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INTRODUCTION



Aziz Al-Azmeh & Nadia al-Bagdadi


STRIKING FROM THE MARGINS (SFM), [image: Illustration], is a perspective, an analytical concept and a title appropriate for describing the course of social, political, military and religious history in the Arab Mashreq over the past three decades. There are cogent grounds for arguing that these events precipitated the dizzyingly rapid crystallization of a number of dynamics. These were the dynamics of religious, cultural, normative, socio-economic and political changes taking place since 1978 and 1989, dates of epochal significance which can be conveniently used to signal a point of division between a before and an after. Many of these developments, like neo-liberal economic policies and growing political emphases on nativism, had been developing for a good two decades, but, with 1989 especially, they acquired critical mass and a self-propelling and self-reproducing systemic momentum.


Of momentous global consequence, dynamics crystallizing after 1989 included, crucially, social stresses and disaggregation consequent upon the recession and, often, the eradication of primary features of the Golden Decades following the Second World War. The main features of this previous period were Keynesianism in capitalist countries (the New Deal in the USA), producing effects of stabilization, with the provision by the state of minimal conditions of stability in the labour market and in systems of social support. This emerged in direct response to horizons set by the Soviet bloc, especially important in what was then termed the Third World.


The regulation of society and of systems of social solidarity that marked the period after 1945 was abruptly replaced with what might be termed a natural theology of the market: the belief that market mechanisms were natural, ineluctable, self-regulating and socially beneficial. This led to the retreat and ultimately the disappearance of notions of economic and social development, and notions of and arrangements for social solidarity, in favour of neo-liberal rearrangements, cross-conditionalities and budgetary deficit regulations. State functions rooted in broadly bourgeois cultural principles gave way to reclamations of collective identity defined by birth or blood, and to the denigration of hitherto hegemonic cultivation and civility. Representative democracy entailing autonomous spheres of expertise and decision-making started to give way to populist notions of direct democracy, in conjunction with a politics of identity – a fragmentation of civility – instead of one of citizenship. These dynamics provided a systemic context for some trends which had already been in place, marginally, and for the regional consequences of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 to become effective as they moved from the peripheries to the centre.


The perspective just signalled has been of capital importance for SFM: it is a global perspective, allowing useful comparisons, not confined in terms of its internal dynamics to the local and the regional. Contractions of perspective – to area studies – are far too restrictive analytically, and as a consequence hardly make for an adequate frame of reference for analysing long-term crises in the Mashreq, let alone suggesting perspectives on possible solutions to the crises at hand. A not unrelated element restricting clarity of vision is an approach through the lens of democratic transition, on which there is a vast literature – this literature was composed mainly with reference to East Europe and Latin America, with second-order derivative consideration of the Arab world. It is being increasingly realized that this perspective does not help understanding of developments in Eastern Europe for which it was devised, and this is at least equally relevant to the Middle East.1


SFM has also been the title of a research programme informed by the initial considerations just outlined. The phenomenon of margins assaulting centres is not unique to the Mashreq or to the modern world – centres being defined broadly as effective vertical hinges that articulate polity, society, economy, religion and culture in a given territory, most saliently one defined by internationally recognized boundaries and constituting a unit of sovereignty. Margins as a historical phenomenon have histories and modes of perceiving such conflicts and of adapting to them that are not far different to those we witness today; the historian Arnold Toynbee coined the term ‘external proletariat’ to speak of the human stock of such margins.2 SFM was a response to a situation in which the imponderable became actual overnight, as signalled by the unexpected eruption of Syria in 2011 and the turns this took, as margins moved to the centre.


STRIKING FROM THE MARGINS: THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT


As a title, SFM appears particularly apt, as it calls up a central theme which combines the local, the regional and the global. It denotes the extraordinary worldwide phenomenon of margins crowding out what once had been central, at a variety of fields and levels of analysis. It is apt for describing the manifest incursions by margins into existing central regimes of ideological hegemony as these start to atrophy: central in individual states, and within the international system that prevailed between 1945 and 1989. It would be appropriate to mention a number of cases in point, signature cases as well as lesser known ones. All of these are connected generically, as ideological and socio-political phenomena, and came to prominence in parallel, more or less simultaneously, directed to various appearances of a generic common enemy described as elites, alien social arrangements and social and political projects of development and improvement in the name of universalist principles.


Such is the virulent growth of once marginal Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Buddhist and Muslim fundamentalism worldwide. Analogous to these in their conditions and their political sociology and mechanisms of ideological appeal are ethnic cleavages, drawn with blood after 1989, in the Balkans, Africa, Burma and elsewhere. In a different setting, a counterpart to these would be the once inchoate, resentful and nativist electoral margins, condensed by the appeal of Donald Trump in the US, and by the hard Brexit faction in the UK. In the same vein belong margins of ideology and sentiment now crystallizing visibly in a pan-European and Anglospheric Right, emerging dynamically and with a sense of purpose clearer than those of parties long-established and long in the lead, often with a Christianizing, war-of-civilizations agenda. There are visible, sometimes colourful folklorized manifestations to this trend: a certain type of moustache in Hungary, stubble in Iran, the nativist revaluation of magic in Africa and of wearing feathers in parts of Latin America, the revaluation of astrology in India and its imposition as a subject taught at university, the shedding of neckties or adopting saffron or other folkloric dress by politicians, and so forth.


Clear manifestations of this historical phenomenon of the margins successfully coming to occupy the centre are manifest in Turkey and India, with appeal to ancestralism and nativism contrasted explicitly and sociopolitically in a revamped political field, to republicanist secularism, often with deliberately archaizing tones, political iconographies and social effects. Conjugated with many of these are vectors of external interests. Alongside geopolitical stakes, Great Games are played out, involving resources and logistical facilities including pipelines, fibre-optics, credit, roads, belts and much more. Together, these developments can and in many ways do assault, undermine or at least compromise the sovereignty of states, not infrequently by the sponsorship of social and regional margins, often sectarian or ethnic, in many combinations. Operating under leitmotifs of autonomy, these bid to break the state’s monopoly of violence, and work to seize, consolidate and defend access to massive resources of mining, but also of tributary war economies, as in the Mashreq, in central and, until recently, west Africa, or resources arising from narcotics, as in Latin America, Afghanistan and in Golden Triangle of South-East Asia.


The situation in the Arab Mashreq condenses so many of the above features of past decades as to constitute a microcosm of destructive global developments, and a living laboratory where these are played out in plain view. Since the invasion of Iraq, the region – and Yemen and Libya as well – has been the theatre of a series of civil wars of bewildering complexity, almost all parties to which also acted as vectors, with variable geometries, for external interests. Many of these played out scenarios already experienced by Lebanon from 1975 to 1990, but the Lebanese war belonged to an earlier age, and involved the ideological equipment and political notions of a different, pre-1989 era. In many ways, these wars have struck from the margins: socio-economic, demographic, cultural and spatial margins, sometimes compounded and amplified as margins of recent immigration encircling major cities, in Syria, and with somewhat different features, in Iraq as well; and margins embedded within margins, such as the gangland underclass of Brussels or Paris, or European converts to Islam, and other assorted sociopaths declaring themselves for and dying for Daesh. All contested the authority of the state as it existed, and sought either to dismantle, replace or reconfigure it.


Massive loss of life, destruction of infrastructure, flight, expulsion and the deliberate destruction of professional and intellectual talent, resulted in very considerable decline in all human development indices such as health, education and women’s empowerment. This last was conjoined with a severe masculinist restoration occurring in recent decades. This is especially rough as it is occurring in societies subverted and socially engineered into once marginal forms of piety conjoined with a muscular masculinity. All these are associated dramatically with the assault upon daily religious practices and beliefs hitherto occupying the centre from religious phenomena at the margin.


The mass salafization of attitudes (the Arabic political lexicon has now adopted [image: Illustration] tasalfun, quite commonly),3 hitherto unusual grooming of appearance, dress and modes of behaviour, turns of phrase, phobias, and social and individual habitus overall, are everywhere evident now. Hyper-Sh‘ification in Iraq, Lebanon, and newly in Syria too, is an equally ostentatious analogue. All are strikes from the margins, in many senses, and all of them real. Manifest but varying degrees of zealotry have spread, alongside shrill pronouncements and commensurable turns and states of mind that have become common. The doctrine and associated practices that have spread stem, in their present form, from a part of the Arab world – Saudi Arabia – that had for long been culturally marginal in the region (her influence on Pakistan and Malaysia is much earlier), and the ostentation and intolerance of its assertion is also a novel phenomenon. Shi’i fundamentalism – whose virulence is often underestimated, generally compared favourably to Sunni fundamentalism – is, in its turn, inconceivable without incursions from outside. It has no precedents in Syria before 2011, with the exception of the Iranian and Hezbollah enclave around the Sitt Zaynab shrine south of Damascus, abetted by Hafez al-Assad,4 which led eventually to the emergence of other semi-autonomous Iranian-Hezbollah enclaves. Inside Syria and Iraq themselves, these particular, ostentatious and declamatory ways in which religion is carried and proclaimed had for long been a marginal subcultural phenomenon, sometimes associated with forms of superstition, and generally regarded with incomprehension or disparagement.5 The Syrian state itself, from the 1980s, worked to foster conservative and seemingly apolitical religious institutions led by clerics from somewhat marginal milieux of origin and of presence, promoted by the presidency and the security services. Iraq saw a parallel and more explicit development in the last years of Saddam Hussein, centrally fostered.


All this is correlated to the atrophy of hegemony, the hegemony of states as fields of power and instances of control and regulation: reduced to control, yet lost to negligence, incompetence, corruption and tyranny, and to the worldwide atrophy of ideologies that had once been hegemonic. What had once been sub-cultural, marginal pockets of pietism widened, eating into prevailing cultural, social and normative regimes. The most visible aspect of this is the changed appearance of women’s bodies in public. Within half a lifetime, veiling in central Arab lands was transmuted from a rather confined social practice of modesty or of social conservatism, even of class indexing, with clothing conventions which were very local, into a declarative and named uniform. These vestimentary, declarative innovations were only remotely related to traditional wear, and have become respectable even in milieux which had until recently viewed them with derision. Indeed, the term hijab was rarely applied to modest dress, or even the dress of pious women, religious polemics excepted; headscarves were known in Syria as isharb, from écharpe, the black Iraqi covering as ‘abaya, as in the Gulf still with this and a variety of other names related to styles and materials. Face-covering was known as mlaye in Damascus, mandil in Egypt, with different local names, and not hijab. The abaya is traditional local wear, only latterly indexed as a manifestation of piety, Iranian style, as distinct from conservative dress. In addition, full-face veiling came in as well, this time as a variation on hijab, finding itself new constituencies.


Hijab came in religious discourse to appropriate, schematize and make uniform certain forms of local, modest dress, and to spread certain styles invented by cloth merchants in Cairo and Istanbul. The political style of exemplary protagonists was carried along with style: thus, for instance, the double Turkish headscarf, which covers the forehead, first came to spread after the example of Mrs Emine Erdogan,6 and later came to be known as the Syrian hijab.


THE STATE AS A FIELD OF POWER


The vertical hinge of all these developments, the overarching element which related directly to and reached into each of them, is to be sought in itineraries of the atrophy and disassembly of state functions, and of structural disarticulation between different orders usually articulated in a polity: legal order, economic activity, ideological output, culture and norms of sociality and of individual conduct, systems of education, regional social formations. The most crucial element defining the state as primarily a field of power, holder of the monopoly of violence and the instance of last resort for its use, was touched by this atrophy and disassembly. The disassembly of the monopoly of violence occurred by outsourcing security and some military activities to groups created in association with the state, and, further, by associating economic as well as paralegal competences with security actions, such as oversight of certain property transfers, rents and matrimonial arrangements in Syria. Conversely, armed groups partook of this process of fragmentation in the monopoly of violence and came to figure, violently and otherwise, as para-state actors in competition with the state properly constituted hitherto. These also appropriated economic and para-legal competences, and in some regions other functions of state administration, including education, functioning as para-state bodies, as in those regions of Syria controlled by clones of Al-Qaeda.


For the sake of clarity, it is appropriate to mention here that by state we mean a specific form of a field of power. It is a political and administrative instance of command, coercion, coordination, regulation and, occasionally, of mediation. It is by its very constitution as a state relatively autonomous of its charges, be they citizens or subjects, exercising competence, jurisdiction and, ideally, sovereignty over a specific territory and its inhabitants – the very common populist polemics against the state, charging it with not being a copy of society, make no political–sociological sense. We take a robust view of the state in preference to understanding it to be, in an ideal world, an instrument of ‘governance’, a highly euphemistic term seeking to reduce state functions to technical competence, and to depoliticize the state and extrude politics and relations of power from government in favour of moral and moralized legal criteria.7 The modern state in the Mashreq arose from the needs of internal reform arising in response to global, arguably colonial pressures from outside, and from internal processes of modernization, starting with the Ottoman reforms of the nineteenth century. In this sense, they are comparable to and contemporary with other instances of what is arguably a Napoleonic form of the state in Italy, Poland, Spain and Latin America. In the Middle East, this state form was perhaps most fully accomplished in Kemalist Turkey and, somewhat less consummately, in Bourguiba’s Tunisia. In this historical sense, it might be said that Syria and Iraq are in fact post-Ottoman states like Greece or Bulgaria, and that after 1989 they must be considered post-socialist, again, not unlike Bulgaria, Azerbaijan and Yugoslavia; such frames are likely to alter analytical perspectives and mitigate the mystifications of classificatory confinement within the ‘Middle East’ or ‘Islamic countries’.


No state is a product of nature, none is an image of society as in the populist imaginary, and none is captive to ethnological fate. States are related to society in many very complex ways, none of them involving a kind of mirroring or correspondence, a perspective which can only yield a sociological absurdity. The most artificial state in the Middle East, Israel, is perhaps the strongest – though it must be said that once outlandish religious margins, duly politicized and crossed with activist fundamentalism, have over past decades made serious inroads into the centre, more stably and perhaps more durably than in Arab countries.8 Unsupported, irrelevant and highly clichéd assertions about the artificial character – and hence the inauthenticity and congenital weakness – of Arab states have been reinforced by the rather pointless evocations of Sykes–Picot in recent years.9 The idea that Mashriqi states are peculiarly weak, artificial and fatally misbegotten is strongly present, but is vitiated both by the enduring stability of the Sykes–Picot arrangement and by the extraordinary resilience of the Syrian and Iraqi states, and their deeply rooted internal legitimacy as states,10 despite all their failings and the pressures exercised upon them, to the extent of remaining the prize over which a variety of parties compete very intensely and bloodily. Militia domination over territory is generally exercised as a para-state activity with statist aspirations, over part of national territory, and rarely are such militias, for all their buccaneering and depredations, purely predatory, as was true, for instance, of forces led by Charles Taylor in Liberia in 1989–92.11


This post-Ottoman, later post-socialist state collapsed in Iraq catastrophically after the US invasion, and as a direct result of this invasion. It unravelled gradually and sectorally in Syria under the presidency of Bashar al-Assad, in large measure under the impact of neo-liberal, predatory and elementarily mercantilist capitalist transformations, and the opportunities they afforded for almost complete state capture by private interests. State capture also occurred in Iraq, albeit in a vigorously competitive setting. The term ‘state capture’ is not used here metaphorically or normatively, but rather technically and terminologically, to designate a specific concept which, in its turn, captures a phenomenon, describes it and orients its analysis. It describes conditions under which state capacities, state functions and the ability of the state to generate revenue are appropriated by a set of private interests, or fragmented among a concordant or discordant oligarchy (a regime of so-called consociality in Lebanon or in post-invasion Iraq for instance). The notion has been well developed and its detailed workings brought out recently with regard to post-Soviet states especially.12 Nothing beyond the need for polemic provides any reason for the common assertion that these states were in any peculiar way artificial, or that they are merely a colonial import or imposition out of keeping with the ethnological fate of non-European regions, and, as a consequence, of necessity weak and precarious. In this type of writing, now all too common, post-colonial drifts towards corruption, clientelism and so forth are treated anti-heroically in deflationary mode, seen to be explainable in terms of an ethnological fate of Arabs or of Africans, exacerbated by states that mirror societies which operate according to stable and unchanging ethnological patterns which, under modern circumstances, can produce only corruption and graft.13 There is a very prevalent misconception about the precarity of states in the Middle East which is generally expressed in terms of an alleged lack of legitimacy. This lack arises from alleged lack of conformity to allegedly pre-given and unchanging normative criteria, both religious and liberal, to which are added the moralizing airs of much political discussion on the region and within the region.


Claims are continually and melodramatically made for the illegitimacy of modern Arab history and of its inauthenticity. But one might note that legitimacy is not only a legal concept which may or may not be relevant to particular discussions, but that it is also, crucially, a social habitus which might be sustained, nurtured or diminished. The notion is much too often transposed casually to thoughts akin to ‘approval ratings’, or to mawkish evocations of attachment to alleged traditions or alienation from them. In our view, this type of argumentation misses a central issue: that legitimate acts are actually those considered such by those whose assent matters, by living social forces, on both pragmatic and normative considerations – quite apart from legal definitions, moral strictures or what is claimed for traditions, whatever these might be. The performative indices for the illegitimacy of, say, the Syrian state, for all its evident bestiality, are controverted, and this particular landscape is complex and has changed over time.


DEVOLUTION AND ATROPHY


Overall, an extremely violent environment emerged in the Mashreq, and was socially engineered by all actors involved, envenomed by strident identity politics – another phenomenon that crystallized, incrementally after 1979 and durably after 1989 – in the name of religion, sect, tribe or ethnic group. New centres and mechanisms of religious authority emerged, and new leaderships arose to consolidate emergent or newly declared vested interests in the name of sect and tribe. Blurring the boundaries of the formal and informal, the legal and the extra-legal, led to the practice by emergent politico-military bodies (including groups participating in state capture) of mafiotic, tributary and extractive business models that sustain a predatory and primitive capitalism, all of them actions premised on the systemic de-legitimization of the prevalent order’s modus operandi. Illegality and enhancing the capacity for illegal action served as social and economic resources; their effects deranged the system which made their operation possible, but were by no means intended to overturn this system.14 When instituted by state-related authorities (as in Syria or Hungary), these illegal practices came to acquire what might be termed a ‘political economy of corruption’. The top-heavy normative and narrowly judicial charges carried by the key term ‘corruption’, better suited for another type of analysis, would need to be bracketed as the politico-economic mechanisms are scrutinized; activities that are generally described as corrupt have, in countries like Syria and in varying degrees elsewhere, come to constitute a system, rather than aberrations or derangements of a system. Again it needs to be emphasized that corruption, clientelism and family cartels are not a matter of ethnological destiny, and do not emerge because Arabs have a special propensity to act in this way by a compulsive form of normative repetition which is generally called tradition. One might here appropriately compare the Sicilian mafia: rather than being born of sub-cultural propensities, of the way Sicilians are supposed to do things by predisposition and preference, the Mafia is an economic enterprise selling protection, using violence as a resource, with silence and dissimulation as acquired skills in response to determinate types of situations.15


These acquired cultural resources bear analogy to the rapid Islamization of codes of personal conduct in Syria and Iraq, and the importation of Islamic sub-cultures to the centre, together with the correlative acquisition of networks of vested interest. To this must be added business models associated with neo-patrimonial extraction of wealth, by state, anti-state and para-state politico-military actors in Syria and Iraq. There are many significant analogies between the business models of militia-led mining in Africa, hemp production in the Golden Triangle (once under CIA control, incidentally, and now involving Chinese networks as well), the sale of state land, antiquities, and oil in Syria and Iraq, not to speak of ransom overall. Weber characterized patrimonialism as a form of political domination involving the appropriation of judicial and military power, marked by the lack of distinction between the private and public spheres.16 His analysis excludes the bureaucratic apparatus: this acts as a barrier to the exercise of patrimonial domination. But in a historical setting where such a system pre-exists state capture, the bureaucracy acts as a conduit for state capture through which this new form of domination, neopatrimonialism, is exercised. In this way, while under neo-patrimonialism public norms are formal and, in Weberian terms, rational (be they of the state system or of Islamist militias), their social practice is often personal, clientelist, patrimonialist (without the neo) and informal.17 There is a span of proportions between the private and the public here, and of degrees of informality: at the extreme, Weber designated as sultanism that form of domination exercised with a degree of discretionary prerogative to the extent almost of arbitrariness, yet still resting within the boundaries of traditionalist constraint.18 There seems little justification for the automatic use of this term with respect to certain states and societies, the term being applied rhetorically, for execration.19 The common denominator of neo-patrimonialism is not sultanism, but is the combination of a weakly institutionalized bureaucracy and a precarious public sphere, allowing a broad array of effective mechanisms of domination and state capture to proceed almost unchecked. State capture need not be confused with or reduced to clientelism, which is a related phenomenon but is also, like neo-patrimonialism, not a free-floating phenomenon but one that emerges from the possibilities afforded to states and bureaucracies of fragile constitution.20


TOWARDS A CONCEPTUAL PARADIGM SHIFT


To understand these developments properly, one would need to hold regnant interpretations to be far too simple to account for what we know, and to be strongly motivated by ideological tropes. With few exceptions, these interpretations, resting on the presumption of ‘ancestral loyalties’ as independent variables, are impressionistic and pretty formulaic, making facile inferences from artless hearsay, relying uncritically on the self-presentation of parties engaged in civil war. There is a surprising measure of credulity, or of mental laziness, towards that which puts itself forward as expertise, towards folk wisdom, towards common prejudices at home and abroad. Folk ethnologies that claim definite ideas about what the Arabs and the Muslims are like and how they do things by predisposition are eagerly embraced.


Thus, as a general rule, one finds that explanations are offered in terms of primordialism and ancestral enmities, involving strong ethnological assumptions about Arabs and Muslims, including exceptionalism and the celebrated ‘mosaic model’ of polities and societies. These explanations also involve pop-psychological discourses and notions, using terms such as ‘the return of the repressed’, and congruent ideas that impart much pathos but make little sense. Yet closer consideration would show that all such rhetorical explanations belong rather to poetry than to the social and historical sciences. Nevertheless, such perspectives remain to a considerable degree central to neoconservative, neo-orientalist positions, on the one hand, and post-colonialist and post-modernist social sciences relating to the Mashreq and the Middle East more generally, on the other. These two stances mirror each other conceptually, and have, in their culturalist redaction, become virtually an international bundle of interconnected memes generally taken for common sense by NGOs, chanceries, international organizations and many foundations.21


Almost naturally arising from these commonplace memes is the idea that what we have been witnessing in the Mashreq is quite simply the ‘return’ of religion or of ‘the repressed’. On scrutiny, however hasty, such presumptions, in very wide circulation, would seem to amount to apologetic redactions of Islamism and of its mirror-image to be found in neo-conservative and post-colonialist scholarship: the idea that an Islamic social and political order is not only native, but that it is natural, that modernist and secular developments had been exercised against nature, and were thus inauthentic and, by this measure, false. Parallel to this ran pleas for the naturalness and therefore the aptness of sectarianism and tribalism for the region in question. Yet again, these appear upon scrutiny to be far from factual or analytical descriptions, but rather self-presentations of toxic practices of identity politics.22


Sectarianism and tribalism in today’s circumstances are functions of more than the sheer existence of communities of kin, locality and denomination suddenly revived and newly alive to duties set by ancestral antagonisms. The decisive point is the transformation of a denomination, which is a virtual social unit of kin, perhaps of locality, sharing a religious confession, into a sect defined as a political unit seeking representation in its capacity as sect. Unlike denominations, sects are constituted as imagined communities by sectarianism, with its narratives of historical enmity and injustice, generally articulated in communitarian terms and bereft of religious content; religious content, especially ostentatious and assertive religious content, is brought in symbolically as a resource for mobilization in situations of active conflict, or at the moments of inception of such sects in their political definition: Iraq and foreign Shi’i militias in Syria constitute a virtual laboratory allowing the observation of such phenomena. It is not sects that constitute sectarianism by virtue of their sheer social existence, but sectarianism that constitutes communalist sects.23 Communalization involves the transposition of social units of birth into the political sphere, ultimately into bodies akin to political parties. These units embark upon the wholesale inventions of tradition, contriving the injection of events long buried in the past into living memory, and the performance and display of ostensible traditions in ways which are all the more garish as they are distant from social practices and actual lived memories.24


The shared context of these misrecognitions is the now common polemical disparagement of secularism and of ‘grand narratives’, and above all the wish for development, especially social development, and for the ideas and practices of nation-states to disappear, on the part of neo-conservatives, unreconstructed supremacists and post-colonialists. The disparagement of secularism and of the modern state over the past century and a half has been a constant of polemics, first by Islamists, now reinforced by an international doctrine of cultural relativism and a simplistic understanding of democracy as being the contrary of the state, unless the impossible sociologically were to happen, and the people be the state itself, or the state be simply a mirror of the people, however and whatever the people may be understood to be.25 This is generally associated with the description of modernist, national and secular transformations that marked much of the modern history of the Arabs as chimerical, thereby writing off a century of history as an illusion – or, with a seemingly democratist inflection, summarily dismissing modernist transformations as an authoritarian imposition upon a situation in essence religious and sectarian, and congenitally resistant to change of any serious consequence: in effect, this polemical line presents a hard ethnological doctrine of congenital incapacity. The issues of artificial states and of state weakness are generally stated in terms more related to ethnological assumptions about the innate dispositions of Arabs and Muslims than based upon close scrutiny of the evidence: the undeniability of dysfunction is parsed with ethnological clichés and analysed as an outcome of these clichés.


THEMATIC STRUCTURE AND CONTENT


There is, indeed, an entire industry of misrecognition, impelled by political partiality, ideological commitment, ignorance and reliance on clichés, and styles of scholarship that characterize themselves, without irony, as postmodern and post-colonialist. The research programme SFM was conceived against these trends, preferring precise empirical research and sober analytical and conceptual work that deploys the standard equipment of the social and human sciences, generally eschewing pointless and unproductive polemics. Some results of this research and the kinds of research trends fostered by SFM are represented in this book. The distinctive premises underlying the work of SFM, supported by study of concrete realities apprehended by alternative sets of analytical and conceptual tools, started with questioning the highly clichéd assumptions behind the dismissals of historical reality just referred to. Instead, it sustained the view that modernist transformations have been as real as anything that occurs in history and in the social world, and that the putatively countervailing phenomena we witness today are the complex products of social and political process and agency. Agency, in turn, becomes effective and acquires actual presence and credibility only when propelled by logistical resources and infrastructure. There are no social forces – and here the stress is on sectarian and tribal formations, and on Islamists – that simply emerge of their own accord and by force of nature, or that return from the dead. This image of emergence is metaphysics, not social science. The way to go beyond impressionism and the use of prefabricated ideas is by recourse to comparativism and the use of generic categories as suggested at the beginning of this Introduction, and by priming a special sensitivity to anthropological facts and studies.


In other words, rather than regarding the phenomena of Islamism and sub-Islamist sectarianism as constituting the revival of impulses long submerged by authoritarianism, they are, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 of this volume by Harout Akdedian and Harith Hasan, novel phenomena which rose to prominence during the living memory of one generation. The religiosity we witness, which has changed Arab cityscapes in half a generation, is a radical reconstitution of religion and reconfiguration of its institutions, authorities, habitus and ethos. This reconstitution has been the work of groups holding particular bodies of ideas about religion, piety and personal conduct, as well as a very conservative religious culture which had until recently been marginal in two senses. The first is that it had been an internal sub-culture in an environment where prevailing Muslim practices and discourses were latitudinarian. The second is that it was better developed outside the national boundaries of, say, Syria and Iraq, and acquired salience that moved it to the centre due to the logistical means provided by these actors – Saudi Arabia and Iran. Sunni pietism in Iraq and in Syria was reinforced by state patronage, in the last years of Saddam Hussein and under Assad, father and son. In Syria this took a novel turn at the end of 2018, with Law 31 of October 2018, widening and deepening the role of the ministry of awqaf in social control, religious and irreligious content in education and the media, and the issuance of religious edicts – implying a reversal of the previous policy of outsourcing these functions to non-official bodies, and a greater tightening and formalization of state control, given energies unleashed since 2011.


It is to these dynamics of Islamization – and indeed, of Christianization – that empirical studies of the phenomena in place need to be directed, special care being taken in the use of terms of interpretation, description and explanation. This yields rich descriptions of process, as presented by Kevin Mazur in Chapter 8 of this book, by which sectarian and tribal groups emerge, involving a process of reconstitution and reconfiguration, not one of revival. Importantly, the modes of religiosity that are glaringly before us are novel in their points of reference, mode of organization, institutional setups, internal organization, disciplinary regimes, and tonalities. The new developments that have overtaken the Mashreq occurred because of history, not in spite of history: not revival and resurgence, but concrete dynamics that act to reconfigure determinate sets of social relations and networks, including the religious field.


The perspective arising from this is that, rather than being ‘revivals’ or returns, as they present themselves, such currents of Islamism and sectarianism in fact set up an elaborate ritual dramaturgy of intense difference, distinctiveness and separation from the course of modern history, melodramatically and traumatically scripted in blood, quite literally, and disseminated globally. As discussed by Hamza al-Mustafa in Chapter 7 of this book, this is of course most dramatically the case with Daesh, whose obsession with distinctiveness and exclusivity is central to their enterprise – we now have a good amount of empirical study of this.26 Sociologically, this has all the marks of sect and cult formation. In an age of hyperlinking, such sectarian formations take on very interesting and novel global forms. The point of departure, as evident from this volume’s initial chapters by Stathis Kalyvas, Adam Hanieh and Shamel Azmeh, will always be social and political dynamics, not scriptures or alleged historical memories. The latter do play a role, but one with limits and boundaries that can be established by research attentive to dynamic complexity. As empirically demonstrated by Asya El-Meehy and Asmaa Jameel in Chapters 6 and 9, what is occurring before our eyes is not a revival, a return or an awakening, as much as a resocialization by social engineering, involving not the effluence of a social magma or undigested history disgorged, but actual social actors acting upon local societies and seeking to resocialize them into contrived and virtual memories. Needless to say, this approach to religious and sectarian phenomena will put matters the right side up, seeking to start, not from theology or doctrine, or from dimly perceived battles that occurred fifteen centuries ago. Present conflicts arise from social process, social actors, institutional actors, centres of authority, constituencies, vested interests, ideological templates, coming together and crystallizing imagined communities, even as they define the elements of civil conflict meta-conflictually in terms of memories and grievances, and so forth, then making these representations a constituent element of the conflict.27


Finally, striking margins call up the fulfilment of the margins: transnational jihadist networks and the constitution of alternative polities, figuring as parastatist actors. Pertinent here for us has been inquiry into the relationship between very local conditions and transnational Islamist movements meeting in territories hitherto considered remote and marginal, whether ideologically (jihadist Salafism) or geographically (Afghanistan and Yemen). Such research would be directed at ways in which geographically and socially, as well as culturally marginal or remote human and cultural material of diverse origins is coming to constitute new centres of attraction and of action against established national state orders. Chapters 10 to 12 of this book, respectively by Bahadir Dincer and Mehmet Hecan, Robert A. Saunders and Frederic Wehrey, look into how this highly unusual phenomenon (which is not without historical parallels) emerged, and what confluence and synergy of conditions and consequences (intentional and unintended) facilitated the crystallization of its internal and external momentum, despite the improbability of both its radically utopian ideals and available territory and human material. Important here is the reception of such groups – Daesh; Al-Qaeda and its progeny such as al-Nusra; Kurdish or Shi’i militias – in areas they come to control, how they deal with the local environment to generate fear and alliance, and how they embark upon the social engineering of these regions by the introduction of educational, social, confessional, legal and cultural regimes.28 This is most emphatically and emblematically the case with the hyper-masculinized reconfinement of women, of women’s bodies and their mobility, added to an intense resocialization of feminine subjectivities which, in certain instances, has been spectacularly successful.29


This is a situation in which religion, reconstituted as a stand-alone normative system above social practices and often in opposition to them, becomes emblematic of a politico-military organism setting up para-state political structures that attract human capital produced by forces of economic, social, political, regional and cultural disaggregation. In the case of former Daesh territories, such human capital comprises ‘international brigades’ with very interesting social and geographical composition, associated into active unity by virtual memories residing in virtual networks which, paradoxically, weld their members into virtual crowds acting according to the social psychology of crowd behaviour.


This is accessible in terms of a sociology of sects and sect formation, translated extra-territorially on novel and unfamiliar stretches of land where intense colonization, resocialization and social engineering, involving some locals as well, reinforce dysphoric induction rituals, much as in gangland, the military, university fraternities and security services. Hostile to all environments and radically antinomian – indeed sociopathic – with respect to them, Daesh was, like other jihadist groups, internally regulated by a hyper-legalistic mode of supervision and control. Cohesion is endowed by continuous invigilation and control, and by the creation of virtual communities in digital proximity which, on concrete territory, attempt to turn virtual kinship into a social habitus of war and distinction from others, emblematized by acute tokens of difference – chiefly manners of dress, speech, the visible seclusion of women and the careful staging of punishment and retribution, all designed to magnify and emblematize distinctiveness. When not in physical proximity, these communities turn into virtual crowds that display most of the characteristics of crowd behaviour. There has been some research on the long-term effects of changes in habitus under such regimes, and this is a matter of crucial pertinence for any confirmed perspective on the future.30


To the ends stated, this book brings together work from relevant disciplines: primarily sociology, political science, anthropology. We have sought to look at structures and destructuration in terms of political economy, process and social actors; and to relate ideology and the effects of ideology to dynamics that would arise from these factors, too.
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PART I


POLITICAL ECONOMIES & TURMOIL IN THE MENA REGION






CHAPTER ONE



ARAB CIVIL WARS


AGGREGATE MODELS & INDIVIDUAL CASES


Stathis N. Kalyvas


THIS CHAPTER EXPLORES THE CAUSES of the major civil wars in the Arab world during the post–Second World War period, as a means of evaluating and rethinking what is arguably the dominant research paradigm in the field of civil war studies: the comparative/quantitative study of civil war onset. This exercise rests on two pillars.


The first consists of probing the empirical findings of aggregate models of civil war onset against the record of individual civil wars in a particular world region. That is, rather than evaluate these models based simply on their ability to explain global variation in both civil war and domestic peace, as per standard practice, the goal here is to juxtapose them to what we actually know about each case separately. Put differently, by examining the record of the nineteen major Arab civil wars (as coded by the datasets used by these models), I hope to explore their explanatory capacity and identify and highlight potential blind spots and misinterpretations.1


Second, and flowing from the previous point, I propose to systematize this practice as an alternative means of minimizing the gap between available credible individual causal narratives of these civil wars and the theoretical accounts derived from these models. Thus, I am pointing to the utility of a middle-range type of analysis located above the level of case studies but below the structural and transhistorical level of aggregate models, something that might be described as ‘qualitative aggregate theorizing’. This approach exploits the dialectical interaction between aggregate theorizing, on the one hand, and case-based evidence embedded in a specific historical and regional context, on the other.


I begin with a brief discussion of the three dominant aggregate models of civil war onset: the Fearon/Laitin (FL),2 the Collier/Hoeffler (CH)3 and the Cederman/Gleditsch/Buhaug (CGB)4 models. I then compare their key intuitions and findings against capsule-case studies of the major civil wars of the Arab world. I conclude with a brief discussion of an alternative analytical pathway.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF AGGREGATE MODELS OF CIVIL WAR ONSET


Drawing from the quantitative study of interstate war, inspired by the Correlates of War (COW) programme that was initiated during the 1960s, and aiming to discover the deeper laws of war through the aggregation of the universe of cases, the quantitative study of civil war onset took off in the early 1990s on the back of three trends. First, comparative political scientists with a long interest in the study of ethnicity, such as David Laitin, were captivated by the flare-up of ethnic violence in Eastern Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Second, political scientists specializing in the study of international security, like Barry Posen, sought to export insights from the study of interstate war, like the security dilemma, to the study of ethnic conflict. Third, development economists, like Paul Collier, thought that understanding the causes and dynamics of domestic conflict would allow them to crack open the problem of stalled economic development, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. More than twenty years later, what have we learned from these models?


I begin from the two early efforts by Fearon and Laitin (FL) and Collier and Hoeffler (CH). Both appeared in print in the early 2000s (2003 and 2004 respectively), although various versions began circulating and were discussed widely at the end of the 1990s. In their influential and highly cited 2003 APSR paper ‘Ethnicity, insurgency, and civil war’ (at almost 8,000 citations, this is the most cited APSR article), Fearon and Laitin conduct a comparative analysis of civil war onset to find what distinguishes country/years with civil war onsets from those without.5 Their main findings are negative: their analysis falsifies the claims that (a) civil wars proliferated rapidly with the end of the Cold War and that (b) the root cause of many or most of these civil wars has to do with ethnic and religious conflicts. Instead they argue that the prevalence of civil in the late 1990s was the result of a steady accumulation of protracted conflicts since the 1950s and 1960s rather than a sudden change associated with a new, post–Cold War international system and that more ethnically or religiously diverse countries have been no more likely to experience significant civil wars. On the positive side, they argue that civil war is a function of the feasibility of insurgency or rural guerrilla warfare, a form of warfare that can be harnessed to serve diverse political agendas. In turn, the feasibility of insurgency is a function of state weakness and ‘rough terrain’. Lastly, poverty, political instability and large populations are also found to be statistically associated with the likelihood of civil war onset globally.


FL measured ethnicity using the then commonly employed ethnolinguistic fractionalization (ELF) index based on data from a Soviet atlas, which gives the probability that two randomly drawn individuals in a country are from different ethnolinguistic groups; they also used a measure of the share of population belonging to the largest ethnic group constructed from the CIA Factbook and other sources, the number of distinct languages spoken by groups exceeding 1% of the country’s population and a measure of religious fractionalization also from the CIA Factbook and other sources. Additional variables included various measures of democracy, economic inequality and indicators measuring religious or linguistic discrimination. As for the warfare dimension, they included proxies for the relative weakness or strength of the insurgents, including a lower per capita income, percentage of young males6 and male secondary schooling, and a measure of the proportion of the country that is ‘mountainous’. Lastly, control variables included regimes mixing democratic with autocratic features (‘anocracies’), a large population, a territorial base separated from the state’s centre by water or distance, foreign governments or diasporas willing to supply weapons, money or training, land supporting the production of high value, low-weight goods such as coca, opium, diamonds and other contraband, which can be used to finance an insurgency, states whose revenues derive primarily from oil exports and the incidence of prior war.


Their findings suggested that per capita income is strongly significant in both a statistical and a substantive sense: $1,000 less in per capita income is associated with 41% greater annual odds of civil war onset, on average. In contrast, they found that the estimates for the effect of ethnic and religious fractionalization are substantively and statistically insignificant; equally insignificant are the estimates for democracy and civil liberties, though anocracies are more prone to civil war, linguistic and religious discrimination, economic inequality, trade openness and the proportion of primary commodity exports (this last one directly contradicting CH). In contrast, population size and oil production tend to be positively correlated with civil war risk. Interestingly for the purposes of this chapter, oil production is not an indirect indicator of the Middle East or Majority Muslim religious affiliation: when dummy variables for the MENA region or the percentage of Muslims are added in, they turn out to be insignificant. Foreign support for rebels or governments turns out to be one of the least well measured items as data were lacking. Using the number of civil wars ongoing in neighbouring countries in the previous year as a possible proxy did not turn out a significant result and a proxy for government support is membership in the Soviet bloc prior to 1991. To summarize, the analysis was pitched primarily on the basis of a non-finding (‘ethnicity does not cause civil war’) and pointed to two key conditions (poverty and rough terrain) facilitating the initiation of guerrilla warfare via a state’s limited capacity to project power across its territory.


Collier and Hoeffler’s paper circulated and eventually appeared at about the same time as Fearon and Laitin’s, although in a less prestigious venue, Oxford Economic Papers. Nevertheless, as it was backed by the World Bank and was the first ambitious empirical foray of economists in the world of conflict, it garnered equally outsized attention (over 8,000 citations). Like FL, this paper initially was pitched negatively as the true, scientifically validated alternative to the conventional wisdom that saw civil wars as the epitome of grievance, casting them instead as a reflection of greed.


Although analysing a smaller cross-section of civil wars (covering the period between 1960 and 1999), its results are largely similar. CH also find weak or null effects for variables measuring grievances, such as (demographic) ethnic and religious diversity and polarization, political repression and exclusion, and inequality, with the exception of ethnic dominance (i.e. the demographic preponderance of a single ethnic/sectarian group). They stressed, instead, opportunity variables that ‘could proxy’ for the viability of rebellion, with an emphasis on ‘lootable resources’ which allow financing of a rebel army. These include primary commodity exports, income, low (male) school enrolments, but also the presence of ethnic diasporas. Unlike FL, they found that primary commodity exports are highly significant predictors of civil war, as are per capita income, population size, diasporas and a short time since the last war. Interestingly for my focus here, population dispersion was found to be associated with a high likelihood of civil war and population concentration with a low probability. They interpreted these findings as showing that opportunities trump grievances and, in turn, that opportunities channel ‘greed’, the willingness to loot natural resources to both finance the war and gain from it. However, they qualified this last point (made stronger in earlier versions) by suggesting that opportunities may be distinguishable from criminal intent. Furthermore, unlike earlier versions, they also recognized that the payoffs of rebellion were not exclusively tied to the ultimate capture of the state and that conflict was not an exclusive source of costs.


Although FL and CH disagreed on what exactly opportunities for civil war mean, they agreed in their discounting of grievances as a fundamental cause of civil war. In contrast, Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (CGB), in a more recent study focusing on ethnic civil wars, challenged the main non-finding of these two previous studies and reported that their measure of ethnic exclusion, which they coded at the level of ethnic groups engaged in secessionist conflicts, is a significant predictor of ethnic civil war onset.7 They interpreted their finding as an indicator of grievance. However, economic inequality between groups (horizontal inequality) or between individuals was found to be much less significant.


What is to be made of these contradictory results? Some observations are straightforward: measurement matters, proxy variables can be interpreted in different, indeed contradictory ways, estimations vary, multiple underlying mechanisms can be observationally equivalent. More generally, however, the meaning of causation (even in ‘observational’ studies) can be quite tricky and open to multiple interpretations, as well as to misinterpretation. For example, the statement that ethnic grievances do not ‘cause’ civil wars should be interpreted as follows: indicators of ethnic grievances, like ethnic diversity or ethnic polarization, do not allow us to distinguish between states that experienced civil wars and states that did not. However, those states experiencing civil war onset may still be suffering from ethnic grievances – even if most states with ethnic grievances do not fight civil wars. In other words, predictive (or rather retrodictive) and aggregate accounts of causality serve to point us towards false positives (i.e. states where ethnic grievances might be rife that do not experience civil war onsets) but have little to say about the logic driving true positives.


Given this critical caveat, the question I would like to address is how the findings emerging from these aggregate models fare against specific case evidence from Arab civil wars. In the following section, I review how these conflicts (those included in the datasets with a few minor adjustments and the addition of the most recent cases) fit with the models’ main findings.


RETROSPECTIVE CASE EVIDENCE


1. ALGERIA (1992)


This conflict was caused by the combination of an economic shock along with blocked political change. Civil war was triggered by the cancellation of the 1992 elections which was expected to bring an Islamist party (the FIS) to power. The most notorious rebel group was a splinter organization, the GIA, which launched a guerrilla campaign fought primarily in rural and exurban areas. A major blind spot of all models is the absence of a variable for sudden economic shocks and major economic downturns. This was certainly the case in Algeria, a middle-income country. Years of growth were followed by a sudden period of economic recession. From the 1970s on, the state expanded through nationalized oil companies while introducing agrarian reform and funding generous welfare programmes. However, its ability to carry out these policies was impaired by the sharp fall of oil prices in 1982. Unemployment reached 25% by 19888 and privatizations severely undermined the appeal that Algerian-type socialism had previously claimed.9 Following this, the state began to rely more on Islamic discourse and gave additional room to religious authorities, thinking it could control them. These combined trends boosted the appeal of Islamism. Although the conflict took the form of guerrilla war, it was not fought in mountainous or otherwise rough terrain as posited by FL, but in densely populated areas where the state had a strong and visible presence. It is telling that some of the worst massacres were perpetrated close to police stations and military garrisons.10 Indeed, the opportunity costs of rebellion in Algeria were large, despite high unemployment numbers, and a considerable segment of FIS was unwilling to challenge the strong Algerian state directly. Lastly, it would be wrong to infer that oil was a cause of the insurgency, as it did not finance insurgent activities.


2. EGYPT (1992)


Al-Gamaa al-Islamiya (GI, Islamic Group) emerged out of student organizations established at Egyptian universities during the 1970s, which had the tacit approval and support of Sadat’s regime to recruit as a counterweight to Nasserists.11 A period of crackdown followed after the assassination of Sadat and low-level violence began in 1987 as GI moved from its strongholds in Upper Egypt to the Ain Shams district in Cairo, a move that broke the tacit agreement with the Egyptian security forces, leading to mass arrests.12 GI essentially created a state within a state in certain areas of Cairo, where from the late 1980s, it began establishing informal institutions in local neighbourhoods.13 The war itself was triggered by the Islamists proclaiming an ‘Islamic Republic of Imbaba’, which led to the government trying to clear it out and the GI launching an urban guerrilla campaign against it.14 The state had a heavy security presence everywhere, with fortified police stations often being the most visible state institutions in the capital. Indeed, GI was unable to launch attacks in Cairo and other large cities after 1997, underscoring the Egyptian state’s enormous advantage.15 In fact, Dorman points out that the lack of state capacity or resource constraints simply do not work as explanations for the uprising.16 Instead, most of the state’s resources were invested into security forces, thus allowing religious networks to establish themselves as providers of social services.


Given the strength of the Egyptian state and the dense urban environment where the war was waged, the FL weak state/rural guerrilla story falls short. Likewise, the opportunity costs of fighting were very high, in contrast to CH’s expectations. Lastly, CGB are not relevant given the non-ethnic nature of the conflict. A factor that is not captured by these accounts is the role of the war in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union, where some GI members were able to acquire considerable experience and motivation.


3. IRAQ (1961)


On the surface, this Kurdish uprising is a straightforward story of ethnic grievance, consistent with CGB and FL, but at odds with CH. However, there are more layers to it, including class and intra-tribal dimensions. By 1960, the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) had grown powerful, clashing with its local tribal rivals and leading to a period of internecine fighting about ethnic domination. The trigger for the revolt came in March 1961.17 Kurdish landholders seeking to reverse agrarian reforms initiated by the Iraqi state were the first to revolt and this escalated into a broader guerrilla war, bringing together distinct Kurdish tribes under nationalist leader Mustafa Barzani’s leadership. When the Iraqi authorities declared the KDP illegal in 1961, the party joined the rebellion.18 Both inter-tribal competition and class dynamics within ‘aggrieved’ ethnic groups are an extremely important, yet overlooked dimension of ethnic civil wars – one that tends to be glossed over in the grievance narrative that assumes a uniform political logic. Lastly, although Iraq is an oil producer, it is clear that oil was not a driver in the process of rebellion. Although Kurdish areas mattered to the Iraqi state because of their oil reserves, it would be wrong to see oil as a direct cause of the Kurdish insurgency. In contrast, one has to take into account the complex regional dynamics of Kurdish politics, with Iran and Syria at times encouraging ethnic unrest to undermine Iraq.


4. IRAQ (1968)


Upon their ascent to power, the leaders of the Iraqi Ba‘ath, including Saddam Hussein and Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr, Iraq’s first Ba‘athist president, declared themselves committed to eliminating sectarianism and tribalism. Any public expression of tribal affiliation or of one’s Sunni or Shi‘i background became something of a taboo. In practice, however, Bakr and Saddam restricted themselves to superficial moves against tribalism by banning the use of tribal names by officials, executing minor agrarian reforms and removing authority from the more powerful tribal shaykhs. In March 1970, the government signed a peace agreement with Barzani and the KDP. The March Manifesto was unprecedented in that it did recognize Kurds as a national group, officially defining Iraq as a binational state. The agreement also accepted autonomy as the solution to Kurdish demands, setting March 1974 as the deadline. However, the peace agreement collapsed in 1974, after Baghdad rejected the autonomy plan submitted by the KDP and instead implemented a unilateral autonomy plan that was devoid of real content and left oil-rich Kirkuk out of the autonomous region – one of the KDP’s key demands. Barzani responded by taking up arms again. This round of the war lasted until 1975, when the Iraqi army dealt a fatal blow to the Kurds, after Saddam successfully cut their weapons supply from Iran following a diplomatic agreement with the Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.19 Although oil figures out as an important dimension in this conflict, it did not motivate or facilitate the revolt, which must be traced to a past history of fraught relations between the Kurds and the Iraqi state.
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