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A note on transliterations

This journal aims to use a system of transliteration with a priority to make reading 
as accessible as possible to those with no knowledge of Middle Eastern languages 
rather than to adhere to strict uniformity in transliteration convention. As such, 
non-Latin letters, long vowels and definite articles (particularly in proper nouns) 
are generally not marked, unless it is common to do so in English or if it avoids 
ambiguities. The purist may therefore note apparent inconsistencies between 
transliterations (e.g. Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Fuad Chehab, but likewise Gamal 
Abdel Nasser and Shebaa Farms). When it is unavoidable or particularly helpful 
to do so, common English transliteration conventions for that particular language 
is used; e.g. Arabic ‘ayn is marked with simple apostrophe, just like hamza; 
Hebrew chet  with ‘ch’ not ‘h’ or ‘kh’, but Persian khe with ‘kh’; etc. Colloquial 
transliterations in articles generally follow the author’s own conventions to best 
reflect the quoted person’s pronunciation. Words commonly used in English (e.g. 
Sheik or Emir) are written after English convention.
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From the editors

‘Oxford is the colonial machine,’ stated Professor Karma Nabulsi, Fellow in Politics at 
St Edmund’s Hall, and current Director of Undergraduate Studies at the Department of 
Politics and International Relations. Her words, before a packed meeting on Palestine, 
took in the legacy of T E Lawrence, Jesus College’s most famous son. She could have 
gone further: the man who provided the intellectual inspiration for the Balfour 
Declaration, Herbert Samuel, was a Balliol man, as was the author of its first draft, 
Alfred, Lord Milner, as was Leo Amery, who corrected it for publication. So were they 
all Balliol men, Oxford men. Oxford landed on the Middle East well before Middle 
East studies arrived in Oxford.

If the days of Balfour Declarations have passed, it is certainly important to recognise 
the living history of the ways in which knowledge is put to use by power. Oxford’s 
Middle East Centre was established in 1957, with funding provided by British 
Petroleum and Shell. Its establishment was recommended by the Scarborough Report 
of 1947, led by a British Army General who was the former Governor of Bombay. 
The committee contained educationalists, but also representatives from the military, 
the Colonial, Foreign and India Offices. A large portion of the report was given over 
to the demands of Britain’s commercial interest, and the needs of the Anglo-Iranian 
Petroleum Company. If a previous generation of Orientalists had been able to use their 
Oxford-education to physically carve up the region, there was still hope in certain 
quarters that the supposed material interests of Britain in the new post-war liberal 
order would be secured by better regional knowledge.

It fell to Albert Hourani to manage the fledgling Centre, to usher in a wave of critical 
scholarship of the region. Perhaps he did as Althusser suggested, to use the material 
and symbolic resources of power as far as he could against the system he worked in. Or 
perhaps the nature of Oxford’s role changed, from being the training ground of Empire 
and the incubator of its ideology, to being left to appraise, critique, contest and, at other 
times, maintain its legacy.

One of Hourani’s projects at St Antony’s was the occasional series Middle East Affairs. 
These papers would cover diverse subjects – from the Salafist movement in Morocco 
to Persian political societies during the Constitutional Revolution – but would also 
provide robust recommendations to contemporary governments, such as critically 
addressing Bevin’s recent ‘Arab Policy.’ What you hold in your hand is an attempt to 
revive and continue this legacy, a reflexive bridging of critical scholarship and policy-
making, an extension of the debates in academia to the ministry – intertwined as they 
always have been – this time from without and from below.
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Here, in the Oxford Middle East Review, you will find longer researched works on 
Middle Eastern and North African issues and the study of these regions, in addition 
to shorter essays and position papers which aim to contribute with new ideas 
surrounding power and policy.

We hope this is the start of a series which affirms the responsibility to speak truth 
to power, to examine and prise apart the entanglements of academia, politics and 
imperialism. May we continue to deconstruct the machine.

Yours,

The editors
Andreas Bjorklund, MPhil, St Antony’s 2015
Martyn Rush, MPhil, St Catherine’s 2015
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Left Behind? The British Left, the Kurds, and the Revolution in Syria 

Martyn Rush

A review of anarchist, socialist and Labour Party positions on the Syrian Civil War, and the 
Kurdish Revolution, with proposals for a Corbyn-led Labour Party

The British left, united on Palestine, its ranks closed over Iraq, its outrage voluminous 
over Bahrain, its despair legion over Libya, has broken apart over the issue of Syria. The 
language of fissure is betrayal and sell-out – leftist groups have variously betrayed the 
Syrian revolutionaries with their silence or sold out their anti-imperialist credentials with 
their cries for action. A particular aspect of leftist response can be isolated – the reaction 
to the experiment in Syrian Kurdistan, in Rojava and Kobane, where the seemingly 
impossible has happened – amongst the imperialist intervention, a self-proclaimed 
social revolution has broken out. This article will consider the anarcho-syndicalist, 
revolutionary socialist and Labour Party responses to the Syrian crisis generally, and the 
Kurdish revolution specifically, and propose an application of the ‘Corbyn Doctrine’ to 
this issue.

Homage to Rojava: the Revolution and the Anarcho-syndicalist Left
There are trade unionists fighting in Syria, under the banner of the International 
Brigades, formed into the ‘Bob Crow Brigade’.1 But Syria is not Spain. Whilst Spain also 
saw fragmentation of traditional binaries, with anarchists, Trotskyists and Stalinists 
fighting amongst themselves, as well as jointly resisting the onslaught of fascism; whilst 
Spain also saw atrocities on both sides, of cynical foreign power involvement (and non-
involvement); it is here that the comparisons end. Then, if only in retrospect, it was very 
clear which side the British left was on - from the meeting halls of the Labour Party and 
the massed ranks of the Communist Party - the cry resounded ‘Rally for Spain’ and ‘No 
Pasaran!’. Syria is not Spain. There is no question, as Auden urged in 1937, of leftists in 
Britain dropping their political meetings en masse for the struggle. No odes have been 

Martyn Rush is an MPhil candidate in Modern Middle Eastern Studies, at St Catherine’s College, 
Oxford.

1 Tommy O’Riordan, ‘Bob Crow in Rojava’, Jacobin, February 27, 2017, accessed March 3, 2017,
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2017/02/rojava-ypg-bob-crowe-volunteers-left-politics/.



13

written by left-wing poets about the Syrian rebels, and the ‘fight for Aleppo that they 
made’, or in argument that Homs is a new Jarama. But equally nor, in 1936, were there 
leftists in Britain arguing that Franco was the lesser of the two-evils, or urging for his 
critical support as an anti-imperialist. In short, it is less that Syria is not Spain, but more, 
perhaps that the British left of the 2010s, demoralised, fragmented, fighting for survival, 
is not the confident left of the 1930s that was but a crisis away from power. 2

	 It fell to David Graeber, LSE Professor of Anthropology, and anarchist theorist 
of debt, to be the Orwell to Rojava’s Barcelona. He launched a visceral attack for ignoring 
the gains of the Kurdish revolution, the emancipation of women, the creation of 
autonomous zones, the self-governing of communities. This ‘libertarian municipalism’, 
espoused by the once-Leninist leadership of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and 
its leader, Abdullah Öcalan and practiced in Rojava and Kobane, ‘meets any definition 
of a social revolution.’ 3 Accounts of anarchists who have travelled to the Kurdish 
communities speak in similar terms, as published in the collection To Dare Imagining.
	 The response of the largest anarchist grouping in the UK, the Anarchist 
Federation, has been more cautious. Unable to fully accept Öcalan’s self-described 
conversion from state-led communism to libertarian socialism, the Federation instead 
compares the constitution of Rojava to Gaddafi’s Green Book – in that it is more 
formal than effectual. Nevertheless, anarchists are urged to give critical and material 
humanitarian support to defend the gains of the revolution, whilst also urging the Kurds 
to break free of the Democratic Union Party (PYD)’s strictures.4

Campists and Dialecticians – the Revolutionary Socialists
If the support from federated anarchism has been less than fulsome, the Kurdish 
revolution has also received a mixed response from the revolutionary socialist left. In 
general, the Syrian Civil War has split the revolutionary left into myriad incompatible 
strands. Most infamous among these is the ‘two-camps’ theory, which posits an imperial 
camp formed of the United States and the NATO alliance, and the anti-imperialist camp, 
an interpretation which sees Bashar al-Assad heading up one of the last anti-imperialist 
bulwarks in the Middle East, fraternally defended by Russia. The Communist Party of 
Britain has taken a typically campist approach, insisting that the Syrian Arab Army, 
hailed for its ‘secularism’ was welcomed back as a liberating force into Homs. ‘Russia’s 
involvement in the region,’ reported the party executive, ‘is certainly to the benefit of 

2 Note: this article was written before the June 2016 UK General Election
3 David Graeber, ‘Why is the world ignoring the revolutionary Kurds in Syria?’ The Guardian, October 
8, 2014, accessed March 3, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/oct/08/why-world-
ignoringrevolutionary-kurds-syria-isis.
4 Anarchist Federation Statement on Syria, 2014, accessed March 3, 2017, https://afed.org.uk/
anarchistfederation-statement-on-rojava/.
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peace and security in the region.’ 5 However, within the framework of general support 
for the Assad regime, the Party has also issued calls for ‘solidarity’ with ‘Kurdish fighters 
in their struggle against sectarian reaction,’ 6 even if it is not a call for alliance with the 
social aims of the Kurdish revolution.
	 The Socialist Workers’ Party has applied a more dialectical approach to the 
Syrian situation, denouncing Assad as a tyrant representing Syria’s bourgeoisie, who has 
used sectarian war to crush ‘a genuine popular revolution.’ 7 In response to the Kurdish 
experiment, as with the Syrian revolution as a whole, support and solidarity is urged; but 
western intervention is fiercely opposed. The Kurdish groups in northern Syria are seen 
as being victims of imperialist machinations – being built up as a force to beat Islamic 
State, but not one so strong that it could threaten Turkey’s integrity. Western intervention 
could only betray the Kurds once more, handing them over variously to the Turkish 
or Iraqi states. The hope for breaking the stalemate in Syria is through multinational, 
grassroots revolution, rather than an escalation of the war from without. 
	 The Stop the War coalition has attempted to develop and refine an approach 
that seeks to condemn the atrocities of all sides without offering any positions that 
could be seen as support for Western intervention. This has led to accusations that the 
Coalition is intentionally ignoring, even apologising for, Russian or Assadist war crimes. 
However, the Coalition exists to reduce the British state’s application of violence abroad 
– in partnership with, or as part of the same alliance as – that applied by the US, France 
or Israel. When, in October 2016, it looked like the fledgling May administration was 
taking soundings for a more aggressive British stance in Syria, it is no surprise that the 
Stop the War Coalition refused to take part by adding to the condemnations of Russia. 

Labour at War with Itself
When the Spanish Civil War broke out, then-Labour leader Clement Attlee initially 
supported the Republic, and had a British battalion of the International Brigades named 
for him, even if later the Labour leadership would defy its members by going on to accept 
the disastrous ‘Non-Intervention’ policy. The Labour Party is currently going through a 
similar struggle between membership and party grandees, even if the leader is playing 
a different role this time. There are calls from within the party for a recommitment 

5 Martin Levy, ‘Political Report to Executive Committee’, January 9, 2016, accessed March 3, 2017,
http://www.communist-party.org.uk/britain/75-political-report/2214-martin-levy-political-report-
toexecutive-committee-9-january-2016.html.
6 Communist Party statement, ‘No to Imperialist War, Solidarity with Fighters Against Sectarian Terror’,
September 28, 2014, accessed March 3, 2017, http://www.communistparty. org.uk/communications/
press/2000-no-to-imperialist-war-solidarity-with-fighters-against-sectarianterror-say-britain-s-communists.
html.
7 Editorial, Socialist Worker December 8, 2014 , accessed March 3, 2017, https://socialistworker.co.uk/
art/41838/Syria%E2%80%94who+lit+the+fire%3F.
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to the use of military force, 8 but to do so under the rubric of Robin Cook’s ‘ethical 
foreign policy.’ 9 Whereas 75% of Labour Party members opposed British air strikes on 
the country in 2015, 10 and 70% of Labour MPs opposed Cameron’s war motion in the 
Commons, notable rebels included the Shadow Defence Secretary. 
	 The Labour Party has a history of standing with the Kurds, however the 
pro-Kurdistan Democratic Party faction have been historically unable to separate a 
principled stand for Kurdish autonomy from the Iraq War policy which Labour’s foreign 
policy will always be tainted with. The Kurdish question was instrumentalised by some 
within Labour to favour war on Iraq, and the maintenance of the occupation long after 
2003.
	 There has been a clear intervention into this discussion in 2017 by the right-
wing of the party. Alison McGovern MP, Chair of New Labour pressure group Progress, 
partnered with Conservative MP Tom Tugendhat to complete a report named for the 
murdered Parliamentarian Jo Cox. This report openly forms itself in opposition to 
‘unthinking pacifism’ and the alleged British ‘retreat’ after Iraq. 11 It cites as precedent 
Britain’s ‘suprisingly frequent’ foreign interventions, and includes an appendix which 
lists Britain’s foreign wars since Napoleon, excluding what it labels ‘colonial wars’ from 
humanitarian ones. This distinction is not only tendentious, and subjective – the Boer 
War out, but the Iraq War in - but its finer points may have been lost on the victims. The 
report is entirely based on these separations – the colonial from the humanitarian, from 
‘bad’ interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan, to ‘good’ interventions in Kosovo and Sierra 
Leone. Libya, in true Maoist fashion, was good and bad at the same time. There is also 
the attempt to rescue the reputation of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars – the wars with 
Iran and the Soviet Union respectively are blamed for the failures of these occupations. 
	 It also bases itself on a highly selective view of the world. Britain’s involvement 
in Yemen, in arming, equipping and guiding the Saudi-led coalition, is not mentioned; 
the name ‘Bahrain’, where British intervention was decisively on the ruler’s side, does 
not appear in the report at all. There is not a single reference to Palestine, where Britain 
diplomatically and economically intervenes on the side of the occupier. The populations 
of these countries alone may wonder if, to paraphrase Gandhi, Britain’s retreat from the 
world ‘might be a good idea.’ But only in repackaging history in this way, with the British 

8 Mark Leonard, ‘One nation in the world: what is the left’s story on foreign policy?’ Fabian Review, February 
3, 2014, accessed March 3, 2017 http://www.fabians.org.uk/what-is-the-lefts-story-on-foreign-policy/.
9 Jo Cox, ‘Joe Cox on progressive internationalism’, Fabian Review, June 17, 2016, accessed March 3, 2017,
http://www.fabians.org.uk/archive-jo-cox-on-progressive-internationalism/.
10  ‘Syria: 75% of Labour Members Against Airstrikes’ Sky News, November 30, 2015, accessed March 3, 2017,
http://news.sky.com/story/syria-75-of-labour-members-against-airstrikes-10337708.
11 Alison McGovern and Tom Tugendhat, (eds.) The Cost of Doing Nothing: The price of inaction in the face of 
mass atrocities, Policy Exchange, 2017, accessed March 3, 2017, https://policyexchange.org.uk/wpcontent/
uploads/2017/01/Intervention-01-17_v8.pdf.
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invasion of Egypt in 1882 recast as a defence of ‘legitimate’ government, and a brutal 
70- year occupation dismissed with the phrase ‘forces left behind to ensure security’ – 
only in this way can future interventions be sold as humanitarian ‘one-off ’s rather than 
the long-term strategy for domination they suggest.
	 It would be naïve, however, to suggest that this is simply a battle over the record, 
and that a better representation of the facts would assist the anti-war elements of the 
Labour Party. Rather this is a dynamic of power. The ‘Jo Cox Report’ received effusive 
reviews in the Guardian, not because of its intellectual rigour, but because of its political 
utility. Power, after all, is the ability to set the agenda. The agenda becomes ‘what shall we 
do’, rather than ‘what have we done, what are we already doing’. 
	 The Labour Party, despite Corbyn’s leadership, contains key elements of what 
journalist Peter Oborne labelled the cross-bench ‘war party’. 12 After attempting to defeat 
the government’s policy towards Saudi Arabia and Yemen, hardly a ‘humanitarian war’ 
as defined in the Cox report, Corbyn was nevertheless faced with 100 MPs refusing to 
support his motion. The centre-ground, cross-party support for the government that 
resulted can be said to represent Britain’s foreign policy consensus, and it is this that 
Corbyn must aim to disrupt.

The Corbyn Doctrine and Kurdistan
Corbyn has a clear vision for foreign policy, a discernible doctrine based upon 
three central pillars: support for human rights, tackling poverty and inequality, and 
confronting climate change. He has clearly and repeatedly stated his support for Kurdish 
autonomy, ‘across the region’. 13 However he has refused to support bombing, even in 
furtherance of these goals, both for pragmatic and procedural reasons. Not only would 
increased violence risk escalating the conflict and potential big power reaction to the 
Kurdish territories, but any force that is utilised in conflict must be there, believes 
Corbyn, by consensus of the warring parties, for example to police a ceasefire, and under 
UN control. The International Brigades of a Corbyn Ministry would be wearing blue 
helmets and be there with the consent of the international community, performing a 
strictly peacekeeping role.

There are further policies that a Corbyn-led Labour Party could argue for:

	 • Insisting on the primacy of Kurdish rights, both in Syria and in Turkey itself, 	
	 in negotiations with Turkish government on military co-operation and trade, 	

12  Peter Oborne, ‘How Britain’s War Party gave the green light to Saudi in Yemen’ Middle East Eye, October 
28,2016, accessed March 3, 2017, http://www.middleeasteye.net/columns/reign-british-neo-cons-and-party-
war-128790447.
13 Charles B Antony, ‘Exclusive: Jeremy Corbyn talks foreign policy with MEE’, Middle East Eye, September 
16, 2015, accessed March 3, 2017, http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/exclusive-jeremy-corbyn-talks-
middleeast-eye-foreign-policy-1965151732
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	 with the UK acting as Turkey’s second largest market.

	 • The call for immediate ceasefire in Syria, with the social gains of the Kurdish 	
		  revolution to be defended in a post-war settlement. 

	 • With few groups in the world – with the exception of the Palestinians–		
	 having suffered as much from British policy in the Middle East over 		
	 the last century, a recognition of British responsibility for the Kurdish people’s 	
	 lack of statehood, and the possibility of reparations, even if symbolic, being 	
	 agreed for the furthering of the Kurdish people’s welfare.

	 • To begin this process, practical support from the British government or even 	
	 directly from the Labour Party - for example to re-build Kobane - would 	
	 not only be a humanitarian policy, but also symbolically significant, and 	
	 create ties between the British and Kurdish societies.

	 • Self-determination for the Kurdish people being a recognised British foreign 	
	 policy aim. 
	
	 These policies not only would redress a previous series of wrongs towards the 
Kurdish people and give one of the few genuinely inspiring left-liberation struggles in 
the region a chance of support, but it would also help reset Britain’s relations with the 
Middle East; and help ‘decolonise’ British foreign policy. By coupling Kurdish rights with 
Turkish arms deals, by recognising the rights of Kurds to compensation for past British 
actions, by declaring self-determination as a foreign policy aim, linkages could be made 
to the struggles of the Palestinian, Iraqi and Syrian people in the region. This is the 
positive vision that the left could argue for, both outside and within, the Labour Party.
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Economic Reform and Opposition in Iran after the Nuclear Deal

Zep Kalb

This policy brief analyses developments in Iran’s economic policy since the Nuclear Deal. 
After examining reformist politics in Iran, the report reviews some key economic reforms, 
including the 6th  Five-Year Development Plan, the expansion of special economic zones, 
and labour code reform. Finally, I evaluate some of the opposition to these reforms coming 
from organised labour.

On 16 January 2016, a range of international sanctions, imposed by the UN, US and 
EU over the preceding half decade, were removed as part of a nuclear deal between the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and a group of world powers. Iran was allowed to re-access 
the global banking system, export oil, and start making deals with Western businesses. 
These prospects sparked huge foreign investor interest, motivated by what was seen as 
one of the world’s largest untapped frontier markets running low levels of national debt 
and possessing one of the region’s most capitalised stock markets.1

	 The removal of sanctions was well-timed: it just preceded the 2016 
parliamentary (majles) elections. The current Rouhani administration, which won a 
resounding electoral victory in 2013 on a reformist platform of global integration and 
nuclear negotiations, could thus turn the nuclear deal into a factional push for power. 
Despite intense vetting of electoral candidates, the parliamentary elections, held in 
two rounds between February and May 2016, resulted in a working majority for the 
reformists. For the first time in over a decade, moderates controlled both executive and 
legislative bodies of the state, potentially allowing for swift policy and legislative shifts.
	 What kind of policy is the current, reformist government likely to pursue? 
Before answering that question, it merits emphasising the competitive nature of Iranian 
state politics. In particular, contemporary Iran has been described as a ‘diffused semi-
autocracy’: a political system in which a warring and competitive elite allows limited 

Zep Kalb is a doctoral candidate in Oriental Studies, at St Antony’s College, Oxford.

1 “Thoughts from a Renaissance Man: Iran – the Next Ten Years.” Renaissance Capital. July 13, 2015.
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democratic mechanisms to the extent that it does not threaten their hold on power.2 In 
Iran’s electoral system, a variety of political groups have tended to congregate around 
two poles: the ‘reformists’ (eslahtalaban) and the ‘conservatives’ (osulgarayan).
	 The content of reformist politics has shifted dramatically over the past years, 
and especially since the failure of the 2009 Green Movement. What has come to be 
known as a reformist faction first emerged in the late-1990s, when universities and 
a growing middle class rallied behind the soft-spoken cleric Mohammad Khatami. 
Khatami’s reformist front consisted of a wide coalition with the statist ‘left’ (chapgara) 
and economic and political liberals. His agenda did not emphasise economics, but 
rather cultural liberalisation, political development, and international cooperation and 
integration. 3 More or less, these remained the prime electoral concerns of the reformist 
faction until after 2009.
	 Reformists faced severe obstacles in implementing this original program, 
particularly from Iran’s non-republican state institutions. The Guardian Council, which 
is charged with evaluating conflicts between majles-approved laws and Islamic rulings, 
fiercely opposed policies that could lead to structural democratisation and socio-
cultural liberalisation. Finally, the suppression of the 2009 Green Movement made 
advocacy of such liberal discourse quasi-illegal.
	 The 2013 presidential election was won by a reformist coalition on a different 
campaign, consisting firstly of a promise to remove outstanding sanctions through 
international negotiations, and secondly, to provide good economic management and 
inflation reduction. This campaign was able to gather popular support not only because 
of the fate of the Green Movement, but also because the incumbent conservative 
president presided over a rapidly worsening economy, while clashing more and 
more with his senior allies. In contrast to earlier reformist coalitions, the Rouhani 
government declared itself ‘moderate’ (e’tedalgara). It rallied support from several 
powerful figures and institutions traditionally less interested in cultural liberalisation 
and democratisation, yet advocating globalisation and the free market. In particular, 
Hassan Rouhani was backed by former president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who was 
a powerful broker at the head of the Expediency Council. 4

	 While Rouhani was able to swiftly negotiate a nuclear deal and curb run-
away inflation to around 10%, more fundamental legislative reform remained limited. 
The Rouhani cabinet rightfully feared that any parliamentary bills would face fierce 

2 Daniel Brumberg and Farhi Farideh, eds., Power and Change in Iran: Politics of Contention and Conciliation 
(Bloomington; Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2016).
3 Evaleila Pesaran, Iran’s Struggle for Economic Independence: Reform and Counter -Reform in the Post-
Revolutionary Era (London and New York: Routledge, 2011).
4 Rafsanjani’s sudden death in January 2017 will impact the ‘moderate’ reformist coalition significantly,
although it is not yet clear how. At least, pressure to take a more decisively reformist stance will grow.
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opposition from a conservative faction eager to discredit the reformists. In particular, 
Rouhani was elected with the mobilising support of workers’ organisations, and 
their opposition to any serious economic reform plan could be employed against the 
incumbent government. Nevertheless, any conservative opposition would be more 
political than ideological, as there is a broad consensus within parliament on the need 
for economic reform.
	 The only significant bill to pass parliament between 2013 and May 2016 aimed 
at ‘removing obstacles to competitive production and improve the financial system.’ 5 

The bill obliged the government to settle outstanding loans, exempted several major 
state-owned economic organisation from labour regulations, increased support for 
industrial investment and eased short-term work contract regulations. 
	 Since the new parliament started work on 28 May 2016, it has been actively 
discussing several key pieces of legislation, the more fundamental of which will 
inevitably have to wait for approval until after Rouhani’s re-election in spring 2017. 
	 Notably, on July 16, 2016, the Iranian majles approved a law rejected only one 
year earlier, calling for the construction of seven new Free Trade Zones (FTZs) and 
twelve new Special Economic Zones (SEZs), almost doubling the current figure to 42. 
In the region, this expansion would take the number of trade zones in Iran far beyond 
Arab non-oil states such as Egypt or Jordan, and even beyond the trade-focused 
polities Turkey and Dubai. The benefits of this expansion remain uncertain. Iran’s FTZs 
and SEZs have often been criticised for their role in promoting smuggling as well as 
their inability to attract foreign investment.6

	 Moreover, parliament approved the general outlines of the sixth Five-Year 
Development Plans in August 2016, the details of which have not yet been approved 
as of January 2017. In Iran, five-year plans are general policy directions on social, 
economic, and cultural topics that have the force of law. They are the result of multi-
lateral consultations between Iran’s highest political and planning institutions. 
Therefore, Five-Year Development Plans are an important expression of cross-factional 
consensus on long-term economic and socio-cultural policy.
	 A quick semantic comparative analysis of the fifth and the sixth Development 
Plan indicates two trends: a shift to attracting global capital and upping managerial 
standards to international norms; and simultaneously, largely shunning welfare and 
labour issues, such as the cooperative economy, trade unions, and workers. Even if this 

5  'Qanun-e Raf ’-e Mavane’ Tulid-e Reqabat Pazir va Erteqa-ye Nezam-e Mali-ye Keshvar,’ approved
Ordibehesht 1, 1394/April 21, 2015
6 Hassan Hakimian, (2011). “Iran’s Free Trade Zones: Back Doors to the International Economy.” Iranian
Studies (2011), 44/6: 851-874, accessed: March 24, 2017, http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/
full/10.1080/00210862.2011.570525?scroll=top&amp;needAccess=true.; Arang Keshavarzian,“Geopolitics 
and the Genealogy of Free Trade Zones in the Persian Gulf.” Geopolitics (2010), 15: 263 – 289.
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was already minimal in the previous plan, a further decrease is significant in so far as 
it indicates a shift away from revolutionary discourse and towards a more managerial, 
liberal and technocratic approach to economics. Finally, attention to cultural concepts, 
such as investment in mosques and preserving ‘Iranian-Islamic’ values, has remained 
largely constant, indicating that there has not been a significant policy shift on that 
front.

	
	 Alongside foreign investment, the plan also takes aim at the labour market. 
Iran’s labour market has been broadly regulated by the 1991 Labour Code: a general 
piece of legislation covering the majority of employment regulations. The World 
Bank and IMF have regularly blamed this code for imposing unreasonably high 
costs and regulatory rigidity on employers.7  However, no Iranian government has 
been able to substantially reform the 1991 code, opting instead for the elaboration of 
exemptions.8 The sixth plan does exactly that: it rules that in order to tackle high youth 
unemployment, employers are exempt from paying insurance and unemployment 
benefits for graduate interns for up to two years, paving the way for cheap and flexible 
employment of graduate students.  
	 Regarding labour code reform, however, the current parliament has already 

7 For example: IMF (2002). “Iran Article IV Consultation - September 18, 2002.”
8 For a full discussion, see Zep Kalb, “The Law as Exception: Capitalism, Informality and Labour Reform in
Iran.” Development and Change (forthcoming).
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been much more determined than most of its predecessors. Labour code reform 
is being actively discussed, even if it will not be approved before the upcoming 
presidential elections. Although workers’ organisations have demanded tripartism 
and multilateral consultations conforming to International Labour Organisation 
conventions, the current reformist parliament differs from earlier reformist 
parliaments in that it aims to increase the role of the state decisively. In particular, the 
government wants to be able to assert majority control over yearly minimum wage 
negotiations and labour disputes, rather than leaving this to a tripartite committee. 
	 In the absence of a coherent conservative opposition to these reforms, 
organised labour has been left alone in voicing its concerns. This opposition has 
been relatively weak. The Workers’ House, Iran’s main trade union confederacy 
loosely controlling 7,000 plus enterprise-level unions and worker representatives, has 
historically had a close alliance with economic liberals allied to Rafsanjani. With its 
political allies in power, the Workers’ House has found it difficult to follow decisive 
oppositional politics. This weakness is also reflected in the increasing assertiveness and 
independence of some of its subordinate unions. 
	 Nevertheless, the Workers’ House has enough leverage over parliament to 
demand its involvement in any reform bill. Yet, while any final labour code review will 
include concessions to the Workers’ House, the government is not likely to concede 
to its demand of liberalising trade union regulations, over which the Ministry of 
Labour still exerts significant influence. A key question also remains about whether the 
government will formally legalise the right to strike.
	
Conclusion
The new reformist coalition, which has consolidated its position after the reached 
nuclear deal and subsequent removal of sanctions, has shown a determinedness to 
push through more fundamental economic reforms that will open the Iranian economy 
to foreign investment and streamline regulations, many of which are inefficient, 
outdated, or contradicting existing regulations. Labour opposition, while weak, will 
influence the content of these changes.
	 Political risk for the current ‘moderate’ reformist coalition comes from 
two fronts: first, the potential benefits that conservatives might reap from Donald 
Trump’s Middle East policy, which will imply a more decisive anti-Iran stance, as 
reflected already in his executive order on migration from a set of majority-Muslim 
countries that includes Iran. While the conservatives are unlikely to back economic 
populism as they did during the Ahmadinejad presidency from 2005 to 2013, they 
are keen to play the nationalist/foreign intervention card. A second risk comes from 
more democratically-committed reformists, particularly allies of former president 
Khatami, who might put pressure on parliament and the government to diverge from 
their economic path, potentially fueling intra-elite conflict. Simultaneously, labour 
institutions, including the Workers’ House and the teachers’ and nurses’ unions, 
would benefit from the form of tighter cooperation they pursued in earlier reformist 
governments. While extremely active in mobilisation, many of these civil society 
organisations are still too cautiously focused on their own cause, allowing elites to 
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play them against one another. Labour union cooperation and unity, both in relation 
to economic reform and the government, will help inform elites about the social, 
economic, and political costs of economic and labour market reform.

Appendix:
Search string consists of the following words: Labour-related: [kargar+; tashakol-ha+; 
ta’avon+; senf+; refah+, EXCEPT vezarat-e refah; edalat-e etjema’i; kam-dar-amad+; 
faqr]. Culture-related: [islam+; masjed+; farhang+]. Capital-related: [beyn ol’mellal+; 
sarmayeh-gozar+; reqabat+; khosusi; gheyr dulati; hadafmand+].
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‘The West’ in Political Discourse Structures of Regimes and the Muslim 
Brotherhood in the Egyptian Transformation Process

Julius Dihstelhoff and Alexander Lohse

‘The West’ is a recurring theme in Egyptian political debates. It appears either as an abstract 
space, or particular ‘western’ countries are depicted as opponents. Such ascriptions are used 
by the government, and by myriad (secular and Islamist) political camps, which try to 
outdo each other in anti-western rhetoric. Criticism of ‘the West’ is instrumentalised in 
domestic political confrontations:opponents are accused of proximity to, or even being an 
agent of, ‘the West’ to exclude them from the political consensus. This paper investigates 
the depiction of ‘the West’ in Egyptian political discourse. It focuses on the discourses of 
both regimes and the Muslim Brotherhood since the 2011 Arab Spring. Firstly, we uncover 
certain historical continuities in anti-western rhetoric since 1954. Secondly, we analyse 
the dichotomous nature of this discourse on the side of Egyptian regimes and the Muslim 
Brotherhood (exempting the phase of Morsi’s presidency 2012-2013). The overall aim is to 
uncover internal and external differences in the discursive structures used by (and against) 
the different political actors and to contextualize their resentments against ‘the West’. The 
empirical basis consists of a cursory analysis of the Egyptian media and interviews held 
with representatives of the Muslim Brotherhood.

‘The West’ has been a recurring theme in domestic policy debates in Egypt since the mid-
19th century. Against this backdrop, the period since Egypt’s independence has been 
marked by growing rivalry between the ruling regimes 1  and the Islamist opposition. 

Julius Dihstelhoff is a research fellow in the Department of Politics at the Center for Near and 
Middle Eastern Studies (CNMS) at the Philipps-Universität Marburg, Germany.

Alexander Lohse is a research fellow in the Department of Politics at the Center for Near and 
Middle Eastern Studies (CNMS) at Philipps-Universität Marburg, Germany.

1 The regime is [understood] as ‘…the formal and informal organisation of the political centre of power, on 
the one hand, and its particularly developed relationship with society as a whole, on the other. A regime 
defines access to political control as well as power relationships between the ruling elites and the relationship 
between the rulers and the ruled.’ Wolfgang Merkel, Systemtransformation - Eine Einführung in die Theorie 
und Empirie der Transformationsforschung (Heidelberg: Springer VS, 2010), 63-64.
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Within this historical dispute, fault lines and polarisation have become increasingly 
visible  through a multitude of discursive formations such as attributing the stance taken 
by the opposition to ‘the West.’ Thus ‘the West,’ as an abstract concept, or individual 
‘Western’ countries – in particular the UK and France as (former) colonial powers, or 
the US and Israel2 – have been constructed as the enemy by the different political camps 
in Egypt.3 
	 This represents a historical continuity within both the Egyptian regime and 
the Muslim Brotherhood. On the regime’s side, this discourse became established under 
the rule of Gamal Abdel Nasser and changed under Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mubarak. 
Furthermore, since Mubarak’s rule, ‘the West’ has become increasingly instrumental in 
political discourse structures, with domestic political opponents – primarily the Muslim 
Brotherhood – deliberately marginalised due to their supposed proximity to ‘the West.’ 
Since Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi took power in June 2013, this form of anti-Western argument 
has acquired a new quality and is espoused by representatives of the government, large 
sections of the media and numerous other public figures within society. Established 
resentments towards ‘the West’ have existed within the Muslim Brotherhood as well for 
decades, having been substantially shaped by the organisation’s political relationships 
with ‘the West’ through the respective historical context. 
	 This paper examines the depiction of ‘the West’ in Egyptian political discourse 
structures, using the regime and the Muslim Brotherhood as examples. The aim is 
firstly to comprehend the historical continuities of anti-Western rhetoric and discursive 
structures within Egyptian politics using the ruling regimes since Gamal Abdel Nasser 
and Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood. Second, with the exception of the period in which the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohamed Morsi held the presidency, from 2012 to July 2013, 
the aim is to analyse the dichotomous structure of these discourses on the part of the 
respective regime as well as in the case of the Muslim Brotherhood. Morsi’s presidency is 
not understood as a regime because he had limited to no control over access to political 
rule, or power relationships between the ruling elites and the relationship between the 
rulers and the ruled. This analysis is guided by the central, basic assumptions of discourse 
as understood by Michel Foucault, although this analysis places greater emphasis on the 
speaking subject. Thus the aim is to expose differences between internal and external 
discursive structures used by the two groups of actors themselves and to which they are 
subjected by the attributions of the opposing side. Although the analysis in this paper 
adopts a comparative historical perspective, the temporal focus is on developments since 
the upheavals of 2011. 

2 Although Israel is a special case due to the Arab-Israeli conflict, anti-Israel comments can also be seen as 
part of the anti-Western discourse depending on the context. This is primarily due to the West’s perceived 
pro-Israeli stance.
3 ‘The West’ is very difficult to define. The precise territory covered by the West depends on the prevailing
discursive formations, which are in turn shaped by geographical, cultural and politico-economic contexts.
Against this backdrop, the discursive structures of individual phases are exposed below and conclusions
therefore drawn about the corresponding understanding of ‘the West.’
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	 The paper seeks to contextualise anti-Western resentments among the 
aforementioned political actors. The approach on which this paper is based is not only 
conducive to a better understanding of the stance taken by Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood 
vis-à-vis ‘the West’ and its classification in relation to the Egyptian regimes on the matter, 
but also to the measurement of anti-Western resentment among the aforementioned 
politically relevant actors. The statements are based on interviews and background 
discussions held with representatives of the Muslim Brotherhood since 2011, as well as 
on an analysis of Egypt’s media.

Basic Understanding of Discourse 
The concept of discourse used in the following is based on that of the French philosopher 
and social historian Michel Foucault (1926-1984), who in the scientific literature is 
portrayed as a founder of discourse analysis. According to his own statements, however, 
Foucault sees himself less as a theory-building analyst who indiscriminately uses a 
defined methodology for various contexts; 4 rather, he himself occasionally described 
his work as a ‘tool box’ 5 that could be used by everyone. The fact that he saw verbal 
statements as a starting point for the ability to uncover additional systems over a 
specific period of time – including, for example, in his putative discourse analysis works 
‘The Order of Things’ (1966), ‘The Archaeology of Knowledge’ (1969) and ‘The Order of 
Discourse’ (1970) – was of central importance.6 For Foucault, questioning the extent 
to which language can determine something that is not itself actually language is an 
idea which arose continuously during his creative period. Throughout his work he 
repeatedly refers back to the role of discourse, which is conditioned by history and 
shaped by perspective.7  This was accompanied by the fact that Foucault was interested 
in the ‘conditions of existence’ of discourse, which imply that only specific statements 
materialised rather than other statements from among all those possible.8 In the 
Foucauldian sense, discourse is understood here as a network of supratextual statements 
on themes that are negotiated at society level over a lengthy period, and that are both 
conditioned and shaped by this negotiation.9 This means that the Foucauldian concept 
of discourse includes linguistic-conceptual ideas that are typical of the historical point 
in time and relate to sociocultural and political contexts as well as produce something 

4 Hannelore Bublitz, et al., Das Wuchern der Diskurse- Perspektiven der Diskursanalyse Foucaults (Frankfurt
a.M.: Campus Verlag: 1998), 10-12.
5 Sverre Raffnsøe, Marius Gudmand-Høyer and Morten Sørensen Thaning, Foucault – Studienhandbuch
(Paderborn, UTB: 2011), 12.
6 Ibid., 191.
7 Bublitz et al., Das Wuchern, 10-12.
8 Michel Foucault, Archäologie des Wissens (Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp: 1973), 42-44.
9 Hannelore Bublitz, ‘Archäologie und Genealogie,’ in Michel Foucault. Eine Einführung in sein Denken, ed.
Marcus Kleiner (Frankfurt a M.: Campus Verlag, 2001), 27-39. ; Michel Foucault, Der Wille zum Wissen.
Sexualität und Wahrheit (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp: 1976), 29.
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in the process. This productiveness should be seen as highly pivotal in this context, as 
discourse only facilitates formulations and should therefore be seen as a seedbed for 
concrete forms of language.10 As Foucault said, ‘The field of discursive events…is a 
grouping that is always finite and limited at any moment to the linguistic sequences that 
have been formulated…’.11 Second, discourse is understood as a key starting theorem for 
power relationships, with the result that analysis of discourse would also simultaneously 
mean the analysis of power.12  What matters to Foucault, in short, is that discourse and 
power are in a closely interwoven correlation, which he sees as a possible expression 
of ‘discursive formations’.13 The discourse should be understood simultaneously as an 
instrument and effect of power, as it sometimes acts as a self-initiated starting point and, 
through external attributions, as a perceived resistance point. In turn, this dual structure 
advances and produces power genealogically.14 By this it is meant that, in Foucault’s 
understanding, power tactics are intrinsic in discourse of a historical context, since they 
are based on their own individual logic and accordingly shape the impact and effects of 
the discourse. In short, power legitimises itself through discourse.15

	 What is more, the discourse concept in this analysis is heavily based on the 
speaking subject. This represents a departure from the Foucauldian understanding, in 
that with Foucault it is not the statements of the speaking subject that are of crucial 
importance but the position he occupies within the space structured by the discourse. 
Contrary to Foucault, discourse is something intrinsic, to which the speaking subject is 
not secondary; rather, it is something he can actively influence.
	 From the perspective of discourse vis-à-vis ‘the West,’ the aim of this analysis 
is therefore to focus attention on a historical chapter in the relationship between the 
Egyptian regimes and the Muslim Brotherhood together with its implications for 
political power. Also explored is the role of discursive formations on ‘the West’ in the 
case of the regimes and the Muslim Brotherhood vis-à-vis Egyptian society as a whole 
and their impact on the overall social discourse in Egypt.

Dynamics of Anti-Western Criticism of Egyptian Regimes up to 2011
‘The West’ (‘al-gharb’ in Arabic), as a term for a ‘Western civilisation,’ as distinct from the 
(Middle) Eastern civilisation, took root in the Arab world and Europe simultaneously 

10 Hannelore Bublitz et al., Das Wuchern. Paula-Irene Villa, Judith Butler (Frankfurt a. M.: Campus Verlag
GmbH, 2003), 40-42.
11 Michel Foucault, Archäologie, 42-44.
12 Isabell Lorey, ‘Macht und Diskurs bei Foucault,’ in Das Wuchern der Diskurse – Perspektiven der
Diskursanalyse Foucaults, ed. Hannelore Bublitz et al. (Frankfurt/Main: Campus Verlag, 1998), 87-89. Michel 
Foucault, Der Wille.
13 Michel Foucault, Archäologie, 58.
14 Michel Foucault, Der Wille, 100-102.
15 Lorey, ‘Macht,’ 95-96.
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at the end of the 19th century.16 For Arabic authors such as the Tunisian Muhammad 
Al-Sanusi, ‘the West’ described above all a scientifically advanced and militarily superior 
civilisation in Europe and North America that was linked by certain philosophies on 
progress, equality and civil rights.  However, ‘the West’ was always a vague concept 
whose geographical boundaries could not be clearly identified and referred above all to 
Europe’s colonial powers.17

	 At the end of the 19th century, ‘Western’ civilisation was viewed with 
ambivalence by intellectuals such as Gamal ad-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh. 
On the one hand, ‘the West’ was a source of fascination and seen as the inspiration for a 
much-needed modernisation of Egypt and the Arab world. On the other, ‘the West’ was 
also regarded as a political and cultural threat that sought to impose its own colonial 
interests and ‘Western’ culture upon the Arab world. The negative perception of the 
imperialist European superpowers grew strongly in the course of the First World War 
and the subsequent partition of the Middle East by the United Kingdom and France 
by means of the Sykes-Pico Agreement.18 In Egypt the imperial influence of the UK in 
particular was viewed negatively, but at the same time, there was also a great affinity with 
the supposedly advanced ‘West’ among Egypt’s elites.
	 When Gamal Abdel Nasser took power in 1954 anti-imperialism became the 
state doctrine in Egypt, although generalised references to ‘the West’ remained the 
exception. Instead the Nasserist foreign policy discourse referred to individual ‘Western’ 
countries, notably the UK as the colonial power in Egypt, whose specific imperialist 
policy was condemned. The most prominent reason for distinguishing between Western 
countries was that the US pushed the British, French and Israelis into withdrawing 
from Sinai in 1956 and in that sense supported Nasser. Only when Nasser’s Egypt, 
against the backdrop of the Cold War, refused to join the Baghdad Pact and the US 
consequently decided not to make any loans available for the Aswan Dam, with the aim 
of forcing Egypt into the Western alliance system, did relations deteriorate and Nasser 
increasingly turned to the Soviet Union.19  Furthermore, by today’s standards similar 
political discourse structures on ‘the West’ involving the Muslim Brotherhood did not 
exist under Nasser. The Muslim Brotherhood did not play a prominent role in public, 
mainly because it was in prison or in exile, and did not possess any media. When it was 
criticised by Nasser this was on account of its good relations with Saudi Arabia in what 
Malcolm Kerr entitled the ‘Arab Cold War,’ 20 but not as an instrument of ‘the West’.

16 Robbert Woltering, Occidentalism in the Arab World. Ideology and Images of the West in the Egyptian Media 
(London et al.: I.B. Tauris, 2011), 21-22.
17 Ibid., 23-24.
18 Ibid., 59-61.
19 Ibid., 74-75.
20 Malcolm H. Kerr, The Arab cold war, 1958-1967. A study of ideology in politics (London et al.: Oxford
University Press, 1965).
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	 When Anwar Sadat succeeded Nasser in 1970, Egyptian policy towards ‘the 
West’ changed dramatically. Sadat liberalised and opened up the economy, made separate 
peace with Israel through US mediation and forged closer diplomatic relations with 
‘Western’ countries.21 As Sadat cooperated with ‘the West’ at a political and economic 
level, leading to growing dependencies on ‘the West’, anti-Western criticism on the part 
of the regime shifted to the cultural sphere. In contrast to his predecessor, Sadat painted 
‘the West’ as merely a cultural and intellectual threat that Egyptian society could counter 
through the moral superiority of Islam; in this way the legitimacy of cooperation at 
a political and economic level would not be undermined.22 In stark contrast to the 
Nasser era, relations between the regime and the Muslim Brotherhood were initially 
relaxed under Sadat as he sought to instrumentalise the movement as a domestic tool 
for combating the Egyptian Left. Only with the signing of the Camp David Agreement, 
which was perceived as a pro-Western turning point by the Muslim Brotherhood, did 
Sadat receive criticism from the Brotherhood. Against this backdrop, allegations on the 
regime side that the Muslim Brotherhood was too close to ‘the West’ proved obsolete.
	 The close political and economic ties with ‘the West’ were strengthened further 
under Hosni Mubarak, above all through relations with the US. Even so, Mubarak and 
his governments also exploited the negative view – now firmly embedded among the 
population – of ‘the West’ and especially the US. Again and again, the government 
blamed ‘foreign powers’ or ‘third parties’ for negative events in Egypt. Over the 30 years 
of the Mubarak era, this approach constituted a central tool for shifting responsibility 
for the regime’s mistakes to other actors, discrediting opposition movements and 
justifying oppressive security measures.23 Mubarak last used this tool on 1 January 
2011, following an attack on a Coptic church in which 21 people died. In a television 
address, he said the attack showed clear indications of ‘foreign hands’. 24  Precisely which 
foreign powers (either Israel, the US, ‘the West’ or Al-Qaida) were being alluded to 
was not usually revealed. The ‘foreign hand’ tool had the desired effect, in particular 
due to its constant repetition in the Egyptian media. Until the 2000s, the media was 
almost entirely in government hands. Appointed by the president, editors-in-chief 
vied with one another to court Mubarak’s favour; he in turn strategically exploited the 
media so as to manipulate sentiment amongst the population in his favour. It was only 
in the mid-2000s that the first private print media and satellite channels were set up; 
together with Arab broadcasters such as Al-Jazeera, these new private stations broke 

21 Woltering, Occidentalism, 75-76.
22 Annette Ranko, The Muslim Brotherhood and its Quest for Hegemony in Egypt. State-Discourse and Islamist 
Counter-Discourse (Wiesbaden: VS Springer), 54.
23 Bel Trew, ‘The third man: Egyptian fears of the foreign plot,’ Ahram Online, 2012, accessed December 8,
2016, http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContentPrint/1/0/35184/Egypt/0/The-third-man-Egyptian-fears-of-
theforeign-plot.aspx.
24 ‘Mubarak blames 'foreign hand' for church attack,’ Daily News Egypt, accessed December 8, 2016,
http://www.dailynewsegypt.com/2011/01/02/mubarak-blames-foreign-hand-for-church-attack/.
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the monopoly of the government media. During the period from February 2011 to June 
2013 in particular, these new media exploited the journalistic freedom of manoeuvre 
created as a result of Mubarak’s fall from power.25 Against this backdrop, it should be 
noted that under Mubarak the regime wanted to maintain its monopoly over foreign 
relations and at the same time prevent civil society organisations from building up their 
own relationships with organisations abroad. Under Mubarak, the Muslim Brotherhood 
was therefore required to exercise caution on foreign policy.

Dynamics of Anti-Western Criticism on the Part of the Muslim Brotherhood 
up to 2011
The Muslim Brotherhood was founded in Ismailia, Egypt in 1928 as an explicitly anti-
colonial Islamic reform movement.26 Founding father Hassan al-Banna also aimed to 
protect domestic culture (including religious traditions and belief systems) from foreign 
cultural influences, European missionaries, and what he perceived as a ‘Western’-
influenced ‘libertinism’ that he feared could weaken the resistance to colonialism.27 
In the 1940s, an armed ‘secret apparatus’ was set up for the battle against Zionists in 
Palestine and the British military presence in the Suez Canal region. After several attacks 
and attempted attacks on Egyptian politicians, who were viewed as collaborators with 
the colonial power, the secret apparatus – in particular since the succession of Hasan 
al-Hudhaybi as leader of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1951 – came in for growing 
criticism, including within the Muslim Brotherhood, following which the leadership of 
the Brotherhood increasingly returned to a non-violent discourse.28

	 After Egypt finally freed itself from the colonial sphere of influence of the UK 
following a favourable (for Egypt) outcome to the Suez Canal crisis in 1956, the anti-
Western stance of the Muslim Brotherhood became even more strongly based on the 
perceived cultural penetration of Egyptian society by ‘the West’ and the immorality of ‘the 
West’. 29 During this time, many members of the Brotherhood sought asylum in Europe 
and the Gulf countries in order to escape persecution by the Egyptian regime under 

25 Hani Shukrallah, ‘Coverage in black and white: Mainstream media and post-30 June Egypt,’ Ahram Online, 
2013, accessed December 8, 2016, http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/4/0/84578/Opinion/Coverage-
inblack-and-white-Mainstream-media-and-p.aspx.
26 The canal city of Ismailia was founded by Frenchman Ferdinand de Lessep in the course of the 
construction of the Suez Canal. At the time the Muslim Brotherhood was established Ismailia was the 
headquarters of the was the headquarters of the British-dominated Suez Canal Company, as a result of 
which the city became the symbol of colonial suppression. Ivesa Lübben, ‘The Economic Ideology of Hasan 
al-Banna and the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood,’ in The Transformation of Politicised Religion: From Zealots 
into Leaders, ed. Hartmut Elsenhans et al. (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2015), 77.
27 Lübben, ‘The Economic Ideology,’ 76-77.
28 Annette Ranko and Najwa Sabra, ‘Sisis Ägypten – Vollendung der Revolution oder zurück auf Null?,’ 
GIGA Focus Nahost, 1 (2015), accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.gigahamburg.de/de/system/files/
publications/gf_nahost_1501.pdf.
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Abdel Nasser. Saudi Arabia in particular became a safe haven for Brotherhood members. 
This was based primarily on the shared opposition of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and 
the Saudi royal family to Nasser’s pan-Arabism, which the Saudis perceived as a threat 
to security. Several thousand Brotherhood members from Egypt as well as Iraq and Syria 
found sanctuary in Saudi Arabia in the 50s and 60s and played an important role in the 
Saudi state-building process.30

	 During this period the Islamist discourse was shaped primarily by Sayyid 
Qutb, who to this day is among the most widely known members of the Brotherhood 
in ‘the West,’ even though the leadership of the Brotherhood did not often share Qutb’s 
radical positions.31 Following a trip to the US and several European countries, Qutb 
denounced the immorality, sinfulness, and lustfulness of ‘the West’.32 Although in 
material terms he expected ‘the West’ to continue to occupy a leadership role in the long 
term, he believed it suffered from a lack of spirituality, values, and morals, and had to 
be replaced as the sole global leader.33  The official discourse of the Muslim Brotherhood 
during this period, which included both its domestic stance and the way it presented 
this to the outside world, distinguished between two perspectives on ‘the West.’ First, 
the Brotherhood accepted the numerous achievements of ‘Western’ civilisation, such 
as individual freedoms, workers’ rights and democratic institutions. Indeed in many 
cases societies in ‘the West’ were said to be more equitably structured than those in the 
Muslim world. However, this only applied from the domestic perspective of ‘the West.’ 
As soon as ‘the West’ was experienced from outside, ‘Western’ values and principles were 
no longer applied.34 Here the stance taken by the Muslim Brotherhood was similar to 
that of the regime: ‘…when the president was socialist (Nasser), the Islamist opposition 
was actively anti-socialist and passively anti-Western, and when the president became 
a Western allied liberal (Sadat), the Islamists became actively anti-Western liberal and 
passively anti-socialist.’ 35

	 During Mubarak’s rule, a normative discourse on ‘the West’ – aimed above 
all at the Muslim Brotherhood’s own supporters – was primarily based on two pillars: 
first, ‘the West’ and the US in particular were painted as opponents whose aim was to 
weaken the Arab world and the Muslims by stirring up sectarian divides and through 
intellectual, cultural, social and military intervention. The wars in Afghanistan from 

29 Woltering, Occidentalism, 70, 80-81.
30 Stéphane Lacroix, ‘Saudi Arabia's Muslim Brotherhood predicament,’ POMEPS, 2014, accessed December 
8, 2016, http://pomeps.org/2014/03/20/saudi-arabias-muslim-brotherhood-predicament/.
31 Sabine Damir-Geilsdorf, Herrschaft und Gesellschaft. Der islamistische Wegbereiter Sayyid Qutb und seine 
Rezeption. Würzburg: ErgonVerlag. 2003.
32 Woltering, Occidentalism, 71.
33 Ibid.: 77-78.
34 Ibid.: 69-70.
35 Ibid.: 79.
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2001 and Iraq from 2003 following the attacks on the World Trade Center on 11 
September 2001, together with the atrocities in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo, were 
cited as evidence of the injustice of ‘the West’ towards the Islamic world. 36  Second, the 
Muslim Brotherhood condemned the Arab regimes’ ‘dependence’ (‘Taba’iya’ in Arabic) 
on ‘the West.’ The dictators of the Arab countries were acting as the accomplices of ‘the 
West’ and implementing its agenda of secularisation.37 However, a distinction needs to 
be drawn between this normative discourse and the pragmatic discourse increasingly 
conducted by Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood when presenting itself to the external world 
from the 1990s. Despite the aversion of the Muslim Brotherhood’s rank and file to certain 
political practices and their accusation that ‘the West’ was not putting its own values 
into practice, elements of the political leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood sought 
to take a slightly softer stance against ‘the West,’ particularly the US. Indeed, following 
their major electoral success in 2005, the Brotherhood launched the ‘Reintroducing the 
Brotherhood to the West’ campaign.38 For instance, Saad El-Katatny, who went on to 
become speaker of the Egyptian parliament between April 2011 and January 2012, was 
strongly committed to a dialogue between Islamists and ‘the West’. Back in 2006 he had 
argued that there were some obstacles to dialogue, such as the proximity of ‘the West’ 
to the dictators and the associated gulf between a values-based approach and actual 
foreign policy, the ascendancy of conservative, right-wing forces in some ‘Western’ 
countries such as the US, as well as attempts by ruling dictators to prevent relationships 
between ‘Western’ countries and Islamist forces. Nevertheless, he argues that there was 
no alternative to constructive dialogue for either ‘the West’ or the Islamists. To this end, 
the Islamists likewise had to rethink their views on ‘the West’ and recognise that in 
‘the West,’ too, there were different points of view not all of which were anti-Islamist.39  
Through its rapprochement with ‘the West’, the Muslim Brotherhood wanted to avoid 
the risk of being categorised as an extremist group by ‘the West’.40 It is due to this mindset 
that, in the period leading up to 2011, initial contacts were made between the Muslim 
Brotherhood and ‘Western’ governments and for the first time Brotherhood members 
were – if reluctantly – seen as potential interlocutors.41 

36 Abdel-Hamid Al-Ansari, ‘Khitab al-ikhwan al-gadid baina thawabit al-madhi w-al-mutaghaiyirat al-
hadhir,’ ELAPH, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.elaph.com/Web/NewsPapers/2012/10/766537.
html.
37 Ibid.
38 Shadi Hamid, ‘The Rise of the Islamists. How Islamists Will Change Politics, and Vice Versa,’ Foreign
Policy, 3 (2011) 41.
39 Saad El-Katatny, ‘Dialogue Between Islamists And The West a Necessity,’ Ikhwanweb, 2006, accessed
December 8, 2016, http://www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=936. Lübben, ‘The Economic Ideology,’ 76-77.
40 Stephen Brooke, ‘U.S. Policy and the Muslim Brotherhood,’ in The West and the Muslim Brotherhood after
the Arab Spring, ed. Lorenzo Vidino (Dubai/Philadelphia: Al Mesbar Studies & Research Centre
in collaboration with The Foreign Policy Research Institute, 2013), 6.
41 Lorenzo Vidino, The West and the Muslim Brotherhood after the Arab Spring, (Dubai/Philadelphia: Al
Mesbar Studies & Research Centre in collaboration with The Foreign Policy Research Institute: 2013).
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	 In overall terms, relations with ‘the West’ posed a major dilemma for the 
Muslim Brotherhood during this period. As mentioned earlier, the regime did all in its 
power – including political processes, criminalisation and charges of high treason – to 
inhibit relations between ‘Western’ powers and the Muslim Brotherhood. Accordingly, 
this context forced the Muslim Brotherhood to take precautionary measures even 
though it had wanted to put its relationship with ‘the West’ on a new footing. The fact 
that the Muslim Brotherhood denied contacts with ‘the West’ should also be seen in 
this connection, especially as it officially had to respect the foreign policy monopoly of 
the regime at that time. Initial contact was confined to representatives of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in their dual role as parliamentarians and Brotherhood members, with the 
justification that they had a mandate to do so as representatives of the people.

‘The West’ During the Process of Upheaval in 2011-2013
Anti-Western rhetoric was again used as a political tool on a repeated basis during the 
transition phase between 2011 and 2013, above all by the Supreme Council of Armed 
Forces (SCAF), which had taken power after the fall of Mubarak and continued the 
discursive structures of his regime. During the protests in January and February 2011 
that led to the overthrow of Mubarak, clashes with ‘Western’ journalists were already 
taking place on a regular basis. This was largely due to two interviews with Mubarak 
and his secret service chief Omar Suleiman on 1 and 2 February, in which foreign forces 
were once again blamed for the unrest and the protests against the regime portrayed as 
a foreign invasion.42

	 After SCAF took over the reins of government in Egypt, the military officials 
likewise justified their crackdown on demonstrators and activities with the threat of 
a counter-revolution and an attempt by foreign forces to interfere in Egypt’s internal 
affairs. Following attacks on two churches in Cairo and the death of 15 people in May 
2011, SCAF declared that the country’s political and economic problems were caused by 
‘internal and external enemies of the state’,43 which were seeking to divide the people from 
the military. Military officials continued to fuel fears of foreign intervention by reporting 
on the break-up of an Egyptian spy ring that was working for Israel and arrested the 
Israeli Ilan Grapel, who was accused of inciting sectarian violence on Mossad’s orders. 
However, the latter was freed again after just four and a half months in exchange for 25 
Egyptians detained in Israel after doubts about the charges emerged in Egypt.44

42 Trew, ‘The third man.’
43 Jeff Martini, Julie Taylor, ‘Commanding Democracy in Egypt. The Military's Attempt to Manage the 
Future,’ Foreign Affairs, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/68218/jeff-
martiniand-julie-taylor/commanding-democracy-in-egypt.
44 Ibid. ‘Egypt frees alleged Israeli spy Grapel in swap deal,’ BBC, 2011, accessed December 8 2016,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-15473375.
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	 The Muslim Brotherhood likewise stoked resentment against Israel. On its 
official website, the Muslim Brotherhood blamed domestic and foreign hands that were 
out to destroy the revolution for the fact that several demonstrators had been killed in 
front of the Maspero television building in October 2011. In the same article, the former 
head of the Israeli military intelligence service was quoted as saying: ‘We have penetrated 
Egypt in many areas, including the political, security, economic, and military spheres. 
We have succeeded in promoting sectarian and social tension there so as to create a 
permanent atmosphere of turmoil, in order to deepen the discord between Egyptian 
society and the government and make it difficult for any regime following that of Hosni 
Mubarak to alleviate this discord’.45  Through these actions, the Brotherhood made it 
abundantly clear which forces it believed were behind the so-called ‘Maspero massacre’.
	 Also during the military council’s rule, several US, European, and Egyptian 
NGOs were searched and shut down by the police during December 2011.  Following 
this, the government papers Al-Gomhuria and Al-Ahram, two of the country’s most 
widely read newspapers, carried headlines that trials had started in February 2012 
stating that US money had been used to spread anarchy in Egypt.46  In the arraignment, 
the public prosecutor’s office alleged that most of the US NGO employees charged 
with espionage and other crimes had been in contact with the CIA. In addition, they 
were alleged to have forwarded the information they had gathered on Egypt directly to 
the US State Department.47  The instigator of the campaign against foreign NGOs and 
organisations that received foreign financial assistance was the minister for international 
cooperation, Faiza Abou El-Naga, who held this office from 2001 and again until 2012 
after the military council took power. Only with the Muslim Brotherhood-supported 
government under Prime Minister Hisham Qandil were Abou El-Naga’s services 
no longer required and in August 2012 she was replaced by Ashraf Al-Araby. Under 
Mubarak she had already tried to prevent US grants for NGOs in Egypt.48  At the time of 
the trial against the foreign NGOs, Abou El-Naga said that the US and Israel had used 
the funding of NGOs to spread chaos in Egypt, something they had failed to do directly.49  

45 ‘An Appeal by the Muslim Brotherhood to all Egyptians,’ Ikhwanweb, 2011, accessed December 08, 2016,
http://ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=29188&ref=search.php. 46 Tom Perry, ‘Egypt state media accuses U.S. 
of spreading anarchy,’ Al-Arabiya News, 2012, accessed
December 8, 2016, http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/02/14/194694.html.
47 Leila Fadel, ‘Egyptian trial against NGOs begins,’ Washington Post Online, 2012, accessed December 8,
2016, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/egypt-begins-trial-against-foreign-and-domesticngos/2012/
02/26/gIQAD2pZbR_story.html.
48 Ernesto Londoño, ‘Architect of Egypt's NGO crackdown is Mubarak holdover,’ Washington Post Online,
2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/architect-of-egypts-
ngocrackdown-is-mubarak-holdover/2012/02/07/gIQAk9mgxQ_story.html.
49 ‘Egyptian minister's remarks stoke tensions with U.S.,’ Al-Arabiya News, 2012a, accessed December 8 2016, 
http://english.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/02/15/194751.html.
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The US State Department was of the view that through her actions and comments Abou 
El-Naga had encouraged a perception amongst the Egyptian population that the US was 
seeking to use financial means to stoke unrest in Egypt and in the process violate the 
country’s sovereignty.50 In November 2014, President al-Sisi appointed former minister 
Abou El-Naga as his advisor on national security matters.51 
	 In addition, in February 2012 the government newspaper Al-Ahram reported 
that a map carving Egypt up into small states had been found in the office of a US NGO. 
The report said that in the 1980s, on the instructions of the US defence ministry, the 
Jewish British-American orientalist Bernard Lewis had developed a plan based on which 
the Islamic world from Pakistan to Morocco would be divided into smaller countries.52  
Al-Ahram quoted Egyptian general Seif Al-Yazal, as saying that Egypt was to be divided 
into four territories: a Jewish one from Sinai to the Nile, a Christian one from Alexandria 
to Asyut, a Nubian one in the south of Egypt and an Islamic territory around the capital 
city of Cairo under Israeli influence and part of a ‘Greater Israel’. According to General 
Al-Yazal, the fact that such a map had been found at a US NGO showed that ‘foreign 
hands’ had been waiting for years to implement their plans. The unrest during the 
overthrow of the Mubarak regime now gave these forces (which were not described in 
any greater detail) the opportunity to implement their plans.53 

	 Furthermore, in connection with the NGO charges the Muslim Brotherhood 
was repeatedly portrayed in the Egyptian media as a collaborator of ‘the West’.  Thus 
Al-Ahram carried an article in which it was reported that the US Clinton Foundation, 
which allegedly supported many ‘hidden activities,’ had employed Gehad El-Haddad, a 
spokesman for the Muslim Brotherhood.54 Al-Youm al-Sabi’a likewise spotted Muslim 
Brotherhood involvement, saying the Brotherhood had received foreign money and 

50 Londoño, ‘Architect’.
51 Amani Essam, ‘al-hukūmāt, abū al-najā “al-mar’a al-hadīdiya” bāqiya raghma taghayyur,’ Al-Wafd, 2014,
accessed December 8 2016, http://bit.ly/2lUCPuG
52 Back in January 2011, under the heading ‘Free opinion – studies’, the official website of the Muslim
Brotherhood carried an article in which the Lewis plan for dividing up the Islamic world was discussed. 
This too talked about a plan to divide Egypt up into four parts, largely corresponding to the comments 
made by General Seif Al-Yazal. Shehab Al-Din, ‘makhattat “bernard lewis” litaftiyat al-‘ālam al-
islāmī,’ Ikhwan Online, 2011, accessed December 8 2016, http://www.ikhwanonline.com/Article.
aspx?ArtID=77565&SecID=344.; ‘Egyptian Government Daily: U.S. Striving to Divide Egypt into Four 
Countries,’ MEMRI, 2013, accessed 8 December, 2016, http://www.memri.org/report/en/0/0/0/0/0/0/6104.
htm#_edn3.
53 Muhammad Dunya ‘al-i’lām al-ajnabī yurawwij li’ihyā’ al-fikra al-mashbūha bi-taqsīm misr ilā 4 
duwaylāt,’ Al-Ahram, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, URL: http://digital.ahram.org.eg/articles.
aspx?Serial=795515&eid=681.
54 Muhammad Fathy, Muhammad Shaaban ‘bil-asmā’ wal-arqām mafia al-tamwīl al-ajnabī fi-misr,’ Al-Ahram
Digital, 2013, accessed December 8, 2016, http://digital.ahram.org.eg/articles.aspx?Serial=1469651&eid=
1187.
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was a beneficiary of the US plans in Egypt. This, the paper said, was evident from the 
2014 investigative report by the NGO Human Rights Watch, which concluded that the 
army and policy action to clear the killing of close to 1,000 supporters of the Muslim 
Brotherhood at the Rabia Al-Adawiya square in Cairo was tantamount to a crime against 
humanity.55  The organisation had exclusively reported the views of the demonstrators 
and sought through its tendentious report to destroy Egypt’s image around the world 
and justify international sanctions.56  The accusation of excessive proximity to the US on 
the part of the Muslim Brotherhood was amplified among Egypt’s population when John 
McCain57 and three other US senators declared on 1 March 2012: ‘We are encouraged 
by the constructive role played over the past week by the Muslim Brotherhood and its 
political party, the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP). Their statement of February 20 was 
important in helping to resolve the recent crisis’.58 The background to this statement was 
the release on bail of several US NGO employees after the US government had held 
lengthy discussions and negotiations with Egypt’s military council and parliamentarians. 
Accusations were also made against the military council in this connection, saying it was 
bowing to pressure from Washington just as it did under Mubarak.59

	 The Muslim Brotherhood responded immediately with a statement from 
deputy leader Rashad al-Bayoumi: ‘There is no truth to any reports that the Muslim 
Brotherhood had any role in this decision…We do not allow anyone inside Egypt or 
outside of Egypt to interfere in the judicial process’.60  On 6 March it also published 
an official position on the matter, once again rejecting the allegations: ‘Indeed, the MB 
would never allow itself to intervene in Egypt’s judicial decisions. We believe in the 
full independence of the state’s judiciary and respect its integrity…The MB, therefore, 
asserts that circulating rumours of its interference in this case are false. The MB did 

55 ‘All according to plan. The Rab'a Massacre and Mass Killings of Protesters in Egypt,’ Human Rights Watch, 
2013, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/egypt0814_ForUpload_0_0.
pdf.
56 Ibrahim Qasim, ‘kharā’it taqsīm misr wa shahadat fāyza abūl-najā fi awrāq tahqīqāt qadīyat al-tamwīl 
alajnabī.. amrīkā ta’ammadat ta’jīj al-futun al-tā’ifīya fi-misr min khilāl al-tarkīz ‘alā al-hawādith bayn 
almuslimīn wal-aqbāt wa izhārhim aqalīya mudtahida,’ Al-Youm Al-Sabi'a, 2014, accessed December 8, 2016,
http://bit.ly/2n2EOwJ
57 As chairman of the board of directors of the International Republican Institute (IRI), McCain was directly
involved in the NGO cases given that the IRI office as well was affected by the closures and judicial
proceedings.
58 Richard Blumenthal, et al., ‘Senators Issue Statement on Decision to Dismiss Travel Restrictions on 
American Employees of NGOs in Egypt,’ Richard Blumenthal – Senator for Connecticut, 2012, accessed 
December 8, 2016, http://www.blumenthal.senate.gov/newsroom/press/release/senators-issue-statement-on-
decision-todismiss-travel-restrictions-on-american-employees-of-ngos-in-egypt.
59 ‘Egyptians angry with military over U.S. NGO case’, AP, 2012b, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.
alarabiya.net/articles/2012/03/03/198276.html.
60 Ibid.
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not intervene or act as mediator to lift the travel ban imposed on foreign NGO workers 
involved in this case’.61 This vehemence with which the Muslim Brotherhood rejected 
any support from the United States shows how much it feared being perceived by the 
media and the population as an instrument of ‘the West’. With its statement it also 
sought to head off the accusation that the independence of Egyptian jurisdiction was 
being infringed by the protection of ‘Western’ organisations from judicial pursuit. It is 
precisely the aspect of the support from ‘the West’ at the expense of the home country 
that the Muslim Brotherhood saw as the regime’s weak spot since Sadat’s time and which 
led it to portray itself in internal discourse during this period as an independent force 
vis-à-vis foreign powers, in particular ‘the West’. At the same time, it was important to 
the political leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood to make clear to ‘Western’ partner 
countries that the actions taken against the NGOs were not in the interests of the Muslim 
Brotherhood but were pursued by forces of the old regime.62  
	 This also highlights the constraints that affected the Muslim Brotherhood as 
a result of its electoral victories, since it is precisely the independence from foreign 
powers shown in its domestic discourse that constituted a strong argument for the 
Egyptian population to support the Muslim Brotherhood. Without the support of ‘the 
West’, however, it could not have stayed in power, given that the US and Europe are not 
only the country’s most important trading partners but also support Egypt directly with 
substantial financial aid.63 
	 Against this backdrop, the Muslim Brotherhood pursued a dual strategy 
between 2011 and 2013 where on the one hand it sought to continue portraying itself as 
an independent force to the Egyptian public and to downplay its cooperation with the 
US. On the other, it sought to ensure it had the support of ‘the West’ in foreign policy 

61 ‘MB Statement on the Case of Foreign Funding of Non-Governmental Organizations,’ Ikhwanweb, 2012,
accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=29749&ref=search.php.
62 Statements made by Amr Darrag (FJP party member, Head of International Relations and former minister 
for international development cooperation) and Hazem Faruq (FJP party member and former secretary 
in the Committee for Foreign Affairs in the Egyptian Parliament) during the Dialogue Forum I entitled 
‘Dialogforum mit moderaten islamistischen Akteuren aus den Transformationsgesellschaften des Nahen 
Ostens und Nordafrikas,’ German Foreign Ministry, Berlin, March 12, 2013.
63 The US alone sends 1.5 billion dollars to Egypt every year. 1.3 billion of this goes directly to the military. 
The EU supported North Africa to the tune of several hundred million euros before 2011, but since the 
upheavals has ramped up the amount of aid it provides. Thus in 2012 the EU put together a 5 billion euro aid 
package for Egypt. ‘USA wollen Militärhilfe für Ägypten kürzen,’ Zeit Online, 2013, accessed on December 
8, 2016, http://www.zeit.de/politik/ausland/2013-10/us-militaerhilfe-kuerzung-aegypten. ; ‘'Demokratie-
Aufbau': EU schickt Islamisten in Ägypten 5 Milliarden Euro’, Deutsche Wirtschafts Nachrichten, 2013, 
accessed December 8, 2016, http://deutsche-wirtschafts-nachrichten.de/2013/01/16/demokratie-aufbau-
eu-schickt-islamisten-inaegypten-5-milliarden-euro/. See also: Jannis Grimm, Stephan Roll, ‘Ägyptens 
Außenpolitik unter Muhammad Mursi,’ SWP aktuell, 58 (2013), accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.
swpberlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/aktuell/2012A58_gmm_rll.pdf, 3-4.
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terms. For although it had already built up contacts with ‘the West’ over several years, 
the worry was that the persistently cautious stance taken by most ‘Western’ governments 
towards Islamist movements would lead them to be critical of an Islamist-dominated 
government.64 The political cadres of the Muslim Brotherhood therefore made efforts 
to strengthen the basis of trust with ‘the West’ through numerous visits to the US 
and Europe.65  Another positive impact on perception of the Muslim Brotherhood 
from the viewpoint of ‘the West’ was that with the likes of the Salafist al-Nour party 
and conservative Islamist Hazem Abu Ismail, significantly more radical alternatives 
to the FJP and Mohamed Morsi were standing in the parliamentary and presidential 
elections. Furthermore, the close cooperation between leading members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, led by its initial presidential candidate Khairat al-Shater, with the US State 
Department and embassy in Cairo helped ensure they saw the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
moderate stance.66

	 As an expression of its self-image of political independence, the Egyptian 
leadership around Mohamed Morsi focused on diversifying diplomatic relationships, 
even in the face of resistance from the US and Europe. After Hosni Mubarak had 
maintained good relations with ‘the West’ in particular and had complied with ‘Western’ 
demands regarding the direction of Egyptian foreign policy, Morsi placed a stronger 
emphasis on regional powers in Asia and Africa without regard for ‘Western’ sensitivities. 
Thus the first countries he visited after coming to office were Ethiopia, Saudi Arabia, 
China, and Iran.67 In doing so, however, he did not wish to cause a break in relations 
with the ‘Western’ allies of the old regime, which would remain important partners 
particularly in view of the country’s precarious financial situation. Thus the dichotomy 
between dependence on ‘Western’ (financial, economic and political) support, on the 
one hand, and the desire for independence from the political demands of ‘the West’, 
which was also heavily pronounced among the Egyptian population, became substantial 
in terms of Egyptian foreign policy under Morsi too.
	 Consequently, the Muslim Brotherhood frequently found itself in a situation 
where it had to justify itself in ‘the West’ following anti-Western or anti-Israeli 
comments whilst at the same time being criticised at home for its excessive proximity to 
‘the West’. Thus immediately after the election of Mohamed Morsi to the presidency on 

64 This fear was stoked in particular by the experiences of Algeria in the 90s and Palestine in 2006, where the
electoral victories of tolerated Islamic parties, partly with the support of ‘Western’ countries, were not 
recognised and ended in military conflicts.
65 Mustafa Khouli, ‘Amrika wa 'al-ikhwan' dakhalan marhala bina' al-thaqqa,’ El-Khabbar Online, 2012,
accessed December 8 2016, http://www.elkhabar.com/ar/monde/276879.html.
66 David D. Kirkpatrick, ‘In Egyptian Hard-Liner’s Surge, New Worries for the Muslim Brotherhood,’ The 
New York Times Online, April 1, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/02/
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24 June 2012, several Egyptian media outlets began a campaign against the US and the 
Muslim Brotherhood. For instance, El-Watan reported that, immediately before Morsi’s 
swearing-in as president, discussions between the military council and members of the 
Brotherhood took place under the aegis of the US and were mediated by Mohamed 
ElBaradei.68 In other media, it was said that the US had manipulated the election outcome 
in favour of the Muslim Brotherhood.69 In particular, then-US ambassador to Egypt 
Anne Patterson was treated with hostility by various Egyptian media; others, meanwhile, 
even asserted that Barack Obama was secretly a member of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Morsi’s instatement by the US was accordingly said to be an attempt to divide the Arab 
world.70 The contacts nurtured between the US and the Muslim Brotherhood since 2011, 
including in public, were viewed by large sections of the Egyptian media landscape as 
an alliance between two forces that together wanted to act against the Egyptian state. 
On the other hand, reports in the ‘Western’ media about anti-Western and anti-Semitic 
comments made by Mohamed Morsi in 2010 caused a stir. They related to a video 
recording in which Egypt’s future president described Jews as the descendants of pigs 
and apes.71 

	 During his time in office, Mohamed Morsi did not make any direct allegations 
against ‘the West.’ He did allege that a ‘fifth column’72 was behind the violence that 
broke out during demonstrations at the time of the conflict surrounding the drafting 
of a new constitution in December 2012.73 However, he was primarily taking aim at 
judges and businesspeople from the Mubarak era who, he said, had conspired against the 
government and thus endangered the political transition process. In addition, he spoke 

68 Hani Al-Waziri, et al., ‘al-watan takhsaf tafāsīl al-tafāhumāt al-akhīra bayn al-ikhwān wal-‘askarī li-‘ilān
fawz mursī,’ El-Watan News, June 26, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.elwatannews.com/news/
details/20668.
69 Mohamed Elmenshawy, ‘Blame Media: Washington's Inevitable Predicament in Egypt,’ Al-Monitor, 2013,
accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/10/egypt-washington-
conflictmedia.html#.
70 Ibid.
71 Criticism of the Israeli state and the ‘Zionists’ is a central theme of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, 
serving in particular as a means of mobilising its own rank and file. This did not harm the foreign policy of 
the FJP and Mohamed Morsi, however, as unconditional acceptance of the Camp David Agreement and the 
brokerage of a ceasefire between Israel and Hamas in 2012 make clear.
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aim of overthrowing the existing order. The term often implies that foreign powers are behind certain actions 
by domestic groups. David D. Kirkpatrick, ‘Morsi's Slurs Against Jews Stir Concern,’ The New York Times 
Online, 2013, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/15/world/middleeast/egypts-
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73 David D. Kirkpatrick, ‘Morsi Defends Wide Authority as Turmoil Rises in Egypt,’ The New York Times
Online, December 7, 2012, accessed December 8, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/07/world/
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in only very general terms about the internal and external risks against which he wanted 
to protect. 74  

	 In December 2012 the dispute about the drafting of a new constitution 
culminated in multiple deaths as a result of clashes between supporters and opponents 
of the Muslim Brotherhood. In response the Muslim Brotherhood said: ‘The plot foiled 
yesterday was made by those who fought against the revolution and conspired and 
continue to conspire against it, with money plundered from the Egyptian people and 
money they receive from foreign powers’.75 A day earlier the Muslim Brotherhood had 
accused various political forces of sabotaging the work of the Constituent Assembly, 
although no concrete criticism of individual articles was put forward. Furthermore, they 
were said to be inciting ‘foreign powers’ 76 against their own country by seeking to force 
members of the Assembly to draft a constitution ‘in line with a secular West vision’.77  
These kinds of insinuations with anti-Western content remained the exception between 
2011 and 2013, but were occasionally used by the Muslim Brotherhood as well in order 
to compromise political opponents. 
	 Seen in overall terms, the period between 2011 and 2013 shows that the Muslim 
Brotherhood wanted to continue pushing ahead with a normalisation of its relations with 
‘the West’ – not least due to its widespread reluctance to engage in official anti-Western 
discourse. Offers of talks with ‘Western’ countries such as Germany, which significantly 
stepped up contact with moderate Islamists from 2011 onwards, were welcomed by the 
Muslim Brotherhood. A new start following the support for dictators, on the one hand, 
and anti-Western rhetoric, on the other, therefore seemed possible and desirable to the 
Egyptian and ‘Western’ officials responsible.78 

The 2013 Military Coup: Frustration with ‘the West’ Among the Muslim  Brotherhood 
The Brotherhood’s view of ‘the West’ changed dramatically with the overthrow of 
President Morsi by the Egyptian Army under Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. In July 2013 the 
Muslim Brotherhood described the military’s seizure of power as part of a ‘plot’ that 
had been planned well in advance with the support of ‘the West’ and the Gulf States.79  

74 Jeffrey Fleishman, ‘Morsi refuses to cancel Egypt's vote on constitution,’ LA Times, December 6, 2012,
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The alleged insouciance shown by most ‘Western’ countries vis-à-vis the overthrow of 
an elected president by the military prompted the Muslim Brotherhood to denounce 
the hypocrisy of ‘the West’ in a detailed statement in October 2013. According to the 
Muslim Brotherhood, ‘the West’ repeatedly emphasised that it believed in superior 
values and principles such as democracy, people’s right to self-determination and human 
rights. These were only implemented at home, however, while in the countries of the 
Third World (under which Egypt too is subsumed) ‘the West’ had no inhibitions about 
toppling elected governments such as those of Chile or occupying countries such as Iraq 
if they did not serve its interests.80 After the upheavals in the Arab World, ‘the West’ had 
admitted mistakes but nevertheless sought to bring down Egypt’s Islamist government. 
In its words, ‘Islam, freedom, independence and extended international relations are 
certainly hated by the West and America’.81 Thus ‘Western’ diplomats had called for 
Morsi to resign after he showed his unwillingness to back down in the face of the protests 
against his presidency. In the end ‘the West’ turned to the Egyptian military to force a 
change of power.82 As evidence of the joint conspiracy of ‘the West’ with supporters of 
the old regime and representatives of the deep state, the Muslim Brotherhood statement 
in turn quotes former minister for international cooperation Faiza Abou El-Naga as 
blaming the US for having spent double-digit dollar sums to reverse the revolution and 
depose the elected government.83 
	 The absence of a ‘Western’ response beyond mere lip service to the removal of 
the president by the military and again following the massacre of demonstrators at Rabia 
Square led to major frustration within the Muslim Brotherhood rank and file. Their 
newly built trust in ‘Western’ decision-makers was dashed when the latter refrained 
from describing the al-Sisi-led military’s seizure of power as a ‘coup.’ After the EU’s 
High Representative for Foreign Affairs Catherine Ashton in July 2013 suggested an 
agreement with the military whereby the Muslim Brotherhood would desist from further 
demonstrations and sit-ins in return for a ‘safe exit’84 for Morsi and other members of 
the Brotherhood, the talks were seen as the high point in the perceived unreliability of 
‘the West’ as a partner based on the example of the EU. Ali Khafaji, the speaker of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s Youth Wing, stressed that ‘the West’ had discredited itself with 
its policy, above all in the eyes of the young revolutionaries of 2011. After supporting 
dictators for many years, ‘the West’ had initially welcomed the revolutions in the Arab 
world before acquiescing to the coup in Egypt without clear political sanctions. Because 
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of this, the ‘Western’ countries had once again shown that their foreign policy was not 
values-based.85 

The ‘Revolution of 30 June’: Al-Sisi calls in the Support of ‘the West’
From the outset, the new holders of power surrounding the former General and current 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi used the media as a tool for manipulating the opinions of 
the population and disseminating its view on ‘the West,’ the ousting of Mohamed Morsi, 
and the pronouncement that the Muslim Brotherhood was a terrorist organisation. Part 
of this strategy was to resort to established anti-Western resentment in order to blame 
the Muslim Brotherhood for the conspiracy with ‘the West’ – above all the US – against 
Egypt. 
	 Various levels were intermeshed in order to spread the regime’s narrative 
against ‘the West’ and the Muslim Brotherhood throughout the population: the bulk 
of private and state media created the basis for spreading the conspiracy theories, 
stirring up hatred against ‘the West’ and stoking fears of the supposedly terrorist 
Muslim Brotherhood. Furthermore, the repeated defamation of ‘the West’ in the media 
served to undermine the legitimacy of ‘Western’ criticism of mass death sentences and 
massacres in Egypt, since this criticism was supposedly part of a ‘Western’ plot. On the 
other hand, the administration around Abdel Fattah al-Sisi made direct insinuations of 
foreign plots and external powers, though without naming them so as not to open itself 
to attack among international public opinion. In addition, a middle level consisting of 
political advisers, various (smaller) parties and government employees acted as a link 
between the media and political leadership by connecting the statements of both sides 
directly with one another. Through this system of a division of labour between the 
media, political functionaries, and the administration, it was possible for any Egyptian 
to localise corresponding insinuations on the part of the administration and identify the 
nations allegedly behind the plots.

The Egyptian Media
Three themes dominated both independent as well as government media immediately 
after the ousting of Morsi on 3 July 2013: poor governance on the part of Morsi and the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the pro-Muslim Brotherhood stance of the US government under 
Obama and the US media, as well as the relationship between the Muslim Brotherhood 
and the US.86  On 22 July, for example, citing government security circles, the front 
page of the state-controlled Al-Ahram newspaper reported on an American plot aimed 
at enabling Mohamed Morsi to govern Egypt from the Rabia al-Adawiya Mosque. In 

85 Interview with Ali Khafaji in Doha, 18.01.2015. He is the Youth Leader of the Freedom and Justice Party in 
Gizeh (Egypt).
86 Elmenshawy, ‘Blame Media.’
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August the publisher of Al-Ahram wrote a follow-up article in which US Ambassador 
Patterson, together with the Muslim Brotherhood, was said to be involved in a plot to 
divide and destabilise Egypt.87 This form of reporting continued thereafter. Citing the 
‘highest circles,’ El-Watan newspaper, for example, which has close links with the regime, 
reported that representatives of the US and Turkish secret services had met to discuss 
how Egypt could be besieged in political and economic terms. Both countries wanted to 
support the Muslim Brotherhood and other terrorist groupings that were fighting against 
the Egyptian army and police in Sinai in order to pile further pressure on the Egyptian 
leadership.88  In mid-February, the columnist Mostafa Bakry, in his broadcast ‘Voice of 
the People,’ accused the US administration of paying 50 million dollars to human rights 
organisations in 2009 and 2010 in order to get them to criticise the political system, 
and that following the revolution the US paid Egyptians a further 1.2 billion dollars to 
get them to demonstrate against the armed forces. General al-Sisi, it was said, would 
not be forgiven by the US for having thwarted its plans to divide the Middle East.89  In 
another edition of his programme, Bakry even described the murder of 21 Copts in 
Libya as a US/Israeli/Muslim Brotherhood-inspired plot to attack Egypt’s stability.90 One 
of the best known exponents of an anti-Western viewpoint is Tawfik Okasha, owner and 
anchorman of television broadcaster ‘Al Fara’een,’ who had close links with Mubarak; 
Okasha was previously a member of the Egyptian parliament, representing Mubarak’s 
NDP, and in 2015 won a seat as independent candidate again. Okasha regularly attracts 
attention with his anti-Western pronouncements. In June 2012, for instance, at the 
time of Mohamed Morsi’s election as president, he conjectured that the US had forced 
the governing military council to falsify the election outcome in favour of the Muslim 
Brotherhood candidate.91 In November 2014, he blamed ‘the West’ for wanting to divide 
Egypt into six religious communities and thus overthrow the Egyptian state.92 
	 Through constant repetition and new linkages between various conspiracy 
theories involving Israel, the US and/or ‘the West’ as well as the Muslim Brotherhood, 
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this narrative took root among large sections of the population.93 The criticism of the 
Egyptian journalists was also aimed at ‘Western’ media, as they had used the terms 
‘military coup’ and ‘massacre’ to report events in Egypt.94 The well-known Egyptian 
journalist Ibrahim Eissa from Al-Tahrir newspaper consequently branded the Western 
media as liars who wanted to pursue a hidden agenda.95 

	 Political and social polarisation became evident in the Egyptian media 
landscape as well, with access to the media gradually withdrawn from the Muslim 
Brotherhood through repressive government measures. This was compounded by the 
fact that the few critical voices who had exploited the new journalistic freedoms since 
2011 (such as journalist Reem Maged and satirist Bassem Youssef) disappeared from 
the media following the military coup in 2013.96 As a result, Egypt’s media landscape 
became the mouthpiece of the new regime to an even greater extent than the media 
under Mubarak.

Government Employees and Politicians
Voices from parties with close links to the regime as well as from the state apparatus 
were usually more moderate in tone, but nonetheless vocally anti-‘Western’. For example, 
Mostafa Hegazy, political adviser to interim president Mansour, voiced his criticism 
in a CNN interview: ‘We did not see enough media coverage of the burning of our 
churches and the killing and mutilation of our men in their uniforms.’ In addition, the 
government information service (SIS) published an article on the correct way for the 
‘Western’ media to report events in Egypt, since from the perspective of the Egyptian 
authorities a number of past media reports had not been objective or neutral.
Amina Al-Naqqash, deputy chairman of the Al-Tagammu party founded under Anwar 
Sadat, said reporting in ‘the West’ constituted a media campaign that was negatively 
impacting Egypt’s relations with the EU and the US. ‘Western’ media was adopting a 
Muslim Brotherhood viewpoint and not taking into account the fact that the toppling 
of Morsi was a ‘popular uprising’ rather than a military coup. In an article for Asharq 
Al-Awsat she wrote: ‘What lies behind this attitude of the West in general and America 
in particular is anger, because the collapse of the Muslim Brotherhood will lead to the 
failure of the Greater Middle East Project sponsored by Washington. It also threatens 
peace between Egypt and Israel, which forms the backbone of the Western system of 
alliances in the region.’ 97
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	 Former UN Secretary-General Boutros Ghali argued along similar lines. In 
a television interview, Ghali accused the Muslim Brotherhood of having ruined all 
state institutions during its rule, of selling parts of Sinai, and of wanting a return to 
the Caliphate. He also claimed that US support for the Muslim Brotherhood stemmed 
from ‘the West’s’ fear of terrorists since 11 September.98 In addition, Ghali called for the 
Muslim Brotherhood to be wiped out once and for all due to its past crimes to ensure 
stability in Egypt. He also called for the improvement of communications with Europe 
and the US so that the world would understand that the Muslim Brotherhood was a 
terrorist organisation.99 Both Al-Naqqash and Ghali take up established themes of the 
conspiracy theories disseminated in the media and link them with current international 
developments.

The New Regime
The political leadership of the new regime is generally cautious when expressing its 
criticism, such as when Egyptian foreign minister Nabil Fahmy accused the ‘Western’ 
media of biased reporting. At a press conference on 18 August 2013, he showed videos 
of violent acts committed by supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood to the foreign 
journalists present, adding: ‘You are not political activists...you are media professionals 
whose job is to cover the event, and you have to investigate its accuracy’.100 On a 
comparatively restrained note, the then-General al-Sisi said the US had left Egypt on its 
own during the crisis and that Egyptians would never forget this.101

	 After another attack was committed on an army checkpoint in October 2014, 
killing 31, President al-Sisi accused foreign powers of being behind the crime without 
specifying which powers they might be.102 Given that the Egyptian public is fed a daily 
diet of new information about conspiracy theories and alleged connections between 
the US, Israel, and the Muslim Brotherhood by the media and numerous prominent 
personalities, it makes sense to put such comments by the president in the appropriate 
context. In addition, the publishers of several Egyptian daily newspapers, including the 
state-controlled Al-Ahram and the private Al-Masry Al-Youm and Al-Shouruk took the 
attack as a reason to toe the regime line even more closely. At a meeting they declared: 
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‘We assert our commitment to freedom of speech … but we reiterate our rejection of 
attempts to doubt state institutions or insult the army or police or judiciary in a way 
that would reflect negatively on these institutions’ performance.’103 Prior to this, al-Sisi 
had emphasised on multiple occasions that the media should play a prominent role to 
prevent the state’s policy from being undermined.104

	 An increasingly key theme of the internal Egyptian public discourse was the 
term ‘4th generation (4G) warfare.’ In the weeks and months following Morsi’s removal 
from office, and on an increasing basis since 2014, the regime around Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi used the term to describe a new form of warfare where the emphasis was on 
political, social, economic, tactical and technological dimensions rather than military 
ones.105  The approaches taken by the opponents of the Egyptian regime particularly in 
connection with the regime’s war against terrorism – which is aimed at the entire Islamist 
spectrum from Islamic State in Sinai to moderate opposition groups – are described as 
4G warfare. Al-Sisi does not explicitly mention the enemy in this war, however, with the 
result that opposition groups, ‘the West’ or Islamists can be portrayed as enemies of the 
state, depending on the regime’s interests. For example, al-Sisi blamed 4G warfare by his 
opponents for the emergence in February 2015 of audio recordings in which he talks 
disrespectfully of his financiers from the Gulf. With the help of technology and science, 
they supposedly created fake recordings to be used against the president and thus 
destabilise the Egyptian state.106  In his comments on 4G warfare, al-Sisi often refers to 
‘activists and protesters…applying foreign agendas and trying to create instability.’ 107 He 
did so again in the run-up to the adoption of a new anti-terror law prohibiting, among 
other things, the questioning of official government figures on deaths and injuries in 
terror attacks. Journalists and activists who breach these provisions face up to two years’ 
imprisonment. Once again, the regime is using the need to limit the instruments of 4G 
warfare as justification for these far-reaching curbs on media freedom.108

	 The rhetorical division of labour between the regime, public figures and the 
media is also apparent in relation to 4G warfare. While the upper echelons of the regime 
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generally talk in very vague terms about the danger that foreign influence in combination 
with domestic groupings poses to the country’s stability and security, these fears are 
expressed and underscored by media reports and interviews with public figures. For 
example, the Egyptian author Amr Ammar appeared on various Egyptian chat shows 
where he talked about the US having waged 4G warfare. He claimed the Arab revolts 
were part of a Zionist-US conspiracy to generate chaos and uncertainty in the Middle 
East and thus implement its plan to reshape the region. The Muslim Brotherhood was 
said to be involved in these plans, which were ultimately thwarted by the ousting of 
Morsi.109

	 The al-Sisi regime’s strategy of limiting its anti-Western and anti-US rhetoric 
to insinuations that are put into context by media and middle rank politicians enables it 
to seek a normalisation of the relationship with ‘Western’ countries in terms of foreign 
policy. This is particularly important as the Egyptian regime under al-Sisi continues to 
depend on US military assistance and will not, therefore, put the partnership with the 
US at risk in foreign policy terms. 

Conclusion
The discourse concept underlying this analysis helps illustrate the political discourse 
structures of ‘the West’ in Egypt, using the Egyptian regimes since Nasser and the 
Muslim Brotherhood as examples. It represents a metaphorical tool box which helps 
uncover a classification of discourse structures for the selected investigation period. 
Thus it was demonstrated that over a long period of time ‘the West’ has been made a 
subject of discussion in supratextual statements by both groups of actors analysed. From 
the perspective of discourse vis-à-vis ‘the West,’ a historical continuity has emerged. 
	 In the political discourse structures of both the regime and the Muslim 
Brotherhood, ‘the West’ is a heterogeneous discursive category and, depending on the 
context, is determined by prevailing discursive formations that are in turn shaped by 
geographical, cultural, and politico-economic contexts. A rhetorical distinction between 
discursive categories such as ‘Europe,’ ‘the West,’ and ‘foreign power’ is therefore 
important. Furthermore, the construction of an enemy refers in general either to ‘the 
West’ in abstract terms or to the US and other ‘Western’ countries due to specific policies 
such as the invasion of Iraq and torture in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo. 
	 Another common characteristic of the reference groups should be noted: the 
perception of ‘the West’ in Egypt was shaped by those countries that pursued a pro-active 
policy in the region during the relevant historical phase. Three focal points of discourse 
are evident against this backdrop. The first evident discourse is the focus on the colonial 
threat from ‘the West,’ with particular regard to the United Kingdom. Second, the 
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increased politico-economic opening up of Sadat’s Egypt to the US and Israel is linked 
to the perception of ‘the West.’ Third, the US and Israel until today occupy a prominent 
position within the political discourse structures around ‘the West.’ Despite differing 
constructions of ‘the West’ in the discourse of the regimes and the Muslim Brotherhood, 
both groups of actors adopt each others’ discourses and integrate them into their own 
discursive structures. 
	 In addition, it is clear that the different discursive structures around the 
perception of ‘the West’ also enable statements to be made about power relationships in 
the historical contexts presented here. In this study, the relationship combining power 
and discourse on ‘the West’ produces an inner logic for power tactics in the case of 
both groups of actors. These power tactics manifest themselves throughout history. The 
discourse vis-à-vis ‘the West’ should be seen as an effect and instrument of power, since 
it sometimes acts as a self-initiated starting point and, through external attributions, 
as a perceived resistance point. This dual structure can be identified in the case of 
the regimes as well as the Muslim Brotherhood. It was shown that foreign forces are 
constructed as enemies in diffuse threat scenarios in which the perception of ‘the West’ 
occupies a prominent position. Discursive categories such as ‘foreign hands’ on the 
part of the regime and the ‘fifth column’ on the part of the Muslim Brotherhood can be 
cited as examples in this connection. Accordingly, the evaluation of foreign influence 
from ‘the West’ is identified as the main seedbed for an anti-Western rhetoric for both 
groups of actors analysed. Anti-Western resentments are used as instruments of power 
to defame the other side, with the regime attributing the discursive category of ‘agent of 
the West’ to the Muslim Brotherhood since Mubarak’s rule, while up to 2011 the Muslim 
Brotherhood was accusing the regimes of dependence on ‘the West.’
	 In terms of ‘the West’ in political discourse structures of the regimes, the 
situation can be summarised as follows: since Mubarak’s rule, political discourse 
structures vis-à-vis ‘the West’ have been increasingly instrumentalised in order to 
defame and marginalise opponents such as the Muslim Brotherhood. In addition, the 
political discourse structures around ‘the West’ have acquired a new quality under al-
Sisi’s rule. Allegations of an alliance between the Muslim Brotherhood and ‘Western’ 
powers with the aim of destabilising the Egyptian state are spread repeatedly. Despite 
that, al-Sisi seeks to position himself to the outside world as an ally of ‘the West’ and win 
the support of ‘the West’ in his war on terror – and against the Muslim Brotherhood. 
This requires a shift in priorities in favour of security policy. Accordingly, the internal 
Egyptian discourse on ‘the West’ is widely instrumentalised by the al-Sisi regime via the 
media, government employees and politicians. In the assessment of political discourse 
strategies on ‘the West’ on the part of the al-Sisi regime, there is evidence of a division 
of labour between foreign policymakers and state-controlled media that reveals a dual 
discourse structure. Foreign policy actors from the al-Sisi regime seek to generate 
‘Western’ support in the form of financial aid, investment and arms. Thus conspiracies 
allegedly planned in conjunction with ‘the West’ are introduced in a subtle manner 
rather than made transparent through concrete statements. Against this backdrop, 
the domestic policy discourse of these actors is confined to insinuations that are well 
understood by Egyptian society, which is fed day and night with concrete ‘Western” 
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conspiracy scenarios by the state-controlled Egyptian media and public figures. A shift 
in relation to the accused co-conspirators is becoming clear, however: whereas it was 
initially the Muslim Brotherhood that was to be compromised as a collaborator of ‘the 
West’, left-wing, liberal and secular demonstrators and opposition groups in particular  
– for example in the course of the 4G discourse – are now linked to supposed ‘Western’ 
plots.
	 In terms of the Muslim Brotherhood, the fundamental perception of ‘the 
West’ is sub-divided into two areas: first into conceding the internal achievements of 
‘the West’ and second into criticism of the lack of spirituality and morals of ‘the West.’ 
This rejection  is accompanied by a rejection of the ‘Western’ lifestyle and a sole claim 
to global leadership together with a supposed focus on values in its foreign policy. The 
exclusive ties of ‘the West’ with the political interests of dictators are a component of 
this criticism of ‘Western’ foreign policy. Furthermore, the stance taken by the Muslim 
Brotherhood vis-à-vis ‘the West’ is shaped by fundamental mistrust of political and 
cultural interventions in national affairs and has therefore always embodied an anti-
Western element in its political direction. The anti-Western discourse on ‘the West’ that 
exists in many contexts within Egypt’s society is becoming the starting point for the 
direction of the Muslim Brotherhood’s own foreign policy options vis-à-vis ‘the West.’ 
The Muslim Brotherhood’s ambivalent relationship with ‘the West’ is blamed on the 
historical development of relationships and entails power tactics that can be seen in a 
dual discourse through the differentiation between internal discursive structures with a 
normative character and external discursive structures with a pragmatic focus. On the 
one hand, the Muslim Brotherhood has a normative interest in its anti-Western stance 
that is justified above all by its perceived mistrust of ‘Western’ foreign policy. This foreign 
policy is mainly linked to a non-credible values orientation, a historical handicap due to 
imperialism and colonialism, as well as exclusive ties between ‘the West’ and the political 
interests of dictators. On the other, the Muslim Brotherhood has a pragmatic interest in 
cooperating with ‘the West’ on equal terms. This is coupled with the politico-economic 
significance of ‘the West’ to Egypt, firstly because Egypt has real dependencies on ‘the 
West’ and secondly because the Muslim Brotherhood does not want to see its political 
activity jeopardised due to its inclusion in ‘Western” terrorist lists. It is remarkable that no 
defamatory accusations against ‘the West’ can be found in the official political discourse 
structures of the Muslim Brotherhood during Morsi’s period in office. Notwithstanding, 
the Morsi presidency is based on the established discursive structures of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Between 2011 and 2013, therefore, the Muslim Brotherhood pursued 
a dual strategy under which it sought on the one hand to internally deconstruct the 
discourse attributed to it on foreign control by the US and at the same time suggest 
independence. In external discourse, on the other hand, the Muslim Brotherhood sought 
foreign policy support from ‘the West.’ In doing so it subjected itself to similar foreign 
policy constraints as Mubarak and al-Sisi. Thus Morsi’s position within the discourse 
was likewise shaped by state logics of actions on the one hand, and those of the Muslim 
Brotherhood on the other. The perception of the ‘Western’ reaction to Morsi’s removal 
from office put a dampener on the development of a new start in relations with ‘the West’ 
and consequently increased the entrenched mistrust of ‘the West.’
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Rehearsing Revolution : How Live Action Role Playing Contributes to the 
Palestinian Resistance Movement
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Since its introduction to Palestine in 2011, LARP (Live Action Role-Playing) has been 
subverted and adapted by local groups in order to create authentic Palestinian forms of 
LARP. This article explores how LARP can be used as a tool of resistance, in ways similar 
to that of Augusto Boal’s Forum Theatre or ‘Izz al-Din al-Madani’s recreation of Istirad 
through the art of drama. It also explores how fantastical elements and imagination can 
contribute to the processing of real world issues, such as occupation, through pre-existing 
and adapted forms of storytelling. It argues that LARP, in its ambition to move across and 
beyond borders in a fictive reality, can be larger than a game, affecting both micro- and 
macro-levels of building and maintaining Palestinian society. Unlike previous work, this 
article argues that LARP’s true potential is not as a didactic tool, or as a tool for conflict 
resolution, but as a manifestation of resistance in its most subversive form.

 ‘… this role has made me feel the pain and desperation a human being faces 		
under occupation. It was not easy for me to accept that life with occupation 		
would be routine in my life forever, but the game also woke a feeling of 
optimism and hope. Perhaps nothing is forever after all.’ 1

In 2011, the Peace and Freedom Youth Forum (PFF), a Palestinian organisation aimed 
at community-building based in Ramallah, introduced the concept of LARP (Live 
Action Role Playing) to Palestine. LARP is a physical form of roleplaying, where the 
participants take on characters and act out their actions in mixture of playing and acting. 
Four years ago, the PFF were invited to a LARP workshop in Norway, and now they 

1 Palestinian Live Action Role Player, Irshaid, 2015
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are an experienced group- using LARP in various ways to address social issues in the 
community and to create a communal historical identity. This essay aims to introduce 
the concept of LARP and its development and narrative in Palestine. It will focus on 
LARP as an art form and explore its potential to function as a tool for resistance. LARP 
is similar to theatre practices which have been used to empower people, and resist 
their oppressors. Although much theatre aspires to deal with political issues today, it 
is often performed in venues too inaccessible and expensive for anyone outside of the 
establishment to enjoy. LARP offers a completely different approach to theatre, because 
the distinction between actors and spectators dissolves.
	 There is an empowering mechanism which is set into motion when a participant 
physically acts out a scenario – especially if this scenario is relatable to their reality, 
and addresses structures of oppression. By examining the history of LARP, we can see 
how it has evolved from physical re-enactments of the classical American roleplaying 
game (RPG), ‘Dungeons and Dragons’, to a tool which is used to address social issues or 
imagine utopias. LARP aspires to move across and beyond borders of fictive reality. It 
can open a space for communities to find a shared history, through their own ideas of 
history through fantasy themes.
	 Previous studies of LARP in Palestine have focused on how LARP can function 
as a tool for western models of conflict resolution, or as a didactic tool. However, I argue 
that it is more interesting to explore LARP’s similarities to other performance arts which 
have been crucial in resistance movements or social liberation, such as Augusto Boal’s 
Forum Theatre and ‘Izz al-Din al-Madani’s recreation of the Istirad and performances of 
memories from the Tahrir Square demonstrations in Egypt. These practices, born and 
developed in the Global South in reaction to various oppressors, have more in common 
with Palestinian larpers than with foreign NGO-lead initiatives. Although the LARPing 
of the PFF in Palestine came out of co-operation with a Norwegian LARP group, LARP 
is in its truest form similar to already existing theatre and storytelling methods in 
Palestine. This has enabled a truly Palestinian form of LARP to emerge. This essay will 
study two LARPs in detail, both set in Palestine. Through this comparison, we will see 
the importance of keeping foreign NGOs out of this creative process in order to create a 
Palestinian form of LARP.
	 The study of LARP is quite new to the academic sphere. Indeed, LARP first 
appeared in academic journals in the early 2000s. Within the LARPing community, 
there are publications such as the Knutepunkt, a Scandinavian publication with ties to an 
annual LARP convention with the same name. Existing literature is almost exclusively 
produced by Western larpers and academics who are also larpers, whether it is about 
LARPing in the West or in the Global South. This is also the case for the previous studies 
of LARP in Palestine and other Middle Eastern countries, and it is imperative to keep 
this in mind when reading their material. A non-native to Palestine will never fully 
grasp the experiences and reality of life under occupation. In order to leave room for the 
narratives of the Palestinian larpers to frame the story, it is important to be aware that 
much of the existing material is written by members of the community that exported 
LARP to Palestine. Hence, their observations and analysis will be coloured by their 
experience. This leaves us with a somewhat biased literature.  The practice of LARP 
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overlaps definitions and categories, and it can be approached from different angles. 
Some have approached it from the field of ludology, the study of games, or as a didactic 
tool, which can be used in educational settings as well as a tool for conflict resolution. 
This article approaches LARP as an art form, with strong similarities to traditional 
theatre and drama. It therefore refers to other examples of how drama has been used in 
community-building and resistance on a micro-level. In this article, sessions of LARP 
are referred to as they are within the LARP community: ‘larping’. The participants of 
LARPs are referred to as ‘larpers’. 

LARP and art in the world: a rehearsal of revolution
‘LARPs are ephemeral. They cease to exist the moment they become complete. They can 
only be perceived as wholes once they have already vanished.’ 2

	 Some elements of LARP can be found in theatre practices across different 
historical and geographical contexts. At the core of LARP is the idea of play, like 
children do. In fact, the Palestinian larpers describe LARPing to newcomers as ‘beit 
byut’, which has the same meaning as ‘playing house’ in English. When Nordic LARP 
is used today to address social issues or lived experiences in an imaginative setting, it 
reminds us how drama has become a tool of resistance and transformation. Using drama 
to address social struggles and experiences has a transformative effect on the group and 
the individual who seek to make changes in the community. Participation, ‘joining the 
scene’ and physically taking on a character are all crucial features of Forum Theatre. 
This experience does not only allow the player to embody and experience the character, 
but it is also an opportunity for the player to physically and mentally experience this 
action. Forum Theatre has often been used to address issues of social injustices, when 
experiences of oppression are re-enacted. LARP can also provide a safe space for a player 
to try and act out similar situations, and from this, a form of resistance can rise.
 	 Brazilian theatre director Augusto Boal was highly political 3 in his deliberate 
choice to move beyond didactic political theatre to create a transitive theatre, where both 
sides of the stage learned from each other. 4 As most great inventors in the aesthetics 
have in some way aspired to change society, the aim for many theatre practitioners has 
been to change the nature of drama through affecting and challenging the audience. 

2 Jaakko Stenros and Markus Montola ‘Nordic LARP’, accessed April 23, 2015, https://nordicLARP.wordpress.
com/ (2010).
3 There is a wide debate on whether Boal’s methods were too focused on the individual to be as Marxist as he
claimed they were; however most of this critique lies in the focus on the individual in his theories. Although 
the same could be argued about LARP, it is in my opinion more interesting to focus on the group which go 
througha LARP together and how their shared experience transforms.
4 Sheelagh, Strawbridge, ‘Some thoughts on connections between the Political and Therapeutic in the work of 
Fox and Boal’, Dramatherapy, 22(2) (2000) 8–12.
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Bertolt Brecht revolutionised western drama in the 1930s, by tearing down ‘the wall’ 
between the audience and the actors, often referred to as ‘the fourth wall’, through a 
process of distancing, called the Verfremdungseffekt.5 It could be argued that LARP 
would have been Brecht’s nightmare, with the fourth wall being torn down, but not by 
distancing actors, audience and director but by merging them and developing the game/
play/piece together. Participants view their own characters through an emotional tie 
they have constructed, and perceive their fellow characters through the eyes of their 
characters. However, they are never thrown into a LARP with no preparation. They have 
been given their characters prior to the LARP and have therefore had time to form a 
balanced, rational opinion about their character. Stenros argues that LARP has a built-in 
verfremdungs-effect, because the player will flicker between modes when trying to stay 
in character.6  The player can then act from how they perceive their character, without 
necessarily sympathising with it. Indeed, we could rather argue that LARP’s complete 
removal of the binary idea of audience versus actors implies the complete removal of the 
fourth wall, which is what Brecht was ultimately seeking.
	 For artists in countries who have suffered under colonialism and imperialism, 
participating in theatre and the arts also means developing arts which are rooted in the 
cultural heritage of the community, all the while incorporating new and radical ideas. 
This requires space, freedom and experimentation. For example, Tunisian director ‘Izz 
al-Din al-Madani, born in 1938, tried to create a truly Arab theatre by recreating Istirad, 
a traditional technique of digression, through playing on several stages at the same time, 
thus chopping up the story.7  This offered a space in which to create, and identify with, 
the communal Arab heritage and history. Nordic LARP has come out of practicing 
LARPs based on a communal Western idea of a shared history with fantastical themes. 
As we will see in the following case studies, Palestinian larpers have used LARP to build 
their own historical fantasy narrative based on their idea of shared history. This becomes 
a subversive act of resistance in the same way as al-Madani’s avant-garde theatre was, 
because it is the aim of every colonizer, imperialist or oppressor to delete the culture 
and heritage of the existing population. Therefore, LARPs with fantastical and mythical 
characteristics in a post-colonial setting harbour a different dynamic than those in, for 
example, Scandinavia.
	 In her collection of essays Doomed to Hope about the surge of creative 

5 The German 20th century play writer and director sought to revolutionize drama by profoundly changing 
the expectations of the audience and developed what he called the Verfremdungseffekt. This method is meant 
to distance the audience from the actors and the play, in order to assess the play rationally and not get draped 
in emotions (Brecht; 1927 in ed. Willett; 1964).
6 Jaakko Stenros and Markus Montola ‘Nordic LARP’ - https://nordicLARP.wordpress.com/ (2010) accessed
April 23, 2015, 330.
7 Ewa Machut-Mendecka. ‘The Living Stones of Tunisia (’Izz Al-Din Al-Madani and the Revival Theatre)’,
Oriente Moderno, Vol 16 (77) (1997) 125–132.
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practices in the Middle East during and after 2011, Dalia Basiouny describes how the 
play Tahrir Stories told the real stories and experiences of both the actors and audience 
just days or weeks after they had happened.8 The play was continuously disrupted 
by the ongoing reality - by new demonstrations erupting and accessibility to the city 
being compromised. Performing individual experiences together, can lead to a shared 
experience and, in turn, a shared yet diverse narrative of events. The late director of the 
Freedom Theatre in Jenin on the West Bank, Juliano Mer Khamisof, said that one of 
the reasons for the establishment of the theatre was that the Palestinian Youth had ‘lost 
their language’.9 Rania Jawad has argued that practicing theatre is about encouraging 
hope and ‘rearranging reality’10 – a term we could apply to the practice of LARP. The re-
enactment of current and ongoing events provides an opportunity for the audience and 
actors to interact with and address the issues around them. This is especially important 
in the context of oppressive regimes where few spaces for creative interaction like this 
are accessible. 
	 From what we know, LARP first took place in Palestine, through the 
introduction from Norwegian larpers in 2011. At the same time, a movement of 
resistance were spreading across the Middle East. Palestinian larpers have since spread 
LARP to neighbouring countries, with new groups forming in Turkey, Lebanon and 
Syria.11

LARP in Palestine, between checkpoints and weddings 
As mentioned before, the LARP community in Palestine is run by a youth organisation 
based in Ramallah named  The Peace and Freedom Youth Forum (the PFF). They 
understand their work to be ‘based on the concept that voluntary work has to be not 
only constructive, but also creative and fun; a joint contribution to the society as well as 
one-self ’.12 They have been organising LARPs as a way of building and strengthening the 
community since 2011. The organisers, who are between twenty and twenty five years 

8 Dalia Basiouny in ed. Eyad Houssami (ed.) Doomed by Hope: Essays on Arab Theatre. (United Kingdom:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
9 Rania Jawad in Eyad Houssami, E. (ed.) Doomed by Hope: Essays on Arab Theatre. United Kingdom:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 7.
10 Ibid. 40.
11 Clara Biermann and K. Leipoldt, ‘Make LARP Not War’ in Birth of LARP in the Arab World ed. A.
Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah, ( Rollespilsakademiet, København 2015). I will not elaborate 
on the practice of LARP in Israel for this essay, but it can be mentioned that it has existed there for a few 
years. It seems to be mainly focused on fantasy LARPs and medieval LARPs inspired by European historical 
accounts.
12The Peace and Freedom Youth Movement Beit Byout, ‘Who are we?’, accessed March 29, 2015, http://beit-
byout.blogspot.no/p/who- arewe.html (2013).
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old, believe that LARP can bring on a change for both the individual and the group, then 
bring to the community to which they belong.13 While one does not need an official 
membership to participate in LARPs, the PFF estimates that they have about 30-50 active 
larpers, and by the beginning of 2014, 150 Palestinians had participated in a LARP.14 

Though based in Ramallah, the PFF have organised workshops all over the West Bank.15 

Furthermore, the group has arranged LARPs on a wide range of topics, from LARPs 
about issues such as social justice, capitalism, honour killings and life under occupation 
as well as completely fictional ‘for fun’ LARPs about topics such as ‘the perfect holiday’ 
or a wedding. However, in many ways, the ‘for fun’ LARPs are also engrained in the 
context of life under occupation which.  According to some of the larpers whom Tindra 
Englund interviewed for her Master’s Thesis ‘Live Action Role Play (LARP) in a Context 
of Conflict’ (2014), young people in Palestine tend to blame all of their problems on the 
Israeli occupation. The interviewed larpers said that LARP can offer an opportunity to 
tackle this kind of reasoning and to become an engaged and active member of society. 
Indeed, many of the larpers that Englund interviewed identified one of the main benefits 
from LARPing as a possibility to escape from an oppressive and limiting reality where 
many of them feel trapped and stuck in Ramallah. In LARP, young Palestinians have the 
possibility to travel and explore without physically leaving the West Bank. In its own 
way, this is a subversive act – refusing the physical restraints imposed by the occupying 
forces in moving across and beyond borders in a fictive reality.
	 LARPing was introduced to the PFF in February 2011 by the Norwegian 
organisation Fantasiforbundet, a rather young organisation aimed at serious and 
experienced larpers in Norway.16 They have previously been involved in international 
LARP projects with countries such as Belarus. In 2011, they invited a few members 
from the PFF to participate in a Norwegian LARP. The Palestinian participants enjoyed 
the game and eagerly brought LARP back to Ramallah, where they went on to arrange 
smaller LARPs for Palestinians. Eventually, this led to a bigger LARP called ‘Til Death Do 
Us Apart’ about a wedding between a Palestinian and a Norwegian, to which they invited 
Scandinavian larpers. The topic of the LARP - a wedding - made the dual reality of their 
existence more obvious than ever, wrote Palestinian LARPer Fatima Abdul Karim in 
Knutepunkt 2013, because living under occupation means ‘a threat of existence, even 

13 A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.) Birth of LARP in the Arab World 
(Rollespilsakademiet, København 2015).
14 Englund, T. Master Thesis: Live action role play (LARP) in a context of conflict: An ethnographic study of
LARP in Ramallah, Malmo University, Sweden (2013).
15 Palestine LARP, Facebook Page, (2015) accessed April 14, 2015, from https://www.facebook.com/
groups/401258506553994.
16 A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.) Birth of LARP in the Arab World
(Rollespilsakademiet, København 2015).
17 Knutepunkt ‘Do LARP – Documentary Writings from KP2011’, (Knudepunkt, Denmark, 2011).
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though we constantly fall in love and hold weddings.’ 17  This bigger event was followed by 
a Palestinian LARP festival in 2013 called Beit Byout. Outside of these large international 
events, the PFF has continued to arrange smaller LARPs and workshops around the 
West Bank. They follow the vocabulary of Nordic LARP and assign Game Masters' for 
each game, who lead the games, and Game Designers, who plan and write them. Since 
no opinions ‘out of character’ should be expressed during the LARP, the LARPs arranged 
by the PFF are usually followed by  a debriefing sessions in order for the participants 
to have a chance to share and discuss their experiences – which is done by the Game 
Master(s). 
	 The participants’ experiences gained while arranging LARPs with the PFF, and 
participating in their LARPs in or outside of the West Bank, have been documented 
and reflected on in the Scandinavian LARP magazine ‘Knutepunkt’. 18 Many of the 
Scandinavian larpers have been profoundly affected by the LARP put on by the Palestinian 
group. For example, Juhana Pettersson, a Finnish larper, describes his experience of 
LARPing in the West Bank as emotionally challenging: 

‘The whole trip was very emotionally affecting, and untangling the emotions that arise 
from fictional contexts from those springing out of real events was not easy.’19

	 Odrun Misje, one of the other Scandinavian participants at the same LARP, 
writes that the strong emotional experience deepened her understanding for and 
solidarity with the Palestinians: 

‘I could experience how the conflict is dividing the Palestinian population, through 
LARP. I could live the life of one that believed in peace, the peace process and the Oslo 
treaty in 1993, but then lost faith. And I could experience life in captivity - how it hurts 
to be blindfolded and handcuffed.’20

Case studies
This article looks at two Palestinian LARPs in detail. They differ from each other in style 
and they both characterise two different styles of LARPs practiced by the PFF. The first is 
called ‘The Village LARP’ and is what I will refer to as a single issue LARP.  It is practiced 
during a shorter period of time and focuses on addressing one main issue. The second 
one is called ‘The Jericho LARP’ and is what I describe as a Fantasy LARP. Although 

18 E.g. Juhana Petterson, ‘The Horse as a Revelation’ in ed. K. Jacobsen Meland & K. Øverlie Svela Exploring
Borders (Knutepunkt, Fantasiforbundet, Oslo, 2013) , 84.
19 Ibid.
20 Odrum Misje ‘Beit Byout – a year after’, in A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.) Birth of
LARP in the Arab (Rollespilsakademiet, København, 2015).
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all LARPs are Fantasy LARPs, as all actions spur from the participants’ imaginations, 
a Fantasy LARP is based on a story and situation which exist in an imagined universe. 
Similar to the Fantasy LARPs described in the first chapter, these might be based on our 
idea of our historical past or present, but often have magical features and are not realistic 
LARPs. 

The Village LARP
Many of the LARPs arranged by the PFF are short, focusing on a single issue or dilemma. 
They are often limited in time because the games have a purpose, either to introduce 
LARP for beginners or to bring a social issue to attention at a workshop or meeting. The 
participants in these games vary from beginners to experienced larpers, and they may 
take from two hours to an afternoon to complete. The LARP al-Qarya Lu’ba (henceforth: 
the Village Larp) was designed by members of the PFF. The storyline revolves around 
three families in a village and the differences and dilemmas between them. The LARP is 
set 90 years ago, but no further details of the physical location or features are given; the 
abstract nature of the place allows the LARP to focus on the social dynamics described. 
Situating the LARP in a bygone era, in a time before the Nakba and the occupation, 
also distances it from the reality of today. There are many reasons for such a decision. 
One could be that the reality of the occupation is so dominant that in order to discuss 
issues regarding the Palestinian community without focusing on the occupation, the 
LARP has to be set in a time before the occupation. The game plan for the Village LARP 
gives a background story to the LARP, describing how the game will be formed, what 
preparations are needed and three scenes which will take place during this LARP. The 
game plan describes three families living in the village. There are disputes between the 
families rooting in on one of the families buying land from one of the other families to 
later make money from this land. Before the LARP begins, the participants are divided 
into groups, told the story of the LARP and pick their roles within the families. The game 
is then prepared by exercises and games so that the participants can warm up and relax 
before taking on their character. 
	 The Village LARP has three scenes, each ten minutes long. During each of these 
time segments, the participants are presented with a scenario or a problem to act out, 
discuss and finally vote on, three in total. They are then presented with three solutions 
for each dilemma and, subsequently, require that they send a representative from each 
family to vote on one of them. This sort of LARP is heavily dependent on several Game 
Masters, who can both present the storyline and the dilemmas to the participants, but 
also guide them through what actions need to be taken in order for the game to play 
out. The dilemmas presented stem from the richer family trying to use the land and 
resources to maximise their profit on the expense of the other families. In the third 
and final scene the rich family goes bankrupt and have to move in with another family. 
The final dilemma presented to the players in the final scene is which family should be 
expelled from the village. Whether or not an option could be expelling no family, or 
if any participants have suggested this, is not clear from the game plan. The political 
message of this LARP seems quite clear - capitalism has had negative consequences for 
the general population of Palestine. In the final dilemma, it also seems that the game 
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designers are looking for someone to blame - one of the families need to be expelled. 
	 It seems that this kind of LARP is more in the borderland between regular role 
play used in educational settings and a LARP of its original meaning. With such a strict 
game plan, in many ways resembling an actual script, not much is left to the personal 
imagination. Rather than allowing the participant’s mind to adopt a character fully and 
discover its possibilities, the larper is presented with options, which give them not only 
a limited outcome, but also a limited analysis of their character and the scenario. There 
is a great distinction to be made between theatre/roleplay/LARP used as an organic and 
empowering process, and cases when it is used as a didactic tool. The distinction often 
lies in who the organiser is. For example, if the LARP financed by the participants or by 
a third party. Irene Fernandez-Ramos, who have studied the use of Playback Theatre on 
the West Bank, 21 refers to an ‘NGO-isation’ of cultural production in Palestine. She has 
questioned whether this dependence on Western donors in an after-Oslo Palestine has 
affected the efficiency of theatre as a medium for resistance. 22 Indeed, as soon as a third 
party is involved, financially or not, the motive of the game becomes orchestrated. The 
theme of the LARP might no longer be organic or aimed at truly addressing the issue, 
but rather to please donors or gain international approval. 
	 The game plan of the Village LARP could be used both in an NGO lead 
workshop, and in social groups. It is definitely a guided role play, which to some extent 
may risk missing out on some of the empowering mechanisms of LARP. Nevertheless, 
there is an interesting political and ideological impulse in Palestinian LARP. Acting out 
the inequalities that capitalism have brought to the West Bank, genuine and emotional 
opinions can be shaped into a social movement. The last dilemma of the Village LARP 
is focused on accountability, processes which are extremely important in social and 
resistance movements. Forming an accountability process which fits the community is 
most ideally done on a grass roots level. This type of  LARP could therefore be interpreted 
as another cornerstone of building a movement and community – independent of their 
oppressor. 

The Jericho LARP
The LARP ‘La tasaluh wa law qil inna fil-sulh hila – innahu al-tha’r’ (henceforth: The 
Jericho LARP) 23  was a longer LARP, set and played in Jericho in 2013 and again in 
March 2015. Extensive work was done to prepare this LARP, ranging from building a 

21 Playback theatre is a form of theatre where the actors improvise plays based on stories from the audience.
22 Irene Fernández Ramos Economic Dependence and Resistant Narratives: Alternative Representations of
Reality within Contemporary Palestinian Theatre (SOAS, University of London, 2013).
23 The original title in Arabic plays on a colloquial proverb (in more formal phrasing), which can be roughly
translated as: ‘No reconciliation if it comes with a trick, because that is revenge.’ I have chosen to refer to the
LARP as ‘The Jericho LARP’ in this essay since that is how the PFF prefers for it to be referenced in English.



61

background story and characters to collecting physical materials such as clothing and 
food. The LARP is a historical LARP set in Jericho three thousand years ago, and played 
out on the same ground. The organisers attempted to create a truly genuine historical 
setting by also encouraging the players to speak formal Arabic during the whole play. 24 
Tell al-Sultan in Jericho, served as a unique setting for a historical LARP. It has been called 
one of the world’s oldest cities since remains of ancient civilisations can still be found 
within the city. Archaeologists have discovered findings from 23 layers of civilisations 
on the site. Today, you can walk in the remains of a Neolithic town, with houses and 
architectural structures of the earliest found fortification system in the world.25 The 
ability to organise and create a fantasy world based on actual local history in this kind of 
setting is a unique opportunity.
	 The Jericho LARP revolves around a fictional tribe of this time, living in Tell al-
Sultan, and a rival tribe. The game plan includes a background story for the LARP, with 
a description of the (imagined) physical space for the LARP, life of the tribe, religious 
beliefs, clothes and a scenario, referred to as ‘al-lu’ba’ (the game). There are also two 
character lists, one for each tribe, describing the relationships within the tribe. Almost 
all characters also have their own character description giving their name, age and role 
in the tribe (for example ‘the mother’). In addition, they describe the character’s role 
in the LARP and their relation to some of the other characters. The background and 
setting of the tribe is described in the scenario. The leader of the tribe, Sultan, becomes 
old and sick. The eldest son then starts preparing to take over leadership of the tribe. 
After the death of Sultan, a meeting is held with a neighbouring tribe to declare the new 
leader of the tribe. At this meeting, the tutelage of Sultan is presented. He requests his 
youngest son to take leadership of the tribe since he does not see his oldest son as fit 
for the position. The oldest son then leaves the tribe, taking some of the tribe members 
with him, to start a new tribe. The story then jumps twenty years ahead in time and 
announces that the oldest son returns to his old tribe to reclaim his right to succession. 
After this the LARP begins; ‘wa tabda’ al-lu’ba…’
	 Unlike in a single issue LARP, such as the previously described Village LARP, the 
Fantasy LARP only describes the context of the game. Thus, it is up to the participants 
to decide the development of the game. The Game Master can now no longer intervene 
in the actions of the players but merely co-ordinate logistics. Therefore, we do not 
know exactly what happened in The Jericho LARP, except for what can be retold by 
the participants themselves. The background story and plot created for the LARP is 

24 M. Hamouri ‘The beauty of spontaneity’, in A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.) Birth of
LARP in the Arab World ( Rollespilsakademiet, København 2015).
25 UNESCO, Ancient Jericho: Tell al-Sultan, accessed April 23, 2014, http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists
/5704/.
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presumably based on the planners’ ideas and assumptions of pre-historical times. 
Elements of this imagery and themes stems from classical Su’luk26, or vagabond, poetry 
from the Jahiliyya27 period. In Su’luk poetry the poet has been excluded from his tribe 
and, as a result, goes on to find another tribe, or to live as a brigand or mercenary in the 
desert.28 Although the authenticity of these works has been debated 29 it is rather the 
impact of this poetry which is significant in this context. The Su’luk poetry represents 
a part of a shared idea of what ‘history’ looked like. The planners of the Jericho LARP, 
and the author of the game plan, are not historians or literary scholars. Rather, we can 
assume that the inspiration for this game plan is based on shared ideas and perception 
of history, most likely shaped through teachings at school or stories told within the 
community. 
	 Examining the Jericho LARP, we can see how the construction of a shared history 
can contribute to an understanding of our current reality. It is imperative to examine our 
perception of history when trying to understand what shapes the environment described 
in fantasy stories situated in a ‘historical’ setting. In the Western world, the fantasy genre 
is well-known through the works of authors such as J.R.R. Tolkien or popular television 
programmes like Game of Thrones; in Scandinavia, the fantasy genre has also been 
explored through LARPs. Hence, not only fantastical but also historical elements of this 
genre are important. The latter contribute to the perception and idea of our history, and 
can help us make sense of reality today. This subtle revolutionary tendency of LARP in 
Palestine is an interesting element to analyse; the building of a community, the shaping 
of a shared memory and a common identity. Fernandez Ramos describes a Playback 
Theatre performance in Palestine as if an ‘invisible needle was knitting a unique 
collective narrative’.30 In LARP, the participants are given a similar opportunity. This 
narrative becomes crucial in the reality of Palestinian lives, where mere existence implies 
resistance. Some of the larpers which Englund interviewed claimed that in fact every 
act in occupied Palestine is an act of resistance. Therefore, every expression of art, every 
LARP, becomes an act of resistance.31 

26 Su’luk poetry was present from the Jahiliyya period to the end of the Ummayyad regime, and has famous
poets such as al-Shanfara and ‘Urwah ibn al-Ward associated with it.
27 The Jahiliyya period refers to the pre-Islamic time in the Arabian Peninsula, which was the time before the 
revelation of the Qu’ran.
28 Arazi, A. ‘Su ‘lūk.’ Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. Bearman P., Bianquis Th, Bosworth C.E., van 
Donzel E., Heinrichs W.P. United Kingdom: Brill Online, 2012.
29 Ibid.
30 Irene Fernández Ramos ‘Storytelling, Agency and Community-building through Playback Theatre in
Palestine’ SOAS Journal of Postgraduate Research, Vol 7 (Fall 2014), 21.
31 Tindra Englund, ‘Live action role play (LARP) in a context of conflict: An ethnographic study of LARP in
Ramallah’ (Master Thesis) (Malmo University, Sweden, 2013).
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Micro-Resistance Through Palestinian LARP

‘It ended when my character committed suicide in the middle of the
 battle field to stop the bloodshed between the brothers, she raised and loved which 
I think was awesome.’ 32

‘None of the Palestinian larpers that I interviewed view LARPs as simply entertainment, 
they all point out different and useful areas of use.’ 33

In her seminal research on LARP in Palestine, Englund argues that LARP can be used 
as a ‘tool to empower the powerless.’ 34 On a base level, the participant-centered nature 
of LARP makes it democratic. The ability to step into another character enables one to 
understand things one could never have experienced in one’s own life. This approach 
attempts to move beyond the personal experience of enjoying a LARP, while focusing 
on didactic terms and purposes. Much of the Scandinavian study of LARP is based on 
ideas of education and conflict resolution. For example, Englund focuses on what a 
study of LARP can contribute to the field of Peace Studies and Conflict Resolution.35 She 
emphasises the individual development through LARP as an important part of the peace-
building process, and uses the example of a Palestinian LARP about a dream holiday to 
illustrate how vital it is to be able to dream about peace even if one cannot imagine it. 
Englund concludes her thesis with proposing a LARP between Palestinians and Israelis 
as the next step. Such a suggestion can only come from a lack of proper understanding 
of the social, historical and political context of Palestine. The research that has been 
done on LARP in Palestine so far is based on the Nordic LARPing tradition, which lacks 
a well-grounded knowledge of the Occupation as told by only one or two people the 
authors came into brief contact with. Without downplaying the importance of personal 
stories and experiences, it would still have been preferable if the author was not only 
familiar with LARP when drawing these conclusions, but also the social, economic and 
political reality of life in the West Bank. 
	 Although many LARPs bring up political issues, or themes of social justice, as 
Kaisa Kangas has argued in Knudepunkt, ‘every LARP is designed from some kind of a 
political perspective.’36 – the themes of the Palestnian LARPs are fundamentally different 
from that of larpers in Scandinavia, a geographical area which has not experienced 

32 T. Nassar ‘The End Makes All The Difference’, in A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.)
Birth of LARP in the Arab (Rollespilsakademiet, København, 2015).
33 Tindra Englund, ‘Live action role play (LARP) in a context of conflict: An ethnographic study of LARP in
Ramallah’ (Master Thesis) (Malmo University, Sweden, 2013).
34 Ibid., 25
35 Ibid.
36 K. Kangas ‘Nationalism of the oppressed’, in A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.) Birth of 
LARP in the Arab (Rollespilsakademiet, København, 2015).



64

occupation or conflict since the Second World War. This disparity becomes apparent 
in situations where Palestinian and Scandinavian larpers have co-operated in LARPs 
aimed at raising awareness about the conflict abroad, like the Finnish-Palestinian LARP 
Halat Hisar (state of siege). Halat Hisar posed the following questions: in what way does 
it affect Palestinian participants to see their daily reality played out by Scandinavians in 
a safe space, far away from check points, raids, prisons and settlements? What happens 
to the assumed empowering mechanism of acting out and dealing with situations of 
oppression when outsiders are invited and allowed to dominate the game? To combat 
these issues and to ensure that the Scandinavian participants actually took on their 
characters and refrained from stereotyping and orientalising Palestinians, the Game 
Planners for Halat Hisar used two methods: extensive preparation studies and a method 
called Distancing (not to be confused with Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt). Kaisa Kangas, 
who organized the game with Palestinian larpers in Finland for a Finnish audience, 
describes both methods in The Cutting Edge of Nordic LARP. All of the participants 
of this LARP were required to take part in rigorous preparations, including extensive 
reading before the LARP in an attempt to avoid stereotyping and assumptions. The 
Distancing effect in LARP vocabulary means taking a situation and detaching it from 
its geographical and cultural characteristics. In the case of Halat Hisar, the narrative of 
Israeli Occupation was detached from Palestine and moved to Finland, where a new 
history was built to match the Finnish narrative. 
	 Distancing was in a way used in the Jericho LARP, and is used in many fantasy 
LARPs. The Game Planners of the Jericho LARP used the political potential of the 
fantasy genre in their game. Both fantasy and science fiction are genres that have been 
dismissed to the realm of so called ‘nerd-culture’ and are rarely allowed into neither the 
cultural or political sphere. This is in spite of the fact that many big fantasy pieces address 
societal changes and history, and a crucial feature of science fiction genre to address 
philosophical and political issues. The game can be interpreted as a purely fictional game 
about a tribe 3,000 years ago. However, Game Planner Sari Abdo explains that they used 
the story of two tribes fighting over power, despite originating from the same tribe, as an 
analogy of the Fatah-Hamas conflict.37  This was a way of addressing Palestinian politics 
through Distancing. This instance of Distancing is interesting because unlike the one 
described in Halat Hisar by Kangas (2014), the Jericho LARP did not remove the true 
geographical location of the conflict, but rather the time in which it took place. The 
situation is therefore still owned by the participants because it draws on their communal 
idea of their shared history, but is distanced from current reality to the extent that 

37 S. Abdo ‘Lost in Jericho’, in A. Anderson, R. Kharroub , H. Levin, M. Rabah (eds.) Birth of LARP in the
Arab (Rollespilsakademiet, København, 2015).
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38 Rania Jawad in Eyad Houssami, E. (ed.) Doomed by Hope: Essays on Arab Theatre. United Kingdom:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 36.

prejudices and opinions can be left behind. 
	 Syrian playwright Saadallah Wannous said that theatre offers a forum in which 
‘we can contemplate our ‘‘historical and existential’’ condition together in a communal 
context’. 38 I would argue that the practice of LARP holds its main potential in building 
and strengthening the community - through exploring common identities based on 
a communal history, and providing a space where both past and future events and 
developments can be processed on an individual and communal level. This is what we 
can call resistance on a micro-level, and that’s where our main point of reference should 
begin when studying Palestinian LARP. Merely the fact that Palestinians participate in 
LARP is a form of resistance, but there is greater potential for this practice to move 
beyond mere participation. The main goals of LARPing for the PFF are focused on 
working with gender equality, resisting the physical fragmentation of the Palestinian 
people and strengthen the local community. 

Conclusion
Palestinian LARP could, at the stage described in this article, offer two opportunities 
to Palestinian resistance against the Israeli occupation. The first opportunity is in the 
empowering process that is enabled through physically acting out stories and events, 
whether real – such as performances of stories from Tahrir Square in Egypt and Boal’s 
Forum Theatre in Brazil, or imagined like al-Madani’s Tunisian avant-garde theatre or 
the Palestinian Jericho LARP. Art is an undeniable part of resistance; it is a way of making 
sense of the conditions of our lives. LARP could potentially serve as a development of pre-
existing methods in the art of resistance. Its base in the collective narrative and complete 
participation, gives it the potential to touch every single participant of the game. Perhaps 
this Norwegian import to Palestine, can be absorbed, subverted and developed into a 
truly Palestinian practice of LARP. Where daily life is a constant struggle against the 
occupation, LARP can fill a function as a tool of resistance against the oppression.
	 The other main opportunity is the potential of fantasy and imagination. LARPs 
– historical, fantastical or ‘for fun’ – offer a playground where fantasy can roam freely 
and different realities and outcomes can emerge. Didactic LARPs, on the other hand, are 
more aimed at making the larpers leave with a certain experience and conclusion. This 
is problematic for two reasons. Firstly, if the LARP is organised with external funding 
the political process is not organic, but will rather adapt itself to the political agenda of 
its donors. Secondly, the didactic LARPs offer a much more limited possibility for the 
participants to discover and play. The true potential lies in how Fantasy LARP has a 
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tendency to create utopias and in this, empowering mechanisms are released through 
the physical enactment of resistance. If Palestinian LARP does not dare to enable 
mechanisms of micro-resistance, in fear of the opinions of donors or Scandinavian 
colleagues, the practice will probably die out or continue existing on a small scale, like 
it did for many years within the so-called ‘nerd’ community in Scandinavia. However, if 
Palestinian LARP dares to be radical, and fantastical, if it dares to allow its imagination 
to roam freely, challenging existing structures and ideas – the potential is great.
	 LARP enables us to move across and beyond borders in a fictive reality. It 
releases empowering mechanism and it allows the community to build an identity and 
develop the civil society. Palestinian LARP can be bigger than a game because it affects 
micro- and macro-levels of building and maintaining a Palestinian society - which 
mere existence is the biggest threat to the occupying force. Like in Mahmoud Darwish’s  
famous poem: loving life is resistance in its most subversive form. Loving the life your 
oppressor does not want you to have, and building a community which defends and 
betters this life – LARP is a way of doing both.
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The More it’s Centralized, the More it’s Divided: A Historical-Institutionalist 
Reading of Qatar’s Foreign Aid Landscape

Martin Lestra

Aid fragmentation is one of the recurrent features of development studies. In this 
contribution I try to understand why a small, cohesive state like Qatar, has produced so 
many different aid actors. Conventional views of Qatar’s donorship – the ‘branding’ and 
‘emerging donors’ scholarship – examine Qatar’s behaviour in multilateral arenas and 
recipient countries before drawing conclusions as to the nature of Qatar as an international 
donor. Both accounts assume an autonomous, concerted and empowered leadership in 
the small autocratic peninsula. This contribution questions this assumption. It provides 
an alternative domestic explanation based on a dynamic historical-institutionalist reading 
of Qatar’s aid bureaucracy. It argues that the increasing concentration of power in Qatar 
in the hands of the ruling family has not precluded the fragmentation of the aid landscape 
and the proliferation of aid actors. As the Qatari rentier state has developed, it has become 
increasingly difficult for the leadership to reengineer an increasingly heavier bureaucracy. 
Parallel initiatives and ‘turf wars’ for control over the aid portfolio lead to duplications, 
incomplete reforms and ultimately, to the enduring coexistence of different organizations 
and aid cultures within the petro-monarchy. 1

Introduction: ‘the new kid in the block’
Qatar is one of the smallest and most generous states in the world. Upon arriving in 
Doha in January 2016, I knew about some of its recent, rich and complex history as an 

Martin Lestra is a doctoral candidate at the European University Institute and the Ecole des 
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales.

1 The author would like to thank Anna Kyriazi and Dr. Rolf Schwarz for their constructive criticism.
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aid donor. Evidently, the Islamic notions of zakat,2 sadaqat,3 or waqf 4 were not wholly 
lost on me. Neither was Qatar’s success story: once one of the poorest regions on the 
globe, it had become one of most generous and visible ‘emerging donors’ 5- the ‘new 
kid in the block.’6  Its aid spanned various continents. An Arab donor, it engaged mainly 
through regional organizations like the Islamic Development Bank, and disbursed aid 
mainly within its region – to Syria, Morocco, Palestine, Egypt and Yemen.7 Yet Qatar 
was increasingly surprising the aid community by spear-heading aid initiatives towards 
developed, Western countries, such as with the Qatar Friendship Fund–Japan, to support 
relief efforts after the 2011 tsunami and earthquake in Japan, or the 2005 Qatari Katrina 
Fund, to support victims of the hurricane in the United States.
	 Qatar foreign aid was also charismatically represented by royal personalities 
such as Sheikha Moza, who had most strikingly taken special leadership in the promotion 
of education throughout the world.8 I also became aware of the importance of foreign 
aid in Qatar’s foreign policy. Emblematically, a few days after my arrival, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs’ Assistant for International Cooperation became the new Foreign 
Minister.9

2 Zakat is one of the five pillars of Islam. ‘An act of social solidarity and an affirmation of faith’, it is considered a 
compulsory contribution to the poor (Jonathan Benthall and Jerome Bellion-Jourdan, Charitable Crescent: Politics 
of Aid in the Muslim World (I.B.Tauris, 2003, 26)). In practice this is never automatic; the categories of zakat-eligible 
recipients, or the way to calculate zakat are relatively contingent. For a historical perspective on zakat, see Benthall 
and Bellion-Jourdan 2003, first chapter.
3 As opposed to the compulsory nature of zakat, a voluntary redistribution to the poor.
4 Religious endowments in Islam: the dedication of material resources (mostly infrastructure) for charitable means. 
A private initiative progressively taken over by central administrations of the state as of the rule of Sultan Mahmud 
II (1808-1839) William L. Cleveland and Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East, 5th Edition, 5th 
edition (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2012, 73).
5 Randeep Ramesh, ‘Charitable Giving by Country: Who Is the Most Generous?,’ The Guardian, September 8, 2010, 
accessed March 3, 2017, http://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2010/sep/08/charitable-giving-country.
6 Western donors were not always so keen on discussing aid with Gulf donors. Until the recent financial 
crisis, Western donors showed little interest in Gulf states’ aid programs. Observers of the note the feeling of 
embarrassment described by a former Development Assistance Committee Chair when observing that members’ 
representatives ‘had little knowledge of Arab aid programmes’, and were ‘not in position to put precise questions 
to the Arabs’, at the meetings, causing disappointment on the part of Arab participants. Embarrassment went 
crescendo when Western representatives decided not to show up at all to these meetings. Peter Carroll and William 
Hynes, ‘Engaging with Arab aid donors: the DAC experience’, IIIS Discussion Paper 424, April 2013, www.tcd.ie/iiis/
documents/ discussion/pdfs/iiisdp424.pdf, 12’.
7 ‘Qatar Becomes Participant in the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) - OECD,’ accessed October 
5, 2016, http://www.oecd.org/dac/dac-global-relations/qatar-participant-dac.htm.
8 Sean Coughlan, ‘Sheikha Moza: The Power behind Qatar’s Global Lessons,’ BBC News, accessed February 15, 2016, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/business-29997174.
9 This nomination might be introducing an informal yet enduring practice: the former Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, now Minister for Defense, was himself Assistant for International Cooperation beforehand. As reminded 
by an advisor to the Government of Qatar, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs ranks 4th in order of importance in the 
ministerial hierarchy. Advisor, Qatar Development Fund. Interview by author. Doha, February 17, 2016.
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	 Less visible at first sight, and striking to me, was the fragmentation of the Qatari 
aid landscape. Though Qatar’s aid actors emerged for the most part in the 2000’s,10 it 
had as many, if not more, entities dealing with foreign aid than in the neighbouring, 
older aid champion, Kuwait11  It also had more state-sponsored philanthropies operating 
internationally than the United Arab Emirates – though the latter’s population exceeds 
that of Qatar threefold.12  Striking was the fact that different sources in Qatar did not even 
seem to agree on the number of Qatari aid organizations operating internationally13: 
were they nine14 or fourteen?15

	 At any rate, the different Qatari charities seemed to be working in parallel, 
sometimes fulfilling very similar tasks. This surely ran counter to international 
organizations’ recommended practice of limiting aid fragmentation and avoiding 
duplications. Some of my interlocutors recognized that working with the Qatari donor 
was ‘honestly a nightmare’ difficult because ‘it is impossible to know…if all these partners 
will still exist or not in the near future!’ 16   More strikingly, fragmentation ran counter 
to the Emir’s 2002 policy establishing the Qatar Development Fund, a government 
entity meant to centralize and strategically deploy Qatar’s foreign aid. In 2016, the Qatar 
Development Fund was still being structured and various aid organizations continued 

10 Abdul Fatah S. Mohamed, ‘The Qatar Authority for Charitable Activities (QACA) from Commencement to 
Dissolution (2005-2009),’ in Gulf Charities and Islamic Philanthropy in the Age of Terror and Beyond, ed. Jonathan 
Benthall et al. (Gerlach Press, 2014)
11 The Kuwaiti government records 9 Kuwait-based charities, while these are at least 14 in Qatar: ‘Charity In 
Kuwait,’ accessed January 7, 2017, https://www.e.gov.kw/sites/kgoenglish/Pages/CitizensResidents/IslamicServices/
InfoCharity.aspx.
12 This is based on a comparison between the number of charities operating on behalf of the UAE and Qatar. I 
reproduced the selection criteria set by Ridge and Kippels (2016). They find 11 state-sponsored philanthropies in the 
UAE, of which three only have international activities (Dubai Cares, the Mohamed Bin Zayed Species Conservation 
Fund and the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development. The recent UAE Water Foundation must be added to this list. 
Applying the same criteria to Qatari aid, I identify 6 organizations: the Sheikh Thani Bin Abdullah Foundation 
for Humanitarian Services (RAF Foundation), Sheikh Eid Bin Mohamed al-Thani Charitable Foundation, Qatar 
Foundation, Qatar Development Fund, Qatar Friendship Fund and Qatar Katrina Fund - Natasha Ridge and Susan 
Kippels, “What is the Status of State-funded Philanthropy in the United Arab Emirates?”, Sheikh Saud bin Saqr Al 
Qasimi Foundation for Policy Research, Policy Paper no. 15, 2016, 4.
15, 2016, 4). I find, in Qatar, 9 such state-sponsored philanthropies.
13 By Qatari aid organizations dealing with foreign aid I imply that activities must take place abroad. This excludes 
organizations that are pursuing only domestic-oriented activities in Qatar, such as the Qatar Society for the 
Rehabilitation of Special Needs for instance. Morevoer, the line between the public and private is very thin in Qatar. 
As such, save for those who volunteer for charitable organizations, I would consider, as Khaled Al Mezaini does 
in the case of the UAE, that what observers call ‘nongovernmental actors’ are in fact more alike to para-public, 
parastatal actors, also known as Government Non-Governmental Organizations. See Khalid S. Almezaini, The UAE 
and Foreign Policy: Foreign Aid, Identities and Interests (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York: Routledge, 2011), 
127.
14 Homi Kharas, ‘Trends and Issues in Qatari Foreign Aid’, Silatech Working Paper, 2015, http://www.silatech.com/
docs/defaultsource/publications-documents/trends-and-issues-in-qatari-foreign-aid-en.pdf?sfvrsn=8.
15 ‘lncrease and develop awareness of charity work within the community’, Regulatory Authority for Charitable 
Activities, 2016.
16 Official, UNESCO. Interview by author. Doha, February 25, 2016.
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to register with the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. Last but not least, there was 
also great variation in the line of work and the aid model of the different organizations I 
observed – from traditional Islamic charities to professionalized and ‘Westernized’ Qatar 
Foundation affiliates. This eclectic ensemble was quite puzzling given how uniquely 
cohesive Qatari society is, even by Gulf standards.17

	 In short, if previous contributions usually depict Qatar as an Arab donor18 

opening to the West, the unnatural fragmentation of Qatar’s domestic aid landscape, 
despite Qatari social cohesiveness and the clear streamlining policy dictated by its 
autocratic rulers, remains to be explained.

Fragmentation’s three faces
Fragmentation is one of foreign aid’s old hats, referring to the dispersion of aid, and is 
measured from donors’ and recipients’ perspectives. The latter viewpoint examines the 
number of donors, sectors and projects implemented in recipient countries, and the 
extent to which recipient country administrations are able to cope with different aid 
flows. From a donor’s perspective, fragmentation occurs through donor proliferation, 
measured in the number of sectors or countries where the donor is disbursing aid. 
Donor proliferation is considered as hindering aid efficiency, because it is assumed 
that the more dispersed the aid the donor provides is, the less likely the donor will act 
efficiently.19 Yet fragmentation experts seem to overlook one related aspect of donor 
proliferation: donor proliferation within the state. If a donor works in one country with, 
five, ten, or twenty different national organizations, or in one sector with five, ten, or 
twenty organizations, it also participates in donor proliferation.20

	 In international fora, there is strong impetus towards enhancing aid cohesion 
for greater effectiveness. Particularly targeted by these policy recommendations are 
emerging donors, like Qatar. Numerous accounts have contrasted Qatari and Arab 
donor aid standards with those of leading bilateral and multilateral donors. They tend 
to be critical and are epitomized in the opinion formulated in 1984 by an official of 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, for whom ‘either Arab 
aid agencies do not know themselves how much finance they provide or (…) their 
monitoring agencies are incompetent.’21

17 David Roberts, ‘Qatar and the Muslim Brotherhood: Pragmatism or Preference?,’ Middle East Policy 21, no. 3 
(2014): 84–94.
18 Ahmed Kanna, Dubai, the City as Corporation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 144.
19 Urs Bürcky, ‘Trends in In-country Aid Fragmentation and Donor Proliferation An Analysis of Changes in Aid 
Allocation Patterns between 2005 and 2009’, Report on behalf of the OECD Task Team on Division of Labour and 
Complementarity, 2011.
20 This of course also has negative consequences from the viewpoint of the recipient country, which I leave aside in 
this contribution.
21 Carroll and Hynes, op. cit., 10
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	 In Qatar, fragmentation comes under three different forms.

	 Legal exemption 
	 Aid organizations in Qatar do not work under a singular legal structure. Most 	
	 organizations fall under state regulations: they are subject to oversight from 	
	 Qatar’s Regulatory Authority for Charitable Affairs. Others, like the Qatar 	
	 Foundation and its aid affiliates (Reach Out To Asia, Silatech and Education 	
	 Above All) enjoy a special legal status.22 Being set up by a royal family 		
	 member, they ‘resort to special Emiri decrees to ensure [their] independence’ 	
	 as well as ‘the international nature of [their] operations.’23 They can act 		
	 without 	oversight beyond that of their alta mater.24

	 The financial dimension
	 Lack of transparent data cannot obscure the enormous differences in wealth 	
	 amongst different organizations. Four organizations dominate the scene and 	
	 capture most of government funding (Qatar Charity, Qatar Red Crescent, 	
	 Foundation Sheikh Thani bin Abdullah Foundation for Humanitarian 		
	 Services, and Sheikh Eid Foundation). One expert differentiated Reach Out 	
	 To Asia from Education Above All, as ‘comparing a giant and a dwarf.’ 25

	 The policy dimension
	 In Qatar a wide spectrum of ‘aid cultures’26 exists. Schematically, we can 		
	 identify two generations of aid organizations in Qatar between 	1978 and 	
	 2016. Most first-generation Islamic charities in Qatar adopted a ‘sacralised 	
	 conception of aid.’ Qatar Charity, established as early as 1978, or other 		
	 foundations built on the Islamic concept of the waqf, such as the 		
	 Eid Foundation embody this trend. Newer entities, while not secular, 		
	 have a more professional and specialized approach to 	aid. Qatar Foundation’s 	
	 Education Above All for instance, claims more than a billion beneficiaries and 	
	 works exclusively on education enrolment – a focus one of its employees 	
	 considers remarkable within the Qatari aid landscape.27  The rules that these 
	 aid organizations follow (degree of compliance with sharia law), their objectives, 
	 the way they conceptualize their aid work (charity or long-term programming), 

22 Advisor, Education Above All, Qatar Foundation. Interview by author. Doha, February 24, 2016.
23 Khalaf, ‘The State of Qatar,’ 160.
24 Mohamed, ‘The Qatar Authority for Charitable Activities’, 263.
25 Advisor, Education Above All, Qatar Foundation. Interview by author. Doha, February 24, 2016.
26 Marie Juul Petersen, ‘Sacralized or Secularized Aid? Positioning Gulf-based Muslim Charities,’ ,’ in Gulf Charities 
and Islamic Philanthropy in the Age of Terror and Beyond, ed. Jonathan Benthall et al. (Gerlach Press, 2014), 26.
27 Advisor, Education Above All, Qatar Foundation. Interview by author. Doha, February 24, 2016.
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	 vary significantly (see Table 1). The two generations share little, if any, 		
	 information amongst themselves and with international organizations.28 If 	
	 punctual activities are organized horizontally (such as the partnership 		
	 between 	Qatar Foundation’s Silatech and one of the ‘first-generation’ Qatar 	
	 Charity),29 this is rather the exception than the rule.  For instance, while the 	
	 different organizations working under Qatar Foundation’s umbrella 		
	 share information internally, in a bid for more complementarity, 		
	 information often is not diffused outside of the foundation. Thus 		
	 international organization 	representatives in Qatar claim to have little 		
	 knowledge of what Qatar Foundation is doing.30

Table 1: Aid-related organizations in Qatar 31

Type of 
organisation

Operating 
Civil Society 
Organizations

Grant-making 
foundations

Charitable 
CSOs

Corporate 
philanthropy

Example of 
oraganisation

Qatar 
Foundation

Sheikh Eid 
Foundation

Qatar Charity; 
Qatar Red 
Crescent

Qatar Telecom

Characteristics Richest, most 
professionally 
managed and 
most visible 
abroad

Based on 
the model of 
the waqf and 
originally 
designed for 
domestic needs

Are involved 
both 
domestically 
and 
internationally

Often give 
to already 
existing 
foundations

28 Steffen Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats: Oil and the State in Saudi Arabia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Library, 2010).
29 ‘Silatech, Qatar Charity Partner to Support Youth Development,’ accessed January 6, 2017, http://www.silatech.
com/en/mediacenter/
news-details/2013/09/05/silatech-qatar-charity-partner-to-support-youth-development.
30 Official, UNESCO. Interview by author. Doha, February 25, 2016.
31 Mahi Khalaf, ‘The State of Qatar,’ in From Charity to Social Change: Trends in Arab Philanthropy, ed. Ibrahim et 
al.(American Univ in Cairo Press, 2008), 160.
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Literature review
Despite the extensive literature dedicated to the foreign aid of Arab Gulf states,32 scholars 
have only paid lip-service to the domestic formulation of these aid programs.33 On the one 
hand, area-specialists have characterized Qatar’s newsworthy activities in aid (or sports, 
or culture, etc.) as national ‘branding.’34  Branding, a subset of the small states literature, 
explores small states’ repertoire when building alliances. Branding scholars show that 
by establishing a credible reputation in the production of a specific common good – 
environment, culture, humanitarianism – small states reach an international audience, 
resist the soft power of overbearing neighbours,35 assert their credibility as independent 
sheikhdoms,36 and ultimately, co-opt allies.37 In a ‘branding approach’, therefore, Qatar 
has little interest in the nitty-gritty aspects of donor proliferation and international 
cooperation. Importantly, however, branding scholars assume that states engaged in 
such strategies are characterized, unlike the ‘bloated and ossified bureaucratic structures 
of Cairo and Riyadh’, by a narrow circle of highly autonomous decision-makers38 and the 
capacity to personalize their projects.39 In other words, the rulers rule and shape their 
foreign policy accordingly. 
	 On the other hand, more lenient observers of the emerging donors strand 
of literature;40 fuelled by the literature on the socializing dimension of international 
organizations,41 consider Qatar’s aid to be moving in the right direction. Has a leading aid 

32 Al Mezaini; 2010; Neumayer, 2003; Villanger 2007; Barakat and Zyck, 2010; Tok 2015; Lestra and Tok 
forthcoming).
33 On domestic accounts of Qatar’s foreign aid landscape and other Gulf donors, see Khali Al Mezaini's forthcoming 
book: Politics of Aid: Foreign Aid Programs of the Arab Gulf State.
34 J. E. Peterson, ‘Qatar and the World: Branding for a Micro-State,’ Middle East Journal 60, no. 4 (October 1, 2006): 
732–48.
35 Alexandre Kazerouni, ‘Musées et soft power dans le Golfe persique,’ Pouvoirs 152, no. 1 (December 2, 2014): 
87–97.
36 John Duke Anthony and Markaz al-Imārāt lil-Dirāsāt wa-al-Buhūth al-Istirātījīyah, The United Arab Emirates: 
Dynamics of State Formation (Abu Dhabi, U.A.E.: Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research, 2002); James 
M. Dorsey, ‘The 2022 World Cup: A Potential Monkey Wrench for Change,’ The International Journal of the History 
of Sport 31, no. 14 (September 22, 2014): 1739–54; Allen James Fromherz, Qatar: A Modern History (Washington: 
Georgetown University Press, 2012).
37 Investing in some global good is one pathway. The two others are according to Peterson, accommodating 
powerful neighbours and having a powerful protector. Peterson, in Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, Qatar and the Arab 
Spring (Oxford; New York: C Hurst & Co, 2014), 41.
38 Peterson, in ibid., 40; Mari Luomi, The Gulf Monarchies and Climate Change: Abu Dhabi and Qatar in an Era of 
Natural Unsustainability (Oxford University Press, 2014), 25, http://www.oxfordscholarship.com.ezproxy.eui.eu/
view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199387526.001.0001/acprof-9780199387526.
39 Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, The Gulf States in International Political Economy (Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2015), 
76–77.
40 Homi Kharas, ‘Trends and Issues in Qatari Foreign Aid’; M. Evren Tok, ‘Gulf Donors and the 2030 Agenda: 
Towards a Khaleeji Mode of Development Cooperation,’ November 1, 2015, http://collections.unu.edu/view/
UNU:3322.
41 Alastair Iain Johnston, ‘Treating International Institutions as Social Environments,’ International Studies Quarterly 
45, no. 4 (2001): 487–515.
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organization – the OECD – not welcomed in April 2016 Qatar as a participant in its aid 
organ, the Development Assistance Committee? 42 These scholars are joined by forward-
looking policy-makers. ‘After the expansion phase there is the phase of rationalization’ 
a foreign aid official in Doha explained to me,43 echoing the observation of an aid 
expert: ‘there is learning pattern amongst Gulf states that also pushes for fragmentation. 
Indeed, individuals are more and more aware, savvy and competent to reform existing 
organizations; henceforth, they are able to develop new organizations that are more up 
to standards.’ 44

	 Both of these views have strong limitations. The ‘branding-emerging donor’ 
nexus efficiently underlines donor proliferation’s roots in Qatar’s hydrocarbon wealth in 
the past decade; as well as the capacity of the leadership to mobilize in a very short span 
of time resources for specific projects, regardless of domestic or international constraints. 
Branding advocates, however, tend to misrepresent wealthy petro-monarchies as states 
that ‘throw money at problems.’ 45 This claim overlooks the great self-understanding in 
Qatar, as in other small states, of the limited availability of human resources that cannot 
be diluted into short-term, dispersed initiatives. The emirate has strongly advocated 
since 2011, at the level of the regional Gulf Cooperation Council, for the creation of a 
Gulf Development Fund to ease the burden of its limited human resources.46  Nor can 
‘branding’ explain why aid organizations continue to mushroom in Qatar regardless of 
attempts by the leadership itself to streamline Qatari aid, since the 2002 Emiri Decree 
for the establishment of Qatar Development Fund. Either leaders show little care for the 
state’s reputation among international organizations – disregarding reputational gains – 
and contradicting branding. This is the position of numerous scholars that have criticized 
the politicization of aid in the Gulf, again during the recent Arab spring47 and of failing 
to abide by transparency and accountability standards of the international development 
community.48  Rather, as will be argued, Qatar’s leadership is indeed concerned with 
reputational gains, but does not act in the autonomous way branding scholars deem 
characteristic of small autocratic states.  
	 Other accounts have with reason pointed to the country’s positive learning 
curve. In this view, ‘branding’ is a transitional phase in Qatar’s development, rather than 

42 ‘Qatar Becomes Participant in the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) - OECD.’
43 Advisor, Qatar Development Fund. Interview by author. Doha, February 17, 2016.
44 Aid expert, School of Foreign Service-Georgetown University. Interview Doha, February 4, 2016.
45 Luomi, The Gulf Monarchies and Climate Change.
46 Official, Gulf Cooperation Council. Interview by author. Doha, February 11, 2016.
47 Régis Soubrouillard, ‘Quand le Qatar achetait la France,’ Outre-Terre n° 33-34, no. 3 (December 1, 2012): 517–21; 
Keith Johnson, ‘Royals Flush?,’ Foreign Policy, October 28, 2014, http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/10/28/
royals_flush_oil_prices_saudis_UAE_egypt_jordan?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utmterm
=Flashpoints&utm_campaign=2014_FlashPoints10%2F28RS.
48 Espen Villanger, ‘Arab Foreign Aid: Disbursement Patterns, Aid Policies and Motives,’ Forum for Development 
Studies 34, no.2 (2007): 223–256.
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a permanent characteristic of its foreign policy. This is a valuable reminder of an often 
overlooked fact: Qatar, in spite of its wealth, is a ‘state in the making.’49  Where these 
indulgent accounts are mistaken is to think of Qatar as of any other emerging donor. 
Several indicators point to the specificity of donor proliferation in Qatar. 
	 A youthful donor like Qatar, the United Arab Emirates have developed in 
2008 and in 2013 a more consolidated and centralized aid strategy under the (then) 
Ministry of International Cooperation and Development.50 Other emerging donors 
are also moving towards more centralization, albeit with bureaucratic hiccups. For 
instance, an incomparably bigger bureaucracy, India, has managed to give the lead to its 
Ministry of External Affairs in defining and disbursing aid programs.51 Notwithstanding 
international comparisons, donor proliferation in Qatar seems enduring rather than 
temporary. As the manager of a major Qatar charity indicated to me, there was no 
sign that duplications between the major Qatari providers of aid - Qatar Charity, the 
Foundation Sheikh Thani bin Abdullah Foundation for Humanitarian Services, and the 
Sheikh Eid Foundation, were to cease! 52 These facts cast doubt on the learning curve as 
a full-fledged explanation for this persistent proliferation.

49 Fromherz, Qatar: A Modern History.
50 These functions have been further centralized with the incorporation of these tasks within a newly defined UAE 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation in 2016.
51 Subhash Agrawal, ‘Emerging Donors in International Development Assistance: The India Case’, IDRC-CRDI, 2007, 
https://www.idrc.ca/sites/default/files/sp/Documents%20EN/Case-of-India.pdf, 5.
52 Ali Bin Abdullah Al Suwaidi, Director General, Sheikh Eid Bin Mohamed al-Thani Charitable Foundation. 
Interview by author. Doha, February 21, 2016.
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Qatar aid landscape 1974-2016 (compiled by author, various sources)

Theoretical argument: how the growing rentier state leads to donor proliferation 
in Qatar
Hydrocarbons have made many things possible in Qatar. Thanks to hydrocarbons and 
an early commitment to charitable affairs,53 Qatar has become a sizeable donor, following 
the lead of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the UAE. According to the OECD (2016), Qatar’s 
reported Official Development Assistance has nearly doubled between 2011 to 2013, 
from 734 million to 1.3 billion USD.
	 Numerous contributions have elaborated on the role of rent in foreign policy, 
including aid. Barakat and Zyck in particular (2013) have shown how closely correlated 
oil prices and the disbursements of aid are in the Gulf (see graph).

53 Gerd Nonneman, Development, Administration and Aid in the Middle East (London; New York: Routledge, 1988).
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Deviation of Gulf state Official Development Assistance and crude oil price from 
39-year average (1970-2008) 54

Rent and aid are not however only linked in quantitative terms. Rentier lenses 
sometimes act as blinders: they focus on the amounts of aid. But a rentier economy 
also has bureaucratic characteristics that affect the way foreign aid is mobilized and 
disbursed. A rentier dynamic enables the proliferation of autonomous and enduring 
actors. Rent has enabled various Qatari aid actors to emerge, to proliferate, but also to 
fossilize, impervious to the rationalization of the aid landscape initiated by the country’s 
leadership (see Section 1). 
	 To identify this process, I apply Steffen Hertog’s dynamic historical-
institutionalist reading of the rentier state. In Princes, Brokers and Bureaucrats (2010), 
Hertog explains why the bureaucratic apparel of Saudi Arabia develops at different 

54 Sultan Barakat and Steven A. Zyck, ‘Gulf State Assistance to Conflict-Affected Environments,’ Monograph, July 
2010, http://www.lse.ac.uk/IDEAS/programmes/kuwait/home.aspx, 318.
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speeds, why decrepit and top-notch departments coexist within the Saudi administration. 
He argues that the more the rentier state co-opts society through the rentier contract - 
notably by providing stable, well-paid public jobs - the heavier and reform-averse the 
bureaucracy becomes. As the state bureaucracy grows, the harder it becomes to ‘re-
engineer’ it. The path dependency generated by the emergence and consolidation of the 
rentier state becomes an obstacle to reform.
	 How do reforms fail according to Hertog? In short, pressure to reform 
dysfunctional services is blocked at the mid-level as (1) low-tier bureaucrats are de 
facto protected by their patrons (usually eminent members of the ruling family or 
close relations). Put simply, you cannot fire a local. (2) Reforms are also blocked by the 
very vertical nature of autocratic decision-making, which impedes the circulation of 
information and the swiftness of decision-making.55 Every minor decision takes time 
because ‘it has to be validated at the very top.’ 56

	 Fragmentation – or donor proliferation - is thus paradoxically a result of power 
centralization in the hands of a few. Reform is not a lost cause, but is often partial (see 
Section 2). Just as the concentration of power in few hands enables some organizations 
to resist reform, it also empowers more entrepreneurial patrons. Change may take place 
through (1) the pressure of central government, when it reassigns jurisdictions. Just as 
segmentation blocks through-and-out reforms, it deters the emergence of administrative 
coalitions promoting the status quo and facilitates the swift implementation of partial 
reforms. Reform may also result from (2) outside pressure applied by powerful allies 
and/or international organizations. Successful reforms are therefore more likely when 
the interests of the international organization and of rulers are aligned in favour of 
reforming the rentier bureaucracy (see Section 3).57

	 At the end of the day, those who decide to reform and those who decide to 
linger on to their bureaucratic fiefdoms, increasingly segment the bureaucracy. In the aid 
landscape, this allows for the indifferent coexistence of different, and often redundant, 
organizations.58

	 This contribution applies Hertog’s framework to a more unlikely case than his 
Saudi experience. Indeed, it examines foreign aid as (1) a sub-category of foreign policy. 
Foreign policy is an issue-area in which executive control is presumed to be stronger 
than in any other domains (par the competences of the central bank and the ministry of 
interior) and hence fragmentation less likely to be found. Qatar is also a crucial case (2) 
because its bureaucracy being much smaller than Saudi Arabia’s, it is presumably easier 
to reform. This essay thus tests whether Hertog’s predictions hold in a smaller arena on 
a sensitive issue-area.

55 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats.
56 Official, Delegation of the European Union to the United Arab Emirates. Interview by author. Abu Dhabi, October 
29, 2015.
57 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 32.
58 Ibid., 30.
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Methodology
Central to the historical-institutionalist angle I adopt in this essay is the notion of path 
dependency. In order to understand how things work and fail today in Qatar’s foreign aid 
landscape, one must pay close attention to its inherited institutional aid designs and how 
these have been impacted by the development of the Qatari rentier state. How did the aid 
landscape emerge in Qatar? To what extent has it been reformed or left unchanged as the 
rentier bureaucracy has grown in Qatar ?
	 In this essay, I provide the context of the emergence of aid actors in Qatar and 
how the growth of the rentier state in Qatar has enhanced donor proliferation (Section 
1). I then build on these preliminary findings to show how state-led reform to centralize 
and rationalize the Qatari aid community, with the Qatar Development Fund, has had 
limited effects (Section 2). Last, I illustrate, how in line with the rentier logic, the aligned 
interests of Qatar’s leadership and international demand in the tense context of the War 
on Terror, has had only limited impact on Qatar’s foreign aid landscape (Section 3).
	 In this work, I trace the evolution of Qatar’s aid landscape over time, and 
in particular from 2002 to 2016. I work with 35 elite interviews conducted in Qatar 
between January and February 2016 with all relevant policy-makers – ministries, 
charities, foundations, foreign diplomats, representatives of international organizations 
and academics; and at the OECD in December 2016. This corpus is also informed by 30 
other interviews conducted in Abu Dhabi and Dubai in late 2015-early 2016. In addition, 
I use archival sources and secondary literature.

Section 1: How donor proliferation developed in Qatar
Let us recall a well-known yet often dismissed fact about Qatar: it is a developing state-
in-the-making. Aid pre-dates the Qatari state, and consequently, the Qatari rentier state.
	 Charity in Qatar was first charity given to Qatar by its neighbours before its 
independence. If Qatar experiences double-digit growth rates today and appears among 
the richest nations in the world,59  it has nonetheless known bitter times. Historians have 
largely documented how the merchant economies of the Gulf in the early 20th century, 
based in great part on the pearling industry, were immensely affected in the 1940s by 
the Second World War’s disruption of trade in the region and Japanese competition.60  
Situations of economic frailty were such that Qatar was then one of the poorest and 
famished places on the globe. Thus, before becoming a donor, Qatar was a recipient of 
aid embroiled in regional politics. Qatar was assisted by Kuwait in particular, whose first 
recorded aid was provided ‘for the financing of teachers and construction of schools’ 

59 Raphael A. Espinoza, The Macroeconomics of the Arab States of the Gulf, First edition (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 18. 
60 Fromherz, Qatar A Modern History; Guillemette Crouzet, Genèses Du Moyen-Orient: Le Golfe Persique À L’âge 
Des Impérialismes: Vers 1800-Vers 1914, Époques (Ceyzérieu: Champ Vallon, 2015).
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before 1953.61 Regionalism continued to dominate after Qatar’s independence and 
exploitation of hydrocarbon resources. Thus, despite the relative domestic leeway to 
engage in a ‘branding’ behaviour with global reach, Qatari state-sponsored aid institutions 
did not emerge after 1971. Rather, Qatari aid was shaped by and embedded in regional 
politics. Qatar participated, albeit discreetly, alongside other Gulf and Arab states, in 
establishing various aid-oriented organizations. In the course of three years (1974-
1976) for instance, the Arab Bank for Economic Development in Africa, the Islamic 
Development Bank and the OPEC Fund for International Development flourished.62  
Needless to say that Saudi Arabia dominated – and dominates – these arenas. Second-
gun Qatar was known to be ‘invisible and quiet’ and aligned with its bigger neighbours.63 
Qatar was essentially a financial contributor, rather than a full-fledged actor. In practice, 
the only state administration reinforced in this phase was Qatar’s Ministry of Finance. As 
in most of its khaleeji counterparts, it was the designated interlocutor in these regional 
aid institutions.
	 Aid in Qatar also pre-dates the rentier state. There were already mentions of 
forms of zakat in Qatar under the rule of the Mehmet Ali Pasha in Egypt.64 It may ‘be 
traced to the time prior to the discovery of oil resources, when citizens banded together 
to provide much-needed social services on an ad hoc and reactive basis’ and relied on 
‘tribal loyalties and individual acts of charity.’ 65 Charity was organized as the individual 
or group-level. Qatari aid was not, albeit being inspired by religious principles, the 
monopoly of a clear-cut clergy as in neighbouring Saudi Arabia.66 Indeed, no native 
and organized class of ulama existed in Qatar’s early days67 and Qatari leaders made 
sure that no organized foreign class of ulama would form in the midst of their nascent 
bureaucracy.68  Without any organized form of aid within the clergy or social groups, it is 
no surprise that formalized aid in Qatar was a late-comer: most professional Qatari aid 
actors, such as the Qatar Foundation, were founded after 1996.69 Conversely, the first-
generation of formalized Qatari aid actors – such as Qatar Charity (1978) or the Qatar 
Red Crescent (1982), developed around local groups of notables. 
	 If the initial presence of Qatar as a state in the field of foreign aid was not 

61 Carroll and Hynes, ‘Engaging’, 4.
62 Ibid., 5.
63 Luomi, The Gulf Monarchies and Climate Change, 202.
64 J. G. Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Oman and Central Arabia (Slough: Archive Editions, 1986), vol. 2, 
95.
65 Khalaf, ‘The State of Qatar,’ 155; 149.
66 Nabil Mouline, ‘Enforcing The State's Islam: The Functioning of The Committee of Senior Scholars,’ ed. Haykel 
et al., Saudi Arabia in Transition: Insights on Social, Political, Economic and Religious Change (New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 32.
67 Birol Baskan and Steven Wright, ‘Seeds of Change: Comparing State-Religion Relations in Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia,’ Arab Studies Quarterly 33, no. 2 (2011): 96–111.
68 Roberts, ‘Qatar and the Muslim Brotherhood,’ 85–86.
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striking, its capacity to provide aid throughout the region – and now the world – increased 
concomitantly with the state’s capture of the hydrocarbon wealth. Qatar’s bureaucracy, 
set up by the ruling Al Thani family, progressively nationalized and formalized what was 
initially an unregulated social practice. The state established supervisory oversight over 
some of Qatar’s major aid organizations with the law 2 of 1974 (updated in 2004 and 
2014)70 under the Ministry of Civil Service and Housing Affairs. Organized religious 
practices such as the zakat or the waqf were taken up by the Qatari state in the forms of the 
Zakat Fund (2003) and the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs. Recent additions have 
also attempted to consolidate an embryonic form of para-public Qatari civil society.71 

The state also progressively integrated aid as part and parcel of its foreign policy. In 2002 
the Qatar Development Fund was established. In 2008 it created a ministerial post for 
international cooperation in 2008, replaced in 2011 by the position of ‘Assistant Minister 
for International Cooperation Affairs’ within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 72

	 The move towards state-organized foreign aid was not linear however. With the 
redistribution of wealth – both within the closer circle of central rulers, as well as through 
the public and para-public employment of nationals in state aid administrations and 
charities, foreign aid fiefdoms sprouted. Wealth redistribution indeed created avenues 
for the proliferation of aid actors. Many of these charities’ patrons were individuals – 
close to the royal family – who made rich thanks to the redistribution of hydrocarbon 
dividends:

	 There are plenty of billionaires in Qatar who set up their own foundation…	
	 only one CEO, one agent, and that’s it. 73

	
Patron support, rather than aid performance, determined these aid organizations’ 
life expectancy. Some organizations ‘die[d] out as soon as they[were] produced’. 74  

Many more remained present in the landscape despite their blatant inactivity. 75 For 
organizations that did well, the importance of patronage was also underscored. Rather 
than mentioning the results of her organization, a Silatech employee stated that ‘Silatech 

69 Mohamed, ‘The Qatar Authority for Charitable Activities’, 206.
70 Khalaf, ‘The State of Qatar’, 155.
71 A recent draft law was proposed for instance to enable foreigners to take part in civil society organizations; 
‘Foreigners Can Start Institutions for Public Benefit,’ accessed February 28, 2016, http://thepeninsulaqatar.com/
news/qatar/371911/foreignerscan-start-institutions-for-public-benefit.
72 ‘International Cooperation, accessed May 16, 2016, http://www.mofa.gov.qa/en/InternationalCooperation/Pages/
History.aspx.
73 Official, Regulatory Authority for Charitable Activities. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
74 Diplomat, French Embassy. Interview by author. Doha, February 10, 2016.
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is an initiative of Sheikha Moza and hence is unlikely to disappear.’ 76

	 After the first-generation of charities was established, a second-generation of 
aid organizations, from the 2000’s onwards, was added to the landscape, rather than 
replacing sometimes resembling initiatives. Symbolized by the Qatar Foundation, the 
new generation pursued its reformist and ambitious aid objectives in addition to – and 
not in replacement of – the previous fossilized aid fiefdoms. This second-generation 
did not reach out to its first-generation counterparts through the mediation of state 
administrations. Rather, characteristically of the rentier dynamic at play, it bypassed the 
existing bureaucracy and laid down parallel tracks for aid management.77 Rather than 
a ‘culture of Islamic aid,’ new organizations’ approach to aid was performance-based 
and inspired by private sector methods of management.78  Rather than hiring former 
civil servants or volunteers, these second-generation charities hired smaller, cohesive 
and professionalized teams79– a feature noted by Hertog in his analysis of performing 
Saudi administrations.80 Qatar Foundation’s modus operandi illustrates this mechanism. 
Rather than drawing on state resources, Qatar Foundation hired international consulting 
companies or worked hand-in-hand with international charities to develop their 
strategies in a matter of weeks, if not days.81

	 Thus, from the 1970’s to the 2000’s, the growth of the hydrocarbon rent 
favoured the dispersion of organizations of the aid sector, not unlike the Emirati or 
Saudi neighbour. All organizations adopted idiosyncratic rules: both the manager of 
a traditional charity and a Qatar Foundation pointed to the autonomy they enjoyed in 
setting their reporting rules.82 Despite their very different forms, objectives and working 
cultures, they coexisted in relative indifference. However, it became uniquely difficult 

75 Such low-profile behaviour is observable for three charities established by Ministerial decisions of 2013. The 
ATAA Charity Foundation (Said Bin Salem Al Bineid Al Muhanadi Charity Foundation); the Nasser Bin Jassem 
Althani Charity Foundation (Dar Al-ber) and the Faisal Bin Fahad Al Thani Charity Foundation have not publicized 
any of their activities since and are unknown to most aid observers. A reverse example is that of billionaire Ibrahim 
Asmakh’s Al Asmakh Charity Foundation. The charity was founded in Doha in 2011 with a paid-up capital of 
approximately $27.5 million; ‘Ibrahim Al Asmakh | Wealth-X,’ accessed January 6, 2017, http://www.wealthx.com/
articles/2015/ibrahim-al-asmakh/.
76 Fromherz, Qatar: A Modern History. Project Officer, Silatech. Interview by author. Doha, February 25, 2016.
77 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 268.
78 An aid worker thus considered that his employer ‘compares with a project management company if we were part 
of the private sector’ - Advisor, Education Above All, Qatar Foundation. Interview by author. Doha, February 24, 
2016.
79 Thus, while the Eid Foundation employs about 370 people, Education Above All employs about 60 people, Reach 
Out To Asia employs 50.
80 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 3.
81 Qatar Foundation’s Reach Out To Asia thus worked jointly with Mercy Corp to develop its aid model Esker 
Copeland, Youth and Education Projects, Reach Out To Asia. Interview by author. Doha, February 15, 2016. 
82 Esker Copeland, Youth and Education Projects, Reach Out To Asia. Interview by author. Doha, February 15, 
2016; Ali Bin Abdullah Al Suwaidi, Director General, Sheikh Eid Bin Mohamed al-Thani Charitable Foundation. 
Interview by author. Doha, February 21, 2016.



83

for the Qatari state to re-engineer itself, as the successes and failures of the Qatar 
Development Fund (QDF) illustrate.

Section 2: Re-engineering the state: the case of Qatar Development Fund
The gradual proliferation of para-public aid fiefdoms has tested the strength of the Qatari 
state. Despite the central role of the ruling Al Thani family in making the state of Qatar 
and shaping the narratives around it,83 the aid landscape has developed, to some extent, 
out of its grasp. QDF has been only partially successful in the endeavour to rationalize 
Qatar’s aid landscape because the entrenchment of the rentier state enabled (1) reform-
adverse aid actors to resist change and (2) reform-prone actors to act regardless of QDF’s 
formal authority.
	 Contrarily to assertions of some branding academics, donor proliferation is 
undoubtedly known to, and a concern for, Qatari decision-makers. A fundamental turn 
was taken as early as 2002 to counter donor proliferation with the creation of the QDF. 
The leadership stated its intention to reform the aid system into a more efficient whole. 
One high-ranking official indicated then, the need to ‘boost the ‘productivity’ of [Qatar’s] 
aid activities.’ 84 Considered as the government’s instrument, QDF was to become the 
central decision-maker and coordinator of Qatari aid. In practice, it was meant to take 
over the executive competence of the International Development Department in the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and develop a strategic component for Qatari aid.85 QDF was 
also to put into place more precise aid objectives than the relatively loose framework 
of the broad Qatar National Vision 2030 policy-document86  – for instance by setting 
‘benchmarks for aid’.87

	 On the whole, Qatari aid actors welcomed the QDF as an effort to enhance and 
support their work abroad. As put by a high-ranking official of the Ministry of Finance, 
‘development is old in Qatar as you know and QDF and MOFA took over foreign aid 
competences because they can do it better than we can.’88 Since its legal establishment in 
2002, however, the process of structuring of QDF has dragged its feet. In 2008, the head 
of the Emiri Diwan observed the ongoing ‘proliferation’ and ‘fragmentation’ of Qatar’s 
aid system.89 And fourteen years later, QDF’s implementation is still underway. Some 

83 Fromherz, Qatar A Modern History, 18.
84 Advisor, Qatar Development Fund. Interview by author. Doha, February 17, 2016.
85 The strategic aspect has normally been dealt with in 2015, according to one interviewee. Official, Regulatory 
Agency for Charitable Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
86 Fawzi Ouessedik, Head of International Relations, General Secretariat, Qatar Red Crescent. Interview by author. 
Doha, February 4, 2016.
87 Advisor, International Development Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, 
February 2, 2016.
88 Director, International Cooperation Department, Ministry of Finance. Interview by author. Doha, February 24, 
2016.
89 Advisor, International Development Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, 
February 2, 2016.
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of its competences remain unclarified. In the words of a UN agent in February 2016, ‘I 
don’t understand who those people are, what they do, and how to situate them within 
the landscape.’90 The historical-institutionalist approach provides an explanation for this 
fundamental reform’s partial impact.
	 On the one hand, QDF’s creation was swift because it added to, and did not 
supersede, existing institutions. Alike to the inception of Qatar Foundation, QDF’s 
creation symbolizes in itself the possible circumventions that the rentier dynamic 
leads to, in the name of reform, even within the state administration. Rather than 
create a full-blown ministry, or associate different ministries91 to the launching of 
the new administration, QDF was the work of a small team of professionals working 
around a powerful patron, with the approval of the Emiri Diwan; and nested within 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The state again associated with external stakeholders to 
build its national instrument. For instance, consultations with the RAND corporation 
preceded the creation QDF’s alta mater, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ International 
Development Department in 2008-2009.92

	 On the other hand, QDF experienced difficulty in acting on its fragmented 
environment. It emerged in the context of a state administration that was as fragmented 
as the para-public charitable sector described in Section 1.93 QDF has not to this day 
taken over all of the competences that one could expect in this move towards more 
centralized and coordinated aid in the Qatari landscape – such as the licensing of 
charities, maintained within the Ministry of Social Affairs; nor the representation of 
Qatar in important forums such as the Islamic Development Bank – a competence of 
the Ministry of Finance.94 More importantly, it remains unclear to what extent QDF will 

90 Official, UNESCO. Interview by author. Doha, February 25, 2016.
91 Such as the related administrations of the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, or the Ministry of Planning and 
Development Statistics.
92 Hertog’s side-argument that reform may be facilitated by brokers, experts that circulate between different 
organizations, both private and public (Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats., 26), is illustrated here. One of the 
main figures of the IDD is himself a former employee of the RAND corporation assigned to the Qatari government 
(Advisor, International Development Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 
2, 2016).
93 A UN representative listed the number of its interlocutors: ‘we work with the Qatar government – and we report 
to the Ministry of Education. We also work with a national commission. (…). On top of that of course, are also 
involved the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, anytime something has an international dimension – they have to be part 
of the process. Then you also have the Ministry of Finance and of course the Emiri Diwan.’ Official, UNESCO. 
Interview by author. Doha, February 25, 2016.
94 Director, International Cooperation Department, Ministry of Finance. Interview by author. Doha, February 24, 
2016.
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exert its authority over certain actors, notably the organizations of the Qatar Foundation 
working under special Emiri decrees; or the more isolated Zakat Fund of the Ministry of 
Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, which save for their relationship with the Qatar Red Crescent95 
(a first-generation actor like them), do not seem to entertain working relationships with 
second-generation aid organizations96 and remain obscure even to other state officials. 97

	 QDF’s partial success is in line with this contribution’s central argument. While 
‘branding’ scholars assume the all-encompassing power of the leader to implement 
policies from one day to the next, the historical-institutionalist reading of the rentier 
state underlines the obstacles to reforms that leaders are confronted with at the mid-level 
management of the bureaucracy.98 Reformers are faced with the tendency in ‘for risk-
averse bureaucrats to refer to the top and not make voluntary moves.’99 The extremely 
vertical design of organizations around patrons protects lower-level implementers from 
the leadership; and gives no incentive for employees to take risks – why should they if 
they cannot be fired by the rentier state?100 While this is true in most aid bureaucracies 
around the world,101 it translates into more extreme outcomes in rentier states like 
Qatar. As an aid expert explained, ‘the leadership cannot force unto other resourceful 
individuals any significant changes.’102

	 Bureaucratic habits and fiefdoms enshrined within the state may thus obstruct 
the full-fledged role earmarked for QDF if they conflict with pre-existing interests. 
First, QDF’s mandate to represent the entire Qatari state in international fora may be 
undermined by domestic oppositions. In Qatar, the domination of regional politics 
in the early days of Qatar’s independence (see section 1) has guaranteed the Ministry 

95 Fawzi Ouessedik, Head of International Relations, General Secretariat, Qatar Red Crescent. Interview by author. 
Doha, February 4, 2016.
96 Esker Copeland, Youth and Education Projects, Reach Out To Asia. Interview by author. Doha, February 15, 2016
97 Advisor, International Development Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, 
February 2, 2016.
98 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 11.
99 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 24.
100 Diplomat, French Embassy. Interview by author. Doha, February 10, 2016. Readers should not be misled by 
such dramatic press articles appearing now and then. One such article asserts that since his crowning as Emir, 
‘Sheikh Tamim has [taken …] austerity measures. He has consistently stressed fiscal discipline since his first speech 
as emir, and has aggressively sought to reduce the size and reach of government. The emir has already reduced the 
number of government ministries, slashed state institutions’ budgets by up to 40%’ (Azhar Unwala is an analyst 
for government et al., ‘The Young Emir: Emir Tamim and Qatar’s Future | GRI,’ Global Risk Insights, September 
18, 2016, http://globalriskinsights.com/2016/09/emir-tamim-and-qatars-future/). In practice, no one, expect for 
expatriate workers, is fired among national public servants.
101 Bertin Martens, The Institutional Economics of Foreign Aid (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2002).
102 Aid expert, School of Foreign Service-Georgetown University. Interview by author by author. Doha, February 4, 
2016.
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of Finance’s stead in regional organizations - such as the Islamic Development Bank 
- to this day.103 Though not specifically mentioning Qatar, a GCC official mentioned 
Ministries of Finance’s power to oppose rulers’ will during the (failed) negotiations to 
create a Gulf Development Fund:

	 You’d expect this opposition to come from the leadership – that is not the case. 
	 At the strategic level, there is great consensus among regional leaders for 	
	 commitment to development aid in future years, as well as agreement 		
	 on the sectors and recipients of  such aid. The difficulty lies at the 		
	 administrative level, where a turf war is taking place. [Some ministries] in 	
	 particular are reluctant to give over oversight, when this is fundamental 		
	 to their competences. It’s a sovereignty issue within the state. We have 		
	 thus seen a Minister of Finance…walk out of a meeting without even hearing 	
	 other participants’ propositions.104

	 Second, QDF’s domestic primus inter pares role in foreign aid – to introduce a 
strategic component in Qatar’s aid landscape – may also prove to be an illusion. Previous 
domestic episodes have that for matters pertaining to aid transparency, previous 
attempts to reform have had limited success, as state administrations have managed 
to neutralize one another.105  As noted by Qatar’s Regulatory Authority for Charitable 
Activities’ manager, ‘most aid agencies, save for some who are really results-oriented, 
are not focussing on results, but on procedures.’106 Conversely, QDF must establish some 
form of control over the results-oriented organizations that precede it, dealing with legal 
and material107 asymmetries already mentioned.
	 This section underlined the value of a historical-institutionalist approach. 
Rather than considering, as branding scholars do, that Qatar’s foreign stance is as 
flexible as its checkbook is thick, I show that that there is an inherent inertia within 
the state administration itself inherited from the institutional designs of Qatar’s early 
independence days; and reinforced by the rentier state. Despite the goodwill expressed 
in the creation of the Qatar Fund for Development, the latter also succumbs to the 
rentier dynamic and participates in the fragmentation of the Qatari aid administration. 

103 Official, Gulf Cooperation Council. Interview by author. Doha, February 11, 2016.
104 I do not question here the Ministry of Finance’s competence, which is contingent upon the personnel working 
there, but rather, counterfactually, what would happen if the Ministry was not considered competent anymore. 
Official, Gulf Cooperation Council. Interview by author. Doha, February 11, 2016.
105 Advisor, Qatar Foundation. Interview by author. Doha, February 20, 2016.
106 Official, Regulatory Agency for Charitable Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
107 Qatar Foundation for instance ‘exceeds by far on the ground the delivery that [ministries] can provide!’ Advisor, 
International Development Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 2, 2016.
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In short, QDF works well to the extent that it adds, rather than replaces, what existed 
prior to it. The long gestation period of that organization shows that the leadership may 
find the implementation of reforms to be a tricky matter. QDF’s emergence is likely 
to somewhat curb donor proliferation, without, however, creating an integrated aid 
system. Its attempt to rationalize Qatari aid is likely to face two obstacles. While less 
efficient organizations will resist its functional approach to stamp out aid duplications 
and increase transparency, results-oriented organizations, encouraged by a favourable 
legal framework, will have little incentive to work under its authority.

Section 3: Aligned state and international interests: Qatar aid post-9/11
In the last chapter of his book, Hertog argues that the fragmented nature of the rentier 
bureaucracy favours the adoption of external reforms, if the interests of external parties 
and rulers are aligned.108 Indeed, if fragmentation blocks through-and-out reforms, it 
equally allows for very quick partial reforms when the central state power decides to 
reassign jurisdictions. Indeed, fragmented interests within the state cannot coalesce to 
form a coherent opposition to reform.
	 Post-9/11, the rulers of Qatar and the international community, led by the 
United States and the United Kingdom, had ‘really a reason to cooperate.’109 Suspicions 
as to the participation of Qatari aid personalities in the financing of terrorist activities 
pushed the government to regulate more stringently the aid landscape. After 9/11, the 
law of 1974 was revised in 2004 and increased the oversight of the Ministry of Social 
Affairs over existing civil society organizations.110 Moreover, a specific agency was put 
into place in the same year to supervise any Qatari aid disbursement abroad, so as to 
track any possible financing of terrorism.111 The Qatar Authority for Charitable Affairs 
(QACA), shaped after the UK Charity Commission and with the help of an international 
development consultancy, ACME Corp.,112 was the first to scrutinize more in-depth the 
international activities of Qatari charities. Yet again, its role was not clearly delineated. 
Some of its competences overlapped with those of the Ministry of Social Affairs.113 A 
noted weakness of QACA was also the inclusion of article 24 in the Emiri decree which 
gave the Ruler the possibility to grant exemption to oversight ‘to any organization at 
any time.’114 Despite ongoing terrorism in the region and globally, QACA disappeared 

108 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 32.
109 Aid expert, School of Foreign Service-Georgetown University. Interview by author. Doha, February 4, 2016.
110 The law of 2004 states that ‘The ministry reserves the right to inspect documents and records’ (in Khalaf, ‘The 
State of Qatar,’ 155).
111 Tracking in practice is done through various means : screening of external partners; of banking through the FTS 
put into place in Paris; through the regulation of the charities that want to operate from Qatar abroad; through a 
word check with Word Check 1 by ThomsonReuters, which identifies names that could be blacklisted: International 
Monetary Fund. 2008. Qatar: Detailed Assessment Report on Anti-Money Laundering and Combating the Financing 
of Terrorism, Country Report No. 08/322.



88

in 2009. Rather than the little care that some conferred to Qatari authorities because of 
that decision,115 the Qatari state appears to have acted in the face of QACA’s poor results, 
which unequivocally laid bare its incapacity to manage the different Qatari charities. 
A leaked diplomatic cable from Secretary Hillary Clinton in 2010 termed Qatar as the 
‘worst in the region’ in terms of counterterrorism.116 Strikingly, the leadership then 
redistributed QACA’s competences to more trusted state administrations, such as the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
	 The leadership did not leave this matter at rest. Pressed by international 
partners, the Emiri Diwan issued a strategy, with the help of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and of a team of international consultants, notably Deloitte Middle East,117 to 
establish the Regulatory Authority for Charitable Activities (RACA).118 This independent 
state institution, nested within the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs,119  has oversight 
over the creation of any private charity association that may want to raise donations and 
transfer aid abroad.120  Significantly, the state was then able, not only add to the existing, 
but also to subtract to it. In this case, it retrieved the responsibility over Qatari charities 
from the Associations Department of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs.121 
Despite, however, the alignment of Qatar leadership’s and international stakeholders’ 
interests, reform of Qatar’s regulatory framework is again slow and partial. RACA’s task 
is limited. Legally, its mandate covers only the external activities of Qatari charities.122  

It is thus for instance impossible for its general manager to indicate how important the 
external activities of big players such as the Qatar Red Crescent activities are, compared 
to their domestic commitments.123 Legally too, RACA does not have oversight over one of 
the major actor of Qatar’s foreign aid, the Qatar Foundation. Materially, the supervisory 
work is not given the full-blow importance one would expect for such a sensitive task. 

112 ‘Welcome to Acme Strategies,’ accessed January 4, 2017, http://acmestrategies.com/site/qaca.htm.
113 Mohamed, ‘The Qatar Authority for Charitable Activities,’ 266. In practice this could cause two different sets 
of problems: first, the risk of duplication, as both agents attempting to take control of oversight could possibly 
overburden charities with regulations with which they’d be forced to comply twice; or conversely, if both agents 
‘passed the buck’ to one another, creating de facto a legal loophole.
114 Christopher M. Blanchard, Qatar: Background and U. S. Relations (DIANE Publishing, 2011).
115 Matthew Levitt, ‘Qatar’s not-so-charitable record on terror finance,’ TheHill, (September 24, 2014),
http://thehill.com/blogs/pundits-blog/international/218706-qatars-not-so-charitable-record-on-terror-finance.
116 ‘Follow the Money,’ The New York Times, December 8, 2010, accessed March 3, 2017, http://www.nytimes.
com/2010/12/09/opinion/09thu1.html.
117 Official, Regulatory Agency for Charitable Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
118 See Law no. 15 2014; Emiri Decree no. 43 2014; Emiri Decree no. 55 2014; Ministerial Decision no. 5 2015.
119 ‘lncrease and develop awareness of charity work within the community’, Regulatory Authority for Charitable 
Activities, 2016.
120 Hukoomi, 7/11/2016‘Charity Work - Hukoomi - Qatar E-Government,’ accessed October 2, 2016,
http://portal.www.gov.qa/wps/portal/topics/Family,+Community+and+Religion/Charity+Work.
121 Official, Regulatory Agency for Charitable Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
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Implementing ‘a regular audit on all the managerial and financial operations related to 
all entities involved in the charity field in the State of Qatar’124 is an immense effort for a 
handful of persons to handle; and was still expressed as a ‘wish’ by one of its managers in 
February 2016.125

	 Hence, if reforms are adopted with ease when state interests and international 
demands match, their daily implementation is often still partial.126 Thus while no aid 
actor has been able to resist the implementation of QACA and its successor, RACA, 
the regulatory agencies’ have never benefited from full-fledged mandates, nor from the 
automatic acquiescence and cooperation of all national stakeholders. 

Conclusion
A historical-institutional reading shows how the growth and consolidation of the rentier 
state enabled aid initiatives to flourish and prosper to the detriment of aid cohesion. 
The more the rentier state grew, and the ruling circle consolidated, the more its actors 
fragmented along different lines. In the case of foreign aid, the traditional versus 
professional, the isolated versus the connected, the indolent versus the proactive, were 
always two sides of the same, rentier, coin. 
	 The rentier state locked-in initial institutional designs in ways that resist rulers’ 
reforms and international pressure. Therefore, if the bright side of Qatar’s foreign aid is 
that (contrary to some ‘branding’ accounts) there is an impetus within the principality 
for a more integrated aid system, the downside is that small states like Qatar cannot 
escape the constraints of the ossified bureaucracies of their larger rentier neighbours. 
Such bureaucratic change, despite the state’s size and autocratic regime, is bound to 
come at ‘a much slower pace than the rise of the skyscrapers.’127

122 RACA however is also responsible for providing licenses for domestic fundraising activities, whether these have 
domestic or external goals. These fundraising campaigns should not exceed three months. RACA Facebook Page, 
July 6, 2015.
123 Official, Regulatory Agency for Charitable Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
124 ‘lncrease and develop awareness of charity work within the community’, Regulatory Authority for Charitable 
Activities, 2016.
125 Official, Regulatory Agency for Charitable Affairs. Interview by author. Doha, February 3, 2016.
126 Hertog, Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats, 225.
127 Fromherz, Qatar: A Modern History, 4.
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