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LEADOFF

Liebe Mitglieder, 
langsam gewöhnen wir uns daran. 
Früher nannte man das Atomdra-
ma in Japan, die Tsunamis in 
Thailand und in Japan, die Revo-
lutionswelle in den arabischen 
Staaten „Wild Cards“ – Ereignisse, 
die den Lauf der Welt verändern 
können, aber nicht sehr wahr-
scheinlich sind. Das Außerge-
wöhnliche wird zur Regel. 
Bei einer Veranstaltung in der 
DGAP mit hochrangigen Vertretern 
aus China und Indien betonten 
diese neulich, dass es ihnen ne-
beneinander nicht eng wird; dass 
für beide genug Raum ist. Mir stell-
te sich sofort die Frage: Welcher 
Raum? Der Cyberspace? Die roh-
stoffreichen Regionen dieser Welt? 
Die Finanzplätze? Der Wirtschafts-
raum, beispielsweise für die Waren 
im Hamburger Hafen oder in ande-
ren Welthäfen? Beide Nationen 
sind schon lange global und multi-
dimensional unterwegs. 
Diese Denkwürdigkeiten blicken in 
bemerkenswerte Facetten einer 
sich fundamental wandelnden, 
vernetzten Welt, die nicht gestat-
tet, sich auf innenpolitischen 
Themen auszuruhen – auch wenn 
diese noch so herausfordernd 
scheinen. Die Zukunft der Deut-
schen entscheidet sich draußen 
vor der Tür. Den Blick dafür dürfen 
wir nicht verlieren, wenn wir in un-
serem Haus aufräumen. 
Der Vorstand wünscht Ihnen ein 
schönes Osterfest! 

Ralph Thiele, Vorstandsvorsitzender  
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THEMEN

Do Sanctions Work? 
Since the end of the Second 
World War, international disputes 
have seldom been carried out 
without the recourse to sanctions 
of one sort or another. The imposi-
tion of sanctions as an attempt to 
coerce an adversary without the 
use of force is nothing new and is 
probably as old as states them-
selves. At times the border be-
tween sanctions and warfare be-
comes blurred as it was during the 
Middle Ages, when sieges of cities 
rather than pitched battles were 
the main form of combat.  
 
With the emergence of the mod-
ern state, more powerful central 
Governments were able to use 
sanctions on a grander scale: Na-
poleon invoked them in his Conti-
nental System to boycott British 
goods. During the Cold War the 
West imposed sanctions on the 
export of high technology to the 
Soviet Union and her Allies, these 
sanctions without question helped 
to win the Cold War, they alone, 
however, were not the main cause 
for the fall of Communism, they 
did however accelerate its down-
fall. Above all, they took a long 
time to work.  
 
More recently, in July 2010, Presi-
dent Obama signed into law a se-
ries of tougher bilateral sanctions 
against Iran intending to bolster 
existing UN sanctions against the 
regime in Tehran. The overt aim of 
the sanctions is to force Iran to 
discontinue its military nuclear 
programme; the covert wish is to 
bring about a regime change. The 
tough sanctions have so far had 
little effect – China has become 
Iran’s largest trading partner and 
the German Bundesbank is party 
to a highly dodgy financial agree-
ment which allows India to pay for 
Iranian oil without upsetting the 
US government. A similar picture 
emerges in Burma; here too sanc-
tions have not resulted in the re-
gime loosing its grip on the coun-
try as once again China ignores 
the UN imposed sanctions quite 
openly and countries such as 
Thailand or Singapore somewhat 
less openly.  
 
In short, sanctions only work if a 
critical number of major trading 
nations stick to the agreements. 
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Rhodesia was only able to con-
tinue its white minority regime for 
years as countries such as South 
Africa continued to trade with 
Rhodesia.  
 
The Rhodesian example has a 
number of lessons relating to the 
effectiveness of sanctions in the 
process of regime or system 
change. Following the Unilateral 
Declaration of Independence from 
the UK in November 1965, the 
Smith Government was con-
fronted both by international sanc-
tions and a growing guerrilla war 
waged by the black opposition 
parties ZANU and ZAPU. Support 
from South Africa and, until 1975 
from Portugal, enabled the country 
to cope with international sanc-
tions and suppress the insur-
gency. It was only when South Af-
rican support withered away that 
Rhodesia was forced to negotiate 
a settlement and ultimately con-
cede defeat and make way for a 
democratically elected Govern-
ment under Abel Muzorewa in 
April 1979.  
 
This example illustrates three sig-
nificant points; one, that sanctions 
take time to work, two that they 
only work if they are rigorously en-
forced and three, that internal or 
external pressure (or force) is re-
quired. Internal pressure can take 
the form of civil disobedience or, 
as in the case of Rhodesia, guer-
rilla warfare. Sanctions on there 
own seem not to work, as we can 
see in the case of Cuba. A further 
lesson we can learn from sanc-
tions is that they often do work, 
but not always in the way one had 
expected or wished. After all, we 
did not impose sanctions on Rho-
desia in order to end up with the 
mess the country now finds itself 
in under the dictator Mugabe.  
 
This observation leads one to 
question the morality of sanctions. 
Sanctions are not merely a matter 
of inconvenience and shortages, 
but of business failures and un-
employment, energy shortfalls, 
uncontrolled inflation and early 
death. In the case of the sanctions 
against Iraq and the highly contro-
versial oil for food programme, 
child mortality rose alarmingly, the 
population suffered greatly and 
the inner circle of power and dubi-

ous business men benefitted e-
normously. UNICEF data sug-
gests that the mortality rate a-
mong children under five years 
more than doubled between 1990 
and 1998. Critics maintain that di-
rect victimisation of a population is 
a violation of the conventional ru-
les even of ordinary warfare, and 
in this case makes a particularly 
cruel mockery of repeated assur-
ances that the people of Iraq were 
not the West’s enemy. They might 
not have been, they were, how-
ever, the victims.  
 
Current events in Libya illustrate 
how ineffective sanctions are 
when not backed up by more ro-
bust measures. In 1996 the US 
Senate passed the Iran and Libya 
Sanctions Act which remained in 
place until September 2006. Sanc-
tions were revoked against Libya 
following lengthy negotiations be-
tween the Libyan government and 
the West. Mousa Kousa, the Lib-
yan foreign minister and former 
chief of the countries intelligence 
service, was instrumental behind 
the scenes in guiding Libya from 
pariah status to a modicum of re-
spectability. Libya’s rehabilitation 
started in the wake of the Sep-
tember 2001 attacks on the US. 
The Libyan government offered 
extensive intelligence to the West 
about the activities of al-Qaida 
and it was Kousa who was in-
volved in the negotiations that led 
to Libya agreeing to dismantle its 
nuclear weapon programme and 
pay substantial compensation 
payments for the downing of the 
Pan Am airliner over Lockerbie in 
1988 and the bombing of a French 
airliner over Niger in the following 
year.  
 
Some might see this as proof that 
sanctions can work. In reality the 
lengthy negotiations which led to 
the lifting of sanctions were al-
ways conducted behind the back-
drop of the US air attack on Tripoli 
in 1986, launched in response to 
the bombing of a Berlin night club 
in which US service men were 
killed. This very clear signal not 
only forced the Libyan government 
to negotiate, it also forced Libya to 
cease funding terrorist organisa-
tions and abandon its nuclear 
weapon programme and the pro-
duction of chemical warfare mate-

rial. It can be argued that this 
agreement would not have been 
reached had the attack not taken 
place. The Libyan government 
knew exactly what would happen 
if they broke off the negotiations.  
 
When the British Parliament voted 
overwhelmingly by 557 to 13 votes 
for the use of force as a response 
to a humanitarian emergency in 
March 2011, it did so as it was 
clear that sanctions would not sa-
ve the population of Benghazi 
from the soldiers loyal to the Gad-
dafi regime. The French govern-
ment and the US leadership sha-
red this view and launched air at-
tacks on Libya following the pass-
ing of resolution 1973 by the UN 
Security Council. A number of na-
tions abstained, including China, 
Russia and, surprisingly, Ger-
many.  
 
Germany’s abstention came as a 
surprise to many and can only be 
understood in the context of do-
mestic political moves by a foreign 
minister who has forgotten what 
Realpolitik is and was desperate 
to mollify the mainly pacifist Ger-
man electorate. Germany’s reluc-
tance to resort to the use of force 
must raise new doubts about its 
demand for a permanent seat on 
the UN Security Council.  
 
Those who support the position of 
the German government point to 
the successful and largely peace-
ful revolution in Tunisia and Egypt. 
They, however, conveniently for-
get that unlike the Libyan govern-
ment the governments in both Tu-
nisia and Egypt did not turn their 
armies on the people, nor did they 
threaten to slaughter the citizens 
of Benghazi.  
 
Libya is not the only example 
which illustrates the inability of 
sanctions alone to either ensure a 
regime change or to force a coun-
try to comply with the basic rules 
of democracy. The sanctions 
against South Africa were half-
hearted at best, during that period 
in South Africa’s history, banks 
and companies from Europe tra-
ded and invested in the country. 
The only real benefit of sanctions 
was that the governments who 
had imposed the sanctions could 
at least say to the public that they 
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were doing all in their powers to 
change the system. That, it would 
seem, was also the guiding 
thought behind the majority of tho-
se foreign ministers at the recent 
G8 meeting in Paris when the 
proposal for a no fly zone was 
shot down.  
 
Coming to a conclusion about the 
effectiveness (or not) of sanctions 
is rather like trying to visualise an 
animal by touch alone. Partial 
knowledge does not add up to de-
pendable generalisations. Sanc-
tions do work, but not always in 
the way we expected them to. 
They can be a basis for interna-
tional cooperation, or a target for 
feuding within an alliance. It can 
be easy to impose sanctions, but 
not so easy to know how or when 
to lift them. Sanctions can kill and 
cause wars, just as much as pre-
venting them. It should also be 
understood that sanctions are not 
a substitute for policy and that 
sanctions can hit those citizens in 
a country one is trying to help. 
Sanctions can bring untold suffer-
ing to the population of a country. 
Above all, sanctions take time to 
work, and during that time the suf-
fering of the innocent will increase. 
It is for this reason that sanctions 
need to be flanked by a series of 
measures which can be escalated 
in order to remain credible and 
accelerate change. Credibility 
means that any measures threat-
ened will be undertaken and that 
these measures will hurt.  
 
It was Osama bin Laden who fa-
mously remarked that if people 
must choose between a weak or a 
strong horse, they will quite un-
derstandably choose the strong 
horse. For once one has to agree 
with bin Laden. Sanctions will not 
work if those trying to impose 
sanctions are seen as the weak 
horse.  
___________________________ 

Maxim Worcester, Berlin 

Maxim Worcester is Senior Advisor at ISPSW, 
Berlin. Before, he was Senior Manager for Ad-
visory Forensic at KPMG International. In the 
past he was Managing Director of Control 
Risks Germany, and held senior positions at the 
Economist Intelligence Unit, the Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung and Deutsche Börse AG.  
Opinions expressed in this contribution are 
those of the author. This contribution was first 
published in the ISPSW Institut für Strategie-, 
Politik-, Sicherheits- und Wirtschaftsberatung 
Berlin, www.ispsw.de 

THEMEN

The PLA’s  
“Orient Express” 
Militarization of the Iron Silk Road 

China’s rise on the international 
stage has been accompanied by 
an increase in its military’s pres-
ence. Beijing’s expanding ambi-
tion is prompting calls on the 
country’s leaders to be more pro-
active in protecting its national in-
terests. These calls by Chinese 
analysts have raised concerns 
about the military’s capability to 
mobilize troops to defend the 
country’s vast borders. For exam-
ple, in the aftermath of the April 
2010 Kyrgyzstan crisis when vio-
lent protests forced the collapse of 
the government, Chen Xiangyang, 
an associate researcher at the 
Chinese Institute of Contemporary 
International Relations (CICIR), 
called for a “Large Periphery” 
strategy to safeguard China’s 
neighboring areas. Chen’s call 
was echoed by senior Chinese 
military leaders about possibly in-
tervening in Central Asia. The 
Hong Kong-based Jing Bao back 
in a January 2010 article argued 
that railways – and their military 
significance – need to be infused 
into Chinese leaders’ strategic 
lens when exporting railway tech-
nology as they enhance military 
power projection. 
 
Indeed, in applying this strategic 
vision, on November 17, 2010, the 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) took the Shanghai-Nanjing 
express train for the first time to 
return to their barracks after com-
pleting security duty at the Shang-
hai World Expo 2010. According 
to the Military Representative Of-
fice of the PLA stationed at the 
Shanghai Railway Bureau, the 
Shanghai-Nanjing express railway 
is an intercity railway that can run 
at a maximum speed of 350 kilo-
meters (km) per hour. Some Chi-
nese military analysts touted this 
as an ideal way for the PLA to pro-
ject troops and light equipment in 
military operations other than war 
(MOOTW). 
 
China has built rail lines to Tibet, 
is building connections to Nepal, 
and is planning high-speed rails to 
Laos, Singapore, Cambodia, Viet-

nam, Thailand and Burma 
(Myanmar). On November 15 last 
year, then Iranian Foreign Minister 
Manouchehr Mottaki announced 
that Iran, Afghanistan, and Tajiki-
stan had agreed to cooperate with 
China to build a China-Iran rail link 
from Xinjiang, passing through 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghani-
stan and finally arriving in Iran. 
The longer plan seems to connect 
westward into Iraq (where China 
has large oil & gas investments), 
Syria, Turkey, and onto Europe. 
This is based on an overall 
UNsponsored Trans-Asia Railway 
(TAR) network to link China to 
Europe, using the Middle East as 
a transit hub. 
 
Although the UN engineered the 
TAR agreement, China has done 
more than any other nation to re-
forge trade and transport links to 
reestablish the Silk Route. Nego-
tiations are already underway with 
17 countries across Eurasia. With 
China’s high-speed trains having 
clocked speeds as high as 486.1 
km/h (302 mph), and the PLA ag-
gressively upgrading its long-
range combat capabilities by using 
rail as logistical support for its air 
force (PLAAF) and troop projec-
tion, this new ‘Orient Express’ 
across the revived Silk Road will 
have important military and strate-
gic implications for U.S. and 
Western interests in the region. 
 
Militarization of the Iron Silk 
Road 

Military requirements are part of 
China’s rail development, and the 
PLA actively participates in the 
design and planning of China’s 
high-speed rail. For example, 
Chengdu Railway Bureau has 14 
military officers taking lead posi-
tions in key departments at all ma-
jor stations, are tasked to coordi-
nate railway planning, design, 
construction, timing of require-
ments and track implementation. 
Shenyang Railway Bureau, which 
is in the strategic location of 
Liaoning Province next to North 
Korea, Inner Mongolia and the 
Yellow Sea, has also established 
a regional military transportation 
management mechanism with the 
PLA. According to the Military 
Transportation Department of the 
PLA General Logistics Depart-
ment (GLD), over 1,000 railway 
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stations have been equipped with 
military transportation facilities, 
thereby establishing a complete 
railway support network that en-
hances the PLA’s strategic projec-
tion capability. 
 
GLD had cooperated with the 
PRC’s Ministry of Railway in 2009, 
and fulfilled over 100 military re-
quirements for 20 odd railways in 
China with the capability of military 
transportation. In 2009, large 
sums of money were invested to 
build military transportation facili-
ties for a few railway stations and 
military platforms for loading and 
unloading materials. This invest-
ment was made to meet military 
requirements used for activities 
such as the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization’s (SCO) Peace Mis-
sion in 2010. GLD is actively in-
volved through the entire process 
of the railway construction, varying 
from the programming to the com-
pletion of the railways. For exam-
ple, when building the railway from 
Kunming, capital of Yunnan Prov-
ince, to Nanning, capital of 
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 
Region, in order to meet troop 
maneuver requirements the Minis-
try of Railway had to revise a par-
tial route and prolong 12.4 km of 
railways at an increased cost of 
1.55 billion yuan ($232.66 million).  
 
With China’s expansionist policy 
and infrastructure projects toward 
its neighbors, some analysts are 
beginning to sound the alarm on 
the militarization of these projects.  
 
Central, Southeast, and South 
Asia 

For example, Konstantin Sy-
royezhkin, in Kazakhstan’s Insti-
tute of Strategic Studies, points 
out the rapid development of road 
and railroad infrastructure in Cen-
tral Asia with Chinese participation 
may be used for future PLA troop 
deployments in case of a serious 
conflict threatening China’s secu-
rity or strategic interests. This con-
cern is corroborated by the recent 
SCO Peace Mission 2010 military 
exercise, whereby China trans-
ported troops to Kazakhstan by 
rail. 
 
Likewise, other countries such as 
Vietnam, and India, as well as the 
Tibet Autonomous Region share 

the same concern. Vietnam for 
one rejected China’s high-speed 
railway technology ($32.5 billion) 
in favor of Japan’s Shinkansen 
technology ($55 billion) despite its 
higher cost. On June 19, 2010, 
Vietnam’s National Assembly 
voted down China’s highspeed rail 
plan. According to Chinese lan-
guage magazine Yazhou Zhou-
kan, some Vietnamese politicians 
oppose adopting Chinese high 
speed rail technology out of the 
fear that China might use it to 
transport PLA troops to invade 
Vietnam, in reprise of its 1979 
Sino-Vietnam War. 
 
In the Tibet Autonomous Region, 
China’s high altitude Qinghai-Tibet 
railway that opened in 2006 is be-
ing used as a supply line to en-
hance PLAAF mobilization capa-
bility. On August 3, 2010, PLA 
Daily reported that a train loaded 
with important air combat readi-
ness material for the PLAAF ar-
rived in Tibet via the railway. 
China is rapidly upgrading rail-
ways and airports in Tibet, with 
four operational airports and a fifth 
one under construction. During the 
March 2008 Tibetan protests, the 
Qinghai Tibet rail enabled rapid 
PLA deployment. Within 48 hours, 
at the start of Lhasa riots, T-90/89 
armored personnel carriers and T-
92 wheeled infantry fighting vehi-
cles appeared on the streets – 
apparently from the 149th Division 
of the No. 13 Group Army under 
the Chengdu Military Regional 
Command. This was indicated by 
the “leopard” camouflage uniforms 
specifically designed for mountain 
warfare operation from the 149th 
Division. Should Sino-Indian rela-
tions ever deteriorate to the verge 
of military confrontation and if riots 
in Tibet spread, the PLA’s Moun-
tain Brigades can rapidly deploy to 
the region via the railway. Indeed, 
railway and road construction 
have been China’s Himalayan 
strategy for decades – as the PLA 
prepared to annex Tibet, Mao 
Zedong advised it “to advance 
while building roads”. 
 
The PLA’s Military Rail Trans-
port to Greater Middle East? 

China-Iran Railway 

In October 2010, the transport 
ministers of China, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Iran 

signed an agreement in 
Dushanbe, Tajikistan, to com-
mence China-Iran railway con-
struction. The railway from Xinji-
ang, China, would pass through 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Af-
ghanistan, arrive in Iran and split 
into a southern line to the Gulf and 
a western line to Turkey onto 
Europe. Earlier in August, China 
and Iran had signed a $2 billion 
agreement on construction of the 
railway network in western Iran, 
which will continue westward into 
Iraq, eventually connecting with 
Syria, Turkey and the Mediterra-
nean coastal countries. 
 
China-Turkey Railway 

Around the same time, in October 
2010, Turkey and China elevated 
their relations to one of “strategic 
partnership,” signed deals for 
high-speed rails in Turkey to even-
tually link with China, upgraded 
their military ties, and participated 
in the traditional NATO air combat 
exercise of Anatolian Eagle – with 
China replacing Israel and the 
United States. China will extend 
$30 billion to construct 7,000 km 
of high-speed rail lines across 
Turkey, as well as upgrading rail 
links between Turkey and Paki-
stan and planning a railway 
around Lake Van to Iran and 
Pakistan. Moreover, China has in-
vited Bulgaria to join Turkey in its 
Eurasian high-speed rail plan. 
China offered huge loans for con-
struction in return for the use of 
Bulgarian rivers, seaports and air-
ports, as transit hubs onto West-
ern Europe.  
 
Given the Sino-Turkish strategic 
partnership and anticipation of fu-
ture military exercises, Chinese 
railways could enhance PLA mili-
tary projection and presence in the 
Middle East and wider Black Sea 
region. In addition to Chinese 
warplanes over the Black Sea re-
gion during the October 2010 Ana-
tolian Eagle exercise, Chinese 
special op forces conducted joint 
exercises at a Turkey commando 
school in early November. With 
reports of PLAAF refueling in Iran 
en route to Turkey, high-speed rail 
could enable logistic support and 
transport of combat readiness ma-
terials in the future. 
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Missing Links – Iraq and  
Afghanistan 

While China is constructing rail-
ways across Eurasia, Iraq and Af-
ghanistan still present significant 
missing links due to the security 
situation and large presence of 
U.S. and NATO troops. Yet, when 
the United States’ draw down, 
China may try to push for 
UNPKOs to take over and deploy 
the PLA under blue berets to pro-
tect China’s energy and strategic 
interests. It has a $3.4 billion in-
vestment in the Aynak copper 
mine in Afghanistan as well as 
various oil and gas fields in Iraq. 
China will also likely use SCO to 
foment regional cooperation for 
constructing the railways through 
Afghanistan to Iran, eventually 
linking with Iraq. China and Iran 
are not interested in joining west-
ern-led initiatives, such as the 
Transport Corridor of Europe, 
Caucasus, and Asia (TRACECA), 
which is also known as the “new 
Silk Road.” Rather, they want to 
forge their own projects and not 
be beholden to Western interests 
or sanctions.  
 
Conclusion 

China’s ambitious high-speed rail 
projects across Asia and the Mid-
dle East have important strategic 
implications. It links up poorer re-
gions with more prosperous re-
gions, provides jobs during an 
economic downturn, and allows 
Chinese military and security ser-
vices to better project power both 
within and outside the country’s 
borders. While air transport is 
faster, it is limited to fewer people 
and lighter gear, whereas rail is a 
crucial means for moving soldiers 
and heavy equipment, and is 
much easier to sustain logistically. 
As China’s economic and energy 
portfolio continues to increase in 
the Greater Middle East, there 
may be future conditions under 
which the PLA might deploy 
troops using high-speed rails for 
MOOTW to protect its strategic in-
terests. Indeed, in January 2011 
there were reports that the PLA 
had deployed troops to the eco-
nomic zone of Rajin-Sonbong in 
northeast North Korea in order to 
“guard port facilities China has in-
vested in”. Whether this is a tell-
tale sign of what may happen with 
China’s interests in Afghanistan, 

Iraq, and elsewhere, will still re-
main a mystery for the future of 
the PLA’s Orient Express.  
___________________________ 

Dr. Christina Y. Lin, Washington 

Christina Lin, Ph.D., is a researcher with IHS 
Jane’s and former director for China affairs in 
the Office of the Secretary of Defense. 
Opinions expressed in this contribution are 
those of the author.  
This contribution was first published in the 
China Brief, Vol. XI, Issue 5, March 25 2011, 
Jamestown Foundation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

THEMEN

Combating Piracy – 
China’s Contribution 
Difficult Decisions  

The decision to deploy three 
ships, the DDG-171 Haikou and 
the DDG-169 Wuhan – two guided 
missile destroyers – and a supply 
ship, the Weishanhu, to the So-
mali coast and the Gulf of Aden, 
was not an easy one. 
 
In the first instance Beijing soun-
ded out possible reactions of the 
international community and an-
nounced at the United Nations 
that one was considering a de-
ployment. China then started a 
media campaign in order to dem-
onstrate that the deployment was 
in accordance with inter-national 
law. 
 
Prior to this the Liberation Army 
Daily published an article which 
explained that China’s interna-
tional interest ranged far beyond 
the defence of the Chinese coast-
line and territorial waters. 
 
It was China’s intent to demon-
strate that it was a reliable partner 
in the maintenance of inter-
national shipping routes and was 
capable of protecting Chinese 
merchant ships. 
 
Problems 

A number of problems became 
apparent during the first deploy-
ment of Chinese naval units in the 
Gulf of Aden on 6 January 2009: 

• It was not possible to enter 
ports in the region resulting in 

ships being at sea for four months 
and suffering from lack of ade-
quate stores such as food and 
fresh water; 

• No secure communications to 
US and NATO units (VHF radio 
and open E-Mails); 

• No exchange of intelligence; 

• Inadequate coordination with 
other naval units. 

 
Progress 

The second and third deployment 
of Chinese naval units showed 
some improvement: 

• Re-supply of Chinese naval 
ships is now possible in Djibouti, 
Oman and Yemen.  

• China sits-in on the Shared 
Awareness and Confliction Meet-
ings on a regular basis. 

• Chinese naval units take part 
in joint exercises with Western na-
val units and exchange officers. 

• China is learning from the ex-
perience of other navies in the 
fight against piracy. 

• Establishment of intelligence 
exchange between the Chinese 
and Singapore Navies. 

 
In July 2010 the Chinese navy de-
ployed its largest vessel, the 
Kunlun Shan, a 17,000-tonne Ty-
pe 071 Yuzhao class Landing 
Platform Dock (LPD) ship. On 
board, the Kunlun Shan carried a 
platoon of Chinese marines, the 
elite of the Chinese navy. The ship 
carried Z-8 helicopters, a new lan-
ding craft and two speedboats and 
was able to test the navy’s expedi-
tionary capabilities. In August 
2010 helicopters and marines of 
the Kunlun Shan repelled three 
groups of pirates. 
 
The Chinese Navy, however, 
could not prevent an attack on the 
Chinese freighter Yuan Xiang with 
29 Chinese sailors on board in the 
night of 12 November 2010. Only 
two weeks prior 19 Chinese sail-
ors returned to China following a 
four months imprisonment by pi-
rates.  
 
Conclusion 

The deployment of Chinese naval 
units to the Gulf of Aden opens up 
the possibility to work together 
with other partners to improve se-
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curity in the region. NATO, the U-
nited States and the EU support 
this effort. 
 
The deployment also shows Chi-
na’s increasing interest in interna-
tional cooperation to improve 
maritime security. The protection 
of trade routes and flows of raw 
materials are a part of the core in-
terests of Chinese foreign and se-
curity policy. The growth of the 
Chinese Navy together with the 
opening of new naval bases in the 
Pacific region will have a high le-
vel of priority. It has to be said, 
however, that China is still a long 
way away from having a true “Blue 
Water Navy”.  
 
For political analysts, private and 
state think tanks and governments 
will have to analyse and follow 
China’s potential very closely and 
pass on any relevant recommen-
dations to decision makers in Poli-
tics and in the Military. 
___________________________ 

Dr. Peter Roell, Berlin 
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THEMEN

A Heretic’s Musings 
On 17 December 2010, a 45 year 
old policewoman slapped an agi-
tated vegetable vendor in his 
early-twenties who was creating a 
disturbance in a police station af-
ter his cart had been confiscated 
for lack of license. The vendor 
was a university graduate en-
snared in Tunisia’s economic ca-
tastrophe and thus compelled to 
seek meager income as an unli-
censed street vendor. Now, hu-
miliated by having a female slap 
him on the face in public – he set 
himself aflame. The next day, 
many of his friends and relatives 
rioted in protest of the police’s 
heavy-handedness that led to the 

self-immolation. Police stood by 
and let the aggrieved vent their 
frustration. 
 
On its own, this incident in remote 
Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia, would have 
been forgotten within days and ig-
nored by all outside the vendor’s 
immediate circle of family and 
friends. However, this was not to 
be. Alerted by the Hizb ul-Tahrir 
leadership in France, a group of 
Islamist clerics quickly issued a 
series Fatwas regarding the inci-
dent. The self-immolation was 
aimed to alert the world about the 
suppression of Islam in Tunisia, 
they explained. As such, it was not 
suicide (which is forbidden by Is-
lam) but an act of self-inflicted 
martyrdom (which is endorsed and 
encouraged by the Islamists-
Jihadists).  
 
And these widely circulated Fat-
was – rather than the incident in 
Sidi Bouzid – excited the frus-
trated and despaired – sending a 
couple of dozen youth from Mo-
rocco to Indonesia to self-
immolate themselves. Numerous 
Islamist-affiliated electronic media 
venues – from the formidable Al-
Jazeera to the authoritative Ji-
hadist websites – carried the self-
immolation stories with emphasis 
on the Islamist self-inflicted mar-
tyrdom interpretation. It was they – 
the Islamist media venues – that 
both sparked, and created the 
context for, the grassroots Inti-
fada’s that followed. And it would 
be the established veteran 
Islamist-Jihadist organizations 
would since sustain the rage and 
exploit it for their own political and 
strategic gains.  
 
The Intifada of the Starved 

Although Western politicians and 
media remain enamored with the 
“Jasmine Revolution” – as repre-
senting the reincarnation of the 
“color revolutions” of the middle of 
the last decade – the Arab and 
Muslim worlds have a different 
name for the violence that erupted 
in Tunisia – The Intifada of the 
Starved. Theirs is a politically 
loaded term. Intifada means shak-
ing off alien and harming things – 
the way a dog shakes off ticks, 
bugs or water. The starved – like 
the oppressed or dispossessed – 
is a term used by the Islamists to 

describe the grassroots victims of 
pro-Western regimes. The esca-
lating violence was therefore not a 
revolution against a government – 
but an upsurge against a social 
order and a way of life, albeit ones 
imposed by governments. Hence, 
the ensuing wave of violence still 
sweeping the Arab World was not 
a revolution – that is, an effort to 
remove the old and usher in the 
new – but an Islamist Intifada – 
that is, getting rid of the current in 
order to restore the traditional old 
order represented by the time-
honored rallying cry “Islam is the 
Solution!” Little wonder the Muslim 
Brothers – the Ikhwan al-Muslimin 
– and their off-shoots and spin-
offs have already emerged as the 
dominant powers and winners. 
 
Indeed, a wave of Islamist-
oriented Intifada’s has since 
spread throughout the entire 
Greater Middle East. Because the 
common denominator of the di-
verse Intifada’s has been the un-
compromising grassroots rejection 
of their respective modern states – 
their ensuing spread and intensifi-
cation have transformed them into 
a regional phenomenon that now 
dominates the grand dynamics of 
the Greater Middle East.  
 
The Greater Middle East – from 
the shores of the Atlantic to the 
shores of the Persian Gulf – is in a 
state of unprecedented turmoil. 
The Greater Middle East is boiling 
and erupting primarily because of 
the endemic failure of the Arab 
state system which has engen-
dered the profound crisis now ex-
ploited by the Islamists. The 
Greater Middle East is divided be-
tween the eastern Arabian World 
– the Mashriq – and the western 
Arabian World – the Maghreb – 
with “Egypt” serving as a uniquely 
explosive lynchpin. It is the grow-
ing aggregate impact of the local 
Islamist-Jihadist movements and 
their respective Intifada’s on these 
regional mega-trends that makes 
this wave so historically crucial 
and threatening for the vital inter-
ests of the West.  
 
Historically, the Mashriq was 
dominated by the socio-political 
dynamics in the Arab heartland – 
roughly from the shores of the 
Arabian Sea to northern Iraq, and 



April 2011 • pmg Denkwürdigkeiten Nr. 72 • Seite 7 

from eastern Iraq to the Gaza 
Strip. This Arab cauldron – pre-
dominantly Sunni but includes Shi-
ite Arabs as well – has a tendency 
to spread roughly from south to 
north through the instrument of 
radicalization and jihadization to 
the detriment of Arab nationalism. 
This ascent is not only contained, 
but at times also reversed, by 
three external powers that seek to 
advance and expand into, as well 
as extend their influence and he-
gemony onto, these Arab lands. 
These are Mahdivist Iran, neo-
Ottomanist Turkey, and the Euro-
pean Union now on off-shore Cy-
prus. All three powers have long 
had hegemonic aspirations – 
through various means ranging 
from cultural-economic influence 
to outright military occupation – 
over the Mashriq. 
 
Fault Lines 

The fault lines between the Sunni 
Arab cauldron and the surround-
ing great powers are character-
ized by a thin line of minorities 
that, together, constitute the core 
of the Fertile Crescent. These mi-
norities are, from east to west, the 
Ahwazi Arabs of southwestern 
Iran, the Kurds, the 
Alavis/Allawites, the Druze, the 
Maronites and the Jews, as well 
as smaller minorities such as the 
Armenians and Cherkess/ Circas-
sians. This Fertile Crescent of mi-
norities has provided the stabiliz-
ing buffer regulating the spread of 
influence of Iran, Turkey and 
Europe. Throughout history, these 
minorities have been discrimi-
nated against and oppressed by 
the various Arab and Ottoman rul-
ers of the Mashriq, while the 
Western powers relied on them to 
bring modernity and Westerniza-
tion. As a rule, whenever the Fer-
tile Crescent of minorities was 
strong and viable – it constituted 
the key to regional stability and 
purveyor of modernity and growth. 
 
In the Maghreb, the prevalence of 
pre-Islamic tribal traditions, par-
ticularly of the non-Arab nations 
such as the Berbers and the Tu-
aregs, has made the entire tribal 
milieu the harbinger of conserva-
tive stability. In contrast, the 
Maghreb’s urban north on the 
shores of the Mediterranean has 
been modernized, empowered 

and radicalized by outside invad-
ers – first the Ottomans and then 
the Europeans. Consequently, the 
family-based urban population has 
traditionally refused to accept both 
status-quo and tribal preemi-
nence. This restiveness was first 
manifested in anti-colonial strug-
gles, and when, through the secu-
rity apparatus, the tribal estab-
lishment took over the new mod-
ern states, through urban struggle 
which has become Islamist-
Jihadist and challenging the 
state’s legitimacy. The bulk of the 
population of the Maghreb – both 
urban and tribal – is concentrated 
along the shores of the Mediterra-
nean pressed against mountains 
and the Sahara. The pressure and 
influence from across the Mediter-
ranean to the north is complex 
and contradictory – the mixture of 
European modernization and 
Westernization, and the backlash 
of the radicalization and jihadiza-
tion of the Maghrebi ex-pat popu-
lation in Western Europe. And the 
urban population is increasingly 
challenging the Tribal-engendered 
status-quo and stability.  
 
Between the Mashriq and the 
Maghreb 

The most profound and explosive 
facet of the current era of Inti-
fada’s is the struggle over the soul 
and definition of “Egypt” – the 
lynchpin between the Mashriq and 
the Maghreb. “Egypt” is torn be-
tween the traditional (pre-Islamic) 
concept of the Nile Valley as a dis-
tinct socio-political entity – Misr – 
and the pan-Islamic, now Islamist, 
concept of the southern parts of 
(today’s) Israel and Jordan, the 
Sinai Peninsula and the Nile Val-
ley as a single socio-political entity 
– Bilad al-Kanana – signifying the 
western-most boundary of the 
Arabian World of the Mashriq. 
Egypt’s Islamists have supported 
the Bilad al-Kanana approach. In-
deed, Egypt’s Islamists have long 
persecuted the Copts and other 
non-Muslim people of Egypt’s pre-
viously cosmopolitan great cities 
in the Mashriq’s tradition. The mili-
tary has been torn between the 
crucial importance of the legacy of 
statehood and institutions as rep-
resented by Misr and Cairo’s po-
litical aspirations in the Arab 
World. This still unresolved con-
tradiction has led to the official 

naming of the modern state as 
The United Arab Republic rather 
than having to choose between 
Misr and Bilad al-Kanana. Given 
Egypt’s singular importance in the 
Greater Middle East – the endur-
ing failure to resolve the quest for 
the soul of “Egypt” will keep exac-
erbating and destabilizing the al-
ready explosive posture region-
wide. 
 
Thus, from a strategic point-of-
view, the two most important 
manifestations of the Islamist-
Jihadist Intifada’s – the erosion of 
the Arab States and the distinct 
anti-minority persecution – un-
dermine the overall regional 
status-quo and stability. This 
means the escalation and exacer-
bation of the direct friction be-
tween the radicalized Arab caul-
dron and the three external great 
powers – Iran, Turkey and 
Europe/West – and the ensuing 
creation of opportunities for these 
powers to further destabilize inter-
vene and seek hegemony. 
 
Tehran 

Tehran is convinced that any radi-
calization and undermining of pre-
dominantly-Sunni Arab national-
ism is in its favor. Toward this end, 
Tehran has been going over gov-
ernments’ heads and reaching out 
directly to the grassroots. Tehran’s 
primary instrument has been em-
phasizing the Palestinian issue, 
urging Jihadist action while blam-
ing the Arab governments of be-
traying the cause. Concurrently, 
Iran is sponsoring the escalation 
of Gaza-based terrorism not only 
as a reminder of the enduring 
relevance of the Arab-Israeli war 
(which was all but ignored as in-
digenous local issues burst to the 
surface throughout the Intifada’s), 
but also in order to refocus the EU 
attention away from Iranian 
machinations.  
 
Iran’s most audacious surge is in 
the Persian Gulf, starting with 
Bahrain. Iranian officials and cler-
ics, as well as their counterparts in 
Eastern Arabia, have never con-
cealed their commitment to a uni-
fied region-wide Shiite up-surge 
rather than a series of local crises 
in pursuit of localized grievances. 
Tehran committed significant re-
sources to the incitement and ex-



April 2011 • pmg Denkwürdigkeiten Nr. 72 • Seite 8 

ploitation of the Shiite revolt in 
Bahrain as the beginning of the 
ascent of the Islamic Republic of 
Eastern Arabia. For their part, 
Bahraini Shiite leaders stressed 
that their Intifada was indeed in 
pursuit of the all-Shiite Mahdivist 
theology-strategy. This distinction 
was clearly articulated on March 
18 by the (still unidentified) Imam 
delivering the public Friday ser-
mon in Manama Bahrain. He 
stated that the Saudi-led military 
intervention “is the only thing that 
separates us from the state of the 
Imam. Allah willing, following 
these events, we will all be under 
the banner of the justice of the 
Mahdi.” 
 
Turkey 

Turkey is also extending its neo-
Ottomanist influence throughout 
the region. Ankara is focusing on 
its self-anointed role as the media-
tor of disputes, usually in favor of 
the Muslim Brothers and other 
Islamist causes. The extent of the 
close relations between Turkey 
and the international Muslim 
Brothers was clearly demon-
strated in mid-March when the 
“Who’s Who” of the Global Muslim 
Brothers showed up in Istanbul for 
the funeral of Necmettin Erbakan 
– the founder of the Turkish 
Islamist movement. Ankara’s role 
in pushing Mubarak to resign was 
the first clear indicator of the new 
assertive policy. A mid-March edi-
torial in the UAE daily Al-Bayan 
warned of these regional ramifica-
tions. “The fall of Hosni Mubarak’s 
regime is a beginning to the con-
solidation of Muslim Brotherhood 
influence in Egypt, and conse-
quently, in Palestine as well. This 
is a trump card for the exertion of 
[Turkish] pressure – a trump card 
that may be exploited by Turkey in 
its dealings with Israel and the 
West. Turkey knows that its role 
as a key player in the region will 
not be fruitful without its bargain-
ing chips in the region.”  
 
The dramatic zigzag of Ankara’s 
policy toward Qadhafi’s Libya 
serves as the best indicator of 
Turkey’s ultimate objectives. Ini-
tially, Erdogan offered Obama that 
Turkey would perform a central 
role in a NATO intervention in 
Libya, including the dispatch of a 
massive ground force, in return for 

the US facilitation of Turkey’s 
speedy accession to the EU. 
Sarkozy, however, vetoed the idea 
and personally traveled to Ankara 
in order to personally break the 
EU position to Erdogan. Over-
night, Ankara reversed its policy 
and committed to seeking a nego-
tiated settlement favorable to 
Muammar Qadhafi. In the March 
18 issue of Al-Sharq Al-Awsat, 
Editor Tariq Alhomayed stressed 
the real motives behind Ankara’s 
policies. “Erdogan is defending Al-
Qadhafi despite all the crimes that 
the Libyan leader has committed 
against his own people, whereas 
previously he was one of the first 
world leaders to criticize the Hosni 
Mubarak regime during the Janu-
ary 25 revolution in Egypt. ... Er-
dogan has responded in a differ-
ent manner to the events in Libya 
and Egypt because he is search-
ing for leadership for his country, 
namely a neo-Ottoman leadership. 
... Therefore, all Erdogan wants to 
do is to strengthen Turkey’s role, 
in search of a neo-Ottoman role 
[in the region], and this is some-
thing that can be described as po-
litical opportunism.” Indeed, since 
the beginning of the US-led mili-
tary intervention in Libya, Ankara 
has been at the forefront of push-
ing all-Islamic mediation and crisis 
resolution. This role comes on top 
of Turkey’s self-anointed role as 
the mediator of all inter-Arab and 
Arab-Israeli conflicts – including 
the brewing Intifada in Syria.  
 
The unfolding of the various Inti-
fada’s must be examined in this 
context in order to comprehend 
their overall course and long-term 
impact on the Greater Middle 
East. 
 
Tunisia 

In Tunisia, the Intifada sought to 
overthrow a regime that purveyed 
westernization and secularization 
reforms that included equal rights 
and empowerment for women, 
and separation between mosque 
and state. Ben Ali’s was the most 
drastic effort to secularize and 
westernize a Muslim country since 
the days of Kemal Ataturk. Alas, 
only the harsh authoritarian reign 
of Ben Ali made the imposition 
and sustenance of his drastic re-
forms possible. The Islamist op-
position – led by Rached Ghan-

nouchi and the al-Nahdah Party, 
and the Ikhwani adherents of Hizb 
ul-Tahrir – fled the country for safe 
exile in Western Europe. There, 
protected by the infidels’ democ-
racy and sustained by their gener-
ous state welfare – the Islamists 
plotted and prepared for the inevi-
table grassroots eruption. They 
patiently organized underground 
cells and networks, recruited activ-
ists and operatives, and cultivated 
Western progressive-liberal media 
outlets. Thus, when the riots first 
broke – clean-shaven jeans-
wearing youth were put in the front 
lines facing the media’s cameras. 
But the tanks were stopped by 
mass street-prayers that blocked 
all the main streets (a practice that 
was forbidden under Ben Ali). The 
military’s subsequent effort to re-
move large numbers of youth from 
the streets by calling up all re-
serves was immediately reversed 
once the extent of their Islamiciza-
tion and adverse impact on the 
secularized professional troops 
became apparent to the high 
command.  
 
Egypt 

In Egypt, the Ikhwan al-Muslimin 
tacitly but firmly controlled the 
grassroots in al-Thahrir Square 
and throughout the country during 
the entire Intifada. The Ikhwan 
were responsible for all the ad-
vance preparations (including pre-
paring and disseminating the 
guidebooks), to sustaining the 
crowd with food, drinks, instruc-
tions (by kids waving placards with 
instructions), to delivering local-
ized alliances with the military that 
prevented bloodshed (which were 
negotiated and reached in Ikhwani 
mosques), to running a field-
hospital, to activating the fall-back 
sat-phone communication system. 
The extent of the Ikhwani domi-
nance was flagrantly displayed 
during Sheikh Yussuf al-
Qaradawi’s sermon at al-Thahrir 
Square and the humiliating ban-
ishment of Google’s executive 
Wael Ghonim – in Western eyes 
the “symbol” of the techno-savvy 
new Egypt. The mere fact that the 
return of the octogenarian Sheikh 
al-Qaradawi symbolizes the en-
during success of the Intifada at-
tests to the extent of the signifi-
cance of youth and vigor in its 
message. 
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And the Egyptian military also un-
derwent their own profound Inti-
fada. Ever since the late-1940's – 
the aftermath of the defeat in the 
Naqba (or Israel’s War of Inde-
pendence) – the Egyptian Military 
has rallied behind a small group, 
or council, of dynamic officers who 
jointly made decisions and who 
nominated one of them to front for 
their group policy and interest. 
This group took over Egypt in 
1953. They made their front-man 
– first Nagib, and then Nasser – 
Egypt’s President, and rallied be-
hind as the source of power and 
legitimacy for the regime. The offi-
cers’ council has continued to 
function over the years and held 
Egypt together through the subse-
quent military defeats, social and 
economic crises, and traumatic 
changes of presidents (the sudden 
death of Nasser and the assassi-
nation of Sadat). In both cases 
(the death of Nasser and Sadat), 
the officers’ council nominated the 
replacements (Sadat and Muba-
rak, respectively), consolidated 
their hold onto power, and sus-
tained their leadership. Adopting 
Pharaohnic leadership style – 
Mubarak sought to profoundly 
break this age-old crux of power 
by sidelining Field Marshal 
Tantawi (the military’s choice for 
successor) and instead nominat-
ing his own son Gamal as his suc-
cessor. THIS was the real revolu-
tion in Egypt. It failed.  
 
Capitalizing on the first opportunity 
that came their way – the Intifada 
– the military council recaptured 
power and nominated their original 
front-man – Tantawi – as the de-
facto president. It was the threat of 
a military coup and arrest made by 
the supreme military council – not 
the street riots – that made Muba-
rak resign and leave Cairo a cou-
ple of hours after making a defiant 
speech on TV. Now, the military 
won’t let go of their power. These 
officers are not stupid or oblivious 
to reality in Egypt – that is, the 
dominant grassroots influence of 
the Ikhwan al-Muslimin. Therefore, 
the officers’ council will make 
deals with the Ikhwan. But, at the 
end of the day, elections or no 
elections, the group, or council, of 
dynamic military officers is back in 
power as they have been for 
nearly sixty years now. Hence the 

new government will reach a 
compromise with the Ikhwan over 
the character of society where the 
Ikhwan will continue to dominate. 
But the policy and strategy issues 
vis-a-vis the rest of the world will 
remain in military hands. As was 
the case since the 1950's – this 
will be a tenuous mistrustful rela-
tionship, where both sides will 
continue to kill the other side’s 
leaders when they feel threatened. 
But modern Egyptian society 
knows no better alternative.  
 
Jordan, Yemen, Algeria, Iraq 

The same general principles guide 
and dominate the less-dramatic 
Intifada’s in Jordan, Yemen, Alge-
ria, and Iraq. In all these countries, 
the traditional social structures – 
dominated by tribes, nationalities, 
the Ikhwan and segments of the 
military – join hands in tenuous al-
liances to answer the demands of 
the grassroots to restore tradi-
tional and Islamic social order at 
the expense of the modern state. 
In Jordan and Yemen, the es-
sence of their Intifada’s is the as-
cent of a coalition of Islamist-
Jihadist organs and the key tribes 
at the expense of other segments 
of the population. Significantly, the 
Intifada in northern Jordan is inter-
linked with the Syrian Intifada in 
Daraa just north of the border – a 
clear demonstration of the re-
gional character of the Islamist-
Jihadist trend. In Algeria, it is the 
ascent of the hitherto disenfran-
chised Islamist youth of the urban 
slums and remote villages against 
the military-dominated govern-
ment. And Iraq keeps fracturing 
into Iran-dominated regional enti-
ties – at times through immense 
violence and fratricidal terrorism 
with sectarian and religious char-
acter. 
 
Bahrain 

In Bahrain, the Intifada is a direct 
outcome of the rapidly evolving 
population tapestry. Most striking 
is the fact that 54% of the 1.25m 
population of Bahrain are non-
nationals – mainly Iranians and 
South Asians. About 81% of the 
entire population are Muslims. Of 
these, two-thirds are Shiites and 
one-third are Sunnis. However, 
most of the Sunnis are non-
nationals from South Asia. Among 
Bahrain’s Muslim nationals – the 

Shiites constitute an 80-85% ma-
jority. And the majority of these 
Shiite nationals have family roots 
in Iran. The Bahraini Shiites want 
to get rid of the Sunni al-Khalifa 
monarchy (although the al-Khalifa 
dynasty has ruled Bahrain in one 
form or another since 1783). Te-
hran has always wanted to return 
Bahrain to the Iranian fold, and 
since the Islamic Revolution Ira-
nian intelligence has invested 
huge efforts and inordinate 
amounts of cash in gradually con-
solidating vast networks of sup-
porters. Once upheaval started 
spreading in the Middle East, the 
Iranians activated their networks 
under the guise of an indigenous 
Intifada. Indeed, the Bahraini se-
curity services discovered major 
support effort from Iranian Intelli-
gence and the HizbAllah Special 
Operations (with the latter opera-
tives arriving from Damascus and 
carrying Syrian passports).  
 
Presently, the Bahraini Intifada’s 
leadership is calling for the over-
throw of the al-Khalifa dynasty and 
the establishment of a Shiite-
dominated state in their stead as 
the first step toward the attainment 
of genuine self-determination – an 
indication of possible closer ties 
with Iran. It took a major military 
intervention by Saudi-led GCC 
armed forces to suppress the first 
wave of Shiite insurrection. Sig-
nificantly, Obama personally 
warned the top-most Saudi lead-
ers NOT to help Bahrain. The 
Saudi forces crossed the Fahd 
Bridge into Bahrain in full daylight. 
While chaos subsided in the af-
termath of an intense crackdown, 
the Shiite underground has re-
mained largely intact. The huge 
stockpiles of weapons and explo-
sives, as well as the hundreds of 
highly trained operatives, smug-
gled by the Iranians into Bahrain 
remain intact and ready to resume 
and escalate the Shiite Intifada on 
Tehran’s orders. The Saudi-
Iranian proxy war over Bahrain 
and Eastern Arabia is a major is-
sue for both countries. There is al-
ready one big loser – the US. 
 
Syria 

In Syria, after nearly three dec-
ades of suppression, the Muslim 
Brothers and Jihadists (led by cer-
tain Sunni tribes) have assumed 
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the courage to violently challenge 
the Allawite-Druze dominated re-
gime. One of the key organizers of 
the Intifada on the ground is Feda 
Tarif al-Sayed who is the son of 
Tarif al-Sayed – one of the senior 
Jihadist leaders of the Hamma re-
volt in 1982. The sectarian charac-
ter of the Intifada was clearly 
manifested in the anti-Druze riots 
in Daraa and anti-Allawite riots in 
Latakia. As well, Muslim Brothers 
members and Jihadist elements 
attacked government facilities 
throughout the traditionally 
Islamist northern Syria. Politically, 
the Syrian Intifada is driven largely 
by the Muslim Brothers. They 
have an office in Al-Azhar Univer-
sity, Cairo, under the auspices of 
their Egyptian brethren, from 
where they negotiate with the US 
State Department. On April 1, the 
Martyrs’ Day declared by the Inti-
fada’s leaders, a new wave of vio-
lent protests erupted after Friday 
prayers in Damascus, Banias and 
Latakia. The extremely violent re-
action by the security services 
leaves no doubt that fierce gov-
ernment repression will continue. 
There is more slaughter and car-
nage on the horizon. 
 
Bashar al-Assad made things far 
worse with his speech March 30 
which avoided confronting the un-
folding challenges and instead 
went back to Ba’atist rhetoric of 
the 1960's and 1970's. He 
stressed that his government 
would not fall like a domino in the 
string of Arab Intifada’s. On the 
contrary, Syria had already kicked 
the dominos of the “conspirators” 
and it was they who had fallen in-
stead. Assad blamed unrest on 
“enemies” led by Israel who were 
“working daily and scientifically to 
undermine the stability of Syria.” 
He also criticized the social net-
working web-sites and pan-Arab 
satellite television news channels. 
He emphasized that these “con-
spirators” and “enemies” were 
“stupid in choosing to target 
Syria.” Assad then addressed the 
rioters’ demands for reforms. 
“Staying without reforms is de-
structive to the country,” he ac-
knowledged. However, Assad 
added, these will only happen in 
the distant future. Assad carefully 
stopped short of offering the 
widely anticipated reform pack-

age, and he also made no men-
tion of lifting the state of emer-
gency that exists since 1963 de-
spite earlier promises. The harsh-
ness of the speech led Washing-
ton to commit to a policy of regime 
change in Syria.  
 
Libya 

After four decades under the re-
pressive and chaotic “Jamahiri-
yah” – Libyan population was sup-
posed to be docile and passive. 
However, it took the heavy-
handed crackdown of a single 
youth demonstration to have the 
accumulating frustration and hos-
tility to burst into the open. Libya is 
an amalgam of three distinct tribal 
zones – Cyrenaica, Tripolitania 
and Fezzan. Initially, the grass-
roots Intifada quickly evolved into 
a tribal and regional war that soon 
crystalized into the traditional 
Cyrenaica-vs-Tripolitania power 
struggle. Behind the Cyrenaica-
based Sanussiyah movement 
there existed the clamor for the 
restoration of the traditional Sa-
nussi Constitution as clearly seen 
by the widespread hoisting of the 
pre-revolution tri-color flag of 
Libya. Meanwhile, Muammar 
Qadhafi ordered the release from 
jail of all the Jihadists – in order to 
gain their cooperation, as well as 
increase the fratricidal violence 
against the tribes in Cyrenaica 
who, as devout followers of the 
Sanussiyah, are implacable 
nemeses of the neo-Salafite Ji-
hadists. But this move backfired 
for the Jihadists aligned them-
selves with the Benghazi leader-
ship and became the quality core 
of the rebel forces.  
 
Ultimately, the Intifada failed to 
gain traction throughout Libya, 
particularly among the al-
Magariha, the al-Warfalla and the 
other key tribes of the Libyan inte-
rior who constitute more than half 
the population and control most of 
the territory. Over time, these 
tribes have shifted toward tacit 
support of Tripoli. Throughout, the 
Libyan Intifada remained limited to 
a 50-70 kms wide strip between 
the shores of the Mediterranean 
and the northern slopes of the 
mountains. By late March, the 
tribal leaders in western Cyrenaica 
started withdrawing their armed 
elements from the “rebel forces”. 

This left the Benghazi Council with 
a significantly smaller force com-
prised mainly of a mix of urban 
youth from the greater Benghazi 
area and Islamists-Jihadists from 
the Baida-Dernah area. Hardly the 
representation of a grassroots 
popular movement... 
 
The crucial failure of the Libyan In-
tifada was the failure to present a 
discernable legitimate leadership 
capable of offering interim gov-
ernance and laying the founda-
tions for the lengthy and complex 
rebuilding of a democratic consti-
tutional monarchy ruling over a 
federated Libya where the three 
tribal groupings can realize their 
quest for self-determination. Alas, 
one of the primary outcomes of 
the four decades of Qadhafi’s rule 
has been the emaciation of the in-
digenous elites so that the Intifada 
remains spontaneous, determined 
and brave – but leaderless. It will 
take a coalition of military senior 
officers and officials in both Tripoli 
and Benghazi, as well as tribal 
leaders, to formulate such interim 
leadership. Under the current 
conditions of escalating and 
spreading fratricidal fighting and 
repression – such gathering is 
simply inconceivable. The US-led 
Western military intervention only 
made things worse. And this en-
during chaos thus provides the 
Qadhafi clan with the possibility of 
ultimately remaining in power.  
 
Morocco 

More than anything, Morocco is 
the exception that proves the rule. 
Morocco has been ruled by the 
Alaouite Dynasty since the early-
17th century. Being a direct de-
scendant of both Prophet Mu-
hammad and Imam Ali, the King of 
Morocco has unassailable legiti-
macy under the most traditionalist 
and Islamic terms. As is the case 
in all Western democracies, free 
and fair parliamentary and lo-
cal/regional elections give the 
public venues to express their po-
litical opinions and affect both na-
tional and local issues. Moreover, 
the emergence of fringe groups 
and interests as a result of the ac-
celerated modernization and ur-
banization – some legitimate and 
some burning nonetheless – led 
King Muhammad VI to order the 
organization of the Economic and 
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Social Council. On February 21, 
Chakib Benmoussa, who as Inte-
rior Minister oversaw the begin-
ning of the implementation of the 
King’s regionalization and democ-
ratization reforms, was nominated 
by the King Chairman of the 
Council.  
 
Hence, the vast majority of Mo-
roccans have no reason to take to 
the streets, and the few that did on 
February 20 – rushed to precede 
the establishment of the Council 
that in effect addresses their con-
cerns. Moreover, the original or-
ganizing committee of the Febru-
ary 20 movement withdrew their 
participation from the demonstra-
tions once the extreme political 
character of some of the partici-
pating entities became clear. Sim-
ply put, Morocco has a combina-
tion of a traditionally-legitimate 
form of government with individual 
and political freedoms enabling all 
citizens to express their regional 
and localized traditions. Hence, 
there is no grassroots interest in 
launching an Intifada in Morocco. 
Indeed, the ongoing incitement of 
Al-Jazeera and other pan-Arab 
media could only bring minuscule 
crowds to the streets. 
 
Grassroots Intifada 

The historic dynamics of the 
Greater Middle East was jolted on 
March 17 when the US-led West 
pushed through the UNSC a reso-
lution authorizing the use of force 
against Libya. The US-led Kos-
ovo-inspired military intervention 
in Libya is aimed, in the words of a 
very senior NSC official, to pre-
vent “another Srebrenica in Ben-
ghazi”. In reality, as was the case 
in Kosovo twelve years before-
hand, the US-led bombing cam-
paign is aimed to empower a 
populist rebellion of dubious cre-
dentials and appeal despite its fail-
ure to attract the widespread 
grassroots support that would have 
delivered true victory. This US-led 
military intervention – even if it re-
mains limited to Libya – will have a 
devastating effect on the entire 
Greater Middle East as the grass-
roots Intifada’s keep spreading.  
The main difference between the 
1999 intervention in Kosovo and 
the 2011 intervention in Libya is 
that in March 2003 the US in-
vaded Iraq in order to rid that 

country, and the rest of the region, 
of a dictator bent on destabilizing 
the region’s tenuous status-quo 
and correlation of forces. How-
ever, the promises of “freedom” 
and “democracy” that followed the 
occupation of Baghdad led to 
widespread grassroots demands 
for the de-facto abolishment of the 
centralized state in favor of local 
ethno-centric entities. And when 
these demands failed to material-
ize and a Shiite-dominated cen-
tralized state was established in 
Baghdad, there ensued a fratri-
cidal carnage led by both Sunni 
and Shiite Jihadists that, toward 
the end of the decade, the ensu-
ing US “surge” suppressed to a 
degree but failed to resolve. Pres-
ently, an Iran-sponsored Shiite-
dominated government reigns in a 
segregated Baghdad as the US 
forces are near completion of their 
withdrawal from Iraq and, effec-
tively, the Middle East. While US 
military might toppled the most 
Arab-Nationalist regime of its time 
– the US has failed to fill the 
socio-political vacuum it had cre-
ated with an alternate form of 
modern governance that would be 
legitimized and recognized by the 
grassroots. Instead, the US opted 
to sustain by force a state-based 
status-quo throughout the region.  
 
Alas, these Western calls for 
“freedom” and “democracy” fell on 
fertile grounds not only in Iraq but 
throughout the entire Arab world. 
Prostrate and oppressed grass-
roots simmered in frustration for 
almost a decade fearful of chal-
lenging their respective authoritar-
ian regimes while dreading a US 
military intervention in order to 
sustain the state-based status-
quo.  
 
In 2004/5, Ayman al-Zawahiri and 
the clairvoyant leaders of the Ji-
hadist movement recognized this 
trend and launched a profound re-
form of the Islamist world – replac-
ing the erstwhile centralized 
monolithic Islamism with a myriad 
of localized Islamist movements 
that both adhere to a joint grand-
strategy while preserving and 
celebrating the unique character 
of their respective societies. Sig-
nificantly, these new Jihadist 
groups are identified by the tradi-
tional population-defined Islamic 

regions – Greater Syria (Bilad al-
Sham), Greater Egypt (Bilad al-
Kanana), Mesopotamia (Bilad al-
Rafidayn), Arabian Peninsula (Bi-
lad al-Jazeera) and the Islamic 
Maghreb (which includes the parts 
of Western Europe once ruled by 
Islam) – rather than the modern 
Arab states they operate in and 
against.  
 
In mid-2009, Tehran joined the 
trend, promoting the establish-
ment of the independent Islamic 
Republic of Eastern Arabia as the 
instrument for unifying the penin-
sula’s Shiites under Iranian influ-
ence. “The decision of the procla-
mation of the Republic was based 
on the demands of the people of 
the region,” explained a statement 
posted on an opposition website. 
Since then, Iran has invested 
huge resources in training, orga-
nizing and arming the IRGC-
controlled Jihadist cadres that will 
lead the inevitable independence 
war of the Islamic Republic of 
Eastern Arabia.  
 
The Sons of the Soil 

In early 2011, Osama bin Laden 
personally launched a new initia-
tive jointly with the Muslim Broth-
ers to “establish a new nexus for a 
joint struggle against Western in-
terests in the Muslim world.” At the 
core of the new cooperation are 
teams of highly trained Jihadist 
operatives called “the Sons of the 
Soil”. These teams will deploy to 
the countries where Intifada’s are 
already taking place or being pre-
pared in order to assist the various 
Muslim Brothers movements and 
other Islamist groups in their 
struggles against the local security 
authorities, Western intelligence 
services, and all other enemies of 
Islam and Islamism-Jihadism.  
 
Meanwhile, under the vague 
Islamist rallying cry “Islam is the 
Solution” there solidified in mid-
2010 a widespread delegitimiza-
tion of modern statehood based 
on territorial frameworks in favor 
of a return to vague localized enti-
ties based on the grassroots 
common religious-ethnic-tribal 
identity and loyalty. Left to their 
own devices by wars or absence 
of centralized governance, com-
plete regions of Arab states in-
creasingly break up into small en-
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tities based on homogeneous 
ethno-tribal groups where the tra-
ditional leaderships are the legiti-
mate rulers. Ultimately, only two 
things were required to exacer-
bate the situation and transform 
this trend into a region-wide irre-
versible phenomenon: the removal 
of the grassroots fear of a US in-
tervention – delivered by the ac-
celerated withdrawal from Iraq and 
the Persian Gulf – and an Islamist-
sanctioned spark – which was the 
Islamist exploitation of the self-
immolation in Tunisia.  
 
The lingering impact of the US-led 
Western intervention in the Inti-
fada’s throughout the Middle East 
– and not just the military interven-
tion in Libya – should therefore be 
examined in the context of these 
regional dynamics and mega-
trends. On their own, the Arab 
States were able to hold their own 
against these tidal waves even 
when leaders abdicated. In both 
Egypt and Tunisia the military, se-
curity services and bureaucracy 
were sufficiently institutionalized to 
hold the state together. However, 
it was the delegitimization and un-
dermining of these institutions by 
the US-led West that led to their 
self-weakening and the ensuing 
ascent of the Muslim Brothers.  
 
The US-led Western intervention 
has so-far been multi-faceted. 
Washington first focused on the 
undermining and toppling pro-
Western leaders – most notably 
Hosni Mubarak of Egypt – and 
subsequently on leading military 
campaign effectively against Arab 
leaders who would not heed the 
US call to abdicate – most notably 
Muammar Qadhafi of Libya. 
Moreover, the US-led intervention-
ism, both political and military, 
supported and sought to empower 
the most destabilizing elements in 
the targeted countries – Muslim 
Brothers and other Islamists in 
Tunisia, the Muslim Brothers in 
Egypt, a loose coalition of urban 
radicals, Muslim Brothers and Ji-
hadists in Libya, Muslim Brothers 
and Jihadists in Syria, etc. Wash-
ington’s repeated urgings of re-
straints have only served to 
weaken staunch American allies 
such in Bahrain, Oman, Jordan, 
and Yemen. 
 

The Obama White House insists 
that the US intervenes in these In-
tifada’s in order to save, support 
and empower the genuine grass-
roots irrespective of their policies. 
The new Obama Doctrine is called 
the “Responsibility to Protect.” 
This doctrine is the invention of 
senior NSC official Samantha 
Power and George Soros who de-
fines the “Responsibility to Pro-
tect” doctrine: 
 

“If governments abuse the 
authority entrusted to them 
and citizens have no oppor-
tunity to correct such 
abuses, outside interference 
is justified. By specifying 
that sovereignty is based on 
the people, the international 
community can penetrate 
nation-states’ borders to 
protect the rights of citi-
zens.” 

 
By this definition, the primacy and 
sanctity of the Westphalian State 
no-longer exist. This “Responsibil-
ity to Protect” supersedes any 
other consideration – specifically 
including US alliance with the 
state whose sovereignty the inter-
vention will violate. 
 
Little wonder, therefore that the 
US-led Western intervention has 
brought down the Arab National-
ism’s last lines of defense against 
the ascent of Islamism-Jihadism. 
In the name of populist grassroots 
politics, the US-led West exposes 
the region to the up-surge of the 
regionally-focused Islamism-
Jihadism and the ensuing imposi-
tion of non-democratic Islamic re-
gimes. Moreover, the empowered 
Islamic-Jihadist movements will 
escalate their assault on minorities 
– as already seen in the escala-
tion of violence against the Copts 
and Egypt, and the Syrian Sunni-
Islamist rioters’ focus on Allawite 
and Druze civilians. Concurrently, 
Shiite Baghdad is intensifying its 
campaign against the Kurds of 
Iraq as the US accelerate the dis-
engagement and withdrawal from 
Iraq. And the US continue to 
weaken Israel in the context of an 
impractical and futile peace-
process with a moribund Palestin-
ian Authority dreading the rise of 
the Jihadists in their midst. Thus, 
the aggregate erosion of the mi-
norities’ posture, coupled with the 

fracturing of the Arab states, 
opens the door to unprecedented 
strategic ascent and surge of both 
Mahdivist Iran and neo-Ottomanist 
Turkey – both implacable foes of 
the West. Hence, the Obama Ad-
ministration has only succeeded in 
undermining the status-quo and 
driving the strategically crucial 
Greater Middle East to an eruption 
that will be horrific and will serve 
nobody’s interests – least of all the 
US-led West that is making it hap-
pen. 
 
Convulsion in the Greater Mid-
dle East 

Ultimately, the dominant charac-
teristic of the US-led Western 
handling of the historic changes 
wrought by the Intifada’s is pro-
found ignorance of the convulsion 
happening in the Greater Middle 
East. The Western elites’ and me-
dia’s infatuation with the electronic 
social media aspects of the “revo-
lution” aptly demonstrates just 
how little the West comprehends 
the historic drama unfolding in 
front of their eyes.  
 
These media reports must be put 
in context. The very disparaging 
and despairing picture of the real 
posture of the Arab World can be 
found in the UN annual reports 
about the Arab World. The UN’s 
Arab Human Development Report 
of 2009 (the latest) observes that 
“the most evident and challenging 
aspect of the region’s demo-
graphic profile is its ‘youth bulge’. 
Young people are the fastest 
growing segment of Arab coun-
tries’ populations. Some 60 per 
cent of the population is under 25 
years old, making this one of the 
most youthful regions in the world, 
with a median age of 22 years 
compared to a global average of 
28.” 
 
However, the Arab World has 
failed to either educate or employ 
these youth. The high unemploy-
ment rates in the Arab World are 
twice the West’s average. This 
state of affairs contributes to the 
persisting poverty that further 
slows down regional development 
and progress. The UN’s Arab 
Knowledge Report of 2009 (also 
the latest) warns of the growing 
backwardness of “an Arab world 
most of which still suffers from 
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knowledge and digital illiteracy.” 
This comes on top the fact that in 
virtually all Arab countries “univer-
sal education is yet to be 
achieved” and “illiteracy rates for 
adults, children, and young people 
remain a challenge.” 
 
Thus, the high illiteracy rates and 
immense poverty make owning 
and using of laptops and smart-
phones near impossibility. Hence, 
their impact on society at large is 
a marginal phenomenon at best. 
People do talk on mobile phones – 
but these are monitored by the 
Mukhabarat’s and thus are use-
less for conspiracies and organiz-
ing. Young people do frequent 
Internet Cafes – but the most vis-
ited sites are Islamist-Jihadist 
sites, match-making and pornog-
raphy. And these have nothing to 
do with the agitation and organiza-
tional power claimed by the West-
ern media. Alas, most plans were 
hatched in the mosques and un-
derground prayer and study halls 
– all of which are dominated by 
the Ikhwan al-Muslimin. And most 
instructions were delivered by kids 
holding cardboard signs, and ac-
tivists shouting into bullhorns – 
frequently using the minarets of 
mosques. 
 
The Tsunami is yet to come 

Presently, the Arab World is ex-
periencing the beginning of a 
wave of Intifada’s that constitute 
grassroots rejection of the Arab 
modern state – that is, the educa-
tion, modernity and oppression the 
state purveys – in favor of return 
to the confidence in the traditional 
ways of the Muslim Brothers, tribal 
and ethno-centric structures. 
Since these dynamics cannot co-
exist within the framework of a 
Westernized state and cannot 
cope with the modernity necessi-
tating economic development – 
these Intifada’s and the grassroots 
sentiments behind them do not 
bode well for the West. At best, 
the mounting crises will encourage 
militaries and security forces to 
crackdown and revive militant dic-
tatorial regimes. At worse, sooner 
or later, the Ikhwan-affiliated 
populist regimes will vent their 
growing frustration and despair by 
sponsoring Jihadist terrorism 
against both their own peoples 
and the hated West.  

The crisis that is still escalating 
and spreading throughout in the 
Muslim World is not new. This cri-
sis has been intensifying for a 
quarter of a millennium now as 
Islamdom’s isolation turned into 
subjugation when the West pene-
trated the Hub of Islam – the area 
between Morocco in the west and 
India in the east, between Central 
Asia in the north and Central Af-
rica in the south – where Muslims 
not only constitute the overwhelm-
ing majority of the population but 
also determine the socio-political 
and civilizational way of life. The 
process began with Napoleon’s 
arrival in Egypt in 1798. Then 
came, in the nineteenth century, 
the Russian wars with Turkey and 
Iran and the conquest of Central 
Asia, and the concurrent British 
and French occupation of vast 
Muslim lands in south Asia, north 
and central Africa. This surge was 
followed by the defeat and col-
lapse of the Turkish Caliphate, the 
occupation of its Arab domains by 
Great Britain in World War I, and 
the ensuing artificial redrawing of 
the Middle East’s map by the im-
perialist powers. None of the Mid-
dle Eastern states that emerged 
from this partition is yet to gain 
grassroots legitimacy and function 
properly. The aggregate experi-
ence has been a trauma from 
which the Muslim world, particu-
larly the Hub of Islam, is yet to 
emerge. The still spreading and 
escalating wave of grassroots Inti-
fada’s is the most indigenous and 
desperate outburst in this quest to 
rid Islamdom from the vestiges of 
Western political structures and the 
civilizational values that come with 
them. The earth is shaking in Islam-
dom, the Tsunami is yet to come. 
___________________________ 
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