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Editor’s Policy Analysis

Enriching Iranium
Mitchell Belfer

Nearly 35 years ago, US diplomatic staff were taken hostage by a group 
of young Iranian revolutionaries, which included former Iranian Pres-
ident Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. The crisis, which lasted some 444 days, 
coupled with the failed rescue mission, Operation Eagle Claw (1980) 

– that caused the death of 8 US servicemen – has epitomised US-Iranian 
relations ever since. That is, until President Obama decided to break 
the US’s long-standing isolation of Iran in its misguided quest to reha-
bilitate the Islamic Republic for the sake of nuclear containment. At 
least that is the official narrative. On the surface, the second Obama 
administration has negotiated the successful curtailment of Iran’s nu-
clear programme so that the production of nuclear weapons remains 
a distant aspiration. If only this was true. Instead, the Islamic Republic 
has duped the US. It is now set to emerge as the main powerbroker in 
the Gulf region; the US has, ironically, empowered Iran and facilitated 
its long reach over Iraq and Syria to the Mediterranean Sea. In short 
the US, together with its French and German allies, are enriching Iran 
and the regional consequences are unforeseen, but likely tragic.

What is less shrouded is the Iranian drive into Iraq and the support 
the Islamic Republic is lending to the embattled al Maliki government 
there. This demonstrates the long-assumed partnership between 
Iraq’s Shia government and Iran, a point that has many around the 
Gulf watching in guarded disbelief. While there is certainly a high de-
gree of accuracy behind recent reports of the Sunni Islamist surge in 
northern and central Iraq, many have failed to adequately understand 
the why and the why now?

The answer is clear; Iranian support to Syria’s Bashar al Assad es-
sentially won the war there in May (2014) and Syrian border guards 
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– on instruction from Damascus – facilitated the movement of rebel 
fighters to Iraq. So, the defeat of Syria’s rebels created a massive bubble 
of extremist fighters and instead of expending additional resources in 
fighting them, an agreement was reached to allow their transfer to the 
Iraqi front. In doing so, Iran and Syria have forced the hand of the US, 
which had a stark choice to make: allow Sunni Islamists in league with 
al Qaeda to overthrow an al Maliki government they encouraged and 
financially and militarily propped-up or work with their avowed adver-
sary, Iran, in preventing that eventuality.

While the choice was stark, few would have anticipated the speed 
with which it was taken. Obama’s team wasted little time in weighing 
US options and has thrown their stakes in with Iran and has played di-
rectly into the Islamic Republic’s hand. Despite the heavy ‘Great Satan’ 
rhetoric used to publically debase the US, Iranian officials are pragmat-
ic and understand Obama well. They rightly assume that the US gov-
ernment cannot allow an Islamist takeover of Iraq after a decade-long 
intervention and the countless US material and human costs expended 
there for the sake of ridding the region of Saddam’s totalitarian regime 
and, in its aftermath, an al Qaeda-esq insurgency. Iran understands 
the US intolerance of radical Islam and helped create a new problem in 
Iraq that it will cynically assist in overcoming.

So, Iran is attempting to recast itself as a moderate alternative in 
the region. Those who understand the Middle East know that the 
last thing Iran is, is moderate. However, the manner it is approaching 
the current Islamist surge is well calculated to show the international 
community that it is a responsible actor set on maintaining the status 
quo. What its true ambitions are, however, gravitate around increasing 
its economic activities, financial stability and political reach. Even be-
fore this latest crisis, Iran had attracted many hundreds of companies 
from the US, France and Germany as a reward for negotiating over its 
nuclear programme. By February 2014, Iran was relieved of its eco-
nomic meltdown and generated an estimated $45 billion (USD) for its 
national coffers.

Unfortunately, there are few doubts as to where that money will 
end up. On 16 June, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) re-
ported that Iran has blocked access to secret nuclear sites, is generally 
opaque about the country’s nuclear programme and is not set to meet 
the impending P5+1 negotiations deadline. Iran is not complying with 
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its denuclearisation commitments. There are other issues as well. In 
April 2014, Jane’s International Defence Review reported that Iran was 
on track to complete the production and deployment of its Bavar 373 
surface-to-air missile system. And, Iran’s deployments to Syria were 
costly, they need to reconstitute their asymmetrical forces and this will 
also cost money, as does keeping sectarian embers burning in Bahrain, 
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Money flowing into Iran ends up in the purs-
es of the Revolutionary Guard and the Revolutionary Guard spends it 
on further armaments.

Now that the Obama Administration has committed itself to work-
ing with Iran for the stabilisation of Iraq, the Islamic Republic’s adven-
turism will be overlooked and more sanctions will be lifted. The US, 
under Obama, is therefore culpable in enriching Iranium and ensuring 
the intransigent Shia state a place in the chambers of regional power. 
It is a sad commentary that the survivors of Iranian radicalisation and 
political violence among the US’s diplomatic corps and its allies have 
to elbow their way to a White House that seems to have forgotten the 
lessons of history.
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American  
“Foreign Policy” in Film 

Post-World War II Identity Creation1

George Hays II

This article continues the author’s previous examination of sub-elite 
identification through popular film from ‘Three Incarnations of The 
Quiet American: Applying Campbell’s “foreign policy” to Sub-Elite 
Identifiers.’  Departing from the argument made in that work, this ar-
ticle examines five films ranging in content from the Korean War to 
Terrorism in the 1990’s.  By applying the same theory and methodology 
to a wider range of conflicts, representations of those conflicts, and 
time periods of production of those representations, the validity and 
value of the original argument is tested more thoroughly.  The result of 
the expanded analysis is confirmation of the original findings: apply-
ing differential-identification to a sub-elite level (legitimacy makers/
policy takers) in the context of an international conflict does not pro-
duce the same resultant identity as that anticipated by Campbell’s ap-
plication of differential-identification to the level of the political-elite 
(legitimacy takers/policy makers); to the contrary, the resultant differ-
ential-identity of the sub-elite level places the enemy actors as well 
as hero actors both within structure-America.  In addition, these two 
component parts are not the same across time: making some struc-
ture-actors in some conflicts the enemy, while in other conflicts the 
same structure-actors are the hero.    

Keywords: US foreign policy after World War II, international conflict 
cultural identity, film

Introduction
Imagine you are watching a film, an American blockbuster, about Is-
lamic fundamentalist terrorists attacking New York City. Several inde-

Scan this article 
onto your  
mobile device
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pendent cells terrorize the city, blowing up busses and a theatre, taking 
school children hostage, and driving a car-bomb into the federal build-
ing housing the FBI. In this film, who is the enemy?

Imagine that you are watching a film, an American blockbuster, 
about the Vietnam War.  Throughout the film, horrific scenes are dis-
played, all the while American soldiers wander through dense jungles 
and along interminable rivers, being shot at and blown up and killed 
throughout. In this film, who is the enemy?

Imagine that you are watching a film, an American blockbuster, 
about nuclear war. The best prepared protocols go wrong, a terrible 
mistake is made, and a single nuclear weapon is unintentionally deliv-
ered to Soviet territory. The result is Soviet retaliation, ending all life 
on Earth. In this film, who is the enemy?

The answer to the first two examples would seem to be simple: the 
terrorists and the Vietnamese, respectively. The last example may be 
more difficult. Perhaps the enemy is the Soviet Union. Perhaps it is 
nuclear weapons in general. The truth is, in all three American films,2 
the enemy is American. How can this be? and why? The key to the 
puzzle lies in the understanding and use of the identificational term 

“American.”
Common sense (whatever that might be), Rationalist theories of 

International Relations, and specifically David Campbell’s attempt to 
challenge such theories,3 all make the same mistake; the mistake which 
would have us incorrectly determine the enemy in the above examples 
based on simple conflict descriptions. The mistake is an association of, 
and indeed an equation between, the identity aspect “nation” with the 
political aspect “state.”  While this is perhaps excusable, for lack of a 
better term, when it comes to Rationalist theories, it is more trouble-
some a charge to be levied against a work determined to expose such 
same failures as is Campbell’s Writing Security.

Rationalist theories, by default if not by design, concern themselves 
with the black-box of the state, pushing identity to the background in 
favour of the simpler-to-determine political structure. Campbell at-
tempts the reverse in his analysis, concentrating on the development/
practice of national and American identity throughout the evolution 
of the political state in both form and essence. The problem Campbell 
comes into is an almost necessary conflation of national identification 
with political state leadership, joining his “foreign policy” and Foreign 
Policy. This leaves him, the challenger, open to challenge.  
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With advancements in education, communications technology, and 
the subsequent horizontalisation of information sharing, the political 
leadership no longer monopolises the discussion, creation, and prac-
tice of national identification.4 With the loss of that position, identity 
and political structures, the nation and the state, “foreign policy” and 
Foreign Policy, can be and are separated. The manner of separation 
is the propagation by sub-elite actors of their own understanding of 
national identity, the acceptance of these counter-identities by other 
sub-elite actors, and the consequence that, more often than not, the 
sub-elite identities are in conflict with the elite identities.

In the first section of this article, the development of Campbell’s 
“foreign policy” as applied to non-elite actors will be made. Also, the 
guiding questions which are used for the analysis of the identification-
al films will be presented and explained. In the second section, five 
identificational films depicting forms of international conflict from 
the Korean War to Terrorism in the 1990’s will be presented and anal-
ysed. The final section will present the conclusion of the analysis and 
its implications both for national identity and for further research. 

“Foreign Policy” and Guiding Questions
Campbell, in Writing Security, develops and applies “foreign policy” as 
a differential-identificational-concept. Uniting this concept with the 
practice of traditional Foreign Policy, Campbell seeks to investigate 
and understand the creation and evolution of American identity.5 In 
‘Three Incarnations of The Quiet American,’ the “foreign policy”/For-
eign Policy construct is disunited and the differential-identification-
al-concept of “foreign policy” as practiced by sub-elite identifiers in the 
form of popular mass released film is examined. By looking at “foreign 
policy” as practiced by this different level of identifier, several impor-
tant points emerge concerning Campbell’s “foreign policy”/Foreign 
Policy nexus as well as concerning American identity.6  

Perhaps the most important point that emerges is that the “us” con-
tained within the identificational construct “us”/“them” is as relative as 
the “them.” While Campbell rightfully problematizes and demonstrates 
the latter, he ignores the former. By problematizing the former, it is 
demonstrated that the identificational “other” of the identity-“Ameri-
ca”7 is actually part of the structure-America.8 This means that both of 
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the identificational components of the differential-identity-construct 
(“self”/“other,” “us”/“them,” “inside”/“outside,” “good”/“bad”) are con-
tained within Campbell’s concept of “America.” In short, the enemy 
is “within,” yet this cannot be the case. The resolution is to abandon 
Campbell’s use of the structural metaphor of “inside”/“outside” for the 
less objective and fixed metaphor of “here”/“there.”9

The concept of “here” is both spatial and temporal. It is perfectly 
subjective, as it is always only knowable based on the contextuality 
of the speaker; yet it is never limited by any other objective or “objec-
tive” borders of any kind. It can move from a position within the self 
(forgive the “inside” metaphor, but language is limiting), to within the 
body, to within any area outside of the body and across time based on 
the event-scenario, the discourse, and the speaker. What this does in 
terms of conflict and differential-identification is that it allows for the 
almost infinite fracturing of context regarding the seemingly obvious 
conflict between two opposing structure-states. The conflict or war 
between these two structures no longer defines “us” and “them,” rather 
it provides the canvas for the true identificational conflict.

This subjective identificational concept of “here” is most close-
ly touched upon in the literature by the discussion of Heimat.10 The 
concept of Heimat, its depiction, and the study of it are also highly 
connected to film and film analysis.11 Heimat is a form of conceptu-
al-territorial-space which, at one and the same time, represents and 
transcends the local, to the regional, and ultimately to the national.12 
Not only is Heimat fluid and subjective like “here” is; but Heimat also 
forms the basis for the nation, rather than the nation determining 
Heimat.13 At first blush, the concept of Heimat sounds a lot like the 
popular American notion of “any-town USA.” This is another form of 
conceptual-territorial-space, yet it does not transcend in the manner 
of Heimat. In fact, “any-town USA” (the agricultural inland) is quite ex-
clusionary to other regions (the coasts, cities, workers in services in 
general, non-Christians, minorities to a varying degree, etc). A unique 
examination of this can be found in Dittmer’s work on Captain Amer-
ica and 9/11.14 While the imagery and visual metaphors Dittmer cites 
are often replete with “any-town USA” (or “Centerville,” as it is present-
ed in the work15), there is a problem because the central conflict, the 
attack, happened in not-just-any-towns: New York City and Washing-
ton, DC. Dittmer does not come out to recognise this point, and yet 
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he makes it all the same by analysing how Captain America himself 
goes to both Ground Zero and Centerville. But Captain America is not 
just a superhero; he is a true embodiment of identity-“America” and 
the “here”-ness of the moral-identificational-space. He is the linchpin 
holding the disparate territories together, making “any-town USA” and 
New York City one-and-the-same.

It is this issue of the moral-identificational-space actually being the 
defining point holding together the conceptual-territorial-space that 
is missing in Heimat. There is a “somethingness” about the land itself 
that is unifying, however not unique. The same is true for “any-town 
USA.” Yet, what makes it unifying is not the territory, not the objective 
or “objective” markings, not even the people.16 Rather, what unifies is 
the moral-identificational-space existing before/during/after the de-
termination of the conceptual-territorial-space and making it mean-
ingful. This moral-identificational-space, this “here”-ness, is prior to 
and independent of any bordering. What this also means is that the 
moral-identificational-space can (and does) change independently of 
the “objective” structures. One of the best ways to demonstrate this 
divergence is through an analysis of conflict representation; the resul-
tant identity from the differential-identificational conflict clearly dis-
playing the separation of the subjective moral-identificational-space 
(identity-“state”)from the “objective” conceptual-territorial-space 
(structure-state). 

The complexity of the contextuatlity of the differential-identifica-
tional conflict is demonstrated in ‘Three Incarnations’ by analysing 
two film incarnations of the same Vietnam War story, The Quiet Ameri-
can.17 This single story, set in the French-Vietnam War, with largely the 
same characters, has diametrically opposed resultant identities emerg-
ing from the identificational conflicts. The forty-plus years between 
the two versions were enough to transform the American character 
from innocent do-gooder and victim18 to monstrous evil-doer of the 
highest order rightfully and necessarily assassinated, if only too late.19 
The same structure-state America, in the same conflict and story, has 
opposing resultant identities based on the contextuality of “here” as 
expressed and understood by the sub-elite, in this case the film pro-
ducers and American audiences. That means that the audience, who 
are both structure-Americans (American citizens) and identity-“Amer-
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icans” (identifiers of “America” is “here”/“good”), are participating in 
a discourse which declares that there is something “inside” struc-
ture-America which is “bad” and therefore not belonging to identi-
ty-“America.” The “enemy” is “inside,” but is not “here.”20

This article aims to continue the argument begun in ‘Three Incar-
nations of The Quiet American.’ Departing from the same theoretical 
and methodological points, this article will expand the universe of dis-
course beyond The Quiet American in order to demonstrate that the 
arguments and conclusions in “Three Incarnations” are not limited to 
either the particular story or the particular conflict portrayed in the 
two films. Before entering on the analysis, however, an introduction 
and explanation of the methodology is in order.

Guiding Questions
In ‘Three Incarnations,’ a method of guiding questions through which 
to analyse the differential-identificational conflict presented in a war/
conflict story is introduced and used. Those guiding questions and 
sub-questions are:

1. What is the conflict?
	 a. What is the setting conflict? (What is the war/event happening 

surrounding the story?)
	 b. What is the real conflict? (What is the engine of the story, what 

issue separates “the good guy” from “the bad guy”?)
	 c. Are the two conflicts the same?

2. Who are the participants? 
	 a. Who is “the good guy”? (Not to be confused with the protago-

nist.)
	 b. Who is “the bad guy”? (Not to be confused with the antagonist.)
	 c. Who is a catalyst? (Who acts, but without significant impact on 

the real conflict?)

3. What is the message? (Who and/or what is “America”?)
4. What is the argument delivering the message? (What occurs to 

situate an identity of “America”?)21



16

cejiss
2/2014

The question now turns to, why this method, why is it important?  
In ‘Three Incarnations,’ three conceptual points were problematised: 

identity, identification, and identifier. The above methodology shifts 
the role of identifier from the political elite of the structure-America 
to a sub-elite of the structure-America, Hollywood. After reading the 
literature on the study of national identity as a whole, one would think 
that this should not matter. But it does.

The dominant discourses concerning the study of national identi-
ty as a whole seem to state that a nation juxtaposed with an enemy 
should result with the creation/reinforcement of the identity of the 
nation.  Invariably, the discourse also will, at some point, either explic-
itly or implicitly connect/equate/merge the concept of “nation” with 
that of “state.” This connection similarly implicitly merges the role 
of political-state-leadership with identificational-national-leadership. 
The result of the discourse, then, is that the state enemy should/does 
become the national enemy, leading to the state identity becoming 
the national identity. This effect should/does apply to all levels within 
the structure, meaning that the resultant constitutive identity should/
does apply to all levels as well. If we were to change our identifier, then, 
we should find the same constitutive identity as that discovered by an-
alysing the political elite. This, however, is not the case. With the same 
goal of national identity, with the same identification process of “for-
eign policy” centred around ‘experiencing’22 a war between one’s own 
structure and that of another, but with a non-elite/non-state identifier, 
the resultant constitutive identity is much different. In fact, it would 
appear that in almost every case studied, the five included in this work 
and the many not included,23 the constitutive identity is entirely con-
tained within the structure-America.  

The guiding questions help us find the ‘true’ conflict that the story 
is concerned with, and through that conflict, they help us to discover 
the components and positioning of the identity-“America.”  If, when 
presented with a war film, the guiding questions are applied and the 
resulting “true” conflict that is at the centre of the story, driving it for-
ward, is that of the structure-enemy being a ruthless evil attempting 
to destroy “us” in every way, then we can see the justification of the 
dominant discourses on identity and all is well and good. If, howev-
er, the ‘true’ conflict driving the story is deeper than the bombs and 
bullets and blood; if the enemy of “us” is not the same entity trying to 
kill us; if that enemy belongs to our same structure, then there is an 
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identity different and deeper than that of state borders and perceived 
order within them. This is the case.

American “Foreign Policy” in Film
The five films analysed here are M.A.S.H., Thirteen Days, Apocalypse Now, 
Charlie Wilson’s War, and The Siege. These films cover five different con-
flicts across different time periods. They range from the heavily factual 
Thirteen Days to the heavily fictional The Siege.  

M.A.S.H.24

1. What is the conflict?

Setting: Korean War (US/UN vs Communist Korea/Communist China/
USSR)

Actual: Civilian/Draft Doctors “Do No Harm!” vs Regular Army “Harm!”

2.  Who are the participants?
Good: Hawkeye, Trapper, Duke, Radar, Draftees in general (the unin-
troduced “we” in ‘You’re what we call a Regular Army Clown.’)

Bad: Burns, O’Houlihan (initially), Henry, Padre, Commander of Japan 
hospital, Regular Army in general (the other half of the above state-
ment)

Catalyst: The local civilian population, the unseen Communist forces, 
the patients

3. What is the message?
It makes no sense to recklessly destroy life (military operations) and at 
the same time try so hard to save life (the doctors). The only “good” re-
sult of this tension is to not destroy life in the first place, but rather re-
spect and protect all life. “America” is a saviour of any who need saving. 
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4.  What is the argument delivering the message?

There are many scenes which depict the righteous distinction between 
the civilian doctors and the military doctors/structures. In addition 
to the ‘regular army clowns’ there is the double confusion between 
morale and morals. It is a double confusion because, as O’Houlihan 
and Burns are writing their letter of distress to Army command, they 
confuse both the meaning of morale with morality as well as the de-
gree to which both qualities exist in the camp. Somehow, high spir-
its are/should be equated with piety, while low spirits are/should be 
equated with debauchery: instead of being two separate things (which 
they are) if not comprising the opposite correlation (the debauched do 
seem happier in that same scene). In addition, by the end of the scene, 
O’Houlihan and Burns are acting immoral together and improving 
their personal morale at the same time. The hypocrisy is distilled in 
that the true issue between them and the draftees is one of honesty.  
The draftees know what they are doing is wrong, but they also un-
derstand why they are doing it and accept the situation. O’Houlihan 
and Burns are repressing these things, claiming the moral high ground, 
committing the same immoral acts, and suffering because of the re-
pression.

There is a similar conflict of morality between Burns and Hawkeye, 
Trapper, and Duke regarding the Korean boy Ho-Jon.  Burns initially 
tries to ‘save’ him by teaching him English via the Bible. The colonialist 
overtones are obvious. Hawkeye, Trapper, and Duke, however, attempt 
to save Ho-Jon from having to serve in the war spawned by the “West-
ern” colonising forces of International Communism and Capitalism.  

A moral conflict more directly connected to the issue of “saving 
lives” in the M.A.S.H. unit comes when Burns blames Boone (a young 
private) for killing a patient. The patient is severely injured, he goes 
into cardiac arrest, Burns barks an order for a particular drug and sy-
ringe. Boone is unclear what exactly he wants, brings the wrong kind 
of syringe, and in the course of this the patient dies. Burns blames the 
young draftee for killing the soldier, rather than recognising it was the 
war that killed the soldier. Trapper, furious with Burns, punches him. 
In the scene, there is pictured the futility of the effort of killing and 
saving at the same time. The decision to do so was made by the Regular 
Army, and the representative of the Regular Army in the scene (just as 
the metaphorical Regular Army he symbolizes), does not see that the 
war is what is killing its soldiers, not the inexperienced young privates 
charged with saving them.
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A scene which ties together many of the above points (neo-colo-
nialism, moral relativism, and the charge of the Medical Corps to save 
lives) is Hawkeye’s and Trapper’s trip to Japan. In Japan, they are pre-
sented with two sons. The first (and the reason for the trip) is the son 
of an important American politician. He is a wounded soldier, though 
the wound is not severe at all. The two skilled doctors were pulled 
out of their unit, where they are of far more use, because the life of 
this politician’s son is considered more valuable than the lives of other 
soldiers. While in Japan, Hawkeye and Trapper come across the bas-
tard baby of an American soldier and a Japanese woman. The baby has 
a serious medical condition and will die without an operation from 
the two doctors. The Regular Army officer in charge of the hospital 
will not allow the military’s resources to be used on the bastard son, 
again exemplifying moral relativism and neo-colonialism. Hawkeye 
and Trapper perform the operation anyways, kidnap the officer when 
he protests, and make compromising photos of the officer with a pros-
titute in order to blackmail him into silence. 

Perhaps most artistically metaphorical of all is the Last Supper scene 
dripping with military rhetoric. The gathering is to ‘send off’ the den-
tist, who wants to commit suicide because he experienced impotence. 
Beyond the metaphors and connections of manliness surrounding the 
character and situation and its relation to militarism, the scene com-
bines the ‘holy sacrifice’ of the Last Supper with the ‘suicide’ of a per-
fectly healthy man while lauding his action with military clichés. ‘No 
one asked him to go on this mission.’ ‘He knew it meant certain death.’ 
‘This is what we reserve our highest medals and honours for.’ The result 
is an exemplification of the sheer ludicrousness of military sacrifice, all 
tied back to the size and performance of a man’s penis. 

Thirteen Days25

1. What is the conflict?

Setting: Cuban Missile Crisis (US vs USSR/Cuba)
Actual: Own Judgment/Conflict Resolution vs Strategic Standard Op-
erating Procedures/Conflict Evolution
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2.  Who are the participants?

Good: “Civilians”/independent thinkers (both US and USSR)
Bad: “Military”/rigid strategy thinkers (both US and USSR)
Catalysts: Humanity (everyone waiting for the final outcome and pre-
paring for it, including Cuba)

3. What is the message?
Strategic Rationality, which is at the core of Standard Operating Pro-
cedures, is inherently Irrational when it comes to surviving potential 
nuclear conflict. ‘There is something immoral about abandoning your 
own judgment.’ “America” is “moral” because it will work tirelessly to 
find a solution to bring peace.

4.  What is the argument delivering the message?
The argument is best demonstrated by clarifying the participants 
above. The Good and the Bad are not separated purely in terms of Ci-
vilian Leadership and Military Leadership, though by and large these 
groups are so separated. It seems to be part of each group that Civilians 
think more independently than Military members. There are, howev-
er, several Civilians who would be classified as Bad. They are “bad”, 
though, because they do not use their own thought applied to the 
specific situation. They think in terms of rigid preconceived strategies 
(like the Military does). Similarly, some Military members are “good,” 
precisely because they step outside of their rigid structures to think 
for themselves at how best to do the most good in the situation (and 
thereby run the risk of being removed from their place in the Military, 
thus officially being Civilianised). This split exists in both the US and 
the USSR.

The three key Civilians are J. Kennedy, R. Kennedy, and O’Donnell. 
They spend the entire film resisting (and justifying their resistance to) 
the prepared strategies of the Military, which call for airstrikes and/or 
the invasion of Cuba. Two historical points are mentioned among the 
three Civilians in private which work as a single analogy. The first is 
the distant, though poignant, case of the beginning of World War I.  J. 
Kennedy recalls the danger and damage caused by the Military’s Stand-
ard Operating Procedures. He points out that they were designed for 
the previous war, not the current war, and once those plans were com-
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mitted to, they could not be rescinded. The result is the Great War.  
The more personal historical case is The Bay of Pigs, in which J. Ken-
nedy did not exercise his own judgment and authorised invasion as 
the Military suggested. The result was a tremendous fiasco, a public 
defeat, and an increase in the insecurity of the region that contributed 
to the Cuban Missile Crisis. Taken together, the analogy is that if the 
Civilians follow the Military plans again, the plans will be wrong and 
lead to nuclear war with the USSR. Here, J. Kennedy states the Message: 
‘There is something immoral about abandoning your own judgment.’             

The key Military members are the collective Joint Chiefs of Staff. To-
gether, they outline the plans of airstrikes and invasion that the Civil-
ians are resisting implementing, and ultimately refuse. They repeated-
ly provide probability estimates, strategic statements, and follow their 
operating procedures without question. In one scene, this dependence 
on procedure leads the Admiral of the Navy to authorise (counter the 
President’s orders) to fire warning flares at a Soviet ship. His thinking 
process was contained by a list of predetermined steps, none of which 
considered that firing anything towards a Soviet ship could result in 
confusion, retaliation, destruction, and ultimately nuclear war. The 
Admiral’s action was immediately rebuked by the Civilian, Secretary of 
Defense McNamara, explaining that the embargo line was not a the-
atre of war, but a form of communication between the two countries 
completely unique from anything ever seen/done before (and thus 
outside the realm of pre-planned procedures).    

A Bad Civilian would be Acheson, who recommends forceful ac-
tion against the missiles in Cuba, and then calmly walks the President 
through the consequences of that action as seen by strategic thought. 
Acheson stops short of admitting the scenario he is outlining will result 
in the use of nuclear weapons, but J. Kennedy fills in the blank for him. 
The response is ‘Hopefully, cooler heads will prevail.’ This response is 
ironic because the entire point of having strategic standard operating 
procedures is to have a cool-headed rational plan to follow. That plan 
predicts and (eventually) demands the use of nuclear weapons, thereby 
ending all life. The cool-headed strategists are proposing suicide in the 
hope/belief that someone will act irrationally at some point to prevent 
the consequence of the irrational-rational policy of brinkmanship.  

A Good Military member is Commander Ecker. He flies a low-lev-
el reconnaissance mission over Cuba after the Joint Chiefs secure a 
procedural imperative from the President. If an American plane is at-
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tacked, the Military has the authorisation to respond.  This is a loop-
hole the Military manages to create to enact their plan of airstrikes 
and invasion. The Civilians recognise this, and they recognise that the 
pilots are bound to be shot at. The only option is to convince the pilots 
to lie. O’Donnell calls Ecker, explaining that breaking with his Military 
training to obey orders and answer truthfully will save humanity. Af-
ter the mission, during which Ecker and his wingman are fired upon, 
Ecker lies to his ground crew, convinces his wingman to lie as well, and 
then travels to D.C. and lies about the attack to the Joint Chiefs directly. 
By thinking for himself in the situation, Ecker denies the Joint Chiefs 
their loophole to go to war.

Finally, this divide between Civilian/independent thinkers and Mil-
itary/rigid strategy thinkers crosses the US/USSR divide. The clearest 
and best example of this comes in the scene of R. Kennedy secretly 
negotiating with the Soviet Ambassador Dobrinyn. First, while waiting 
outside the office, O’Donnell is asked by a Soviet, who is also waiting, 
‘Who are you?’ After thinking for a moment, O’Donnell responds, ‘A 
friend.’ He never clarifies whose friend he is, but immediate exchange 
of relaxed smiles between he and the Soviet would seem to imply that 
they, as Civilians, are on the same side: resolving the conflict. This 
scene transitions to inside the office where the negotiation is taking 
place. In response to R. Kennedy’s statement that the US will not allow 
the weapons to become operational, the Ambassador states, ‘Then I 
fear our two nations will go to war. And I fear where war will lead us.’ 
The delivery of this statement is not a threat. It is more a personal 
thought and personal fear of the Ambassador, identifying him as being 
part of the Civilian group. This is solidified when, at the end of the 
negotiation, the Ambassador states, 

We have heard stories that some of your military men wish for 
war. You are a good man. Your brother is a good man. I assure 
you, there are other good men.  Let us hope that the will of 
good men is enough to counter the terrible strength of this 
thing that was put in motion.  

Through this statement, the Ambassador similarly identifies himself 
as a “good man,” identifies “good men” within the USSR, and excludes 

“military men” in large part from this group.   
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Apocalypse Now26

1. What is the conflict?

Setting: 	Vietnam War post-1968 (US vs Communist Vietnam)
Actual: 	 Civilisation vs Barbarism (both traditional and counter, i.e. 
Civilisation/order vs Barbarism/anarchy and Barbarism/Eden vs Civ-
ilisation/Gomorra; as well as the individual Rational vs Primal).

2.  Who are the participants?
Good: Willard (ultimately), Vietnamese (if not purely Catalyst)
Bad: Military, Kurtz
Catalysts: Vietnamese (if not purely Good)

3. What is the message?
To be “civilised” is to ask whether or not to exercise power, before ask-
ing how to exercise power. Right makes might. “America” is “civilised”, 
and is only mighty because of siding with “right.”

 4.  What is the argument delivering the message?
It is quite difficult to place the framework of “good” vs “bad” in this 
instance. The majority of the film is played out between degrees of 

“bad.” This is not to say that there is a lack of innocents; that there is no 
victim. Quite the contrary, the Vietnamese are shown repeatedly to be 
innocent throughout the film, always on the defensive, always having 
serene, perhaps sublime, lives disturbed. This state almost helps feed 
into the conflict of the film; almost creating it entirely: the conflict 
between Civilisation and Barbarism. This conflict (along with the fight 
to determine how to classify the one from the other) exists in multiple 
facets at multiple levels strung throughout the film.

Several specific forms of the general conflict would seem to be obvi-
ous. The Americans vs the Vietnamese, the Army vs Kurtz, Williard vs 
Kurtz, the Boat vs the Jungle. None of these are clear-cut, however, nor 
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is the list complete. Which is “civilised” and which is “barbaric”? Which 
of the two is “good”? It becomes clear that the Vietnamese, if consid-
ered “barbaric” (as indeed they are outright labelled in the film as well 
as being so inferred) are portrayed as “noble savages.” As innocents and 
victims, they are in a way the “good.” It is the cold amoral “civilisation” 
which is “bad.”  As regards the Army and Kurtz, it is revealed that both 
are actually in the same position, ‘balancing on the razor’s edge’ be-
tween “barbarism” and “civilisation.” Kurtz is willing to recognise his 
dangerous tightrope walk and embrace it, and so he is labelled insane. 
The Army does not recognise it, and so infer, wrongly, that they are 
sane and truly, fully, purely “civilised.” Each of the non-Vietnamese 
participants is a dangerous combination of both “barbarism” and “ci-
vilisation:” Kurtz seeing his actions and rationalising them, the Army 
draping themselves in faux-rationality and the tropes of civilization so 
as to hide from themselves their true nature – the excruciating, dam-
aging falsehood of the unified duality; a doublespeak of the identity of 
the soul.

This conflict of the fusion of the best and worst parts of both “civil-
isation” and “barbarism” exists within the Army and Kurtz, as stated 
above, but also within the other group actors (the Air Cavalry, the Boat, 
the USO) and, most importantly, within Willard. The internal conflict 
concerning Willard is taking place throughout the entire film, mesh-
ing thoughts of the jungle battles and Saigon, conflicts of being home, 
and drunken martial arts at the beginning; and his developing affini-
ty with Kurtz and final choice concerning whether or not to assume 
Kurtz’s place after he kills him. It is this final decision, within the last 
few minutes of the film, which ultimately places Willard in the posi-
tion of “good.”

Before reaching this final scene and final decision, it will be in-
strumental to provide a few more scenes. One of the first and most 
famous is the scene of the Air Calvary attack on a village. The heli-
copters swoop in to the sound of Wagner’s Valkyrie blasting from at-
tached speakers. The terrified villagers run in panicked escape, while 
the Communist fighters provide defensive and covering fire, evacuate 
the children from school, and try to help the elderly. The village is laid 
to waste. The stated reason for the attack is to allow Willard and his 
boat to proceed on their mission. The true reason, though, is that the 
Air Cavalry’s commanding officer, Kilgore, wants to surf.

Later on, Willard and the boat crew come to the point of no return.  
It is a bridge marking the edge of where American forces are to operate. 
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They come to the bridge at night, during a hellish battle which we find 
out happens every night. While trying to get some information and 
supplies, Willard finds out that every day the Military takes/rebuilds/
opens the bridge, and every night the Vietnamese take/damage/close 
the bridge. This nightly battle happens continually so that the Military 
can state: ‘The road is open.’ The soldiers engaged in this constantly 
repeating action (the definition of insanity), are quite understandably 
disturbed. There is no order, no command, and no sense. There is only 
constant (and constantly repeated) violence and death for no gain.

The first of these two scenes challenges the moral position of the 
declared “civilisation.” The second challenges its rational position. 
Throughout the film, Willard is trapped in the organisation of the Mil-
itary, his mission, and himself; all of which is morally and rationally 
questionable. Willard saves himself, and returns to true Civilisation, 
by breaking the cycle of immoral irrationality when given the chance 
to become a ‘god.’

After Willard kills Kurtz, whose only difference from the Military 
proper was his recognition of the rational recognition of the immo-
rality of his actions, Willard is presented with the option of taking his 
place. When Willard walks out of Kurtz’s temple, all of the members 
of the tribe bow to him as the new leader. Willard, however, refuses 
the ‘honour’ by walking back to the boat and leaving the group. He is 
not only leaving the tribe, however, as he has already declared himself 
separated from the Military as well. He refuses his past and present as-
sociation with the Military as well as his potential future as Kurtz. This 
break is both rational and moral. It is moral for the obvious reasons of 
ending his role in the violence of declared “civilisation.” It is rational 
in that, if he became a neo-Kurtz, there would undoubtedly be another 
assassin sent after him. By breaking the cycle, by refusing to use power 
that he can quite easily use, he saves himself in both body and soul and 
returns to true Civilisation.

Charlie Wilson’s War27

1. What is the conflict?

Setting:	Soviet-Afghan War
Actual:	 Help Afghanistan (and implicitly, by consequence, “ourselves”) 
vs Hurt Soviets (and implicitly, by consequence, “ourselves”)
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2.  Who are the participants?

Good:	 Charlie, Gust, partly Joanne (she gives the goal/demand of ‘Af-
ghanistan for the Afghans’ but then seems to stop with defeat of the 
Soviet Union)
Bad: Other members of the subcommittees, CIA in general
Catalysts: Pakistanis, Saudis, Israelis, Soviets, Afghans, partly Joanne

3. What is the message?
Merely defeating an enemy does not necessarily bring about peace and 
security. Helping those in need should. “America” is/should be a force 
for good and aid, not just a force against evil.

4.  What is the argument delivering the message?
Just about the entire film devotes itself to delivering the message, in-
cluding the title and its relation to the opening and closing scenes. 
Though the movie centres on the Soviet war in Afghanistan and the 
subsequent American involvement, the conflict, message, and title is 
concerned with Charlie Wilson’s personal war. His war, we are shown, 
was not one against the Soviets, but rather one supporting the Afghanis. 
The revelation of this being his war makes the ceremony of recognition 
split between the beginning and end of the film tragic, as it also trans-
forms the seeming humility of the opening scene with thinly veiled 
disappointment in the closing scene. Charlie succeeded in aiding the 
defeat of the Soviet Union, but failed in his war to aid the Afghanis.

Charlie’s war was given to him by Joanne when she charged him 
with the three tasks related to the Soviet-Afghanistan War. The first 
and foremost was to ‘save Afghanistan for the Afghanis.’ The means 
and consequence of this would be to defeat the Soviet Union, and 
thereby end the Cold War. Again, though he managed the means and 
consequence of his goal, he failed to achieve his ultimate goal. We see 
this becoming Charlie’s goal more than just Joanne’s mission when he 
visits the refugee camps and sees and hears first hand of the horrors 
the people are enduring. Yes he has always wanted to defeat the So-
viets, and yes he thought that the Afghanis deserved help since they 
were the only ones actually fighting the Soviets, but his visible trans-
formation in the refugee camps clearly makes helping the Afghanis his 
ultimate goal.    
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A final contrast between the beginning and end of the film demon-
strates the true tragedy of this failure. At the beginning of the film, 
Charlie is in a hot tub with several strippers in Las Vegas. He wants to 
hear a report from Dan Rather in Afghanistan. The people around him 
(drunk, high, debauched) do not know where Afghanistan is, what is 
going on there, or why it is important. This situation is repeated in a 
meeting of the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense. After 
a multi-year long successful campaign of aiding the Afghanis in their 
war with the Soviets, Charlie is unable to secure minor funding for the 
building of a school there. He is ridiculed by the few other members of 
the Subcommittee present, culminating with one Representative say-
ing, ‘Charlie, nobody gives a shit about a school in Pakistan.’ To which, 
Charlie, depressed and dejected, replies, ‘Afghanistan.’ After all the 
time, publicity, money, and effort, not only has the central concern of 
his war been lost, but the people have been forgotten.

We, the audience, are dramatically informed why this is important 
in the immediately preceding scene. Charlie’s friend and CIA ally Gust 
finally delivers his long-awaited story of the Zen-Master and the little 
boy at the party celebrating the Soviet defeat. In telling the story, Gust 
tries to convey to Charlie the importance of not merely seeing the de-
feat of the Soviets as the end of the story. He tells Charlie that they are 
not finished, and must work to rebuild the country and provide the 
Afghanis jobs and hope. Charlie says that he is trying, but Gust takes 
his demeanour as being a brush-off. He hands Charlie a classified intel-
ligence report as he says, ‘the crazies have started rolling into Kandahar 
like it’s a fucking bathtub drain.’ Gust tears Charlie’s whiskey out of his 
hand, dumps it in a potted plant (actually and metaphorically trying 
to ‘sober-him-up’ by replacing alcohol with intel), and snaps, ‘Listen 
to what I’m telling you!’ As he says these words, the sound of airplane 
engines comes closer and louder from somewhere in the darkness. 
This scene, and its message, connects the Soviet-Afghan War with the 
American-Afghan War.  It states clearly that our uncompleted efforts, 
our unwillingness or inability to help the Afghanis after wartime, con-
tributed to 9/11. History is connected, and guilt is transferred.   
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The Siege28

1. What is the conflict?

Setting: Terrorism in New York City
Actual: Protecting American Ideals vs Protecting American Lives

2.  Who are the participants?
Good: FBI (Hubbard)
Bad: Military (Devereaux), administration, CIA (Bridger) (to a limited 
extent)
Catalyst: the terrorists, CIA (Bridger) (to a limited extent)

3. What is the message?
To attack America means to attack its ideals, not its lives. Therefore, 
to protect America means to protect its ideals over protecting lives. 
Therefore, to sacrifice American ideals to protect American lives is to 
attack America. “America” is its ideals.

4.  What is the argument delivering the message?
At the centre of the film is whether fundamental American ideals (rule 
of law, due process, protection from torture, etc.) can and/or should be 
abandoned ‘temporarily’ in order to save American lives. Throughout 
the movie, we see that not only is such a sacrifice unacceptable, but 
it is also counter-intuitive. As the film opens, we see a Muslim Sheik 
suspected of terrorism kidnapped under Devereaux’s orders and held 
without recognition or trial. This opening scene, this ‘initial’ sacrifice 
of ideals, is later shown to be the main reason the terrorist cells attack 
New York City.

Trying to fight the cells while also protecting the system is Hub-
bard and the FBI. In scenes with both of the other two main struc-
ture-America participants, he stresses the need (both practical and 
moral) to act within the system of ideals and laws in order to preserve 
the ideals. This moves from a procedural discussion with Bridger that 
he cannot spy on the suspected terrorists without the proper warrant, 
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to a speech on ethics in the midst of a joint Military-CIA torture session 
of a suspected terrorist. It is during this second speech that the mes-
sage and argument are clearly made by Hubbard.

The speech comes after the FBI offices are bombed, resulting in the 
deaths of Hubbard’s friends and co-workers; and after his Arab part-
ner’s son is detained in a mass prison camp despite his position as an FBI 
agent. Hubbard tries to arrest the suspected terrorist, but the Military 
knows about him too thanks to their spying on Hubbard. The Military 
attacks the building that the suspect and Hubbard are in, and takes the 
suspect. Hubbard later finds the suspect, Devereaux, and Bridger in a 
basement bathroom of the make-shift prison camp. He sees that the 
two are torturing the suspect, and launches into his defence of the ide-
als they are breaking. The climax of Hubbard’s speech is, if you do this, 
if you torture, if you abandon the ideals on which America is based, 
then the terrorists win. This charge is later translated into the point 
that by violating America’s ideals and its laws, by ultimately summarily 
executing this assured terrorist, Devereaux has done more damage to 
America than the terrorists with all of their bombs.

This transition comes about in the final scenes where Hubbard and 
the FBI actively distract, evade, and conflict with the Military culminat-
ing in Hubbard arresting Devereaux. The charge is murder of an Amer-
ican, the tortured terrorist. Hubbard walks into the command centre 
‘armed’ with the law. He presents Devereaux with a Federal Writ re-
moving him from power as a consequence of the murder charge. Furi-
ous, Devereaux maintains, ‘I am the Law! Right here, right now, I am 
the Law!’ In response, Hubbard reads Devereaux his Rights, altering 
them slightly. He says,

You have the right to remain silent, General. You have the right 
to a fair trial.  You have the right not to be tortured, not to 
be murdered. Rights you took away from Tarik Husseini. You 
have those rights because of the men who came before you 
who wore that uniform.

Devereaux’s sense of immediate presence of moral power is shared 
by Bridger. In an earlier scene, Bridger admits how she is related to 
the whole situation. When the US was allied with the Sheik and his 
followers (the current terrorists), she taught them how to make bombs. 
When it was no longer policy to be allied with this group, they were 
abandoned by the US and by her. At that time, and ever since, she is 
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constantly reacting to situations trying to make things ‘right.’ She is 
using whatever power she has in the moment to try and ‘fix’ things. 
The problem is, she is willing to do whatever is necessary to try and 
‘fix’ things; and ‘things’ are always changing. By succumbing to moral 
relativism, by abandoning the ideals she and the others are supposed 
to protect, she helps make the situation worse.         

In the end, Bridger ‘fixes’ things one last time by sacrificing herself 
to stop the last terrorist; her personal creation. Devereaux is arrested 
and removed by Hubbard. Martial Law ends, and the Military leaves 
New York City.

Conclusion
In each of the five films analysed, the identificational enemy was not 
the actor/actors trying to kill Americans (at least not in the largest 
numbers). The identificational enemy was, in each instance, from 
within the structure-America. Often times, it was the Military, though 
Politicians did occasionally factor in too. This is not meant to suggest 
a trend that sub-elite identifications are solely against the elite, but it 
does clearly demonstrate that sub-elite identifications “otherise” differ-
ent actors than the elite identifications. This has several implications 
to previous research, future research, and our general understanding 
of “American” identity.

In terms of previous research, the application of the theoretical 
and methodological components of ‘Three Incarnations of The Quiet 
American’ to a wider range of conflicts and films should strengthen the 
conclusions made in that article. The resultant identity of sub-elite 
identifications did not simply disagree with the dominant discourse 
due to that particular conflict or that particular story. It was not a fluke.

In terms of future research, the question would now seem to be 
strong enough to be opened to other national identities, if not also 
other media of identification. Is this an “American” phenomenon?  Is 
this a Hollywood phenomenon? The answers to both questions would 
almost have to be “no,” but investigation is needed. Perhaps most im-
portantly, what does this mean for our understanding of “America?”  
As argued in ‘Three Incarnations of The Quiet American,’ if there are 
multiple claimants to the singular identity “America,” then there is 
logically no “America.” If our social reality is the only reality of con-
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sequence, and if that reality is based on language, and if our language 
is steeped with logic, “America” does not exist. Everyone is “America”, 
and, so, no one is.


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Half a Century of Covering Bahrain

Nancy Jamal

Until 1968, Bahrain was a protectorate of the British government dur-
ing its days of imperial glory, and home to its political agent in the 
region.1 Research shows that the first TV programme covering events 
in Bahrain dates back to the 1950’s2 making, the British Broadcasting 
Company ‘BBC,’ the very first international television station that pre-
sented news of Bahrain to the world. This work focuses on what vo-
cabulary was being used by the BBC then, and how it developed over 
time to the narrative we find today. Terminologies being used just un-
der a decade ago have been carried on to this day and have in some cas-
es expanded. The aim of this work is to study how the BBC has set the 
stage for stereotyping the country in the international media in order 
to create a strategy, of joint effort, that would overcome this challenge 
going forward. 

Introduction
On 25 June 2012, the BBC Trust published a lengthy study on the impar-
tiality and accuracy of the BBC’s coverage of the events known as the 
Arab Spring.3 Nine pages of the report discussed the reportage of the 
events in Bahrain that took place between 14 February 2011 until the 
date of publication.

In this context, Ben Dowell of the Guardian wrote that
The report looked at all BBC TV, radio and online coverage with 
the exception of World Service radio. Content analysis was un-
dertaken by Loughborough University, covering 44 days of BBC 
output between December 2010 and January 2012, including 
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16 days across a range of broadcasters between November 2011 
and January 2012. Qualitative audience research was conduct-
ed by Jigsaw Research in January 2012, with 10 focus groups 
across the UK.4

And, in the study’s closing remarks, Edward Mortimer, asserted that
Considerable efforts were made to warn the public of the un-
verifiable nature of much of this material, but probably this 
needs to be done even more rigorously and systematically in 
the future. The fact that UGC generally enables the public to 
see conflict through the eyes of opposition activists, rather 
than governments, seems an inescapable fact of life (p. 83).

Just over a year later, on 23 October 2013, Bahrain’s Interior Minis-
try issued a statement in reference to an earlier BBC television report, 
announcing that 

the report broadcasted yesterday by the BBC Arabic TV station 
on clashes between police and rioters in Sitra following the 
funeral of Hussain Mahdi, who was murdered last week, con-
tained a lot of inaccuracies and is a breach of the professional 
principles of the BBC and the UK standards of television broad-
casting.5

The Ministry went on to 
demand that the BBC Arabic correct the report and to under-
take not to broadcast a similar inflammatory material in the 
future without confirmation, as it incites the commission of 
crimes and leads to disorder.

This statement came as no surprise to observers of the Bahrain gov-
ernment’s international outreach and media policy as it has, since the 
1990’s, publicly criticised the BBC for engaging in a media war by craft-
ing agendas that promote dissent.

Historically speaking, the UK has paid particular attention to the 
Arabian region since 1798 when it signed the first documented Treaty 
in the region with the (then) Sultan of Muscat. For its part, the BBC’s 
coverage of key events in the region and its partisan views, likely re-
flect Great Britain’s former interests and sphere of influence which has 
included Bahrain since 1967, when Britain’s regional naval base was 
moved from Aden to Bahrain.6

To put this into proper context, this study has been conducted to 
shed light on the entire coverage of BBC with regards to Bahrain, from 
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its very beginnings and to analyse how it developed over time and 
what impact it has produced on Bahrain’s global image. In short, the 
main aim of this work is to study how the BBC has set the stage for 
stereotyping Bahrain in the international media.

It is intended to help state communicators within governments 
across the Arab world understand the philosophy and mission of the 
BBC in its official mission ‘to enrich people’s lives with programmes 
and services that inform, educate and entertain’ through the core val-
ue of ‘trust’ as ‘the foundation of the BBC’ that is ‘independent, impar-
tial and honest.’

Assessing Key Themes,  
Moments and Personalities of BBC Coverage of Bahrain
The BBC’s relationship to Bahrain is checkered since there has been 
a great reliance on the broadcasting company to get images of Bah-
rain into wider audiences – no simple feat for small countries – and, 
therefore, great expectations that the images would be impartial and 
informative. However, this has not always been the case and this sec-
tion traces the BBC-Bahrain relationship from its earliest, until recent 
times, by presenting some of the main themes and personalities that 
have dominated the airwaves – and later print and e-formatted mate-
rials – between Bahrain and the UK and, subsequently, Bahrain and the 
wider international community. 

Key Storylines
The earliest publically available BBC record of Bahrain goes as far back 
as 1956, as part of a Panorama Report by Woodrow Wyatt. It covered 
a riot against the (then) British Foreign Minister, Lloyd Selwyn, and 
the UK’s increased commitment to local security.7 While the riot scenes 
were certainly important, it was Wyatt’s interview of Abdulaziz Al-
shamlan – a popular member of the self-described ‘non-violent,’ Na-
tional Union Committee – which deserves greater scrutiny. This is be-
cause the language that was deployed intended to illustrate a growing 
frustration between the citizens of Bahrain and its monarchy. In fact, 
Wyatt excuses the violence and targets Sir Charles Belgrave – a Brit-
ish citizen, advisor and Chief Administrator to the rulers of Bahrain 



37

Nancy  
Jamal

from 1926 until 1957 – as a source of national (Bahraini) instability. It 
is legitimate to ask, why a BBC reporter took sides in what was clearly 
a domestic issue that revolved around the distribution of influence? 
He lambasted Belgrave, and began to discuss issues of sect. Most 
importantly, Wyatt’s message was that violence and riots are okay if 
they challenge political order. This is perhaps why Wyatt was keen to 
highlight the state of Bahrain’s local security forces and indicated that 
‘Bahrainis don’t like to be policemen,’ because, for Wyatt, that meant 
serving the ruling authorities, which would indicate a gap between the 
monarchy and the people of Bahrain. This theme has been revisited 
many times by the BBC since.

The 1950’s and 1960’s were a period of immense change to global 
politics and the Gulf region was, by no means, insulated. In fact, as 
the UK began to redeploy its military and political personnel out of the 
region (1968), there was an initial hope that its departure would herald 
a new era of regional cooperation, stability and security. These hopes 
were dashed as Iran’s Shah moved against Emirati islands (Abu Musa, 
Greater and Lesser Tunb) and as the Baathist party consolidated pow-
er in Iraq. In Western Arabia, the 6 Day War had humbled Egypt and 
empowered Israel – the BBC had its hands full attempting to cover the 
wide assortment of events that were unfolding throughout the Middle 
East. As a result, Bahrain received very little attention in the gap-dec-
ade between Wyatt’s and John Morgan’s own Panorama Report on the 
UK government’s military spending (1964/1965).8

Once Bahrain was back on the BBC’s radar however, it was clear that 
little had changed in the thinking of BBC management and the Morgan 
report included a comprehensive interview with popular opposition 
leader, Mahmoud Al-Mahdi, regarding the alleged lack of press free-
dom within the (then) British protectorate. In other words Morgan’s 
reportage actively worked against both Bahrain’s government and its 
British protectors and allies. Certainly it is reasonable for the BBC to 
present critical views and inspire debate over issues that are important 
for the British electorate. However, the BBC’s role is one of reporter not 
view-shaper and it is not up to the BBC to try and project UK domestic 
preferences on Bahrain. So, when Morgan focused on Al-Mahdi and 
did not seek a second opinion or to verify and double verify Al-Mahdi’s 
claims, he did more than report – he became partial to the situation. 
Of course, Morgan is not alone and Bahrain is not the only place where 
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such media distortions occur. However, since Bahrain is geographical-
ly a small country, it is more sensitive (than larger states) to the manner 
in which it is presented internationally and tends to pay closer scrutiny 
to interference since often small misrepresentations can widely distort 
the country’s image, in addition to fanning the flames of internal ten-
sions. So, when Morgan’s report turned to the 1965 bout of unrest and 
the imprisonment of a teenage protestor – which in larger countries 
would scarcely be paid attention to – and the tone of the report leads 
the audience to assume that an insurmountable rift exists between 
Bahrain’s people and its government and that this is best reflected in 
the Al Khalifa relationship to the UK. 

Morgan suggested that the UK should promote democracy within 
its protectorates, as otherwise it would be associated with unpopular 
regimes. In other words, Morgan (wrongly) assumed that Bahrainis 
did not associate themselves with their government. In hindsight, this 
is a form of manipulating sentiment since there was no reliable data 
to confirm (or not) an intrinsic tension between the government and 
citizens in Bahrain in the 1960’s. Morgan was insinuating for the sake 
of promoting a particular idea despite that idea being unsupported by 
facts.

Wyatt and Morgan shared common views of sympathising with 
(sometimes violent) demonstrators, abhorrence for the UK’s relation-
ship to Bahrain and an assumed gulf in terms of a political class and 
non-political class. Whilst the realities of Bahrain are significantly 
more nuanced, these themes formed the bedrock of BBC opinions of 
Bahrain ever since. This work now moves forward, to the end of the 
20th century and into the 21st, in order to show how this early tone-set-
ting continues until this day.

Consider that the BBC does not cover Bahrain politically again until 
1996 – a (roughly) 30 year period – when Sue Lloyd-Roberts deployed 
hidden cameras to film a documentary that very bluntly sympathises 
with protestors. In similar vein to Wyatt and Morgan, Lloyd-Roberts 
production works around a narrative that lauds the opposition, even 
if (and when) it uses violence. Such reportage often includes the im-
age of an opposition that is “forced” into violence. At the same time, 
there is the indication that the opposition must “struggle” against a 
security apparatus that uses excessive force and is brutal.9 Lloyd-Rob-
erts’ report was neither neutral nor investigative. It was a poor attempt 
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to debase Bahrain’s government by blindly siding with demonstrators 
even those of dubious record in regards to their relationship to Iran 
and other members of the Shia theological elites in Iraq, Iran and Leb-
anon. For instance, in the context of reporting on anti-government 
violence, Lloyd-Roberts interviews Sheikh Abdulamir Al Jamri, one of 
the more influential Shia theologians (Najaf school) in Bahrain. Whilst 
this was indeed an important interview, the opinions reflected on by 
Al Jamri presented only one narrative and was not followed-up with 
successive explorations of alternative narratives, even from other op-
position groups. Instead, Lloyd-Roberts assumes Al Jamri’s testimony 
to be 100% accurate and takes, at face value, the allegations of torture 
and abuse in prison. 

Yet, Lloyd-Roberts does add to the long-narrative adopted by the 
BBC; she is the first to introduce the concept that Bahrain is an island 
that contains a Shia majority and Sunni minority. Whilst this aspect of 
the narrative has never been adequately verified – since religious sect 
is not a question on the country’s many censuses – it has, nonetheless, 
become an instrumental part of opposition discourses. In other words, 
Lloyd-Roberts’ work, despite being under-researched, initiated the 
‘Shia majority’ strand of the narrative, which continues to be used to 
justify political violence until this day (2014). Such demographic book-
keeping will be returned to below.

Finally, Lloyd-Roberts introduced the Iranian dimension to Bahraini 
decision-making and she points out that Manama fears the influence 
of the Islamic republic. However, just as it seems that Lloyd-Roberts is 
trying to rebalance her investigation, she takes heed of Saudi Arabia’s 
role to assist its Bahraini ally quell protests. In doing so, Lloyd-Rob-
erts asserts that Saudi Arabia works with Bahrain and against Iran—
fanning regional tensions that continue to define political life in and 
around the Gulf.

The BBC’s Rebalancing Act
Towards the end of the 20th century, there is a decided shift in the rhet-
oric and personalities deployed by the BBC; it certainly attempted to 
be more neutral in its coverage of live events and in the type and style 
of the commentaries prepared for Bahrain. So, even though the main 
focus of BBC reports and journalists remain the opposition and protest 
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groups, the BBC does draw its information from many more sources in-
cluding governmental opinions, public views, expatriate communities 
and a wide assortment of opposition groups ranging from socialists to 
Sunni and Shia religious groups.10

At this time, most coverage is short and precise and sought to ex-
plain political events, criminal arrests and court sentences with the 
limited use of adjectives that yield sympathy or promote a cause. In 
other words, in the 1996-1997 period, the BBC attempted to fulfil its in-
stitutional ethos and report the news and events from a non-partisan 
perspective. As a result (and rather surprisingly) in November 1998, the 
BBC used the word ‘terrorists’ to describe those engaging in political 
violence.11 So, instead of characterising armed groups for the rhetoric 
they deployed – as Wyatt, Morgan and Lloyd-Roberts had – the BBC 
began presenting the tactics deployed. This reflects the global transi-
tion to a world more aware of the dangers of international terrorism 
(even before the 11 September attacks) and the BBC had to remain con-
sistent. If the pre-Good Friday Agreement Irish Republican Army (IRA) 
was depicted as a terrorist group, certainly other groups around the 
world that deployed such tactics were also terrorists, irrespective of 
the ideology they stood for.

For Bahrain, the BBC’s shift from narrative shaping to reportage 
meant increased attention for the country’s unique security situation 
both internally and regionally. For instance, in the previous period of 
narrative shaping, the BBC often quoted unidentified organisations 
that made claims against the Kingdom regarding Human Rights (etc). 
Instead of specifying which groups had said what, it was common for 
the BBC simply to suggest that ‘international human rights groups’ 
claimed this or that. However, for the first time, in a 1999 documenta-
ry, the BBC specifically attributed a rights abuse allegation to Amnesty 
International.12 This small change in the BBC’s behaviour significantly 
changed the playing-field; now the government was able to react di-
rectly and pointedly, to make counterclaims and to invite members of 
the claimant organisations to see the situation for themselves. In other 
words, the BBC – in those years – assisted in making Human Rights 
organisations more accountable for their statements and allegations 
against Bahrain. It is also noteworthy that the BBC, in the same docu-
mentary, fairly covered the public accusations of Iranian interference 
in local Bahraini politics.
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Bahrain’s New King

With the ascension of the new monarch to the throne in March 1999, 
His Majesty King Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa, declared the nations’ re-
birth through political, social and economic reform. With this decla-
ration, the BBC’s coverage nearly always portrays Bahrain, and its gov-
ernment positively and as a model of regional development. 13 This is 
not to say that the BBC ignored some less high-profile issues; it cov-
ered a wide assortment ranging from the impact of reform to exiles 
abroad. However, it is important to note that the tone of the BBC’s 
reports was less aggressive and more constructive. Whilst the BBC did 
not desist from interfering in Bahrain, at this time the type and level 
of interference was actually positive and reinforced the state and its 
civil society. Consider, for instance, a March 1999 documentary that 
highlighted Bahraini political activists located in the UK vocally asking 
their local supporters (in Bahrain) to respect the death of the late Amir 
and refrain from violent behaviour. The same report uses the words 
‘Shiite militants’ for the first and only time in the BBC’s long history of 
reporting on Bahrain. 14

For a number of years, the BBC’s reportage on Bahrain was based on 
promoting King Hamad’s reform project and Bahrain observer, Paul 
Woods, in his September 2002 report, describes it as a ‘bold experi-
ment.’15 The indication was that Bahrain’s reforms were unique in the 
region – a region plagued by conservative systems – in that they were 
an honest attempt to change the internal dynamics of Bahrain and 
produce a workable civil society in which each citizen and resident 
would be an actual shareholder.

Despite such coverage, there were some persistent themes of older 
times that continued to be proliferated by another group of BBC jour-
nalists. It was as though a parallel reportage system had developed in 
the BBC in regards to Bahrain. One of the clearest examples of this 
is seen in the demographic (mis)management of BBC explorations of 
Bahrain.

The BBC and Demographic Accounting in Bahrain
As mentioned above, Lloyd-Roberts was the journalist to first intro-
duce the theme of ‘Shia majority’ in Bahrain. Since then, the BBC, as 
an institution, has swayed back and forth in how it portrays the de-
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mographic makeup of the country. Whilst this should not have been 
so important considering that Shia-Sunni relations are overwhelming-
ly good (only a small number of each sect have developed a more ag-
gressive approach to one another), it has risen to prominence as some 
minority groups of Shia began to use the demographic argument to 
legitimise their anti-government violence. It is both interesting and 
important to provide a brief overview of how the BBC has reported 
on the demographic makeup of Bahrain over the past decade; that is, 
since demography became a national issue.

After reviewing BBC reports, it became clear that the media outlet is 
deeply confused about Bahrain’s demography. Indeed, if one were to 
believe the reportage coming from the BBC, then Bahrain has among 
the most unstable demographic situations in world history with huge 
numbers of Shia coming and going day-by-day and year on year. In 
reality however, the BBC’s numbers simply do not add up. There have 
been no significant changes to Bahrain’s demography (in terms of Bah-
raini Arabs) since 2003. Yet, five different demographic accounting 
terms have been deployed by the BBC since then.

First, in October 2003, a BBC report mentions that the Shia popula-
tion to be a ‘slight majority’16 in Bahrain. Whether ‘slight’ means 50.1%, 
51% or 55%, is unclear. However, that there were no numbers includ-
ed in the report does indicate that the precise demographic balance 
was (and is) largely guesswork, which is fine since sect has never real-
ly been an important identity generator in Bahrain. And yet (second), 
a mere two years later (2005), the ‘slight’ majority leaps to the now 
famous, 70:30 split where Mounira Chaib of the BBC Arabic Service, 
in February 2005, introduced the 70% ratio of Shias to Sunnis on in-
ternational television.17 This has become the standard international 
accounting standard of the sectarian split and has constantly under-
mined Bahrain’s regional and international standing. In short, Chaib’s 
unresearched and unsubstantiated claims has changed Bahrain’s inter-
national and internal political situation. Third, only three years later 
in 2008, and the Shia majority is down 5% and holding steady at 65%, 
according to Bill Law. Again, there is no way to know how this number 
was derived at, but for a while – until 2010 – it stuck.18 That is until the 
Shia population numbers again shot-up to 70%, at least according to 
the BBC which defended its demographic accounting tooth and nail 
throughout the 2011 crises.19 That is until April 2013 when it drops to 
60%.20 
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There is no way to determine accurate numbers amongst Bahrain’s 
sects just like there is no way to fully gauge the impact the BBC’s loose 
accounting produced in terms of local, regional and international fall-
out. However, it seems that the BBC is sectarian obsessed and has done 
more than even the staunchest anti-establishment organ in Bahrain to 
polarise Bahrain’s society according to sect. Consider that on the BBC’s 
official website the overview of Bahrain – comprised of an entire 624 
words profiling the entire nation and its long history – the word ‘Shia’ 
is mentioned 5 times in independent contexts.21 In other words, the 
word ‘Shia” is disproportionately represented and deployed, mostly, 
to show intra-Bahraini tensions. With the sole exception of the BBC’s 
note that there are Shia parliamentarians in Bahrain, the other four 
instances attach terms like, ‘tensions,’ ‘discrimination,’ ‘resentment,’ 
and ‘majority’ to the Shia; as though the entire history of Bahrain were 
reducible to such binary discourse.

What is in a Word?  
Understanding the BBC’s Terminology vis-à-vis Bahrain
But what is in a word? How important are they for understanding the 
mood of a people or nation? This work regards words as singly the 
most important expression of national consciousness and identity and 
hence, when words are used to erroneously depict a political commu-
nity the likely outcome will shift from words to deeds. Words then are 
the engines driving actions.

To make this point clearer, this work has created a timeline to better 
understand the development of terminology within the BBC’s coverage 
of Bahrain since the 1950’s and how specific content is repeated, or 
changed, regardless of source.

What is interesting about the table below is that the words are not 
only recurring but also build-up over time and become accepted as 
common concepts that are adopted by others and perhaps used to ste-
reotype different interest groups. It is this very point that makes au-
thorities, such as the Bahrain government, suspicious of foreign news 
agents. It is therefore essential to understand the manner in which the 
BBC depicts Bahrain through keywords.

It is clear that many of these terms are exaggerations and feed into 
the very issues being covered by the BBC. Understanding the words 
chosen by the BBC to provide its listeners, watchers and readers infor-
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mation about Bahrain is vital for understanding the opposition narra-
tives which tend to use these terms in support of their own political 
goals, which are not a reflection of UK values but have learned to speak 
the language of the BBC for other, less inclusive ambitions. The recent 
events collectively called the Arab Spring have revealed this word-
game problem very clearly.

The Arab Spring and After
Bahrain in 2011, after a surge of revolutions in North Africa and the 
overtaking of the iconic Pearl shaped roundabout and the severing of 
the heart of the island from the main road connections leading to all 
strategic areas of the country; changed the once safe haven forever.22 
No Bahraini who experienced the past three years of unrest, will give 
the same account, or the same analysis. 

Until this day, international channels send their correspondents or 
hire local stringers, to cover the repercussions of whatever took place 
in 2011. Many of those correspondents have developed, or had pre-ex-
isting, ties with Bahraini’s from all walks of life, making it only natural 
for them to adopt the stance of their relations.

Many BBC correspondents have covered Bahrain and its internal af-
fairs with regards to local politics and social developments over the 
past few years.23 The names that are readily available are Frank Garden-
er and Bill Law with others such as Caroline Hawley, Ian Pannell, Jona-
than Marcus, Bridget Kendall, Justin Webb, Steven Sackur, Carrie Gra-
cie, Simon Atkinson, John Silverman, Julia Wheeler, Phillip Hampsheir, 
Paul Woods and Adam Curtis, all of who appear to have covered stories 
in countries that were undergoing revolutions of the so called ‘Arab 
Spring’ prior to the events that occurred in Bahrain.24

It has been implied that Frank Gardener is, perhaps seen by those 
aligned with the government as, the most accurate of the BBC’s cor-
respondents assigned to the region and known within local political 
circles for balanced reportage.25 The BBC Trust’s report on the impar-
tiality and accuracy of the BBC’s coverage of the Arab Spring quotes an 
interview with Frank Gardener: 

The BBC was accused from many quarters of mis-telling the 
story. I went down twice last year – in April and November 

– and heard a lot of complaints from expat Brits, Sunnis, and 
expat Asians, that BBC coverage was utterly one-sided in the 
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early months. That’s taking it too far, but … because Bahrain is 
not a hub centre – it doesn’t have a resident bureau with prop-
er analysts or resident journalists – when something takes off 
if it’s big enough you parachute in ‘firemen.’ So in February we 
sent in people straight from Tahrir Square or Tunis, and they 
applied a one-size-fits-all matrix ‘protesters good, government 
bad.’26

On the other hand, there is Bill Law, who is often frowned upon 
by Bahrain’s authorities, and suspected of promoting the opposition’s 
views alone, as he clearly reveals in his reports.27 One might say that 
his British sarcasm, when mentioning the government, is lost on those 
who resent his work. Yet when investigating his reportage of Bahrain, 
all the way back to 2008, in at least 11 independent pieces, only the 
more ‘radical’ element of Bahrain’s opposition is portrayed. In fairness, 
it is necessary to point out that on 15 March 2011, he was the first to 
mention the savage killing of a policeman and the difficult job of the 
security personnel during those hard times.28 

Such discrepancies in reporting, however, are irresponsible and 
send mixed messages to the wider international public. Since the BBC 
is meant to report on unfolding global situations, it is difficult to un-
derstand how there is so much room to interpret events. In Bahrain, 
this has had such acute repercussions that it is fair to suggest that the 
BBC is interfering in the domestic political affairs of the country. For 
the most part, in the BBC’s coverage of Bahrain, since 2011, the gov-
ernment is depicted somewhat monstrously whilst the opposition is 
treated as a victim and the rest of Bahrain’s society, seemingly, doesn’t 
exist at all. So, when on 19 February 2011, the BBC TODAY programme 
presented an audio of Justin Webb with David Mellor who highlighted 
Shiite extremism and mentions a history of association with Iran to 
the extent of military training for affiliated Bahrain based extremists,29 
it is clear that there is more to the story. However, the BBC has gotten 
used to slicing away the national metanarrative in favour of sub-narra-
tives that divide the nation and infuse the next generation of violence. 

Conclusion
It is only through research, analysis and reaching a common under-
standing that the science of communications has developed. The mar-
riage between media rhetoric and public opinion is a fascinating dis-
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cipline that needs much more study, given the ever-changing, forever 
expanding world of media. Because of this, many divergent parties will 
claim to know better when it comes to the coverage of news. Whilst 
the media rushes to report the correct, and in some cases ‘juicer’ story, 
governments worry about the impact of their international image on 
local affairs and vice versa. 

The BBC, being a well-entrenched media conglomerate, falls to the 
whim of different interest groups and stakeholders. Such is the case for 
any organisation within the same industry. It has displayed self-disci-
pline on many occasions and has acted with courage and goodwill by 
publishing a report on the standard of its operations.30

No doubt, it is up to the powers that be to impose integrity and en-
courage precision. Yet in the end, it is the people in the field, journal-
ists, political activists, human-rights defenders, story-tellers, on-line 
sources and even official communicators to demonstrate good judg-
ment, benevolence, honesty and candour.
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vices to citizens is taken over by non-governmental organisations, re-
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and political loyalties only exacerbates domestic societal tensions and 
deepens religious divisions. It proposes an alternative model of ‘func-
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model has the potential to overcome fracture lines in a society. 
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Introduction 

Weak, failing or failed states are, to varying degrees, incapable of ful-
filling their commitments to their citizens because weak statehood 
has a direct influence on the provision (or the non-delivery) of public 
goods by the state. Due to this dysfunction – and in some cases the 
absence of a central government, the ineffectiveness of government 
institutions and the lack of financial, technical and human resources 

- segments of the population have limited or no access to basic social 
and health services. In such cases, the role of provider of services and 
at least some basic public goods may be assumed by foreign and/or 
local non-governmental organisations (NGOs), donors, local religious 
and political organisations or civil society groups. 

These actors often stumble on the problem of insufficient financial 
resources and other obstacles introduced by an unsupportive central 
government and local representatives. Many resources allotted for 
development in conflict-ridden areas, for aid to people in need or for 
improving the standard of living of people in neglected areas, are, thus, 
simply “lost” en route from donor to recipient. One way to avoid in-
effective and corrupt state institutions, and thus compensate (at least 
temporarily) for their lack of basic functions like providing services 
to their citizens, is to supply development resources directly to NGOs, 
which can distribute aid and resources according to the specific needs 
of citizens. In so doing, these NGOs can ensure that resources are used 
with maximum effectiveness directly in the places where they are most 
needed. This study aims to explore this broad theme.

This situation applies to Lebanon, which is the focus for the second 
and third parts of this discussion. Taking the example of the inability 
of Lebanon’s state institutions and government to control their terri-
tory and provide citizens with crucial services, this work identifies the 
benefits that a functional networking approach could have in a coun-
try characterised by severe social fractures and a history marred by 
civil war. When internal conflicts and on-going disputes fully exhaust 
public resources and weaken or almost completely disintegrate state 
institutions, non-state actors become the main agents for delivering 
development policies. 

The fundamental problem with having religious organisations or 
political parties provide services is that these groups tend to distribute 
aid mainly to members of their respective religious communities and 
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constituencies. As a result, they do not contribute to the development 
of the whole society and to raising the standard of living of all citizens 
regardless of religious beliefs, political sympathies or ethnicity. Such 
an intentionally selective method of distributing aid actually helps to 
sustain and deepen cleavages in a society, creating a basis for further 
inequalities among individual groups of citizens and potentially lead-
ing to social collapse. Societies need to be motivated in some way to 
unite and stand together. Such an approach, based on creating func-
tionally-focused groups of people who are in need of financial or tech-
nical aid from donors and NGOs, has the potential to build mutual trust 
between individual groups (e.g. Lebanese religious communities) and 
develop their cooperation. 

The ‘Functional Networking’ Approach1

Functional networking was created for use in weak state environ-
ments, which by their nature cannot provide a stable national frame-
work for development strategies. Therefore, this model favours small-
scale, local solutions and emphasises both the day-to-day livelihood of 
families and individuals and the involvement of civil society and NGOs. 
NGOs should become the main implementers of development activi-
ties, which ideally include both the cooperation of local populations 
and external experts and workers with contacts to financial resources. 
Where local populations lack awareness of or interest in civil socie-
ty participation, NGOs from third countries can be the impulse which 
sparks their involvement; putting pressure on individuals across vari-
ous social groups to participate should be the most important role of 
these external actors. For this strategy to succeed, however, it is abso-
lutely imperative that these local populations are involved as early as 
possible. 

NGOs may, thus, enter a region with only relatively broadly defined 
goals based on their preliminary research. Implemented projects must, 
however, be local and prepared by working with local needs, initia-
tives and ideas. This is an essential condition if local populations are 
to become involved in implementing various activities, interested in 
sustaining results and able to take responsibility for implementing 
projects and to show at least a basic degree of integrity in dealing with 
the goods or property entrusted to them. 
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To enable development cooperation in practice, there is an implicit 
need to categorise individuals into various groups which are then ad-
dressed by some development policy. Although unfortunately unavoid-
able, this is a harmful practice as it gives preference to social factors 
over ‘functional’ ones. It is not appropriate to categorise individuals 
according to their gender, ethnicity, religion or memberships of clans 
or regions. This reinforcement of existing social groups is a hindrance 
to the development of society as a whole. Societies in weak states are 
often divided, and supporting these rifts promotes disintegration and 
social cleavage rather than integration. This can lead to the creation 
of an uncooperative and closed system, a situation which is not only 
ineffective for strengthening society and the state but potentially dan-
gerous since it may inadvertently escalate latent conflicts. 

The functional networking approach counters the demand for na-
tion-building with a call for the building of a society based on sup-
port for associations of individuals who make their livings in a similar 
manner (e.g. associations of fishermen, etc.) and who define their own 
needs and cooperate to improve their working conditions. Support 
for these associations must be based on the operation and successful 
guarantee of the livelihoods of those involved, and not on ethnicity, 
religion or gender. Here donors and NGOs have a crucial role to play 
by supporting the formation of such groups on a local scale, setting 
the gradual overcoming of social barriers as a condition for resource 
provision and, at the same time, acting as mediators in any disputes 
among members. Such activities can be arduous and long-term and 
they often lead to dead ends. On the other hand, overcoming social 
differences through shared work towards a common goal can result in 
the building of a unified, pluralistic and non-fragmented society. 

Inspired by the liberal tradition of international relations, the func-
tional networking approach is based on the assumptions that pros-
perity is in the shared interests of all people and it can be achieved 
through long-term cooperation among the widest possible variety of 
stakeholders to achieve this end. This cooperation can also help to 
overcome stereotypes and build trust. This aspect of functional net-
working is absolutely vital in divided societies since it will allow for the 
lifting of the international community’s disciplinary hand so that the 
society functions independently. 

If successful, consensual functional networking, established and en-
forced using the economic emergencies of average citizens, can spill 
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over into other branches of social life. A society which overcomes its 
internal antagonisms for the sake of livelihoods and prosperity can 
serve as motivation for the strengthening the state. The strengthened 
state can then gradually take over the role which external NGOs would 
otherwise fill under the functional networking approach. 

To a certain degree, functional networking can stand in for a defi-
cient state authority in distributing resources, protecting safety, secur-
ing livelihoods and providing an array of services. A significant portion 
of this burden falls on donors, who ensure that money makes it to 
needed areas according to their priorities, but NGOs also play the role 
of the central authority on a micro level. The benefits of the model 
have been highlighted above, but we should also consider the desper-
ate situation of some local citizens who, lacking education, proper-
ty or forms of social networks, have the opportunity to gain at least 
partial independence and ensure a dignified livelihood. Furthermore, 
it is likely that weak states will have no objections to such activities 
happening in their territory as this reduces the pressure on them to 
provide a complete range of services and goods.

Lebanon´s Weak Statehood and Deep Social Divisions
Lebanon is known as one of the most democratic and liberal states in 
the Middle East. The fragile democracy – flawed as it is – that exists 
in the country today reflects a long tradition. If it is at all possible to 
speak of state unity in Lebanon, then we should at the same time men-
tion how difficult it is for the country to maintain this situation since 
it is threatened on almost a daily basis by political and social conflicts 
among the members of its confessional communities. Some authors 
therefore highlight the structural weakness of Lebanese sovereignty,2 
which is caused on the one hand by a history of weak governments, 
and on the other by the way that regional powers (particularly Syria) 
have intervened in Lebanon’s internal affairs and to a lesser or greater 
degree influenced domestic political developments. The weakness or 
ineffectiveness of state institutions results, then, from the inclination 
of past government representatives to minimise state interventions in 
the workings of the economy (at times under pressure from business 
elites) and society.3 Hilal Khashan, a professor at the American Univer-
sity of Beirut, locates the causes of weak state authority in the current 
political system set up by party leaders at the time when an independ-
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ent Lebanon was being formed in 1943. This was a system that aimed 
to keep the central government weak enough to allow individual re-
ligious communities to act independently.4 Such a partisan political 
system ensured that state power would be maintained by individual 
religious sects. 

For many decades, religious diversity has been a distinct character-
istic of Lebanese society,5 and roughly 18 recognised religious denom-
inations presently coexist in Lebanon. This diversity was reflected in 
the division of political power and state functions among the most in-
fluential religious communities during the creation of the sovereign 
state.6 In spite of Lebanon’s relative political stability and speedy eco-
nomic development from the time of independence until the 1970s,7 
the fragile, carefully maintained confessional system collapsed under 
large waves of Palestinian immigrants and pressures from abroad, no-
tably, Israel, Syria and Western (etc) along with other factors. 

The Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) seriously affected the country’s 
development and population in a number of ways. Although independ-
ent Lebanon was a relatively rich state thanks to its developed financial 
and business sector, the Lebanese economy took a serious blow during 
the civil strife. There were significant declines in the economy, and 
debt grew on the back of the steadily climbing costs of the war and 
the funds needed to repair devastated infrastructure, public buildings 
and residential areas. During the 1990s, the country became more and 
more dependent on foreign aid.8 It was average citizens, naturally, who 
suffered the most, losing their loved ones, homes and educational and 
work opportunities as their quality of life plummeted. Some areas and 
segments of the population were, however, afflicted more than oth-
ers, aggravating the hostility among various communities. The Taif 
Accord, which formally ended this civil conflict, actually reinforced 
these religious quarrels.9 Instead of focusing on the creation of a sec-
ular civil society and avoiding the further collapse of the confessional 
system, the Accord dealt mainly with the division of power among var-
ious sects.10 Although the division of political roles according to reli-
gious affiliations was done to avoid disputes over power among these 
communities’ representatives, the effect was to make the state more 
vulnerable. Any change in the balance of power between individual 
communities or feelings of injustice and oppression directed from one 
group to another could lead to conflicts – the civil war was just one, 
albeit the most convincing, of any number of examples.11 
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Religious divisions in Lebanese society not only make cohabitation 
more difficult and lie behind many past disputes and conflicts, but 
also represent a serious barrier to human development. The long and 
bloody civil war left scars not just in the Beirut, the country’s capi-
tal, but in other cities and especially in the memories of those who 
survived; memories which recall the deeply ingrained animosities 
and mistrust of an era when various parts of the capital and subse-
quently the whole country were ruled by sectarian militias that created 
semi-autonomous areas, each possessing its own economic, political 
and social systems.12 This situation led to the reinforcement of mutual 
suspicions and even greater religious segregation.

The low level of political mobilisation among the Lebanese pop-
ulation and practical non-existence of civil society have also proved 
extremely problematic.13 Today’s civil society groups and NGOs do 
not seem to interact with the political system and, thus, the impact 
of these organisations on political processes is marginal at best.14 In 
contrast with the situation in Western countries, these organisations 
do not exert pressure on the government, political parties or other po-
litical actors in an effort to reflect citizens’ interests and are therefore 
completely cut off from political decision-making. As such, they prove 
highly ineffective. 

State authority is also weakened by another significant factor, strong 
clientelism, which is allowed and strongly supported by the sectarian 
political system. The basis of this clientelistic behaviour is loyalty to 
one specific political leader known as za’im in Arabic, who provides his 
followers with certain services in exchange for their support in elec-
tions. The za’im is the leader of the local community (sometimes the 
same as the religious community) and often possesses his own armed 
group which protects his interests.15 Corruption and an overall lack of 
transparency are serious problems in Lebanese politics, and they ex-
tend to the administration of funds from development aid.16

In addition, politicians prioritise the interests of their own religious 
communities over those of the entire country, leading ultimately to 
the weakening of state institutions and state loyalty. Brogan reiterates 
that it was mainly the provisions of Lebanon’s founding National Pact 
which – by strengthening the autonomy of religious communities at 
the expense of state authority – shaped prevailing loyalties to specific 
religious communities over the state as a whole.17 Although average 
citizens gladly assert that they are not Arabs but Lebanese, identifica-
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tion with the Lebanese state itself is relatively weak. Khashan confirms 
that citizens of Lebanon are not defined by their affiliation to the state 
but by the strength of their identification with their own sect.18 

Paradoxically, this sectarian division of society can also diminish 
state authority externally because of the influence which foreign pow-
ers and/or neighbouring states have on individual communities. Iran, 
for example, draws on heavy financial and military support and the 
ideology of the Iranian revolution to exert influence on Hezbollah’s 
policies and thus indirectly on the Shiite community. It was, howev-
er, Syria which for the longest time attempted to influence domestic 
political processes including the selection of a president with allied 
opinions. Syrian troops were stationed in Lebanon for three decades 
until they were forced to withdraw in 2005 when the assassination of 
ex-PM Rafiq Hariri gave momentum to the so-called Cedar Revolution. 

The influence of foreign governments on domestic politics is also 
connected with the martial power (or rather powerlessness) of Leb-
anon, which has very limited military capacities. During the civil war 
and afterwards, the Lebanese army was seen as a very weak and poorly 
organised institution incapable of protecting Lebanon’s territory or its 
population.19 Another blow to state authority came from the presence 
of militias within its borders. Weak statehood is not a consequence 
of the activities of Hezbollah’s militant offshoots; it is rather its cause. 
However, the fact that this movement controls certain areas of Leba-
non and its armed members have been active in this territory for some 
time, serves further to undermine state. The Hezbollah resistance is 
currently the only armed, non-state group in the country, as well as 
the sole group capable of defending Lebanese territory against an ex-
ternal attack – it actually has more modern arms technology and better 
training than the official Lebanese army20 and demonstrated its mili-
tary capabilities in the Summer War against Israel (2006).

In contrast to the armed, non-state actors which central govern-
ments struggle against in other countries, Hezbollah has shown no 
anti-state tendencies; it is not striving to overthrow the government 
by force or attempting to declare an independent state or autonomous 
area in the territories where it operates (though it does in reality rule 
those areas).21 Although the disarming of all sectarian militias was called 
for under the Taif Accord, Hezbollah was allowed to keep its weapons 
due to its armed resistance against Israel,22 an arrangement approved 
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by all former governments. This raises questions about whether Hez-
bollah’s militias actually disrupt the sovereignty of Lebanon – after all, 
the central government has acknowledged both Hezbollah’s existence 
and its anti-Israeli strategy, and the areas the group dominates seem 
to be outside the control of the national government and official army. 

Given that Hezbollah has repeatedly deployed its militants to 
achieve its own (non-state) goals, the argument that its military activ-
ities do disrupt state sovereignty since they happen without the con-
sent or directions of the government is valid. The Lebanese state has 
actually (if not always willingly) accepted Hezbollah’s activities ex post 
facto since it was not capable of stunting the movement’s growth from 
the outset. The government was left with basically no choice but to 
come to terms with Hezbollah so long as its activities stayed limited to 
the fight against Israel and defending Lebanon against Israeli attacks. 
If government decisions limit Hezbollah’s political power and threaten 
its operations, the movement will not hesitate to use armed force to 
apply pressure and enforce or defend Hezbollah’s interests.23 That the 
Lebanese army has no control over Hezbollah’s armed forces and the 
organisation unlawfully intervenes in the democratic process are obvi-
ous signs of the disruption of state sovereignty. 24 

One point should be made clear. Both Hezbollah’s armament and 
the social services that it provides are manifestations of Lebanon’s 
weakness. If Lebanon were a strong state with effective civil and mili-
tary institutions, it could crack down on the unwarranted operations 
of militant groups within its territory. But the state’s political author-
ity, like the military capabilities of former governments, has been in-
sufficient, and it has proven helpless to remedy the situation. We can 
complete the overall picture of Lebanon’s weak statehood by consid-
ering the ineffectiveness of its institutions when it comes to ensuring 
basic services and distributing goods to the population. 

Human Development in an Institutionally Weak Lebanon
The Lebanese government has experienced problems not only in en-
suring public safety, but in distributing public goods. Since the civil 
war ended in 1990, Lebanon has struggled to meet its population’s ba-
sic needs: of these, security and power supply issues are foremost and 
the cost of living falls next in line. The country’s development plan has 
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been one of the most important tools called on by several of its gov-
ernments to stabilise domestic life. The slogan ‘balanced development,’ 
which aims to reduce regional inequalities, has been invoked by many 
politicians going as far back as the 1950s.25 Despite the painstaking (and 
unfortunately often only rhetorical) efforts of Lebanese politicians to 
make changes in this area, the practical impact has been felt by only 
some of the population; by the first half of the 1970s, the overall stand-
ard of living had risen, but differences in the development of individual 
regions had not lessened, and in some cases, they had widened. 

Since 1990 when the new Lebanese constitution took effect, both 
the central government and local authorities have been faced with a 
lack of adequate human and financial resources and technical equip-
ment to ensure essential services to the population. Among the causes 
of this is the failure of the central government to intervene in the in-
effective operations of local authorities and so pressure them to im-
prove the living standards of their population.26 In 1992, the Lebanese 
government, led by Rafiq Hariri (1992-1998, 2000-2004), attempted to 
launch widespread rebuilding of the war-torn country. The govern-
ment first focused on reconstructing the capital, and Beirut began to 
see significant progress in the revival of its devastated centre. Even so, 
this development neglected both the southern suburbs inhabited by 
the majority Shiite population and the countryside, which had been 
crippled by the war just as seriously as the capital. 

In addition to the building of better infrastructure, the post-war re-
construction delivered major investments in the healthcare and edu-
cation systems. Initially, the country’s relatively high economic growth 
allowed for similar development programmes, but later growing state 
debt27 and a simultaneously weakening economy28 forced the govern-
ment to draw its resources mainly from western governments and 
donors from the Arab world.29 Lebanon became largely dependent on 
foreign aid. According to some estimates (exact numbers cannot be 
obtained due to the non-transparent appropriation of funds), foreign 
aid made up as much as 25% to 35% of the state budget.30 The govern-
ment’s efforts to improve the economic situation and fulfil develop-
ment goals were blocked not just by economic problems and political 
disputes, but by a high level of corruption, ineffective state admin-
istration and intermittent armed conflicts such as the one between 
Hezbollah and Israel in 2006. Combined with the small-scale battles 
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that raged between the Lebanese army and the Fatah al-Islam group in 
the Nahr al-Barid Palestinian refugee camp a year later, these conflicts 
caused great damage to infrastructure and put mounting pressure on 
the country’s economy. 

At present, the situation is only slightly better, and improvements 
have only reached certain areas. High government spending is not re-
flected in reduced poverty across the population,31 and nor has it im-
proved the quality of services in public education institutions or the 
healthcare system.32 Moreover, the lack of good quality public services 
is hitting rural areas and the peripheral regions of cities hard - some of 
these regions lack sufficient water supplies and proper sewage systems, 
while electricity blackouts take place regularly in the capital. The state 
has also failed to coordinate the work plans of state institutions and 
offices, and it has not prevented their mandates and authorities from 
overlapping. This has had a dampening effect on not just the effective 
distribution of public goods but the fulfilment of development pro-
grammes. Despite the extensive funds provided to Lebanon through 
foreign resources, the state has not been able to ensure timely and ef-
fective completion of the projects financed by these foreign donors.33 
Naturally, postponing the deadlines of individual projects has also in-
flated their cost substantially. 

On top of these obstacles, which make the provision of good qual-
ity public goods impossible and any development slow, it is necessary 
to highlight the corruption and nepotism made possible by minimal 
or non-existent checks on state institution operations and public re-
source distribution. One commentary puts it, ‘(c)hecks and balances 
are replaced with reciprocal political consent and politicians tolerating 
each other’s misdeeds.’34

The geographical distribution of public goods in Lebanon does not 
match the economic needs of individual regions,35 and it has not led 
to a balanced decrease in poverty, on the contrary. Salti and Chaaban 
observe that ‘public funds have been channelled along a vector re-
markably consistent with political concern, for sectarian balance.’36 
The influence of political decisions on the allocation of development 
aid resources is one reason for vast discrepancies in the progress of 
individual regions; this is clear, for example, in the quality of educa-
tion and health services. Closely connected with the country’s often 
mentioned development problem are the different living standards 
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of individual religious communities. These interregional differences 
are significant and underscore the markedly unequal access of citizens 
to the social welfare system. In more developed areas such as Mount 
Lebanon (home to a Christian majority), the number of absolutely in-
digent citizens is as much as ten times lower than in the long-neglect-
ed southern (Shiite majority) and northern (Sunni majority) regions 
of Lebanon.37 For example, Shiites living mainly in the impoverished 
southern suburbs of Beirut (as opposed to the modern and wealthy 
central business district), southern Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley have 
largely been ignored as a group by the state.38 

The lower living standards, tougher economic situation and lesser 
political power of the Shiite community in comparison with Lebanese 
Sunnis and Christians, all date back to the foundation of an independ-
ent Lebanon. Those who dominated the economic and business sector 
were more often affiliated with the Sunni and Christian communities 
while the Shiites, who at the time mostly inhabited rural agricultural 
areas, formed an economically weaker group. Their lower standard of 
living was also the outcome of inferior access to education and impor-
tantly a lack of clientele ties.39 This was all determined by the division 
of state political power at a time when Shiites lacked proper political 
representation in political decision-making. The fact that the Shiites 
came out of the civil war as the most demographically and militarily 
unified of all the religious communities helped to strengthen their po-
litical power – even so, the Taif Accord and its provisions on changes 
in the political system failed to reflect the growth of the Shiite popula-
tion in recent decades. 

Another factor that clearly worsened the social and economic sit-
uation of the Shiite community – already facing significant poverty 
after the civil war – was the position in which they found themselves 
on the front lines during conflicts with Israel. The Shiite community 
was forced to bear the greatest suffering and damage while remaining 
more or less neglected by the government. As a consequence of the war 
and various other conflicts, Shiites moved from rural areas of Beka’a 
and south Lebanon into cities, particularly Beirut. This steep increase 
in Shiite populations in the southern suburbs of the capital actually led 
to even lower standards of living for this community.40 Khashan points 
out that while Shiites should not be seen as a community lacking polit-
ical representation since they are properly represented in the country’s 
bureaucratic and political system41 (and Hezbollah remains the only 
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armed group in the country), their socio-economic status is still only 
improving very slowly.42 

Vast differences in living standards across sects, much like the dif-
ferent degrees of their political representation and their unequal ac-
cess to resources, have been the cause of many past inter-community 
disputes. If the potential causes of these schisms are to be eliminated 
in the future, then improving living and work conditions for the most 
disadvantaged groups of the population will be crucial - and a condi-
tion for their non-violent cohabitation. 

The lack of government efforts to improve conditions for Shiite citi-
zens and its favouring of Beirut’s development at the expense of south-
ern Lebanon caused Hezbollah to emerge as a significant distributor of 
basic services to a mostly Shiite population. Hezbollah quickly proved 
its competence in this role, which theoretically should have belonged 
to the state; the movement was able to provide a wide range of social 
services which citizens otherwise had no access to due to the incapa-
bility of state institutions. Moreover, Hezbollah carried out this work 
much more effectively than government authorities, and unlike the 
latter, it was not plagued by a corrupt past. In regions inhabited by 
Shiites (initially Baalbek and Nabatieh and later Beirut’s southern sub-
urbs), Hezbollah filled the vacuum that appeared in the absence of gov-
ernment authority, and the movement began to provide a network of 
health and welfare services that actually became more extensive than 
the state welfare system in other parts of Lebanon.43 In addition to 
providing education in their own schools and healthcare in a number 
of their own hospitals,44 clinics and health centres, Hezbollah began 
to take care of the post-conflict reconstruction of villages and suburbs 
and the rebuilding of infrastructure as well as affordable living and 
waste disposal, and it provided aid to the families of soldiers killed in 
battle. In doing so, Hezbollah elements were easily able to plug the gap 
in the distribution of basic public goods and services (including securi-
ty) that was created due to the impotence or practical absence of state 
institutions and military forces.45 Hezbollah remain one of the most 
effective and important providers of social services in the country. It is 
this very marked success of Hezbollah which underscores the incapac-
ity of the Lebanese government and its state institutions.46

Next to Hezbollah, the most significant political organisation (in 
terms of size and financial resources)47 which also provides extensive 
social programmes is the Sunni Future Movement, which reigns over 
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many Sunni charity institutions. Rafiq Hariri, who once headed this 
organisation (it is now led by his son Saad Hariri), created the largest 
representative body of the Lebanese Sunni community from the Future 
Movement.48 Like Hezbollah, Hariri’s foundation (a charitable wing of 
the Future Movement) was largely a reaction to the insufficient state 
welfare system of the period.49 The foundation built and now runs a 
number of schools, including one university, in Sidon and Beirut. It 
has already provided thousands of students – including non-Sunnis – 
with generous scholarships over two decades (1978-2000). In addition 
to schools, this movement has constructed clinics and runs the pub-
lic hospital Rafiq Hariri Government Hospital. In brief, its emergence 
makes clear that minimal state interventions into the social welfare 
system create enough space for many non-state actors to occupy the 
void caused by the absence of state control. 

The neglect of the distribution of public goods and services by the 
central government is not only a social issue, but a political one as well. 
Making the social welfare system more effective for the country’s pop-
ulation has actually become a strategy for political parties and other 
organisations set up by these parties.50 In this way, they attempt to 
safeguard the support of their followers and voters and also gain new 
supporters.51 Khashan notes that ‘Hezbollah´s ability to win the hearts 
and minds of the Shia community was based on providing goods and 
services that elsewhere in other countries belong to the state.’52

The use of social programmes for political gain is not limited to 
Hezbollah – many Lebanese political parties use this tactic to gain 
the support of members of their ‘own’ communities and, during vot-
ing periods, to ensure votes from their constituencies. It must also be 
mentioned that the sectarian political system – and the distribution of 
services and public goods which it influences – makes these practices 
even easier. Cammett and Issar claim that in pluralistic societies such 
as Lebanon, ‘social welfare can be a terrain of political contestation, 
particularly when states fail to provide basic public goods and social 
services.’53 This means that raising the level of social well-being in this 
environment cannot be separated from sectarian politics. 

It is also important in this case to emphasise the interconnection be-
tween the nature of the political system and the provision of services 
or distribution of resources. Because the political system is sectarian, 
all communication and transactions must also take place on a confes-
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sional basis, i.e. in terms of relations between state and community 
representatives on the one hand, and  community representatives and 
community members on the other. There is, thus, no direct relation-
ship between the population and the state (or government). ‘[W]hen 
the government interferes on behalf of the people, it happens through 
sectarian intermediaries,’ as one commentator notes.54 The state’s role 
lies mainly in financing the welfare system (primarily in the areas of 
education and healthcare),55 but the task of actually fulfilling the ba-
sic needs of the population shifts to the representatives of individual 
religious communities, i.e. sectarian-oriented political organisations. 
These organisations gain resources from the state and then distrib-
ute them throughout their own communities, thus finally gaining 
the support of the citizenry although the funds that they use come 
(by an overwhelming majority) from the state treasury. This serves to 
strengthen loyalties to the individual religious communities and their 
representatives (e.g. Hezbollah for the Shiite community, the Future 
Movement for the Sunni community, etc.) rather than the state even 
though state loyalty is sorely needed in a fractured society like Leba-
non. This also explains why religious communities are in fact the most 
important institutions in the state. 

As has been seen, it is common in societies divided along religious 
lines for the members of a given religious community to be favoured 
in the provision of welfare services. In the case of Lebanon, access to 
Hezbollah’s extensive social welfare programmes and various services 
goes first and foremost to the Shiite community (and to a lesser de-
gree to Christians and Sunnis living in Shiite communities) and not 
to the members of Lebanese society as a whole. Although Hezbollah 
insists on claiming that it provides its services to all Lebanese citizens 
in need, Shiites – who form the vast majority of Hezbollah’s voting 
base – are invariably the target population group to which the group 
delivers its services.56 One main exception in the area of development 
and post-conflict aid came with the war with Israel, which allowed 
Hezbollah ‘to polish a populist pan-Lebanese image.’57 In light of the 
government’s ineffectiveness, the movement began to provide needed 
reconstruction services indiscriminately to all afflicted groups in the 
population.

Saab notes that charity work and service are an important and inte-
gral part of Hezbollah’s strategy as it attempts to establish an Islamic 
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state in Lebanon.58 Hezbollah cannot achieve this goal, however, with-
out the support of the majority of the country’s citizens and it is there-
fore expanding the ‘target group’ for its development and welfare pro-
grammes and making efforts to appear to be the protector of the entire 
country rather than just one religious group. According to Flanigan 
and Abdel-Samad, employees of Hezbollah’s non-profit organizations59 
do not look on their work as merely volunteer or humanitarian activity, 
but see it as an act of resistance (against Israel) or a jihad-related act.60 
Some Sunnis and Christians have a problem with Hezbollah’s welfare 
programmes for religious reasons – although they need aid, they do 
not want to incur religious obligations to Hezbollah and thus decide 
to reject aid from NGOs which are affiliated with Hezbollah. However, 
not every individual has a choice – in some areas or communities these 
organisations are the only ones which actually offer such aid and social 
services.61 

In contrast with Hezbollah’s social programmes, the Future Move-
ment and its charity affiliate, the Hariri Foundation, provide welfare 
services to both Sunnis and non-Sunnis.62 Aside from these two in-
stitutions, the vast majority (up to 80%-90% according to estimates) 
of NGOs in Lebanon are religious63 while only a few are secular.64 This 
is again due to the sectarian political system (and, thus, the sectarian 
social division), which influences the structure of civil society – NGOs 
wishing to heighten their effectiveness must adapt to the way in which 
the system functions and therefore be sectarian-based.65 Religious 
NGOs are then ‘key platforms of social and political expression.’66 The 
gaps where the state fails to function are filled by representatives of 
various communities through political-religious organisations and 
movements. 

This all raises the question of why this vacuum – created by the ab-
sence of state institutions – has not been filled by independent, sec-
ular and non-political NGOs instead of being taken over by political 
actors and the organisations they established. Khashan points out that 
although there are actually a relatively large number (i.e. a few thou-
sand) of NGOs and interest groups in Lebanon, in reality many of them 
do not function as they should.67 This stems from various factors in-
cluding the weak political mobilisation of the population, the highly 
ineffective nature or practical absence of civil society and insufficient 
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funding for NGOs, which lack contact with the government and receive 
no state funding in contrast with the representatives of religious com-
munities. 

Functional Networking or ‘Hezbollah Style’? 
How can human development be assured in a country where the state 
institutions are largely incapable of providing their citizens with basic 
services and crucial public goods? The state function of maintaining a 
social welfare system has been taken over in Lebanon by political par-
ties (and their affiliated organisations and charities) representing indi-
vidual religious groups. At first glance, it may seem logical for a state 
with a sectarian political system and strong loyalties to the religious 
community that social services are taken care of by representatives of 
individual sects. This system fails, however, to provide access to re-
sources and services to all groups of the population – or all regions of 
the country – equally. Three factors play a determining role here: first, 
which religious community citizens belong to, second, whether or not 
they are supporters of a specific political movement,68 and whether any 
NGOs actually function in the areas where they live. In the end, all of 
these factors affect whether citizens are provided with quality (or any) 
services. It is vital for human development that all citizens have equal 
access to all services and aid. 

Another critical disadvantage for Lebanon stems from the fact that 
this system deepens the cleavages across a society which should in-
stead be looking for paths and policies that would help strengthen 
trust among sect members and foster loyalties to the state rather than 
to individual religious communities. In so doing, Lebanon could avoid 
future eruptions of the inter-religious disputes which are today so 
common in the country. 

How can these prevailing practices be ended when the most effec-
tive, subsidised and expansive development organisations in the coun-
try are political parties (or the NGOs connected to them)? For some of 
the population, aid from Hezbollah, the Hariri Foundation and similar 
organisations has surely been beneficial or even fundamental to sur-
vival. The positive effect of these actors’ development activities to im-
prove the living conditions of conflict-stricken or other disadvantaged 
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groups cannot be denied. It is true, however, that large segments of 
the population are denied access to this support. Further, the work of 
organisations based on political-religious affiliation only adds to hos-
tilities across the entire community; this causes harm to both society 
and the state in the long run. 

Additionally, the methods by which resources and services are pro-
vided at present, namely through political organisations which force 
citizens to perform reciprocal services (e.g. compulsory political activ-
ism, voting for a given party in elections, support for specific represent-
atives from a given party, etc.) prevent those who refuse to submit to 
these conditions from taking up these services and resources. Palmer 
Harik confirms this fact when she reports: ‘People all over would love 
to have the state provide [for] them because they don’t want to be be-
holden politically, but the state doesn’t do it.’ For such people, cooper-
ation with secular local or foreign NGOs is an appropriate alternative 
as these organisations do not demand an exclusive commitment and 
are apolitical. To provide help, they require that people merely assert 
some of their own initiative and be willing to cooperate and take re-
sponsibility. They do not demand votes or other forms of political or 
ideological support. 

The form of aid which these NGOs provide, i.e. the whole system of 
functional networking, would therefore allow and support people to 
be active, and not passive, recipients of aid – a substantial problem for 
people in Lebanon, according to Khashan.69 To a large degree, it would 
encourage them to actively participate in improving their living condi-
tions. The obstacles which these people meet on the path to ensuring a 
livelihood and employment can be cleared by these NGOs. This system 
would encourage people to seize the initiative and become active and 
capable of taking care of themselves in a situation where external aid is 
initially necessary to overcome certain challenges – challenges which 
are to a large degree the “product” of weak statehood and non-func-
tional state institutions. 

People who are denied access to resources and services for politi-
cal or religious reasons find themselves in hopeless life situations and 
need external (financial or technical) aid in order to ensure their own 
livelihood. For this very reason, such people will be more willing to co-
operate with foreign NGOs and act according to their rules, i.e. paying 
only the “price” of establishing cooperation with their fellow citizens 
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who are also struggling with similar problems. Through such a process, 
some barriers between people from different religious communities 
may gradually be broken down; a process not currently being fur-
thered due to the distribution of aid on a political-religious basis. The 
present system in which the distribution of resources is controlled by 
organisations with a political-religious base, is not only deepening the 
fissures in society, but compounding differences in the development 
of individuals, communities and whole regions. Functionally-based 
organisations do not strengthen these hostilities in a society. On the 
contrary, they have the potential to slowly build trust among members 
of the population across varying faiths and to establish non-state and 
civil society associations, initiatives and organisations based on coop-
eration. It will then be possible to build stronger, more stable and more 
effective state institutions with the help of such organisations. This 
could also serve to weaken loyalties to communities and strengthen a 
national identity that could unite the citizens of Lebanon: this Leba-
nese identity still needs to be defined. 

While Khashan is sceptical about the opportunities for cooperation 
among citizens across various denominations, he notes that profes-
sional groups (e.g. associations of physicists and teachers and various 
labour unions) that are actually nation-wide rather than sectarian, do 
exist in Lebanon.70 Though there are not many of these organisations 
in light of the reign of religious-political movements, some do exist 
and operate, giving rise to at least some hope and setting an example 
for other secularly-, functionally- or professionally-based organisa-
tions. Secular (local or foreign) NGOs supervising the distribution of 
aid from foreign donors can ensure that no individual religious com-
munity or region will be given preference over others and that aid will 
be provided according to needs and not according to political support 
or religious affiliation. In doing so, a more balanced process of devel-
opment can be brought to regions and their populations. This will also 
give individual communities the chance to achieve a more equal stand-
ard of living. Decreasing the socio-economic differences in Lebanese 
society will at once ease tensions in the community and help to avoid 
sectarian conflicts. 

In addition, the funding of members of the population will not be 
used as a means of gaining political power as is the case at present 
among many of Lebanon’s political parties. Aid and services will cease 
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to be tools for currying people’s favour and increasing political author-
ity, and support and loyalty will wane for those who act in this way. 
Such a system (ideally combined with a unifying idea) has the poten-
tial to decrease religious rifts across a society and overcome the fragile 
sectarian political system so as to create a space for strengthening state 
unity – an issue which remains complex and problematic. 

In today’s Lebanon, sectarianism is still deeply ingrained not only in 
politics, but in society as a whole. The slightest fluctuations in pow-
er relations between communities can therefore reignite sectarian 
disputes. Prospects for the future are not the brightest, and we can-
not expect change to come from the top down, i.e. from the govern-
ment and state institutions. On the contrary, it should come from the 
bottom up, from the society itself. In the last few years, civil society 
groups, often founded by young people, have taken shape in an effort 
to create a more secular and democratic political system.71 Above all, 
this requires a fundamental change in the sectarian political system 
(together with the political culture still defined by sectarianism) along 
with the creation of a stronger feeling of citizenship among the people 
and the revival of civil society.72 Although some of these groups were 
not successful and their activities quickly came to an end or had little 
influence on creating more fundamental change in society,73 others, for 
example, those focusing on humanitarian and development aid, have 
fostered growing unity and cooperation among the Lebanese people.74 
The main initiatives and activities that work towards society-wide 
change have, thus, come from the younger generation, which is the 
greatest hope for the future. In contrast to the older generation, young 
people have not been traumatised by civil war and are more prepared 
for dialogue, cooperation and changes towards a more democratic and 
liberal state. We can also expect the number and effectiveness of NGOs 
striving to transform the political system to grow in the future. 

Neither the supposed unwillingness of citizens to cooperate nor an 
ineffective civil society will be the most difficult obstacle to overcome—
this is reserved for the politicians. If governments are incapable of of-
fering services and public goods, they will leave this task to political 
and non-governmental organisations. Jawad notes that this is the case 
in Lebanon, whose government actively encourages local NGOs to pro-
vide for social services.75 Therefore, it is not the central government, 
but local authorities and political parties which may create barriers for 
the operation of foreign or local, secular NGOs. Hezbollah, for example, 
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has great political power not only at a state level, but also at a local 
level as it controls a large number of districts in south Lebanon, in the 
southern suburbs of Beirut and in the Bekaa Valley. As Flanigan and 
Abdel-Samadpoint out, based on this multi-level political power and 
strong influence in various regions, Hezbollah is able to interfere with 
the work of NGOs, which need its consent to function in a given area 
or community.76 This may obstruct the provision of development aid 
from foreign NGOs, just as international donors may not always be able 
to overlook an organisation such as Hezbollah. 

Conclusion
Given that the state is the entity responsible for ensuring basic public 
goods and welfare services to citizens, and it should guarantee them 
equal access to resources and opportunities, Lebanon has clearly failed 
in both these respects. Its failure to meet these obligations partly stems 
from the fact that it has allowed political parties to replace its basic 
role as the main representative of communities. It has also permitted 
these political parties to gain citizens’ trust and integrate themselves 
into society. In order to prevent these parties from taking further con-
trol over the welfare system and to avoid the subsequent weakening of 
the state, there needs to be a mutually enriching relationship between 
human development and strong state institutions. 
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Israel and Turkey

From Realpolitik to Rhetoric?

Petr Kučera

This article analyses the media discourse about Israel in Turkey during 
the crisis period that followed Israel’s Operation Cast Lead (2008) and 
culminated in May 2010 when Israeli armed forces attacked the Mavi 
Marmara, a ship operated by a Turkish Islamic NGO, leaving nine Turk-
ish activists dead. For the purpose of this inquiry, two leading Turk-
ish newspapers are considered: Zaman, the best-selling national daily 
known for its Islamic conservative leanings and its general support for 
the Justice and Development Party (AKP) government, and Hürriyet, 
the third largest Turkish newspaper, which has a secular-Kemalist ori-
entation and a critical eye on AKP policy choices. By examining opin-
ion pieces and columns in both these dailies over a three-year period 
(2009-2011), this work makes the case that the full dimensions of the 
Israeli-Turkish showdown cannot be grasped solely through a foreign 
policy analysis. It is necessary to address the Turkish public’s receptive-
ness to historic and religious stereotypes of Israel/the Jews, which are 
to a large degree reproduced and sustained by the Turkish media. The 
media’s handling of Israel-related issues, moreover, sheds light on the 
fault lines in Turkey’s polarised society. Israel functions in the media 
as the vehicle for a more abstract discussion of the nature of Turkish 
identity (religious/secular, Western/Eastern), domestic politics, the 
Kurdish question and the ongoing Europeanisation process.  

Keywords: Turkey, Israel, media discourse, Mavi Marmara, Hürriyet 
Zaman 

Introduction
In November 2002, a few days after a landslide victory brought the con-
servative Justice and Development Party (AKP) to power in Turkey, its 
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deputy chairman Murat Mercan assured journalists amid fears that the 
party’s Islamic orientation might radically transform Turkish foreign 
policy, that there would be no change in Turkish-Israeli relationships. 
The party, he declared, did not act based on its religious orientation: 
Turkish foreign policy would be a politics rooted ‘in practical rather 
than ideological considerations,’ that is, one of “realpolitik.”1 Despite 
occasional criticisms of Israel’s Palestine policy by Prime Minister Re-
cep Tayyip Erdoğan and other government members, the close Turk-
ish-Israeli bond, dating back to the 1990s, survived and again seemed 
to be safe and sound after AKP’s second electoral victory in 2007. Isra-
el and Turkey even conducted joint military exercises together with 
the US in the Eastern Mediterranean in early 2005. Then, hardly four 
years passed, and the Turko-Israeli alliance was in tatters. Ambassa-
dors were recalled, military cooperation frozen and Erdoğan became a 
hero on the streets of the Arab world for his increasingly harsh words 
about Israel.

How can we explain this reversal of this ‘remarkable tie,’2 as one ana-
lyst once called it? Was it solely due to the unfortunate series of events 
that came hard on the heels of one another shortly after AKP’s second 
electoral victory, starting with Israel’s attack on Gaza in 2008 – which 
deeply offended Turkish sensitivities and thwarted Ankara’s efforts at 
brokering a peace between Syria and Israel – then continuing in dip-
lomatic tussles and culminating in the killing by Israeli armed forc-
es of nine Turkish activists on board the ship Mavi Marmara carrying 
humanitarian aid to Gaza in May 2010? By examining the media dis-
course on Israel in Turkey, this article argues that the full scope of the 
Israeli-Turkish confrontation cannot be understood solely through a 
foreign policy analysis; we must take into account both the public’s 
receptiveness to certain heavily covered foreign policy issues and the 
fault lines in Turkey’s polarised society, which arguably result from 
democratisation and desecuritisation processes under way since 2002. 
The issue of Turkey’s relationship to Israel has turned into a rhetorical 
battlefield where not only matters of foreign policy and national secu-
rity are discussed, but also issues of identity (religious/secular, West-
ern/Eastern) and domestic politics, along with the Kurdish question 
and the ongoing Europeanisation process.

To provide some context for my discussion, I will start with a brief 
assessment of the shifts in Turkey’s policy towards Israel since 2002 
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and then move from the age of “realpolitik” to the more obscure and 
amorphous field of “rhetoric.”3

From Strategic Partnership to Strategic Rivalry
When we talk about the unprecedented deepening of Israeli-Turkish 
ties in the 1990s – including robust military cooperation, a steep in-
crease in bilateral trade (from $91 million in 1989 to $800 million [USD] 
in 1998)4 and in the number of Israeli tourists taking holidays in Tur-
key, the development of joint business projects and a flurry of recip-
rocal visits by state dignitaries and agreements on student exchanges5 

– one fact should not be overlooked: the rapprochement between Israel 
and Turkey was quite a deliberate choice made by the Kemalist secu-
lar elite and the military,6 and did not reflect popular sentiments or 
the ‘social limits’ to the alliance, as one Turkish scholar has described 
them.7 Zvi Elpeleg, the Israeli ambassador to Turkey between 1995 and 
1997, warned quite prophetically that a crisis in Israeli-Arab relations 
would not damage the Israeli-Turkish entente, but the deterioration of 
the situation of Palestinians undoubtedly would: 

‘Their sensitivity on that point is almost as great as on the Ar-
menian issue. Many millions in Turkey are interested in noth-
ing outside their own borders more than the Palestinian issue; 
no government in Turkey can withstand the pressure of those 
millions.’8 

The Turkish-Israeli alliance was from its very beginning ‘a zone 
of contestation over Turkey’s national orientation and yet another 
source of polarization between contending segments of society.’9 One 
anti-Israeli rally held on 02 February 1997 – the so-called Jerusalem 
Day organised by the Welfare Party’s mayor of Sincan, an Ankara sub-
urb to protest Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem – in which the 
Iranian ambassador to Turkey participated, even served as a symbolic 
pretext for a “postmodern coup” toppling the Islamist Welfare Party 
government led by Necmettin Erbakan. Public opinion, however, had 
little impact on the course of foreign policy. The latter was structured 
by elite military and secularist civil bureaucracy whose decisions and 
recommendations were more often than not passively adopted by the 
elected government. Thus, the military cooperation agreements of 
1996 were signed by Deputy Chief of General Staff Çevik Bir although 
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government officials apparently had only a vague idea about their 
content. The same was true of the Turkish public, which could hardly 
form a picture of the extent of Turkish-Israeli ties from the snatch-
es of information leaked to the press, let alone express an opinion.10 
It stood to reason that the situation might easily be overturned by a 
strong, popular government boasting a comfortable parliamentary 
majority, nationwide support and the ability to resist pressures from 
the non-elected military-secular establishment and respond to voters.

What many observers found surprising was therefore not that Is-
raeli-Turkish relations reached a freezing point a couple of years after 
the populist Justice and Development Party, an offshoot of Erbakan’s 
Islamist Welfare Party, assumed power in 2002. Rather, it was the fact 
it took so long. This was, however, a serious misreading of AKP’s pol-
icy both domestically and abroad. The first term of AKP rule was ac-
tually characterised by a tidal wave of pro-European democratisation 
reforms that astonished everyone, including party supporters. This 
dynamism soon reverberated across foreign policy. Ahmet Davutoğ-
lu, first  chief foreign policy advisor to Erdoğan and from 2009 the 
minister of foreign affairs, developed the fresh concept of “strategic 
depth”, which was propped on two pillars: “geographical depth” and 

“historical depth.” The former denoted the fact that Turkey, an heir to 
the vast, multi-ethnic, multi-cultural Ottoman Empire, was a nation 
of multiple identities and spheres of influence (being at once a Medi-
terranean, Caucasian, Middle Eastern, European and Black Sea coun-
try), while the latter spotlighted Turkey’s far-reaching historical and 
cultural roots across the entire region. By building on these strategic 
depths, Turkey was said to be able to establish multiple cross-regional 
alliances and reach out to every country willing to cooperate. Davu-
toğlu’s contention that Turkey had ‘zero problems with its neighbours’ 
soon manifested itself not only in an unparalleled dynamism in Turk-
ish foreign policy, but also in a serious and quite successful attempt to 
mend its ties with most countries in the region.11

Under these conditions, there was no place for anything like Erba-
kan’s provocative rhetoric about Israel. On the other hand, there was 
also no ‘objective necessity’ to maintain close military ties at all costs:12 
the Israeli-Turkish bond was premised on perceived common threats 
to national security, stemming particularly from Syria and Iran (which 
supported Kurdish separatism in Turkey and threatened the existence 
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of the State of Israel) and a rising wave of Islamic fundamentalism, as 
well as on the prospect of mutually beneficial military cooperation 
(driven by the need for modern weaponry in Turkey’s case). There may 
also have been the added psychological pull of a ‘common sense of oth-
erness’13 – both countries considered themselves to be secular, demo-
cratic and pro-Western in a hostile Arab environment – but the bond 
was essentially a security pact that had little to do with sympathies. 
Moreover, the Turkish military used the rapprochement with Israel for 
domestic political gains: in its crusade against irtica, or religious reac-
tionism, it tried to embarrass and intimidate the pro-Islamic Welfare 
Party and counteract the government’s stillborn attempts to fasten 
Turkey to the Islamic world.14

When, in the context of Turkey’s new multi-directional foreign pol-
icy and search for new markets for its booming economy, relations 
improved substantially with countries like Syria and Iran – previously 
seen as posing a high risk – and both domestic and foreign policy en-
tered a process of desecuritisation, the special relationship with Isra-
el shed a good deal of its attraction. Turkish foreign policy began to 
be formulated by elected politicians and foreign policy experts rather 
than dictated by the security establishment. The military itself was 
not immune to this changing environment or a total stranger to the 
reorientation of Turkey’s foreign policy, as the public statements of 
high-ranking officers make clear. At any rate, it accepted the new sta-
tus quo silently if only because on the one hand, it saw the advantages 
of a powerful Turkey in the international arena, and, on the other, the 
army could hardly oppose a strong, highly popular and successful gov-
ernment if it wanted to hang on to any legitimacy in the eyes of the 
public.

Warning and Kardaş are, however, right, when they say that ‘[t]aking 
Ahmet Davutoğlu’s Strategic Depth doctrine as a blue-print for the JDP 
[AKP]’s foreign policy, there is much reason to assume that Turkey’s 
recent engagement in the Middle East has not been an inevitable result 
of the post-Cold war ‘anarchy,’ but to a large extent the outcome of its 
identity politics.’15 Ending the unconditional, and often unreciprocat-
ed orientation to the West and taking advantage of Turkey’s unique 
identity (both Western and Eastern, open to the coexistence of Islam, 
modernity and secularism, and thus, able to speak both to the West 
and the Islamic world), was seen as both an alternative to the clash of 
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civilisations and a model to be emulated by other countries in the Mid-
dle East.16 This turn was also perceived as more a sign of Turkey’s “Eu-
ropean nature” than an indicator of its “Middle Easternisation.” One 
scholar put it, ‘Turkey is acting as a European country in the Middle 
East, just as Greece is seen as a European country in the Balkans, rather 
than a Balkan country in Europe.’17

In this context, it becomes less surprising that Ankara entertained 
friendly relations with Israel even under the “Islamic democrats” and 
despite its expanding relations with Arab countries and public antip-
athies. Israel’s Operation Cast Lead (OCL) against Hamas, ordered by 
Ehud Olmert on 27 December 2008, which left hundreds of Gazans 
dead, was the first sign of a looming rift. Syria immediately withdrew 
from the peace negotiations with Israel which were being brokered by 
Turkey. Erdoğan was not only appalled by what he saw as a brutal war 
against civilians, but also deeply offended that this operation, prepared 
totally unbeknownst to the Turkish government, thwarted all his ef-
forts at mediating between Syria and Israel. This was followed by Er-
doğan’s lashing out at Shimon Peres in a panel discussion on Palestine 
at the Davos Annual Meeting in January 2009, and later, in October 
2010, by a diplomatic scandal (dubbed the “low seat crisis” in Turkey) 
when Israeli Deputy Foreign Minister Danny Ayalon humiliated the 
Turkish ambassador Oğuz Çelikkol before TV cameras in response to 
the broadcasting of an anti-Israeli soap opera on Turkish state TV.18 
After this, Turkish-Israeli relations soured, but were far from being ir-
reparably damaged. The breaking point came only after 31 May 2010, 
when Israeli armed forces launched an attack in international waters 
on Mavi Marmara, a ship operated by a Turkish Islamic NGO (İHH Hu-
manitarian Relief Foundation) and supposedly carrying humanitarian 
aid with the aim of breaking through the blockade of Gaza. This attack 
killed nine Turkish activists on board.

This incident had an immense impact on public opinion (as is dis-
cussed below) and on the political establishment which Israel had 
crudely underestimated. Turkey withdrew from the Reliant Mermaid 
naval exercise, which was planned for 05 July 2010 and had been car-
ried out regularly by Turkey, Israel and the US over the previous 10 
years, and demanded a formal apology, compensation for the families 
of those killed and an end to the naval blockade of Gaza. Despite the 
tension, both sides apparently still believed in the possibility of salvag-
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ing the Israeli-Turkish partnership. The Turkish media reported that 
in secret negotiations held between 18 and 19 July 2011, both sides had 
almost reached an agreement (including on an apology and compen-
sation), but due to the opposition of Israel’s Foreign Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman, this was never finalised.19 After Israel failed to comply with 
Turkish demands, Ankara decided, in September 2011, to downgrade 
its diplomatic relations with Israel to the level of second secretary and 
suspend all military cooperation, and the Turkish parliament dissolved 
its Israel Inter-Parliamentary Friendship Group.

The situation was aggravated when Israel embarked on a process of 
forging closer ties with Greece and (Greek) Cyprus.  While June and 
August 2011 saw the historic visits of the Greek prime minister to Israel 
and Israeli prime minister to Greece – a country traditionally support-
ive of the Palestinians and cooperation with Arab states – Israel and 
(south) Cyprus agreed on cooperation to exploit oil and natural gas 
deposits in the Mediterranean within a so-called economic exclusive 
zone – a move Ankara perceived as directed against the interests of 
Turkish Northern Cyprus. The possibility of a triple alliance among 
Greece, Turkey’s traditional rival, and (South) Cyprus and Israel only 
added fuel to the fire and intensified the Israeli-Turkish stand-off. This 
all generated an explosive situation in which realpolitik easily gave way 
to rhetoric. It is hardly surprising that the tension was both accom-
panied and fomented by displays of anti-Israeli sentiment in Turkey. 
And it is this aspect of the tension between Turkey and Israel that the 
second part of this study will explore.

Israel in the Turkish Public and Media Discourse
There is little doubt about the preoccupation of the Turkish public 
with Palestine, which has both religious and historical roots. From the 
beginning of OCL, anti-Israel imagery and rhetoric mushroomed. A 
13-episode television series called Separation: Palestine in Love and War 
about the suffering of Palestinians under the Israeli occupation and 
abounding in scenes depicting Israeli soldiers committing all imagina-
ble atrocities against women and children especially, was broadcast by 
the Turkish public channel TRT 1 in the second half of 2009 and drew 
angry responses from Israel. More than 2 million people in Turkey 
saw the movie The Valley of the Wolves: Palestine (2011), which featured 
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the Turkish James Bond-cum-Rambo Polat Alemdar on a mission to 
capture Commander Moshe Ben Eliezer, an alleged mastermind of at-
tacks on humanitarian flotillas to besieged Gaza and a ruthless killer 
of innocent Palestinians. The film, whose opening scenes were shot 
aboard the real Mavi Marmara, bears more resemblance to a computer 
game, with the main hero and his friends shooting every Israeli soldier 
in range. One episode of the extremely popular TV series Valley of the 
Wolves, on which the movie was based, had already spurred accusations 
of anti-Semitism for its depiction of its Turkish superhero shooting a 
Mossad agent dead in a building owned by the Israeli embassy as blood 
splayed over the Star of David. These TV series and the film had certain 
elements in common: their depiction of Israel as a racist, land-hungry 
empire of evil akin to Nazi Germany, and their dehumanising of Israeli 
society and legitimising (and even glorifying) of violence against Israeli 
targets. The legendary Turkish “soft power” – its soap operas which 
have mass followings across the Arab world and the Balkans – can be 
very harsh when it comes to Israel.

Examples of anti-Israeli sentiments were not restricted to the silver 
screen. Tens of thousands of protesters poured onto the streets during 
OCL and after the Mavi Marmara incident to denounce Israel (‘Israel 
is a killer!’ and ‘Down with Israel!’ were the most repeated slogans), 
and during sport events, players and fans alike expressed affection 
for Gaza and disdain for Israel.20 Campaigns, some organised by mu-
nicipalities and the state-run Directorate for Religious Affairs (Diya-
net İşleri Bakanlığı), took place all over the country to raise money for 
Gaza (while also, quite naturally, indulging in harsh “anti-Israelism”). 
Posters addressing Israelis and proclaiming ‘You cannot be a child of 
Moses!’ were prepared by the Islamic-oriented Dayanışma Vakfı (Sol-
idarity Foundation) and seen on billboards belonging to the Istanbul 
municipality. At the height of OCL in January 2009, Hüseyin Çelik, the 
Turkish Minister of Education, issued a circular urging primary and 
secondary schools to hold moments of silence in commemoration of 
the young Palestinians who had lost their lives at the hands of the Is-
raeli army. It also announced a drawing and essay competition on the 
theme of ‘the human drama in Palestine.’

It would be easy to continue listing these examples that reveal the 
“Palestine obsession” of the Turkish public and state officials and their 
stereotyping of Israel. The line between criticism of Israel’s policies 
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and anti-Semitism in these instances is very thin. While there is con-
stant denial of the harbouring of anti-Jewish feelings – politicians, 
journalists and ordinary citizens alike often shrug off the spectre of 
anti-Semitism as a Western invention, non-existent in Turkish culture 
or Islam – public surveys show quite the opposite. A poll conducted 
in mid-2009 highlighted that most respondents (57%) would not want 
to have atheist families for their neighbours, with Jewish (42%) and 
Christian (35%) families following next behind. Jews were also the least 
trusted group when it comes to their attachment to the Turkish Re-
public (based on the word of 48% of those polled).21 A survey carried 
out by SETA in mid-2010 revealed Turks’ general distrust of other na-
tionalities, with Armenians and Jews leading the chart of the most sus-
pect ethnic groups (for 73.9 % and 71.5%, respectively).22And, finally, in 
an opinion poll from 2011, Israel was pronounced the second biggest 
threat to Turkey (24%) preceded only by the US (43%).23

Negative perceptions of Israel and Jews are sustained by a wide-
spread sociological phenomenon in Turkey: conspiracy theories. Free-
masons, Jews and dönmes (“converts”) or crypto-Jews24 and Mossad are 
seen as the secret evil powers pulling the strings in Turkey, as even ran-
dom browsing through any Turkish bookshop will attest. This belief 
can reach astonishingly absurd proportions: the media, for instance, 
reported that peasants from Edirne held an injured, low-flying vulture 
for an Israeli agent who had been spying on them.25

Reflecting the general sensitivity about Palestine and importance as-
signed to Israel in domestic affairs, newspapers give considerable space 
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Turco-Israeli relations. To map 
how they viewed the deteriorating situation between Turkey and Isra-
el, I examined opinion pieces and columns from two leading Turkish 
newspapers from January 2009 to December 2011.26 This period coin-
cided with the events that put Turkey and Israel on a collision course, 
starting with OCL and culminating in the freezing of diplomatic and 
military ties after Mavi Marmara. Although I did look at other types of 
articles for comparison, regular columns and opinion pieces were my 
deliberate focus. Op-eds lie at the heart of Turkish newspapers, unlike 
the set-up of most Western dailies, and to a large extent these columns 
determine the paper’s editorial line and its overall policy. Many col-
umnists are well-known public figures and influential intellectuals and 
enjoy something of a cult status with a mass following. Moreover, in 
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today’s polarised Turkey, certain groups of intellectuals and political 
movements tend to convene around specific newspapers (leftist, secu-
lar- Kemalist, Islamist, nationalist), making the debate on a wide range 
of issues acutely personal and politicised.

Zaman (Time), the largest Turkish newspaper with an average dai-
ly circulation of almost 1 million, can be described as a conservative, 
pro-government daily. It is known for its closeness to the Fethullah 
Gülen movement, and appeals to roughly the same people who sup-
port the ruling AKP: religious, but progressive-minded readers of all 
backgrounds, especially the educated conservative middle classes. 
Hürriyet (Freedom) has a circulation of around 450 000 copies daily27 
and is the third best-selling Turkish newspaper after the tabloid Pos-
ta. It maintains a critical stance towards the government and has a 
pro-Western, secular-Kemalist orientation. Both dailies belong to the 
mainstream media and employ well-known names from the Turkish 
intellectual scene. They represent opposing poles in Turkish society – 
the religious-conservative camp on one side and the secular-Kemalist 
on the other – but are far away from the hardliners at either end of the 
spectrum, and so more representative of the population as a whole.

OCL and Erdoğan’s subsequent appearance at Davos were both spot-
lighted across all media, which supplied the public with daily news and 
images of the plight of Gazans and the brutality of Israel’s incursion. 
Writers sympathetic to the ruling party quickly coined a nickname 
for Erdoğan, who received a hero’s welcome on his return to Turkey: 

“Davos fatihi” (the Conqueror from Davos). It would be quite natural 
to expect some of the public sentiment to be reflected in the news-
papers. Zaman, indeed, echoed – and in turn fed– the popular mood. 
Its columnists univocally condemned Israel’s attack on Gaza, declar-
ing it a genocide, a crime against humanity and state terrorism. All of 
them hailed Erdoğan’s reproval of Shimon Peres in Davos as a moral-
ly and politically justified act and ‘historic speech;’ staying silent, one 
author claimed, would have been tantamount to ‘participating in war 
crimes.’28 Ali Bulaç and Ali Ünal, both prominent Muslim intellectuals 
who are very prolific on Israel,29 and others sometimes shrouded their 
criticism in religious rhetoric, focusing on different aspects of Judaism 
(like the meaning of “chosen people” in the Quranic context30) while 
at the same time dismissing allegations of anti-Semitism as alien to Is-
lam and Turkish culture and a product of the West; such charges, they 
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said, were readily taken up by local secular circles feeding on Western 
philosophies and ideologies.31 On the other hand, “liberal” writers like 
Alpay Şahin and Herkül Milas, while denouncing Israel’s government, 
warned of the danger of identifying the policy of a state with its inhab-
itants; they strictly refrained from searching for religious connections 
and condemned any manifestation of anti-Jewish tendencies in Turkey. 

Zaman regularly publishes translated articles from a wide range of 
Arabic newspapers, which are, as one might expect, not very sympa-
thetic to Israel. In January 2009, it even ran an article on Israel’s in-
tervention in Gaza written by Khalid Mashal, Chairman of the Hamas 
Political Bureau and published originally in a Jordanian newspaper. 
Zaman also features op-eds on Israel and the Middle East from Amer-
ican and British dailies and surprisingly even Ha’aretz.  This definitely 
broadens the spectrum of views on Israel. Yet if we look at the kinds 
of articles the Turkish daily chooses, we see that most, including the 
Ha’aretz pieces, are highly critical of Israel’s policies. There is a genuine 
feeling in the public, also shared by Zaman, that Turkish-Israeli rela-
tions are now being “normalised.” The argument goes that the Israe-
li-Turkish alliance in the 1990s was forced upon the nation and its rep-
resentatives by unelected senior military officials and then sustained 
by a tiny elite of Kemalist bureaucrats and politicians. Current foreign 
policy, in contrast, is said to be democratising and more responsive to 
voters. 

Like Zaman, Hürriyet devoted a lot of space to the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict, but with a strikingly different interpretation. Hürriyet’s 
opinion articles did criticise OCL as brutal and disproportionate, and 
at times they even labelled it a ‘massacre.’ They were, however, united 
in condemning Hamas as also blameworthy for the situation in Gaza. 
Hürriyet’s columnists pointed to the fact – totally missing from Zam-
an’s commentaries – that Hamas was firing missiles at Israel and Isra-
el’s intervention was therefore at least partially justified. Moreover, in 
Hürriyet’s pages Hamas was almost always described as a terrorist or-
ganisation which had rejected the universal values of ‘civilisation and 
modernity,’32 established a cruel sharia regime and turned Gaza into a 
‘hell for women,’ as one columnist put it.33

In practically all Hürriyet columns explicitly dealing with Israel in 
2009, Erdoğan was lambasted on counts including his ‘rude’ and ‘un-
civilised’ behaviour and his clumsiness and unnecessarily harsh and 
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undiplomatic words. He was also described as a thug from an Istanbul 
suburb, accused of crude populism and compared to Hugo Chávez and 
Nikita Khrushchev although many also saw Peres’s emotional speech 
at Davos as provocative and unbalanced. There seemed be a shared 
conviction among Hürriyet’s writers that through its uncompromising 
attitude against Israel, Turkey had become a mouthpiece for Hamas, 
drifting dangerously away from the West and losing its role as an im-
partial mediator in the Middle Eastern peace process. AKP’s policy was 
viewed as unprincipled for combining a benevolent response to Ha-
mas with exaggerated critique of Israel (while remaining silent about 
Darfur and the Uygurs). Alongside this, Hadi Uluengin published a 
series of articles on the dangers of rising anti-Semitism in Turkey (in 
February 2009) and painfully deconstructed the myth that anti-Jewish 
attitudes had always been foreign to Turkish culture. Together with 
Hürriyet’s other writers, he rejected the introduction of moments of 
silence for Palestinian victims as only inciting local anti-Semitism. As 
the Israeli-Turkish crisis unfolded, Hürriyet’s columnists maintained 
their conciliatory tone. This was clearly visible in their negative com-
mentary on the TV series Separation. Some columnists seemed to com-
prehend Israel’s irritated reaction (which they compared to Turkey’s 
response to Midnight Express) and asked why the government did not 
take any steps against these types of soap operas.

It is barely possible to exaggerate the impact that the Mavi Marmara 
incident had on the perception of Israel in Turkey. Turkish Foreign 
Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu repeatedly said that it was – in terms of the 
psychological shock it created in the state – the Turkish 9/11. In a rare 
gesture, the Turkish press united against Israel, regardless of political 
orientation, producing a strongly worded denunciation of what it took 
to be an act of ‘state terrorism’ and ‘barbarism.’34

Zaman’s writers intensified their denunciations of Israel, calling it a 
rogue state, a pirate state, a country that willingly set itself apart from 
civilised nations, a bully in the region and a monster that could only 
keep a nation together through fear. Ahmet Turan Alkan described 
Israel as a political project that was ‘the worst invention in history,’35 
while Naci Bostancı – borrowing from Karl Jaspers’s classification of 
(German) guilt and Zykmund Baumann’s thesis that under suitable 
conditions anyone can become a Nazi – found parallels between Is-
rael and the Nazi regime.36 Similarly, Ali Bulaç viewed the emergence 
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of Israel as a ‘great tragedy’ because the state was founded in blood 
– by purging the promised land of Palestinians -  and later led by the 
‘mass murderers’ who took part in these massacres; the state, he in-
sisted, was created to appease Western imperialistic ambitions in the 
region.37 Providing a ‘dialectic reading’ of Turkish-Israeli relations, Sü-
leyman Seyfi Özgün claimed the Jews, seeking to purify themselves of 
the horrors of the holocaust, had forced the same bitter experience on 
the Palestinians, using methods that they had learned from the Nazis. 
Some authors asked for strong measures to be imposed on Israel, with 
one guest contributor declaring the attack ‘a clear casus belli’ and call-
ing on the Turkish army to show its power by flying Turkish fighter 
jets over the south-east Mediterranean to ‘harass Israel.’38 Most com-
mentators demanded diplomatic pressure and an apology. A series of 
university lecturers presented different legal analyses of the incident, 
all coming to the conclusion that Israel had breached international law 
and was guilty of war crimes.

Quite widespread among Zaman’s columnists was the view that the 
storming of the Mavi Marmara was a deliberate attack aiming to de-
stroy Turkey’s position as an impartial broker in the Middle East and 
quell its growing influence in the region. This was a bid, they said, to 
undo Turkey’s efforts to find a diplomatic solution to the Iranian crisis 
(which had brought Iran into collision with the US), overturn Erdoğan’s 
rising popularity among Arabs and sow seeds of discord in Turkish 
society. A common thread running through a number of commen-
taries, especially those by Ali Ünal, hinted at or even openly alleged 
a connection between the Mavi Marmara raid and a PKK attack on a 
military base in İskenderun (which occurred on the same day). Israel 
was blamed for collaborating with Kurdish separatists to create Great 
Kurdistan to Israel’s benefit in the region.39

Despite the castigating tone of most of its articles, Zaman rarely 
slipped into the vicious anti-Israelism with anti-Semitic overtones 
that was prevalent in the Islamist media. Zaman’s success as a news-
paper probably lies in the fact that it provides a space for a wide va-
riety of opinion writers and columnists of very diverse backgrounds. 
Alongside op-eds denouncing the state of Israel after Mavi Marmara, 
Zaman, for example, published extended pieces by Lütfü Özşahin, an 
expert on the history of religion, in which he excoriated those who 
called for the destruction of Israel, nurtured anti-Jewish views and 
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encouraged the tendency to see Israeli society/Jews as a monolith by 
ignoring the various currents and world views that exist among today’s 
Jewry.40 Herkül Millas, a Greek-Turkish writer, lamented the ‘martyr-
dom discourse’ and usage of religious references in connection with 
Mavi Marmara because this only deepened the divide between ‘us’ and 
those ‘others,’41 while Mümtaz’er Türköne deconstructed popular con-
spiracy theories. Surprisingly, Fethullah Gülen, Turkey’s most influ-
ential religious leader – Zaman is considered his movement’s flagship 
paper – refused to censure Israel and insisted that the activists of the  

“Freedom Flotilla” should have sought permission from Israel – their 
failure to do so was a ‘sign of defying authority.’42

After the Mavi Marmara incident, the tone changed even in Hürriyet, 
whose writers hastened to condemn what they called ‘state terrorism’ 
against Turkish citizens. Many used expressions like ‘folly’ and ‘atroci-
ty’ and described Israel’s government as ‘racist and fascist’ and ‘spoiled 
and aggressive’; they too spoke of a rogue state guilty of piracy in inter-
national waters. There was, however, also a feeling of palpable fear in 
many of these Hürriyet pieces about the consequences an Israel-Turkey 
showdown might hold for Turkey’s future. As Zeynep Gürcanlı rightly 
noted, this time it was not about rhetoric: this time blood had entered 
Turkish-Israeli relations.43 Some authors saw this as a trap to divert 
Turkey away from the West and send it into the orbit of radical Islam. 
Journalist Ertuğrul Özkök, whose articles on Israel had always been 
admiring of the Jewish state and deeply critical of any hint of intol-
erance towards the Turkish-Jewish community, published a tellingly 
emotional column on 01 June 2010, one day after the Mavi Marmara 
attack. Titled ‘I call out to you, my Israeli friends,’44 it expressed anxiety 
about Turkey’s shift towards the Arab world and asked the Israeli peo-
ple to raise their voices against their government, which had harmed 
not just Turkey’s interests, but Israel’s standing in the world; its pol-
icy of brute force, he was quick to add, was ‘gradually increasing the 
number of fanatics among us.’ Interestingly, on the very same day that 
most newspapers printed articles blasting Israel in the strongest terms, 
Yılmaz Özdil described in great detail the constant fear that Jewish 
schoolchildren must live with in Turkey due to all the security meas-
ures; their ‘shivers of fear,’ he wrote, were not worth less than those of 
Palestinian children.45 Other voices, notably Özdemir İnce, offered a 
more nuanced view of the incident than most newspaper contributors. 
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Questioning the real aims of the organisers of the “Freedom Flotilla,” 
he hinted at İHH’s ‘paramilitary structure’ and yearning for martyrdom. 
While condemning the attack itself, most op-eds in Hürriyet called for 
calmness and an investigation of the incident; there was a prevailing 
sense that it would be a mistake to end all dialogue with Israel. What 
all these writers agreed on was that it would be extremely difficult to 
erase this tragic event from the collective memory of the Turkish peo-
ple and the Turkey-Israeli alliance was too precious to sacrifice now – a 
formal apology by Israel was seen as the first step to resuming normal 
relations.46

The extent to which “Israel” penetrated the media and everyday po-
litical discourse was also apparent from the fact that accusing one’s 
opponent of being “Israel’s lawyer” became a very popular game in 
Turkey after OCL. It was not just media outlets who accused each other 
of supporting Israel or even being on its payroll,47 but also politicians. 
The leaders of the two strongest parties in Turkey, the ruling AKP and 
opposing leftist Republican People’s Party (CHP), each devoted a lot of 
energy to rebuking one another for being proxies of Israel. The debate 
heated up in September 2011 with news of plans to station a NATO an-
ti-missile radar in Turkey, a move seen as designed to protect Israel.

Conclusion
By following the tensions between Israel and Turkey over the three-
year “crisis period” between 2009 and 2011, we can easily see that the 
topic of Israel has a semiotic power for the public which only a few 
other policy issues possess in Turkey. Mavi Marmara was undoubted-
ly the breaking point since it was widely understood as an affront to 
Turkey’s national pride and an attack on the country’s growing influ-
ence in the region. But the policy on Israel appears to have been driven 
at least as much by emotion as strategy since OCL. The loosening of 
Turkish-Israeli ties was the result of both external geopolitical shifts 
and domestic changes. The gradually fading clout of the old Kemalist 
guard in public affairs and the waning political power of the military 
since AKP’s victory in 2002 enabled a “marginalised majority” from the 
conservative Muslim middle classes to make its images, symbols, val-
ues, world views and attitudes prominent, acceptable and even pref-
erable to the public. This can at least partially explain the visibility of 
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“Muslim solidarity” with Palestine and a hostility to Israel very rarely 
seen to such an extent in the previous decade in mainstream media or 
public demonstrations. We may infer that even in the absence of OCL 
and Mavi Marmara, the Turkish-Israeli alliance would inevitably have 
lost its vigour. With the pendulum swinging back in favour of the reli-
giously-oriented classes in Turkey, secular-Kemalist circles quite natu-
rally expressed anxiety about the direction the country was moving in. 
As this study has tried to demonstrate, this was very much manifest in 
the discussion on Israel in newspaper commentaries. Zaman, the voice 
of the emerging Muslim bourgeoisie, pigeonholed Israel as a state 
filled with violence and engaged in the violation of universal human 
norms, but gave very few glimpses of the actual workings of Israeli pol-
itics or society. While Hürriyet stood out from the general discussion 
on Israel by offering alternative views, even this seemed to be done 
mostly for domestic purposes: secular-Kemalist writers saw the grow-
ing divide between Turkey and Israel and the rapprochement with the 
Arab world and Iran as another sign of the creeping Islamisation of 
the country and a threat to its secular order and pro-Western orienta-
tion. As Anat Levin, who analysed Turkish and Israeli media in the late 
1990s, observed (about both countries), there was a lack of ‘genuine 
understanding of the other side’s frame of reference’ and only ‘rarely 
insight into the context within which the other country is operating.’48

Connecting tensions with Israel with Turkey’s most burning issue, 
the Kurdish problem, as many newspapers and politicians were quick 
to do, was further proof of how fast the public perception of a country 
might change in a setting overloaded with emotions, rumours, con-
spiracy theories and stereotypes: while in the 1990s the Turkish-Israeli 
alliance had been considered a great asset in the fight against the PKK, 
and the ability of Mossad and  Israeli armed forces to monitor PKK’s 
activities exaggerated, after OCL and Mavi Marmara, the media, politi-
cians and the public immediately began to “discover” clandestine con-
nections between Israel and Kurdish separatists, and again shift the 
issue of Israel to the national identity debate.

The current debate on Israel in the media and across the political 
spectrum confirms the unfortunate prospect that it will take a long 
time to mend Turkish-Israeli relations politically and probably even 
longer to change public opinion. Outside observers sometimes wrong-
ly associate the possibility of a renewed Israeli-Turkish alliance with a 
future change of government in Turkey (and/or in Israel). This seems 
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fairly spurious, however, as almost no party (unless backed by the mil-
itary or plotting secretly as in the 1990s) would be able to maintain 
its legitimacy while taking a unilaterally reconciliatory approach to 
Israel. One positive sign that Israeli-Turkish relations are not doomed 
to break down altogether is the steady growth of business relations 
between the two countries regardless of political tensions: trade be-
tween Turkey and Israel was up by 24.5% between 2009 and 2010, and 
by 22.7% to $4.449 billion in 2011 from $3.440 billion in 2010 (with im-
ports from Israel climbing by more than 50%).49

On the other hand, it can be assumed that unless there is a major 
breakthrough on the Palestinian question, a serious settlement be-
tween Israel and Turkey on Mavi Marmara and general acceptance of 
Turkey’s new role in the region, the public debate and formulations of 
foreign policy are unlikely to change.
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From its very beginnings, defence and security related issues were a 
major concern of EU policy. However, it was the demise of the USSR 
in the early 1990’s and the end of the Cold War that – between 1998 
and 2004 – gave a major push to the evolution of the EU’s Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). These changes, combined with the 
expansion of the EU as a result of the rapid accession to membership 
of many new countries, spawned the EU’s Common Security and De-
fence Policy (CSDP) and propelled it forward in concept and operation 
as “European Foreign Policy” under which the EU has conducted more 
than 20 civilian and military missions. However, closer economic and 
security analyses from suggests the EU enlargement in 2004 and 2007 
weakened its CFSP and CSDP and that future enlargement is only likely 
to dilute resources further while at the same time introducing new 
threats with which the EU will have to contend.  
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CFSP and CSDP: An Introduction 
From its very beginning, defence and security related issues were a ma-
jor concern of EU (or its antecedents) policy. The origin of the Europe-
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an Union (EU) can be traced to the European Coal and Steel Commu-
nity (ECSC) in the early 1950s and one of its principal objectives was to 
reduce the capacity for war between France and Germany as a result of 
integrating the production and supply in these basic materials of mod-
ern industrialised warfare. The European Atomic Energy Community 
was also set up in the 1950s, not only for cooperation in developing 
nuclear energy, but also to monitor and control the spread of fissiona-
ble materials and technology. Both organisations were folded into the 
European Economic Community (EEC) the forerunner of the Europe-
an Union under the Treaties of Rome, signed in 1957 and coming into 
force on 01 January 1958. 

The original six members of the “EU” were the Western European 
nations of France, Germany, Italy and the Benelux countries (Belgium, 
Netherlands and Luxembourg) and in 1973 were joined by Denmark, 
Ireland (Eire) and the United Kingdom. Norway had originally applied 
to join the EEC in 1962 and resumed its negotiations along with these 
other three countries in 1970. However, a referendum held in that 
country in 1972 subsequently produced a majority vote (53.5 %) against 
accession. Greece joined in 1981, followed by Portugal and Spain in 
1986. With the exception of periods of some degree of military dicta-
torship in Greece, Portugal and Spain (although in the case of the latter 
two countries, being an overhang from pre-WWII right-wing regimes 
very much conditioned by the international politics of that period) all 
of these countries had enjoyed long experience of democratic polit-
ical institutions; respect for human rights and the rule of law; and a 
free market economy (though most had witnessed periods of greater 
or lesser public ownership and/or government controls and regulation 
of their economies). 

As these were, and are, the guiding principles that drive the expan-
sion and integration of the EU, it follows that the incorporation of all 
these countries into the EU was a relatively painless exercise. Austria, 
Finland and Sweden joined in 1995 (Norway had again voted against 
accession by a 52.2% majority in a referendum held in 1994). Howev-
er, it should be remarked that the absorption of Austria and Finland 
would probably not have been possible had it not been for the demise 
of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s and the ending of the Cold War 
since until then, although enjoying a kind of neutral or “No-Man’s-
Land” political status, these countries were nevertheless very much 
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within the Soviet ‘sphere of interest’ despite not being occupied or 
members of the COMECON group of the Soviet Union’s Eastern Euro-
pean satellites (although Finland had “Observer Status” with it). This 
is important because the collapse of the Soviet Union and ending of 
the Cold War posed threats as well as opportunities for the EU in the 
sphere of defence and security as these potentially unstable and for-
merly communist countries emerged as new independent sovereign 
states. While the former East Germany became part of the EU as a re-
sult of its merger with West Germany the position of other countries 
was not nearly so easy to rationalise and indeed, German Reunifica-
tion was only achieved at massive economic and financial cost both 
nationally and internationally. 

In the light of the ending of the Cold War, a European Council was 
held in Copenhagen in 1993 at which the criteria for membership of 
states seeking to join the EU in the future were agreed encompassing 
the guiding principles referenced above, as well as the willingness to 
fully accept the obligations and intent of the EU, including the aims of 
political, economic and monetary union. Thus it was this Copenha-
gen Conference that determined the conditions to be met by future 
candidate countries in order to be granted EU membership and under 
which ten countries (in addition to Austria and Finland that had earlier 
joined the EU in 1995, but which had also previously existed under the 
Soviet shadow) were admitted as full members of the European Union 
in 2004. Seven of these ten countries were either former Soviet repub-
lics or satellites: the Baltic republics of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 
and the Eastern European countries of Poland, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia (the latter two having formerly been the country 
of Czechoslovakia). One – the Balkan state of Slovenia – was an ethnic 
spin-off from the dissolution of the former socialist country (though 
relatively autonomous of Soviet control) of Yugoslavia. Two were 
Mediterranean island nations, both having strong British connections 
although less than in former times: Cyprus and Malta. Similarly, these 
were followed in 2007 by two other former Soviet satellites, Romania 
and Bulgaria, bringing the number of EU member states, at that time, 
to 27, with a combined population in round figures of 500 million in-
habitants or 7.3% of the world population.1
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CFSP and CSDP: An Evolution 

The Treaty on European Union, often referred to as the Treaty of 
Masstricht  established as one of the key pillars of the EU the Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) encompassing foreign policy 
and military matters and which was a further development of an ear-
lier attempt to codify European political cooperation under the Sin-
gle European Act of July 1987 that had been the first major revision 
of the 1957 Treaty of Rome. This very much represented the idea that 
the EU’s CFSP should reflect the same guiding principles as those that 
had conditioned its membership (and enlargement) criteria discussed 
above. The Office of High Representative for the CFSP was created in 
1999 with the role of coordinating EU foreign policy which was further 
strengthened under the Lisbon Treaty (2009) and retitled The High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy which post was 
then occupied by (Baroness) Catherine Ashton.

A European Security Strategy was first issued at about the same 
time as the 2004 enlargement of the EU and has since been further 
developed and refined. Following from earlier discussions to develop 
a common European approach to defence and security issues, it took 
the position that in the light of the post-Cold War World, large-scale 
external aggression against any member state was highly unlikely and 
in this context highlighted the EU’s main CFSP concerns.2 

These included: terrorism (especially linked to religious extremism 
and viewed as not only coming from outside the EU’s borders – such 
as Al Qaeda – but also as an internal threat from potentially cultur-
ally and economically disaffected and alienated recent foreign immi-
grants); the proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMDs), 
including nuclear, biological, and chemical; overspill from regional 
conflicts, especially near to the borders of the EU; failed states (such as 
Somalia) and the chaos of post-conflict states (such as Libya post-2011) 
that could lead to waves of refugees; organised crime with cross-border 
trafficking in drugs, illegal immigrants, weapons, women and coun-
terfeit goods representing a major external threat to the EU’s internal 
security and that has close links with all the above. 3 

As pointed out under the European Security Strategy document, the 
EU has sought to be prepared to respond to these threats in a number 
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of ways.4 For instance: after 9/11 it adopted a European Arrest Warrant; 
took steps to target the financing of terrorist activities; and entered 
into an agreement on mutual legal assistance with the US. As refer-
enced above, the EU had pursued policies against nuclear proliferation 
over many years and took further steps to strengthen the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) with measures to tighten export controls 
and to deal with illegal shipments and illicit procurement of fission-
able material, while at the same time seeking universal adherence to 
and strengthening of multilateral treaties governing nuclear issues 
and tightening inspection and verification provisions. 

To help deal with regional conflicts, the EU and its members have 
intervened in a number of cases to restore peace and protect civilians 
and, so far as is possible, institute plans to reconstitute failed states. 
One example is the intervention in the former Yugoslavia to prevent 
a return of ethnic-cleansing and restore good government; to foster 
democracy and help indigenous authorities deal with problems of or-
ganised crime. 

Unlike the danger posed to Western Europe from the USSR and its 
Eastern European allies between 1945 and the ending of the Cold War 
period in the 1990s, the challenges the EU faces to its security are no 
longer viewed as simply military and therefore have to be addressed by 
a variety of different approaches; often being a combination of meth-
ods and responses although sometimes including the use of military 
assets, depending on the nature of the issue. For example, tight export 
and customs controls, as well as applying economic and political pres-
sure and in some case sanctions on suspect states, is used to prevent 
the previously referenced problem of seeking to prevent the prolifera-
tion of WMDs. Additionally, all the usual elements of intelligence, po-
lice, legal, military, socio-economic and political methods may be mo-
bilised to combat terrorism. In the case of failed states, while the EU 
recognises that military intervention may be needed to restore order, 
in the aftermath of any such action, various forms of aid will almost 
always be required to deal with the likely subsequent humanitarian 
crisis. In the case of failed states, the EU also seeks to assist towards 
the political process that will always be required to find a lasting solu-
tion to any regional conflict, yet understands that the use of military 
peace-keepers and the establishment of an effective police force are 
still almost always needed in post-conflict phases, as well as socio-eco-
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nomic development and administration to help in the restoration of 
normal civil government in the longer term.5 The CFSP and CSDP are 
seen as being particularly well suited and aimed towards addressing 
these issues. Additionally, the EU is concerned with establishing securi-
ty in its neighbourhood and thus on its borders and as such is particu-
larly concerned with the politics of the Mediterranean area, including 
the Middle East.

Despite concerns about defence and security over the 40 or so years 
of its earlier development, before the 1990s there were very few tan-
gible examples of external EU involvement in the field of defence and 
security and:

Any notion of an autonomous EU role [i.e. outside NATO] in the 
field of security (let alone defence) was virtually unthinkable 
for most of the 1990s. Yet between 1998 and 2004 the evolu-
tion from an essentially ‘civilian’ notion of the CFSP towards a 
European Security and Defence Policy seemed almost to por-
tent a revolution in the concept and operation of a ‘European 
Foreign Policy.’6 

However, its evolution and development was driven by the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, the ending of the Cold war and that Eu-
rope appeared to no longer be an area of major concern for the US as it 
switched its strategic attention to the Arab Gulf, the Middle East and 
Asia. It also presented the problem of potentially bankrupt, chaotic 
and lawless states on the EU’s eastern and southern borders. 

Additionally the traditional Westphalian reading of international 
affairs that had kept states from interfering in the internal affairs of 
others providing one party had not actually been attacked or disad-
vantaged in any way by the other, were deemed as no longer seeming 
to apply in the new World of globalisation and the dangers of rapid 
international security contamination, not to mention a heightened 
international view of collective responsibility for humanitarian issues. 
The 1998 St. Malo Meeting between UK Prime Minister Tony Blair and 
France’s President Jacques Chirac in 1998 can be viewed as very much 
as the ‘crossing of the Rubicon’ in this respect. 

Soon after the Anglo-French Accord, the EU introduced what was 
known as the Helsinki Headline Goals named from the location at 
which discussion on these issues took place between member states. 
The main proposal was to put in place the capability to rapidly deploy 
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50,000-60,000 troops with the ability to maintain this battle-group 
(of all arms) in the field for one year. However, this objective has never 
been completely achieved and indeed, has always been short of airlift 
and sealift capability, as well as many essential arms and munitions 
and weapons and support systems that could only be supplied through 
NATO, as well as lacking headquarter facilities and coordination and 
common command structures and funding agreements. 

Some negotiations have taken place between the EU and NATO on re-
source sharing, but it is fair to say that this has never been a very com-
fortable relationship and in particular the US (very much dominant) 
component of NATO has always been suspicious regarding EU military 
action. This is because of the perceived plethora of politically-mo-
tivated and varying degrees of commitment quite apart from issues 
concerning combat-zone effectiveness (although it is fair to say that it 
sometimes suits the diplomatic purposes of the US if not so much prag-
matic military considerations, to have either the EU involved or even 
taking the initiative on certain international crises e.g. Libya in 2011).

These difficulties notwithstanding, from the perspective of the EU, a 
major revision was needed to take place in what constituted defence 
and security issues in response to the new post-Cold War era in inter-
national relations and therefore how foreign policy would henceforth 
be interpreted. Thus evolved a major component of CFSP in the form 
of the CSDP under which the EU has conducted more than 20 civilian 
and military missions. 

Missions   
A brief summary of continuing or completed operations include:

A civilian mission aimed at the improvement of security at Juba In-
ternational Airport in the World’s newest country of South Sudan   
(2012-2015),

A military mission to train Somali security forces of the Transitional 
Federal Government (2010-2015),

A European Naval Force to combat piracy off the coast of Somalia 
and in the Indian Ocean (2008-2014),

A police mission in Afghanistan aimed at contributing to the estab-
lishment of sustainable and effective civilian policing (2007-2013),

A regional training mission aimed at strengthening the maritime ca-
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pacities of eight countries in the Horn of Africa and the Western 
Indian Ocean to combat piracy through developing appropriate 
military, legal and socio-economic infrastructure (2009-2014),

A civilian crisis management mission aimed to provide integrated 
training activities for Iraqi professionals working in the country’s 
post-Saddam Hussein era criminal justice system (2005-2013),

Advice and assistance to the Democratic Republic of the Congo se-
curity authorities interlaced with the promotion of policies that 
are compatible with human rights, as well as principles of good 
public management and the rule of law (2005-2012),

A military operation to Bosnia and Herzegovina aimed towards the 
stabilisation of the country and to assist it in making progress to-
wards its possible integration with the EU. (2004-14),

A mission aimed at the reform of the Congolese national police 
including its integration and interaction with the justice sector   
(2005-2012),

A mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina to support the reform of the 
police forces and in particular consolidate local capacity and re-
gional cooperation in the fight against major and organised crime   
(2003-2011),

The European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo which is the 
largest civilian mission ever launched under the CSDP and is also 
part of a broader effort undertaken by the EU to promote peace 
and stability in the Western Balkans and many believe (though 
still a politically-sensitive issue) to possibly move Kosovo towards 
statehood and eventual membership of the EU (2008-2014),

An autonomous civilian monitoring mission in Georgia to contrib-
ute to the stability of the country and the surrounding region fol-
lowing the conflict between Georgia and the breakaway regions of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia which subsequently received Russian 
support and are still occupied by it despite remaining legally part 
of Georgia (2008-2012),

A monitoring mission to help effect the Israeli-Palestinian Authority 
Agreement by providing third-party assistance on movement and 
access at the Rafah border crossing in Gaza (2005-2012),

A mission to establish sustainable and effective policing arrange-
ments and training in the criminal justice sector for the Palestini-
an territories (2005-2012),

A border assistance mission to the Republics of Moldova and 
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Ukraine to support capacity building for border management and 
customs to prevent smuggling and trafficking of goods, weapons, 
drugs and people on the whole Moldova-Ukraine border, includ-
ing the border between Ukraine and the separatist Transnistrian 
region of the Republic of Moldova as Moldovan authorities are 
unable to be present there due to the continued presence of Rus-
sian military forces (2005-2012),

A military operation in support of humanitarian operations in re-
sponse to the crisis situation in Libya; although it could be argued 
that this went well beyond its original mandate and actively as-
sisted regime change (2011-2012),

Supporting the reform of the security sector in Guinea-Bissau   
(2008-2010),

A military operation aimed at the stabilisation of the security con-
ditions and the improvement of the humanitarian situation in 
Bunia in the Democratic Republic of Congo (2003),

A military operation in support of the United Nations Organisation 
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo to support the 
elections process (2006),

A police mission in Kinshasa province in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo to help the National Police keep order during the tran-
sition to democracy, particularly during the electoral period refer-
enced previously (2005-2007),

A civilian-military action to support the African Union’s enhanced 
Mission to Sudan/Darfur (2005-2007),

A military bridging operation in eastern Chad and the north-east 
of the Central African Republic to protect refugees and displaced 
populations as well as permit the safe movement of international 
and local personnel engaged in the delivery of humanitarian aid   
(2007-2010),

A mission to monitor the implementation of various aspects of the 
peace agreement between the Indonesian government and the 
Free Aceh Movement that had been fighting for self-rule of this 
Indonesian province, including the decommissioning of arma-
ments held by the latter and removal of the military and para-mil-
itary police forces of the former, with the advent of local elections 
and a move towards a degree of regional autonomy   (2005-2006),

A military operation in Macedonia to help create a stable and secure 
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environment in the central Balkans beset as it was with inter-eth-
nic conflict and fleeing refugees following the dissolution of the 
former Republic of Yugoslavia and to help contribute towards the 
establishment and stability of this new country   (2003),

Two advisory missions to advise Macedonia’s police on border con-
trol, public order and accountability and combating corruption 
and organised crime (2003-2006),

A Rule of Law mission to Georgia to mentor and advise Ministers, 
senior officials and central government bodies on  challenges in 
the criminal justice system and to assist the overall reform pro-
cess towards building a democratic state   (2004-2005).7

Enlargement 
It might well appear that the EU has an extremely broad and proactive 
CFSP and much of this is effected through an active and effective CSDP 
that has been bolstered as a result of the collective political objectives 
and through the pooling of the resources of 27 member states (as of 
2007) as suggested by the fact that in 2004 the combined EU (then 25) 
member states defence expenditure stood at an estimated US$ 208 bil-
lion, equivalent to just over 50 per cent of that of the USA8. 

However, closer analysis invites two questions: (1) did the EU en-
largements of 2004 and 2007 really strengthen or indeed, could they 
have weakened its CFSP and CSDP and (2) are these policies and their 
resulting application as an effective realisation of EU power as they are 
represented to be by those who extol the defence and security benefits 
of a politically integrated EU? 

The 2004 EU enlargement added another 74.43 million to the com-
bined population of its then members of 393.26 million; an increase of 
almost 20%. The addition of Romania and Bulgaria in 2007 added a 
further 29.51 million people representing a total increase in the popu-
lation of the EU by 103.94 million or 26.43% in four years!9 However, in 
these same four years, the combined economies of the 12 new mem-
bers of the EU in 2007 added only 7.59% to its total GDP10! 

It is clear from these figures that on a purely numbers basis alone, 
the indigenous defence and security issues and needs brought by the 
new member states would not even be balanced by the additional eco-
nomic resources they contributed and therefore, would be likely to be 
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a net drain on the existing resources of the EU available for CFSP and 
CSDP activities prior to enlargement.

In fact, when turning to economic data for defence spending the 
position was even worse. In 2004, the addition of the defence expend-
iture of the 10 new member states added less than 5% to the overall 
defence expenditure of the then existing EU and over two-fifths of this 
was contributed by Poland, leaving the other nine to account for little 
more than the defence expenditure of Sweden.11 

On the basis of manpower contribution the picture appears to be a 
little better with the 10 new members having added almost 20% to the 
total armed forces of the EU in 2004.12 However, this figure is deceiv-
ing. First, Poland alone was responsible for almost 52% of this net gain 
and many of the troops are not equivalent to the professional, high-
ly-trained and well-equipped soldiers of for instance, the British Army, 
Navy and Air Force, but mainly inadequately armed and often short-
term conscripts having little more than skills in drilling and the use of 
small-arms. Additionally, many of the new states lacked either naval 
or air assets or both; not to mention heavy and/or high-technology 
armour, artillery and weapons-systems, as well as logistics, informa-
tion-gathering and communications material.      

The situation in 2014 is little changed with if anything the percent-
age of their GDPs allocated to defence expenditure rolled back across 
the EU member states in general and the thirteen new members (with 
the accession of Croatia) joining since 2004 in particular, as the world-
wide economic recession and especially the continued troubles in the 
Eurozone. Indeed, in July 2012 even the UK announced its intention to 
reduce the size of its army by 20,000 soldiers (resulting in the loss of 
5 battalions including such iconic names as “The Green Howards”) as 
well as plans for major cuts across its armed services as a whole. Despite 
making commitments to new weapons systems such as two new-gen-
eration aircraft carriers, the first of which (HMS Queen Elizabeth) was 
launched for further fitting-out and sea-trials in July 2014, major eco-
nomic concerns still pose possible constraints. Such concerns relate 
to the equipping HMS Queen Elizabeth with its full complement of 
jet-fighters; the schedule for completion of the second Carrier; and 
provision of sufficient Royal Navy escort vessels for the Carriers.    

In addition to the need to provide defence and security for the addi-
tional (almost) 110 million population of the EU added since 2004, let 
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alone project and protect beyond its frontiers, its land area increased 
in size with enlargement by over one-third or the equivalent of over 13 
times the size of the UK.13 Additionally, the physical location of some of 
the new entrants in 2004 and 2007 extended the EU’s frontiers towards 
regions of potential security problems and the new countries brought 
with them their own historical and political issues to add to the EU’s 
existing defence and security issues.14

The Legacy of the CFSP and CSDP
The Czech Republic has been cited by international police agencies as 
a major trans-shipment point for southwest Asian heroin as well as a 
minor transit point for Latin American cocaine being distributed into 
Western Europe. Additionally, it is a local producer and regional dis-
tributor of synthetic illicit drugs such as ‘ecstasy’ as well as harbouring 
organised crime in sex trade trafficking. There is also a quite vitriolic 
dispute with Austria which is seeking the closure of the Soviet-era nu-
clear plant in Temelin which is close to the latter country’s borders. 

Estonia is also an important trans-shipment point for cannabis, 
cocaine and opiates as well as locally-produced synthetic drugs into 
Western Europe as well as the gambling business having been devel-
oped to boost economic activity, provide jobs and government reve-
nues becoming a home for money-laundering. Politically there still ex-
ists tension with Russia as Estonia continues to press for a realignment 
of its borders based on the 1920 Tartu Peace Treaty.

Very similar to the Czech Republic although considered to be an 
even bigger problem, Hungary is also cited by international police 
agencies as a major trans-shipment point for southwest Asian hero-
in as well as a transit point for Latin American cocaine entering into 
Western Europe. It is also a major producer of feedstock chemicals for 
the manufacture of synthetic illicit drugs and is a home to organised 
crime. Hungary also has disputes with some of its neighbours regard-
ing the use of resources related to the Danube, including water-rights 
and hydro-electric power generation.

Latvia has many of the same problems as its Baltic neighbour Esto-
nia with the addition of being a centre for counterfeiting, prostitution 
and the trans-shipment of cars stolen in Western Europe. Latvia still 
has disputes with Russia regarding the treatment of ethnic Russians 
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still living within its now sovereign territory as well as in regard to 
Maritime boundaries with its Baltic neighbour Lithuania due to con-
cerns about potential offshore oil and gas deposits.

As might be expected, Slovakia shares similar problems with regard 
to crime as its former ‘other-half’ did prior to its “Velvet divorce” from 
the Czech Republic and an on-going dispute with Hungary as refer-
enced above.  

Poland shares many of the same crime-related problems as the 
other former Communist states of Eastern Europe, but because of its 
economic base is probably an even bigger producer of illicit synthetic 
drugs, as well as having a major problem combating illegal immigra-
tion and trade along its long border with the corruption-rife former 
Soviet republics of Belarus and the Ukraine.

In addition to drug-related crime, Slovenia still has some outstand-
ing land and maritime border issues with neighbouring Croatia al-
though these were largely resolved as a precursor to the latter’s forth-
coming accession to the EU as its 28th member state in 2013. 

Cyprus was a former British colony that became independent in 
1960. Due to its geography it is a major concern as a transit location for 
heroin and hashish, particularly from Turkey and Lebanon, as well as 
being a centre for money-laundering due to relatively loose oversight 
of offshore money transactions. However, the major security issue re-
volves around the Turkish-Greek ethnic divide of the island’s popu-
lation that erupted in outright hostilities in 1974 and its subsequent 
division into two halves and a 1,000 strong UN peace-keeping force 
maintains the border zone in between. When Cyprus joined the EU 
in 2004 it was curiously allowed to do so even though the required 
standards for entry were suspended for the north (Turkish part) of the 
island. Cyprus is still an outstanding and major issue for defence and 
security for Turkey as well as colouring the latter’s relationship with 
Greece and therefore, its solution would be a necessary step prior to 
Turkey’s potential membership of the EU. The fact that Turkey is an 
important ally of the USA, particularly with regard to security in the 
Middle East and Caucus Region and that the UK still maintains mili-
tary bases in Cyprus, further complicates matters for the EU in regard 
to this country. Turkey’s opposition to Cyprus has also been evident 
in recent years regarding the latter’s unilateral allocation of oil & gas 
exploration rights around its shores and in agreeing maritime bound-



109

EU Enlarge-
ments

aries with Lebanon. With the economy and indebtedness of Cyprus in 
the same relatively poor state as that as its neighbour Greece (despite 
being absolutely much smaller) the security situation is only likely to 
further deteriorate.

Until recently the tiny island nation of Malta did not bring any im-
mediate defence and security issues, other than small-scale smuggling 
of hashish from North Africa. However, in recent times it has become 
a major half-way-house destination for illegal immigrants seeking to 
enter the EU from impoverished and war torn North Africa and espe-
cially since the overthrow of President Gaddafi in Libya.

Romania is a major trans-shipment point for southwest Asian her-
oin into the EU and its banks, currency-exchange houses and casinos 
provide considerable opportunities for money-laundering. Romania 
has significant disputes with the Ukraine over the ownership and ad-
ministration of certain Danube islands; maritime boundaries in the 
Black Sea; and the latter’s plans for a canal link between the Danube 
through Ukraine to the Black Sea.

Bulgaria has all the same crime-related problems as Romania, but 
the scale and reach of its organised crime is probably far greater. An 
‘unholy alliance’ of some of its former communist-regime intelligence 
personnel and local mafia-type criminal gangs has created one of the 
major sources of trafficking in drugs, people (especially in the sex 
trade), weapons and counterfeit and/or smuggled and/or stolen goods 
and created a new major and violent crime-wave in the Balkans and 
southern Europe.

Croatia of course, was not part of the 2004 and 2007 enlargement, 
but similar considerations relate to the EU’s most recent member state 
and which has also brought its own particular security issues. Croa-
tia was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until after WWI in 1918 
when the Croats, Serbs, and Slovenes formed a new country, known 
after 1929 as the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. After WWII (during which 
time many Croats actively sided with Nazi Germany within the pup-
pet Ustasha State) Yugoslavia became a federal state which although 
communist, under the strong rule of Marshal TITO, was relatively in-
dependent of the Soviet Union. Declaring its independence from Yu-
goslavia in 1991, it took four years of sporadic, but often bitter fight-
ing before occupying Serb forces (as well as most of the ethnic Serb 
population) were cleared from Croatia. Under UN supervision, the last 
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Serb-held enclave in Eastern Slavonia was returned to Croatia in 1998. 
The country joined NATO in April 2009 and the EU in July 2013. With 
such a history it is hardly surprising to have numerous inherited in-
ternational disputes, such as: with Bosnia & Herzegovina over several 
small sections of the boundary related to maritime access; with Slo-
venia over sovereignty rights in Pirin Bay and various villages, as well 
as in the Adriatic Sea (although, as already referenced above, in 2009 
Croatia and Slovenia signed an arbitration agreement to define their 
disputed land and maritime borders, which led to Slovenia lifting its 
objections to Croatia joining the EU). Additionally, Croatia is seen as 
a major access point via land from the Balkans for the transit of illicit 
drugs, such as Heroin from Asia; and Cocaine via maritime shipments 
from South American, to Western Europe. 

The fact that all member states are required to implement the pro-
visions of the 1985 Schengen Agreement (with the exception of the UK 
and Eire who have opted out of some) since it was absorbed into EU 
law in 1999 under the Amsterdam Treaty has led to the elimination of 
internal border controls and as a result created a field-day of opportu-
nity for criminal elements from the post-2004 membership countries 
to penetrate Western Europe.15 

While the European Naval Force operating in the Indian Ocean to 
suppress piracy (particularly emanating from the failed state of Soma-
lia) purports to be a joint taskforce from 26 of the member states, in 
fact the majority of military assets have been supplied by the tradi-
tional maritime powers of Western Europe (for example France, Spain, 
Netherlands, UK etc.) with the contribution from the post-2004 mem-
bers being negligible. For example: a small coastguard  team from Esto-
nia operating on-board a German frigate and even one officer provided 
by Lithuania to the onshore operational headquarters is referenced as 
a token means of increasing EU member involvement.16

The EU operations in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Chad 
and  the Central African Republic have largely been carried out by 
French and Belgian forces that as a result of colonial antecedents and 
language ties, have unilaterally maintained a continuing political and 
economic ‘sphere of interest’ in these regions, regardless of EU mem-
bership and despite both completed and on-going assistance missions 
conducted under the EU’s CSDP there were reported to have been al-
most 4 million deaths from insurgency, counterinsurgency and gener-
al lawlessness in the DRC between the mid-1990s and the middle of the 
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first decade of the 21st century and which regrettably is continuing in 
the second decade.17

EU involvement in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Libya and Af-
ghanistan have all been part NATO led operations and depended little 
on contributions from the new post-2004 members (although there 
was small contingents of particularly Polish troops deployed in a 
non-combatant role in the latter). This of course, introduces a major 
aspect of EU CFSP and particularly CSDP. As touched on above, without 
access to significant NATO assets EU forces would have great difficulty 
in projecting force beyond their frontiers (or even in some cases within 
their borders). While the EU has negotiated with NATO to be allowed to 
utilise resources, it is still very much a contentious issue, particularly 
with the US which is highly suspicious of multi-polity arrangements 
and as already remarked, frequently disparaging concerning their mili-
tary effectiveness. The EU has even found it difficult to reach agreement 
between its own members regarding the permanent commitment of 
some of their national military assets to a standing EU combined-arms 
taskforce and has also failed to even get fixed commitments as to a 
minimum percentage of their GDP that each member state is prepared 
to contribute to their own defence spending.  

EU involvement external to its borders has also in some cases giv-
en rise to creating their own new security threats and/or political dis-
putes. For example, EU involvement in Kosovo that has been linked 
with the de facto independence (though some might say semi-colo-
nial status) of this former Yugoslavian (and still technically Serbian) 
province has invited tension between Balkan states and especially 
with Russia. Likewise, the recent (June 2014) Association Agreements 
with Georgia, Moldova and particularly the Ukraine which looks to-
wards full integration (and possibly also NATO membership – in a move 
towards this eventuality in July 2014 the U.S. Congress passed a bill, 
whereby Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia can obtain the status of allies 
of the U.S. even without full membership of NATO) can only add to the 
EU’s security overhead.

The addition of Romania and Bulgaria in 2007 again brings up the 
contribution of post-2004 states to overall military spending refer-
enced above. However, in 2010 the 2004 and 2007 entrants together 
contributed only 7.29% of total defence spending by all EU member 
countries. Again, if Poland is taken out of the calculation then this 
contribution is reduced to 4%! It is small wonder that the larger eco-
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nomic and military powers within the EU are highly reluctant to ag-
gregate (one might say dissipate) their defence capability into an EU 
force. The UK, France, Germany and Italy (ranked in that order) are 
the four big military spenders of the EU and Britain alone accounts for 
22.33% of the whole of EU defence spending and three times as much 
as the combined post-2004 and 2007 new member states put together 
(Poland included)! In the same year (2010) military spending by the US 
was more than 2⅔ times as large as that of the EU, accounting for 4.8% 
of its GDP compared with 1.61% of the ‘EU’s GDP’ (while some countries, 
such as the UK at 2.56% of GDP, spend more than this average many – 
and especially the post-2004 entrants – spend a significantly smaller 
percentage of their GDP on defence). It must also be recalled that EU 
defence spending is spread over 28 armies, 24 air forces and 21 navies; 
many with different types of equipment, command structures, opera-
tional and combat procedures, traditions and standards and, not least, 
languages! Politically, sovereign control over military and defence as-
sets is likely to be the last area that the government any member state 
will be willing to surrender to common EU control and especially for 
those countries having a military tradition such as the UK and France, 
which though absolutely small in relation to the US, are still relatively 
heavy-hitters in international terms.18

Conclusion
While the EU’s record in security areas such as combating organised 
crime and terrorism and the illegal trafficking (of all kinds as discussed 
above) and money laundering with which it is associated seems to be 
laudable, it would be very hard to argue against the fact that the post-
2004 (and especially the post-2007) enlargement of its membership 
(and borders) has in fact significantly increased its exposure to these 
problems as well as diluting the capacity to control them.  Though 
tasks such as humanitarian actions relating to conflict prevention and 
peace-keeping, crisis management and providing military and police 
advice and guidance on state-building and governance infrastructure 
have achieved some success, they have had considerable short-com-
ings in regard to the military component required for their success and 
again, the EU enlargement since 2004 has hardly added any capacity 
while at the same time introducing new dangers.  
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The EU has been described as ‘economic giant but a political dwarf.’19 
However, since the ultimate political and military power of any na-
tion or alliance is dependent on its economic base and, in 2011, the 
EU-27 was the World’s biggest economy with a GDP of $15.39 (USD) tril-
lion, surpassing even the US with a GDP of $15.04 (USD) trillion on first 
consideration this might suggest that the EU would not only be a sig-
nificant but a growing international presence in security and military 
international power projection.20 However, just as the impact on the 
EU of the post-2007 economic recession has been exacerbated by its 
too-rapid and more so poorly controlled enlargement, as discussed 
above this has also weakened its CFSP and CSDP and additionally, the 
two (economics and security) are interlinked. Plans for future enlarge-
ment are only likely to dilute resources further while at the same time 
introducing new threats with which to contend, not least being the 
possible membership of Turkey that would bring European frontiers 
to the very borders of the world’s hottest trouble spots in the Middle 
East.  

Seven years on, the author can both concur and reinforce the con-
clusion of Brown and Shepherd (2007)21 that the post-2004 enlarge-
ment has meant ‘the likelihood of the EU fulfilling what states such 
as France view as its destiny as a counter-balance or alternative pole 
to the US, is ever more unlikely’ and failing to get the balance right 
between pre-existing [pre-2004] commitments and the process of en-
largement ‘will ultimately undermine not only the EU’s sense of securi-
ty, but also its longer-term credibility as a security actor.’


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Seeking  
Community Reconciliation 
Through Traditional  
Ceremonies 

A Strategy of Conflict Management

Katerina Werkman

The debate on the role of traditional conflict management and rec-
onciliation practices in modern post-war situations is enduring. The 
central concern is whether approaches that reflect the cultural con-
text of the conflict setting would be better suited for responding to 
the challenges of reconciliation in war-affected societies. In Sierra 
Leone, the government and the international donor community fo-
cused their efforts and funds on pursuing judicial (through the Special 
Court) and truth-seeking (through the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission) processes. But outside the official mechanisms, people in vil-
lages across the country deployed a wealth of strategies and practices 
of reconciliation, healing and coming together. These included cere-
monies and other forms of ritual, the meanings of which were familiar 
to those participating in them. This article discusses these “traditional” 
ceremonies and finds that they were an important resource in people’s 
efforts to remake social relationships and restore community cohesion 
in the direct aftermath of war. It also notes that such cultural resourc-
es have been severely impacted by the war. In the processes through 
which the communities strive for reconstruction and reconciliation 
these practices are also renewed and reshaped.

Keywords Sierra Leone, re-integration, reconciliation, traditional  
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Introduction

For quite some time, discussions have taken place concerning the place  
of local practices and mechanisms for dealing with conflict and rec-
onciliation in contemporary peacebuilding efforts in Africa have been 
around for a while. They emerged within the theoretical debates in the 
conflict resolution field where the concept of transformative peace-
building produced an emphasis on more culturally sensitive approach-
es. Lederach, a key proponent, stresses that ‘peace building initiatives 
and solutions […] must be rooted in the soil where the conflict rages 
and must be built on contextualized participation of people from that 
setting if reconciliation is to be sustained.’1 Similarly, the field of tran-
sitional justice as an approach to justice specifically focused on socie-
ties emerging from periods of systematic and large-scale human rights 
abuses and violent conflicts has experienced a clear growth in interest 
and research into the potential of African traditional practices.2 Tra-
ditional mechanisms have also been put into peacebuilding practices 
in a number of African post-war countries since the early 1990s. They 
were explored and adapted to become part of national as well as in-
ternational strategies and programmes designed to deal with the leg-
acy of violent conflict and find ways for the people to live together. In 
Mozambique, traditional cleansing and purification ceremonies have 
contributed to reintegrating ex-combatants into their communities. 
In Rwanda, the local gacaca tribunals have been adapted to deal with 
the backlog of perpetrators and pursue justice and reconciliation. 

In Sierra Leone too, local traditional practices of dealing with con-
flict, reintegration and reconciliation were adopted in several differ-
ent contexts.3 First, many people advocated that the country’s Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) make use of the local beliefs 
and customs which would reinforce people’s ownership of the whole 
TRC process.4 Ultimately however, this was reduced to the presence of 
traditional chiefly authorities and religious leaders at the TRC’s public 
hearings and to the final day’s closing ceremonies that on many oc-
casions drew inspiration from traditional rituals of forgiveness and 
reconciliation. While the symbolic value and healing and reconciling 
effect of these ceremonies has been acknowledged by some outside 
observers,5 the limited use of the traditional practice and beliefs was 
seen by many as a wasted opportunity.6

Second, a number of national and international agencies and NGOs, 
such as UNICEF, the International Rescue Committee, Caritas Makeni 
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and Children Associated with War, employed traditional cleansing cer-
emonies in their programmes for child ex-combatants’ reintegration. 
The ceremonies took various forms in the different communities ac-
cording to the specific local practice but usually consisted of a small 
sacrifice, washing the child with specially prepared water containing 
herbs or kola nuts and a prayer.7

Third, a local NGO Forum of Conscience launched the Fambul Tok 
(FT) programme in Kailahun district in 2008 designed to assist local 
communities across the country in organising traditional reconcilia-
tion ceremonies that they themselves identify as necessary. By the end 
of its second year of work, Fambul Tok had conducted more than 60 
reconciliation ceremonies across Kailahun, Kono, Moyamba and Koin-
adugu districts.8

While distinct in the way they have approached local traditional 
practices and beliefs, these examples share a commonality – there has 
been an outside actor either initiating their exploration and utilisation 
or providing material support for them, or both. Moreover, the TRC 
closing ceremonies have only been performed at the district headquar-
ter towns and the Commission largely failed to reach out to the more 
remote areas of the country. The child ex-combatants reintegration 
programmes have focused on facilitating the return of these children 
into their homes and not on the other issues pertaining to community 
reconciliation. Fambul Tok, although specifically encouraging com-
munity reconciliation through traditional ceremonies and eventually 
planning to work nationwide, had only been launched in 2008.

But what did people do to promote reconciliation and reintegration 
when there was no outside support? Graybill writes that the initiative’s 
consultations preceding the launch of the programme ‘revealed that 
local cultural traditions, dormant since the war, could be reawakened 
for social healing.’9 But were they really ‘dormant’? Or have they in-
formed and assisted in any way the processes of coping, healing, and 
coming together in the villages? In what way? And what challenges did 
they face? 

Understandings of the ways in which local techniques of reconcilia-
tion and reintegration inform communities’ post-war recovery remain 
limited. This work seeks to partially remedy this by exploring some of 
the traditional ceremonies and practices that were performed in the 
villages and by discussing the role they played in the efforts of the vil-
lagers to deal with the challenges of post-war reintegration and recon-
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ciliation. It builds on informal interviews conducted in Sierra Leone 
between January and February 2010. I spent twelve days in Freetown 
and travelled the rest of the time across the country. I visited two dis-
tricts in the Northern – Port Loko and Koinadugu – and the Southern 

– Moyamba and Bo – Provinces and one – Kailahun – in the Eastern 
Province. I spent seven to ten days in each district town and visited 
two to four surrounding villages; 18 villages in total. I usually returned 
for two, occasionally three days to each village. I conducted a total of 
105 interviews, 55 of these were one-on-one or tandem interviews with 
people in the communities – chiefs, victims, ex-combatants and civil-
ians. Another 30 were community focus groups with between 3 and 12 
participants. In addition to in-depth interviews and group discussions 
with the villagers, I interviewed religious leaders, NGO staff, and aca-
demics in Freetown and the district headquarter towns of Port Loko, 
Makeni, Kabala, Bo, Kailahun and Moyamba. I had 19 individual inter-
views with experts – NGO staff, civil society members, religious leaders, 
academics – and an expert focus group. The expert interviews were 
done to obtain a broader range of perspectives and perceptions and to 
consult the preliminary findings from the villages. In total 261 people 
participated in the research.

Before commencing on the bulk of this work, it is necessary to brief-
ly qualify the use of the terms “tradition” and “traditional” which are 
problematic in many ways – they often bear Eurocentric connotations 
that tend to view such institutions and practices as ‘patterns followed 
from “time out of mind” in static political and social circumstances.’10 
But tradition is not something inert, unaltered or archaic. Rather, it is 
‘inspired by a group’s past’ but continually updated, adapted and ad-
justed to respond to the changing political, economic and social cir-
cumstances as well as able to incorporate external influences in order 
to survive.11 It is in this sense that “tradition” is understood in this work.

This work is structured as follows. First, this work provides a very 
short background to the war in Sierra Leone as a means of contextual-
ising the conflict and its victims. The next part discussed the meaning 
of reconciliation based on the interpretations provided to me by the 
interviewed Sierra Leoneans. The last part explores the ceremonies 
and their role in reconciliation and post-war recovery at the village 
level in the selected communities.
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The War

The official beginning of Sierra Leone’s civil war dates back to March 
1991 when rebels of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), led by a 
former army corporal Foday Sankoh and numbering initially just over 
a hundred men, entered the Kailahun and Pujehun districts, in the 
south-eastern parts of Sierra Leone, from neighbouring Liberia.12 The 
attacks were preceded by several decades of deteriorating political, 
economic and social conditions in the country, largely resulting from 
bad governance and abuse of power, disastrous economic policies, the 
plundering of the country’s rich mineral resources and rampant cor-
ruption. Since the introduction of a one-party system in 1978, power 
and resources were fully in the hands of the All People’s Congress (APC) 
government in Freetown while the upcountry rural areas were largely 
marginalised – especially the opposition Sierra Leone People’s Party 
(SLPP) strongholds in the eastern and southern parts of the country. 

The abuse of power was not limited to central government. In pro-
vincial areas, local government officials and chiefs who retained an 
important role in interpreting customary law used their authority to 
‘reinforce hierarchies of class, gender and age and to silence or mar-
ginalize those who they perceived as a threat.’13 It was mainly young 
men who suffered from this abuse. Compounded by poor educational 
and employment opportunities this led to the alienation of young men, 
many of whom left their villages for diamond mines or big towns. The 
disgruntled youth then formed a ready pool of recruits for the armed 
factions when the war broke out.14

Presenting themselves as liberators, the rebels achieved initial suc-
cess and enjoyed some (albeit limited) degree of support from the 
population as they tried to capitalise on people’s frustration. The first 
phase of the war until November 1993 was a ‘conventional “target” war-
fare’ with close-quarter fighting between the RUF and the Sierra Leone 
Army (SLA).15 After a military coup by a group of young army officers in 
April 1992, and the setting up of the National Provisional Ruling Coun-
cil (NPRC), intensive military operations were launched that brought 
the RUF to the verge of defeat in November 1993. The NPRC was also 
seen by many citizens as the desired regime change which detracted 
the initial sympathy for the RUF. It was at this point that the RUF an-
nounced a reversion to jungle warfare that relied on ambush and terror 
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tactics against both soldiers and civilians, and used abductions, mainly 
of children, as the main means of recruitment. By making the lives of 
ordinary people unbearable through large-scale violence that included 
murder, amputations, rape and torture as well as the systematic de-
struction of property, the RUF aimed at forcing the government to ne-
gotiate a power-sharing deal.16

Successive military and later democratically elected governments 
waged war against the rebels but were unable to decisively defeat 
them. In reaction to the RUF’s scare tactics, the government forces 
often adopted ‘irrational responses’ and also committed many seri-
ous crimes.17 After a rebel offensive on Freetown in January 1999 that 
left many civilians dead and half of the city burnt in its wake, a peace 
agreement was finally signed in Lomé in June 1999. It granted a blan-
ket amnesty to all combatants18 and envisaged the establishment of a 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission as an accountability mecha-
nism to ‘address impunity, break the cycle of violence, provide a forum 
for both the victims and perpetrators of human rights violations to tell 
their story and get a clear picture of the past in order to facilitate gen-
uine healing and reconciliation.’19 The terms of the peace accord were 
continuously violated over the next two years and only in January 2002 
President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah declared the war was officially over. 
The 11-year war was characterised by extreme levels of violence against 
civilian populations and left tens of thousands of people displaced, 
maimed and traumatised and their communities shattered. Rebuild-
ing these communities and finding ways for the people to reconcile 
and live together again – combatants and civilians, victims and perpe-
trators – was arguably one of the greatest challenges the country faced 
in its aftermath. And yet, a comprehensive approach was undertaken 
and it is important to flush out an understanding of reconciliation 
from the perspective of Sierra Leoneans.

The Meaning of Reconciliation in Sierra Leone
The concept of reconciliation has been used with increased frequency 
on the global level, contributing to a certain ambiguity, an elusiveness 
in reaching consensus on an appropriate definition. Since discussion 
of the different approaches to reconciliation is beyond the scope of 
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this work, I will only attempt to present the most important ingredi-
ents of reconciliation as they came out of the conversations with Sierra 
Leoneans. This will be complemented by insights from other research 
on post-war reconciliation and reintegration in the country.

The English word reconciliation made its way into Sierra Leonean 
parlance most probably through the work of the country’s TRC and ac-
tivities implemented by local and international NGOs. Consequently, it 
is used to describe the national level efforts; the terms used to describe 
the process at the community level are different. On an individual level, 
reconciliation is expressed through the notion of having ‘kol at’ (cool 
heart).20 Although having ‘kol at’ is a personal condition, its meaning is 
strongly relational. It means that one’s heart does not contain feelings 
of anger, resentment or grudge against others and refers to the per-
son’s capacity to have proper social relationships with others.21 Indeed, 
Shaw notes that in Temne, one of the major local languages, parts of 
the body are often used ‘as tropes for the capacity to relate to others.’22  
A young man in a village in Kailahun District likened ‘kol at’ to ‘peace of 
mind’ which was a necessary condition for one to be part of a working 
community: ‘If you have peace of mind as an individual, you will come 
together with the others, eat together, hug each other and that will bring 
reconciliation.’23

Collective reconciliation at the level of a community, be it a fami-
ly, village or a larger group, is best expressed by the phrase ‘le we mak 
wan word’ (let’s make one word): ‘A single tree cannot be a forest. So one 
person cannot promote or develop the community until others go with him, 
you go together, put things together, then you try to work for the better to 
develop this community. It is unity. And that is wan word.’24 Unity and the 
ability to work together resonated very strongly in people’s descrip-
tions of what reconciliation was about. The progress of reconciliation 

– or the lack of it – was often illustrated by reference to practical exam-
ples of accomplished or ongoing work in the village. These expressions 
of reconciliation go beyond a mere statement of peaceful coexistence 
as they emphasise cooperation. This must be seen in the context of the 
vital importance that social networks play locally.

People almost unanimously confirmed that such unity or reconcili-
ation had been achieved in their village.25 Not one of them related this 
to knowing the truth about the past (as the TRC model promotes), nor 
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to seeing the perpetrators punished (as the international criminal jus-
tice has it). Instead, they often repeated one single formula: ‘Forgive 
and Forget.’ Let us now look at both of them in turn.

The prevailing response to dealing with the past in terms of ‘Forgive 
and Forget’ has sometimes been put down to a specific Sierra Leonean 
cultural characteristic.26 Many outside observers have been fascinat-
ed by the ‘forgiving nature’ of the local people. Dowden, for example, 
admits he is ‘always struck by the spirit of forgiveness’ and ‘talent for 
reconciliation’ at the end of African wars, including the one in Sier-
ra Leone.27 I also heard reference to the culture of forgiveness from a 
number of Sierra Leoneans in Freetown during my first visit in 2008. 
My interviewees in the villages, many of whom said they have forgiv-
en, however never spoke of the forgiveness as a natural quality they 
possessed. 

It is important to explore the nature of this forgiveness by looking 
first at an excerpt from an interview with an elder who lost his father 
in the war. The RUF locked him up in a house together with other vil-
lagers and set it on fire. He saw forgiveness in these terms: 

Elder: ‘We only accept to forgive because we have no other alter-
native. For the sake of peace. Like we, the old people, it was only 
with the help of god that we were not killed during the war. We 
will never forget, we are forgiving, but we are still reminded of how 
our homes were vandalized and how people here were injured.’

Me: ‘If you had a choice what would you like to happen to the 
perpetrators, what would you suggest?’

Elder: ‘We have no alternative but to leave our case to god.’28

Two important aspects of forgiveness in post-war Sierra Leone are 
evident from this passage: a strong sense of pragmatism and deep re-
ligiosity. First, coming together and accepting former fighters back 
into a community was, to many, the only available option to secure 
peace for the future.29 Forgiveness meant avoiding further violence. In-
deed, statements such as ‘we have the belief that if you punish them, they 
will not be happy about it and will revenge’30 were common. The second 
element in the Sierra Leoneans’ forgiving attitudes is the strong sense 
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of religiosity among many sectors of society.31 Sierra Leoneans often 
turn to religion in their responses to the experiences of the violent 
war and their religious beliefs undoubtedly shape their ideas of for-
giveness, reconciliation and justice. In many communities, religious 
leaders were active in promoting reconciliation and religious spaces 
provided a safe space where former combatants could plead for accept-
ance into the community. But religion is not only a source of charity 
and forgiveness. God was to be, for many of my sources, also the ulti-
mate arbitrator of justice. People often declared their forgiveness in 
this life together with an expectation of justice being served by god in 
the hereafter: 

We were told that nobody should revenge. That was the first 
message that came to us. Everybody was made by God. And if 
the person knows that all that he was doing was bad, then it 
is left with the Almighty. But we ourselves, we were made by 
God, so we don’t have to revenge. They [the chiefs] were just 
telling us – let us forget about it, let us leave everything to the 
Almighty to decide.32 

To a certain extent, placing ultimate justice in the hands of God has 
to do with a history of injustice in Sierra Leone and people’s inability to 
seek retribution and justice from the state institutions. Thus, it is not 
only an expression of deep religiosity but also of the prolonged failure 
of the state to provide people with justice, the rule of law and securi-
ty. Shaw finds that many people ‘located forgiveness within multiple 
continuing forms of structural violence in the present: powerlessness, 
exclusion, poverty, marginality, insecurity.33 Forgiveness in this sense 

does not denote the absence of culpability but rather its ex-
pansion to implicate a much broader set of actors and institu-
tions – the failure of the state, the failure of government, the 
failure of the legal system, the failure of education, the failure 
of development, the failure of the international community.34 

For this reason, Stovel warns against reinforcing a belief in ultimate 
justice because ‘it also may lead [people] to accept lack of justice which 
is both their due and is needed to end impunity.’35 There is another 
way of looking at it, however, if we accept that justice can indeed have 
‘a supernatural dimension.’36 Leaving the punishment in the hands of 
God and other spiritual powers means that people can concentrate 
on their more immediate needs to restore a functioning community, 
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which is paramount in an environment often characterised by scarcity 
of resources and high degree of mutual dependence.37 

Forgiving and forgetting the war means not talking about it or seek-
ing confessions from the perpetrators. A man in a village in Kailahun 
District summarised these sentiments in a proverb: ‘If you’ve come to 
tell me that you killed my father, I want you to show me his grave.’38 Asking 
questions about the past only produces more questions and resent-
ment, it keeps the violence in the present, which make it impossible to 
‘cool down’ the heart and move away from the past. Shaw speaks in this 
context about ‘social forgetting.’39 She sees it as a process 

different […] from individual forgetting, in that people still 
have personal memories of the violence. But speaking of the 
violence – especially in public – was (and is) viewed as encour-
aging its return, calling it forth when it is still very close and 
might at any moment erupt again.40

“Remembering” war or the inability to “forget” was expressed as an 
individual rather than a community matter. More importantly, re-
membering it was related to present material hardship resulting from 
the war. Material compensation makes ‘forgetting’ and achieving ‘kol 
at’ possible, or at least easier, by giving the survivors the opportunity to 
rebuild their life and move on: 

All hearts are not equal [...] Those who had houses and those 
houses were burnt, even if that person may have peace of mind, 
at any time he or she reflects back to the past he will have no 
peace perhaps because that person is old now and cannot af-
ford to put up another house. So that is the problem now.41 

Traditional Practice and Reconciliation 
Rural communities in Sierra Leone use a wealth of ritual and religious 
practice to respond to violence, regulate and remake social relation-
ships and restore community cohesion. Ceremonies and rituals of a 
great variety took place in post-war Sierra Leone.42 In all the villages, 
people confirmed that they performed a ceremony or another com-
ing-together event to mark the end of hostilities, promote unity in 
the village as well as re-establishing the broken relationship with the 
spiritual world. They were performed on family as well as on com-
munity level and within the community’s secret societies and laid the 
foundation for future coexistence of the communities.43 They often 
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shared common features and served common purposes although the 
specific forms and features varied from one chiefdom to the next.44 

Consider this brief account of a ceremony in one of the villages: 
When the war was over, we came back and offered a sacrifice 
of white bread [beaten flour and kola nut]. For the people that 
have gone to return because we were scattered. By doing that 
we started returning, bit by bit from different places of hiding. 
We offered a big sacrifice, a bull, once we returned in full. That 
we offered because of the bad things that went on and that we 
saw and also to reunite ourselves.45

Two women in the village gave a more detailed account of this “big 
sacrifice:” 

First during the night a “play” was performed for more har-
mony by the women. A dance was performed by the women. 
This included a prayer to the ancestors. We swore that all that 
brought evil to us will suffer. We asked the ancestors for pro-
tection and for nothing sinister to happen again. Also the men 
went to the bush to consult the spirits and then organised 
their own ‘play’ at night. After we did these activities, men and 
women separately, we came together as the whole village and 
made the collective sacrifice of a red bull and ate it together. It 
created unity and oneness.46

They later continued on the effects of the ceremony: 
It has gone a long way in assisting us and in ensuring for us 
that something like that [war] was not going to happen again. 
Also for those that have gone, and for those that are not pres-
ent for their safe return. It wasn’t automatic, not that after a 
ceremony all is done. It will come over time and we have pa-
tience. But when we see the result we believe that it comes 
because we performed all this. We did all these sacrificial cer-
emonies to live in peace and harmony until god meets us. […] 
We believe that the ceremonies will help in achieving that.47 

The elders emphasised another important aim of the ceremony: 
… the play, in essence was to ensure that no one can hold 
grudge to the next person, like this person was responsible for 
this act or this person was responsible for this act.48 

Some of the important functions of the ceremonies are evident 
from these short descriptions. They assist in at least four interrelated 
areas: restoring relationships with the spiritual world, forging com-
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munity cohesion, reintegrating perpetrators and providing a symbolic 
closure. It is worth presenting these in more detail. 

Restoring Relationships with the Spiritual World 
One of the key tasks in the direct aftermath of the war was to restore 
relationships not only among the living but also between the living 
and ancestral spirits. Most communities had not been able to worship 
their ancestors while being on the run during the conflict, and wanted 
to pay their respect and announce their return through the offering 
of a sacrifice. My sources spoke in terms of offering the ancestors an 
apology or at least an explanation for their long absence. A minimal 
sacrifice – ‘feeding of the ancestors to show that they have not been forgot-
ten’49 – was made in all the villages I visited. 

Not only had the absence of sacrifices affected the relationship with 
the ancestors. During the war many moral codes and taboos – such as 
committing incest, having intercourse in the bush, killing, etc – had 
been broken. Sarpong suggests that since in much of Africa moral/
social codes including taboos come from God and ancestors, break-
ing them offends God and destroys peace. It follows from this that 
‘restoring peace in society is to find out what has gone wrong spirit-
ually and through special rituals to restore the state of equilibrium.’50 
All communities had made some kind of initial offering to their an-
cestors however, cleansing the communities of broken taboos often 
require more elaborate ceremonies including the offering of larger 
animals such as cows or goats. Not all communities have succeeded in 
performing such ceremonies. The need to address these outstanding 
rituals was frequently reiterated as their absence was felt in everyday 
misfortunes. My interviewees spoke about this: ‘Because the bush has 
not been cleansed after people having intercourse there, this has led to bad 
harvest and to the youth dropping out of school.’51 Similarly, a very strong 
shared belief in the relationship between the sacrifice and improved 
conditions emerged from the interviews: 

Immediately after the war, when we were doing farming, we 
were not getting good yields. Until we performed the ceremo-
ny – but the year that we performed that ceremony, up to now 
there is rice. We are still harvesting. Some people have even 
abandoned the rice. We have good yield.52

Once ceremonies are performed there is no expectation of imme-
diate relief or improvement. However, positive developments that do 
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take place are perceived a result of performing them. The belief that 
the community will reap the fruits of its efforts results in the courage 
and motivation to undertake activities such as farming. In this way, 
performing the right ceremonies can also have a critical impact on 
post-war reconstruction in the villages. 

Community Cohesion 
Apart from mending the relationship between the living and their an-
cestors, ceremonies also served to restore relationships among villag-
ers and foster community cohesion. As these ceremonies are based on 
practices that have often taken place in villages for generations and 
are familiar and significant events to most participants, they serve to 
re-establish people’s bond to the locality, foster feelings of belonging 
and confirm the familiar values of the community. By practising these 
ceremonies, the communities ‘create their social and moral world 
anew as they re-member it through ritual:’53

It makes us remember that we did this, when our grandmoth-
ers and grandfathers usually worked with the tradition. So if 
we are doing the same thing we just remember our forefathers, 
our parents who have been doing that tradition, so […] that is 
why we like it.54

They further help strengthen the relationships among individu-
als and families in the community. Building on Durkheim, Richards 
writes that ‘rites, as collective actions without practical purpose, gen-
erate social solidarity through emotional entrainment:’55 

During the dancing, if somebody has hurt you before, during 
that time you hug yourselves, you eat together and then the 
person that have done wrong will feel happy – that the broth-
ers that I hurt still love me, I should come back and live with 
them.56 

Ceremonies are also particularly powerful events that bring people 
together to share experience and initiate a process of social recovery. 
Schirch believes that ‘doing something together helps them [people 
doing it] feel as one.’57 That the ‘doing something together’ was an im-
portant aspect of the ceremonies is also clear from the way they were 
organised:

We said every household should prepare a meal, so that we 
could bring the food together, so that everybody could come 
around and lay their hands on this food. Men went out to hunt 
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and women collected palm oil.[ ...] we gathered and all the 
village people came together, and we decided that we should 
cook a very big meal to pass the ceremony for the war that 
had happened. […] People came with rice, animals, so we pre-
pared the food for the ceremony, which everybody observed 
and there was a happy mood.58

The contribution of food (and cooperation to catch or produce it) re-
lates to community cohesion in the sense of creating community spirit 
through a joint effort. It also has the integrative aspect, often involv-
ing the settled inhabitants as well as new strangers (often fighters that 
had stayed behind in their former stronghold). The importance of the 
ceremony is underlined by the emphasis placed on communal work in 
the Sierra Leonean understanding of reconciliation. By accomplishing 
organising a ceremony the community had proven to itself that it was 
capable of achieving something through cooperation. 

On a more symbolic level, the actual sharing of food is in itself un-
derstood as a gesture of reconciliation:59 ‘Dipping your hands into the 
same bowl’ symbolises ‘togetherness.’60 This seems to be a common un-
derstanding across the country: ‘How can we show that it is finished? 
When we all sit down and eat together. That eating shows that the ex-com-
batants have been forgiven.’61 

Ex-Combatant Reintegration
The ceremonies were also important avenues for reintegration and 
acceptance of former fighters. In one village in the Kailahun District 
where people who fled during the war found upon their return ex-
RUF fighters living in their village, a group of elders explained at some 
length how the ceremony had been a symbolic expression of both 
groups that they were ready to live in peace together: 

We did it because we felt that even those that remained here 
(ex-combatants) and those who came (the original inhabit-
ants that had fled), if we don’t do it we would just be sitting 
and nobody would care for each other. […] If we had failed, 
those that had come want to revive the ceremonies and the 
ones that remained would have said no, it would show that 
there was not going to be any peace. But when we came we 
told them, we don’t know exactly what happened, is it that 
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our ancestors were mad over us, is that why these things were 
happening? When we came we had to do it. And when we did 
it, we were together […] there is reconciliation taking place in 
the community.62 

Publicly confessing or explaining one’s deeds does not seem to have 
been part of the local ceremonies. Most commonly, returning ex-com-
batants first turned to the chief and the elders to gain permission to 
re-settle in the community. The chief would then plead for acceptance 
by the community on the ex-combatants’ behalf, often during a cere-
mony, and acceptance would be sealed by asking ancestors for forgive-
ness for all the bad that was done. Coming together to perform the 
ceremony was an expression of the desired reconciliation by all par-
ticipants. The fact that a ceremony was organised and the community 
participated showed an intention, a desire for a peaceful and better fu-
ture. It provided a platform to acknowledge some of the wrongs com-
mitted and to accept the ex-combatants without explicitly referring to 
their deeds. According to an NGO worker, being an active part of cere-
monies by contributing or undergoing cleansings that the community 
is expecting go a long way in showing that you want to fit back in: 

If you want to stay in the community you have to go through 
those rituals. You see out there, they have no other alterna-
tive. All have committed a lot of atrocities in the community, 
if people say this is what you have to do to stay with us in our 
community, they have no way out, but to go through it or live 
on their own. It is a demand from the community.63 

Understandably, many villagers shared a feeling of discomfort and 
fear of the ex-combatants. But also the hesitation on the side of the 
ex-combatants to approach fellow community members may have 
sometimes been caused by fear of being rebutted. By taking part in the 
ceremony they could show that they had changed their ways. As one 
RUF ex-combatant in Kailahun explained: ‘

[...] of course, it was good. Before the ceremony we had the 
fear people would point fingers at us and say that we are not 
part of the community. But after the ceremony they saw that 
we are really seeking for peace and after the ceremony it was 
good and nobody pointed a finger at me. And there was peace 
after this time.64

This is not to say that a ceremony can magically produce reconcil-
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iation. Understandably, the acceptance and reintegration of ex-com-
batants (especially adult ones) is a much more complex and delicate 
process in which a ceremony can only play a part. 

Closure 
Much has been written about Sierra Leonean communities preferring 
to leave the past behind and to ‘Forgive and Forget’ rather than pub-
licly recounting episodes of war violence.65 The ceremonies assisted in 
the process of social forgetting by symbolically drawing a line in the 
sand. The following statement is illustrative:

So if we have come and we have performed the ceremony like 
that, to say let us experience reconciliation among ourselves. 
So that one is over and we do not see the need to accuse any-
one and say “you did this, you did this.”66

Sometimes such closures were formalised during the ceremony by 
installing bylaws that banned people from pointing fingers at anyone 
in relation to whatever happened during the war or using terms such 
as ‘ex-combatant’ or ‘rebel’ at all. Performing the ceremony could thus 
be seen as representing a symbolic break with the past. The war was to 
be left behind and the focus should be on making a better future. 

Conclusion
Reconciliation is a long and complex process. It is not automatic or 
straightforward and there is no single way of bringing communities 
together after a violent conflict. In Sierra Leone, the government and 
the international donor community focused their efforts and funds on 
pursuing the judicial (through the Special Court) and truth-seeking 
(through the TRC) processes. Little attention was given to exploring 
and supporting other processes that would reflect local priorities and 
conciliatory needs. Outside of official mechanisms, people in villages 
across the country employed a wealth of local practices of reintegra-
tion, reconciliation and healing. These included ceremonies and other 
forms of ritual, often improvised and adapted versions of established 
practice, the meanings of which were familiar to those participating in 
them. These were an important resource in people’s efforts to remake 
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social relationships and restore community cohesion in the direct af-
termath of the war.

First, they served the aim of facilitating community cohesion and 
ex-combatant reintegration. Secondly, just as they support together-
ness among the living, they also foster the restoration of relationships 
with the spiritual world and thus ensure the support of ancestors. It 
is through this symbolic reconnection with the ancestral spirits that 
the past and present are re-linked after the war and a better future is 
envisaged. This makes these ceremonies an important part of post-war 
reconciliation efforts. Lastly, ceremonies were sometimes perceived as 
a particular moment in time when reconciliation had been declared 
and jointly endorsed. While representing the beginning of a long pro-
cess rather than an achieved end state of reconciliation, they provided 
a symbolic closure, a break with the past. 

The major obstacles for communities to perform the ceremonies 
were of a practical nature. In most communities people blamed lack of 
money, but others pointed to the permanent loss of the unique knowl-
edge that disappeared with the death of specialists in the war. The war 
has caused major damage to many sacred places, including ancestral 
shrines. But there certainly are more factors at play that explain why 
in some communities ceremonies took place while in others people 
only lamented their absence and loss. There seems to be a relationship 
between the declared unity in the village and performing ceremonies. 
In one village in Luawa chiefdom, people proudly stated that despite 
the lack of money and food, everyone was encouraged to contribute at 
least a cup of rice and young men were sent to hunt for animals to car-
ry out the sacrifice and cook a joint meal: ‘We have done a small ceremo-
ny but we have a plan to do the proper one, and whatever happens we must 
do it, so that we can continue to experience peace and unity among us.’67 
Contrarily, in a village in the Sanda Magbolonthor chiefdom, the chief 
told me: ‘Money is not sufficient to perform the required sacrifices. Not 
much has been performed, nothing at all in fact. It is better to do nothing 
than to do it half-heartedly.’68 In the latter, my field notes also describe 
a prevailing heavy atmosphere of frustration and anger combined with 
despair and general destitution much unlike any other community I 
visited during my fieldwork. This suggests that the ability to perform 
any of the traditional ceremonies, instead of just bringing about unity 
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and reconciliation could in fact already be an expression of the capaci-
ty of the community to come together for a joint goal. 

Given the prominent role traditional chiefly authorities and elders 
play in most of the established processes of dispute resolution and 
reconciliation, the quality of leadership in adapting these mechanisms 
to dealing with the post-war challenges seems critical. This, however, 
also usually meant that this reconciliation happened on ‘old terms’ – 
with the pre-war social order with its injustices and marginalisation 
of certain groups largely restored. In this respect, there is space where 
outside assistance could be fruitfully used. But this can hardly be done 
without increased sensitivity and understanding of the local concilia-
tory needs and preferences.  

It makes sense to the local communities to use what they ‘know’ to 
face the challenges presented by the need to foster coexistence after 
the war. The communities have shown strong resilience and the ability 
to restore relationships and reintegrate those who have harmed them, 
among other things through means of local traditional practice. But it 
must also be emphasised that the ceremonies and other local practic-
es of social recovery are not an easily transferable, universal formula 
for assisting the achievement of reconciliation in all the communi-
ties across the country. The situation in the villages that this paper 
focused on is very different from that in towns. Some of the most af-
fected groups such as amputees and the war wounded, many of whom 
stay in specially constructed settlements usually outside major towns, 
are often disconnected from their home communities and their social 
and spiritual networks that provide the background for the traditional 
practice. In my conversations in an amputee and war wounded set-
tlement outside Port Loko, people saw little value in performing any 
ceremonies to help them deal with their ordeals. 

It would be a mistake to present the traditional reconciliation and 
cleansing ceremonies as a panacea for fostering a successful reconcili-
ation process. They, after all, are also part of the damaged social fabric 
and not a static tool ready to be used in mending broken relationships 
and safeguarding unity and social renewal. But they are also rooted in 
the local communities’ history, as well as their understanding of what 
reconciliation means, and have shown a high degree of adaptability 
to the contemporary needs of combatant reintegration and rebuilding 
relationships after the war. Overlooking them or barely instrumen-
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talising them to turn them into an accessory of the externally-driven 
peacebuilding processes would therefore be just as flawed.



katerina werkman is affiliated to the Department of International 
Relations and European Studies (Czech Version) at Metropolitan Uni-
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The “Marine” Factor

What the Lepenisation of  

French Politics Really Means

Barthélémy Courmont

Marine Le Pen, president of the French extreme-right party Front Na-
tional, emerged on the political scene as not only the daughter and heir 
to Jean-Marie Le Pen, but a smarter and more seductive leader than her 
father. Her rise – just a few months before the 2012 French presidential 
elections – and impressive results in the first round signal that she is 
likely to play a significant role in French politics and change the tra-
ditional political chessboard. In this light, the concept of the “Lepeni-
sation of minds,”  formulated several years ago to describe the impact 
of the far-right party on politicians and public debates, becomes more 
relevant, with Le Pen’s ability to win over and convince voters going 
far beyond the ranks of her traditional supporters. What might be the 
long-term consequences of this “Marine factor”? Is the extreme Right, 
once demonised, becoming a “normal” political presence?  And how 
might this affect other political forces? This article examines what may 
be the future direction of French politics under the growing influence 
of the “new look” extreme-right party.

Keywords: France, elections, Marine Le Pen, Jean-Marie Le Pen 
Lepenisation, Nicolas Sarkozy, populism, extreme right

Introduction
When he shocked the nation and discounted all surveys pointing in the 
opposite direction by reaching the second round of the 2002 French 
presidential election – having eliminated Socialist PM Lionel Jospin – 
Jean-Marie Le Pen certainly enjoyed the most exciting and successful 
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moment of his political career.1 But he also knew that he did not stand 
a chance of becoming France’s new head of state. Indeed, his opponent, 
Jacques Chirac soundly defeated him two weeks later and assured his 
own re-election. With less than 18% of the vote (a similar result to his 
first-round score of 16.9%) to Chirac’s improbable 82.1%, Le Pen, the 
leader of Front National, the extreme-right party he founded in 1972, 
revealed his limits. Although his first-round result was legitimately 
considered a political earthquake – especially for the Socialist Party, 
which could not reach the second round just five years after a notable 
victory in the 1997 legislative elections – it also proved the inability of 
Front National to win an election and lead the country and marked the 
start of the slow decline of the far-right party.

The 2007 presidential elections confirmed Le Pen’s difficulties in 
appearing as a credible alternative to what he constantly described as 
‘the establishment’ although he remained under very close watch dur-
ing the campaign, mostly because of his previous performance.2 With 
support barely over 10%, Le Pen saw his worst results in two decades 
and was knocked out of the first round, quickly overcome by Nicolas 
Sarkozy (31%) and Ségolène Royal (26%). He finished in fourth position, 
far behind the centre candidate François Bayrou (18.5%). Having lost at 
least one million supporters between 2002 and 2007, most of whom 
had rallied behind Sarkozy,3 Le Pen was no longer the exuberant polit-
ical leader he once was, but an old and tired man when he conceded 
that he would never run for president again. To many observers, Front 
National seemed to be in a moribund state when its historic leader 
announced his retirement after more than 50 years in the political are-
na. This feeling was reinforced with the designation of his daughter 
Marine as his successor. Seen as too young, too soft, not legitimate 
and embodying a nepotism which attracted criticism even from within 
Front National ranks, Marine Le Pen’s ability to rekindle the party she 
officially became president of in January 2011, was at first poorly evalu-
ated.4  Her spectacular rise both within the party and at national level 
proved the contrary.5 

Less than two months later, Le Pen was officially elected president 
of Front National and stunned pollsters by recording 23% of the vote 
in a hypothetical presidential first round - well above the best figures 
her father had achieved and virtually eliminating either the Social-
ist candidate or then president Sarkozy depending on the polls.6 But 
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those opinion polls had proved wrong on many – if not all – past oc-
casions.  In addition, all candidates were still not officially known, and 
Le Pen appeared to be the only one confident she would be running 
in the election, her first major test at that stage.7 However, repeated 
polls giving her around 20% of potential voters – coupled with the dif-
ficulties faced by Sarkozy - clearly indicated an unexpected renewal 
of the extreme-right party. Marine Le Pen was in a position to claim 
justifiably that history was repeating: she had hopes of reaching the 
second round of the presidential election in 2012, just ten years after 
her father’s performance.8 

The official result of the first round of the 2012 election was both a 
defeat and a victory for Marine Le Pen. Coming in third, she did not 
manage to relive her father’s performance and finished far behind 
Sarkozy and François Hollande, who eventually won the second round 
to become France’s first Socialist president since François Mitterrand. 
Nevertheless, with a result close to 18%, Le Pen both outscored her fa-
ther and attracted more votes than any extreme-right party candidate 
in a presidential election in France’s history.9  While her father totalled 
4 804 713 votes in 2002, Marine Le Pen reached an incredible 6 421 426. 
She could claim a serious victory based on her ability to raise the num-
ber of supporters of the extreme-right movement.

It is not just that Le Pen seems capable of hanging onto the sup-
port of the traditional far-right voters who loyally followed her father 
for several decades. Her aptitude for expanding the nationalist move-
ment’s influence and spreading its ideas – with success never known 
by her father – is as impressive as it is alarming for her opponents. But 
how far can she go?  At present, and as the results of the 2012 presiden-
tial election have proved, the chances of a Front National candidate 
winning a major election still seem extremely slim, and most observers 
would simply reject this as nonsense based on the precedent of the 

“Republican front” that secured Chirac’s re-election in 2002 when he 
benefited from the support of not just his partisans, but also the entire 
Left seeking to avoid a hypothetical Le Pen success. Even her ability 
to reach the second round remains debatable. As for the risk of the 
Republican front not being reproduced in a future major election, re-
cent statements by François Fillon, the former prime minister under 
Sarkozy, suggest that this is confined to local elections: the Republican 
blockade will likely stay the norm at national level, especially when 
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it comes to the presidential ballot.  Marine Le Pen knows this reality 
better than anyone. Therefore, the meaning of the “Lepenisation” of 
French politics lies in the “Marine” factor and her ability to transform 
what lately has become an old-fashioned and outdated extreme-right 
movement into a respectable but still radical political party.10 Is she 
making these efforts to enable her to win a future presidential elec-
tion? Not necessarily. In parallel with her own real ambitions, she 
clearly aims to pursue her father’s long-time battle: spreading the ide-
as of the extreme-right across the political classes and, if possible, the 
population. With her natural talent and a favourable political context, 
she might reach what always remained an inaccessible summit for the 
elder Le Pen: turning the party into an accepted and, by extension, re-
spected political force.11

The Emancipation of “Daddy’s Girl”
Since she officially became president of Front National at the Tours 
congress on 16 January 2011 with 67.65% of the vote,12 Marine Le Pen 
has initiated a comprehensive makeover of her father’s political party, 
confirmed in the first-round results of the 2012 presidential election, 
and emerged as an unexpectedly mighty political figure.13 But what is 
behind what some may see as the fast and striking emancipation of a 
one-time “Daddy’s girl?”14

Le Pen’s rise within Front National has been particularly impressive 
since it was certainly not as easy as it may seem and her name may at 
first suggest. On 05 May 2002, the day of her father’s defeat in the sec-
ond round of the presidential election, Le Pen made a noted appear-
ance in a TV debate, revealing publicly for the first time her abilities 
as a political leader. A month later, she reached the second round of 
a legislative election in Lens in northern France and then managed 
to take away more than 32% of the vote in a second-round showdown 
eventually won by a Socialist candidate. This significant result did not, 
however, score her any credit with party delegates, who voted her out 
of an important position on the central committee at a congress in 
Nice in April 2003.  Totally overlooking what might be seen as clear 
party disapproval, and showing obvious signs of nepotism, her father 
chose her as the party’s new vice-president the next day. What appears 
to have been his last political fight – against his own supporters – was 



141

Barthélémy 
Courmont

an extremely risky manoeuvre that could potentially have accelerated 
a split in Front National, then already quite divided, and shown the 
impossibility of the extreme-right party staying united and surviving 
its founder’s retirement.15 

This was not enough to discourage the young lawyer, who since her 
early years had faced various problems linked to her father’s notoriety, 
from bullies at school to attempts on her life back in the 1970s.16 Be-
ing raised as the youngest daughter of an extreme-right leader surely 
helped to build the toughness she proved once launched on the po-
litical arena. As soon as she took control of the party, Marine Le Pen 
imposed her own style against all odds, as she later claimed in her au-
tobiography.17

This new style at first surprised most observers, but it was driv-
en right from the start by a clear strategy. While preparing for the 
2012 presidential election, Le Pen shocked supporters by adopting a 

“Gaullist” position totally different from the one embodied by her father: 
Jean-Marie Le Pen may be one of the only contemporary French poli-
ticians – along with far-left radicals – who never claimed the Charles 
De Gaulle legacy. In her own words, Marine Le Pen solemnly believed 
that ‘in the Fifth Republic, a presidential election is about a person’s 
relationship with the country.’  Her father, an Algerian war veteran and 
a lively opponent of De Gaulle in the 1960s, probably dreamt on several 
occasions of this ‘relationship,’ but never expressed such views, which 
would likely have alienated him from the most radical elements of his 
movement. But Marine did not seem to be tempted by the extreme Far 
Right. She calculated shrewdly that the most radical Front National 
voters would likely maintain their support for her in the absence of 
any substantial rival. This left her to focus on expanding her audience 
in more pragmatist spheres, which had always been resistant to the 
neo-fascist image of the extreme-right party.18 During the 2011 May 
Day rally in front of the Jeanne-d’Arc statue – used by her father during 
the 1980s as an icon to defend French heritage – she made sure that 
extremist factions of the party such as skinheads were kept out.

The younger Le Pen has also punished those who appear to be the 
most conservative and extremist members of her party. Alexandre Ga-
briac, a young member of regional parliament, was summarily banned 
from Front National in May 2011 after being photographed giving the 
Nazi salute.19 More interesting than the ban itself, however, was the 
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fact that the party’s new president took this decision alone and against 
the wishes of Jean-Marie Le Pen. She also investigated the case of Yvan 
Benedetti, one of the biggest supporters of Bruno Gollnisch (Gabri-
ac too was in his camp), who had been her greatest rival at the Tours 
congress. Benedetti was blamed for an interview he gave in which he 
publicly admitted to being anti-Semitic. He maintains, however, that 
he was punished for his engagement by Gollnisch, and he is probably 
right to some extent. But potential opponents within the party like 
Gollnisch are not Le Pen’s biggest threat. She is far more concerned 
with the Front National image than her father was, and major mis-
takes like those by Gabriac and Benedetti are therefore immediately 
sanctioned and used to convince a broader audience that the makeo-
ver of the party is a reality.  Gollnisch, who declined an offer to be the 
party’s vice-president after Marine Le Pen’s victory, once faced charges 
himself after allegedly denying Nazi war crimes in an October 2004 
press conference. He is generally perceived as more conservative and 
right-wing than the Front National president.

The differences inside the party are not, then, the biggest con-
cern for Le Pen, and cannot be compared with the split the French 
extreme-right underwent in the late 1990s when Bruno Mégret left 
Jean-Marie Le Pen’s party to start his own movement.20 Marine Le Pen 
does not just want to clean out the top ranks of the party her father 
founded: she also believes she has a unique opportunity to establish 
a fresh new image for Front National. When she publicly stated that 
‘the [Nazi] camps were the height of barbarity,’ she not only challenged 
one of her father’s most controversial and criticised statements of the 
mid-1980s, but at the same time “un-demonised” Front National in the 
eyes of many analysts.21 Her strategy insists that Front National cannot 
be considered racist and anti-Semitic if it wants to gain wider support 
and acceptance, and she will not hesitate to sacrifice those who con-
tinue to dispute her vision. Several party members besides Gabriac and 
Benedetti have been censured at different levels for their ‘lack of dis-
cipline’, according to Steeve Briois, the secretary-general of Front Na-
tional. This is a clear message to anyone tempted to be insubordinate, 
and a totally new dynamic not just within the party, but also outside 
it since legal attacks have multiplied against those who criticise her 
actions and statements without showing proof or respect.22 This tactic 
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of taking the offensive also radically differs from the approach her fa-
ther maintained.  Outspoken as he was, Jean-Marie Le Pen constantly 
faced accusations about his statements, but he rarely struck back and 
sued his opponents. Playing the role of the victim, he preferred to take 
a defensive stance, and his daughter has proven to be more reactive on 
this count.

Marine Le Pen has certainly defined her own style, and although ulti-
mately this does not seem to be enough to make her an electoral threat, 
it is contributing significantly to the new image of Front National she 
wants to promote. As the left-wing newspaper Libération once noted, 
she is undoubtedly different from her father, and that makes her far 
more dangerous. British newspaper, The Guardian, crowned Marine Le 
Pen simply ‘the most dangerous woman in France.’23

A “Normalised” Political Party
One of Marine Le Pen’s biggest contributions to Front National over 
the years – most significantly since she launched a political career in 
her father’s footsteps in the mid-1990s and multiplied her media ap-
pearances24 – has been her constant efforts to “normalise” its image.25 
As early as 2000, she became the president of Générations Le Pen, an 
association close to the party whose aim was ‘un-demonising Front Na-
tional.’26  Her clear intention was to transform a political force into a 

“normal” political party, and her more recent statements confirm that 
she still considers this mission a priority.27

The problem has been that Jean-Marie Le Pen’s legacy is extreme-
ly sensitive on this point, and the ideological influences of the party 
he founded, along with its messages, have worked to marginalise the 
whole movement.28 Most of the elder Le Pen’s political career was based 
on his reputation for making repeated inflammatory if not downright 
offensive statements.29 Although this strategy certainly served his 
anti-establishment image, and the stance of the rebel party seduced 
fringe groups in the population,30 it also limited the capacity to at-
tract more voters. For the vast majority of French people, Jean-Marie 
Le Pen’s provocateur stance was proof of his lack of policy arguments.   
Various interviews he gave to the media between the two rounds of 
the 2002 presidential election revealed his inability to propose decent 
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reforms, and he was chided and mocked on many occasions by vari-
ous politicians (including Nicolas Sarkozy, as early as in the 1990s) for 
barking loudly, but not being able to lead the country properly.

Unlike her father, Marine Le Pen is quite comfortable talking about 
economics, and although her economic policy – which may be sum-
marised as leaving the EU and abandoning the euro – is driven more 
by populism than any clear agenda,31 she does manage to explain her 
exit strategy by pointing out the risks related to globalisation.32  Her 
arguments remain controversial, but do not differ much from those 
advocated by a significant portion of Union for a Popular Movement 
(UPM) voters as well as some of its members. At the same time, she 
sounds versed enough in the social implications of globalisation to 
compete with anti-globalisation movements coming from the Left.33  
The rejection of the Lisbon Treaty after the 2005 referendum – while 
due to a variety of reasons – and widespread opposition to the euro 
prove how popular these positions can be.34 Even so, in a rare analysis 
of Le Pen’s political programme published outside France, UK expert 
Charles Grant pointed out that ‘she has nothing to say about global 
governance, or what to do about transnational threats such as organ-
ised crime, climate change, proliferation or international terrorism.’35 
In that respect, the focus on the euro a few months before the presi-
dential election clearly had the effect of hiding the lack of analysis she 
might be able to offer in other fields. 

Opting for a populist stance rather than technical analysis, Le Pen 
believes that France needs to re-examine its membership of the Eu-
ropean Union and NATO, and it should not make a dogma out of free 
trade. These views have had a significant impact on voters to the point 
that some UK-based journalists have wondered whether France has 
found its own Margaret Thatcher.36 But more important than being 
the “new Iron Lady,” Marine Le Pen sounds ‘like a typical European 
leftist when she complains that NATO has subordinated French foreign 
policy to US imperialism, or when she points that many more people 
have died in Iraq since 2003 than in America on 9/11.’37 More recently, 
she criticised what she saw as the pro-American stance taken by Pres-
ident Hollande on the Syrian issue, referring to France as ‘the mistress 
of the United States.’38

Le Pen is also constantly formulating short statements that address 
what she believes to be the “new image” of her party. This is particular-
ly noteworthy when it comes to economic and social issues. When she 
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claims that Barack Obama is further to the right than she is, and when 
she pretends to share a similar approach to the Socialists on social is-
sues while being ‘neither on the Right nor on the Left,’ she puts her 
political engagement ahead of political parties, and seeks to end Front 
National’s identification as an extreme-right movement. Aware of her 
contribution to her party’s image, she even told British journalists that 
‘there is a normalisation of our movement that is incarnated by my 
personality.  The effect has contributed to making our analyses more 
credible.’39  The pugnacity of her insistence on an anti-euro policy has 
certainly brought her some credibility, if not support, at international 
level given the current difficult situation within the Eurozone.

 Marine Le Pen’s other secret weapon is her power to appeal to in-
tellectuals and blue-collar workers at the same time.40  Before the 2012 
presidential election, several opinion polls indicated that she was by 
far the most popular potential candidate with working-class voters 
although the results ultimately proved Hollande and Melenchon’s suc-
cess in this category. This is not a fundamentally new development 
for Front National, but rather the enhancing of an old dynamic with 
new potential to attract voters. Jean-Marie Le Pen previously benefit-
ed from massive support from these spheres, but Marine is also wel-
comed by some journalists and intellectuals who in the past refused 
to interview her father and now keenly entertain the idea that Front 
National should not be disregarded. The case of Robert Ménard, the 
founder and former secretary-general of Reporters sans frontières (Re-
porters without Borders) – who became famous for his opposition to 
the holding of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing – stands out. In a 
controversial book titled Vive Le Pen published on 21 April 2011 (ex-
actly 11 years after the shock of the first-round presidential election), 
the journalist took to the defence of Front National voters.41 He also 
criticised the way that Front National was constantly being pilloried 
by the media, arguing that it should be accepted as a normal political 
party. Seizing on a unique opportunity, the president of Front Nation-
al publicly welcomed the book’s publication and during a rally on 01 
May 2011 defended Ménard against those who vigorously attacked his 
positions.

Louis Aliot, who is at once the vice-president of the extreme-right 
party, head of Front National-affiliated think tank Idées Nation (Ide-
as Nation) and Marine Le Pen’s partner in private life, claimed at the 
start of the 2012 campaign that Front National was receiving increas-
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ing support from various intellectuals and policymakers who believed 
the party had changed and become respectable. Whether they did this 
openly (the most significant instance being lawyer Gilbert Collard, 
who eventually became a member of parliament on the Front National 
ticket on 17 June 2012) or not, the majority of those who approached 
Front National argued that they were neither fascist nor racist. In fact, 
the number of high-profile names, whether politicians, intellectuals 
or popular figures, who align with Front National remains far more 
meagre than Aliot suggests. But what was once a complete taboo is no 
longer off limits.

Marine Le Pen has also succeeded, as has been noted, in cleaning up 
the anti-Semitic image of Front National, and so won significant praise 
from various intellectuals.  Under her supervision, the party publicly 
sanctioned activists such as Christian Bouchet, once a strong Marine 
Le Pen supporter and now accused of being anti-Zionist and pro-Irani-
an. The president of Front National was even invited by a journalist to 
appear on Jewish radio (Radio J), generating friction within the Jewish 
community about whether or not she could be trusted. Her ability to 
disrupt the anti-Semitic image of the party has probably been one of 
her biggest successes and certainly something her father would never 
have been capable of achieving.42

Although she is somehow quickly demolishing what he took five 
decades to build, Jean-Marie Le Pen has every reason to be proud of 
his youngest daughter. As he revealed after letting go of the party com-
mand, ‘she is able to lead the party while looking outwards and making 
ideas accessible and appealing.’43 In other words, she can be either Le 
Pen or Marine depending on her needs. But she can also be both of 
them at the same time. The two Le Pens disagree on some issues, and 
their styles are far from comparable, but Marine’s strength has been 
her capacity to combine the supporters her father slowly built up with 
a new wave of activists who are attracted by the idea of a “Bleue Ma-
rine” coalition. The latter could cover a much larger audience than 
Front National ever was capable of.

The Growing Appeal of the Far-Right
The fear of another “21 April” has driven both political strategies and 
the positions of the major parties over the past decade. The Social-
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ists have pointed out the risks that differences among left voters could 
lead to fratricidal splits and weaken chances of qualifying for the sec-
ond round of national elections. They need to decide whether the best 
strategy is to represent left-wing (including far-left) voters or attract 
centrists, who have emerged as a strong political force. Hollande nota-
bly faced the same dilemma back in the 2012 presidential campaign un-
der pressure from the success of Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s far-left move-
ment. At that time, Mélenchon’s immediate unconditional support 
after the first round proved crucial to the Socialist candidate’s ability 
to unify forces on the Left. This gave Hollande the chance to expand 
his audience towards the centre. 

On the other hand, the Right underwent a major transformation 
after Chirac’s re-election in 2002, leading to the prompt creation of a 
new party called Union for a Popular Movement. This heterogeneous 
party initially aimed to represent all the different sensibilities among 
right-wing voters – excluding those on the extreme right – in order 
to guarantee entry into the second round in any circumstances. This 
strategy was immediately revealed in the legislative election after Chi-
rac’s return, and it showed its relevance. Making good use of the new 
party, Nicolas Sarkozy achieved peak success by regrouping centrists 
and a portion of voters who previously supported Le Pen, but were 
seduced in 2007 by the UMP candidate and the possibility of seeing 
ideas transformed into action.  Jean-Marie Le Pen’s failure in his final 
presidential campaign was a direct consequence of this expansion of 
UMP and its appeal to the Right.

The proximity between the ideas of Marine Le Pen and those of a 
significant UMP faction remains problematic given her ability to broad-
en her group of supporters.  According to several polls, up to 45% of 
Sarkozy’s followers like her ideas. Once elected, Sarkozy quickly dis-
appointed the far-right voters who had abandoned an old and waning 
Le Pen to join Sarkozy’s majority, but soon criticised the French pres-
ident’s security and immigration policies and his image. More impor-
tantly, they blamed Sarkozy for supporting the euro at any cost, main-
taining that the European currency is responsible for the deteriorating 
social situation. As noted, this position makes Marine the number one 
choice for working-class voters who do not believe promises from the 
Left and blame Sarkozy for the increased cost of living since he came 
to power.
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Before the 2012 election, Marine Le Pen maintained that – in con-
trast with the situation in 2007 – Front National supporters were now 
so disappointed with Sarkozy that faced with the choice, many would 
even elect a Socialist over him this time.44 In the circumstances, her 
strategy was to present herself as the best candidate to prevent the 
Socialists’ return; the most efficient way to do this was to challenge 
Sarkozy on the platform he was elected on in 2007 while at the same 
time exposing disharmony within UMP.  The greater the divisions in 
the French president’s party, the more Le Pen would succeed in en-
larging her audience. On this point, immigration policy was her most 
powerful weapon, and she ran her campaign on the issue long before 
the names of other presidential candidates were even known.

On 30 May 2011, the Front National leader sent a challenging letter 
to all 577 French MPs, in which she called for a public debate on dual 
citizenship.45 Marine Le Pen believed (and still maintains) that this 
status – established in France since the beginning of the 20th centu-
ry – should be debated if not totally abolished. Most observers put the 
number of dual citizens in France between four and five million (there 
is no official data on the topic). Front National has contested these 
figures, arguing that the number of French citizens who also hold Alge-
rian citizenship alone comes to between four and five million.46

Immigration expert Patrick Weil, author of Etre français. Les quat-
re piliers de la nationalité (Being French: The Four Pillars of Nationality), 
reminds us that historically the Far Right has always criticised dual 
citizenship.47 But this time, Le Pen’s party was not isolated on the issue 
since Droite populaire (The “Popular Right”) – a right-wing movement 
iDroUMP – reacted quickly to Marine Le Pen’s move and claimed re-
sponsibility for the debate. Three MPs from this movement, Lionnel 
Luca, Jean-Paul Garraud and Philippe Meunier, were invited to the 
Elysée Palace a day after receiving Le Pen’s letter – a sign Le Pen’s call 
had directly swayed the Elysée agenda. Henri Guaino, one of Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s closest aides, also maintained that the topic of dual citizen-
ship should at least be debated, echoing the wishes of both the Front 
National president and Droite populaire members. The newspaper Le 
Monde reported on the similarity between the arguments of Marine Le 
Pen and those of Droite populaire, calling this troubling.  So too was a 
parliamentary report by UMP’s Claude Goasguen which suggested that 
new French citizens should give up their original citizenship.48 The Pa-
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risian MP was finally forced to withdraw his support after a push from 
his party’s secretary-general, Jean-François Copé amid political crisis. 
More worrying was probably the impact that Droite populaire had on 
Sarkozy’s choices. During the presidential campaign, this met the even 
stronger influence of one of Sarkozy’s most prominent campaign ad-
visors, Patrick Buisson, originally a far-right hard-liner, who shaped 
most of the UMP candidate’s tough stance on citizenship and immigra-
tion policy in the spring of 2012.

Behind the dual citizenship issue, the appeal of far-right beliefs and 
their impact on the direction of the UMP government raised concerns 
among UMP leaders. Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet, then environment 
minister and recently the runner-up in the 2014 mayoral election in 
Paris, warned her party members not to be seduced by Marine Le Pen’s 
charms, claiming that the new Le Pen was only a softer version of her 
father and propagating the very same ideas. Kosciusko-Morizet, who 
authored the book Le front antinational (The Anti-national Front), which 
strongly criticises Front National, and later had an important role as a 
spokesperson in Sarkozy’s campaign, responded to the attacks on dual 
citizenship, arguing that a person cannot abandon their native citi-
zenship.49 Several high-ranked government members, including Yves 
Jégo50 and Eric Besson, then respectively the minister of industry and 
a former minister of immigration, followed suit, while others chose 
to stay silent. UMP was undoubtedly sharply divided on the issue, and 
once Sarkozy officially became a candidate for a second term, he was 
called on to clarify his position before the presidential election lest he 
appear schizophrenic or, worse, like he had been lured into taking an 
extreme-right position to ensure his re-election.51 In that vein, a pro-
vocative piece titled ‘Nicolas Le Pen’ in the Wall Street Journal Europe 
in March 2012 attacked the French president’s stance on immigration 
after he publicly announced his wish to review France’s position in the 
Schengen zone if he was re-elected.52

Under the sway of Patrick Buisson during the re-election campaign, 
Nicolas Sarkozy tried to woo Marine Le Pen’s supporters in the first 
round, coating his electoral platform with a distinct far-right finish.  
He proposed halving the number of legal immigrants allowed into the 
country every year and threatened to pull out of the Schengen free-trav-
el zone unless Europe’s outer borders were more tightly guarded.53 He 
met with sharp criticism not only from the Left, but also from Marine 
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Le Pen, who claimed several times that the incumbent president was 
a liar whose record after five years at the country’s helm proved his in-
ability to arrive at an immigration policy that the extreme-right party 
would endorse. The debate over whether Sarkozy had become tougher 
than Le Pen on immigration grew prominent to the point that it poi-
soned the whole campaign, eclipsing other, arguably more important 
issues such as the economy and high unemployment.

The outcomes of the first-round election – from Marine Le Pen’s 
success to the collapse of the centre – pushed the UMP candidate to 
take an even more radical approach. Trying to woo Front National 
voters between the two presidential election rounds, Nicolas Sarkozy 
spoke of Marine Le Pen as ‘legitimate’ and ‘compatible with the Re-
public.’54 He was condemned across various media,55 while some top 
UMP leaders, such as former prime minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin urged 
the President to pay more attention to the ‘humanists’ within UMP.56 
Sarkozy’s former minister of sports Chantal Jouanno admitted that 
though she would support the UMP candidate in the second round, she 
was extremely concerned by attempts to lure Le Pen supporters.

Sarkozy eventually failed in his re-election bid though he still fin-
ished with a respectable 48.4% – less than 1.5 million votes behind Hol-
lande and a far better result than all polls had predicted. This score was 
largely explained by the support he gained from Marine Le Pen vot-
ers.57 One of the most important lessons of the election was, thus, that 
Front National’s success does not solely lie in the results themselves, 
but in the party’s omnipresence during the campaign and especially 
between the two rounds. 

But for UMP, the “Marine problem” did not end with the 2012 pres-
idential election.  The legislative election a few weeks later was even 
more crucial as local-level alliances with Front National proved deci-
sive for holding onto a majority seriously challenged after Hollande’s 
victory. Some Droite populaire members such as Christian Vanneste 
called for local allegiances with the far-right party against the Left. 
Faced with the loss of the legislative election, UMP co-founder Thierry 
Mariani evaluated the situation, concluding that ‘opting to the right 
was not the reason for the defeat’58 and suggesting further moves in 
that direction in the future.59 For some observers, such a spectacular 
U-turn (if taken) after years of demonising Front National, along with 
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the losses in the 2012 presidential and legislative elections, could spell 
the end of UMP and its break-up into several smaller entities to the 
right of the political spectrum. On his blog, former prime minister 
Dominique de Villepin (2005-2007), a one-time candidate for the 2012 
presidential election (he exited the race after failing to secure the man-
datory 500 official endorsements needed for candidacy) wrote that 
‘UMP looks more and more like this party [that] we could say…asks good 
questions, but gives the wrong answers.’ This was an allusion to what 
he saw as the Lepenisation of the party he had left some months earlier 
to create a political force of his own. It was a view shared by Yves Jégo.60

The legislative election of 10 and 17 June 2012 drove home UMP’s dif-
ficulties in reaching a clear and unanimous strategy on Front National. 
Though UMP was convincingly defeated, with the Socialist Party giving 
Hollande an absolute majority, it was mostly UMP’s stance on allianc-
es with Front National that posed a serious dilemma for the former 
majority party. This was certainly not helped by Marine Le Pen, who 
used the election as a chance to claim parliamentary seats for her par-
ty – for the first time since the 1986 election apart from a few isolated 
cases that were quickly overturned.61 By forming a Bleue Marine coa-
lition (an allusion to the navy blue colour usually used to depict Front 
National’s results in the media as well as an obvious play on her first 
name), and capitalising on divisions among UMP leaders, she managed 
to win over several UMP candidates who had been tempted by alliances 
against the Left. Most candidates, however, rejected what has often 
been described as a ‘pact with the devil.’ Still, considering Jean-François 
Copé’s struggle to rally his troops – and the adoption of a controver-
sial “ni-ni” (neither-nor) approach, which meant no alliance with Front 
National, but at the same time no alliance against it – several cases 
revealed the cracks inside UMP. Most ridiculous was certainly the situ-
ation of Nadine Morano, a former minister under Sarkozy, who, in the 
lead-up to a difficult second round in her district, was the victim of a 
prankster who called her mobile phone pretending to be Front Nation-
al Vice-President Louis Aliot. Broadcast on the Sud-Radio radio station, 
the conversation became a national sensation and was catastrophic for 
Morano, who had praised Marine Le Pen for her talents and admitted 
to sharing a lot with the extreme Right, before adding that her biggest 
fear was ‘seeing [her] country turn into a new Lebanon,’ a reference 
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to Hollande’s wish to allow foreign citizens to vote in local elections. 
Morano was ultimately defeated a few days later, but no sanction was 
taken against her at the level of UMP’s leadership.  

More recently, former prime minister François Fillon, an official 
rival to Jean-François Copé within UMP, has criticised the “ni-ni” ap-
proach by flagging the option in some circumstances of supporting a 
Front National candidate over the Socialist competitor in a local elec-
tion second round; even if there is no UMP candidate in the race. The 
receptiveness to this position across the ranks of Front National – and 
also in Droite forte (The “Strong Right”), the most important and most 
right-wing movement in UMP, which inherited Sarkozy’s  Novem-
ber 2012 election strategy and calls for dialogue with Front Nation-
al) - contrasts with the moderate Right’s traditional refusal to consider 
cooperation. It also marks a stark difference from the era of Jean-Ma-
rie Le Pen’s defamatory counter-attacks, which served to isolate the 
extreme-right party and shrink its chances of winning an election.62 
More generally, the divisions among Droite forte, Droite populaire, 
Droite sociale (The “Social Right”) and Droite humaniste (The  “Hu-
manist Right”) have reached a new level with several media sources re-
porting that the levee has broken between UMP and Front National just 
as Marine Le Pen predicted.63 In the wake of the election, UMP needs to 
take a less ambiguous position regarding Front National, opting either 
for a clear alliance comparable to those seen in several other European 
countries over the last few years, or complete rejection of any dialogue 
and compromise with the extreme Right. Either way, and considering 
the divisions, this decision will have a crucial impact on the party’s 
future, and at the same time, be of benefit to Front National, which 
will either be accepted as a respectable party, or gain support from new 
sympathisers.64 

The fact is that the mainstreaming of Front National goes way be-
yond the positions expressed by some UMP members, whether or not 
they are isolated. According to a poll conducted by TNS Sofres on 31 May 
2012, between the time of the presidential and the legislative elections, 
51% of respondents considered Front National to be a ‘normal party’ (of 
whom 24% said it was ‘totally normal’ and 27% ‘quite normal’), while 
only 42% did not see the party as a ‘normal one.’65 In another BVA survey 
on 12 September 2013, as many as 72% of UMP supporters claimed that 
they viewed Front National a ‘normal party.’ This figure puts UMP in an 
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extremely delicate position that not only harms its standing in local 
and national elections, but threatens its very existence. It also shows a 
radical change of public opinion about a party that until recently was 
considered untouchable.

Conclusion: A Marinisation of Front National,  
Or the Lepenisation of French Politics?
While the rapid rise of the current president of Front National may 
seem surprising, this is because one crucial question remains unsolved: 
what is Marine Le Pen’s purpose considering that she will probably 
never get the support of the majority of voters and win a national elec-
tion?66  The answer lies in the phenomenon of “Marinisation,” which 
could replace “Lepenisation,” with far more effective results for the 
extreme Right.

Certainly, Marine Le Pen’s “new look” Front National does not 
have much in common with her father’s party when it comes to its 
public image despite the fact that its ideas and agenda remain largely 
unchanged.67 She understands, however, how important image is in 
contemporary politics and how decisive some symbols can be for lend-
ing brand new legitimacy to a party. On this point, we may consider 
that she has already succeeded well beyond her father’s expectations, 
turning a once untouchable, fascist-like movement into a respectable 
political party.

In parallel, Marine Le Pen has not only maintained her father’s lega-
cy of offering an anti-establishment alternative, but continues to grow 
this profile in spheres where Front National was never considered a 
credible voice. When she compares herself to British Prime Minister 
David Cameron68 or refers to Joseph Stiglitz to justify her immigration 
policy, her aim is clearly to suggest an alternative way based not just on 
constant and in some ways irrational denunciation of goings-on under 
various governments of past decades – as was her father’s custom – but 
on proposing solutions which sometimes appear no more radical than 
those from other parties. In this respect, Droite forte has been her best 
ally since the positions of this UMP arm are sometimes further to the 
right than those of Front National.

 The biggest consequence of the Lepenisation of French politics, 
therefore, does not lie in the likelihood – still limited – that Front Na-
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tional will reach the second round of a major election and claim power 
at national level. It is more about the impact on other parties, most no-
tably UMP. Marine Le Pen’s touch now appears more visible to the point 
that UMP’s raison d’être appears determined by its stance on the Far 
Right. Un-demonising Front National’s ideas seems an easier goal than 
un-demonising the party itself. Marine Le Pen understands this better 
than her father ever did, and this is certainly the key to her success.

The current political context is also clearly serving the younger Le 
Pen’s strategy and boosting her credibility. Recent scandals involving 
allegations of sexual assaults by public figures – names range from 
former IMF director Socialist Dominique Strauss-Kahn to state Secre-
tary of Public Affairs Georges Tron (UMP), who quit his position within 
François Fillon’s government in late May 2011 – along with accusations 
by former minister of education Luc Ferry of participation in orgies, 
have fed Front National’s constant arraignments of the establishment. 
Marine Le Pen was one of the first French politicians to castigate 
Strauss-Kahn after his arrest in New York, and she played a significant 
role in disgracing Tron. This position of defender of a more “moral” 
political class is a legacy of her father, but Le Pen senior was never in 
a position to claim to embody a “cleaner” generation of leaders. Al-
though twice divorced, Marine Le Pen has more credibility as a figure 
of public decency, which will surely support her image in confronting 
the various scandals that undermine both the Socialist Party and UMP. 
Fighting corruption has also been one of the main platforms she has 
used to draw more supporters, and she can still exploit the fact that 
Front National representatives have never held any important position, 
unlike all the other significant political parties. Alongside the econom-
ic turmoil within the Eurozone, which has affirmed Marine Le Pen’s 
arguments for an anti-euro policy, this has meant that Front National 
is now considerably more popular than ever before.

The question remains, however, whether the “Marine factor” will 
be a long-term phenomenon, or it will be obscured by a “Marine ef-
fect” which shows its limits and, depending on political measures like 
electoral system reforms, may be nothing but a ‘paper tiger.’69 The 2014 
mayoral and European elections, and of course, the 2017 presidential 
and legislative ballot, will bring vital answers. However, in the lead-up 
to these important political events, Marine Le Pen has already succeed-
ed beyond her expectations by turning Front National into the centre 
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of all attention and a reference point for all political parties – whether 
they are tempted by its ideas or terrified by the prospect of another 21 
April – as well as ‘the hottest political party in the country.’70 Having 
slowly transformed her party’s image, she has now become a factor 
that can influence France’s positions on major domestic and foreign 
issues.71 In this way, Marine Le Pen is not only shaping the political de-
bate in France, but also potentially preparing the political agenda for at 
least the next five years. As political expert Sylvain Crépon has pointed 
out, with Marine Le Pen, ‘the Lepenisation of minds is really begin-
ning,’72 and it is still difficult to evaluate its long-term impact. This will 
surely depend on several factors: First, of course, there are the actions 
of President François Hollande, and how they are perceived by the 
public. Second, there is the ability of UMP leaders to prevent their party 
from imploding. Finally, we have Marine Le Pen’s capacity to take the 
un-demonising of Front National even further by attracting notable 
new members and reaching the level of Hollande’s main opponent.73 If 
her successes were unexpectedly great under UMP leadership, then the 
stakes appear even bigger under a Socialist government. As sociologist 
Alain Mergier has observed, ‘Front National is no longer at the margins 
of politics, it is becoming its centre.’74 Reaching the centre and inev-
itably becoming a catalyst of French political life – once impossible 
dreams for Jean-Marie Le Pen – seem to have become the reality for his 
daughter’s party. This is a new paradigm in French politics.
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Gamal Abdel Nasser , Egypt’s Liberation: The Philosophy of the Revo-
lution, Publisher: G. O. Printing Offices, ISBN: 7247-1958-30000

Egypt’s Liberation

The Philosophy of the Revolution

Reviewed by Lucie Švejdová

Every revolution unleashes forces beyond the control even of those 
who stand responsible of pulling the trigger. Analogous with Clause-
witz’s “fog-o-war,” the evolution and outcome of a particular revolu-
tion is blurred by the chaos it inevitably instils. To manipulate and nav-
igate such forces so that the aimed goals of its initiators are ultimately 
met is an art itself for there is no rule guaranteeing victory for the 
instigators. Even the architects of the revolution may be swept away 
by the strength of its momentum. Developments of the recent Arab 
Revolutions, the hasty rise and swift fall of the Moslem Brotherhood 
in Egypt and the Iran-orchestrated uprisings of Shia groups in Bahrain 
serve as examples.

Stirring up street violence and social unrest is one of an array of 
tools in the hands of those seeking power transitions. Although rev-
olution may be a genuine expression of protest against authoritative 
and oppressive governments, various actors may seize the opportunity 
to fill power vacuums amid turmoil.

To navigate the forces of revolution to one’s political ends by ma-
nipulating both a state’s populous and the international audience is a 
strategy of power transition that characterises three revolutions in the 
history of modern Egypt: 1952, 2011 and 2013.

The Philosophy of the Revolution is an account on the Egyptian 
Revolution of 1952, (the 23 July Revolution) written by its master-mind, 
Gamal Abdel-Nasser. Like other propaganda, the flow of this work is 
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predictable; it is clearly designed for the purpose of influence its audi-
ence immortalising its author and legitimising his actions.

Nasser’s seemingly “candid” account is but a piece of puzzle in his 
da’awa (indoctrination) of Pan-Arabism, a propaganda policy aimed at 
reshaping Egyptian society and reinforcing the dictator’s power-posi-
tion. It is impossible to ignore the multitude of blatant hints suggest-
ing that, likewise, the Marxist revolution in Russia was just one step 
on the path leading towards the ultimate triumph of communism, so 
the Egyptian revolution is the cornerstone of the Pan-Arab supremacy 
which is, according to Nasser, bound to ensue.

The book recognises individual stages of the revolutionary process. 
The first part is dedicated to the so-called ‘seeds of revolution’ and 
their origin. Nasser claims that the 23 July Revolution was a result of 
failures of those that preceded it, such as Omar Makram’s movement 
for the appointment of Mohammed Ali as Viceroy of Egypt and the 
1919 Revolution. Since previous revolutions did not manage to fulfil 
the intended aspirations of the Egyptian people – self-determination, 
independence and a sovereign government free of imperialistic influ-
ence – the desire to fulfil these nationalistic ambitions remained under 
the surface waiting to erupt again to realise ‘that long-cherished hope.’

In the second part, Nasser reflects on the aftermath of the revolu-
tion that succeeded in overthrowing the “corrupt” government and 
describes a phase of the second – social revolution that follows. Nasser 
claims that there are always two revolutions. The first is a political ‘rev-
olution of all’ against the enemy of which primary aim is to topple the 
regime. The second revolution is social, in which those who succeed 
to seize the power face challenges stemming from disintegration of 
values, disruption of principles, discord, suspicion and the perversion 
of egoism. In this social revolution, the new regime needs to overcome 
disunity of its nation and reinforce its power-position by winning the 

“hearts and minds” of the masses.
Nasser admits that it would have been easy at that time of the rev-

olution or after to destroy any opposition by a use of brute force thus 
striking terror in the hearts of many of refractory elements and forcing 
them to ‘curb their passions.’ However, he was also well aware that in 
order to win both revolutions, political and social, he needed to max-
imise popular support and avoid a boomerang effect that would have 
followed after brutal crackdown.
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The final part, unsurprisingly, calls for Arab unity. Nasser appeals to 
Arab unity based on common history, religion and geopolitics and em-
phasises that unity is a key to the Arab domination. The three sourc-
es of the Arab/Egyptian power are recognised: 1) Arab nations in the 
Middle East are claimed to be homogenous; 2) geopolitics, primarily 
strategic location of Egypt forming a land bridge from Northern Africa 
to the Middle East; 3) the possession and control over oil. Except the 
claimed homogeneity of Arab nations, the two remaining sources of 
power are still relevant today. In fact, they form a particularly volatile 
combination that renders the region a powder-keg, ready to explode.

The account of the philosophy of revolution is an unambiguous 
work of Pan-Arab propaganda and it is therefore soaked in idealism 
and the call for Arab unity and mobilisation against both “near ene-
mies,” – the corrupted regimes in Arab lands – and the far enemy—the 
colonial powers. Nevertheless, this work presents a unique opportuni-
ty to glimpse into a master-mind who managed to emerge victorious 
amid the revolutionary turmoil and who succeeded to win both battles 

– to overthrow the old regime and to conquer and entrance the minds 
of the Egyptian street.

The context of the recent Arab revolutions made the work not only 
relevant but almost obligatory to read for it is often the understanding 
the past that makes us capable of comprehending the present. This 
unique account carries pieces of puzzle to the mystery of our own 
times since it may contribute to our understanding of the ever-rele-
vant phenomenon of a revolution (not only) in the Arab world, its forc-
es and contagion – a problematic that skyrocketed after the outbreak 
of the Arab Spring.

Revolution is a weapon beyond control of those who design it. Once 
triggered, it lives its own life. In order to fully comprehend events such 
as the so-called “Arab Spring,” events that have reshaped the political 
map of the Middle East, it is essential to unravel the mystery of the 
forces of a revolution. Only once we fully comprehend the mechanism 
of a revolution, its origins and development, we may objectively ana-
lyse the outcome and will not be easily manipulated by those who seize 
the opportunity amid chaos.
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Jamie Gaskarth, British Foreign Policy, Cambridge: Polity 2013
ISBN: 9780745651156

British Foreign Policy
Reviewed by Andrei Babadac

This work summarises the key elements of the British foreign policy 
making to date and, at the same time, deploys solid historical refer-
ences, making a thorough introduction to the key actors and elements 
that shape it. This work is merely an introduction to the complexity 
of the mechanisms that put together make the contemporary British 
foreign policy. It aims to answer questions such as: who makes the for-
eign policy and what is the role of the British identity, at the same time 
addressing issues such as ethics, defence and economics.

Gaskarth’s understanding of British foreign policy embraces a new 
perspective on a topic that is no longer in vogue of many analysts of 
international relations. Not only does he argue over the continued im-
portance of the role played by the UK, but makes a statement of the 
importance of the Western world in the 21st century despite the rise of 
the emerging powers. The recent events in the War on Terrorism, the 
financial crisis and the coalition interventions in the Middle East does, 
of course, demonstrate that Britain still plays a role, but perhaps not 
a leading one? One of the important features throughout the book is 
the approach to the role of the governments in world politics and how 
these addressed the changes brought about in recent decades. Great 
respect is given to the role of the government as part of international 
mechanisms and how it can cooperate and be part of collective action 
schemes. The second chapter sets out the most important actors in 
developing British foreign policy, providing food for thought and a 
thorough examination of the public policy and the external foreign 
policy environment.

The next chapter deal with the mechanisms that create British for-
eign policy, presenting Britain as an international actor, giving the 
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reader a comprehensive image based on first hand materials as well as 
interviews. It provides a balanced approach and introduces the broader 
debate on how policy making gravitates around several experimental 
models – the comparison unfortunate as these were initially created 
to explain policy-making in the US. Gaskarth tries to establish his own 
model by introducing two conceptions and blending them. Chapters 
four and five go beyond this setting and debate Britain itself as an in-
ternational actor from historic, economic, social and geographical per-
spectives.

The following three chapters go further into the debate of the de-
bate of the British foreign policy-making, examining the ethical, mili-
tary and economic agendas. An interesting assumption is that foreign 
policy decisions produce ethical consequences and how they shaped 
the decisions in cases such as the military intervention in Iraq. These 
analyse wide subjects and are analytically limited to emphasising the 
importance of Britain’s involvement in the world, which is affected by 
negative phenomena related to such insecurities and omitted from de-
cision-making procedures.  The all-encompassing topic of human se-
curity is convincingly criticised and revised, similarly to the challenge 
posed by maintaining an inviolability of science as the field of study. 

Gaskarth presents some critical arguments and theories using a very 
wide range of sources, which vary from scientific and academic stud-
ies to military reports. The book does not lack historical evidence, as 
he spends a substantial amount of time explaining the roots of Brit-
ish foreign policy. Regarding the audience for whom this book can 
be both useful and interesting, it should be noted that the historical 
backgrounds that are represented in the majority of articles give the 
opportunity to understand the situation for any reader, even if they 
have little exposure to the role of Britain in the World.
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Edited by Jeffrey T. Checkel and Peter J. Katzenstein. European Identity 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009, ISBN: 9780521709538 

European Identity
Reviewed by Sophia Alifirova

This edited volume considers why ‘various forces and claims are [...] 
fragmenting the possibility of one European identity even as the Euro-
pean economic integration has proceeded faster and further than any-
one expected’ (p. 2). It evaluates the situational nature of identity and 
attempts to answer the question of whether a common European iden-
tity may be developed in light of strong challenges? In the introduction, 
Checkel and Katzenstein summarise the theoretical background of Eu-
ropean identity studies and situate their work in the wider literature, 
considering neo-functionalism, the transactionalist theory of the flow 
of information, goods and services, and historical institutionalism, 
among other theories, for comparative purposes. While weighing the 
benefits of these approaches, the editors acknowledge that the litera-
ture diminishes the importance of politics and politicisation; it is this 
theoretical gap that the volume aims to fill.

Proposing a multidisciplinary approach, the work is divided into 
three parts. Part I, ‘Identity as a Project,’ analyses the role of EU insti-
tutions and elites. Political theorist Castiglione argues that ‘the con-
struction of European political identity does not necessarily rest on a 
definite conception of what it is to be European’ (p. 29). He considers 
the transformation of the conception of political identification with 
one’s own community and the mixed nature of the EU as a multilevel 
structure. In ‘Experimental Identities (after Maastricht),’ Holmes sug-
gests that there is ‘a fundamental change in the underlying dynamics 
of identity formation’ in Europe (p. 52). He argues that post-Maastricht, 
EU citizens are burdened with the need to negotiate the political mean-
ings of a pluralist Europe. Concluding this section, Chapter 4 by Me-
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drano considers the emergence of the public sphere in the identity for-
mation project and the breakdown of the permissive consensus which 
had previously prevailed among the European public. 

Opening the second section, ‘Identity as a process,’ historian Case 
considers events and ideas which have blurred the boundaries between 
the national and supranational conceptions of European identity and 
analyses the notion of ‘false oppositions,’ especially as they relate to 
the differences between the conception of European identity in the 

“East” and the “West” (p. 111). Fligstein suggests that a common Euro-
pean identity is likely to emerge among people who have the oppor-
tunity to regularly interact with others from European countries with 
whom they may have a basis for solidarity; he concludes, however, that 
even among those with increased opportunities for interaction, ‘there 
is little evidence for an outpouring of sentiment among the citizens of 
Europe supporting a European nation’ (p. 154). Chapter 7 analyses how 
migration in Europe is influencing identity formation in a territorial 
and a structural economic sense. Favell considers the importance of 
the migration of non-Europeans to Europe, the process of intra-Eu-
ropean “elite” migration, and the ambiguous movement of East-West 
migrants. 

The final section of the volume, ‘Identity in Context,’ opens with 
Kaelble’s work on the politicisation of the EU since the 1980s in which 
he states that ‘politicisation has had a strong impact on identification 
with the EU since the 1980s. It explains why public debate about iden-
tification with Europe and the EU has become more vivid [...]’ (p. 211). 
Chapter 9 summarises the major arguments outlined in the volume 
and provides some final thoughts on the subject. In it, Checkel and 
Katzenstein argue that a ‘politically looser and more encompassing 
Europe’ is rising in place of a receding Western Europe centred on the 
EU (p. 213). Contemporary ‘debates over the EU and its constitutionali-
sation increasingly intersect with other arenas of identity construction, 
such as professional networks, transnational religion, [and] everyday 
individual practices [...]’ (p. 214). The editors conclude by pointing out 
that there currently exists a multitude of European identities, which 
can no longer be studied simply thought the analysis of institutions 
and their effects on identity nor can they be fully understood by exam-
ining nationalist movements as separate from the institutions. Instead, 
these dynamics must be connected through multidisciplinary research, 
for which this volume aims to create a foundation.
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Overall, European Identity succeeds in achieving its stated goal of 
‘[relying] on multiple disciplinary traditions to offer fresh perspectives, 
raise new questions, and develop unexpected insights on “who we are” 
in today’s Europe’ (p. 19). The volume successfully elaborates on the 
historical institutionalist theory; it also establishes clear and concise 
arguments. The multidisciplinary approach works well in allowing 
the contributors to emphasise separate yet connected ideas. By con-
sidering European identity from the lenses of history, sociology, and 
anthropology, the authors are able to point out various dimensions 
which influence both the project and the process of identity formation. 
As well, the division of the volume into three sections serves the pur-
pose of elaborating on the subject more fully. Approaching it as a pro-
ject, a process, and in context, the authors are able to identify multiple 
angles of analysis and points of contention present. Finally, the chap-
ters are organised in a clear and cohesive manner, each emphasising a 
specific aspect of European identity formation while collaborating in a 
larger argumentative framework.

Nevertheless, the volume has several contextual and structural lim-
itations. Firstly, key terms such as “identity,” “project,” and “process” 
are only briefly mentioned in the introduction, leaving their definition 
to the conclusion and forcing the reader to closely analyse each con-
tributing chapter in order to define them. The term “identity” remains 
a vague catch-phrase throughout the volume, failing to be clearly de-
fined in either civic and/or ethnic terms. Without a clear definition set 
out by the editors, it is difficult to know what contributors mean when 
using the term. The key concepts of a “project” and a “process,” around 
which the volume is structured, are also not clearly defined until the 
first paragraph of the conclusion. Throughout, these are brought up; 
however, it is often unclear what each author means when using the 
terms without an initial definition. As an introduction to the field of 
European identity studies and a basis for future research, the volume 
would be significantly enhanced by clearly defined terms.  

Secondly, the structure of the volume sometimes impedes the read-
er’s understanding. Chapter 1 is unnecessarily dense. The editors in-
troduce the larger theoretical field, highlight the processes of politici-
sation and Europeanisation, outline their own arguments, and situate 
the volume within the broader literature in less than thirty pages. For 
those new to the field or unfamiliar with the theories, the brief dis-
cussion of each sub-section is insufficient to grasp the nature of the 
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debate. A better organisation of the material into two chapters, with 
one introducing the main arguments and contributions of the volume 
and the second outlining the theoretical background, would have been 
more appropriate for a book which aims to develop a basis for further 
research. 

Despite these minor issues, Checkel and Katzenstein, along with the 
other contributors, successfully present the key issues of identity for-
mation in Europe and provide valuable insights as a basis for further 
work.
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Global Health and  
International Relations
Reviewed by Emel Elif Tugdar

Health is traditionally perceived as a domestic issue in politics. With 
the globalisation and increasing interdependence of states, health has 
become an important foreign policy and diplomatic concern that has 
implications for security, economics and international development. 
In recent years, the world has witnessed an increasing interaction be-
tween international relations and health due to the reasons such as 
involvement of intergovernmental organisations, impact of the trans-
national epidemics, and the problem of access to drug treatment for 
poor populations as part of human rights. Thus, because of its social 
and economic effects as well as its geopolitical and security implica-
tions, health has become a major factor in international relations. The 
recognition of health as an important issue in global politics requires 
greater policy coherence both domestically and internationally. 

Global Health and International Relations by McInnes and Lee mainly 
argues that achieving this coherence requires better understanding of 
the relation between health and International Relations. It examines 
the topic of health from an International Relations perspective as op-
posed to the majority of related works on health, which have treated 
the issue as part of domestic politics and public policy. Thus, the au-
thors of the book fill a gap in literature with their research by explor-
ing not only the issue of health, but also the importance of its place 
in International Relations. They question whether the emergence of 
health onto the agenda of International Relations serves for any pur-
pose from a social constructivist perspective (p. 24). 
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It is possible to divide the book into six sections based on specific 
thematics, with Chapter One acting as an introduction to the global 
health issue with a broad discussion of the topic. Chapter Two is where 
the authors explain the emergence of health as an agenda in Interna-
tional Relations. Chapter Three is an illustration of the health issue as 
part of foreign policy and the importance of global health diplomacy. 
Chapter 4 focuses on the global health from an International Political 
Economy perspective. Chapter Five examines the global health gov-
ernance as a concept and discusses its pros and cons whereas the Sixth 
Chapter primarily focuses on the security dimension of the health is-
sue in International Relations. The conclusion chapter offers a sum-
mary, comparison and evaluation of the analysis made. 

McInnes and Lee question why the health as a subject could not 
have been incorporated into the discipline of International Relations 
by claiming that health has been ignored by the discipline. By taking 
a social constructivist stand, McInnes and Lee suggest that health 
was ignored because the interests of the states were not created in a 
way that would allow them to engage with this question (p. 30). The 
health issue has traditionally been left as a competence of the states 
that could not be interfered by the others. However, globalisation had 
impacted the perception of health as well and explaining the globalisa-
tion of the issue requires taking a step away from traditional rationalist 
theories and taking a more reflectivist position. The authors argue that 
the relationship between global health and International Relations is 
not a natural response of the states to an evolving circumstance, but 
the relationship itself is something that has been constructed in a par-
ticular way, resulting in an emphasis on certain issues rather than oth-
ers. Thus, according to McInnes and Lee, a useful question would be 

“why” instead of “what” (p. 159). 
The framing of the health issue can be in the form of political econ-

omy, security or foreign policy. These frameworks comprise set of val-
ues that shape the articulation of ideas, interests and institutions and 
even the definition of global health. Consequently, these frameworks 
construct the attitude of the states towards the global health and ex-
plain the relationship between health and International Relations.     

Much of the book is devoted to assisting readers understand these 
frameworks. However, the difference between the concept of global 
health and international health is not defined properly. The authors 
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refuse to use the term “international health” unlike previous works 
in literature, but ignore the fact that the readers may not get the dif-
ference. Relatedly, the improper identification of the “frameworks” 
creates a theoretical obstacle for the analysis. Why political economy, 
security and foreign policy are used as frameworks that construct the 
idea of global health is not explained thoroughly. Thus, a better analy-
sis would be discussing whether other frameworks such as gender and 
development could be included for a better analysis. 

Another theoretical shortcoming is the lack of discussion about the 
reason of focusing solely on social constructivism. What are the ad-
vantages of looking from a reflectivist perspective compared to other 
theories of IR? Although, the authors keep away from rationalist ex-
planations, they still focus on the individual Western states and their 
behaviours on health issues. 

The discussion of global health governance in the Chapter Five may 
not satisfy the reader as it fails to explain the place of developing and 
underdeveloped countries in the global governance. Furthermore, 
there is lack of discussion about to what extent the global governance 
of health can be effective and how. Thus, global governance of health 
is presented as the Western governance of health in the book in which 
neither the place of non-Western states nor its effectiveness is clear. 

Despite these shortcomings, the Global Health and International 
Relations is a significant contribution to the literature on health and 
International Relations. McInnes and Lee fill a gap in the literature 
by presenting the issue from a social constructivist perspective. The 
analysis illustrates how the normative frameworks construct the issue 
of health in IR as well. Despite the traditional rationalist perspectives, 
the book shows that these frameworks construct the attitude of the 
states towards the health and explain the place of health in Interna-
tional Relations.
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