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Foreword  
 
Today, there appears to be mayhem in the Middle East. Dictators and monarchs oppress 
their people in order to guarantee the continued governance of the small, parasitic elites that 
fund them and provide them with muscle power. Some are pro -Western and some are not 
so pro-Western but, regardless of which elites support them, they are all repressive and 
exploitative in some way. Meanwhile, the supposedly ôdemocraticõ State of Israel continues 
to avoid peace at all costs, committing numerous war crimes in Gaza and continuing to 
violate international law throughout Palestine. 1 
 
But it is not only nation states that wage war. There are also resistance movements that seek 
to change the region in different ways . Many citizens rightly demand more justice , 
democracy, and freedom, and the Arab Spring showed the world just how much political 
discontent runs through the Muslim World . However, there are also groups of ôreligiousõ 
extremists, who have taken advantage of the chaos ensuing from popular rebellions in 
recent years. As an empathetic observer, I was driven by these events to seek an 
understand ing of  the role that imperialism had  played in creating the situation  I was 
witnessing , and why nationalist and Islamist reactionaries  had not been able to create a 
genuine alternative to oppressive, dictatorial rule. In short, I asked myself how the region 
could truly succeed in escaping the vicious cycle in which it has found itself almost since the 
start of the twentieth century . 
 
One of the main purposes of thi s book, therefore, is to invite the reader to analyse the 

context behind what has been happening in the Middle East  in the last few years. In my 
opinion,  it is essential to emphasise that the Arab Spring did not appear within a v acuum, 
and that the Syrian Civil War  and the spread of ISIS didnõt either. To an untrained (or 
indoctrinated) eye, ethnic, cultural, or religious divisions may seem to explain the violence 
occurring in the region, but I will argue that imperialist political manoeuvre s from the 

West are, in large part at least, directly responsible  for the current situation . In this book, I 
aim to demonstrate that link, and the way in which small capitalist elites have consistently 
been prepared to exploit and exercise control over people in the Muslim World  in order to 
protect their own interests.  
 
There is indeed division  in the region, but we must understand why  it exists. We must ask 
why Islamism (or political Islam)  has become so extreme and so prominent , and we must 
acknowledge that there are concrete explanations for the emergence of violent groups like 
Al Qaeda and ISIS. The West tried hard throughout the Cold War to eliminate anti-
imperialist  or left-wing groups  in the Muslim World , and self-interested nationalists and 
Islamists were often prepared to provide the manpower for these plots. In other words, 
Islamists have to a certain extent managed to gain support precisely because of the Westõs 
campaign against secular left-wingers in the region. However, they have also gained 
support because they have expressed some tangible, legitimate demands ð such as freedom 
for Western interference in the region. This book will show, however, that Islamism does 
not, and cannot, provide a real solution  to the injustice and oppression brought by 
imperialist intervention . 
 
The reason why Islamism is not the answer to the problems of the Middle East  is that, while 
Western powers have practised political, economic, and cultural imperialism in the region, 
Islamists focus  primarily on the cultural interference of the West . Furthermore,  although 
they occasionally seek freedom from Western political and economic domination, they 
rarely advocate popular democratic rule . In other words, if we understand imperialism as 
the òextension or imposition of power, authority, or influenceó by a small elite, we see that 

                                              
1 http://ososabiouk.wordpress.com/2014/08/23/gaza -a-capitalist-genocide-essay/ 

http://ososabiouk.wordpress.com/2014/08/23/gaza-a-capitalist-genocide-essay/
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the Islamist search to defeat imperialism via the enforcement of a quasi-religious form of 
domination, control, an d oppression is simply illogical. 2 In short, while claiming to fight  
against imperialism , Islamists allow  it to remain, much like forms of authoritarian 
ôsocialismõ did.  
 
A true  solution  for the region , as I will show towards the end of this  book, lies in the 
struggle against elite capitalist interests  ð both local and international . The socio-economic 
elites of the Middle East routinely place the interests of Western capitalists, along with their 
own inter ests, above those of the hardworking citizens over whom they rule. Whether the 
former seek to control the population through authoritarianism, religion, or both, the fact is 
that the latter do not have control over their own lives. Essentially, that was the motivation  
for the legitimate protests throughout the  region during the Arab Spring.  
 
Injustice and oppression are everywhere, just like elsewhere in the world , and that situation 
will continue as long as one group exerts domination over another. The only chance , 
therefore,  for real , meaningful  change is if workers throughout the Middle East unite ð 
regardless of cultural, tribal, or religious differences ð to oppose a capitalist order that has 
controlled regional politics and resources for centuries.  In Rojava in northern Syria, 
communities in largely Kurdish territory have done precisely that , coming together in the 
hope of creating an inclusive and directly democratic system and protecting themselves 
from the crimes of ISIS and exploitative authoritarian states.  The following investigation has 
been undertaken to honour their fight, and that of all of those who seek to forge a freer and 
fairer world.  
  

                                              
2 http://www.merriam -webster.com/dictionary/imperialism   

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/imperialism
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Introduction  
 
The first chapter of this book will seek to give an overview of the key events in the Middle 
East between the twentieth and twenty -first centuries. In the second, I will take a closer look 
at the rise and fall of Arab nationalism in Egypt, while in the third I will analyse the 
phenomenon of Baõathism in Syria and Iraq. The fourth chapter will involve an exploration 
of the ôKurdish Que stionõ, and how the fight for Kurdish autonomy has developed ever 
since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire  left Kurds split between the new states of different 
ethnic groups. 
 
The fif th chapter will look at how the power of Saudi Arabia and its school of I slam began to 
grow with British and US help, and how Iran and its school of Islam rose as a reaction to 
imperialist interference in the region. This battle, as the chapter will show, could effectively 
be referred to as an Islamist Cold War. In the sixth chapter, I will analyse how US wars in 
the Middle East (in addition to those launched by Israel) have destabilised the region, 
fuelled discontent,  and acted to radicalise sectors of its population. I will also examine the 
increasingly spontaneous actions of civilians in the Arab Spring, and how the lack of 
significant organisation allowed Western -backed Islamist forces to appropriate the uprisings 
for themselves. The seventh chapter, meanwhile, will examine in further depth the 
phenomenon of ISIS, which presented itself as a brutal and quasi-fascist reaction to 
imperialist interference in the Muslim World.  In this chapter, I will focus on how the West 
and its Middle Eastern allies played a key role in facilitating the growth of the jihadist 
group. 
 
In the eighth chapter, I will analyse the Leftõs stance on the Syrian Civil War, and explain 
why ôimperialist against anti-imperialistõ rhetoric is both simplistic and counterproductive. 
The ninth  chapter, meanwhile, will show how the Kurdish PKK rebels have dev eloped into 
a truly alternative force for change in the Middle East, and how this occurrence is of great 
concern for imperialists, nationalists, and Islamists ð though to differing extents. In the tenth 
chapter, I will explore the Rojava Revolution of nort hern Syria in greater detail, evaluating 
how it has developed and how other forces have responded to it.  In the eleventh chapter, I 
will look at how the PKK and its allies have heroically resisted both the advances of ISIS and 
the hostility of other forces  surrounding them in Syria and Iraq . Finally, in the twelfth 
chapter, I will analyse the responses of the USA, Turkey , and Iraqi Kurdistan  to successful 
Rojavan resistance against ISIS in the city of Kobanî. I will also consider in this chapter what 
these reactions could mean for the Rojava Revolution and progressive forces elsewhere in 
the region in the coming months and years, whilst emphasising that inclusivity and 
autonomy are the only paths towards peace in the region. 
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Part One: Imperialism and Natio nalism  
 

1) The Muslim World after the Fall of the Ottoman Empire  
 
During òthe epoch of classical Islamic civilisationó, according to LibCom.org, the whole 
òArab region was definitively wrenched out of its pastó.3 Iraqi -born theoretical physicist Jim 
Al -Khalili, meanwhile, insists that, as Europe languished in the so-called ôDark Agesõ, 
òincredible scientific advances were made in the Muslim worldó, with the Ottoman Empire 
overseeing much of this progress.4 However , for a number of reasons, the empire began to 
decline in the 17th century, and eventually fell apart at the end of the First World War 
(having chosen to support the wrong side in the conflict  between European imperialist 
powers). The Muslim World, for so long guided by the Ottomans, was now left without a 
pan-Islamic institution, and the powerful European states sought to divide  it in order to 
prevent the creation of another large Muslim em pire that could challenge their own 
supremacy. 
 
The efforts of these superpowers inevitably created friction in the region, and only after the 
Second World War would attempts to unite it gain momentum . However, it was primarily 
the Arab section of the Muslim World that sought unity, with t he Arab League being 
established in 1945 and Arab nationalism  looking  set to become the main political opponent 
of pro-Western monarchies in the region. The creation of Israel  in 1948, however, divided 
the Arab World geographically, stifling  the endeavours of its newly independent countri es 
to create a unified Arab nation. Israelõs predisposition towards violence, meanwhile, had 
already generated fierce responses both from Islamists and from Arab nationalists.  
 
The focus of this chapter of the book is to give an overview of the recent history of key 
countries in the Muslim World, and especially in what is today referred to as the Middle 
East. Without this historical context, it is impossible to truly understand the current 
political situation and, w ithout such understanding, there is no way that the regionõs 
conflict s will ever truly be resolved . Therefore, instead of delving  into political theory or 
suggesting solutions, this chapter will focus  purely on outlining historical details . A large 
part of  the information summarised below comes from TeachMideast.org5, unless otherwise 
specified. 
 

A) The Four Muslim Powerhouses  
 
For the purpose of this book, I suggest that we consider four nations in particular as political 
powerhouses in the Muslim World. T hree of these ð Iran, Turkey, and Egypt ð all have 
ancient histories and imperialist pasts, perhaps in part due to their strategic locations on the 
hub of three continents. From the Egyptian pyramids and the Persian Empire to the prolific 
Ottoman Empire, their stories have shaped the Middle East . After the birth of Islam in the 
seventh century, however, religion would also exert a significant influence on this re gion 
(and much further afield). In fact, historian Tariq Ali speaks of how òJudaism, Christianity 
and Islam all began as versions of what we would today describe as political movementsó, 
seeking to òresist imperial oppressionó and òunite a disparate peopleó.6 And this is precisely 
the function that Islam would have in each of the three cou ntries mentioned above. 
 
Some Background on Islam  
 

                                              
3 https://libcom.org/library/national -formation -arab-region-critique -samir-amin-mohammad-jafar  
4 http://www.theguardian.com/science/2010/feb/01/islamic -science  
5 http://www.teachmideast.org/essays/28 -history/42 -timeline -of-the-middle -east-in-the-20th-century  
6 http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/10/17/a -secular-history -of-islam/   

https://libcom.org/library/national-formation-arab-region-critique-samir-amin-mohammad-jafar
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2010/feb/01/islamic-science
http://www.teachmideast.org/essays/28-history/42-timeline-of-the-middle-east-in-the-20th-century
http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/10/17/a-secular-history-of-islam/
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In around 610AD, a forty -year-old Prophet Muhammad experience d a vision (of the 
archangel Gabriel) near his birthplace, Mecca (in modern-day Saudi Arabia), and then set 
about convincing locals that there w as òone true Godó. In 622, he was thrown out of Mecca, 
having worried òthe rich and powerful merchantsó of the town, who believed Muhammadõs 
òreligious revolutioné might be disastrous for businessó. Along with his followers, the 
prophet found shelter at an  oasis, which would later be named ôMedinaõ, or òthe city [of the 
Prophet]ó. In 629, having ònegotiated a truce with the Meccansó, he finally returned to his 
hometown. After one of his followers was murdered, however, he ordered an invasion of 
the settlement.7 Having won òthree important military victoriesó, Muhammad and his 
followers soon saw many locals convert to Islam, having been òimpressed by the 
muscularity of the new religionó. 
 
In 632, Muhammad died of a fever, but Islamõs subsequent triumphs, Ali says, would be òa 
vindication of his action programme ó. Some sections of the Koran, he argues, had òthe 
vigour of a political manifesto ó, showing that òMuhammadõs spiritual drive was fuelled by 
socio-economic ambitionsó (such as strengthening òthe commercial standing of the Arabsó 
and introducing òa set of common rulesó to reduce conflict in society). Islam, Ali insists, 
òwas the cement [Muhammad] used to unite the Arab tribesó and, òwithin twenty years of 
Muhammadõs deathé, his followers had laid the foundations of the first Islamic empire in 
the Fertile Crescentó. Impressed by these successes, whole tribes embraced the new religion. 
With the Persian and Byzantine Empires having been embroiled in conflict òfor almost a 
hundred yearsó (which òhad enfeebled both sides, alienated their populations and created 
an opening foré new conquerorsó), Islam soon òreplaced [these] two great empiresó. 
Eventually, there would be òthree Muslim empiresó, dominating  òlarge parts of the globeó, 
with the Ottomans governing from Istanbul , the Safavids from Persia, and the Mughal 
dynasty from India. 8 
 
The fourth successor (or caliph) to Muhammad would be his cousin Ali,  who had been at his 
side from the very beginning of his conquest , and had even married his daughter Fatimah . 
Under his rule (between 656 to 661), division grew within Islam, and he òwas eventually 
killed by a member of the Kharijite sectó. Those who followed his successors (claiming that 
Fatimah and her sons Hasan and Hussein were the only ones who ought to be classed as 
Muhammadõs family) would become Shia Muslims, while those who followed the Umayyad 
family (a prominent clan from which the third caliph had come) would become Sunni 
Muslims.  Essentially, this was a òstruggle for political power ó, which the powerful 
Umayyad leader Muawiyah I and his successors would appear to win, establishing a new 
caliphate that would last from 661 to 750. 
 
As a result of Muawiyahõs victory, òa de facto separation of religious and political poweró 
would begin, with caliphs holding òreligious authorityó but monarchs (known as sultans or 
emirs) essentially wielding political power. The religious sphere of activ ity and power 
would soon be òsubordinated to the political oneó. The Sunni dynasties of the Abbasid 
Caliphate (750ð1258) and the Ottoman Empire (1299ð1923) would then follow on from the 
Umayyads, though other Islamic empires would exist at several points o ver the centuries. 
Between the ninth to the thirteenth century, says Deepa Kumar at the International Socialist 
Review, òTurkic warrior -rulersé held political power ó with the consent of the religious 
elites, whose legitimacy and authority were guaranteed b y these military regimes.  
 
In order to òdevelop a set of laws that could be applied uniformly to all Muslim subjects ó, a 
òclass of religious scholarsó (or ôulamaõ) set about developing òShariaña set of rules 
codified into law ó [which will be discussed in  greater detail in Chapter Five] . There was 
generally òa consensusó among the ulama, Kumar asserts, òthat as long a ruler could defend 

                                              
7 http://www.pbs.org/empires/islam/profilesmuhammed.html   
8 http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/10/17/a -secular-history -of-islam/   

http://www.pbs.org/empires/islam/profilesmuhammed.html
http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/10/17/a-secular-history-of-islam/
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the territories of Islam (dar al -Islam) and did not prevent his Muslim subjects from 
practicing their religion ó, there should be no rebellion against them. While Muhammad had 
effectively been òboth a political and religious leaderó, the empires that followed him 
essentially undertook a ôdivision of labourõ in their upper echelons.9 In the fourth 
powerhouse I will examine in t his section of the chapter, this separation began to blur to a 
certain extent, but essentially remained. 
 
Saudi Arabia, which had a history much less fertile than the other three countries mentioned  
at the beginning of this section, was bolstered both by its extremely violent, corrupted form 
of Islam (Wahhabism /Salafism), and by the Westõs desire for oil in the twentieth century . 
Although it is a newcomer compared to the other powerhouses mentioned, ignoring its role 
in the Muslim World over the last few d ecades would be a fatal error. 
 
Turkey, Ethnic Nationalism, and Military Rule  
 
In 1908, after years of decline in the Ottoman Empire, the Young Turks (a group of liberal 
and nationalist reformists), led a revolt in Macedonia. They took power of the empire and 
forced the sultan to restore the constitutional monarchy, initiating a series of transform ations 
in Ottoman society. However, a divide developed within their party, the Committee of 
Union and Progress (CUP), and liberal reformists soon split off to for m their own party. In 
1913, the conservative nationalists still in the CUP took power for themselves in a coup. 
 
When World War One broke out, the coup regime saw the Armenian population as a òpro-
Russianó threat and, in April 1915, they òarrested about 50 Armenian intellectuals and 
community leadersó, who would later be executed. Other Armenians , meanwhile, were 
moved en masse from Anatolia (the largely Turkic areas of modern -day Turkey) to Syria. 
Around a million Armenians died or were murdered on this journey , which is today 
considered to have been part of an anti-Armenian genocide. The European Parliament, for 
example, has òformally recognised genocide against the Armeniansó, though the traditional 
right -wing axis of òthe UK, US and Israeló choose to use òdifferent terminology to describe 
the eventsó. 
 
After the war, òseveral senior Ottoman officials were put on trial in Turkeyé in connection 
with the atrocitiesó, while the òThree Pashasó (who had led the unsuccessful war effort ) fled 
into exile and òwere sentenced to death in absentiaó. Some historians have since questioned 
òthe degree to which the Turkish authorities may have wished to appease the victorious 
Alliesó with such rulings in this post -war period. 10 Former Young Turk and army hero 
Mustafa Kemal  Atatürk , for example, was particularly interested in dealing diplomatically 
wi th the European colonial powers, hoping to rescue Anatolia from their self -interested 
division of the Ottoman Empire.  
 
In 1922, Atatürk proclaimed the creation of the Turkish Republic, and was backed by 
Europeõs colonial powers. The following year, he became president and abolished the 
Islamic Caliphate, renouncing  Turkish claims to former Ottoman territories in the Treaty of 
Lausanne, and beginning a process of modernisation and secularisation in the young nation. 
Meanwhile, h is leadership had managed to convince many Kurds (the largest ethnic 
minority group  in the area sought after by Atatürk ) to forget about the idea of creating a 
Kurdis h state in territories with majority Kurdish populations.  [The effects of this decision 
will be explored in greater depth in Chapter  Four and in Part Three of this book.] 
 
In 1938, Atatürk died, and his successors remained neutral in the escalating conflict in 
Europe. They retained a working relationship with Nazi Germany until 1944, and only 

                                              
9 http://isreview.org/issue/76/political -islam-marxist -analysis  
10 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/6045182.stm   

http://isreview.org/issue/76/political-islam-marxist-analysis
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/6045182.stm
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joined the Allies in 1945, when their invitation to the inaugural meeting of the United 
Nations was dependent on their full  involvement  in the Second World War. The country 
declared war on the Axis powers, but Turkish troops never saw any combat. After this 
point, it became a firm anti -Communist ally of the West, supporting the UN in the Korean 
War and then joining NATO in 1952. It did, however, allow open elections (wh ich were won 
by the opposition Democratic Party) in 1950. 
 
In 1960, the Democratic Party was overthrown by the Turkish army, which approved a new 
constitution in 1961 giving it òspecial authority and privilegesó, according to Professor Serap 
Yazĕcĕ. Yazĕcĕ says that òthe military and the political eliteó implemented these changes in 
order to òlimit the actions of a pluralistic democracyó, insisting that the constitution 
òfeatured extremely authoritarian mechanisms within the illusion of democracyó. Professor 
Ergun ¥zbudun, meanwhile, asserts that it was òthe foundationó of a system of òmilitary 
tutorshipó.11  
 
In 1971, there was another coup and, in 1974, Turkey invaded northern Cyprus. It òoccupied 
just over a third of the islandó, claiming to protect the Turkish Cypriot minority (less than 
20% of the islandõs population) from future unification with Greece. Around 140,000 Greek 
Cypriot refugees fled to the south, while 50,000 Turkish Cypriots fled to the north. 12 The 
USA subsequently implemented a trade embargo on Turkey until 1978. In 1980, yet another 
coup occurred, with the army imposing martial law and approving a new constitution in 
1982. 
 
In 1984, the violent repression of the countryõs Kurdish population reached a tipping point, 
and the Kurdistan Worker sõ Party (or PKK) began a òbloody war for Stalinist/Maoist 
revolutionó against the state.13 Six years later, Turkey allowed the USA to use Turkish 
airbases for strikes on Saddam Husseinõs forces in Iraq after they had invaded Kuwait. Two 
years later, meanwhile, twenty thousand Turkish troops entered Kurdish safe havens in 
northern Iraq in an anti -PKK operation. In 1995, another offensive was launched on Iraqi 
Kurdistan, but this time with 35,000 troops. In 1996, Islamists in Turkey finally gained 
enough popular support to win elections, though the Islamist Welfare Party was forced to 
resign after a military campaign against it in 1997. The following year, the party was banned.  
 
In 1999, the PKKõs leader, Abdullah ¥calan, was captured and sentenced to death. In 2002, 
the Islamist Justice and Development Party (AKP) won a landslide election, though it 
promised  to stick to the secular principle s of the Turkish constitution ( which was almost 
immediately edited to allow people with criminal convictions, like th e partyõs leader Recep 

Tayyip Erdoķan, to run for political office ). Erdoķan won a seat in parliament in 2003 and 
was elevated to the post of Prime Minister within a matter of days. He ref ormed laws on 
freedom of speech and Kurdi sh language rights, and sought to reduce the role of the 
military  in Turkish society . In the run up to the invasion of Iraq  in 2003, Turkey allowed the 
USA to fly in Turkish airspace , but prevented it from using  Turkish bases to attack Iraq. 
Apart from the invasion of Cyprus, this w ould be one of the most serious acts of Turkish 
defiance to the USA since the country had entered into NATO. 
 
In 2004, just as the PKK claimed there were ôannihilation operationsõ targeting it, the 
government banned the death penalty completely, letting Öc alan off the hook. Other 
advances, meanwhile, sought to reduce tensions in Kurdish communities, with the first 
Kurdish -language programme being allowed to broadcast on state TV. Four Kurdish 
activists were also freed from jail , though thousands remained. Two years later, however, 

                                              
11 http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.aspx?pageid=438&n=the -8216libertarian-constitution8217-of-61-the-myth -and-the-facts-2010-05-
26  
12 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/06/turkish -invasion-divided -cyprus-40-years-on-eyewitness-greek-cypriot -family   
13 http://roarmag.org/2014/08/pkk -kurdish -struggle-autonomy/   

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.aspx?pageid=438&n=the-8216libertarian-constitution8217-of-61-the-myth-and-the-facts-2010-05-26
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.aspx?pageid=438&n=the-8216libertarian-constitution8217-of-61-the-myth-and-the-facts-2010-05-26
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/06/turkish-invasion-divided-cyprus-40-years-on-eyewitness-greek-cypriot-family
http://roarmag.org/2014/08/pkk-kurdish-struggle-autonomy/
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the situation deteriorated, with over a dozen people being killed as security forces repressed 
Kurdish protesters. At the same time, a new anti -terror law  was said to ôinviteõ torture. 
Thanks to the advances made regarding Kurdish rights , however, the PKK declared a 
unilateral ceasefire. 
 
In 2007, tens of thousands of people protested in favour of secularism in Ankara, asking 
Erdoķan not to run for president because of his Islamist past. Another AKP candidate ended 
up becoming president instead. Meanwhile, Turkey launched  yet more air strikes against 
the PKK in Iraq. A year later, a petition to have the AKP banned for undermining the 
countryõs secular constitution failed. In 2009, ten years after ¥calanõs arrest, Turkish  police 
repressed Kurdish protesters  while Kurdish politician Ahmet Turk defied the countryõs anti-
Kurdish laws by giving a speech to parliament in Kurdish. Erdoķan soon met with Turk and 
sought to increase Kurdish language rights and reduce military presence in the Ku rdish 
southeast. In part, these attempts were aimed at improving Kurdish attitude s towards 
Erdoķan and his party, and not at allowing Kurds greater political freedom. In fact, Turkõs 
political party would be banned at the end of the year.  
 
In 2010, army officers were arrested over an alleged 2003 plot to overthrow the AKP 
government. Nine Turks, meanwhile, were killed by Israeli commandos on a flotilla 
travelling to Gaza, which worsened what had traditionally been good relations between 
Turkey and Israel. A t the same time, the PKK affirmed that it was willing to disarm in return 
for more rights for Turkish Kurds , though the government  ignored the offer. 
 
In 2011, Erdoķan became Prime Minister again, and the civilian government was put in 
charge of choosing military leaders for the first time  in Turkish history . As Erdoķan began to 
back anti-government rebels in Syria, meanwhile, thousands of Syrian refugees fled to 
Turkey. The following year, armed forces struck PKK rebel bases in Iraq, showing no real 
sign of wanting to resolve the conflict with the Kurdish movement.  After Syrian mortar fire 
on a Turkish border town killed five civilians, meanwhile, Turkeyõs parliament authorised 
military action inside Syria. The armed forces subsequently responded with arti llery fire into 
Syria. (Note here that Turkey has not fired at Islamist targets in Syria when their shells have 
fallen on Turkish territory during the war.) 
 
In 2013, the PKK, which had shifted towards a libertarian socialist ideology over the last 
decade or so, announced it would withdraw from Turkey after Öcalan called for a ceasefire. 
As a result of a new peace process, the PKK officially refrained from participating in the 
mass anti-government protests sparked by an urban development plan for Istanbulõs Taksim 
Gezi Park. Popular mobilisations had been sparked by a number of factors, including: 
Erdoķanõs perceived authoritarianism; the lack of public consultation;  media censorship and 
disinformation;  Turkish invo lvement in the Syrian Civil War;  the excessive force used by 
police; government corruption;  and internet censorship. Twenty -two people were killed in 
the subsequent government crackdown, and many thousands were injured or arrested.  
 
In 2014, police chiefs in 15 different provinces were sacked, and it was suspected that the 
AKP had ordered this action in response to corruption investigations connected to its 
members. Trade unions, meanwhile, led a strike over a mine disaster which caused 282 
deaths (and was attributed to government -backed privatisati on). Erdoķan would soon be 
elected president, and violent protests would break out once again. This time, the discontent 
was driven primarily by Turkeyõs blockade of the largely Kurdish city of Kobanî in Syria, 
which ISIS terrorists were attacking with per ceived Turkish support or complicity.  These 
events, and others related to Erdoķan and the PKK, will be explored in greater detail in Part 
Three of this book. 
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Egypt, Arab Nationalism, and Authoritarianism  
 
Between 1922 and 1924, Egypt was given independence from the UK under a king, but 
security issues remained in the hands of the British government . The nationalist Wafd P arty 
was founded in the hope of ensuring Britainõs definitive exit from the country, and it won 
the elections of 1924. The womenõs rights movement, meanwhile, began to gain steam, as 
did the countryõs secularisation process. In 1928, the Muslim Brotherhood was created, 
attracting thousands of anti -imperialist Islamists. When formal independence from Britain 
finally came in 1936, a new king was installed, though Britain still had significant political 
influence in the country . When violent anti -British demonstrations began in 1952, the Wafd 
government abolished the 1936 treaty with Britain, and the Free Officers Movement  (led by 
the young Gamal Abdel Nasser and Muhammad Naguib) overthrew the monarchy.  The 
Wafd Party was soon dissolved. 
 
Naguib was granted a 3-year term as dictator of Egypt, but Nasser seized power in 1954, 
redistributing land to peasants whilst suspending the constitution and banning political 
parties. He reached an agreement with the British saying they would withdraw from the 
Suez Canal by 1956. As a result of Muslim Brotherhood protests, hundreds of its members 
were imprisoned and tortured, with thousands fleeing to other co untries. In 1956, Nasser 
was elected President of Egypt and, after the USA refused to help fund the Aswan High 
Dam, he nationalised the Suez Canal  (giving compensation to those who previously owned 
it). However, Britain, France and Israel decided to invade  the country . Their invasion failed, 
and the USSR eventually helped to fund the d am, though Israel held onto the land it had 
taken in the Sinai Peninsula. The following year, Israel returned Sinai to Egypt, and women, 
having received the vote under Nasser, elected their first female MP. 
 
In 1958, the dream of Arab unity moved forward a step, with Egypt and Syria joining 
together to become the United Arab Republic (UAR) after a popular referendum. Nasser 
became its president, but it would be dissolved in 1961 due to internal disagreements. In 
1967, Israeli border clashes with Syria led Nasser to prepare support for his ally. Even 
though there was no evidence that Egyptian forces were planning to attack Israel, the 
Zionist State launched the Six-Day War, in wh ich Egyptõs air force was destroyed in a 
surprise attack and Israel occupied Sinai and the Gaza Strip. Thousands of Egyptian troops 
would either be killed or captured  in the conflict . 
 
In 1970, Nasser died, leaving Anwar El -Sadat to take charge just as the Aswan Dam was 
approaching completion. The following year, in what was called the ôMay Reform 
Movementõ, Sadat cracked down on his opposition, imprisoning and exiling most former 
Free Officers. Opposing the continued Israeli occupation of their land, Egypt  and Syria 
launched joint airstrikes on Israel in the Yom Kippur War of 1973. On the back foot, Israel 
asked for help from President Nixon, who ordered a massive airlift of military equipment  to 
his Zionist allies . Israel soon gained the upper hand as a consequence, and the UN called for 
a ceasefire. The Arab nations subsequently imposed an oil embargo on the USA and Europe 
for having supported Israel in the conflict , causing oil prices to increase and Western 
economies to suffer as a result. 
 
In 1974, Egypt and Israel signed a non-aggression treaty (which Syria opposed), and Sadat 
visited Israel in 1977, leading to him being shunned by the Arab League but welcomed in as 
a treasured American ally. Between 1978 and 1979, the Camp David Accords were signed, 
and Sinai was returned to Egypt. Full diplomatic relations were established between Egypt 
and Israel, and Sadatõs regime began to receive economic and military aid from the USA . 
In 1981, he was assassinated by Islamists, who were angry about his liberalisation of the 
Egyptian economy, his truce with Israel, and his imprisonment of intellectuals, dissidents, 
and religious figures. Vice -president Hosni Mubarak soon took control, proclaiming martial 
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law and executing those linked to the assassination plot. In 1989, Egypt re-joined the Arab 
League. 
 
In 1992, an Islamist insurgency began, which would eventually leave  a thousand Egyptians 
and foreigners dead. Perhaps as a result, the non-violent Muslim Brotherhood was once 
again allowed to participate in elections  in 2000, though anti-government demonstrations 
were necessary in 2005 before a referendum over allowing numerous candidates to stand in 
presidential elections could take place. In 2006, a report suggested that Egypt was 
developing nuclear programs though, as it was a US ally, it was not sanctioned like Iran or 
other nations were. 
 
In 2008, a crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood saw 800 people arrested in just one month. 
The government, meanwhile, set out to privatise state firms. The following year, activis ts 
were stopped from taking aid to Gaza ð which was being blockaded by both Israel and 
Egypt. In 2010, the Muslim Brotherhood surprisingly won no seats in elections and there 
were allegations of vote rigging. In 2011, protesters called for reform, and eventually forced  
Mubarak to step down, though only after at least 846 civilians had died (with over six 
hundred of these having been òkilled by gunfireó).14 Protests continued, however, with the 
Muslim Brotherhood in particular increasing its presence, and the  army eventually 
dispersed protesters from Cairoõs Tahrir Square. The Muslim Brotherhoodõs Mohamed 
Morsi won the elections of 2012, but issued a decree stripping the judiciary of the right to 
challenge his decisions. After popular protests, he rescinded the decree, but the constituent 
assembly soon approved a draft constitution which boosted the role of Islam in the country 
and restricted freedom of speech and assembly. 
 
In 2013, mass demonstrations and violent street protests broke out, and army chief Abdul 
Fattah al-Sisi led a coup against President Morsi. Later in the year, òmore than 600 peopleó 
would be killed as security forces stormed Muslim Brotherhood protest camps in Cairo. 15 A 
state of emergency was declared and curfews were imposed, while a round 40 Coptic 
churches were destroyed and the Muslim Brotherhood was definitively banned. Its assets 
were confiscated, and a new law was passed to restrict public protests. The Brotherhood was 
declared a terrorist group , and Egyptians ôvotedõ in 2014 to approve a new constitution 
which would ban parties based on religion. Al -Sisi subsequently won the countryõs 
presidential election.  [More details on the Arab Spring in Egypt and elsewhere will be 
examined in Chapter Six.] 
 
Iran, the West, and Shiite Islamism  
 
In 1890, riots and mass protests in Persia led the countryõs ruler to withdraw trade 
concessions previously granted to Britain. Eleven years later, however, oil  was discovered, 
and colonial interest in the territory  increased. In 1921, military commander Reza Khan 
seized power, and he crowned himself king ð or ôReza Shah Pahlaviõ ð five years later. In 
1935, he asked the international community to refer to his country as Iran. International 
diplomacy was affected, though, by the Shahõs alliance with the Axis p owers in World War 
Two, encouraging Anglo -Russian forces to occupy Iranian territory in 1941. The king was 
subsequently replaced by his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. 
 
In 1950, the elected prime minister was assassinated months after taking office, and was 
succeeded by the progressive nationalist, Mohammad Mossadegh. A year later, 
Mossadeghõs parliament voted to nationalise the oil industry, which was dominated by the 
British -owned Anglo -Iranian Oil Company. Britain responded by imposing  an embargo on 
the country , which halted oil exports and hit  Iranõs economy hard. The Shah and Mossadegh 

                                              
14 http://www.huffi ngtonpost.com/2012/05/15/egypt -revolution -death-toll -arab-network -human-rights_n_1519393.html  
15 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/aug/16/egypt -nationalism -muslim -brotherhood -crackdown  
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then became embroiled in a power struggle, which led the Shah to flee the country in 1953. 
Soon after, Mossadegh was overthrown in a coup engineered by the British and Americ an 
intelligence services  (a òjoint US-Britishó venture known as òOperation Ajaxó).16 General 
Fazlollah Zahedi was subsequently proclaimed prime minister , and the Shah returned to 
Iran. The CIAõs òfirst formal acknowledgementó of involvement in planning and executing 
the coup would come in August 2013.17 
 
A decade later, the Shah embarked on a campaign to modernise and westernise Iran. Part of 
this drive was a programme of land reform and  socio-economic modernisation referred to as 
the ôWhite Revolutionõ. In the late 1960s, the Shah became increasingly dependent on the 
SAVAK (Iranõs secret police), which helped him to oppress the opposition movements 
which criticised his reforms. In 1978, the alienation and repression of both civil society 
groups and the Shia Islamic clergy led to riots, strikes, and mass demonstrations in the 
country ð leading the Shah to impose martial law. 
 
In 1979, while the Shah was in the USA receiving medical treatment, he was ousted by a 
popular rebellion . Demanding his extradition to Iran, a handful of rebels held American 
hostages in the US embassy until 1981 (even though the Shah had died in 1980). Meanwhile, 
Iranians had voted in a referendum to make Iran an ôIslamic Republicõ, and Seyyad 
Abolhassan Banisadr became the first president of the country in 1980. He led a major 
nationalisation programme in January of that year. In September, however, Saddam 
Husseinõs Iraq attacked Iran, leading Islamist powers within t he Iranian Revolution  to 
cement their own power as part of the war effort. I n 1981, Banisadr was impeached (and 
went into exile not long afterwards).  
 
In 1985, both the USA and the USSR halted arms supplies to Iran, fearing the spread of 
Islamist oppositio n to both Western imperialism and Soviet atheism. However, the Reagan 
Administration sought a way to get hostages in Lebanon released, and sold arms to Iran as a 
way of taking advantage of the power of Iranian diplomacy. The money earned from the 
arms sales was subsequently funnelled to the right -wing Contra paramilitaries fighting 
against the left-wing Sandinista government  in Nicaragua , as part of a deal known later as 
the Iran-Contra scandal. 
 
Starting in 1987, the USA launched Operation Earnest Will, which aimed to protect Kuwaiti -
owned oil tankers destined for export. In 1988, the USA shot down an Iranian passenger 
plane, killing 290 (and 66 children). In the same month, a ceasefire was agreed, and the Iran-
Iraq War officially ended soon after. Over ò1 million people were dead and both countries 
deeply scarredó at the end of the conflict.18 The spiritual leader of the Iranian Revolution, 
Ayatollah Khomeini, died a year later, and was replaced by Ayatollah Khamenei as the 
countryõs ôsupreme leaderõ. In the same year, the òneoliberaló Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani 
was elected president, and his assumption of power led the USA to release $567 million of 
frozen Iranian assets.19 
 
In 1995, the USA imposed oil and trade sanctions on Iran for its alleged sponsorship of 
ôterrorismõ in the Middle East (even though, as will be seen in Chapter Five, the USA had 
helped to create the most violent form of terrorism in Afghanistan in the 1980s). It was also 
accused of seeking to acquire nuclear arms. Mohammad Khatami was elected president two 
years later by a landslide, seeking to continue the liberalising economic policies of his 
predecessor and bring about limited democratic reforms . A year later, Iran deployed troops 
to its border with Afghanistan to protect itself from the Taliban (which had risen from the 

                                              
16 http://rt.com/usa/iran -coup-cia-operation-647/   
17 http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB435/   
18 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/sep/23/iran -iraq-war -anniversary  
19 http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2012/02/2012215164958644116.html   
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ashes of the USAõs anti-communist war there in the 1980s). In 1999, pro-democracy students 
protested in the streets but were repressed by Iranian police. Rioting ensued, and over 1,000 
people were arrested. 
 
Over the next few years, liberals would retain control of the Iranian parliament, and 
Khatami would be re-elected. However, US President Bush would claim Iran was part of an 
ôaxis of evilõ. Soon afterwards, work on a nuclear reactor ð allegedly for power generation ð 
began. In 2003, thousands of people attended student-led protests. In the same year, Iran 
suspended its nuclear programme and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
reported that the country had no weapons programme. A year later, though, conservatives 
regained control of the country (as many reformists had been disqualified from the elec tions 
by the Council of Guardians). In 2005, uranium conversion resumed, though supposedly for 
ôpeaceful purposesõ. 
 
2005 also saw Mahmoud Ahmadinejad  beat Rafsanjani in the countryõs presidential 
elections, and the new president soon proved himself to be a lot less prepared to accept 
international ultimatums on Iranian use of nuclear fuel. He had backed the òpost-1979 cleric-
dominated capitalist political systemó in the run-up to the elections, but had also promised 
òhigher wages, more rural development funds, expanded health insurance and more social 
benefits for womenó. He also emphasised that Iran did ònot need imposed ties with the 
United Statesó. As the only candidate really standing on a òpopulist platformó, he succeeded 
in appealing to the disenfranchised poor and rural voters of Iran. 20 A year later, the UN 
Security Council voted to impose sanctions on Iranõs trade in nuclear materials and 
technology. In 2007, Iran allowed nuclear inspectors into the country, but the USA imposed 
tough new sanctions nonetheless, in spite of a US intelligence report which had played 
down the perceived nuclear threat posed by Iran.  
 
In 2008, Ahmadinejad visited Iraq, expressing the desire for friendship between the two 
countries and signing several cooperation agreements with the Shia-dominated government . 
Continued international sanctions on Iran, meanwhile, stirred up anti -imperialist and 
nationalist sentiment among Ahmadinejadõs supporters, who would criticise Western 
interference more and more. In a provocative move, the president approved the test-firing of 
a long-range missile which was supposedly ôcapable of hitting targets in Israelõ. 
Ahmadinejad was re -elected the following year, though allegations of vote -rigging led to 
protests (in which a t least 30 people were killed and more than 1,000 were arrested). In 2011, 
the Arab Spring inspired many Iranians to attend mass demonstrations  once again, but they 
were not suppressed as violently as those of 2009. According to Dissident Voice, 
Ahmadinejad, far from serving the best interests of the Iranian people, oversaw òa regime 
dedicated to the privatization of state -controlled industriesó.21 
 
After years of tightening international sanctions on Iran, the EU imposed an oil embargo on 
the country in 2012, pushing its currency to a new record low against the US dollar  (with it 
already having lost about 80% of its value since 2011). In part, this situation was responsible 
for the Iraniansõ decision to vote cleric Hassan Rouhani, a òproponent of neoliberal 
economicsó, into power i n 2013.22 Promising US broadcaster NBC that Iran would ònever 
develop nuclear weaponsó, he spoke of his hopes about moving  forward with nuclear talks 
in order to end international sanctions.23 In 2014, he pledged to help Iraq in its battle against 
ISIS extremists by providing òmilitary advisers and weaponsó to the country.24 
 

                                              
20 https://www.greenleft.org.au/node/32191   
21 http://dissidentvoice.org/2009/06/selling -iran-ahmadinejad-privatization -and-a-bus-diver -who-said-no/   
22 http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/10/17/neoliberal -economics-comes-to-iran/   
23 http://www.nbcnews.com/news/ot her/irans -president-rouhani -we-will -never-develop-nuclear-weapons-f4B11191585  
24 http://www.ibtimes.com/amid -new-attacks-iraqi-shiites-irans-rouhani -pledges-more-support -iraqi -military -fight -1708747  
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Saudi Arabia, Wahhabism, and Dictatorship  
 
Between 1915 and 1916, Britain tried to convince Arabs to rebel against Ottoman rule in 
what later became known as the Hussein-McMahon Correspon dence. During this period, 
Britain promised to facilitate the creation of an independent Arab State after the First World 
War if Hussein bin Ali, the Sharif of Mecca, would lead a rebellion. Few tribes supported 
him , though, and in 1926 Abdul Aziz ibn Saud  conquered Mecca and Medina thanks to the 
violent, intolerant form of Islam (known as Wahhabism) followed by his supporters. Saudi 
Arabia was formed, and Wahhabi sm became its official religion. Having made the ideology 
more ôstatelyõ to attract the support of the West, King Abdul finally died in 1953. 
 
In 1975, King Faisal was killed by a family member because of his role in the 1973 Arab oil 
embargo (which came after the Yom Kippur War) . With the countryõs Wahhabi population 
growing increasingly unhappy with the monarchyõs alliance with the West, Juhayman al-
Oteibi and a band of armed followers seized the Grand Mosque in Mecca in 1979. After 2 
weeks, police raided the mosque and publicly beheaded Juhayman and 63 of his followers. 
These events marked the start of an òIslamic Awakeningó of Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia . 
 
After fuelling Wahhabi presence in the Islamist opposition to communism in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan in the 1980s, Saudi Arabia stripped dissident Osama Bin Laden of his Saudi 
nationality in 1994. Nonetheless, extremism remained in the country, and 15 of the 19 
hijackers involved in the attacks on New York and Washington in 2001 were Saudi 
nationals. A year later, the countryõs criminal code was revised, with a ban on torture and 
suspects being given the right to legal representation. Rights campaigners, however, 
affirmed that violations continued . The countryõs foreign minister , meanwhile, said the USA 
would not be allowed to use its facilities in Saudi Arabia to attack Iraq, even as part of a UN-
sanctioned strike. 
 
In 2003, the USA promised to pull out almost all of its troops from Saudi Arabia, ending a 
military presence that dated back to the 1991 Gulf war. Both countries, however, stressed 
that they would remain allies. In t he same year, suicide bombers killed 35 people at housing 
compounds for Westerners in Riyadh , but there was no Western retaliation against Saudi 
Arabia. Protesters, meanwhile, called for political reforms, and hundreds were arrested as a 
result. Later in t he year, another terrorist attack would see 17 people killed. In 2004, three 
gun attacks in Riyadh within a week left two Americans and a BBC cameraman dead, while 
a US engineer was abducted and beheaded, with his filmed death being shown in the USA. 
In December, five US workers were killed at the US consulate in Jeddah but, yet again, there 
was no Western military campaign against Saudi Arabia as a result. 
 
In 2005, King Abdullah  took the throne, and he banned the religious police from detaining 
suspects two years later because it had come under increasing criticism after recent deaths in 
its custody. In 2010, the USA confirmed a plan to sell $60 billion worth of arms to Saudi 
Arabia, in what was to be the most lucrative single arms deal in US history. Nonetheless, 
Wikileaks  cables would reveal soon afterwards the USAõs concern that Saudi Arabia was the 
ômost significantõ source of funding for Sunni terrorist groups worldwide. 
 
In 2011, King Abdullah announced an increase in welfare spending in an attempt t o stop the 
Arab Spring from spreading to Saudi Arabia. However, he also decided to ban public 
protests after small demonstrations had taken place in the mostly Shia areas of the east, 
saying that threats to the nationõs security and stability would not be tolerated. When the 
regime of neighbouring Bahrain was put under pressure by protesters, Saudi troops were 
sent in to help with the government crackdown. In the same year, Abdullah gave women  the 
right to vote, run in municipal elections, and be appointed to the consultative Shura Council. 
When a woman was sentenced to 10 lashes for driving a car, Abdullah even stepped in to 



17 
 

overturn the sentence. This action showed the balance Abdullah was trying to seek between 
pleasing the West and protecting his own rule.  
 
In 2013, 30 women were sworn in to the previously all -male Shura consultative council ð 
allowing women to hold political office for the first time in Saudi history. However, 
Amnesty Inter national accused Riyadh of failing to live up to its promises about improving 
its human rights record after the critical report that had been issued by the UN in 2009. In 
fact, Amnesty criticised Saudi Arabia for ôratcheting upõ its repression. Accused of 
supporting Wahhabi extremists in Syria, meanwhile, Abdullah implemented a new anti -
terrorism law in 2014, though social activists claimed the act was aimed at further stifling  
dissent. 
 

B) Colonial and Imperialist Intervention in the Muslim World  
 
Palestine, Zionist Colonialism, and Arab  Reaction 
 
My essay òGaza: A Capitalist Genocideó25 discusses the violent nationalism of Zionism in 
greater depth, but in this section my main aim is to point out the significant role that Israel 
played in the escalation of violence in the Middle East . The story officially started when 
Britain sought to secure Jewish support during the First World War by signing the Balfour 
Declaration of 1917, promising to facilitate the establishment in Palestine of a ônational home 
for the Jewish peopleõ. In 1923, the British Mandate  over Palestine officially began, as did 
significant Zionist migration to the region.  
 
In 1929, Arab-Zionist  violence broke out and, six years later, mass protests began when a 
popular Islamic leader was killed b y British police. Nazi persecution of Jews in Europe, 
meanwhile, would soon see many Jews migrate to Palestine, rapidly increasing the Jewish 
population of Palestine. Arab peasants, who were being dispossessed as Jews bought land 
from wealthy landowners, r ebelled against the governing colonial regime in 1936. As the 
rebellion continued, a British commission recommended the division of Palestine into Jewish 
and Arab states. 
 
The tensions were still present, but the rebellion died down in part because the Bri tish 
government agreed in 1939 to reject the idea of a Jewish state (in the ôWhite Paperõ) and to 
limit Jewish migration. Zionist zealots, however, were committed to ensuring they had 
control over Palestine, and the terrorist organisation known as Irgun (l ed by eventual Israeli 
Prime Minister Menachem Begin) blew up the King David Hotel in 1946, killing 91 people. 
The following year, such Zionists officially declared war on the British Mandate 
government, and the British, dealing with wartime devastation at  home, handed the 
ôPalestinian Questionõ over to the UN. A UN commission, in spite of contrary information 
from previous investigations, decided that the partition in Palestine was the best solution to 
unrest in the territory . Such action was opposed by all of the Arab states in the region but, 
thanks to intense Zionist lobbying, the plan was approved.  
 
In preparation for the 1948 partition of Palestine , Irgun (along with the Haganah 
paramilitary organisation) began to remove Arabs from land ôassignedõ to Jews by the UN, 
creating around 400,000 refugees in the process. When the day of independence came, 
Britain withdrew its forces from Palestine, and the State of Israel was immediately 
recognised by both the USA and the USSR (showing that both lacked an understanding of 
(or interest in) the unrest that would inevitably follow) . Arab nations, angry about Israeli 
crimes against the Arab population of Palestine, decided to invade Israel. The heavily armed 
new state, however, easily routed the Arab coalition, a nd subsequently took extra land 

                                              
25 http://ososabiouk.wordpress.com/2014/08/23/gaza -a-capitalist-genocide-essay/  
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which had previously been allotted to Palestinians. The resulting refugees fled to either the 
Egyptian -controlled Gaza Strip or the Jordanian-controlled West Bank. 
 
Although it had become a member of the UN, Israel refused to put Jerusalem under 
international control in accordance with the organisationõs partition plan. In 1950, Jordan 
would officially annex the West Bank, and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) 
would be created by the Arab League four years later in an attempt to ôrepresent Palestinian 
Arabsõ. The continuing refugee situation , however, saw conflict escalate over the coming 
years, as did Israelõs invasion of Egypt in 1956. In 1967, the Zionist state attacked Egypt and 
Syria in the Six-Day War , occupying Gaza, the West Bank, and East Jerusalem in the 
process. 
 
Two years after the war, Yasser Arafat became the chairman of the PLOõs executive 
committee, and the largest movement within the coalition, al -Fatah, committed itself to an 
armed liberation struggl e against Israel. Thousands of Palestinian refugees in the region 
would join  the group as a result of this declaration. After Jordanõs King Hussein ordered 
attacks in 1970 on the PLO in refugee camps (which killed  thousands of Palestinians in what 
would be  known as ôBlack Septemberõ), the organisation was forced to regroup in Lebanon. 
Some refugees, however, turned towards terrorist activities, with a group known as Black 
September taking Israeli athletes hostage in 1972. 
 
In 1974, after the Yom Kippur War , Yasser Arafat addressed the UN, which recognised 
Palestineõs right to sovereignty, and gave it observer status in the organisation. In 1987, after 
years of deteriorating living conditions for Palestinians and continued occupation of their 
land, the First Intifada  was launched. A large number of the movementõs peaceful protesters 
would be viciously killed by Israeli ôsecurity forcesõ and, after the first three years of the 
uprising , Israel had killed thousands of activists and civilians . During this period,  the 
Islamist group Hamas was founded in Gaza, and it would soon gain  support from 
Palestinians who were angry about the lack of change obtained through peaceful resistance. 
 
In 1988, Palestine declared its independence, and more than 25 countries recognised the 
Palestine National Council (PNC) in exile. Yasser Arafat declared that the PNC rejected 
terrorism and recognised the State of Israel, but only after years of continued mobilisation 
would the Oslo I agreement finally be signed with Israel in 1993. Subsequently, Arafat and 
other leaders returned to the West Bank in 1994 to set up the Palestinian Authority ð which 
would control both administration and security in Gaza and the West Bank. Unfortunately, 
1994 also saw a Zionist  extremist kill  29 Palestinians, an event which led Hamas to retaliate 
with suicide bombs targeting Jewish settlements. 
 
In 1995, the Oslo II accords made provisions for permanent Palestinian self-rule, but living 
conditions continued to worsen, and widespread disillusionment with the peace process 
began to grow. In Israel, the Prime Minister was assassinated by a Zionist extremist, 
showing that there was significant tension in the country between anti-peace right-wingers 
and the much weaker forces for change. In the Palestinian Aut hority, meanwhile, little 
would change after Arafatõs election as president in 1996, leading to greater and greater 
discontent. The Second Intifada , between 2000 and 2005, was a lot more violent than the 
first and, even though many more Palestinians died, Israelis also began to feel the impact of 
the uprising (with suicide attacks from groups like Hamas killing a number of Israelis). 
Feeling the pressure, Israel pulled out of Gaza at the end of the conflict, though it would 
intensify a blockade on the territory after Hamasõs electoral victory there in 2006. At the 
same time, many Israeli citizens were now òless supportive of peace effortsó and òmore 
willing to accept or simply ignore the occupationõs effects on Palestiniansó. These sentiments 
fuelled the growth of t he right wing Likud p arty , which played on these sentiments as 
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òright-wing Israeli extremistsó became òincreasingly violentó, particularly in their  illegal 
settlements in the West Bank. 
 
Israelõs blockade strangled economic life in Gaza, creating a sense of òhopelessness and 
distrust in Israeló, while nurturing a òclimateé hospitable to extremismó there.26 Peaceful 
tactics had not succeeded in improving  the lives of Palestinians, so resistance to the Israeli 
blockade seemed like the best way ð however suicidal ð of changing the hostile, 
authoritarian political stance of the Israeli regime. The subsequent Israeli genocidal 
campaigns against Palestinians, as discussed in my essay on Gaza27, have been a result of 
both the increasing right -wing domination of Israelõs political system and the 
òcatastrophalistó way of thinking in Israeli society, which has contributed to a significant  
loss of òhumanitarian sensibilityó towards Palestinians.28 An important consequen ce of these 
oppressive and murderous actions, however, has been to contribute even further to 
radicalisation within marginalised Muslim communities. Israel i policies , therefore, must be 
considered as a major driving force behind increasing conflict and extremism in the 
Middle East . 
 
Resistance, Communism, and Islamism in Afghanistan  
 
In addition to propping up the State of Israel, the USAõs main goal in the Muslim World in 
the twentieth century was to prevent communism from gainin g popularity or power. As a 
result of this Cold War stance, Afghanistan became embroiled in the imperialist strategies 
that affected the rest of the Muslim World to its west. In part, this was because of its large 
border with the Soviet Union, which meant that even the conservative forces in Afghanistan 
had long tried to maintain a working relationship with the USSR during the twentieth 
century. A lot of the information below, unless otherwise specified, has been taken from the 
BBCõs Afghanistan Profile.29 
 
In 1863, Amir Sher Ali Khan came to power, and sought to modernise Afghanistan and 
build a modern army. Britain òhad failed to colonialize Afghanistanó in the First Anglo -
Afghan War  between 1839 and 1842, but òthe danger of colonialism and imperialist 
conquest was still looming at the dooró. Khan made reforms that helped Afghanistan to 
develop capitalist structures and defend itself more effectively against colonial invasion. 
Between 1878 and 1880, however, the British were successful in the Second Anglo -Af ghan 
War and, while the Afghans could maintain their internal sovereignty, they had to give 
Britain control of their foreign relations. When Amir Abdur Rahman Khan became king in 
1880, he ruthlessly established òa strong centralized stateó, which òwas essential for the 
development of capitaló. His successor continued these efforts until he was assassinated in 
1919. 
 
Amanullah  Khan then òclaimed the throneó and effectively regained political sovereignty 
over international issues as a result of his armyõs resistance in the Third Anglo -Afghan war . 
He sought to end feudalism òby attacking the rights and privileges of the big landlords, the 
nobility, tribal chiefs and the Islamic clergyó. In the 1920s, he was òdeeply influenced by the 
òprogressó in European countries he visitedó, and he enshrined òindividual political 
freedomsó in a new constitution. Other reforms saw women given access to higher 
education; slavery abolished; the òobligatory veilingó of women discouraged; the equality of 
men and women proclaimed; child marriages and polygyny discouraged; land reforms 
introduced; and the tax privileges òof feudal and tribal lordsó challenged. A lack of real 
change for peasants, however, òled to discontent on their partó. 
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In response, British colonialists helped to ògenerate resentment among the oppressedó by 
taking advantage of the some of Amanullahõs unpopular cultural reforms, adding to already 
existent òopposition from the feudal lords and the Islamic clergyó. These British lackeys in 
Afghanistan òspread rumors to the effect that the King was sowing the seeds of infidelity in 
societyó with his reforms, and he was òbranded an òinfideló who had introduced human-
made laws in contradiction to the divine lawsó. When he was finally overthrown in 1929, the 
Constitutional  Movement of Afghanistan was violently suppressed by the monarchs that 
succeeded him. His reform movement , according to Fraidoon Amel at Global Research, had 
been defeated òbecause the Afghan bourgeoisieó he led had not been strong enough òto 
defeat the feudal class in the social battleó. Nonetheless, his Treaty of Friendship with the 
USSR, signed in 1921, had helped to set in motion a òslow state-driven transition towards 
capitalism under a succession of oppressive rulersó after him.30 
 
In 1933, King Zahir Shah took control of Afghanistan , though òhis unclesé immediately 
rallied round and ran the country for the next 20 yearsó.31 The country courted the West, 
and remained neutral throughout the Second World War. When India gained its 
independence after the conflict , the king sought to defend its Pashtun population, which 
would eventually be absorbed into Pakistan. Between 1953 and 1963, his cousin Mohammed 
Daoud Khan served as Prime Minister, taking a hard line on the ôPashtun Questionõ and 
overseeing a souring of bilateral relations with Pakistan. The Afghan economy suffered as a 
result, and the government was forced by the Afghan people to reform . In 1964, a 
constitution was introduced that provided for free elections, civil rights, womenõs rights, 
and universal suffrage. Relatives of the king, meanwhile , including Daoud Khan  himself , 
would no longer be allowed to serve within the government.  
 
In 1973, the kingõs òterrible response to a three-year drought that killed an estimated 80,000 
peopleó created an opportunity for Khan to lead a coup dõ®tat while the king was in 
Europe.32 Supported by the Afghan communist p arty (the PDPA), he abolished the 
monarchy and named himself president. According to Fraidoon Amel, t he government 
subsequently òlaunched a persecution campaign against Islamists inspired by the extremist 
ideology of [the] Muslim -Brotherhoodó. The Bhutto government in Pakistan, meanwhile, 
welcomed some of the exiled Afghan Islamists, hoping that they would help to topple  the 
countryõs new regime. In 1975, these forces launched an attack on Daoud Khanõs forces, but 
lost due to a lack of popular support.  At the same time, though, Khan was seeking to 
distance himself from the Soviet Union, in the hope of establishing òclose relations with the 
United States, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and other US cronies in the regionó. In order to do 
so, he expelled PDPA ministers from his cabinet, set up òan authoritarian governmentó, and 
òbanned all political partiesó. 
 
Meanwhile, t he differences between two factions of the PDPA, the Parcham (more 
moderate, urban, and middle class) and the Khalq (more radical, tribal, and working class) , 
would soon become more acute. Towards the late seventies, Khan had increased repression 
against PDPA members, and had arrested many of them after mass protests following the 
assassination of a prominent member of the Parcham. As a result, key Khalq member 
Hafizullah Amin  (who would later be accused by the USSR of collaboration with the CIA)  
ordered Khalq officers in the military to overthrow Khan õs regime. Through a successful 
coup in April 1978, these forces initiated the Saur Revolution , immediately winning the 
support of  òmillions of oppressed Afghansó (in spite of the fact that the PDPA sought to 
bring about a òrevolution from aboveó rather than from below). 
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In 1978, around 5% of Afghan landowners possessed 45% of the countryõs fertile land, while 
83% of them possessed small plots which, in total, made up only 35%. In other words, there 
was an incredibly unjust distribution of land which favoured a small elite and confined the 
majority of Afghans to poverty. When the PDPA took over control of the country, they 
immediately set about changing  this situation. They also sought to cancel òdebts, loans, 
mortgages and revenues due from peasants to the usurers and big landlordsó; ensure 
òequality of rights between women and menó; criminalise òmarriage based on [an] exchange 
for money and goodsó, forced marriage, child marriage, and the prevention of remarriage ; 
confiscate òfeudal lands and the lands owned by the deposed royal familyó and redistribute 
them òamong landless peasants and peasants with small land owningó; and set a òceiling for 
land ownershipó ð above which extra land would be òqualified for confiscation [and 
redistribution] with no compensationó. All of these measures were shocking for the West, as 
they were much more radical than any steps that had previously been taken elsewhere in the 
Muslim World . It felt that it had to act in order to prevent other nations from following the 
Afghan path. Therefore, it immediately set about exploiting internal divisions in 
Afghanistan and undermining the PDPA regime with the help of its lackeys in the region.33 
 
Initially, there was unity between the K halq and Parcham in the new communist 
government, but the Khalqõs attempt to drastically reform society in a short amount of time 
created resistance in what was essentially a conservative Muslim nation  (especially in the 
countryside ). In its revolutionary fervour,  the Khalq arrested and executed tens of thousands 
of people who opposed their reforms  and, in September 1979, Hafizullah Amin even had a 
key Khalq comrade assassinated so he could take control of the government himself. Trying 
to reduce Afghanistanõs dependence on the Soviet Union and combat counter-insurgency, 
he sought to maintain good relations with the West and convince citizens he was not anti-
Islamic by strengthening ties with Pakistan and Iran. It was too late, though, as the USSRõs 
doubts about Aminõs abilities to lead the country, along with Parcham requests for Soviet 
intervention to ôprotect the revolutionary processõ, meant that his days were numbered. 
 
In December 1979, Soviet  troops entered into Afghanistan  to bolster their allies there. 
According to President Carterõs National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, the USA 
had òprovoked the Soviet Union into invading Afghanistanó with its support for opposition 
movements in the country. 34 As a response to the invasion, the United States and Saudi 
Arabia paid Pakistan to train and arm Islamist forces to fight against the Afghan 
government and its Soviet partners. By 1992, there would be òmore than a million dead, 
three million disabled, and five million made refugees, in total about ha lf the populationó, 
even though peace accords had officially been signed in 1988. The òtwo superpowersó, 
meanwhile,  òhad abandoned the waró, says William Blum, leaving Islamist guerrillas to take 
Kabul and establish òthe first Islamic regime in Afghanistan since it had becomeé [an] 
independent country in the mid -18th centuryó.35 
 
In 1997, a year after Islamists united under the name of the Taliban had entered Kabul, a 
newly -installed extremist regime was recognised as the legitimate government of 
Afghanistan  by US allies Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Two years later, the UN imposed 
sanctions on the country in an attempt to encourage them to extradite Osama Bin Laden, 
who had been gaining a reputation as an influential Wahhabi terrorist . He wasnõt extradited, 
though, and was soon said to be behind the 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States. 
President Bush, looking to show his patriotism (and idiocy) , launched an attack on 
Afghanistan a month later.  
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After the US invasion , former CIA collaborator and Islamist tribal leader Hamid Karzai led 
an interim power -sharing government, before serving as president until 2014. During this 
period, 2349 US soldiers were killed, along with 453 from the UK and 674 from elsewhere. 
Most were killed in areas on the border with Pa kistan.36 In the same period, òat least 21,000 
civilians [were]  estimated to have died violent deaths as a result of the waró.37 In 2013, 
Afghan forces officially took command of all military and security operations, but 
widespread fraud in the following yea rõs elections led to Ashraf Ghani entering into a power 
sharing deal as Afghani president.  [Further analysis of Western intervention in Afghanistan 
will be seen in both Chapters 5 and 6.] 
 
Pakistan as a Counterweight to India and a Base for Extremism  
 
In the mid -1800s, the East India Company began to take greater control of the Indian 
subcontinent, building railways and canals but repressing opposition to foreign rule.  
Invasive reforms, harsh taxes, and provocation of members of the Indian ruling class all led 
to the Indian Rebellion of 1857, which was violently suppressed the following year and 
resulted in the dissolution of the Company and the implementation of direct colonial rule. 
The Indian aristocracy was now protected by Britain, but the Indian Natio nal Congress 
(INC) would be founded in 1885 to fight for Indiaõs right to self-rule. In 1906, meanwhile, the 
Muslim League was founded in the largely Muslim areas of India, and it endorsed the idea 
of a separate nation for the countryõs Muslims in 1940. 
 
After World War I, repressive British legislation led to the growth of more organised Indian 
movements in favour of independence. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi in particular would 
lead a peaceful movement focussed on non-cooperation, which would help the INC win 
electoral victories in the 1930s. Meanwhile, Muslim nationalism grew in popularity and, 
when British rule ended in 1947, East and West Pakistan were created as a Muslim state. 
This division would soon contribute  to communal violence which saw òhundreds of 
thousandsó killed and millions made homeless. 38 The following year, Pakistan and India 
would go to war over who would control the territory of Kashmir , a region òrich in natural 
resourcesó.39 
 
In 1956, the Pakistani Constitution proclaimed the nation as an Islamic republic . Two years 
later, martial law was declared and General Ayub Khan led a coup. He became president in 
1960 and, believing India to be weak after its defeat by China in 1962, he planned a quick 
military campaign in Kashmir which he thought would rout the Indian Army with ease. In 
1965, whilst implementing pro -Western policies, he launched the Second Kashmir War. As a 
result of the offensiveõs failure and changing economic fortunes, there was a popular 
uprising in 1969, which led general Yahya Khan to overthrow the ruling regime.  
 
In 1971, civil war broke out, and India helped East Pakistan (later Bangladesh) to secede 
from Pakistan. Soon afterwards, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto (of the Pakistan Peopleõs Party, or PPP), 
who had grown in popularity because of his progressive policies and opposition to military 
rule, was made president in unprecedented elections. Two years later, he became prime 
minister. After conservatives rioted  in 1977, however, alleging vote rigging, General Zia -ul -
Haq deposed Bhutto in a bloodless coup. Nonetheless, the PPP leader would be executed 
two years later. 
 
Zia sought to introduce Islamic law and usher in an Islamic system in Pakistan, and the USA 

pledged military assistance  to him in 1980 so he could back anti -communist  Islamists in 

Afghanistan . This support was responsible for fuelling the radical Islamism that the USA 
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and its allies claim to fight against today.  In 1985, Zia lifted the state of martial law and the 
ban on political parties, allowing  Bhuttoõs daughter Benazir to return  from exile to lead the 
PPP. In 1988, Zia and other key political figures died in a mysterious air crash, leaving the 
PPP free to win the elections without any significant opposition.  
 
However, Bhutto was dismissed as prime minister in 1990 on charges of incompetence and 
corruption. Her replacement, Nawaz Sharif, began a programme of economic liberalisation 
and formally incorporated Islamic Shariah law into legal code. In 1993, the Islamists were 
pushed from power by the army, and Bhutto once  again won elections (before being 
dismissed for a second time in 1996). Sharif and the Muslim League returned to power in 
1997 but, when a thousand people died in renewed clashes in Kashmir in 1999, General 
Pervez Musharraf seized power in coup. A Kashmir  ceasefire was reached in 2003. The 
following year, the USA began drone strikes near the Afghan border, and Pakistanõs 
parliament approved the creation of a military -led National Security Council (which 
institutionalised the role of the armed forces in civ ilian affairs).  
 
The 2001 US invasion of Afghanistan had radicalised many Muslims in Pakistan, and 
fighting continued on the border until a peace accord with pro -Al -Qaeda militants was 
signed in 2006. The following year, Bhutto was allowed to return from e xile but, as she 
arrived, dozens of her supporters were killed by Islamists. An election win for Musharraf , 
meanwhile, triggered  mass protests which saw Sharif return from exile and Bhutto 
assassinated. The PPP and Sharif formed a coalition to push Musharraf out of power, and 
Bhuttoõs widower became president. Whilst cracking down on terrorism (a suicide bombing 
on the Marriott Hotel in Islamabad killed 53 people in  2008), he borrowed billions of dollars 
from the IMF and oversaw the killing of more than a thousand people in an offensive in the 
Bajaur tribal region of Pakistan. 
 
After Bin Ladenõs assassination by American forces in Pakistan in 2011, and NATOõs murder 
of 25 Pakistani soldiers, the government shut down NATOõs Afghan supply routes and 
imp risoned the doctor who had helped US troops to find Bin Laden. The USA responded by 
cutting  aid to the country in 2012, but Pakistan soon reopened the supply routes after the 
United States officially apologised for the killings . In 2013, Musharraf returned to Pakistan 
from exile, but he was arrested and put on trial in 2014. Meanwhile, the largest turnout of 
voters since 1970 had put Sharif and his neoliberal Islamists back in power.  The Prime 
Minister, who had created a òhuge business empireó40 whilst in ex ile in Saudi Arabia, would 
be ranked as the fifth richest person in Pakistan in early 2015, with a net worth of $1.4 
billion. 41 In power, he òadvertised himself as a business-friendly leader eager to privatise 
lossmaking state groupsó.42 At the same time, he would oversee increasing tensions with 
India over the ôKashmir Questionõ. 
 
Ethnic Tensions, Oil, and Baõathism in Iraq 
 
In 1921, Britain installed Faisal, the son of the Sharif of Mecca, as king of Iraq. Ten years 
later, the newly -formed country was given  nominal independence from Britain, though it 
also signed a treaty giving the British special privileges. When a pro -Nazi coup took place in 
1941, Britain intervened to install  pro-British leaders. In 1958, the pro-Western monarch and 
prime minister of the country were overthrown by nationalist brigadier Abd al -Karim 
Qasim , who had been inspired by Nasser and the Free Officers of Egypt. 
 
He sought to create a nation inclusive of all different ethnicities and religious groups, and 
appease the poorest in Iraq by nationalising the oil industry. However, after tribal Kurds 
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rebelled, possibly with Western support,  Qasim began to lose legitimacy, and he was 
eventually toppled in a CIA -backed Baõathist coup in 1963. Horrors committed by the 
Baõathists against Iraqi left -wingers after the coup were eventually followed by a less 
bloodthirsty nationalist leadership. Baõathist General Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr would later 
lead another coup in 1968, though, and Saddam Hussein would become the vice chairman of 
the Baõath Party a year later. Six years on, the Iraqi government signed a deal with Iran 
aimed at curbing Kurdish influence and resistance in both countries.  
 
In 1979, Saddam Hussein  became president as al-Bakr retired. Soon afterwards, he attacked 
Iran, eventually receiving support from the West  for his attack on the ôanti-imperialistõ 
Iranian regime . In 1988, thousands of Kurds in Halabja were killed in a chemical weapon 
attack allegedly launched by the Iraqi government, but the West continued to support 
Saddam. Two years later, however, the Iraqi leader decided to invade Kuwait, and a round 
500,000 Western-backed soldiers immediately began to prepare for intervention from  Saudi 
Arabia. Jordan, Yemen, and the PLO condemned the subsequent ôOperation Desert Stormõ, 
but allied air strikes and ground offensive s continued regardless, decimating the Iraqi army. 
International sanctions were then placed on Iraq, and living conditions for Iraqis rapidly 
deteriorated. Meanwhile, Kurds in the north managed to gain a certain amount of autonomy 
from Baghdad thanks to a Western-backed no-fly zone. 
 
In 2003, a US-led coalition invaded Iraq  to overthrow Saddam Hussein  once and for all. 
Around ò133,000 civilians [were] killed by direct violenceó between 2003 and 2014, and 
òapproximately 1.5 million people [were] still displaced from their homesó in 2014.43 This 
war played a significant role in allowing Wahhabi extremism to take hold in Iraq,  in spite of 
the countryõs previous secularism, whilst  also weakening the power of the central 
government (giving northern Kurds in particular much more autonomy). [Issues related to 
Iraqi Baõathism and ISIS will be covered in greater detail in Chapter Three and between 
Chapters Five and Seven.] 
 
Libya, Gaddafi, and Imperialist Hostility  
 
Libya plays a fairly secondary role in this book, but it is relevant particularly because of the 
influence it had on the Muslim World under the Gaddafi regime and because it became an 
example of Western hypocrisy after the start of the Arab Spring. Only when Gaddafi came 
into power in 1969 would Libya truly become a key player in the fight against imp erialism 
in the Muslim World, and his nationalist search to apply ôprogressiveõ political measures 
within a religious context would make  his regime a target for Western aggression on 
numerous occasions. 
 
The twentieth century began for Libya with an Italian invasion and the brutal repression of 
popular resistance to their colonial forces. The territory was officially named Libya in 1929, 
and would gain independence from Italy in 1951. The king that was installed, however, 
allowed foreign countries to exploit the countryõs oil resources (discovered in 1959), and was 
subsequently overthrown in  a bloodless coup  in  1969 (led by Muammar Gaddafi ). British 
and US personnel were immediately expelled by the new regime, and a wave of 
nationalisations began, instantly gaining Gaddafi fame as an enemy of the West and an ally 
of anti -imperialist nations throughout the world.  
 
In 1973, after unsuccessfully invading northern Chad, Gaddafi revea led his ôThird Universal 
Theoryõ ð combining socialism, popular democracy, Arab unity, and progressive Islam. 
These ideas would later be put together in his Green Book. In 1980, he invaded Chad again, 
but failed due t o local resistance backed by France and the USA. Thousands of Libyans died 
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and millions of dollars were lost in this mission. Meanwhile, Gaddafi supported attempts to 
unify anti -imperialist groups throughout the world, and especially in Africa, making him 
one of the biggest enemies of Western imperialism. In 1992, the UN placed sanctions on 
Libya for its alleged involvement in the Lockerbie B ombing of 1988 in Scotland and the 
explosion of a French plane over Niger. Three years after the implementation of these 
sanctions, Gaddafi expelled around 30,000 Palestinians from Libya in protest at the Oslo 
Accords between the PLO and Israel. 
 
After Gaddafi handed over suspects in the Lockerbie Bombing for trial in the Netherl ands in 
1999, UN sanctions were suspended and diplomatic relations with the UK were  restored. A 
year later, dozens of African migrants were killed as a result of rising racial tension, while in 
2001 Abdelbaset al-Megrahi was sentenced to life imprisonment  in Scotland for the 
Lockerbie Bombing. Two years on, Libya took officially took responsibility for the bombing 
and gave $2.7 billion  worth of compensation to the families of Lockerbie victims. As a 
consequence, the UN Security Council definitively lifted s anctions on Libya. 
 
In 2005, Gaddafi began to auction off oil and gas exploration licences to foreign companies, 
leading the USA to restore full diplomatic ties with Libya in 2006. The following year, 
meanwhile, the government would declare  that over a thi rd of the total Libyan workforce 
would be made redundant, with around 400,000 government workers losing their jobs as a 
result of increasing austerity measures. 
 
In 2010, US senators began to push for an inquiry into claims that oil giant BP had lobbied 
for al-Megrahiõs release from prison on compassionate grounds the previous year. At the 
same time, BP confirmed it was to begin drilling off the Libyan coast. A year later, the Arab 

Spring  spread to Libya, with the detention of a human rights campaigner spar king violent 
protests in the eastern city of Benghazi. Escalating clashes between security forces and 
Western-backed rebels ensued, while Gaddafi refused to step down. In March, the UN 
Security Council authorised a no-fly zone over the country, and NATO be gan air strikes , 
allegedly to ôprotect civiliansõ. The fight soon became a large-scale civil conflict, with 
Gaddafi only fleeing in August  and being murdered two months later.  
 
Over the next three years, the blind self-interest of the Westõs intervention b ecame clear, as 
clashes between different rebel forces (mostly pro-Western and Islamist groups) began to 
plague the country. In September 2012, for example, the US ambassador in Benghazi, along 
with three other Americans, was killed after armed men, suspec ted to be Islamists, stormed 
the American consulate. With a pro -US regime in place in the country, there was no 
significant US response to this killing.  
 
In June 2014, the democratic process in Libya was still shaky, as new elections were marred 
by a low t urn -out ð caused by a lack of security and opposition boycotts. The following 
month, UN staff pulled out of the country, embassies were shut, and foreigners were 
evacuated as the security situation deteriorated drastically . In August, two rival parliaments  
(in Tripoli and Tobruk) began to compete for control of the country.  According to the BBC in 
early 2015, Libya had òbeen plagued by instability and infightingó44 ever since the toppling 
of Gaddafi, while The Economist called it the ònext failed stateó. According to the latter, the 
country was suffering a òchaotic declineó and was now òbarely a country at alló. While the 
east of Libya was òunder the control of a more or less secular alliance, based in Tobrukó, the 
west was run by òa hotch-potch of groupsé backed by hardline Islamist militiasó. These 
western militias were being backed by òTurkey, Qatar and Sudanó, and òEgypt and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), among othersó were backing those in the east.45 Either way, 
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however, it had become clear that the Westõs meddling had succeeded in creating yet 
another Iraq. [More on this disastrous inter ference will be seen in Chapter Six.] 
 
Syria - Libya Mark II  
 
In 1922, the territory of the newly -created Syria would fall under the influence of French 

colonialists , who would separate Druze and Alawite populations, saying they should have 
separate states. Between 1925 and 1927, the Druze state began a rebellion, along with the rest 
of Syria, and six thousand people died in the subsequent colonialist crackdown. In the 
following years, nationalism began to grow in popularity and, in 1940, the Baõath Party was 
founded in a search for Arab unity in the region. When France was occupied by the Nazis 
and Vichy rule was installed, the British moved into Syria to impose Free French rule, 
though  full independence from France would only come in 1946. 
 
In 1958, Syria joined the UAR with Egypt after a popular referendum, but  Nasserõs land 
redistribution and other progressive policies  angered conservative Syrians, who saw the 
UAR dissolved three years later. In 1963, the Baõath Party led a coup, and soon found itself 
at odds with Israel. During the Six-Day War , Syrian jets were shot down, and Egypt could 
not provide sufficient support  to them because of the decimation of its own forces. The 
Golan Heights were captured by Israel  in the conflict , and the leadership of the Baõathist 
regime was brought into question. As a result, General Hafez al -Assad led an internal coup 
in 1970 to push out pro -Soviet Baõathists and implement a more capitalist system of rule . His 
Alawite minority began to exert a tight control over the country, though it officially 
remained a secular state. Soon, the Baõath Party was made the only legal political 
organization , and free expression was severely curbed by a notoriously brutal secret police. 
 
In 1982, the Egyptian-inspired Muslim Brotherhood led an uprising , which was repressed 
after Syrian policemen were killed. Thousands of troops besieged the town of Hama f or 
days, killing between 5,000 and 25,000 civilians in the process. The town was effectively 
destroyed, and it stood as an example of Assadõs intolerance of all opposition to his rule. 
When he died in the year 2000, his son Bashar soon assumed the same tight political control 
as his father. 
 
When the Arab Spring arrived over a decade later, the Baõathist regime represented an 
unpredictable force, much like Libya , that Western elites wanted to destroy. While it had 
become friendlier with the West and more op en to capitalism (also like Libya ), it still 
demanded a certain amount of independence from Western interference in its internal 
politics. NATO could not intervene as it did in Libya, however, as it had n either UN nor 
popular support for such action. As a result, it had to support largely Islamist anti-Assad 
rebels through third parties  like Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Qatar. The make-up of the Syrian 
opposition, however, along with the nature of its foreign backing, facilitated the rise to 
prominence of more intolerant and determined Wahhabi Islamist groups like Jabhat al-
Nusra and ISIS. In particular, the rapid growth of the latter between 2013 and 2014 would 
eventually lead the USA and its allies to begin airstrikes in both Iraq and Syria in late 2014. 
Meanwhile, the most effective anti -ISIS fighters on the ground in Syria would prove to be 
the largely Kurdish YPG/YPJ based in the autonomous Rojava region in the north of the 
country.  [As Syria is an important part of this bookõs investigation, issues relating to 
Baõathism, Islamism, the Syrian Civil War, and Rojava  will be covered in greater deta il from 
Chapter Three onwards.] 
 

C) Events Elsewhere in the Muslim World  
 
Below, I will take a brief look at the recent histories of Yemen, Lebanon, the Gulf States, and 
northern African states.  While there are Muslim nations to the east of India, in the former 
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Soviet Union, and outside the northernmost countries of Africa, my focus in this section is 
just to look at some of the key nations which are particularly relevant to the issues discussed 
in this book. I am not denying the importance of nations like Somalia and Nigeria, Indonesia 
and Malaysia, or Kosovo and Chechnya. To understand Islamism, we must indeed be aware 
of the Wahhabis of Chechnya46, Boko Haram in northern Nigeria 47, al-Shabaab in Somalia48, 
and Jemaah Islamiah in Indonesia49. At the same time, however, I wish to focus primarily on 
northern Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and the countries between Turkey and Pakistan in 
this book. The inclusion of other Islamic nations would indeed be appropriate , but I have 
chosen not to go into great detail in order to avoid overloading the reader.  
 
Yemen, Nationalism, and a Former Workersõ State 
 
During the Cold War, Yemen was yet another worry  for the West in the Muslim World.  The 
southern part of the country had previously been controlled by the British, while the north 
had found itself under Ottoman rule. When an army coup in North Yemen saw the 
monarchy abolished in 1962, civil war broke out , in which  Nasserõs Egypt supported 
progressive republicans, and pro-Western conservatives in Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Jordan 
supported the royalists. The south, meanwhile, was promised full independence from 
Britain in 1968. However, two southern nationali st groups (the NLF & the FLOSY) began to 
fight against British control , in what became known as the Aden Emergency . These events 
led Britain to b egin withdrawing troops in 1967, after which t he Peopleõs Republic of South 
Yemen (PRSY) would be formed. 
 
Afte r 6 years of war in the north, the republicans emerged victorious, forming the Yemen 
Arab Republic (YAR). In the south, meanwhile, the Marxist wing of the NLF gained power 
in 1969, and the country became the Peopleõs Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY). 
Described by Marxist.com as òa military-police-bonapartist dictatorshipó, it aimed to 
nationalise the economy ôfrom aboveõ, albeit òwith the support of the overwhelming 
majorityó of the population. It nurtured close ties with the Communist Bloc and the PLO, 
and received support from the USSR to build up its military. In 1972, a small border proxy 
conflict began, with the YAR being backed by the West, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, and the 
PDRY being backed by the Soviet Bloc, Cuba, and Libya. The PDRY, meanwhile, funded 
Red rebels in YAR, but became less interventionist when a new leader gained power in 1980. 
By 1986, òunemployment [had] been completely eliminatedó but, at the same time, the 
country had joined the ranks of òother deformed workers' statesó (like Chi na, Russia, and 
Cuba), whose model of ôrevolution fro m aboveõ had seen ôrevolutionaryõ elites òcarving out 
privileges for themselvesó. 
 
Civil war broke out in South Yemen in 1986, with thousands dying and a round 60,000 
fleeing to the YAR. Two òbureaucratic factionsó had begun to jostle for power after one had 
tried a òclassical Stalinist purgeó against its internal opponents. Marxist.com summarises the 
regime as having been òprogressive on the one hand with the abolition of landlordism and 
capitalism - but reactionary in the setting up of [a one -party dictatorship] without 
democracy for the workers and peasantsó. Led by the Soviet process of Perestroika in 1988, 
the PDRY finally released prisoners, allowed other parties to form , and improve d its justice 
system. As a result of the Soviet-recommended policy of d ealing with non -workersõ states, 
South and North Yemen would eventually uni te in 1990.50 
 
In 2004, Zaidi Shias, who òmake up one-third of the populationó of Yemen, and òruled 
North Yemené for almost 1,000 years until 1962ó, rebelled against the government. Named 
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ôHouthis õ, after the leader of their first uprising , they were seeking to òwin greater 
autonomyó in the Saada province of Yemen. Perceiving òencroachment by Sunni Islamistsó, 
they would lead five more rebellions òbefore a ceasefire was signed with the government in 
2010ó. 
 
In 2012, however, Ali Abdullah Saleh , who had been president of the YAR (and then 
Yemen) since 1978, was forced to step down as the countryõs leader. He had long been an 
authoritarian ally of the West in its war on ôterrorismõ, but had also allowed corruption, 
human rights abuses, and an increase in Wahhabi-influenced extremism. The Arab Spring -
inspired protests of 2011 had been backed by the Houthis, who òtook advantage of the 
power vacuum to expand their territorial control in Saadaó and Amran. They then 
participated in negotiations which saw plans made in February 2014 òfor Yemen to become 
a federation of six regionsó.51 Although they took control of most of the Yemeni capital, 
Sanaa, in September, they were still involved in fierce battles with Al Qaeda insurgents in 
early 2015. òRegional rivals like Saudi Arabia and Iranó, meanwhile, appeared to be playing 
òan increasingly incendiary roleó in the country, òamid mounting evidence that they [were] 
actively supporting the opposing factionsó.52 
 
Lebanon, Sectarianism, and Israel  
 
A fter the fall of the Ottoman Empire , French rulers in Lebanon helped Maronite Christians  
to gain power, mostly throu gh the Phalange (a right-wing militant group). During the 
Second World War, Britain stepped in to impose Free French rule and, in 1943, Lebanon 
gained independence from France. A National Pact  was signed which guaranteed that the 
President would always be a Maronite. Tensions gradually rose as a result of this pact and, 
in 1975, a civil war  broke out ð with Maronite Christian leaders clashing with reformist 
Muslim groups, including poor, disenfranchised Shiites.  
 
Maronite militias attacked Palestinian refugee camps, where the PLO had been operating 
since leaving Jordan in 1971. The PLO was drawn into the conflict, which would last 15 
years, see hundreds of thousands of people killed, and 30,000 Syrian troops enter Lebanon to 
protect Christian militias.  In 1982, Israel  invaded in the hope of driving  out the PLO. It 
killed hundreds of people, while its  allies in the Phalangist militias  massacred hundreds 
more in the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila  as Israel stood by. Defence 
Minister Ariel Sharon was forced to resign in 1983 for his failure to act against this massacre 
(though he would continue to serve in Israelõs government almost uninterrupted until 2006). 
 
Muslim militias, uniting under the name Hezbollah , called for armed resistance to Israeli 
occupation, and many Shiites in the south heeded their call. By giving social and economic 
services to the poor, the organisation would soon turn into a powerful organisation, and a 
major instrument of oppo sition to Israeli presence in southern Lebanon. In 1983, radical 
Islamists unrelated to Hezbollah  bombed the US Embassy and Marine barracks in Lebanon 
after suspected US interference in the Civil War. US troops withdrew a year later as a result. 
 
In 1990, as a result of Syrian bombing of the Presidential Palace, the war finally ended. 
Nonetheless, Israel invaded once again in 1996 in order to bomb Hezbollah bases, only being 
forced to withdraw its unsuccessful forces in the year 2000. Syrian forces, meanwhile, would 
withdra w five years later. In 2006, Israel launched a renewed offensive against Hezbollah , 
though it again failed to achieve anything apart from destruction and civilian deaths . In 
2013, Hezbollah began to fight against anti-Assad Islamists who w ere encroaching on 
Lebanese territory, and tensions began to rise between Hezbollah and Sunni Islamist groups 
in Lebanon as a consequence. By 2014, the number of Syrian refugees in Lebanon had 
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òsurpassed one millionó, and Wahhabi extremists from groups lik e ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra 
threatened to spread their jihad into Lebanese territory .53 [More on Hezbollah and the 
different types of Islamism in the Middle East will be examined in greater depth between 
Chapters Five and Eight of this book.] 
 
The Westõs Allies in t he Gulf States and Jordan  
 
In 1923, Britain installed a monarchy in Jordan, which would only gain its independence 
from the colonial power in 1946. King Abdullah, caught up in the Arab opposition to the 
creation of Israel, joined other nations in the attack on the newly -formed state in 1948. 
Though defeated in battle, he occupied of the West Bank, which would be officially annexed 
by Jordan in 1950. A year later, he was killed in Jerusalem by Palestinians opposed to the 
annexation of the West Bank. His grandson, Hussein, became king at 16 years of age, and 
soon had to deal with  border skirmishes with Zionist forces . In 1957, he decided to declare 
martial law.  
 
Ten years later, Israel seized control of the West Bank and East Jerusalem in the Six-Day 

War. In the aftermath of the conflict, the king took a different stance towards the ôPalestinian 
Questionõ, ordering attacks on the PLO in Jordanian refugee camps in 1970. Thousands of 
Palestinians were killed in  what soon became known as ôBlack Septemberõ, and Jordan 
subsequently became a target of aggression for radical Palestinians seeking retribution . 
Hussein, meanwhile, was gradually becoming an important  ally of the West in the Middle 
East, and Jordanian relations with Israel soon became more neutral . The king eventually 
signed a peace treaty in 1994, before dying five years later. He was succeeded by King 
Abdullah , who continued to be a strong Western ally in the region. 
 
Like Jordan, the Gulf States were largely under the control  of Britain in the first half of the 
twentieth century , and most only saw British troops withdraw  from their territory  in 1971. 
Afterwards, t hey continued to be repressive pro-Western dictatorships, and took advantage 
of the oil resources available to them to control their popu lations with religion or force.  
 
Kuwait , for example, had asked for British protection from Ottoman rule in 1899, and 
London began to control its f oreign affairs as a result. In 1937, large oil reserves  were 
discovered by the US-British Kuwait Oil Company and, in 1951, a major public -works 
programme began. Ten years later, Kuwait became independent under a monarch, who 
would intervene in the countryõs National Assembly on numerous occasions over the next 
few decades. When Iraq accused Kuwait of stealing its oil in 1990, it attracted Western 
attention. Its invaded a month later, meanwhile, forced the monarch to flee and saw a US-
led (and UN -backed) aerial bombing campaign begin early in 1991. Towards the end of the 
1990s, Islamists began to gain power in the country, and this was facilitated by the chaos 
caused by the Kuwaiti -backed Invasion of Iraq in 2003. In 2012, the monarch stepped in to 
stop Islamists running the parliament , but private citizens were already heavily involved in 
fuelling Wahhabi groups in both Syria and Iraq . Like in Saudi Arabia, Kuwaitõs monarchy 
was playing a balancing act between ensuring authoritarian ôprogressõ and stopping 
Islamists from gaining too much power. 54 
 
In Qatar, meanwhile, democratic elections came for the first time since independence in 
1999, and the country supported the USA wi th its invasion of Iraq in 2003. Four years later, 
the countryõs natural resource deals with the West allowed it and its neighbour Dubai to 
òbecome the two biggest shareholders of the London Stock Exchangeó. In both Libya and 
Syria, Qatar would be a key Western ally  in funding the Islamist opposition to the Gaddafi 
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and Assad regimes.55 As the òonly other country [apart from Saudi Arabia] whose native 
population is Wahhabi and that adheres to the Wahhabi creedó, Qatar began to seek greater 
independence from Saudi protection. Consequently, it developed òan activist foreign policy 
promoting I slamist-led political change in the  Middle East and North Africaó. 
 
Possessing òlong-standing, deep-seated ties to the Muslim Brotherhoodó in Egypt, Qatar 
experienced souring relations with its Wahhabi neighbour Saudi Arabia in 2013 when it 
became clear that the Saudis were committed to toppling Morsiõs Brotherhood government 
there. The Saudis had also tried to curtail òQatari influence within the rebel movementó in 
Syria. Unlike Qatar, meanwhile, t he Saudi regime was seen by James Dorsey at Middle East 
Onl ine as having òless control of [its] empowered clergyó. He speaks of how òQatari rulers 
do not derive their legitimacy from a clerical classó, and do not òhave a religious force that 
polices public moralityó, in contrast with Saudi leaders, who do .56 As a result of these 
differences, Qatar officially sought to back òthe moderate Syrian opposition, which was 
derived from the Syrian Muslim Brotherhoodó, while Saudi Arabia òallegedly installed 
radical Salafi-Wahhabi groupsó.57 Nonetheless, Qatar was still accused by its US allies of 
having  created òa permissive environment for financing terrorist groupsó.58 
 
In 1971, The United Arab Emirates  (UAE) was formed when seven states joined together 
(though Abu Dhabi and Dubai have since become the two best known of the states). The 
UAE is ògoverned by a Supreme Council of Rulers made up of the seven emirs, who appoint 
the prime minister and the cabinetó. Although òone of the most liberal countries in the 
Gulfó, it òremains authoritarianó, and didnõt have òelected bodies until 2006ó.59 In 2012, it 
outlawed òonline mockery of its own government or attempts to organise public protests 
through social mediaó, detaining over ò60 activists without chargeó.60 In August 2014, UAE 
forces òflying out of Egyptian airbasesó targeted Wahhabi-backed Islamist fighters in Libya 
in what The Guardian called òa watershed momentó, suggesting òthat a block of Middle 
Eastern countries led by the UAE [were] seeking to step up their opposition to the Islamist 
movements that [had] sought to undermine  the regionõs old order since the start of the Arab 
springó three years previously.61 
 
In the past, the state of Oman  had been different from other Gulf States in the sense that it 
òhad its own empire, which at its peak in the 19th centuryé vied with Portugal and Britain 
for influenceó in the Middle East .62 As a òpivotal point of the trade of the Middle and Far 
Eastó, it had built an empire òspanning both the Gulf of Oman and the Indian Oceané 
between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuriesó. Seeking greater influence in the country, 
Britain effectively òundermined and destroyed the Omani economyó in the nineteenth 
century.63 Between 1932 and 1970, society in Oman was òrun along feudal linesó and 
suffered both òinternational isolationó and òinternal rebellionó.64 However, it avoided 
Westernisation, along with the Islamic reactionism that such a policy often generated in the 
region. 
 
Economic and welfare reforms only began to occur in Oman after Sultan Qaboos Bin Said 
overthrew his father in a bloodless coup in 1 970. Being predominantly Ibadi  (òa distinct sect 
of Islam that is neither Sunni nor Shiôió, but in a òthoroughly natural and non -politicized 
wayó),65 the country was largely òspared the militant Islamist violence that [had] plagued 
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some of its neighboursó. Though a peaceful and òquietly influentialó power,66 however, it 
became another authoritarian Western ally  from the 1970s onwards, and has since been 
useful to the West because of its òsteady relations with Iranó.67 Its òunique status of having 
close ties to both Iran and the United Statesó have long made it òa pivotal behind-the-scenes 
player in the regionó, according to The New York Times. Whilst òconcerned about Iranõs 
exporting its Islamic revolutionary ideologyó, many Omani citizens apparently see òthe 
ultraconservative Saudi Arabian approaché as more of a danger to Omani interests, and 
stability, than Iranian activities in the regionó.68 At the same time, however, Oman seeks to 
maintain an òambivalent fraternal friendship with the House of Saudó, principally because 
of its òvulnerability, and need for strategic depth in the context of the Shia-Sunni riftó rather 
than òany wish to share a common political destiny [with other] Sunni Arab monarchiesó in 
the Arabian Peninsula.69 
 
The oil-rich island nation of Bahrain, meanwhile, òforged close links with the United 

Statesó after its independence from Britain in 1971, establishing a Sunni monarchy in a Shia 
majority country. Protests by the countryõs Shia population would often break out as a result 
of sectarian inequality and, though the country became a constitutional monarchy in 2001, 
little improved. W hen demonstrators took to the streets in 2011, for example, the 
government òcalled in the Saudi military to crush protestsó.70 A number of people were 
killed as a result, while 2,300 people71 were injured and many political activists were 
imprisoned.  [More on Bahrainõs role in the Arab Spring will be seen in Chapter Six.] 
 
Overall, the authoritarian Gulf States count on the Westõs greed for oil to survive, and 
thus value their alliance with Western nations. However, their repression of dissent has led 
to the growing internal popularity of Islamist groups, and their vast wealth  (concentrated in 
the hands of a privileged few) has often found its way into the hands of such organisations. 
In short, the fact that these repressive, exploitative elites are key Western allies shows that 
Western governmentsõ statements about democracy, freedom , and anti -terrorism  are 
simply examples of their frequent, deceitful, and self -interested rhetoric . 
 
Islamism in North Africa  
 
In Algeria, Muslim Arab nationalism began to grow in 1931 with the creation of the 
Association of Algerian Muslim Ulama. Under the French colonialists , however, there was 
vicious suppression of massive independence demonstrations, with one in 1945 seeing 
54,000 people killed. Nine years later, the National Liberation Front (or FLN), which 
exhibited a mixture of nationalist and socialist progressivism, began its war of 

inde pendence against French forces. Between 1954 and 1962, around 1.5 million Algerians 
were killed, and the country was left devastated , though the conflict had proved to be a 
watershed in the anti -colonial struggle  of African nations . 
 
Progressive nationalist Ahmed Ben Bella  served as the countryõs president from 1963 to 
1965, and he immediately sought to implement  populist reforms. He focussed primarily on 
rural Algeria, experimenting with socialist cooperative businesses (referred to as ôself-
managementõ), whilst also seeking to purge the FLN of those who opposed his policies. 
Nonetheless, the country became a òhaven for all the anti-imperialists of the worldó during 
his time in power. 72 In 1965, he was overthrown by Defence Minister Houari Boumédiène  in 
a bloodless coup, and placed under house arrest until Boum®di¯neõs death. The new leader 
subsequently led a systematic programme of state-led industrialisation, undertaking 
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agrarian reforms and nationalising the hydrocarbons industry in six years later. In 1978, he 
died and was replaced by Chadli Bendjedid , who strengthened authoritarian rule and 
engaged in liberal economic reforms  aimed at undo ing the progressive measures 
implemented under Boumédiène and Ben Bella. 
 
In 1980, the Berber Spring began, and a massive protest march was brutally suppressed. 
Eight years later, youngsters rioted in response to the poverty and lack of freedom in 
Algeria, only to be harshly repressed like those who had demonstrated years before. 
Hundreds died, and Benjedid was forced to allow freedom of association and expression 
and to implement  a multi -party system in the country . In 1990, the FIS (a coalition of 
Islamists (including Wahhabis) ) won the majority in the first local multiparty elections. 
They were repressed, and called for strikes and huge demonstrations i n 1991. Thousands 
were arrested, and the army would push  Benjedid from power definitively the following 
year when a landslide victory for the FIS looked probable. The coalition was banned, and its 
members were arrested. An all -out war  ensued as a response and, over the following 
decade, around 200,000 people were killed. 
 
In 1999, Abdelaziz Bouteflika became president, though he had run unchallenged. He 
implemented an amnesty for thousands of rebels who had surrendered. Other Islamist 
groups (mostly Wahhabis) , however, continued to fight. According to a 2013 New 
Internationalist article, there was apparently collusion between Algeriaõs secret police (the 
DRS) and certain Islamist groups in the country. The òmajority of ôterroristõ incidents in the 
countryó since 2003, the magazineõs Jeremy Keenan said, had òinvolved some degree of 
collusion between the DRS and the terroristsó ð the purpose of which had been to spark 
situations in which the army could suppress Islamist s and òconvince the Westó that it was 
òthe best guarantor of Western interests in the regionó.73  
 
In Tunisia , meanwhile, independence from France came in 1956, with progressive bourgeois 
nationalist Habib Bourguiba  becoming the countryõs first president. He secularised the 
country, and allowed the PLO to resettle in Tunis after Israel invaded Lebanon in 1982. 
Three years later, however, the Israeli air force bombed Tunis in retaliation for Tunisiaõs 
hospitality . In 1987, Bourguiba was ousted for his alleged mental incompetence, with Zine El 
Abidine Ben Ali  taking over and ruling with an iron fist , whilst  liberalising the economy . 
 
In December 2010, mass protests began, demanding free and democratic elections. The 
subsequent unrest was the starting point of the Arab Spring , which would spread across the 
region. In January 2011, Ben Ali fled into exile. As a result of subsequent violence led by 
radical Islamists, thousands of Tunisians fled òto the Italian island of Lampedusaó. 
Meanwhile, Islamists won elections, and Wahhabi violence began to spread. The following 
year, however, thousands protested when the government attempted to òreduce womenõs 
rightsó and, after mass protests in 2013, the government finally resigned.74 
 
Morocco , which  had been a French Protectorate since 1912, would gain independence in 
1956. Between 1921 and 1926, France had repressed a rebellion, along with Spanish troops, 
and the 1930s saw the colonialists attempt to divide Berbers from Arabs.  When Sultan 
Muhammad V  was overthrown in 1953, however, pro-independence sentiment grew much 
stronger, and the sultan became a hero in exile. Two years later, he returned to the country 
and was made king  again in 1957. Six years later, the sultanõs successor Hassan II invaded 
revolutionary Algeria , killing 300 Algerians but failing to make the territorial gains he 
sought. 
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With the growth of radical Islamism in the early 1970s, there were two coup attempts 
launched against the king and, when the leader of Islamist group Adl wa Ihsan (Justice and 
Benevolence) criticised the king in 1974, he was imprisoned. A year later, the king called for 
a òGreen Marchó on Western Sahara, which had just been decolonised by Spain. The Islamic 
socialists of the Polisario Front , however, resisted the occupation with Algerian support , 
declaring the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) in early 1976. Although the UN 
recognised the front as the legitimate representative of the people of Western Sahara in 1979, 
a ceasefire would only be signed with Morocco in 1991. This armistice, however, would only 
come after the completion of òthe Bermó, which  is considered to be òone of the most secure 
defensive barriers everó, consisting of ò10-foot-high walls, barbed wire, electric fences and, 
every seven miles, human sentriesó. It also lies òamid the worldõs longest continuous 
minefieldó.75 While Morocco controlled the western side of the wall, Polisario control led the 
territory to the east.  The African Union, meanwhile, recognised the SADR and  removed 
Morocco from the organisation (making it the only African nation not to be a member).  
 
In the rest of Morocco, meanwhile, reforms began to take place, with Berber dialects being 
allowed to broadcast on TV in 1994 and a ôsocialistõ being allowed to control the governm ent 
for the first time in 1998. In 1999, King Hassan died , and his successor Mohammed VI tried 
to deal with poverty and illiteracy in the country. He ruled in a less authoritarian manner, 
freeing prisoners and allowing dissidents to return from exile. In 2003, over 40 people were 
killed òwhen suicide bombers [attacked] several sites in Casablancaó, but a free trade 
agreement was nonetheless signed with the USA  the following year , with the USA 
designating Morocco òas a major non-Nato allyó. 
 
More terrorist a ttacks would take place in 2007, and political unrest exploded in 2011 when 
thousands of protesters called for political reform s, forcing King Mohammed to change the 
constitution several months later. Meanwhile, a terrorist attack would kill 17 people in 
Marrakech, just months before the òmoderate Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD)ó 
won parliamentary elections. Between 2012 and 2013, however, further mass protests would 
lead to the governing coalitionõs downfall.76 In mid -2014, however, The New York Times 
would speak about how òpro-democracy activists and journalistsó had been facing 
òincreasing repressionó, and about how little was changing in the country.77 
 
Finally, I believe it is worth mentioning the role of Sudan in northern Africa. Connected to 
Egypt at the start of the twentieth century, Sudan remained a British colony  after its 
neighbour gained independence, and only in 1956 did it become an self-governing republic. 
Two years later, the Sudanese military led a coup against the recently-elected civilian 
government , and civil war would break  out in t he south in 1962. Two years on, an òIslamist -
led government  was establishedó, though another coup, led by Jaafar Numeiri, would take 
place in 1969. Three years later, southern Sudan became òa self-governing regionó, though a 
civil war would start up again in 1983, five years after the discovery of oil in the south. 
While the South resisted the Northõs monopoly over state resources, Sharia Islamic law was 
officially established in Sudan. 
 
In 1985, Numeiri was deposed in a coup òafter widespread popular unrestó and, four years 
later, another coup took place, eventually leading Omar Bashir  to power in 1993. Five years 
on, the USA launched a òmissile attack on a pharmaceutical plant in Khartoum, alleging that 
it was making materials for chemical weaponsó, and Bashir would soon  declare a state of 
emergency (just as the country began to export oil). In 2003, people in Darfur rose up against 
the government, claiming it was òbeing neglected by Khartoumó. The following year, the 
rebellion was repressed, and òhundreds of thousands of refugeesó fled to Chad, with the 
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UN saying that òpro-government Arabé militias [had been] carrying out systematic killings 
of non-Arab villagers in Darfuró. In 2008, the International Criminal Court (ICC) called òfor 
the arrest of President Bashir for genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes in 
Darfuró, in what would be the òfirst ever requesté for the arrest of a sitting head of stateó. 
In 2011, South Sudan gained independence, though it would soon be blighted by further 
civil conflict.  The North, meanwhile, would be left fighting a conflict with the Sudan 
Revolutionary Front (SRF) over the oil-rich region of Abyei . 
 
In summary , North African Arab nations have been split since their independence from 
colonialists between dictatorial regimes of either nationalist or conservative Islamic varieties. 
Their  repression of Islamist groups, far from destroying them, has contributed to their 
further radicalisation , as has their continued suppression of basic human rights . Their 
authoritar ian domination, meanwhile, has prevented autonomous, secular democratic 
experiments from arising. Recent democratic reforms, particularly since the Arab Spring, 
have only seen different elites take power, while a resurgent Islamism has gained the 
support o f many people opposed to the corrupt regimes in power and their  imposition ôfrom 
aboveõ of neoliberal economic policies. 
 

Conclusion  
 
In the timelines above, I have aimed to show that there have been some governments in the 
Muslim World that had ôprogressiveõ characteristics. Arab nationalists like Nasser improved 
conditions ôfrom aboveõ for previously marginalised and dispossessed sectors of society 
(even if only for a short period of time),  though without giving citizens any real democratic 
control over their destinies. Baõathists did the same, though often much more along ethnic 
lines and with more brutal internal repression. [The achievements and negative impacts of 
state nationalism i n the region will be discussed in greater depth between Chapters Two and 
Four.] 
 
While ôcommunistõ regimes took power in Yemen and Afghanistan , attempting to lift people 
there out of poverty, their belief  in authoritarian and bureaucratic progress ôfrom aboveõ 
made it easier for Western imperialists to rally opposi tion against them. Afghanistan , as will 
be seen in Chapter Five, would prove to be a turning point in the existence of both Soviet-
style revolution and radical Wahhabi-influenced Islamism. The former would fade away 
with the USSRõs failures in the Afghan conflict (which turned out to be the superpowerõs 
Vietnam), but the latter would be bolstered by the support it had received from the USA, 
Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan. Having shown it could defeat communist secularism, it began 
to make plans to take power elsewhere in the Muslim World, taking advantage of the 
political unrest  that had been left behind by colonial division of land, dictatorial secularism, 
and imperialist intervention in the region.  
 
Where secular nationalist and communist governments were successful, it was generally 
because of their opposition to Western colonialism and imperialism. However, by repressing 
religious groups or not giving them control over their own destinies, they laid the 
foundations for their own collapse. Imperialists, meanwh ile, having realised the importance 
of religion in the region, actively supported Islamists in exchange for either loyalty or 
support in the fight against anything progressive that might put their economic interests at 
risk. The rise of Wahhabi extremism in Middle Eastern politics, therefore, can be explained 
as both a direct and indirect consequence of Western (and in particular American) attempts 
to undermine progressive movements . In late 2014, analyst Ulson Gunnar would say that 
òthe lack of biting [Western] sanctionsó against Islamist allies in the Middle East was òan 
indictment of the Westõs lack of sincerity in its òwaró on ISISó.78 In the rest of this book, I 
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will look at precisely how Western interference has affected areas formerly controlled or 
influenced by the Ottoman Empire, and how it has shaped the turbulent political scene we 
see there today. 
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2) Nasser and the Corruption of Civic Arab Nationalism  
 
As asserted at Libcom.org, òit is only the exploiting classes under capitalism that have a 
stake in presenting the interests of their own class as if they were those of the nation - the 
sum of all classesó.79 The interests of the exploited, on the other hand, lie in realising that 
the exploited throughout the world are ultimately fighting the same b attle, and that 
international unity is necessary in order to overthrow the worldõs exploiting classes. 
 
In this chapter, in which I will examine the growth of Arab Nationalism  (using Nasserõs 
Egypt as an example), it is important to remember the words abov e. While certain 
nationalist measures may indeed appear to benefit exploited workers, the true interests of 
the exploited ultimately always lie in the overthrow  of the capitalist system, which is 
inherently exploitative . Although w e may sympathise with the  positive aspects of 
nationalism, we must also recognise that its negative aspects have simply perpetuated the 
suffering and oppression of the exploited  and, in the Middle East, have allowed reactionary 
Islamist groups to attract support  for themselves. 
 
In looking at nationalism in the Middle East, it is important that we understand t he 
distinction òbetween civic nationalism and ethnic nationalismó.80 Historian Michael Ignatieff 
explains how civic nationalism advocates òcommon citizenshipé regardless of ethnicityé, 
color, religion, gender, [or] languageó81 while, according to Margareta Mary Nikolas at The 
Nationalism Project, it seeks a òcultural standardisationó through òcommunication and 
educationó. If the desired effect is not achieved, Nikolas says, òthe elite [then] draw elements 
from the people [to develop] a populist movementó with òa shared memory and shared 
destinyó. 
 
Ethnic nationalism, meanwhile, is arguably more dangerous, in the sense that it seeks 
òethnic homogeneityó or ôpurity õ in a society. Although both civic and ethnic nationalism 
can cause problems with other countries in extreme cases, ethnic nationalism often causes 
significant problems within the country itself. Because of historical ethnic divisions, and the 
fact that non-ethnic unity  requires more educational efforts, ethnic nationalism has 
developed a lot more easily, and has often represented the òmore powerful and vigorous 
elements of nationalismó, Nikolas insists.82 
 
In the late nineteenth century, with Arab communities facing òtwo levels of foreign 
domination, coming from both the Ottoman Empire and Western colonialismó, there was a 
cultural renaissance (or Nahda), which led to the growth of Arab nationalism . Discourses 
arose which began òchallenging the status-quo, whetheré in the form of British colonialism 
or theé Ottoman caliphateó, and the idea of Pan-Arabism  (or the political unification of 
Arab countries) gained popularity. 83 The works of intellectuals like Lebanese writer Jurji 
Zaydan, who published the first Arabic, but non -religious, version of Middle Eastern history 
in 1890, had a significant influence on this movement. Through Zaydanõs text, for example, 
history was made accessible for all literate Arabs, and modern Arabic soon became widely 
accepted as the official language in the region as a result. According to the al -hakawati Arab 
Cultural Trust, he òlaid down the foundation for a pan-Arab national identityó.84 
 
When the Ottoman Empire finally fell, the UK and France took control of much of the 
Middle East to prevent the  formation of one united Arab state , which was an idea growing 
in popularity  thanks to the Nahda. As a result of continued colonial control over Arab 
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communities , both ethnic and civic forms of nationalism appeared in the region, and t he 
formation of the A rab League in 1945 was a watershed moment for official Arab 
representation in the world . The new organisation sought to find òa common way for the 
affairs and interests of the [young] Arab countriesó and, initially, to pursue their  political 
unification .85 Egypt was a founding member of the group, and would soon become a key 
proponent of Arab unity in the Middle East.  In this chapter, I will analyse the nature of Arab 
nationalism in Egypt, and the effect it had on the region as a whole. 
 

A) The Rise and Fall  of Nasserism 
 
British Presence in Egypt  
 
Great Britain òacquired" Egypt in 1882 through its political desire for the territory not to fall 
into the hands of another imperialist power, which it thought would be the case if it didnõt 
step in. That is what the first British Viceroy of Egypt, the Earl of Cromer, made clear in 
1908. The country, he said, could ònever cease to be an object of interest to all the powers of 
Europeó. One reason for this was that many Europeans had previously moved to Egypt, 
although the fact that these people had òsunkó their capital into the country was surely of 
much more importance. The òrights and privileges of Europeansó, the Earl insisted, had to 
be òjealously guardedó, especially as òexotic institutions [had] sprung upó in Egypt in recent 
years. 
 
The Egyptian population was òheterogeneous and cosmopolitanó, and the Earl considered 
the country to be unique. However, as the ò[Egyptian] army was in a state of mutinyó in 
1882, òthe treasury was bankruptó, and the òancient and arbitrary methodó of the countryõs 
Ottoman administration had not been replaced , it was in need of reform. The territory was 
being run, he argued, by òmen of such poor abilityó, and it needed the rule of òmen of 
comparative education and enlightenment, acting under the guidance and inspiration of a 
first -class European poweró. For the Earl, this power had to be Britain. 
 
The demands of òArabistsó for an òEgypt for the Egyptiansó, he stressed, was an 
òimpossibleó concept. The òsudden transfer of poweró to òa class so ignorant as the pure 
Egyptiansó, which had been òa subject raceó for centuries, would be a foolish move, he 
suggested. For him, they did not òappear to possess the qualities which would render it 
desirableé to raise themé to the category of autonomous rulers with full rights of internal 
sovereigntyó. In other words, they were perceived as children that the British Empire 
needed to teach and guide, much like others under colonial rule at the time . 
 
The Earl believed that Turkish intervention in Egyp t would be catastrophic, and that only 
the British had a òspecial aptitudeé in the government of Oriental racesó. Their presence, he 
thought,  would be the òmost effective and beneficent instrument for the gradual 
introduction of European civilization into Egyptó. Britain had the òresponsibility of 
interveningó, he insisted, as it would bring progress to the ôbackwardõ and ôinferiorõ 
Egyptian nation. At the same time, it needed to occupy the country to protect its own 
garrison there, which would be at risk o f attack by other colonial powers if they ever 
disagreed with British policy there. Some òforeign occupation was necessaryó, he said, and it 
was much better that such an intervention came from Britain. Not only was it the òrightó 
decision, but it was also the one òmost in accordance with British interestsó. 
 
These words should help the reader to understand the racism and arrogance of the British 
state, and other colonial powers, at the time. They should also make it clear that Britainõs 
elites were more than prepared to protect their economic interests in the Arab World  by 
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force. Like others in Europe, they were scared about what could happen after the seemingly 
inevitable collapse of the Ottoman Empire. Ideas of Arab unity could not be allowed, and 
neither could ideas of true national sovereignty. Through po litical and military manoeuvres , 
like those practised in Egypt, the British and other European colonial powers would remain 
the main forces which sought to undermine Arab interests , at least until the fou ndation of 
the State of Israel. After that point, the USA would gradually replace them as the leading 
authority  seeking to secure its economic hegemony in the region.86 
 
The Expression of Nationalism in Egypt  
 
Eric Ruder at the International Socialist Review speaks of how Egyptõs òstrategic location  in 
the heart of the Middle East and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869ó had led Britain to 
see òa compliant Egypt [as] central to the control and maintenance of its far-flung 
possessions, especially Indiaó. Its occupation of òthe Suez areaó in 1882, he says, pushed 
Egyptian nationalists into a 72-year struggle to òget the British to act on their expressed 
desire to withdrawó. When the USA emerged from the Second World War as the planetõs 
main imperial ist power,  òdisplacing British and French influenceó, its main policy in the 

Middle East was to stop the Soviet Union from òestablishing influence in the regionó, 
and it thus began a policy of òempire by invitation ó ð using the imagined ôthreatõ of an ôevilõ 
USSR to justify its aggressive actions. Although t his form of imperialism was different from 
the European model, it would soon prove to be just as intrusive . 
 
With Western companies beginning to exploit oil  from  around the Arabian Peninsula, the 
Suez Canal became crucial for transporting it to the West. The USA thus sought to cement 
òòfriendly relationsó with the Arab regimes of the regionó, though its òsupport for the 
fledgling Israeli stateó subsequently òcomplicated mattersó, as it was òdifficult [for Arab 
nations] to reconcileó the idea of a new European colony in the middle of an òera of 
decolonizationó. In Egypt, Egyptian nationalism was dominant in the early twentieth 
century but, after the Second World War , Arab nationalism came to the fore ð being made 
more apparent in 1952, when a group of Arab nationalists known as the Free Officers 
Movement  came to power in a coup.87 
 
After overthrowing the monarchy, they sought to end British occupation of both Egypt an d 
Sudan, and support anti -imperialist Arab movements throughout the region. Gamal Abdel 

Nasser Hussein  soon became the most prominent figure in the movement, and served as 
President of Egypt between 1956 and 1970. He pursued certain socialist measures, which 
improved conditions for poor Egyptians, but rejected the idea of class struggle, which left 
the ruling elites effectively intact. This school of ôArab socialismõ would soon be repeated in 
other countries, though to varying extents.  
 
Tarek Osman at openDemocracy has stated that there were òfive Nassers - the hero, the 
oppressor, the revolutionist, the civic Arab nationalist, [and] the socialistó.88 The most 
important incarnation, however, was that of the civic Arab nationalist. As a charismatic 
speaker, Nasser convinced many Egyptians that Arab unity was necessary to combat the 
influence of Western imperialists. He successfully mixed Arab nationalism with Egyptian 
nationalism to attract supporters, but events at home and elsewhere would eventually 
contribut e to the demise of Nasserite policies, with his successors abandoning Arab causes 
like Palestinian independence and opening their arms to the imperialist policies of the West.  
 
Nasserõs Souring Relations with the West 
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When a òwave of popular nationalismó brought Nasserõs ògroup of junior army officersó 
into power in 1952, their  talk of òpan-Arab unity and resistance to Western powersé 
inspired millions and made Egypt the leaderó of anti-imperialist efforts  throughout the 
region. Seeking support for his plans to end British military presence in Egypt, Nasser 
initially òturned to the United States for supportó, and US elites hoped that Kermit 
Roosevelt could help to shape the young nationalists òinto a positive influence on 
postcolonial leaders in Africa and Asiaó. Nasser, however, ultimately  ògrew frustrated with 
the slow paceó of change and the limited support received from the USA, setting him self on 
a òcollision courseó with the Western powers.  
 
At the ò1955 Bandung conference of twenty -nine independent African and Asian countriesó, 
Nasser òdramatically increased [his] prestigeó among developing nations, and he began to 
see these forces as a òviable bloc of non-aligned nations ó which could contribute to his own 
cause. It suddenly  seemed possible to him that national sovereignty could be exerted in 
Egypt without his regime having to rely on any imperialist power. Consequently, he signed 
an òarms deal with the Soviet bloc [in the form of a ò$200 million deal with 
Czechoslovakiaó], hoping to strengthen the Egyptian army and assert Egyptõs òrightful 
place as leader of the Arab worldó. 
 
The countryõs economy, however, was struggling, with cotton exports, the centrepiece of the 
economy, falling òby 26 percent in little over a yearó. And it didnõt help that òAmerican 
agricultural subsidiesé permitted U.S. farmers to dump cotton on the world marketó. The 
Egyptian leader, therefore, felt forced to look elsewhere to offload the excess Egyptian 
cotton, and òChina and Russia offered an alternative outletó, giving Nasser a òbarter deal for 
armsó. The subsequent òsouring of relations with the Westó contributed significantly to his 
decision to nationalise  the Suez Canal in 1956, which in turn saw  Britain, France, and Israel 
make a òmilitary pact to invade Egyptó. The USA, however, would see itself pushing its 
invading allies to òwithdraw before fully accomplishing their goalsó, and Nasser òemerged 
the victoró of the conflict as a result.89 
 
The invasion of Egypt  had threatened to cause an escalation of tensions in the Cold War, and 
the USSR had even suggested it would òrain down nuclear missiles on Western Europe if 
the Israeli-French-British force did not withdrawó. Seeking to avoid direct confrontation, the 
United States òissued stern warningsó to its allies to leave Egyptian soil, and even held the 
threat of òeconomic sanctions [over them] if they persisted in their attackó.90 By putting 
pressure on them, the superpower had, probably w ithout wanting to, bolstere d Nasserõs 
regime. However, President Eisenhower soon called in Congress for òa new and more 
proactive American policy in the regionó (which would be known as the ôEisenhower 
Doctrineõ), in which the Middle East would be established as an important Cold War 
battlefield. He would soon see ònew programs of economic and military cooperation with 
friendly nations in the regionó authorised, along with permission to use US troops òto 
secure and protect the territorial integrity and political independence of such nationsó.91 
With this latter assertion, he was referring not to independence from US political influence 
in the Middle East, but to independence from communist influence . 
 
The Growth of State Capitalism  
 
Nasser was not a communist, and the USA probably knew  it. In reality, he was not 
committed òto any particular economic or political programó, and was guided more by 
òpragmatism and realpolitikó. Because of his perceived resistance to imperialist invasion, 
however, he was soon recognised as the òundisputed leader of the Arab worldó, though his 
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mixture of capitalist and socialist systems was doomed to fail . He also gained support 
through his òambitious High Dam construction projectó and his ònationalization of the 
economyó, which were facilitated by the fact th at he had òsufficient concentrations of capital 
to undertake industrialization and development projects that would enable [ his country ] to 
catch up with the already industrialized Westó. In his opinion, these measures were the best 
way of ômodernisingõ Egypt. 
 
The Egyptian role of regional òpolitical leadershipó under Nasser, meanwhile, saw Egypt 
òbenefit from the growing wealth of the oil-rich Arab nationsó, and even set in motion an 
experiment in Arab unity in the form of the UAR  (something the West had feared since at 
least the start of the twentieth century ). The Arab World was now becoming a òmodern 
forceó that was capable of competing with European and North American industrialism 
and, òby the mid-1960s, the five largest Arab oil-producing countriesñIraq, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Libya, and Algeria ñbetween them had government revenues of some $2 billion a 
yearó. This wealth was allowing these nations to create their own military and social 
infrastructure, along with òelaborate structures of administrationó (or state bureaucracies). 
In other words, regional elites were undertaking development projects for themselves,  with 
relative independence from foreign capitalist elites.  
 
Although Nasserõs regime was not communist, his friendship with the Soviet Union a nd his 
òrevolutionary nationalist rhetoricó meant that he would be òroutinely described as [a] 
òsocialistóó by Western governments. In truth, his òstate capitalist policy was undertakenó 
merely to òdirect Egyptian economic developmentó, rather than because of any commitment 
to a particular ideology. Eric Ruder insists that he òin no way altered the capitalist relations 
of productionó in Egyptian society, and that  there was essentially still a dichotomy between 
those who earned the most money but did the least work and those who earned the least 
money but did the most work . 
 
Initially, s teps had indeed been made towards greater equality  in Egypt, but òfurther 
progressó proved òhighly problematicó because of the òessential incapacity ofé the 
bureaucrats in control of the stateé to formulate a coherent projectó. The regimeõs 
nationalist rhetoric simply òserved to mystify the crucial socio-economic differentiation of 
the traditional classesó, hiding  the fact that there was essentially a privileged class 
developing at the top of society as a result of the governmentõs policies. In other words, the 
Egyptian elites in power spoke of nationalism in order to òblunt the demands of the growing 
Egyptian working classó, and claim that everyone was ôin it togetherõ when, in reality, they 
were not. 
 
The Six Day War and the Decline of Nasserism  
 
Nasserõs attempts to unite the Arab World began to fall apart in the early 1960s, in part 
because of the split òbetween states ruled by groups committed to rapid change or 
revolutioné and those ruled by dynasties or groups more cautious about political and social 
change and more hostile to the spread of Nasserist influenceó. One group that soon became 
hostile to Nasserism was the Baõath Party [which will be discussed in greater depth in  
Chapter Three]. Another reason for Egyptõs changing position as the ôleader of the Arab 
Worldõ was the 1964 foundation of the PLO. The Egyptian government had acted as the 
òchief spokesperson for Palestinian national demands since the 1948 waró, but the PLO now 
brought together a number of different political groups ð meaning that Nasserism was no 
longer the main voice of the Palestinian national movement.  
 
Israel, meanwhile, was in a much stronger military position  than it had been in the previous 
two decades, comprising of 2.3 million inhabitants by 1967 and enjoying an economy that 
had grown significantly (thanks to US aid, contributions from foreign Zionists, and 
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òreparations from West Germanyó). Planning to further its own goals and exert its military  
dominance in the region, it had built up both the òstrength and expertise of its armed forcesó 
in the belief that a show of strength could lead to a òmore stable agreementó with its Arab 
neighbours. There were also sections of the countryõs Zionist elite which still hoped to 
conquer the rest of Palestine, and thus complete the òunfinished war of 1948ó. Whatever 
Israelõs aims were, it succeeded in crushing Egypt, Syria, and Jordan in the Six Day War  of 
1967 and, in doing so, reshaped òthe balance of power in the regionó. In essence, it had 
managed, with Western support, to put one of the first nails into the coffin of Arab 
nationalism.  
 
Western propaganda suggested that Israel had waged war on its neighbours because of a 
ôthreat to its existenceõ and, with the memory of the Holocaust still fresh in the minds of 
many, there was a lot of sympathy for the countryõs actions. Its swift military victory, 
meanwhile, made it much òmore desirable as an ally in American eyesó. Meanwhile, 
Egypt ian forces were left bogged down in a bloody civil war in North Yemen, which was 
draining away resources and which, a t the height of Egyptian involvement, saw ò70,000 
troops stationedó in the fellow Arab nation. At the same time, Nasser found himself having 
to devote more and more economic resources into òrebuilding the Egyptian armyó in order 
to oppose Israelõs òmilitary presence in the Sinaió. Far from playing a positive role in Egypt, 
Nasserõs military spending òexacerbated economic stagnationó, and he soon felt that, in 
order to reclaim the territory Egypt had lost in the Six Day War, he had  òno choice but to 
recognize the existence of Israeló. The USA, meanwhile, began to give more and more 
òmilitary and economic aidó to Israel as a sign of gratitude for its effective defeat of 
Nasserism and its òrole of stalwart defender of U.S. interestsó in the Middle East. 
 
Sadatõs Neoliberal Reforms 
 
When Nasser died in 1970, his successor Anwar Sadat knew that òstate capitalist measures 
were no longer able to propel the Egyptian economy forwardó, especially as the country was 
suffering from òheavy debt, high inflation, and high oil pricesó. The main choice available to 
the nationalist regime was to enact truly democratic social reforms, ôfrom the bottom upõ, or 
to open the Egyptian economy up to foreign capitalists. Even before Nasserõs death, the 
latter looked set to be the chosen path of the countryõs governing elite , but Sadatõs 
assumption of power òhastened [the] trend that was already underwayó. An òopen-door 
policyó and a òneoliberal agendaó soon began to determine Sadatõs political manoeuvres, in 
part because he saw a rapprochement with the United States as a move that could facilitate 
òa rapid solution of the Arab-Israel conflictó, and thus take Egypt out of the constant 
conflicts which had become such a drain on its economy. The only catch to this step, 
however, would be that  the quasi-socialist measures implemented by Nasser would have to 
be abandoned, and there would have to be an òopenly capitalist developmentó in Egypt. 
 
In 1972, Sadat (who would never be as focussed as Nasser on issues of equality, social 
justice, or Arab unity)  began his reconciliation  with the West by expelling òsome twenty 
thousand Soviet military advisersó from Egypt. This act, however, would not complete the 
new presidentõs transformation of Egyptian politics. A year later, in the Yom Kippur War , 
he launched a last gasp attempt at pushing the West into seeking a settlement between Israel 
and its Arab neighbours.  While t he conflict initially favoured the Arab alliance, Western 
support for Israel would help the Zionist state neutralise the offensive and launch a counter -
attack. 
 
A peace agreement, in which  the USA would gain an increasingly prominent position in 
Egyptian politics,  followed  the confrontation. Setting up an alliance that would seek to end 
all òSoviet influence in the regionó and remove the settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict 
òfrom its ideological contextó (transforming it into òa simple conflict over territoryó), the 
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United States took a significant step forward for its interests in the Middle East after the 
Yom Kippur War. It effectively delegitimised  both Palestinian and Arab nationalist 
resistance to the òsettler colonialism and imperialist penetrationó of Israel while, through the 
provision of  economic aid, removing  Egypt òfrom the Arab front against Israeló which it 
had previously led. 92 
 
Egypt had not been the first Arab nation to pull out of the conflict with Israel, however. In 
1970, ôBlack Septemberõ had seen Jordanian forces kill thousands of Palestinians in an 
offensive against the PLO, which led to a short-lived Syrian invasion. According to 
declassified US documents, King Hussein even asked òthe United States and Great Britain to 
intervene in the war in Jordan, [while] asking the United Statesé to attack Syriaó.93 
Eventually, Israel stepped in to protect the Jordanian monarchy  and, in the Yom Kippur 
War, Jordan only participated òto preserve [its] position in the Arab worldó rather than out 
of open hostili ty towards Israel. As part of a secret agreement, Hussein had even promised 
his forces would act òslowly and cautiouslyó with regards to Israeli troops, and Israel in turn 
òtried to avoid attacking the Jordanian brigadeó that had been sent to Syria.94 
 
Back in Egypt, Sadat officially proclaimed his òopen-door policy in 1974ó, though foreign 
capitalists were not initially convinced enough to òtake the plunge and undertake 
investment in Egyptó. Instead, they were critical of the countryõs òcrumbling infrastructureó 
and òfragile transportation and telecommunications networksó, whilst feeling a òlingering 
fear of state expropriationó. Although l uxury goods  soon flooded into Egypt for the rich, 
Sadatõs reforms actually òworsened rather than strengthened the economyó, with the òpoor 
and working class [faring] particularly badlyó. Between 1961 and 1981, the country was even 
òtransformed from a food exporter to one of the worldõs most food-dependent nationsó. In 
short, Sadatõs policies simultaneously helped the rich get richer while making the poor even 
poorer. 
 
By 1977, Sadat had formalised a peace agreement with Israel, which subsequently returned 
the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt in exchange for òfull diplomatic and economic relationsó. Egypt 
effectively abandoned the Palestinian cause in the accords, settling for Israeli promises of 
future ôautonomyõ in Gaza and the West Bank (even though Zionists continued to settle in 
the Occupied Territories). Economy had thoroughly trumped ideology for Sadat, and his 
country was òexpelled from the Arab Leagueó as a result of its new relationship with Israel. 
His òpolitical integration into the Western alliance was [now] completeó, though, so he 
wasnõt too worried about isolation from his neighbours. His murder at the hands of 
Islamists in 1981, however, represented the òdeep bitternessó that existed in the country as a 
result of his perceived abandonment of the Palestinians (and the Egyptians), and Hosni 
Mubarakõs subsequent crackdown on dissidents would not help to change these feelings. 
 
The Consolidation of Western -Backed Authoritarianism  
 
Although Egypt had left the Palestinians to fend for themselves, the latter and their allies 
continued to resist Israeli occupation. When Israel got involved in the Lebanese Civil War, 
invading  in 1982 to attack the PLO there, Mubarak òlooked to the U.S. for his diplomatic 
cuesó. Like US officials, he echoed the line that òòmoderateó Arab statesó could òsettle the 
Palestine problemé without the bothersome presence of a militant PLOó. The fact was, 
however, that intensifying Palestinian resistance was a direct result of the long-running 
failure of Arab nations to negotiate a solution on behalf of the Palestinian people. In short, 
their insufficient action , together with continue d Israeli aggression and occupation, had 
forced Palestinians to become more and more militant in their resistance. 
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Meanwhile, the Egyptian regime received òhandsome rewardsó for its òslavish devotionó to 
protecting US interests in the Middle East. As a result of Egyptian participation in the 1991 
Gulf War, òAmerica, the Gulf states, and Europe forgave Egypt around $20 billion worth of 
debt, and rescheduled nearly as much againó. The country would also be òa willing 
collaboratoró in the US-led Invasion of Iraq twelve year s later. The USA, however, would 
eventually begin to suffer as a result of its alliance with Egypt , as it demonstrated very 
clearly that US economic interests in the region were far more important for the superpower 
than human rights. The òruthless secret policeó of Egypt, and its òtorture of [Mubarakõs] 
political opponentsó, simply undermine d US claims of defending democracy in the Middle 
East, and there were many nations and citizens in the world aware of this hypocrisy (if not 
necessarily the citizens of the USA itself). 
 
The aforementioned double standards of US elites can be seen a lot more clearly when we 
look at how, between 1979 and the Arab Spring in 2011, Egypt received ò$1.3 billion a year 
in military aidó from the USA. In the same period, it got òan average of $815 million a year 
in economic assistanceó, showing that the United States was only interested in paying off its 
lackey in exchange for its unconditional protection of US interests, and not in what the 
regime did with the aid it received. As a result of political corruption, for example, this 
money and support served to create òa very thin layer of obscenely wealthy Egyptiansó, 
many of whom were members of òMubarakõs own familyó. 
 
Meanwhile, ordinary working Egyptians were living in desperat e conditions, with 
òunemployment that [had] remained in double digits for years, per capita income of less 
than $6,000 dollars annually, and periodic food crisesó. By supporting the irresponsible and 
exploitative behaviour  of the Egyptian regime, the USA had indirectly forced many 
Egyptian citizens into the arms of Islamists like those of the Muslim Brotherhood (as secular 
nationalists were now seen by many to have failed the population). According to Eric Ruder, 
òU.S. domination of the Middle East [had begun] with Israel and Egyptó, and that was 
precisely why the superpower didnõt want to step in when Mubarak faced mass protests in 
2011. It is also why the USA has consistently protected and defended Israel, in spite of its 
war crimes and flagrant vi olations of international law.  
 
According to Tariq Ali, òno client regime [in the Arab World has] failed to do its duty to the 
paymaster-generaló (i.e. the USA), even when faced with òoverwhelming opposition of Arab 
public opinionó. Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and the Gulf States, he says, òhave long become 
virtual military annexes of Washingtonó. The Arab League, meanwhile, has simply served 
as a òcollective expression of ignominyó, opposing wars even when it is heavily involved in 
them. The US conquest and corruption of nationalism in Egypt, though, had been 
particularly impressive as, unlike monarchs on the Arabian Peninsula, it had originally 
claimed (under Nasser) to seek equality and justice. 

 
Egyptian Complicity with Israeli War Crimes  

 
According to Eric Ruder, one of the most shameful examples of Mubarakõs pandering to the 
West and its Israeli allies was its òcommitment to enforcing the U.S./Israeli siege of Gazaó 
after Hamasõs electoral victory there in 2006. His construction of a òsix-mile undergro und 
wall made of steel platesó and decision to òpump seawater through pipes in the wall in 
order to make tunneling under the wall a death trapó was all part of an attempt to òcut off 
the tunnels that [had] sustained Gazaõs economyó and thus satisfy his Zionist neighbour s. 
 
At the same time, Mubarakõs government sought to òfrustrate, divide, and thwart the efforts 
of Gaza solidarity activists attempting to enter Gaza through the Rafah border crossingó. 
International activists were òharassed and brutalizedó, and five hundred participants in the 
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òViva Palestina humanitarian aid convoy [were]é told they could cross the borderó, only to 
be beaten up before they were eventually allowed in . All of this shameful behaviour, 
meanwhile, was funded by US aid to Egypt. In fact, the US Congress òwithheld $100 million 
in aidó to Egypt precisely in order to pressurise it to òcrack downó on the smuggling of aid 
to Gaza. When it obliged, by closing its border with Gaza, òcriticism from Washington of 
Egyptõs human rights record and its illiberal political systemó was suddenly òmutedó. 

 
Nonetheless, the regimeõs actions were also determined by its òown domestic 
considerationsó, such as its desire to starve support for Hamas, which it considered to be 
òboth an Iranian proxy and an ally of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhoodó (the regimeõs 
òlargest and best-organized oppositionó at home). Egypt had also been disengaging from 
the Palestinian cause, and increasing òsecurity cooperation with Israeló, since Sadatõs rise to 
power in the 1970s, long before Hamas was formed. By moving from an òopen defiance of 
Western imperialismé into a òstrategic partnershipóó with the West , the Egyptian regime 
had left anti-imperialist rhetoric largely to Islamists  for decades, and had suppressed them 
for pr ecisely that reason. 
 

In spite of òbroad support of the Egyptian populace [for] the national rights of the 
Palestinian peopleó, political leaders since Nasser have òalways exhibited ambivalence 
toward the Palestinian causeó, thus clearly ignoring the views of their people. Instead, they 
have even tried to generate òanti-Palestinian and anti-Lebanese feelings to create nationalist 
hysteriaó, focussing òscorn on Hamas and Hezbollah as a way of countering the growing 
influence of the Muslim Brotherhoodó in Egypt. In a contradictory way, however, Sadat had 
actually launched a òvicious anti-Arab campaignó when he was trying to consolidate his 
power, insisting on the importance of an Egyptian rather than an Arab identity. Moving 
away from Nasserõs pan-Arabist ideals, he even scapegoated òthe Palestinians for Egyptõs 
wars and povertyó in the state-run media , thus distracting attention away from the real issue  
(which was that a corrupt and exploitative  Egyptian elite had taken control of the economy 
primarily for its  own benefit ). Through some form of warped logic, Egyptian leaders came 
to portray òGaza and not Israel [as] the main threat to Egyptó in the region. 
 
While Egyptian politicians have tried to maintain a òrhetorical commitment to the 
Palestinian causeó, they usually do so only in order to appease an impoverished Egyptian 
people which instinctively identifies with the Palestinian struggle against Israeli colonialism. 
In reality, meanwhile, such sympathy òplays no role in guiding Egyptõs foreign policyó. The 
ruling class, which òowes its wealth, its power, and its continued prosperity to an alliance 
with imperialismó, would simply see the òentire regional balance of poweró upset if 
Palestinians obtained their own state. Former Israeli socialist organisation Matzpen, for 
example, affirmed  that òthe Palestinian people are waging a battle where they confront 
Zionism, which is supported by imperialismó, but in which they are also òmenaced by the 
Arab regimes and by Arab reaction, which is also supported by imperi alismó. Imperialism, 
it said, òwill defend [Zionism] to the last drop of Arab oiló. As a result, it insist ed, there is no 
way to shatter òimperialist interests and domination in the regioné without 
overthrowingé the ruling classes in the Arab worldó. Justice for the Palestinians, therefore, 
just like justice for the Egyptians, is based on a fight for complete òpolitical and social 
liberation of the Middle East as a wholeó from the economic and political systems set up by 
imperialists and their pawns. 95 
 

B) Why Did Nasserism Turn Into Authoritarianism?  
 
Bourgeois Nationalism  
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Alejandro Iturbe speaks about bourgeois (or capitalist) nationalism on the LIT -CI website, 
using Nasser as one example of this political phenomenon. Although he refers primarily to 
the Latin American examples of Lázaro Cárdenas in Mexico and Juan Perón in Argentina, 
his comments also apply to the system in Egypt under Nasserism. 
 
One of the characteristics that is most recognised in bourgeois nationalism, according to 
Iturbe, is the fact that òbourgeois nationalist leaders and movementsó in the twentieth 
century, at least at certain points, òfaced offé against imperialismó. As the Cold War 
progressed, he insists, these movements met with òprofound limitsó and, eventually, òglobal 
political and economic conditionsó (such as the increasing domination of Western 
capitalism) òreduced almost to zero the possibility of sustaining the processesó of bourgeois 
nationalism.  
 
Referring primarily to the works of Leon Trotsky regarding Cárdenas, but also to the works 
of Argentine Trotskyist Nahuel Moreno, Iturbe emphasises that bourgeois nationalist 
movements arose òas an attempt by the national bourgeois sectors to resist the pressures of 
imperialismó and, in particular , to òuse the friction and differences between imperialist 
powers to their favouró, taking advantage of the imperialist conflicts of the First and Second 
World Wars. Much like Per·n in Argentina, Nasser took advantage of the òwithdrawal of 
British imperialism and the full offensive of US im perialismó after World War Two in order 
to capitalise on the anti-imperialist òsentiment of an important sector of the bourgeoisie and 
the army [in Egypt] , which sought to resist the onslaught of imperialism, albeit with 
bourgeois tacticsó.  
 
There was a òstructural weaknessó in the Egyptian bourgeoisie, however, meaning it was 
not òstrong enough to stop the US offensiveó by itself. In order to resist òimperialist 
pressureó, therefore, the movement of Nasser and his allies had to òseek the support of the 
workers and the massesó, and give them òimportant concessionsó. Nasser knew how 
important the Suez Canal was to the West, and he knew that controlling it was the best way 
to ensure he could offer the working class at least some of what they had been asking for. 
However, to ensure their subservience, the forces of the state would also seek to exercise a 
òbureaucratic and totalitarian controló over the working class, in order to òstop their 
independent mobilisation and organisationó. The reason why they feared an independent 
working class was precisely because of their own  weaknesses, which the population could 
easily have exploit ed if they had organised independently.  
 
Control of the Working Class  
 
Although Nasser did not seek to implement the same type of system as Stalin had in the 
USSR, his òstrict controló over both the political system and Egyptian unions was aimed (in 
a similar way) at directing workers according to his own interests (and the i nterests of the 
bureaucratic elite surrounding him). According to Iturbe, òunions were practically 
nationalised (legally and financially) and put under the control of union bureaucrats 
unconditionally supportive of the governmentó. As such, they were more òstate officials 
than labour leadersó, and gave pretty much no democratic voice to the workers themselves. 
What encouraged the latter to accept this position, however, was the presence of certain 
òanti-imperialist measures and concessions to the massesó, which convinced many of them 
that Nasserõs party and government were òòtheiró party and òtheiró governmentó. At the 
same time, communists influenced by the USSR saw these as largely positive moves, and 
generally participated in the process.  
 
Largely fooled by the concessions they had received, the Egyptian masses failed to form a 
truly autonomous and democratic workersõ movement that could function as a progressive 
alternative to Nasserism. As a consequence, the òlimits of the capitalist system or the 
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bourgeois Stateó were ònever surpassedó, in spite of Nasserõs anti-imperialist measures and 
rhetoric. Nationalisations , meanwhile, only took place because they were seen as òthe only 
effective means of safeguarding national independenceó. They were òneither socialist nor 
communistó measures, though. In reality, they were simply acts of òhighly progressive 
national defenceó or, in Trotskyõs words, acts of òState Capitalismó. 
 
The meagre nature of land reforms largely left the òeconomic basesó of the national 
bourgeoisie intact, allowing them later to òadvance and dominateó, while industrialisation  
was placed into the hands of national elites rather than those of the workers, thus propelling 
òthe development of a strong industrial bourgeoisieó. This bureaucratic class would later 
òalign itselfó with US imperialists in order to defeat the progressive figures in government 
like Nasser (once he had served his purpose of strengthening the national bourgeoisie, of 
course). In Egypt, the Six Day War had pushed Nasser into a corner and, although 
reconciliation with the USA would not fully occur under his rule, the seeds for that move 
had already been sown in the devastating conflict . After Nasserõs death, Sadat was finally 
able to complete the inevitable transition from State Capitalism to ôopen-doorõ capitalism. 
 
The Contradictory Nature of Bourgeois Nationalism  
 
Like with other bourgeois nationalists, Nasserõs rule was òreactionary because of its 
totalitarian control of the massesó and its accommodation with both the national and 
international capitalist class (at different points). As a result, both the weakening of the 
working masses and the strengthening of capitalists would eventually facilitate Egyptõs pro-
Western rapprochement in the 1970s under Sadat. The new Egyptian leader had a clear path 
ahead of him, as his bourgeois allies were in favour of his actions and the former allies that 
had offered too much resistance had already been purged from the government.  
 
In short, Nasserõs bourgeois nationalism, far from strengthening the position of Egyptian 
workers, had left them too weak to respond effectively to Sadatõs economic ôreformsõ. In 
spite of all of the progressive concessions they had received from Nasser, their 
independence and democratic voice had been taken away. The bourgeois nationalist regime, 
meanwhile, by hiding the true interests of the workers behind a smokescreen of progressive 
nationalist rhetoric, had simply ser ved as a bridge from colonialism to capitalism.  
 
Essentially, progress under Nasserõs bourgeois nationalism had been temporary, filling a 
gap while European colonialism declined and US imperialism òacquired its hegemonic 
strength at a global leveló. By the 1970s, the òPost-War Boomó was over, and the USA was 
beginning its òpolicy of recolonizationó, liquidating the òstate economic structures created 
by bourgeois nationalist movementsó and ensuring that such movements would find it 
almost impossible to re-emerge. What had been ôrevolutionaryõ factions in their time had 
now been òtotally integratedó into the capitalist establishment, and most (like in Egypt) even 
became òdirect agents of imperialist colonisationó. State companies would soon be 
privatised , and òthe vast majority of concessions made to the previous generationó of 
workers would be done away with.  
 
Today, such movements have òmuch smaller marginsó for giving concessions to the masses, 
Iturbe insists, primarily due to the dominance of neoliberal globalisation. As Trotsky said, 
the only group that can òachieve the aim of national independenceó from imperialism is 
òthe revolutionary movement of the working massesó, and not that of a capitalist elite.96 In 
other words, only a popular, democratically orga nised mass movement of workers in Egypt, 
and elsewhere, will be able to end the dominance of an exploitative and authoritarian 
capitalist economic system. As will be seen in Part Three of this book, the independent, 
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democratic voice and autonomy of the People is what must guide their advancement 
towards a more just and equal society. The corruption of bourgeois nationalism in Egypt is 
just one example which shows that undemocratic capitalist leadership is not the path 
forward.  
 

Conclusion  
 
Whilst I have sought to examine the weaknesses of Nasserõs bourgeois nationalism in this 
chapter, arguing that a similar political model cannot truly bring progress to the Middle 
East, it is clear that his regime was certainly progressive, at least in some ways. It challenged 
the reigning systems in the region, abandoning monarch-based politics and standing up to 
imperialist interference. It also made positive concessions to the Egyptian people (while 
weakening their independent and democratic voice  in the process). In addi tion, it helped to 
spread anti-imperialism through the region, showing that an alternative to the status quo 
was in fact possible. Although his ideology was ultimately doomed to failure, as I have 
argued above, it pushed the region one step further forward . 
 
In many ways, however, Nasserism also influenced the rise of Baõathism in the Middle East, 
which would soon reveal a much darker side to Arab nationalism. Taking advantage of the 
errors of Nasser and his supporters in the region, Baõathism also benefitted from the 
popularity of Arab nationalism at the time, which Nasser had helped to spearhead. In 
Chapter Three, I will look at the effect that Baõathism had on Iraq and Syria, and how its 
mistakes and gradual downfall have played an important part in the growth of extremist 
Islamist movements in the Middle East . 
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3) Baõathism and Ethnic Arab Nationalism 
 
Baõathism is an ideology that arose alongside Nasserism in the mid -twentieth century which 
also sought to unify Arabs in opposition to Western imperi alism in the Middle East . The 
former, however, was initially focussed more on the development and creation of a unified 
Arab state than the latter. Like Nasserism, it was a largely  secular ideology , with more links 
to ethnicity than to religion. As it soug ht to push imperialist forces out of the region and 
unite the Arab World, Baõathism theoretically became a threat to both Western economic 
interests and to the Westõs proxy force in the region ð Israel. 
 
In 1907, the British Prime Minister wrote the Bannerman Report, in which he spoke of how 
the Arabs controlled òspacious territories teeming with manifest and hidden resourcesó, and 
dominated òthe intersections of world routesó. He warned that, if a unified Arab state could 
ever be formed, this state òwould then take the fate of the world into its hands and would 
separate Europe from the rest of the worldó.97 As seen in my essay about Israel98, 
imperialists considered the creation of a non-Arab nation (i.e. Israel) in the Middle East as a 
way of ensuring the Ar ab world remained divided , and thus that the interests of Western 

capitalists were protected . Any force, therefore, that opposed Israel or sought to bring about 
Arab unity (as both Nasser and the Baõathists did ) was inevitably considered a danger to 
Western interests in the Middle East. 
 
Although Arab unity was theoretically the most important part of Baõathist ideology, neither 
of the ruling Baõath parties in the Middle East actually focussed on the unification of the 
Arab World as a priority  once in government. In the end, the ideology was hijacked by 
charismatic figures, who used their authority to benefit themselves and the circles of power 
surrounding them. As a result, òthe likes of Saddam Hussein and Hafez al -Assadó, 
representing both the Iraqi and Syrian Baõathist regimes, are often accused of having 
òcorrupted and co -optedó Baõathism, by repressing criticism of their ideology and actions 
through authoritarian governance. 99 In this chapter, I will look at how Baõathist politics 
evolved in  Syria and Iraq under Assad and Hussein, and how their administrations 
seriously damaged the cause of secular ôprogressivismõ in the Middle East through their 
nepotism and repression. 
 
Nationalism in the Middle East  
 
In 2013, Michael Bolt reflected on academic Fred Hallidayõs statement that Middle Eastern 
nationalisms had been òmodern, contingent, confused and instrumental ideologiesó. Bolt 
touches on how both Nasserism and Baõathism, as nationalist forces in the region, sought 
both autonomy from imperialis t powers and the entrenchment of òa sense of unity and 
identityó. Both political philosophies , he asserts, emerged òfrom the nineteenth century or 
lateró, were òman-madeó rather than a natural human condition, and were òlargely 
constructed from aboveó. He also argues that their forms of nationalism had an 
òinconsistent and often divided natureó, and that they were essentially used òby political 
leaderships in or out of power to serve their particular ends ó. 
 
In both Nasserism and Baõathism, Bolt suggests, nationalism served as òa tooló, rather than 
a firm political ideology to which leaders were truly committed. Although scholars 
following a ôPrimordialistõ narrative believe ònational identities are a ônaturalõ part of 
human beingsó (i.e. that similar ethnic, linguistic, and cultural features facilitate co -
existence), those following a òModernistó narrative tend to emphasise that ònationalist 
ideologies and the state system are modernó. Therefore, a Modernist would believe 
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ònational identitiesó to be òrecent and noveló, while being òproducts of processes such as 
òcapitalism, industrialism, the emergence of the bureaucratic state, urbanization and 
secularismóó. Ernest Gellner, for example, argues that ònations as a natural, God given way 

of classifying mené are a mythó. 
 
Scholars following an òEthno-symbolistó narrative, meanwhile, believe that the foundation 
of a nation relies very much on a òpre-existing foundation of myths, memories, values, and 
symbolsó. Whilst these are not necessarily ônaturalõ parts of human beings, neither are they 
simply pr oducts of the processes outlined by Modernists. Therefore, as Bolt shows, oneõs 
interpretation of nationalism very much depends on whether one believes national 
identities  are a naturally-determined phenomenon or simpl y a manipulation of pre -

existing similarities  or myths by self -interested political groups . 
 
The Move from Nasserism to Baõathism 
 
In the Middle East, the fall of the Ottoman Empire was a key determining factor in the 
development of nationalism. Previously, citizens of the empire had experienced a certain 
òcultural autonomy within the framework of the Ottoman stateó but, when this system 
ended, nationalism began to develop as a  òòreactiveó phenomenonó. Although t he Arab 
awakening of the nineteenth century had already seen activists òstruggling against policies 
of Turkificationó within the empire, they finally saw their chance , when the empire fell, to 
step into the vacuum left behind. According to Bolt, the Arab  movement may have even 
played a òpivotal roleó in opposing òthe political reformsó made in the Ottoman Empire 
after the 1908 Young Turk revolution. In a desperate (but abortive)  attempt to save their 
empire, Turks had sought to centralise their power and make Turkish the principal òmeans 
of communication and as the language of governmentó. This nascent Turkish nationalism 
would prove òvery divisiveó in the empire (as it would later on within the Republic of 
Turkey  itself), and arguably contribute d to its eventual collapse. 
 
After the òArab revolt of 1916 against the Ottoman Empireó, Arab nationalism increased in 
popularity , and would soon have to fight a new enemy in British and F rench colonialism 
when the Arab population of the region was òseverely and artificially divided into several 
states under direct or indirect European controló. Having finally escaped the clutches of the 
Ottoman Empire, they were not prepared to embrace their new colonial masters with open 
arms. Consequently, colonialist presence in the Middle East actually acted as a òcatalyst for 
the spread of Arab nationalist ideasó. The failure of numerous isolated rebellions, however, 
made it very clear that there was a òneed for solidarityó between Arabs if their cause was 
ever to succeed. Arab nationalism  (and state-led nationalism), therefore, became both a 
òresponse to domination by external forcesó and òan instrument of emancipationó. 
Having seen how Europeans had created nation states, the political elites of the Middle East 
were intent on emphasising their own claims to nationhood. As a result, they would 
òhighlight the achievements of the Arabs and reinterpret their contributions to areas of 
science and governmentó in order to convince both citizens and states of that right . 
 
As seen in Chapter Two of this book, Nasserism was the first school of ôprogressiveõ Arab 
Nationalism to truly gain success in the Arab World. Far from a pan-Arabist movement at 
the start, the Free Officersõ revolution had been òprimarily an Egyptian affairó, and the main 
aim had been to exert national sovereignty in Egypt. Pan-Arabism, Bolt says, would only be 
òadded later onó as a means of exerting greater Egyptian influence in the region. He affirms, 
as I showed in Chapter Two, that Nasserism had òno clear programmeó apart from getting 
rid of the king and the British , and pan-Arabism  was never as high on Egyptõs agenda as 
national sovereignty was . When Nasser spoke of the ideology, Bolt stresses, his words 
lacked òmuch of the emotional resonance that he expressed towards Egyptó, though he did 
recognise that Egyptians and Arabs had òcommon problemsó, and that solidarity was 
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therefore a òpractical utilityó for both of them. As a result, Nasser adapted policies òat his 
whimó for òmerely pragmaticó purposes, with his pan-Arabist rhetoric  having òevolved 
from day to dayó as a way to òaid [his] anti-imperial effortsó, maintain Egyptian 
independence, and ensure Egyptõs emergence òas a dominant force in the Arab worldó. For 
Bolt, Nasser used such rhetoric to òshrewdly attain regional hegemonyó, whilst in reality 
remaining òambivalentó to ideas of Arab unity (as his initial òrebuffing ofé Syrian 
unification efforts in 1955 -56ó suggested). Only in 1958 did he see Arab unification as 
beneficial to his own cause, pushing forward with his own plan to unite Syria and Egypt . 
 
Baõathism, meanwhile, arose as a force which was theoretically more committed to Arab 
unity. Unlike Nasser, it actually had òregional offices in several Arab countriesó, reflecting 
its genuine theoretical aim of building a Baõathist movement that could gain success 
throughout the region. Also, it òwas not tied to a specific leaderó in the same way as 
Nasserism, though it was òorganised along hierarchical linesó. Similarly to Nasser, 
Baõathists were in favour of a òmild formó of socialism for practical purposes, but in reality 
were even less committed to òMarx and the emancipation of the working classó than 
Stalinist Russia was. The reason for this relative ideological apathy was that their 
òparamount objectiveó was òthe unification of the Arab worldó (a very ethno-centric goal). 
In this way, they clearly had very different priorities from Nasser.  
 
In summary, Bolt suggests that Arab nationali sm served as a political instrument for both 
Nasser and the Baõathists. While, for Nasser, the aim was òachieve regional hegemony and 
to ascertain Egyptian independenceó, the Baõathists had òa firmer ideological groundingó 
which they hoped would eventually  lead to the establishment of òa single pan-Arab stateó. 
Unlike under Nasser, however, there was a lot of division within Baõathism itself, as would 
eventually become apparent with the split between the Syrian and Iraqi branches. This 
division would be exp loited by smaller and smaller cliques, which would corrupt Baõathism 
for their own purposes. Colloquially speaking, nationalism would eventually turn out to be 
the gateway drug to a form of fascism .100 In the meantime, however, the sixties would see 
the popularity of Baõathism increase and that of Nasserism decrease 
 
The Rise of Baõathism 
 
The political thought behind Baõathism was developed primarily by Zaki al-Arsuzi, Michel 
Aflaq, and Salah al-Din al -Bitar, though, as mentioned above, the movement was divided 
from the very beginning. All had been educated in France, and Arsuzi, for example, had 
been inspired whilst studying there by the French Revolution, Marxism, and the unification 
movements of Germany and Italy. In 1939, the three tried to establish a party but, because of 
personal differences between Aflaq and Arsuzi, the attempt was unsuccessful. Arsuzi 
founded the Arab Baõath Party a year later, while Aflaq founded the Arab Ihya Movement 
(which later substituted the word Ihya for the word Baõath). Arsuzi was suspicious of 
Aflaqõs group, and initially thought it was part of an òimperialist plotó to prevent his party 
from gaining followers. 101 
 
In 1941, the two groups disagreed over how to respond to the òNazi-inspiredó coup in Iraq 
and the subsequent Anglo -Iraqi war, with Aflaq supporting  the movement of the coup 
leader, Rashid Ali al -Gaylani, and Arsuzi opposing  it.102 Aflaqõs popularity grew as a result 
of this decision, while Arsuziõs fell, showing to a certain extent the fascist sympathies of a 
number of Arab nationalists.  To add insult to injury, Arsuzi was expelled from Syria by 
Vichy French authorities later that year. Aflaqõs movement, meanwhile, went from strength 
to strength, gaining even more support after backing the Lebanese war of independence in 
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1943. Four years later, the movement merged with the Arab Socialist Party of Akram al-
Hawrani, and the Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party  was formed. 
 
Aflaq opposed monarchies, and believed progressive economic policies must accompany the 
process of decolonisation. Considering that the old ruling classes had to be overthrown, he 
argued that a secular society needed to be created by separating Islam from the state. The 
former elites, meanwhile , would be replaced by a vanguard party of professional 
revolutiona ries, just like in the Russian Revolution. However, Aflaqõs Baõathism did not 
advocate class war, and rejected the materialism of communism. It thus refused to take sides 
in the Cold War, favouring instead membership of the Non-Aligned Movement.  
 
Language and history were seen to be the main factors uniting the Arab World, rather than 
socio-economic factors and, for this reason, Baõathism never truly sought to destroy the 
capitalist dichotomy between the exploitative and the exploited classes of the region.  
Officially, ôunity, liberty, and socialismõ were the main principles of Baõathism, though the 
latter two were considered to be more of a means of attaining the first. In other words, t here 
was never really a strong ideological commitment to either freedom or socialism. The Baõath 
Party, just like the Bolsheviks in Russia, would take charge of everything until the 
uneducated masses became enlightened and the reactionary and conservative elements had 
been dealt with. Theoretically, it would take political po wer, by any means necessary, and 
then set about transforming society  (whether the majority of the population liked it or not ). 
In essence, the basis for authoritarian ism  was apparent from the very beginning within 
Baõathism. 
 
For Aflaq, Baõathism could not succeed if it had control of only one ôcountryõ, and the whole 
of the Arab World would need to evolve into one entity in order for the ideology to flourish. 
In his opinion , the creation of the Arab League in 1945 was a major obstacle for the 
emergence of a single Arab nation, as it functioned as an advocate for the interests of 
existent ruling classes in distinct ôcountriesõ. In other words, h e was not opposed to the rule 
of an elite if it was ôenlightenedõ (in his view) , but was opposed if he considered it to go 
against Baõathist ideology. Under Aflaq, no concepts, institutions, or rules for the protection 
of liberty were developed, and his belief in the need for a one-party state led by the Baõath 
Party seemed to contradict clearly his call for ôunity, liberty, and socialismõ. Meanwhile, in 
failing to analyse the global political situation as one of a struggle between exploitative and 
exploited classes, Aflaq had instead created a form of ethnocentric thought  which was 
antagonistic to socialist ideals of equality for all. The interests of the Arab World were seen 
to be more important than those of workers in the rest of the world, and this ethnocentrism 
reduced solidarity between different ethnic groups, eventually leading to the takeover of 
Baõathism by small, tight -knit elites with racist tendencies.  
 
Socialist economics, meanwhile, had not been adopted by Baõathists òout of books, 
abstractions, humanism, or pity, but rather out of needó, according to Aflaq.103 Essentially, 
socialist measures had nothing to do with ideological commitment , and everything to do 
with pragmatism. Knowing that workers would have to be on the side of the Baõathists if 
their aims were to be achieved, he believed socialist policies would be a successful way of 
attracting them. Instead of choosing to set them against their exploitative masters, however, 
he shunned a class-based rhetoric, affirming that all classes in the Arab W orld were part of 
the fight against the òcapitalist domination of the foreign powersó. Therefore, he insisted, 
there was no point in setting different local groups against each other.104 However, his short -
sightedness, in focussing only on an ôexternal enemyõ, would prove to be one of the causes 
for the weak ideology of Baõathism, which would eventually facilitate its corruption.  
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According to Cyprian Blamires , Baõathism under Aflaq was the òMiddle Eastern variant of 
fascismó, seeking to òsynthesize radical, illiberal nationalism and non-Marxist socialismó. In 
fact, Aflaq may even have been òdirectly inspired by certain fascist and Nazi theoristsó, as 
his support of the 1941 Iraqi coup would suggest.105 Arsuzi, meanwhile, may have been less 
influenced by fascism, but he allegedly believed in the òracial superiority of the Arabsó 
nonetheless.106 When Saddam Hussein gained power in Iraq decades later, the fascist 
tendencies of Baõathist would become a lot clearer, with the leader  favouring harsh anti-
Iranian propaganda  during the Iran -Iraq War . From 1979 onwards, he even forced tens of 
thousands of òIraqis of Iranian descentó to leave for Iran.107 In the same period, his foster-
father was allowed to publish a book called ôThree Whom God Should Not Have Created: 
Persians, Jews, and Fliesõ through òthe state pressó. Inside the text, Persians were referred to 
as òanimalsó, while Jews were called òa mixture of the dirt and leftovers of diverse 
peopleó.108 Driven by such ideas, the Baõathists under Saddam asserted that òno approval 
should be given to [party] members who plan to marry [someone] from a non -Arab 
originó.109 [More on Saddamõs particular brand of Baõathism will be covered in Section B of 
this chapter.] 
 

A) Baõathism in Syria 
 
The Rise of the Military Committee  
 
Syria was the first regional branch of Baõathism, and one of the partyõs first tasks was to 
respond t o the military dictatorship  of Colonel Adib Shishakli , whose first coup in 1949 had 
been facilitated by the CIA òin order to complete an oil pipeline from Saudi Arabia to the 
Mediterranean Seaó.110 Struggling to keep control, he led another coup in 1951, and 
subsequently ran Syria until 1954, with his Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP) adopting  a 
policy of pan-Arabism and anti -Zionism  whilst also seeking to maintain good relations with 
the West. Having repressed all political parties and sent Baõathist leaders into exile, he soon 
had to fight back against a popular insurgency. After a successful popular coup in 1954, a 
form of democracy was installed, and the Baõathists soon became one of the countryõs most 
successful parties. After a Baõathist colonel was assassinated in 1955 by an SSNP member, 
however, the Baõathists and their allies led a crackdown on the party. 
 
One focus for the Baõathists in government was to seek unity with Nasser õs government in 
Egypt, sympathising as they did with his pan -Arabist  policies and, in 1957, they partnered 
with the Syrian Communist Party in the hope of w eakening Syriaõs conservatives. When 
Egypt was finally in favour of unity with Syria, Baõathists voted to establish the United Arab 
Republic (UAR) in 1958. This move, however, meant that the Baõath Party had to be 
dissolved, as Nasser believed complete commitment to his cause was necessary. As a result, 
Syrian General Salah Jadid and other disgruntled officers  founded the Military Committee  
in 1959, which sought to end the union.  
 
By 1961, the òauthoritarian and centralist structure of the UAR had given Egypt practical 
domination over Syria in all fieldsó, and Nasser had begun to use ex-Baõath members as 
scapegoats for the failures of the UAR. At the end of September, a military coup , òbacked 
by landowners [and] the bourgeoisieó, led to the restoration of an independent Syria. With 
a òdemocratic coveringó, these elites undid Nasserõs nationalisation measures and agrarian 
reforms, and òturned a great many peasants and workers against themó in the process. In 
the following year, t here were a number of coup attempts, and the Baõath Party was soon 

                                              
105 Blamires, Cyprian (2006). World Fascism: A Historical Encyclopedia 1. ABC-CLIO. P.84. 
106 Maᾶoz, Moshe (2005). Arab-Jewish Relations: From Conflict to Resolution?: Essays in Honour of Moshe Maᾶoz. Sussex Academic Press. P.141. 
107 http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6ac0d54. html   
108 Karsh, Efraim and Rautsi, Inari (1991). Saddam Hussein: A Political Biography. Futura Publications. P.15. 
109 Sassoon, Joseph (2012). Saddam Hussein's Ba'th Party: Inside an Authoritarian Regime (1st ed.). Cambridge University Press. P.43 
110 http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/09/12/energy -geopolitics-and-the-u-s-mission-in-iraq-and-syria/   

http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6ac0d54.html
http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/09/12/energy-geopolitics-and-the-u-s-mission-in-iraq-and-syria/


53 
 

reassembled. Its òreincarnationó, however, òwas no longer identical with the old party 
which preceded the union with Egyptó. 
 
In March 1963, òthe military group of the Baõathó, called the òMilitary Committee ó, carried 
out a coup, and soon sought to consolidate its own power òfrom aboveó. All òcontact 
between military and ci vilian groupsó was soon prohibited , òexcept at the highest leveló, 
and the committee had to òbe consulted on all major decisionsó. After a year in power, òthe 
Military Committee [had] managed to get rid of the leftistsó in the Baõath Party and, with it 
only just having been re-established, it was easy for the ruling factions to òwinnow out 
unwelcome individuals or branches and admit new members of its own choosingó. 
 
The new leadership of the Baõathists contained ònot a single worker  or son of a workeró, 
and òappeared to have no consistent ideological or political principles ó. Just as Stalin had 
done in the Soviet Union decades before, the Military Committee used left-wingers to push 
out right -wingers in the party, and then right -wing ers to push out left-wingers. When it led 
another coup in 1966, led by General Salah Jadid, civilian Baõath leaders supported it, not 
even contemplating òtaking a stand againstó what òwas, and still is, the true power behind 
the scenes of the Baõath regimeó. The Military Committee had essentially become the essence 
of the new Baõath movement, and Aflaq and al -Bitar òwere expelled from their own partyó. 
Effectively, it was now òa bureaucratic apparatus headed by the military, whose daily life 
and routine [were] shaped by rigid military oppressionó. Reflecting on the domination of 
military bureaucracy in the ruling regime, Abraham Ben-Tzur would soon refer to the party 
in Syria as ôneo-Baõathistõ.111 
 
After the 1966 coup, the Baõath movement in the Arab World suffered a schism, with one 
half following  the Syrian line, and the other following  the Iraqi line. In Syria, Arsuzi (an 
Alawite) was suddenly resurrected as the founder of Baõathism, while Aflaq would become 
the father of Iraqi Baõathism. Until 1970, General Jadid would  govern Syria, including 
several communists in his government  and showing clear Soviet influence on his regime. He 
sought state ownership over industry and foreign trade, and made agrarian reforms.  His 
government also included many Alawi tes, marking the increasingly sectarian nature of the 
upper echelons of Baõathism. When he called for a peopleõs war against Israel, however, 
overseeing the devastation of Syrian forces in the Six Day War, his popularity fell 
significantly . Defence Minister Hafez al -Assad subsequently called for a more moderate 
stance, and for relations to be improved with Syriaõs conservative neighbours, gradually 
increasing his own influence over the Military Committee. Following a purge of Jadid 
loyalists in 1969, the path had been cleared for Assad to definitively take power of the Syrian 
Baõathist regime. 
 
The Assad Dynasty  
 
Jadid, aware of what was happening, tried to fire Assad in 1970, though the latter already 
had other plans. Leading a ôCorrective Movementõ against Jadid, who was arrested and kept 
in prison until his death in 1993 , Assad finally took control of the country . Soon, the 
government revolved around the Assad family, which favoured  its fellow Alawite s in an 
extremely disproportionate manner . A leadership cult  built around Assad was  now 
supported by the army, the M ukhabarat (the intelligence service), and an elite group of 
Alawites , and the General set about running the country  according to his own interests. 
Baõathist co-founder Jamal al-Atassi would later say that, òdespite its socialist slogans, the 
state is run by a class who has made a fortune without contributingða nouvelle bourgeoisie 
parasitaireó.112 This parasitic bourgeoisie, he thought, represented the corruption of 
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Baõathism in Syria and, far from following a specific ideology, demonstrated a form of 
pragmatic and self-interested populism.  
 
Membership of the Baõath Party expanded rapidly after 1970, as Assad sought to turn it from 
a vanguard party into an organisation of the masses (and therefore increase his ability to 
control it by diluting the voices of the partyõs political theoreticians). Opportunism grew, 
especially as people had to be members of the Baõath Party in order to take posts in, for 
example, the education sector. Freedom of thought was curtailed, while conformity and 
internal discipline were emphasised. As unconditional fidelity to Assad was the order of the 
day, the leader had actually considered abolishing the Baõath Party, but instead inflated it to 
neutralise the influence of its l eft-wingers. It was òde-ideologisedó, òrestructuredó, and 
simply òbecame an instrument for generating mass support and political controló.113 
Baõathism had now lost i ts independence from the state. 
 
In order to bring other parties into line, meanwhile, Assad created the National Progressive 
Front  (NPF) in 1972, forcing parties like the Syrian Communist Party (SCP) into either 
illegality or submission to the dominance of the NPF. Although the SCP would initially 
choose submission, the NPFõs support for pro-Western right -wingers in Lebanon in 1976 
divided  the party , with a faction of the SCP led by Riad at-Turk opting for illegality. Assadõs 
rapprochement with the West  would continue , though, with Syria receiving  hundreds of 
millions of dollars in US foreign aid  in the late 1970s.114 As a result, the countryõs gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita grew slowly , though it experienced a small setback in 
the mid -1980s. Between 2003 and the start of the Civil War in 2011, the countryõs GDP began 
to grow more rapidly , though the distribution of its wealth would be firmly concentrated in 
the hands of Syrian elites.115 In short, Assad had òbrought stabilityó to the country, but had 
done so òthrough repressionó.116 
 
Although the Baõath Party had immense influence on Syrian society, the òreal power was 
increasingly collected in the hands of President Assad, his family, close advisers, the military 
and security servicesó. To make the matter even more complex, a large number of these 
figures were members of òSyria's minority groups, including the president's own Alawite 
sectó, which would almost certainly have lost their lucrative position in society if the regime 
had been toppled. The òtop officials in the Baath Partyó, meanwhile, also led òa privileged 
lifeó, making it very unlikely for them to ever betray their colleagues. In spite of its 
secondary role behind the Assad-led ôpower cliqueõ, the Baõath Party would nonetheless be 
the target of blame for the òcorruption, nepotism and stagnationó in Syria on numerous 
occasions. As a result, Baõath officials were attacked in the 1970s and 80s by Sunni Islamists, 
though the latter were then brutally suppressed (like in Hama in 1982). 117 
 
When Syria got involved in the Lebanese Civil War in the late 1970s, Assad actually forged a 
òstrategic allianceó with the SSNP (which Baõathists had helped to overthrow from power 
two decades previously). Having advocated the unification of the òfertile crescentó, or 
òGreater Syriaó, the latter saw that the Syrian regime best represented òtheir choices and 
attitudes, whether in politics or ideologyó, even though òmany SSNP members felt unfairly 
harassed by Syrian security services on Syrian soiló. Nonetheless, they shared the same 
Islamist and left -wing enemies, with their founder Antoun Saadeh even being òamong the 
first to warn against the danger of Wahhabism and the risk it [posed] to the Levantó. Saadeh 
had insisted that òthe movement led by Ibn Saud carries a political threat to Syriaó. 
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After Assadõs death in 2000, his son Bashar was expected to make some changes to the 
country, bu t the new leader did not oblige. Intimidation of groups like the SSNP òslowly 
recededó, but the countryõs political system was essentially unchanged.118 In 2005, the Baõath 
Party remained the òleader of state and societyó, and parties outside the NPF remained 
illegal.119 In fact, reforms only began to come during the civil war in 2011, with Bashar 
holding a referendum on a new constitution in 2012. Alt hough this change meant that the 
Baõath Party would no longer be considered the sole ôguiding forceõ of Syrian politics, it did 
not mean that Bashar or his military clique would step aside.  Therefore, the reform was not 
significant enough to convince dissidents to put down their arms (though their receipt of 
significant financial suppo rt from oppressive Gulf monarchies and NATO members also had 
a substantial impact on their decision to keep fighting). [More information on the Syrian 
Civil War will be analysed in Chapter Eight of this book. ] 
 
Under the Assads, the percentage of women in parliament was around 29% - higher than the 
global average of 17%, and the countryõs literacy rate rose to 84.1%. Its proven natural gas 
reserves, meanwhile, stood at 240,700,000,000 cubic meters, and its proven oil reserves stood 
at 2,500,000,000 barrels, making it a noteworthy supplier of natural resources 120 and the 
òmost significant producer of crude oil in the Eastern Mediterraneanó (perhaps explaining 
the Westõs interest in installing a submissive regime in the country). In 2012, Syriaõs 
unemployment ra te was around 8.3%,121 and it s economy was considered to be òa major 
playeró in the world and òa leader among middle-eastern countriesó. Although the 
countryõs economy was said to be òvery diverse and stableó, however, òthe majority of 
Syriansó still struggled òto earn a decent livingó.122 
 
In 2002, US Undersecretary for State John Bolton said Syria was òacquiring weapons of mass 
destructionó, in an attempt to include the country in the list of nations the US government 
wanted to overthrow. Two years later, the USA imposed òeconomic sanctions on Syria over 
what it [called]  its support for terrorismó. If the US-led invasion of Iraq had been more 
successful or popular, Syria may well have been the next country on the list. However, the 
quagmire of Iraq meant that only Israel was prepared to attack Syria and, in 2007, the 
Zionist regime led an aerial strike on what it called òa nuclear facility under constructionó in 
the country . After this attack, Western relations with Syria thawed, though the USA would 
renew its sanctions against the Assad regime in 2010.123 Amid clear hostility from the West 
and its allies, the scene had long been set for destabilisation of the Syrian Baõath regime in 
the name of the USAõs so-called ôWar on Terrorõ (even though Syria vehemently opposed the 
kind of terrorism responsible for the 2001 attacks in the USA). [The twenty -first century 
imperialist assault on the Middle East, and more specifically on Syria, will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapters Six and Eight.] 
 
The Role of the Syrian Communist Party  
 
The Syrian Communist Party (or SCP) had been a òbitter adversary of the Baath Party in the 
late 1950só but, as seen earlier in this section, it soon became the òsecond largest legal 
political party in Syria and an important cons tituent element of the NPFó. Its leaders 
eventually became an important bridge between the Assad regime and the USSR, helping to 
facilitate their positive relationship. The early 1980s, however, saw the SCP òtemporarily 
bannedó, though it was òrestored to favouró in 1986 as a òconcession to the Soviet Unionó. 
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In return for its legalisation, the SCP was forced to purge the òSCP Central Committee 
members who had precipitated the rift with Assad through strident criticism of the regimeó. 
In 1984, for example, Khalid Hammami had expressed òsurprisingly candidó criticism, 
saying that Syria had òabandoned its progressive socioeconomic policyó and that the òruling 
quarters [were] suspicious and fearful of the massesó. The Baõath Partyõs restrictions on 
democratic freedoms had also been condemned by SCP members, with Yusuf Faysal having 
called out the reign of a òparasitic and bureaucratic bourgeoisie ó in the Syrian government. 
Nonetheless, the SCPõs role as a òsilent partneró of the Baõath Party meant that criticism was 
generally limited to òlower level Syrian politiciansó, avoiding attacks against high-ranking 
party members as much as was possible.124 
 
How the Baõathists ôMobilised the Massesõ 
 
In 2012, the BBC spoke about how Syrian Baõathists knew very well  òhow to mobilise the 
masses for political activitiesó through the power of their òvast organisation that [had]  
infiltrated every aspect of public lifeó. This proficient mobilisation, it said, had been crucial 
in ensuring that the main Baõathist leaders stayed loyal to Bashar al-Assad in spite of the 
òviolent crackdown on anti-government protests that began in March 2011ó. 
 
In an attempt to attract Syrian socialists to Baõathism, the party had merged with òAkram 
Hawraniõs Arab Socialist Partyó in 1953 in what would prove to be a òshrewd allianceó 
which òhelped the new group quickly become a serious challenge to its rivalsó. As seen 
previously in this section of the chapter, however, it was a rmy officers, such as Hafez al-
Assad, who would eventually play òthe leading role in establishing Baõathist ruleó in Syria. 
As a result, many civilian Baõathists supported the split in the Baõathist movement, while 
Assad sought to divide the party even more by condemning òAflaq and other veteran 
Baathists to deathó as they and their supporters fled to Iraq. 
 
Only under Assad was the Syrian Constitution amended (in 1973) òto give the Baõath Party 
unique status as the òleader of the state and societyóó. This change meant that the 
responsibility of the party was to function as the ômiddle-manõ for the government, telling 
òregional representativesó what they were expected to do and reporting back to the 
government on the òòmoodó of the general populationó. Thus, the party played a significant 
role in ômobilising the massesõ. 
 
Schools, unions, and the army, meanwhile, were heavily controlled , with the Baõath Party 
exercising hegemony over almost every aspect of Syrian society and reserving òmany posts 
in the public sector, the military and governmentó for Baõathists. Consequently, party 
membership skyrocketed, as people sought to bypass this political discrimination. In 2010, 
for example, around 1.2 million people (or 10% of the population) belonged to the party, 
while support for other parties was only permitted if they belonged to the NPF and accepted 
the Baõathistsõ ôleading roleõ in society. Through party membership, the Assad regime ha d 
effectively created a vital tool for mobilising people in its favour. 125 
 

B) Baõathism in Iraq 
 

I) The Rise of Nationalism in Iraq  
 
In order to understand Baõathist success in Iraq, it is important to look at the factors that saw 
nationalism rise to prominence in the country. As seen in Chapter Two, this political 
phenomenon was largely a reactionary response to colonial exploitation and oppression, 
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though some nationalist movements would prove to be more ôprogressiveõ than others. In 
this first subsection on Baõathism in Iraq, I will explore the reasons for civilian discontent in 
the country in the early twentieth century, and the effe ct it had on the popularity of 
nationalism.  
 
British Colonialism and the Early 20 th Century in Iraq  
 
According to Libcom.org, Iraqi workers were subjected to òbrutal exploitation and 
repressionó regardless of the government in power in the twentieth century, whilst at the 
same time facing the òbullets and bombs of the global capitalist powersó who sought to 
control the oil wealth of their country. The website also claims that opposition political 
parties, like the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) and the Kurdish  Democratic Party (KDP), 
betrayed those they claimed to fight for on numerous occasions, and òconsistently made 
deals with both Iraqi regimes and the global powersó. Nonetheless, the Iraqi working class 
raised their voices on numerous occasions, and often suffered the consequences as a result, 
though their actions did manage on certain occasions to topple governments or sabotage 
their war efforts.  
 
At the start of the twentieth century, rule in the Ottoman territories where Iraq would later 
be formed was òbased in the citiesó, while the countryside was generally òdominated by 
rural tribal groupsó. Although the empire gave òconcessions to prospect for oiló in Baghdad 
and Mosul to Britain, the Netherlands, and Germany in 1912, the British army decided to 
occupy Basra and Baghdad when the Ottomans sided with Germany in the First World War. 
The majority of Iraq soon followed, and òcolonial direct ruleó was implemented, with 
òBritish Mesopotamiaó being created. 
 
The first real opposition the British faced came from Kurdish tribes in the north, where there 
were òconstant risingsó in 1919 and 1920. Though there was òlittle demand for a separate 
Kurdish nation stateó, tribes were nonetheless committed to fighting òany external state 
authorityó. In response, the Royal Air Force (RAF) was brought into Iraq to bomb the 
rebellious Kurds. According to Wing -Commander Arthur Harris (later involved in the 
horrific bombing of Dresden in World War Two), òwithin 45 minutes a full-size village 
[could] be practically wiped out and a third of its inhabitants killed or injuredó. Another 
òleading British officeró, meanwhile, would affirm that the òonly way to deal with the tribes 
was òwholesale slaughteróó. 
 
This arrogant and inhumane British position was unfortunately rife at the time  in the 
colonial army. With domination in mind, dialogue and compromise were simply not on the 
table. In fact, the RAF even asked for òchemical weapons to use òagainst recalcitrant Arabs 
as (an) experimentóó. Fortunately, òtechnical problems [prevented] the use of gasó in this 
case, but the will was clearly there. Winston Churchill, for example, shockingly affirmed that 
he was òstrongly in favour of using poisonous gas against uncivilised tribesó, as it would 
òcause great inconvenience and would spread a lively terroró without leaving òserious 
permanent effects on most of those affectedó. (The gas Churchill was referring to here would 
allegedly have had the power to òkill children and sickly personsó and òpermanently 
damage eyesightó. 
 
As the British and French split up the former Ottoman territories between themselves, 
Britain began to impose òtight controlsó in Iraq and elsewhere, òcollecting taxesó and 
initiating òforced labour schemesó. As a consequence, there was an òarmed revoltó in 
southern and central Iraq in June 1920, and Britain lost control.126 Although around 450 
British troops were killed, the subsequent retaliation saw òabout ten thousand Arabsó killed. 
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Army officer T.E. Lawrence even went as far as to say òour government is worse than the 
old Turkish systemó.127 By the time the rebellion had been crushed, òwhole villages [had 
been] destroyed by British artilleryó, and òsuspected rebels [had been] shot without trialó. In 
fact, one report suggested that òmen, women and children had been machine gunned as 
they fled from a villageó. For those who claim British colonialism was civilising, these acts 
are simply one example of many showing why it was often, in reality, the complete 
opposite. 
 
These horrific events, however, caused Britain to take a step back, replacing òdirect colonial 
rule with an Arab administrationó that would òserve British interestsó. A king was crowned, 
but the òultimate controló would remain with his British òadvisersó. In 1924, however, 
resistance returned, and Britainõs minority Labour government felt it had to sanction òthe 
use of the RAF against the Kurdsó in Iraq once again. The òappallingó acts that followed 
would soon see òpanic stricken tribespeople fleeingó into the desert. 
 
In 1927, the òfirst substantial oil welló in Iraq was opened by the British-controlled Iraq 
Petroleum Company (IPC) , and the local countryside was decimated by spilled oil in the 
process. After three years, the British felt pressured once more to give Iraqis more power, 
and signed the Anglo -Iraq Treaty, though they would still maintain influence over Iraqõs 
foreign policy until 1957. Kurdish uprisings, meanwhile, were again quelled by the RAF. 
The following year, however, a general strike would see òthousands of workers and 
artisansó hit the streets to protest against òdraconian new taxesó and for òunemployment 
compensationó. In 1932, Iraq officially became independent. 
 
A year later, there was a month-long union boycott of the òBritish-owned Baghdad Electric 
Light and Power Companyó, and the government responded by banning òunions and 
workersõ organisationsó (which would go underground for ten years) and imprisoning their 
leaders. This crackdown facilitated the first òcommercial export of oiló by the IPC the 
following year. Meanwhile, the governmentõs authoritarianism would continue, and its 
attempts to introduce conscription and place tribally -owned lands in private hands between 
1935 and 1936 led to a series of rebellions (mostly in the south of Iraq). The air force bombed 
the rebels, there were summary executions, and Mussolini -admirer General Bakr Sidqi 
quickly installed a military government, repressing Iraqi left -wingers in the process. 
Subsequently, strikes spread òthroughout the countryó. 
 
By 1939, the king òhad become outspokenly anti-Britishó and, when he was killed in a car 
crash, demonstrations soon broke out, and the British Consul in the country was killed. The 
following year, a coup saw Iraq establish relations with Nazi Germany and refuse to support 
Britain in the Second World War unless it gr anted Syria and Palestine independence. As a 
response, Britain re-invaded the country, establishing martial law, hanging Arab nationalist 
leaders, and imprisoning around 1,000 people without trial. At the same time, the British 
failed to prevent a òpogrom in the Jewish area of Baghdadó, in which 150 Jews were killed. 
 
In 1943, there were strikes over the shortage of food in Iraq, but they were òput down by the 
policeó. Three years later, a strike by oil workers demanded òhigher wages and other 
benefitsó, and ten people died when òpolice [opened] fire on a mass meetingó. The Labour 
government in Britain, meanwhile, stayed quiet about this repression of strikers, and even 
moved troops towards the Iranian border when a strike broke out there soon afterwards. 
When òopposition papers criticising this moveó were suppressed by the Iraqi government, 
more strikes soon began, leading eventually to the resignation of the cabinet. 
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In the run -up to the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, there were yet more mass 
strikes and demonstrations. At the same time, a new Anglo-Iraqi treaty was signed, which 
extended òBritain's say in military policy until 1973ó, giving it the òright to return in [the] 
event of waró. In response, students took to the streets, and the police shot four of them 
dead. The Al -Wathba Uprising  subsequently began, with òmilitant demonstrations and 
riotsó also representing citizens protesting òagainst bread shortages and rising pricesó in 
Iraq. The police again opened fire, and murdered up to four  hundred people before the end 
of January. The government resigned soon after, and the treaty with Britain was 
òrepudiatedó. Nonetheless, strikes resumed in May, and the government and the IPC òcut 
off supplies of food and water to the strikersó in retaliation. The strikers marched on 
Baghdad, but were arrested in Fallujah before they could arrive. With war breaking out in 
Palestine, meanwhile, martial law was declared, demonstrations were banned, and Britain 
withdrew its troops from Iraq.  
 
A year later, leaders of the Communist Party (ICP) were òpublicly hanged in Baghdadó as a 
òwarning to opponentsó of the governing regime. In 1952, port workers went on strike and 
cut off the water and electricity supply to Basra. The police quickly moved in on them, and 
many strikers were killed as a result. Later in the year, students announced a strike, and 
there were òmass riots in most urban centresó in what was referred to as al-Intifada . After a 
police station and American òInformation Officeó were burned down, though, a military 
government took over, announcing curfews, martial law, and undertaking mass arrests. A 
number of newspapers were subsequently banned, and 18 demonstrators were killed.128 The 
self-interested ruling elite of Iraq soon òfollowed the examples of Venezuela and of Saudi 
Arabia by demanding and receiving a 50 percent tax on all oil company profits made in the 
countryó. As a result, their òprofits per ton on exported oilé more than doubledó.129 
 
In 1954, the government passed legislation allowing it to òdeport persons convicted of 
communism [or] anarchismó, and to give the police force ònew powers to stop meetingsó. 
When Egypt nationalised the Suez Canal two years later, though, shockwaves were sent to 
Iraq. òHuge demonstrations, strikes and riots spreadó throughout the country, and the 
government declared martial law, closing òall colleges and secondary schools in Baghdadó 
in order to exert complete control over the public arena. Tensions were rising, and the 
current order would not be able to survive for  much longer.130 
 
Qasim and the Iraqi Revolution of 1958  
 
Iraqi Baõathism developed largely as an independent force from Baõathism in Syria. In fact, 
Baõathists in Iraq received significant support from the CIA in their rise to power. The first 
key event in the ascent of the ideology in the country, however, came with the òpopularly-
backed coupó in 1958, in which a pro-Western ally was overthrown by a nationalist army 
officer named Qasim. The new Iraqi leader immediately ògot recognized in Washingtonó, 
though  for all the wrong reasons. The most worrying thing for the West was that Qasim 
took Iraq out of òthe US-initiated right -wing Baghdad Pactó, which promised to hold back 
Soviet influence in the region. The new leader also decriminalised the ICP and, in 1961, set 
about ònationalizing foreign oil companiesó. In addition, he òresurrected a long-standing 
Iraqi claim to Kuwaitó, which was a key Western ally in the region. Such measures clearly 
had to be stopped, by any means necessary, even though Qasim was rapidly becoming 
òIraqõs most popular leaderó in a long time.131 
 
Qasim was rocketed into power by popular unrest in Iraq , which had been repressed 
violently  by the countryõs ôsecurity forcesõ, and had seen dozens killed. Emulating Nasserõs 
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experience in Egypt, Qasim and his ôFree Officersõ denounced imperialism and abolished the 
pro-Western monarchy. When crowds subsequently took to the streets, seeking to punish 
those perceived to have propped up the previous regime, a ònumber of US businessmen and 
Jordanian ministersó were killed, along with the Iraqi royal family . In order to stop the 
revolution from escaping their control, the ôrevolutionary õ officers imposed a curfew. 
 
Qasim soon became prime minister, and he was backed by the ICP and òother leftistsó in 
Iraq. In a move that marginalised religious communities, however, there were òpublic 
expressions of anti-clericalismó, and even a òpublic burning of the Koranó. Peasants in the 
south of Iraq, meanwhile, didnõt wait for Qasim to come good on his promises of land 
reform, and decided to òtake matters into their own handsó. They looted the property of the 
landowners who had been imposed on them years before, burned their houses down, and 
destroyed òaccounts and land registersó. Witnessing the social revolution unfolding in Iraq, 
the USA sent 14,000 marines to Lebanon, though òplans for a joint US/British invasion of 
Iraqó would collapse when they realised they had insufficient support from within the 
country itself. 132 Nonetheless, the West would soon find proxies in Iraq willing to overthrow 
Qasimõs regime. 
 
Qasim showed no interest in sectarianism, and he òcancelled all the restrictions against the 
Jewsó in Iraq . However, he was not in favour of giving religious groups any special 
privileges either, allowing the òconfiscation and destruction of [a] Jewish cemetery, located 
in the middle of the capital, in order to build a toweró.133 His ôprogressiveõ alliance with the 
Iraqi left wing, meanwhile, saw òBaõathists and nationalists form underground anti-
communist hit squadsó to counter the leftõs influence on him. By 1961, around ò300 people 
[had] been murdered in this way in Baghdad and around 400 in Mosuló. In 1959, anti -
communist Arab nationalists staged an unsuccessful coup in Mosul, defeated by popular 
resistance. At the same time, òa young Saddam Husseinó led a òfailed assassination attempt 
on Qasimó, which had been backed by the CIA.134 All of these plotters, howeve r, had 
touched a nerve with the Iraqi people, and riots soon saw òthe riché attacked and their 
houses lootedó in both Mosul and Kirkuk. 
 
These violent actions encouraged Qasim to exercise his authority more strictly , though, and 
he would  crack down on his òradical oppositionó the following year, sacking six thousand 
militant workers, and seeing òseveral Communist Party membersé sentenced to deathó. In 
spite of his previous alliance with Iraqi communists, it was now very clear that Qasim was 
not a communist himself. Nonetheless, the ICP was òurged on by Moscowó to continue 
supporting his government. Kurdish nationalists , however, did launch a war against Qasim 
(fuelled by their desire for greater autonomy and , allegedly, supported by the West and it s 
regional proxies). The government showed neither mercy nor a desire to deal with the 
Kurds, bombing five hundred of their villages  and leaving ò80,000 people displacedó 
between 1961 and 1962. Kuwait, meanwhile, gained ôindependenceõ from Britain and, when 
Qasim claimed it was part of Iraqi territory, British troops were sent to protect the newly 
independent country. Qasim was now playing with fire , both at home and internationally, 
and the West could not stand its economic interests in the region being threatened any 
longer.135 
 
Despite the fact that òIran's experience when it nationalized its oil industry was a vivid 
reminder to the Iraqis of the power the oil companies still wieldedó in the region, Qasim was 
put under significant pressure from workers to improve their conditions. When oil surpluses 
in 1959 and 1960 led òinternational oil companies to reduce the posted price for Middle 
Eastern oil unilaterallyó, government revenues were reduced considerably, and Qasim 
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òconvened a meeting in Baghdad of the major oil -producing nationsó in the world in 
response. This gathering òresulted in the September 1960 formation of the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)ó and, the following year, Qasim expropriated òall of 
the IPC groupõs concession area that was not in productionó.136 
 
The Kurds and Qasimõs Civic Nationalism 
 
Under Qasimõs nationalist government, òconfrontation with Iraqõs Kurds [could not] be 
explained in terms of ethnic rivalryó. The leader in fact òshied away from overt 
identification with Arab nationalismó, principally in order  to avoid òEgyptian interferenceó 
which could aid his òBaõathist and Nasserist rivals within Iraqó. Nonetheless, his main aim 
was not to create òa pluralistic Iraqó, but to òcentralize the state and consolidate its 
sovereign poweró. Just like with Nasser, ôprogressiveõ nationalism was simply a tool used by 
Qasim to ensure Iraqõs sovereignty and economic development. One of the reasons for 
Qasimõs alliance with the ICP, therefore, was partially to attract support from the members 
of the party, which had proved òan attractive home for many young, educated Iraqi Kurdsó 
(as the tribal elite of Mulla Mustafa Barzaniõs Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) had alienated 
them). Even the KDP, however, would mov e closer to the coalition when the 1958 revolution 
grew nearer. 
 
After the revolution, the Free Officers hoped to òbindé Iraqõs Kurds closer to the stateó, and 
invited the KDPõs Mustafa Barzani to return from exile in the hope of achieving that aim. In 
the Provisional Constitution, Qasimõs government even insisted that òArabs and Kurds are 
partners in the Homelandó. As a result, the KDP helped Qasim to òcrush anti-regime 
resistance among Arab nationalistsó (and òmake war on his tribal rivalsó too), but also 
continued to demand òsome form of Kurdish autonomyó in Iraq . Although  Qasim sought to 
òforge an ethnically inclusive Iraqi polityó, however, he failed to respond to Kurdish 
demands for autonomy , and would eventually see the Kurdish Revolt  break out in 1961. 
Through his stubborn commitment to forging a strong , centralised state, he had òfailed to 
keep his squabbling coalition of supporters togetheró and, as a consequence, had opened the 
path for the more hard -line, uncompromising Arab nationalists of the  Baõath Party to take 
control  of the country .137 
 
Followers of the ICP, meanwhile, had òcounterposed themselves to Arab nationalismó, due 
to Stalinist (or ôsocialism in one countryõ) thought, and had thus òadapted to local nationalist 
pressureó ð like that o f Qasimõs regime. The party consequently found itself more and more 
at odds with nationalists like the Baõathists, who were theoretically more concerned with 
cross-border unity between Arabs. Eventually, its position left it òoutflanked by nationalist 
form ationsó in Iraq, and it became increasingly òmarginalisedó as a result.138 
 

II) The CIA -Backed Rise of the Baõathists 
 
The 1963 Coup and the Baõath Party in Power 
 
Saddam Hussein was allegedly òon the CIA payroll as early as 1959, when he participated in 
a failed assassination attemptó against Qasim,139 but the agency would only see Qasim fall in 
1963, when Saddamõs Baõathists finally came to power òon a CIA trainó. Qasim was still 
popular, and òsupport for the conspirators was limitedó, but òthe involvement of the United 
Statesé tipped the balance against himó. The CIA had òdecided to use [the Baõath Party] 
because of its close relations with the armyó. US ally Kuwait soon became òthe foreign baseó 
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for the coup, and the òCIA closely controlled the planning stagesó of the plot . In fact, many 
of the most critical meetings òwere held between the Ba'ath party and American 
intelligenceó in the small Gulf nation . When Qasim was eventually overthrown, the agency 
òregarded it as a great victoryó.140 
 
Whereas Qasim had represented a form of civic nationalism  (as seen in Chapter Two), the 
Baõath Party was more and more in the clutches of people sympathetic to ethnic nationalism. 
The latter was also completely opposed to any other group taking away its social base, and 
therefore in favour of crushing opponents by any means necessary. After the CIA -backed 

coup of 1963, òSaddam returned from exile in Egypt and took up the key post as head of 
Iraqõs secret serviceó, known as the Al -Jihaz al-Khas. With supposedly pro-Western actors 
now in power, the CIA òprovided the new, pliant  Iraqi regime with the names of 
thousands of communists ó, along with those of òother leftist activists and organizers ó. A 
òcleansing programmeó then took place, and around five  thousand Qasim supporters were  

soon dead, òincluding many doctors, lawyers, teachers and professors who [had] formed 
Iraq's educated eliteó. This òmonstrous stratagemé led to the decimation of Iraq's 
professional classó, and made the Iraqi coup òfar bloodier than the coup [the CIA] 
orchestrated in 1953 to restore the shah of Iran to poweró. The Baõathists, meanwhile, òdid 
not deny plotting with the CIAó.141 
 
After the Baõathist coup, demonstrators were òmown down by tanksó and around 10,000 
people were imprisoned, while many others were tortured or òburied alive in mass gravesó. 
In the meantime, the stateõs war with Iraqi Kurds continued, with tanks and planes attacking 
Kurdistan and villages being bulldozed. 142 This time, however, the conflict was also fuelled 
by ethnic hatred, rather than just authoritarianism.  
 
Just another  Act of CIA Intrusion  
 
Upon former CIA director Richard Helmsõs death in 2002, the CIAõs òuse of political 
assassinationsó gained some coverage in the mainstream media. However, a much òlarger 
cluster of crimesó, which had been used by the CIA to execute ôregime changesõ around the 
world since the end of the Second World War, was ignored. According to anti -war activist 
Richard Sanders, many of these crimes were, òarguably, even worseó than the politically -
motivated  murders which were mentioned in the press. The òplanning, coordinating, 
arming, training and financing [of] repressive military coupsó, for example, was an 
important method used by the CIA during the Cold War , he insists. Far from just killing key 
politic al figures, he says, such behaviour often resulted in the CIAõs mercenary forces 
carrying out òmass arrests, mass torture and mass murderó.143 
 
Regarding the anti-communist, US-backed Chilean coup of 1973, influential Republican 
Henry Kissinger  at the time spoke of how he did not see why the USA had to òstand by and 
watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its own peopleó. The issues in 
Chile were simply òmuch too importantó, in Kissingerõs eyes, òfor the Chilean voters to be 
left to decide for themselvesó.144 This anti-democratic figure also asserted on another 
occasion that òcovert action should not be confused with missionary workó. In other words, 
he clari fies the US position on foreign affairs, which was that , ultimately, the CIAõs work 
abroad was to protect the interests of US elites, and not to protect democracy, justice, or 
civilian  lives there. 
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When the media reported on the demise of Helms, Sanders says, it barely mentioned the 
word òcoupó. Neither did it mention how Helms had worked closely with a ònotorious Nazi 
spymaster who was hired by US òintelligenceó to set up an organization within the CIAó 
which would recruit òthousands of Nazi agents to run covert operations in Eastern Europe 
after the waró in order to undermine the communist systems there. In fact, Sanders goes as 
far as to say that òthe OSS (the US agency that preceded the CIA) had a lot in common with 
the SSó, in that òthe elimination of communists, labour activists and other undesirable 
elements that got in the way of corporatism was their chief preoccupationó. In short, as 
nationalist anti -communist s themselves, the leaders of the USA clearly had a number of 
things in common with the Nazis.  
 
A òsuccessful right-wing covert actionó, Sanders says, requires replacing ògovernments that 
are unfriendly to US corporate interestsó with òregimes that are more likely to work closely 
and slavishly to carry out the economic and geopolitical desires of the US corporate eliteó. 
Once such ôregime changeõ has been carried out, the CIA then works hard to òkeep its 
repressive despots in poweré with arms sales (and outright gifts of òsurplusó weapons), 
glowing diplomatic support, òintelligence supportó (sic) and massive economic investment 
(i.e., pillaging as much profit as possible by exploiting the natural resources that drew them 
in there in the first place, and handing out some of the spoils to a loyal local elite)ó. In other 
words, w hile the USA often speaks of ôdemocracyõ, ôfreedomõ, or ôhuman rightsõ, its 
friendships  with dictators have revealed on numerous occasions that the country simply 
seeks to ensure its own interests abroad, as any other imperialist power would.  
 
The corporate media, meanwhile , functions like any other business seeking to protect its 
economic interests, working  hard to òcover up the horror, pain and suffering experienced by 
thousands of ordinary people in countries where CIA -backed blood baths have taken placeó. 
Whilst focussing on the deaths of political figures, it tends to ignore the fact that the 
òstandard procedure with many coups [is] that thousands of grassroots activists and 
organizers get rounded up, tortured and killedó. It also overlooks the role of the mercenaries 
who commit these acts of òmass violenceó, who have frequently been used by the CIA òto 
eliminate its opponents and as a scare tacticó to prevent other opponents from daring to 
dream of change. In the òPhoenix Programó during the Vietnam War, for example, òtens of 
thousands of peopleó were òtracked down and assassinatedó in a mass serial assassination 
program, and a total of òthree to five million peopleó were killed by the end of the conflict. 
òCIA directorsó, Sanders summarises, are essentially òcriminalsó, for having overseen òthe 
deliberate murder of millions of innocent civiliansó around t he world . 
 
CIA ôRegime Changeõ in Iraq 
 
The òCIA-organized òregime changeóó in Iraq in 1963 is a good example of what Sanders 
talks about. òPolitical assassination, mass imprisonment, torture and murderó were all 
elements of the coup, and were facilitated by the CIAõs Director for Plans (the òtop CIA 
position responsible for covert actions, like organizing coupsó) at the time, Richard Helms. 
While the Baõath Party was not totally in line with US policy in the Middle East, the 
superpower was clearly convinced that there was at least some overlap between Baõathist 
interests and US interests. In the absence of a better (more subservient) option, therefore, the 
Arab nationalists were chosen as a gateway movement to a pro-US regime in Iraq. 
 
Having helped to foun d OPEC, and thus helped òcurtail Western control of Arab oiló, 
Qasim was a dangerous figure for US interests. The fact that he had also òimmediately 
restored diplomatic relations with the Soviet Unionó, and òlifted a ban on the Iraqi 
Communist party while suppressing pro -Western partiesó, meant that he had to be stopped. 
His plans to nationalise the oil industry, along with his disapproval of Kuwaitõs 
independence under òa pro-west emiró (and its òoil concessions to Western companiesó), 
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was also a good reason for the USA to want him gone. According to declassified British 
government papers, the UK also backed attempts to overthrow him. In spite of all of these 
factors, however, writer Said Aburish  asserts that, even today, Qasim òretains more of the 
affection of the Iraqi people than any leaderó of the twentieth century. 
 
Although US elites desperately wanted to get rid of Qasim, however, òassassination was 
[still] too sensitive a matter to be discussed in official meetings or to be recorded in official 
memos and minutesó. Nonetheless, former government official Armin Meyer would later 
affirm that the òincapacitationó of Qasim had been supported by Richard Helms in February 
1960, though the subsequent assassination attempt would not kill the Iraqi leader. 
 
It was no coincidence that, after the 1963 coup, òthe new government [promised] not to 
nationalise American oil interests and [renounced] its claim to Kuwaitó. Nor was it a 
coincidence that the USA immediately recognised and praised the new regime. For Sanders, 
such clearly invasive US actions soon made it òvery difficult for the United States to be seen 
as a reliable, or even honest, presence in the Middle Eastó. The Iraqi Kurdish forces that 
would eventually become US allies, for example, would not easily be able to forget the 
USAõs role in òengineering the 1975 Algiers agreement between Iraq and Iranó, which 
would see Kurds repressed in both nations òjust two years after Massoud [Barzani] went to 
Washingtonó for a meeting with Richard Helms (which òled to both CIA and Israeli advisers 
moving into northern Iraq to help the Kurdsó). While the USA was simply looking out for its 
own interests, so was Barzani ð in the hope that an alliance with his enemiesõ enemies would 
help him to gain power in Iraqi Kurdistan . In short, neither party had a principled 
ideological stance. 
 
Aburish , meanwhile, states that òmany anti-Saddam Iraqisó had spoken of how there had 
been òCIA cooperation with the second Ba'ath coup in 1968ó, even after the horrors of 1963 
had been made known. Collaboration didnõt stop there, however, with the USA and Britain 
helping òto arm Saddam in his confrontation with Iranó in the 1980s, and standing by as the 
Republican Guard crushed a largely Shiõite rebellion in 1991. According to Noam Chomsky, 
who criticised the USAõs hypocritical opposition to Saddam in the 1990s, òthere were no 
passionate calls for a military strike after Saddam's gassing of Kurds at Halabja in March, 
1988; on the contrary, the US and U.K. extended their strong support for the mass 
murdereró. Also, when òSaddam exploited Kurdish in-fightingó in 1996 to crush opposition 
presence in the north of Iraq, the CIA òfled and left the INC peopleó, the anti-Saddam allies 
of the USA, òto their fateó.145 
 
Richard Sale, at United Press International , reported in 2003 on how, in the past, Saddam 
Hussein had been òseen by U.S. intelligence services as a bulwark of anti-communismó, and 
thus used òas their instrument for more than 40 yearsó (in the words of òformer U.S. 
intelligence diplomats and in telligence officialsó). For the West, Iraq was òa key buffer and 
strategic asset in the Cold Waró. Having been under pro -Western rule in the 1950s, the 
country  has previously been òquick to join the anti-Soviet Baghdad Pacté, whose members 
included Turkey,  Britain, Iran and Pakistanó. Qasimõs decision to òwithdraw from the pact 
in 1959ó, however, was a wake-up call , which apparently òfreaked everybody outó in the 
Western spheres of power. It was w hen the Iraqi leader began to òbuy arms from the Soviet 
Union  and put his own domestic communists into ministry positions of òreal poweró, 
though, that the West became really worried, Sale says. As a result, the CIA soon developed 
òclose tiesó with the Baõath Party, choosing òthe authoritarian and anti-communistó party 
òas its instrumentó for regime change in Iraq. 
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Much of the CIAõs relationship with Saddam Hussein occurred while he was in exile in 
Egypt (which had clearly sought to maintain a friendly relationship with the USA in spi te of 
its dealing with the USSR, whilst also hoping to undermine opposing progressive 
nationalists in the region which might threaten the dominance of Nasserism) . Saddamõs 
handler was even òworking for [both] CIA and Egyptian intelligenceó. Howev er, when 
Saddam attempted to assassinate Qasim in 1959, the attempt was òcompletely botchedó, and 
it apparently òbordered on farceó. He was quickly whisked away by the intelligence 
agencies into Lebanon, though, where òthe CIA paid for Saddam's apartment and put him 
through a brief training courseó, before moving him to Cairo. In spite of all of this 
sustenance, it was widely accepted that Saddam was òa thugó rather than a statesman. 
 
Saddam made òfrequent visits to the American Embassyó whilst in Cairo, and some officials 
quoted by Sale even claimed the CIA was directly responsible for planning the 1963 coup 
against Qasim, though there were conflicting accounts on the matter. Whether the coup was 
directly planned by US intelligence or not, the agency certainly òmoved into actioné 
quicklyó after the coup, providing òthe submachine gun-toting Iraqi National Guardsmen 
with lists of suspected communistsó, who would subsequently be òjailed, interrogated, and 
summarily gunned downó. The òmass killingsó that followed the coup, says Sale, were 
òpresided over by Saddamó (as the CIAõs key asset in Iraq). According to o ne former US 
State Department official, he and his colleagues were òfrankly glad to be rid of themó, 
referring to the supposed ôcommunistsõ who were gunned down without trial . Senior 
Middle East agency official at the time Jim Critchfield , meanwhile, apparently said the 
events had been òa great victoryó and that he òwasn't sorry to see the communists go at alló. 
Such comments clearly place the coup in the context of the irrational anti -communist hate 
propaganda that was rife in the USA in the fifties and sixties.  
 
Having been trained by the CIA, Saddam soon òbecame head of al-Jihaz a-Khas, the secret 
intelligence apparatus of the Baath Partyó, and his relationship with the CIA apparently 
òintensified [once again] after the start of the Iran-Iraq waró. According to Saleõs sources, the 
agency òsent a team to Saddam to deliver battlefield intelligence obtained from Saudi 
AWACS surveillance aircraftó on a regular basis in this war , whilst simultaneously 
attempting òto produce a military stalemateó. It was only w hen Saddam invaded Kuwait in 
1990, Sale asserts, that the òSaddam-U.S. intelligence alliance of convenience [officially] 
came to an endó.146 
 
The CIAõs ôFavourite Coupõ 
 
In 1997, Irish journalist Patrick Cockburn spoke of how the 1963 coup against Qasim had 
been the òCIAõs favourite coupó, even though Iraqi citizens had òless happy memoriesó of 
the event. Emboldened by the temporary success (for Western economic interests) of the 
CIA -backed coup in Iran ten years earlier, the agency had hoped to repeat its achievement in 
Iraq. The Iraqi coup, however, would turn out to be  òfar bloodieró. It would also definitively 
start Saddam Hussein òon his climb to poweró, seeing him, his family, and his party never 
òwholly lose their grip on Iraq, despite wars and massacres in which more than one million 
Iraqis, Kurds and Iranians were killedó. One Iraqi minister in the coup regime even boasted 
that he and his colleagues òcame to power on a CIA trainó. 
 
òSquads from the Ba'ath partyó, Cockburn says, kill ed around 5,000 people from the 
òeducated eliteó of Iraq in the coup, whose names had been òdrawn up in CIA stationsó. It 
was a òmassacre of extraordinary ferocityó, he insists, in which òpregnant women and old 
men were killed, some tortured to death in front of their childre nó, all with the personal 
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involvement of Saddam Hussein. 147 Many of the dead, as mentioned above, were even 
òburied alive in mass gravesó.148 
 
In the planning phase of the coup, King Hussein of Jordan (who had close relations with the 
CIA), said that òmany meetings were held between the Ba'ath party and American 
intelligenceó, with òthe most critical onesó being held in Kuwait. The USA was now òtaking 
over its role as the predominant foreign power in the regionó after Britainõs òfailure to 
overthrow Nasser in Egypt during the Suez crisis in 1956ó, and exerting its own influence. In 
the coup itself, the òconspirators had just nine tanks under their controló, while òthousands 
of supporters of [Qasim] rallied around himó. The tanks only reached him in the end 
because they pretended òthey had come to support himó. Eventually, the Iraqi leader was 
executed, shouting òlong live the peopleó before dying. 
 
With b oth Cuba and Vietnam high on the US agenda at the time of the coup, US elites were 
perfectly happy to exterminate as many potential communist sympathisers in the world 
as they could . A òsimilar CIA-backed purgeó, for example, was also òabout to be carried out 
in Indonesiaó. Essentially, they were committed to attacking freedom of speech , thought , 

and action  abroad in their efforts to protect their own  interests, and to prevent the spread of 
progressive thought within their own  country. 149 
 
Nasserists Take Power from the Baõathists 
 
The Baõath Party had initially òrecruitedé students, intellectuals, and professionals--
virtually all of whom were urban Sunni Arabsó (who formed only around fifteen percent of 
the Iraqi population), and had òjoined with other opposition parties to form the 
underground United National Frontó that òparticipated in the activities that led to the 1958 
revolutionó. When it had become clear that Qasimõs government òwas dominated by non-
Baathist military officers who did not support Arab unity or other Baath principlesó, the 
Baõathists went underground, suffering òa period of internal dissension as members debated 
over which tactics were appropriate to achieve their political objectivesó. After the 1963 
coup, the party òwas more divided than ever between ideologues and more pragmatic 
membersó, and its internal divisions helped its Nasserist coup partners to outmanoeuvre it 
and òexpel all Baathists from the governmentó.150 
 
November 1963 saw the party effectively òremoved from poweró by Nasserists.151 It was 
clear now that state nationalism in Iraq had shifted rapidly from one extreme (Qasim) to 
another (the Baõathists), before finally settling on a fairly moderate and pragmatic option (in 
the Nasserists). In February 1964, the government òestablished the state-owned Iraq 
National Oil Company (INOC) to develop the concession are as taken over from [the] IPC 
under Qasimó. It was òeventually granted exclusive rights by law to develop Iraq's oil 
reservesó, though foreign companies were still allowed to develop their òexisting 
concessionsó, which had been left untouched by Qasim. As a result, the IPC effectively 
òremained the arbiter of existing, if not potential, Iraqi oil productionó. Nonetheless, the 
Nasserist government òapplied pressure on OPEC to adopt a unified negotiating stance vis-
a-vis the oil companiesó, in and attempt to give oil -producing nations more power to 
determine conditions and prices than international corporations . 
 
In spite of Iraqõs attempts, however, òOPEC members negotiated separatelyó, allowing òoil 
companies to extract concessions that permitted them to switch production away from Iraq 
and therefore to pressure Iraq with the prospect of lower oil revenuesó. After further games 
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by the oil companies, Iraq focussed on making the INOC òa viable substitute for [the] IPCó, 
though its òactivities were hampered by lack of experience and expertiseó. In 1967, it entered 
into an agreement with the state-owned French company ERAP, which would allow it to 
explore and develop oil in òa large segment of southern Iraqó, while leaving control òin Iraqi 
handsó. If oil were to be discovered, the INOC would take control , but it would sell the oil to 
ERAP òat a discounted rateó. In the same year, the USSR òprovided more than US$500 
million worth of tied aid for drilling rigs, pumps, pipelines, a deep -water port on the Persian 
Gulf,  tankers, and a large contingent of techniciansó. Essentially, while the West had tried to 
end Soviet relations with Iraq through its coup against Qasim in 1963, Iraq was still 
controlled by nationalists , who wanted to exploit national resources without th e scheming of 
Western companies.152 As a result, it would soon be time for another Western -backed coup. 
 
Baõathists Regain Power 
 
Only in 1965 did Iraqõs Baõathists overcome òthe debilitating effects of ideological and of 
personal rivalriesó and reorganise òunder the direction of General Bakr as secretary general 
with Saddam Hussein as his deputyó. Under a more unified leadership, however, the 
Baõathists òprimary concernsó were more òdomestic issues rather than pan-Arab onesó. 
Official statements òcalled for abandonment of traditional ways in favor of a new life -style 
fashioned on the principles of patriotism, national loyalty, collectivism, participation, 
selflessness, love of labor, and civic responsibilityó.153 
 
In 1967, a split in the ICP saw a Maoist-inspired insurgency assassinate òindividual 
capitalistsó and enter into òwide-scale armed confrontationsó with the Nasserite 
government .154 At the same time, Iraq òsevered diplomatic relationsó with the USA, which it 
considered òcomplicit in Israeli military conquests during the so-called Six Day Waró.155 
Taking advantage of this moment of crisis, the Baõathists staged another  coup in 1968, and 
they soon created òa state apparatus systematically dominated by the Baath partyó to ensure 
that competing parties woul d not return to power . Their first task, however, was to get their 
militia, the National Guard, to òcrack down on demonstrations and strikesó, albeit not as 
bloodily as in 1963.156 
 
According to Tarik Kafala, even in the early days of rule after 1968, òactual poweró was held 
òin the hands of a narrow elite united by family and tribal ties, not ideologyó, and 
òsurnames were abolished [in the 1970s] to attempt to disguise thisó. Like in Syria, the 
Baõath Party in Iraq also had a òhighly regimented structureó, which sought to keep the rank 
and file in line and prevent criticism of their leaders. 157 In 1969, to defeat the guerrilla 
movement and bring the country into line with Baõathism, the regime began òrounding up 
suspected communistsó, many of whom would e ventually be  òtortured to deathó. The air 
force, meanwhile, was sent to bomb Kurdish areas in northern Iraq , in a move that would 
lead to an agreement being signed the following year with the KDP. òIn exchange for 
limited autonomyó, the latter would soon promise to òintegrate its Peshmerga fighters into 
the Iraqi armyó.158 
 
In 1972, the IPC finally òpromised to increase its production in Iraq and to raise the price it 
paid for Iraqi oiló, though it would also seek òcompensation for its lost concession areasó not 
long afterwards. As a result, the Baõathists ònationalized IPC's remaining holdings in Iraqó. 
Iraq and the IPC òsettled their claimsó the following year, but the Yom Kippur War of 1973 
òimpelled the Iraqis to take complete control of their oil resourcesó, with the country 
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subsequently becoming òone of the strongest proponents of an Arab oil boycott of Israelõs 
supportersó. This move no doubt increased the Iraqi regimeõs popularity in the Arab World, 
and among anti-imperialist nations  further away,  but it also made the West increasingly 
restless. By 1975, òall remaining foreign interests [had been] nationalizedó, helping òIraqi oil 
revenues to skyrocketó in a period of rising prices. òMuch of this revenueó was funnelled 
òinto expanding the oil industry infrastructureó, and a òkey pipeline was completed from 
the Kirkuk fields across Turkeyó in 1977 (in order to bypass Syria), while òrefinery capacity 
was doubledó.159 
 
During the 1970s, the USA had been growing increasingly reluctant to intervene militar ily in 
foreign nations, and was even seeking a d®tente with certain ôprogressiveõ nations (as long 
as they were not in the immediate sphere of influence of the USSR). It initially sought to 
equip Kurdish nationalists in the early seventies òin order to weaken the Iraqi governmentó, 
but repression and diplomacy eventually made these attempts unsuccessful.160 In 1972, 
President Nixon announced that Iran òcould buy any non-nuclear weapons it wished from 
the United Statesó, in an effort to weaken the hand of the Iraqi regime in territorial 
negotiations with its neighbour. The fact was that, far from being a submissive pro -US 
proxy, the Baõathists were turning out to be an irritating presence for Western interests in 
the region. In fact, òboth the domestic and international policiesó of Iraq in the 1970s òwere 
often at odds with the interests of American imperialismó.161 The Baõathist regime also 
òdisplayed renewed anti-U.S. tendencies in its approach to Arab-Israeli issues in the late 
1970só.162 
 
As Iraq had already consolidated its ôprogressiveõ measures, however, it was now difficult 
for the USA to reverse them without invading the country ð which was not considered an 
option at the time. Although American elites did not give up on attempts to weaken the 
Baõathists, events elsewhere would soon determine a renewal of friendly US -Iraqi relations. 
With increasing anti -government unrest in Iran and the communist Saur Revolution in 
Afghanistan in 1978, and then the toppling of the Shah and the invasion of Afghanistan by 
the USSR in 1979, there was òan abrupt rightward shift in the attitude of the US on the world 
stageó. Together with òthe growing economic strains faced by the American ruling classó, 
the momentum of ôprogressiveõ movements abroad led the US regime òto adopt a more 
confrontational policy at home and abroadé during the second half of the Carter 
administration ó.163 The Baõathists would now be seen as the ôlesser evilõ in the region. 
 
Controlling the Opposition  
 
Just like Nasser and other nationalists had done previ ously, the Iraqi Baõathists sought to 
increase support for their rule among the populace with progressive economic concessions, 
while  in reality ensuring that they themselves (and the national bourgeoisie surrounding 
them) reaped the real benefits. As a result of such bourgeois nationalist measures, Iraq 
managed to get the USSR on its side in 1974, and the latter in turn pushed  the ICP into the 
òpro-government National Progressive Frontó, just as it had done with Syria communists. 
Accepting this tactic ôfrom aboveõ, the ICP effectively sought to forget about the previous 
Baõathist persecution of communists in Iraq.  
 
In Kurdistan, meanwhile, the  Baõathistsõ agreement with the KDP broke down. òDeprived of 
its traditional allies in the [ICP] and the Soviet Unio nó, it turned to òthe USA and the Shah of 
Iranó for aid in the early seventies. As a result of the renewed fighting, the regime launched 
napalm attacks on Kurdish areas. In the following year, such attacks on civilian areas would 
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kill over 200 people. To make matters worse, both Iran and Iraq decided to sign a deal in 
1975, in which they pledged to reduce support for Kurdish infl uence in neighbouring 
countries. Iran subsequently withdrew the eq uipment it had given to the KDP, thus 
allowing  Iraq to conquer Kurdish territory without significant resistance. 164 
 
The myth of inclusiveness pervaded, however, even though political activities were 
òrestricted to those defined by the Baõath regimeó. The Baõathists knew that they were never 
going to convince the majority of Iraqis to join their party, and sought to òprovide a 
controlled forum for non -Baathist political participationó, creating òthe Progressive National 
Front (PNF) in 1974ó. Other parties òconsidered to be progressiveó were invited into the 
PNF to participate in the òbroadest coalition among all the national, patriotic, and 
progressive forcesó in Iraq. The ICP was clearly òone of the important political groups that 
the Baõathists wanted involved in the PNFó, as it had previously been a òmajor ideological 
rivaló. In order to contain all òpotential opposition to their policiesó, therefore, the Baõathists 
desperately needed the ICP onside. 
 
Being similar to the Baõathists, in the sense of being òan elitist party that advocated socialist 
programs to benefit the masses and that appealed primarily to intellectualsó, the ICPõs 
adherence to the PNF in 1974 was a real political victory for the Baõath Party. They had 
previously su spected the ICP of reserving òultimate loyalty to a foreign poweró, albeit an 
ôideologicalõ power in the form of the Soviet Union, òrather than to the Arab nationó, which 
was an ethnocentric power. Nonetheless, the ICP was temporarily forgiven for this 
supposed allegiance, as long as it accepted the Baõath Party's òprivilegedó or leading role in 
the PNF (and the fact that half of the sixteen members of the PNFõs High Council were to be 
Baõathists). The ICP would be given only three positions of the council  but, for the time 
being at least, it was seen to be better than nothing. Friction soon developed, though, and 
between 1975 and 1977 òat least twenty individual ICP members were arrested, tried, and 
sentenced to prison for allegedly attempting to organize communist cells within the armyó. 
 
In 1978, the Baõathists finally felt they had enough military control over the country  to 
definitively crack down on their opponents. The 1978 coup in Afghanistan, meanwhile, 
òseemed to serve as a catalyst for a wholesale assault on the ICPó. Communists previously 
convicted by the Baõathist regime were soon òretriedó, and òtwenty-one of them were 
executedó,165 accused of òpolitical activity in the armyó. A law was subsequently passed 
preventing òall non-Baathist political activity in the army (such as reading a political 
newspaper), or by former members of the armed forcesó. Those breaking this law would be 
sentenced to death and, with òuniversal conscriptionó in place, this effectively meant that no 
opposition political parti cipation would be permitted in Iraq. With Saddam Hussein 
òhaving increasingly concentrated power in his hands during the preceding eleven yearsó, 
this crackdown could effectively be seen as a prelude to his assumption of power the 
following year. 166 
 
There were now òvirulent attacks on the ICP in the Baathist pressó, and òparty members and 
sympathizers were arrestedó arbitrarily . Although the ICP complained that òcommunists 
were being purged from government jobs, arrested, and tortured in prisonsó, the Baõathists 
now believed they had strong enough control over Iraq to afford losing the support of its 
ICP collaborators. By 1979, òICP leaders who had not been arrested had either fled the 
country or had gone undergroundó, and the party òformally withdrew from the PNFó in 
1980.167 Saddamõs rise to power had effectively coincided with an anti-communist purge in 
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the government, and paved the way for renewed Western support for Baõathists in Iraq 
during the Iran -Iraq War. 
 
ICP survivors of the 1963 repression had previ ously òfled to the relatively isolated 
mountainous regions of Kurdistanó, only to return when the Baõathists called for 
reconciliation after 1968. Being legalised in 1973 after ten years of regular repression (only to 
experience continued attacks in the following years) , the party was again outlawed in 1985. 
In the late 1980s, it was still òa credible force and a constant threat to the Baath leadershipó, 
with Syria having òprovided material support to the ICPõs struggleó and supported its 
condemnation of the war with Iran. However, Kurdish figures  ògained control of the ICPó 
during the decade, and Kurdish interests allegedly began to outweigh ônationalõ interests in 
the eyes of the party. Denouncing the Iran-Iraq war, along with Iranõs leading Marxist party 
(the Tudeh), it called for òa just democratic peace with no annexations whatsoeveró, and an 
endorsement of òeach peopleõs right to determine the socio-political system they desireó.168 
 
The three seats on the PNF reserved for Kurdish parties, meanwhile, were not filled by the 
KDP (many of whose leaders and members had òsought and obtained refuge in Iranó after 
the treaty of 1975). Nonetheless, some former leaders of the KDP, who had been òdisturbed 
by Barzani's acceptance of aid from Iran, Israel, and the United Statesó, had broken off into 
òrival KDP factionsó in 1974 and begun to negotiate with the Baõathist regime in Baghdad. 
Unlike the KDP, they were prepared to join the PNF, and effectively allowed the Baõath 
Party òto claim that its policies in the Autonomous Region [of Kurdistan] had the backing of 
progressive Kurdish forcesó. The PUK party, for example, split from the KDP in 1975 and, 
after òintermittent negotiations with Baathist representativesé, two additional seatsé were 
created in the PNFó to accommodate it.169 
 
Religious Opposition  
 
In 1974, the Baõathists òdeported to Iran 60,000 Shias of Iranian originó, showing their ethnic 
discrimination towards non -Arabs. Three years later, Iraqi police interfered in òreligious 
processionsó, and òmassive anti-government demonstrationsó followed as a result, with 
òseveral thousand participantsó being arrested and òeight Shia dignitaries, including five 
members of the clergyó being executed. After the 1979 Iranian Revolution, meanwhile, the 
Iraqi regime would deport ònearly 35,000 more ethnic Iraniansó, leading to a òdeterioration 
of relations between Baõathist Iraq and Islamic Iranó which would eventually result in 
war.170 
 
Organised religious opposition to the Baõath Party, meanwhile, was òprimarily concentrated 
among the devout Shia populationó, who òopposed the regimeõs secular policiesó and 
established Ad Dawah al Islamiyah (the Islamic Call) in the early 1960s to express their 
views. In 1979, the òmost respected Shia leaderó in Iraq was executed, and òhis death 
precipitated widespread, violent demonstrations and acts of sabotageó, leading to yet 
further government repression. Ad Dawah was banned the following year, and only in 1982 
were the remaining Iraqi Shia parti es encouraged to unite under one umbrella group (by the 
Iranian authorities). A Supreme Assembly for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (or SAIRI) was 
created, and the following year it òestablished a government-in-exileó, thus cementing the 
links between the Iranian Revolution and Shias in Iraq. 171 
 
The Erosion of Progressivism  
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For the Baõathists, dictatorship and national unity (in the form of the PNF) were necessary 
because of the wartime threats that the country was under. Nonetheless, it is clear that the 
PNF was never òan independent political institutionó, with Baõathists having controlled it 
òby monopolizing executive positions, by holding half of the total seats, and by requiring 
that all PNF decisions must be by unanimous voteó.172 Talk of inclusion, uni ty, and 
democracy, therefore, was simply unsubstantiated rhetoric.  
 
Although the Baõath Party was òmeant to rule and make policy by consensusó, all òmajor 
decisionsó eventually òwent through Saddam Hussein who, from 1979, was president, head 
of the Revolutionary Command Council, and secretary general of the Baath partyó. When he 
reached the presidency, for example, he led a purge, trying and executing òseveral high-
ranking Baathistsó in 1979 for òallegedly planning a coupó. Other opponents within the 
regime, meanwhile, were òforcibly retiredó in 1982. In the years that followed, Saddam 
made sure that the countryõs economic structure òaccommodated itself to capitalism ó, and 
that ònationalised industries were privatised ó.173 
 
The Baõathistsõ bourgeois nationalism was now showing its true character, as a servant of the 
national bourgeoisie and eventually a collaborator with the international bourgeoisie. Just 
like in Egypt, these sectors of society had finally defeated the more progressive nationalists 
in government, and had elevated the most reactionary elements into prime position.  If there 
had been tension between Baghdad and Washington throughout the 1970s, the two centres 
of power now had much more in common. In fact, Saddamõs rise to power (given his history 
as a CIA asset) could even suggest that the USA had a direct role in ensuring he took power 
away from more progressive Baõathists. Whether that is true or not, however, the start of his 
period in office would definitively mark a watershed moment for Arab n ationalism in Iraq, 
in which previously enacted progressive measures would be gradually eroded away.  
 

III) The Military Cult of Saddam Hussein  
 
Controlling Iraq without the Army  
 
The Baõath Party founded the People's Army in 1970 as its own personal militia. It grew 
rapidly, and was soon given òextensive internal security functionsó, although its òoriginal 
purposeó had been òto give the Baõath Party an active role in every town and villageó of 
Iraq. Members of the militia would take part in òguarding government buildings and 
installations, and they were concentrated around sensitive centers in major townsó. 
Approaching 1980, units were also dispatched to Iraqi Kurdistan, while others were sent to 
Lebanon òto fight with Palestinian guerrillas during the 1975-76 Civil Waró. 
 
During the 1970s, however, its main tasks were òto enlist popular support for the Baõath 
Partyó and òact as a counterweight against any coup attempts by the regular armed forcesó. 
Under Saddam, its role increased significantly, with it even  taking on the role of supporting 
the Iraqi Army in its war against Iran in 1981. Six years later, it would have around 650,000 
members and approach òthe regular armed forcesõ manpower strengthó. Another 
organisation, meanwhile, founded in 1975 and known as the Futuwah (or ôYouth 
Vanguardõ), taught secondary-school students òbetween the ages of fourteen and eighteenó 
how to use òlight armsó and ògrenadesó.174 Like in other authoritarian societies, 
militarisation of citizens considered to be under the influenc e of the ruling party was seen to 
be crucial for preventing coup attempts from opposing organisations.  
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Iraq under Saddam  
 
After 1979, Iraqi nationalism began to replace Arab nationalism, with Saddam advocating an 
Iraqi -led Arab World (much like Nasser had  proposed an Egyptian-led Arab World a couple 
of decades previously ). Such ideologies had already been increasing in popularity in the 
Baõath Party since the mid-1960s but, under Saddam, they became much more dominant. 
This shift would be reflected in Babil, the official daily newspaper  (owned by Saddamõs son 
Uday), which would repeat the regimeõs political line. Marxism and atheism were criticised, 
as was the direct rule of the people, though Saddam also considered the Baõath Party to be a 
popular revoluti onary movement  (and therefore the mouthpiece of the people). Saddam 
himself, however, emphasised his respect for nationalist/communist figures like H  ֟Chí 
Minh, Fidel Castro, and Josip Broz Tito. For him, they had asserted their ônational 
independence rather than their communismõ, suggesting that they essentially shared 
bourgeois nationalist ideals in common. 175 
 
One of the Qasimõs òmost significant achievementsó had been the òproclamation and partial 
implementation of a radical agrarian reform programó. In spite of this policy, however, a 
òtremendous migrationé from rural to urban areasó occurred between the 1960s and 1980s. 
A combination of these two factors òreduced the number of landless peasantsó in Iraq, 
though it undoubtedly increased the amount of urban poor in the country . Limited 
government statistics between the reform and 1985 show that òthe amount of land 
distributed ó in the land reform òtotalled 2,271,250 hectaresó, though the coup against Qasim 
in 1963 had caused the process to progress much more slowly  than anticipated. In the 
ôprogressiveõ Baõathist period after 1968, the party òmade a considerable effort to reactivateó 
the reform, with Law 117 in 1970, for example, seeking to further limit  òthe maximum size of 
holdingsó, whilst eliminating òcompensation to the landowneró. If the process continued 
under Saddam, it was principally because he sought to increase Baõathist presence in the 
countryside , which saw him lead òa determined efforté to build bridges between the party 
cadre in the capital and the provincesó.176 
 
Education was also a big focus for the Baõathists, whose òhistoric emphasis on the expansion 
of educational facilitiesó meant that social mobility increased during their time in power. 
Between 1976 and 1986, for example, òthe number of primary -school students increased [by] 
30 percent; female students increased [by] 45 percentó, and the number of primary school 
teachers òincreased [by] 40 percentó, while similar increases also occurred in secondary 
schools. Before the Iran-Iraq War, meanwhile, the government òhad made considerable 
gainsé in lessening the extreme concentration of primary and secondary educational 
facilities in the main citiesó and òin reducing regional disparitiesó. Because of the regimeõs 
focus on education, students were òroutinely exemptedé from military serviceó during the 
conflict with Iran , at least until they had graduated.177 In short, Saddam was inheriting a 
system of generally progressive measures in education when he took power in 1979. 
 
In 1981, òprograms to collectivize agriculture were reversedó, though ògovernment 
investment in industrial production remained important in the late 1980só. For example, 
òlarge-scale industries such as iron, steel, and petrochemicals were fully owned and 
managed by the government, as were many medium-sized factories that manufactured 
textiles, processed food, and turned out construction materialsó. The focus on creating òa 
unified Arab nationó, meanwhile, had now become òa long-term ideal rather than a short -
term objectiveó, and Saddam said in 1982 that the Iraqi Baõath Party believed that òArab 
unity must not take place through the elimination of the local and national characteristics of 
any Arab countryó but òthrough common fraternal opinionó. In other words, Arab nations 
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around Iraq would have to come into line with the ideology of Iraqi Baõathists, because the 
latter were not prepared to adapt culturally or politically.  
 
In early 1988, about 10 percent of the Iraqi population were Baõath Party members, though 
only 0.2 percent were òfull party membersó. The reason for this phenomenon was, 
essentially, that the partyõs òrecruitment procedures emphasized selectivity rather than 
quantityó, an òelitist approachó that valued the partyõs òability to mobilize and to lead the 
peopleó over its ability to collaborate on an equal basis with them. For the party leadership, 
the former was the only way to demonstrate the partyõs true effectiveness (at controlling the 
population according to its own whims rather than according to the interests an d wishes of 
the people). Although party membership did not translate as anything close to democratic 
rule, however, òparticipation in the party was virtually a requisite for social mobilityó in 
Baõathist Iraq. 
 
Although the òIraqi Regional Commandó was supposed to determine Baõathist policy 
òbased on consensusó, Saddam òworked closely with a small group of supporters, especially 
members of the Talfah family from the town of Tikritó, to make all of the real decisions for 
the party. Any òsuspected opposition to his rule from within the partyó, meanwhile, would 
be dealt with òruthlesslyó. As a consequence, his detractors would accuse him òof 
monopolizing power and of promoting a cult of personalityó.178 
 
The Iran -Iraq War  
 
In 1980, Saddam invaded Iran, officially  as a result of border disputes but at least partially in 
order to stop the Islamic Revolution from inspiring Iraqõs majority Shiite population. In 
1982, a òpopular anti-government uprising in Kurdish areasó was crushed, with òvillages 
supporting the rebels [being] destroyed and their inhabitants [being] massacredó. In the 
southern marsh regions of Iraq, meanwhile, a òmassive military operationó was launched to 
òflush out the thousands of deserters and their supporters in the areaó. Some òarmed 
inhabitantsó, however, actively prevented the police from carrying out òhouse-to-house 
searches for desertersó.179 
 
Before the 1980s, the òdominant view of contemporary political analystsé was that the 
Sunnis--although a minority --ran Iraq and subjected the majority Shias to systematic 
discriminationó. In the security services, for example, the top posts were òusuallyé held by 
Sunnisó, while òmost of the armyõs corps commanders [were] Sunnisó. At the same time, 
òthe most depressed region of the country [was] the southó, which was  òwhere the bulk of 
the Shias [resided]ó. Nonetheless, òShias actually predominatedó on the Baõath Party 
Regional Command Council  (as one might expect if the council were to be representative of 
the countryõs religious and ethnic communities). For most of the Iran-Iraq war, meanwhile, 
there were no significant Shia uprisings, òdespite intense propaganda barrages mounted by 
the Iranians, calling on them to join the Islamic revolutionó. 
 
During the war , at least, ònationalism was the basic determiner of loyaltyó in Iraq , perhaps 
in part  because Iraqõs Shias òare Arabs, not Persiansó, and had òbeen the traditional enemies 
of the Persians for centuriesó. Saddamõs regime shrewdly took advantage of this sentiment, 
òpublicizing the war as part of the ancient struggle between the Arab and Persian empiresó. 
In fact, in the run up to the war, he had òtaken steps toward integrating the Shiasó, precisely  
in the hope of strengthening national cohesion in Iraq in the face of ôexternal enemiesõ. The 
òreal tensionó in Iraq during this period was in fact òbetween the majority of the 
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populationé, for whom religious belief and practice were significant values, and the secular 
Baathistsó in the government .180 
 
In 1984, the USA increased its support for Iraqõs war efforts, restoring diplomatic relations 
and supporting Iraq through its allies Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. The aim of this backing was 
to òcurtail the influence of Iran and [Shiite] Islamic fundamentalismó in the region. Because 
the Iranian Revolution was opposed to both Soviet and Western interests, meanwhile, each 
force supported Iraqõs war efforts, with the USSR sending missiles and France sending 
military planes. The Kurdish troops of the PUK, meanwhile, decided to fight alongside the 
Baõathist regime after calling a truce with it. Three years later, however, a popular òuprising 
in the Kurdish town of Halabja led by the many deserters from the army  living in the townó 
saw ògovernmental forcesé toppledó and citizens take control. The police and army 
temporarily òhad to go into hidingó but, after reinforcements arrived, the rebellion was 
crushed and hundreds of insurrectionaries were killed. 181 
 
In spite of the viciousness of the war, Iraqõs oil industry was not destroyed. In fact, in 1987, 
petroleum actually accounted for òmore than one-third of nominal gross national productó, 
although damage caused by Iranian attacks and Syriaõs closure of the òpipeline running 
from Iraq to the Mediterraneanó in 1982 had clearly had an effect on production. As Iraq 
sought to export oil in alternative ways, though, Turkey stepped in to help its neighbour, 
benefitting greatly in the process, and collaboration with Saudi Arabia also increased. 
Meanwhile, Saddam òinstituted a new round of reorganizations in the petroleum sectoró, 
and òoil production and distributioné was to be granted corporate status in an effort to 
make it more efficientó. The war had òspurred rapid developmenté in the oil sectoró, but it 
had also clearly encouraged the national bourgeoisie to push the regime to introduce more 
capitalist procedures into the economy. 
 
With oil òworth less than half as muchó in 1988 òas it was when the Iran-Iraq War startedó, 
Saddam ramped up his bourgeois nationalist rhetoric and actions in the next couple of 
years.182 Having become a Western ally during the war, he was becoming increasingly 
desperate, and would soon turn out not to be as reliable a partner as some Western regimes 
had perhaps believed him to be. In private, he was even reported to have, on at least one 
occasion, had sets of 30 Kurdish prisoners brought to him, before shooting them òone after 
another with a Browning pistoló while  òlaughing and obviously enjoying himselfó.183 He 
was clearly an unhinged character (as US officials had noted when he was a CIA asset in the 
late 1950s), but he was still useful to the West, which was unlikely to end its alliance with 
Saddam just because of ôinternal repressionõ. 
 
In 1988, òarmed desertersó took over Sirwan, near Halabja, and the Iraqi air force was 
instructed to destroy the town. Halabja, meanwhile, was bombed by Iran. On March 13 th, the 
Iraqi regime allegedly ordered attacks on Halabja òwith chemical weaponsó, in which òat 
least 5,000 civiliansó were killed. At the same time, the òpoor people attempting to flee the 
townó were apparently òstopped from doing so by Kurdish nationalist Peshmerga 
[soldiers]ó, who  had a òhistory of collaboration with the stateó and were not supportive of 
òworking class revoltsó. 
 
US intervention in the war finally increased when attacks were carried out on oil tankers  in 
the Persian Gulf. By òshooting down an Iranian passenger jetó and òattacking Iranian oil 
platformsó (killing around five hundred altogether), the USA dealt a conclusive blow to 
Iranõs war efforts. Soon afterwards, a ceasefire was agreed between Iran and Iraq, and the 
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latter wo uld come out of the conflict bolstered by the fact that a range of international 
powers had improved their relations with it in support of its war efforts. [In Chapter Five, I 
will explore in greater detail the importance of the Iran -Iraq War for Middle Ea stern politics , 
along with the decisive role that the West played in securing the survival of Baõathist Iraq.] 
 
The Invasion of Kuwait, Coalition Massacres, and Popular Uprisings  
 
In 1990, Britain approved the exportation of òengineering equipmentó to Iraq which could 
be òused to manufacture shells and missilesó, just one month before Saddam chose to invade 
Kuwait . A coalition led by the USA subsequently stepped in to protect its subservient 
Kuwaiti allies . In Operation Desert Storm , this alliance launched a òmassive attack on Iraq 
and its forces in Kuwaitó, which would later be called a òone-sided blood-festó by journalist 
John Pilger (around 250,000 Iraqis were left dead , while only 131 allied deaths (mostly from 
ôfriendly fireõ) were recorded). Reports even came in which insisted that soldiers had been 
òslaughteredé after the unconditional withdrawal from Kuwait [had] begunó. Both troops 
and civilians òretreating from Kuwait cityó had apparently been òmassacredó the day before 
the end of the war, and the road out of the city was left full of òcharred bodies and tangled 
wreckageó. 
 
Soon after these horrors, òpopular uprisings against the Iraqi government spread across the 
countryó, with rebels in Basra using òa tank to fire at the huge pictures of Saddam Hussein 
in the cityó and citizens in Kurdish areas taking up arms against the government. òPolice 
stations, army bases and other government buildingsó were òwrecked and torchedó, shops 
were looted, and food warehouses were occupied. In Sulaymaniyah, a key Kurdish city, 
prisoners were set free by rebels, and the òsecret police HQó was stormed. Meanwhile, òself-
organised workersõ councils (shoras) [were] set up to run thingsó. At the same time, wartime 
deserters and their supporters took control i n two areas of Baghdad. In short, the West had 
clearly succeeded in dealing a blow to Saddam Husseinõs popularity, but it now ri sked 
popular revolution in Iraq, which it could stomach even less than Saddam.  

 
Saddam hit back, brutally repressing the rebellion in the south and retaking Sulaymaniyah, 
leaving most of the cityõs inhabitants to flee into the mountains to avoid government 
reprisals. The uprisings had been presented in ethnic terms by the Western media (as òthe 
work of Kurdish nationalists in the north and Shii te Muslims in the southó), but they had in 
fact been òmass revolts of the pooró. In fact, the KDP and PUK in Kurdistan had actually 
opposed the òradical aspects of the uprisingsó, and had even tried òto destroy the shora 
movementó altogether. Exemplifying their common opposition to popular rule, the Kurdish 
nationalist parties announced òa new negotiated agreement with Saddam Hussein soon 
after the uprisings [had been] crushedó.184 
 
Perhaps as an attempt to reduce opposition between the religious population of Iraq and the 
secular Baõathist government (and thus prevent an Islamic rebellion in Iraq  similar to that of 
Iran), the Iraqi regime announced after Michel Aflaq õs death in 1989 that the Baõathist 
founder had converted to Islam before dying  (though his f amily was apparently unaware of 
the event). The party gradually aimed to emphasise its Islamic characteristics, and Saddam 
was soon referred to in the 1990s as a òchampion of Arabism and Islamó.185 With the 
countryõs òembargo-weary populaceó increasingly òvulnerable to ultraconservative Muslim 
preachers from Iran and Saudi Arabiaó, Saddam allegedly òbegan manipulating religion for 
political endsó, seeing in Islam òa propaganda tooló through which he could direct his anger 
at the USA and its allies in the UN. At one point, he even invented òa lineage that connected 
him to a descendant of the Prophet Muhammadó. 
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From 1994, Saddam launched a òfaith campaignó, in which the government promoted 
òmandatory Qurõan studies in schoolsó, òbuilt training centers for imamsó, and had alcohol 
òbanned in restaurantsó. The state media often showed Saddam òin prayeró and, 
increasingly, òmore women began wearing veilsó. The leaderõs plan also including plans to 
òconstruct three gigantic mosquesó. In one of the mosques built in th e program, there would 
even appear a Qurõan which had been published with ink mixed with ò50 pints of blood 
over three yearsó from the new -born òcharismatic religious leaderó.186 
 
Genocidal Sanctions and the Run Up to the 2003 Invasion  
 
Allied bombs had destroyed both òwater pumping stations and sewage filtration plantsó 
during Operation Desert Storm , and sanctions on the Iraqi Baõathist regime effectively 
prevented them from being repaired. This form of ògerm warfareó inevitably led to diseases 
like òdysentery, typhoid and choleraó, which had killed ò1.2 million people, including 
750,000 children below the age of five,ó by 1997, according to the UN. The illnesses had 
simply been worsened by the òscarcity of food and medicineó resulting  from international 
sanctions on Iraq. Saddamõs subsequent tirades against the West, which distracted attention 
away from the popular desire for internal political change, were effectively justified in this 
period , and they fomented a certain hatred of the West that would persist  in much of Iraq in 
the twenty -first century. 187 In particular, Saddam òmanipulated to powerful effectó reports 
of children dying in òpoorly equipped hospitalsó. 
 
In 1991, Saddam refused to accept a UN offer òto allow Iraq to sell a small amount of oil in 
return for humanitarian suppliesó. While t he Iraqi elite still had access to luxuries, and 
òmilitary spending remained highó, the propaganda system within the country was aimed 
at distract ing the attention of Iraqi citizens away from the inju stices within their own 
country. By the mid -90s, Western governments were rightly beginning to look bad because 
of their sanctions on Iraq, and they were desperate to get rid of Saddam sooner rather than 
later. The Democratic government of the USA, however, was not will ing to jump into 
another war so easily, so it continued to pursue the path of sanctions against the Baõath 
government. Nonetheless, in an attempt to òcounter the impact of economic sanctions on the 
people of Iraqó, the UN introduced its òOil-for -Foodó programme in 1995. 
 
After four years of playing with his peopleõs lives by not accepting the UNõs offer to send 
humanitarian supplies, Saddam finally agreed to the Oil -for -Food plan. Alt hough ordinary 
Iraqis would be guaranteed òmonthly basic food rationsó under this program , however, the 
òfirst shipments of food did not arrive until March 1997ó. The following year , Denis 
Halliday (who co -ordinated  the program) òresigned, saying sanctions were bankrupt as a 
concept and damaged innocent peopleó. In 1999, meanwhile, UNICEF proved that Oil -for -
Food was doing little to lessen the effect of sanctions on the Iraqi people, and estimated that 
òchild mortality in Iraq had doubled  since before the Gulf Waró. The òceiling on the 
amount of oil Iraq [could] export was  completely liftedó soon afterwards, though  òstrict 
controlsó remained òon imports of òdual useó items which could potentially be used in the 
manufacture of prohibited weaponsó. In 2000, Hallidayõs successor, Hans von Sponeck, also 
òquit his postó, arguing that òsanctions had created òa true human tragedyóó in Iraq.188 
 
In spite of the small international efforts to diminish the effect of sanctions on ordinary 
Iraqis, Western hostility continued . In 1996, the USA launched ò27 cruise missiles against 
Iraqó, before beginning a òmassive military build-upó in the Gulf the following year 
(supported by its British allies ). This military presence served its stated purpose, forcing 
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Saddam to allow UN Weapons Inspectors into Iraq. Later in the year,  however, he purged 
opposition elements in the Iraqi army, and continued a òòprison-cleansingó campaignó, 
which had  started the previous year and had seen òan estimated 2500 prisonersé 
executedó. The West only reacted after the Weapons Inspectors were expelled at the end of 
the year, though, with the USA and Britain firing ò400 cruise missilesó at Iraq in response, 
allegedly killing and wounding thousands of people . 
 
In 1999, Mohammad Sadeq al-Sadr (the òmost senior Shi'ite religious leader in Iraqó) was 
murdered , and government agents were suspected of carrying out the assassination. A 
òmajor uprisingó subsequently broke out in Basra, and hundreds of people were killed òin 
mass executionsó as a result, while Western military attacks on Iraq continued.189 In fact, 
there would be òover 300 bombing incidents between January 1999 and the March 2003 
invasionó.190 According to The History Guy, òthe estimated, unofficial cost of this war to 
U.S. and British taxpayers [was] around $1 billion per yearó.191 For a large percentage of 
Iraqõs religious population, meanwhile, both the secular dictatorship of Saddam and the 
imperialist sanctions of the West were to blame for the countryõs problems, and the 
nationalist Kurds  (generally protected by the no-fly zone in north ern Iraq) were the biggest 
group in the country that genuinely saw the latter as a truly positive force in the fight 
against Saddam. As such, they would be the group to benefit the most after the 2003 
Invasion of Iraq.  [In Chapter Six, I will undertake a  more detailed analysis of this invasion, 
and the effect it had on both Iraq and the Muslim World as a whole. ] 
 

C) The Rise and Fall of Baõathism 
 
Senior editor at The New Republic Paul Berman says that Baõathism, apparently facing its 
last stand in the Syria, is òone of the last of the grandiose revolutionary ideologies of the 
mid -twentieth centuryó, albeit an òArab version suitable for the age of decolonizationó. 
Under Saddam Hussein in Iraq, he insists, there were òrepeated military campaigns and acts 
of extermination against Iraqõs Kurdish populationó, against the countryõs Shias, and against 
Iran and Kuwait. He argues that òthe poor and suffering Iraqis will need a hundred years to 
recoveró from this period, and that Syrian Baõathists managed to govern a lot òmore 
shrewdly than Saddamó, even though òpermanent crisis has [also] been the normó in Syria. 
As a result of the latterõs òrepeated wars against Israeló, its òproxy warsé in Palestine and 
Jordanó, and its òintervention in Lebanonó, along with the death toll from òmass executions 
and civilian massacres within Syria itselfó, it is impossible to say that Syrian Baõathists have 
their hands clean. 
 

I) The Features that Led to Baõathist Decline 
 
Baõathismõs Fascist Tendencies 
 
According to Berman, Baõathism was òa product of the European 1930só, though its 
founders ònever could decide which version of revolutionary reform might suit them bestó. 
As a result, òoscillation became Baõathismõs identifying traitó, as it flipped between fascism 
and ôcommunismõ. While Michel Aflaq sympathised with communism  to a certain extent, he 
also believed that the subservience of most Middle Eastern communist parties to the 
leadership of the Soviet Union meant that their òinterests were not those of the Arab worldó. 
Therefore, he òfound new and more fecund inspirations iné German nationalismó, 
perceiving the òreuniting [of] scattered Germanic tribesó as something he could apply to the 
Arab World. German nationalists, however, knew all too well òhow to loatheó those who 
were not perceived to be as pure as they were. òMooning over the Arab seventh centuryó, 
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Aflaq attached ethnocentric nationalist sentiments to the òmodern-sounding concept of 
socialism, thus arriving [ much like the N azis] at a national-socialismó. 
 
Having òlocated ethnic enemiesó, Aflaq was inspired by the anti -British (and pro -Nazi) coup 
of Iraq in 1941. He and his comrades quickly òput together a solidarity committee for the 
coupó, which eventually became the Baõath Party. Focussing on òArab weakness in the 
modern worldó, he insisted that the psychological òconflict between our glorious past and 
shameful presentó was something that had to be dealt with. For him, a process of 
òpurificationó was needed in order to carry out this task, meaning that  òall obstacles of 
stagnation and degradationó had to be removed so that the òpure blood lineageó of Arabs 
could òrun anew in [their] veinsó. 
 
By claiming a lineage going back òto the origins of Islamó, the early Baõathists sought to 
attract both people with nationa list sentiments and people with Islamist  sentiments, thus 
uniting the majority of opponents to Weste rn imperialism. In fact, the Baõathist process of 
repulsing what Aflaq called òWestern civilizationõs invasion of the Arab mindó actually 
coincided with the  growth of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt , which sought to invoke the 
importance of religion rather than nationalism in expelling Western powers from the region.  
 
Islamism and Baõathism 
 
Berman insists that there were significant overlaps in the Islamist and Baõathist movements, 
as they both sought a return to an òancient Islamic past in order to construct a postcolonial 
futureó, an expulsion of the corrupting force of the West, a òspecial roleó for the Arab 
people, and a òveneration of Islam and its prophetó. With òoccasional fascist overtonesó, 
meanwhile, each movement showed its essentially arrogant and discrimina tory nature.  The 
only significant difference between the two ideologies was that Baõathist party leaders 
òthought of themselves [rather than religious leaders] as the ultimate authorityó. In other 
words, t hey both sought domination, but the Baõathists political domination  and the 
Islamists religious domination.  
 
As a result of these differences and similarities, there are both òexamples of Baathist-Islamist 
alliance and enmity in roughly equal measuresó. While the Syrian regime opposed the 
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, for example, it had òlongstanding alliances with any number of 
Islamist groups: Hamas, Islamic Jihad, the Muslim Brotherhood of Jordan, Hezbollah, and 
the Islamic Republic of Iranó. The Iraqi regime, meanwhile, launched a òwar against the 
Islamist mullahs of Iranó whilst supporting Islamist groups elsewhere in the region. We 
could even speak of òthe Iraqi Baathõs post-defeat guerrilla allianceé with Al Qaedaó in the 
years following 2003, though this subject is more relevant to Chapters Six and Seven of this 
book. 
 
In spite of the fact that Saddam Hussein was allegedly a òreligious believeró all of his life , 
his rhetoric in the 1970s was similar to that which came out of the Soviet Union and other 
ôcommunistõ nations. However, he soon òoscillated back into [a] renewed emphasis on 
Islamó, as seen in Section B of this chapter, even including in a novel in 2003 a òbarely 
disguised burst of Baathist applause for Al Qaedaõs destruction of the World Trade Centeró 
two years previously . Hafez al-Assad, meanwhile, came to power in a clear attempt to curb 
Marxist prestige within  the Syrian Baõath Party, òcourtingé traditional-minded clerics and 
Islamic scholarsó in order to do so. 
 
Having initially gained òprestige almost everywhere across the regionó for their criticism of 
imperialism, the Baõathists eventually showed themselves to be despots, and thus helped to 
provoke the òtriumphant zeal of Baõathismõs principal rivalsó in the region ð the reactionary 
Islamists. Both Baõathists and Islamists had sought to play on existing differences between 
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the Muslim World and the West, with the former focussing on ethnic roots and the latter on 
religious roots.  Thanks to Western opposition to Baõathism in the Middle East (after the 
Invasion of Kuwait at least), along with the corrupt and authoritarian nature of the ideology, 
the attempts of the Assad and Hussein regimes to capture the imagination of their 
popula tions were clearly failing by the end of the twentieth century (though to different 
extents). And, with the gradual weakening of these secular nationalists, Islamists  grew more 
and more in popularity, either as a result of funding from Saudi Arabia and oth er Gulf 
monarchies, or from Iran. [The extent of this Islamist Cold War, between Sunni radicals and 
Shia radicals, will be explored in greater depth in Chapter Five  of this book.] 
 
A Conspiracy of the Elites  
 
For Berman, the different Baõath parties were essentially òconspiracies of the eliteó, 
composed of intellectuals but also of òmilitary officers and tough-guy bruisersó. Each of 
these forces òmanoeuvred clandestinelyó with indifference òto questions of mere 
popularityó, seeking to exert their dominance by any means necessary. They were 
òsecretive, crafty, steelyó, and very similar to what the European Left would call Blanquists 
(in reference to Louis Auguste Blanquiõs conception of a revolution led ôfrom aboveõ by a 
small group of revolutionaries discon nected from the working masses). In order to ensure 
Baõathist leaders could òtrust the other conspiratorsó alongside them, therefore, they 
gradually became less inclusive and more inclined to enrolling òpeople from similar 
backgroundsó to them. Such òconspiratorial habitsó, as seen earlier in this chapter, would 
inevitably lead to very tight -knit groups and, eventually, to the òtriumph of the partyõs 
military cells over its civilian cellsó, in both Syria and Iraq. 
 
In Syria after 1963, Berman says, òthe leading personalities turned out to be not just 
members of Syriaõs Alawi minority, but people from a single village, belonging to a section 
of a single tribe and, in the inner circle, to the family of Colonel Hafez Al Assadó. In Iraq, 
meanwhile, Shiites had been the òoriginal leadersó of the Baõath Party but, around the time 
of the CIA -backed coup of 1963, the ònew leadersó were òruffians from a single 
neighborhood in Baghdadó. After 1968, meanwhile, the leaders were òmembers of a single 
tribe from the town of Tikritó, who came from the Sunni minority group. The most 
prominent family in the tribe , unsurprisingly,  was that of future leader Saddam Hussein. 
 
While òpreaching an expansive pan-Arabismó, therefore, the Baõathists in both Syria and 
Iraq were òpractising a narrow politics dominated by ever tinier kinship groupsó. In power, 
meanwhile, t he ethnocentric and anti -democratic nature  of their movement became 
increasingly apparent. In all fairness to the Muslim Bro therhood, Berman insists, it had 
òalways been a mass organization, never a conspiracyó and, within the party,  òno oneé 
could alter the ideology at whimó. Baõathism, on the other hand, became whatever the coup 

leaders said it was . After the 1950s, for example, Aflaq began to sound òever more left -
wingó, saying Baõathism was òscientific socialism plus spiritó. Such a shift away from talk of 
ôblood lineagesõ clearly had a big impact on òBaathismõs inspirational appeal to Third World 
revolutionari es in Africa and Latin Americaó, who generally accepted the ideology with 
open arms. This change, whether profound or not, simply proved that òrevolutionary 
political movementsó like Baõathism òcould adopt everything that was deemed to be 
attractive in communismé without having to abandon a sentimental nostalgia for the local 
culture and a pious veneration of the local religionó. Essentially, Aflaq and his colleagues 
had shown that òpolitical manoeuvrability ó, or what today we might call ôpopulistõ rhetoric 
and actions, could give movements like theirs sig nificant (if temporary) success. 
 
Ferocity over Pragmatism  
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Berman insists that, ògiven a choice between ferocity and their own best interest, the 
Baõathist leaders have more than once chosen ferocityó. One key example, he affirms, is how 
Saddam Hussein preferred to hold out until the very end in the 2003 Invasion of Iraq rather 
than ònegotiate a gilded exile for himself and his familyó, which would have been more than 
possible. Bashar al-Assadõs determination to remain in power after the protests of the Arab 
Spring, meanwhile, showed that he was set to suffer the same fate as Saddam (and 
Muammar Gaddafi  in Libya). Baõathism and Arab nationalism proved in these cases to truly 
be òa cult of resistanceó, while Ben Ali in Tunisia (along with other corrupt dic tators in the 
region) simply òproved that he was genuinely a pragmatist by cutting his losses and those of 
Tunisia and getting on a planeó. 
 
Resistance to both imperialism and Zionism was always a major source of support for 
Baõathists, so the commitment of leaders like Hussein and Assad to dying before 
abandoning their ôprinciplesõ proved to be key. Their pig -headedness, however, whilst 
inspiring many people opposed to imperialism and Zionism, meant that  pragmatic decisions 
under Baõathist rule were not very common, and leaders effectively lost the òcapacity to 
weigh evidenceó, feel òcuriosity about other peopleõs viewsó, and encourage real tolerance. 
In fact, Baõathist co-founder Salah al-Din al -Bitar òspoke his mind to Hafez Al Assad in 
personó in 1977, saying that òSyria was deadó and that òonly democracy [could] give a new 
vitality to Syriaó. Rather than learning from al -Bitarõs comments, however, the Assad regime 
sent him into exile, and eventually had him assassinated. In short, while voices of 
moderation did exist within the Baõathist movement, they were effectively silenced by the 
dogmatic and self-interested party leaders. 
 
One òinsaneó element of the inflexibility of Baõathism, says Berman, is that, rather than 
enlightening or improving the lives of  Arab people, the movement actually òslaughtered 
more Arabs than any institution in modern historyó. In Syria, òtens of thousandsó were 
killed  (if we donõt count the civil war), and in Iraq the figure was closer to òhundreds of 
thousandsó. In fact, Saddam Husseinõs regime even achieved the unfortunate title of the 
òonly government in the world, after the Nazis, to use poison gas on its own peopleó. In 
Bermanõs opinion, therefore, it is a lot more apt to say that Baõathism, far from being a 
movement for Arab  enlightenment and progress, was actually òan anti-Arab movementó. 
 
In summary, Berman argues that òtotalitarians never achieve total controló, though they do 
ògive it an honest tryó. On the list of totalitarian states in the Middle East were Nasserõs pan-
Arabist Egypt,  Qasimõs single-country nationalist Iraq , Hussein and Assadõs Baõathism, and 
Afghanistanõs Soviet-style ôcommunismõ (or state capitalism). With each of these movements 
failing, in varying degrees, to truly bring progress, justice, and peace to the regionõs 
populations,  Islamism soon gained steam (thanks to Western support for Gulf monarchies 
and their proxies in Pakistan and Afghanistan) as a perceived political alternative.  
 
For Islamists, òthe era of decolonization has somehow not yet come to an endó, and 
òquestions about alienationó have not yet been solved. And, in their view, such problems 
can only really be dealt with through a return to medieval Islam. Berman, meanwhile, insists 
that there is indeed a need for a political alternative  in the Middle East, but òthe Islamist 
answers are unlikely to be any better than Aflaqõsó. In his mind, a  ònon-ideological habit of 
mindó is necessary, although òthe world left behind by the Baath and its doctrines does not 
appear to be a world of the post-ideologicaló. Nonetheless, the task for the regionõs 
progressive political movements is still to seek an end to the following of rigid doctrines, 
and an acceptance of the idea of a popular, inclusive democracy that seeks justice for all 
people, regardless of their religion or ethnicity. 192 
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II) The Distinction between Revolutionary and Reactionary Anti -Imperialism  
 
Anti -Imperialism Does Not Mean Defending  Baõathism 
 
According to Michel Collon at Global Research, òthe local bourgeoisieó of a country òoften 
has no recourse other than opposing imperialismé in order to surviveó. As a result, he says, 
it needs to involve òthe largest part of the population in the struggleó against external 
interference. As seen in Nasserõs Egypt, this process also happened in Baõathist Iraq and 
Syria, with t he poor and marginalised being brought into the political process (albeit 
without consciousness of how they were being used as a tool to prop up their own elites). 
Consequently, the concessions made to workers in both countries meant that any attempt to 
overthrow the ruling elites was weak, as insurrectionaries would struggle to convince 
workers to join their rebellion . The authoritarian nature of the states, meanwhile, also meant 
that the risk factor entailed in opposing them was very high.  
 
Even though the worldõs imperialist powers sought to overthrow nationalist leaders like the 
Baõathists for economic reasons rather than humanitarian reasons, they nonetheless realised 
the impor tance of setting  workers  against the regime ruling over them . Collon insists, for 
example, that by bring ing this  conflict òbetween the Iraqi bourgeoisie and its populationé 
into the foregroundó, leaders like George W. Bush could get away with waging war on  
Baõathist Iraq without significant opposition. However, once the horrors of the Invasion of 
Iraq became more apparent, many Iraqi people began to proclaim that they wanted òneither 
Bush nor Saddamó. 
 
Whilst not trying to sympathise with Saddam, Collon asserts that òthe aggressor [i.e. the 
West] and the victim [i.e. Saddam (or, more accurately, the Iraqi people)] of aggression must 
never be put on the same footingó. In other words, just like the conflict between Israelis and 
Palestinians, the invading, occupying force should never be described in the same way as 
the defensive force (however much their methods may sometimes appear to be similar) . 
From Collonõs point of view, therefore, òthe òNeither é nor éó proposition prevents the 
growth and unification of  resistance to US imperialismó. A popular anti -imperialist stance, 
this opinion could unfortunately appear to justify nationalist internal repression (as long as 
there is also nationalist resistance to imperialism ). The argument in this case would be that 
ôSaddam was not perfect, but he was the best chance of stopping imperialism in Iraqõ. 
 
While Collon is spot on about the need to differentiate between the actions of oppressors 
and those of the oppressed, I strongly believe that a  truly progressive and revolutionary 
stance must oppose imperialist intervention whilst also clarify ing that Saddam and other 
nationalists are, essentially, reactionary anti -imperialist forces . In other words,  these groups 
may use seemingly anti-imperialist rhetoric and undertake seemingly anti -imperialist 
actions, but in reality they are not truly ôprogressiveõ, building systems designed to protect 
the national bourgeoisie rather than directly democratic societies centred around the anti -
imperialist and anti -capitalist resistance of working people.  
 
In fact, Collon does recognise that òSaddam [represented] the Iraqi nationalist bourgeoisieó, 
and òcertainly [did] not represent a òmodel for societyó for those who advocate a socialist 
society and democracyó, whilst emphasising that  he did seek to avoid òpouring petro-
dollars back into US multi -national corporationsó. He supports the acknowledgement of 
Saddamõs regime for what it really was ð a smokescreen for the domination of the national 
bourgeoisie, while at the same time stressing that his government also used oil income òto 
develop education, health care and, in general, the economy of his countryó. Even though 
such measures were taken in order to convince the Iraqi population that the government 
was ôon their sideõ, there is no denying that they were essentially progressive in nature. 
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Likewise, says Collon, òit was Iranõs leader, the Ayatollah Khomeini, who refused to sign a 
peace treaty and made the [Iran-Iraq] war last eight yearsó. It may have been Saddam who 
started the war, he insists, but this occurred òafter Iranian provocations, one of which was 
the attempted assassination of Tariq Azizó. Again, Collon slightly misleads the reader, 
presenting a very unsympathetic view of Iran (another reactionary anti -imperialist force in 
the region) while failing  to acknowledge Baõathist provocations of the Shia community of 
Iraq and the fact that the USA played a significant role in prolonging the conflict . 
Essentially, Collon appears here, in his own words, to ôput the aggressor (Western 
imperialism) and the victim (Iran) on an equal footing õ. 
 
The Islamist regime in Iran was indeed a reactionary force, but the violent acts it perpetrated 
must fundamentally be understood a s a mere mirror image of the violence that Iranian 
civilians had suffered both at the hands of Iraqõs Baõathist regime and imperialist proxies for 
many years. In 2003, for example, The New York Times quoted CIA officer Stephen C. 
Pelletiere as saying that there were doubts about whether Saddamõs regime had actually 
launched the chemical attacks on Halabja in 1988. According to Pelletiere, the gassing had 
either òoccurred by mistake during a battle between the Iraqi and Iranian armiesó, or had 
been òthe work of the Iranian army, the only one that possessed this type of gas (cyanide-
based)ó. Such suggestions, however, do not exonerate Iraqõs Baõathists, who committed 
many more war crimes in addition to Halabja, and do not suddenly turn Iran into the prime 
culprit of the violence in the Iran -Iraq War. [More on this conflict, however, will be 
discussed in Chapter Five.] 
 
Regarding the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, Collon insists that the Gulf nation òhad always been 
part of Iraqó and that, only after òBritish colonialists granted it independence in 1920 òin 
order to weaken Iraq and to deprive it of access to the seaó (as a British governor stated) did 
Iraq have to find òways to regain this lost provinceó. Collon is indeed right in stating that 
imperialist powers had sought to separate the Arab World in order to weaken Arab 
opposition to Western imperialism  but, at the same time, the idea that Kuwait ôbelonged to 
Iraqõ simpl y represents a continuation of imperialist logic. In reality, no -one has a divine 
right to claim ôownershipõ of any land, apart from perhaps those who live and work on the 
land. Equally, the ônationõ of Iraq simply did not exist under the Ottoman Empire, a nd was 
actually split into three V ilayets (or provinces): the Mosul Vilayet, Baghdad Vilayet, and 
Basra Vilayet. Even these divisions were arbitrary Ottoman inventions rather than 
communities united according to the will of the regionõs inhabitants. Therefore, Saddamõs 
invasion of Kuwait cannot be justified by so -called ônational claimsõ, as accepting such an 
idea simply seeks to rationalise the domination of a centralised state over the affairs of 
individual communities.  
 
In other words, Collonõs apparent attempts to exculpate Iraqi Baõathists do not stand up 
against closer analysis, though his emphasis on the importance of differentiating between 
the actions of ôaggressorsõ and ôvictimsõ is indeed a valid and praiseworthy idea. By way of a 
summary, we must  remember that anti-imperialist sentiments can be expressed by both 
revolutionary and reactionary political groups. As a result, we should never proclaim an 
organisation or government to be worthy of support simply because of anti -imperialist 
actions or rhetoric. Although reactionary anti -imperialism can be expressed in some 
progressive ways, it is essentially counter-revolutionary and anti -democratic. [In Chapter 
Eight, these issues will be covered in greater depth with regards to the Syrian Civil War. ] 
 
The Imperialist Search to Replace Nationalism with Western Puppets  
 
As seen in Chapter Two of this book, Nasserõs ôprogressiveõ nationalist regime was soon 
replaced by Western puppet governments in Egypt , first ly  under Sadat and then under 
Mubarak. To òreplace rebels with puppetsó, Collon says, is a òglobal strategy of re-
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colonizationó. A number of òmade-in-the-USA òdemocratic leadersóó, he asserts, òare 
spearheading the re-colonization of the worldó in a òmerciless process for the [worldõs] 
workers and farmersó. Whether we look at Latin America, Asia, or Africa, we see numerous 
examples of how these tactics played out, particularly during the Cold War and the years 
following the fall of the Soviet Union.  
 
In Iraq, Saddam Husseinõs òappeal to the countries of the Middle East to unite in order to 
become more independent of the USAó in 1989 made it clear to the USA that it had to turn 
on its old ally. Consequently, the US Congress òdecided to impose an embargo against Iraqó 
for the fi rst time, in a clear expression of US awareness that Saddam was no longer a tool 
that the USA could use for its own advantage in the region. When Saddam sought to take 
control of Kuwait (which was now effectively a pro -Western buffer zone between Western 
ally Saudi Arabia and Western enemy Iran), the West saw its chance to act to weaken the 
dangerously self-assured Iraqi regime. 
 
Collon asserts that òthe hidden economic interests behind each war must be denouncedó, 
and that, in the case of the Western-led ôdefenceõ of Kuwait in 1991, the aim was primarily to 
put a check on Saddamõs growing anti-imperialist rhetoric and protect Western access to 
Kuwaiti natural resources. 193 And, to a certain extent, Collon is right. Reactionary anti -
imperialist forces like Baõathist Iraq could be courted by imperialist forces if the former 
served the interests of the latter but, as soon as the former began to go against the latterõs 
interests, the former would become public enemy number one. The fact that the USA and its 
allies wanted a pro-Western regime in Iraq, in other words, was not because of a desire for 
democracy or progressive reforms, but because of opposition to overly-confident 
reactionaries. 
 
Nonetheless, resistance against Western puppet regimes does not necessitate support for 
reactionary anti -imperialists. On occasions, a temporary alliance between revolutionaries 
and reactionaries may seem to be the best option but, ultimately, the latter will remain a 
counter-revolutionary force. In Chapter Five, I will take a l ook at how exactly this sort of 
alliance came together in the streets of Iran between 1978 and 1979, but eventually resulted 
in Islamist reactionaries suppressing progressive revolutionaries. In short, while perfect 
movements never exist in politics, it is  of great importance that lovers of democracy, justice, 
and peace make a clear distinction between revolutionary and reactionary anti -imperialists, 
and never lose sight of it, even when bigger enemies come along. 
 

III) Imperialist and Zionist Opposition to  Baõathist Iraq 
 
Saddamõs Support for Palestinians 
 
Like Nasser, Saddam showed his support for the Palestinians (through the PLO) from the 
very beginning of his rule. As a result of the ôprogressiveõ Arab nationalist and anti-Zionist 
alliance between Saddam and the PLO, Zionists have sought to imply that the two forces 
were just as bad as each other. In 2003, the supposedly òindependent, nonpartisan, nonprofit 
organizationó194 of MEMRI, which in reality has a strong conservative and capitalist bias, 
reported on the publishing of òa confidential documentó from 2000 òattesting to intelligence 
coordination between top officials in the Palestinian leadership, headed by Palestinian 
Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat, and the regime of Saddam Hussein, against I raqi 
opposition organizationsó. 
 
The PUK was said to have intercepted a coded telegram from Arafat to Iraqi Deputy Prime 
Minister Tariq Aziz, in which òArafat warned the Iraqi regime of attacks on the Iraqi city of 
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Kirkuk planned by the Iraqi oppositionó, which included the PUK. 195 While I do not believe 
the PLO was ever a perfect movement, I feel it is important to emphasise again the point that 
Michel Collon made about distinguishing between aggressors and victims. The PUK, for 
example, was itself a ôvictimõ, but was also essentially a reactionary force (albeit with some 
progressive characteristics). The PLO, meanwhile, was for all intents and purposes in the 
same situation. Kurds in Iraq did not have their own state, and had their territory occupied 
by the Iraqi Baõathist regime, while Palestinians also lacked their own state, and were 
fighting against the Zionist occupation of their land.  
 
All that is proved by the document referred to by MEMRI is that the Arabs of the PLO 
appreciated the support given to them by the Arabs of the Baõathist regime in Iraq, and 
sought to repay the favour in whatever way they could. With Iraqi Kurdish nationalists 
allegedly being supported by both the USA and Israel, the PLO perhaps even believed it was 
doing the right thing by r evealing dissident plans to undermine their sponsors in Saddamõs 
government. If anything, the telegram reveals the tension that existed at the time between 
Zionists and anti -Zionists, which would often be expressed in the region as a fight between 
aggressors and victims.  While the PLO could be accused of having sided with the oppressive 
Iraqi Baõathist regime, the PUK and other Kurdish nationalists of Iraq could be accused of 
having sided with the oppressive imperialist and Zionist forces which had created so much 
violence and injustice in the region.  For pro-Israeli mouthpieces, the undermining of 
Baõathism in Iraq was essentially akin to the undermining of the PLO in Palestine, and there 
was therefore cause to support Kurdish dissidents in Iraq in the run -up to the 2003 US-led 
invasion. In other words, I believe that the economic power of both the USA and Israel 
should not be discounted totally when we discuss the collapse of Baõathism in Iraq. 
 
In summary, the PLOõs contribution to Baõathist suppression of Kurdish nationalists could 
be understood as one victim contributing to the suppression of another victim (even if the 
former was arguably more progressive than the latter). In a context of oppression and 
occupation, it is very easy for victims to emulate aggressors and lose sight of their common 
cause. In fact, such a lack of unity between oppressed peoples in the region was actually 
fuelled by the competing Baõathist regimes of Syria and Iraq. The division between Iraqi -
backed Arab nationalists and Syrian-backed Arab nationalists, however, will be f urther 
touched upon in Chapter Five , with a view to better understanding the dynamics of the 
Lebanese Civil War and the resistance movement against Zionist crimes in the region. 
 
The 2003 Invasion of Iraq  
 
After a US-led coalition invaded Iraq in 2003, the Baõath Party was banned, and thousands of 
Iraqi  professionals were removed from their posts as a result. As òmembership in the Baath 
party [had been] the standard requirement for state employmentó, many employees were 
immediately excluded from the new political system , regardless of whether they held strong 
Baõathist beliefs or not. This process, referred to as ôde-Baõathificationõ, òwas so poorly 
designed and executedó, according to Al Jazeera, that it òsignificantly contributed to the 
collapse of many state functionsó in post-invasion Iraq, leading to the problems that would 
plague the country in the following decade.  
 
The policy of the new, US-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) was òintended to rid 
the country of the Baath party's influenceó, and it òled to the dismissal of thousands of 
individuals based on their rank within the Baath party hierarchy, rather than on their actual 
conduct, which should have been assessed through fair vetting proceduresó.196 In reality, the 
de-Baõathification law posed a significant òobstacle to Iraqi reconciliationó after the 2003 
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invasion, nearly leading to òthe collapse of the political process as evidenced by the 
expulsion of prominent leaders on the Iraqi National Li st just before the 2010 electionsó.197 
 
The òwholesale dismissalsó resulting from de-Baõathification, òcombined with a lack of due 
process, badly undermined Iraq's government and military structures and fuelled a sense of 
grievance among those affected - not just employees, but also their families, friends and 
communitiesó. It thus òbecame a significant contributing factor in widespread social and 
political conflictó. In short, it was òa dysfunctional, counterproductive process that 
intensified social, sectarian and political divisionsó in Iraq .198 Indeed, with òsecular veterans 
of Saddam Hussein's militaryó later forming a òmarriage of convenienceó (under the name 
of the Naqshbandi Army (or JRTN)) with the Wahhabi jihadists of ISIS , the need for 
bringing òex-Hussein loyalistsó back into the political system would become ever more 
apparent.199 [More on the 2003 Invasion of Iraq and its consequences will be covered 
between Chapters Four and Seven.] 
 
What Arab Nationalism Left Behind  
 
Nasserism, which had been òthe great hope of the Arab world in the 1950só, seeking to 
modernise Egypt, nationalise its assets, and resist imperialism in the region, was effectively 
defeated by the òfatal blowó of the Six Day War of 1967, as seen in Chapter Two. Baõathists 
soon took over the baton of Arab nationalism from Nasserists in Iraq and Syria, though 
òGaddafiõs Libya [also] saw itself as the inheritor of [Nasserõs] ôhistorical missionõó of 
uniting anti -imperialists in the Arab World from the 1970s onwards. In the òfirst two 
decades of his ruleó, Gaddafi òtried to blow new life into the projectó, though Libyaõs 
national bourgeoisie would eventually force Libya to embrace capitalism more and more in 
the last twenty years of Gaddafiõs rule (much in the same way that the Egyptian bourgeoisie 
had). 
 
Baõathism, meanwhile, began as òa more ideological form of Arab socialismó than 
Nasserism, according to Gulf Art Guide.  Only after the 1968 coup in Iraq and Assadõs 
internal coup of 1970 in Syria, the website insists, was the òpan-Arab aspect of Baõathismó 
finally òunderminedó. These governments became òprimarily concerned with consolidating 
their own power within their national bordersó through autocratic means, while Nasser 
(and Gaddafi) had actively sought to be leaders of the whole region. With the dictatorial 
character of the Syrian and Iraqi regimes now becoming much clearer, the appeal of 
Baõathism òdiminishedé in the rest of the Arab worldó. As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
the failure of Baõathism to inspire the confidence of the regionõs citizens would eventually 
facilitate  the rise of politi cal Islam. 
 
Saddamõs attempts to emphasise his religious character in the last decade of his rule may 
have bolstered his regime to a certain extent, but they were not enough to save Baõathism in 
Iraq. Gaddafiõs embrace of the Islamic nature of Libya from the very beginning, meanwhile,  
may have helped him achieve the difficult task of retaining power for four decades, but he 
would not be successful at preventing the rise of Islamism in the country. In both cases, 
Western governments would exploit Islamist opposition to government secularism, even 
giving direct support to Islamist dissidents. Perhaps as a combination of both secular 
authoritarianism and Western interference, the downfall of t he Iraqi and Libyan regimes 
would result in an inevitable rise to prominence of militant Islamism.  
 
Under groups like the Muslim Brotherhood, a  òhybrid form of ôIslamic socialismõó would 
form, rejecting  the òmaterialist and secular aspects of Marxist thoughtó whilst capturing  the 
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imagination of a significant section of Muslim society. Having been òpersecuted by all Arab 
regimesó, these groups split into ònational factionsó, which focussed on gaining a òsolid 
local footingó in their respective nations by òproviding community servicesó. This 
grassroots action meant that, whenever òfree and fair elections were held in an Arab 
countryó, their popular support became òevidentó, forcing the ruling elites to ensure that 
they did not assume power or retain it for too long. Nonetheless, years of underground 
activism would pay off in the Arab Spring of 2011 (which saw Islamists come to power in 
Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt).  
 
Not all Islamists would wait for electoral o pportunities, however. After decades of 
repression by autocratic regimes in the Muslim World (whether nationalists or pro -Western 
dictatorships), and the Western-backed Islamist campaign to defeat communism in 
Afghanistan, violent extremism would becoming increasingly popular in the region, leading 
to the òcreation of more radical Salafi movements from the 1980s onwardó. According to the 
Gulf Art Guide, t he discrediting of Nasserism and Baõathism, along with the repression of 
moderate Islamism, led to the òlong period of intellectual despondencyó that eventually 
resulted in the growth of radical Islamism. The region seemed largely òresigned to its 
second-tier status within the global setting, and to autocratic ruleó, which created a sense of 
political desper ation in many communities.  
 
Thanks to Western political support and immense oil revenues, meanwhile, the òanti-
ideologyó of Wahhabism (or Salafism), which will be discussed between Chapters Five and 
Seven, appeared to offer citizens hope of religious salvation. Harking  back to a òpristine 
state of human societyó in the òtimes of [the] Prophet Muhammadó, the ideologyõs 
proponents believed that violence was necessary to emulate these medieval years.200 In the 
wake of Arab nationalist failures, in other words, the region looked set to continue with the 
pattern of violent authoritarianism that had plagued it ever since the fall of the Ottoman 
Empire and which, in large part , was due to the increasing interference of Western 
imperialism in the Muslim World.  
 

Conclusion  
 
Baõathism was born from a legitimate desire to keep imperial powers out of the Middle East, 
but its ethnocentric behaviour , vague ideological basis, and repression of dissent would lead 
to its eventual downfall. By encouraging nationalism and giving  progressive concessions to 
the populous, the Syrian and Iraqi Baõathists managed to rally many Syrians and Iraqis 
behind them, but effectively fooled them into accepting a system that would not truly serve 
their interests. The regimes, whilst trying to sh ow themselves as anti-imperialists and anti -
Zionists, largely ignored the similarities between workers throughout the world ð and thus 
the need for a unified struggle, with all ethnic groups working together. In short, their 
commitment to militarisation, b ureaucratisation, and authoritarianism  hurt the Iraqi and 
Syrian people more than it helped them, simply facilitating the rise of charismatic figures 
like Hafez al -Assad and Saddam Hussein, who would form cults of personality around 
themselves. 
 
As will be  analysed in further depth in Chapter Eight, Baõathism in both Iraq and Syria 
exhibited certain anti -imperialist characteristics, but in effect perpetuated the subjugation of 
the people of those nation states. What it left behind in Iraq, as I will show fr om Chapter Six 
onwards, was a popular inability to empathise and cooperate with fellow citizens, and a 
dependency on strong ideological groups , such as Islamists. Iraqi Baõathists simply had not 
focussed on creating independent, free-thinking citizens, and had spent their time instead 
forging a populous susceptible to continued authoritarian rule. Blame should not be placed 
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totally on Baõathism, however, as it  simply represented a reactionary response to a context of 
European and Zionist colonialism and exp loitation. In fact, this chapter has even shown that 
the USA and other nations actually supported the Iraqi Baõathistsõ rise to power, both 
directly and indirectly.  
 
Baõathismõs reactionary nature also drew from the popular desire of Iraqis and Syrians to 
resist imperialist attempts to prevent the rise of any truly progressive political movement. In 
the absence of the latter, Baõathism stood up as the strongest quasi-progressive force in the 
region. As with other forms of n ationalism , it may have had both fascist and authoritarian 
characteristics but, if we fail to understand that it was a direct consequence of violent 
oppression and exploitation itself, we fail to realise that it s ideals cannot simply be 
destroyed with more violence. As I have argued in thi s chapter, nationalist groups like the 
Baõathists deserve significant criticism, and their murderous, counterrevolutionary actions 
must be stopped. In the following chapter, meanwhile, I will argue that Kurdish nationalism 
is just as dangerous as Arab nationalism. In summary, however, such philosophies can only 
be eroded away in the long term, through popular opposition to imperialism in all its forms  
and attempts to create universal access to autonomous, high quality education. Only in these 
ways will communities be able to build up inclusive, grassroots democracies truly capable of 
nurturing peace, justice, and equality .  
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4) The Kurdish Question  
 
In the two nations where Baõathism managed to get into power, there were significant 
minority populations, and neither government did much to make them feel like they were 
valued sectors of their respective nations. In particular, t he Iraqi and Syrian regimes both 
sought to manage their Kurdish population s in the way that most served their own interests, 
though they did so in different ways. Meanwhile, the numerous twentieth -century 
nationalist governments of Turkey and Iran  would also try to ôneutraliseõ their Kurdish 
citizens in order  to prevent them from rebelling, mostly through the use of assimilation 
policies. Deprived of a nation of their own, however, and discriminated against by Arab, 
Turkish, and Iranian nationalists alike, Kurds inevitably  began to stand up for their rights.  
 
Although Kurdish political movements were discussed very briefly in the previous chapter, 
I will refer in much greater detail to the ôKurdish Questionõ in this chapter, with the aim of 
clarifying the Kurdsõ role in the currently changing dynamics of the Middle East  (in the 
wake of the 2003 Invasion of Iraq). In particular, I will analyse the Kurdish nationalist 
movement centred in Iraq, looking both at its fight for greater autonomy  in the twentieth 
century  and at the gradual gains that it made after Operation Desert Storm in 1991. 
 

A) The Roots of the Problem  
 
The òancestors of the modern Kurdsó, known as the Medes, were an Iranian tribe 
òconventionally recognized as the founders of the historical and national entity of Iranó. As 
a result of this role, Kurds have òhad exceptional and immensely important roles in the 
history ofé the entire Middle Eastó.201 At the start of the twentieth century, however, they 
were set to become one of the largest minority groups in the world withou t its own state. In 
2010, Salah Bayaziddi at Global Research gave a summary of the twentieth-century history 
of Kurdistan, which I will discuss in this section of the chapter.  
 
The Colonialist Scramble  
 
During the First World War, Bayaziddi emphasises, both the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 
1916 and the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917  would have a significant impact on 
developments which would affect the Kurds. In particular, t he former saw Britain, France, 
and Russia draw up their òrespective spheres of influence and control in West Asia after the 
expected downfall of the Ottoman Empireó. The majority of northern Kurdistan (now in 
Turkey) looked set to become òpart of the Russian Empireó, so Russia gave òrosy promises 
to Kurdish tribes that helped her during th e waró. Although i t occupied òKurdish and 
Armenian regions of the Ottoman empireó in 1916, however, the triumph of Bolshevism and 
Leninõs subsequent abandonment of òall previous Tsarist policiesó meant that the Russian 
Army òbegan to withdrawó the following year. 
 
In spite of the fact that an end to Russian imperialism was in many ways a positive 
development, it would also have negative side effects in Kurdish communities, because the 
òother two colonial powersó now had an opportunity òto divide the Kurdish regions among 
themselvesó. Effectively, Britain and France were unaffected by Russiaõs withdrawal from 
the previous alliance, even though the Bolsheviks had òfound a copy of the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement in the Russian governmentõs archivesó and made it public (seeing it appear in 
the Manchester Guardian) towards the end of 1917. At the same time, however, Russiaõs 
withdrawal from Northern Kurdistan would also provide òample opportunitiesó for 
òTurkish nationalists to launch their struggle from the eastó, making it harder for the 
European colonialists to divide the region up exactly in the way that it wished.  
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In essence, the subsequent successes of Turkish nationalism therefore owed a lot to the 
Bolshevik Revolution, as continued Russian presence would have òconsiderably 
diminishedé Turkish nationalistsõ chances to consolidate their power in Anatolia and 
Kurdistanó. Kurds, meanwhile, would soon receive a òhistoric opportunityó to assert their 
autonomy from the ethnic groups surrounding them, thanks to the chaotic and òpotentially 
volatile political and military vacuumó that prevailed after the Ottoman Empireõs surrender 
in the Mudros Armistice of 1918 . Kurdish communities, however, òfailed to build a united 
frontó, and thus allowed  the new states being formed around them to absorb their territory.  
 
One reason for the Kurdsõ failure to attain autonomy was the òrise of Mustafa Kemal ó 
Atatürk  in Turkey. As a former ôYoung Turkõ, he exploited both his popularity and the 
òfactional division among the Kurdsó in order to òstrengthen his [own] political and military 
positionó, stressing òeither the fraternity between Kurds and Turksó or the òconflict with a 
foreign occupation forceó (in this case either France or Britain).202 In short, he did what other 
bourgeois nationalists would do later in the twentieth century,  seeking to unite the disparate 
population of a determined area in order to successfully oppose an external enemy (while 
strengthening an internal minority).  
 
Also at Global Research, Gilles Munier speaks of how the 1920 Treaty of Sèvres òmade 
provision for òlocal self-ruleó of territories òwhere the Kurdish element was dominantóó. 
However, t he elite Kurdish delegation in Sèvres asked for far too much land, which was 
òtotally unacceptable for the big powers of the daysó, both from Europe (France and Britain) 
and the Middle East (Turks, Arabs, and Armenians). Encouraging a compromise, the British 
suggested setting up òa Kurdish kingdom in the north of the Mosul Vilayet onlyó (i.e. where 
the Kurdish Regional Government of northern Iraq was officially recognised in 2005). 
Thinking about its own interests, the colonial power had intended this kingdom òto 
undermine the Turksó, but it eventually d ecided to create the diverse, unified state of Iraq 
instead, after òthe north of Iraq had revealed huge oil resourcesó. 
 
Within the Ottoman Empire, there had been a number of òKurdish principalitiesé more or 
less dependent on the Sultan in Istanbuló, but they had essentially òcovered a very small 
part of Kurdistanó. In reality, the majority of Kurds  had a relative amount of freedom to live 
their lives as they saw fit. As a result, it was primarily Kurdish elites who believed that 
pushing for an independent Kurdish state was in their best interests, while most normal 
Kurds did not see the benefit of doing so. Although one Kurdish king, Sheikh Mahmud 
Berzendji, led a short-lived rebellion in 1922 (which would soon be òcrushed in a heavy-
handed manner by the Britishó), Kurdish communities generally went about their business 
as usual, or supported Atatürk in his quest to build a united Turkish state .203  
 
The Birth of Turkey  
 
In the Treaty of Lausanne of 1923, the state of Turkey was officially created. Having 
successfully manipulated Kurds into supporting his nationalist campaign, however, Atatürk 
now felt òno need to keep his promisesó, and he subsequently launched an òoffensive 
against the Kurdsó. Considering the òKurdish national movementó to be òa real threat to the 
new Turkish republicó, he did òwhatever [was] necessary to crush the Kurdish resistanceó to 
his increasing authoritarianism . Perhaps due to the fact that there had been òno Kurdish 
representative at the Lausanne Conferenceó, meanwhile, the òinternational consideration of 
the Kurdish questionó was officially òterminatedó when the treaty came into effect in 1924. 
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Seen simply as Muslims  rather than Kurds , Kurdish envoys had played òno role in the 
presence of non-Muslim minoritiesé within Turkeyó during the negotiations at Lausanne, 
and had essentially been swindled by both Atatürk and the European colonial powers .204 In 
2013, Counterpunchõs Conn Hallinan would speak of how, òfor almost a century, the 
Kurdsé [had] been deceived and double-crossed, their language and culture suppressed, 
their villages burned and bombed, and their people scatteredó.205 In short, the Treaty of 
Lausanne destined Kurdish communities to suffer many decades of oppression and 
discrimination.  
 
Atatürk õs òpromises of Kurdish autonomyó in Turkey were soon broken, with the Kurdish 
National Assembly  being dissolved, Kurdish schools being abolished, and the Kurdish 
language being outlawed . Far from having their unique culture recognised, Kurds were now 
simply labelled òMountain Turksó. Western powers, meanwhile, decided not to intervene, 
believing it was better to gain Atat¿rk òas an ally rather than an enemyó, especially 
considering that he had already forged a friendship with the USSR and was already 
òreceiving military and financial help from Moscowó. This Turco-Soviet alliance had become 
official in 1921, when the USSR began to give òdiplomatic supportó to the Turkish national 
cause, òas well as arms, ammunition, and moneyó to help Atat¿rkõs forces òfight against the 
Greek army in the west and the Armenians in the eastó. Salah Bayaziddi summarises this 
coalition  by insisting that òboth the Kurds and Armenians were the first victims of the 
Bolshevik policiesó regarding Turkey . 
 
Although Britain in particular feared the spread of communism in the Middle East through 
Atatürk, however, it  had very little to worry about  in reality . The new Turkish leader was 
essentially a pragmatist more than anything , having shown with the Kurds that he was 
driven  principally by his own interests rather than any commitment to diversity , equality, 
and inclusivity . In the early years of his movement, he had even emphasised the importance 
of òthe Islamic religionó in Turkey , only then to implement  thoroughly secular policies  once 
the Turkish state had officially been created. In other words, his increasing òmilitary and 
political  alliance with the Bolsheviksó had helped him to accumulate enough power to 
òbreak up his enormous enemiesó, and to betray both the Kurdish and Muslim sectors  of the 
Turkish population  that had previously supported him . 
 
At the start of the twentieth century, Kurds in the Ottoman Empire (who had been òa united 
entity for almost 400 yearsó) were caught off guard. In the aftermath of the First World War, 
Ottoman Kurdistan was  now òabout to be divided among three new national statesó 
(Persian Kurdistan would remain part of Iran). 206 The regimes of Iraq, Syria, and Turkey ð 
given great control over diverse populations ð would now set about creating what they 
called ônational unityõ, though this would be dictated ôfrom aboveõ and, more often than not, 
through the use of force. Kurdish communities, however, would not remain submissive for 
long. In the next section of this chapter, I will explore the numerous Kurdish rebe llions that 
took place during the following decades, and the repressive measures used to crush them. 
 

B) Kurdish Rebellions  
 
Unrest in the Newly -Created States 
 
In 1931, Sheikh Ahmed Barzani led a rebellion in the north of Iraq, which would soon be 
crushed when the RAF òshelled his HQó. When the small Republic of Mahabad  was 
temporarily formed in 1946, meanwhile, Sheikh Ahmedõs brother Mustafa òwent to Iran 
with over a thousand fightersó to support it. Originally supported by the USSR, the republic 
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òfell less than a year lateró, after being deserted by its northern ally. Mustafa Barzani then 
fled to the Soviet Union, and only returned to Iraq after the Iraqi Revolu tion of 1958. Having 
received promises from Qasim of òònational rightsó within the òIraqi entityóó and the 
freedom to publish Kurdish newspapers, Barzani even òbranded himself òQasimõs 
Soldieróó. 
 
As discussed in Chapter Three, Arab nationalists opposed to  Qasimõs alliance with left-wing 
forces tried to rise up against the government on numerous occasions and, on one occasion, 
Barzani helped to repress a revolt in Mosul ( in what would turn out to be òa bloodbathó). 
Gilles Munier speaks of how, at one point,  òKurdish militias and the òPeopleõs Resistance 
Forcesóó even massacred four hundred followers of the coup leader  whilst they were in a 
mosque. Meanwhile, Barzani also helped to keep Kurds in line, lending òa hand to the Iraqi 
army in quashing a revolt of [Kurdish] chiefsó, which caused òmore than 24,000 Kurds [to 
flee] to Turkey and Iranó. 
 
Barzani Joins the Fight against Qasim  
 
When Qasim decided to òevict the Iraqi Communist Party from poweró, however, the USSR 
signalled to Barzani that it òdid not appreciateó the move. Consequently, the Kurdish leader 
began to wage war on Qasimõs forces in 1961, though he expressed fairly mild  demands, 
including the opening of schools, òagricultural and industrial developmentó, and òthe 
recognition of the Kurdish languag eó. In other words, t here were no requests related to 
òself-rule or bordersó at this point.  
 
Only after the Baõathist coup of 1963 did Barzani finally hand over òa list of claimsó to the 
government in Baghdad, including  a òdemand for self-ruleó and a òshare-out of the oil 
income among Arabs and Kurdsó. While these calls were ignored , the new regime did agree 
to a certain òdecentralisationó in Iraq. The KDPõs Jalal Talabani, however, asked for the 
òreplacement of Iraq by a bi-national Stateó ð a request that was seen by Arab nationalists as 
a provocation. After Nasserists pushed the Baõathists out of power, though, tensions 
diminished,  and Barzaniõs òclaims suddenly became less urgentó. Nonetheless, Talabani was 
persecuted by supporters of Barzani, and eventually òhad to run away to Iranó. The seeds 
for a split within the Kurdish nationalist movement in Iraq had now definitively been 
planted. 
 
According to Munier, Barzani managed i n 1964 to control òa mountainous territoryó in 
northern Iraq thanks to òthe financial and military assistanceó of a òsecret alliance with the 
Shah of Iranó, the USA, and Israel (which all sought to undermine the Nasserist regime in 
Baghdad). Talabani, meanwhile, growing unhappy with the actions of the Barzani clan, 
òsided with Baghdad and took partó in a battle against Idris Barzani and 1,700 of his 
Peshmerga fighters. Four years later, when the Baõathists retook power, they òdecided to 
support Jalal Talabanió in his fight against Barzani and his supporters, who they saw as 
friends of imperialist and Zionist powers.  
 
In 1970, Baghdad agreed that òself -rule would be granted, within four years ó, and that the 
òKurdish language [would] become one of the official languages [of Iraq] along with 
Arabicó. Reflecting the ôprogressiveõ measures implemented by those in charge of the Iraqi 
Baõath Party at the time (aimed at creating a united front with Iraqi left-wingers and 
attracting Soviet support), this seemed like an immense step forward.  However, the 
Baõathists soon encouraged Arab migration to the north of the country, in an attempt to 
reduce the number of areas over which the Kurds would have majority control  when the 
self-rule plan was finalised in 1974. The regime argued that it could not justify ògranting 
territorial rights to Kurdsó in òregions where [Kurds] did not compose the majority of 
inhabitantsó. While some places genuinely did not have majority Kurdish populations, 
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though, areas which did were specifically targeted by Baghdad for Arab resettleme nt. In 
essence, this tactic was similar  to what Zionists had done in Palestine decades before, using 
mass migration to strengthen their claims on Palestinian land . 
 
The Alliance between Barzani and the West  
 
The Baõathist scheme mentioned above gave Barzaniõs KDP an excuse to criticise the deal 
that had been made. At the same time, though, the bourgeois nationalist leader also òfeared 
that [such] autonomy would jeopardize the power of the feudal chiefs which the peasants 
servedó, as he òdid not favour the implementation in Kurdistan of the agrarian reform 
carried out in the rest of the countryó. In spite of his previous friendship with the USSR, 
Barzani was now beginning to show that he was not really committed to the type of land 
reforms carried out by such regimes. Baõathists, meanwhile, insisted that the òState [had] to 
treat all regions equally in terms of developmentó and, when it nationalised the IPC in 1972, 
its desire to implement ôprogressiveõ measures became clear. 
 
Like other bourgeois nation alist governments, the regime in Baghdad was seeking to replace 
dependence on Western imperialists with a system run by the national bourgeoisie (with the 
working populationõs support obtained through economic concessions). As seen in the 
previous chapter, the USSR saw these moves as progressive, and sought an alliance with 
Baõathist Iraq as a result. With the Soviet Union now officially pitted against Barzaniõs tribal 
nationalism, which was threatening to derail the ôtop-downõ progressive measures of the 
government, the KDP now had to seek other outlets of support.  
 
From May 1972, Munier says, òthe CIA covertly financed [Barzaniõs] activitiesó in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, as a consequence of the fact that the Baõathistsõ òmodernisation plan for Iraqé 
was a serious concern for the United States and their great ally Israeló.207 The CIAõs Pike 
Report, for example, makes it very clear that there was òUS covert aid to the Kurds in Iraq 
from 1972 to 1975ó.208 In an interview with the Washington Post, meanwhile, Barzani said 

he would  òserve the US policy in the region ó, taking òcontrol of the Kirkuk oilfields and 
[entrusting] their exploitation t o a US companyó. With these words, Barzani was showing 
that he had found a new ally  in the USA, which would  be happy to fuel his war against the 
Baõathist regime. 
 
Although there were other reasons for KDP opposition to the Baõathist ôself-ruleõ plan for 
Iraqi Kurdistan (as detailed above), it is almost certain that Barzaniõs alliance with the USA 
played a significant part in his denunc iation of the scheme. In 1974, for example, just as the 
KDP was receiving support from the USA and its allies, Barzani òdispelledó self-rule, at a 
point at which  it was finally being granted to Iraqi Kurdistan . More revealing, however, is 
the fact that, later on, he would even acknowledge that òIsrael, the Shah of Iran and the 
United States had strongly convinced him to refuse the agreementó, believing that Kurds 
would subsequently launch òguerrilla warfare ó against the Iraqi state and thus òweakenó 
the ôanti -imperialistõ Baõathist regime. 
 
In 1975, however, Barzaniõs allies effectively abandoned him, with the Western-backed Shah 
of Iran signing t he Algiers Agreement  with the Iraqi Baõathists, in which both countries  
òsecretly agreed to stop supporting their respective opposition groupsó. The KDPõs conflict 
soon collapsed, with the Barzanis fleeing to Iran and Jalal Talabani setting up a breakaway 
social democratic movement in Damascus called the PUK  (which would prove to be more 
prepared to deal with the Baõathist regime than the KDP). Barzani, meanwhile, died in exile, 
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while KDP groups (under the leadership of Mustafaõs son Masoud Barzani ) ambushed and 
killed PUK forces on a number of occasions between 1976 and 1977. 
 
The KDP subsequently sought other allies, having been abandoned by both the USSR and 
the West. In 1981, Munier claims, it sought collaboration with the ICP (which had finally 
declared its own opposition to the Baõathist government) in repressing its PUK opponents. 
Two years later, meanwhile, when the tide was turning against Saddam Husseinõs regime in 
the Iran-Iraq War, the KDP made a tactical alliance with Iran , in the hope of pushing 
Baõathist forces out of Kurdistan. In response, Saddam ordered the murder of thousands of 
men from the Barzani clan, and would eventually punish ordinary Kurds too, with the 
genocidal 1988 chemical attacks on Halabja. 
 
Nonetheless, Kurdish nationalists in Iraq would actually benefit from Saddamõs military 
actions in the region, with what Munier calls an òillegitimate free-zoneó being set up in 
Kurdistan in April  1991, after the Iraqi army  had been routed in Kuwait. Barzani and 
Talabani, he says, òwere [now] free to do as they pleased for the next 13 yearsó. After 
contributing  to the US-led Invasion of Iraq in 2003, meanwhile, the KDP and PUK militias, 
òtrained, armed and supported by the Americans and the Israelisó, found themselves in the 
position to demand ôlegitimateõ autonomy for Iraq i Kurdistan. 209 
 
Kurdish Forces in Turkey  
 
While the KDP (and the PUK) dominated the Kurdish movement in Iraq, Kurdish resistance 
in Turkey only intensified in the late 1970s. With an oppressive Turkish nationalist regime in 
charge in the early 1980s, however, this struggle turned into a ferocious civil war. As the 
Iran-Iraq War ravaged Turkeyõs neighbours, òthe Turkish government was burning Kurdish 
villages and scattering refugeesó (allegedly in an attempt to crush the Marxist -Leninist PKK  
(or Kurdistan Workersõ Party)). The PKK, as I will discuss in Chapter Nine,  was not as 
focussed on nationalism as the KDP in Iraq, even if some of its members were. Instead, it 
was motivated by a desire for  a distinctly socialist revolution , which would simultaneously 
ensure greater self-governance for Turkeyõs subjugated Kurdish population.  
 
Around ò45,000 people ð mostly Kurds ð lost their livesó in the òlong-running conflictó 
between the powerful, Western-backed Turkish State and the PKK, which would only end 
when Turkeyõs Islamist Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoķan finally accepted the PKKõs 
offers for peace negotiations in early 2013. Erdoķan, however, who  sought to attract Kurdish 
support for his òpush to amend Turkeyõs constitution and give [himself] another decade in 
poweró, would soon reveal his lack of commitment to the peace process. In particular, his 
regime would be increasingly òtarnished by [its] unpopular support for the Syrian [Islamist] 
insurgentsó after 2011, along with its òincreasingly authoritarian internal policiesó. 
Nonetheless, after many years of horrific violence, òmost Kurds [wanted] to end the 
fightingó, though they would not give up their struggle altogether without significant 
concessions. 
 
The main demands of the Turkish Kurds in the twenty -first century were mainly for 
òparliamentary representation and the right to educate Kurds in their own languageó. Slow 
progress under the unenthusiastic Erdoķan, however, meant that Kurds were ògrowing 
impatientó, and this sentiment would intensify in 20 14 as a result Turkeyõs alleged 
complicity with Islamist attacks on Kurds in ne ighbouring Syria . Essentially, in the absence 
of a solution to the òKurdish Questionó in sight, Turkeyõs Kurds were òon a knifeõs edgeó, 
and the Erdoķan regime would need to grant òKurdish language rights and cultural 
autonomyó if this situation was going to change. [Between Chapters Nine  and Twelve of this 
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book, issues relating to the PKK, Turkey, and Syrian Kurdistan will be discussed in much 
greater depth.] 
 
Kurds  in Syria  
 
In Syria, the state òstripped citizenship rights from 20 percent of its Kurdish minorityó in the 
early 1960s, creating òbetween 300,000 to 500,000 stateless peopleó and convincing many 
Kurds that  Damascus had òabandoned the northern and eastern parts of the countryó. 
Syrian Kurds, however, led no significant rebellions until the twenty -first century, partly 
because of the strength of the Baõathist military regime, but also because of Baõathist support 
for the PKKõs efforts in Turkey. After the state abandoned the PKK in the late 1990s, though, 
the stateõs continued failure to resolve the issue of òrestoring citizenshipó for Syrian Kurds 
only contributed to rapidly increasing activism in Kurdish communities. By the time the 
question was finally dealt with (af ter the deterioration of the civil conflict in Syria after the 
Arab Spring ), it was already too late for the Assad regime to save its reputation. 
 
At the start of the Syrian Civil War, Syrian Kurds (influenced heavily by the political 
philosophy of the PKK) sought to òwalk the hazardous path between their desire for 
autonomyé [and] not taking sides in theé civil waró. While t hey wanted to exercise 
autonomous rule over their own affairs, they also knew that, as òmost of Syriaõs oil reserves 
are in the Kurdish regionó, any system they set up would end up being òa fleeting thingó if 
they openly waged war on the Arab territories surrounding them. Knowing that b oth 
Baõathists and Islamists would eventually seek to exert control over Kurdish land if they 
won the civil war , Syriaõs Kurdish communities focussed on self-defence and self-rule rather 
than actively taking the fight to their external enemies .  
 
According to Conn Hallinan at Counterpunch, there is some speculation  that Kurds òcut a 
deal with Assadó early on in the Syrian Civil War, in which they promised to òhelp drive the 
insurgents outó of their region òin exchange for greater autonomyó if the Baõathists 
eventually won the war. Whether this is true or not, their decision to avoid participating 
directly  in the conflict, and to focus on defending and governing themselves, would appear 
to have been an intelligent decision, ensuring that Syrian Kurdistan largely escaped the 
horrendous bloodshed experienced elsewhere in Syria. The strategy would also see the 
countryõs Kurds achieve the autonomy that they had been increasingly seeking since the 
Baõathists betrayed the PKK over a decade before. 
 
Upon attaining this autonomy, however, Syrian Kurds (influenced significantly by the PKK) 
gained an enemy in the Turkish government . Shocked at the appearance of a self-ruling 
Kurdish region on its border (after years of bloody conflict aimed at preventing the same 
from happening on Turkish soil), the Erdoķan government condemned Syriaõs Kurdish 
communities for staying out of the civil war  and called on them to join the Turkish -backed 
Free Syrian Army. In spite of the stateõs claim that they were terrorists and collaborators 
with the Baõathist dictatorship (neither of which had any justification), however , òany direct 
intervention by the Turks to block autonomy for Syriaõs Kurds would [have] put Ankara in 
the middle of a civil waró, while at the same time risking an increase in internal resistance to 
the already unpopular Erdoķan regime. [Between Chapters Nine and Twelve of this book, I 
will analyse in greater depth Turkeyõs opposition to both the PKK and to autonomy in 
Syrian Kurdistan. ] 
 

C) The Achievements of Kurdish Nationalists in Iraq  
 
Kurds in Iraq Step Closer to Autonomy  
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Having gained experience in the 1990s under the protection of a US-established òno-fly zone 
over northern Iraq following the 1991 Gulf Waró, Kurdish nationalists in Iraq were 
determined to take even greater autonomy when George W. Bush decided to overthrow the 
Baõathist regime in the country in 2003. They quickly òseized three oil rich northern 
provinces, set up a parliament, established a capital at Erbil, and mobilized their formidable 
militia, the Peshmergaó, all to the benefit of their Western allies. Nonetheless, the 
subsequent ten years also saw Iraqi Kurdistan go from òone of the poorest regions in Iraq to 
one of the most affluentó. As with other bourgeois nationalists, the KDP and PUK enriched 
themselves and their allies (thanks to alliances with capitalist powers and òenergy sales to 
Turkey and Iranó), whilst also given certain concessions to the Kurdish people in order to 
keep them on side. 
 
The Current Situation  
 
Conn Hallinan insists that, òbecause of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the Syrian civil war, and 
Turkish politicsó, Kurdish communities òhave been suddenly transformed from pawn to 
major player in a pivotal part of the Middle East ó. In other words, he says, the increasing 
political importance of the ò25 to 30 millionó Kurds in the region, who òhave long yearned 
to establish their own stateó, has been due in large part to the weakening of their òtraditional 
foesé by invasion, civil war, and political discordó. Although post -invasion Iraqi leader 
Nouri al -Maliki was òoutraged by the Kurdsõ seizure of oil assetsó after the start of the Arab 
Spring, for example, he was just too busy trying to deal with òa sectarian-led bombing 
campaign against Shiite communitiesó to react in a meaningful way . Partly as a result of the 
USAõs òdismantling of Saddam Husseinõs armyó, Hallinan argues, Baghdad simply did not 
òhave the capabilities to take on the Peshmergaó any more. 
 
At the same time, there could no longer be effective cooperation between Turkey and Iraq 
against their respective Kurdish populations , largely as a result of Turkeyõs self-interested 
alliance with Iraqi Kurdistan . Drooling over its lucrative oil deals with the Kurdish Regional 
Government (KRG), the Turkish regime was not interested in the fact that Baghdad claimed 
ownership of all Iraqi oil  and accused the KRG of stealing it. At the same time, Turkeyõs 
òsupport for the Sunni extremistsó in Syria (the same type that was òmassacring Shite 
supporters of the Maliki governmentó) added to the tensions between Ankara and Baghdad, 
effectively destroying the collaborative attitude that ha d previously seen both countries 
work together to repress their respective Kurdish populations .210 
 
How Barzaniõs Kurdish Nationalism Has Flourished in Post-Baõathist Iraq 
 
Having been well -placed alongside the imperialist invaders when Saddam Hussein was 
overthrown in 2003, Masoud Barzaniõs KDP soon became the principle political force in Iraqi 
Kurdistan . Al-Maliki , meanwhile, insisted increasingly on  treading the fine line between 
maintaining  US support and courting Iran , whilst entering into conflict with both Kurds and 
Sunni Arabs (who were being marginalised by his sectarian Shiite government ). In 
September 2014, as ISIS jihadists were beginning to exploit these divisions, the University of 
Arizonaõs Christian Sinclair reported on how the Iraqi central government and the KRG had 
òlong been engaged in local disputes over oil sales and revenuesó, as mentioned above. 
 
With Baghdad òwithholding the KRGõs share of oil revenuesó (amounting to òUS$7bn for 
2014 aloneó), Kurdish troops were ordered in July 2014 to seize òoil fields near Kirkuk after 
Maliki [had] allegedly ordered the destruction of oil pipelines thereó. Genuine political 
grievances, from both the past and the present, were leading the Kurdish nationalist 
government t o become more and more daring, just as the weakened sectarian government of 
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al-Maliki was increasingly powerless to do anything about it. This oil crisis, along with other 
ògeopolitical plot twistsó, says Sinclair, òcould very well be a catalyst that reshapes the 
regionó. 
 
In June 2014, a tanker containing Kurdish oil òdeparted from Ceyhan, Turkeyó, after being 
sent through a ònewly constructed pipeline that runs directly from Kurdistan, bypassing the 
old pipeline from fields in Iraq properó. This act of defiance from the KRG subsequently led 
to a standoff with the Iraqi regime , which made sure that the tanker that had left Turkey 
would not be accompanied by others any time soon. The ship that had already set sail, 
meanwhile, would be left òsitting in the Gulf of Mexico doing $100m donuts for more than 
two months waiting to be òsold in the United Statesóó. While the Kurds had been key US 
allies back in 2003, the superpower had now shown that it was not prepared to validate the 
KRGõs attempts to exert its independence from the Iraqi central government. If the USA had 
not toed the line, it could have risked the Shiite regime moving closer to the Iran, which 
would have undermined its whole anti-Iranian political strategy in the region. At the same 
time, it wanted to assert that it was in favou r of a strong Iraqi nation without internal 
divisions, and supporting unilateral Kurdish actions would have undercut this objective. 211 
 
Although the Kurdish nationalists in Iraq had previously been used by the USA (when 
convenient) as a counterweight against the Baõathist regime, the imperialist power had never 
been committed to the creation of an independent Kurdish state. In 1975, the USA had even 
forbidden American officials òfrom having any open contact with Iraqi Kurdish groupsó, 
causing Mustafa Barzani to lament òonce having trusted the U.S.ó.212 Although both the 
KDP and the USA used an alliance to their favour when it was in their interests, each was 
ultimately most bothered  about their own political aims,  believing  that they could only 
really trust in themselves. 
 
In May 2014, KRG Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani said, regarding the transferral of oil to 
Turkey, that there was òno going backó. When Mosul fell to ISIS two months later (with the 
Iraqi army essentially falling apart ), KRG President Masoud Barzani even òannounced plans 
for a referendum on independence for Kurdistanó, disregarding explicitly the will of the US 
government (that the KRG and Iraq sort their problems out and remain united) . Essentially, 
the nationalists of the KRG were showing th eir determination to take  advantage of the 
deterioration of the Iraqi regimeõs legitimacy, and its powerlessness in the face of ISIS 
advances. 
 
If the USA had allowed the Kurdish oil in the Gulf of Mexico to be òoffloaded and soldó in 
America, it would alm ost certainly have been seen as òtacit approval by the U.S. of 
Kurdistanõs bid for independence and the abandonment of its long-standing policy of Iraqi 
unityó. The tankerõs delay, therefore, was key to both weakening the KRGõs independence 
efforts and assuring the USAõs allies in Baghdad that it wasnõt going to support the 
fragmentation of Iraq. At the same time, however, Israel was a lot less sure about supporting 
the Iraqi government over the KRG. Opposed to both Arab nationalism and Iranian -style 
Shia Islamism (as a result of their historical opposition to Zionism), the Kurdish nationalists 
were the least hostile option to Israel in Iraq  and, consequently, the party that Israel was 
always most likely to sup port.  [Israelõs support for the independence of Iraqi Kurdistan will 
be discussed in more detail later in this section, and also in Chapter Eight. ] 
 
For Baghdad, the Kurdish oil in the Mexican Gulf was òstolen property that the KRG had no 
right to export or try to selló ð an attitude that was never going to facilitate a resolution to 
the oil crisis. As a result, it got a US law firm to òissue a seizure orderé for the more than 
1,000,000 barrels of Kurdish crude on the tankeró. The USA, however, could not seize the oil 
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because the tanker was still òoutside of U.S. jurisdictionó, and a judge later emphasised that 
it was ònot a matter for the U.S. courts to tellé the governmentsé of Iraq who owns wható. 
The KRGõs London-based attorneys, meanwhile, managed to make some progress with the 
case, forcing the Iraqi government to refile its lawsuit in September. While there was òno 
official U.S. ban on Kurdish oiló during this periodó, however, its òdiplomatic swayó 
managed to òprevent sales of Kurdish crude that [were] not sanctioned by Baghdadó, under 
the guise that such actions would be òbad for a united Iraqó. 
 
Oil and the Capitalist Quest for ôStabilityõ 
 
US interference in Middle Eastern politics is determined entirely by ôUS interestsõ in the 
region, rather than humanitarianism or democracy ( as is sometimes claimed), and one of the 
biggest of these interests is the oil industry. An independent Iraqi Kurdistan , for example, 
would be positive for the US elites in the short term, as it would create greater political 
stability in the oil -rich region. At the same time, however, such a Kurdish state would 
almost certainly , in the long run,  strengthen the cause of Kurds elsewhere ð especially in 
Syrian Kurdistan (or Rojava), where autonomy was declared in 2012. The consolidation of 
the libertarian socialist government there would undoubtedly affect capitalist interests in the 
Middle East, assuring that profits from natural resources went to the People instead of 
corporations. 
 
One reason for the Westõs inaction against Wahhabi jihadists in Syria for so long was 
probably its fear about what was happening in Rojava. It is also no coincidence that the USA 
only began to talk of intervention ag ainst ISIS when the group began to take control of oil 
fields and weaken US allies in Iraq. Following such a pattern of intervention, however, is 
only delaying the inevitable. In the long term, the only realistic political outcomes in the 
region either lie in the creation of a sectarian, authoritarian regime (like that which ISIS 
would create), or the creation of a secular, directly democratic, and socialist system. The 
choice is therefore between either the reactionary former , which  would perpetuate 
instability in the region, or the revolutionary latter , which would end it. Either way, though, 
imperialist control of natural resources is unsustainable. 
 
Although far from ideal  for capitalists , the reality is that the revolutionary option is much 
more desirable than having oil completely in the hands of a hostile group of quasi-religious 
extremists. Nonetheless, the worldõs ruling elites believe that there is third way ð one that 
they hope to construct themselves. They delude themselves by think ing that the capitalist 
system can attract sufficient support if it p ortrays itself to be democratic and benevolent, 
much like it has with the puppet regime of Baghdad or the Kurdish nationalists of the KRG. 
As long as both keep up a democratic façade, they believe, whilst in reality allowing foreign 
companies to exploit their workers and natural resources, they imagine that they can forge 
an environment in the Middle East that will protect the capitalist interests there. In reality, 
however, peace can never grow from injustice . From the latter, only conflict can emerge. 
 
Whilst holding back support for Kurdish independence in Iraq, the USA managed to 
encourage reform in the Baghdad regime. It knew that al -Malikiõs incompetence had played 
a formidable role in f uelling the rise of ISIS, and made sure that a new Prime Minister and 
President were elected in Iraq. Its tightrope diplomacy also managed to push the KRG into 
announcing the postponement of its referendum plans and into òhelping form a new 
government in Baghdadó.213 Judging on past performance, however, it looked unlikely that 
the Iraqi central government would suddenly treat all Iraqi inhabitants as equals. In fact, it 
was the very hierarchy of the state apparatus that ensured that there would always be 
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marginalised and oppressed citizens, and thus that popular resistance would continue 
indefinitely.  
 
As far as the tanker crisis was concerned, however, the replacement of Nouri al-Maliki with 
Haider al -Abadi, along with US pressure, helped to push the Iraqi r egime into 
compromising with the KRG. Baghdad òreached a deal with the Kurdish governmentó in 
early December 2014, for example, in which the latter promised to òexchange oiló for òthe 17 
per cent of the state budget that [was] supposed to go to the Kurdish regionó (which had 
previously been withheld by central government as a result of the KRGõs provocative 
commercial actions).214 
 
In short, both the KRG and Baghdad essentially still had the USA on their side, and would 
subsequently be able to retain the monopoly of force needed both to fight off ISIS advances 
and keep their own citizens in line. Such dependence on foreign assistance, however, would 
inevitably weaken government attempts to convince Iraqi citizens that their leaders 
represent their interests and not those of multinational  corporations. And, while US support 
may keep the KRG from calling for independence, at least for the time being, it will not be 
able to silence the voice of the voiceless forever and, ultimately, there will eithe r be popular 
reaction or popular revolution.  
 
Israel Backed the KDP  
 
Harvard professor Alan Dershowitz suggested in 2004 that Yasser Arafat was òadamantly 
opposed to the Kurdish efforts to end their occupation and establish their stateó, in spite of 
the fact that, in his opinion, òthe case for ending the occupation of Kurdistan and 
establishing an independent Kurdish state is at least as strongé [as] the case for ending the 
occupation of the West Bank [Palestine] and establishing a Palestinian stateó. Seeking to 
expose an alleged hypocrisy between those criticising Zionist occupation of Palestinian land 
but not criticising Iraqi (or Iranian, Turkish, and Syrian) occupation of Kurdish land, he 
claims that the Kurdish cause may have been ignored for so long because òthose who 
occupy and oppress the Kurds have access to oiló, or because the voice of the Arab World 
had simply been much louder.  
 
The suggestion that oil played a role in Iraq, Iran, or even Syria is perhaps justifiable, 
especially when we consider that the bourgeois nature of the nationalist Kurds in Iraq and 
Iran ought to have made the Kurds natural allies for Western regimes. In Turkey, however, 
the reason for Western opposition to Kurdish independence was principally the fact that the 
Kurds there (under the leadership of the PKK) were a left-wing force that threatened the 
Westõs economic interests and anti-communist efforts in the region. This is clearly a fact that 
Dershowitz ignores in his article.  
 
Using the justifications above, the professor insists that òthere is no legitimate basis for 
opposing the end of the occupation of Kurdistan and the establishment of a Kurdish 
democracy, while supporting the establishment of a Palestinian stateó. In this sense, I agree 
with his suggestion that all peop le deserve to have control over the land upon which they 
work and live. However, he clearly ignores the fact that colonial powers (Britain, France, 
and then Zionists) arbitrarily drew the lines that confined Palestinians and Kurds to 
statelessness in the f irst place. Therefore, he also fails to emphasise that Israel was the force 
that had created Palestinian resistance, while the nationalists in Syria, Iraq, Turkey, and Iran 
were not directly responsible for Kurdish resistance (an accurate assessment would be that 
colonial powers created the issue of Kurdish subjugation in the region ). A  comparison 
between the creation of a Jewish state and a Kurdish state, meanwhile, is also unsound 
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primarily because Zionist forces were foreign to the land they would subseq uently claim as 
their own,  while Kurdish regions had been populated by Kurds in a largely uninterrupted 
way for many centuries  ð making their claim much more rational than that of Zionists .215 
 
The main interest for Israel in supporting  the creation of a Kurdish state is the negative effect 
the establishment of Kurdish independence would have on the often sectarian states of 
Syria, Iraq, Iran, and Turkey. Zionists have an interest in weakening the power of both Arab 
Nationalism and Islamism , mainly because they are both fundamentally anti -Zionist forces. 
Kurds , meanwhile, seldom fit  into either of these two camps, with t he KDP having  rarely, if 
ever, supported an anti-Zionist cause. Essentially, Kurdish activist Dilar Dirik says, the 
system set up in Iraqi Kurdistan is òbased on [a] chauvinist, empty nationalism , and 
complete dependency, by being a puppet of foreign powersó. 
 
The òstatehood-obsessed mentalityó of KDP supporters, Dirik insists,  even led them to 
praise Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu òfor his support for Kurdish statehood in 
Juneó 2014, just a month before he launched his genocidal attack on Palestinians in Gaza. 
She argues that Kurds ought to òunderstand the suffering of the Palestinians under the 
apartheid fascist occupation of the state of Israel very welló, but that, under the leadership of 
Kurdish nationalists like Ma soud Barzani, òthe dogma of the stateé defines morality in 
terms of interest, leading to the odd conclusion of having to ally with Israeló. 
Fundamentally, she stresses here the importance of solidarity between all oppressed 
peoples: for an alliance not between Kurds and Israelis, but between Kurds and 
Palestinians.216 
 
Unlike Barzani, PKK leader  Abdul lah Öcalan has gradually moved further and further away 
from nationalism , and òhas made anti-Israeli and anti -Zionist statementsó on numerous 
occasions. In fact, as Turkey was òIsraelõs long-time friendó, the PKK has even made tactical 
alliances with both Baõathist Syria and Palestinian resistance groups, both of which have 
long been anti-Zionist forces. Essentially, the groupõs struggle against authoritarian 
nationalism in Turkey made an alliance with forces fighting against Turkeyõs allies a logical 
decision. Perhaps more poignantly, however, Öcalan stressed in 2005 his hopes that his 
supporters would òprevent Kurdish nationalism [in Iraq] from becoming the second 
Zionismó.217 [Further analysis regarding the influence of Zionism in the Middle East will be 
considered in the following chapter .] 
 
Imperialist All iances and Nationalist Autonomy  
 
Saddam Husseinõs genocidal Al-Anfal campaign (òcruelly namedé after a verse in the 
Koranó) saw òbetween 50,000 to 180,000ó Kurdish civilians killed in the late 1980s, while the 
international community stood by and watched . Only after Saddamõs invasion of Kuwait, 
and his subsequent suppression of a Kurdish rebellion in 1991, did a US-led coalition 
òintervene to set up a òsafe zoneó for Kurds in part of Kurdistanó. Thanks to this protection, 
Kurdish militias were soon able to òexpand the zone [and] éset up a government with de 
facto autonomyó, which would finally be  formalised in 2005. According to Zack Beauchamp 
at Vox, this semi-autonomous Kurdish government would soon demonstrate that , in 
practice, it enjoyed òeven more autonomy than [it had] on paperó. In fact, asserts risk 
analyst Kirk Sowell, it was actually òsignificantly more autonomous than an American 
stateó, boasting of òits own military, foreign policy, etc.ó. 
 
In spite of having both autonomy  and significant oil resources, however, Iraqi Kurdistan 
cannot yet declare independence, argues Sowell. One big reason, he says, is that Iraqi Kurds 
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òdon't yet produce enough [oil] to be economically self-sufficientó, and òdon't have legal 
authority to sell it directly on the marketó. Since 2003, the agreement was that Baghdad 
would òhandle Kurdish oil salesó, divvying up proceeds òamong the different regionsó of 
Iraq. Although Kurdistan was òsupposed to get 17 percent of the nation's oil salesó, 
however, Kurdish leaders have said òtheyõre given less than tható. The regionõs leaders also 
òlack the infrastructure to export enough oil to make independence financially 
advantageousó and bring in more than òthe roughly $1 billion a month they get from 
Baghdadó. Sowell insists, nonetheless, that òfour years from now [i.e. in 2018]ó Kurdish 
independence òwill be viableó. At the same time, though, he claims that, as Turkey has 
òeffectively turned Kurdistan into a colonyó under Erdoķan, the current nationalist leaders 
òwould be just as dependent [on Turkey] as they are on Baghdadó. 
 
The Peshmerga, meanwhile, though òfar more competent than the Iraqi central militaryé, 
aren't that well -armedó. According to Sowell, their òarmy surplusé weapons from former 
Soviet statesó were nowhere near enough in 2014 to fight off jihadists with òcaptured US-
made Iraqi army equipment and heavy weapons acquired in Syriaó. The 80,000-240,000 
Peshmerga soldiers also have the problem of politicisation to deal with, as òevery 
Peshmerga unit is headed by a member of the politburo of [either] the PUK or the KDPó. 
The national security adviser, for example, is òMasrur Barzani, the son of the presidentó, 
Sowell notes. 
 
Nonetheless, with the Kurdish -dominated city of Kirkuk being seized by the KRG in June 
2014, and international arming and support for the KRG in late 2014, the weaknesses of the 
Peshmerga and the nationalist government of Iraqi Kurdistan looked set to have a much 
diminished influence on their chances of success in the intensified fight against ISIS. 
Standing ònext to an oilfield that contains an estimated 10 billion barrels of oiló and 
òcurrently exports about 400,000 per dayó, the taking of Kirkuk, (which the Kurdish 
government had òlong arguedó was òpart of Kurdistanó), was an important victory for the 
Kurdish nati onalists. Iraqõs attempts to keep it out of the control of the KRG, in order to 
òkeep all of the oil revenueó for itself, had effectively been unsuccessful, and it was unlikely 
that the KRG would let it fall back into Iraqi hands without a fight. Along wit h increasing 
US support in the fight against ISIS, Kurdish control of Kirkuk could be a key element 
making òindependence far more viableó, insists Beauchamp.218  
 
The USAõs Balancing Act in Iraqi Kurdistan 
 
According to Rick Noack at The Washington Post, the KRG is òone of the parts of the Middle 
East most well-disposed to the United Statesó, and it may therefore be in the countryõs best 
interests to òmore directly back the Kurdsó amidst the disintegration  of the Iraqi central 
government and the advances of Wahhabi jihadists. Takin a look at the USAõs historical 
stance towards the Kurds in Iraq, Noack speaks of how, òafter the end of World War I and 
the fall of the Ottoman Empireé, President Woodrow Wilson supported the idea of 
autonomy for non -Turksó in the territories formerly belonging to the empire. Nonetheless, 
the young superpower did not  pressure its imperialist counterparts in Europe to ensure that 
this happened. Effectively, i ts capitalist alliances with Europe and its distance from the 
Middle East meant that, as a general rule, it refrained  from interfering in the region until 
after the Second World War, when the anti-colonial zeitgeist saw communist influence 
spread rapidly across the globe. 
 
With the USA expanding its imperialist efforts  in the Mi ddle East in the second half of the 
twentieth century (as seen Chapters Two and Three), it sought to encourage Iraqi Kurds to 
cooperate with its own interests in the region. After the US -backed coup in Iraq in 1963, for 
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example, òWashington advised Kurdish Iraqis òto support the newly installed central 
government led by the Iraqi Ba'ath Partyóó. The Baõathistsõ return to power in 1970, 
meanwhile, saw òan agreementé reached between the Kurdish Democratic Party and the 
central governmentó regarding increased Kurdish autonomy. When the USAõs former 
Baõathist allies became òa threat in the eyes of the U.S. governmentó, however, due in part to 
the Baõathistsõ òFriendship and Cooperationó treaty with the USSR, òPresident Nixon and 
Iran's shah [began] to fund the Kurdish Peshmerga guerrillas and support their claims for 
autonomyó. With the USSR now having abandoned the Kurdish cause in favour of 
cooperation with the Baõathists, the KDP saw the USAõs offer of support as a blessing. 
 
The USAõs betrayal of the Kurdish nationalists after the òsurprising Algiers Agreement 
between Iran and Iraqó in 1975, however, led to the òfragmentation of the opposition and an 
increased vulnerability ó of the KDP to the Baõathistsõ òrenewed attacksó. Seeing Iranõs deal 
with Iraq as a sign that Baõathist Iraq was not as much of an enemy as it had previously 
thought, the USA broke off òall official relations to the opposition it [had] previously 
backedó, fuelling  an increase in the prominence of left -wing and anti -imperialist currents 
withi n the Kurdish political movement in the late 1970s (such as the PKK in Turkey). The 
Kurdish nationalists, meanwhile, would only return to action in the 1980s when they were 
used as proxy forces in the Iran -Iraq War. 
 
After the ôsafe havenõ in Iraqi Kurdistan had been set up following the Gulf War  (mostly to 
protect northern oil reserves), Kurdish nationalists allowed the USA to use Kurdish territory 
as a base to train the opposition Iraqi National Congress (INC), which had been founded in 
1992. In 1996, however, two years after the KDP and the PUK had begun to fight against 
each other in a series of ferocious confrontations, the KDP attacked the PUK and INC in 
Erbil òwith the help of Saddam's armyó, and many rebel fighters were òcaptured and 
executed by the attackersó.219 Although the USA  launched ôOperation Desert Strikeõ as a 
response to the assault, striking Baõathist air defence targets in southern Iraq, it refused to 
engage the Iraqi army directly, partly due to the fact that major divisions within the INC  had 
made it largely ineffective. Between 1994 and 1998, òas many as 5,000 Kurdsó, both soldiers 
and civilians , would be killed in the civil war. 220 
 
In the run -up to the 2003 Invasion of Iraq, the KDP and the PUK actually joined together, 
fighting òalongside U.S. troops against Saddam's governmentó. Two years later, they 
formed a òregional Kurdish parliamentó, and òoil discoveriesó soon afterwards began to 
stoke fears in Baghdad òthat the Kurdish autonomous region could try to secedeó from Iraq. 
At the same time, US ally Turkey  still felt entitled to enter into northern Iraq to attack PKK 
guerrillas there. According to Noack, relations between Turkey and the KRG eventually 
improved, though the òsudden success of the Islamic State might be changing the calculusó 
in the Middle East. Amidst these developments, the US would find itself stuck between the 
possibility of ISIS conquering swathes of oil -rich territory or supporting Kurdish nationalists 
òin a fight that might lead to their independenceó (and subsequently irritate the regimes in 
both Ankara and Baghdad).221 In late 2014, it appeared that the superpower had definitively 
chosen the latter. 
 
The Dangerous Democratic Façade of Kurdish Nationalism  
 
Kamran Matin, professor at Sussex University, spoke in 2008 about the role of Kurdish 
nationalists in the òAmerican imperial project in the Middle Eastó. The strengthening of the 
Kurdish national struggle, he says, òdirectly undermines the state-classes of Iran and Syria 
where [the] US seeks further ôregime-changeõó, and is thus beneficial for the superpower. 
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òThe traditional Kurdish nationalist political partiesó, meanwhile, and even òthe ordinary 
Kurdish peopleó, are inevitably tempted òto seize this moment and side with the American 
projectó after years of oppression and marginalisation. Nonetheless, Matin insists, the 
legitimate Kurdish struggle for rights and autonomy also presents òradical-secular and 
progressive-emancipatory tendenciesó, presenting òa unique geo-political platformó for 
achieving peace and justice whilst òundermining western neo-imperial projects in the 
regionó. 
 
In the twentieth century, Matin asserts, when òpost-colonial nation -buildingó projects began 
under òthe new Arab, Turkish and Persian ruling elitesó, the Kurds suffered from òethnic-
denialó (in Syria and Turkey), ògrudging acknowledgement accompanied by severe 
suppressionó (in Iraq), and òethnic-assimilationó (in Iran).222 Their history of òinclusion and 
regional leadershipó in the Muslim World, however, meant that it was not easy to 
immediately set them against their neighbours. In fact, even the eagle on the Egyptian flag 
(which is also òa pan-Arab symboló) is actually òthe emblem of the great Kurdish leader 
Saladinó, and this historic unity with the peoples of the Middle East was not easy to 
destroy.223 
 
According to scholar David McDowall, òthe Kurds only really began to think and act as an 
ethnic community from 1918 onwardsó, having not previously focussed on the differences 
between them and the ethnic groups surrounding them.224 Matin, meanwhile, argues that it 
was the destructive period of post -Ottoman division that led foreign ideas about national 
identity to enter into the dialogue of Kurdish elites. Nevertheless, the òdeep and pervasive 
communalism of Kurdish tribal -nomadicé lifeó meant that it was much more difficult for 
nationalism to mobilise Kurds than the ir  òlargely sedentaryó ethnic neighbours. 
 
The òômodernisationõ projectsó of the new Middle Eastern regimes, Matin says, òtended to 
minimally include Kurdistan in t heir developmental programmes on self -created security 
groundsó. As a result, the ònational plight of the Kurds was now augmented by the socio-
economic collateral [damage caused by] uneven internal capitalist developmentó. 
Meanwhile, a òviolent but indirect ôprimitive accumulationõ was set in motion which forced 
millions of Kurdish peasants to leave their homes and emigrate to the capital and other 
major cities seeking a living in the fast growing construction and textile sectors fuelled by oil 
and tourismó. This migration soon turned Istanbul  into òthe city with the largest Kurdish 
populationó, for example. 
 
Although , in reality, the Kurdish struggle for self -rule was initiated by òtraditional ruling 
elites and the emerging bourgeoisieó of Kurdish territori es, who sought òto achieve political 
and economic parity with the ruling elites of the dominant ethnic groupsó, it also took on 
traditional bourgeois nationalist features. For example, nationalist leaders sought to attract 
the support of Kurdish citizens b y promising them the rights that were being denied to them 
by the oppressive regimes ruling over them. Essentially, therefore, a òdemocratic dimension 
to the Kurdish nationalist partiesó was introduced almost òby defaultó, asserts Matin. 
 
The democratic rhetoric of the nationalists initially helped them to form a ònexus with the 
nation-wide leftist movementsó but, with òthe emergence of the indigenous Kurdish 
socialist and communist forces from early 1970s onwardsé, the shallowness of these 
democratic pretences [soon became] evidentó. As a result of its diminishing power and 
influence, the KDP in particular grew closer to the government of the USA. Another reason 
for this alliance, however, was the fact that regional òsecular-nationalist and leftist forcesé 
traditionally shied away from the Kurdish questionó, subordinating it òto democratic or 
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anti-imperialist strugglesó. Secular nationalist rivals, for example, often adopted an òultra-
nationalist discourseó, which òechoed their respective central governmentsõ accusations of 
[Kurdish] separatism and subservience to foreign powersó (pretexts which were used to 
brutally suppress Kurdish nationalist movements ). In other words, rather than having a 
moderating impact on Kurdish nationalists, quasi -left-wing forces in the region instead 
pushed them into the arms of the USA (and Israel). 
 
According to Matin , the òdisappointing legacyó of the regionõs left-wingers òled many 
Kurds to view the secular and leftist trends withé distrust and suspicionó, and 
subsequently òplayed into the hands of the reactionary Kurdish nationalist forcesó, who 
exploited òthe opportunities offered by international and regional geopolitical rivalries 
rather than the power and agency of the masses of Kurdish peopleó. With the collapse of 
the USSR, Matin insists, the òlast vestiges of social-democracy were unceremoniously 
removed from the Kurdish nationalist discourse and an outright authoritarian tribal -
nationalism has since become their modus operandi concealed under a liberal discursive 
veneeró.225 For Missouri State University Professor David Romano, t he PUK (supposedly a 
social democratic alternative to the KDP), actually òcame in practice and behaviouré to 
resemble the KDP so much that the average Kurds were often unable to specify a single 
policy or ideological disagreement between the twoó.226 Therefore, in the KDP-controlled 
north and the PUK-controlled south  of Iraqi Kurdistan , the differences in political stances 
remained minimal.  
 
For Matin, the òKurdish peopleõs struggle for citizenship and human rights is not 
reducible to the narrow and practically reactionary policies of Kurdish nationalist 
partiesó. The latter have, òthanks to the aforementioned wider socio-historical and political 
circumstancesó, been òable to rally a significant section of the Kurdish people around their 
myopic political strategyó, but in reality the interests of the people do not lie with 
nationalist elites . It is therefore an urgent task, Matin argues, for òArab, Iranian and Turkish 
leftistsó, along with òwestern radical-democratic and socialist forcesó, to support left-wing 
Kurdish groups òand strengthen their position within the Kurdish societyó, in order to 
òdisarm the reactionary Kurdish nationalism of its most potent political sloganó ð that of 
Kurdish autonomy. By assuring Kurds òof their unequivocal support for a fundamental, just 
and permanent solution to their national oppression in the form of the right of self -
determinationó, the international Left can encourage them to òdisengage from the 
[nationalist -backed] American strategy in the regionó. It can also encourage them to òbind 
their political future in solidarity with, and not isolation from, the broader struggles for 
democracy and social justiceó in the region which, according to Matin, òcannoté be 
delivere d by American neo -imperialistsó. 
 
Matin argues that the Left must clarify to Kurds that, if the form of Kurdish political 
autonomy espoused by nationalists is achieved, the òeconomic conditions of an 
overwhelming majority of the Kurdish people will deterio rate much furtheró. Under 
nationalists like the KDP, he says, Kurdish regions will be turned into ògeo-political 
springboards for the US and Israel in their war against Iran and Syriaó, which will in turn 
òeliminate any possibility for economic interaction with these countriesó and condemn the 
majority of Kurds to òfurther economic hardshipó. Only Iraqi Kurdistan could survive 
under this model, he says, thanks to its significant oil resources, while elsewhere the lack of 
decent economic infrastructure would  force Kurds to survive on the òinsecure geo-political 
rents its ruling nationalist parties [would] be obtaining from the USó. 
 
As a hopeful note, Matin speaks of how, in 2008, he saw in Iraqi and Iranian Kurdistan an 
increasing focus on bringing òsocio-economic issuesé to the foreó so that they òdominate 
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the political agendaó. Kurdish workers , he says, have demonstrated their frustration òwith 
the deepening class-divisions, socio-economic inequality, arbitrary rule and wide -spread 
corruptionó, especially in Iraqi Kurdistan . òWorkers and studentsõ protests in Arbil, 
Suleimaniyeh, Halabja and Kalaró, meanwhile, òdemonstrate the seriousness of the 
situationó, he insists. While t he Left òfaces a difficult taskó, he argues, it also has òa real 
opportuni ty to challenge the Kurdish authoritarian nationalism [of the KDP] and deal the 
American Middle -East strategy a severe blowó.227 As will be seen from Chapter Nine 
onwards, the progressive Kurdish movements in both Turkey and Syria have been taking 
this oppor tunity more and more in recent years, and have thus been increasing the 
possibility of an effective challenge to both imperialism and nationalism in the Middle East.  
 

Conclusion  
 
In this chapter, I have shown how Kurdish nationalism , led primarily by triba l leaders from 
the Barzani clan, dominated Kurdish politics for much of the twentieth century. Through a 
number of pragmatic alliances, the Barzanis managed to make progress towards autonomy 
in Iraq and, therefore, achieve what had not been achieved in Kurdish communities 
elsewhere. However, they had no firm political ideology, and their main aim seemed to be 
ensuring their own personal economic interests and their own role  as supposed leaders of 
Kurdish society. Any concessions or promises made to Kurdish workers were simply 
intended to guarantee support for the KDP elite (just as occurred under the bourgeois 
nationalist regimes referred to in Chapters Two and Three). With the rise of the PKK in the 
1980s, however, the Barzanis had a challenger for the hearts and minds of the Kurdish 
public. Although the PKK initially followed a more authoritarian Marxist model, it 
nonetheless sought profound socio -economic reforms based on socialist principles, rather 
than nationalist concessions. With the changes in the party in the new century, meanwhile, a 
more libertarian socialist ideology would make the PKK and its allies in the region even 
more popular in Kurdish communities  and more convincing as a force for peace, justice, and 
democracy. I will focus more on this progressive Kurdish movement between Chapters Nine  
and Twelve. 
 
In Iraq, òan autonomous Kurdish area is a realityó, and the best way for the Iraqi central 
government to deal with this phenomenon is to discuss a òdeal to share oil and gas revenueó 
equally between Kurds and Arabs in the country. Iran, meanwhile, was yet further away 
from finding òa peaceful resolution of long-standing grievancesó with its own Kurdish 
population  in the early twenty -first century , especially with  issues like òsanctions and 
threats of waró at the top of its agenda. At the same time, insufficient steps towards 
inclusion in Turkey and Syria have led to increasing steps towards grassroots autonomy in 
Kurdish communities. Essentially, analysis of the ôKurdish Questionõ makes it very clear 
that, without òrecognition and autonomyó for Kurds and their culture , all countries with 
significant Kurdish populations (Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and Syria) will all be destined to face 
continuing òwar and instabilityó, either as a result of resistance from reactionary Kurdish 
nationalists or revolutionary Kurdish socialists.228 As the resistance of the latter could be 
seen as a beacon of hope for both the Middle East and the wider world, I will examine it in 
much greater depth in Part Three of this book. 
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Part Two : Imperialism and Islamism  
 

5) Imperialism and the Islamist Cold War between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran  

 
Throughout my investigations, I have found that there are four main types of imperialist 
operations abroad. The first type includes the explicit and unashamed funding of groups 
that consistently represent the interests of imperialism and are more of less ôrespectableõ 
forces in the eyes of the international community (such as so-called ôdemocraticõ capitalist 
movements which claim to respect human rights and freedoms). The second type involves 
the secretive funding of anti -democratic groups which protect the interests of imperialism , 
but which also commit crimes against humanity (like  Saudi Arabia, Israel, or the Contras in 
Central America during the Cold War). The third type comprises of the clandestine backing 
of groups that will fight for the interests of imperialism in the short term, but which in 
reality have independent goals (i.e. Iraqi Baõathists in the 1960s and Deobandi/Wahhabi  
jihadists in Afghanistan in the 1980s). The fourth type, meanwhile, consists of giving secret 
support to (or being complicit in) the actions of groups which , in the short term, are fighting 
against a stronger or larger force that is opposed by imperialism but that, in the long term, 
represent a threat to imperialist interests (such as left-wing forces like the Kurdish PJAK in 
Iran). 
 
The type of operation chosen at any given moment depends on the respective geopolitical 
situations in play, and the  imperialist priorities at specific points in time. In my opinion, the 
likelihood of these different operations is graded, with the first type being a preference and 
the final  type being a last resort. In the Middle East, ôdemocraticõ capitalist movements are 
few and far between, primarily because of the immense damage that capitalism has caused 
in the region, and the authoritarian means that are therefore necessary to ensure the system 
is preserved. Israeli political parties would perhaps fall into this gr oup if it wasnõt for their  
general support of continued colonial repression of Palestinians (which essentially places 
them in the second group). Because of the difficulty that ôdemocraticõ capitalist organisations 
face in the region, the majority of US all ies there are actually regimes which consistently 
commit abuses against the human rights and freedoms of their citizens. Their crimes (and 
US support for them), however, are mostly hidden from the mainstream press in the West, 
as media moguls no doubt supp ort the measures as necessary in order to ensure that 
independent anti -imperialist regimes do not spring up in the Muslim World . Egypt, Qatar, 
Jordan, Bahrain, and other Gulf States are good examples of nations which have repressive 
pro-Western regimes, and thus conform to the second type of imperialist operations abroad . 
 
As seen in the Third Chapter of this essay and, to a lesser extent, in the Fourth, the third type 
of imperialist operation occurred at a number of points in the twentieth century, leading  to 
the backing of Islamist groups , anti-Soviet/anti -Nasserite nationalists, and Kurdish 
nationalists. While the former arguably turned out to be the most reactionary  force that the 
USA had supported, the latter was perhaps the least reactionary, though each group was 
definitely more committed to achieving its own goals than serving US imperialism. The 
fourth type of intervention , meanwhile, is very un common, but will be considered towards 
the end of this chapter. Far from being the ideal choice of imperialist elites, the type of 
organisation supported in this kind of operation  is generally a ôprogressiveõ force ð but one 
that is fighting in the short term against a larger enemy of imperialism. We could speak here 
of the USAõs d®tente with China in the early 1970s, for example, in which the imperialist 
power sought to create an unlikely alliance against the USSR. However, temporary 
cooperation with non -state progressive groups has also occurred, like with the PJAK in Iran 
or, to a certain extent, with Syrian Kurdish forces under assault from ISIS. In the latter case, 
however, the limited support given would have more of a propaganda role for the USA, as 
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the superpower could not be seen to allow jihadists to capture territory on the border of a 
NATO ally in full view of the worldõs media. [More on these events will be discussed in 
Chapter Twelve.] 
 
In this chapter, meanwhile , I will focus on the Westõs support for repressive monarchies and 
dictatorships in the Middle E ast, and how this strategy helped to create the reactionary and 
anti-imperialist  Shia Islamist movement which eventually took control of the Iranian 
Revolution after 1979. I will also evaluate the role that Zionist crimes in the Middle East 
played in spark ing the growth of militant Shia Islamist movements like Hezbollah (which 
were mostly backed by nominally ôanti-imperialistõ states such as Iran). Perhaps most 
importantly , however, I will explore the role that Saudi Arabia  (as a strongly anti -Shia state) 
increasingly played in the radicalisation (or Wahhabisation) of sections of the Muslim World 
from the late seventies onwards (especially in Afghanistan and Pakistan). 
 

A) The Historical Dynamics of Western Imperialism and Islam  
 
Stanford University Professor Jane Collier asserts that, with Islamic extremism seemingly 
coming to òreplace communism as the principal perceived threató to the West, it is 
important to òanalyze the historical processesó that have seen Islamic law and Western law 
come into conflict. A lack of such analysis, she argues, will òcontribute to media stereotypes 
of Islamic law as regressive and feudal and of Islamic political activists as religious fanaticsó. 
According to Columbia University Professor Edward Said, she says, it is important to 
understand the òshared historyó of òWestern imperialist powers and the places they 
colonized and dominatedó in order to òcounteract the divisive and destructive forces of 
contemporary movements to rediscover òessentialó cultural valuesó. 
 
An ôIntertwinedõ History 
 
While condemning  Westerners for òmisunderstanding the role of imperial conquests in 
shaping their cultureó, Said also criticises òdictatorial leaders of successful national 
liberation movements for putting national security above the goals of human liberation and 
democratic participationó. Essentially, he believes that Western imperialism, movements 
like Baõathism, and regimes like that of the Iranian Revolution all deserve a share in the 
blame for injustices in the Middle East. An analysis of history without its imperialist context, 
he insists, fuels òdangerous stereotypes of Western law as dynamic (whether progressive or 
decadent) and Islamic law as conservative (whether pure or backward)ó. The reality, he 
stresses, is more nuanced. 
 
For Said, Islamic law is òa complex, multi-stranded set of ideas and practices that Islamic 
peoples molded and modified as they resisted and accommodated Euro-American 
imperialist venturesó. The spread of capitalism òover the past two centuriesó had a 
profound impact on òmodern Islamic legal systemsó, he argues, with modern Western law 
being put forward as the òpinnacle of human achievementó. Those living under alternate 
systems, meanwhile, were perceived in the West (and within pro -Western circles) as òslaves 
to despots, custom, or biologyó. With the fading of the Ottoman Empire, Muslim societies 
gradually fell under the influence of West ern powers which òwere eager to provide òlaw 
and orderó for those deemed to lack these benefitsó. There were indeed territories that 
managed to maintain their independence from the West, but òWestern imperial powers had, 
and continue to have, the control over communication technologies and the military might 
to define [their] legal system as the goal of human developmentó. 
 
Collier speaks of how have been òthree moments in the recent intertwined histories of 
Islamic and Christian peoples, a first moment before European imperialism, a second 
moment of imperialism and the development of resistances to ité, and a thirdé moment of 
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ethnic or essentialist revivaló. In the second, she says, there were òstruggles among and 
within imperializing powers, modernizing el ites, and traditionalists who often defined 
modernizers as sell-outs and hereticsó. Meanwhile, colonial powers  òrequired [colonized 
societies] to become readable, like a bookó, and therefore sought to portray previous 
institutions as òbackward and disorderlyó. The outcome of these struggles, Collier argues, 
helps us to understand the third moment.  
 
Clearly, such all-out attacks on deep-rooted beliefs were bound to cause reaction, and that is 
precisely what  happened. In Turkey, for example, where òsecularizing and Islamicizing 
elites [had] been contesting state power for more than a centuryó, there were òalmost no 
traces of Islamic legal structures and little interest in pursuing Islamic solutions to conflictsó 
in the 1960s. By the late 1980s, however, òincreasing numbers of Turks believed it was 
impossible to be both a good Muslim and a good citizen of the secular Turkish stateó, 
demonstrating a resurgence of Islamic thought in the wake of decades of pro-Western rule. 
 
Ottoman Westernisation  
 
In reality, Collier insists, òIslamic and Christian politiesó have a òlong history of opposition 
to and borrowing from one anotheró, with Renaissance Europeans, for instance, borrowing 
òscientific ideas, statecraft, and military strategies from imperialist Islamic statesó. Ottoman 
rulers, in turn, òborrowed from imperialist European republicsó, with the military leading a 
òrevolution from aboveó in the early nineteenth century in an attempt to òstrengthen the 
Ottoman Empire against its Western European and Russian enemies without and to obtain 
Western arms and help for conquering rebellious groups withinó. Exploiting gaps in sharia 
law, meanwhile, Ottoman bureaucrats òfounded technical military schools, instituted 
military conscription, replaced tax farming with fixed taxes , paid salaries to officials to 
discourage corruption, sent students to France to learn European languages, and (under 
pressure from European imperialists) established secular commercial courtsó. 
 
At first, the Ottoman modernisers òavoided direct challenges to Islamic power holders by 
setting up alternatives to Islamic schools and courts rather than replacing themó, but 
Europeans subsequently pressurised them into establishing in 1858 òa criminal code based 
on the Napoleonic code of 1810ó, which òabolished Islamic punishments, treated all citizens 
of the Empire as equal regardless of ethnicity or religion, and allowed appeal to higher 
courtsó. Further reforms came in 1876, meanwhile, when a new constitution was introduced 
which was òmodeled on the Belgian Constitution of 1831, establishing a constitutional 
monarchy with an elected chamber of deputiesó. The Ottoman transition to Western 
liberalism was now in full swing.  
 
Reaction came two years later, though, when the sultan was pushed by Islamic leaders to 
suspend the constitution and close parliament, forcing many ôreformersõ to flee to Europe. 
Whilst there, they were influenced by the concept of nationhood  and adopted 
òincreasingly nationalist rhetoricó, creating òthe idea of a Turkish people and a Turkish 
nation, in contrast to the idea of a multiethnic, hierarchical, Islamic empire  ruled by a 
sultan who combined secular and religious officesó. Having gradually made their way back 
into power in the early twentieth century,  the more liberal of these reformers followed 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in his search to establish  a Turkish nation , an objective they would 
achieve in 1923. Their new, secular state subsequently òcurbed the power of Islamic leaders, 
required children to attend secular schools, strengthened the system of secular courts, put 
Islamic courts under the Ministry of Justice, adopted a Roman script for Turkish, advocated 
Western dress, and gave women the vote in 1930ó. 
 
The new Turkish leaders had effectively led a significant and abrupt (if not arguably 
ôprogressiveõ) attack on the Islamic culture of the region, which would gradually alienate the 
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population from its government. In fact, Collier suggests that there was òa misfit between 
the legal systemó (imported from the West by budding nationalists) and òthe values of the 
local populationó.229 For her, the increasing power of Islamist groups in Turkey since the 
1970s is a good example of this division, demonstrating  also how Atat¿rkõs bourgeois 
democracy (in which òall peopleé have certain freedomsó, like the power to vote now and 
again, but in which the government òfundamentally represents the interestsé of the 
bourgeois classó rather than the working population230) increasingly òencouraged the 
development of political parties seeking the Islamic voteó. In the following decades , these 
essentially reactionary groups would challenge  their òsecular rulersó more and more, and 
todayõs AKP government (which will be analysed in greater detail in Chapter Nine) is, in 
many ways, a culmination of their struggle .231 
 
What is Sharia h Law? 
 
In 2013, Omar Sacirbey at The Huffington Post described ôShariahõ as a broad term, 
òencompassing both a personal moral code and religious lawó, which is rooted in both t he 
Quran (ôthe word of Godõ) and the òSunnahó (ôthe word of the Prophet Muhammadõ). While 
the latter are considered to be ôdivineõ or ôunchangeableõ, the interpretation of Shariah, 
Sacirbey says, is a dynamic process (known as ôfiqhõ or ôIslamic jurisprudenceõ). The fact that 
Islamic law  consists of both Shariah and fiqh, therefore, means that its nature can change 
fairly significantly depending on who is undertaking the ôinterpretationõ. Shariah alone, 
Sacirbey insists, is not simply òa legal systemó, and in fact òcovers personal and collective 
spheres of daily lifeó, containing òthree components ð belief, character, and actionsó. Here, 
he stresses that òonly a small portion of the òactionó component relates to lawó, with òonly 
about 80 of the Quranõs 6,236 versesó referring specifically to òlegal injunctionsó. 
 
Sacirbey explains how, according to Shariah, òactions relating to God (as well as belief and 
character) are between an individual and Godó, and only a certain number of actions (those 
òrelating to other humansé such as marriage, crime, and businessó) can actually be 
òregulated by the stateó. Due to the rule of authoritarian political regimes, however, and 
their corruption of Shariah for their own purposes, òsome Muslim -majorit y countriesó have 
also òcriminalized violations of the belief, character, and action components of Shariahó 
(which should not involve the state) . 
 
Within two or three centuries of Muhammadõs revelations, Sacirbey affirms, Shariah had 
been òsystematizedó, and its òcore componentsé had been exhaustively debatedé by the 
end of the 10th centuryó. Nonetheless, òchanges in Islamic societyó have periodically seen 
scholars òlook at Shariah anew, with new interpretations expressed in fatwas (religious 
edicts) and legal opinionsó. Their interpretations would òdivide human behavior into five 
categories: obligatory, recommended, neutral, discouraged, and forbiddenó. 
 
According to Professor Jan Michiel Otto of the Leiden University Law School , the legal 
systems of Muslim countries could be divided in the early twenty -first century into òthree 
categories: classical Shariah systems, secular systems, and mixed systemsó. The former, he 
explains, give Shariah òofficial status or a high degree of influence on the legal systemó, 
allowing it to issue verdicts on òpersonal beliefs, including penalties for apostasy, 
blasphemy, and not prayingó. The latter, meanwhile, are òthe most common in Muslim -
majority countriesó, he says, with Shariah generally only covering  òfamily law ó, leaving  
òeverything elseó to secular courts. Finally, secular systems (in place in a number of African 
countries and former Soviet countries) see Shariah play absolutely no role. Apart from in 
states based totally on Shariah, therefore, many Muslim nations follow (to varying extents) 
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the scholarly opinion that òtrue Islamic belief cannot be coerced by the state, and therefore 
belief in Shariah should only come from the individual and not be codified by the state ó. 
 
The harsh elements of Shariah often mentioned by critics, Sacirbey argues, òhave been taken 
out of context, abrogated, or require a near-impossible level of evidence to be carried outó. 
For example, he speaks of how, in order to convict a person of adultery, òthere must be four 
witnesses to the act, which is rareó. At the same time, someone who steals may indeed have 
their hands amputated, but ònot if the thief has repentedó. According to some Shariah 
scholars, meanwhile, corporal punishment òcan only be instituted in a society of high moral 
standards [i.e. of decent education] and where everyoneõs needs are met (thereby obviating 
the urge to steal or commit other crimes). In other words, such sentences could only be 
implemented in a place where social justice and equality are present. Nonetheless, both the 
oppressive Saudi Arabian dictatorship and the reactionary regime of Iran ignore this 
attitude, and frequently subject their citizens to corporal punishment. 232 [More on both of 
these countries will be seen later in this chapter.] 
 
A Fight between ôTraditionõ and ôModernityõ 

 
In Upper Yemen, which fell under Ottoman rule after 1872, there had long been a debate 
between òtwo schools of shari`a jurisprudenceó. Ottoman reforms, however, transformed 
this discussion into òone between òtraditionó and òmodernityóó, or between òIslamic 
theocracy and Western secularismó. The subsequent attempt at officially codifying S hariah 
soon turned it òfrom Godõs plan for the Muslim communityé to a cumbersome and obscure 
source of lawó. Theocratic rule would eventually be restored in 1919, but many Ottoman 
òinnovationsó would remain. Islamic punishments were reinstituted  and Ottoman schools 
were closed, but instruction in mosques was now transformed by the Imams (religious 
leaders) òproviding salaries for teachers, sending teachers out to rural districts, and 
organizing students into graded classes based on passing examinationsó. 
 
In 1962, the ômodernisingõ elites who took power again sought to ensure that Shariah was 
simply òone source of Yemeni law among othersó. Thirteen years later, this principle would 
be enshrined in legislation , which said that Shariah would appear òin the form of modern 
codified laws appropriate to the spirit of the age and its requirementsó. In other words, 
Yemeni law had transformed fr om òan imagined hierarchy established by God, in which it 
was the duty of the educated to guide the ignorantó, into òan imagined nation of equal 
citizens, each of whom [had] the duty to know and obey the lawó. Whilst moving towards 
further legal secularisation, the government had skipped over the scholarly belief that 
Shariah could only be implemented in a just and equal society. The official rulers of the 
country may have changed, along with the legal system guiding their citizens, but society 
had not. And such was the pattern throughout the Muslim World, with the regimes of many 
countries adjusting regulations from above whilst leaving deep -rooted socio-political 
problems untouched. In the fight between ôtraditionõ and ômodernityõ, they had effectively 
arrived at a fusion of both which, in reality, changed very little on the ground.  
 
ôAll Cultures Are Involved in One Anotherõ 
 
For Edward Said, it was the interaction of òEuro-American imperialism ó with the Muslim 
World that helped to spread òstatic notions of cultural identityó there. As a result, he insists, 
they òmay not have invented the idea òthat there is an ôusõ and a ôthemõé, but they 

propagated itó. Emphasising societal differences thus rapidly òbecame a hallmark of [both] 
imperialist culture s [and the cultures] of those resisting imperialismó. While Said asserts that 
òno one can deny the persisting continuities of long traditions, sustained habitations, 
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national languages, and cultural geographiesó, he underlines that there is essentially òno 
reason except fear and prejudice to keep insisting on their separation and distinctivenessó 
as Western imperialists did.  For the survival of the human race, he argues, it is essential that 
we recognise and focus on what unites people from different parts  of the planet rather than 
what divides us. òBecause of empireó, he stresses, òall cultures are involved in one anotheró 
and ònone is single and pureó. For him, òall are hybridó. 
 
According to Said, Euro-American achievements in the last two centuries have fostered a 
òsense of superiorityó, leading some in the West to see òdemocratic aspirations as derivative 
of Western modelsó. Although imperialism has undoubtedly  left its mark on the world, he 
admits, such self-obsessed viewpoints òmiss not only the inventiveness of non-Western 
peoples but also their contributions to world cultureó. Only òby exploring our intertwined 
historiesó, he insists, òcan we hope to counteract the destructive power of essentialist 
thinking that pits òusó against òthemóó (and insists that different ethnic groups have 
innately distinct natures).  
 
Political scientist Timothy Mitchell, meanwhile, follows on from Said, arguing that the 
creation of an identity different from that of dominating powers is ultimately beneficial to 
(self-interested nationalist) movements seeking self-government. While i n the eighteenth 
century, for example, European liberals sought to ògovern themselves rather than submit to 
divinely ordained kingsó (largely ignoring  cultural differences  in the process), Napoleonõs 
demonstration of a dictatorial alternative to monarchies  the following century saw  liberals 
stress their òcultural and racial distinctivenessó, in an attempt to òdemand self-government 
from both kings and Napoleonsó (though for themselves and not for ordinary citizens) . 
Mitchell asserts that this logic  òcontinues to inform national liberation movementsó today, 
emphasising that òthe more clear-cut the distinction between òusó and òthem,ó the easier it 
is for political leaders to argue that we cannot allow them to participate in determining the 
rules that govern usó. In other words, the more differences rather than similarities are 
emphasised, the harder it is to coexist and cooperate (as the world has seen with Zionism, 
Nazism, Arab nationalism, an d even Kurdish nationalism).  
 
In the late twentieth century, the arrogant triumphalism of capitalist powers after the Cold 
War led them to argue that anyone not submitting to their socio -economic and political 
systems was backwards. By subsequently rejecting meaningful democratic pluralism and 
asserting the dominance of the capitalist order, they did precisely what national liberation 
movements often did ð insisting on their own superior nature and inevitably creating 
conflict with those they claimed to be ôinferiorõ. In reality , meanwhile, development 
appeared òincreasingly illusiveó in formerly colonised nations, even in spite of their 
implementation of Western -backed neoliberal capitalist measures (such as reducing trade 
restrictions and regulations, cutt ing government spending, and privatising state assets). The 
subsequent increase in popular opposition to both private and state capitalism has seen 
political leaders who òaspire to operate the machinery of governmentó portray themselves 
as proponents of a ôthird path õ. In the Muslim World, such figures have adopted Islamist 
rhetoric, promising  to òrestore [the] illustrious heritageó of the region in order to mobilise  
political support.  
 
Applying Religious Principles in the Political Sphere  
 
For many centuri es of Ottoman rule, Islamic schools and courts were not particularly 
religious institutions. Only w hen reformers set up secular alternatives did these places really 
become òrealms where future generations could look to find their supposedly authentic 
traditionsó. While in the past they focussed on òadvocating religious values in opposition to 
reason or scienceó, they are now òengaged in dynamic and ongoing discussions among 
scholars and politicians over how to use reason and science in the task of applying the 
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shari`aó to modern life. This shift was necessitated in part by the establishment òof 
parliamentary governments over d ivinely ordained kingsó in the West, which transformed 
the theological and philosophical conflict between Christianity and Islam  into a òcultural 
opposition between types of religion: those that recognize the separation of church and state 
and those that do notó. In the nineteenth century, there were even anti-religious debates in 
Britain and the USA about the òrole of religious and moral values in political lifeó, resulting 
from the òalliance between Methodism and the developing working classó which had been 
forged, along with the increasingly apparent òamoral character of unfettered capitalist 
developmentó. In such a context, it was very much in the interest of capitalist elit es to ensure 
the separation of church and state. 

 
At the same time, it was also in the interest of Western colonial powers to portray Islamic 
rulers as òdespotsó, their punishments as òbarbaricó, and their Shariah courts as òirrationaló. 
Such views could clearly help elites in the West to òsimultaneously muster public support 
for their  wars abroad and discredit their enemies at homeó (who were influenced in large 
part by their own religious principles). An example of this strategy is how Britain claimed it 
was on the side of women in India and the Muslim World in order to question and 
undermine the power of the men  in government in these places. British elites constructed 
false òunderstandings of Western womenõs libertiesó, comparing òòoppressedó Islamic 
women and òfreeó Western ones during the nineteenth centuryó, just as òindustrialization 
was transforming adult women from productive members of family enterprises into 
economic dependents of wage-earning husbandsó.  
 
Essentially, capitalism was transforming the role of women in Western society (in generally 
negative ways), and condemnation of the treatment of women abroad was a simply a tool 
used by ruling elites  to convince Western women that the changes they were experiencing 
were for their own good. In other words, images of òoppressed Islamic women, who could 
neither marry for love nor develop intimate relations with polygamous husbandsó, no doubt 
òplayed a crucial role in constructing images of Western women as consenting to their 
disempowerment within increasingly pri vatized and confining homesó (in which marriages 
òwere increasingly difficult to distinguish from prostitution as the devaluation of womenõs 
work left women only òloveó to offer in return for the money they and their children needed 
to surviveó). 
 
Fundamentally, Collier argues, the demonization or misunderstanding of th e ethnic, 
cultural, or religious ôotherõ hinders both coexistence and cooperation between humans. 
Summarising the role of Islam in human society, she emphasises the imaginative reworking 
of the òrich cultural heritagesó of Islamic territories amid the onslaught of Western 
imperialism. Having òselectively borrowed Western ideasó in an attempt to òretain control 
over their persons and propertiesó, she says, they effectively created new concepts. 
Nonetheless, she stresses, this process inevitably raised concerns with in religious 
communities, and had an impact on the growth of  violent  quasi-Islamic fundamentalism. 
Such ideologies have indeed emerged, she says, òas the antithesisé of Western reason and 
democracyó, but only because òWestern imperialists and resisting Islamic peoplesé have 
constructed it that wayó.233 
 
In other words, just as the West hypocritically portrayed Islamic cultures to be backwards 
and anti-democratic, resisting inhabitants of the Muslim World ( whether Arab nationalists 
and Islamists) have sought to portray Western politics and philosophies as the forces 
responsible for destruction, division, and injustice in their communities. With the ôus and 
themõ dynamic long since established, it has simply been difficult to break out of the cycle 
and realise that there are universal dynamics (both local and international) that have 
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prevented societies in the region from advancing towards a functioning system of justice . As 
such, neither imperialism, n ationalism, nor Islamism are realistic solutions to th e injustices 
suffered by citizens in Muslim nations. As stressed previously in this section and in this 
book, only non -sectarian self-government  (focussed on direct democracy, social justice, and 
cooperation) can truly give Muslims (and people throughout t he world) a chance to escape 
from the endless cycle of violence, oppression, and exploitation perpetuated by hierarchical 
regimes (whether religious or secular). In the remaining sections of this chapter, I will show 
why fundamentalist religious administra tions took over in a number of Islamic nations in 
the twentieth century, and why they are essentially negative forces in the region.  
 

B) Saudi Arabia, Western Allies, and Religious Chauvinism  
 
As seen in Chapter One, Saudi Arabia became one of Westõs biggest Middle Eastern allies 
fairly early on in the twentieth century . After the Second World War, however, the 
oppressive Saudi regime was soon turned into a bulwark of Western anti -communist 
interests, and a key force for counterrevolution in the Muslim World. As the region was 
òamong the most important Third World regions for Soviet foreign policy and national 
securityó, partly because of its òshared boundariesó with Muslim nations (like Iran and 
Turkey), the USSR increasingly found itself challenging the USA for influence in the oil -rich 
region. Additionally, a  number of the òethnic, religious, and language groupsó present in 
the area were also òrepresented on the Soviet side of the borderó, so there was an extra 
incentive to create a positive relationship with Muslim neighbours.  
 
Above all , however, the òoil resources and shipping lanesó in the Middle East òwere of 
significant interestó to the USSR, and the òmain Soviet goaló after World War Two was thus 
to òminimize the influence of the United Statesó in the region. At the same time, this was 
also the policy of the USA, whose primary objective was to reduce Soviet influence in 
Muslim nations whilst expanding its own.  In the second half of the twentieth  century, the 
Soviet Union would give òlarge-scale support to a group of radical Arab statesó, in the hope 
of ousting òall vestiges of Western influence in the regionó. In contrast, the United States 
would support reactionary forces and repressive regimes in the region, hoping to prevent 
the implementation of progressive measures inspired by the USSR. In this section of the 
chapter, I will look at how the USAõs alliance with Saudi Arabia in particular played a 
significant role in winning the Cold War with t he Soviet Union, and how it has also fuelled 
the rapid growth of an extremely discriminatory form of Islam in a number of Sunni Muslim 
communities.  
 

I) The Duality of the Saudi Dictatorship  
 
Former MI6 agent Alastair Crooke said in late August 2014 that Saudi Arabia's 
òambivalenceó to the threat of ISIS jihadism in the region was a sign that the countryõs 
òruling elite [was] divided ó. While some applaud ed the jihadists for òfighting Iranian Sh iite 
òfireó with Sunni òfireóó and seeking to create a ònew Sunni stateó inspired by a òstrict 
Salafist ideologyó, others were òmore fearfuló that ISIS could spark a revolt (like that of the 
Ikhwan (the religious militia of Wahhabism) in the late 1920s ), having brought òaspects of 
Saudi Arabiaõs direction and discourseó into question . The fact is, Crooke insists, that there 
is an òinherent (and persisting) duality  that lies at the core of the Kingdomõs doctrinal 
makeup and its historical originsó. 
 
As I outlined in Chapter One, one òdominant strand to the Saudi identityó is Wahhabism (a 
òradical, exclusionist puritanismó that the House of Saud adopted in order to propel itself 
into power ). A òsecond strandó, however, has its roots in òKing Abd-al Azizõsé shift 
towards statehood in the 1920só, which was characterised by òhis curbing of Ikhwani 
violenceó in an attempt to consolidate Saudi Arabiaõs òdiplomatic standing as a nation-state 
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with Britain and Americaó. By making this pragmatic move (which was uncharacteristic of 
the traditionally dogmatic Wahhabism), and institutionalising the òoriginal Wahhabist 
impulseó, the Saudi political elites eventually managed to capitalise on the òopportunely 
surging petrodollaró in the 1970s. 
 
The new oil income the regime gained during the Cold War, Crooke argues, helped it to 
òchannel the volatile Ikhwani current away from home towards exportó. By focussing on 
òdiffusing a cultural revolutionó abroad, òrather than violent revolutionó, it sought to 
indoctrinate people in  Wahhabism (and thus appease the ideological establishment of Saudi 
Arabia) whilst  avoiding open acts of discriminatory violence itself (which could put its 
important alliance with the West at risk) . Although the former was much more acceptable 
for Western regimes, the so-called òcultural revolutionó was far from being òdocile 
reformismó, Crooke says. In reality, he stresses, it was a òcall to purge Islam of all its 
heresies and idolatriesó, driven by òAbd al-Wahhabõs Jacobin-like hatred foré putrescence 
and deviationismó. 
 
What is Wahhabism/Salafism?  

 
To understand Saudi Arabia, therefore, we must understand Wahhab, and how he saw the 
decadent òEgyptian and Ottoman nobilityó as òimposters masquerading as Muslimsó. 
Whilst responding to unjust conditions, how ever, he did so in a very reactionary and hateful 
manner. Criticising the Bedouin Arabs around him for  their òhonoring of saintsó and 
òerecting of tombstonesó (calling them  òbidaó (or òforbidden by Godó)), he harked back to 
the òperiod of the Prophet Muhammadõs stay in Medinaó as òthe ideal of Muslim societyó, 
which òall Muslims should aspire to emulateó. While in themselves these viewpoints could 
simply be seen as traditionalism or conservatism, the way in which Wahhab sought to 
spread his philosophy is what gave it a much more sinister character.  
 
Inspired by medieval Sunni Islamic philosopher Ibn Taymiyyah  (who had argued , in 
response to the Mongol invasion of the Middle East , that Muslims had an obligation to wage 
jihad on (or resistance against) the un-Islamic invaders), Wahhab claimed that war should be 
declared on òShiõism, Sufism and Greek philosophyó, and that the idolatry of Prophet 
Muhammad should be vehemently opposed.  For him, òany doubt or hesitationó towards his 
school of Islamic thought should  òdeprive a man of immunity of his property and his lifeó. 
In other words, his dogma sought to prohibit (through violence) freedom of ôbelief, 
character, and actionõ (the majority of which was, according to Shariah law, a matter of 
concern only for t he individual and God) . 
 
òOne of the main tenetsó of Wahhabism, Crooke says, is the òidea of takfir ó, which is the 
ability to òdeem fellow Muslims infidels ó. As a result of this practice, anyone who 
encroached òon the sovereignty of the absolute Authorityó (i.e. the monarch representing 
God on earth), òhonored the dead, saints, or angelsó, or òdetracted from the complete 
subservience towards Godó could legitimately, in the words of Wahhab, òbe killed, their 

wives and daughters violated, and their possessions confiscatedó. In short, he òdemanded 
conformityó, and encouraged the murder of those Muslims not pledging òtheir allegiance to 
a single Muslim leaderó, such as òShiite, Sufis, and other Muslim denominationsó. 
According to Crooke, there is ònothing here that separates Wahhabism from ISISó. The òriftó 
between the two, he says, òwould emerge only lateró on, with the institutionalisation of 
Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia  (and the perceived complicity of Wahhabi religious leaders 
with the countryõs corrup t political elites) . 
 
Upon t he creation of the nation state of Saudi Arabia, the monarchy sought to turn  
Wahhabõs three pillars of òOne Ruler, One Authority, One Mosqueó into law, determining 
the former as the Saudi King, the second as òthe absolute authority of official Wahhabismó, 
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and the latter as Wahhabismõs òcontrol of òthe wordó (i.e. the mosque)ó. Groups like ISIS, 
asserts Crooke, which conform òin all other respectsó to Wahhabism, differ from the Saudi 
regime because they deny the aforementioned pil lars. Consequently, such jihadist 
organisations actually pose òa deep threat to Saudi Arabiaó (or the continuing rule of its 
monarchy), as they consider its dictatorship to be a traitor to Wahhabi doctrine (for h aving 
forged a close alliance with the West and thus not stayed totally loyal to Wahhabismõs 
discriminatory dogma ). 
 
The First and Second Surges of Wahhabism  
 
In 1741, Wahhab was expelled from his own town for his chauvinist beliefs, and he only 
found refuge with  the tribe of Ibn Saud, who saw the philosophy as an effective òmeans to 
overturn Arab tradition and conventionó, and a òpath to seizing poweró. The Saudi clan 
subsequently ransacked villages and, under the òbanner of jihadó, reintroduced òthe idea of 
martyrdom in the name of jihadó. A few communities were overrun in this period, and their 
inhabitants were given the choice to convert to Wahhabism or die. By 1790, Crooke says, 
òthe Alliance controlled most of the Arabian Peninsula and repeatedly raided Medinaó (the 
burial place of the Prophet M uhammad) , along with territories inside  modern-day Syria and 
Iraq. The fear instilled by the invaders succeeded in forcing a number of communities into 
submission, and the massacre of òthousands of Shiites, including women and childrenó in 
1801 simply added to their fame as an extremely barbaric gang. In 1803, the Wahhabi 
jihadists finally took Mecca (the holiest place in Islam). 
 
In late 1803, a òShiite assassin killed King Abdul Azizó, but it was only in 1812 that Ottoman 
rulers finally òpushed the Alliance out from Medina, Jeddah and Meccaó. In 1814, the kingõs 
second successor was òtaken by the Ottomans to Istanbul, where he was gruesomely 
executedó, being humiliated, hanged, and then beheaded. The following year, meanwhile,  
Egyptians crushed Wahhabi forces in what would be a òdecisive battleó. When the 
Ottomans òcaptured and destroyed the Wahhabi capital of Dariyahó in 1818, however, the 
òfirst Saudi state was [officially] no moreó. According to Crooke, òthe few remaining 
Wahhabis [subsequently]  withdrew into the desert to regroupé for most of the 19th 
centuryó. 
 
When the Ottoman Empire collapsed after the First World War, the òethos of 18th century 
Wahhabismé roared back into lifeó. The House of Saud, Crooke explains, which was led by 
the òpolitically astute Abd-al Azizó, once again focussed òon uniting the fractious Bedouin 
tribesó, before then launching òthe Saudi òIkhwanóó. The militia quickly òsucceeded in 
capturing Mecca, Medina and Jeddah between 1914 and 1926ó, but Abd -al Aziz  had òwider 
interestsó, which he thought the òrevolutionary òJacobinismó exhibited by the Ikhwanó 
could threaten. When the Ikhwan disagreed with his perceived reformism, they revolted, 
and a civil war lasted until the 1930s, when the òKing had themé machine-gunnedó. 
 
With Britain and the USA òcourtingó Abd -al Aziz as a result of recent oil discoveries, the 
new king sought to convince the foreign powers to back him over Sharif Husain as òthe only 
legitimate ruler of Arabia ó. To achieve this, however, he knew that he òneeded to develop a 
more sophisticated diplomatic postureó than Wahhabism could offer. The ideology was thus 
òforcefully changedó, in an attempt to make the Saudi monarchy seem more attractive and 
reliable than Husain. It was now simply considered , by both the ruling elites and foreign 
powers, to be òa movement of conservative social, political, theological, and religious da'wa 
[proselytism]ó, which would provide the justification for òloyalty to the royal Saudi family 
and the King's absolute poweró.234 
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According to Crooke, it was òa maverick British officialó, Harry St. John Philby, who helped 
to guide Saudi Arabia to its position as an accepted nation state. After resigning fr om his 
post, he became a òclose adviseró to the king, remaining òa key member of the Rulerõs 
Courté until his deathó. As an ôArabistõ and a Wahhabi convert, he did his best òto make 
Abd al -Azizé the ruler of Arabiaó, and would soon even be òknown as Sheikh Abdullahó. 
Aware that Britain òhad pledged repeatedly that the defeat of the Ottomans would produce 
an Arab stateó, the two conspired to make Aziz that stateõs new ruler. Philby subsequently 
òencouraged King Aziz to expandó, even though he was òordered to desistó with his 
provocations by his superiors back in Britain . In his attempt to òentrench the al-Saud as 
Arabia's leadersó, however, he planned to spread Wahhabism among the regionõs Muslim 
population. He also knew, though, that this could only happen if Britain and other 
imperialist powers gave their consent. 
 
Eventually, Philby  succeeded in completing a òmomentous pactó between the House of 
Saud and the West, agreeing that the òSaudi leadership would use its clout to òmanageó 
Sunni Islam on behalf of western objectives ó and, òin return, the West would acquiesce to 
Saudi Arabiaõs soft -power Wahhabisation of the Islamic ummah  [community of believers] 
(with its concomitant destruction of Islamõs intellectual traditions and diversity and its 
sowing of deep divisions within the Muslim world)ó. The deal was, Crooke argues, an 
òastonishing successé in [both] political and financial termsó. The big problem, however, 
was that it was òalways rooted in British and American intellectual obtuseness: the refusal 
to see the dangerous ôgeneõ within the Wahhabist project [and]  its latent potential  to 
mutate, at any time, back into its original bloody, puritan strainó. 
 
Up until after the Cold War, signs of the òdangerous ôgeneõó of Wahhabism could be kept 
largely out of the mainstream Western media. Although creating òsomething resembling 
statecraftó in Saudi Arabia was ònever going to be easyó (with òpuritan moralityó doomed 
to fight a constant war with òrealpolitik and moneyó), the monarchy effectively managed to 
keep these internal contradictions under control  for a number of decades. The watershed for 
this shift towards statesmanship had come when òAbd al-Aziz tried to restrain his militiaó 
from expanding across òthe border of territories controlled by Britainó in the early twentieth 
century. The Ikhwan, òalready critical of his use of modern technology (the telephone, 
telegraph and the machine gun)ó, had been òoutraged by the abandonment of jihad for 
reasons of worldly realpolitikó, and òrefused to lay down their weaponsó. In 1929, however, 
their rebellion  would be crushed.  
 
Saudi Arabia would not remain totally stable, though , and Azizõs son Saud would be 
òdeposed from the throne by the religious establishmentó in 1964. H is son Faisal, 
meanwhile,  was òshot by his nephew in 1975ó for his òostentatious and extravagant 
conductó. The perception was that Faisal had allowed the òencroachment of western beliefs 
and innovation into Wahhabi societyó. In other words, the balancing act of the Saudi 
establishment was very fragile and, while the alliance with the West was valued, care had to 
be taken not to move too close to the allies culturally. 
 
The òproblems of accommodating the òmodernityó that statehood requiresó, says Crooke, 
have actually òcaused òthe geneó to become more activeó over the years, òrather thané 
more inertó. In 1979, this became very apparent when Juhayman al-Otaybi led up to 500 
members of a revived Ikhwan in the òseizure of the Grand Mosqueó in Mecca. With òtacit 
supportó from Wahhabi clerics, these rebels asserted that òthe ruling al-Saud dynasty had 
lost its legitim acy because it was corrupt, ostentatious and had destroyed Saudi culture by 
an aggressive policy of westernisationó. In fact, for a number of years, Juhaymanõs followers 
had preached their Ikhwani message òwithout being arrestedó, and they were only òheld for 
questioning in 1978ó (after being considered òno more than traditionalistsó, however, they 
were deemed not to be a serious threat, and were soon released). 
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The new Ikhwanis had been òfar from marginalized from important sources of power and 
wealthó, and òJuhayman [had actually been] able to obtain weapons and military expertise 
from sympathizers in the National Guardó, along with òthe necessary arms and food to 
sustain the siegeó (which òwere pre-positioned, and hidden, within the Grand Mosqueó). 
Wealthy individuals, meanwhile, had been called upon to òfund the enterpriseó. Saudi 
Special Forces took the mosque back after two weeks, killing Juhayman in the process, but 
the precedent for violent Wahhabi opposition to Western influence had now been set.235 
 
The Oil Boom and the Spread of  Wahhabism  
 
With the arrival of the twentieth century òoil bonanzaó, Saudi efforts to spread Wahhabism 
and òWahhabise Islamó (i.e. by òreducing the òmultitude of voices within the religionó to a 
òsingle creedóó) were strengthened. The Saudi regime sought to hit the popularity of secular 
Arab nationalism and communism hard and, with the support of its Western allies, it 
invested òbillions of dollarsó in a powerful òmanifestation of soft poweró. The monarchyõs 
apparent òwillingness to manage Sunni Islamé to further Americaõs interestsó turned it into 
a treasured pro-Western associate in the region, but it also saw the regime embed 
Wahhabism òthroughout the lands of Islamó. At the same time, the Westõs òpolicy 
dependency on Saudi Arabiaó since the end of the Second World War blinded it to 
dangerous consequences that the spread of Wahhabism would have. Its elites allowed 
themselves to be fooled by the òapparent modernizationó of the country, or at the very least 
focussed their attention primarily on the value of having an ally that òprofessed leadership 
of the Islamic worldó. 
 
ISIS, Crooke asserts, is òdeeply Wahhabistó, but is also essentially òa corrective movement to 
contemporary Wahhabismó (opposed to the pro-Western behaviour of the Saudi regime and 
its powerful position in the Sunni Muslim world ). While the House of Saud sought to push 
its ôcultural revolutionõ on Muslim communities, it had not succeeded in destroying the 
violent side of Wahhabism. In short, the massacre of militia members at the end of the 1920s 
had not killed the òIkhwan approach to Islamó (which effectively òmaintained its hold over 
parts of the system -- hence the duality that we observe today in the Saudi attitude towards 
ISISó). In fact, it even expanded its influence as the wealth of the ruling elites rapidly 
increased in the òoil ageó, and a violent òIkhwan message gained [the] support of many 
prominent men and women and sheikhsó236 (including Osama Bin Laden, who came from 
an affluent  and well -connected family which had been building òan industrial and financial 
empireó ever since the foundation of Saudi Arabia).237 
 
In summary, the òcollaborative managementó of the Muslim World òby the Saudis and 
the West in pursuit of the many western proj ects (countering socialism, Ba'athism, 
Nasserism, Soviet and Iranian influence)ó has been key to the spread of Wahhabi jihadism . 
While òwestern politicians have highlighted their chosen reading of Saudi Arabia (wealth, 
modernization and influence)ó, they have conveniently chosen òto ignore the Wahhabist 
impulseó (in the public sphere at least). In private, Western regimes have even exploited the 
fundamentalist violence fuelled by Wahhabism, with òWestern intelligence servicesó 
perceiving òmore radical Islamist movementsé as being more effective in toppling the 
USSR in Afghanistan -- and in combatting out -of-favor Middle Eastern leaders and statesó 
elsewhere. In other words, it is impossible to ignore the Westõs complicity with the spread 
of Wahhabi extremism . 
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Inside the Wahhabi State 
 
In November 2001, PBS interviewed Ahmed Ali, a Shia Muslim who had grown up in Saudi 
Arabia. Ali spoke about how òthe religious curriculumó in Saudi schools taught children 
that òpeople are basically two sides: Salafis [Wahhabis], who are the winners, the chosen 
ones, who will go to heaven; and the restó. The latter can, however, be split into sections, 
such as òkafirs, who are deniers of Godó, ômushrakõ, who put other gods ònext to Godó, and 
òenervatorsó, or those who undermine or weaken Islam by, for example, celebrating 
Mohammedõs birthday. òAll of these peopleó, Ali insists, òare supposed to be hated, to be 
persecuted, [and] even killedó. In his opinion, òthe American media did not really care 
muchó about Wahhabism òwhen it was a local problemó, and it was only after 9/11 that the 
spotlight was finally brought down on the ideology.  
 
Although princes in Saudi Arabia òcondemned bin Ladenó after the terrorist attacks in the 
USA, Ali says, they essentially òdid not condemn [the]  messageó preached by the Al-Qaeda 
leader (i.e. Wahhabism). The reality, he stresses, is that Bin Laden learned his beliefs in 
Saudi Arabia, where the same ideas were still taught long after 9/11 . A continuation of such 
educational policies, Ali argues, would simply allow many more Bin Ladens to be created  in 
the world . As an example of the warped religious teachings in Saudi schools, he speaks of a 
book designed for fourteen -year-old boys which speaks of how òthe day of judgment will 
not arrive until Musli ms fight Jewsó. 
 
According to anthropologist Mai Yamani, the òfundamentalist natureó of Wahhabism òcan 
be easily manipulated, so that people would, for example, become violent or extremistó. 
Especially òafter the Gulf Waró, she says, òneo-Wahhabisó in Saudi Arabia sought to use 

religion òto legitimize political, economic, [and] social behaviouró, having òbeen brought 
up in a country where Islam  [or, more accurately, Wahhabism] legitimizes  everythingó. For 
her, there is indeed a òproblem with dogmaó in the Saudi State, but the real problem òlies 
with the political systems that use religionó (which consequently give people òthe excuseó 
and òthe platformó to ògo ahead and express themselves in Islamic language to suit their 
purpose of political endsó. 
 
According to American Muslim spokesman Maher Hathout, òno two [true] Muslims 
[would] argue about [the] creedó of Islam (the òbelief in one God, the belief in the oneness of 
his message, the oneness of the human familyó, and the belief that òdevotion to God should 
be expressed in human rights, good manners, and mercy, peace, justice, and freedomó). 
Interpretations and approaches, however, òshould change from time to timeó, he insists, 
emphasising that, òwhen you freeze it at a certain period or at a certain interpretation, 
problems happenó. Criticising the arrogance of Wahhabi scholars, Hathout emphasises that 
òthere should be no theological hierarchyó in Islam. As such, he says, the close relationship 
between the Saudi royal family and Wahhabism  shows that such a hierarchy has been 
created in Saudi Arabia. As a result, the hypocrisy of puritanical Wahhabi clerics (who have 
criticised women for driving cars whilst ignoring the trips of Saudi elites to Las Vegas and 
other ôunvirtuousõ destinations) is revealed for all the world to see.238 
 

II) The Saudi Kingdom and Wahhabi Terrorism  
 
Saudi Arabia and ISIS  
 
Given the history of the Saudi regime and its guiding ideology, Crooke believes it is very 
unlikely that the West genuinely thought that encouraging the intervention of  Saudi 
Wahhabis in the Syrian Civil War  would truly òcreate moderatesó there. Governed on the 
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principle of òOne leader, One authority, One mosque: submit to it, or be killedó, he says, 
Saudi Arabia was never going to have òmoderation or toleranceó on its agenda. In fact, 
Crooke even insists that òPrince Bandarõs Saudi-Western mandate to manage the insurgency 
in Syria against President Assadó actually fuelled the growth of the òneo-Ikhwan type of 
violent, fear -inducing vanguard movement ó represented by the ôIslamic State of Iraq and al-
Shamõ ISIS.239 [The latter will be discussed in much  greater depth in Chapter Seven.]  

 
In the internal contradiction s of the Saudi regime, Crooke argues, lie the seeds for its own 
demise. Wahhabi extremists may be supported abroad, but at home their opposition to the 
pro-Western monarchy is not publically tolerated.  With ISIS military successes, however, a 
real òpotential for destructionó was created, he affirms, with the group threatening to reveal 
the fissures within the Saudi political system and  to cause the òimplosion of Saudi Arabia as 
a foundation stoneó of the pro-Western, pro -capitalist Middle East . The jihadists, Crooke 
asserts, could easily delegitimise the Saudi monarchy as a Wahhabi power, with their 
òdeliberate and intentional useé of the language of Abd-al Wahhabó giving leader Abu 
Omar al-Baghdadi increasing credibility among Wahhabis  around the world.  
 
In the òareas under ISISõ controló, Crooke maintains, Wahhabi writings and commentaries 
were òwidely distributedó, telling citizens that no-one could be a òtrue believeró unless they 
òactively denied (and destroyed) any other subject of worshipó. In other words,  Wahhabism 
is a key part of the ISIS jihad and, through using Wahhabi rhetoric and texts, the group has 
been òknowingly lighting the fuse to a bigger regional explosionó. In fact, just like the first 
and second surges of Wahhabism, ISISõs òreal targetó, argues Cooke, is the Hijaz region of 
Saudi Arabia or, more specifically, the òseizure of Mecca and Medinaó (which lie within the 
territory) . Taking these holy sites, Crooke stresses, would help to confer legitimacy on ISIS 
as the ònew Emirs of Arabiaó.  
 
The Seeds of Saudi Arabiaõs Demise 
 
Wahhabõs òidealistic, puritan, proselytizing formulationó, says Crooke, is the ògeneó for 
Saudi Arabiaõs own òself-destructionó. Although the ideology was essentially watered down 
to please Western allies, the Saudi monarchy has never renounced Wahhabism, and has in 
fact continued to claim its religious authority and legitima cy through the philosophy. As a 
result, it has foolishly allowed the official state ideology  to challenge its own power , by not 
doing enough to stop its ultra -conservative internal opponents from resurrecting the 
extreme intolerance of Wahhabism. 
 
The òdeep schismé between the modernizing currenté and the òJuhaymanó orientationó 
of which bin Laden, and the Saudi supporters of ISIS and the Saudi religious establishment 
are a partó, is present òeven within the Saudi royal family itselfó, according to Crooke. In 
July 2014, a Saudi opinion poll even showed that 92 percent of respondents believed that 
ISIS conformed òto the values of Islam and Islamic lawó, showing clearly that the groupõs 
Wahhabism represented very well what the countryõs citizens had been taught at school. 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, reflecting on the fact that up to 4000 Saudi fighters were 
thought to be fighting alongside ISIS, spoke of them as òangry youths with a skewed 
mentality and understanding of life and shariaó. Consequently, he claimed, it was necessary 
to òlook inwardó, and òcorrect the mistakes of our predecessorsó (an apparent call for the 
abandonment of the discriminatory phi losophy of Wahhabism ). 
 
Some mild reforms (of which Wahhab himself would have never approved) have already 
been undertaken by the Saudi monarchy, however, with K ing Abdullah having òcurbed the 
influence of the religious institutions and the religious policeó, and òpermitted the four 
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Sunni schools of jurisprudence [even that of Shiites in the east] to be usedó. And the result of 
these changes has been Wahhabi reaction, with many followers of the doctrine seeing them 
as a òprovocationó and òanother example of westernizationó in Saudi Arabia . In short, by 
failing to reject Wahhabism altogether or embrace it w hole-heartedly, the Saudi monarchy 
simply risks being overthrown  (especially with  the country òengulfed by the ISIS fervoró). 
 
Having justified authoritarianism by imposing an extremist, chauvinist logic  throughout the 
majority of the Arabian Peninsula , the Saudi monarchy could never have realistically 
expected to òreformó without making enemies. As a result of its strategy of Wahhabi reform, 
it has not only made enemies of the Saudi people by not making attempts to seriously 
transform society, but also of Wahhabi purists , who believe it has sullied the name of 
Wahhabism with the changes and concessions it has made. In other words, the latter believe 
that, as òearly beliefs and certaintiesó have been òdisplaced by shows of wealth and 
indulgenceó, the monarchy that once helped them to conquer so much territory no longer 
truly represents them. At the same time, however, the popularity of Abdullahõs limited 
reform s managed to weaken ordinary citizensõ desire for rebellion. While t he monarchy may 
be able to survive the most recent bout of Ikhwani jihadism  through such reformism , 
though, its participation in aerial attacks on ISIS may also òinflame and anger domestic 
Saudi dissidence even furtheró. 
 
For Crooke, the ISIS insurgency is not something that directly threatens the West, but it is 
something that does threaten important Western allies in the Middle East. And losing Saudi 
Arabian oil and influence is simply not something that the West is prepared to let happen. 
While it was happy to see jihadists tear Syria apart, and not bothered enough about the 
sectarianism of the increasingly pro-Iranian Iraqi regime to step in immediately, it seems 
that the risk posed to  Saudi Arabia  of a surprisingly successful Wahhabi insurgency could 

well have been the trigger for Western intervention against ISIS . In summary, w ith its 
most important ally in the region potentially at risk of collapse (from a destructive gene that 
has always been at the centre of its ideological framework ), the West now understood that it 
could not hope for a compliant Middle East in the future if it did not step in to save the 
Saudi monarchy.240 
 
Bandar bin Sultan and the USAõs Terror List 
 
The arguments above have shown why the Westõs relationship with Saudi Arabia is so 
treasured and, considering the importance of this alliance, it is perhaps totally logical  that 
the country does not appear on the USAõs òList of State Sponsors of Terrorismó. However, in 
order to accept such logic, we need to admit that the governing regime of the USA is 
hypocritical , and that its denomination of countries as sponsors of terrorism is driven 
entirely by political interests and not by objective analysis . In fact, says Richard 
Edmondson at Global Research, the US ruling elites òno longer even care that they look like 
hypocritesó. One reason for these assumptions is that, with òhead-chopping terroristsó (of 
both ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra) committing òunspeakable atrocities in Syria against 
civiliansó, evidence has surfaced that Saudi Prince Bandar bin Sultan was involved in 
òsponsoring and backingó these groups. Saudi Arabia, however, did not appear on the 
USAõs terror list, which instead included nations like Cuba, Iran, and Syria, which had no 
links to such Wahhabi jihadists. 
 
Retired Binghamton University Professor James Petras reveals why the USA displays such 
hypocrisy, insisting that the òfamily dictatorshipó of Saudi Arabia has òall the vices and 
none of the virtues of an oil rich state like Venezuelaó, tolerating no opposition and severely 
punishing human rights advocates and political dissidents. òHundreds of billions in oil 
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revenuesó, he says, which are controlled by òroyal despotismó, fuel òspeculative 
investments the world overó, and all of this is made possible by Western arms and US 
military bases. In other words, as long as there is no risk to the flow of cheap Saudi oil, 
Western elites are happy to overlook all sorts of human rights violations.  
 
In Wahhabism, however, the Saudi regime actually òfinances the most fanatical, retrograde, 
misogynist version of Islamó, says Petras, perceiving òthreats and dangers from all sides, 
overseas, secular, nationalists and Shiite ruling governments; internally, moderate Sunni 
nationalists, democrats and feminists; within the royalist cliques, traditionalists and 
modernizersó. In order to defend its interests, the government  has òturned toward 
financing, training and arming an international network of Islamic terroristsó, which focuses 
on òattacking, invading and destroying regimes opposed to the Saudi clerical-dictatorial 
regimeó. The mastermind of this strategy, Petras asserts, is Bandar bin Sultan , who òhas 
longstanding and deep ties to high level US political, military and inte lligence officialsó and 
was òtrained and indoctrinated at Maxwell Air Force Base and Johns Hopkins Universityó. 
 
Bandar moved from the post of Saudi Ambassador to the USA (1983ð2005) to Secretary of 
the National Security Council of Saudi Arabia (2005ð2011), before then taking on the post of 
Director General of the Saudi Intelligence Agency (2012-2014).241 òClose to presidents 
Reagan and both Bushesó, he contributed significantly to the USAõs counter-revolutionary 
foreign policy  in the Muslim World .242 For example, he became òdeeply immersed in 
clandestine terror operations working in liaison with the CIAó and, in the 1980s, he 
òchannelled $32 million dollars to the Nicaragua Contrasó.  
 
After the attacks of 9/11, Bandar òactively engaged in protecting Saudi royalty with ties to 
theé bombingó, overseeing the òsudden flight of Saudi Royalty following the terrorist acté 
despite a high level national security lockdownó. After finally returning to Saudi Arabia, his 
òwealth of experience and training in running clandestine terrorist operations, derived from 
his two decades of collaboration with the US intelligence agenciesó, was used to organise a 
òglobal terror networkó to defend the interests of the Saudi monarchy. According to Petras, 
he essentially helped to transform Saudi Arabia òfrom an inward-looking, tribal based 
regime totally dependent on US military power for its survival, to a major regional center of 
a vast terror network , an active financial backer  of rightwing military dictatorships (Egypt) 
and client regimes (Yemen) and military interventor in the (Persian) Gulf region (Bahrain)ó. 
At the same time, though, he also oversaw the repression of òAl-Qaeda adversaries in Saudi 
Arabiaó, while  òfinancing Al-Qaeda terrorists in Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan and elsewhereó. 
Considering all of this experience, he inevitably became a òlong-term asset of the US 
intelligence servicesó. 
 
Bandarõs ôIndependent Courseõ 
 
More recently, with the rapprochement between Obama and Rouhani in Iran, Bandar began 
to take an òindependent courseó, reflecting the divergence of Saudi regional interests from 
those of the USA. In spite of the Saudi regimeõs òlongstanding enmity toward Israeló, 
Bandar sought to develop òa òcovert understandingó and working relation with the 
Netanyahu r egime, around their common enmity toward Iranó. In North Africa, he poured 
òbillions of dollarsó into Tunisia and Morocco to òbolster the rightwing pro-Islamic 
regimesó after the Arab Spring and ensure òmass pro-democracy movementsó were 
òrepressed, marginalized and demobilizedó. Largely coinciding with the interests of the 
USA and France, Bandar encouraged Islamic extremists to òback the òmoderateó Islamists in 
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government by assassinating secular democratic leaders and socialist trade union leadersó 
but, in Libya and Egypt , their interests differed.  
 
In Libya, òSaudi financial backing for Islamist terroristsó was generally òin-line with the 
NATO air waró against Gaddafi but, once the òNATO-backed client regime made up of neo-
liberal ex-patsó took control, they had to face off against òSaudi-backed Al-Qaeda and 
Islamist terror gangsó (among others). These groups eventually became òself-financingó and 
òrelatively òindependentó of Bandarõs controló, and soon murdered òthe US Ambassador 
and CIA operatives in Benghazió. Nonetheless, Petras says, the extremists were then 
òbankrolled to extend their military operations to Syriaó. 
 
In Egypt, meanwhile, Bandar sought, with Israeli cooperation, to undermine òthe relatively 
independent, democratically -elected Muslim Brotherhood regimeó, giving financial backing 
to òthe military coup and dictatorship of General Sisió. Saudi elites had not felt at all 
comfortable having such a government on their doorstep, threatening the absolute authority 
of Saudi Wahhabism, so they felt compelled to back the Egyptian military instead. Although 
the USA favoured òa power-sharing agreement between the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
military regime, combining popular electoral legitimacy and the pro -Israel-pro NATO 
militaryó, Bandar essentially òprovided the Egyptian military a financial lifeline and 
economic immunity from any international financial reprisalsó, by offering the regime a 
ò$15 billion aid package and promises of more to comeó. The Brotherhood (financed by 
Saudi Arabiaõs Wahhabi competitor Qatar) was subsequently crushed, and its elected 
leaders were jailed or threatened with execution, while s ectors of the òliberal-left 
oppositionó were also outlawed. Effectively, Bandar had succeeded both in eliminating òa 
rival, democratically elected Islamic regimeó and in securing òa like-minded dictatorial 
regimeó in power . 
 
The Syrian Civil War, however, was the crowning glory of Bandarõs time at the head of the 
Saudi Intelligence Agency, argues Petras. Giving òlong-term large scale financing, arming, 
training and transport of tens of thousands of Islamic terrorist òvolunteersó from the US, 
Europe, the Middle East, the Caucuses, North Africa and elsewhereó, he also oversaw the 
construction of òtraining bases with US and European instructors and Saudi financingé in 
Jordan, Pakistan and Turkeyó. More importantly, though, he òfinanced the major rebel 

Islamic terror ist armed group, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant , for cross border 
operationsó, according to Petras. 
 
Meanwhile, as Hezbollah were beginning to support the Assad  regime from Lebanon, 
Bandar sought to foment òa new civil waró between the group and the Lebanese army, 
directing òmoney and arms to the Abdullah Azzam Brigades in Lebanon to bomb South 
Beirut, the Iranian embassy and Tripolió, and sending ò$3 billion to the Lebanese militaryó. 
In this way, he òassumed the leading role and became the principle director of a three front 
military and diplomatic offensive against Syria, Hezbollah and Iranó. The hope was, Petras 
claims, that this òSaudi-Israeli-US offensiveó would isolate Iran through an òIslamic 
takeover in Syriaó and a subsequent òIslamic Syrian invasioné [of] Lebanon to defeat 
Hezbollahó. 
 
At the same time, Iraq was also a target for Bandar, even though the USA was òcommitted 
to backing the rightwing Maliki regimeó. According to Petras, Bandar gave òpolitical, 
military and financialó support to ISIS there, whilst buying support to òsabotage US 
negotiations with Iranó. He had now clearly òmoved beyond his original submission to US 

intelligence handlers ó, and Petras says he even helped to turn Turkish President Erdoķan 
òfrom a NATO ally supporting moderate armed opponentsé into embracing the Saudi 
backed Islamic Stateó, thus securing òsupport for the easy transit of large numbers of Saudi 
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trained terrorists to Syria and probably Lebanonó. Petras even claims that Bandar 
òstrengthened ties with the armed Talibanó during this period . 
 
òWhenever an Islamic terror network emerges to subvert a nationalist, secular or Shiite 
regimeó, Petras asserts, òit can count on Saudi funds and armsó. Bandarõs òòadventurousó 
large scale overseas operationsó, however, soon came into òconflict with some of the ruling 
Royal familyõs òintrospectiveó style of rulershipó. According to Petras, Saudi elites generally 
like to be òleft alone to accrue hundreds of billions collecting petrol rents, to invest in high-
end properties around the world, and to quietly patronize high end call girls in Washington, 
London and Beirutó, and they dislike attracting too much media attention. While Bandar 
was òcareful to pay his respects to the ruling monarch and his inner circleó, therefore, his 
òsolicitous behavior to overseas Al-Qaeda operations [and] his encouraging Saudi extremists 
to go overseas and engage in terrorist warsó soon disturbed òmonarchical circlesó a little too 
much. 
 
The òbillionaire eliteó, Petras says, knows it òis very vulnerable on all levelsó, and that it has 
òlittle popular support and even less legitimacyó, depending heavily òon overseas migrant 
labor, foreign òexpertsó and US military forcesó. While Bandar pleased Wahhabi clerics by 
supporting extremist Wahha bis abroad, therefore, the òdomestic foundations of ruleó in 
Saudi Arabia were ònarrowingó. In the end, òone too many provocative civilian bombings 
by his Islamic terrorist beneficiariesó effectively led to òan international crisisó in 2014, 
which threatened to expose Saudi Arabiaõs violent policies abroad. As a òprot®g® and 
successor of Bin Ladenó, argues Petras, Bandar had òdeepened and systematized global 
terrorismó, overseeing the murder of òfar more innocent victims than [under] Bin Ladenó, 
and he had to be reined it.243 Saudi Arabian elites would now have to deal with the 
consequences of Bandarõs actions, but his legacy continued to ravage a number of nations in 
the Middle East. 
 
Saudi Arabia Was Founded on Terrorism  
 
In August 2014, Washingtonõs Blog and Global Research quoted former US congressman Joe 
Scarborough as saying that, òeven if the Saudi government backed the 9/11 attacks ð Saudi 
oil is too important to do anything about itó. Referring to how Wahhabism had been taken 
on by the House of Saud in the eighteenth century as a political tool for domination , the 
article points out that Wahhab had òcut a dealó with Ibn Saud, promising him òpolitical 
legitimacy and regular tithes from [his] followersó if Saud provided them with military 
protection. It also speaks of how the first surge of Wahhabism had seen òcircumstances of 
peculiar crueltyó, and how the òhistorian of the first Saudi stateó even proudly documented 
a massacre committed by Ibn Saud in Karbala in 1801. Finally, it emphasises that Wahhabis 
òdemolished historical monuments and all the tombs and shrines in their midstó when they 
entered Mecca in 1803, essentially destroying òòcenturies of Islamic architecture near the 
Grand Mosqueó. 
 
The article stresses that the turning point for Saudi Arabia  was 1945, when the USA was in 
desperate need of òoil facilities to help supply forces fighting in the Second World Waró, 
and òsecurity [was] at the forefront of King Abd al-Azizõs concernsó. As a result, President 
Roosevelt met with the king in the Suez Canal, and they signed a secret oil-for -security pact, 
with the Saudis being promised òmilitary assistance and trainingó and the building of the 
Dhahran military base.  The United States, meanwhile, would ensure itself a constant supply 
of cheap oil. 
 

                                              
243 http://richardedmondson.net/2014/02/07/hypocrisy -run-amuck-saudi-arabia-not-on-list -of-state-sponsors-of-terrorism/  and 
http://www.globalresearch.ca/global -terrorism -and-saudi-arabia-a-retrograde-rentier -dictatorship/5364556  

http://richardedmondson.net/2014/02/07/hypocrisy-run-amuck-saudi-arabia-not-on-list-of-state-sponsors-of-terrorism/
http://www.globalresearch.ca/global-terrorism-and-saudi-arabia-a-retrograde-rentier-dictatorship/5364556


123 
 

Following on from this historical background, British -Pakistani author Mohsin Hamid  
speaks of how òthe House of Saud has exported this very pernicious form of militant Islam 
[Wahhabism] under U.S. watchó and, when problems have arisen, the òUnited States comes 

in repeatedly to attack symptomsé without ever addressing the basic issueó. The real 
issue, Ed Husain says at The New York Times, is that, òfor five decades, Saudi Arabia has 
been the official sponsor of Sunni Salafism é across the globeó, with òemissariesé who 
proselytize for Salafismó being sent òto its embassies in Muslim countriesó. It is no 
coincidence , he argues, that òAl Qaeda, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, Boko Haram, 

the Shabab and others are all violent Sunni Salafi groupings ó. In fact, even Hillary Clinton 
knew that òentities in Saudi Arabia were the òmost significant source of funding to Sunni 
terrorist groups worldwideóó, and that òSaudi Arabia remains a critical financial support 
base for al-Qaõida, the Taliban, LeT [Lashkar-e-Taiba in Pakistan] and other terrorist 
groupsó. In spite of the fact that Saudi Arabia is òresponsible for much of the mayhem in the 
Muslim worldó, it is not placed on the USAõs terror list principally because it plays a 
òpivotal role in OPEC ó, assuring that òcrude oil prices donõt rise above a certain leveló. At 
the same time, it is a òkey purchaser of American weapons ó and, as is basically a motto of 
capitalism, ôprofit trumps everything elseõ. 
 
One final factor regarding the USAõs double standards towards Saudi Arabia was the 
hijacking of the Iranian Revolution by Shia Islamists . According to The Independent, Bandar 
bin Sultan told the former head of MI6, Sir Richard Dearlove, that òthe time is not far off in 
the Middle Easté when it will be literally ôGod help the Shiaõó, saying that òmore than a 
billion Sunnis have simply had enough of themó. With Iran proving to be a thorn in the side 
of US and Israeli interests in the Middle East since its Revolution, Saudi Arabiaõs opposition 
to anything Shiite would prove to be a significant reason for keeping the oppressive state 
sponsor of terrorism on side. 
 
Dearlove speaks of how, with òsubstantial and sustained funding from private donors in 
Saudi Arabia and Qataró having reached Wahhabi insurgents in Syria (and played a central 
role in the ISIS surge), it appears that state authorities in the former countries , at the very 
least, òturned a blind eyeó. Moreover, as òtribal and communal leadership in Sunni majority 
provincesó in Syria and Iraq is òmuch beholden to Saudi and Gulf paymastersó (and it is 
unlikely that there would have been cooperation with ISIS òwithout their consentó), it seems 
more and more likely that the  Wahhabi powerhouses encouraged submission to ISIS . 
 
For Dearlove, Saudi òstrategic thinkingó is òshaped by two deep-seated beliefs or attitudesó. 
One, he says, is that there òcan be no legitimate or admissible challenge to the Islamic purity 
of their Wahhabi credentialsó. The other, meanwhile, is that, resulting from their belief that 
they òpossess a monopoly of Islamic truthó, they are òdeeply attracted towards any 
militancy which can effectively challenge Shia -domó. Essentially, therefore, the Wahhabi 
backlash that hits the countryõs allies in the USA is merely a secondary concern. 
 
The fact is that ò15 out of 19 of the 9/11 hijackers were Saudis, as was Bin Laden and most of 
the private donors who funded the operationó. And this attack, though partially a reaction 
to US military and political interference in the Muslim World, was essentially facilit ated by 
the very fact that the USA supports an authoritarian and anti -egalitarian regime in Saudi 
Arabia (as it was wealthy members of Saudi society who funded the attack on the United 
States). Fundamentally, then, i f the countryõs wealth was distributed m ore equitably, and if 
there was greater access to high-quality education  and democratic governance, there would 
be much less funding available for extremist groups.  
 
As things stand, however, US elites can only truly ensure their own economic interests in 
Saudi Arabia if its  economic and political system remains deeply undemocratic. After 9/11, 
Dearlove says, the òthen head of Saudi General Intelligenceó asserted that òwhat these 



124 
 

terrorists want is to destroy the House of Saud and remake the Middle Eastó. Far from 
linking the chauvinist philosophy of his state to Wahhabi extremists, therefore, he (and 
others) sought to encourage the West that a continuation of their dictatorial regime was the 
only way to protect Western interests in the region  (when in fact the opposite was true). 
Nonetheless, Saudi Arabiaõs òdual policyó, of òencouraging the jihadis as a useful tool of 
Saudi anti-Shia influence abroad but suppressing them at home as a threat to the status 
quoó, began to fall apart with the rapid spread of IS IS. 
 
For The Independent, it was not Malikiõs failings in Iraq that were truly responsible for the 
disintegration of the Iraqi state, but the takeover of the Syrian Civil War by Wahhabi 
jihadists òsponsored by donors in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait and United Arab Emiratesó. 
In reality, Iraqi politicians had actually warned the West at the beginning of the conflict that, 
if there was no intervention  in Syria, it was òinevitable that the conflict in Iraq would 
restartó. The Westõs naµve fixation on getting rid of Assad, however, meant these warning 
fell on deaf ears, and NATO ally Turkey  even provided a òvital back-base for Isis and Jabhat 
al-Nusraó (by keeping its border with Syria  open), driven by the national and regional 
interests of its own elites. [From Chapter Nine onwards, I will analyse Turkish policy in the 
Middle East in much greater detail. ] 
 
In summary, the USA is to a significant extent responsibl e for the rise of Wahhabi terrorism, 
having sought to ensure its own economic interests for a long time by backing òthe radical 
[Saudi-funded] òmadrassasóó around the world òin which Islamic radicalism was spreadó, 
and òbacking the most radical Muslim terrorists in the world: the Salafisó (through its 
support for  Saudi Arabia).244 Any media source or politician , therefore, that claims the self-
interested foreign policy of the USAõs economic elites is not at least partly responsible for the 
growth of Wahhabi e xtremism in the world is shamelessly turning their back on the facts.  
 

C) Afghanistan and the USAõs Historical Alliance with Islamists 
 
When the Saur Revolution brought Pro-Soviet communists into power in Afghanistan in 
1978, Saudi Arabia was crucial for the USAõs plans to derail the experience. During Ronald 
Reaganõs time in office, the CIA òsecretly sent billions of dollars of military aid to the 
mujahedeen in Afghanistan in a US -supported jihad against the Soviet Union ó. 
According to j ournalist Steve Coll, this covert operation òled to the rise of Osama bin 

Ladenõs al Qaedaó. Nonetheless, Dick Cheney would claim years later that òit was the 
vision and the will of Ronald Reagan that gave hope to the oppressed, shamed the 
oppressors and ended the evil empireó, in spite of the fact that US intervention under 
Reagan had actually taken hope away from the oppressed and bolstered oppression. Apart 
from turning reality on its head, figures like Cheney (along with those in the corporate 
media) òfailed to mentioné the Reagan administrationõs role in financing, arming and 
training what was destined to become Americaõs worst enemyó. 
 
With òthe CIA, the KGB, Pakistanõs ISI and Saudi Arabiaõs General Intelligence 

Department all  [having] operated directly and secretly in Afghanistan ó, it was eventually 
the USA and its allies that would  triumph in Afghanistan. Having given òAfghan factions 
allied to the USé cash and weapons, secretly trained guerrilla forces, funded propaganda 
and manipulated politicsó, however, the anti-communist alliance  would eventually (and 
inevitably) give  rise òto the oppressive Taliban and Osama bin Ladenõs al-Qaedaó. 
 

I) US Intervention in Afghanistan  
 

                                              
244 http://www.globalresearch.ca/why -does-the-u-s-support -saudi-arabia-a-country -which -hosts-and-finances-islamic-terrorism -on-behalf-of-
washington/5398408 
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How the Operation Worked  
 
Anti -communist activity in Afghanistan ha d begun in 1979 under US President Carter, but 
òreally swelled between 1981 and 1985ó. Under director  Bill Casey (1981-1987), òthe CIA 
created a three-part intelligence alliance to fund and arm the Mujahadeen, initially to harass  
Soviet occupation forcesó, but eventually aimed at òdriving them outó. The Saudi 
intelligence service was officially the first to provide money  to the cause, though  US 
congress òwould secretly allocate a certain amount of money to support the CIAõs programó 
each year. After this ap proval, says Coll, the US Intelligence liaison would òfly to Riyadhó, 
where òthe Saudis would write a matching checkó. 
 
In addition to financial support, the USAõs role in the Afghan conflict òwas to provide 
logistics and technological supportó, while the Saudis òcollaborated withé ISIó (Pakistanõs 
ôInter-Services Intelligenceõ agency) òto really run the war on the front linesó. 
Consequently, it was the Pakistani army and the ISI that really òpicked the political winners 
and losersó in Afghanistan, which were (unsurprisingly ) the òradical Islamist factionsó. 
Fearing òethnic Pashtun nationalismó in the country, and its general lack of compliance with 
US imperialists, the Pakistani regime had essentially set about òpacifying Afghanistanó, 
using a violent, chauvinist form of Islam as an òinstrument of [its] regional policy to control 
Afghanistanó. 
 
In its desire to òdrive the Soviets outó, the USA quickly òacquiescedó to Saudi and Pakistani 
tactics in Afghanistan . According to Coll, i t òdidnõt really care about local politicsó, and 
many CIA officers (òscarred by their experiencesó in Vietnam) actually  òoperated under a 
mantra of no more hearts and minds for usó. As they had not been successful at winning 
people over to their cause in eastern Asia, with their di rect military presence having failed  
miserably, they accepted that they just werenõt ògood at picking winners and losers in a 
developing worldó conflict. As a result of its new stance, the US regime simply ignored 
warnings that òmany of Americaõs favorite clients were fundamentally anti -American in 
their outlookó, blinded as it was by its fervent anti -communist ideas. Nonetheless, it was 
only really towards the end of the 1980s that these ôclientsõ clearly showed themselves to be 
òvehemently anti-Americanó, beginning to òexplicitly turn their propaganda pamphletsé 
against the United States as well as against the Soviet Unionó. 
 
Coll insists that there were soon òindividuals inside the US bureaucracy [who]  began to 
warn that the United States needed to change its political approachó, pushing their superiors  
to get òinvolved in the messy business of Afghan politicsó. Their recommendations were 
that the government ought to òstart to promote more centrist factionsé, negotiate 
compromise with the Soviet -backed communist governmenté, [and] prevent Islamist 
extremists from coming to poweró. This advice, however, would be òlargely ignoredó. The 
short-sighted elite desire to defeat communism in Afghanistan meant that radical Islamists, 
however hostile to the USA, were still the biggest ally the imperialists had in the fight to 
push the USSR out of the country (and deal it a fatal blow  in the process). 
 
This thoughtless, self-int erested policy, however, would have effects much further afield 
than Afghanistan. When Soviet troops finally withdrew from the country in 1988, for 
example, the ISI and the Pakistani army soon rolled out the same model of jihadi rebellion in 
India, pouring  in òsupport for Islamist factionsó when òa spontaneous indigenous rebellion 
against corrupt Indian rule began in Kashmir in 1989ó. Essentially, these forces would take 
over the Kashmir rebellion and turn  it into an òinstrument of Pakistanõs national policyó. 
Safe in Afghanistan, meanwhile, Bin Laden òbegan toé develop his global ambitions and 
his global organizationó, receiving òindirect and sometimes direct support from the Pakistan 
armyó in the process. In short, he and his followers in Kashmir would serve Pakistanõs 
desire to liberate what they saw as òan occupied territoryó, whilst also managing to òtie 
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down the Indian armyó in the territory  (the òcross-border Islamist jihadó, which had been 
practised in Afghanistan, would soon necessitate the presence of ò600,000 Indian troopsó). 
 
According to Coll, òthe British and United States have supported right wing or religiousé 
groups covertly or sometimes overtlyó on numerous occasions in order to òstop modernist 
governments such as Nasser in Egypt or Gandhi in India as well as leftist oriented 
governments in the regionó. He suggests there was even a òreal beliefó among some elite 
sectors in the West that support for òreligious networks and organizations against soviet-
supportedé leftist governments was not only good tacticsó, but was also part of a 
òrighteousé battle of the faithful against the godlessó. As an example, he speaks of how 
Britain òcertainly supported the Muslim Brotherhood as an instrument of challenge against 
Nasseró, and how, during the 1980s, òthe Israelis supported Hamas covertlyó in order to 
òcreate a rival movement within the Palestinian community against the [progressive] PLOó. 
 
In summary, while òReagan often used the terminology ofé noble freedom fightersó to 
describe rebels in Afghanistan and elsewhere, òcomplexity and ethnicity and tribal 
structuresó were ògenerally not part of American public discourseó. Thanks to such an 
oversimplification of the issue, however, Republican-led covert action in Afghanistan 
actually òattracted bipartisan supportó in the USA (with t he Soviet occupation ògenerally 
regarded as unjust across the developing worldó, it was a lot harder for Democrats  to 
withhold their support, even if it would have been the right thing to do). Essentially, 
opponents of the Reagan regime in the USA were happy to join the administrationõs efforts 
in Afghanistan as long as it left the ISI to òrun things on the front linesó.245 
 
The Biggest State Sponsor of Terror  
 
According to Lt. General William Odom, who was director of the National Security Agency 
(NSA) under Ronald Reagan, the USA has òa long record of supporting terrorists and 
using terrorist tacticsó and, for precisely that reason, the countryõs anti-terrorism rhetoric 
since 9/11 has understandably seemed completely òhypocritical to the rest of the worldó. In 
fact, when the US Senate sought to òpass a law against international terrorismó in the late 
1970s, lawyers insisted that, in each version of the law drafted, the USA òwould be in 
violationó. Zbigniew Brzezinski, who was Nation al Security Advisor at the time, would 
openly reveal later on that the United States had actually òorganized and supported Bin 
Laden and the other originators of òAl Qaedaó in the 1970s to fight the Sovietsó. CIA 
director and Secretary of Defence Robert Gates, meanwhile, would also  confirm  that the 
USA had òbacked the Mujahadinó. In other words, it is common knowledge, as revealed by 
key government officials, that the USA supported Islamic extremists during the Cold War.  
 
According to Gatesõs biography, Bin Laden òwas running a front organizationó by 1984, 
òknown as Maktab al-Khidamar ð the MAK ð which funneled money, arms and fighters 
from the outside world into the Afghan waró. One thing he òfails to specifyó, however, is 
that òthe MAK was nurtured byé ISI, the CIAõs primary conduit for conducting the covert 
waró. The US-led anti-communist intelligence networks simply found that religious zealots 
òwere easier to òreadó than the rivalry-ridden nativesó of Afghanistan , and their opposition 
to the secular USSR meant that they were considered òòreliableó partners of the CIAó. For 
Western capitalists, communism was evil (for some, because it was atheist but, for most, 
because it criticised and threatened the sacred covenant of capitalism). Economic elites 
would therefore do anything to avoid losing their influence in the developing world and, in 
Afghanistan, this meant setting religious extremists on Soviet forces. In fact, this tactic was 
òpivotalé in the downfall of the Soviet Unionó, and was thus justified shamelessly by a 
number of US officials. 
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In 1998, Brzezinski revealed that the USA had òstarted backing Al Qaedaõs forefathers even 
before the Sovietsó entered Afghanistan in order to protect its allies there.246 While the 
superpower òdidnõt push the Russians to interveneó, he said, it òknowingly increased the 
probability that they wouldó. For him, it was òan excellent ideaé, giving to the USSR its 
Vietnam Waró and bringing about òthe demoralization and finally the breakup of the Soviet 
empireó.247 Gates, meanwhile, stated that òAmerican intelligence services began to aid the 
Mujahadeen in Afghanistan 6 months before the Soviet intervention ó, even though the 
òofficial version of historyó says CIA aid to the extremists began only in 1980. In July 1979, 
he insisted, President Carter òsigned the first directive for secret aid to the opponents of the 
pro-Soviet regime in Kabuló, in full knowledge that òthis aid was going to induce a Soviet 

military interventionó.  
 
Driven by òthe fantasy that Islam would penetrate the USSR and unravel the Soviet Union 
in Asiaó, Gates claimed, the USAõs òalliance with the Afghan Islamistsó actually òhad its 
roots in CIA activity in Afghanistan in the 1960s and in the early and mid -1970só, long 
predating the communist government and Sovie t intervention. For Brzezinski, we should 
ask ourselves òwhat is most important to the history of the world? The Taliban or the 
collapse of the Soviet empire?ó Although he is right that the fall of the USSR had a greater 
impact on twentieth -century  history  than the Taliban, he does not consider the impact that 
increasing Islamist extremism would have on the world in the twenty -first century. US 
realpolitik , however, which was focussed on practical rather than ethical concerns, saw the 
choice between supporting religious extremists (who offered no political alternative to 
capitalism) and allowing a pro-Soviet regime (which contained ideological elements which 
challenged capitalism) to exist as a no-brainer. Simply speaking, capitalist elites in the USA 
saw the former as a necessary action in order to maintain their economic and political 
hegemony throughout the world.  
 
In other words, says veteran journalist Robert Dreyfuss, the USA and its allies saw òMuslim 
fundamentalists on the far rightó, who were òfierce anti-communistsó, as òconvenient 
partners in the Cold Waró. In fact, he asserts, the superpower had òfound itself in league 
with Saudi Arabiaõs Islamist legionsó ever since the late 1950s, as a result of its attempts to 
defeat òthe secular forces of progress in the Middle East and the Arab world ó (which were 
becoming more and more influential at the time).  Dreyfuss even claims that òchoosing 
Saudi Arabia over Nasserõs Egypt was probably the single biggest mistake the United 
States has ever made in the Middle Eastó. 
 
Nonetheless, US imperialists logically preferred compliant allies,  however extreme or 
oppressive they were, to forces which were in favour of political and economic 
independence. This choice, however, would place the USA on a slippery slope towards 
economic and political deterioration, from which it would become increasingly difficult to 
return. According to Dreyfuss, t he òsecond big mistakeó of the United States in the Cold 
War was that they òsupported or acquiesced in the rapid growth of [the] Islamic rightó in 
the 1970s, òfrom Egypt to Afghanistanó. He outlines how US ally òSadat brought the 
Muslim Brotherhood backó into Egypt, how the òUnited States, Israel, and Jordan supported 
the Muslim Brotherhood in a civil war against Syriaó, and how òIsrael quietly backed 
Ahmed Yassin and the Muslim Brotherhood in the West Bank and Gazaó, eventually 
òleading to the establishment of Hamasó. 
 
After the Iranian Revolution, says Pakistani nuclear scientist Perez Hoodbhoy, òSaudi 
legitimacy as the guardians of Islam was under strong challengeó, and making òthe Afghan 
Jihad their central causeó became crucial to the survival of their oppressive, discriminatory 
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regime. With òan increasing number of Saudisé becoming disaffected by the House of 
Saudó (and angry about  òits corruption, self -indulgence, repression, and closeness to the 
USó), the war in Afghanistan òprovided an excellent outletó and distraction for militant 
Wahhabi extremists in Saudi Arabia. Hoodbhoy speaks of how this òGreat Global Jihadé 
funded  by Saudi Arabia, and executed by Pakistanó, was supported by the CIA , which  paid 
for adverts to be òplaced in newspapers and newsletters around the world offering 
inducements and motivations to join the Jihadó. 
 
Universities in the USA, meanwhile, òproduced books for Afghan children that extolled the 
virtues of jihad and of killing communistsó, which were òunderwritten by a USAID $50 
million grant to the University of Nebraska in the 1980só. Rather than seeking to 

counterbalance Marxism with logic , Hoodbho y asserts, the USA had sought instead to do 
it by òcreating enthusiasm in Islamic militancyó. Still òwidely available in both 
Afghanistan and Pakistanó, the books mentioned above òexhorted Afghan children to 
òpluck out the eyes of the Soviet enemy and cut off his legsóó. At the same time, the òchief of 
the visa section at the U.S. consulate in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia (J. Michael Springmann)ó was 
encouraged by the CIA to issue visas to Afghanis òso they could travel to the U.S. to be 
trained in terrorism in the  United Statesó, before then being òsent back to Afghanistan to 
fight the Sovietsó.248 In other words, the USA had, through its Cold War efforts, become the 
biggest state sponsor of terror in the world.  
 
The Transforming Goals of the USA in Afghanistan  
 
The University of Ottawaõs Michel Chossudovsky quotes Steve Coll as insisting that the war 
was definitively ôstepped upõ in 1985, with Reagan making it òclear that the secret Afghan 
war had a new goal: to defeat Soviet troops in Afghanistan through covert acti onó. There 
was subsequently a òdramatic increase in arms suppliesó, Coll says, with 65,000 tons being 
sent annually by 1987. There was also a òòceaseless streamó of CIA and Pentagon specialists 
who travelled to the secret headquarters of Pakistanõs ISIé to help plan operations for the 
Afghan rebelsó. 
 
Meanwhile, the USA òsupported Pakistani dictator General Zia-ul Haq in creating 
thousands of religious schools from which the germs of the Taliban emergedó. The 
òpredominant themesó in these Madrassas, Chossudovsky affirms,  òwere that Islam was a 
complete socio-political ideology, that holy Islam was being violated by the atheistic Soviet 
troops, and that the Islamic people of Afghanistan should reassert their independence by 
overthrowing the leftist Afghan reg ime propped up by Moscowó. 
 
Chossudovsky speaks of how the extremists in Afghanistan were òmotivated by nationalism 
and religious fervouró, and òwere unaware that they were fighting the Soviet Army on 
behalf of Uncle Samó (rebel leaders, for example, òhad no contacts with Washington or the 
CIAó). Instead, it was the Pakistani ISI that was built up for the purpose of directing the 
fighters, and soon òdeveloped into a òparallel structure wielding enormous power over all 
aspects of [the Pakistani] governmentóó, employing around 150,000 workers. As explained 
in Chapter One of this book, the ousting of Bhutto in Pakistan had seen òrelations between 
the CIA and the ISIó grow òincreasingly warmó, to the point that, during the Afghan war, 
òPakistan was more aggressively anti -Soviet than even the United States ó. An example of 
this sentiment was that General Zia òsent his ISI chief to destabilize the Soviet Central Asian 
statesó, even before the CIA agreed to the plan in October 1984. Although t he CIA wanted to 
be òmore cautiousó, however, both the USA and Pakistan  privately agreed òthat military 

escalation was the best courseó (in spite of holding the òpublic posture of negotiating a 
settlementó). 
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The war in Afghanistan,  Chossudovsky claims, received a òsignificant part of [its] fundingé 
from  the Golden Crescent drug tradeó, which was òintimately related to the CIAõs covert 
operationsó. Before the conflict, for example, òopium production in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan was directed to small regional marketsó, and òthere was no local production of 
heroinó. Mujahedeen guerrillas, however, òordered peasants to plant opiumó and, two years 
later, òthe Pakistan-Afghanistan borderlands became the worldõs top heroin producer, 
supplying 60 per cent of U.S. demandó. Effectively, ther efore, US drug consumers would 
actually help to fuel the USAõs covert war in Afghanistan. 
 
In Pakistan, meanwhile, òAfghan leaders and local syndicates under the protection of 
Pakistan Intelligence operated hundreds of heroin laboratoriesó, in what would be a 
òdecade of wide -open drug -dealingó, with the òU.S. Drug Enforcement Agency in 
Islamabad [failing] to instigate major seizures or arrestsó. This òstrategic hubó of the drugs 
trade, Chossudovsky argues, would eventually produce òmulti-billion dollar revenuesó and, 
following the 2001 US invasion of Afghanistan, would represent òmore than one third of the 
worldwide annual turnover of the narcotics tradeó.249 In summary, Reaganõs second term in 
office was not only about explicitly seeking to pu sh Soviet forces out of Afghanistan, but 
about overseeing a transformation of the socio-economic make-up of the country (in an 
entirely reactionary and regressive manner). 
 

II) The Extension of the Afghan War  
 
Bin Laden  and the Taliban  
 
According to Jason Burke at The Guardian, bin Laden benefitted significantly from 
imperialist intervention in the Afghan war . As a young Saudi logistics specialist, Burke says, 
bin Laden arrived in Afghanistan in 1979, and soon after settled in òthe Pakistani city of 
Peshawaró, where he used his òexperience of the construction trade, and his money, to build 
a series of bases where the mujahideen could be trained by their Pakistani, American and, if 
some recent press reports are to be believed, British advisersó. Bin Laden , the paper asserts, 
òwas effectively funded by the Americans ó, though òit is impossible to gauge how much 
American aid he receivedó because òmost American weaponsé were channelled by the 
Pakistanis to the Hezb-i-Islami faction of the mujahideen led by Gulbudd in Hekmatyaró. 
Although bin Laden was òonly loosely connected with the groupó, however, his òOffice of 
Services, set up to recruit overseas for the war, [definitely] received some US cashó. 
 
According to one US official, the USA òcreated a whole cadre of trained and motivated 
people who turned against [them]ó in what could be considered òa classic Frankenstein's 
monster situationó. Nonetheless, the claim asserted earlier in this section, that the United 
States did not know how to pick the winners or losers of conflicts in the developing world, 
has been echoed by Pakistani defence analyst Kamaal Khan, who suggests that the òbulk of 
American aidó actually òwent to the least effective fightersó in Afghanistan. Most of the 
fighting, Khan insists, was actually do ne by Afghanis, with whom the USA did not have 
much contact. The òmilitary contribution of the ôArabsõ, as the overseas volunteers were 
known, was relatively smalló, he says. Americaõs Saudi and Pakistani allies, however, who 
received significant US support during the war, had much more success in backing the ômost 
effective fightersõ.250 
 
In spite of the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan  (completed in 1989), the civil war in the 
country òcontinued unabatedó, with a group called the Taliban being òsupported by the 
Pakistani Deobandis and their political party, the Jamiat -ul -Ulema-e-Islam (JUI)ó. When the 
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JUI gained influence in the Pakistani government in 1993, says Chossudovsky òties between 
the JUI, the Army and the ISI were establishedó, which facili tated JUI influence in 
Afghanistan. The Taliban, created in around 1991, would gain power in Afghanistan just 
three years after the JUIõs rise to prominence in Pakistan. According to Pakistani journalist 
Ahmed Rashid, the links between the two groups became ever more apparent when, upon 
taking power, the Taliban òhanded control of training camps in Afghanistan over to JUI 
factionsó. In fact, with the òsupport of the Saudi Wahabi movementó, he insists, the JUI 
subsequently also òplayed a key role in recruiting volunteers to fight in the Balkans and the 
former Soviet Unionó. The Taliban òlargely served US geopolitical interestsó, however, 
according to K. Subrahmanyam, and Washington therefore òclosed its eyesó to the groupõs 
òblatant derogation of womenõs rightsé, closing down of schools for girlsé, dismissal of 
women employees from government offices andé enforcement of òthe Sharia laws of 
punishmentóó. 
 
The Afghan War Extends into Europe  
 
At the same time, the Bosnian Muslim Army and the Kosovo Liberation Arm y (KLA) in the 
Balkans also served US interests, with òCIA-sponsored Mujahideen mercenariesó even being 
involved in assaults on Macedonia at the time of the September 11th attacks in the USA in 
2001. Quoting the International Media Corporation, Chossudovsk y insists that this covert 
support was part of an attempt òto bring the Yugoslav Government into line with US 
policyó, as it was òthe only state in the region to have failed to acquiesce to US pressureó 
after the fall of the Soviet Union. In Kosovo meanwhi le, the KLA was armed and trained by 
both the US Defence Intelligence Agency (DIA) and the MI6, along with the support of 
òthree British and American private security companiesó. Military instructors also came 
from Turkey and Afghanistan, òfinanced by the òIslamic jihadóó, and the òCIA and 
Germanyõs Secret Service, the BNDó. 
 
Frank J. Cilluffo, Deputy Director of the Global Organized Crime Program at the Center for 
Strategic International Studies in Washington, spoke to the US Congress in 2000 about how, 
with Albania and Kosovo lying òat the heart of the òBalkan Routeó that links the òGolden 
Crescentó of Afghanistan and Pakistan to the drug markets of Europeó, the conflict in the 
Balkans had a direct link to the drugs trade.  The route, he said, was òworth an estimated 
$400 billion a yearó, and handled ò80 percent of heroin destined for Europeó. Interpolõs Ralf 
Mutschke, meanwhile, emphasised around the same time that the KLA had been, according 
to the US State Department, òfinancing its operations with money from the international 
heroin trade and loans from Islamic countries and individuals, among them allegedly 
Usama bin Ladenó. In other words, the KLA had gained a significant amount of its resources 
from the drug trade.  
 
In spite of links between Al Qaeda and the KLA, however, Senator Jo Lieberman stated in 
1999 that òfighting for the KLA is fighting for human rights and American valuesó. In 
Macedonia, this US-Islamist cooperation even continued in 2001, with the òUS government 
and the òIslamic Militant Networkóó being accused of òworking hand in glove in supporting 
and financing theé National Liberation Army (NLA)ó. In other words , the United States 
òhad been supporting the Islamic brigades barely a few months prior to the 9/11 attacksó. 
 
Jihadism in Chechnya 
 
Meanwhile, the òmain rebel leadersó in Chechnya (Russiaõs òrenegade autonomous regionó) 
were òtrained and indoctrinated in CIA-sponsored camps in Afghanistan and Pakistanó, 
says Chossudovsky. Far beyond just òsupplying the Chechens with weapons and expertiseó, 
he insists, the ISI and its òradical Islamic proxiesó were actually òcalling the shotsó there. 
One reason for covert Western support for the latter conflict , he asserts, was that òAnglo-
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American oil conglomeratesó would be set to gain òcontrol over oil resources and pipeline 
corridors out of the Caspian Sea basinó if Russian forces were pushed out, as the countryõs 
òmain pipeline route transits through Chechnya and Dagestanó. 
 
Shamil Basayev, leader of one of the two main Chechen rebel armies, had apparently 
received òintensive Islamic indoctrination and training in guerrilla warfareó in Afghanistan 
in 1994, courtesy of the ISI. Leading the assault against Russia in the First Chechen War in 
1995, Basayev also had òextensive links to criminal syndicates in Moscowó, to òAlbanian 
organized crimeó, and to the KLA. According to Russiaõs Federal Security Service (FSB), 
òChechen warlordsó even òstarted buying up real estate in Kosovoó between 1997 and 1998. 
 
In the former Soviet Union, Muslim societies had developed a òstrong secular traditionó, but 
the conflict in Chechnya began to òundermine secular state institutionsó, with a òparallel 
system of local government, controlled by the Islamic militiaó being set up òin many 
localities in Chechnyaó. With state institutions òcrumblingó under òIMF-sponsored austerity 
measuresó, it was much easier for the rebel forces to displace the existing institutions in their 
territory, even in the face of  òstrong opposition [from] the civilian populationó. Another 
advantage the Wahhabi-inspired rebels had was the financial aid which had been sent to 
them òfrom Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Statesó, which was made òconditional upon the 
installation of the Sharia courtsó after their victory.  
 
The Chechen conflict was therefore essentially a takeover by the Wahhabi movement, which 
did all that it could to replace òtraditional Sufi Muslim leadersó with pro-Wahhabi figures. 
The Chechen Sufis, known for being moderat e traditionalists open to change, actually joined 
together with secular forces in Dagestan, managing to push back the Wahhabi extremists. 
They claimed the latter was a òvery tiny but well-financed and well -armed minorityó, which 
had been trying to òcreate a state of confusion in whiché their own harsh, intolerant brand 
of Islamé [would be] able to thriveó. Wahhabism, they insisted, did not enjoy  widespread 
support in the region.  
 
Increasing Jihadi Influence in India and China  
 
Elsewhere, òPakistan-based rebel groupsé covertly supported byé ISIó carried out 
òterrorist attacks on the Indian Parliamentó in December 2001, bringing India and Pakistan 
òto the brink of waró. This event, Chossudovsky insists, along with the òethnic riots in 
Gujarató the following year, was the òculmination of a process initiated in the 1980s, 
financed by drug money and abetted by Pakistanõs military intelligenceó, to òreplicate in 
Kashmiró the òholy waró that had brought the Taliban to power in Afghanist an. And with 
òmembers of the Pakistani and Kashmiri communities in Englandó, along with  òWahabi 
sympathizers in the Persian Gulfó, sending òmillions of dollars a yearó in support of this 
strategy, extremism soon seized control of the conflict in Kashmir.  
 
Meanwhile, the ISI also supported Wahhabi insu rgencies in western China, within both the 
Turkestan and Uighur movements  there. Certain separatist groups even òreceived support 
and training  fromé Al Qaedaó, supported òby various Wahabi òfoundationsó from the Gulf 
Statesó. Just as the West had done with the former Soviet Union, Chossudovsky argues, 
òpolitical destabilization and fracturingó in China was now in the interests of Western 
economic elites. With the òmilitarization of the South China Sea andé the Taiwan Straitsó, 
and the establishment of US òmilitary bases in Afghanistan and in several of the former 
Soviet republics, directly on Chinaõs Western borderó, it was becoming clearer that the West 
was seeking to destabilise and weaken the increasingly powerful Chinese regime.251 And 
Wahhabi-inspired Islamism would be the chosen tool for this process.  
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III) ôBlowbackõ and US Reaction 
 
In 1999, The Guardianõs Jason Burke reported on how, according to American officials, 
ò12,500 foreignersó had been trained  between 1985 and 1992 in òbomb-making, sabotage 
and urban guerrilla warfare in Afghan camps the CIA helped to set up ó. After the fall of 
the pro-Soviet government in 1992, Burke says, òanother 2,500 are believed to have passed 
through the campsó, which were soon to be òrun by an assortment of Islamic extremists, 
including Osama bin Ladenó. Veterans from the war ònow linked to bin Ladenó, he insists, 
had òbeen traced by investigators to Pakistan, East Africa, Albania, Chechnya, Algeria, 
France, the US and Britainó.252 In other words, Al Qaeda was a force which had managed to 
attract Wahhabi sympathisers from across the world.  
 
In Pakistan, meanwhile, the òextensive military-intelligence apparatus (the ISI)é was not 
dismantledó after the end of the Afghan conflict. Instead, it òserved as a catalyst for the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union and the emergence of six new Muslim republics in Central 
Asiaó. With ISIõs help, Washingtonõs Blog reveals, Wahhabi missionaries from Saudi Arabia 
òestablished themselves in the [new] Muslim republics, as well as within the Russian 
federationó, thus undermining secular opposition to imperialism in the region.  In short, 
Wahhabi-inspired reactionary Islamism was now rapidly becoming the main for m of ôanti-
imperialistõ resistance in the Muslim World.  
 
Consequences on US Soil of the Afghan Intervention  
 
In 1993, the bombing of the World Trade Center  was the first sign of blowback resulting 
from US interference in Afghanistan. New York District At torney Robert M. Morgenthau  
spoke of how òintelligence services could and should have stoppedó the bombing, while  
investigative journalist Robert I. Friedman would speak in 1995 about how Sheikh Omar 
Abdel Rahman (whose 1980 fatwa against Anwar Sadat was thought to have been 
responsible for his assassination) was thought to have inspired the attack. Rahman, who had 
been sent to Peshawar in the 1980s with CIA funds òto preach to the Afghans about the 
necessity of unity to overthrow the Kabul regime ó, was essentially a prime asset for US 
elites. In 1990, for example, he was given a one-year visa into the USA, and òjihad officesó 
(set up òacross America with the help of Saudi and American intelligenceó after the Soviet 
withdrawal from Afghanistan) would soon be  visited by òveterans of the Afghan conflictó, 
who would òtell their inspirational war storiesó to impressionable or sympathetic ears in the 
USA in order to earn òmillions of dollars for the rebels at a time when they needed it mostó. 
 
In 1990, òan ultra-right -wing Zionist militantó was murdered by a man named El-Sayyid 
Nosair. When his house was searched in the aftermath of the attack, òthousands of rounds of 
ammunition and hit listsó were found, along with òclassified U.S. military-training 
manualsó. In response, the FBI claimed òNosair was a lone gunmanó, though Morgenthau 
would soon insist that Bureau officials ò[could not] be trusted to do the jobó of untangling 
terrorist connections because of their relationship with such networks . Three years later, 
when the FBI arrested suspects for the World Trade Center bombing, Morgenthau thought 
they òwould lead back to Sheikh Abdel Rahmanó, but that the òU.S. government was 
protecting the sheikh for his help in Afghanistanó. Saudi intelligence, meanwhile, 
òcontributed to Sheikh Rahmanõs legal-defence fundó. 
 
Even US Congressman Peter Deutsch would later reveal  that òsome Afghan groups that 
[had]  had close affiliation with Pakistani Intelligence [were]  believed to have been involved 
in the [1993] New York World Trade Center bombingsó. The US government had been 
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òofficially warnedó about Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, for example, who had previously been 
òshoweredé with U.S. provided weaponsó by Pakistani intelligence, òjust days beforeó the 
1993 attack. Having been òenthusiastically backed by the U.S.ó, however, and òamong 
Americaõs most valued alliesó, he was predictably not implicated.  
 
September 11th, 2001 
 
By the late 1990s, Wahhabi-inspired  Islamism had gone òinto overdriveó because President 
Reagan had òfeted jihadist leadersó over a decade before, while the òU.S. press [had] 
lionized themó accordingly . Such wilful ignorance within the US establishment would be 
conveniently forgotten , however, when the tables turned after 9/11, and the previous 
support the countryõs economic and political elites had poured into extremist causes in the 
1980s would be brushed under the carpet in an attempt to save face. In much the same way 
that immigration discussions  in the USA avoid the historical context (that the USA funded 
right -wing dictatorships and mercenaries throughout Latin America  during the Cold War ), 
the media actively sought to leave context out of its coverage of the ôWar on Terrorõ after 
9/11 (showing yet again that the corporate media serves the interests of the ruling economic 
elites and not those of the People). 
 
The Pakistani madrassas (which had been òfunded and supported by Saudi Arabia and [the] 
U.S. Central Intelligence Agencyó, and which had encouraged students òto join the Afghan 
resistanceó) would be criticised after 9/11, but the involvement of the USA in their creation 
would be conveniently left out. In 2004, for example, the 9/11 Commission report claimed 
that òsome of Pakistanõs religious schools or madrassas served as òincubators for violent 
extremismóó. Pervez Hoodbhoy, however , insists that òthere may well have been no 911 but 
for [the] game-changeró of US support for radical Islamists in Afghanistan. While òevery 
religion, including Isl am, has its crazed fanaticsó, he says, they are òfew in numbers and 
small in strengthó, and their voices only became louder thanks to the backing of the USA 
and its allies. 
 
According to Newsweek, the New York Times,  and other media outlets, òan FBI informant 
hosted and rented a room to 2 of the 9/11 hijackers in 2000ó. In fact, former òcounter-
terrorism bossó Richard Clarke even òtheorizes that top CIA brass tried to recruit the 
hijackers and turn them to our side, but were unsuccessfuló. After failing, he says, òthey 
covered up their tracksó, with the FBI refusing to allow the informant  mentioned above to be 
interviewed by the Congressional Joint Inquiry into the terrorist attacks. According to 
professor emeritus Peter Dale Scott, it is ògenerally admitted that Ali Mohamed ó (a terrorist 
also known as Abu Mohamed ôal Amriki õ (ôthe Americanõ)) òworked for the FBI, the CIA, 
and U.S. Special Forcesó. Although he had òtrained most of al Qaedaõs top leadership ð 
including Bin Laden and Zawahirió, he òlived as an American citizen in California, applying 
for jobs as an FBI translatoró until his arrest in 1998. In summary, he was allowed to be an 
FBI informant  even though he was òone of al-Qaedaõs top trainers in terrorism and how to 
hijack airplanesó. 
 
More importantly, though, ò9/11 was foreseeableó, reports Washingtonõs Blog. According to 
òa high-level military intelligence officeró, whose unit was òtasked with tracking Bin Laden 
prior to 9/11ó, the said unit was actually òpulled off the taskó early. Its warnings about new 
attacks on the USA, meanwhile, were òignoredó. In the words of f ormer FBI translator Sibel 
Edmonds, Osama Bin Laden even òworked for the U.S. right up until 9/11 ó (a fact that was 
òcovered up because the US [had] outsourced terror operations to al Qaeda and the Taliban 
for many yearsó). In short, the September 11th attacks were both foreseeable and 
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preventable, though the official policy of US elites (in supporting Wahhabi -inspired terrorist 
attacks around the world) meant that litt le was done to foresee or prevent them.253 
 
The USAõs War on Terrorism 
 
According to Michel Chossudovsky, the key to any òwar propagandaó is to òfabricate ané 

outside enemyó and, in the wake of 9/11, this enemy became Osama bin Laden. In the case 
of the USA, the idea that the country was òunder attackó was pushed to the extreme in both 
political and media spheres, in a clear attempt to portray America  as a victim rather than an 
attacker. The context of US crimes abroad, therefore, was ignored, while the fact that the 
òoutside enemyó was òa creation of the CIAó played absolutely no role in the coverage of 
the mainstream media. In the run -up to a supposed òpre-emptive waró in Afghanistan to 
òdefend the Homelandó, history was effectively ôdisappearedõ, like social activists in Latin 
America under US-backed dictatorships. 
 
To make matters worse, òdisinformationó was fed into the news just as the òeconomic and 
strategic objectives behind the war in the Middle Eastó were being hidden behind talk o f 
òself-defenseó and òjust waró. The governmentõs propaganda apparatus, seeking to make 
terror warnings seem completely genuine,  sought to òto erase the history of Al Qaeda, 
drown the truth and òkill the evidenceóó. The òlargest covert operation in the history of the 
CIAó, which had started in Afghanistan in 1979, was now to be wiped from the collective 
memory of US citizens. The ò35,000 Muslim radicals from 40 Islamic countriesó which had 
òjoined Afghanistanõs fight between 1982 and 1992ó, along with the òtens of thousands more 
[who] came to study in Pakistani madrasahsó, had simply never existed (according to media 
and political elites). Washingtonõs attempts to òdeliberately trigger a civil war ó (which 
eventually lasted òfor more than 25 yearsó), meanwhile, was to be totally omitted from US 
history books. 
 
As I have already shown in this chapter, the USA gave covert support for Wahhabi jihadists 
from Pakistan to Bosnia, from Kosovo to Chechnya, and from Dagestan to western China. In 
these places, says Chossudovsky, the òsignificant development of òradical Islamó, in the 
wake of the Cold War in the former Soviet Union and the Middle East is consistent with 
Washingtonõsé view to destabilizing national societies and preventing the articulation of 
genuine secular social movementsó. Claims that the USAõs foreign policy was ògeared 
towards curbing the tide of Islamic fundamentalismó, therefore, were simply lies. The 
superpower may well oppose to its own interests being attacked by Wahhabi extremists, 
but wherever they have served US interests, they have long been welcome allies . By 
creating and manipulating òsocial and ethnic divisionsó, Wahhabi extremists essentially 
undermine òthe capacity of people to organise against the American Empireó. The 
òopposition to Uncle Samó which it propounds , meanwhile, generally òdoes not constitute 
any real threat to Americaõs broader geopolitical and economic interestsó. 
 
The fact that òa major war in the Middle East and Central Asia, supposedly òagainst 
international terrorismó, was launched in October 2001ó by the USA means very little. 
Because the country had long been òharboring international terrorism as part of its foreign 
policy agendaó, the idea that it had now turned against the extremists with whom it had 
ònever severed its tiesó was very suspicious. In reality, Chossudovsky argues, American 
citizens were òdeliberately and consciously misled by their governmentó, and Al Qaeda was 
immediately targeted òwithout supporting evidenceó, with the òdecision to go to war with 
Afghanistan [be ing] taken on the evening of September 11 and [being] formally announced 
the following morningó. 
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NATOõs declaration of war, meanwhile, was òbased on the principle of òself-defenseóó, and 
òwas taken within 24 hours of the September 11 attacksó. According t o Chossudovsky, that 
was a time frame rarely seen before in world history. (Note here that Israelõs invasions of 
Palestinian territory work on much the same principle:  after years of interference sowing 
injustice and oppression, when the imperial/colonial power finally reaps hostility from 
sectors of the population it oppresses, it suddenly claims, ignoring all historical context, that 
it is acting ôin self-defenceõ.) Chossudovsky argues, based on the fact that òone does not plan 
a war in three weeksó, that òthe bombing and invasion of Afghanistan had been planned 
well in advance of 9/11ó. 
 
Fear, Misinformation, and Deception  
 
For Chossudovsky, the idea of òblowbackó (that the USA naively supported rebel forces that 
would later turn against their unsuspectin g sponsors) was simply a òfabricationó, albeit one 
that was commonly repeated in the media. In fact, he claims, there was another reason why 
the USA wanted to initiate a new global military offensive  abroad. According to òformer US 
Central Command (USCENTCOM) Commander, General Tommy Franks, who led the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003ó, an imagined scenario of a òterrorist attack on American soiló 
would lead to the òsuspension of the Constitution and the installation of military rule in 
Americaó. Such a situation , Chossudovsky stresses, would allow the economic elites of the 
USA to act with even fewer limitations (by eliminating the freedom of speech that leads to 
political dissent ). 
 
Popular fear of another terrorist attack, Chossudovsky insists, would ògalvanize US public 
opinion in support of a military government and police stateó, thus facilitating òa major shift 
in US political, social and institutional structuresó. For such a strategy to pay off, however, 
the ignorance of the American people  to the causes of injustice and conflict in the Middle 
East is crucial. Without an understanding of their governmentõs role in the ruin of the 
region, they give their elites the ability to manipulate them with the idea of an unreasonable 
foreign  enemy that has come straight from hell and is entirely detached from any sort of 
historical context. In summary, ignorance leads to a lack of empathy, and that leads to fear, 
hatred, and conflict.  
 
The òtriggering of òwar pretext incidentsóó, Chossudovsky says, has been òan integral part 
of US military historyó, with òOperation Northwoodsó in 1962, for example, having planned 
to òdeliberately trigger civilian casualties to justify the invasion of Cubaó. In that particular 
operation, there were suggestions of blowing up a US ship in Guantanamo Bay and blaming 
Cuba, developing òa Communist Cuban terror campaign in the Miami area, in other Florida 
cities and even in Washingtonó, and subsequently publishing òcasualty lists in U.S. 
newspapers [to] cause a helpful wave of national indignationó. While US manipulation did 
eventually lead people to support over fifty years of aggressive rhetoric and economic 
sanctions on Cuba, however, the presence of the USSR essentially meant that a direct 
military invasion of the island neve r really materialised after the Bay of Pigs invasion. 
 
After the July 2005 London bombings, Dick Cheney spoke of a òcontingency planó, in which 
preparations would be made òfor a major military operation against Iranó (which had not 
been at all involved in the attacks). Pressure, meanwhile, would also be òexerted on Tehran 
in relation to its (non -existent) nuclear weapons programó. Cheneyõs plan òdid not in the 
least focus on preventing a Second 9/11ó, though, and was primarily òpredicated on the 
[fairly absurd] presumption that Iran would be behind a Second 9/11ó, and that òpunitive 
bombings could immediately be activatedé prior to the conduct of an investigationó. Again, 
the ignorance of US citizens to the fact that Iran was opposed to Wahhabi extremism wou ld 
be essential for such a plan to work , as a scared population, together with ò9/11-type 
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terrorist attacksó, were considered entirely òappropriate means of legitimizing wars of 
aggression against any country selected for that treatmentó. 
 
The Western medi a, according to Chossudovsky, has cooperated dutifully with the 
policies of the ruling elites , òincreasingly pointing towards òpreemptive waró as an act of 
òself defenseóó, all in the hope of building òpublic acceptance for the next stage of the 
Middle East òwar on terrorismó which is directed against Syria and Iranó (as the last 
perceived bastions of national independence in the Middle East). Meanwhile, the ò911 
narrative as conveyed by the 911 Commission report is fabricatedó, Chossudovsky insists, 
with the Bush administration having been òinvolved in acts of cover-up and complicity at 
the highest levels of governmentó. Revealing the misinformation and outright lies of the 

political and economic elites of the West , he argues, is the only way to òundermine the 
legitimacy of the òwar on terrorismóó. For, without 9/11, he says, òthe war criminals in 
high office do not have a leg to stand onó.254 
 

D) The Iranian Revolution and the Iran -Iraq War  
 
A significant factor in the USAõs decision to intervene in Afghanistan in the 1980s was the 
success of the Iranian Revolution in 1979. The fact that Iranõs revolution was proclaimed 
Islamic, however, was never the problem for the West. As I have already shown in this 
chapter, the USA and its allies have supported both Islamist governments and militants on 
numerous occasions in the past. For example, when Pakistan became an Islamic Republic in 
1956, the West didnõt seek to isolate it. Meanwhile, Western elites were not particularly 
worried about the increasing authoritarianism of the new government  in Iran either. As 
already seen in this book, they supported more than their fair share of brutal dictatorships 
throughout the twentieth century, and beyond . In fact, in the same year as Iranõs revolution, 
as the USA funded anti -communist Islamists in Afghanistan, it was supported in its 
campaign by its tyrannical Wahhabi allies in Saudi Arabia and the oppressive right -wing 
dictatorship of Pakistan.  
 
Essentially, the political philosophy of Islamism was never committed to a comprehensive 
plan of nationalisations and redistribution of wealth (like that of communists or progressive 
nationalists). The Iranian Revolution,  therefore, was not a worry for the West because of the 
participation of Islamists. What worried it the most was that there were initially left wing 
currents participating  in the Revolution, and even conservative Islamists were expressing 
anti-imperialist sentiment s. In fact, it was so popular at the start that t he USA could not 
really have actively resisted the revolutionary regime even if it had wanted to. When US 
hostages were taken, however, the United States were given an excuse to oppose the 
process, and a way of getting ordinary Americans behind government action to resolve the 
situation.  
 
In this section, I will explore the reasons for the Iranian Revolution, and the characteristics it 
adopted once Islamist factions had hijacked the process. I will also look at the opposition the 
new regime faced from Saudi Arabia, which became increasingly worried about th e anti-
imperialist rhetoric of Iranõs leaders and the effect this could have on its own citizens. 
Subsequently, I will detail the Westõs support for Iraq during its war against Iran, and the 
destructive effect this had on the region. Finally, I will explai n why the Iranian Revolution 
has essentially become a reactionary process, and how Iranian citizens (and the Kurds in 
particular) have resisted it.  
 

I) The Nature of the Iranian Revolution  
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As seen in Chapter One, a key event in Iranian history was the òUS-British coup in 1953, 
which overthrew [Iranõs] democratically elected Prime Minister Mosaddeghó. According to 
Reza Fiyouzat at Counterpunch, the countryõs òclerical classesó, led by Ayatollah Kashani 
(òmentor to Ayatollah Khomeinió) actually  òsided with the coup and against the 
democratically elected Mosaddeghó. In turn, this strategy meant siding with òthe project of 
the US imperialistsó in Iran,  and destroying a democratic system òfor which many of [the 
countryõs] best minds had given their  lives and for which hundreds of thousands had fought 
so hardó. The coup, Fiyouzat insists, òcould not have been orchestrated by [the] foreign 
powers if there [had been] no internal social forces to carry it forward ó, but the clerics 
turned out to be one of those internal forces that chose to side with the USA and Britain. In 
short, they knew very well that òtheir interests placed them on the side of the imperialists 
and not the socialists, progressive nationalists, true liberals and democrats who supported 
Mossadeghõs partyó.255 
 
After the Iranian Revolution, figures like Fidel Castro (who themselves had reacted to 
excessive US interference) emphasised the role of the USA in creating Iranian anti-
imperialist sentiment , saying that òthe people had already overthrown the shah once but, 
just like it did in Guatemala, the CIAé re-established him in the governmentó. Castro 
continued, stressing that, òdespite the fact that the shah had the most powerful army in the 
regionó, and had òassassinated hundreds of thousands of Iraniansó, the Iranian people 
overthrew him òwith great braveryó and òalmost without weaponsó. The òmarked rejection 
of U.S. policyó after the Revolution, meanwhile, was simply a result of previous US 
interference in the country . 
 
The fact that the shah was subsequently allowed into the USA, however, made matters even 
worse, sparking mass protests in Iran and leading soon after to the hostage crisis. The 
United States then responded with òa number of mistakesó, asserts Castro, including the 
confiscation of òthousands of millions of dollars that the Iranian state had deposited in U.S. 
banksó. The superpowerõs subsequent search to òresolve the problem in Iran through force 
and surpriseó, meanwhile, òcomplicated the problemó further. With Cuba also having 
suffered from a US-led economic blockade, Castro showed sympathy with Iran  amidst the 
Iran-Iraq War, but also asserted that òwe must also work in order to put an end to the 
conflicts between our Iraqi and Iranian brothersó.256 The dogmatic and reactionary nature of 
both the Baõathists and Shia Islamists, however, meant that such an accommodation was not 
possible. 
 
The Iranian Revolution Compared with Others  
 
In 2009, London School of Economics professor Fred Halliday insisted that òthe revolution 
of Iran [could]  be seen as part of a series of such transformations that had overturned 
regimes in three continents in the previous two centuries: France (1789), Russia (1917), China 
(1949), [and] Cuba (1959)ó. In his lecture, he goes on to declare òsix broad points of 
comparisonó, outlining at first  how, like in the other revolutions  mentioned above, òa broad 

coalition of opposition forces came together [in Iran] to overthrow a dictatorial regime , 
building on longstanding social grievances but also energising nationalist sentiment 
against a state and ruler seen as too compliant to foreign interests ó. In Iran, he says, this 
meant the unity of òliberal and Marxist to conservative and religious forcesó, representing 
òa classic populist allianceó. In other words, it would become a form of bourgeois 
nationalism, trying  to unite all citizens against subservience to US-led imperialism  while  
exploiting  real grievances in order to gain the popular support needed to change the nature 
of the existing power structure.  
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The second point Halliday makes is that òthe victory of the revolutionó (in each case 
mentioned) depended on the òstateõs weakness of leadership and internal divisions ó. In 
the case of Iran, the Shah òwas illó, and òhis advisers and generals were uncertainó, making 
conditions for rebellion ripe. The next factor characteristic of Hallidayõs revolutionary 
processes was a òquality that distinguishes mere coups dõetat or rebellions from major 
revolutionsó ð that of being ònot just politicaló. For Halliday, these tr ansformations in reality 
òhad profound and ongoing social and economic consequencesó, creating òa new social 
order and a new set of social valuesó. In Iran, the change in the status quo was driven by òa 
new revolutionary elite, an Islamic nomenklatura, uni ted by ties of power, business and 
marriageó, which would  soon find itself in control of state revenues. Effectively, power had 
shifted from one elite to another, but there were nonetheless significant changes as a result, 
 
Halliday õs next assertion is that the core ideology of each revolution was òsupplemented by 
pre-existing ideas that were crucial to sustaining domestic support (above all 
nationalismé)ó. In Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini òat firsté denounced secular nationalism as 
an insult to Islamó but, after Baõathist Iraq invaded  in 1980, òhe and other leaders adopted 
the Iranian versionó of what òFrench revolutionaries in the 1790s [had called] la grande 
nationó (which had sought to bring together different regions under the banner of a ôgreater 
Franceõ). According to Halliday , the multi -ethnic nature of Iran made such nationalism 
necessary, and there were subsequently òprofound reverberations on the relations between 
the Iran's different national componentsó. However, the actions of the Shia Islamist regime 
often òled not to [an] era of fraternal cooperation and solidarityé but to [one of] conflict and 
waró. Just as òa revolt at the heart of a plural countryó had previously encouraged citizens 
to resist new authoritarian regimes in Turkey, Russia, and Ethiopia, Iranõs Kurds would be 
those to have their hopes dashed the most after the Revolution of 1979. 
 
The final (and perhaps most importan t) idea that Halliday insists on  is the òexplosive 
international consequences ó that each transformative revolution ha d. In particular, he 
refers to the òpersistent attempts to export the revolutionó, and the òintensified regional 
rivalriesó that these created. In Iran, he says, such promotion of ôstate interestsõ actually 
òacquired resemblances to a reviving empire - wit h traces of France and Russia in 
particularó. The Iran -Iraq War , meanwhile, strengthened Iranian nationalism  and gave the 
ruling regime an excuse to repress dissent (or make ôdifficult wartime decisionsõ to ensure 
unity was not ôunderminedõ). For Halliday , the conflict òshaped the politics, defined the 
state institutions, and steeled the will  of the Islamic Republic (just as the civil war of 1919-21 
was formative for the Bolshevik regime)ó. 
 
A Revolution l ike Few Others in the Twentieth Century  
 
Through President Ahmadinejad  (2005-2013), Halliday says, fighters involved in the 
òterrible waró of the 1980s sought in the twenty -first century òto revive the revolutionary 
discipline and spirit of those yearsó. For the professor, this strategy echoed òsimilar attempts 
by Joseph Stalin in the 1930s, Mao Zedong in the 1960s òcultural revolutionó, and Fidel 
Castro in his 1980s rectificaci·nó ð all aimed at revitalising a wartime spirit of unity and 
resistance. While these attempts all failed in the end, he insists, the òregimes themselves 
lastedó nonetheless. 
 
One distinctive aspect of the Iranian Revolution, Halliday argues, was that òsecular 
radicalismó was not the driving force, even though òthe programme and actions of 
Ayatollah Khomeini and his associates [had] much in common with other modern social 
upheavalsó. For example, the clerics: appealed òto the mass of poor peopleé against the 
corrupt, foreign -linked, eliteó; demonstrated the òcult of the leaderó, with Khomeini in 
particular being referred to as òleader of the revolution and founder of the Islamic 
Republicó; mobilised ònationalist sentimentó; used national income (òalbeit in a chaotic and 



139 
 

inefficient wayó in Iran) for òegalitarian social programmes in city and countrysideó; and 
analysed the world òin terms of a just struggle of oppressed peoples against a dominant 
poweró (whilst using in Iran the Qurõanic term òistikbar i jahani (global arrogance)ó instead 
of ôimperialismõ). Just like in other bourgeois nationalist revolutions, t he idea that Islamist 
leaders were superior and that everyone in Iran was ôin it togetherõ helped the 
ôrevolutionaryõ elite in Iran to òcrush not only their opponents but all dissidents within the 
regimeó, and to impose òa new and even more exacting and intrusive authoritarian regimeó. 
In fact, Halliday says that he himself was òa witnessó in the summer of 1979 of òthe brutal 
repression visited by the new state on its former, now discarded, liberal and socialist alliesó. 
 
In general, however, Halliday speaks of three different ways (not related to religion or 
oppression) in which the Iranian Revolution was unique. Firstly, he insists that the 
revolution òrelied not on force, military insurrection or guerrilla war, but on politicsó. The 
òmass mobilisation of people  in the streets (in the Iranian case, the largest such opposition 
demonstrations ever recorded anywhere [in 2009])ó, he says, along with òthe political (as 
opposed to industrial) general strike  (which, from October 1978, paralysed the economy 
and foreign trade)ó, was crucial for the success of the Revolution. Essentially, then, it was 
through acts of popular civil disobedience , rather than military violence, that the Iranian 
people managed to topple the Shahõs regime. As such, claims Halliday,  this process òwas the 
first modern revolutionó, a fact that the professor considers both the òmost paradoxical and 
original aspectó of the Iranian revolutionó. 
 
Another way in which the uprising  was different from others was the fact that the state had 
not suffered òdefeat in war or by invasion, or via the withdrawal of support from an 
external patronó. The Shah, Halliday asserts, was òbacked by the US (as also by China) to 
the endó, and his army òhad not been defeated in waró. At the same time, òno outside state 

gave any support to the revolutionaries ó. Far from causing òrivalry between great powers, 
Russia, China, Europe and the US were [all] united against [the Iranian Revolution]ó, a fact 
which made the victory of the protesters all the more impressive.  In short, it was the power 

of the masses that defeated the state. 
 
Halliday õs final point about the Iranian Revolution is that it was òwell organised ó, but not 
by a revolutionary vanguard party . Instead, it was put into motion òthrough a network of 
mosque and local committeesó. In fact, attempts to create a òruling partyó (the Islamic 
Republican Party) failed  miserably. Consequently, says Halliday, òthe post-revolutionary 
climate is far freer and [more] diverse than that seen in any other revolutionó, with òa wide 
range of opinions and interpretations of the revolution itself and its programme [being] 
heard - even if violence, cruelty and intimidation are never far awayó. For all intents and 
purposes, therefore, Iranõs political system is probably better than that of many other 
countr ies in the Middle East (even though the countryõs elites have ultimate political and 
economic control , aspire to both òregional and military poweró, and promote their own 
ideology abroad).257 
 
Iran Is Not a Progressive Anti -Imperialist Power  
 
Reza Fiyouzat, speaking from an Iranian socialist perspective, refers to Antonio Gramsciõs 
assumption that òa revolutionary situation simultaneously creates counter -revolutionary 
conditions ó, insisting that this was the case with the Iranian Revolution. Although there wa s 
a òdemocratic mass movement andé uprising that overthrew the Shahõs regime in February 
1979ó, he says, there was also a òcounter-revolutionary backlashó. This counter-revolution, 
he argues, òbrought out the most organized (the mosque, a de facto political organization) 
and simultaneously the most reactionary forces of [Iranian] society into open class warfare 
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against the people and the working classes ó. As a result, the òrevolutionary demands of 
the people and their organizationsó were òultimately crushedó, with Islamist reactionaries  
firmly establishing  themselves in power. 
 
In order to crush the revolution, however, reactionary groups had to òexpropriate some of 
the revolutionõs slogans regarding foreign policyó, and especially the anti -imperialist 

aspect. The latter, however, was not adopted in its pure form, Fiyouzat stresses, and was 
instead òdressed in right -wing garb  and exploited  to excite the xenophobic (in this case, 
anti-western) sentiments of the lumpen classes [the òoutcastó, òdegeneratedó, or criminal 
elements of society which were susceptible to counter-revolutionary manipulation 258], who 
the reactionary forces needed as foot soldiersó. 
 
The counter-revolutionary nature of the regime, Fiyouzat affirms , was perfectly exemplified 
by its secret ònegotiating for arms with Americans and Israelis and providing money to the 
CIA to be funneled to the Nicaraguan Contrasó, all while  it hypocritically emitted  òanti-
American populist propaganda for the internal consumption of [its] loyal massesó. Another 
example was how the government òkept intact the reactionary system of a rentier capitalist 
stateó in Iran, without truly transforming the  exploitative and oppressive socio-economic 
makeup of the nation.259 
 
According to Danish historian Torben Hansen, who witnessed òthe bloody battles between 
the Iranian left -wing groups and Khomeini's fascist street fightersó after the revolution, 
spoke about how, w hen he tried to arrive in Tehran, Khomeiniõs Revolutionary Guards were 
òbusy cutting the throats of Azerbaijani separatistsó. Although there was initially a lot of 
hope and freedom of speech after the uprising, Hansen says, the Revolution was nonetheless 
òbeginning to devour its own childrenó. In March 1980, he asserts, the òIslamic Republican 
Party of Khomeinié won the electioné by means of violence and electoral fraudó, even 
though  left -wingers could not see òany tangible connections between Khomeini and the 
religious fascists on the street who did not hesitate to beat, maim and kill peopleó. He insists 
that òno one back then understood or expressed the idea [that] it was he who was primarily 
responsible for the street terroró. 
 
Khomeini had promised to bring òfreedom, democracy and pluralismó to Iran, and these 
promises òeven endeared him to some on the Iranian Leftó, together with the fact that he 
was a òhumble manó. Revolutionaries desperately wanted to end corruption in the country , 
and they believed Khomeini would contribute to achieving this aim. However , his òminority 
[soon] began to exert its power over the majority through systematic terroró, just as had 
happened after the Stalinist takeover of the Russian Revolution. òKhomeini's followersó, 
Hansen affirms, soon òsmashed any opposition from the liberals to the Marxists and the 
Trotskyistsó. For him, òthe embassy occupationó (1979-1981) was simply a smokescreen for 
this process, being òplanned in detailó to satisfy the anti-imperialist sentiments of many 
revolutionaries at a time when the other hopes they had held were slowly being destroyed. 
 
òOnce imperialism was removedó, Hansen says, the belief among many Iranian 
revolutionaries was that òcapitalism would followó. According to actor Farshad Kholghi, 
òeach day began with chants of death to the USA, Israel, the West and the Soviet Unionó. 
Many Iranian women who had previously lived abroad, meanwhile, òthought that womenõs 
liberation was also taking place in Iran and that oppression of wom en was the fault of 
capitalismó (and would therefore stop when imperialist influence had been pushed out of 
the country ). Although òthere were some nasty attacks on female demonstrators in the 
spring of 1980ó, Hansen and others believed that, while there would always be ôsome 
mullahs aroundõ, òreligion would soon be a thing of the pastó and was therefore not 
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something to really worry about . Later in the year, however, he would witness Khomeiniõs 
supporters, the Hizbollah, attacking and severely injuring the ir opponents, shouting òthere 
is only one party, God's party, and that is us, Hizbollahó. In short , it was becoming clearer 
and clearer that neither socialist economic measures nor womenõs rights would be 
implemented under the revolutionõs new leaders. 
 
Today, Hansen insists, left -wingers should not cooperate with Islamists in the belief that 
òall evil is due to private property and capitalism ó. Khomeini , he says, òset an agendaó for 
political Islam, which was to weaken democracy, freedom, and secularism in Iran . The 
legacy of that strategy, he asserts, will not be shaken off òfor many yearsó and, if the West 
continues to interfere in the politics and economies of the Middle East, the regionõs Islamists 
are only likely to grow stronger and stronger. 260 In other words, such groups gained strength 
and consolidated their control over the Iranian Revolution precisely as a result of popular 
hatred for a USA that had interfered in Iranian politics for so many years (and had decided 
to support dictators like Saddam Hussein in its fight to undermine the Iranian Revolution) . 
Western elites, taking measures they hoped would stop Khomeiniõs brand of anti-imperialist 
Islamism from spreading to other nations in the Middle East, were apparently ignorant to 
(or unconcerned about) the fact that even more Western interference would simply make 
matters worse by bolstering the position of Iranõs new theocratic elite. 
 
Like Hansen, Fiyouzat heavily criticises the voices on the Western left which have in recent 
years praised Iran as a progressive anti-imperialist power. By òstirring up hysteriaé of 
òimminent military attacksó to be unleashed by the US against the Iranian regimeó, he says, 
they helped to throw òa thick cover over the internal oppressions committed against, and 
the rights denied [to], the Iranian peopleó. In spite of this tension, he stresses, such an attack 
never came, and Iranõs apologists on the left had failed to point out why the West had really 
been opposing Iran in the first place.  
 
Western political elites, Fiyouzat asserts, had been threatening Iran because they claimed the 
country wanted to bomb the West and its allies with nuclear weapons  (which were not 
being built ). Social injustice and oppression in Iran , meanwhile, languished at the bottom of 
their list of priorities. In reality, argues Fiyouzat, t he main problem for the West was that 
Iranian elites were fuelling the countryõs independence from Western capitalists. If the 
Islamist regime had favour ed Western interests (like many oppressive states throughout the 
Middle East  did ), he stresses, it is very unlikely that any fuss would have been made.  
 
Iranian socialists, Fiyouzat says, knew that òno such attacks would materializeó, and 
insisted that the world focussed òmore attention [on]  the miseries and injustices meted out 
daily to the Iranian people not just by imperialist outsidersé but by the internal theocracy 
choking the Iranian peopleó. For Fiyouzat, this theocracy was òin fact the embodiment of 

imperialism in Iran ó, with the IMF (a òquintessential imperialist institution of record if ever 
there was oneó) consistently giving Iran òdecent gradesó. Such truths reveal, he asserts, that 
òthis regime is actually not disliked by imperialist powersó. 
 
There is a òlong list of definitely eager corporations willing to stand in line to get to do 
business with this regimeó, Fiyouzat affirms, with òmultinationals and international finance 
institutionsó having seen òhow effectively Iranian state has privatized state assets, and how 
much more privatizing can stil l happenó. In other words, it is clear òhow willing the regime 
is in sticking it to the pooró, as can be seen by the òcutting of subsidies of all kinds, which 
actually started with Ahmadinejadõs administration and [would continue]  under the current 
administration of Rouhanió. In fact, the Iranian government òis prolificó, Fiyouzat claims, 
òat legislatingé anti-labor lawsó, while providing  companies with the òadditional bonus of 
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a robust legal system promoting anti -women, puritanically anti -communist, [and] anti-
dissenté lawsó. 
 
An example of the regimeõs oppression of dissent is the fact that, following òthe millions-
strong uprising of the Iranian people across the country after the sham elections of 2009ó, 
senior clerics spoke of how òthe Iranian regime rec eives its legitimacy not from the people 

but from Godó. In other words, elections in Iran were òmerely a way to find out whether or 
not the people [were] in line with Godõs willó, much like elections in the West are simply a 
test of which type of capitalism voters want. If citizens were to express their  òmisalignmentó 
with ôGodõs willõ too loudly, however, òas was the case in 2009, divine punishment [would 
be] meted out on a mass scaleó. 
 
In short, Iranõs theocracy ensures a similar kind of corrupt system to that run by  capitalist or 
state capitalist (whether Stalinist or nationalist) regimes . And in such a system, citizens 
òwho believe, or act like they believe that the ruling clerics are Godõs representatives on 
earth get to have more rights than non-believersó, while ònon-believers (or those caught 
pretending) can be and regularly are subjected to any number of violent punishmentsó. The 
crimes in Iran , Fiyouzat says, can òrange from what somebody wears to what somebody 
thinksó. Nonetheless, these tangible issues were not the Westõs priority, being covered (if at 
all) much more quietly than the issue of Iranõs non-existent nuclear weapons. Human rights 
issues, therefore, such as citizens receiving public lashings, public hangings, torture, or 
òwhat the security forces categorize as òcorrective rapeó, or threat thereofó, are effectively 
brushed under the carpet. This effective cover-up, Fiyouzat argues, is undertaken so that, if 
Iran chooses to open its arms to Western economic elites and tone down its foreign policy 
rhetoric , it can easily enter into the Western fold of exploitative and oppressive nations . 
 
The Real Reason for Western Opposition to the Iranian Regime  
 
The fact that the òUS puppet regimeó in post-2003 Iraq, which was criticised by òmost anti -
imperialist analystsó, was also òa most-favored government for the Iranian mullahsó, 
Fiyouzat says, requires much greater analysis. While apologists of the Iranian regime on the 
left describe òthe reactionary nature of, say, the Saudi state (which it is)ó, they do not apply 
the same language when talking about Iran (though the latterõs government is also 
reactionary). On the contrary, Fiyouzat stresses, some anti-imperialists actually praise òthe 
progressive nature of the Iranian state (which it certainly is not)ó. Keen to provide a black -
and-white view of global politics , he asserts, a number of so -called ôanti-imperialistsõ 
frequently portray  US imperialism as the  only enemy of the worldõs working class, whilst 
almost invariably portraying  any forces fighting against it as the ôgood guysõ. 
 
For Fiyouzat, we need to ask ourselves why, if Western and Iranian elites share a number of 
interests, there has been such harsh Western rhetoric directed towards Iran. The answer, he 
says, can be seen in the fact that, òeleven years onó from the aggressive post-911 rhetoric 
surrounding the invasion Iraqó, the US and Iran can still òstand the sight of each other in 
Iraqó. Here, he argues, the USA showed very clearly that it was not committed to destroying 
oppressive sectarian rule, and simply wanted such a system to work for its own interests 
rather than against them. The òreal negotiationó, therefore, òbetween the western powers 
and Iranó, according to Fiyouzat,  òis noté over the Iranian regimeõs nuclear programó but 
òover the terms and conditions of the [Iranian] status quoó being òtoleratedé in the 
regionó. In other words, the countryõs òtheocratic regimeó could easily be considered òan 
acceptable part of that status quoó, but only as long as òthe Iranian mullahsé adjust their 
manners accordinglyó.261 
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In summary, the elites controlling Iranian society are a reactionary force, worried not about 
socio-economic justice or equality but about ensuring t heir own political hegemony. While 
they use anti-imperialist rhetoric and actions in an attempt to unite Iranians against an 
external enemy, their ideology poses no real danger to imperialism. In short, a truly 
progressive model for the Middle East cannot grow out of the current political system in 
Iran. At the same time, however, this reality does not make Iran any more reactionary than 
Saudi Arabia or other dictatorships in the region. In fact, if anything, the latter are much 
bigger threats to the achievement of a better future in the world. In the next two sections, I 
will analyse the way in which the conflict between the West, its Saudi allies, and 
ôrevolutionaryõ Iran affected the Middle East (and the world) from 1979 onwards. 
 

II) An Islamist Cold War  
 
While Sunni scholars òhistorically differentiated between political leadership and religious 
scholarshipó, Shia ayatollahs were always considered by their followers as òthe guardians of 
the faithó. As a result, Ayatollah Khomeini began in 1979 to òimplement his vision for an 
Islamic government ruled by the òguardianship of the juristó (velayat-e faqih)ó. He went 
beyond the traditional scholarly view in Shiism , however, arguing that òclerics had to rule 
[politically] to properly perform their functionó. In doing so, he challenged the legitimacy of 
Sunni political regimes in the region, which remained separated from the religious 
establishment (even though in some cases, like Saudi Arabia, the latter had immense power). 
As a result, he gained enemies in a number of Sunni governments in the Middle East.  
 
Furthermore, while Khomeini preached about Muslim unity  in the world , he actually 
òsupported groups in Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan, Bahrain, and Pakistan that had specific 
Shia agendasó. Consequently, many Sunni Islamists rejected his leadership, òunderscoring 
the depth of sectarian suspicionsó that existed in the region at the time. These tensions, 
meanwhile, were not helped by the fact that Saudi Arabia had already been increasing the 
influence of Wahhabism in  the Muslim World throughout the 1970s (preaching 
discrimination and anti -Shia hatred). Perhaps reacting to this Wahhabisation of militant 
Islamism, Iran became òan overtly Shia power after the Islamic revolutionó. In turn,  Saudi 
Arabia began òto accelerate the propagation of Wahhabismó, helping to revive  òa centuries-
old sectarian rivalry over the true interpretation of Islamó.262 
 
Western Support for the Saudi Side of the Islamist Cold War  
 
According to The American Muslim, Wahhabism had been òpressed into service by the 
Saudis and the Americansó in order to òcounter the influenceó of the òfiercely anti-Western, 
anti-Saudi and anti-monarchical Islamic Revolution in Iranó. As a result, the ideologyõs 
leaders immediately sought to convince Sunnis worl dwide that the Revolution was nothing 
more than a òShia plotó, and that Shias were ònon-Muslim apostates and ôenemies of 
Islamõó. As shown in Sections B and C of this chapter, this Wahhabi campaign would see 
òall manner of right-wing Sunni Islamist movemen ts and outfits in large parts of the world 
[receive] generous Saudi fundingó after 1979.263 
 
At the same time, Reza Fiyouzat insists, the Iran-Iraq War òcould have endedó after òIranian 
military and volunteer Basij forces had beaten back Iraqõs military forces to the 
internationally recognized Iran -Iraq borderó in 1982. Empowered by the momentum their 
forces had gained in the conflict, Iranõs leaders had now òtapped into a perfect system of 
using the war as an excuse for crushing internal dissent of the social forces not willing to 
give up on the demands of the revolutionó. Like the Saudis, meanwhile, their regime also 
had an òexpansionist natureé, with the Hezbollah militia forces just brought online in 
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Lebanonó. They were now beginning to react more than ever to the increasing Wahhabi 
influence on militant Islam, and believed that continuing  the war with Iraq would be the 
òperfect vehicle for unifying the religiously oriented social forcesó. In short, they saw it as an 
opportunity òto expand [the] Iranian mullahsõ theocracy to Iraq and beyondó. 
 
Khomeini even claimed prophetically that òthe road to Jerusalem is paved through Najaf 
and Karbalaó (Iraqi cities to the south of Baghdad which are two of the holiest sites in Shia 
Islam). The ultimate aim of the war , this comment suggested, was to free Palestine from 
Israeli occupation (a cause whose popularity no doubt attracted many thousands of Iranian 
citizens to the war effort) . While it may have been popular among many citizens in the 
region to talk about attacki ng Israel, though, it was also rhetoric that would see Iran face 
heavy Western opposition. The USA, for example, could not be seen to allow its Zionist 
allies (so important to elite interests in the region) to be placed at risk. As a result, the 
superpower  significantly stepped up its support for the Baõathist regime in Iraq.264  
 
While the USA and its allies supported Saddam Hussein in the war, Saudi Arabia 
suppressed Shia movements at home which were òinspired or backed by Iranó. As it fuelled  
the spread of Wahhabism in Pakistan, Afghanistan , and elsewhere, it would also support 
both the Baõathist regime and Sunni militants in the ir  fight against Iran, thus significantly 
increasing its influence in the country .265 At the same time, however, Fiyouzat insists that 
blame for the extension of the Iran-Iraq War until 1988 cannot simply be placed on 
imperialist, Baõathist, and Wahhabi forces. A significant amount, he argues, also needs to be 
placed on the Iranian regime, whose dogmatic zeal and òexpansionist desiresó at the time 
left little room for compromise.  In other words, imperialist forces were not the only ôbad 
guysõ in the Iran-Iraq War. 
 
The Twenty -First Century, Shia Islamist Interests, and Imperialism  
 
In the US-led assault on Iraq in 2003, the Shiite Badr brigades (who were opposed to 
Saddam Husseinõs regime and had been òhosted by the Iranian governmentó) would see 
themselves òinvolved in the initial land invasionó. According to Fiyouzat, such participation 
suggests that òthe US military high commands must haveé coordinated with the Iranian 
military high commands to coordinate not shooting at each otheró in these advances. While 
US-Iranian relations were still poor, the fact is that there was now a òconfluence of 

interestsó between the two countries regarding Iraq. Although Saddamõs dictatorship was 
bad, says Fiyouzat, it òactually looked like progressó compared to the òIranian clerical 
regimeó of òmedieval reactionariesó. 
 
Nonetheless, the Baõathist regime had made the òreckless mistake of disobeying the rulesó of 
the West by invading Kuwait in 1990 , and had thus become public enemy number one in the 
region for the USA and its allies. As a result, it was suddenly viewed with much greater 
mistrust and hostility than Iran was . At the same time, Saddamõs independence from both 
Western and Iranian models meant that òboth [these] states had a long term interest in the 
destruction of [Baõathist] Iraq, and its refashioning according to their own blueprintsó. The 
fact that, after the 2003 invasion, each power was òreasonably happy to live withé a 
fragmented weak state ruled by sectarian Shiite politiciansó essentially showed the 
alignment of their interests in Iraq. 266 
 
Meanwhile, Iranõs òregional influenceó would swell,  with Shia groups consolidating power  
in Iraq and Hezbollah proving itself as a competent òmilitia and political movementó in 
Lebanon (the latter had actually become the countryõs òstrongest political actoró by the early 
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twenty -first century ). However, former Baõathists were now beginning to use òSunni 
rhetoric to mount a resistance to the rise of Shia poweró in Iraq , and Sunni ôfundamentalistsõ, 
no doubt funded by Saudi Arabia,  were responding to these calls, flocking to Iraq and 
òattacking [both] coalition forces and many Shia civiliansó. Iran and its allies would not 
remain quiet, though. After absorbing òthousands of deathsó, Shia Muslims in Iraq began 
òfighting back with their own sectarian militias ó (which were supported by the Iranian 
regime). 
 
In Syria, meanwhile, where the Alawi Shia minority governed over the Sunni majority, a 
proxy conflict was always going to be on the cards after the start of the Arab Spring in 2011, 
just as it was in Bahrain. As a result, anti-Baõathist protests in Syria were soon exploited by 
Wahhabi powers in the region which sought to increase òsectarian tensionsó and reduce 
Shia influence in the country. Inevitably, Syria soon became òthe staging ground for a 
vicious proxy war between the regionõs major Sunni and Shia powersó, while largely Shia 
Bahraini protesters were crushed mercilessly by the Saudi military, which had stepped in to 
defend the oppressive Sunni monarchy. 
 
Events in Syria, Bahrain, and elsewhere in the Muslim World after the Arab Spring  served to 
amplify sectarian tensions òto unprecedented levelsó. According to the Council on Foreign 
Relations (a conservative US think tank), Syriaõs civil war was actually attracting òmore 
militants from more countries than were involved in the conflicts in Afghanistan, Chechnya, 
and Bosnia combinedó. In other words, Syria was becoming even more of a breeding 
ground for Wahhabi -inspired extremism than the previous champions of chauvinist 
Islamism had been . While òsectarian rhetoric dehumanizing the òotheró [was] centuries 
oldó, the organisation insisted, its òvolume [was now] increasingó. 
 
Effectively, t he Islamist Cold War between Saudi Arabia and Iran was growing closer and 
closer to direct military conflict , fuelled significantly by increasing imperialist interference in 
the Musl im World after 9/11 . In fact, May 2014 saw òleaders in Riyadh and Tehrané 
establish a dialogue for settling disputes diplomaticallyó, showing clearly their òconcerné 
about the consequences of [sectarian] escalationó.267 In short, the power games of the two 
Islamist powers (egged on by imperialist interests)  were now ôgetting out of handõ, and 
putting each nationõs stability increasingly at risk. Nonetheless, what had truly set this 
collision course in motion had been the Iran-Iraq War, which was a watershed moment for 
the Islamist Cold War. I will look more closely at the impact this conflict had on Iran in 
particular  in the following section of this chapter . 
 

III) Ethnic Relations in Iran  
 
Persians òcomprise the largest ethnic group in Iranó, representing around 61 per cent of the 
countryõs population, but they share their nation with a number of ethnic minority 
communities. The most sizeable groups are those of the Azeris and the Kurds, which 
represent 16 and 10 per cent of the population respectively.  Smaller groups include the Lur 
(6 per cent), the Baluchi, Arabs, and Turkic tribes (each two per cent). While the vast 
majority of the countryõs population practise Shia Islam (89 per cent), and generally the 
ôTwelver Ja'fari Schoolõ of Shiism, òmost Kurds, Turkmens, Baluch and some Arabs are 
Sunnió. There are also over 300,000 members of the Bahaõi religion, up to 35,000 
Zoroastrians, and around 25,000 Jews in Iran. According to MinorityRights.org, though, 
most of these communities òtend to express their identity in ethnic termsó rather than 
religious ones. 
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The Iranian Revolution was a massive political event, and was a clear demonstration of the 
desire of Iranian citizens to have a political system independent of Western imperialism. 
However, although it was originally a popular movement, its gradual takeover by 
authoritarian Shia Islamists meant that it did not bring about the comprehensive reforms 
that it had promised at first. Essentially, the previous order of ethnic Persian economic and 
political domination was left intact and, i n this sub-section, I will look at how ethnic 
discrimination continued after Iranõs ôrevolutionõ. 
 
Persian Nationalism and Discrimination  
 
Gypsy communities, known as the Dom, have been in the region since òas early as the sixth 
centuryó, but they are òamong the most marginalized peoples of Iran: not counted in any 
official statisticsó. Often òdeprived of employment and education because they lack identity 
cardsó, they are sometimes even òfenced offó in ghettos. According to Minority Rights, 
òmany of the thousands of street children in Tehran are Domó. Afro-Iranians, meanwhile, 
whose families had been forcibly taken to work on plantations in the south -west of Iran 
since the seventeenth century, have not yet been recompensed for their forced removal from 
Africa , even though slavery was abolished in 1928.  
 
Since the creation of Persia in the sixth century BC by the Achaemenids, there have been 
òalternating phases of political coherence and regional disintegrationó in the country. 
MinorityRights.org insists, however, that òethnic differences in Iran only began to acquire 
political importanceé when the state had the means to enforce centralizationó after Reza 
Khanõs seizure of power in 1920. Khan, trying to create a strong state, made efforts to òforge 
the disparate peoples of Iran into a single nationó, much like Atatürk would in Turkey at 
roughly the same time. He sought to initiate a òtransition towards modernization and 
nationalismó, and part of this strategy was to make Persian, a language spoken by only 45 
per cent of the population, the countryõs official language. It would subsequently be used for 
òall administrative and educational purposesó, and publication in other languages would  be 
banned. Western clothing , meanwhile, was forced upon the population, and attempts were 
made to òsettle nomadic pastoralists, by force where neededó. These measures, according to 
Minority Rights, òcreated a sharp sense of difference among those peoples which did not 
belong to the dominant Persian communityó. When Khanõs son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, 
took control of Iran, this differentiation would increase even further.  
 
Since the 19th century, Iranian politics had been òheavily influenced by the French system of 
governanceó, with Persian students even being òsent to European universities to studyó. 
Amidst Pahlaviõs òrush to industrialize and modernizeó in his White Revolution of 1963, 
inequality between different ethnicities became increasingly apparent. While the lev el of 
urbanisation in the Persian-dominated Central Province had grown to over 80 per cent by 
1976, that of òKurdish and Baluchi regions, at opposite ends of the country, was less than 25 
per centó. Statistics regarding literacy and electrification of homes, meanwhile, òfollowed 
similar proportionsó. The ònon-Persian peripheryó of Iran thus began to feel that òit was 
subsidizing the industrialized core ó, and this apparent òeconomic discrimination fueled 
community self -awarenessó as a result. 
 
In particular,  Pahlaviõs focus on the òpre-Islamic nature of the Iranian stateó increasingly 
created a feeling of marginalisation among the countryõs population, which had held a 
òstrong Shiõa traditionó since the Safavid dynasty adopted the religion in the sixteenth 
century. Essentially, the Western-backed monarchy had seriously òunderestimated the 
ability of the Shi'a clergy to mobilize popular disapproval and dissatisfactionó, which played 
a key role in the success of the Iranian Revolution.  
 


