within Iraq and Syria are apparently leading to the
expansion of activities elsewhere, and now ISIS is adopting new strategies
or tactics. Increasing ISIS-connected activities in North Africa, Europe,
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Southeast Asia are the manifestations of this.
Some foreign recruits are likely to start moving towards other places where
ISIS has established links. The attackers in Paris and Brussels were once
in Syria where they received training. There is likely to be recurrences of
similar assaults, particularly in other parts of Europe. This is also primarily
due to the reason that there are already Islamist networks many European
countries capable of providing logistical support for carrying out attacks.
With their back-up and financing, Paris/Brussels-like carnage will not
remain an impossible task. As estimated by an American terror-financing
analyst, the total cost of the Brussels attack was between US$ 10,000 and
US$ 15,000 only which, according to him, is “cheap.”41 Orders for further
attacks need not come from the leadership in Syria but can be executed
by the returnees or local outfits which have been heavily influenced by
ISIS. The continuous evolution of extremism or jihadism will sustain these
radical elements, whether the Sunni outfit is destroyed or not.

India and ISIS

While India continues to face threats from terror organisations—the
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM), and Hizbul
Mujahideen—it is also concerned with the rise of ISIS. Initially, India’s main
concern was the safety of the migrant workers who are in the Persian Gulf
countries. The West Asian region alone gave India remittances worth US$
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35 billion during 2014–2015. As a result, it is a very important region in
terms of economic reasons. The deterioration of the security and political
order in West Asia is watched by New Delhi with much concern. In the
light of this, the manner in which ISIS has spread its influence worldwide
is taken seriously by India like any other country elsewhere.42

India was always been more worried about its citizens residing in West
Asia; indeed it hardly thought that ISIS influence would penetrate into
the country.43 However, this perception was short lived as it has made
several ISIS-connected arrests. The initial complacency of the Indian
establishment was because an insignificant number of Indian Muslims
joined the organisation in Syria or Iraq, and there has been no attack
conducted by it. Many were under the impression that Muslims in India
are well integrated into mainstream society, and are not affected by
extremist ideology. Because of this belief, many in the country do not view
ISIS as a major threat while there are others who remain wary, particularly
considering the its export of terror and ideology. The departure of four
Muslim youths from Kalyan in Maharashtra to Iraq in July 2014 received
some attention; but it did not trigger an immediate concern in India.

However, the situation changed after one of the youths returned to
India after serving briefly in the so-called “Caliphate” and during
interrogation, exposed certain previously unknown facts, some of which
included the role of the social media in radicalisation and recruitment, the
presence of insiders within the country who make the necessary
arrangements for travel, and most importantly, the nexus that exists
between Indians in the country and abroad, particularly in the Persian Gulf
countries. These are some characteristics of the workings of ISIS which
have been noticed in other countries too.

Over a period of time, ISIS-connected activities in India have escalated,
and are no longer dormant. Security agencies—mainly the National
Intelligence Agency (NIA), Anti-Terrorist Squad (ATS), and state police—
have arrested over 50 ISIS supporters/sympathisers between late 2015 and
mid-2016.44 This dispels the myth that Indian Muslims are immune to the
lure of ISIS propaganda or that only a few youths joining it hardly makes
any difference. Geographical distance is not a barrier which prevents
radicalised persons from travelling to be in the caliphate. Despite a strict
surveillance being put into place in India under difficult circumstances,
instances of radicalisation and recruitment have been discovered. This is
causing great concern to the government, the security agencies, and the
civil society. This is taking place at this crucial stage when ISIS’s end is
being predicted repeatedly by various strategists and analysts who are



West Asia in Transition332

looking at the current scenarios in Syria and Iraq. Thus, while it is losing
ground in Syria, Iraq, and Libya, the successful penetration of its influence
in other countries is sustaining its profile as an organisation which the
international community has to continuously fight against. It should be
acknowledged that ISIS has been transformed from a mere physical entity
that could be toppled militarily to an idea which is getting harder to
counter. It is the latter phenomenon which is currently being seen in India.

While the threats from ISIS need not be either exaggerated or
underplayed, the authorities in India and its citizens should at least be
aware of the fact that the country is under the radar of people who are
highly influenced by this organisation. This is where the threats from the
radicalised youths hold substance. Regardless of how many radicalised
people were absorbed as well as the 22-minutue video clip released in May
2016 by ISIS with a specific focus on India and South Asia,45 it is true that
radicalised Muslim youth are either allegedly travelling to Syria or are
planning operations by remaining in the country. ISIS has tried to invoke
anti-state sentiments by referring to the “violence against Muslims in many
places, including Mumbai, Gujarat, Assam and Moradabad.”46 There are
reports of 21 youths from Kerala who have gone missing, with a few
allegedly joining ISIS. Moreover, the arrests in Hyderabad by the NIA are
an indication of the developments which have taken place in India. These
impressionable youths had access to weapons systems, possessed lethal
explosive-related chemicals, and received financial assistance from their
handlers, both in India and abroad.47

Although the terror plots by these radicalised people in India were
foiled, the above-mentioned ISIS-connected developments are worrisome.
The phenomenon of radicalisation of youths in different Indian states
should be monitored closely, and be dealt with accordingly. In this context,
a robust coordination between civil society and security establishments is
crucial. Incitement to violence in person, or through social media tools by
influential leaders, or ideologues in the country needs to be countered
ideologically.

As ISIS influence has already penetrated India, it is the duty of civilian
society, alongside security apparatus, to put up a commendable job in
tackling the menace. There are constant efforts from the Ministry of Home
Affairs (MHA)—in coordination with state police—not just to nab terror-
linked people but also to prevent departures of such elements to the
conflict-ridden West Asian countries (Syria/Iraq). These security
authorities are also roping in families and peer groups while fighting the
problem of radicalisation. It is because of this, the Indian Home Minister
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emphasised the strength of “India’s traditions and values”. A constant
monitoring of suspicious youths and their activities is in place. Moreover,
as this phenomenon is predominantly seen in Muslim society, several
religious leaders, Non-government organisations (NGOs), and civilian
organisations from the community itself are coming out in the public and
condemning the atrocities committed by outfits like ISIS in the name of
religion. Notwithstanding these positive arrangements, the challenges
ahead are still enormous as it is not only a fight against individuals or a
terror group but also against an ideology which has spread far and wide.

Likely Consequences

The ongoing coalition military operations in Syria and Iraq are putting
tremendous pressure on ISIS fighters. However, there are also a couple of
parallel activities taking place beyond West Asia which need to be
considered. The first is the return-journeys of well-trained foreign fighters
back to their native countries. The second comprises the rise of lone-actor/
wolf attacks, both in the USA and Europe. This particular phenomenon is
raising many security concerns.

Earlier, terrorism comprised of coordinated attacks by existing
organisations which had developed the wherewithal to inflict damage.
However, this has changed with the induction of unknown lone wolves
whose actions are difficult to detect and deter. A vast majority of attacks
in the Western world have either been carried out by ISIS operatives or by
the lone wolves who have drawn inspiration from the organisation.
Activities by these individuals have gone in favour of this outfit which
continuously attempts to spread its tentacles all over the world.

With the significant decline in the influx of fighters into Iraq and Syria,
a pertinent question has arisen: is the “terrorism threat ... actually easing
or just morphing into a more dangerous new phase”?48 This is where the
relevance of the returnees comes into the picture as a new phase may be
in the offing. There is the possibility of the returnees teaming up with those
who have been radicalised but who have not had an opportunity to travel
abroad. In other words, the return journeys are likely to exacerbate the
problem of violent extremism domestically.

The concerns emanating out of such reversal will be serious not only
in countries such as Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Russia, Turkey, and Jordan (from
where highest numbers of foreign fighters joined ISIS)49 but also in Europe,
and as far as Australia. The problem is not only from people departing
for Syria/Iraq anymore; it emanates more from the threats emerging from
those who are fleeing the strongholds of ISIS. While it has to be
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acknowledged that not all the returning foreign fighters will want to
continue fighting or “form the next generation of global jihadists”;50

however, the presence of even a small fraction with such inclinations
should not be taken lightly. Some of them are still convinced “of the
righteousness of their cause”. This is mostly applicable in the European
context, where there is an exponential rise of radicalisation. A study
conducted by the Sydney-based Lowy Institute points out that “the future
foreign fighter cohort in Syria and Iraq [can be divided] into four
categories”. These include “...those who choose to remain in Syria and
Iraq; those who leave in order to continue violent jihad in another theatre,
either at home or elsewhere; those who seek to return to their country of
origin; and those who go to a third country of refuge”.51

Being concerned with the surge in attacks, European and American
security officials have expressed concerns about the likely fallout of the
military defeats of ISIS. The risk is acute in Europe which has faced a few
brazen attacks. For instance, French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (2014–
2016) mentioned that there are “nearly 700 jihadists who are either French
or live in France are in Iraq and Syria at the moment”, and “their return
represents an additional threat to our national security... it’s going to be a
long fight”.52 Moreover, news of ISIS-connected lone-wolf activities and
similarly terrifying incidents has been widely reported from Belgium,
Germany, and the USA since the last few months. While some of these
turned out to be ISIS-directed/inspired, there have been cases when the
organisation’s connections with the perpetrators were tenuous. Tellingly,
a dreaded concoction of mental-health illness, an increase in violence
streaks, and religion-based radicalisation are on the upswing, resulting in
acts of terror. Lone-wolf attacks are gradually instilling fear amongst
civilians. This is more so because of the nature of their target audience,
and the locations in which terror attacks are perpetrated such as theatres,
pubs, malls, train stations, airports, etc. Between inspired individuals who
act alone and those terrorist operatives acting at the orders of leaders from
Syria or Iraq, there are also individuals who “operate somewhere between
the two extremes”.53 And, as ISIS has heralded many of these attacker its
‘soldiers’, a copious amount of investigation is required to get to the bottom
of the matter and challenge this narrative. However, their presence is
increasingly becoming a serious menace for counterterrorism agencies.

Conclusion

The international community cannot afford to remain complacent by
merely looking at the decline of ISIS in West Asia. The society in the region
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is extremely divided on the lines of ethnicity and sect. This Sunni-terror
group has further deepened the issue of sectarianism in this part of the
world. The unresolved Syrian crisis is also likely to exacerbate the problem
in the region. In Iraq, too, the future is still very uncertain as a unity
between Shia and Sunni seems apparently impossible. Even if ISIS is
eliminated, there is no clarity about who would rule the evicted territories,
and this problem will be exacerbated due to the involvement of the Kurds,
the Turks, and the Iranians in the fight against the organisation in both
these West Asian countries. Each one of these players, undoubtedly, has
their own interests.

Moreover, as ISIS is losing ground, it is likely to turn to insurgency in
its core areas in West Asia while its fleeing fighters are likely to conduct
sporadic attacks in their native countries. The latter scenario is a matter of
grave concern, given the rising phenomenon of home grown extremism
and radicalisation in different countries. The undetectable nature of these
radicalised lots will remain a major security challenge. In the wake of
threats coming from radicalised individuals, returnees, and terrorist
operatives, there is need for higher security vigilance and enhanced
coordination between the agencies of different countries. One should be
cognizant of the fact that the threats are fast changing from direct attacks
to that of ISIS-inspired ones and they are rapidly spreading. As the foreign
fighters go home, they will carry the terror ideology along with them.

Finally, alongside military measures, there is urgent need to counter
ISIS’s pernicious ideology which has already been received favourably by
several terror outfits and individuals in different corners of the world. In
the light of this, a comprehensive counter-narrative to tackle radicalisation
should be implemented which, otherwise, is dreadfully lacking at the
moment.
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