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The MENA Report, published monthly by The 
Cordoba Foundation, provides unique insights and 
analysis of events and developments in the Middle 
East and North Africa. Seeking to provide impartial, 
accurate and authoritative content and analysis, 
we do this through The Cordoba Foundation’s 
unique access to rare and highly important 
primary sources in the Middle East and beyond.  

AbouT ThE MENA REpoRT
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Reports of a chemical attack on al-Ghotta district in 
Damascus came as we were putting the final touches to The 
MENA Report for August. The scale and result of the attack 
shocked even the people in the Middle East who are used 
to regular news of atrocities. The dust of the chemical attack 
has not yet settled. As expected, the Syrian regime protested 
its innocence and instead apportioning blame on the 
opposition for carrying out the dreadful attack. However it is 
most unlikely that an attack of such magnitude is within the 
technical and logistical capability of the ragtag opposition 
groups. It is also noticeable that allies of the Syrian regime 
quickly exonerated the Syrian government without offering 
the suggestion of an investigation by the international 
community. The timing of the attack is also curios; it came 
during a visit by an UN-lead weapons inspection team to 
investigate previous alleged government chemical attacks. 
If the Syrian government does not allow the team access 
to the stricken area, serious consequences will definitely 
follow. Despite the West’s fear of the ascendancy to power 
by proponents of Sunni political Islam, and hence inaction 
towards the continuous brutality of the Syrian the regime, 
the attack is definitely a game-changer.  It hauled the region 

WELCoME

from tactical low -level manageable warfare to a strategic 
dangerous level. If Israel is concerned, without a shadow 
of a doubt the West will act accordingly. If the battered 
and unsophisticated Syrian army managed to annihilate 
hundreds of people in a single chemical attack, imagine 
what more advanced weapons in the hands of the Iranians 
and their vassals would do in the region if unchecked. It is 
not the physical harm but rather the psychological menace 
that will further stretch the arm of Iranian diplomacy in this 
vital region.

It is in the interest of the Syrian regime and their allies to 
keep the war of words and accusations restricted to the 
domain of the media. While Russia and China will continue 
their efforts to protect the regime in the United Nation’s 
Security Council, the opposition and their backers will work 
hard to convince the international community to move 
from rhetoric to action and transcend the Security Council. 
In the past two years the local media has been an effective 
tool in the change of events on the local level as opposed 
to the international media. Past American and British policy 
blunders in Iraq and Afghanistan served to dampen the 
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rush to point the finger and accept allegations at face value. 
‘Crying wolf’ again, unfortunately for the victims, is not 
finding a listening ear by the media even if true this time.

In no era other than the one we are living in at the moment 
has media manipulation had such an important role in 
shaping our politics, ideology and perception of the world 
around us. We all remember the concerted media campaign 
that preceded the invasion of Iraq in 2003. People in the 
West and their political masters were convinced that Iraq 
had a viable nuclear and chemical arsenal. The orchestrated 
media campaign by traditionally respectable media 
syndicates such as the BBC and less scrupulous organisations 
like the Sky conglomerates stoked fear in the hearts of the 
population. Some politicians genuinely believed that unless 
they attacked, their civilisation and way of “life” would be in 
mortal danger. The consequences of the invasion were dire, 
loss of human lives, communal and political instability, and 
above all for the West, the loss credibility in regards to the 
assessment of dangers in the international arena.
Proponents of the Clash of Civilisations and cultural 
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supremacy theses are an inherent feature in every society. 
For the rest of the population to be convinced by this 
supremacy, they have to believe that the other constitutes 
an immediate threat to their way of life and their moral 
values. The cleavages between the cultures have to be 
presented in such a way that war is the only viable remedy to 
reconcile these differences.  It is not troubling when the fool 
tries to convince the wise, but it is worrying when the wise 
is willingly sleep-walking into the trap. Clearly, everyone 
has their inherent biases, personal and communal interests, 
and previously formed opinions. However if these biases 
are not checked and revised, we will never get out of the 
cycle of instability, violence and inequality. For hundreds 
of years the misinformation between the Christian and the 
Muslim worlds resulted in centuries of violence and wars. 
Religion was par excellence a political resource for centuries. 
However, it is important that the imperative bias emanating 
from religion should not sully our ability to seek the truth 
and informed opinion, since religion in itself is supposed to 
be a paradigm and a means for achieving justice. 
In the absence of real democratic institutions and the 
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einherently corrupt and unprofessional media in the Middle 

East, it is somewhat axiomatic that the truth is the main 
victim when political opinions differ. The flow of information 
from the official sources should not be taken at face value. 
Western leniency with the coup leaders in Egypt encouraged 
the army and security services to massacre hundreds of 
demonstrators in the streets of Cairo. These crimes were 
preceded by an unbelievable array of propaganda willingly 
reiterated by American and British officials in their briefings 
over the past few weeks. Take for example, when an America 
official reaffirmed the outrageous Egyptian claim that 30 
million people took to the streets of Cairo on the eve of June 
30th to call for a military intervention and end Morsi’s rule. 

The influence of the mass media on ordinary people is 
widely acknowledged. In the Egyptian case, Saudi and 
UAE’s money fuelled a frenzied media attack on the nascent 
democratic institutions in Egypt to the extent that the 
ordinary citizen was willing to sacrifice his vote and political 
freedom just to end the miserable economic and social 
situation that he was led to believe he was in. Paradoxically, 

in the media campaigns of Saudi and the Arab Gulf states, 
they focussed on the issue of Western conspiracy with the 
Muslim Brotherhood to destabilise Egypt and sell its assets 
to foreign investors. They played on the ordinary people’s 
sentiments and religious sensitivities. They even claimed that 
the new democratic government in Egypt is in cahoots with 
the Israelis. 

The Egyptian military and the Gulf regimes used religious 
and cultural cleavages with the West to end the infant 
democratic experience. Unfortunately, they succeed with the 
undeniable tacit approval by democratic governments in the 
West. It proved that Western ancient religious traditions are 
undoubtedly intertwined with their contemporary politics.

dr Fareed sabri
HEAD oF THE MIDDLE EAST AND NoRTH AFRICA PRoGRAMME
THE CoRDoBA FoUNDATIoN

The Egyptian military and the Gulf regimes used religious 
and cultural cleavages with the West to end the infant 
democratic experience.
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In our April issue of The MENA Report we advanced the idea 
that much of the old and on-going politics in the Middle 
East and North Africa was and continues to be conducted 
with reference to identity politics. We also proposed that 
this continuous episode of conducting politics through the 
angle of ideology had a devastating destabilising effect 
on the region. The Middle East in particular is the cradle of 
countless ancient civilisations and religions. over thousands 
of years each has had its residue of unique sets of beliefs, 
ideas, customs, traditions, laws and sets of moralities and 
ethical values. The unrestricted movement of people before 
the 20th century prior to the Middle East’s exposure to 
the restrictions of the modern day nation state, created a 
patchwork of ethnic and religious majorities and minorities 
which contributed to the current instability of the region. 

However, as much as many want to believe that identity 
politics is synonymous to the Middle East, current and past 
experiences led us to believe that Western countries -- with 
a number of prestigious international organisations -- use 

the same criterion when handling and promulgating policies 
with regards to the MENA region.  

Recent Western political and media responses to the rioting 
in Turkey are an avid example of the old ideological schism 
between the two cultures. old religious grievances continue 
to be dressed-up in contemporary political language, 
despite 90 years of modern day history of accord and 
cooperation between Turkey and the West. We are not in 
the business of rekindling old schisms and grievances, but 
it is important to delve into history to reach out for answers. 
We also need to measure the depth and understand the 
origin of the differences to explore possible remedies for the 
benefit of people on both sides. Surely, the solution should 
not stop at the prognosis stage. We cannot stress enough 
the importance of intellectual revisions and political reform 
since the world is edging closer towards globally identified 
cultures, regulations, institutions and practices. 

Amidst the growing debate on the globalisation of ideas, 

turKey’s AChILLES’ hEEL 
IS IN ITS EThNIC DIVERSITY AND 

ThE WEST’S hISToRIC ANTIpAThY
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fast communications, media, and the economy, it is 
unacceptable for politicians in the West, East or anywhere 
else on this planet to practice different sets of standards 
and ethical values. Political and religious bias is as old as 
humanity and the pursuit of the personal and national 
interest is legitimate as far as it does not contradict the 
global values we all aspire to and work to achieve. 

In the past few issues of The MENA Report we followed 
efforts by the proponents of political Islam to reform and 
iron-out their political ideology in order to be coherent 
with international standards of human rights, freedom 
of speech and democracy. The Turkish AKP (Justice and 
Development Party) is an excellent case in point. The Justice 
and Development Party occupy an advanced position on the 
spectrum of development and reform among the plethora 
of Islamic movements in the Middle East. It won three 
consecutive parliamentary elections and tripled the size of 
the Turkish economy in less than a decade. on the local front 
the AKP managed to limit the army’s political ambitions 

and most importantly to seriously work towards finding 
a conclusion to the Kurdish problem. For the first time in 
modern Turkish history, the government brought an end to 
the denial of the Kurdish identity. Furthermore, the Turkish 
government carried out a number of political and judicial 
reforms to correspond with the accretion requirements to 
the European Union. 

Despite the aforementioned achievements, Western 
governments and the Western media jumped to criticism 
and sharp conclusions condemning the response of 
the Turkish government to the demonstrations in Gezi 
Park. Some of the media syndicates, including reputable 
organisations like the BBC ran a series of heavily slanted 
programmes to discredit the Turkish government’s political 
ideology -- and tried to connect the present politicians 
historically to their ottoman forefathers in an attempt to 
rekindle old East-West rivalries. 

In an advert on the BBC website for a three series 
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programme, Turkey: The New ottomans”, the semi-official 
media cleverly criticised the Turkish government in third 
person point of view for using the ballot box to justify its 
policies.1 The following is an extract from the programme’s 
introductory paragraph:

“Then an environmental protest in Istanbul's Gezi 
Park turned into nationwide demonstrations against a 
government that many found increasingly autocratic, 
constantly justifying its actions by the ballot box, 
claiming that its fifty per cent majority gave its policies 
a democratic mandate.”

If the result of the ballot box is not a mandate for 
implementing policies and ratifying new laws, then what 
is the use of elections, public opinion and democracy in 
general? The programme goes on a series of pedantic and 
silly attempts to find flaws and widen the hair-line cracks 
between the past and present policies of the AKP. Instead 
of judging the government on important issues such as the 

economy, freedom of expression, laws, and international 
policies, the programme concentrated on banning the 
sale of alcohol near mosques and on the demeanour 
and confident style of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s 
leadership. What is at stake here is the total rejection of 
other cultures, traditions and religious sensitivities, unless 
they conform to Western standards and commonalities. The 
rejection of other people’s values and different perspectives 
on issues transcends other major issues such as the fight 
against tyranny, dictatorship, injustice and human rights.  

Turkey was hauled from an era of a totalitarian absolutist 
Kemalisit secular military rule though shrouded by a 
thin veneer of democracy to a viable, independent and 
economically prosperous democracy. All the above was 
achieved in the space of ten years under the stewardship 
of the AKP. Important achievements such as the accord 
between the Turkish government and the Kurdistan 
Workers' Party to end the civil war were also criticised in the 
programme. The intensions of Erdogan were questioned 
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as to why he wanted to end the civil war at this juncture in 
time. The answer came very quickly from a secular Turkish 
woman effectively chosen by the programme editor. Her 
guess is that it is not more than a cynical ploy to bolster the 
prime minister’s image and that of his party. So the moral of 
the story is, if you are a Middle Eastern politician be assured 
that you are damned if you do and damned if you don’t. 

Concurrently, the British daily The Times published an open 
letter against the Turkish government. The letter accused 
the democratically elected president of being a dictator. It 
compared the huge rallies by the AKP to the Nazis in Hitler’s 
Germany. To understand this skewed opinion and the haste 
in some Western quarters to criticise, condemn and slander, 
we need to delve into some historic background. For the 
sake of objectivity and balanced opinion, we all try very hard 
to separate our religious beliefs from influencing our moral 
beliefs, political and social judgments. 

Is this possible? Can we be objective in our judgment even 

with those who we differ in culture, religion and ethical 
values? Can we, including those who consider themselves 
secular or agnostic, be insolent from our respective history, 
culture, and political history and tradition?  Is it possible 
that one day we will be able to reach an acceptable 
degree of objectivity and unbiased opinion?  If this is at all 
possible, it will by no means be the action of law operating 
independently from the will of men. our propensity to 
judge, criticise and form opinions will only be the outcome 
of ideas that go into the heads of men saturated from the 
environment, history and contemporary social and political 
culture. Human actions and opinions are conscious reactions 
to inducements and effects of the conditions in which man 
lives. 

In an interview with Tony Blair the ex-British prime minister 
and the present Middle East special envoy representing the 
US, Russia, the EU and UN, Blair wholeheartedly supported 
the military coup in Egypt.2 In effect he condemned 
the previous five elections and referendums as invalid, 
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Human actions and opinions are conscious reactions to 
inducements and effects of the conditions in which man lives. 
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proposing to stabilise the country first then hold new 
elections. It is very difficult to separate Blair’s personal 
religious beliefs and sensitivities from his political opinion. 
His appointment by the UN, US and the Europeans as the 
Middle East envoy despite his strong religious convictions 
is a point in need of further scrutiny and investigation. 
What concerns us here is not the person or his political 
points of view, since everyone is entitled to his/her beliefs 
and convictions, but what is questionable is the lack of 
the sense of awareness for the religious values and their 
stimulus of political opinion and convictions.  Had Western 
governments, and the UN in particular, a stronger degree 
of consideration for culture and political sensitivities for the 
people in the Middle East, they wouldn’t have appointed a 
politician with such strong opposing religious views; or co-
signing the invasion of Iraq despite mass protests at home 
and around the world.

Is this disregard for other cultures and their political 
aspirations is a new phenomenon or is it unconsciously or 

perhaps consciously inherited from the past? History is our 
well of ideas and our unconscious past. To understand the 
present and find remedies for the future, we urgently need 
to revisit the past. In the following few pages we will attempt 
to delve into aspects of Western history to understand the 
present antagonism towards any attempt to establish an 
independent political will in the Middle East within the local 
context of culture and religious values. 

The history of antagonism between the two great religions 
or cultures if we want to ease the tone predates the ottoman 
Empire by nearly a millennium. It all started in the middle 
ages with tales of Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land in the 
Middle East. Legends were told about the nature of Islam 
and its prophet. Calumnies were written to slander Islam and 
its prophet such as the “Leggend Di Maometto” by Mancini 
which passed for history until the late renaissance period. 

other myths were passed in the middle ages to deepen 
the antipathy in the hearts of the Christian faithful claiming 

The history of antagonism between the two great cultures 
and “religions” predates the Ottoman Empire by nearly a 
millennium.
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that Mohammed was no more than the wicked disciple of 
a Christian Roman traitor. Also that Mohammed conspired 
to corrupt the Christian faith. Hence, Islam was born solely 
to exact affliction on to the Christian faith. Some Europeans 
even believed that Muslims worshiped Mohamed as God. 
According to Keneth Meyer Setton, the American historian 
and an expert on the history of Middle Ages Europe, most 
Westerners had little understanding of Islam. In fact they 
did not want to understand it; they only wanted to refute 
it. After a long period synonymous with present day 
war propaganda and a concerted campaign of religious 
claims against the people of the Middle East, the Catholic 
Pope, Urban II ordered the first crusade campaign against 
the Muslims to proclaim the Holy Land in 1095. The war 
continued intermittently for two centuries until the 13th 
century. Religious wars are the most difficult to erase from 
the psyche of the people especially when it is preceded by 
a long campaign of demonising the other. Myths and false 
narratives become part of the culture through folkloric tales, 
art and literature. 

one unintended consequence of the crusade was the 
weakening of the Byzantine Empire. The hundreds of 
thousands of Christian warriors who descended on the 
Middle East plundered the Byzantine territories and severed 
its control over its territories and inhibited its ability to 
sustain the state through the cultivation of taxes. 

The crusade campaign came during a period when the 
Islamic State (The Abbasids) was at its weakest. Decades be-
fore, the Caliphs depended on Persian and Turkmen tribes 
to defend the state against the continuous revolts by the 
local population. The relative prosperity of certain parts 
of the Middle East (present day Iraq, Syria and Turkey and 
Iran) tempted the nomadic tribes from the planes of central 
Asia to descend to Asia Minor, down to present day Iraq 
and Syria. The Seljuk Turks managed to rule over Iraq, Iran 
and large parts of Anatolia from the 11th to the 12th century 
(1038-1194). The Saljuks were the precursors of the ottoman 
Empire which saw its beginnings in present day Turkey in 
the 13th century. It later became one of the most militaristic, 
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multicultural, multi-faith Empires the world has ever known. 
With the extension of Turkish hegemony over the Anatolia 
and the rest of the Middle East after the 13th century, and 
their conversion to Islam, they effectively assumed from the 
Arabs the status of protecting both faith and territory. Pres-
ent day Turkey became the buffer zone between Europe and 
the rest of the Middle East. 

over three centuries, no less than six major crusader expedi-
tions were sent by Catholic Europe against the Middle East. 
The region was devastated; however the tide of incursions 
was overturned after the 13th century with the rise of the 
ottomans. They managed to consolidate their state and 
repel European incursions into the Middle East by land 
making it more difficult to cross via the old Byzantine route. 
Concurrently, at the other end of the Mediterranean the 
papacy declared the Iberian crusades from 1147 to 1492 
when the entire Muslim and Jewish populations were driven 
out of the peninsula with the fall of the Emirate of Granada. 
Undoubtedly, a similar fate of the people of the Holy Lands 

and possibly the whole of Syria was averted by the rise of the 
ottomans.

With the conquest of Constantinople by Mohamed II in 1453, 
the ottoman state was transformed into an empire that was 
seldom beaten for nearly a century and a half by a Christian 
army. For centuries Europe was occupied with attempts to 
defeat this new fearsome enemy. The term Muslim or Arab in 
European folklore, art, and politics was replaced by the term 
Turk up and until early 20th century. 

The religious zealots in Europe continued their slander 
campaign against the culture, religion and traditions of the 
people of the Middle East despite their exposure to the 
Arabic language for centuries. For example, the Spanish Do-
minicans studied Arabic in Spain, North Africa and the Holy 
Land to refute Islam rather than explain it. The Qur’an was 
translated in to European languages as early as 1210. How-
ever these translations and the ones after were intentionally 
not accurate to discredit the religion rather than creating a 
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space of understanding and mutuality. 

No serious study of Islam existed in Europe up until the 20th 
century. All that was known were myths and false stories 
such as the poem and part theological allegory written by 
William Langland entitled, Piers the Plowman. The book was a 
quest for true Christian life, from the perspective of Catholi-
cism. In this series of poems which was written at the end of 
the fourteenth century, the Prophet of Islam was presented 
as Christian and a cardinal at court and he wished to be a 
pope, a false Christian who founded a false religion. 

The rise of the Turks prompted the religious elite in Europe 
to engage in centuries of religious propaganda and proph-
esies of the defeat of the Muslims and the conversion of the 
Turks and the Jews to Christianity. The deliberately manu-
factured papal prophesies were furnished to the faithful in 
Europe over the centuries to instil hope in victory over the 
enemy and assure them of the validity of their faith. Centu-
ries of constant religious propaganda and war between Eu-

rope and the ottoman Empire had an everlasting influence 
on the psyche of the people on both sides. 

For centuries, the ottoman Empire ruled over a vast number 
of ethnic and religious groups. It was a political community 
that tried at the discursive level to include all religions in 
one political system. This inclusiveness was quite unique 
during the age of ethnic cleansing in the Iberian Peninsula, 
the Americas and religious wars in Europe just before the 
establishment of the national state as we know it in the pres-
ent day. In comparison, the ottomans were more accommo-
dating through their millet political system, though Western 
efforts to sanitise their social typography solidified the state. 
Undoubtedly this ethnic-cleansing though immoral and 
murderous served the homogeneity and the stability of the 
national state at its conception level.

Another example for the relative progressiveness of the ot-
toman social model is the religious forced conversion which 
culminated in the new Shi’i-Persian identity in Iran. The Shi’i 

The rise of the Turks prompted the religious elite in Europe 
to engage in centuries of religious propaganda.
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Safavid dynasty forcefully converted and ethnically-cleansed 
the population in the sixteenth century. To protect its vassals 
and territory from the incursions of the Safavid’s, the ot-
tomans engaged in a long and successful campaign against 
Iran. However they never attempted to ethnically-cleanse 
their Alawite and Shi’i communities. In fact, in the 19th cen-
tury the empire embarked on a political reform campaign 
to instil an ottoman identity in Muslims (including all sects), 
Jews and Christians. It was not strange to find high rank-
ing officials at the helm of the ruling elite to be Christian or 
ethnically non-Turk. Strangely enough the state was more 
egalitarian and accommodating in its ottoman era. 

There are academic studies which prove that the Millet sys-
tem was more inclusive and fairer to the plethora of religions 
and ethnicities than the Kemalist era that superseded the ot-
tomans in 1923. This ethnic diversity encouraged European 
countries such as France, Russia, and Britain to stoke revolts 
and destabilise the Empire. For more than a century, the 
Greeks, Assyrians, and the Armenians in particular received 

uninterrupted financial and military support culminating in 
countless insurrections and revolts. The inclusiveness of the 
ottomans centuries before the shaping of the present-day 
nation state is still haunting its present. The ethnic and reli-
gious diversity of the Alawites, Shi’is, Sunnis, Sufis, Christians, 
Jews, Assyrians, Kurds, and Arabs are often animated by their 
sometimes divergent interests, cultural specificities, or even 
by foreign powers. 

After the seventeenth century, the Turkish Empire did not 
keep up with the advances of science and technology in 
Europe. They failed miserably to establish an industrial base. 
The industrial and scientific revolution in Europe empowered 
its will to defeat the Turks and continue their attempt to clip 
the territories of the Empire bit by-bit over two centuries. on 
the other side, the vast technological advances and the ef-
fective European administrational and governing structures 
fascinated the minds of young Turks; it persuaded many that 
the Empire is in need of revolt against its religious doctrine 
and values. Unfortunately for the Turkish population, the 

There are academic studies which prove that the Millet system 
was more inclusive and fairer to the plethora of religions 
and ethnicities than the Kemalist era that superseded the 
Ottomans in 1923. 
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by-product was quite different to the age of Enlightenment 
in Europe. The result was 70 years of militaristic secular au-
tocracy. During these seventy years, Turkey became no more 
than a vassal for NATo and a military outpost against Eastern 
Europe. 

The latest politics of the AKP, displaying traits of real and 
meaningful democracy rooted in local religious, ethical 
values and traditions rekindled fear in the hearts of some 
Europeans accustomed to centuries of religious propaganda 
and mistrust.

1.  http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b037hmwk
2.  http://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2013/jul/09/tony-blair-egyptian-
military-coup-video
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In the morning of August 14, the Egyptian army and 
police carried out a concerted attack on the protestors 
of the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) and their supporters 
in the two camps of Rai’a al-Adawiya and al-Nahda with 
catastrophic consequences. Hundreds of people were 
killed and thousands injured. Casualty figures are not yet 
confirmed but what was clear is the strong resolve of the 
army and the security services to end the protest at any cost. 
Emboldened by many Arab governments’ candid support 
and Western overt complicity, the new masters lapsed Egypt 
into the 1960s totalitarian police state. Had the army left the 
demonstrators to continue their vigil in the two locations, 
almost certainly the steadiness and support for the sit-ins 
would have fizzled away. Unfortunately for the military 
leadership, their attack gave a new lease of life for the 
political aspirations of the Muslim Brotherhood. 

The large number of casualties and the ruthless manner 
of the operation bestowed a shroud of victimhood for 
the proponents of political Islam. Unless the army and its 
allies -- consisting of a plethora of small parties -- create an 

economic miracle to alleviate the miserable conditions of 
the ordinary Egyptian, the MB and their political allies will 
certainly take over in few years to come. 

In a region were personal revenge is part of the culture, 
the new government will have to contend with a few years 
of instability and continued security operations. It is not 
obvious for how long the Arab Gulf states will continue 
their financial aid packages for the Egyptian army to keep 
the lid on the Islamists and other opponents of the military 
regime. The majority of people who demonstrated against 
the ousted president on the 29th of June are in the hope 
that the army will fulfil its promise to follow the roadmap to 
relinquish power to an elected house and resident. However, 
indications point to the impossibility of such a scenario in 
light of recent events. The generals will work hard to ensure 
that the elections will be skewed and the constitution, 
if written, will ensure its control over the vetting of 
participating political parties. This will create more political 
tensions and will no doubt give the extremist groups the 
moral prerogative to use violence, since the democratic 
route has proven to be blocked. 

ThE egyptiAn ARMY AND ThE oLD 
GuARD AVENGED ThE DoWNFALL oF 

pRESIDENT MohAMMAD MoRSI 
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President Mohamed Morsi was ousted from power in a 
well-choreographed military coup just one year into his 
inauguration as the fifth president for the Arab Republic of 
Egypt. He was the first democratically-elected president of 
a country that boasts a 7000-year history. We identified in 
the July edition of The MENA Report that a band of unlikely 
bedfellows -- comprising the army, media, remnants of 
the Mubarak regime, a plethora of small secular political 
parties, and a number of Arab regimes -- worked tirelessly to 
dismantle the nascent Egyptian democracy. only time will 
tell as to what extent a number of well-established Western 
democracies were involved in this latest Egyptian political 
u-turn. If countries such as the United States of America, 
Britain and France were proven to have been involved, this 
will add to their catastrophic list of strategic policy failures 
in the Middle East, at least in the past 30 years, if we set 
aside long-standing issues like the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
Western support for the process of democratisation of the 
Middle East has been questioned on a number of occasions.

The recurrent episode of rejecting the results of the ballot 
box in the Middle East has been experienced at least three 
times in the past twenty years. The common theme in all 
these episodes is that the winners of the ballot box base 
their politics and conjure their morals and ethical values 
from the pool of Islamic history, tradition and religion. To 
fathom this inherent and recurrent rejection by the West 
for the trend of Political Islam, we need to study the rise, 
ideology, politics and social dynamics of one of the main 
proponents of Political Islam in the Middle East, Muslim, and 
the Arab world in particular, i.e. the Society of the Muslim 
Brotherhood (Jama’at Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun).

Realistically, it is not enough to reach an informed 
conclusion to this constant Western worry, or perhaps 
”allergy” to political Islam by only studying one of the oldest 
political and religious organisations in the Arab world. For 
a better grasp of the issue we also need to study Western 
religious, political and social history and its interaction with 
the Middle East, at least in the past millennia. The long 

ThE muslim brotherhood: AFTER A YEAR 
IN poWER & 85 YEARS IN oppoSITIoN - ThE 
STRuGGLE FoR ShApING CoNTEMpoRARY 

ARAb IDENTITY CoNTINuES
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drawn-out history of cooperation, peace, antagonism and 
war between the two needs to be studied, if we ever want 
to reach a conclusion to this phenomenon. We can start 
the process of investigation by dividing the problem into 
two components, and then concentrate our finite research 
resources on one part of it, i.e. the Society of Muslim 
Brotherhood.

To proceed, we need to properly define the autocratic 
political elites albeit monarchic or republican states in 
the Middle East. They are wrongly defined in the West as 
secular or liberal entities. Both definitions have political 
and philosophical meanings tied to Western history and 
political culture. While in the Middle East and the Arab world 
in particular, those elites deny personal and organisational 
freedoms and some are religiously conservative. For the 
sake of accuracy, it is better to define them as ‘religious 
autocrats’ and ‘nationalist autocrats’. In both cases, the main 
objective of these autocratic regimes is to discredit the local 
opposition irrespective of their ideology and delegitimise 

all foreign concepts especially when considered to be a 
threat to their grip on power.Since the establishment of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in 1928 it has become the poster 
child of political antipathy and persecution by Middle 
Eastern governments. The organisation usually defines 
itself as something bigger than a political party or merely a 
religious organisation. When in politics, it conjures a highly 
legalistic and moralised image. This is probably one of 
the major reasons that put the organisation at odds with 
other indigenous political parties, where religion has been 
deemed irrelevant. This moral dimension, particularly in 
Islam as a religion in the Middle East, put an unwarranted 
burden on secular parties, tribal, and other social 
organisations. To compete with the Muslim Brotherhood 
for legitimacy and the vote of the people, the “other” 
has to adhere to similar ethical and moral values with its 
accompanying rituals, laws, and a well-established tradition 
of asceticism.

Excluding the struggle between Hamas (affiliated to the 
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Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood) and Israel, 
the organisation in its multiple international branches had 
no direct struggle with the West after the decolonisation 
period, at least in the past 60 years. This begs the question: 
why is there animosity towards the MB in Western quarters 
and what are the main issues that worry politicians in the 
White House or Downing Street. Could it be that the MB 
misrepresents itself, or is there an inherent issue within 
the West’s cultural identity, putting it at odds with Islam in 
the guise of political identity? Why does the West fear an 
organisation that has condemned violence, terrorism, and 
adopted democracy as the only viable and legal route to 
achieving its political objectives?

To answer the aforementioned questions we need to 
research and analyse the organisation of the Muslim 
Brotherhood to extrapolate an informed opinion. This 
endeavour will also further the angle of The Cordoba 
Foundation for contributing, although minutely, to the 
dialogue and better understanding between different 
cultures and civilisations. 

the society of muslim brothers – history, Ideology and 
contemporary politics

It is important to understand the social, political, historical, 
and economic contexts from which Islamic politics arises. 
However, this alone will not explain why the discourse 
of Islam in particular has become the mobilising force in 
the past 40 years when there are other competing secular 
trends. There are a number of factors that helped Islamist 
discourse to achieve popularity in the Arab world. History 
(the glorious history of early Islam) is presented by Islamist 
discourse as a point of reference for the dynamics of present 
politics. Religion is one of the main factors, since it bestows 
a sort of historical authenticity and evokes the glory of past 
Islamic civilisation while also providing a moral dimension in 
the pursuit of justice in the age of the undemocratic regimes 
in the Arab world. It also offers the language of defiance and 
resistance to Western domination of Middle Eastern politics, 
at least for the past century.

It is also important to point out that the phenomenon of 
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revival and religious renewal (tajdid) is a fundamental part 
of Muslim religious and social history. This phenomenon has 
been mobilised and repeated over the centuries through 
religious schools and the traditional education that was 
the backbone of Islamic culture and politics until the 
dawn of colonialism at the start of the twentieth century. 
Western military and scientific advancements, along with 
superior political and administrative systems, animated 
secular tendencies and enabled Westernised elites to rule 
after most of the countries in the region obtained their 
independence. Religious education and the cycle of religious 
renewal mostly remained dormant and unable to create 
social or political change by themselves. The mutation from 
religious movement to a force for social and political change 
is instigated by two factors. The first is political change or 
political opportunity at the macro level, while the second is 
the organisational and administrative means available at the 
time. 

Early in the 20th century, Imam Hasan al-Banna, the founder 
of the Brotherhood employed the administrative and 

organisational means available at the time (political parties, 
workers’ syndicates, and paramilitary formations) to confront 
foreign domination and put an end to corruption and the 
degradation of the Muslims, as he saw it.1 

In general, Islamist politics mirrors the contemporary culture 
of their society but at the same time their dynamics, modes 
of action and political instruments are borrowed from 
Western-style social movements. They will continue the 
process of tapping into Western secular modes of action 
after legitimising it in their continued effort to reinterpret 
the religious text. This continued reinterpretation effort has 
been a dynamic methodology of the political and religious 
leadership of the Brotherhood since it was founded in 1928. 
The political ideology of the Brotherhood proved to be 
dynamic and susceptible to change according to the time 
and space contexts.

The biggest change came in the early 1980 when omar al-
Tilmisani, the late Supreme Guide (Al-Murshid Al-Aam) of the 
organisation and rest of the leadership committee agreed 

Islamist politics mirrors the contemporary culture of their 
society but at the same time their dynamics, modes of action 
and political instruments are borrowed from Western-style 
social movements.
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to take part in the parliamentary elections. Although these 
elections were designed by the state to limit the share of the 
opposition to less than 10% of the house, the Brotherhood 
reached a decisive conclusion that peaceful struggle is the 
only way forward. 

The propensity to take part in the political process is one 
of the main principles of the Brotherhood since they 
were involved in parliamentary elections before the 1952 
military coup. The military coup which ended centuries of 
monarchic rule and decades of feeble democratic systems 
circumscribed political life and freedom of speech for the 
next 30 years. 

In the 1950s through to the 1970s, the state had only 
one strategy in dealing with the opposition: annihilation! 
Annihilation and the complete disintegration of all 
organised political or even non-governmental organisations 
was the state’s strategy. This became the norm in the region. 
The revolutionary governments in the Arab world and in 

Egypt in particular vilified political Islam and the West at the 
same time. They believed that for an autocracy to continue 
unchallenged Western political theory with its ideals of 
freedom, democracy and the respect of human rights had to 
be linked to colonialism, occupation and the West’s constant 
endeavour to usurp the East’s natural resources. 

At the same time, these autocratic and secular regimes 
demonised both moderate and extremist proponents of 
political Islam, fearing their heavily religious and moral 
concepts of equality, financial correctness and justice. In 
the 1950s and 1960s, Arab nationalism was the religion of 
the masses. Any attempts to challenge the state’s policies, 
however mundane, were deemed unpatriotic. The majority 
of Arab and Muslim regimes assumed the position of 
fundamental belief in nationalistic values that had to be 
created even if it was non-existent. They mirrored the 
extremist religious group’s political strategy though with 
only one difference, nationalism supplanted religious 
ideology. 

The majority of Arab and Muslim regimes assumed the 
position of fundamental belief in nationalistic values that had 
to be created even if it was non-existent.
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It would be wrong to assume that in the Arab world in 
particular, those who oppose political Islam are liberals or 
secular in the sense of Western tradition. The struggle in the 
Middle East and the Arab countries in particular is mainly 
between tribalism and ideology. Prior to Islam people 
used to establish their order based on blood lineage and 
kinship groups. Their main concern was the security of 
the group against the infringement of other individuals or 
groups on life and property. Therefore, confrontation with 
the other always involved a clan against a clan, and a tribe 
against another. With such social formations it was virtually 
impossible to envisage a workable state with hierarchy, 
shared ideology, and law and order. All these nagging issues 
were challenged by the arrival of the religion of Islam. 

The new religion restructured the society on new principles 
of religious monotheism, law, morality, religious fraternity, 
and religious plurality within the new state as it was 
indicated in the first constitution of al-Madina, sometime 
after 622 AD. For example, article 37 states the following:

“The Jews must bear their expenses and the Muslims, 
theirs. Each must help the other against anyone 
who attacks the people of this document. They must 
seek mutual advice and consultation, and loyalty is a 
protection against treachery. A man is not liable for his 
ally’s misdeeds. The wronged must be helped” 

While article 47,

“This deed will not protect the unjust and the sinner. 
The man who goes forth to fight and the man who 
stays at home in the city is safe unless he has been 
unjust and sinned. God is the protector of the good 
and God-fearing man and Muhammad is the apostle 
of God.”

It clearly envisaged the people of Madina as one nation 
despite their different religions. It also cast a new principle 
and forsook an old one were people are liable for the 
misdeed of others if they happen to be from the same tribe.2 
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Law and the equality of the citizens of the new state became 
the new principles replacing the old blood and kin, and 
social structures.

This accommodation of new religious principles in to the 
social structure in the Middle East was in constant struggle 
with old tribal tendencies of the people in the region. For 
the state to homogenise its ideology and gain control over 
the people, it had to have economic, administrational and 
military control over the state. This hegemony was only 
possible in the first two centuries of the Islamic State. After 
that the state was embroiled in a bitter internal conflict. 
Not only that, but the state suffered from another internal 
struggle between the ruling elite and the law makers (judges 
and religious scholars). over the 14 centuries the scholars 
refused to legitimise the governing elite which in-turn made 
the state’s apparatus and administration alien to the majority 
of the population especially in the hinterland. Consequently, 
in the absence of a strong centralised state, tribalism was 
the only social structure which guaranteed protection for life 
and stock. 

Nothing has changed in the present Arab national state. The 
social and state order remains tribal in nature, structured 
around both old and new kinships. New kinships were 
arranged around profession, business, group interests and 
regional affinity. Arab armies and new business elites have 
dominated the security, social and economic scenes over 
the past 80 years. With the absence of true democratic and 
liberal culture the only way for the intellectual elite to have 
a voice, forge a space in the new order, and after all make a 
living, is to toe the line of the regimes. The limited economic 
space outside the state’s control, the check on personal and 
political freedoms, and the tribal traditions prevented the 
societies from forging a real and viable opposition groups.

It is apparent that the only  “viable” opposition structured 
around principles of justice, morality and religious tenets 
were the ones organised under the theorem of political 
Islam. This was obvious during recent events in Egypt. For 
the past two years the Salvation Front and the plethora of so 
called secular groups rejected all calls to use the ballot box 
as an arbiter in the new age of democracy. It took less than a 
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year for the old state apparatus (media, security services and 
the strata of financiers linked to the old Egyptian regime) 
to convince the “intellectual” and secular elites with the 
urgency for reversing the tide of democracy.  

The remnants of the old regime played on the tribal instincts 
of the population. They choreographed the struggle as 
taking place between two different tribal entities over the 
limited economic space for ordinary people as well as the 
intellectual elite. The Muslim Brotherhood was constantly 
accused of appropriating the state institutions and jobs. 
Synonymous to old tribal war, the struggle was as if the 
proponents of political Islam were infringing on the pasture 
of the tribal alliances (the army, police and business elite). 
Economic, social or political policies were seldom discussed, 
though if they were, the matter was executed in a caricature 
way where facts were in meagre supply. 

No political party or opposition group presented an 
alternative solution to the current economic and social 
policies of the state. The struggle was simply tribal; us 

versus them. This has always been the case for the past 80 
odd years. over the decades the evolution of the ideology 
of political Islam from the elementary religious principles 
of consultation (shura) to a congruent Western-style 
democratic ideology, was the only viable opposition which 
could resonate with the culture and religious traditions of 
the masses. International standards of personal and political 
freedoms, human rights and democracy will always be alien 
to the region, since these entail restructuring relationships 
and redistributing resources between a complex of sects, 
ethnicities, and cultures. 

Another hurdle towards normalising democratic culture 
in the Middle East is the process of authenticating its core 
principles. In this part of the world, democracy loaded 
with principles of freedoms, rights and responsibilities, has 
to be redefined and authenticated by scholarship before 
being presented to the masses. otherwise, democracy will 
always be an easy target for ridicule and rejection, both by 
the extremists, fringe religious groups and the autocratic 
regimes. It is important to note that al-Qaeda ideologues 

Democracy will always be an easy target for ridicule and 
rejection, both by the extremists, fringe religious groups and 
the autocratic regimes.
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and autocratic rulers such as the sheikdoms in the Arab Gulf 
region both castigate democracy as a Western product alien 
to Islam and the culture of the region. Both conservative 
and salafist scholars close to Arab regimes such as in Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait and the UAE with al-Qaeda ideologues 
such as al-Zawahiri, late Anwar al-Aulaqi and Abu Qatada 
anathematise the proponents of political Islam for borrowing 
the “un-Islamic” principles of democracy.

It is also important to note that part of the misconception 
in the West with regards to the proponents of political 
Islam owes to the long official campaign of vilification and 
propaganda by the Middle Eastern autocracies. Most of the 
information available in the West relating to the opposition 
movements in the Arab and Muslim world were amassed 
from the security services and academic outfits linked to it. It 
was only in the last 30 years when a large number of political 
activists and academics took refuge in the West we saw 
some degree of change in the attitudes towards a relative 
understanding of political Islam. 

At the same time, the exposure to Western political theory 
and practice had a huge influence on the politics of the 
proponents of contemporary political Islam. The same 
strategy is followed by monarchic regimes and sheikhdoms 
in the Arab Gulf region. Although these regimes are 
considered pro-West, they support and give sustenance to 
religious clergy faithful to the regimes to demonise all that 
the Western democracies stand for. Here again, Western 
political, cultural and ethical ideals are the target. A barrier 
is erected between their people and international concepts 
such as democracy and free will. 

To counter the increasing influence of the proponents of 
political Islam, François Burgat claimed that the secular 
(or rather, tribal) states in the Middle East jumped on the 
bandwagon by maintaining the institutions of official Islam 
to clothe the governing elites with the robe of legitimacy.3 
This strategy to strip the Islamists of their ideological pre-
eminence backfired, as it has had the opposite effect. What 
is actually happening is a re-Islamisation of political signs, 
culture, and state institutions which cut the workload of the 

The exposure to Western political theory and practice 
had a huge influence on the politics of the proponents of 
contemporary political Islam.
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Islamists in their bid to create social and political change. But 
as explained above, the tribal regimes tried to appropriate 
religious legitimacy but at the same time they worked hard 
to de-legitimise the political dimension of the Islamists to 
block demands for democracy.  

Returning to the evolution and ideology of the Brotherhood, 
it is important to note that the founder of the organisation 
stressed the necessity of reform, reinterpretation and the 
promulgation of new ideas and concepts to keep-up with 
the context of time.4  He also stressed the importance of 
studying history, the social make-up and dynamics of the 
societies, laws of nature and its mechanics.5  The moral and 
political renaissance of the Muslim nation after the demise of 
the ottoman Empire in 1923 was al-Banna’s main objective. 
Contrary to claims by the previous Egyptian regimes and a 
few academics, the Brotherhood viewed democracy as one 
of its main tools towards” unshackling the will” of the nation 
and achieving the renaissance of the Umma (Muslim nation).  
In the 1940s and during the monarchic regime, al-Banna 
participated in the parliamentary elections. 

ostensibly, the economic, social, and political renaissance 
of the nation was paramount in the minds and hearts of 
the ideologues of the movement. In the 1940s and early 
1950s their political ideology was in its infancy. After the 
assassination of the founder of the organisation at the 
hands of King Farooq’s security services, the ideologues of 
the Brotherhood welcomed the military coup in 1952 in the 
belief that the army would keep to its promise to respect the 
democratic principles and the parliamentary system. It was 
a mistake; the army curtailed all sorts of political freedoms 
with the abolishment of the constitution of 1923 which 
was considered the most progressive in the history of the 
Egyptian state. To silence all opposition, the military junta 
made an example of the Brotherhood for over 20 years. 
Thousands were imprisoned and hundreds were either 
executed or disappeared. Egypt entered a dark phase of 
dictatorship under the guise of Arab Nationalism.

The 1930s and 1940s was not enough to homogenise the 
organisation’s political ideology. Hasan al-Banna and a 
number of his leadership committee rejected calls by a few 
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members of the organisation to use violence against their 
political opponents. Similar schisms surfaced in the 1960s 
and early 1970s between the leadership of the organisation 
and less senior members. Harsh treatment in the prisons and 
the stifling of political and personal freedoms convinced the 
ordinary cadre that force was the only way to end the rein of 
dictatorship. 

In reality, violence and military coup was the only way to 
change the political reality in the Middle East at the time. 
Democracy was not as established and common a paradigm 
as we know it today. Peaceful means to achieve political 
and moral renaissance remained a cornerstone ideology for 
the people on the highest echelon of the movement. The 
second Supreme Guide, Hasan al-Hudaybi published a book 
in prison to refute ideas and propositions by young activists 
proposing that the use of force was legitimate in dealing 
with the violent and autocratic regimes with all those who 
support it, including large sections of the society. The book, 
Preachers, Not Judges (Du’at la Qudat), was viewed by some 

as a polemical criticism of the ideas and postulations by 
Sayyid Qutb, the renowned Brotherhood scholar executed 
by president Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1966. 

other contemporary literature and literature from the 
1970s like Majalat al-Da’wa (the mission) focused on 
the achievement of moral, technological and economic 
renaissance of the nation. It was not until the early 1980s 
when the organisation decided that peaceful means could 
only be realised through Western-style democracy. It was 
even said that in the 1980s the Egyptian leadership of the 
Brotherhood advised their Palestinian counterparts not to 
take-up arms and continue their struggle through means 
of civil disobedience. However, this piece of information is 
in need of further research and investigation because the 
organisation’s known position has always been supportive of 
liberation movements against foreign intervention. 

As we proposed earlier, the Brotherhood is not a monolithic 
entity, as the organisation boasts among its ranks diverse 
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opinions and religious traditions. The context of political 
instability, curtailment of freedom of expression, movement 
and association contributed to this diversity. From the early 
1970s and under the presidency of Anwar al-Sadat and 
Mubarak, Egypt witnessed a degree of political openness 
and stability. The new conditions enabled the Brotherhood 
leadership to spread their intellectual and organisational 
hegemony over its members and consolidate its ranks. It 
was also able to enlist hundreds of new members from the 
ranks of al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya (The Islamic Group) which 
mushroomed in Egypt’s universities in the early 1970s when 
members of the Brotherhood and their leadership were 
still in prisons. The most prominent members of al-Gama’a 
al-Islamiyya who later joined the ranks of the Brotherhood 
included Issam al-‘Erian and the failed presidential candidate 
Abdul Munim Abu al-Futuh.6

The main difference between organisations such as the 
Brotherhood in Egypt, Al-Adl Wal Ihsaan (Justice and 
Spirituality) in Morocco, al-Sa’ada Party in Turkey and 

extremist outfits such as al-Qaeda and the Salafi Jihadist (al-
Salafiya al-Jihadiya), is the method and concept of change 
they invoke.

The Brotherhood’s concept of change throughout the first 
fifty years was primarily through the moral and religious 
education of the society, starting at the bottom and working 
their way up. They believed that they could create an 
imperative for change and reform if enough members of 
the society adhered to the ethical and moral values of the 
religion. As explained earlier, democracy became the second 
pillar of their strategy in the 1980s with the relative political 
openness in Egypt, the demise of the Communist bloc, and 
the relative success of the Islamist parties in Turkey. 

It is notable that the political and religious ideology of 
the different regional Brotherhood organisations is their 
dynamism and continued effort to revisit the religious texts 
to accommodate international standards of law, human 
rights, and democratic preconditions. Clear examples are the 

The Brotherhood’s concept of change throughout the first 
fifty years was primarily through the moral and religious 
education of the society.
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Egyptian Freedom and Justice Party, al-Nahda Movement 
(The Renaissance) in Tunisia, the Iraqi Islamic Party, and the 
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. The old slogan of Islam Hual-Hal 
(Islam is the Solution) no longer features prominently. In the 
past few years The Cordoba Foundation placed attention on 
this evolution of the political ideology of the Brotherhood. 
The conclusion from many interviews with Brotherhood 
leaders as well as general discussions and research, we are of 
the opinion that the Brotherhood’s main enterprise shifted 
from their old objective of the implementation of the Shari’a 
law (Islamic Law) to the imperative of ensuring the respect of 
political freedoms and constitutional legitimacy. 

Their argument centred on the importance of ensuring 
the free will of the people and the protection of this will 
through a legitimate state apparatus before any talk of 
applying the Shari’a. Not just that, but the Shari’a law itself 
is open to interpretation to conform to the context of time 
and place. In the June edition of The MENA Report a special 
interview was conducted with a religious scholar highly 
respected by many prominent members of the Brotherhood 

in the Diaspora. He based his premise to reinterpret many 
of the Islamic political and legal opinions to conform to 
present international standards since, in themselves, they 
are only the opinions of the people before us and not sacred 
commands cast in stone.

1.  Zubaida, Sami (2009). Islam, the People and the State: Political Ideas and 
Movements in the Middle East, I B Tauris, p. 47.
2.  http://www.constitution.org/cons/medina/con_medina.htm
3.  Burgat, François (2005). Face to Face with Political Islam, London: I. B.Tauris & Co. 
Ltd, p.51.
4.  Al-Ghazali, Abdul Hamid (2000). Asasiyat al-Mashroa’ al-Islami Li Nahdat al -Uma 
(Fundamentals of the Renaissance Project for the Muslim Nation), Cairo: Dar al-Tawzi’ 
wal Nasher al-Islamiya, p.0.
5.  Ibid. p.24.
6.  Memoirs of Abdul Munim Abu al-Futuh - http://www.alhoukoul.com/article/2411 
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irAQ’s uNCoMpRoMISING poLITICIANS 
TuRNED ThE CouNTRY INTo A CAuLDRoN 

oF INSTAbILITY AND MAYhEM

In the past few weeks the level of violence on the streets 
of Baghdad and other cities has reached epic proportions, 
even measured by the standards of Iraq itself. Security 
failures were of such a magnitude that they forced the Prime 
Minister Nouri al-Maliki to portion part of the blame on his 
Shi’i political allies and ministers. The Shi’i alliance is at its 
weakest point at the moment. Under pressure, the prime 
Minister is seeking new alliances with the Kurds and ultra-
fundamentalist Shi’i groups such as the 'Asayib Ahl al-Haq, 
(League of the Righteous; also known as the Khazali Network) 
and Jaysh al-Mukhtar (al-Mukhtar’s Army). 

Al-Maliki’s strategy is two-fold: first, is to create a wide front 
of a politically-viable Shi’i election list to offset the effect of 
his traditional allies in case they chose to go it alone. Second, 
is to counter the Sunni political resurgence and the increase 
in the militancy of the demonstrations in the western part of 
the country. His latest agreement with the Kurdish regional 
president, Masoud al-Barazani is an achievement since 
he managed to pluck the Kurds from the possibility of an 
alliance with the disgruntled Sunnis before the 2014 general 

elections. Reliable sources from inside the meeting between 
the two leaders claimed that al-Maliki offered Masoud al-
Barazani the effectively vacant position of Iraq’s president in 
the next election. 

Perhaps this arrangement will also help release the political 
tension in the regional Kurdish province. Constitutionally 
the president of the region is not allowed to run for a 
third term. The opposition including the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan (PUK) refuses to amend the constitution to allow 
for a third tenure. As expected, the biggest losers from the 
convergence between the two sides are the Sunnis. For 
the past year the Sunnis indulged in a series of sit-ins and 
demonstrations to try and force the Shi’i-led government to 
be more inclusive and adhere to international standards of 
human rights and the release of thousands of un-indicted 
prisoners. So far the government chooses to ignore their 
demands preferring to work round the problem by forging 
new alliances and putting more emphasis on security 
measures. 
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Politically, the mainly Sunni election bloc (al-Iraqiyya) has 
disintegrated. Despite its best efforts to transcend Iraq’s 
ethnic divisions and be more inclusive, it failed to achieve 
any of its election promises. The magnitude of the failure is 
reflected by the defection of a few of its leading politicians 
to the side of the prime minister. Strong political and security 
pressure by the government hastened the disintegration 
process. Furthermore, ordinary Sunnis accused the list of a 
loss of identity and its inability to protect the Sunnis from 
the wrath of the security services.

Government pressure, marginalisation, human rights 
abuses and crackdown on whole sections of the Sunni 
community such as the security attack on the Sunnis in the 
belt of Baghdad are very dangerous. In the past seven years, 
al-Maliki followed a two-fold strategy against the Sunni 
community. He targeted the political leadership with an 
array of allegations using the inherent corrupt Iraqi judiciary. 
At the same time he relentlessly targeted the ordinary 
citizens with security crackdowns throwing thousands of 

people into arbitrary detentions. The strong sectarian tone 
in the government-sponsored media is not helping either. 
Thousands of young Iraqis and Iranians are being trained 
and shifted to Syria to support the Syrian government 
against the mainly Sunni population fighting his regime. 

The Syrian crisis, along with violence and instability in Iraq 
serve to divert international attention from the nuclear issue 
in Iran. In the past two years international media focused 
on the Arab Spring and the civil war in Syria. The past few 
months saw Turkish officials complaining in private about 
Iran’s attempts to reignite the war between the Turkish army 
and the PKK. There is evidence that Iran is training new 
Iraqi militias in Kermenshah under the command of Wathiq 
al-Batat to be ready for an eventual civil war in Iraq. Both Iran 
and Iraq candidly boast of sending brigades of Shi’i fighters 
to Syria to help the Assad regime. 

This strategy of controlled mayhem is in danger of backfiring 
if Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the rest of the Gulf States adopt 

The Syrian crisis, along with violence and instability in Iraq 
serve to divert international attention from the nuclear issue 
in Iran. 
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a policy of directly arming the Sunnis in Iraq. The pockets of 
tensions and instability in Syria and Iraq will turn into a war 
of attrition against the Iranians and their allies in Iraq. Iran is 
alert to such a scenario. This is probably why the new Iranian 
president’s declared his priority to improve relations with 
the West. 

However, one factor that might bring Iran closer to the Arab
Gulf states is their shared antipathy towards the “Sunni” 
organisation, Muslim Brotherhood. Similar circumstances 
brought both shores of the Persian Gulf (the Arabs obviously
call it the Arab Gulf ) together after the Iraqi invasion of 
Kuwait in 1990.

Regardless of the planning, political manoeuvres of the 
Iranian government, and the sympathies and aspirations 
of the Arab regimes, strategic policy shifts in the region 
remain tied to the will of American and European foreign 
policy makers. People in the region, despite the Arab Spring 
and the mass demonstrations, are unable to decide their 

political future. Recent events in Egypt proved that the deep 
state constituting of the geriatric and corrupt institutions 
and the security services will have decades of total control 
over the lives of the ordinary citizens. A lack of democratic 
culture played into the hands of the deep state to utilise 
the ideological schisms in the society to its advantage. 
Democracy, the respect of human rights, and hence progress 
and development is still a generation away.

We hope that this pessimistic analysis is wrong since at the 
end of the day nobody expected the people of the Middle 
East to rise against their autocratic violent regimes. 
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The MENA Report: Can you tell us what is happening inside 
al-Iraqiyya bloc it disintegrated into a number of small elec-
tion lists during the latest local elections.

MP: Many of the Sunni MPs portioned the majority of the 
blame on Dr Ayad Alawi, for not serving the Sunni constitu-
ents and alleviating the pressure and human rights abuses 
exacted by the government. Few of the MPs revised their 
political strategy in general. They believed that their patriotic 
and all inclusive message was not met, and likewise from the 
other side. In fact, it encouraged the Shi’i-led government 
to be more aggressive in pursuing the interest of only one 
ethnicity.

There are those who are in competition with Dr Alawi for 
political leadership. 

interView WITh AL-IRAqIYYA Mp

An election alliance between the different political compo-
nents of al-Iraqiyya was promulgated. It was called Mutahid-
don (united). The list managed to scoop the majority of seats 
in al-Anbar province and Diyala and had very good results in 
Salah al-Din and Mosul.

TMENAR: How do you describe the negotiations between 
the winners to form the local governments in the Sunni 
provinces?

MP: Tough. For example, in the province of Diyala our win 
caused immense discomfort in Iran due to the proximity of 
the province to it, however with the help of the disgruntled 
Sadirists we are managing to form the local government. We 
were told by the Sadir movement that they will not bow to 
the pressure from Iran and respect the election results.

THE MENA REPoRT MANAGED To CATCH-UP WITH oNE oF AL-IRAQIYYA PoLITICIANS IN LoNDoN JUST AFTER THE LoCAL 
ELECTIoNS oF JUNE 2013. THE MP oF THE IRAQI PARLIAMENT IS A MEMBER oF THE IRAQI ISLAMIC PARTY. To GUARANTEE FRANK 

AND APoLITICAL ANSWERS, THE MP PREFERRED ANoNYMITY FoR THE PURPoSE oF THIS INTERVIEW. 

THE INTERVIEW WAS CoNDUCTED oN JUNE 30TH 2013. 
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We noticed that the Sadirists and the Supreme Islamic Coun-
cil will come together in the next general election to unseat 
the prime minister and his Da’wa Party. Nouri al-Maliki’s 
authoritarian and uncompromising approach to politics won 
him many enemies, even within the Shi’i alliance. 

TMENAR: Will Mutahiddon continue as an election list 
replacing al-Iraqiyya in the general elections in 2014?

MP: I am not sure; we will discuss it in the next few months. 
There are those who want Mutahiddon to disconnect from 
al-Iraqiyya and pursue its separate path. I believe that Ayad 
Alawi still commands much of popular support. However, 
if we ever rethink and form a new list we should avoid the 
shortcomings that beset al-Iraqiyya and Jabhat al-Tawafiq 
(the Accord front which was the umbrella for the Sunni 
politicians in the first general elections of 2006). We have to 
agree on an internal rubric for the list to organise duties and 
responsibilities. one other strategy is to direct our attention 
to wining the trust and confidence of young voters. Iraqis in 

general have a psychological barrier when it comes to new 
political policies and ideas such as political Islam. 
The young generation is free from such sensitivities and 
more open to new egalitarian ideas laden with moral and 
ethical values. From experience, we noticed that Iraqi society 
eschews political parties and organised political activity. 
Hence our new strategy is to diversify our social and political 
activism to spread our influence and garner more support.

TMENAR: Can you shed some light on the continuous sit-ins 
and demonstrations in the Sunni provinces? Who is behind 
it? Can it sustain continuity? What future does it hold for the 
Sunnis in the present structure of the state?

MP: The series of demonstrations and sit-ins locally known 
as al-Herak (motion, stir or movement) started as a reaction 
to the Prime Minister’s decision to incarcerate members of 
the Finance Minister’s personal protection units. The Sunnis 
believed that the concerted campaign to target Sunni politi-
cians had to stop. In the past few years the Prime Minister 
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managed to use the judiciary to side-line all his political 
protagonists. The list of Sunni politicians falsely accused of 
various charges is long. Many of them, despite proving their 
innocence in Iraqi courts, have arrest warrants that are still 
active against them. The case of Mohamed al-Daini MP is a 
case in point. People who he is supposed to have conspired 
to kill came to court to prove that they were still alive. Conse-
quently the case was quashed in court but the government 
is adamant that he should be prosecuted come what may.

The demonstrators submitted to the government a list of 
14 demands. Two of the demands the government claims 
to have fulfilled, but we cannot verify their claims. The 
government claimed to have set free 7000 political prison-
ers and released the pensions of thousands of Ba’ath party 
members. I have my doubts that 7000 prisoners have been 
released, since we didn’t feel the effect of releasing such a 
huge number of people.

There are demonstration camps in Mosul, Samara, al-Anbar 

and Diyala. The strongest is in al-Anbar, while the most 
organised is in Samara.
 
Ideologically these camps are divided between two groups, 
the Islamists and the Ba’thists. The government managed to 
dampen the strength of the sit-ins in Baghdad and Diyala by 
arresting active members. At the same time the demonstra-
tors in these provinces were targeted by a number of car 
bombs with a tragic loss of life.

At the moment the demonstrations all over the Sunni 
provinces have lost some of their strength due to the intense 
heat, lack of government response to their demands, lack 
of financial sustenance and weak media coverage. Fur-
thermore, the organisers failed in enlisting the support 
and active participation of the silent majority of the Sunni 
community. The price of participation in anti-government 
marches proved to be costly since these demonstrations 
have been targeted by terrorist attacks and security intimi-
dation and arrests.
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TMENAR: Who supports al-Herak financially?

MP: At the beginning, the organisers used whatever local 
help they managed to gain. As the demonstrations grew in 
size and people realised that they would have to sustain a 
long campaign, a few of the organisers visited regional Arab 
states. They noticed that there is strong sensitivity towards 
supporting these demonstrations knowing that they were 
headed mainly by people with an Islamic background. 

one or two countries such like Qatar told their guests that 
they were busy with the Syrian crisis and they had to wait 
until there was a resolution to this issue. We were also told 
by people who visited the Gulf States that their financial 
help is tied to the condition that al-Herak should be more 
militaristic in nature.
 
We believe this to be a very dangerous strategy. We don’t 
want to indulge further civil strife. our community and Iraq 
as a whole is exhausted and cannot stand the loss in life, 

property and civil cohesion.

It is likely that some Gulf States are part of an American strat-
egy to draw Iran into a civil war in Iraq or transfer the battle 
from Iraq to Iran. I think we should make sure that al-Herak 
continues to be conducted peacefully. Militarising it will be 
catastrophic on the Iraqi people. In the meantime there are 
allegations that some people received weapons and military 
aid, but we are not sure if these claims are true.

TMENAR: For how long do you think the peacefulness of the 
demonstrations will be maintained in the light of the per-
petual security campaigns against the mainly Sunni districts 
in Baghdad, Diyala and al-Anbar province?

MP: I agree that violent government tactics are forcing 
ordinary Sunnis and activists alike to rethink their peace-
ful strategy. This is very dangerous; the government has to 
be more responsible for its actions and the actions of its 
allies. The massacre in al-Haweja demonstration camp near 

Our community and Iraq as a whole is exhausted and cannot 
stand the loss in life, property and civil cohesion.
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Kirkuk at the end of April edged Iraq towards a second civil 
war. Tens of people were killed and hundreds injured when 
the prime minister ordered his SWAT troops to disband the 
protesters’ camp by force. If it wasn’t for the international 
condemnations, the Iraqi government probably would have 
continued with its overwhelming military attack to dislodge 
the protestors in other parts of the country.

TMENAR: What does the future hold for the proponents of 
(Sunni) political Islam in light of their election losses during 
the last general elections?

MP: If we take the results of recent local elections as an 
indicator, no doubt confidence in the proponents of political 
Islam is on the rise. The diligent efforts in maintaining al-
Herak and championing the demands of the ordinary people 
won them credibility and respect.

At the same time, people registered the expediency of other 
secular political trends such as the Ba’thists exemplified by 

Saleh al-Mutlag. Some politicians pursued personal political 
gains at the expense of fellow Sunni politicians. Few went 
even further to the extent of condemning the protests and 
supported government efforts to end it.
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