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It has been 10 years since the “perfect storm” of the Arab spring swept through the Middle 
East dismantling old post-Cold War regional political order, disturbing social, economic, 
tribal, and sectarian balance, resuscitating old rivalries, bringing up new challenges, as 
well as opportunities.  

Until today, the consequences of those events are still debatable and are difficult 
to be assessed precisely. Was the Arab Spring a success? Or was it a disaster for the region 
and its peoples? What is a “success” in this regard? How can one examine such 
controversial and sophisticated developments? On what criteria and through which 
dimension should we do this? Have we actually devoted enough time to exploring the 
phenomenon of the Arab Spring to be able to jump to certain conclusions? 

However, ten years after the start of the Arab Spring, it can be stated that no 
revolution has solved any serious problems (and, apparently, could not solve it). Most of 
the Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) countries still suffer from the very reasons, 
which are believed to have constituted the core drivers of the Arab Spring protest wave: 
corruption, lack of substantial reforms, unstable labor market, inefficient public 
administration policies, distrust in national political elites, communal violence, ethic, 
tribal and sectarian discords, usually exacerbated by a weak central government and a 
broken social contract. Everything that had to be done for modernization was either 
already done or could be done within the framework of authoritarian regimes. All this 
raises the question of how universal democratic principles of governance can be while 
leaving societies guessing: is the modernization in the region is really confined to a small 
group of people led by an autocrat? (Simon 2021).  

Revolutions, of course, can stir up society, activate new forces, raise topical issues 
on the agenda, and provide a great political experience. They can change something in a 
positive way. But there is not much of a chance that revolutions will actually solve the 
most important problems. And, unfortunately, the development model is not proceeding 
according to the desired pattern from revolution to democracy, but from revolution either 
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to counter-revolution (as in Egypt) or to new revolutions or to the emergence of terrorist 
entities like the "Islamic State".  

One of key factors affecting the course of the revolution is the ability to self-
organize and produce a vision for a common future. Unfortunately, too often, opposition 
movements in the Arab Spring countries failed to unite people and organize effective 
governmental policies. Therefore, no shared sense of future was presented, which 
allowed for either counter-revolutionary or radical forces to step in and fill the political 
vacuum (Rosiny & Richter 2016).  

Tunisia and Egypt, among the countries heavily involved in the Arab Spring, remain 
the most economically prosperous. Nevertheless, Tunisia, being the most modernized, 
although it was able to resist a political breakdown (some fragile but real democracy 
remained there), economically found itself in a worse position than before the “Jasmine 
Revolution”. And although moderate Islamists from the Al-Nahda party promised to use 
the Turkish experience and, as a result, create a successful, rapidly developing democratic 
country in which religion plays an important role, it soon became clear that they were not 
succeeding (Yakovina 2013). In addition, the Islamist terror tortured Tunisia, and at the 
same time there was a danger of introducing a tougher regime (still in the form of martial 
law).  

At the same time, Egypt, which carried out a counter-revolutionary coup, is 
showing good economic performance. It turns out that it is returning to counter-
revolution (see, e.g., Korotayev & Issaev 2014; Vasiliev, Korotaev, & Issaev 2014)? 
However, we must not forget that the military in Egypt, who drove the Muslim 
Brotherhood underground and established an even tougher dictatorship than before. 
Thus, Arab countries can develop not in a straight line, but in a socio-political spiral 
(Grinin, Issaev, & Korotayev 2015). 

Whether Arab spring was a purely anti-authoritarian democratic current, a broad 
manifestation of region’s social and economic grievances, a powerful cultural 
phenomenon or a religious struggle for the future of Islam is still a hot issue for 
discussion. Surely, it derived from the logic of state building and social development. Be 
that as it may, as Russian orientalist Alexey Vasiliev notes,  

The paths of democracy and revolution in Arab countries sooner or later had to go 
their separate ways, and they parted. (Vasiliev 2018: 341)   

Indeed, the long shadow of Mohammed Bouazizi, a poor Tunisian merchant, whose 
self-immolation on 17 December 2010 triggered the Arab Spring, still persists over the 
Middle East. Still, Stephen Cook's words seem to be accurate MENA has become a 
"dystopia". If earlier the main slogan of the masses was the demand to displace the 
regimes, now the demand for stability is coming to the fore. 

The experience of Egypt here is very indicative. The Egyptians yearned for a 
"strong hand." Al-Sisi became the personification of the newest aspirations of the 
Egyptian people. By voting for him, the majority of Egyptians not only chose another 
president who emerged from the military environment, they demonstrated their readiness 
to go back to the times of Hosni Mubarak, preferring "stability" to democratic 
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transformations. In the person of al-Sisi, the people would like to find a strong leader, a 
person capable of putting things in order with a "tough hand", concentrating all power. 
Al-Sisi, in turn, must go all the way in implementing his election program (Vasiliev, 
Korotayev, & Issaev 2014). 

In addition, Egyptian post-revolutionary developments showed that the Arab 
Spring protest wave, although brought to end the authoritarian rule of Hosni Mubarak, 
did not change the public perception of power. Particularly, the military remained the 
political, social, and economic source of power in post-Arab Spring Egypt (Dentice 2021).  

Events in the region had their own logic and followed their own laws. In the Arab 
society, the forces of Islamists grew up, who gave their answers and pseudo-answers to 
acute public issues, put forward their own ways of solving them on the basis of socio-
political problems understood in their own way (Totten 2012). However, difficult 
compromises, which they were forced to get into to stay in power, and challenges arising 
from young secular protest movements made it extremely hard for the Islamists to united 
societies and deliver a common vision of a post-revolutionary democratic state (Hamid 
2017).  

The restoration of authoritarianism shows that even superficial forms of 
democracy are unlikely to appear in such socio-economic conditions (Tkachenko & 
Tkachenko 2020: 25). As the past years have shown, existing problems can again give rise 
to massive radical Islamist movements, which gave the appearance of responding to 
challenges and recruited supporters. Despite the defeat of ISIS in Iraq and Syria, a 
significant weakening of Al-Nusra (Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham), they can exist in new forms 
and with new slogans, appealing to the hearts of believers driven into a socio-economic 
dead end (Vasiliev & Zherlitsina 2021). 

Political and economic dynamics following the outbreak of the Arab Spring 
brought a brand-new reality, in which several post-Cold War states, such as Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Libya, lost much of their positions in the regional security and political 
architecture inherited from 1970s-1990s. At the beginning of the third decade, the Arab 
countries came in this form: the statehood of Libya was destroyed, in Yemen it was 
partially destroyed, significantly weakened in Iraq and Syria. Egypt has ceased to be a 
regional leader, apparently temporarily. And Saudi Arabia could not become a full-fledged 
leader of the region (Vasiliev & Zherlitsina 2021). 

The Arab region as a whole "from ocean to Gulf" has been thrown to the periphery 
of the modern world because of the shocks of the Arab Spring, civil wars, external military 
intervention, economic stagnation and rising unemployment due to demographic 
problems. It is hardly possible to expect any breakthrough in the medium term. The 
pandemic has led to a drop in GDP everywhere and at the same time increased the control 
of the authorities over the population (Vasiliev & Zherlitsin 2021). 

The Arab spring led to an utter collapse of old republican political systems in Libya, 
Syria, Yemen, Egypt, and Tunisia, which were forged in the turbulent bipolar Cold War-
era world of 20th century. However, Egyptian military and political elites managed to re-
consolidate their power and restore the traditional order in just two years. Other countries 
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still lack central governance or any kind of new political balance and social contract 
between the society and the state. Syrian elite groups are still clinging to old Hafez al-
Assad-era inter-elitist alliances and regional, tribal, and sectarian family-extended 
networks in an effort to save the political system and rush it out of the war without having 
to break up the state (Van Dam 2016).  

The Gulf states were hit the least of all, though it accelerated their push for 
westernizing social reforms and economic diversification. The Arabian oil states did not 
have sufficient potential for revolutionary explosions; transformation processes could 
still proceed in an evolutionary way. The unwritten "social contract" continued to operate: 
the oil monarchies shared part of their income with the indigenous population, and it did 
not interfere in politics and was the social base of the regimes (see, e.g., Belbagi 2015; 
Kinninmon 2017; Thompson 2018). In the end, because of the Arab Spring’s aftereffect, 
Gulf Arab monarchies were forced to adapt to a swift change in regional policies: establish 
a more active stance towards the region, take on more responsibility for certain areas of 
cooperation and enter a new round of power competition with Iran. 

The Arab Spring allowed non-Arab regional powers to enhance their influence in 
the Middle East. Particularly, Iran increased its presence in Iraq and Syria after concluding 
a 2015 nuclear deal with the United States and having successfully pushed away ISIS 
terrorist forces from Baghdad in 2014. In addition, Iranian influence grew in the Hamas-
controlled Gaza and crisis-ridden Lebanon, which again was a direct result of post-Arab 
Spring security, economic, and social aftershocks (Azodi 2019).  

From the other side, Turkey has significantly improved its positions in the Levant, 
Eastern Mediterranean, North Africa, and Qatar, all through military or political 
intervention in order to fill the vacuum of power, left by the Arab Spring, or because the 
events of 2010–2011 had led to such outcomes which allowed for Ankara to bolster its 
regional positions and expand its geopolitical periphery.  

An initial rise of secular liberal-democratic political forces, which were at the 
forefront of early protests in 2010–2011, eventually were pushed out of the scene in later 
stages, with Islamists taking over as the most mobile, organized and unified opposition 
group. However, they didn’t manage to hold on to power for long, particularly in Egypt, 
where counter-revolutionist forces abruptly ended their attempt to rule in 2013. Neither 
the Islamist political groups appeared to have come up with a new model of public-power 
interaction and government policies, which could have become a viable alternative to 
what many people saw as morally bankrupt and socially corrupt political regimes of the 
past. Tunisia, dubbed “the only successful example of the Arab Spring”, have recently 
been shaken by a kind of a post-Arab Spring political crisis, pushing aside the Islamist Al-
Nahda party and threatening a return of authoritarian practices in the country (Yerkes & 
Mbarek 2020).  

Even many years after the Arab Spring, the region still feels its delayed effects. 
Anti-elitist social-economic revolts in Lebanon and Iraq in 2019–2020 and the collapse 
of old presidential systems in Algeria and Sudan in 2019 emphasized that problems, 
which had led to the Arab Spring in the first place, are pretty much still at the center of 
socio-economic, political, cultural transformations in the region. To some extent, one 
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could argue that the post-Arab Spring decade of 2011–2021, as well as the phenomenon 
itself, are a perfect manifestation of a two-system crisis in the Middle East, that of the 
Versaille and the Cold War regional order.  

Finally, the Arab Spring completely changed the reconfiguration of the Middle East 
and North Africa region. The problem, however, lies not only in the fact that the processes 
of socio-political destabilization have affected, to one degree or another, practically all 
Arab countries, but also in the fact that the structure itself has been broken, both 
horizontal (between regional players) and vertical (between regional and global players) 
relationships (Naumkin & Baranovsky 2018). Moreover, this was largely due to the 
reconfiguration of American Middle East policy launched during the presidency of Barack 
Obama. 

It is the United States of America that has been perceived by the countries of the 
region since the end of the 20th century as an unconditional guarantor of the preservation 
of the existing status quo. In fact, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the stability of 
the Middle East world order, as well as the Arab regimes themselves, largely depended 
on the nature of relations with Washington. It is no coincidence that the elites of the Arab 
countries during the 1990s–2000s sought, first of all, support and guarantees of their 
own security in the White House. 

However, the balance of power that had existed in the Middle East and North Africa 
region for decades was upset by the events of the Arab Spring, with all its side effects. 
Many of the Arab regimes that fell victim to the anti-government protests in 2011 turned 
their gaze towards Washington in the hope of gaining at least moral support in their 
address. But no intelligible reaction appeared. 

The Arab Spring exposed a crisis of confidence between the countries of the region 
and the United States. American policy in the Middle East became less and less 
understandable for the Arabs themselves, causing more and more questions and 
complaints. Suffice it to recall the bewilderment in a number of Arab capitals caused by 
the rapprochement of the American administration with Mohammed Morsi and the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. As a result, the view has become stronger that the Barack 
Obama administration did not at all had a clear strategic goal in the region, as well as 
the political will to pursue its interests. This thought was especially reinforced in contrast 
to the active Middle East policy pursued by Obama's predecessors in the presidency, 
especially the two presidents Bush. 

The hesitation of the United States during anti-government demonstrations 
against the allied regimes of Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, Zine al-Abidine bin Ali in Tunisia 
and Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen was interpreted as betrayal at best. And at worst, as 
Washington's deliberate policy to reshape the entire Middle East and North Africa. 
Although in fairness it should be noted that American policy also did not find adequate 
support in the camp of opponents of the overthrown regimes as well, and American 
neutrality was interpreted not in their favor. 

As a result, the MENA states, probably for the first time in recent centuries, turned 
from objects of regional geopolitics into its subjects. If throughout the recent history of 
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the region, global actors have played a decisive role in the construction of the Middle 
East system of world order (the most striking example in this case is the creation of the 
State of Israel), then in recent years the initiative has shifted to regional players (Naumkin, 
Baranovsky 2018). The region has faced such a situation for the first time, and the new 
architecture of security and world order in the Middle East and North Africa largely 
depends on the ability to provide an adequate response to the challenges the Middle East 
regimes are facing.  

Special issue “Social and Political Transformations in the Middle East and Northern 
Africa Region” of the Ideology and Politics Journal was initiated to further research on the 
transformations in the MENA region. This issue presents interdisciplinary research that 
allows its readership to look at the processes of socio-political development of the region 
from a different angle. 

This issue opens with an article by Ruslan Zaporozhchenko, who analyzes 
geohistorical transformations in the region. The author makes a difficult attempt to 
answer the question what are the historical preconditions for the emergence of social 
movements in the MENA region in 2011 and what is the role of ideological and military 
power in these processes? This is followed by an article by leonid Issaev, Egor Fain and 
Andrey Korotayev, which examines the consequences of the Arab Spring for neighboring 
regions. The authors reveal the connection between the socio-political turbulence in the 
Arab world and the growth of terrorist activity in the Sahel countries. Conducted analysis 
has shown that there are several trajectories of the Arab Spring’s influence on terrorist 
activity in the Sahel. And then a study by Alisa Shishkina and Georgy Shishkin focuses on 
the intifada, a phenomenon characteristic of the Arab world. Analyzing the first and 
second Palestinian intifada, the authors come to the original conclusion that it fit into the 
broader context of protests in the Middle East bearing similar motives to those events 
that led to the Arab Spring revolutions. 

The next part of the issue offers several cases that are important for understanding 
the processes in the MENA region. Maria João Barata focuses on the most important 
problem of self-determination for the modern world. From the standpoint of symbolic 
interactionism and the theory of international relations, the author consistently examines 
the numerous possibilities and limitations that exist in the construction of a sense of 
national belonging by the population of Western Sahara. Then Nawar Kassomeh and Jalal 
Qanas invite the reader to pay attention to the Gulf region. The authors try to understand 
why the Arab Spring led to the collapse of many authoritarian regimes in the region, but 
practically bypassed the Gulf. The article attempts to explain this in terms of the social 
contract that took shape over the decades in the monarchies of the Gulf. Finally, Nikolay 
Kozhanov, using the example of Qatar, draws attention to the extremely interesting 
phenomenon of the "small state", which was noticeably actualized during the events of 
the Arab Spring. Kozhanov argues that Qatar’s previous efforts aimed at the development 
of its export-oriented LNG industry allowed the Emirate to fund and pursue a foreign 
policy strategy that was uncommon for a small state. Whereby during the last two 
decades, Doha was also more oriented towards interaction with players outside of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council.   
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Abstract. The article is devoted to the analysis of geohistorical transformations in the 
MENA region, which became the prerequisites for the Arab Spring. Author proposes to analyze 
the world-systemic retrospective of the Middle East, which is characterized by the clash of 
empires, the confrontation of religions and the geopolitical ambitions of many actors. Author 
defines three directions in the analysis of the prerequisites for the Arab Spring: (1) the region's 
imperial past and post-imperial transformations, (2) successful and unsuccessful 
modernization of political systems, (3) configurations of sources of social power. Author 
assumes that after the collapse of an empire, there always appears a political vacuum. In such 
vacuum, the political system either remains unchanged or completely changes its institutional 
design.  

In the case of the MENA region, many states that gained independence in the 20th 
century reproduced the imperial logic of government, which consisted in extrapolating the 
center-peripheral model of political power to their own political systems. In addition, the 
dominance of the military type of power, as a continuation of the imperial logic of 
administering the periphery, together with nationalism, secularism, and geopolitical 
ambitions, played a key role in the emergence of bifurcation processes. Moreover, the 
unsuccessful unilateral modernization of independent states has weakened the institutional 
capacity for the stability of political systems.  

On the other hand, there is the example of Turkey, Iran, and the Gulf countries, which 
demonstrates successful modernization, the creation of a strong ideological power (with an 
emphasis on either nationalism or Islamism), the imperial past as centers of imperial worlds, 
the consolidation of various types of power. These processes led to the creation of not just 
modern states, but autonomous political systems capable of adapting to geopolitical 
configurations, leveling bifurcation processes, skillfully managing the mechanisms of control 
over the territory, population and security of the political system.  

 

Key words: Middle East, empire, modernization, power, bureaucracy, collective action, 
world-systems analysis, center, periphery, Arab Spring, Islam  
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Deep in the human unconscious is a pervasive need  
for a logical universe that makes sense. But  

the real universe is always one step beyond logic. 
Frank Herbert, Dune 

 

Introduction  

2021 marks 10 years since the beginning of the events that entered the annals of history 
as the Arab Spring—a macro-historical and (geo)political chain of events that outlined the 
contours of social and political development not only in the MENA region, but also, in a 
sense, changed the global the political landscape. Coincidence or not, but in 2021 two 
more significant events took place, one way or another influencing the growing interest 
in the issue of the “Arab Spring.” First, the change in the political situation in Afghanistan 
after the withdrawal of American troops and the transfer of power to the Taliban. The 
second event is the release of the film “Dune” (director Denis Villeneuve), which is based 
on the novel by the American science fiction writer Frank Herbert (1963). This film is, in 
a way, a manifesto to those social and political processes that are still taking place in the 
Middle East today: ideological and political confrontation, redistribution of power 
resources, geopolitical orientations, and more. 

That is, the Arab Spring is still an open question for scientists who have not yet 
developed a clear and unified understanding of what the Arab Spring is in the context of 
political and sociological sciences. Some insist that this is (1) a kind of big revolution, in 
the context of which there have been many small revolutions or revolutionary situations 
limited to the territory of a particular state (Michael-Matsas 2011; Kamel & Huber 2015; 
Asongu & Nwachukwu 2016; Al-Shammari & Willoughby 2019); others suggest that it is 
(2) many protests against authoritarianism and attempts to democratize the region 
(Stepan & Linz 2013; Salamey 2015; Aras & Falk 2016; Abushouk 2016; Roberts 2018); 
still others mean by the Arab Spring a purely (3) internal political crisis associated 
primarily with ideological (in a broader sense) disagreements between the ruling elites 
and the population (Mansfield & Snyder 2012; Chamkhi 2014; Cross & Sorens 2016; 
Makara 2016; Ferrero 2018). At the same time, the non-systemic nature of revolutionary 
events is overlooked, as well as what I will further designate as a world-systemic 
retrospective of the region as a whole.  

In any case, the Arab Spring should be viewed as a set of social movements (in an 
exclusively sociological vein), which affected various spheres of human life: politics, 
economics, culture, ideology. At the same time, in most cases, social movements in the 
MENA region were directed against authoritarianism and the “old government,” claiming 
to strengthen the processes of democratization of political systems. The cornerstone of 
social movements is the desire or teleological hopes for a change in political1 regimes 
characterized by (1) the power of a charismatic leader who has lost his charisma; (2) the 

 
1 Under the political regime, in this context, one should understand the structural and functional state of 
the political system in a specific unit of time and space, which is influenced by the normative and value 
demands of the population. 
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militarization of political structures; (3) strong informal practices and clan or tribal 
structuring of political power; (4) antagonism within the ideological content of the 
political space. In other words, most of the countries of the MENA region developed a 
postcolonial hybrid political regime, the permanence of which depended on the collective 
action of elites and responses to public demands.  

If we look at how the process of social movements took place, what its dynamics 
were and what political formations it affected, then we will see several interesting 
research nuances. First, social movements to varying degrees1 affected the former 
political structures (periphery) of the Ottoman Empire, but at the same time did not affect 
Iran and practically did not appear on the political system of Saudi Arabia, United Arab 
Emirates, Kuwait, Iraq, and Qatar. Secondly, attempts to democratize the countries of the 
MENA region had ambiguous manifestations: from tightening the existing political 
regime to changing the configuration of the political order with minimal political 
changes.2 Third, the foreign policy factor also played an important role, in which the 
interests of geopolitical actors such as the United States, France, Great Britain, China and 
the Russian Federation collided. Therefore, my research question is: what are the historical 
preconditions for the emergence of social movements in the MENA region in 2011 and what 
is the role of ideological and military power in these processes?  

 

Empire as a Form of Order: Conceptualization 

In my opinion, the geo-historical context of the MENA region is an important part of 
understanding the events of the Arab Spring. On the territory of the Middle East, the first 
empire arose, which historians call the New Assyrian; in the Middle East, there was a 
constant confrontation between at least two different imperial worlds; on the territory of 
the Middle East, one can always trace ideological antagonism, which reveals itself not so 
much in political ideologies (liberalism, socialism, conservatism, nationalism), as in the 
religious plane of religion—Shiism and Sunnism. Therefore, to understand the 
(geo)historical context of the region, I propose to make it clear what an empire is, what 
are its features and key parameters, and how it can influence social and political 
processes when it disintegrates (meaning that in modern studies are referred to as post-
imperial state or post-colonialism).  

Empire is a complex and ambiguous concept, and often the definition of empire is 
reduced to the methodological positions from which the authors proceed, taking the side 
of a specific approach or paradigm (see Table 1). Below I offer a summary of the main and 
mainly dominant approaches in the social sciences.  

 

 
1 By the degree, I propose to understand the level of quantitative and qualitative indicators of measuring 
social movements: (1) the number of participants in the movement, (2) the influence on the political 
configuration in the state, (3) changes in the regime characteristics of the political system, (4) the reaction 
of political and power structures to permission the emerging social movement, (5) the geopolitical aspect, 
(6) the metamorphosis of power - the retention or loss of power by the ruling elite.  
2 Here I mean changing the content of politics while maintaining the logic of power.  
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Table 1. Theoretical and methodological substantiation of the category “Empire” 

Approach Representatives Main principles 

World-systemic 

Hopkins & 
Wallerstein 1980; 

Kennedy 1987; 

Arrighi 1992; 

Wallerstein 2011 

An empire is a complex and multi-structured political 
system. The empire is always global and universal. The 

world-empire is an alternative world-system in relation to 
the world-economy. An empire is a product of capitalism; 

therefore, an empire strives to establish economic and 
political hegemony not only within itself, but also beyond 

its borders. 

Institutional 

McNeill 1963; 

Hobsbawm 1987; 

Tilly 1992; 

Creveld 1999 

An empire is a political institution that takes shape 
historically. It is a more complex, improved, and ramified 

form of the state. In a sense, an empire is a state that 
controls many other potential states. An empire is 

characterized by a complex and indirect administration of 
its territories, a regulated hierarchy of power and 

subordination of key social structures. 

Structural and 
functional 

Eisenstadt 1963; 

Hardt & Negri 2000; 

Motyl 2001; 

Munkler 2007 

An empire is a political system with many complementary 
political structures. An empire is always a centrifugal 

political force, which has similar features to the state, but 
differs in alternatives to the institutional design of the 

political system. An empire arises when there is a political 
vacuum in which religious, cultural and economic 

activities and resources are freed. 

Civilizational 
Toynbee 1955; 

Huntington 1996 

Empire is either synonymous with civilization, or empire is 
civilization itself. It is quite natural for empires to collide 

with each other since they have different political and 
cultural orientations towards the structure or ordering of 

social and political life. 

Formational Lenin 1996 [1917]; 
Marx & Engels 2001 

Empire is static, and imperialism is dynamic. An empire is 
a state of a system within which the process of organizing 

the production of goods and services with their further 
(re)distribution and control takes place. An empire is a 
certain stage in the development of capitalism, which 

disintegrates and is recreated again for the consolidation 
of capitalist production. 

Geopolitical 

Mackinder 1904; 

Modelski 1987; 

Schmitt 2015 [1942] 

An empire is a state that is more successful than others in 
ensuring political dominance over heterogeneous political 
structures. Important for the geopolitical approach is the 

empire's ability to “rein in” the space in which it is 
located, and which surrounds it. The empire, expanding its 
borders, falls into a resource trap, since a huge number of 

resources must be accumulated on the outskirts of the 
empire for protection. 

Representatives of these approaches interpret the empire in different ways. 
However, in my opinion, they proceed from the opposite: instead of denoting what an 
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empire is and what the reasons for its emergence are, research attention is focused on 
the analysis of the structures and functions of the empire. In other words, the primary is 
missed, a certain constant from which derivatives are formed. I suppose that the empire 
is a form of uncontested political order, which seeks to create its own world and reproduce 
mechanisms of political control in the spatial dimension. Systemic, institutional, structural, 
or functional features of an empire are configurations or variations of the imperial order, 
that is, its content. The form, on the other hand, is the ordering of content, which creates 
internal relationships and organizes objects within the system. A very important 
difference between an empire and other forms is the constitution of a political, not a 
social order.  

First, an empire is a geopolitical project, which is a military-political adventure. The 
empire always focuses on geopolitics as a way of constituting its own hegemony—the 
structuring of political units in the imperial space according to a certain logic of 
exercising power. The longevity of an empire, among other things, depends on the ability 
to balance geopolitical ambitions with domestic political reality. For this, it is important 
not only to have enough resources, but also to build a sufficiently strong system for their 
organization and redistribution. Therefore, for the empire, bureaucracy becomes an 
important structural element as a mechanism for managing space. 

Secondly, empire is a form of political order in which control is used as a tool to 
(re)produce imperial order and imperial power. In this context, the modern state, for 
example, is a form of control in which the political order plays the role of an instrument 
for optimizing the system of governance and building political-power relations. An 
empire does not arise by itself or just from nothing. There are several options for the 
emergence and formation of empires. A geopolitical shake-up in the form of an external 
threat that forces a potential empire to create a powerful military-industrial 
infrastructure. After this, the potential empire is forced to rebuild its power from economic 
or ideological to military in order to maintain its geopolitical status. For example, the 
threat of the Galli tribes for Rome and the confrontation with Carthage, the threat from 
the Achaemenid Empire to the Hellenic polities and the Macedonian kingdom. Ordering 
chaos around a potential empire as a way of organizing, first, territory, and then the 
imperial space. As a rule, a potential empire has a stable and durable political order, 
which, due to social and economic reasons, seems to be more optimal and universal to 
export it outside the center. 

Thirdly, an empire is a fusion of power and religion in two possible configurations: 
(1) either the subordination of religion to imperial power and its use as an ideological 
apparatus, (2) or inversion—the replacement of religion with power and the constitution 
of ideological power. The modern state is created as an opposition to the church 
organization (Christian in the broad sense); therefore, it is secular and equal to the church 
at the same time. For an empire, religion is a tool for constructing the imperial world, a 
way to legitimize imperial power, given the heterogeneous structure of the empire. 
Religion is a kind of substitute for empire, used by the latter to justify its own existence. 
Religion is a way of understanding the world; awareness of the world is ideology as a 
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form of consciousness in a neo-Marxist interpretation; and the world is the state of the 
empire, its order and systematicity, universality and no alternative.  

Fourthly, the empire is a world is unique, uncontested, and striving for 
completeness. The word peace itself, which comes from the Latin “Pax,” denotes a state 
of dawn and domination, a kind of culmination point. That is, “Pax” is statics, a kind of 
state in which the system seems to be in a kind of political and social stability. However, 
upon a more detailed analysis of the existing empires, one can see that the imperial world 
is a process of codification of the socio-political space. The result of such a process, as a 
rule, is hegemony, i.e., another complex and controversial political phenomenon. 
Certainly, it is appropriate here to recall the ideas of hegemony proposed by Antonio 
Gramsci, who saw in hegemony a system of equilibrium of a certain social group over the 
entire society (Gramsci 1957: 165). Therefore, using his idea, I dare to assume that the 
imperial world is a system of political equilibrium, in which the totality of the periphery 
obeys the center, agreeing to the proposed configuration of order and the model of 
government. The imperial world is a new morality that matches a new worldview. 

Fifthly, the empire is a space that has no fixed boundaries, and in this space, there 
are many political fields that are autonomous and strive to reproduce themselves. There 
are several assumptions here, based on the ideas of the German sociologist Georg Simmel 
(1964: 543–601). The first assumption boils down to understanding space in the neo-
Kantian sense, where the structural elements of space are time, place, and distance. The 
empire has no borders, but at the same time it is difficult to get into the empire, while it 
is easy to get out of the empire. Here we are talking not only about the positions of the 
center and periphery, but also about the empire in general and the world around it. You 
can come to an empire by covering a certain distance; you can stay for a certain time; you 
can take a specific place in the imperial space.  

However, being in an empire and being in an empire are two different things. Here, 
rather, one should talk about a certain cosmopolitanism, or about an imperial ideology, 
which itself defines “us” from “aliens” (in Schmittian terminology). The parameters of such 
definitions can be the status of a citizen (Roman Empire), the status of a subject (British 
or Russian Empire), the status of a slave (Mongolian or Ottoman empires). That is, 
identifying oneself with the empire implies obtaining from the imperial power a specific 
social and, in a broader sense, political role or status, which will predetermine the social 
mobility of an individual. 

 

Ottomans and Safavids: two empires as two worlds? 

Further, it is necessary to designate the (geo)historical coordinates of the MENA region, 
and first of all those that are closer to us in terms of time, and which largely contributed 
to the formation of the political conjuncture within the boundaries of which the Arab 
Spring took place. The Middle East has always been a space where not just empires 
collide, but entire imperial worlds, i.e., complex, heterogeneous systems that structure 
space. Starting from the creation of the first empire, which historians identify—the New 
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Assyrian one, the subsequent processes of empire-building in one way or another took 
place in an antagonistic context.  

If we try to visualize the process of the collision, highlighting the most important 
episodes from history, then we get a structural matrix in which two sides of the 
confrontation will be presented: the empire-challenger, which challenges, challenges 
power and power, and the empire-hegemon, which responds to the challenge, the 
dominant political education (see Table 2). This approach was borrowed from the 
American researcher George Modelski (1987), who investigated global processes in 
historical retrospect. However, unlike Modelski's cycles of hegemony, I propose to view 
the clash of empires solely as a rivalry between the imperial orders. 

Table 2. Clash of empires in the region MENA 

Empire-challenger The period of confrontation Empire-hegemon 

Macedonia (ancient kingdom) 4–3 century BC 
Persian Empire I  

(Achaemenid dynasty) 

The Roman Empire 1 century BC–2 century AD Parthian Empire 

Byzantine Empire 4–6th centuries Sasanian Empire 

Byzantine Empire 7–11th centuries 
Arab-Islamic Empire I  
(Umayyad Caliphate,  
Abbasid Caliphate) 

Empire of Greco-Roman 
(Catholic) Europe 

10–12th centuries 
Arab-Islamic Empire II 

(Fatimid Caliphate,  
Mamluk Sultanate) 

Persian Empire II  
(Safavid dynasty) 

16–18th centuries Ottoman Empire 

Ottoman Empire 19–20th centuries British Empire 

United States second half of the 20th century Soviet Union 

Despite the historical twists and turns, by the 17th century, two powerful empires 
were finally formed and established in the MENA region—the Ottoman Empire and the 
Safavid Empire (see figure 1 and 2). Historian William McNeill calls them gunpowder 
empires since it was gunpowder and firearms that helped defeat the nomads and begin 
the process of military-political expansion for the Ottoman dynasty and Safavid dynasty. 
Also, in addition to military-technical superiority, a prerequisite for dominance at the 
stage of conquest and creation of an empire was “strengthening their administrative and 
commercial classes at the expense of the landowning aristocracy” (Goldschmidt & Al-
Marashi 2018: 105). If for Safavid Empire everything was easier, since it began the process 
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of empire-building based on the already existing Persian world,1 then for the Ottoman 
dynasty the situation was the opposite.  

The future Ottoman Empire needed not only to conquer vast territories, but also 
to create an imperial world with a constituted imperial order, and this was a complex 
process, given the multiplicity of political formations in the region:  

In 1450, the Ottoman Empire was an important local power, dominating western 
and northern Anatolia and a large part of the Balkan peninsula. In much of this 
area, however, the sultan exercised his power through vassals or semi-
independent marcher lords. In the context of the Middle East, the Mamluk 
Sultanate of Cairo was probably more powerful and certainly more prestigious. As 
rulers of the Holy Cities of Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem, the Mamluk sultans could 
claim first place among all Islamic monarchs. (Imber 2003: 27) 

Figure 1. Administrative divisions  
of the Ottoman Empire.2 

Figure 2. Administrative divisions  
of the Safavid Empire.3 

  

Martin Bunton and William Cleveland note in their work A History of the Modern 
Middle East (2018) that the Ottoman Empire was preceded by four principles that formed 
the basis of the organizational structure of power relations and contributed to the 
strengthening of imperial power over a vast and heterogeneous territory. The first 
principle is the military organization of the Ottoman dynasty, which was extrapolated to 
command structure, army discipline and control as mechanisms for the spread of power. 
The second principle is the legacy of urban Islamic civilization, which contributed to the 
establishment of a monarchical form of government and the legitimization of imperial 
power. The third principle is the local custom, which was the formula “as long as taxes 
were remitted and stability was maintained, the Ottomans were content to tolerate a wide 

 
1 The “Persian World” should be understood as a socio-cultural conjuncture, which began to take shape 
during the emergence and formation of the Achaemenid State and was finally strengthened with the 
formation of Islam as an official religion. That is, it is a social, cultural, and political space that has specific 
features and structures the system of power relations. In part, such a world can be called hegemony, since 
the population agrees with it and it is reproduced by the political elite.  
2 This map was used from source: https://www.britannica. com/place/Ottoman-Empire. 
3 This map was used from source: https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Talk:Safavid_dynasty/Archive_10. 
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variety of local practices” (Ibid.: 75). The fourth principle is the division of society into 
rulers and ruled, that is, the creation of a hierarchical and structured political system with 
limited access to the redistribution of resources of power and influence, to symbolic 
power in a broad sense. 

Therefore, to create a centralized and static system, the rulers of both empires 
chose a military method of organizing power, which relied on the army and the military 
elite. In other words, it was military power, in the understanding of the sociologist Michael 
Mann, that became the basis for building a system of power relations and control. Here it 
is necessary to designate the author’s position, which differs from the position of Mann: 
political power is a centralized, territorial regulation of public life (Mann: 10). However, 
territory is inapplicable as a category for an empire since an empire is a space. Therefore, 
the political power of an empire is a centralized and spatial regulation of social and 
political reality, in which one of the sources of power always dominates. For example, 
military power, which is a social organization of concentrated (mobilized and focused) 
lethal violence (Ibid.: 9). 

Here we find the first component of the future Arab Spring—the administrative 
management represented by governors who were either military officers on duty, or 
representatives of specific tribes, clans, families, clans. As historian Colin Imber notes, 
“governors received from the sultan’s appanages, or confirmation of appanages already 
held, in return for which they provided military service, commanding the troops of their 
province on the battlefield” (Imber 2003: 178). Though, any military power has two weak 
points: the first is the constant and structured use of violence in a specific territory, the 
second is the need to wage war or military campaigns to provide the army with jobs and 
wages. In this case, the imperial power put itself in a stalemate when it was necessary to 
maintain the legitimacy of its own power through a devoted army and military forces; and 
when it was necessary to maintain control over the local governors, who very often 
sought to secede from the empire and create their own political organization.  

The second component is in the ideological cut, namely in the religious antagonism 
of Shiism and Sunnism. The weak spatial structuring of empires, as well as the need to 
constitute and legitimize the political order, needed ideological consolidation. This, on 
the one hand, gave additional legality to the power of the Sultan or Shah in the eyes of 
the elite and the population, and on the other hand, it minimized the normative and value 
costs of power. In other words, religion helped codify the system of power relations and 
create full-fledged hegemony, that is, an (un)conscious consent to obey, not involving 
excessive violence. Military power is needed to build an imperial order and create a 
system of control over the observance of this order, and ideological power is needed to 
legitimize power structures and establish a new normative-value system of society as a 
whole. As Andrew Newman rightly notes:  

... the longevity of the Safavid project may be most usefully explained in terms of 
the success with which Safavid society, as these earlier undertakings, expanded to 
recognize, include and transcend the diverse elements and discourses extant in 
the region at the time. (Newman 2008: 128) 
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It is also necessary to clarify that ideological power is not limited to a specific 
religion or ideology. Ideological power is an aggregate, a plurality, which includes both 
the official ideology and religion, the normative value system of society, and socio-
cultural practices. Ideological power is a set of mechanisms for codification and 
universalization of socio-political space, in which ideology is not just a form of 
consciousness, but a set of social practices of interaction and social networks, something 
teleological and societal. Ideology always strives for some kind of hegemony, for 
domination not so much economic or political, but cultural, normative. Hegemony is, 
rather, a complex of stratified social attitudes in which social groups have their own 
purpose and internal group logic. 

The Ottoman and Safavid empires were two forms of imperial order in which 
political power was based on military and ideological, respectively. The various dominant 
political structures of empires played a key role in the process of their disintegration. As 
a rule, the disintegration of an empire is an inertial process, during which the periphery, 
gaining political independence, is in a political and ideological vacuum, for a way out of 
which there are only two options. 

When the imperial order collapses, the periphery, which has gained political 
independence, may be capable of creating its own political order with a normative-value 
system and structures for codification, optimization, and universalization of the socio-
political space. The first option—the intensive one—means not just the creation of a new 
independent state, but rather the construction of an autonomous political system based 
on the instruments of control over the political order. In other words, the created political 
system is a form of control over the territory, population, and security of both the territory 
and the population.  

The second option—extensive—consists in extrapolating the imperial order to the 
boundaries of the newly formed political system, when the center-peripheral socio-
political relations are transferred from the imperial system to the state one. In this case, 
the center of political power is the local political elite and structures of power relations, 
and the periphery is the population with its socio-cultural structures. As a rule, with this 
variant, the inertia of imperialism occurs, therefore the content and structure of the 
political system does not change. The extensive option is unstable and rather vulnerable 
to both internal social movements and external (geopolitical) influence.  

This is exactly what happened in the case of the periphery of the Ottoman Empire, 
when after gaining independence, for example, in Egypt, Syria, Libya, Iraq, the process of 
reproduction of the logic of imperial military power continued. The local political elite 
extrapolated the model of the Ottoman Empire for the management and administration 
of the territory (Itzkowitz 1980), relying on particular socio-cultural and military groups. 
If “Turkey was able to break out of the Ottoman mold, to create a Turkish national 
community of manageable—and defensible—size, and to resist ambitions to create a 
regional hegemony” (Black & Brown 1993: 186), then independent political organizations 
created a situation in which the practice of establishing hegemony within the political 
system was impossible. However, attempts to establish hegemony in the region also 
failed. The collapse of the Ottoman Empire is the legitimation of the right of local rulers 
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not just to control the movement of taxes, income, and capital, but to political power 
itself—sovereignty.  

 

Successful modernization of centers and failed modernization of peripheries 

As already mentioned in the introduction, when understanding modernization as a 
phenomenon and process, I proceed from the fact that modernization is a process of 
codification and optimization of the political space, whose regulatory and functional 
support is updated or improved in accordance with the external geopolitical situation. 
Here I would like to make a few personal clarifications, which, in my opinion, will be 
appropriate. 

Modernization should not be seen solely as a process of transition to democracy 
or as a way to create a democratic system.1 Also, modernization should not be perceived 
as a one-sided process characteristic of the centers of empires or developed states of 
Europe,2 but not characteristic of the periphery. Modernization must be interpreted from 
the point of view of geopolitics, since it is geopolitics that constitutes the imperative of 
modernization: those who do not want to be conquered or subordinated must modernize 
their own political system. Therefore, modernization should not be understood from the 
standpoint of exclusively economic determinism, since the economic factor is one of 
many other factors: political, social, cultural, ideological. It is not the percentage of 
economic growth that is important, but the political mechanisms and institutional 
instruments for achieving a situation in which economic growth will have positive 
dynamics.  

When using the term modernization, a methodological (and, possibly, ontological) 
incident arises, which forces us to use this category exclusively as a derivative of 
“Modernity,” which limits the chronological framework of the study, neglecting the period 
before the Renaissance.3 Alberto Martinelli rightly notes that “from its very inception, the 
term modern has been carrying some normative implications, insofar as it implied a 
depreciation of the old and traditional” (2004: 5). Modernization is not an antagonism 
between traditions and modernity, as insisted by Shmuel Eisenstadt (1963), on the 
contrary, modernization should be understood and perceived as changes in the specifics 
of the functioning of the symbolic and institutional structures of society. However, the 
key feature of modernization is the creation of an autonomous political system that can 
provide itself with resources, reproduce the political order, constitute a symbolic space, 
and ensure control over the population.  

Modernization and empire tend not to get along well with each other. 
Modernization, as mentioned earlier, presupposes institutional changes, a rethinking of 

 
1 There are examples of Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, where there is either “managed democracy” 
or modernized authoritarianism. However, these countries can hardly be called exclusively democratic in 
the interpretation of Western European liberal thought.  
2 Modernization of China, Japan, Taiwan in the 20th century; modernization of the Safavid Empire, Mughal 
Empire or Russian Empire in the 17-18 centuries.  
3 Then a completely logical question arises: can the reforms of Octavian Augustus or Trajan in the Roman 
Empire be called the modernization of the political system? 
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the logic of power and the transformation of social space. This, in turn, leads to a 
rethinking of the political order. For an empire, order is the basis of the empire's 
existence, it is its main argument and a way of justifying itself. Therefore, it is possible to 
identify several vectors for the implementation of modernization, which are somehow 
connected with empires.  

1) Modernization is used as a geopolitical1 foothold for empire building. The political 
organization is carrying out modernization to create an autonomous system with 
the necessary number of resources for expansion and the imposition of an 
uncontested political order.  

2) Modernization is used as a way of integrating the periphery into the imperial 
political and economic (economic) system. In this case, modernization is used as a 
tool for the production, control, and redistribution of resources necessary for the 
development of the empire. In addition, the center of an empire can become a 
dynamic structure for modernizing the periphery.  

3) Modernization is used as a mechanism for getting out of the state of imperialism. 
After the collapse of the empire, when a political vacuum arises, the center and 
the periphery can use (but do not always use) modernization to develop a new 
social and political order with the aim of creating an autonomous political 
system—the modern state.  

The success and failure of modernization depends on two possible configurations, 
as stated by Cyril Black & Carl Brown (1993). The first of them is geopolitical autonomy 
and consistency in carrying out modernization (autonomous factor); the other is 
geopolitical interference (the colonization factor). In the first configuration, the political 
organization relies on its own resources, while building a completely autarkic 
administrative system. In the second configuration, domestic political desires are limited 
by foreign policy requirements.  

Turkish nationalism. After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the center of the 
empire – modern Turkey – began the process of transformation of the post-imperial 
system. The Kemal Ataturk reforms are an extensive modernization of the political 
system, which was characterized by (1) the standardization of social relations, (2) the 
secularization of religion from the state, (3) the industrialization of the economic 
economy, (4) the codification of political governance, (5) the unification of the normative-
value space, (6) rethinking and filling the symbolic space. Modernization requires two 
main factors—the political will of the leader and the collective action of the elites, which 
is reflected in the work of Alberto Martinelli:  

efficacy and strategic ability depend in turn on two fundamental requisites: (1) an 
administrative structure and an efficient bureaucratic class capable of negotiating 
with outside interests (using international ties as opportunities rather than as 
constraints) and controlling indigenous interest groups; (2) a political leadership 
favorable to economic development, legitimized by the cultural traditions of the 

 
1 For example, Russia under Peter I, Japan under Emperor Mutsuhito (Meiji), Germany under Wilhelm I and 
Otto von Bismarck, the Dutch Golden Age, and the process of colonization.  
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country and sufficiently autonomous from the main social classes and interest 
groups. (Martinelli 2004: 75) 

The Turkish version of modernization is a tectonic shift in the political 
administration of the state, the main goal of which is the construction of a new 
architectonics of power. During the modernization, “there was a coalescence of changes 
in the symbols and patterns of legitimation of regimes, in the composition of the ruling 
class, in the bases of access to the center, in center-periphery relations, and in positions 
of control over resources” (Eisenstadt 1984: 8). Architectonics, that is, the composition of 
political power, was built on a combination of all types that Michael Mann offers for 
analysis. However, the ideological power—secularized nationalism—was chosen as the 
centrifugal force both for modernization and for building a modern state.1 

A break with religion was necessary to fill the social space with new symbols and 
forms that are easier to produce, reproduce, and control. On the one hand, nationalism 
broke with the authenticity of Islam and its impact on collective identity. On the other 
hand, it helped symbolize political power in the person of the state, and not a specific 
leader or political elite. In contrast to the isomorphic “colonial nationalism” that 
alternately circulates between the territorial boundaries of each such nationalism and the 
territorial boundaries of the former imperial administrative unit (Anderson 1991: 132), 
modernized Turkish nationalism is allomorphic.  

Modernization has contributed not only to Turkey's geopolitical stability, but also 
to a rethinking of political power and its mechanisms. The military aristocracy that 
initiated the reforms was replaced by a rational bureaucracy—professional politicians 
seeking to govern the state from a position of administration rather than military 
discipline. In other words, the forceful nature of modernization led to the emergence of 
a bureaucracy that needed to legitimize its structure, and therefore the military source of 
political power was replaced by an ideological one—pan-Turkism in geopolitics and 
nationalism in the domestic political space.  

The ideological content of the political system has created the conditions under 
which the system can reproduce itself, and also uses the tools of universalist control over 
borders, population and territory. Therefore, it is only natural that “the Turkish 
government was not simply a passive observer on debates and controversies concerning 
its policies, but was rather actively involved in efforts to influence public opinion” (Bein 
2017: 140). Because for any modern state, control is a teleological necessity and a 
mechanism for the reproduction of the political order.  

Iranian theocracy. The Iranian modernization project2 in the middle of the 20th 
century, which is most often called Westernization, turned out to be untenable due to 
both the extreme influence of Shiite traditions in particular and Islam in general, and the 

 
1 By ideology, I mean a set of strategies and practices that are used by an individual as variable. At the same 
time, the legitimacy of ideology is confirmed not by a conscious desire to agree with an established social 
order, but by an unconscious adherence to an established goal. In this context, the ideas of ideology and 
ideological power proposed by Michel de Certeau and Louis Althusser are relevant.  
2 We are talking about attempts to reform the socio-political system by Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in 
the 60-70s of the 20th century.  
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heterogeneity of the reforms carried out (the pathos of the authorities overshadowed the 
authenticity of those submitted). To a greater extent Islam in 20th century Iran has 
acquired the character of fundamentalism, which substantiates socio-political and 
cultural processes:  

the new state attracted a mixed reception. For some Iranians and outside 
observers, it brought law and order, discipline, central authority, and modern 
amenities – schools, trains, buses, radios, cinemas, and telephones – in other 
words, development, national integration, and modernization which some termed 
Westernization. For others, it brought oppression, corruption, lack of authenticity, 
and the form of security typical of police states. (Abrahamiam 2008: 91) 

The result of the failure of modernization (Westernization) was the Islamic 
Revolution of 1979 (for example, Axworthy 2013), which abolished the monarchy, created 
a theocratic system of government, and initiated a new modernization in the context of 
the clerical Islamization of the state. Theocracy, as the supremacy of religion over politics 
and society, became the ideological rationale for legitimizing the political regime of 
Ayatollah Khomeini. However, it must be understood that Islamic modernization in Iran 
is predominantly a geopolitical project aimed at the decolonization of the state, as well 
as the creation of a centralized political system with a universal system of control.  

The basis for the creation of the new state was the clerical Islam of the Shiite 
persuasion, which constituted the social space. But, despite the fundamentality, 
authenticity and tradition of theocratic power, it is also characterized by democratic 
principles, which consist in the institution of parliament and the president, general 
elections, and an extensive system of administrative structures. This “managed 
democracy” has created a barrier to protect power. Any ideology that is based on religion 
is very strong and it can be delegitimized only if an ideology, alternative in strength and 
significance, is proposed. In a sense, the combination of “managed democracy,” the 
Islamization of society and theocracy as a method of government created the hegemony 
of Iranian power within limited / semi-open borders. Hegemony is a state where an 
individual has nowhere to go, so he / she agrees to obey. Iranian hegemony in a specific 
territory, combined with the autarkic nature of the political system, created the conditions 
for a strong government capable of quickly reacting to bifurcation processes.  

Peripheral patrimonialism. The former periphery of the Ottoman Empire, in 
particular Syria, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, chose the option of extrapolating the 
political order of the Ottoman Empire to their states. This extrapolation consisted in the 
fact that within the created states a system of center-peripheral relations was reproduced, 
which was based on patrimonial practices, which, for example, are typical for the post-
Soviet space (for example, Fisun 2012; Zgurić 2012; Heydemann 2013). In other words, 
the institutional design has not changed meaningfully, only new structural variables have 
appeared in government governance. In all other respects, the independent states 
remained the aggregates of the military elite, which was based on clan, tribal, 
professional, or other methods of social identification. The structure of social networks 
and collective action in these networks constituted the normative value legitimation of 
the political regime.  
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Shmuel Eisenstadt, analyzing administrative management in the periphery of the 
Ottoman Empire, pointed out that “the most distinctive of the elites were the military-
religious rulers who emerged either from tribal and sectarian clement or from the 
institution of military slavery, which created special channels of mobility” (1984: 13). After 
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the same algorithm for the formation of the local 
political elite was preserved, for example, Muammar Gaddafi and his entourage in Libya, 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, Anwar Sadat, Hosni Mubarak and their entourage in Egypt, Saddam 
Hussein and his entourage in Iraq, Hafez al-Assad and his entourage in Syria. Any collapse 
of the empire is always accompanied by the privatization1 of the periphery by local elites, 
depending on what type of power dominated in the empire, or what type of power the 
center of the empire used in the administrative and managerial context.  

That is, the political elite of most of the created states in the MENA region were 
military, and therefore the political power itself relied on the military source of power. In 
addition, an important feature of such political organizations was the geopolitical 
orientation of the elites towards the MENA region as a whole. An example of such 
geopolitical ambitions is the sponsoring of terrorist organizations, attempts to create a 
pan-Islamic state or regional military-political alliances, religious contradictions between 
Sunnis and Shiites, cooperation with the global hegemonies of the Soviet Union and the 
United States, constructing the image of the enemy—the State of Israel, influence on 
world oil prices.  

Equally important was the fact that in most countries in the MENA region, the 
military came to power as a result of either a revolution or a military coup. As a rule, the 
leaders of social movements, descendants of the military elite, were charismatic 
representatives of the “new generation” who wanted to change the old order and bring 
peace, prosperity and order to the country. However, any charismatic power in one way 
or another depends on the leader's ability to maintain the legality and, most importantly, 
the legitimacy of his own rule.  

The leader is recognized and followed if there is a demand for him, as long as 
there is a need for his virtues or the ability to charm social groups, to lead them. At the 
same time, the charismatic government needs to create informal social and political ties. 
In the case of the countries of the Middle East, such ties have become elite systems of 
interaction between elites by means of kinship, blood, faith, or friendship. Excessive abuse 
of such informal practices, as well as the loss of the leader of his former charisma, leads 
to the creation of an authoritarian regime on the territory of the state, which very often 
borders on dictatorship or kleptocracy. 

Further, it is necessary to point out the fact that the aforementioned states were 
secularized political units, for which Islam was not so much a mechanism for legitimizing 

 
1 For example, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the privatization of the former republics by the so-
called nomenklatura or “red bureaucracy;” the collapse of the British Empire and the privatization of the 
periphery in Africa by the military; the collapse of the Spanish colonial empire in Latin America and the 
privatization of the periphery by the military; the collapse of the Mongol Empire and the privatization of 
the periphery by the relatives of Genghis Khan.  
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political power as a geopolitical tool, a catalyst for political projects in the region.1 Islam 
did not become the ideological basis for new political regimes, since they were produced 
by professional military officers, and any military power is incapable of developing any 
ideology other than the ideology of war. War and enemy image construction are ways to 
legitimize military power as they point to issues of security, order, and the territorial 
integrity of a state. As we know, war is the continuation of politics by other means. Since 
the period after World War II, military actions have taken place in the Middle East every 
decade: the Arab-Israeli War (1947–1949), the Second Arab-Israeli War (1956–1957), the 
Egyptian-Israeli War of Attrition (1967–1970), 1973 Arab-Israeli War, Lebanon Civil War 
(1975-1990), Iran-Iraq War (1980–1988), Gulf War (1990–1991). However, attempts to 
redistribute power in the region by military means were unsuccessful due to the 
interference of geopolitical players (USA, USSR).  

Therefore, the focus was on terrorism as an immanent political practice, the 
purpose of which is to achieve certain goals. Consequently, supporting terrorism required 
resources for reproduction (for example, Levitt 2002; Bjørgo 2005; Kim & Sandler 2020), 
and had consequences in the form of a geopolitical reaction (sanctions, military 
intervention, exclusion from the international system). Terrorism is an example of a 
choice between the internal political balance and the geopolitical ambitions of a 
particular political regime. The use of terrorism, on the one hand, leads to an increase in 
the autarky of the political system, and on the other hand, to the production of bifurcation 
points within the political system.  

In parallel with the use of terrorism practices in the foreign policy space (see 
Schumacher & Schraeder 2021), the political elite of the Middle East countries (for 
example, Libya, Egypt, Iraq, Syria) resorted to the use of populist practices in the domestic 
political space. We have already noted earlier that populism is “methods of political 
communication with the obligatory construction of an unstable and differentiated 
discursive field in which the mechanisms of inclusion or exclusion are reproduced” 
(Zaporozhchenko 2021). 

The processes of modernization, which were carried out, for example, in Egypt, 
Libya, Iraq, Algeria, were formal and concerned, first of all, the economic sector. Any 
power needs resources to support itself, therefore oil, trade or industry is an opportunity 
to control, redistribute resources to provide power structures. Given the importance of 
center-peripheral relations in the governance of the states of the MENA region, one can 
see how the centers developed and the periphery remained underdeveloped (Bratkiewicz 
2005; Khondker 2011; Pascoe 2015). Modernization was unsuccessful in most of the 
states in the region, as it ran counter to the official ideology of the military elite that was 

 
1 Any policy is an action that takes place in a specific place, at a specific time, and serves as a way to break 
with the established social order. This action should not be confused with a bifurcation point or political 
performance. Here politics acts as a kind of singularity point, according to Alain Badiou, in which the 
potential of the entire society is concentrated. In this context, sponsoring terrorism, regulating world oil 
prices, even the Arab Spring itself as a social movement are politics. The nature of any political action is 
the subjectivation of reality, in which a new ideology must be formed.  
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in power. Modernization is always a rethinking of social and political order, and rethinking 
an order means its institutional change. 

Ali Mirsepassi rightly notes that “autocratic ideologies on the banners of 
nationalism (Nasserism in Egypt, Bathism in Syria), and socialism (Algeria) organized a 
world view where the state dominated power and enjoyed a privileged position over any 
other societal structures or elements” (2000: 189). Nationalism has become an important 
structural element of the new states, which is a way of justifying the right to exist. 
Nationalism is resorted to when political and economic arguments run out. Nationalism 
is used as a mechanism to legitimize the power structure that uses it.  

On the other hand, there is an example of the countries of the Arabian Peninsula 
(Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait), which managed to neutralize the 
unrest of the Arab Spring. Firstly, this was achieved thanks to the successful 
modernization carried out in such a short period of time. In the world-systems approach, 
there is a hypothesis that points to the center of the empire as a driving force pulling the 
periphery with it in the process of modernization. To some extent, this happened to the 
countries of the Arabian Peninsula. Iran became the center that pulled behind it. Despite 
the different directions of Islam, it was religious antagonism, as well as geopolitical 
ambitions that forced, for example, Saudi Arabia to choose the path of modernization.  

The second important point is the patrimonialism of power, which is based on 
theocracy and determinism of capital (economy in a broader sense). The ideology of 
“Arabian tigers” is a fixed and regulated collective action of elites (social groups in the 
form of tribal and tribal clans), economic (commercial) universalism and ideological 
power (the orthodoxy of economic capital and the functionality of political Islam). 
Modernization is not only an imperative of geopolitics, but also a political safety cushion 
that works in the event of bifurcation processes, provided that the elites act in concert.  

 

(Re)comprehension of the Arab Spring in the context of geohistorical transformations  

It is probably wrong to say that the countries of the MENA region were ready for the Arab 
Spring. The events that characterize it turned out to be unsystematic, chaotic, that is, 
destroying the old political order, while not offering a new political order. Alain Badiou 
(2005) and Jacques Rancière (2007) point out that politics is the ability to break with an 
established and entrenched order. Politics is a singular event that can be thought of in 
terms of the present, not the past. Therefore, the Arab Spring is politics in the sense that 
it created a chain of many inevitable events that have changed the political landscape of 
the region. However, in most cases these changes were rather formal in nature.  

Speaking about the structural and functional dimension of the political systems of 
the countries of the MENA region during the Arab Spring, they represented clearly defined 
opposites. If Turkey and Iran behave as centers of former empires and this centrality, 
together with successful modernization and ideological power, are strengths, then the 
rest of the countries are a hybrid combination of the leader's charismatic power, which 
has long lost its relevance, together with the military power of the army and militarized 
informal social and political groups (see Table 3).  
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Table 3. Parameters of structural and functional analysis of the region 

Parameter Turkey Iran Middle East 

Successful 
modernization 

Successful upgrade 
after unsuccessful 

upgrade 

Successful upgrade 
after unsuccessful 

upgrade 

Unsuccessful modernization 
in Egypt, Syria, Libya, Algeria, 

Iraq; successful 
modernization in Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar, UAE. 

The dominant type of 
power according to 

M. Mann 
Military-Ideological Military-Ideological Military 

Religion and 
secularization Nationalism Islam 

Nationalism in most 
countries 

Geopolitical 
ambitions 

Restoration of the 
Ottoman Empire 

Building Shi'ism 
Hegemony 

Creation of a pan-Arab state 

Political system 
model Authoritarian-open Authoritarian-closed Hybrid 

Performance 
characteristics 

Corporate 
authoritarianism 

Ideological and 
bureaucratic regime 

Post-colonial 
authoritarianism or Sultanist 

regime 

World-system Center Center Periphery 

The Arab Spring did not become the final wave of democratization in the MENA 
region, nor did it become a “great transformation” of political systems. In many ways, 
most of the countries in which social movements have taken place have retained the 
political and regime characteristics of the system, having modified some social and 
political institutions. The civil wars in Libya, Syria and Yemen, the military coup in Egypt 
in 2013, the resolution of the conflict in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, Iran, Iraq 
demonstrate not so much the failure of revolutionary events as the antagonism between 
modernization and post-colonialism. Those states that were able to carry out 
modernization in full or partially turned out to be more ready for social movements. The 
same states where, after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, a policy of extrapolating 
the imperial order within the boundaries of a specific territory was carried out, were 
subjected to social movements.  

In other words, the Arab Spring in the MENA region did not resolve the 
contradictions within the political system of specific states. Military regimes turned out 
to be stronger, as pointed out by Sami Zubaida (2012), as they managed to enlist the 
support of the majority of the population during the time of ambiguity in order to 
redistribute power. At the same time, informal and patrimonial social ties were preserved, 
an appeal to national unity and nationalism, the formation of a new ideological policy 
aimed at latent modernization, primarily of key institutions and structures that reproduce 
the political order. This was reflected in the partial and formal democratization of 
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political life: the dissolution of the parliament or the cabinet of ministers, amendments 
to the constitution, an increase in social assistance to the population, and the codification 
of the state's legal and regulatory system.  

As for the political and regime characteristics, in the case of Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, with minimal changes, a hybrid political regime has survived, in 
which the positions of the military-bureaucratic apparatus have been strengthened. 
Alfred Stepan and Juan Linz (2013) note the fact that in most countries of the MENA 
region, one way or another, an authoritarian type of government (from weakly 
authoritarian to totalitarian) functioned. However, the Sultanist type, which has survived 
in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Iran, seems interesting. Sultanism is the dominance 
of informal practices, tribal or clan relationships, the formation of a military-bureaucratic 
apparatus with a weak ideology of the state. Therefore, it seems that the revolutionary 
events did not so much reveal the features of such regimes, but helped these regimes 
find out their weak points, certain points of bifurcation, which were subsequently quickly 
and efficiently eliminated.  

But, in my opinion, the most important thing is that the Arab Spring has intensified 
the regional confrontation between the former centers of the empire of Turkey and Iran, 
to which Saudi Arabia has also been added. Dehshiri and Shahmoradi (2020) write about 
this, pointing to the rivalry of three axes: the Iran-led Shiite, the Saudi-led Salafist, and 
the Turkish-led Brotherhood. Here we are speaking not just about confrontation, but 
about the formation of regional hegemony, which is woven into the geometry of 
geopolitical figures. The Arab Spring has become a platform for using tools of influence, 
as well as promoting their own interests in the region, using ideology, and power.  

As we noted earlier, an empire is a geopolitical product, it depends on the factor 
of maintaining internal political stability and the factor of geopolitical ambitions. Both 
factors directly depend on the quantitative and qualitative measurement of the resources 
available to the empire. Turkey, Iran, and Saudi Arabia are not empires in their pure form, 
but some imperial characteristics are inherent in them: spatial expansion of interests, 
ersatz ideology, clear hierarchy of power relations, dominance of the military-
bureaucratic apparatus of government, autarky (by which I mean controlled inclusiveness, 
the ability to penetrate to the empire and leave the empire).  

 

Conclusion 

It is impossible to say unequivocally that the Arab Spring was an inevitable process, 
however, it can be assumed that it became a world-system regularity of those 
geohistorical processes and transformations that have taken place in the MENA region 
over the past 500 years. First of all, this concerns the post-imperial space, which, as a 
rule, is rather unstable and inertial. Building an empire is always a gamble that requires 
a huge number of resources, both economic and political. The vital activity of the empire 
depends on (1) the collective action of the political elites on the one hand, and the ruler 
on the other, (2) maintaining a balance between geopolitical ambitions and the internal 
political situation, (3) the legitimacy of the imperial world, which is a projection of the 
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imperial order. Therefore, the disintegration of an empire is a long, situational, and 
unstable process, during which new political organizations are constituted in the 
emerging political vacuum and chaos. 

If we talk about the imperial legacy and the reasons that served as a springboard 
for the emergence of social movements in the MENA region, then I propose to outline the 
following fundamental positions. First, after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the 
process of privatization of the periphery by the military aristocracy began, which was 
accompanied by the formation of unstable and institutionally weak political regimes. 
Such political regimes were timocratic in their content, functionally and instrumentally 
limited, and resource dependent. The main condition for the viability of the political 
regime was the establishment of control over the limited political space and the 
regulation of the symbolic struggle between various social groups for access to 
(re)distribution of power.  

Second, the existing problem of collective action by elites illustrates the 
coordinated action of small groups at the initial stage of the seizure and organization of 
power, and the inconsistency of actions during the collapse of a particular political 
regime. Researchers call such processes political instability, but I suppose that the 
metaphor of a nonlinear parabola is more appropriate here. Collective action by elites is 
a balance between strategic cooperation and potential costs. Power is strong with 
strategically adjusted interaction of social groups, which rely, as an option, on selective 
incentives to ensure the reproduction of power.  

Thirdly, the impossibility of the former periphery to get out of the state of 
imperialism when the logic of imperial power is extrapolated to a specific territory—the 
state and its population. It is appropriate here to recall the idea of sovereignty as a kind 
of absolute power, limited geographically. In the case of imperial sovereignty, as a form 
of power relations, its attempts to transform into hegemony are visible, but strong social 
and political fragmentation and parceling of administrative control did not bring about a 
complete transition of sovereignty into hegemony (for example, Chalcraft 2021). In the 
created post-imperial states, sovereignty is designated in two directions: dependence on 
geopolitical configuration and instability of domestic political power.  

Fourth, the use of nationalism as a justification for the right to exist in political, 
but not social, secularization has led to fragmentation in the system itself. Here it is 
necessary to point out the fact that the construction of the imperial world is always a 
process of subjectivation of social space, that is, self-awareness of one's place and role 
not in space, but in the imperial world as a whole. The collapse of the Ottoman Empire 
brought the population of the former periphery into a state of dichotomy, in which 
nationalism was opposed to imperialism, religion, but could not objectively explain the 
social and political state in which the rulers and the ruled are.  

In other words, the Arab Spring was an attempt to restructure power, but strong 
military power, informal social relations, strong collective action by the elites, and the 
ideological content of the political space largely contributed to the failure of 
revolutionary movements. The same refers to the issue of democratization (see Mansfield 
& Snyder 2012), since the states of the MENA region are dominated by an authoritarian 
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type of government (for example, Bellin 2012), which is a consistent continuation of the 
imperial logic of power. Any empire is authoritarian in the center, but the further the 
periphery is from the center, the greater the chance for the variability of the political 
regime is. The former periphery, after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, chose the path 
that was optimal and acceptable for them—the path of extrapolating imperial power to 
the territory of an independent state.  

This also explains the fact that after the collapse of the empire, a political vacuum 
always arises, that is, an unstable state of the political system, within which each structure 
or group can be considered as a potential bifurcation point. During a political vacuum, 
there is a tendency towards imperial inertia, that is, to the continuation of the policy of 
imperialism, which is reflected both inside the state (institutional design of the political 
system) and outside (tactics and strategies of the state's behavior in the geopolitical 
space). Such instability explains the coups d'état that took place in the 20th century on 
the territory of the states of the MENA region, for example, in Libya, Egypt, Iraq, Algeria, 
and Syria.  

Also, the events of the Arab Spring became a set of mechanisms to destabilize the 
political landscape in the region. Turkey, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, which practically did not 
feel the revolutionary waves, resumed rivalry in the region for dominance, and, possibly, 
for political and ideological hegemony. As for Turkey and Iran, they managed to avoid 
social movements, also because they were the centers of former empires (retained the 
image of the empire and the imperial world), carried out successful modernizations after 
unsuccessful modernizations, formed a strong military-bureaucratic power based on 
ideology. Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, did not have an imperial past, but managed to 
carry out successful modernization, as well as to combine political leadership with 
ideological power—a theocratic monarchy or a Sultanist political regime.  

At the very end we should note that Turkey and Iran due to their historic empire 
past, modernization and strong ideology managed to work out the mechanisms of 
preventing social movements. At the same time, the former Ottoman empire chose the 
extensive way of development, that is the extrapolation of the empire order with minimal 
changes in structure and system. Besides, the axis Libya–Egypt–Syria–Iraq was opposed 
to the former centers of empires, which, in its turn, did not enable them to hold the 
successful modernization. Here I mean that any center of the empire, following the policy 
of modernization, can engage former peripheries. Due to the ideological and religious 
confrontation in the Middle East we have only one such example—Saudi Arabia that chose 
the road of modernization as a way to minimize threats from the Iraq side. Taking these 
factors into account I dare assume that Arabian Spring became a logical process for the 
post-imperial world. It is not that difficult to create an empire, one needs only strong 
army and a charismatic leader. It is much more difficult when an empire breaks down and, 
in this space, there appear a lot of political vacuums, which fill with past but unfortunately 
not with future.  
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Abstract. The article studies the influence of the Arab Spring on the rise of terrorist 
activity in countries of the Sahel. For decades this region has been one of the most unstable 
in Africa and in the Afrasian instability zone. However, in the 2010s the Sahel experienced 
unprecedented growth of terrorist activity: by 2015 the number of terror attacks in the region 
had multiplied 7 times in comparison with 2010 statistics. The aim of this research is to find 
factors and mechanisms of terrorism’s spread in the region with quantitative methods. 
Conducted analysis has shown that there are several trajectories of the Arab Spring’s influence 
on terrorist activity in the Sahel. For instance, collapse of government structures in Libya 
during Arab Spring was a trigger for activation of Tuareg and Islamist terrorist movements in 
Mali and Niger. In Chad sudden rise of terrorist attacks is connected to so called “ISIS factor” 
when groups pledging allegiance to ISIS (like Boko Haram) aim to prove their ability to fight 
and to be “useful”. Finally, in Burkina Faso revolutionaries were able to repeat a classic Arab 
Spring scenario of 2011 and to overthrow the regime of Blaise Compaoré. However, the fall of 
an authoritarian regime in Burkina Faso in 2014, just like in Libya, Yemen, or Egypt, has led 
to the inability of new government to guarantee security. As a result, a previously very calm 
and peaceful nation experienced explosive rise of terrorist attacks. 
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Introduction  

Terrorism is one of the sources of socio-political destabilization across all the Afrasian 
instability zone1. Previous studies have shown that Arab Spring created conditions for 
Middle Eastern terrorism to spread far beyond Arab countries (see, e.g., Issaev et al. 2020; 
Korotayev, Medvedev & Mescherina 2019; Korotayev, Mescherina & Katkova 2019; 
Schumacher & Schraeder 2021). One of the regions where Arab Spring acted as a trigger 
for terrorist activity is the Sahel (note that our analysis of the Sahel here is restricted to 
the G5 Sahel countries; G5 Sahel is an institutional framework for coordination of regional 
cooperation in development policies and security matters in West Africa that includes 
Mali, Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Chad, and Niger.  

As Dentice argues, “Sahel is the source of various crises where numerous terrorist 
powers created conditions for the rise of new threats in the region” (Dentice 2018: 1). 
Scholars also note that “the region is characterized by many problems at once including 
instability in states, weak institutes, lack of social justice, unemployment and poverty” 
(Danjibo 2013: 18–19).  

Many works dedicated to Sahel’s terrorism highlight internal and external reasons 
(Dentice 2018: 1). As Nyadera and Massaoud note (Nyadera & Massaoud 2019), in 
explaining violence in Sahel a big role is played by the theory of ungoverned space. 
According to it the absence of effective actions from the government leads to the 
disintegration of the population and to the political destabilization. Therefore, the 
population of such “ungoverned” state is vulnerable, which allows for militias and 
terrorist groups to get support from the people who are the most vulnerable and isolated. 
Thus, years of ineffective rule in Sahel created many uncontrolled territories which are 
exploited by militias (Nyadera & Massaoud 2019). 

Attiya notes that terrorism and organized crime in Sahel have appeared as a result 
of long colonial rule in these countries (Attiya 2017: 60). The struggle of local population 
for independence led to uprisings, and uprisings led to the instability of newly created 
independent states. Internal instability was usually followed by revolutions and civil wars, 
which, in turn, triggered terrorist activity. Therefore, terrorism in those countries presents 
a very specific form of state’s devastation (Attiya 2017: 60). 

In opinion of authors of NATO Parliamentary Assembly report (NATO 
Parliamentary Assembly 2020: 2–6), the problem of terrorism in Sahel takes root in 
internal destabilization, which is following the inability of the state to execute its main 
functions (managing economics, public service, security).  Moreover, the lack of resources 
caused by recent catastrophic droughts leads to numerous local conflicts, which 
intensifies the threat of terrorism even more. 

Despite the fact that the problem with terrorism existed for several decades in the 
region, the rise of terrorist activity in 2010s is exceptional (see Fig. 1): 

 

 
1 For more information of the “Afroasian” instability zone see: Korotayev et al. 2015; Korotayev et al. 2016.  
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Figure 1. Number of terrorist attacks in G5 Sahel, 1985–2019 

 
Data source: Global Terrorism Database 2021  

Figure above shows that an explosive rise of terrorist activities in the Sahel started 
in 2011, against the background of the Arab Spring events. The key characteristic of Arab 
Spring was the collapse and significant weakening of authoritarian regimes, which were 
effective at limiting terrorism. Long-term internal conflicts started in Syria, Libya, Yemen, 
Iraq, and Egypt. It is worth mentioning that even before the Arab Spring the state failures 
were found to be related to the intensification of terrorist activities (see, e.g., Testas 2004; 
Piazza 2007, 2008a, 2008b; Campos & Gassebner 2009, 2013; Gassebner & Luechinger 
2011; Vasiliev 2011; Schumacher & Shraeder 2021). 

As Schumacher and Shraeder (Schumacher & Shraeder 2021) have shown, leaders 
of Islamist groups have seen revolutionary events in Arab countries in positive light from 
the very beginning since they presented an opportunity to intensify terror attacks. The 
fall of regimes in Egypt and Tunisia, the collapse of state structures in Libya and Yemen, 
the weakening of central power in Syria and Iraq—all these processes created perfect 
conditions for the birth of ISIS, branches of which soon spread across Asia and Africa.  

Previous research has shown that the Arab Spring became a trigger for the wave 
of global socio-political destabilization (see, e.g., Korotayev, Issaev, Shishkina 2016; 
Akaev et al. 2017; Korotayev, Meshcherina, & Shishkina 2018; Ortmans et al. 2017; Grinin 
et al. 2015, 2019; Turchin & Korotayev 2020). This wave led to protests, revolutions, and 
terrorist attacks in different countries all around the world. This chain reaction was 
possible due to several mechanisms. Firstly, the influence of media and social networks 
should be highlighted. Social media played a crucial role in spreading information on the 
Arab Spring, its motives, and methods. For instance, it has led to the growth of the 
“Occupy” movement throughout the world. However, in the Middle East and neighboring 
regions the most salient aspect of this destabilization wave was its terrorist component. 
Events of the Arab Spring triggered the birth of many new terrorist groups (ISIS in the 
first place), and other terrorist groups started to pledge allegiance to them. Moreover, old 
terrorist groups also became more active. 
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In this study we attempt to find mechanisms related to Arab Spring which 
provoked the growth of terrorist activity in the Sahel.  

 

Algerian Islamism and Libyan Tuaregs 

Speaking about factors of terrorist activity growth in Sahel, first of all, it is essential to 
look at the external aspects. The situation in neighboring countries (mainly in Northern 
Africa) significantly affected the destabilization in the Sahel. In particular, the civil war in 
Algeria and long civil conflict in Libya together influenced Sahel’s terrorism. Mainly, it 
happened due to radicalization of Tuareg and Islamist groups and diffusion of their 
activities across the countries of Sahel.  

The beginning of “pluralism era” in Algeria in 1989 was followed by 
unprecedented democratic developments in the country and by the appearance of many 
new political parties including Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) with Abbassi Madani and Ali 
Belhadj as leaders. In the beginning of 1990s FIS had around 3 million members including 
both official party members and activists. At the municipal and parliamentary elections 
in 1990-1991 candidates from FIS got almost 50% of votes (Willis 1997). In these 
conditions FIS had all chances to got more than 2/3 of seats in National Assembly in the 
second round of parliamentary elections which would have allowed them to conduct 
constitutional changes (Vasiliev 2009). 

In January 1992 after resignation of president Chadli Bendjedid military cancelled 
the second round of elections and proclaimed the foundation of High Council of State as 
a new supreme political institution. FIS was proclaimed illegal while its leaders and 
activists were arrested. Starting war against Islamists, High Council aimed to get rid of 
radicals while co-opting moderate Islamists. However, before reaching this goal a lot of 
time had passed. In the first years of war, number of radical Islamists was only growing 
because in the eyes of Algerian population the military rule at first just seemed like a 
self-proclaimed junta. 

In the first half of the 1990s, first armed Islamist groups started to appear in 
Algeria: for example, the Islamic Armed Movement (MIA) and the Armed Islamic Group 
(GIA). The former was the reaction to the arrest of FIS’ leadership in 1991. The latter 
proclaimed the “resurrection of caliphate in Algeria” as its main goal, and in 1994, it 
transformed into the Islamic Salvation Army (Landa 1999). In turn, this led to the 
radicalization of Islamists. Extremist forces started an armed conflict with the 
government, which was going on from 1992 to 2000.  

Nevertheless, Algerian president in the 1990s, Liamine Zéroual was able to 
consolidate around himself the most moderate powers in Algeria and to gradually stop 
the civil conflict. When radicals had felt that their positions were too fragile, they changed 
tactics. In the beginning of 1990s, the target of their attacks was Algerian military and its 
leaders. Starting from the middle of the 1990s, they chose the tactics of total terror which 
led to the decline of their popularity among the Algerian population. 
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Loss in the civil war meant that positions of Algerian Islamists were severely 
weakened. After huge losses GIA decided to turn to internationalization in 2000-2002 
inviting radicals from neighboring countries to become a part of organization. However, 
this only put them even further from the Algerian society. In the end they were forced to 
move to neighboring countries including those in the Sahel (see, e.g., Vasiliev 2009; 
Vidyasova & Orlov 2019). 

In the early 2000s, a splinter group from GIA was formed—Salafist Group for 
Preaching and Combat. In 2007 the group was renamed into Al-Qaeda Organization in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). It proclaimed the spread of its influence across all Northern 
Africa. During 2000s this group remained the most powerful terrorist organization in 
Algeria, however, at the end of the decade, AQIM started to move its activities to 
neighboring countries. The most plausible countries for terrorism were the Sahel 
countries (mainly Mali and Niger) since, in comparison with Northern African states, the 
Sahel states in the 2000s were characterized by a weak central power and the lack of 
their control over the periphery. In 2009 AQIM fully moved to Mali in order to continue 
its operations in the Sahel’s territory. AQIM planned to improve its image with local 
population, to conduct illegal business and to support Tuaregs’ movement (Dentice 2018). 
However, not only AQIM moved from Algeria. For example, in 2013 militia commander 
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, who was a supporter of Algerian radicals, created a group “Al-
Mourabitoun”. The aim of “Al-Mourabitoun” is to create Islamic state from Nile to Atlantic, 
and it possesses a threat to all Maghreb and Sahel (Nechitaylo 2012). Evidence above 
shows that first preconditions for terrorist activities growth appeared in the 2000s while 
in the 2010s they received a powerful impulse to grow even more.  

Some scholars argue that a significant input to the destabilization in Sahel was 
produced by the fall of Muammar Gaddafi’s regime in Libya (Makariusová & Ludvik 2012; 
Danjibo 2013). The key element of this influence are the tribes of Tuaregs who live across 
Maghreb and the Sahel. In the second half of 20th century many Tuaregs left Sahel 
(especially Mali and Niger) in order to escape drought and political persecution. For many 
Tuaregs the country of destination was Libya. The flow of Tuareg migrants was at its peak 
from the 1970s to the 1990s (Makariusová & Ludvik 2012). Muammar Gaddafi was quite 
welcoming Tuaregs, and they were easily provided with residence permits. Many Tuaregs 
went straight to Libyan army and starting from the 1970s around 12 thousand Tuaregs 
were in the army (Danjibo 2013). Moreover, until 1987, Libya had a special Tuareg military 
unit (called Islamic legion) which was created to fight against Mali and Chad (Larémont 
2013). In addition, it is also worth noticing that many Tuaregs got into Libya in 2011 
during the Libyan Revolution as mercenaries on Qaddafi’s side. When the regime lost the 
battle, all these mercenaries and Tuareg soldiers began to return home, especially to Mali.  

Mass return of armed Tuaregs in 2011 and later led to a pronounced increase in 
political violence and terrorist activity in Sahel (Larémont 2013). Arms and ammunition 
from Libya were quickly spread across the whole region. Political weakness of Sahel’s 
countries and the spread of arms became preconditions for new Tuareg uprisings against 
local regimes (Danjibo 2013). Therefore, the collapse of Libyan regime became an 
important factor of destabilization in the region. Together with the influence of the 
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Algerian Islamists, mass return of Tuaregs was a factor that promoted the emergence and 
development radical groups to appear in the Sahel region.  

 

Mali and Niger: Rise of Islamist and Tuareg Terrorism 

After independence in 1960, the power in Mali was under military control which had 
become the potential factor of socio-political destabilization (Francis 2015). Weak 
economy and social tensions also negatively affected the overall situation in the country. 
Starting from the 1960s, Tuareg rebellions commenced, and in the 1990s rebellions 
became armed (Larémont 2013). In addition, in the 1990s, Tuareg attacks against 
individuals were being fixed in Mali (Global Terrorism Database 2021). One of the main 
causes for rebellions and attacks was social and economic discrimination of the Tuareg 
minority (Keita 1998). Among numerous Tuareg groups which appeared in the 1990s, one 
should mention such groups as “Azawad National Movement”, “Revolutionary Liberation 
Army of Azawad”, “Revolutionary Liberation Fund of Azawad”, etc. (Keita 1998: 38–39). A 
lot of fighting took place between Tuaregs and military in the 1990s, and this became a 
fundament for future instability. 

Figure 2. Dynamics of terrorist activities in Mali, 1990–2019 

 
Data source: Global Terrorism Database 2021  

As can be seen in Figure 2, terrorist activity in Mali started to grow dramatically in 
2011. In particular, in October 2011, in the north of the country the National Movement 
for the Liberation of Azawad emerged with Bilal Ag Acherif as a leader. The emergence 
of this organization was impossible without the Arab Spring and destabilization in Libya. 
Firstly, after the fall of Gaddafi’s rule armed Tuaregs started to return to Mali and Niger. 
Many of them were political refugees who were dissatisfied with Malian and Nigerien 
policies towards Tuareg minority (Kamara 2019: 155). Secondly, the leader of the 
movement himself was Bilal Ag Acherif—a Tuareg who left Mali for Libya in the 1990s 
and returned only during the Arab Spring. In addition, one should also pay attention to 
the chief of staff of the National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad army Mohamed 
Ag Najem. Ag Najem is a classic example of the participant of the Tuareg rebellion of the 
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2010s. He participated in the rebellion of 1990, then he moved to Libya where he turned 
out to be capable enough to become a colonel of Libyan army. The Arab Spring and 
revolution in Libya forced him to return to Mali, where he quickly became one of the 
leaders of new rebellion. Thus, due to the Arab Spring key leaders and a critical mass of 
fighters of the Tuareg movement retuned to Mali. 

Speaking about terrorist activity in Mali, it is impossible not to mention the 
Islamist factor which added significantly to the Tuareg rebellion. The example of 
combination of Islamism and Tuareg separatism is the terrorist group “Ansar al-Din” 
founded by Iyad Ag Ghaly. Iya Ag Ghaly is also a Malian Tuareg who migrated to Libya. In 
the early 1990s, he was one of the leaders of the Tuareg movement. In Libya he was a 
soldier as many other Tuaregs. After the fall of Qaddafi, he returned to Mali but instead 
of joining secular National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad he founded radical 
Islamist organization “Ansar al-Din” (Nechitaylo 2013). Ag Ghaly and “Ansar al-Din” have 
an aim to spread Sharia law across all of Mali and to form a new independent state in 
Azawad. In 2012, “Ansar al-Din” signed a treaty with two other Islamist organizations: Al-
Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb and “Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa”. Together 
these organizations planned to fight for power in the north of the country. Thus, the 
region of Azawad (that neighbors Libya) became the epicenter for Tuareg and Islamist 
activities.  

In 2013–2014 with the active participation of French and Chadian military the 
positions of rebels and Islamists in Azawad were significantly weakened. However, 
despite losing most of the region, Tuareg rebels managed to capture the city of Kidal 
(BBC 2014) and to keep it under the control until 2020. The loss of territories by Islamists 
and rebels eventually led to their switch to guerilla tactics.  

Nowadays, it is hard to adequately assess the situation in Mali: because of the 
pandemic, many groups stopped their activities. In 2020 Kidal was returned to 
government’s control but it is too early to talk about the stabilization of the situation. 
Potential for the growth of terrorist activities in Mali is still very high. Relatively recently, 
in 2017, groups “Ansar al-Din”, “Al-Mourabitoun” and the Macina Liberation Front 
proclaimed that they are united into one big organization—Nusrat Al-Islam, which is 
officially a branch of AQIM (TRAC 2017). 

It should be noted that the dramatic rise of terrorist activities and Islamist groups 
in Mali is not just a result of Al-Qaeda’s work, but the ISIS has also made a significant 
contribution to it. Just like Al-Qaeda, Islamic State has its own branch in Sahel—“Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara” (IS-GS). Branches of IS started to massively appear in Mali 
after the split in “Al-Mourabitoun” which happened in 2015. The center of IS activities in 
Mali is the region of Gao in the north-east of the country. However, radicals’ activities 
were not limited to one region. The attack on American special operations forces near the 
village of Tongo-Tongo, which is situated in a completely different part of the country, is 
a good example of how strong the influence of the Islamic State in the country is. 
Currently, there is an ongoing competition between Al-Qaeda and IS in Mali, which only 
leads to a bigger number of terror attacks. 
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The Tuareg terrorism in Mali became a bigger threat with the appearance of many 
Islamist groups which moved here in the early 21st century. After the Arab Spring started, 
activities of many radical groups in the country intensified. AQIM and other groups used 
the dissatisfaction of local population in order to strengthen their influence. An important 
factor of the intensification of Malian Islamists activities was the existence of the IS. The 
birth of the IS itself was possible due to destabilization which followed the Arab Spring, 
thus, making Islamic State a part of Arab Spring’s “echo” (see, e.g., Korotayev et al. 2018). 
In sum, it was the Arab Spring which led to the intensification of activities of numerous 
terrorists in Mali, and this is confirmed both with facts and with statistics. 

Niger is the second country which was fully exposed to Tuareg and Islamist 
terrorism. In the 1970s and 1980s military in Niger tried to organize several coups in 
connection with economic problems and drought. Just as Mali, in the 1990s Niger 
experienced terrorist activities organized by Tuareg national movements. Tuareg 
rebellions started in 1995 when Nigerien government did not fulfill its promise to 
decentralize the power and to create Tuareg autonomy in the north (Bouhlel-Hardy, 
Guichaoua, Tamboura 2008). Also, in 1994 the first Islamist attacks were recorded (Global 
Terrorism Database 2021). 

Figure 3. Dynamics of terrorist activities in Niger, 1991–2019 

 
Data source: Global Terrorism Database 2021  

Figure 3 shows an explosive increase in number of terrorist attacks soon after the 
Arab Spring. In 2011 and after, Niger experienced the same problems as Mali. Mass return 
of Tuaregs from Libya triggered new attacks on the part of Tuareg movements. At the 
same time, Islamists also became active. Niger also experienced a destructive influence 
of IS-GS. In addition, “Boko Haram” is also present on the territory of the state, and it is 
also a part of IS after pledging allegiance to it in 2015.  

Boko Haram is one of the biggest threats to Niger’s safety. Known mostly for being 
a Nigerian organization, Boko Haram also spreads its influence on Niger and Chad. In 
2015, the group pledged allegiance to IS and got it second name “West African Province 
of Islamic State”, thus, becoming another branch of IS in the region. One of the main goals 
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of the organization in Niger and in other countries is the spread of Sharia law and the 
fight against any signs of Western culture. In Niger Boko Haram and IS are responsible 
for many attacks. 

In Niger, just like in Mali, Islamism and Tuareg issue are connected. In Niger, it can 
be seen in two aspects of country’s destabilization. Firstly, terror attacks in the country 
are often organized by groups from Mali, which are filled with Islamist Tuaregs, for 
instance, by “Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa”, which is in alliance with 
“Ansar al-Din” and AQIM (Koepf 2013). Secondly, the terrorist threat now is concentrated 
in the north region of Agadez and areas bordering Mali and Algeria. This region is 
traditionally a region of the Tuaregs. Therefore, terrorist activity in Niger is the 
continuation of Malian case, but it is also complicated by the presence of Boko Haram. 

 

Chad: Islamic State Factor 

Even though all the countries of Sahel have common problems, in some of them terrorist 
activity is not too intense. This is true for Chad where Islamist groups are present and the 
situation is generally instable, but there are not as many terrorist attacks as in Niger or 
Mali. In case of Chad, small numbers of terrorist attacks can be related to the 
consolidation against the external threat. It is also worth mentioning that the Tuareg 
rebellions are not a problem in this country. On the other hand, in Chad there are many 
different ethnicities, which can be a precondition for inter-ethnic conflicts. 

After the independence in 1960, in the north of Chad there were protests against 
president Tombalbaye (Alusala 2007). Destabilization of Chad intensified during the war 
with Libya in the 1970s and the 1980s. During this period, the first terrorist attacks were 
recorded. This can be a consequence of arms and ammunition from Libya flowing into 
the country (Alusala 2007). However, a total number of attacks was not very high (Fig. 4). 

Figure 4. Dynamics of terrorist activities in Chad, 1974–2019 

 
Data source: Global Terrorism Database 2021  
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Sudden increase of attacks can be observed in 2015. The rise of terrorist activities 
here is tied with еру so called Islamic State factor, when groups pledging allegiance to 
IS were trying to prove their capabilities and loyalty by conducting attacks (in this case it 
was Boko Haram). 

For a long time, Boko Haram was present in Chad near the lake of the same name. 
However, in 2015, after Boko Haram became affiliated with the Islamic State, a radical 
escalation of violence began. It was not only because of the allegiance; it also can be 
seen as a response to Chad’s military intervention in Mali where Chadian soldiers took 
part in operations against Islamists. Among the wave of attacks two suicide bombings in 
N’Djamena can be highlighted in addition to numerous attacks of villages and military 
bases. The situation in the country quickly became instable, and, in November 2015, the 
state of emergency was proclaimed. It was proclaimed again several times since (Crisis 
Group 2017)  

Boko Haram remains the main threat to Chad’s security, but it is not the only one. 
Another terrorist threat is coming from the north where, after the Arab Spring, Libyan 
fighters were freely crossing the Chadian border (Lederer 2021). Their presence 
negatively affects the situation in the country. These are former Libyan fighters from 
different groups who are the basis for the organization “Front for Change and Concord”. 
This rebel group conducts active military fighting against Chadian government, and it was 
even able to kill president Idriss Deby during one of the clashes (Bissada 2021).  

Therefore, destabilization of Chad is another consequence of the Arab Spring. Boko 
Haram became much more hostile after the allegiance to Islamic State. Rebels in the 
north are directly connected to the destabilization in Libya.  

 

Burkina Faso: Arab Spring in Sahel  

Burkina Faso is a very specific case of destabilization in Sahel. Increase in terrorist 
activities in the country has a different mechanism from previously mentioned cases. The 
country basically experienced its very own Arab Spring three years after the main wave.  

For a long time, terrorism was almost inexistent in Burkina Faso. This is partly the 
result of a relative ethnic homogeneity with one dominant ethnicity which prevented 
inter-ethnic conflicts. In 1987 a military coup happened in Burkina Faso which ended the 
rule of Thomas Sankara (Zhambikov 2015), and there were no big shocks until 2014. 

In 2014 people of Burkina Faso started to protest against the power of President 
Blaise Compaoré, who was ruling the country for 27 years (Patinkin 2014). Amendments 
to the constitution of the country which were aimed at expanding the president’s term 
became the trigger for protests. It is also worth to mention difficult economic situation. 
The level of unemployment in 2014 was at its highest for ten years (Knoema 2021). At 
the same time in 2014 the growth of GDP was the slowest (Knoema 2021). This resulted 
in the Burkinabé Revolution (October–November 2014) that followed a general pattern 
of an Arab Spring revolution (Harsch 2017). Military coup in 2015 intensified the 
destabilization in the country even more (TASS 2015). 
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Figure 5. Dynamics of terrorist activities in Burkina Faso, 1984–2019 

 
Data source: Global Terrorism Database 2021  
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Therefore, it should be noted that the Burkinabé Revolution of 2014 which was 
influenced by the Arab Spring (protesters from Burkina Faso were calling it “The Black 
Spring” and “Revolution 2.0” drawing parallels with the Arab Spring) led to the explosion 
of terrorist activities. Just like in Libya, Syria and Yemen authoritarian regime despite all 
disadvantages was capable of suppressing terrorism. After the Blaise Compaoré regime 
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Conclusion  

The Arab Spring had several channels of influence on terrorist activities in the Sahel in 
the 2010s. Firstly, it led to intensification of Islamist and Tuareg factors, which for a long 
time were a latent threat to security of several Sahel countries. It relates to Mali and Niger 
in the first place. On the one hand, after their independence Mali and Niger have never 
found a solution to the Tuareg issue. On the other, these countries are important centers 
of Islam in the Sahel, thus, they are a very important target for Islamist groups. 

Secondly, an important role in intensification of the terrorist threats was played 
by the Islamic State, and the so-called Islamic State factor is very important. Rampant 
birth and development of Islamic State was a major factor of the increase in terrorist 
actions all over the world. Sudden “success” of IS was followed by the numerous terrorist 
groups pledging their allegiance to the organization. This, in turn, was followed by rising 
terrorist activities which was a way to show loyalty to the IS. A salient example here is 
Chad where around 60% of terrorist actions was conducted by Boko Haram. Moreover, the 
growth of terrorist activities took place in 2015 when Boko Haram became affiliated with 
IS and changed the name to Islamic State's West Africa Province (ISWAP).  

Finally, the third case is Burkina Faso, which experienced its own Arab Spring. 
Burkina Faso was the most stable and secure state in the Sahel in terms of terrorism. In 
2014-2015 in Burkina Faso the mechanisms that were at play are the same as in the 
Middle East and Northern Africa in 2011. As a result, the fall of authoritarian regime of 
Blaise Compaoré lead to similar consequences. Just like Egypt, Yemen and other countries 
destabilized during Arab Spring, post-revolutionary government of Burkina Faso was 
unable to deal with terrorism.  

Therefore, despite so many different scenarios of terrorism spread in the region, in 
all the cases Arab Spring and its consequences played an important role. 
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Recent studies (Lifintseva et al. 2015; Shishkina & Issaev 2017) showed that in the 
context of the Arab Spring, one can re-actualize the Arab-Muslim political traditional 
concepts related to certain phenomena of social and political life. Thus, in particular, 
concepts such as fitna (distemper) or fauda (chaos), and the characteristic features of fitna, 
which are becoming permanent, can be traced not only to Arab countries, but in essence 
also, to the events of 2013–2014 in Ukraine. The socio-political effects of these protests 
such as their spontaneity, fragmented opposition, lack of recognizable leaders, etc. are 
only intensified with the development of the Internet and the emergence of opportunities 
to coordinate protesters in a relatively non-government-controlled environment 
(Lifintseva et al. 2015).  

At the same time, it is possible to single out a few events in recent decades, which 
were of trans-border nature, but for which the word usage in the research literature was 
limited to specific countries, such as Palestine and Israel. Moreover, these events were 
characterized by the features of the above phenomenon. In this particular case, we refer 
to the term intifada, which traditionally describes the events that took place in the Middle 
East in 1987–1993 and 2001–2005, mainly in the framework of the conflict between 
Palestine and Israel, which manifested itself in the two Palestinian intifadas (Rigby 1991). 

The term “intifada” derives from the Arabic root “nafada”, which means to shake, 
startle, restore or recover (Darweish 1989). Intifada is seen as a concept referring to 
legitimate rebellion against oppression and was first applied to describe the rebellion of 
the socialist and communist parties in Iraq against the Hashemite monarchy in 1952 (Rey 
2013). The concept of the intifada is also associated with a series of strikes and 
demonstrations in Sudan in 1964, protests in Western Sahara (1999–2004), events in 
Lebanon after the assassination of Rafik Hariri in 2005, etc. However, realistically, the 
intifada is understood as a liberation movement of the people of Palestine (Peretz 1990; 
Pratt 2007, etc.), which was reflected in the two uprisings in 1987–1993 and 2000–2005 
(Mazen 1996). 

 

Background to the conflict 

In 1917, during the First World War, the British Empire gained control of Palestine, and 
later, at the conference in San Remo, Britain legitimized its Middle Eastern mandate. This 
included the lands of Jordan in the territory of Palestine after the rejection of the Balfour 
Declaration (which assumed the creation of preconditions for resettlement of the Jewish 
people in their historical homeland) by Winston Churchill (Reguer 2020), who gave most 
of the territory of Mandatory Palestine to form the new Emirate of Transjordan, to be 
ruled by King Abdullah, son of Hussein. Despite this, the emigration of the Jewish people 
continued, as a result of which the Jewish population increased by 3 times by the middle 
of the 20th century. As Benjamin Netanyahu, the former Israeli Prime Minister, wrote, “just 
against the background of the growth of the Jewish population in the region in the middle 
of the 20th century, the term "Palestinians" began to refer specifically to the Arab 
population living in this territory, before that period the same term "Palestinians" did not 
have an ethnic meaning” (Netanyahu 1996).  
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A major escalation of the Arab – Israeli conflict began after the Second World War. 
Against the background of the growth of the Jewish population in the region, opposition 
to this process in the form of violent actions by the Palestinian Arabs intensified. In 
connection with the tense situation in the region, Britain in 1947 decided to abandon its 
territorial mandate, stating an impossibility of resolving the contradictions between Jews 
and Arabs (United Nations 1949). The United Nations, previously, already in its second 
session, tried to resolve the problem in the Palestinian region. The UN prepared a plan 
for dividing the region into two states: Arab and Jewish (United Nations 1947). However, 
the Jewish population of Mandatory Palestine adopted this resolution, whereas the LAS 
(League of Arab States) and the Supreme Arab Committee of Palestine (the political body 
of the Arabs during the Mandatory Palestine) expressed their disagreement with such a 
scenario (Ahron 2002). 

On May 14, 1948, the formation of the state of Israel was declared (Shevelev, 
Kryzhko 2019), which entailed a declaration of war on Israel by the League of Arab States, 
thereby starting the first Arab – Israeli war. After a year, it led to an armistice, because of 
which most of the region’s lands came under Israeli control. Jerusalem was divided 
between Transjordan and Israel, the Gaza Strip came under Egyptian control, and the West 
Bank came under the control of Transjordan (Palestinian Affairs Division of the UN 
Secretariat (1978–1990) 2012). Thus, later Transjordan put forward claims to unite Arab 
Palestine with Transjordan, completing the annexation of the West Bank. All this led to 
the emergence of disagreements between Jordan (the name of Transjordan after the 
annexation) and other members of the LAS, after which the issue of creating an Arab state 
was deleted from the agenda (Haddad & Hardy 2003). 

The status quo persisted in these territories until the Six Day War from June 5 to 10, 
1967. When Israel gained control of east Jerusalem, it pushed Jordan back across the 
Jordan River and drove out the troops of Egypt and the Gaza Strip. Thus, in the course of 
this war, the entire territory of the once-mandated Palestine came under Israeli control 
(Cohen 1985). 

Earlier, in 1964, the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization) was created in Kuwait. 
The PLO and its supporters, represented by the LAS, did not recognize the creation of 
Israel, and later, in 1967 and 1968, they decided on the "Three No" (no peace, no 
recognition and no negotiations with Israel) and the Palestinian Charter, which declared 
the basic principles of the PLO's attitude to Israel, including the elimination of its state 
formation (Eban 1992). It is the PLO that continued to play the key role on the part of 
Palestine in this conflict. The PLO also later (1968) included Fatah, the Palestinian 
National Liberation Movement (officially existing since 1965), the head of which was 
Yasser Arafat, who became the head of the PLO, a year later. In 1974, the PLO received 
observer status with the UN, and by the end of the 1980s it accepted de facto the borders 
that were formed in 1967 (Berzak 2013). 
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Intifada: The Conceptual Framework  

The role of the intifada in the development of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has been 
evaluated differently by different researchers. Perhaps the largest group of studies was 
devoted to understanding the intifada as an ethnopolitical conflict. For example, 
Yakimova (2015) and Alimi (2007) stated that the intifada is a massive Arab resistance 
against the Israeli occupation. It should be noted that researchers tried to label each new 
round of Palestinian-Israeli affairs as an intifada to facilitate the analysis of events. 
However, the intifada has its own distinctive characteristics, which change and manifest 
themselves depending on the factors that currently determine Palestinian-Israeli 
relations (Yakimova 2015). Alimi broadened the understanding of the intifada through 
the lens of collective action taken up by Palestinian factions that have continuously 
managed to mobilize the majority of Palestinians in the occupied territories (Alimi 2007). 
Peretz (2019) remarked that the intifada is not a large-scale popular uprising but a revolt 
that unifies the people, in addition to economic, political, and social changes. It has an 
important distinguishing characteristic of processing the unity of the people at a 
fundamental level, despite the origin, place of residence, social status, gender, etc. (Peretz 
2019). Khalayla (2014) considered the intifada as an ethnopolitical conflict, however, the 
main focus was shifted to peaceful manifestations, that were not associated with the 
intifada in the public sense because the media did not give them adequate attention. 

There are studies that do not consider any distinctive features of the term intifada. 
Such a technique is used, as a rule, to give the titles for articles in a “Middle Eastern” 
context. For example, in the article "Yemen: A Social Intifada in a Republic of Sheiks" 
(Abu-Amr 1988), the word "intifada" is mentioned only in the title, while the word 
"uprising" is used throughout the text. 

In theory, one can single out another group of works focusing on the Islamic factor 
in the intifada. These include the works of Paz (1992), Araj (2012), Sharifulin (2017), and 
others. Ganor (2011), for example, analyzed the processes of radicalization of second and 
third generation Muslim migrants in Europe, comparing the prerequisites of their 
conversions to radical Islam with those observed in the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip 
on the eve of the first intifada. Ganor concluded that despite the different context, both 
the cases showed the significant role of social processes and generational conflict in 
exacerbating the situation. 

In the context of the study on the Islamic factor, it is also worth highlighting an 
expanse of work representing an approach to the study of the instability in the Middle 
East through the prism of Islam, and specifically through the re-actualization of concepts 
such as fitna, fauda, thaura etc. (Zelenev 2015; Isaev & Shishkina 2017). 

As for the socio-political prerequisites for the emergence of the intifada, it is worth 
highlighting the work of Hilterman (1991), Barber (2001), Caruso and Gavrilova (2012), 
Bomung (2012), etc., in which the role of factors such as youth guided political violence, 
mobilization of the population, influence of religious groups, etc. to escalate the conflict, 
is discussed. 
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For this study, the section of articles describing the state of the society on the eve 
of the intifada in terms of socio-demographic and political characteristics is of particular 
interest, as they bear pronounced similarity with the factors determining other socio-
political conflicts in the Middle East. For example, during the events of the Arab Spring 
and other events various researchers analyzed the factors of demographic transition and 
the role of the media, etc. in similar contexts (Winkler (1998) and Urdal (2004), Vasiliev 
(2017), Dolgov (2012), Korotaev (2012), Sukhov (2013), Savateev (S2012), Karjakin (2014), 
Khondker (2011)).  

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the assumption that the intifada as a socio-
political conflict can be entered into the broad context of protest actions in the Middle 
East, going beyond the local confrontation between the two states. It should be noted 
that researchers have attempted to place the intifada in a meta-context (see, for example, 
Ivanov 2005; Grachikov 2015; Shapovalov 2015), but in this study we are dealing mainly 
with the influence of foreign policy dynamics, problems of international terrorism, etc. 
rather than considering the characteristics of modern socio-political movements. 

 

First Palestinian Intifada: Socio-demographic analysis and prerequisites 

Following the methodology of analyzing socio-political instability in the Middle East in 
terms of some socio-demographic characteristics (see, for example, Korotaev et al. 2012), 
the available statistical data and relating it to the study of the intifadas, we analyzed GDP 
per capita, perception index corruption, poverty rate, unemployment rate, and several 
other demographic factors in this study. 

Thus, we studied the dynamics of GDP per capita in Palestine from 1970 to 1987, 
the period before the beginning of the first intifada, in which a cohort of young people 
were actively involved in the events (Fig. 1 & 2). The figures for Egypt are given as a 
comparison with the status quo on the eve of the Arab Spring. 

Figure 1 & 2. GDP per capita in Palestine on the eve of the first intifada and in Egypt on 
the eve of the events of the Arab Spring  

 
Source: United Nations Statistics Division 2018 
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Figure 1 shows that GDP per capita in Palestine increased from 1970 to 1987 by 
about 6 times. Despite a slight decline in the period from 1981 to 1985, it can be seen 
that during the intifada, the most tangible growth in GDP per capita was recorded. As a 
comparison, the GDP growth in pre-revolutionary Egypt showed a noticeable increase 
before the conflict, which indicated the presence of complex causes of instability which 
were not directly related to the pace of economic development.1 

According to the World Bank (The World Bank 1993), a significant reduction in the 
level of poverty was recorded before the period of intifada in Palestine. During this 1970–
1987, an increase in the percentage of consumption of household commodities such as 
electricity, drinking water, refrigerators and washing machines was increased from 30% 
to 75%, from 15% to 67%, from 11% to 71%, from 23% to 38%, respectively (Fig. 3). 

Figure 3. Dynamics of poverty in Palestine, 1970–1987 

 
Source: The World Bank 1993 

Thus, it can be noted that despite the rate of poverty decreased, an increase in socio-
political instability could be observed with the breakout of the first intifada. This fact can 
be considered as confirmation of the theory that the grounds for the socio-political 
destabilization in the Middle East countries of the recent decades lie not in economic 
indicators as such (Korotayev et al. 2012), but to a greater extent in the accompanying 
demographic processes, which will be discussed below.  

 
1 It is worth mentioning here that in the course of the Arab Spring, economic factors as such could not 
become catalysts for the outbreak of protests in other countries, such as Tunisia, Libya or Syria (Goldstone 
2002; Howard, Parks 2012). This allows us to conclude that various combinations of potentially 
destabilizing factors can be considered as direct causes of socio-political destabilization. In each country 
they were different, but the triggers for the start of massive anti-government demonstrations were mostly 
“domestic” cultural, communicative and generational factors.  
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The unemployment rate in Palestine in 1987 collected by the Israeli statistical 
bureau recorded the unemployment rate in the Palestinian territories at 3.5% (The World 
Bank 1993), although, according to Abu Shokor, the factual unemployment rate stated 
was 20% (Abu-Shokor 1995). According to Ackerman (2001), on throughout the first 
intifada, only 13% of Palestinians with higher education were employed by profession. 
Thus, the high level of unemployment, among people with higher education, contributed 
as one of the factors for instability. 

To study the demographics, the birth rate and death rate in Palestine before the first 
intifada should be considered first (Fig. 4). 

Figure 4. Dynamics of fertility and mortality in Palestine on the eve of the first intifada  

 
Source: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2019 

The graph shows that during the time interval of interest, the mortality rate, along 
with the birth rate decreased. However, from 1965 to the early 1970s, the highest birth 
rate was recorded, indicating the formation of an increased share of young people in the 
total population of Palestine by the beginning of the first intifada. Indeed, by 1987, the 
population aged 15 to 24 comprised of a significant part of the total population of 
Palestine (Ennab 1994) (Fig. 5).  
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Figure 5. Population pyramid of Palestine, 1987 

 
Source: Population Pyramid 2021 

Additionally, it is worth observing the steady increase in calorie intake per person 
from 2,300 in 1975 to 2,750 in 1987 (The World Bank 1993). Thus, these trends can be 
characterized as a scenario of demographic transition distinguished by an improvement 
in sanitary standards, an increase in living standards, a sharp drop in the mortality rate 
with a slow decline in the birth rate, which ultimately lead to an increase in the proportion 
of young people in the structure of society. In such a case, the youth bulge is exemplified 
by an increased percentage of young people in the total population. If dissatisfied with 
their social position and experiencing difficulties in finding a job, thus becoming 
potentially prone to radicalism (Korotaev 2012: 28–76). Therefore, the unemployed, able-
bodied youth throughout the first intifada constituted as one of the main segments in the 
demographic structure of Palestinian society. Comparing the socio-demographic 
parameters in Palestine during the first intifada and the Arab revolutions, for example, in 
Egypt, similar traits such as the fall in poverty and ending with the presence of educated 
young people who were dissatisfied with their social status can be witnessed. It is also 
worth noting that all this was accompanied by heightened social tensions due to Israel's 
policy of settling the occupied regions, almost continually ongoing in that period (DIIS 
Report 2012) and heating up the social situation within the region (Xavier 2000).  

Of course, in this particular case, there was also a whole spectrum of political 
reasons for the uprising. In addition to the Palestinian resentment after losing the ability 
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to create their own state, the defeat of the Arab League in the Six Day War (Cohen-
Almagor 1991: 12–40) and the 1978 agreement between Israel and Egypt at Camp David 
are worth mentioning. After this agreement, the autonomies were created in the 
territories of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. However, this process was scrapped later. 
The first Palestinian intifada, therefore, was not a planned operation by various social 
groups, but was a spontaneous outbreak, and a preconditioned phenomenon that resulted 
in a popular uprising.  

 

Dynamics of developments in the first Palestinian intifada 

The formal reason for the start of the intifada was that in a huge refugee camp in the city 
of Jabaliya, the Gaza Strip, on December 9, 1987, an Israeli army van hit a truck with 
Palestinian workers, of whom 4 were killed and 10 were injured. Rumors quickly spread 
that the reason was a planned revenge for the murder of an Israeli businessman. On 
December 9, workers' and youth protests began with throwing stones at the Israeli patrol 
cars. In response, the Israeli guards open fired at the protests killing a 17-year-old 
Palestinian youth fueling more protests (RIA Novosti 2010) and mobilizing the 
Palestinians more strongly. 

The word "intifada" appeared a few days after the incident, during the distribution 
of leaflets by the Hamas group on December 11 in the Gaza Strip and December 14 in the 
West Bank, containing a call to join the uprising. The word "intifada" was used in them to 
denote the mass demonstration. Interestingly, after such a spontaneous popular uprising, 
which did not fade at the very beginning, the previously divided Palestinian groups such 
as Fatah, PFLP (Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine), DFLP (Democratic Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine) and PCP (Palestine Communist Party), which together 
constituted groups within the PLO, were able to take control over it. They acted together 
developing and mobilizing the intifada. The nonviolent protest was set apart by rejection 
of Israeli goods, commercial riots, tax refusal, withdrawal of Palestinians from the police, 
and organizing of clandestine schools and markets in squares in response to Israel's 
closure of schools and shops (Peters, Newman 2013). It can be noted that in comparison 
to the beginning of the uprising, during which the agenda was rather blurred, a single 
agenda for the consolidation of the uprising was proposed, which was reflected in the 
slogan “Justice, Freedom, Peace”. This was widespread among the West Bank Palestinians 
at that time (Shapovalov 2015). 

In 1989, after two years of protests, the Israeli military suppressed the main forces 
of the intifada resulting in the discontinuing of the movement (RIA-Novosti 2010). As a 
result, a new wave of violence began, where the strategy of non-violent protest was 
quickly ceased. Despite this, this intifada has become the epitome of struggle and hope 
for the Palestinian people, with its largely non-violent characteristics (Alimi 2007). The 
first de jure intifada ended in 1993 with the signing of the Oslo agreements (Declaration 
of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements 1993; Israeli-Palestinian Interim 
Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip 1995).  

 



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2021 Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_____________________________________________ 
№ 3(19), 2021                                                                                                                                                                                       

59 

Second Palestinian Intifada 

The second Palestinian intifada began seven years after the de jure end of the first one, 
in 2000. Despite the large-scale uprising that preceded it some indicators of economic 
development such as GDP per capita significantly increased (Fig. 6 & 7) with a slight drop 
before the second intifada in Palestine during the period of 1993–2000 (in this case, as 
in the analysis of the first intifada, Egypt's GDP on the eve of the Arab Spring is taken to 
compare rates growth). 

Figures 6 & 7. GDP per capita in Palestine on the eve of the second intifada and in Egypt 
on the eve of the Arab Spring  

 
Source: United Nations 2018 

According to the World Bank, the level of poverty was estimated at 21% before 
second intifada (Ajluni 2003: 64–73) indicating an increase in the values for this indicator 
compared to the levels throughout the first Palestinian intifada. Moreover, in the period 
from 1996 to 1998, unemployment rates fell to 10%, but in the year before the intifada, 
from 1999 to 2000, the rates increased to 17.5% (International Monetary Fund 2020). 
Thus, the increase in both poverty and unemployment coupled with the aftermath of the 
first uprising, powered the rising of the second intifada. 

Furthermore, in the period from 1980 to 2000, high birth rates were recorded with 
a stable decrease in mortality leading to the emergence of a youth bulge by the beginning 
of the second Palestinian intifada. Thus, by 2000, people aged 15–29 accounted for 44% 
of the total Palestinian population (Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2019). 

Besides demographic and social reasons, political motives for the start of the second 
Palestinian intifada include the failure of the Camp David talks on the status of East 
Jerusalem and the Temple Mount, as wells as unjustified expectations from the Oslo 
agreements (Peters, Newman 2013), and the withdrawal of Israeli troops from southern 
Lebanon in 2000, which was perceived as a victory for Hezbollah by the Arab states.  
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Dynamics and results of the second intifada 

The foundation for the study on the second intifada is the divergence of opinions about 
its immediate origin. Thus, according to one version, by visiting the Temple Mount, Sharon 
provoked Muslim Palestinian believers, while the other version states that the uprisings 
began spontaneously. Nevertheless, there is also a version stating that the second intifada 
was planned by Arafat (as confirmed by interviews with the Fatah and Hamas elite (Rubin 
2003), and his widow (The Jerusalem Post – Israel News 2012)). After the failure of Camp 
David, Palestine began to prepare for a possible future intifada, but Israel also understood 
that containing new waves of aggression is a must otherwise it could lead to indignation 
similar to when Sharon visited the Temple Mount without considering consequences for 
his act (appearing with a thousand guards and the subsequent declaration that the 
Temple Mount belongs to Israel1). However, the element of spontaneity in these events 
cannot be denied, as Fatah called for an uprising only after Sharon's visit to the Temple 
Mount (BBC 2004), where he was greeted by protesters who pelted stones at the police 
after he left (Cohen 2014). 

The day after the call for uprising, riots resumed with renewed vigor in the old part 
of Jerusalem after the Friday prayers. Four Palestinian youths died during the riots on the 
same day resulting in a confrontation with the Israeli police. Over the next couple of days, 
riots, which gained momentum in the border areas, spread throughout the West Bank and 
to the Gaza Strip. 

The conflict dragged on for 5 years. The second intifada was marked by extremely 
elevated levels of violence. Indeed, the Palestinians took to organizing suicide attacks, 
(there were 56 of them, and more than half were organized by Hamas), bombings, rocket 
attacks, etc. The targets were always different, from military checkpoints to civilian ones 
like shopping centers. Israel, on the other hand, chose a strategy of "overwhelming force" 
and pitched in tanks, Apache helicopters and F-16 bombs against the Palestinians (Peters, 
Newman 2013). During the second intifada, a reduced number of non-violent actions were 
also observed. However, they could not brand the intifada as non-violent as the overall 
picture was described as violence in response to violence, a tactic followed by both sides 
during the conflict. This high level of violence was characteristic of radical Islamic 
movements, which gained great popularity in the aftermath of the first intifada (The Wall 
Street Journal 2009). 

Officially, the second intifada never ended since no agreement was signed to end 
it. After its peak in 2002, the intifada began to decline, and in 2004 the leader of the 
Palestinians Yasser Arafat died (RIA-Novosti 2013) and the Prime Minister of the PNA 
Mahmoud Abbas took his place (RIA-Novosti 2013). During Israeli special operations in 
Spring 2004, the Hamas leaders Ahmed Yassin and his successor Al-Rantisi were killed in 
two consecutive months (March and April). The second Palestinian intifada has 
exacerbated the divisions within society and led to even greater economic losses, without 
the slightest success in ‘shaking off’ Israeli military occupation. However, only two years 

 
1 Although it is located in East Jerusalem, which the Palestinians consider their territory. 
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after the passing of Arafat, Israel ended its settlement presence in Gaza and Tsahal 
withdrew unilaterally from the area. 

 

Palestinian fitna 

When comparing the socio-demographic situation throughout the first and second 
Palestinian intifada, there is a significant similarity in the dynamics of GDP per capita (in 
both cases, stable GDP growth was recorded) and the unemployment rates (in the year 
before the start of both the first and second intifada a fairly high level of unemployment, 
mainly among young people, was traced). This can be largely explained by the fact that 
young people, dissatisfied with their social status and unemployment, the negative effect 
of which turned out to be stronger for them than the positive aspects of economic growth, 
became combustible material for the outburst of political discontent in the described 
situation. Perhaps the most significant difference in this case is the level of poverty that 
began to rise after the first intifada and, among other things, contributed to the more 
violent nature of the uprising.  

The similarity is also observed in the transition of demographics with a decrease in 
the death rate and a gradual decrease in the birth rate. Meanwhile, the percentage of 
young people in the society remained at a fairly high level during both the intifadas with 
the young people between the age of 15–24 accounting for 48% of the population during 
the first intifada, and 44% during the second intifada. Thus, a youth bulge was seen during 
both intifadas.  

In addition to similarities in both intifadas, there were significant parallels with 
other uprisings in the Arab world, in particular in relation to the events of the Arab Spring. 
This can be seen in the already mentioned comparison of both Palestinian intifadas and 
protests in Egypt. Thus, for instance, in all these cases the growth of GDP per capita; 
relevant demographic trends and a trend towards high youth unemployment (however, 
there is an important difference: in the case of the Arab Spring that it was about 
predominantly educated youth, where in the case of Palestine it is more of a working 
youth) was noted.  

Thus, it can be argued that, according to socio-economic and demographic data, 
both Palestinian intifadas had several prerequisites for the start of an uprising, which 
could not be reduced solely to factors of political confrontation between the two 
communities around disputed territories. 

As for the beginning of the first and second Palestinian intifada, similar elements 
were reported. This included the "active phase" of both uprisings that lasted for about 2 
years and then reached its peak, after which it was suppressed by the forces of Israel and 
faded. By comparing the triggers to the beginning of the first and second intifada, it can 
be noticed that the dynamics of the Palestinian intifadas differed dramatically. For 
example, the first one was caused by a lethal accident with several dead Palestinians. A 
spontaneous uprising broke out after the funeral next day. The reason for the second 
intifada was the visit by then Israeli opposition politician Ariel Sharon to the Temple 
Mount (which includes the Al-Aqsa Mosque complex), located on the territory of East 
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Jerusalem, with the subsequent declaration that the Temple Mount is the territory of 
Israel, although the Palestinians consider it the territory of their state. In this case, both 
the religious and the political aspects can be considered triggers for the intifada. 

The “active phase” of conflicts also demonstrated differences in the first and the 
second intifada. The first intifada was characterized by non-violent methods, while the 
second, on the contrary, was characterized by violence from both sides during the conflict. 
However, it should be noted that the spontaneity during the beginning of the uprising 
was a characteristic of both the first and the second intifada, after which both the 
intifadas were given a manageable disposition by some Palestinian politicians. It is also 
worth comparing the slogans and mobilization processes. For example, the slogan of the 
first intifada “Justice, Freedom, Peace” is fundamentally different from the violent slogan 
of the second intifada “Death to Israel, death to America”. In this case, one can trace the 
acquisition of the features of violent political actions by the intifada. This is confirmed by 
the processes of mobilization, namely, in the transition from spontaneous mobilization 
and the tactics of complete denial of Israel to mobilization associated with Islamist 
groups and the use of suicide bombers. 

Moreover, in this case, it is worth turning to the term fitna, or strife, as a rule, arising 
spontaneously and having a non-violent nature (Zelenev 2015: 27–33), and depending 
on how the fitna develops, it can turn either into thaura (revolution) (Shishkina, Isaev 
2017), or into fauda (anarchy). Fauda is characterized by the scenario of inqilab (armed 
uprising) that is determined by the violent nature of actions, not only from the side of the 
rebels, but also by the forces suppressing the uprising (Zelenev 2012: 8–12). Zelenev 
notes in his works “at the beginning of the fitna, there is a local conflict, after which 
people begin to gather in places of natural gathering” (Zelenev 2015). For example, 
people begin to gather in public squares, after which the further development of events 
determines the path fitna will take. This article has shown how certain characteristics of 
the intifada might correlate with these fitna scenarios. 

 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, it should be noted that the wave of socio-political instability in the Arab 
world, erupted into a series of conflicts starting at the end of 2010 with the events of the 
Arab Spring, re-actualized some approaches to understanding and studying protest 
movements in the Middle East. A broader view has emerged for the interpretation of mass 
demonstrations and protests in the Arab world. Retrospectively, the Palestinian intifadas, 
which at the time of their inception were mostly associated with the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict and were considered narrowly regional in nature do fit into the broader context 
of protest movements in the Middle East, both in terms of the totality of socio-economic 
prerequisites, and the dynamics of the spread of protest moods.  

Thus, the beginning of the protests in the case of the intifada can be characterized 
precisely as fitna, especially in relation to the first intifada. Therefore, its "active phase" 
can be attributed to fitna, which grew into thaura, but at the same time the first intifada 
did not have a pronounced Islamic factor, in contrast to the second intifada. The second 
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intifada, which at the beginning, literally within the first two weeks, could be described 
through the concept of fitna, then grew into fauda and inqilab, since it had a pronounced 
violent nature of actions from both the parties involved in the conflict. 

Taking into account the above approach to inscribing certain protest actions in the 
context of Middle Eastern political culture, one cannot but mention the Palestinian-Israeli 
crisis of 2021. Without going deep into a detailed analysis of these events and 
consideration of the question of whether they can be characterized as the third intifada 
within the framework of this article, we note only the most significant characteristic of 
the confrontation in May 2021. Thus, the conflict since its beginning on May 6 was violent 
and included such forms of confrontation as clashes with the police using stones, 
firecrackers and heavy objects by the Palestinians and flash noise grains, tear gas and 
rubber bullets by the Israeli police, the storming of the Al-Aqsa mosque, as well as 
airstrikes (Global Conflict Tracker 2021; Kingsley, Kershner 2021; Murphy, Taylor 2021). 
And in this case, we can more confidently attribute these events to the term inqilab rather 
than fitna or fauda.  
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Abstract. Because of the conventional phrasing of the self-determination right in 
international law, the question of what is “a” people is much debated in politics and literature 
on self-determination. In addressing this question, the literature on self-determination appears 
to assume a sequence: first the people, then self-determination. By contrast, in this article, 
author addresses the problem from an IR perspective, particularly the IR debate on identity, 
focusing on the role of international norms in making political communities recognizable and 
legitimate. The author argues that the norm of self-determination influences the constitution 
of the selves in the international system. The author draws on symbolic interactionism to point 
out that advancing individuality and originality is always dependent upon society by the 
mediation of symbolic resources, including norms. The norm of self-determination is a 
normative resource to project and construct a self that is amenable to perform in the 
international system and be recognized by others. The self that is proposed by the nationalist 
movement of the Sahrawi of the Western Sahara—with a delimited territory, a defined 
population, a collective consciousness and governing structures—illustrates the argument. 
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…it is not delineating space against something, or someone, but is marking the 
realm of the familiar and the possible. As such, the horizon is not simply a 
boundary of limitation and constraint, but one that holds the possibility to explore 
and open new perspectives by making new experiences. In other words, it is a 
boundary that both fixes and fosters spatial imagination and invites the Self to 
devise a project that has no definite ending. (Berenskoetter 2014: 276)  

 

Introduction  

The conventional phrasing of the self-determination right in international law is:  

All peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely 
determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and 
cultural development. (UN 1960a: paragraph 2; UN 1966a and 1966b, article 1, 
paragraph 1; UN 1970, paragraph 1; UN 1993: paragraph 2; UN 2007: article 3, 
“indigenous peoples” substitutes “all peoples”, the rest of the article being equal).  

Because of this phrasing, what is “a” people is much debated in politics and literature on 
self-determination. It is at stake to determine who qualifies as a people and thereby has 
a right to self-determination. 

Whether a given people exists and who precisely belongs to such a people have 
been critical issues in debating the origins and settlement of many conflicts in which at 
least one of the parts claims for self-determination. In addressing these questions, the 
literature on self-determination sometimes tries to identify the objective and the 
subjective conditions of constituting national or ethnic identities. Other times, it grips to 
more modern and straightforward criteria, prominently the territory. In any case, a 
sequence appears to be assumed: first the people, then self-determination.  

In a different way, in this article, I propose to address the problem of the self in 
self-determination, drawing on the academic discipline of international relations (IR), 
particularly the IR debate on identity, with a focus on the role of international norms in 
making political communities recognizable and legitimate. I argue that the norm of self-
determination influences the constitution of the selves acting in the international system. 
I assume that self-determination is an instance of the process of self and system being 
mutually constituted. Self-determination concerns conditions under which an entity can 
be recognized and accepted as an actor internationally. In being so, self-determination 
has ideological, political, and juridical effects in constituting international actors, either 
new entities in the system (for example, new states) or new kinds of actors (for example, 
indigenous peoples as recognized actors in international organizations). Self-
determination works as a symbolic and normative resource for a group to project and 
construct a self that can perform in the international system. I draw on symbolic 
interactionism to make this claim, particularly on the idea of a reflexive process by which 
the international norm on self-determination can have constitutive effects in entities 
looking for recognition in international politics. This argument is meant to be typical and 
meaningful to understand a process but not necessarily representative of most cases of 
claiming self-determination. I will illustrate it with the case of the Sahrawi that claim 
self-determination within a project of political independence for the territory of the 
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Western Sahara. The way such a Sahrawi nationalism defines an identity that 
assemblages a bordered territory, a bounded population, and political institutions reflects 
the more general conditions of the possibility of a state within the international system, 
particularly the international norm on self-determination and its recognition to the 
Sahrawi people by the UN and other IO and states.1 

The argument also contributes to understanding the resilience of the Sahrawi self-
determination claim and resistance to the Moroccan occupation of part of the territory 
when this case could be seen as an anachronistic one. The colonization of the territory 
began later than all the others in the region; the same applies to the preparation of 
decolonization; even the awakening of a Sahrawi nationalism and consequent anti-
colonial struggle was a late one, in comparative terms. What is more, today, 
decolonization issues of this kind are out of the agenda of international politics. When 
they are in the agenda of international theory, it is mainly under post-structuralist 
perspectives, which claim for particularistic and subjectivist understandings of discourses 
and practices, and accordingly criticize as being naive what are universal and progressive 
perspectives (e.g., Epstein 2014, 2017), as is the Sahrawi arguments to claim self-
determination, based on international law. 

For all these reasons, it seems that the resilience of a Sahrawi “nationalism” and 
its project of political independence would be unlikely. However, instead, such resilience 
is a kind of power that essentially prevents international recognition and legitimation of 
the effective occupation of most of the territory by Morocco. 

In the first section of the article, I place the debate about the self in self-
determination within the IR academic discipline, framing the argument within the IR 
debate on norms and identity in the international system. In the second one, I draw on 
Georg Herbert Mead's symbolic interactionism to point out that advancing individuality 
is always dependent upon society within a reflexive process. I then return to IR theory to 
further understand how norms can constitute selves. In the fourth section, this point is 
extended to the international norm and politics of self-determination. Next, I analyze 
how the contours of the self at stake in Sahrawi claims to self-determination reflect the 
international norm and politics of self-determination. 

 

The self in self-determination: from the national to the international in outlining its 
constitution 

Most theory, law and politics on self-determination assumes the pre-existence of the 
peoples who claim, have the right to or effectively exercise it. That is to say that self-
determination depends on the existence of the people and not the other way around. 
Such an assumption appears to be equivalent to the assumption present in much IR 
theory, particularly rationalist IR, that the state, as the international self, is an a priori. 
Within this perspective, international relations are about the system constituted by 

 
1 The empirical case is presented as an exemplary case of the theoretical argument. While the empirical 
conditions under which the theoretical argument applies better or worse is a relevant question, it is not a 
question within the scope of this article. 
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previously given selves and their interactions, such system depending on such selves and 
not the selves on the system. 

A critical point to the perspective that takes the people as pre-existing self-
determination is defining what is a people to identify peoples and address their claims to 
self-determination politically.  

Literature on nationalism and ethnicity draws on anthropology, historical 
sociology, linguistics, and other social and political sciences in discussing both the 
objective conditions and the subjective processes of identification that bound peoples, 
nations, and ethnic groups1. However, this is problematic in what concerns possible 
applications to assess self-determination claims. Language, religion, ethnicity, and 
culture are examples of fairly objective criteria but are insufficient for that purpose, as 
the presence or absence of one of them is never conclusive to determine the existence 
and precise contours of a people. Besides, when there are political conflicts at stake in 
self-determination claims, most likely, those very objective and subjective factors for the 
bounding of an entity are contested and disputed by the parts. Self-determination 
conflicts mainly result from selves overlapping and colliding in its contours, that is to say, 
from identities that project a certain “corporeity” in terms of population, territory and 
political institutions. Thereby, most authors have suggested a combination of objective 
and subjective factors, pondered in casuistic and pragmatic arguments (e.g., Berman 
1988; Deng 2008; Keating 2019; Koskenniemi 1994; Mayall 1999).  

Although this is consistent with previous and rationalist IR theory, which assumes 
the pre-existence of the state in relation to the international system, by contrast, from a 
reflexivist perspective, we may question that peoples exist previously and independently 
from the institutional conditions that ground political communities internationally 
recognized as legitimate. In the same way, in IR, constructivist and post-structuralist 
authors began to problematize the constitution of the international self and thereby the 
assumption of the pre-existence of the state in relation to the international system. A 
common assumption that cuts across this debate is the idea that selves and system are 
mutually constituted. 

In adopting this perspective, the problem of the self in self-determination can be 
reformulated as the problem of the constitution of an entity aspiring to be recognized as 
existing and performing internationally. Constitution means here “the ways in which 
particular objects, persons, things are put together, assembled or constructed in the plain, 
literal sense of the term (i.e. how their identity is organized)” (du Gay 2007: 6). 

I engage this formulation within the assumption that self-determination is an 
instance of the process of selves and system being mutually constituted. The concept of 
corporate identity (Wendt 1999) anchors that assumption of the ontological priority of 
the self in relation to the international system. I will proceed critically questioning that 
assumption, pointing out the social character of the self even at its corporate level. 

Wendt distinguishes a personal or corporate identity—which he considers 
 

1 Still unsurpassable are the volumes edited by Hutchinson and Smith on ethnicity (1996) and nationalism 
(1994). For a more recent critical overview of the theories on nationalism, see Ozkirimli (2017).  
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previously given—from other kinds of identities, which are socially constructed (type 
identity, role identity and collective identity). Corporate identity concerns “essential 
properties (…) that make actors distinct entities” (1999: 224–225). It includes a material 
dimension, which, concerning states, comprises “many bodies and territory”, and an 
ideational dimension, which presumes many individuals endowed with a collective 
identity. Corporate identity is “auto-genetic” at both levels and thereby “constitutionally 
exogenous to Otherness” (1999: 225).  

This thesis of the ontological priority of the actor in relation to the system, 
explained and defended in the constructivist area by Wendt, and implicitly assumed by 
neo-realists and neo-liberal authors in the rationalist area, can be set out in a simplified 
manner as follows: first, there are collective identities (societies, nations, ethnic groups, 
peoples), which will form corporate identities (states), which then will become actors in 
the international system. In the face of this, a more constructivist approach introduces 
the possibility of reversing the sequence. At the root of constructivism is the idea of 
mutual constitution and co-determination between actor and system, agent, and 
structure, the individual and society. Thereby, it becomes necessary to consider the very 
corporate identity as a social phenomenon, as an effect of the interaction at the system 
level.  

While recognizing that the argument of the ontological priority of the state is just 
a rhetorical and methodological device to analyze the interstate system's constitution 
and functioning, Wendt admits the reversion of the sequence of the causal chain and 
constitution, particularly when considering empirical decolonization processes (Wendt 
1992: 402, n. 40). 

In brief, critically addressing the assumption of the ontological priority of the self 
suggests investigating the argument that the international system is directly responsible 
for the emergence and organization of corporate identities that present themselves in 
international society as representing collective identities. Most critiques of Wendt’s 
perspective on identity in IR follow this path and stress the character entirely social, 
relational, extrinsic, non-essential of the self in the international system (e.g. Adler-
Nissen 2016; Guillaume 2009; Mitzen 2006; Neumann 2004; Schiff 2008; Zehfuss 2001). 
Within this perspective, the point is how the international system constitutes 
international selves, including their corporate identities. So, we must look into the 
articulations of the domestic and the international, the actor and the system, in 
constructing international selves. 

One such theoretical articulation of relevance here is suggested by Cederman and 
Daase (2003), which addresses corporate identity formation departing from processes of 
human interaction, based on Georg Simmel’s concept of sociation. Authors research how 
it is possible that large human groups, such as states, exist, considering three points. First, 
the large number of people involved requires processes that create cohesion. One such 
process is inter-subjective categorization, which enables the creation of communities that 
are imagined around relevant political categories and not around some general cultural 
identity. This difference is crucial because it makes the process more dynamic:  
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[S]ymbolic framing of actions and actors is capable of altering strategic settings 
abruptly. (…) New actors can thus be born or disappear 'overnight' without 
accompanying change in the cultural 'raw material’, which is typically quite stable. 
(Cederman & Daase 2003: 13)  

Notwithstanding, and secondly, such groups tend to be long lasting, requiring inter-
generational transmission mechanisms, both biological and social. Finally, the spatial 
dimension involves a corporatization process through boundary formation. In what 
concerns states, Cederman and Daase argue, the main issue to discuss is the territorial 
exclusivity implied by the principle of sovereignty (cf. also Albert & Brock 2001: 34; 
Ruggie 1986; 1993).  

These three points refer to internal group dynamics and the broader context of 
interaction in which the group is involved. We can locate in the international system the 
political categories that enable us to imagine and organize communities, the mechanisms 
that ensure such communities’ reproduction in time, and the institutionalized ways of 
organizing space. Self-determination concerns all these three dimensions. 

This point is also in line with neo-institutionalist sociology, which shows how the 
expansion of Western culture produced organizational models and behavioural 
isomorphism on a global scale—constituting actors and prescribing them desirable and 
legitimate aims. Furthermore, it is not internal functional requirements but external 
cultural legitimation that sets off organizational behaviour in such a process (Finnemore 
1996: 330; Giddens 1985; Meyer et al. 1997). However, while neo-institutionalist 
sociology analyzes how the system constructs the actors, in this article, I look to the 
constitution of selves as an instance of the articulation between the domestic and the 
international. 

I now will turn to Georg Herbert Mead’s symbolic interactionism and its 
foundations of a reflexivist conception of the self. Mead’s theory concerns the individual 
human being but can be applied to collective selves. Much IR theory is built through a 
move of transposing concepts and theories to larger ontological levels than the ones for 
which they were conceived in the first place—concepts and theories thought for 
individual persons in psychology, sociology and economy that become applicable for 
states, international organizations, peoples and other sorts of collective actors. In what 
concerns Mead’s theory, the point for this article is his demonstration of how the very 
possibility of self-expression and assertion of a unique and original self depends on the 
internalization of a social structure. 

 

The self as a reflexive project  

As Anthony Elliot points out, symbolic interactionism is a privileged theoretical approach 
to think about the self as “the central mechanism through which the individual and the 
social world intersect” (2001: 24). Constructivism in IR draws on symbolic interactionism 
and other sociological theories to emphasize how social environment is the source of 
identities, overbalancing the importance of the social upon the individual, having in mind 
to oppose individualistic and asocial perspectives that support most rationalist IR 
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theories (cf. Barnett 1998: 27). My purpose, however, is to redeem the active and 
creative—and social at the same time—way by which actors relate with symbols and 
norms in constructing and projecting their selves, that is, to emphasize the reflexive 
mechanism that builds selves and societies, yet without making a psychological 
adaptation of symbolic interactionism to IR, as Adler-Nissen (2016) notices in much 
constructivism. For this purpose, it is worthwhile to return to the basics.  

While rationalist behaviourism understands human behaviour as a response to 
stimuli external to the person, symbolic interactionism puts human reflexivity mediating 
external stimulus and behaviour. Thereby, what is at stake is not only the facts of human 
experience, but mainly the way experience becomes an object of thought and action, a 
matter of interpretation, and, through that, is organized in attitudes (cf. Blumer 1986 
[1969]; Mead 1967 [1934]). Reflexivity and communication depend upon symbols, which 
are representations of objects. However, Mead does not reduce the self to language, as 
he recognizes it has a pre-discursive capacity for agency (cf. Callero 2003).  

For Mead, the main characteristic of the self is that it is “an object to itself” (1967 
[1934]: 136). The self is reflexive; it is subject and object at the same time. The individual 
is capable of seeing him-/herself as if he/she was someone else. The self is a social 
process only made possible by the internalization of a structure of social interaction. The 
individual experiences him-/herself indirectly through the point of view of people with 
whom he/she interacts, or through the more general and organized point of view of the 
community – “the generalized other” (1967 [1934]: 154). The famous distinction 
advanced by Mead between the “I” and the “Me”, as phases of the self, enables us to 
understand how individuality and creativity in human beings depend upon society. The 
“I” expresses what is unique and unpredictable in the self, while the “Me” expresses the 
presence of the generalized other in it. The “Me” takes the attitudes of others, while the 
“I” reacts to them, a reaction that involves adjusting to social expectations or otherwise 
challenging, resisting, manipulating, negotiating, or fighting them, in any case 
transforming the situations in which it finds itself. Both are necessary to express 
something that, while it might be unique, is also meaningful to others. 

Mead connects the self and the claim of rights in a way that is particularly relevant 
to my argument. The conditions that endow us with a self are the same that make us 
members of a community and therefore holders of rights:  

We cannot have rights unless we have common attitudes. (Mead 1967 [1934]: 164)  

It is only by taking the attitudes of the generalized other, organized in membership and 
position in the community, that the individual can claim the recognition of the rights and 
values that are due to him/her by such belonging and position. Usually, dignity comes 
with it. At other times, however, an original attitude gives the individual a sense of 
importance and dignity, even if such attitude arouses disapproval. This last case does not 
mean that the community is no longer at the root of the self; it can happen when the 
individual takes the attitudes of another community, which can even be an imagined 
future community. 

Mead's theory is an engaging tool for a perspective of the self as a project—a 
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symbolic project activated and continuously reinvented by the individual drawing on the 
symbols of the community with which he/she identifies and to which he/she aspires to 
belong. Thus, the study of the self requires the study of individual self-interpretations, 
which refers to his/her conscience but also to the symbolic resources that society makes 
available to him/her and on which he/she draws. In sum, according to Mead’s symbolic 
interactionism, one should not privilege internal or external sources of the self; instead, 
one should look to the connection between them. 

Norms are one kind of symbolic resources the self draws on in its reflexive project. 
Norms provide ground and orientation for a self to exist and perform meaningfully within 
a community. Nevertheless, this does not mean that actors must follow norms to be part 
of the community. On the contrary, actors always interpret norms and relate strategically 
with them in multiple ways, which subverts any idea of a linear path of norms determining 
actors’ selves and behaviour. Being self-determination a norm of international law and 
politics, I will now analyze this relation between norms and the self. 

 

Norms and the self 

Norms can be regulative and constitutive simultaneously (Onuf 1989: 62; 2015: 68–69; 
Ruggie 1998: 22–24). The regulative aspect of norms draws attention to causal effects, 
which mainly have to do with constraining behaviour and social control. However, this 
does not imply seeing actors as passive as, even in this regulative aspect, actors can make 
creative uses of norms and strategically manipulate them to further their projects. 

However, norms can be more than points of reference for actors to organize their 
interests, preferences, and behaviours: norms can become constitutive of actors 
themselves. The constitutive aspect of norms concerns the system's foundations, and so 
the logic, meaning and structure of the “game” actors play within the system. In its 
constitutive aspect, norms define the realm of what is possible, what makes sense, and 
what is desirable in a given context. The constitutive effects of norms unfold in the 
construction of the identities and roles of the players. 

Referring again to Mead, if we assume that norms represent general attitudes of 
the community, it then follows that they are crucial in providing an entity with the ability 
to reflect upon itself and act in the community to which it belongs. Thus, to some extent, 
norms are symbols as they are interpreted and support interpretation—of situations, roles, 
identities. In this sense, norms enter the reflexive process by which an entity becomes a 
self, i.e., an entity capable of developing an internal conversation through symbols, taking 
itself as an object of thought and action and assuming itself as a project.  

The constitutive aspect of norms is more profound than the regulative one because 
it can also have behavioural effects and be causal while it is constitutive. How do 
constitution and causality relate? Norms construct situations in which a given set of 
choices makes sense, which itself is a constitutive effect. However, from that perspective, 
norms are “the means which allow people to pursue goals, share meanings, communicate 
with each other, criticize assertions, and justify actions” (Kratochwil 1989: 11); that is, 
norms provide structure to action. More explicitly,  
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Constitution addresses the question of who becomes actors, how they are 
recognized as such and how they must behave to sustain their identities and status. 
(Lebow 2009: 212, my emphasis) 

What and how an entity “is” is also the effect of how he/she/it behaves (cf. also Goffman 
1971 [1959]). Thereby, constitutive causality happens when “antecedent conditions, 
events, or actions are 'significant' in producing or influencing an effect, result, or 
consequence” (Ruggie 1998 apud Lebow 2009: 213). “Significant” is here the main point 
as it means the cause has an effect by conferring meaning to something. Constitutive 
causality looks at the connection between cognitive frameworks and behaviour (Lebow 
2009: 239). As Klotz and Lynch note, learning the codes that structure the cognitive 
frameworks of situations in which actors situate has effects of socio-psychological 
transformation that will reflect in behaviour (2015: 40 and 52). Constitutive causality 
relates to the “how” more than to the “why” things happen. In researching “why”, we look 
for a causal link, that is, the existence of a cause-effect relation; in researching “how”, we 
look to the causal mechanism, that is, the way by which the cause produces the effect, 
the mediation process between cause and effect. 

Another point to notice is that actors deal strategically with norms (cf. Goffman 
1971 [1959]; for an application in IR see Adler-Nissen 2014; Barnett 1998). Symbolic 
interactionism makes us look at how actors interpret the norms in active and creative 
ways. According to their resources, skills, and goals, actors can follow, resist, 
instrumentalize, manipulate, even reformulate the norms. These are essentially symbolic 
activities as they mainly concern interpretation. 

I now propose to look into the norm on self-determination from this perspective. 

 

The self in self-determination: norms and agency in constituting international actors 

Self-determination is a general modern idea that we all have an inalienable right to 
freedom from oppression and a more specific norm of international law referring to ways 
of ruling and of bounding political communities demographically and territorially (Ronen 
1979). In both senses, self-determination defines standards for constituting and 
recognizing selves in the international system. Thus, groups and movements appear 
whose claims and struggles are significant and not merely noise as they refer to logics, 
practices and norms in the international system, and thus challenge other actors’ 
responses and the system itself. This is particularly evident when a right is at stake. 

According to Kratochwil, the possibility to be claimed is what distinguishes rights 
from other kinds of norms. A right is something that “has to be ‘exercised’, i.e., requires 
activation by the right-holder” (1989: 163). The concept of right thus immediately points 
to a social relation. At this point, something peculiar can be noticed in the right of self-
determination, as this right points to an intended or aspiration to become a social relation. 
With Mead, we saw that to claim a right, the individual must be a member of the 
community which entitles it. However, from an IR perspective, the norm of self-
determination also has to do with the event of entering the community, of becoming a 
member, i.e., to constitute itself as a political entity recognized and protected at national 
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or international levels. Logically, this means that those who claim self-determination are 
not yet community members, or their member status has been undermined. At the same 
time, this means that the community tends not to recognize them.  

Such logical contradiction has much to do with worldwide conflicts resulting from 
self-determination claims, many of which are violent and protracted. Most, if not all, self-
determination conflicts relate to the overlap, incompatibility, and non-recognition of the 
bordering of selves, i.e., of identities that project a given “body” in terms of population, 
territory and political institutions. 

International law provides a formal framework for the recognition of new political 
entities:  

The law gives substantive content to the actions that political entities perform, 
but in addition, it also provides a standard by which political entities may be 
recognized as entities of a certain kind. (Ringmar 1995: 87) 

Recognition “represents the process through which actors come to exist as actors within 
the international system and take on a particular identity within that system” (Greenhill 
2008: 344). Accordingly, to struggle for international recognition has behavioural 
consequences that end up constituting identity: “[t]o abide by the law is thus not primarily 
a matter of ‘being good’, but rather a matter of submitting oneself to a rule which makes 
it possible “to be” in the first place” (Ringmar 1995: 95, author’s emphasis). The law 
establishes the conditions under which identity can be claimed legitimately. Existence is, 
therefore, at the same time, subjection and a right. It is subjection to some normative 
order, which grants the right to exist under a specific identity.  

However, existence also is tightly connected with action. Human groups in 
conscious aggregation (cf. Ronen 1979: 56) strategically draw on the norm of self-
determination to both bound and organize political communities and struggle for 
recognition within a state or, most often, within a regional and international context. 
These two processes of identity construction and struggling for recognition are tightly 
connected. Intuitively, we tend to see them in a temporal sequence: first, the construction 
of the self, mainly by endogenous means, and then seeking international recognition. 
However, the connection can be rounder than that. Recognition, whether actual or 
expected, can inform beforehand the constitution of the self. This is constitutive causality. 

For example, when a powerful external actor (a state or an international 
organization) sets conditions for the recognition of a new entity, these conditions concern 
the very nature of the “organism” to which refers the self, that is, its corporate identity, 
which includes population, territory, borders, a group conscience, and political 
institutions. More often and subtly, however, identity construction reflexively considers 
general norms and expectations regarding the configuration of selves and identities in 
seeking the recognition of its existence. 

Although worded in abstract terms, this is not an ahistorical mechanism. On the 
contrary, it concerns international order after 1945. At this point, it is useful to refer to 
the international law debate confronting the declarative thesis and the constitutive thesis 
on the recognition of states. 
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The declarative thesis is based on an idea of effective entities and argues that a 
state exists from the moment that an entity has a given set of attributes (permanent 
population, delimited territory, government, and capacity to enter into relations with 
other states), such existence implying that the other states must recognize it. As it turns 
out, this thesis reproduces in international law the assumption of the ontological priority 
of the actor, that is, the idea that states come to existence by endogenous processes 
which precede their entrance into the international system. By contrast, the constitutive 
thesis is based on the idea of legal entities and claims that it is only to the extent that it 
is recognized that a state enters the international society, which gives a decisive role to 
international law and diplomatic protocol. 

Fabry (2010) sees the recognition of new states and the norm of self-determination 
as two aspects of the same process, at least after 1945. The practice of recognizing 
effective states (declarative thesis) correlates with a negative right to self-determination, 
i.e., the right of non-interference by a foreign power in the life of a people. In 1945, this 
right of non-interference, which also implies rejecting annexation or partition of existing 
states resulting from external aggression, was definitively established in international 
law and politics. Nevertheless, in the same way, the recognition of new states based on 
the principle of de facto statehood also was abandoned and became effective a previous 
right to independence and not a de facto independence for a given entity to be recognized 
as a state; that is, the constitutive thesis enters into force. In this situation, self-
determination already is a positive right that imposes an active obligation on 
international society. With decolonization, for the first time, international society defined 
entities – peoples – entitled to independent sovereignty. 

The Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and 
Peoples, General Assembly (GA) Resolution 1514 (UN 1960a), recognized the right to self-
determination to all peoples, meaning to include peoples under colonial dominion. A 
conflict arose, however, on determining who held such a right. The conflict was between 
those who defended that the right should apply to all peoples, including those peoples 
within already independent states, and those who wanted to limit the right to the whole 
population that inhabits a territory colonized by some Western imperial power, thereby 
institutionalizing colonialism as geographical separation and ethnic difference from the 
colonizing power. It was this last interpretation that prevailed. 

This result was further reinforced by the qualification of the self-determination 
right by the principle of the territorial integrity of states, stated in the same resolution:  

Any attempt aimed at the partial or total disruption of the national unity and the 
territorial integrity of a country is incompatible with the purposes and principles 
of the Charter of the United Nations. (UN Charter, paragraph 6)  

This paragraph could be interpreted concerning the territorial area of some ethnic group 
or political community before colonization or, on the contrary, refer to actual and strictly 
territorial colonial borders. It was this last interpretation that was adopted. Furthermore, 
a few years later, the Organization of African Unity (OAU, present-day African Union) 
turned it into law, declaring that borders inherited from colonialism were tangible and 
outlawing its violation (OAU 1964). This resolution was opposed only by Somalia and 
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Morocco, two countries that had the intention to restore alleged pre-colonial unity upon 
ethnic and historical arguments. For all the rest, in this context, the self in self-
determination should develop from the corporate identity set by colonization. 

Later, normative developments in the OUA and the United Nations (UN) extended 
the right to self-determination to peoples under foreign and racial dominion and 
indigenous peoples but proceeded in subordinating the right to self-determination to the 
territorial integrity of states.  

These formulations empowered and shaped many claims for autonomy and 
independence. The consciousness of “having a right” is different and in a way more vital 
than the conviction of “being right”, in the sense that “a right” is socially entitled to 
someone and works as a barrier against other sorts of moral or instrumental 
considerations (Kratochwil 1989: 159 ff). This point also adds to understanding the 
resilience of self-determination claims. 

 

Self-determination and the constitution of the Sahrawi self 

I will now turn to the illustrative empirical case. This analysis synthesizes more detailed 
research that I made to elaborate my doctoral thesis1, based mainly on legislation, 
published documents by Sahrawis authors, and thematic content analysis of an online 
forum participated by Sahrawis (Barata 2012). 

I approach the case descriptively, considering corporate Sahrawi identity at stake 
in self-determination claims at its three dimensions: population, territory, and political 
institutions. To each of these dimensions, I will briefly trace its contours in lines that link 
it to the terms of the norm of self-determination as it is applied to this case by the UN 
and its internationally recognized liberation movement claims it. 

The conflict over the sovereignty of the territory of the Western Sahara concerns 
the claim to self-determination by the Sahrawi people—voiced by its internationally 
recognized national liberation movement, the Polisario—and the occupation by Morocco 
of most of the territory, claiming the recognition of a territorial integrity that arguably 
was interrupted by the Spanish colonization of the region. To this article, the case is not 
the conflict in itself, but the constitution of the corporate identity of the “self” that claims 
self-determination, being at stake territorial boundaries, a bounded population with a 
collective consciousness, and the institutional political representation of such a claim.  

In line with this shift in the perspective, the point is not to analyze such a self as 
an effect of a secular experience of living in the harsh conditions of the Sahara and of 
resistance to attempts to domination by foreign powers—which it also could be, but that 
would be more in line with anthropology and historical sociology studies on nationalism. 
Instead, the point is to highlight the effects of the international norms and practices 
concerning the constitution of modern political communities, among which it is 
paramount the right to self-determination and its recognition to the people of the 

 
1 Financing by FCT (the Portuguese national funding agency for science, research, and technology) through 
a doctoral scholarship with the reference SFRH / BD / 46379 / 2008. 
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Western Sahara. This analysis looks to a process unfolding in which a self-determination 
movement projects an entity that can internationally present claims based on such a legal 
right. 

I begin by briefly tracing the history of the conflict, as the conflict is also a locus 
for constructing the Sahrawi self. Outside of my analysis is the self that Morocco strives 
to project in this context and the representations by both parts of political identities 
attuned with current international political concerns. These analyses were to be made if 
the focus was on the conflict itself (see, e.g., Orellana 2015). 

The right to self-determination was first recognized to the population of the 
territory by the UN in 1964, referring to GA Resolution 1514 (UN 1960a), meaning—
according to the following GA Resolution 1541, which defines the three options for self-
determination—that the population of the territory could choose between independence, 
free association or integration with an independent state (UN 1960b). For this purpose, 
Spain should organize a referendum, the planning for which started in the early 1970s. 
Morocco and Mauritania had started to claim self-determination for the territory in the 
previous decade, with the perspective that populations in the north and south would 
choose to integrate its states, respectively. Also, a nationalist movement held by young 
and educated Sahrawis developed in the territory. Although the idea of liberation from 
Spanish colonial dominion was uncontroversial, postcolonial corporate identity was still 
an open issue at that time—integration in Mauritania and/or Morocco, federation with 
Mauritania, integration into a federated Great Maghreb or independent political 
sovereignty, were, and some still are, scenarios under discussion (see, e.g. Campos-
Serrano & Rodríguez-Esteban 2017).  

In 1974, Morocco pressed the GA to request from the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) an advisory opinion on the territory's status before colonization, yet, contrary to its 
expectations, the Court concluded that the population of the territory should exercise its 
right to self-determination following the Declaration Granting Independence to Colonial 
Countries and Peoples (ICJ 1975a: 68, paragraph 162). 

In 1975, Morocco and Mauritania invaded the territory from the north and the 
south, respectively; Spain withdraw. Then war was waged against them by Polisario. 
Polisario is the national liberation movement of the Sahrawi people that prevailed over 
other self-determination movements that emerged still during the colonization period. 
Until today, it voices internationally a project of political independence and a claim to 
self-determination, notably within the UN. Since 1979, the UN has recognized it as the 
legitimate national liberation movement of the Sahrawi people.  

Returning to 1975, with the invasions of the territory, thousands of Sahrawis flew 
to the Algerian region of Tindouf, where, still today, about 174,000 Sahrawis live in five 
refugee camps (UNHCR 2018: 4), governed by Polisario. Peace was made with Mauritania 
in 1979. With Morocco, war continued until 1991, when a UN peacekeeping mission 
(MINURSO) was implemented to organize a referendum on self-determination for the 
territory's population. The identification of the voters for the referendum, however, was 
a complicated process during the 1990s. Although Polisario tried to stick to the census 
that Spain had done on the territory, Morocco tried to include thousands of other names 
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based on tribal and residential criteria, following Moroccan citizens' dislocation to the 
territory it had occupied. In the end, the referendum did not happen, and MINURSO 
remains in the territory until today. Since 2007, the UN has tried to promote negotiations 
for a political solution that all parts can accept. 

The parts remain irreducible in their positions, however. Morocco proposes a 
solution of autonomy and does not accept a referendum in which independence for the 
territory would be an option. Polisario does not accept negotiating the possibility for 
Sahrawis not to choose independence in a referendum. By sticking to international law, 
particularly to the right of self-determination recognized to the territory's population by 
the UN, Polisario and allied countries, organizations and activists have managed to 
prevent the formal recognition of the occupation. However, international politics at the 
UN Security Council, particularly support of the Moroccan position by France and the 
United States—which is one of effective occupation of most of the territory and intensive 
exploitation of its natural resources—have prevented MINURSO from accomplishing its 
mission, i.e., the realization of the self-determination referendum. In the territory, political 
and structural violence signs persist with recurrent reports of human rights violations 
(e.g. HRW 2018: 375 ff). 

In this conflict, an argument premised on pre-colonial history and an argument 
premised in international law confront. Both arguments concern “selves” that overlap and 
collide in their contours, yet the focus of this article is the second one.    

The territory of Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro is a reference in the constitution 
of the collective identities of several peoples, giving rise to several historical arguments 
for different and contradictory claims. By contrast, international law is clear and univocal 
in stating that the territory's population has the right to self-determination, and the case 
still is at the UN registered as a decolonization one. This point is crucial for the argument 
at hand. In this case, as in most cases of decolonization, the self-determination norm 
imposes a self whose limits concerning territory and population were set by colonization. 
In practice, this meant the prevalence of the colonial territorial borders and a 
consideration of the native population within such borders, regardless of other 
identifications that would link to other sorts of cultural, social, and political relations 
crossing those territorial borders. 

Polisario draws its political independence project and self-determination claims 
primarily on this legal argument developed from the UN and OAU norm of self-
determination, subordinating historical arguments referring to pre-colonial times.  

On the contrary, for Morocco, the historical argument is crucial. Based on specific 
interpretations of history, it argues for a Great Morocco—comprising the Western Sahara, 
Mauritania, parts of Algeria, Mali, Senegal, Ceuta and Melilla—that would have existed 
before the colonial era and should be remade in the postcolonial period. With the 
expectation that this argument would be internationally recognized, in 1974, Morocco 
promoted a request by the UN General Assembly to the ICJ of an advisory opinion on the 
territory's status at the time of colonization by Spain in the late 19th century. 
Paradoxically, such advisory opinion became a primary normative source for the project 
of political independence for the Western Sahara, informing its claim for self-
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determination on the international stage. 

The questions were: 

I. Was Western Sahara (Rio de Oro and Sakiet El Hamra) at the time of 
colonization by Spain a territory belonging to no one (terra nullius)? 

If the answer to the first question is in the negative, 

II. What were the legal ties between this territory and the Kingdom of Morocco 
and the Mauritanian entity? (ICJ 1975a: 14) 

The advisory opinion examines the arguments presented by Morocco, Spain and 
Mauritania concerning the Sahrawi self – its political nature, identity, and boundaries (ICJ 
1975b), but because only states could present their positions before the Court, entirely 
missing is any argument presented by Western Saharans themselves. The way the 
questions were formulated did not even mention the population of the territory. It was 
the Court that explicitly put the population at the heart of the problem: 

[T]he Court cannot accept the view that the legal ties the General Assembly 
had in mind in framing Question II were limited to ties established directly with 
the territory and without reference to the people who may be found in it. Such 
an interpretation would unduly restrict the scope of the question, since legal 
ties are normally established in relation to people. (1975a: 41, paragraph 85)  

The ICJ introduces the population in the formulation of the problem being 
addressed, considering it strictly within the territorial borders established by Spanish 
colonization. The Court favoured the self-determination of such population, still 
envisioned as “peoples”. 

To the first question, the ICJ gave a negative answer (1975a: 40, paragraph 82) 
because it considered that 

… at the time of colonization Western Sahara was inhabited by peoples which, 
if nomadic, were socially and politically organized in tribes and under chiefs 
competent to represent them. (1975a: 39, paragraph 81) 

Regarding the second question, the Court explicitly connects it with the right of 
self-determination of the population of the territory: 

… the Court has not found legal ties of such a nature as might affect the 
application of resolution 1514 (XV) in the decolonization of Western Sahara 
and, in particular, of the principle of self-determination through the free and 
genuine expression of the will of the peoples of the Territory. (1975a: 68, 
paragraph 162) 

The point was, and still is, about the existence of a people and its connection with 
a territory. In this case, this connection enters the constitution of the people.  

In the modern sense of a boundary that defines belonging and exclusion, the 
territory only recently entered the constitution of the Sahrawi identity. The notion of 
political boundary as a line that territorially delimits sovereignties and ways of social 
organization and constrains movements and contacts is an awkward notion inside the 
great desert until the late 19th century (cf. Komorowski 1975). These large spaces of 
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nomadic life, as the Sahara is, can be seen as “des espaces d'interpénétration stratifiée et 
non des espaces d’exclusivité et d’homogénéité comme tendent à l’être les espaces étatiques 
modernes” (Baduel 1996: 5). Ruggie notes that territoriality may have to do with 
movement and not with the place, precisely the case with nomadism; territoriality does 
not have to be fixed; it only is in the Westphalian State (1993: 173). For the ICJ, 

… the significance of the geographical [intersection and] overlapping [of the 
migration routes of the nomadic tribes] is (…) that it indicates the difficulty of 
disentangling the various relationships existing in the Western Sahara region 
at the time of colonization by Spain. (1975a: 67, paragraphs 159–160) 

The point here is nomadism, which involves at least two aspects. First, the same 
places are inhabited and exploited by several peoples, families, and tribal fractions. There 
was no private property of lands, pastures, or wells in the Sahara before colonization. 
There existed private property of cattle and a hierarchy of rights and obligations in 
accessing those immovable resources, but even that access was constantly being 
challenged and modified. Secondly, the harshness of the environment and the scarcity of 
resources, which only enabled nomadic pastoralism, demanded that the limits set by the 
Europeans were far exceeded in all directions. The vast desert was Dar al-Islam (Territory 
of Islam), and the references of identity and authority were religion and genealogy, not 
the territory. It was the entry into modernity and the aspiration to independence within 
the international community that made territoriality, associated with a political border, a 
condition for freedom and an identity criterion, which meant downgrading nomadism and 
accepting colonial borders, following UN (1960a) and OUA (1964) interpretation of 
colonial self-determination. 

In the Sahara Desert, current international borders are simple and straight lines, 
often drawn along meridians and parallels. The same happens in the Western Sahara, 
except for a curved line in its southeast part, which was designed to give the Zouerate 
iron mines to the French colonial administration of Mauritania (Dresch 1981: 63). These 
lines in the Sahara were not based on any specific geographical, anthropological, or 
autochthonous politics that existed when they were drawn. Instead, they were drawn up 
in treaties between Spain and France in 1900, 1904 and 1912. 

Of particular relevance here is the 1912 treaty in which France gave Spain the 
Tarfaya Strip—a region between the 27º 40' parallel (which defines the present northern 
border of the Western Sahara) and the Draa Valley further north. In 1958, Spain gave this 
territory to Morocco. France imposed a clause in the 1912 Treaty stating that this region 
was considered Moroccan territory under Spanish protectorate, unlike what happened 
with Saguía el Hamra and Rio de Oro, more to the south. Perhaps because of that, it has 
not been much noticed that it was, at the same time, a natural border—in the sense of a 
line following a topographical accident—and an anthropogeographic border—in the 
sense of a line roughly corresponding to spatial delimitations between human groups 
(Lacoste 1981: 13). It was, in fact, the only border of this kind in the Spanish Sahara. The 
valley of the Draa River was long recognized as roughly corresponding to the line 
delimiting the Moroccan sultanate from the Sahara, and Moroccan populations from the 
Saharan populations. 
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Es-Sweyih (2001: 27 ff; 2002) collects a series of historical testimonies of various 
origins that attest to the cultural, social and political differences between the north and 
the south of that line: differences in language, costumes, hairstyles, architecture, 
vegetation, pack animals, way of life (agriculture and sedentarism versus pastoralism and 
nomadism), and the existence of a “right of way” tribute that travelers and caravans paid 
to the tribes for protection when they went to the north and that did not exist in the 
south. Thereby, the Sahrawis who claim self-determination argue that this region had 
never been part of the Moroccan sultanate (Briones et al. 1997: 43). The ICJ, however, 
accepted the interpretation provided by Spain and Morocco that, at the time of 
colonization, the region was under Moroccan authority (ICJ 1975a: 45, paragraph 97). 

At the beginning of its struggle, Polisario pondered an independent nation with 
borders that included traditional territories where nomads Sahrawi travelled, therefore 
not precisely matching the Spanish Sahara. The desired country had its northern border 
in the Draa Valley and, in addition to the territory of the Spanish Sahara, included parts 
of Algeria, Mali and Mauritania (Bárbulo 2011: 177–178). These boundaries coincide with 
the Trab el Bidan, or “Land of the Whites”, a territory where people speak Hassaniya Arabic, 
which was bounded by what the Sahrawis called the “line of fear” or “line of danger”—a 
demarcation from the dominion of the Moroccan sultan in the north, the Mauritanian 
emirates in the south and the great dunes to the east (San Martín 2010: 72). Even 
nowadays, some activists, particularly in the occupied territories and in southern Morocco, 
claim the territory extending up to the Draa. 

However, external influences and support for the Polisario always assumed that 
self-determination claims are to be confined to colonial borders in strict compliance with 
the principles of territorial integrity and inviolability of the borders inherited from 
colonialism. Polisario has respected this in its diplomatic claims and struggle. 
Furthermore, the colonial experience turned out to provide a sociological and 
psychological reality to the colonial border of Western Sahara, which is a point crucial for 
the argument of this article.  

How is it that an abstract geometric line drawn by foreign powers with no 
connection, at the outset, with the realities on the ground becomes a political border and 
is internalized and appropriated by the autochthonous populations (Caratini 2006: 2 ss)? 

A relatively ancient symbolic representation of the great Sahara is that it is a space 
that, by its very nature, provides safety and refuge to people being persecuted for political 
and religious reasons, an idea portrayed in traditional stories and founding myths. In the 
20th century, this representation was narrowed to the territory of the Western Sahara due 
to specificities of the colonialism in the region that made it a safe haven for individuals 
and tribal fractions insurgent against authorities in Mauritania and Morocco (Hodges 
1983: 5; 1987: 1). This, because Spain denied the right of persecution to French troops 
within its borders and that its own forces, until 1934, remained only in some parts of the 
coast. Such politics made the territory of the Spanish Sahara progressively delimited in 
the minds of the Saharan populations as safe territory for those who resisted French 
colonialism (Caratini 2006: 2). Caratini depicts a pretty vivid image of this situation from 
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the imagined perspective of a Groupe Nomade1: 

Mais la ligne invisible était là: une “frontière” que les Chrétiens avait tellement 
dans la tête qu’elle les arrêtait net. Imaginez un instant une plaine de sable et 
de cailloux, austère et brûlée par le soleil, qui s’étend de tous côtés à l’infini. À 
l’est, il n’y a rien, à l’ouest on ne voit rien non plus. Pourtant le capitaine lève 
le bras: “stop! On ne va pas plus loin: ici c’est l’Espagne”. Victorieux, le razzi 
ennemi entraîne son butin de chameaux vers l’horizon sous les yeux ébahis qui 
ne parviennent pas à comprendre ce qui a bien pu arrêter l’officier. (2003: 46) 

Spanish authorities themselves ended up inadvertently reinforcing the 
representation of the Western Sahara as a safe haven when, in the late 1940s, insurgents 
against French rule were deported to the Río de Oro and took refuge in the Moroccan 
regions under Spanish protectorate (Lacoste 1988: 80). 

On the other hand, from the end of the 1950s onwards, Spain began to organize 
indirect governance of the colony through the tribes, creating a series of administrative 
institutions inspired by traditional tribal institutions at various levels: local and municipal 
councils for urban populations, tribal fractions councils for nomadic populations, a 
provincial council for the whole colony, and at the top the Djemaa, or General Sahara 
Assembly. This latter body was comprised of tribal representatives, some chosen by 
colonial authorities from whom they perceived to be tribal chiefs and others designated 
by the djemaas of the tribal fractions, and, in 1973, representatives of corporate groups 
and members to be elected by Sahrawi males who held membership of a tribal fraction 
identification card. 

The creation of this structure had a twofold effect. On the one hand, it led to a 
local delegitimization of the tribal-based institutions because Spanish authorities 
invested them with an institutional and centralized power that was not customary in the 
region (Cervelló 1993: 401). On the other hand, bringing together Saharans from different 
genealogical affiliations to discuss issues related to territory contributed to a generalized 
perception of the whole Spanish Sahara as a significant political entity, as well as to the 
generalization of a sense of belonging to a single community of a supra-tribal character 
(Es-Sweyih 2001: 24). In this context, the “Sahrawi” emerges as the designation of the 
people of that community.  

“Sahrawi” is the Arabic adjective for someone who inhabits or belongs to the 
Sahara, that is, a Saharan. The word acquired a nationalist political connotation in the 
context of resistance to Spanish colonialism when individuals refused to be considered 
Spanish Saharans (Sahrawi Asbani) and presented themselves as simply Saharans 
(Sahrawi) (Zunes & Mundy 2010: 111). In other words, as a symbol that designates a 
people, Sahrawi has its origins in the colonial context and is connected to a self-
determination project.  

While the idea of self-determination motivates a struggle and feeds a sense of 
supra-tribal community, the international norm on self-determination imposes other sorts 

 
1 The Groupes Nomades were military units in the region of Adrar, nowadays Mauritania, which included 
moor troops under the command of French officers. 
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of institutional constraints on those who claim it and seek recognition and support. In the 
sense that it is part of a broader framework of human rights, it imposes upon those who 
claim it to renounce structures and practices of oppression and exclusion that violate 
liberal values of freedom and dignity, even when these could be framed as “traditional” 
and “cultural”, such as forms of slavery or tributary relations based on tribal criteria, for 
example. 

The governance of the refugee camps in Algeria by Polisario has been studied over 
the years as an instance of intentional construction and projection at the international 
scene of a supra-tribal and modern society and state that can be accepted as credible and 
even admired by the international normative and political powers (e.g., Caratini 2003; 
Zunes & Mundy 2010). Notwithstanding, more recent anthropological studies have 
highlighted forms of coexistence of tribal and modern logics of social, economic, and 
political organization, yet noticing the persistence of a kind of pact whereby families and 
tribes converge in giving priority to the claim for self-determination, strategically 
silencing other issues, in order not to obfuscate an international image of a unified post-
tribal society prepared for self-determination (Isidoros 2018; Wilson 2016). 

In sum, I tried to demonstrate that the norm of self-determination, particularly the 
right of self-determination as decolonization, influenced the constitution of a Sahrawi 
nationalist identity with a project of political independence. On what this identity draws 
on to define a self with a corporate identity (a delimited territory, with a defined 
population, a collective consciousness, and governing structures) is a question that points 
to a local and regional historical experience, but also to the more general institutional 
conditions for the existence of states, that is, for international norms, institutions, and 
policies. Thus, it is not a purely immanent process but rather articulates internal and 
external symbols, norms, and processes. 

 

Final Considerations 

In this article, I tried to demonstrate that self-determination, as a norm in the 
international system, influences the constitution of the selves that claim it. Within IR, this 
argument is meant to deepen an understanding of the constitution of international selves, 
particularly the point that they might result from normative factors, among others.  

Although IR was the theoretical support of the argument, the article also intends 
to contribute to the study of self-determination and conflict resolution. For many years, 
most literature on self-determination has been concerned with identification and 
delimitation of selves, the territorial overlapping of selves and how to detach identity 
from a territory, acknowledging that these are points at the root of most self-
determination conflicts, many of them violent and protracted. Much of that literature 
tends to see these self-determination movements as eruptions of pre-modern and fixed 
identities and aspirations, dominated by an exclusionary logic of us versus them. As a 
reaction to this, there are tendencies to devaluate self-determination as a legal right, 
promote sub-state forms of self-determination (like autonomy), and interpret self-
determination as democracy and human rights, excluding the territorial factor (cf. Abulof 
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2015).  

By contrast, articulating self-determination claims from an IR perspective 
highlights specifically modern identification processes and adds other logics than the 
atavistic us versus them, as the argument in this article suggests. These are not 
necessarily contradictory perspectives, as they situate at different levels and can 
intersect. Their apparent contradiction reflects the complexity and disparate dynamics 
and values of the conflicts that involve self-determination claims. 

This article does not add to the resolution of the contradictions and problems the 
norm on self-determination presents. Instead, it intends to understand the constitution 
of selves in the international system and the impact of norms and politics of self-
determination in such a constitution. 

In what concerns the resolution of self-determination conflicts, this analysis 
suggests that bottom-up legitimation dynamics should not be neglected. In what 
concerns specifically the resolution of the conflict over the territory of the Western 
Sahara, this means that the accomplishment of a valid self-determination referendum—
meaning one that comprises independence as an option—should not be removed from 
the agenda of the international institutions.  

In recent years, there have been appeals for a “realist” solution to the Western 
Sahara conflict, meaning that its resolution must begin by accepting Moroccan 
occupation of most of the territory (e.g., Pham 2010). Although this argument stresses the 
“reality” of military and economic factors and the powers that they entail, it ignores, or at 
least downgrades, the “reality” constructed by Sahrawis themselves, by intersubjective 
and normative means, particularly the internalization of the idea of an inalienable right 
to self-determination, supported by international law, which sustains a productive power 
by making its claims internationally recognizable and legitimate. By its turn, however, 
this power has collided with those forces. The tale still is one of confrontation by means 
of norms and power politics.  
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Abstract. During the Arab Spring the idea of the Middle East as an authoritarian 
exception appeared to be no longer valid. Yet the Gulf states seem to be safe from political 
turmoil. This paper examines the persistence of authoritarianism in the Gulf states. It has been 
suggested that various factors explain the resiliency of authoritarianism in the Gulf 
monarchies, the most prominent the rentier-state-system hypothesis. This paper examines 
whether the cultural and Islamic values of the Gulf states have led to the entrenchment of 
authoritarianism; it also seeks to understand whether high living standards and economic 
growth in the Gulf states have helped these regimes to maintain their authoritarian power and 
to avoid strong opposition. The paper argues that in the near future these states seem likely 
to survive and maintain popular consensus, unless they face substantial economic crisis or an 
external circumstance such as war or political pressure. However, the longer-term threat to 
the security of the Gulf states is their dependency on natural resources which are declining 
while their populations are growing rapidly. Hence, modifying the rentier system’s social 
contract is essential to maintain stability in the long term. 
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Introduction 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the world witnessed the fall of several authoritarian 
governments, mainly in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Asia. Yet the Middle East 
countries, including the Gulf states, were untouched, thus establishing a zone of 
“autocratic exception”. Unexpectedly, in 2011 many Arab states faced popular uprisings 
through the ‘Arab Spring’ domino effect. As a result, several Arab rulers fell, including Ben 
Ali in Tunisia, Mubarak in Egypt, Qaddafi in Libya, and Ali Saleh of Yemen; Bashar al-
Assad of Syria has been fighting for survival but has remained in power thanks to Russian 
and Iranian support (Alrifai & Alleile 2021). Therefore, during the Arab Spring the idea of 
the Middle East as an authoritarian exception appeared no longer valid. Yet the Gulf 
states seem to be safe and stable, with the slight exception of Oman (Al-Kiyumi 2013 ), 
Kuwait (Al-Wasmi 2013), where the protests were contained, and Bahrain which faced a 
strong popular uprising from its Shia majority, pushing Saudi Arabia to deploy its forces 
to support the Bahraini regime in March 2011 (Al Jazeera 2011). 

Why are the Gulf states different from the other Arab countries? Various factors 
have been claimed to explicate the resiliency of authoritarianism in the Gulf monarchies, 
the most prominent the rentier-state-system hypothesis; they are rich in natural 
resources. According to some researchers, such as Beblawi and Luciani, the rentier-state 
system is the main reason for authoritarian persistence in the Gulf states. Another factor 
is the critical need for the West to maintain stability in the Gulf, as the main oil provider 
for the world (Kéchichian 2004: 40). 

This paper examines whether the cultural and Islamic values of the Gulf states 
lead to the persistence of authoritarianism, considering researchers such as a Bernard 
Lewis pointing out the incompatibility of fundamental Islam and democracy (Cook & 
Stathis 2012: 175). Certainly, religion per se is not sufficient to explain the absence of 
democracy in the Gulf countries—Islam has many interpretations and there are cases 
where Islam and democracy coexist. Therefore, the paper also explores whether the high 
living standards and economic growth in the Gulf states have helped regimes to maintain 
their power and to avoid a strong opposition. It focuses on the resistance to democratic 
change in three small Gulf states (Qatar, the United Arab Emirates [UAE], and Kuwait) in 
context of their similarities—all are city-states with relatively small populations. They are 
also characterised by high living standards and GDP growth and their dependency on 
foreign workers.  

The paper will look at the political and economic situation of the three Gulf states 
following the so-called Arab Spring uprisings. It will then examine the reforms in the 
political system of these states. Lastly, the paper will assess the rentier state system from 
a political-economic perspective and propose recommendations for how these states 
should tackle future challenges related to this form of social contract. This represents a 
contribution to literature because the move from the old social contract represents a 
prerequisite to maintain peace and stability in these states in the long run, in the light of 
the declining natural resources and the high population growth of these states. 
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Demographic and Economic Background  

Demographics and the economy are important for understanding the persistence of 
authoritarianism in these states. According to World Bank Group data, all Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries saw massive growth in their populations from 1960 until 2019. 
In our three cases, the population of Kuwait was 269,029 in 1960, and 4,207,083 in 2019; 
Qatar’s population was 47,384 in 1960, and 2,832,067 in 2019; the UAE’s population was 
92,418 in 1960, and 9,770,529 in 2019. The life expectancy of the citizens of these states 
has also improved during the same period, signalling an improvement in living conditions 
and the health system. In Kuwait life expectancy was 59.34 in 1960, and 75.39 in 2018. 
In Qatar it was 61.09 in 1960, and 80.1 in 2018. In the UAE it was 51.53 in 1960, and 
77.81 in 2018. 

These countries also experienced a remarkable increase in GDP and GNI during 
this period. Kuwait’s GDP was US$2 097 billion in 1965, and US$134 629 billion in 2019. 
Qatar’s GDP was US$301 791 301 in 1970, and US$175 838 billion in 2019. UAE’s GDP 
was US$301 791 301 million in 1970, and US$421 142 billion in 2019. Regarding GNI per 
capita, Kuwait’s in 1995 was US$20 520 in 1995, and US$33 590 in 2018. The UAE’s GNI 
per capita rose from US$31 400 in2000 to US$43 470 in 2019. Qatar is the only state in 
GCC to see an outstanding improvement in GNI per capita in a relatively short period. It 
was US$28 400 in 2002 and US$61 180 in 2019, one of the highest in the world. 

All Gulf states except Saudi Arabia and Oman have more foreign residents than 
citizens. Foreigners represent the majority of Kuwait, Qatar, the UAE, and Bahrain (Mishrif 
2018: 10), at more than 80 per cent of the population of Qatar and the UAE (International 
Labour Organisation). Hence, it is worth noting that GNI per capita in these countries 
includes foreign workers, who represent in many of these countries the majority of the 
population and who are usually paid lower wages than citizens. GNI per capita for citizens 
is double or even triple the above figures. The gap between locals and foreigners has 
thus increased the value of citizenship in these states (Hertog 2010: 305). 

 

Islamic Values versus Democracy 

Establishing a link between culture and authoritarianism is not limited to Islamic 
societies. For instance, many authoritarian dictators in East Asia have claimed that the 
inimitable culture of these states and their “Asian Values” make them “unsuitable for 
democracy” (Inglehart 2000: 95; 2003: 56). Similarly, some claims routinely describe 
democracy as a Judeo-Christian notion that is incompatible with Islam (Göle 2006: 14). 
However, Taiwan and South Korea in Asia and Turkey and recently Tunisia in the Muslim 
world represent a counterpoint to this extreme claim. Hence, the argument for the 
universal applicability has held sway in recent years. 

Democracy itself is a disputed notion; Islam too is very diverse and contains many 
interpretations which does not permit it to be analysed as a single bloc. Consequently, 
both Islam and democracy are conceptually loose enough to produce multiple 
interpretations and models that would be permit their cohabitation (Cook & Stathis 2012: 
176). Hofmann (2004: 654) proposes that even if the majority of the Muslim countries are 
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not democratic, that does not suffice to establish that Islam is anti-democratic or Muslims 
are not supportive of democracy. Furthermore, Hofmann’s (2004) study on post-
communist countries in Eastern Bloc concluded that the Muslims of these states have less 
nostalgia than Christians to the former authoritarian regime. 

Regardless of whether Islam is compatible with democracy, it is unquestionable 
that in the Gulf states Islamic values still play a key role in daily life. Many scholars argue 
that a state that is predominately Muslim is less likely to be democratic than a non-
Muslim state.1 Thus, religion and culture may be important factors that impede or at least 
delay democratic change in the Gulf states. Hence, because of its significance in Islamic 
and tribal societies, it is essential to understand the concept of leadership in this context. 
Islam defines leadership as the “behaviour of the occupant(s) of the position of leadership 
in political, economic, or social fields. Leadership should be occupied only by competent 
people”. The leader, who was called in the past caliph or Commander of the Faithfull, is 
responsible for the people’s welfare (followers); hence as long as this Muslim leader is 
able to maintain this welfare, the people are required to obey his rule (Abdalla and Al-
Hamoud 2001: 508). Adding to this point, Bedouin tribal culture is consolidated in the 
GCC countries, despite decades of economic and urban development. In that culture, 
loyalty and obedience to clan and tribal leaders is very important; Gulf rulers are also 
clan leaders. As an example of the importance of tribal ties, in 1900 the Al Thanis, the 
royal family in Qatar, represented almost half of Qatar’s indigenous population (Hanieh 
2011: 6–7). Consequently, opposition to the rulers of Qatar comes from other factions of 
the Al Thani family, while some influential families, such as the Darwish and al-Mana, 
have established strong ties with the Al Thanis and play an important role today amongst 
the Qatari economic elite (Hanieh 2011: 8). 

These states have comparable power structures: they have hereditary rulers whose 
families control the state apparatus; they all have abundant oil income, which has made 
them rentier economies. Additionally, these societies are multicultural; however, they are 
extremely segregated by class, gender, religion, citizenship status, and status as native or 
foreigner. The Gulf societies are characterised by an even more consumerist lifestyle than 
most wealthy Western states (Ouis 2002: 316). 

Many young citizens in the Gulf states studied abroad in Western universities; 
moreover, most GCC residents, especially the elites, spend their vacations in Europe and 
the United States (Ouis 2002: 319). Yet, their exposure to Western culture has not hugely 
impacted the traditional values of Gulf societies. Islam is exceptionally entrenched, and 
there are no indications that a secular mentality has infiltrated political life (Ouis 2002: 
321). Islam relies on interpretation and negotiation to legitimize or delegitimize certain 
practices. For instance, to enforce use of the hijab (veil), some cite Quran verses that 

 
1 See: Fukuyama, Francis. (1992). The End of History and the Last Man. New York: Avon; Waterbury, John. 
(1994). Democracy without Democrats?" In Democracy without Democrats? The Renewal of Politics in the Muslim 
World, Salamé, Ghassan (ed). London: I. B. Tauris; Huntington, Samuel. P. (1984). Will more countries become 
democratic? Political Science Quarterly 99(2):193–218.; Huntington, Samuel. P. (1996). The Clash of 
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. New York: Simon & Schuster; Kedourie, Elie. (1994). Democracy 
and Arab Political Culture. London: Frank Cass; Pipes, Daniel. (1983). In the Path of God: Islam and Political 
Power. New York: Basic Books. 
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demand that the Prophet’s wives cover their faces; meanwhile, others argue that these 
verses asked only the Prophet’s wives to cover their face and thus the mandated use of 
the hijab does not apply to all women (Ouis 2002: 318). As a result, the hijab represents 
the division of these societies into traditionalists and modernists, but the modernists 
represent the less dominant side. Nonetheless Ouis’ claim that citizens of these states 
were not exposed to Western culture may be inaccurate or at least outdated. In the 2000s 
many Western and American universities opened branches in Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE. 
These universities attract a lot of local students which raises the prospect of a gradual 
transfer to Western ways of thinking to the culture and values of the Gulf’s youth. Hence, 
even if the traditionalists still have the upper hand in society, the modernists are growing 
and their role in the future will determine change in these states.  

 

The Gulf’s Rentier System 

Many scholars, most notably Luciani (1988: 458), view natural resources such as those of 
the Gulf states that reduce the burden of taxation to be a curse for democracy. They argue 
that democracy is impossible to achieve without taxation, which plays an important role 
in the emergence of Western democracy (Herb 2005:297). Luciani (1988: 460) notices that 
in the majority of Gulf states the demands for democracy is weak or non-existent. He 
argues that oil income did not help democratization but rather helped regimes to silence 
demands for change. 

To understand the nature of the regimes in the Gulf states, we need an initial 
understanding of the rentier-state system. This system, thanks to the huge production of 
oil, has helped these regimes to maintain their rule without facing serious internal 
danger. Beblawi argues that there is “a difference between ‘earned’ income and effortless 
‘accrued’ rent,” and he defines a rentier as: 

… more of a social function than an economic category, [he is] perceived as a 
member of a special group who, though he does not participate actively in the 
economic production, receives nevertheless a share in the produce and at times a 
handsome share. The distinguishing feature of the rentier thus resides in the 
absence of a productive outlook in his behaviour. (Beblawi 1987: 50)  

The creation of the Gulf oil-producer states in the 1970s, and the enormous wealth 
that oil brought to them, have been accompanied by the rise of the “rentier political 
system,” which Beblawi defines as “a special case of a rentier economy — only few are 
engaged in the generation of this rent (wealth), the majority being only involved in the 
distribution or utilization of it.” A “rentier economy” is  

an economy where the creation of wealth is centred around a small fraction of the 
society; the rest of the society is only engaged in the distribution and utilisation 
of this wealth. (Beblawi 1987: 51) 

The Gulf states are highly dependent on oil income, which represents more than 95 
percent of their exports and finances and more than 90 percent of their budget. However, 
only about 2–3 percent of their citizens work in the oil industry. The governments of 
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these states directly control the rents in this sector. Thus, these states fit Beblawi’s 
definition of rentier states and rentier systems (Beblawi 1987: 53; Herb 2005: 298). 

The former prince of Kuwait, Sheikh Abdullah al-Salem al-Sabah (d.1965), was the 
first to declare that some government wealth should be shared with the people (Beblawi 
1987). The idea of distributing a portion of oil revenue to the citizens originated in Kuwait 
and then spread to all the Gulf states (Beblawi 1987). However, the role of these 
governments is not limited to distributors of wealth. The governments also provide their 
population with free or low-cost services such as education, health care, social security, 
and defence. The quality of these services is typically superb, compared with other 
developing countries (Beblawi 1987). Control over natural resources has thereby helped 
these states to stabilize their population via this relation of dependence and submission. 
The governments were able to buy loyalty and maintain social and political stability by 
redistributing a portion of the natural resources’ rents. The original slogan of democracy, 
“No taxation without representation,” is virtually worthless in the Gulf-state context; oil 
income is enormous, so these states do not need to impose taxes on their citizens, thus 
making the issue of accountability less pressing. There is no taxation and no 
representation (Tourabi 2011). In addition, these governments are the principal employer. 
Most citizens who do not work in the private sector or own their own business are hired 
by their government, regardless of their qualifications. The productivity of these citizens 
is typically extremely low, and their main duty is to fulfil their working hours (Beblawi 
1987: 55).  

Although the government is the major rentier in the Gulf states, it is not the only 
one. Many citizens participate in the economy in ways that depend on their social class; 
for instance, foreign firms need to find local agents to serve as partners to deal with 
bureaucratic issues to sell their products in these states (Beblawi 1987: 55–56). 
Furthermore, a powerful concept originated in the Gulf states: kafil, (the sponsor) and 
kafala (sponsorship). In this model, all companies and some foreign workers (depending 
on their nationality) need a local sponsor to work or to establish businesses. In return, 
these sponsors get a part of the foreign companies’ and workers’ profit or income (rent). 
Thus, citizenship of GCC states has become a source of income for many locals (Beblawi 
1987: 56). Kafala (sponsorship) provides locals with extra income through patronage, 
helping to maintain power over foreign labour (Jensen 2018:71), permitting companies to 
control their own workers and reducing the welfare burden on the Gulf states (Johnston 
2017:318). 

Meanwhile, the labour market in the Gulf states is dominated by foreign workers, 
while most locals are unable to fulfil skilled jobs (Hertog 2010: 297). Although these 
states are rich because of their natural resources, their productivity is exceedingly low 
(Hertog 2010: 290). In addition, there is a noteworthy presence of brokers (gatekeepers) 
who control access to sheikhs and rulers. To win government contracts, foreign companies 
use these brokers to guarantee their businesses; in return, these brokers receive large 
sums of money, which concentrates wealth in the hands of a few people and renders the 
brokers a kind of nobility (Hertog 2010: 305–306). The brokers are so powerful and play 
a key role in decision making in the Gulf states for many reasons, such as “the informal 



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2021 Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_____________________________________________ 
№ 3(19), 2021                                                                                                                                                                                       

98 

and opaque nature of the regime cores in all Gulf states, the large number of the ruling 
family members, and the weakness or absence of more formal mechanisms to access the 
elite” (Hertog 2010: 291). 

As a result, this system creates a special economic situation that shapes the 
relationship between the citizens and rulers. This system is beneficial for both rulers and 
citizens. The former use it to maintain their grip on the state and latter benefits from high 
paid governmental jobs and privileges. Hence the peculiar economic situation in the GCC 
state decreases the importance of religion and culture in the persistence of 
authoritarianism in this region. 

 

The Gulf States in the Aftermath of the Arab Spring 

The rentier system faced an unexpected challenge during the so-called Arab Spring. Will 
these states ignore the turmoil in the neighbouring Arab countries, or will they adjust 
their strategies to face the political storm? However, the failure of the Arab Spring after 
the civil wars in Syria and Libya, and after the coup of General Sisi in Egypt, ended the 
hope for democratic change in the region—except for in Tunisia. 

After the beginning of the Arab Spring, many petitions in the Gulf states asked the 
rulers to begin a serious reform process (Ulrichsen 2011). As a result, the governments 
started to fear protests. A group of people started a Facebook campaign in Qatar and 
Dubai to organize an anti-corruption protest, which inspired governments to take new 
measures to monitor social media (Reuters 2011). Meanwhile, a group of angry protesters 
stormed the Kuwaiti parliament and demanded the removal of their corrupt government 
(The Telegraph 2011). Thus, “when necessary”, these governments repress their citizens 
through media censorship, imprisonment, and forcing political opponents into exile 
(Hanieh 2011: 3). It is worth mentioning that repression increased after the Arab Spring 
in the GCC states (Mainuddin 2016: 176). 

In Democracy in America, comparing the French Revolution and the American 
Revolution, Alexis de Tocqueville notes that the radicality of change depends on the 
relations between a state and its citizens. In pre-revolutionary France, the state was so 
dominant and left so little room for compromise that the only solution was radical 
change. According to de Tocqueville (2000: 147), unlike in America, during Louis XIV’s 
reign, who had once been able to claim L’État c’est moi!, France witnessed the greatest 
governmental centralization that could be imagined. Meanwhile, the comparative 
weakness of the federal government in America helped American social and political 
forces to achieve their goals without the necessity of a strong uprising before and after 
America’s revolution.  

The French case provides a more apt model to understand the Arab Spring. As 
Tourabi (2011) noted, the so-called revolutions of the Arab Spring aimed to create radical 
change in their societies; they aimed to end the long-lasting status quo. Yet neither the 
American, the French, nor the relatively successful uprisings of the so-called Arab Spring 
mirror the situation of Gulf societies because the latter are still able to buy legitimacy 
using their sizable oil income. Their wealth represents a very important marker in the 
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relations between the Gulf states and their citizens. As a result, the Gulf states can resist 
change thanks to their substantial patronage networks that are able to maintain the status 
quo (Cook & Stathis 2012: 181).  

Post the Arab Spring, the GCC states have pursued a policy of resistance, while 
introducing limited changes and increasing repression (Mainuddin 2016: 179). Indeed, 
repression per se does not guarantee that a full-scale uprising or armed rebellion will be 
thwarted as witnessed in Syria and Libya. However, the Gulf states still have for the time 
being enough resources to silence the largest portion of its citizens. In other words, a 
stick and carrot approach is used in these states, though the carrot is much larger than 
the stick. 

 

Democratization and Reforms in the Gulf Monarchies 

The success of uprisings and mobilization to topple a political regime requires, in most 
cases, external support—funding, media coverage, and training of activists etc. This was 
clear during the colour revolutions in Eastern Europe, where the West helped these 
uprisings via NOGs and funding programmers; without this help, these uprisings would 
not have succeeded (Simecka 2009: 3). However, external powers of the Western 
countries have not genuinely cared to establish democracy in the Gulf states so long as 
their access to oil is guaranteed; moreover, the Gulf states represent a valuable market 
for Western goods and weapons (Kéchichian 2004: 40). Nonetheless, GCC states made 
some efforts to democratize after the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 and its 
establishment of a putatively democratic system. During this period Gulf rulers who 
feared the democratic threat began a series of modest reforms (Kéchichian 2004: 40). 
However, these limited reforms, as with the reforms that followed the Arab Spring, were 
driven by the necessity of reducing internal pressure, rather than a belief that these 
reforms are important for modernising these states.  

Anyhow, the parliamentary experience in Kuwait started in 1962, and the Kuwaiti 
parliament has witnessed the rise of Islamism since 1986. However, the role of the 
Kuwaiti parliament was insignificant until the American invasion of Iraq, when the rulers 
began to empower the parliament through political reforms. Nevertheless, still the rulers 
did not give the right to vote to the bidun (people who live in Kuwait and have no other 
nationality but are not considered citizens). The Shia minority represents another problem 
for the government. Although their situation in Kuwait is better than that of Shia in other 
Gulf states, they still face discrimination. Moreover, rulers of Kuwait still see Iraq as a 
potential threat to their regime. Although the regime in Iraq is considered democratic and 
pro-West, many Iraqi people still think that Kuwait is part of their land which was wrongly 
detached during the British Empire (Kéchichian 2004: 42). 

The parliamentary election in 2003 in Kuwait was seen as a good indicator of 
democratic change. However, the Islamist victory was considered a sign of the weakness 
of the so-called liberal groups; that is, the parliament (Majlis al-Umma) is not easy to 
handle by the government. The Islamist groups are considered conservative forces that 
oppose openness in Gulf societies, which means they will probably slow the reform 
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process (Kéchichian 2004: 53). Hence, they are the main group who reject the liberal 
democracy model, because they consider it a Western concept (Cook & Stathis 2012: 180). 

Despite this, Kuwait is considered the most democratically advanced country 
among the Gulf states, and Kuwaiti parliament members exercise their power to question 
ministers and even force them to resign (Nonneman 2006: 12). Though the parliament 
has a greater role than councils in the other Gulf states, any bill passed by the Kuwaiti 
legislative must be approved by the Emir to become law and targeting the Emir and the 
royal family is not tolerated (Mainuddin 2016: 167). Moreover, the Emir has the power to 
dissolve or suspend parliament (Hanieh 2011: 3). For instance, in 2016, the Emir, Sheikh 
Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah, dissolved parliament and set the country on the path toward 
an early election (Al Jazeera 2016). The current Emir, Sheikh Nawaf Al Ahmed Al Sabah, 
issued a decree in February 2021 suspending the Kuwaiti National Assembly for one 
month starting on February 18, 2021, because of tensions between the parliament and 
the government (Gulf News 2021). In the last Kuwaiti National Council election (in 2020), 
fifty members were elected; yet no woman won a seat (Al Qabas 2020). 

Qatar has no real organized opposition; furthermore, political parties are not 
allowed (Nonneman 2006: 9). Nonetheless, Qatar started political reform in 1999, when 
the first municipal election was held and women were allowed to both vote and run for 
office, though no women were elected (Nonneman 2006: 9). Qatari citizens, including 
women, voted in 2003 to approve a new constitution that called for a parliament 
composed of forty-five members, thirty to be elected and fifteen to be appointed 
(Kéchichian 2004: 43). Yet the elections of this shura (consultative) council were delayed, 
and it was only on November 3, 2020, that Emir Tamim bin Hamad announced that Qatar 
would witness the first free elections for the Consultative Council in October 2021 (Al-
Shafi 2021). 

The UAE is considered the least developed of all the Gulf states in terms of political 
participation. Its federal system gives each of its seven emirates’ sheikhs absolute power 
within his own emirate. Nonetheless, some emirates, such as Sharjah, have introduced 
appointed consultation councils. At the national level, the state has the Federal National 
Council (FNC), but it has limited power and cannot pass or block bills—that power still 
resides with the rulers. All FNC members used to be appointed; however, in 2004, the 
president of the UAE, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, announced that half of the 
members would be elected by the council of each emirate, and he promised that the 
power of these councils would be expanded (Nonneman 2006: 12). Consequently, the 
UAE saw the first FNC election in 2006 and involved an electoral college composed of 
6,000 members. This number increased to 224 279 in 2015, and 337 738 in 2019. 
However, candidates are only allowed to run as independents. Moreover, the current FNC 
has forty members, half of whom are appointed. According to the recommendation of the 
president of the UAE, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed, women—both elected and appointed—
should occupy half of the council seats (The Federal National Council 2021). The FNC 
(Majlis al-Ittihad al-Watani) remains a consultative council without an effective power 
(Mainuddin 2016: 171), but the UAE’s rulers have promised that this power will increase 
gradually in the future. 



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2021 Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_____________________________________________ 
№ 3(19), 2021                                                                                                                                                                                       

101 

Aside from this positive discrimination regarding women in the UAE, the women 
are relatively absent from high politics in the Gulf states; nonetheless the illiteracy gap 
between the two genders in these states are low or non-existent, which is a good sign for 
future democratic change (Fish 2002: 34). 

Reform in these Gulf states is not serious or at least is slow and limited; the rulers 
continue to have the last word regarding political developments. The municipal elections 
in Qatar and the UAE did not accompany power for the elected members. Even in Kuwait, 
the ruling family is still the absolute arbiter and completely controls the government; 
political parties are still banned (Nonneman 2006: 29). 

 

Rentier State as a Social Contract from a Political-Economic Perspective 

Recently, all the Gulf states have invested in other sources of income to limit 
their dependence on oil exports and to respond to the fast-growing population. This is 
inspired by the decline of natural resources and the rapid growth of their population, as 
well as the falling of the oil price in recent years which impacted the revenue of these 
states.  Hence, moving from oil and gas to a more diverse economy represents the main 
economic challenge for GCC states (Mishrif 2018: 5). In 2010, the UAE introduced the UAE 
Vision 2021 and, in 2019, Abu Dhabi introduced another economic strategy, Vision 2030, 
to achieve economic diversification and move towards a knowledge-based economy 
(Jensen 2018: 69). The strategy is to generate new jobs by facilitating foreign investment 
and supporting free markets in imitation of the Dubai model, as a replacement for the 
rentier-state. Oil contribution in Dubai’s GDP has declined from 5.48 per cent in 2000 to 
1.4 per cent in 2013 (Mishrif & Kapetanovic 2018: 89). Indeed, Dubai’s model represents 
an example that the other GCC countries can follow in their economic development 
(Mishrif 2018: 17). However, there are concerns that the rapidity of growth in the Dubai 
model, especially after the real estate crash in 2008–9, is a double-edged sword (Hvidt 
2011: 88). Despite the success of Dubai without relying on oil in its economic model, it 
had to receive massive financial aid from the oil-rich Abu Dhabi during the economic 
crisis in 2008–9. As result, oil indirectly remains a necessary element to sustain long-
term economic development and stability in Dubai (Mishrif & Kapetanovic 2018: 90). 
Similar to the UAE, Qatar has a National Vision 2030 and Kuwait has a Vision 2035 for 
the “New Kuwait” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs-Kuwait 2021). Although it is too early to 
judge the effectiveness of these visions and their potential to create a new social contract 
between states and citizens, these strategic plans promise to diversify the economy, 
decrease the dependence on natural resources, and to attract foreign investments in the 
next two decades.  

Thanks to the oil revenue from exporting oil and gas since the 1940s, GCC 
governments were able to enter a social contract and ensure economic and political 
stability by distributing the income to their citizens through high-paid public jobs and by 
extending privileges to some elites’ businesses in the private sector. More than 80 
percent of public jobs in Qatar, UAE, and Kuwait are filled by citizens (Gulf Research 
Center), and workers in the public sector enjoy high wages and benefits compared with 
private sector workers. Meanwhile, GCC governments have provided some privileged 
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business owners a share of the economic rent through government contracts and 
exclusive licenses, which allow them to generate excess income and profits and help 
them to build conglomerates in the sectors of construction, finance, and services (such as 
hotels and telecommunications). 

It is important to account for this social contract before investing in reform 
policies. This contract guarantees to the Gulf states’ citizens their share of the country’s 
oil revenue, which will not be easy to renegotiate even if revenues decline in the future. 
In addition, business conglomerates are not willing to limit their access to exclusive 
government contracts or to reduce their share of the profits. Therefore, any GCC economic 
reforms should develop alternative ways of sharing the oil wealth to ensure that the 
social contract continues. 

Thus, the big question that GCC states are asking is: What should a country do to 
sustain its public services, when oil revenue declines heavily and when it cannot afford its public 
sector workforce? GCC states are addressing this question by improving public goods and 
services—such as education, health care, utilities, banking, finance, telecommunications, tourism, 
and transportation. Undoubtedly, for these countries providing education to all citizens is a major 
achievement. However, this accomplishment has not resulted in major shifts, as the focus has 
been on the outcome rather than the quality (Kabbani & Ben Mimoune 2021). 

The conglomerates and state-owned enterprises have played an important role in 
developing both the public and private sectors and in stimulating modernization, 
innovation, and economic growth. However, the bureaucratic barriers are preventing 
small and medium-sized businesses from growing and competing nationally and 
internationally. On the other hand, the support of the public sector—including subsidies, 
privileges, licenses, contracts, and financing—has allowed conglomerates and state-
owned enterprises to expand internationally, yet these public firms would not be able to 
compete internationally without government assistance (Kabbani & Ben Mimoune 2021). 
This paper does not suggest dissolving state-owned enterprises, as they remain important 
to the economic structure of these states. However, these states can be leaders in creating 
a more competitive environment that supports small and medium-sized businesses. 

The absence of an active and engaging private sector and competitive market 
environment is due to the dominance of state-owned enterprises and private sector 
conglomerates, which are connected to the ruling elites.1 Moreover, most of the 
conglomerate owners are themselves members of the ruling elite and hold government 
positions, giving them privileged access to government contracts, licenses, and funding. 
To economically diversify and ensure growth, GCC states should encourage SMEs (small 
and medium-sized enterprises) and startups (Kabbani & Ben Mimoune 2021). Government 
incentives and regulations should encourage SMEs by reducing barriers to entry, 

 
1 For more on ruling elites and businesses, see Kamrava, Mehran; Nonneman, Gerd; Nosova, Anastasia, et 
al. (2016). Ruling Families and Business Elites in the Gulf Monarchies: Ever Closer? Chatham House 
Research Paper, November, The Royal Institute of International Affairs, November, 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2016/11/ruling-families-and-business-elites-gulf-monarchies-ever-closer, 
(accessed 10 April 2021). 
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reallocating government contracts, and facilitating SMEs’ access to state funding (Saudi 
Arabia General Authority for Statistics 2019). 

Politics also plays an important role in GCC economies because political instability 
can jeopardize economic growth. For example, the blockade of Qatar disrupted supply 
chains, investment flows, and business contracts. This increased risk and uncertainty 
affects domestic investors and weakens international firms’ incentives to invest in the 
region. This blockade came at high cost, not only to Qatar but to all the countries in the 
region (Kabbani 2017). Separating economic interests from politics is crucial for 
maintaining a healthy and predictable investment environment and in turn achieving 
long-term sustainable growth. 

As mentioned, GCC citizens enjoy privileged access to high-compensation public 
sector jobs as part of the social contract. This privileged access has reduced the quality 
of education and prevented the workforce from developing the skills needed to increase 
economic productivity and growth (Hertog 2016). Nationals are less incentivized to 
improve their knowledge and skills, as they typically seek the minimum credentials 
needed for high-wage public jobs. Meanwhile, private sector jobs are dominated by 
skilled foreigners who earn much less than the lowest-paid worker in the public sector. 
Private companies avoid hiring locals because of their high salary expectations, lack of 
their qualifications and skills, and their rejection of long hours (Jensen 2018: 81–82). 
Hence, private companies are not eager to hire nationals unless obliged, as they regard 
them as a burden (Herb 2019a: 4). These conditions have given citizens the expectation 
of working in high-wage government jobs and weak motivation to improve their skills 
and knowledge which would increase productivity and growth. This situation could create 
a huge number of unemployed youths in the event that oil revenues decrease, which 
would decrease the overall number of public sector jobs (Herb 2019b: 8). There are 
attempts to respond to this challenge; for instance, the UAE is trying to challenge the 
social contract by encouraging their citizens to improve their work skills so that they can 
work productively in the private sector. Nevertheless, it still remains the case that 90 per 
cent of Emirati workers are hired by the public sector while only 1 per cent work in private 
sector (Jensen 2018: 72). 

Undeniably, some GCC states are trying to align public sector wages and benefits 
with those of the private sector, but they have not yet succeeded. One solution might be 
creating a transparent welfare system that provides fair wages and social benefits, 
explicitly linked to workers’ share of the economic rent. Any policy reforms should take 
the social contract seriously to economically diversify and create sustainable economic 
growth, especially in an environment of declining oil revenue. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has increased the urgency of solving this problem, as it has accompanied lower global oil 
prices and lower demand, disruptions in the supply chain, and a move toward clean and 
green energy. Certainly, this has put more pressure on GCC governments to diversify their 
economies. 

Equally importantly, GCC states should work to accelerate innovation, increase 
private sector involvement, and, rather than cutting budgets, invest heavily in 
infrastructure that would accommodate and encourage private investments. Moreover, 
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greater regional economic cooperation and integration among the GCC states would 
increase economic and political stability, reduce uncertainty, and thus incentivize 
domestic and foreign private investment. Public sector/private sector cooperation, in the 
form of more incentives for young people to take private sector jobs and develop skills 
and knowledge, would increase productivity and competitiveness regionally and globally. 

 

Conclusion 

It’s clear that the GCC regimes considered here—Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE—will not 
face the same fate as the regimes that collapsed in the Arab Spring, because Gulf states 
are not subject to the same economic crises that the other Arab states experienced. If 
their states can produce gas and oil to generate wealth then, thanks to the high oil 
income, the conditions are not likely to inspire challenge in the near future. Nonetheless, 
these states are neither anti-revolutionary nor against change; according to Koch (2011), 
these regimes are facing demands from their citizens that will force them to adopt a more 
stable political system that will ensure their survival. 

However, Ulrichsen argues that the unique strategic importance of these states to 
the West will not inspire these to abandon support of these rulers or endanger their 
power. Gulf states host American military bases and rely on the United States as a security 
provider and arms seller. Thus, unless these rulers face economic crises that creates 
popular discontent, they will not seriously redistribute political power (Ulrichsen 2011). 
Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE are rich and have small native populations. Nonetheless, 
Sultan al-Qassemi, an Emirati journalist, warned that locals are increasingly concerned 
about the slow reform process. Locals represent the minority in the UAE and are afraid of 
the increasing expatriate population and the possibility that millions of foreigners will 
make their own political demands for rights in the future (Khalaf 2011). These concerns 
might suggest that the citizens in the Gulf states would prefer reform to revolutionary 
change. 

In addition, this paper showed that Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE are stable and that 
in the immediate future popular uprisings are unlikely. These states still rely on natural 
resources, and, with the exception of Kuwait, they are still trying in vain to introduce new 
political reforms and to institute elections. 

Although data is hard to come by, GCC citizens are satisfied because of the high 
standards of living which they continue to enjoy. One source of available data is from the 
Pew Research Centre, which found that Kuwaiti citizens’ satisfaction with their country’s 
direction decreased from 84 percent in 2002 to 52 percent in 2007 (Pew Research Centre 
a). However, in 2007, 87 percent of Kuwaitis still believed that the economic situation in 
their country was good (Pew Research Centre b). Hence, where there is evidence, it 
suggests that change will not take place unless an economic crisis pushes citizens to ask 
for more reforms. The citizens of these states rely on their government for social services 
such as health care and education. Additionally, the tribal nature of the GCC societies and 
the Islamic value of submission to rulers have helped the regimes maintain power without 
significant challenge. 
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This paper also showed that the persistence of authoritarianism in the Gulf states 
is due to a mix of factors concerning economic privileges and culture. Nonetheless culture 
and religion are less influential than wealth in explaining the stability of these regimes 
and the persistence of their authoritarianism. 

While no regime can expect to remain in power forever, present indicators suggest 
that these regimes are likely to survive and maintain a popular consensus for the 
foreseeable future, unless circumstances change due to a substantial economic crisis or 
external factors such as war or political pressure. 

However, at present there are no external factors significantly challenging the GCC 
regimes—which was not the case in the countries that experienced the Arab Spring, as 
the latter received external support from some of the Gulf states and Western powers in 
the form of sponsorship of political movements, activists, and in some cases arms (as in 
Syria and Libya). Moreover, because of the importance of the Gulf region to the world 
economy, the importance of the supply of oil and gas, and the strong economic and 
military ties between these states and Western powers (mainly the United States), there 
is little motivation to destabilize these regimes and the region. Hence, external factors—
including superpowers, neighbouring countries, business partners, and international 
organizations such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank—have not 
pushed the Gulf states to move toward democracy. In the meantime, the failure of the 
Arab Spring to bring democratic change to the Middle East was a relief for the rulers of 
the Gulf states, who did not fear a democratic wave; as a result, they did not feel the need 
to reach compromises. Iran may be perceived as an external threat to the GCC countries; 
but it is also a reason for convincing the Gulf states to spend a huge amount of their 
wealth on Western—mainly American—arms. 

Without a doubt, the tensions between Qatar and the other GCC states showed 
that we cannot take for granted good relations among the GCC states. For instance, the 
Islamists represent a critical threat to some of these states such as the UAE, which has 
opposed the Muslim Brotherhood, whereas Qatar has openly supported them (Roberts 
2017: 544). After the death of pro-MB Ras al-Khaimah Emir Saqr bin Muhammad in 2010, 
the UAE has launched a war against the Emirati Muslim Brotherhood (MB) affiliated group 
the Islah (reform) and has declared both Islah and MB as terrorist groups (Roberts 2017: 
554). As a result, Qatar is perceived by some Gulf states (mainly Saudi Arabia and the UAE) 
as a threat, and the latter are accusing the former of supporting Islamists—mainly the 
Muslim Brotherhood—to destabilize them. This has been one of the main reasons for their 
blockade against Doha. 

Indisputably, the real threat to the security of the Gulf states in the longer-term is 
their dependency on natural resources. Hence, modifying the rentier system’s social 
contract is essential to maintain stability. Political reforms must be accompanied by 
economic reforms, and both citizens and ruling elites must accept compromise to allow 
future generations to prosper. 
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Abstract. Using the elements of the ‘small state’ theory, the article examines 
interconnections between Qatar's foreign policy priorities and existing challenges to Doha’s 
presence at the natural gas markets caused by the impact of the US shale revolution, beginning 
of the global energy transition, and COVID-19 pandemic. The study argues that Qatar’s 
previous efforts aimed at the development of its export-oriented LNG industry allowed the 
Emirate to fund and pursue a foreign policy strategy that was uncommon for a small state. 
Since the late-1990es, Qatar’s diplomacy was based on the principles of complexed risks 
hedging that allowed maintaining the substantial degree of independence rather than more 
typical “bandwagoning” or “balancing” used by other “small states”. During the last two 
decades, Doha was also more oriented towards interaction with players outside of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council. At the same time, the ongoing transformations of the hydrocarbon 
markets created a threat to the sustainability of the main financial source that is finding the 
current model of Qatar's foreign policy behavior—LNG exports. Under these circumstances, the 
country must fight for its place in the market, ensuring sustainable demand for its main export 
product. This, in turn, forces Doha to re-adjust its relations with both LNG consumers and its 
main market rivals to maintain the sufficient inflow of financial revenues from energy exports 
that helps Qatar to pursue a more active and independent foreign policy than the so-called 
“small states” can traditionally afford. However, it was the same experience of the risk hedging 
strategy traditionally applied by the Qatari leadership that allowed Doha to develop the set of 
response measures to emerging challenges.  
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Introduction 

The phenomenon of small states and their foreign policy remains insufficiently studied 
in the modern literature, although researchers have been actively addressing this topic 
since at least the 1950s. The initial interest in this issue was caused by the collapse of 
the colonial system and results of the Second World War that led to an increase in the 
number of small (in terms of territory, population, economy size) states that had limited 
influence on other players due to limited capacities to mobilize resources of material, 
diplomatic, regulatory, and legal nature (Almezaini et al. 2017: 11). The attention of 
researchers to small states was determined by the global confrontation between the 
USSR and the United States, which required politicians to understand what position with 
regard to the opposing ideological systems will be taken by different countries, including 
those that were unable to independently ensure their security and influence the 
processes going on around them (Walt 1990). By default, the status of a “small state” 
implied not only inability of a country to pursue completely independent foreign policies 
but also necessity to build alliances/coalitions to compensate existing limits meaning 
that, in terms of their behavior and decision-making mechanisms, small states were 
different from their “big” counterparts. However, during the Cold War times, the most 
obvious conclusion that their policy is reactive towards the major players finally forced 
academics to abandon the purposeful study of the small states phenomenon (Walt 1990).  

A new surge of interest in small countries took place after the 1990es collapse of 
the USSR, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia. These political cataclysms not only created 
new small states, but also forced the existing smaller players to reconsider the system of 
their coalition relations. A separate reason for the interest in foreign policy issues of small 
states was created by their increased ability to influence the international environment 
overcoming the limits naturally imposed by their size (Miller 2020: 124–125). The 
collapse of the bipolar world led to the emergence of new options to form coalitions or 
alliances that were deprived of ideological constraints. At the same time, the growing 
costs of military actions as a foreign policy instrument raised the importance and 
effectiveness of diplomatic tools that were more accessible for small states, thus, also 
increasing their weight as international players (Skriba 2014). 

Unfortunately, neither before, nor after 1991, the small states of the Persian Gulf 
attracted the same attention of researchers as the European states or some countries of 
the former USSR. The number of recently published academic studies focused on the 
specifics of the Gulf states behavior hardly goes beyond two dozen (among the most 
significant are: Belfer 2014; Kamrava 2013; Miller 2020; Ulrichsen 2014). Meanwhile, the 
foreign policy of these countries has their own specifics that allows talking about them 
as a special variant of a small state. As opposed to other small players, they can pursue a 
relatively independent and, at the same time, influential foreign policy, avoiding the 
formation of rigid coalitions and complete neutrality. 

Traditionally, it is taken for granted that small states see their highest foreign 
policy priority in ensuring their own security. Due to limited resource capabilities, it can 
be achieved through the formation of coalitions by either bandwagoning (when a small 
state follows an existing regional leader that can also be perceived as a source of threat), 
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or through “balancing”. In the latter case, a small state forms a coalition with other players 
and/or interacts with international institutions to limit the influence of a regional leader 
or a larger rival (thus, balancing the threat coming from it) (Walt 1990; Skriba 2014). 
Under these circumstances, small states are supposed to be in constant search for a 
golden mid not only between the policies of balancing and bandwagoning, neutrality and 
the need to participate in regional alliances, but also between involvement in coalition 
structures and the degree of autonomy that they would like to maintain by participating 
in them (Almezaini et al. 2017: 12–13).  

However, the small states of the Gulf and, first of all, Qatar adhere to a slightly 
different strategy that Almezaini and Rickli call the “hedging” behavior. It is adopted by 
a small state simultaneously dealing with many challenges and living in the environment 
that implies the high degree of uncertainty (Almezaini et al. 2017: 15–16). This strategy 
includes simultaneous formation of multi-level and multi-format coalitions that balance 
each other and allow a country to be ready to respond to almost any challenge, although 
such approach is believed to be more complicated and expensive for a small state. When 
applying the “hedging” policy, a small state can, for example, establish bandwagoning 
relations with a leading regional player and, at the same time, deter its influence by the 
formation of ‘balancing’ coalitions at the international level. This allows a small state to 
maintain a higher degree of autonomy and even to enter into occasional limited 
confrontation with partners in different coalitions/alliances if necessary (Almezaini et al. 
2017: 15–16). Thus, currently, Doha compensates for its close contacts with Iran through 
a partial restoration of relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Tehran’s natural rivals. 
At the same time, Qatar’s close alliance with Turkey makes it possible to confront Riyadh 
and Abu Dhabi on several occasions in the Middle East. On the other hand, Doha’s close 
political relations with the United States are, to some extent, balanced by trade and 
economic ties with Japan, China, and India, as well as cautious flirtation with Russia. In 
addition to that, Qatar tries not conduct a reactive foreign policy but also to influence the 
international situation. Doha clearly has long-term diplomatic plans, and it does not focus 
on close cooperation with its immediate neighborhood which, according to Miller, is 
unusual for small states (Miller 2005: 241). 

In the article I will explain the origins of Qatar’s deviation from the small state 
theory. It will also show how the status of a small state helped this country to formulate 
a response to the current challenges for Qatar’s presence at the natural gas markets that 
were caused by the US shale revolution, beginning with the global energy transition, 
COVID-19 pandemic, and the existing physical threats to the sustainability of oil and gas 
exports from the Gulf region.  

 

Natural Gas as a Foreign Policy Driver 

Qatar’s deviation from the standards of the small state behavior is explained by its control 
over significant gas resources and ability to ensure their sustainable exports to external 
markets (BP 2020: 12, 90). By 2020, Qatar annually received $45 billion from the exports 
of natural gas (61% of the country's total exports). During 2016 – 2019, the export of 
hydrocarbons (including oil) provided up to 55% of annual state revenues. Together with 
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the dividends received by the government from Qatar Petroleum, this figure can reach up 
to 82% (Ingram et al. January 2020; Planning and Statistics Authority of Qatar 2019). 
Significant financial revenues from the export of natural gas and a small number of 
indigenous populations with whom the ruling elite needs to share the income from the 
export of hydrocarbons allow the country's leadership to accumulate the substantial 
amount of free funds necessary for the implementation of a rather costly and expensive 
“hedging” policy that differs the Emirate from other “small states” (Miller 2020). Under 
these circumstances, Doha's desire for dominance in the LNG markets is defined by three 
national goals:  

1) ensuring the sustainable economic development of the country;  

2) guaranteeing the stability of the domestic political regime;  

3) strengthening of foreign policy independence.  

As a result, natural gas has never been just a commodity for Qatar. Its significance 
for the country turned out to be much greater: it is one of the tools for achieving the 
strategic goals set by Doha, as well as a factor influencing various spheres of the country's 
life, including its foreign policy.   

In the eyes of the main consumers and producers of hydrocarbons, natural gas as 
the key item of country’s exports significantly distinguishes Qatar from other Arab 
countries of the Gulf. The Emirate has the third largest natural gas reserves in the world 
after Russia and Iran, and, as of January – July 2020, was also the largest LNG exporter, 
while other GCC member states do not have such significant export potential for natural 
gas, considering oil as the main source of their income (BP 2020: 12, 90). This situation 
adds to Qatar's uniqueness, forcing external players to consider it separately from other 
small states of the Gulf seeing it as an actor whose importance for the gas markets is 
comparable with that of Saudi Arabia for the global oil trade. It is not a coincidence that 
several researchers unwittingly call Qatar “Saudi Arabia of gas” (Cochrane 2020; Dargin 
2007: 136–142). This comparison, although somewhat strained, reflects the essence: 
Qatar more than compensated for its relative insignificance as an oil supplier by its 
importance as a gas market player, which, from a geopolitical point of view, equates its 
weight with that of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). There is also a certain similarity 
between the two states in their ability to influence the situation on the hydrocarbon 
markets. However, Qatar does not affect the market by changing the volume of supply, as 
Saudi Arabia does, but by changing export flows (primarily between Europe and Asia), 
when necessary.  

The existence of natural gas as Qatar’s key economic resource partly explains 
Doha's unwillingness to engage in close dialogue with its neighbors within the GCC, a 
coalition group that, to a certain extent, is seen as more or less subordinate to its 
leader— Saudi Arabia. The latter often tries to act as a “big state” when dealing with the 
other GCC members. Not in the last turn, such approach by the Saudi authorities is based 
on the understanding of the Kingdom’s leading status in the oil market when compared 
to other oil-producing monarchies of the Gulf. Under these circumstances, while being a 
GCC member state, Qatar builds its foreign policy on the principle of the maintenance of 
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a high degree of autonomy from its regional neighbors by establishing strong relations 
with players outside of the region (Çavuşoğlu 2020: 86; Piet et al. 2016: 163).  

It is generally accepted that Qatar's foreign policy is based on the principles of 
considerable independence and autonomy from Doha’s regional neighbors and ability to 
have strong political relations with the players outside of the region (Çavuşoğlu 2020: 
86; Piet & Wright 2016: 163). However, few researchers argue that, in the mid-1990s, the 
creation of LNG production capacities became a turning point in the history of the country: 
revenues from the LNG exports ensured the financial wealth and, therefore, political 
independence of the country. It can hardly be a coincidence that the beginning of Qatar's 
exit from the foreign policy guardianship of Saudi Arabia began in 1995 with the coming 
to power of Khalifa bin Hamad Al-Thani (1995 – 2013). The new emir received his throne 
in a coup that was not either approved or supported by the GCC neighbors. In an effort to 
find additional sources of income to strengthen its independent positions in a hostile 
environment, he ordered to accelerate of the creation of LNG production facilities. As a 
result, the first shipments of liquefied natural gas from Qatar were delivered to the 
foreign market in 1997, ensuring the well-being of the emirate's population and creating 
the basis for the future independence of the Qatari state from its neighbors and providing 
Doha with an instrument of its influence in the international arena (Dargin 2007: 136–
142; Çavuşoğlu 2020: 85). It is not surprising that Doha's active attempts to influence 
regional developments during and shortly after the Arab Spring of 2010-2011 coincided 
with the moment when Qatar finally became confident in its ability to generate 
substantial revenues to finance foreign policy activities. This, however, did not prevent 
Doha from somewhat moderating it’s international (first of all, Middle Eastern) ambitions 
by 2015, when the oil and gas market began to experience difficult times under the 
pressure of changing fundamentals.    

Finally, natural gas and the LNG form of its exports determined not only the 
independent nature of the country's foreign policy, but also the nature of the tools used 
for its conduct. Taking into account the significant positive foreign trade balance, the 
revenues received from the hydrocarbon exports are actively directed by Qatar to the 
needs of its soft power, which includes humanitarian diplomacy, promotion of Qatar as a 
brand, organization of sports events, politically oriented investments, as well as direct 
financial injections into existing or potential partners of Qatar. The latter approach is 
often called "checkbook diplomacy" (Ingram 2019). It would be hard to implement this 
policy without relying on revenues from oil and, first of all, gas exports. Substantial part 
of these revenues is invested abroad by the Qatar Investment Authority whose actions 
are often guided not only by economic benefits, but also by political expediency, thereby 
helping the country's leadership to transform money into influence in the international 
arena (Çavuşoğlu 2020: 90). 

In 2017, with the beginning of the blockade of Qatar by the KSA and its allies (UAE, 
Egypt, Bahrain) Doha, as a first move, tried to avoid international isolation and find 
support from other players through the promise of investment and loans, often 
postponing discussion of the economic feasibility of these promises later. On another 
occasion, in January 2019, Qatar declared its plans to buy USD 0.5 bln bonds from 
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Lebanon. This move was encouraged by the surplus of Doha’s 2018 foreign trade incomes 
and done solely for one purpose: to challenge the KSA leadership, which considers 
Lebanon its zone of interest. All in all, the Qatar’s “checkbook diplomacy” funded by oil 
and gas money, is quite effective. Thus, the financial and humanitarian assistance 
provided by Doha to Gaza is an important lever of influence on Hamas, and, through this, 
Israel. In August 2020, promises of additional financial assistance to Gaza by Qatar 
allegedly allowed Doha to facilitate the seize-fire agreement between Hamas and Israel. 
This, among all, supposedly helped the Qatari leadership to persuade Tel Aviv not to 
succumb to the anti-Qatar rhetoric by the UAE whose leadership would not have been 
able to mediate the same type of agreement with Gaza (GSN 2020: 3). 

The key to Qatar's success in international gas markets was and is the low cost of 
LNG production and the convenient geographical location that allows redirecting LNG 
exports flows in accordance with the changing dynamics of the regional gas markets. In 
addition to that, by 2015, the central role in the success of Qatar's export policy was 
played by the gas transportation infrastructure created by Qatar whose key element is 
represented by a modern tanker fleet owned and managed by Nakilat, a subsidiary of 
Qatar Petroleum. By the mid-2015, it had at its disposal more than 60 modern gas carriers 
of the Q-Max and Q-Flex types, built after 2008 and capable of carrying more than 200 
thousand cubic meters of gas each. These vessels allowed Qatar to significantly reduce 
transportation costs and increase profits by supplying LNG in large volumes to external 
markets. Qatar's LNG fleet is one of the largest among all liquefied gas suppliers, allowing 
for a flexible export policy.  At the same time, Qatar's ownership of tankers was another 
fundamental factor of the country’s strategy. Full ownership not only made it possible to 
minimize dependence on freight, which, as the experience of other oil and gas market 
players showed also carries certain political risks in addition to economic costs. In 
addition to the geographical flexibility of supply, maritime LNG exports also implies a 
higher level of security from possible military and political risks: while a transnational 
pipeline may well become a hostage to the changing international environment (as has 
happened many times in the history of Middle Eastern pipelines), the threats to the 
maritime transport of hydrocarbons, including LNG, are usually not that high.    

By 2021, Qatar's trade was based on supplies under long-term contracts, the price 
of which was tied to oil prices with a lag of 3 – 6 months. At the same time, a certain 
amount of LNG has always been traded on the spot market and on the terms of short-
term transactions. This allowed the country to make additional profits during periods of 
short-term growth in spot prices (due to gas supplies to those markets where price growth 
occurred), while demonstrating the advantages of LNG to other producers and stimulating 
the development of global spot trade in liquefied natural gas.   

At the same time, a number of weaknesses in Qatar's dependence on LNG exports 
also became apparent by the 2020s. Qatar, like other countries exporting resources from 
the Persian Gulf, is dependent on the security of the Hormuz straight heavily affected by 
the dynamics of Iran’s tensions with the US and Tehran’s relations with its neighbors in 
the Persian Gulf. As a result, even during the most difficult periods of Iran-Qatar relations 
in the 2010s, Doha tried to distance itself from the Saudi-Emirati tandem that was 
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excessively aggressive towards Iran. By doing this, Doha was making sure that the 
deterioration of relations between Iran and the GCC in the wake of the so-called Arab 
Spring of 2010-2012 would not affect the security of Qatari LNG supplies (MEES 2017).   

However, the most vulnerable point of the Qatari gas empire was not the military-
political situation in the Gulf, but the very fact of the country's dependence on the export 
of hydrocarbon resources that makes Doha vulnerable to periodic production shocks, 
changes in consumer behavior, as well as oil and gas market changes that started in the 
second half of the 2010s. 

 

Hydrocarbon Markets’ Evolution and Qatar's Interests 

The roots of the above-mentioned transformations that began in the late 2000s and 
affected global markets by the mid-2010s are linked to two factors: the US shale 
revolution and the beginning of the global energy transition to non-carbon fuels. Thanks 
to the shale revolution, the United States not only became the largest producer and 
exporter of hydrocarbons, but also stimulated the emergence of new players. In addition, 
the booming American LNG industry, fueled by shale gas, has prompted even 
conventional producers, such as Russia, to increase their LNG production capacity. This 
inevitably led to an oversupply in the market and increased competition between key 
players. 

Under the influence of the above-mentioned factors, the growth rate of global oil 
supply steadily exceeded the growth rate of oil demand since 2011, which led to an 
oversupply in the hydrocarbon markets in recent years. Given that Qatar's long-term LNG 
contract prices are linked to oil price fluctuations, changes in the oil market were also 
sensitive for Doha. Due to the specifics of shale oil production, neither the 2014-2016 
price war unleashed by the KSA in an attempt to bankrupt its global competitors, nor the 
subsequent OPEC+ efforts to regulate the market by reducing oil production, were able 
to eliminate these additional barrels of supply. Unsurprisingly, by the time the Corona-
virus pandemic began, the global oil market was already full: in 2020, even without 
COVID-19, the volume of market supply was expected to exceed demand by 2 million 
barrels per day.  

In other words, the oversupply in the market, that created alternatives to suppliers 
from the Persian Gulf and made any theories about the “uniqueness” of hydrocarbons 
irrelevant to the formation of oil prices, arose long before the coronavirus. Under these 
circumstances, a new round of economic turmoil in the GCC de facto began almost 
simultaneously with the rise of American shale oil. In 2014–2016, the global oil market 
was hit by a new price crisis, caused for the first time in history by the growth of shale oil 
production. The Arab monarchies were not prepared for it, and their economies never 
fully recovered from the shock. After 2014, their GDP growth rates declined significantly, 
periodically showing negative values, and the oil and gas revenues of key players have 
never returned to normal. 

The increased competition of GCC producers with other market participants was 
also the result of the shale revolution that changed the trade flows of hydrocarbons. The 
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United States has ceased to be an important consumer market, becoming another 
exporter (a competitor for traditional suppliers) and redirecting a significant portion of 
global hydrocarbon exports from America to Asia. This inevitably increased competition 
in Asia, the main consumer market for GCC oil and gas producers. At the same time, the 
high sensitivity of shale production to price changes has subsequently shortened the 
duration of global oil price cycles and changed their amplitude: given the ability of shale 
oil producers to rapidly increase production with positive market dynamics, oil prices 
cannot rise too high and/or for too long, forcing the GCC countries to forget about the era 
of ultra-high incomes. 

As a result, by 2020, Qatar found itself in the grip of low prices and growing 
competition for markets. However, this was not the only unpleasant consequence of 
market changes for Qatar (GIIGNL 2020). Among other things, there have been significant 
changes in the structure of the LNG market leaders. So, if in 2010 the list of major LNG 
exporters included Qatar, Indonesia, Malaysia, Australia, and Nigeria, then by 2019 the 
market leaders were distributed as follows: Qatar, Australia, the United States, Russia, and 
Malaysia. At the same time, Qatar and Australia have equalized their export opportunities, 
competing for the title of the main LNG exporter for the entire period 2019-2021 (GIIGNL 
2020). This change was very significant for Qatar. Now, Doha was competing not with 
developing countries that, by 2010, it had managed to leave far behind (GIIGNL 2011), 
but with world political and economic leaders, including the United States that continues 
playing a key role in ensuring the security of the GCC countries and whose companies are 
actively present in Qatar’s economy, including in its gas sector. Consequently, when 
deciding to compete with the new leaders of the LNG trade, Doha is inevitably forced to 
consider the potential political costs for it as a small state. 

There are also risks to the sustainability of Qatari relations with consumers. The 
active development of the global LNG industry has made natural gas available to almost 
all consumers in the world, encouraging the formation of a single gas market and 
gradually reducing the price difference between regions. In particular, due to the growing 
LNG market, the price gap between the Asian and European markets, which previously 
motivated Qatar to focus on Asian consumers offering a higher price, seriously narrowed 
and almost disappeared between 2015 and 2019 (GIIGNL 2017; GIIGNL 2018). Currently, 
the movement of LNG flows is largely determined by the emerging short-term advantages 
in a particular market. The increase in the number of suppliers and available volumes of 
gas ultimately leads to a weakening of the mutual binding of sellers and buyers. The 
emerging market for spot contracts weakens consumers' interest in long-term deals, 
forcing them to avoid signing new contracts for more than 10 years; to demand a review 
of existing ones; and, as happened with Qatar in 2020, to occasionally take only the 
minimum agreed volume from suppliers. In this situation, players should not only be 
flexible when signing new contracts, but also be ready to diversify their trade between 
long-term and spot deliveries. So far, Qatar has not been very successful on this issue, 
relying on long-term contracts and positioning them as giving much greater certainty 
when predicting future gas prices. Moreover, by 2020, Qatar's share in the spot and short-
term markets decreased to 5% (from 19.7% in 2017) (GIIGNL 2020: 7).  
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The growing availability of LNG forces its producers to compete with suppliers of 
pipeline gas. At the same time, prices are increasingly responding to market signals 
coming from the main centers of consumption, which means that sellers are increasingly 
becoming the party accepting the price. For decades and until recently, the oil and gas 
markets have been relatively dominated by producers (but the extent and nature of this 
dominance has been uneven over the past 70 years), making it easier to protect their 
interests. However, since the beginning of the 2010s, the market balance has gradually 
changed in favor of buyers. The shale revolution gave consumers of hydrocarbons the 
right to choose among the suppliers offering the cheapest price. Under these 
circumstances, Qatar is forced to ensure its own sustainable access to markets in order to 
guarantee the adequate development of its own economy, including the oil, gas and 
petrochemical sectors. In other words, there has been a shift in the focus on ensuring the 
energy security of the GCC countries from protecting the interests of oil consumers to 
protecting the interests of oil producers. In the context of ongoing market changes, when, 
under certain scenarios, not only the cost of natural gas may decrease, but also the 
demand for it may slow down (and, in some markets, even begin to decline), the security 
and stability of this source of Qatari foreign policy and identity is of particular importance. 

The COVID-19 pandemic that hit the region in 2020 only increased the negative 
impact of the processes that were triggered by the market transformation. The slowdown 
in global economic activity has exacerbated the oversupply of hydrocarbons, which in 
turn has accelerated the fall in oil and gas prices in 2020. The global glut of oil and gas, 
in turn, has forced the GCC countries to wage a fierce price war for a share of hydrocarbon 
markets. During the first half of 2020, Qatar and Oman failed to offer competitive prices 
for their LNG supplies to the shrinking South Korean market. As a result, the volume of 
their exports decreased by 24% and 10.5%, respectively, compared to the same period in 
2019 (Cockayne 2020; MEES 2020). At the same time, Australia, the United States, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Russia managed to increase their supplies to South Korea. 
During the same period, in Taiwan, Doha played differently. It managed to offer the most 
attractive prices to local consumers and increased export volumes, despite the negative 
market conditions. However, its main competitors also managed to increase their exports 
at the expense of other players, thereby narrowing the gap between them and Qatar. 
Consequently, in 2020, Qatar's macroeconomic indicators deteriorated significantly, 
which was due to a decline in revenues caused by falling oil prices and an all-out war for 
market shares (Ingram May 2020; Bousso 2020). 

 

Qatar's Response to Emerging Challenges 

The threats posed by the transformation of the gas market to Qatari economic and 
political interests could not but provoke a response. Doha's response to the existing 
challenges was to choose a market strategy based on the principle of accelerated 
monetization of available natural resources to invest received revenues in the 
diversification of its own economy. On 24 May 2020 Qatar Petroleum chief executive, 
Saad al-Kaabi, stated that his country not only does not intend to reduce gas exports to 
the market in order to maintain high prices for liquefied gas, but also considers it 
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necessary to significantly increase production capacity, even if this will lead to a further 
glut of the market. Al-Kaabi based his claim on the fact that Doha is the most cost-
effective gas producer in the world and therefore can cope with market shocks. He also 
added that many manufacturers will have to curtail production due to low prices, but for 
Qatar such a scenario is excluded (Podymov 2020). 

In other words, Doha declared its readiness to wage a price war against its 
opponents. Qatar has been preparing for this scenario for a long time. In 2017, the country 
lifted a moratorium on further development of the Northern Dome gas field, and since 
then it has been constantly reviewing its development plans in the direction of further 
increasing production (GIIGNL 2017; GIIGNL 2018). It was originally planned to increase 
the liquefaction capacity from 77 million tons per year to 100 million tons per year, but 
this figure was increased to 126 by 2021. However, this approach contradicts the behavior 
of small states aimed at forming coalitions or pursuing neutrality, rather than going into 
confrontation without allies. Nevertheless, the choice in favor of a price war did not have 
an alternative.  

Qatar could not affect prices through decrease in its own output only: considering 
the overall level of LNG production in the world and volumes of pipeline gas exports by 
other players Doha would only voluntarily give up its market share in favor of other 
players (Mosis 2020). The problem could be solved by uniting the largest gas producers 
within an OPEC-type cartel that could make binding decisions to regulate production and 
remove surpluses from the market. And, formally, such a scenario would be more logical 
for a small state that seeks to ensure its interests by forming coalitions. However, 
although a number of analysts periodically suggest turning the already functioning Gas 
Exporting Countries Forum (GECF) hosted in Doha into a market-regulating structure, the 
emergence of such an organization in the foreseeable future is unlikely. First, there is still 
not a united global gas market that is necessary for the functioning of a gas cartel. Second, 
due to national legislation in a number of countries and, above all, in the United States 
(that are not included in the GECF, as well), it is very difficult to force local producers to 
reduce production by government decisions. Third, Doha considers the traditionally 
negative reaction of Western countries (and consumers in principle) to the cartelization 
of energy production and, therefore, does not want to spoil relations with them by 
creating a gas OPEC (Cohrane 2020). 

Under these circumstances, the maximization of the market share (and, in fact, a 
price war with rivals) turned out to be the only suitable strategy for Qatar. However, this 
approach is inevitably associated with a few costs that the need to conduct a 
confrontational policy towards Qatar market competitors may bring. And this is where the 
strategy of "hedging" through the creation of multi-level coalitions may help Qatar to 
mitigate negative consequences of its choice by forming flexible alliances with both 
producers and consumers of natural gas. 

First of all, Doha is focused on strengthening relations with current and potential 
consumers as the question of who is going to buy additional volumes of LNG that Qatar 
is set to produce by 2026 remains open (Cohrane 2020; Mosis 2020). This forces Doha to 
be more flexible about the terms of future long-term contracts when they are negotiated 
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with customers. Qatar Petroleum is also developing its capacities to quickly react to price 
fluctuation by being able to change the direction of LNG exports towards more profitable 
spot and short-term markets (Cohrane 2020; Mosis 2020). Thus, by 2021, Qatar already 
demonstrated exceptional flexibility in the geography of supply. During the first half of 
2020, the decline in the volumes of Qatar’s LNG exports to Asia (Doha's customers began 
to buy only the minimum required volumes of gas declared in their long-term contracts 
with Qatar, both due to lower domestic consumption and partial reorientation to cheaper 
spot markets) led to an increase in the volume of LNG exported by Qatar to Europe. In 
the winter of 2020 – 2021, rising demand and prices for LNG in Asia, on the contrary, 
forced Doha to increase its supplies to the Asian market. To be ready to respond to 
changes in regional price trends and gas consumption by moving its gas supplies from 
one region to another, Qatar is strengthening one of the most important tools of its gas 
empire – the LNG fleet. Doha plans to receive at least 60 large modern gas carriers built 
in the shipyards of South Korea and China. At the same time, by placing this order, the 
Qatari authorities also ensured that a huge amount of shipbuilders' production capacity 
was loaded, preventing Doha's competitors from using it. 

However, Doha’s main bet in its battle for gas markets is still put on the expansion 
of its list of long-term contacts (even if they signed on less favorable terms than before). 
Through active diplomatic contacts, Qatar continues convincing both the leading Asian 
countries (such as Japan, South Korea, and China) and growing economies of the Asian 
region of the need to conclude long-term contracts for LNG supplies from Qatar. In 2021, 
these efforts already led to the signing of new contracts with Bangladesh and Pakistan. 
In 2018 – 2020, Doha's active contacts with its trading main partners showed that Asian 
countries remain the priority direction of gas exports by Qatar (GIIGNL 2018; GIIGNL 
2019; GIIGNL 2020). The latter is not surprising: in the coming years, it is the Asian 
countries that will remain the main consumer of natural gas, responsible for the lion share 
of demand growth. The only difference from the previous decades will be that the growth 
in consumption volumes in Asia will be largely secured not by the East Asian economic 
leaders, but by the developing economies of Southeast Asia (Fulwood et al. 2020; Gulf 
Times 2019). 

Interaction with its direct competitors also remains the important part of Qatar’s 
market strategy, and it is largely determined by Qatar’s status as a small state. On the one 
hand, the leadership of the country indicated its readiness to enter into a price war with 
both competitors in the LNG market and those players who prefer to export pipeline gas. 
However, it is intended to fight only in case of extreme need and due to economic 
considerations. For example, in the first half of 2020, Qatar increased its LNG exports to 
Europe. Subsequently, Doha was not only able to strengthen its position there, but also 
challenged the interests of Russian Gazprom and Algerian producers. By entering into 
competition for the European market, Doha enjoys advantages provided by the political 
situation and, above all, the EU's desire to diversify its dependence on Russian gas 
supplies, thus forming, in general, an anti-Russian coalition and partly following the 
balancing strategy (countering Russia—its economic rival at gas markets—through the 
formation of a coalition with Moscow’s opponents). For example, Russia’s negative image 
in Europe was the reason for Poland to become a customer of Qatar (by 2020, Qatar 
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became the main and largest supplier of liquefied gas to the country). After 2021, the 
Qataris will further strengthen their presence in the Eastern European market by 
supplying LNG to Croatia and Hungary through the LNG terminal on the Croatian island 
of Krk. In the future, Doha plans to increase supplies through the Krk to one billion cubic 
meters (GIIGNL 2021). 

On the other hand, readiness for confrontation is only one element of the Qatari 
strategy. Qatar, as a small country, still prefers forming alliances that are not targeted 
against anyone. Unlike Saudi Arabia or Iran, Qatar has never considered its natural gas as 
a weapon of political pressure, although for example, the Russian side periodically 
suspected Doha of trying to oust Gazprom from the European gas market due to non-
economic reasons. In different years, Russian pro-government analysts and even 
politicians argued that by competing with Russia’s natural gas producers for the EU 
market Qatar was either avenging Moscow for some of its moves in the Middle East (for 
instance, for Russia’s decision to support Assad in the ongoing Syrian civil war) or fulfilling 
some obligations to the US whose leadership asked Doha’s help in undermining the 
economic potential of Putin’s Russia. In reality, whenever Qatar participated in price wars 
for external markets, including, for example, its active struggle for the European market 
share in 2009 – 2012 or 2020, its motives were explained primarily by economic reasons 
(Wan 2011; Orlova 2019: 216 – 217). In its political diplomacy, Doha saw its natural gas 
supplies as a means to build alliances and binding other players to itself, rather than a 
means of pressure.  

Doha also tries to “buy competitors” through active foreign investment in oil, gas, 
and petrochemical industries of its rivals, including but not limited to the US shale 
industry. Since the mid-2010s, Qatar has been actively expanding its presence in the oil 
and gas sector of Africa, Latin America, Asia, the EU, Russia, and the United States. The 
logic of the Qatari leadership is quite simple. By investing in various hydrocarbon 
producers, including its direct competitors, Qatar, on the one hand, hedges risks by 
gaining access to alternative sources of income, and, on the other hand, makes its 
competitors less interested in confrontation and more motivated to interact (al-Tamimi 
2015). 

As a result, the American vector of its diplomacy is particularly important for Doha. 
The United States is one of the main guarantors of Qatar’s security. Under these 
circumstances, any competition with Washington for gas markets (for which there are 
serious prerequisites) is extremely undesirable for Qatar. For this reason, Doha is trying 
to focus on cooperation with the United States through mutual economic penetration, 
following, in some cases, the logic of the bandwagoning strategy. Over the years, the 
American business, primarily represented by ExxonMobil, became the largest foreign 
investor in the development of Qatar's gas industry, and it is likely to play a key role in 
the current expansion of Qatar's production capacity. ExxonMobil has a 10–30% stake in 
12 of Qatar's 14 LNG production lines. It also helped Doha build a supply chain to Europe: 
while Qatar has its own fleet of gas carriers, ExxonMobil is the co-owner of two LNG 
terminals in Italy and the UK that are used by Qatar to unload its cargos. For example, 
the Adriatic Regasification LNG Terminal with a capacity of 8 billion cubic meters per 
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year, owned by Qatar Petroleum and ExxonMobil, was specially built to receive Qatari 
LNG. By 2021, Qatar Petroleum and ExxonMobil have implemented several projects for 
the exploration and production of hydrocarbons in Argentina, Brazil, Mozambique and 
Cyprus. In February 2019, the companies reached a final agreement on the construction 
of the Golden Pass LNG terminal in Texas (USA) to be constructed by 2024 whose export 
capacity is estimated in 16 million tons per year (GIIGNL 2020: 40).  

According to al-Tamimi, Qatari financial resources are extremely important for 
completing the construction of the Golden Pass terminal, which meets both Qatari and 
American goals for the expansion of their market presence. Thus,  

… if the project gets the green light, the terminal will add almost 15 bcm/y of 
export capacity to Qatar’s overall LNG portfolio. Although the decline in oil and 
LNG prices make the project look less economically attractive, but Total’s Senior 
LNG Advisor Guy Broggi recently told MEES that he thinks Qatar will go ahead with 
the project because of its strategic importance: “This project has a strategic 
importance and Qatar and ExxonMobil will go for it: short-term prices have no 
relevance when you talk strategy... This future LNG could easily go to the UK and 
the west coast of Europe, while new markets like Pakistan, Bangladesh … will be 
supplied by quantities diverted from the current UK or European contracts.” (al-
Tamimi 2015: 34).  

In February 2019, the Qatar Investment Authority announced its intention to 
increase investment in the US economy from the existing $30 billion to $45 billion over 
the next two years. Apparently, the Qatari government will do everything possible to 
ensure that relations with Washington are conditioned not by competition, but by mutual 
interest. All this can lead to the formation of an even stronger interaction between Qatar 
and the United States, which, in theory, will have an impact on the global natural gas 
market. 

 

Conclusion 

To ensure its ability to pursue the policy of risk hedging that is expensive and not quite 
standard for a small state, Qatar has been actively and successfully strengthening its 
presence in the regional natural gas markets over the past twenty years. At the same time, 
the beginning of the era of relatively low hydrocarbon prices, frequent oil price 
fluctuations, limited potential for global growth in oil and gas demand as well as 
intensification of international competition for gas consumer markets threatened the 
sustainability of the main source of financing for the current Qatari foreign policy model—
LNG exports. However, the same strategy of risk hedging allowed Doha to develop some 
elements of its response measures set. Thus, even under increased market competition 
and being prepared to wage a price war, Qatar is actively trying to form alliances that 
minimize potential risks by building, as far as possible, close contacts with both 
consumers and exporters of natural gas. Unlike some of its Gulf neighbors, Qatar hardly 
sees its hydrocarbon riches as a weapon of political blackmail or aggressive pressure. 
Even his "checkbook diplomacy" was and still is aimed more at creating favorable 
conditions for the existence of Qatar in the international arena, rather than at aggravating 
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the stance of its opponents. Whenever Doha was engaged in price wars for foreign 
markets, including, for example, an active struggle for European market share, its goals 
were primarily economic, although the political situation could be used to achieve them. 
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