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Reflections on recent events in the Middle East

2. The Sectarian Nightmare 
(Monday 19 November)
Last Thursday I tried to explain why the sudden eruption of nonviolent protest movements in the Arab world at the beginning of last year, and their astonishing success in toppling the long-entrenched dictators of Tunisia and Egypt, was important not just for the Arab peoples but for the world, and particularly for people like me who cling to the notion of universal values or principles, derived from universal aspirations. 
Today I am going to narrow my focus, and look in more detail at what has actually happened in the region itself: I shall talk about the results, so far, of the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt, looking especially at the danger of sectarian conflict in Egypt – between Muslims and Christians – which for the moment has been contained but which is still very close to the surface; I shall mention very briefly what has happened in other parts of North Africa as well as Palestine, Jordan and Yemen; and then I will try to explain the complex historical prism of rivalry and mutual suspicion between Sunnis and Shiite Muslims, through which the glow of the “Arab Spring” has been refracted, with more or less disastrous results, in the other Arab countries of the Fertile Crescent and Arabian Peninsula. 
It would be hard to deny now that Tunisia and Egypt have witnessed revolutions, in the sense that the upheaval there has gone beyond a mere change of names and faces. In both countries Islamist parties have come out on top, though not overwhelmingly so, in elections by and large accepted as free and fair, and – unlike in Algeria in 1991 – the results have been allowed to stand, so that those parties now control the government. This is a first in Arab history.  
But is it a triumph for universal values? Yes, to the extent that the holding of such elections is in itself an important step forward, especially as it was preceded by an enormous expansion of freedom of expression. But the crucial question, of course, is how far these gains are reversible, and indeed likely to be reversed. That concern was pithily encapsulated in the 1990s by the American diplomat Edward P. Djerejian, in the phrase “one man, one vote, one time”. It was, in essence, the argument that Western government used to convince themselves – though it hardly convinced Arab public opinion – that they were justified in going along with the coup in Algeria at the end of 1991, which pre-empted the almost certain victory of the Front Islamique du Salut in the second ballot of the elections. (They did not bother to use it when Hamas won the Palestinian elections in January 2006, instead imposing conditions relating specifically to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: recognition of Israel, renunciation of violence, and adherence to previous diplomatic agreements.) Now, however, it is a real concern for citizens of both Tunisia and Egypt who are not supporters of, respectively, En-Nahda and the Muslim Brotherhood. By and large they accept that the elections that have brought these groups to power were free and fair. But they fear that this power may be used to suppress criticism and to ensure that the electorate does not have a chance to vote the Islamist parties out of office when their current mandates expire.
To some extent the recent history of Turkey provides a test case. There, a party known to have Islamist roots – the Justice and Development Party (AKP) – has been in power for the last ten years. It won a decisive victory in the elections of 2002, and in two subsequent general elections increased its share of the vote, which in 2011 came close to 50 per cent. So far, its rule has coincided with a period of remarkable prosperity and economic growth, and no one seriously disputes that its popular support is genuine. Indeed many observers have cited Turkey as an example of a country successfully combining Islam and democracy, suggesting that the AKP is a “Muslim Democrat” party in much the same sense that centre-right parties in Germany and some other west European countries are “Christian Democrat”. 
Others note, however, that until now the AKP has devoted much of its energy to politically neutralising the armed forces; that as part of this process, significant numbers of people have been held for long periods pending trial on very complex charges for which the evidence appears at least in part to have been fabricated; that as of August 1, 2012, according to a report issued last month by the New York-based Committee to Protect Journalists, there were 76 journalists under arrest in Turkey, of whom at least 61 had been deprived of their freedom directly because of their journalistic activities; and that the main media group when the AKP came to power in 2002 is no longer the power in the land that it was, having been intimidated, by the threat of substantial fines imposed for alleged tax fraud, into toning down its criticism of the government, sacking many of its most critical journalists and selling one of its main titles. It is also noted that the government has taken many steps to strengthen the Islamic element in state education at all levels, and that members of the somewhat secretive though professedly moderate Islamic movement led by Fethullah Gülen have obtained positions of influence in virtually all state institutions. 
The Turkish prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has gained considerable prestige in the Arab world, partly as a successful example of a modernising and apparently democratic Muslim leader, but also as an outspoken critic of Israel. His popularity may now have passed its peak, abroad as well as at home, because of the difficulties he has encountered in managing the Syrian crisis – of which more later. But in any case the democratic credentials of the supposed “Turkish model” for the Arab Spring have yet to be fully tested. 

Meanwhile, in Tunisia the issue is already becoming sharply defined. On October 31st President Moncef Marzouki extended for a further three months, reportedly at the request of military and security officials, the state of emergency under which the country has been living since the revolution, and which gives special powers to the police and the army. This was apparently in response to recent attacks by radical Islamists, including one in September on the US embassy during which the American school in Tunis was burnt, and another in October which involved the destruction of an important Sufi shrine.  Such attacks are generally attributed to “Salafists” – a blanket term used for Muslims, often Wahhabi-inspired, who embrace a stricter and more uncompromising understanding of Islam than the Muslim Brotherhood – and may be partly intended to embarrass the more moderate Nahda party which leads the government. If so they have succeeded, since that party’s attitude to them seems deeply ambivalent, and in some cases its own supporters appear to have been involved. A recent Amnesty International report has warned that progress on human rights in Tunisia “is being reversed”, while human rights investigators from the UN and the African Union have reported “violations including attacks against journalists, artists and activists, torture, threats by conservative Islamic groups known as Salafists and excessive use of force against demonstrators by police”. 
Particularly ominous, in the view of many observers, was the murder last month of a senior official in the new opposition party Nidaa Tounes (the Call from Tunis), followed by the Interior Minister’s claim that he had died from a heart attack. These events have provoked a strong counter-movement by liberals and leftists, who now seem prepared to rally round the party in question, led by Beji Caid Essebsi, who was Tunisia’s first post-revolutionary prime minister. A recent poll suggested that this party is gaining popularity at the expense of En-Nahda, prompting the latter’s leader, Shaikh Rachid Ghannouchi, to claim that it is a reincarnation of the former ruling party under President Ben Ali. Thus the battle lines are apparently being drawn for a power struggle between Islamists and liberals, despite the insistent claims of Ghannouchi and the government parties that there is no contradiction between the two.
 The same may be happening in Egypt, though the political scene there is more complicated, partly because of the role played by the armed forces. Whereas in Tunisia the army, after refusing to crush the popular revolt against Ben Ali, allowed civilians to organize the transition and hold elections for a constituent assembly, in Egypt the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces – SCAF – assumed quasi-absolute power once Mubarak had abdicated. This Council remained the arbiter and dominant power in the transition for 18 months, amending the constitution and organizing elections on its own authority. The results of the parliamentary elections were similar to those in Tunisia, with the Muslim Brotherhood winning a strong plurality and the Salafists coming second, but this did not result in a transfer of executive authority: it was understood that Egypt’s political system would remain presidential. 
Liberals, who saw themselves as the rightful heirs, if not owners, of the revolution, were dismayed when the second ballot of the presidential election confronted them with a choice between two unpalatable alternatives: one candidate representing the Muslim Brotherhood and the other, to all appearances, the old regime. But they really had only themselves to blame, having allowed their own votes to be divided among too many candidates on the first ballot. The widespread assumption at the time was that SCAF favoured the old regime candidate, Ahmed Shafiq, himself a former air force general. I was reliably told that this was not in fact the case, or at least that the Council was not united behind him. Many of its members had a very low opinion of their former colleague, and viewed the possibility of his coming to power with great apprehension. But they were also evidently nervous about the prospect of a victory for the Muslim Brotherhood candidate, Mohammed Morsi. On the eve of the second ballot, acting on a decision by the Constitutional Court, they dissolved the previously elected (and Muslim Brotherhood-dominated) parliament, and then proceeded, on their own authority, to amend Egypt’s interim constitutional order so as to give themselves control of legislation and the national budget, the right to appoint a panel to draft a new constitution, immunity from democratic oversight, and the power to veto a declaration of war – thus apparently ensuring that neither the about-to-be-elected president nor any parliament could pose a challenge to their authority any time soon. 
It is possible that these actions may actually have helped Morsi, both by reassuring undecided voters that if elected he would his powers would be far from absolute, and by winning him some sympathy as the apparent (though perhaps not the real, or not the only) target of a military intervention. 
Certainly there was general surprise when, barely two months after his election, he was able to exploit a crisis over security in Sinai to remove the two highest-ranking members of SCAF and to reverse some of the constitutional provisions they had imposed. With hindsight, it appears that SCAF was much less united that had been thought, and that at least some of its members were quite amenable to sharing power with a moderate Islamist president, legitimised by genuine popular vote. The perception of an alliance between the Brotherhood and the armed forces, which had prevailed among many liberals during the latter part of last year, may actually have been not so far wrong.
Be that as it may, there seems now to be something of a consensus that the Brotherhood, through Morsi’s election, has acquired real power, but opinion is sharply polarised as to whether this is a good thing. Many Egyptians, especially on the liberal wing of the political spectrum, regard it as a deeply ominous development. But many also seem confident that it will not be “one man, one vote, one time”: that there will be further elections and that the Brotherhood, having failed to solve Egypt’s economic problems, will then be voted out – though whether Egyptian liberals will be sufficiently united or well enough organized to improve their performance significantly in the coming parliamentary elections, likely to be held next March, is far from certain. 
Meanwhile Egypt is at least being ruled, for almost the first time in its history, by a genuinely elected leader; and that leader appears to be acting with caution, with a sense that he and his party are not strong enough to govern on their own.
 And for the time being, at least, all these different opinions can be freely expressed. Indeed, in an encouraging Analysis programme on Radio 4 last week, Christopher de Bellaigue found that since the revolution, among many young Egyptians of both genders, and of widely varying political persuasions, habits of independent thought and questioning authority have spread from politics into religion, education, family relationships, and other areas of life. 
So why did I call this lecture “the sectarian nightmare”? Certainly sectarianism has not been absent from Egyptian politics in the last two years, or indeed before that. The Coptic Christian minority, believed to make up some 10 per cent of the population, has long felt itself exposed to discrimination and occasional violence from Muslim zealots, and significant numbers have emigrated, mainly to Western countries. Under the Sadat and Mubarak regimes Coptic leaders often complained of inadequate official protection; and while new mosques burgeoned everywhere, it was rare indeed for permission to be granted for a new church. This was one of many ways in which the government, even while suppressing the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamic political movements, also sought to avoid giving them pretexts for whipping up popular indignation, whether against the Christian minority or against alleged breaches of Islamic law.

Many Copts took part in the protest movement that led to Mubarak’s downfall. As already noted, the slogans behind which that movement was organized were overwhelmingly liberal and universalist rather than religious, and certainly not sectarian. But soon after the revolution there were outbreaks of sectarian violence. Already in March last year, a church in the village of Sol in south Cairo was completely destroyed after a “Romeo and Juliet” dispute between a Coptic and a Muslim family. This was followed by angry rioting in east Cairo that left 13 Copts and Muslims dead and 140 injured. Apparently Salafists were not involved in either of these incidents, but they coincided with Coptic fears about the rise of Salafi groups who had been persecuted under Mubarak's regime and now – in post-revolution Egypt -- enjoyed unprecedented freedoms.
A few weeks later, Salafis did hold a large demonstration in front of Cairo’s Coptic Cathedral, to demand the release of a Christian woman who they believed had converted to Islam and was being held captive by the church against her will. And then, in early May, a mob of angry Muslims looted and burned a church in the working-class district of Imbaba, north of Cairo. Fifteen people were killed and some 240 injured. 
Worse was to come. On 9 October last year the army used extreme violence against Christians protesting at the Television Centre in Cairo about another attack on a church. At least 25 people were killed, while the state-owned media claimed that the Copts had attacked the army first, and even appealed to citizens to rise up and defend the armed forces against them. This version of events was completely contradicted by Muslim eyewitnesses, and by satellite TV stations, which broadcast footage of armoured vehicles speeding back and forth, running over Copts and crushing them to death. 
Happily, these appalling events seem in hindsight to have been an aberration by the armed forces, rather than part of a consistent pattern or deliberate plan. It seems most likely that the violence used against the demonstrators reflected a panic reaction by troops on the spot, and that the line given to the state media (which could only have come from much more senior commanders) stemmed from an instinct to back up one’s own side in the midst of a crisis. Although these actions have not been disavowed, they have not been repeated, either. By the spring of this year it seemed normal to many (though by no means all) Copts to turn to the “military” candidate for the presidency, General Shafiq, as the one most likely to protect them against the rising strength of political Islam. Indeed, it was alleged that a group of Coptic leaders had taken a decision to advise their co-religionists to vote for him, and that this was one of the reasons why he reached the second ballot, beating other “secular” candidates such as the leftist Hamdeen Sabahi and the former Arab League secretary-general, Amr Moussa.
In the event Morsi narrowly defeated Shafiq, so that the Muslim Brotherhood is now in power – or at least sharing power, on the basis of an understanding which is either secret or tacit, with broadly sympathetic members of the armed forces. But nothing that has yet happened would justify us in calling this new regime “sectarian”. Certainly there was a moment of intense popular anger in September, encouraged by Islamist parties, over the appearance on YouTube of what purported to be excerpts from a scurrilous film about the Prophet Muhammad, “The Innocence of Muslims”, apparently made by an Egyptian Copt living in the United States. But the anger seems to have been directed mainly against the US and the West, and not – as one might have feared – against the Coptic community. As for President Morsi, he made efforts to reassure the Copts between the two ballots of the presidential election, and in August he appointed a Christian intellectual, Samur Murqus, as one of his presidential assistants. For the time being at least, it would seem that the Muslim Brotherhood’s interest is to show that it can provide Egypt with responsible and pragmatic government, guaranteeing order and religious freedom. 
Let us now look quickly at what has been happening elsewhere in North Africa:
· In Libya, an uprising in late February last year suddenly swept away Colonel Gaddafi’s authority in the eastern part of the country. But euphoria quickly gave way to apprehension that Gaddafi, who had retained control of the capital, would soon crush the revolt in blood. This outcome was only averted by NATO intervention, followed by months of hard-fought civil war between pro- and anti-Gaddafi forces. The latter eventually won, and reasonably free and fair elections were held this summer – a not inconsiderable achievement – but the country remains plagued by anarchy and violence; and the civil war has had an unfortunate spin-off in the shape of the takeover of northern Mali by an armed jihadist group.
· In Algeria, the government deployed a massive police presence to forestall celebrations in Algiers after the fall of Mubarak, and has so far been able to contain demands for political change without provoking major protests. One reason for this could be that Algeria is still only just emerging from the années noires that followed its own aborted “spring” in the early 1990s – years of violence between Islamist militants and government forces, in which tens of thousands of Algerians lost their lives and hundreds of thousands were driven from their homes.

· In Morocco – a country which, with its Atlantic seaboard and strong national identity built around its Islamically sanctioned monarchy, had always kept itself a little apart from the rest of the Arab world – King Mohammed VI has so far been able to contain protests by offering a degree of reform. 
· And in Sudan there were significant demonstrations in early 2011, but soon pre-existing political struggles – especially the tortuous and traumatic process of separation from the south – took precedence; in other words, “politics as usual”. 
Turning now to the Asian part of the Arab world, we can see that 

· In Palestine, rather as in Sudan, early efforts to emulate the “Arab Spring” were soon subsumed into pre-existing national dramas – the conflict with Israel and the bitter division between Fatah and Hamas.
· In Jordan King Abdullah II has attempted a similar strategy to that of his brother monarch in Morocco, but less convincingly and more precariously, partly because of a much more difficult regional context.
· And in Yemen, it took over a year for popular protests to force the resignation of President Ali Abdullah Saleh, during which time the “revolution” degenerated into tribal warfare in parts of the country, with Al-Qaeda expanding its grip in certain areas. Even when Saleh did leave, he was replaced by his vice-president, elected without opposition and with 99.8 per cent of the votes.

But in the rest of the Fertile Crescent and the Arabian Peninsula we come to the true “sectarian nightmare”. To understand it, we must go back in time, and also pay some attention to the role of a non-Arab country: Iran. 
I suppose it is by now known, to people with even a nodding awareness of world affairs, that the form of Islam which predominates in Iran is Shi’ism. More specifically, it is “Twelver” Shi’ism, so called because it holds that there were twelve imams, or rightful successors of the Prophet, starting with his son-in-law Ali and proceeding in the direct male line. The twelfth imam is supposed to have gone into hiding, from which he will one day return to purify the world.
Historically, this doctrine developed as a way for Shiites to survive in a world where Sunnis were politically dominant: it enabled them to submit politically without abjuring their religious loyalties, and thus made possible a distinction between political and religious institutions. This persisted even when, in the 16th century, Twelver Shi’ism became, somewhat paradoxically, the official religion of the Iranian state. The religious leaders kept themselves largely aloof from political power, and continued as a separate institution supported by the voluntary contributions of the faithful, rather than becoming state functionaries, as their Sunni counterparts were in most other parts of the Muslim world.
In the 19th and 20th centuries, however, religious leaders in Iran found themselves drawn into a leadership role in protest movements against rulers who appeared subservient to non-Muslim powers – first Britain and Russia, later the United States – and, increasingly, to be challenging the traditional way of life of the people and undermining the basis of religious authority. In the mid to late 20th century one of these religious leaders, Ayatollah Khomeini, developed the new doctrine of Velayat e-Faqih, or guardianship of the jurist: he argued that, even before the return of the Hidden Imam, it was the right and duty of the experts in divine law (such as himself) to dispense with monarchy and exercise political power themselves, in order to introduce Islamic government. What had been a quietist version of Islam was thus turned into a revolutionary one. Its success posed a serious challenge to the established order throughout the Muslim world, but was seen as especially threatening by Sunni rulers who counted large numbers of Shiites among their subjects. 

In the Arab world, that meant especially the rulers of Iraq, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. In Iraq Shiites are certainly the majority of the Arab population, and probably the majority overall. In Bahrain they are easily the majority among Bahraini nationals (though now outnumbered by expatriate residents, of whom many are Sunni). And in Saudi Arabia, while definitely a minority, they form a local majority in the eastern province, where most of the oil production and reserves are located. All three of these Shiite populations had longstanding grievances against their Sunni rulers, who in turn suspected them of disloyalty. But the conflict took a slightly different form in each case. 
In Saudi Arabia it has deep ideological and historical roots. The puritanical Wahhabi doctrine still espoused by the Saudi state regards Shi’ism as a particularly pernicious form of idolatry and superstition, while Shiites in turn remember the sacrilegious destruction of their holy places by Wahhabi raiders back in the early 19th century. Khomeini himself used to refer to Wahhabis as “the camel-herding savages of Najd”. 
In Bahrain, the problem is more directly connected with Iran, which used to claim the island as rightfully part of its territory. The Shah’s decision to recognise its independence in 1971 was contested by some Iranian nationalists, and during the revolution some leaders hinted that this decision might not be regarded as valid. But the great majority of the Shiite population in Bahrain are Arabic-speakers. Their political representatives insist that they seek only political rights and social justice, which are denied them by the Sunni al-Khalifa dynasty.
In Iraq, the British decision to install the Hashemite Amir Faisal as king in 1921, and the dominance of Sunni Arab officers in the armed forces which seized power in 1958, ensured that Iraq as an independent state was ruled by Sunnis, as it had been when it was part of the Ottoman empire. The Shiites remained an underdog community, and became a recruiting ground for opposition parties – at first the Communist Party and later, from the 1970s onwards, movements with a specifically Shiite religious ideology and leadership.
The other Arab country with a substantial Twelver Shiite population – certainly by now a plurality, though probably not an overall majority – is, of course, Lebanon. There, however, until the civil war of 1975-90 the dominant group was the Maronite Christians, and initially the Shia made common cause with the Sunnis in contesting Christian hegemony. But in the late 1970s, when all-out civil war developed between Christian and Muslim militias (the latter supported by the Palestinian resistance, and by the secular left), the Shiites began to emerge as a strong contender for power in their own right, under the charismatic leadership of Imam Musa Sadr, who was of Iranian origin. 

In all these Arab countries the Shiite religious leadership had close ties with its counterparts in Iran. Indeed, back in the 16th century the Safavid Shahs had imported Shiite theologians from Arab countries (notably from what is now southern Lebanon, and from Bahrain) to indoctrinate the Iranians, who up to that time had been mainly Sunni. The holiest Shiite shrines are in the Iraqi cities of Najaf and Karbala, and at any given time it is normal to find Iranian religious leaders living and teaching there. This was notably the case of Khomeini after the Shah expelled him from Iran in 1964. It was in lectures in Najaf that he developed his theory of Islamic government.

The Iraqi government made a bad mistake in October 1978 when it acceded to a request from the Shah (who was already losing control of events in Iran) and expelled Khomeini from its territory. Four months later it found itself face to face with a revolutionary regime in Iran that had every reason to regard it as hostile.

Without pretending to any enthusiasm about the revolution, Iraq at first took the line that it was an internal Iranian affair and that it wished to maintain good-neighbourly relations based on mutual non-interference. But it soon became clear that the nature of the revolutionary regime would not permit that. Iranian expressions of solidarity with suffering Muslims in other countries, and calls for the overthrow of corrupt and un-Islamic regimes, were more and more obviously directed at Iraq. In Iraq itself, many Shiites were excited and encouraged by Iran’s example. In June 1979 Saddam Hussein – the de facto ruler of Iraq since 1968, and about to become its president – reacted by ordering the arrest of Iraq’s most learned native ayatollah, Sayyid Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, who was known to be in broad agreement with Khomeini on the political relevance of Islam and the political responsibilities of those best qualified to interpret Islamic law. This provoked demonstrations in Baghdad’s Shiite slums, which in turn were violently suppressed. 
That autumn, in November-December (corresponding to the Islamic month of Muharram, when Shi’ites traditionally commemorate the martyrdom of the Imam Husain) there were serious disturbances in Qatif and other towns of Saudi Arabia’s eastern province. This coincided with the seizure of the American embassy in Tehran by revolutionary students, and also with that of the Holy Mosque in Mecca by a quite different group of Islamic radicals – Wahhabi revivalists, for whom the Saudi monarchy was no longer Wahhabi enough. (Khomeini attributed this to an American-Zionist conspiracy!) 

By the spring of 1980 the conflict in Iraq had escalated into a guerrilla movement on one side and a wave of terror on the other. Ayatollah Baqir Sadr and his sister were summarily hanged, and a law was passed making anyone suspected of membership of the Shiite “Da’wa” movement liable to the same fate. Meanwhile the US imposed sanctions on Iran for holding its diplomats hostage; and Iranian sermons, posters and radio programmes depicted Saddam as a butcher manipulated by the United States. Iraq retorted with broadcasts calling Khomeini a child-rapist, because he had declared girls of nine and over to be marriageable according to Islamic law, while also giving weapons and material to Kurdish guerrillas fighting the Tehran government, and intensively canvassing the grievances of the Arab minority in Iran’s oil-producing Khuzistan province, a group of whom seized the Iranian embassy in London and held its staff hostage. Finally, in September 1980, Saddam launched an all-out invasion of Iran, almost certainly with Saudi, and at least indirectly American, encouragement. 

The ensuing war was more ideological than territorial. It was a war between nationalism and revolutionary Islam. While Iraq invoked the rights of the Arab nation against Persian racism in a religious mask, Iran presented its struggle as that of all true Muslims against corruption, tyranny and unbelief. But on the whole nationalism triumphed – not so much because, after eight gruelling years, Iraq eventually emerged the victor as because people on both sides rallied to the defence of their respective nation states. Iran’s response to the attack was, at least in part, a reflex of national defence against a foreign aggressor. Like Stalin in World War Two, Iran’s revolutionary leaders appealed explicitly to national sentiments, including those of their political opponents, in order to maximise participation in the war effort. Pilots and officers who had been imprisoned were released when they volunteered to re-join their units. And on the Iraqi side, the Shi’ite foot soldiers who formed the bulk of the army did not desert, nor turn their weapons against the government. That would happen only after the next war, when Saddam was defeated by the US and his forces expelled from Kuwait. 
The case of Syria is quite different. Although there are some Twelver Shiites there they are not numerous enough to be an important political factor. The Alawis or Nusairis, believed to form some 12 per cent of the population, belong to a more extreme version of Shi’ism. There is a good deal of confusion about their exact beliefs. They are often said by others to worship Ali as God, and therefore not to be Muslims at all. They deny this, however, and they have a strong political reason for doing so. The Syrian constitution lays down that “Islam shall be the religion of the head of the state”; and the present head of state, like his father before him, is an Alawi. Helpfully in 1974 – shortly after President Hafez al-Assad, faced with fierce demonstrations against him among the Sunni majority, had reintroduced this clause into the constitution – Imam Musa Sadr, the Lebanese leader of impeccable Twelver Shi’ite credentials, issued a fatwa stating that Alawis were in fact a sub-community of Twelver Shiite Muslims. But then of course he was anxious to secure Syrian protection for his community in the Lebanese civil war.
Why have the Alawis become so important in Syria? Because they joined, in disproportionate numbers, two important institutions: the armed forces, from the time of the French mandate in the 1920s and 30s, and the Arab Ba’th Socialist Party, from its foundation during the second world war. Both offered opportunities for members of a minority to be accepted as full members of the nation. By 1963 the Ba’th party was strong enough in the armed forces to seize power through a military coup; a further coup in 1966 ensured the dominance of Alawi officers within the party and the regime; and a third in 1970 enabled one of those officers, Hafez al-Assad, to establish himself as the single, and in effect permanent, ruler of the country.
This de facto domination of Syria by a small minority which may not even be Muslim was contested by many Sunnis. From 1976 onwards (the year in which Syria intervened on the Christian side in the Lebanese civil war) a number of prominent Syrian officers and government servants, as well as "professional men, doctors, teachers," – most of them Alawis – were assassinated. And then in 1979 resentment of the Baath regime’s arbitrary, corrupt and in effect sectarian practices boiled over into something close to a civil war in Syria itself. A spectacular massacre of Alawi cadets at the Aleppo Artillery School inaugurated a war of terror and counter-terror, and the regime quickly identified its main opponent as the Muslim Brotherhood, which had been outlawed in Syria since the short-lived union with Egypt in 1958. In fact there were several different Islamic groups involved, all of them claiming to be the heirs of the original Brotherhood. They seemed to benefit from overwhelming popular support in the northern cities of Hama and Aleppo, where ambushes of government officials, informers and sympathizers became an almost daily occurrence. 

By March 1980 Syria appeared close to an Islamic revolution. As a prominent government supporter later recalled, “commercial life in Aleppo was reduced to zero, Hama paralysed and even Damascus threatened with a general strike, not to mention the other northern cities which were practically surrendered to the armed gangs of the Muslim Brothers.” The Syrian Bar and other professional associations joined the protest, while in Aleppo young Muslim militants on Toyota motorcycles and mopeds forced shopkeepers to ignore government orders to reopen, attacked public buildings and set fire to buses, as well as to the offices of the Syrian and Soviet airlines. In June 1980 an attempt on Assad’s own life nearly succeeded. A year later, when I was finishing my book Faith and Power, I felt able to write that “the regime of Hafiz al-Assad probably now enjoys the least popular support of any in the Arab world… and Syria is certainly the Arab country where the Brotherhood has been most successful in mobilising a broad popular movement”.
But Hafez al-Assad and his brother Rifaat fought back with great ruthlessness, culminating in the Hama massacre of February 1982, in which at least 10,000 – possibly as many as 40,000 – Syrian citizens were killed, the vast majority of them civilians. This time there were no Sunni uprisings elsewhere in the country, which suggests that the resistance there had already been broken. After Hama, there was no further major Sunni revolt in Syria until 2011.
 You will have noticed that the attempted Islamic revolution in Syria in 1980 followed hard on the heels of the successful one in Iran in 1979. Yet the two never made common cause. In fact, Assad managed to maintain good relations with the revolutionary regime in Tehran throughout. Some observers attributed this to the fact that Syria’s rulers were Shi’ites of a sort (Alawis), whereas their opponents were Sunni. But this is at best an oversimplification. The Syrian Ba’thists had no desire at all to draw attention to their confessional origin, nor – if possible – to the politicisation of Islam in any form. Their initial motive for coming out strongly in support of the Iranian revolution may have been, in part, anxiety to pre-empt Iranian support for the Muslim Brothers in Syria. (If so, it seems to have succeeded.) But geopolitical considerations were at least as important. Syria by 1979 was bitterly opposed to American policy in the Middle East (the Camp David agreement), and welcomed the Iranian revolution as a blow to American influence. And, after a brief rapprochement in 1979, the Syrian and Iraqi Ba’th regimes returned to the state of mutual hostility which had been the norm since 1966 (when the Iraqi Ba’thists condemned the Alawi coup in Syria, siding with the party’s historic founders who were forced out). Therefore Syria welcomed the deterioration of Iran-Iraq relations, and when Iraq attacked Iran in 1980 Syria was the only Arab country, apart from Gaddafi’s Libya, to take Iran’s side. 
This was a source of intense annoyance not only to Saddam himself but also to the Sunni rulers of Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf states, especially when, after Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982, Syria and Iran worked together to build up Hezbollah, a radical Shiite movement in Lebanon. Once again, Assad’s motive was not ideological affinity with the Shia, but the need for a lever which he used very successfully to prevent Lebanon falling under Israeli control, or from aligning itself with the allies of the United States.
It came as a relief to the Sunni rulers when Saddam Hussein at last defeated Iran in 1988. But he soon turned his guns against them. In 1990 they were obliged to call the US to the rescue, and were glad enough when Syria joined the anti-Saddam coalition, giving them a degree of Arab nationalist cover. Assad exacted a price for this, however, in the shape of a free hand in Lebanon, where he imposed a kind of Pax Syriana, with an internal shift in the balance of power away from the traditionally dominant presidency, reserved for Maronite Christians. (Although Syria had originally intervened in Lebanon in 1976 to preserve the status quo, since 1978 it had been implacably imposed to the main Christian factions, regarding them as allies of Israel and the US.) Formally this change benefited the Sunni Muslims who held the office of prime minister; but informally Assad ensured that the main beneficiary was his protégé Hezbollah, which unlike other factions was allowed to keep its weapons because of its leading role in the south of the country, resisting Israeli occupation. 
After Saddam’s defeat in Kuwait the Gulf rulers no doubt hoped to see him toppled by Sunni officers in the Iraqi army, but they certainly preferred him to remain in power in chastened form rather than be overthrown by a Shiite revolution. So they were glad enough to see him crush the Shia revolt against him in the spring of 1991. Indeed, it was partly on their advice that President George H. W. Bush allowed this to happen – and certainly they were appalled when, 12 years later, George Bush Junior sent the American army back to Iraq to remove Saddam from power and to organize elections which inevitably brought representatives of Iraq’s Shiite majority to power. Equally inevitably, these representatives were people who had close connections with Iran. The US had thus brought about the result that a quarter-century of Iranian revolutionary agitation had failed to achieve. Iran was no longer the only Shiite-ruled state in the world. Its friends and protégés were now in power in one of the historic Arab capitals, and a leading Arab country was close to becoming an Iranian satellite.
This was certainly an unintended consequence of the US action. Last week I discussed some possible motives for the invasion of Iraq. The hope of fostering an Arab democracy was certainly one, but none of the proponents of that can have actively wanted to strengthen Iranian influence in Iraq. At most they might have considered a degree of rapprochement between the two countries a price worth paying, but on the whole it seems they simply did not consider the matter – and were taken aback when even their closest Iraqi ally, Ahmad Chalabi, turned out also to be well known and liked in Tehran and more than ready to cultivate Iran and its various Iraqi protégés in his efforts to promote his own political career. (For my part, I recalled that I had first been introduced to Chalabi as “a prominent Shiite businessman” in January 1991, at a press conference in London also attended by Abdulaziz al-Hakim, a member of one of the leading Shiite clerical families in Najaf.)
The insecurity, if not paranoia, of Sunni rulers to the south and west was correspondingly increased. And things got worse, from their point of view, with the assassination of Rafiq Hariri, the Saudi-sponsored former prime minister of Lebanon, in February 2005. It soon became clear that either Syrian intelligence services or Hezbollah, or probably both, were behind this crime. That made sense politically because Hariri, after working with Syria for most of his time in office, had latterly begun to contest Syrian influence in the country, and was believed to have encouraged Western governments, particularly France, to support UN Security Council resolution 1559, calling for the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon. While Lebanese politics had always been sectarian, the main fault line was now no longer between Christian and Muslim, but between Sunni and Shia, with Christian groups in a subordinate role on both sides and the Druze, led by Walid Jumblatt, shifting their weight back and forth to try and ensure that they were on good terms with the winning side at any given moment. 
The one constant was the alliance between Syria, Iran and Hezbollah, which increased in strength when Hezbollah withstood the Israeli onslaught in July 2006, gaining great prestige throughout the Arab world. Since then, the politics of Lebanon have been inextricably entwined with attempts by the United Nations to investigate Hariri’s murder and bring the culprits to account. Hezbollah, some of whose leaders have now been indicted by the international tribunal set up for the purpose, has fought tooth and nail to stop the Lebanese government cooperating with the process, and in May last year was able to bring down the government headed by Hariri’s son, replacing him with a weak Sunni politician regarded as pro-Syrian. This development coincided with the “Arab Spring”, but was driven by a different, pre-existing dynamic. Elsewhere in the eastern Arab world the Arab Spring did have a considerable impact, but its effects were refracted through the existing sectarian tensions: 
· In Iraq, though there were significant protests both in Baghdad and in the Kurdish region in the early months of last year, driven apparently by motives similar to those of protesters in Egypt and Tunisia – social and economic grievances, anger at corruption and abuse of power – the dynamics of sectarian conflict soon reasserted themselves. Iraq’s destiny seems increasingly to be a function of its sectarian and ethnic divisions, combined with its geographical situation.
· In Bahrain, the population soon divided on sectarian lines. Support for the protests came overwhelmingly from the Shiite majority. In suppressing them, the government was able to count on support from the Sunni citizens, from many of the expatriate resident workers, and from its Sunni Arab neighbours, especially Saudi Arabia. But the conflict is far from over. The Shiite opposition is turning increasingly to violence, while the authorities resort increasingly to repressive measures even against non-violent opponents. As elsewhere, there seems a great risk that the nightmare of Bahrain’s ruling al-Khalifa family will be self-fulfilling: what had been an indigenous and largely peaceful protest movement, seeking only a constitutional monarchy and a fairer deal for the underdog community, may become a violent guerrilla force relying on support from Iran and acting as its surrogate.
· In Saudi Arabia itself, and the other Gulf states, protests were contained by a varying cocktail of bribery (in the form of generous social spending packages) and repression. But of course one cannot assume that these tactics will succeed indefinitely. Discontent continues to simmer especially in Saudi Arabia’s eastern province, and there have recently been quite large demonstrations, with some violence, in Kuwait.

· In Syria, finally, there was what looked at first like an Egyptian-style revolution – a rapidly spreading, non-violent, mass protest movement uniting almost all sections of the population against an entrenched dictatorship which had become dynastic – and which had, in fact, a record of much greater brutality than did that of Mubarak. 
In fact, Syria had had a spring of its own – a  “Damascus Spring”  – in 2001, soon after Bashar al- Assad succeeded his father as president. A number of discussion clubs or salons sprang up, in which Syrian intellectuals met and formulated demands for the restoration of basic freedoms after 40 years of emergency rule. They were tolerated for a while, then suppressed, and the leaders were given long jail sentences. It has even been suggested that this is where the “Arab Spring” takes its name from.
But in 2011 Syria was one of the last Arab countries to join the movement. At the end of January President Assad was able to boast that “We have more difficult circumstances than most of the Arab countries but in spite of that Syria is stable. Why? Because you have to be very closely linked to the beliefs of the people.”
On 4 March, however, the BBC’s Damascus correspondent, Lina Sinjab, filed a report which suggested that government and people might not be quite so closely linked as the president thought. It included video footage, which she said had  “made the rounds on YouTube”, showing hundreds of people demonstrating the previous month in the old market in Damascus against a policeman’s heavy-handed treatment of a market trader, shouting  “thieves, thieves” and “Syrians shouldn’t be humiliated” – an incident obviously reminiscent of the one that had sparked the uprising in Tunisia. She also reported that several people had been brutally beaten by the police when one of them violated the security instructions during a peaceful demonstration of sympathy with protests in Libya.

On 15 March there was a second “day of rage”. This time hundreds did turn up to call for democracy, in Damascus and Aleppo. The following day about 150 people gathered near the Interior Ministry, demanding the release of political prisoners. At least 36 were arrested, one of whom, the leading human rights activist Suhair Atassi, was dragged by her hair across two streets. Meanwhile the southern city of Deraa had been boiling over the arrest and torture of 15 schoolchildren who – influenced by the protests in Tunisia and Egypt – wrote on the walls the popular revolutionary slogan: “The people want the fall of the regime”. Deraa erupted on 18 March in what has generally been described as “a massive nonviolent rebellion”, and the Syrian uprising was born.

Over the months that followed, the world has watched and listened with mounting horror as the death toll, carefully monitored by human rights organizations and the UN, crept up from the hundreds into the thousands and now tens of thousands. Every day, it seemed – but especially on Fridays – there were demonstrations in one or other Syrian city, and often in several at once. Almost invariably the security services reacted with lethal violence, including live ammunition, but also with brutal beatings, captured on mobile phones and flashed around the world.  

But this was not the whole story. According to Nir Rosen, an American journalist who has spent time with resistance groups inside Syria:
The first acts of armed self-defence or opposition in Syria took place by late April, especially after April 22 when Friday demonstrations throughout the country were met with live fire, causing many deaths. By the end of April, individuals in Homs' Bab Amr and Bab Sbaa neighbourhoods took up arms to defend themselves. At first they used shotguns and hunting rifles, along with rocks and improvised weapons. In Homs, the first armed group was established in Bab Sbaa in May. Likewise, the first accounts of armed resistance in Idlib, Deraa, Damascus and its suburbs date from late April.
That was at a time when, in the international media, the conflict was still being depicted as one purely between unarmed demonstrators and the state security forces. Since then, it has degenerated into an appallingly destructive and ruthless civil war, in which both sides are armed - one side, admittedly, still much more heavily than the other – and whose end seems to recede ever further off. It has also become clear that the great majority of those taking part on the anti-government side are Sunni Muslims, and that they are being egged on by some highly sectarian preachers. For instance Shaikh Adnan al-Aroor, a favourite of Saudi-owned al-Arabiya television, can be seen and heard on YouTube saying such things as:
Whether they are Muslim, Druze, Alawite or Ismaili or devils or Arab, Turkmen or Kurd (no problem with Turkmens as 99.9% are decent and also the Kurds, no problem with them
), the problem is that the regime has pulled some small minority of sects to its side. People are three kinds: those who stood by us, we will stand by them after the revolution; secondly, those who forget us, not with us or against us we will forget and ignore and will not deal with them. Third, those who confronted us, their punishment will be painful. As you know, Muslims form 85% or 86% of the population of Syria. If victory is achieved, the punishment will be severe and hard and especially I mention the Alawite sect: we will not touch any of them who stood neutral, and those who rebelled, they will be treated like us as citizens; but those who have aggressed against what is sacred to us, by the great God they will be confronted, their punishment will be severe and harsh and we will mince them with mincing machines and feed their flesh to the dogs.
On the other side, it has become clear that not only Alawis but also many members of other minorities, notably Christians, are deeply fearful of the resistance and tend to regard the status quo as at least the lesser evil. And earlier this month a carefully researched report in the New York Times suggested that even many supporters of the resistance were “increasingly disgusted by the actions of some rebels, including poorly planned missions, senseless destruction, criminal behavior and the coldblooded killing of prisoners”. In short, however good the intentions of some opposition leaders, it seems less and less likely that the end, when it comes, will take the form of a free and stable political order.
To a greater or lesser extent, the battle lines in all these countries are now drawn between Sunni and Shia. Protest movements are judged not on their merits but on their likely effect on the sectarian power balance in the region. The opposition in Syria has become more and more a movement of the Sunni majority, determined to end the era of Alawi dominance. The Sunni monarchies of Saudi Arabia and Qatar see a chance, by supporting it, to restore the norm of Sunni rule in the Arab world, so rudely broken by the US invasion of Iraq, and to cut off the channel through which Iran can sustain the power of Hezbollah in Lebanon. But they cannot and dare not countenance the possibility of victory for the Shiite majority in Bahrain. By the same token, the Shiite clerical regime in Iran and its Lebanese protégés feel bound to support the status quo in Syria, not out of any ideological affinity with the Alawi Ba’th regime but because their own survival may be at stake. The current Shiite government in Baghdad finds itself drawn into the same axis, forming the transmission belt between Tehran and Damascus and defending itself against the possibility of a renewed Sunni insurgency supported from Syria.
On Thursday, in my final lecture, I shall look at the ways in which outsiders are being drawn into this regional nightmare, and the role that they have played, are playing and may yet play in events in the Arab world.
� Perhaps an over-optimistic judgement in the light of Mr Morsi’s declaration, three days after this lecture was delivered, making his own decisions immune to legal challenge until a new parliament is elected. This provoked widespread street protests, and clashes between supporters and opponents of the President.


� The Turkish and Kurdish-speaking communities in Syria are predominantly Sunni.
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