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Abstract

This thesis applies the concept of religious (national) identity to the cases of Saudi Arabia,
Iran and their proxy allies — state and non-state actors — in Lebanon, Syria and Yemen. The
aim was to show that in the Middle East, Sunni and Shiite affiliations matter in the
relationship between the regional powers and respective proxies, as opposing to realist
statement that alliances, conflicts and political developments are only governed by
pragmatic power interests. Additionally, the work examines whether religious national
identities have impact on the dynamics of proxy conflicts. Overall, the objective was to
establish comprehensive image of how ideational/constructivist and pragmatic/realist
factors work in combination to influence alliances, enmities and conflicts in the Middle
East. Using qualitative methods of research, religious (national) identities of Saudi Arabia,
Iran and their allies in Lebanon, Syria and Yemen were constructed so as to create
ideational and realist points of departure, and then interlinked to show how convergence of
religious identities helps in creating durable alliances if used in targeted manner as a
strategic tool which can help safeguard national interests. The work shows notable
differences in the use of this tool between Saudi Arabia and Iran, suggesting that it may
influence foreign policy successes and failures. Additionally, support of religious
convergence between Saudi Arabia, Iran and their respective proxies has direct impact on
the dynamic of conflicts and political developments, as “sectarianization” affects formerly

secular causes.

Abstrakt

Tato prace aplikuje koncept nabozenské (ndrodni) identity na pfipady Saudské Arabie,
franu a jejich spojencti — statnich i nestatnich aktérti v Libanonu, Syrii a Jemenu. Cilem
prace bylo poukdzat na dilezitost sunnitské a Siitské nabozenské identity v jejich
vzajemnych vztazich v prostfedi Blizkého vychodu, coz je v kontrastu s realistickym
tvrzenim, Ze aliance, konflikty a politicky vyvoj jsou diktovany pragmatickymi
mocenskymi z4jmy. Kromé toho prace zkoumad, zda ma nabozenskd (narodni) identita
dopad na dynamiku zastupnych (proxy) valek. Zamérem bylo vytvofeni komplexniho
obrazu toho, jak funguje souhra ideovych/konstruktivistickych a pragmatickych/
realistickych faktort, kterd pak ovliviiuje aliance, antipatie a konflikty na Blizkém

vychodé. Pouzitim kvalitativnich metod vyzkumu byly zkonstruovany ndboZenské



(narodni) identity Satudské Arabie, franu a jejich spojencii v Libanonu, Syrii a Jemenu za
ucelem vytvoreni ideovych a pragmatickych vychodisek; tyto pak byly vzdjemné
propojeny, aby poukazaly na to, jak konvergence nabozenskych identit napoméha
vytvoreni stabilnich alianci v pfipad¢€, ze je vyuzita cilené jako strategicky nastroj, ktery
chrani narodni zajmy. Prace poukazuje na rozdily ve vyuZivani tohoto nastroje franem a
Saudskou Arabii, které mlzou souviset se zahrani¢né-politickymi uspéchy a selhanimi
obou stati. Podpora konvergence nabozenské identity mezi Saudskou Arabii, franem a
jejich spojenci ma rovnéz dopad na dynamiku konfliktu a celkovy politicky vyvoj, protoze

»sektarianizace® ovlivituje konflikty, které mély plivodné sekularni pficiny.

Keywords

Saudi Arabia, Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, identity, sectarianism, conflict, proxy war,

Islam

Kli¢ova slova

Saudska Arébie, {ran, Libanon, Syrie, Jemen, identita, sektarstvi, konflikt, proxy valka,

islam

Nazev prace

Rovnovaha identity a rovnovaha sil: ptipad dynamiky konfliktu mezi Saudskou Arabii a

Iranem



Acknowledgement

I would like to express my gratitude to doc. PhDr. Emil Aslan, Ph.D. for his constructive
comments, expert advice and helpful guidance throughout work on this thesis.

I would also like to thank RNDr. Cubomir Macko, the Ambassador of the Slovak Republic
to Lebanon, for sharing his insightful remarks on the chapters pertaining to Saudi Arabia,
Iran and Lebanon.

Lastly, big thanks go to my family and Jakub for their endless patience and words of

encouragement.



Table of Contents

TABLE OF CONTENTS ...uuitiiinininsensensenssssanssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassnss 1
INTRODUCTION ..ccoiineinninansnnssissssssssssssssassassssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssassnss 3
1. THEORIZATION ...ciisisicicsessesssssssssissssssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnses 6

L1 ReSEAIrCh QUESHION ...ouvieiiiiiiieiie ettt ettt ettt s e e eaaeenbeeennes 6

1.2 Theoretical framework: What is Henry Nau’s concept of balance of identity vs.

DALANCE OFf POWETT ......voeeee ettt ettt s aae e s ae e e eaaeeeenseas 6
1.2.1  What is (national) identity? ..............ccccoovueiviiiieiiiiiieeie e 8
1.2.2  On balance of power and national interest ..................cccoecveeceeecevennennnenn. 10
1.2.3  Convergence and divergence of identity and power ................c.cccoouuenn.. 11
1.2.4  Caveats and limits of the theory ..........c...ccccvevvveieeciieeiiieeeiieeeie e, 13
1.3 MeEthOAOIOZY .....viiiiieiiieieee ettt ettt e 16
1.3.1  LIterature FEVIEW ..........c..ccceiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiieit ettt 18
SAUDI ARABIA AND IRAN — CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES...........ccccu.... 23
2.1 Origins of MUtUAl TIVAITY ...veiiiiiieiicce e e 23
2.2 Saudi religious national iIdeNntity ..........ccceevieriieiieriiieiierie e 27
2.2.1 Saudi Arabia as the global Sunni powerhouse................cc.cccoccueverannenne.. 31
2.2.2  Reformulation of religious national identity by Muhammad bin Salman ...34
2.3 Tranian 1deNEILY ..ceecveeeeiieciee ettt e et e et e e e aa e e sbae e sneeeeabeeennaeeens 37
2.3.1 Iran as the global Shiite pOWerhouse.................cccccocvuveveieeeecieeniieesreeennnn 44
2.4 Conclusion Of CRAPLET 2 .......oocuieiiiiiiieiieeieeee ettt ettt eeee s 47
SAUDI ARABIA, IRAN AND THEIR PROXIES .....ccoccevvrecrurcsensecsaccsassancsscsanes 49
3.1 LEDANOM ..ottt et 50
3.1.1 Iran and Lebanese Hezbollah...................cccccccovviiiiiiniiiniiiiiiiiiiieeee 50
3.1.2  Saudi Arabia, Saad Hariri and Lebanese Salafists ...............cc..cccccveenn... 56
3.2 ST ettt et ettt e bt et eeteeeate e bt e enbeenseennaeenne 64
3.2.1 Iran and Bashar al-AsSad’s reQime.............c...cccoveevveeeeiieeeiiieniieeeiieeeieeens 64
3.2.2  Saudi Arabia and Syrian Islamist oppoSition Groups..............ccc.ceeueeeeunenn. 70



33 Y CIMICIN et e ettt a e e ettt ————————attttar—————_ 77

3.3.1  Iran and HOUthi 1eBels .............ccccociioiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeseee e 77

3.3.2  Saudi Arabia, Yemeni government and Yemeni Salafists...............c........... 82
CONCLUSION .uuctiiiuiinuinensesssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 89
SUMMARY ...uuiinuiiniisnnsnnsuicsensancssissasssesssessssssessssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssasssassassssssss 93
LIST OF REFERENCES .....uucotintitiniiniisninsiisisssissesssecssissssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 95



Introduction

In today’s conflict-ridden Middle East, understanding Saudi-Iranian rivalry is often
the key to understanding complicated map of local alliances and enmities. Of course, I do
not claim that Saudi-Iranian rivalry is the only factor influencing many Middle Eastern
conflicts and tensions, but it is still a substantial background factor. Connected to these
conflicts is the issue of religion and the role of Sunni-Shiite sectarianism in the local
milieu.

In this work, I assert the relationships between Saudi Arabia, Iran and their local
proxy allies in Syria, Lebanon and Yemen are influenced not only by realist notion of
pragmatic interests and balance of power, but also by diverging or converging religious
identities of all the actors. These identities serve as enabler for creating alliances and have
influence on political mindsets, subsequent decision-making and dynamics of the conflicts
themselves.

Namely, when it comes to rivalry between Saudi Arabia (SA) and Iran and the
current tensions in the Middle East, the usual assumptions in the existing literature and in
the media are twofold: they either claim everything revolves around base pragmatic
interests, mentioning Sunni or Shiite affiliation just as a brief ancillary matter of fact, or
they sometimes imprecisely and superficially ascribe exaggerated importance to the ages-
old sectarian schism between Sunnis and Shiites. The former is partially true, while the
latter omits critical details in the nature of various state and non-state actors, forgetting that
modern Middle Eastern sectarianism is rather a matter of recent developments and rivalry
between SA and Iran. Neither of the two statements is true only by itself: as will be shown,
SA and Iran indeed have manifold realpolitik goals, but these are often achieved by using
and manipulating religious and ideational affiliations; hence the importance of the religious
(national) identity for the proxy conflicts. There is not much literature that
comprehensively shows how religious identities influenced tensions and conflicts in the
Middle East since 2015, which is why I try to add more detail into this issue to create more
complex image.

Less powerful state and non-state actors are often tied to their regional patrons by
ties of loyalty stemming from the common past, cultural similarity, ideational convergence
and sectarian identity in addition to pragmatic goals such as financing and diplomatic

support, which can altogether create exceptionally durable alliances. On the other hand, SA
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and Iran as the main regional powers try to reinforce not only their own unique
Sunni/Shiite identities, but also the common religious identity they share with the less
powerful actors. They do so by all possible means, even if it means deepening sectarian
rifts and thus aggravating the sectarian conflict. Hence, the aim in general was to choose
the middle ground that links the pragmatic to the ideational; to illustrate the context and to
demonstrate in the most accurate way possible that in the Middle East, religious (national)
identity of the actors matters, not only because it can be a source of conflict, but because it
goes hand in hand with realpolitik goals.

Because of that, the first chapter engages in discussion about theoretical framework
as devised by Henry R. Nau and its application to Middle Eastern settings. Nau in his book
At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Politics (2002) connects realist and
constructivist traditions to create the concept of “national identity” which influences
national interests. Neither realist balance of power, nor constructivism and idealism alone
explain state’s policy decisions, but they always work in combination. National identities
can be compared to determine identitarian divergence or convergence, which has further
impact on the stability of relationships between the states. Since all state and non-state
actors in this thesis operate to certain degree with the issue of sect or religion, I am using
slightly modified concept of religious (national) identity throughout the work and asserting
that it in substantial way complements realpolitik interests.

The second chapter is trying to construct religious national identities of Saudi
Arabia and Iran, the two most powerful regional powers. Consideration of historical,
religious, cultural and political factors was necessary to create the image of the country as
perceived by its own citizens as well as by outsiders from among other Middle Eastern
state and non-state actors. This part is necessary because, put simply, it determines the
points of departure in the way representatives of given countries think in terms of strategic
interests and decision-making. Thus, it shows how Iran as a rogue state is adept in
manipulation and export of the revolutionary Shiite identity and why Saudi Arabia — split
between Wahhabi tradition and efforts to modernize — feels its standing of a regional status
quo Sunni power is threatened, which results in aggressive assertion of Saudi interests
through various Sunni actors. Also, outline of religious identities of SA and Iran is
important to show how they form and interfere into relationships with actors in countries

where both powers have their strategic interests.



Lastly, the third part constructs religious identities of state and non-state actors in
Lebanon, Syria and Yemen and connects them to their respective regional sponsors. The
aim of this chapter was to show that even though they are sometimes overlooked or even
deemed non-existent, religious identities shape the relationship between the power and the
less powerful state and influence local developments. The finding pertaining to this part is
in accordance with Nau’s theoretical assertion that in the hierarchical structure, the power
always tries to project its identity on the less powerful actor because it considers it a way to
strengthen mutual affinity and create durable alliance that would withstand strain in time of
conflict. This aspect is especially important in those countries that are deemed strategically
essential, that is, Syria and Lebanon for Iran, and Yemen for Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the
chapter shows why religious identities are relevant for the conflicts in Yemen and Syria,
regardless of the fact they originated in more or less secular causes.

Altogether the three chapters are trying to put together a comprehensive image of
religious identity and its importance first in the rivalry between SA and Iran, and second in
ongoing sectarian conflicts in Syria, Yemen and Lebanon, and thus contribute to
understanding of complex map of pragmatic and ideological links shaping today’s Middle
East. However, at the same time it is necessary to bear in mind the constellation of cases
analyzed in this work is not representative of the whole Middle East, therefore it can
partially confirm Henry R. Nau’s theory, but it refrains from formulating universal
conclusions. Such work is beyond scope of this thesis and could be regarded as an idea for
further research. Nevertheless, we can say that the application Nau’s theory provides us
with unique angle from which we can view how identity of a nation impacts on alliances

and enmities.

Transcription note:
Throughout this work names of places, persons, Islamic concepts, etc. which do not have
conventional alternative form in English were transcribed from Arabic or Persian using

simplified ALA-LC standard for romanization of Arabic script.



1. Theorization

1.1 Research question

The question I’d like to answer by this work was formulated as follows: Is the
concept of religious (national) identity reflected in the Saudi-Iranian rivalry and in
relationships of Saudi Arabia and Iran with their respective proxy allies in the current
Middle Eastern conflicts? Thus, the following chapters will try to prove that constructivist
religious (national) identity in the Middle Eastern settings is a significant complement to
simple realist material power, i.e. the two work in concert. Identitarian and cultural/
religious factors are often underestimated or omitted by Western observers when it comes
to decision-making in the Middle East, assuming that at the end of the day, everything
comes down to realist thinking. As we shall see, analysis of this issue will provide deeper
understanding on how alliances are made, reinforced or dismantled between SA and Iran
and their respective allies; what is their underlying idea and how they work altogether with
the logic of pure realist thought. This, in turn, can help us understand strategic thought in
the Middle East; how political decisions are made and how does it influence dynamics of

ongoing Middle Eastern conflicts.

1.2 Theoretical framework: What is Henry Nau’s concept of

balance of identity vs. balance of power?

Religious affiliation and identity in the Middle East are so important they have
become an integral part of both domestic affairs and foreign policy. Theoretical framework
for analysis is constituted by Henry R. Nau’s concept of identity and power which he
describes in his book At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American politics (2002).
Originally, the concept was devised to explain the American foreign policy decision-
making, but as McCrisken remarks in his review: “Nau's approach could be used to
analyze the relative influence of both power and identity in the foreign policy of any

state.“! In his book, Nau explicitly mentions the case of Iran as a perfect example of a state

! MCCRISKEN, Trevor B. Reviewed Work(s): At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign
Policy by Henry R. Nau. International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-). Oxford
University Press on behalf of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, 2003, 79(1), p. 221

6



where his theory can be tested,> which was, in fact, an initial inspiration for writing this
thesis. Thus, the concept is translated into Middle-Eastern settings quite easily: American
and Russian or Chinese identities can be replaced by juxtaposing Saudi-Sunni and Iranian-
Shiite ones, and the concept is first applied on the relationship between them. Next, it is
applied on relationships between Saudi Arabian and Iranian respective proxy allies in the
countries where they try to assert their interests. In this case, Lebanon, Syria and Yemen
were chosen.

As for main ideas of the concept, these revolve around the question of “How
relative national identities interact with relative national power?”’3 As John Ikenberry puts
it, Nau’s basic assertion can be summarized as “relations between states are shaped by both
power and national identity,”* and “power and identity are [both] a source of national
interest.”> Nau himself says of At Home Abroad: “[the book] stays close to realist concerns
about the use of force, but reaches out to constructivist concerns about nonmaterial factors,
such as norms, cultures, and identities, that interpret and motivate the use of force.”®
Therein lies the importance of both balance of power and balance of identity and resulting
identity and power approach. “National identity is a vital factor in the formation of
nation’s foreign policy, though it is often overlooked in favor of measures of national
power.”” To include both identity and power, Nau’s outlooks throughout the book are
based on realism and constructivism and their respective competing paradigmatic
traditions.® Realism’s material and constructivism’s ideational basis make for an
interesting, yet very logical combination. That is because both aspects work together, since
relationships and events usually have multifactorial nature. Realist/constructivist theories
alone fail to provide satisfactory explanations and applications.

If we were to translate Nau’s assertion into brief practical example, we could use
the case of Iran: Iran looks for alliance with Shiite proxies in the countries where it wants

to gain influence and more power to balance Saudi Arabia, but all this does not always

2NAU, Henry R. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2002. p. 5

3 NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, book cover

* IKENBERRY, John. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy by Henry R.
Nau. Foreign Affairs. 2004, (1), p. 166

> MEROM, Gil. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy. Australian Journal of
Political Science. n.d., 39(3), p. 672

®NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, p. 10

"DUFFY, Tim. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy (review). SAIS Review.
2003, 23(2), p. 243

8 ROCK, Stephen R. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy by Henry R.

Nau. Political Science Quarterly. 2002, 117(3), p. 500
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happen in simplistic pragmatic way. Iran is a bearer of certain Shiite-Iranian identity, and
the reliable alliance is enabled by the fact that the proxies’ allegiance as well originates in
Shiite affiliation and identity. Identification and loyalty stems, first and foremost, from
common religious background and history of good relations with Iran. Therefore, Nau’s
theoretical approach is unique in that it tries to account for more factors linked together

which provides more accurate explanations.

1.2.1 What is (national) identity?

Indeed, Nau ascribes paramount importance to the question of identity. To illustrate
the point, a few quotes from the book may be of help: "Converging identities safeguard
national security just as surely as dominant military power.”® “The national interest begins
with what kind of society the nation is, not just what its geopolitical circumstances are.”!’
“National identity organizes and motivates national economic and military power and tells
us what political purposes nations legitimate and use their wealth and power.”!! For the
sake of brevity, I will not delve into Nau’s accounts on origins of the American identity,
although he dedicates significant portion of the book to this issue. Concisely put, American
identity was shaped by historical experience of wars (civil wars, world wars and the Cold
war), liberalist thought and democratic tradition. The sense of exceptionalism America
developed was formed by two contradictory tendencies: isolationism on one hand, and
interventionism on the other.

However, regardless of such description, we still need to understand what
constitutes identity according to Nau’s criteria; we need to know what the essence of such
an abstract category as identity is and what questions we should ask to get concrete
answers delimiting it. This is extremely important because Saudi, Iranian and their allies’
identities shall be constructed from the scratch based on Nau’s criteria, so that it is possible
to determine whether the concept religious (national) identity is applicable and whether it

has impact on relationships between the countries as well as on ongoing sectarian conflicts.

®NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, p. 7
1 Ibid., p. 16
" Ibid., p. 41-42



Thus, to begin with general definition, Nau says national identity is something like

“domestic ideology”!?

and “national self-image” that (together with national power)
defines national interests and influences foreign policy behavior.!* National identity,
however, cannot be equated with domestic politics and it is not a byproduct of national
power, but rather a separate category. Nau also asserts that national identity matters more
than material power, “because without unified and healthy self-image, a nation has no
incentive to accumulate or use material power. [...] The capacity to use military force
legitimately (not just the capacity to use force) lies at the heart of national identity. [...]
Identity is the principal idea on which a nation accumulates and legitimates the use of
lethal force. [...] It may be a religious bond as in the case of contemporary Muslim State of
Iran.”'* Thus, we can view national identity as something akin to central idea of a given

» 15

state; Nau also speaks of certain “sense of shared destiny,”’”> among the citizens or

members of a (religious, ethnic) group. Identity then also “defines threat and national
interests.”!6

Still though, such definition is vague and unsatisfactory. Therefore, drawing on
Chapter 3 of Nau’s book, it is possible to outline some specifics that, if taken as a whole,
constitute national identity. Among them we can find following elements: history of a
country, political system/form of government, perception of legitimacy, tradition of
political thought, judicial system, perception of justice and equality, grievances, foreign
policy tradition, religion, cultural customs, societal norms and social mobility, economic
model, geographic position and external alliances with other countries. Although such list
can be considered exhaustive, I believe we could also add the element of strategic culture.
Strategic culture has, again, many definitions, but when it comes to political decision-
making in foreign relations, it may be useful concept that can be possibly linked to national
identity.

Importantly, Nau also differentiates between the concepts of internal and external
identity. Internal one “is, foremost, about how a country perceives itself. [...] The self is
always more than just the sum of other’s perceptions.”!” Regarding external identity, it

“deals with how states evaluate [their] sources of identity in their relations with other

12 bid., p. 6
3 Ibid., p. 4
14 Ibid., p. 4-5
15 Ibid., p. X
16 Ibid., p. 6
7 Ibid., p. 21



states.”!® However, “internal identities inform external behavior, but external behavior is

also a function of separate and independent identity factors.”!®

1.2.2 On balance of power and national interest

It would be a mistake to omit the actual link which connects national identity to
power. In this context, Nau first mentions two concepts that determine (i.e. motivate)
national identity, and those are balance of power and national interest. As for balance of
power,?? each country is seeking such balance that favors their identity. Also, “balance of
power is always a community of power [...] which reflects relative convergence and
divergence of power.” For national interest, definition of Hans J. Morgenthau is used, who
basically asserts that “interest [is] defined in terms of power,”?! meaning that “the states
act mainly to acquire economic and military power to ensure their national survival.”?
Nau holds that national interest is a “set of concrete material interests that must be pursued
to protect [...] security and [...] prosperity, [...] and can be calculated objectively from
[...] physical and geopolitical circumstances.”?® The thing with national interest is,
however, that it “begins with what kind of society the nation is, not just what its
geopolitical circumstances are,”?* because “America is not just a piece of geography; it is a

liberal democracy,”?

just like Saudi Arabia and Iran also are not just Middle Eastern
countries, but illiberal theocracies as well. Thus, national interest is motivated by national
identity, because it is the national identity that determines and legitimizes use of power; it

attaches meanings and defines constraints.?® Therein lies keynote of Nau’s argument in

18 Ibid., p. 23

1 Tbid.

20" According Waltz’s explanation, balance of power relies on few assumptions: first, states are unitary actors
who seek at least to preserve themselves, or, at a maximum, to achieve universal dominance. Also, he
distinguishes internal balancing (states rely on themselves and works on increasing military and economic
strength) and external balancing (states engage in alliance in order to prevent hegemony of the other side).
For this theory to be operational it is important to that two or more states exist side by side to each other in
self-help system, with no superior authority over them. For more on balance of power, see WALTZ, Kenneth
N. Theory of International Politics. Long Grove: Waveland Press, 1979.

2 MORGENTHAU, Hans J. Politics among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace. 6th ed. Ed.
Kenneth W. Thompson. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985. p. 5

22 NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, p. 17

2 Ibid., p. 15

2 Ibid., p. 16

% Ibid., p. 15

26 Ibid., p. XI
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connection of power and identity, and such link will also be made with regard to Saudi
Arabia, Iran and their respective allies.

Notably to add, throughout the book Nau also uses notions of “relative power” and
“relative national identity.” These terms are constructivist in nature, i.e. they are used
exactly in the sense of meaning of “relative.” They imply somewhat “outside” dimension:
put simply, power or identity are relative when they are perceived by other states, not from

domestic point of view.?’

1.2.3 Convergence and divergence of identity and power

Now that basic criteria for outlining national identity were specified, we can
proceed to the central idea of balance of identity vs. balance of power. Nau says that
identities can be compared, and we can determine their similarity and dissimilarity, i.e. we
can see whether they converge or diverge. Material and military power also can be
distributed equally or unequally, but in comparison with identity, the difference is easier to
qualitatively measure. Power also has more tangible impact: “Significance [of power]
depends on whether nations see one another as friends or foes. But its consequences, such
as the stronger nation having more options to act unilaterally than the weaker, do not
depend on [...] interpretation.”?®

Convergence/divergence of power and identity then determines quality of
relationships between the states; namely, “interaction of identities ‘regulates’ the extent to
which two countries will experience peace or conflict.”?° The table below summarizes how

the situation looks like when Nau’s model is applied to the case of Saudi Arabia, Iran and

their proxies.

2 Ibid., p. 18-19

B Ibid., p. XI

2 At home abroad: Identity and power in American foreign policy. Virginia Quarterly Review. 2002, 78(4),
p- Al132
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Power — Equal Unequal
Identity |

Security community Hierarchy

Countries agree on identity, i.e. on | Religious and/or national identities

Convergent the terms that legitimate use of are similar, but power is unequal.
force — this creates predictability (e.g. Saudi Arabia & Iran

and moderates use of military vs. other Middle Eastern state and

power. non-state actors in those countries

where both SA and Iran have
interests — Syria, Lebanon, Iraq,
Yemen, Bahrain, etc.).

Double-track anarchy Hegemony
Divergent
Countries have diverging identities | One country has disproportionate
but roughly the same amount of amount of power to control other
power. less powerful countries.

(e.g. Saudi Arabia vs. Iran)

Therefore, “converging identities safeguard national security just as surely as dominant
military power.”?® The table shows that divergent identities contribute to instability,
because all the actors included have their own terms for legitimate use of force. In
hegemony, the less powerful ones constantly try to counterbalance the hegemon;
sometimes they try to bandwagon, but since their power in sum is not sufficient, they
remain under influence of the hegemon.

In double-track anarchy the actors try to balance each other, i.e. they constantly
strive for being more and more powerful. “Relations are most dangerous when diverging
identities are coupled with equal power.“3! According to Nau, “double-track” aspect refers
to two intertwining factors that need to be controlled by a state engaged in such
relationship: first, there is constant balancing of the enemy’s power (“both states keep their
military power to balance the enemy who doesn’t share the same identity”*?) and second,

they try to “influence the positioning of [adversary’s ] national identity”, i.e. to “remake”

39NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, p. 7

31 DUFFY, Tim. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy (review). SALS Review.
2003, 23(2), p. 243

32 HOLMES, James R. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy. Library Journal.
2002, (6), p. 127
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it so that more convergence can be achieved over time. With reference to liberalist
principles, Nau believes the second point can be done through economic engagement of
both sides,®* however, this point is only applicable in Nau’s case of the US and
authoritarian regimes. If nations’ identity is not based upon ideas of democracy and
liberalism — as is the case of SA and Iran — then the idea of economic engagement as a way
of converging religious (national) identities is disputable. Although it is possible to claim
that in the spirit of liberalist tradition, economic ties and interdependence between any
nations have a potential to improve their mutual relationship, in the case of countries
whose identity is based upon religion I would rather advocate for more secularization in
the public sphere, or at least moderation of conflictual religious rhetoric.

As for hierarchical distribution of power, Nau again operates with the presumption
that the relationships between the states are determined by that one central idea they all
share. In the case of SA and Iran and their proxy allies, democracy is not applicable, since
the identity revolves around religion. The more powerful state in hierarchical structure of
power is deemed to be “centralizing power” which determines the identity of the hierarchy,

thus determines conditions under which use of power is legitimate.>*

1.2.4 Caveats and limits of the theory

The first and the most obvious problem one might have with application of Nau’s
theory is that although he claims it can be widely applied to any state, and the general idea
is indeed applicable in this way, in its particularities it is very Western-centric. Nau often
operates with concepts of democracy and liberalism when constructing the identities. The
problem is, these notions rarely define Middle Eastern states and they are especially distant
from Iran and SA where the national identities are defined by religion. Therefore, it was
necessary to adjust Nau’s criteria so that they can be used to construct a religion-based
identity.

Second, since Nau’s concept was originally devised for explanation of relationship
between the US and the rest of the world, it is also understandable that the categories he is
using are convenient for a system which is strictly state-centric. However, although his

theory may be generally suitable for application on the case Iran and Saudi Arabia, it does

3 NAU, Henry R, ref. 2, p. 9
3 Ibid., p. 29
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not wholly account for the complex Middle Eastern political reality. Namely, it means that
we cannot simply operate within the context of national states there. This is because many
states in the Middle East were historically established in a way they now consist of factions
and minorities to whom their religious or ethnic identity is more important than their
national identity. This fact doesn’t allow for unification of single national identity in the
sense we could conclusively assert that, for example, Lebanon as a state is a Saudi or
Iranian ally, because such assertion is simply not true. Lebanese government may be Saudi
ally, yet Hezbollah — the most powerful Middle Eastern NSA based in Lebanon and a
member of the Lebanese government — is Iranian ally. Consequently, SA and Iran are
sometimes not trying to establish relationship with the state itself, but with the NSA, who
in some cases wields more real power or it is viewed by certain segments of society as
more legitimate. Notably, aim of the alliance with NSA is making use of the NSA-induced
intrastate divisions to eventually dominate the entire state or at least gain significant
decisive power (eg. Iran—Hezbollah, SA—Yemeni Salafists). This is, in fact, one of
limitations which were mentioned in several reviews of Nau’s book — that his theory
doesn’t properly cover increasingly important phenomenon of NSAs.

Indeed, such situation is a bit precarious, however, it is not insoluble: the solution
lies in the approach where the theory would be applied on both state and non-state actors
whose identity can be clearly outlined and analyzed as a separate unit. However,
concerning the NSAs we will have to account for the fact that a few of the criteria outlined
in Chapter 2.2.1. will be limited in application. NSAs discussed in this thesis sometimes do
not have clearly delimited geographic position and boundaries; their economic models may
not always be entirely legal and transparent, and it would be a bit of overestimation to call
their system of alliances with external actors “foreign policy.” Nevertheless, all these
actors have something that works in a way similar to “national interest,” i.e. a set of
realpolitik goals aimed at preserving their existence and expanding their power within their
respective states,> and together with their patrons they successfully participate in
influencing the balance of power to reach favorable configuration of power. Also, the
NSAs which will be discussed here had or still have the ability to successfully create state
within a state, where the legitimate state institutions had very limited scope of action.

Thus, because of inclusion of NSAs into the analysis of relationships, the term religious

35 GAUSE 111, F. Gregory. Ideologies, alliances and underbalancing in the new Middle East Cold War
(memo for the International Relations and a new Middle East symposium). Project on Middle East Political
Science [online]. August 26, 2015.
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(national) identity with brackets is used throughout the work, because the national aspect
hardly applies to NSAs.

Third, what could also be viewed as problematic is the notion of legitimacy. Nau
asserts that national identity enables the nation to use force legitimately.*® The problem
here is twofold: concerning NSAs, we cannot really speak about unified nations who use
the material power legitimately, since the NSAs are often insurgent or militia groups and
their use of force may be questionable. However, we see that Nau’s central idea of
“national identity as an enabler of legitimate use of force” can as well be viewed in more
general terms. When we abstract from the clear-cut notions of “nation” and “legitimacy,”
we get widely applicable statement that is summarized as follows: The most important is
the NSA’s (or nation’s) belief that they are using the force legitimately.’” This belief
unifies said group or nation and creates motivation to defend its interest.>® Therefore — and
that is the case of states as well as NSAs — legitimacy is not just given, it is perceived.
Then there is the question of states where legitimacy of the state is in crisis, i.e. significant
portions of population do not believe the state is using its power legitimately, and instead
they bestow legitimacy on a NSA. This is the case of many Middle Eastern states,
including Lebanon, Syria and Yemen discussed here. Nau also mentions — although
unfortunately without dedicating more space to the idea — that “most nations define their
identity and [...] legitimate the use of force on the basis of protecting and serving an ethnic
or traditional community that shares common linguistic, cultural, racial or religious
characteristics; or [...] ideological community composed of a variety of ethnic groups that
unite around a set of common beliefs.”*® If the idea of ethnic/traditional/ideological
community was to be used as one of essential criteria when constructing identity of an
actor, it would be widely applicable also to NSAs.

Lastly, also important is to emphasize that although we find generalizable traits of
such hierarchical power- and identity-based relationships in all the cases that will be
included in this work, each of them needs to be analyzed individually, since quality of the

relationship may differ in many aspects — be it in affinity to either Saudis or Iran, or in

36 NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, p. 4

37 Legitimacy is ‘the capacity of the system to engender and maintain belief that the existing political
institutions are the most appropriate ones for the society’. In LIPSET, Seymour. Political Man. New Y ork:
Doubleday, 1960. p. 77

3 NAU, Henry R, ref. 2, p. 4
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intensity, strength and fluidity. Thus, we just need to bear in mind that it is not possible to

make as clear-cut categorizations as Nau often makes in his book.

1.3 Methodology

This work was intended to be a case study of proxy conflicts between SA and Iran,
viewed through the lens of Henry R. Nau’s theory of balance of identity. As for case study
classification, it has elements of both disciplined interpretative case study and instrumental
case study, i.e. it is like a two-way road: the theory is applied on a case for which it has not
yet been used, but at the same time, the case can also test the theory and versatility of its
application (as Nau claims it shall be applicable to any country). However, research of this
single Middle Eastern problem does not aim to draw any universal conclusions; it is rather
only a study of certain specific settings. The proxy conflict between SA and Iran was
chosen as a case because it can be characterized as “closed system with an inherent logic
and clear boundaries,” and it is as well “sufficiently delimited part of a historical
episode.“*’ Concerning time span, I am focusing mainly on the most recent developments
since 2015 to bring perspectives of constantly changing environments, although short
historical detours are needed for tracing roots of relationships between regional powers and
proxies. In addition, SA and Iran are the two countries whose national identities can be
relatively easily defined according to Nau’s criteria, yet they are very intriguing in that
they are alien to Western context, which also opens new possibilities for new theory
applications.

Since this work is qualitative in its nature, it is using qualitative methods of
research. Substantial part of empirical work constructs Saudi and Iranian national
identities, and then subsequently tries to connect them to relationships these regional
powers have with their regional allies (state and non-state actors in Lebanon, Syria and
Yemen) to reveal whether and how the religious (national) identity influences the conflicts.
The religious identity of proxies is also explored, which enables the link to their respective
patrons. Therefore, since variables such as “identity” or “quality of relationship” cannot be
measured quantitatively, in-depth research was conducted. Its aim was to evaluate and

characterize both identities and relationships, because, as Nau says, “We can measure the

40 K ARASEK, Tomas. Case study. Charles University. Lecture on case study methodology given on March
13,2018.
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similarity and dissimilarity of these ideas, and so track relative national identities just as
we track relative national power.”*! Regarding the relationships, important questions to ask
include how the relationship was established and what are the influential components
within (financial support, religious leadership, sense of common grievance, common
history, etc.). Regarding the identities, their construction is dependent on putting together a
coherent image resultant from the elements mentioned in Chapter 1.2.1.

Regarding choice of cases where relationship between SA and Iran and their allies
i1s demonstrated, the examples of Syria, Lebanon and Yemen were chosen. This sample is
not representative of the whole Middle East — the work of such ambition is far beyond the
scope of this master thesis — but the countries chosen are fractured weak states with hybrid
sovereignties which are currently also the battlefields od Saudi-Iranian proxy wars.
Besides, they provide wide range of state and non-state actors with varied backgrounds and
motivations worth exploring. Obviously, it would be (too) easy to link Saudi Arabia to
Kuwait or United Arab Emirates and claim that the age-long allies share similar identity
which formed their alliance, but there is hardly any challenge in such statement. Therefore,

following table provides an overview of actors that will be discussed in following chapters:

Saudi ally/proxy Iranian ally/proxy
Lebanon | Lebanese government of Saad Hariri, Hezbollah and Shiite minority
Sunni minority and Lebanese
Salafists
Syria Salafi Islamist groups and Sunni Syrian government, Alawites and
Muslims Shiite minority
Yemen | Yemeni government, Yemeni Salafi Houthi insurgents
groups and Sunni majority

In result, analysis of relationships between these actors viewed from the identitarian angle
shall provide a bit more insight into tangled web of Middle Eastern alliances and interests,
in addition to exploring motivation and durability behind the ties.

Notably to add, I'm aware of certain limitations of this work, among them the fact
that there are many more examples worth researching to add more nuance to analysis and
argument; e.g. relationship between Iran and Palestinian Hamas or Afghan Taliban — both

Sunni NSAs, or the (anomalous) case of Qatar, the country very similar by its cultural and

' NAU, Henry R., ref. 2, p. 5
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religious identity to other Gulf states, yet strongly ostracized by all of them because of its
ties with Iran. Consideration of Israel would be needed as well, especially when it comes to
political decision-making and strategic military priorities of Iran. Analysis of Iraqi Shiite
military and political movements would definitely be very useful, as Iranian influence in
Iraq is as strong and significant as it is in Syria and Lebanon.** Apart from that and
regarding parts that pertain to Sunni and Shia Islamic theologies, this work is not from the
realm of Islamic studies; its aim is not to discuss specificities of religious discourse and

therefore some of the concepts have been deliberately simplified for brevity.

1.3.1 Literature review

This work is first and foremost using secondary sources — monographies, analytical
papers, journal articles and media outputs. Some of the primary sources include
government documents and official statements. In the parts pertaining to Salafi movements
in Yemen, Shiite repopulation of Syria and other minor parts where information in English
was not available, Arabic sources were used. Since I’'m tracking relatively recent events
from 2015 onwards, I try to incorporate into the research impact of some of the latest
developments, e.g. trends in Lebanese general elections, Syrian regime offensive against
the opposition groups or impact of JCPOA on Iran. Reflections of this events was not yet
sufficiently analyzed in scholarly monographies and articles, which is why policy reports
along with reliable media outputs were used quite often. Notably to add, in the chapter on
Lebanese Sunnis and Hezbollah, findings from a few personal interviews with pious
Lebanese Sunni and Shia Muslims on their religious identity were used as a source
material.

Obviously, the most important source in theoretical part of this work is Henry
Nau’s book At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy (2002),
namely its introductory part and three other theoretical chapters on definition of identity,
power and the concepts of their balance. The empirical chapters explain relationship
between the US and the rest of the world, but since application of Nau’s theory in such

constellation of relationships is highly Western-centric and unsuitable for Middle East, the

4 “Iraq has an outright Shia majority that feels a gravitational pull toward their fellow Shias in Iran and
arevulsion for the Sunni minority that backed Hussein’s brutal totalitarianism and today tolerates the even
more deranged occupation by the Islamic State, also known as ISIS.” In TOTTEN, Michael J. The Iran
Delusion: A Primer for the Perplexed. World Affairs Journal [online]. Summer 2015.
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relevance of these chapters for this research is quite limited (see Chapter 1.2.1. on limits of
the theory). Importantly, since this theoretical work of Nau is not widely known — he
earned his reputation rather by other monographies on American foreign policy — there are
only a few reviews available. All of them have been used in this research and all the
criticisms have been carefully considered.

Regarding question of national identity in the Middle East, review of available
sources shows that Henry Nau’s approach is unique in how it views, defines and uses the
concept of identity, since, put simply, it is a mild crossover between the realms of
international relations and anthropological studies. Usually, overwhelming majority of
sources more or less equate national identity with nationalism and use this concept in
anthropologic or cultural contexts (often referring to linguistic issues), which is not enough
for purposes of this work. Sources discussing national identity/nationalism specifically in
the Middle East usually include case studies of nations and ethnic groups which either
developed very strong sense of national identity (Kurds, Turks, Egyptians) or the exact
opposite, i.e. their national identity is weak or fractured (Saudi Arabia, Libya — the identity
is rather based on tribal loyalties). Further, when national identity is defined only as
nationalism — a category delimited to single nation — its impact cannot be studied in wider
regional perspective.

Thus, incorporation of religion and national identity into religious (national)
identity as devised by Nau’s criteria is much more useful concept, not only because
religion can be projected on other state and non-state actors, but also because in Saudi
Arabia and Iran it is a basic constituting element of national identity. Regarding this issue,
i.e. the role of religion in national identity of SA and Iran, a few sources were available
that reflect the state of current research.

Generally, number of relevant sources pertaining to Iran is higher. Saudi Arabia
and Iran: Friends or Foes? (2016) by Banafsheh Keynoush provides synthetic historical
overview of Saudi-Iranian relationship, arguing that mutual enmity does not have historical
roots in religious causes, and it is only a matter of 20" and 21% century. In later chapters,
recent clashes of SA and Iran in the Levant and Gulf are summarized, but they are rather
just a chronological account of events without deeper analytical connection to sectarian
issues. [fran in the world: President Rouhani’s Foreign Policy (2016) by Shahram
Akbarzadeh and Dara Conduit (eds.) not only provide overview of current Iranian foreign

policy towards the West and all the Caucasian and Middle Eastern neighbors, but
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especially the chapter on Iranian bonyads (religious charity organizations) is very useful
when tracking influence of Shiite identity over state and non-state actors. Security and
Bilateral Issues between Iran and Its Arab Neighbors (2017) by Gawdat Baghat,
Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Neil Quilliam is largely realpolitik-based publication on
historical and current ties of Iran with its Arab neighbors. Constructivism, National Identity
and Foreign Policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran (2012) by Hossein Karimifard is one of
two journal articles on constructing Iranian national identity using simple constructivist
framework to incorporate Shiite revolutionary rhetoric as well as Persian nationalism, but
the article does not connect the findings to wider Middle Eastern context. The same goes
for Between Darius and Khomeini: Exploring Iran’s National Identity Problematique
(2015) by Alam Saleh and James Worrall. The article argues that divide exists between
Shiite and Persian identity, which creates tensions, but in the end, there was no other
option for Iranian regime but to incorporate both. The most important primary source is
Ayatullah Ruhollah Khomeini’s Islamic government: Governance of the Jurist (Velayat-e
fagih) (1970) as a cornerstone of Iranian government and political thought.

When speaking of Saudi Arabia, the sources are significantly less numerous and
overwhelming majority of them deals with the issue of Wahhabism and its link to Jihad
and Saudi sponsorship of religious extremism. Wahhabismus, tribalismus a rentiérismus:
pretrvavajici principy Saudského statu?, a very useful analytic chapter by Anna Vidén in
Vyznam kmenové spolecnosti v 21. stoleti (2015) links Wahhabism to rentierism and
tribalism, creating the basis of Saudi religious national identity. Religion and National
Identity in Saudi Arabia (1998) by Joseph Nevo would be an excellent study for purposes
of this work; however, it is very outdated and does not reflect important changes within
Saudi society and the wider Middle East that came after 9/11 and the Arab Spring, which
makes its use limited. David Commins in Islam in Saudi Arabia (2015) elaborates on birth
of Wahhabism and its impact on current Saudi state and foreign policy including
sponsorship of religious extremism. Saudi Arabia: Power, Legitimacy and Survival (2006)
by Tim Niblock gives chronological account of the birth of Saudi state, but while
Commins dedicates more space to the role of Wahhabism, Niblock focuses on political
developments and pragmatic political issues. Muted Modernists: Struggle over Divine
Politics in Saudi Arabia (2016) by Rasheed Al-Madawi brings forward the very actual
question of current struggle between Wahhabism and the need to democratize and

modernize the country as well as Saudi religious discourse, which makes this book
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particularly interesting in the context of reformist ideas of current Saudi leadership. The
primary sources important for understanding current Saudi thought are government
documents Vision 2030 (2016) and White Paper: Saudi Arabia and the Yemen Conflict
(2017), as they tell us what Saudi Arabia considers a strategic priority and how it wants to
be seen in the world.

For three countries considered in this thesis — Lebanon, Syria and Yemen — and the
respective state and non-state actors within them, substantial volume of sources had to be
searched and filtered to find those few that are relevant for construction of religious
identities and their connection to either SA or Iran to see how the identities influence the
mutual relationship. From among them, several were especially helpful. Lebanese Salafis
between the Gulf and Europe (2013) by Zoltan Pall is one of the very few sources on links
of Lebanese Salafists to both the Gulf and the Lebanese Sunni political spectrum. The
insightful monography is based on the author’s field research among Lebanese Salafists.
The Shifts in Hizbullah’s Ideology: Religious Ideology, Political Ideology and Political
Program (2006) by Joseph Elie Alagha along with Identity, War, and Just Cause for War:
Hezbollah and Its Use of Force (2017) by Zafer Kizilkaya explain how Shiite
revolutionary identity is important in Hezbollah’s role of Iranian proxy in the Levant and
how does it contribute to durability of the relationship. The sources on Syria are probably
the most numerous, although many are just popularization-based journalistic accounts on
the current situation. From among them, Burning Country: Syrians in the Revolution and
War (2018) by Robin Yassin-Kassab and Leila Al-Shami stands out due to its complexity
and rich source base including field research, in-depth interviews and Arabic newspaper
articles. Cash is King: Financial Sponsorship and Changing Priorities in the Syrian Civil
War (2017) by Anne Marie Baylouny and Creighton A. Mullins is (despite its somewhat
counter-intuitive title) dealing with Saudi financing of Salafist groups in the Syrian Civil
War, providing insight into how Salafi religious affiliation can be instrumentalized and
how did it contribute to aggravation of the conflict. The Syrian Muslim Brothers and the
Syrian-Iranian Relationship (2009) by Yvette Talhany is mostly historical account not
only on the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria, but also on Syrian Alawites and their
relationship to Iran and Shia Islam in general; however, it does not take into account events
of the Syrian Civil War due to its age. Nadia von Maltzahn’s monography The Syria-Iran
Axis: Cultural Diplomacy and International Relations in the Middle East (2013) provides

interesting overview of Iranian religious soft power in Syria, showing how Iran is
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exporting its religious identity and manipulating it to attract Sunni and Alawite believers.
Finally, sources on Yemen are the least numerous, which also concurs with the commonly
held view of Yemeni war being the “forgotten proxy conflict.” Iran’s Policy towards the
Houthis in Yemen: A Limited Return on a Modest Investment (2016) by Thomas Juneau is
so far the most accurate and complex article on war in Yemen from both Saudi and Iranian
perspective, however, it does not dedicate much space to religious identities of all the
actors, especially bonds between Yemeni Salafists and SA. Iran's Political Stance toward
Yemen's Ansar Allah Movement: A Constructivist-Based Study (2016) by Keyhan Barzegar
and Seyyed Morteza Kazemi Dinan is useful synthetic account illustrating Iranian position
towards the Houthis, however, it is slightly biased towards justification of Iranian action in
Yemen. Salafism in Yemen: Transnationalism and Religious Identity (2011) by Laurent
Bonnefoy is the only book on Yemeni Salafism and its connection to Saudi Arabia
available. Largely based on historical accounts and field research, it shows how SA shaped
local Salafist movements and thus influenced the functioning of Yemeni state. Importantly,
Bonnefoy shows how SA in Yemen acts through informal channels and simple day-to-day
interactions.

Lastly, when searching for sources on impact of sectarianism on current geopolitics
of the Middle East, three articles provided some inspiration: Weaponizing Sectarianism in
Iraq and Syria (2017) by Uzi Rabi, The Saudi-Iranian Rivalry: A Foreign Policy Analysis
Approach (2017) by Usjid U. Hameed and [ran and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East:
Leadership and Sectarianism (2018) by Diansaei Behzad. Each of them is based upon
different theoretical backgrounds and thus provides different points of view, but all of them
deal with similar problematique of religion and its role in the conflict and foreign policy
using various multifactorial approaches. Therefore, this thesis is similar to these three
works in that it tries to connect realist and constructivist factors and apply new prisms

through which the system of alliances and enmities can be viewed.
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2. Saudi Arabia and Iran — constructing identities

Drawing on Nau’s concept of the American exceptionalism, which is the one
specific feature to which he ascribed importance when forming identity and foreign
policy,® this chapter shows how identities of both Iran and Saudi Arabia can be
constructed with regard to their uniqueness within Middle Eastern space and wide variety
of factors influencing identity. Importantly, it is distinguished between national identity in
its inward and outward dimension, because the former is a factor influencing domestic
matters and the citizens themselves, while the latter is linked to connection with the Middle
East and wider Muslim population. At the same time, the former has direct impact onto the
latter; meaning that how the country, its citizens and policymakers view themselves
reflects in the way they relate to their neighbors, allies and enemies.

Both countries were founded on the basis of Islamic religious and cultural
uniqueness which is used as a source of legitimacy by ruling classes of both countries.
Religion is integral and the most important part of national identity in Saudi Arabia and
Iran alike. Following chapters explain how political systems incorporate religion to
legitimize ruling figures. Sunni and Shia Islam, as they are viewed by fundamentalist
clerics of both countries, are in their essence universalist concepts difficult to reconcile
with each other. This brings us to the very tricky issue of Sunni and Shia divide. The two
branches of Islam have been irreconcilable since the 7" century and it is not uncommon for
representatives of both to accuse the other one from heresy and apostasy. However, as
Banafsheh Keynoush shows in Saudi Arabia and Iran: Friends or Foes? (2016), current
rise of sectarianism is not that much a matter of historical issues, but rather the current
rivalry. Saudi and Iranian religious national identities are shaped by the fact that both view
themselves as regional centers of power, highest religious authorities and supporters of

Muslims worldwide.

2.1 Origins of mutual rivairy

First, it is useful to introduce basic factual background of the origins of rivalry

between SA and Iran, namely, why is the year 2015 considered a breaking point in some

43 ROCK, Stephen R. At Home Abroad: Identity and Power in American Foreign Policy by Henry R.
Nau. Political Science Quarterly. 2002, 117(3), p. 499
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respects. Also important is to briefly mention the pragmatic and realpolitik factors that
make SA and Iran rivals, which have to do with the concept of balance of power.
Regarding Saudi Arabia, matters in the country took a different direction after 2015
when Muhammad bin Salman (often abbreviated as MBS), son of King Salman ibn
Abdulaziz, became the new Minister of Defense and Deputy Crown Prince. MBS became
the Crown Prince in 2017, replacing King Salman’s brother, Prince Muqrin. Soon he was
dubbed the one who holds real power — “iron-fisted regent of his ailing 82-year-old
father.“** This was considered a groundbreaking change in (as Jeffrey Goldberg
euphemistically named it) “functionally comatose model of authoritarian monarchism.“#’
MBS, who is 33 years old and already in 2015 managed to drag SA into the war in Yemen,
would like to be seen as a reformer and in the early beginnings he indeed raised high hopes
for change.*® From the Western perspective, his model of reforms resembles the one of
Peter the Great of Russia — the reforms are dictated in top-down manner, the reason of
which being conservativeness of the Saudi society. Such reformation is accompanied by
imprisonment and persecution of political activists, women’s rights advocates, journalists,
religious figures and even corrupt members of Saudi royal family.*” This is somewhat
paradoxical, because MBS himself has (in Saudi context) indeed revolutionary views about
matters such as women’s rights, liberalization of Saudi religious norms and development
of education and business projects to reduce Saudi dependence on oil. But, as recent case
of murdered journalist Jamal Khashoggi (and many other examples) show, regardless of
reformist image, the absolutist nature of the state is not meant to change — at least not
anytime soon. Also important are the Crown Prince’s ideas on regional politics — the
staunch, almost irrational, antagonism towards Iran and its proxies, together with
moderately ambivalent stance towards Israel. As Goldberg notes, “if Prince Mohammed
actually achieves what he says he wants to achieve, the Middle East will be a changed
place.”*® The gravest concerns rest upon lack of Crown Prince’s experience and

circumspection in relation to war in Yemen as well as to Saudi allies and proxies in the

4 VICK, Karl. The Saudi Crown Prince Thinks He Can Transform the Middle East. Should We Believe
Him?. TIME [online]. April 5, 2018.

45 GOLDBERG, Jeffrey. Saudi Crown Prince: Iran's Supreme Leader 'Makes Hitler Look Good'. The
Atlantic [online]. April 2, 2018.

46 MBS even appeared on the cover of TIME magazine, under the title reading “Charm offensive: Should the
world buy what the Prince is selling?” in VICK, Karl, ref. 44
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Middle East, as we shall see in later chapters. Long-term planning and strategic vision have
never been Saudi strengths.* MBS, however, is not the only “hawk” in current Saudi
administration — former Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef and Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir strongly endorsed the war in Yemen and advocated for hardline approach against
Iran as well.>°

SA, although being economically much better off than Iran, suffers manifold
problems such as budget deficit, dependency on oil industry (the rentier economy),
underdevelopment of other sectors, widespread youth unemployment, poor work ethic and,
importantly, religious extremism.’! MBS’s reform plan, widely known as Vision 2030, is
meant to be a blueprint of remedies to all the mentioned problems, although it remains
questionable whether the reforms will be successful. Another important feature of SA since
2015 is renewed armament. According to Global Firepower Index, Saudi number of
weaponry is currently comparable to Iran, while Saudi manpower and overall population
reaches only 1/3 of that of Iran.>? Additionally, Saudi defense budget is the third biggest in
the world, right after the US and China, spending 10% of GDP on military expenditure

which is more than allocation for any other government segment.>

SA, just like Iran, also
has ballistic missile program designed to deter regional adversaries; its intermediate range
ballistic missiles target primarily Iran and since 2015 also Yemen.>*

Iranian leadership, on the other hand, consists of politicians relatively well used to
Iranian position of a rogue state, which includes maneuvering in proxy conflicts, difficult
economic conditions stemming from sanctions-burdened economy and persistently
dissatisfied young population. Iranian decision-making is often hindered by split of
politicians into factions of conservative hardliners and reformists, which sometimes
renders any compromise impossible, or at least very difficult. This began to change — albeit

very slowly — during presidency of Hasan Rouhani (2013 — present). One of the greatest

accomplishments of Rouhani’s administration, widely celebrated by Iranians, was
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signature of Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in July 2015.% As a result,
some of Western economic sanctions were lifted in exchange for suspension and control by
IAEA of some of the activities pertaining to Iranian nuclear program, including uranium
enrichment and stockpiling. However, already in May 2018, President Trump announced
US withdrawal from the deal, sabotaging much of the slight progress that had been
achieved so far and citing Iranian meddling into Middle Eastern conflicts as the main
reason of withdrawal. As Wendy Sherman of the US negotiating team writes: “The nuclear
agreement didn’t cover Iran’s behavior outside its borders, but the administration was
nonetheless making Iran’s attempts to disrupt and control the Middle East a phantom term
of the deal. [...] As bad as Iran’s current behavior in the region is, a nuclear-armed Iran
would be much worse, since it would be able to act more aggressively and deter the United
States and its allies from pushing back.“*® JCPOA indeed helped Iran a lot, but the
progress was not reflected on people’s stagnant living standards as much as originally
promised. High levels of corruption and persisting economic stagnation now cause public
unease because it was believed by many that sanctions removal would eliminate the
problems.>” Overall economic markers (and thus living standards) are below those of Saudi
Arabia.®® Such situation is reinforcing general mistrust towards the West. One of the
greatest fears is that by abandonment of the deal, Rouhani and the reformist administration
will be after the next elections replaced by Ahmadinejad-style political and religious
hardliners with uncompromising attitudes in both domestic and foreign matters.

Finally, it is important to remember that from the security point of view, SA is
considered a status quo power, whereas Iran is the one trying to revert the existing balance.
The defensiveness — and the consequent aggressive policies — stem both from the Saudi
need to maintain its position, as well as from Iranian effort to gain better foothold in the
region and the tradition of being an outcast of the international politics. The Middle
Eastern status quo was interrupted by Iran several times in history: first major change was
the Islamic revolution of 1979; then in 2003, pro-Shia government was installed in Iraq
and Iran gained potential ideological ally. After 2011 the Arab Spring came and brought
power vacuum into the Middle East, in which Iran participated by covert support of Shiite
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groups, as in the case of Bahrain or Syria.> Finally in 2015, JCPOA provided the much
needed economic and political boost for Iranian leadership and marked a new episode in
Middle Eastern balance of power. Many analysts agree that as of now, Iran doesn’t have
the capacity to replace Saudi Arabia as regional power, because it lacks funds and support
of global superpowers. There has been a lot of talk about the “Shia Crescent” consisting of
states loyal to Iran, although it is still disputable whether Iran can do more than just
establish limited influence in countries like Syria, Lebanon or Iraq. Nevertheless, what Iran
definitely can do with its limited capacities, is to simply act as a disruptor of Saudi
influence in the Middle East via support of proxies, NSAs and various “fifth columns.”
Notably, the problem of Saudi-Iranian relationship lies in that they both see the situation as
a zero-sum game, where gains of the one inevitably mean loss of the other. This implies
that if compromise is not reached, both sides will try to balance each other, and as recent
developments show, they would not hesitate to drag the entire Middle East into turmoil in

the process.®

2.2 Saudi religious national identity

When speaking of Saudi national identity, analysis of several elements linked
together is needed: first, there is Wahhabism, closely followed by theocracy, absolutism,
tribalism and rentier state. Maria Vidén in her article says that Wahhabism, tribalism and
rentierism are three basic principles of Saudi state.’! Altogether, these elements make up
Saudi exceptionalism that is manifested in domestic as well as in foreign policy. Religious
and tribal identity of the Kingdom is reflected in official titles of the Saudi King: except for
being prime minister, he is also khdadim al-haramayn al-sharifayn (Custodian of the Two
Holy Mosques — Mecca and Medina), imam al-wahhabiya (Imam of Wahhabi branch of
Islam) and shaykh al-mashayikh (Chief of the tribal chiefs).®? However, as we shall see in

chapter 2.2.1., formulation of Saudi identity is not without problems, especially after 2015
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and accession of MBS. This is because he is advocating for contradictory trends that are
extremely difficult to reconcile.

With small detour to historical background, we can say that Saudi Arabia is a
young state — it was created by unification of Arab tribes by later King Abdulaziz ibn Saud
only in 1932. Foundations of the Kingdom were laid by offensive raids led by the most
powerful tribe of Al Saud — today’s ruling dynasty. In principle, to gain ideological
backing and to create unifying ideology, Al Saud allied with the tribe of Al Sheikh, who
were the descendants of Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab, the founder of Wahhabism. “The
uniqueness of the Saudi case relates, inter alia, to the fact that the dogmatic background to
the Saudi expansion was not some heretical activism, Shiite or Kharijite, but a doctrine
stemming from orthodox Sunni Islam.”® Wahhabi religious philosophy effectively
“converted political loyalty into a religious obligation.”®* A Muslim is obliged to swear
bay‘a — an oath of allegiance — to a Muslim ruler, so that he can be redeemed after death.
The ruler is then owed unconditional allegiance as long as he rules in agreement with
shari‘a.®® “According to the Constitution, the King’s authority is derived from the Quran
and the Prophet’s traditions. Hence, no one can dispute the King’s authority.”®

Up to these days, the legitimacy of Al Saud derives from their promise to rule in
accordance with shari‘a, but he ruler is only entitled to rule if he upholds Islamic laws and
moral principles. The division of power was supposed to work as follows: while Al Saud
ruled over the country (as an equivalent of secular power, e.g. various practical
administrative and military affairs), they had to do so in agreement with ‘ulama’ (religious
scholars) of Al Sheikh who were responsible for concordance between King’s power and
shari‘a. Saudi royal family is using Islam as a source of legitimacy; their power is shared
with Islamic scholars. “Islam serves as unifying, legitimizing and disciplinary factor.”¢’

Under ideal circumstances, such model of government can guarantee continuous

and solid basis for absolutist power, but the unconsidered limitations are twofold: first,
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what should Saudi dynasty do if opposition arises which is strongly convinced that their
rule is not in accordance with shari‘a? Second, what is the solution to a situation when
distancing from religion is the only way that can guarantee economic, social or political
progress of the country? Regarding the first problem, Saudis were caught unawares first in
1979, when Juhayman al-‘Utaybi seized the the Grand Mosque in Mecca; then also after
9/11 in 2001 and after Riyadh compound bombings in 2003. All these terrorist acts were
led and executed by Saudi Islamic extremists convinced that Saudi royal family are, in fact,
unjust and hypocrite enemies of Islam.®® Only after these incidents did Saudi leadership
recognize the scope of homegrown Jihadism whose primary target was Saudi government
itself. Regarding the second problem, it is in detail discussed in Chapter 2.2.2.

Wahhabism, a sub-branch of Salafism,%” is a product of austere and primitive
settings of Arabian Peninsula deserts where only little education, culture and wealth
flourished back in 18" century and long afterwards. These conditions gave birth to
retrograde, rigid, purist and (as deemed by Islamic theologians up to these days)
intellectually thrifty branch of Islam which is unproductive of sophisticated philosophical
thinking, as it is based upon then Bedouin lifestyle.” Wahhabism is both a state religion

and an essential attribute of Saudi religious national identity.”!

Unfortunately, its
dependency on literal interpretations of Sunna and Qur’an, together with the practice of
taqlid’* are irreconcilable with ideas of equality, modernity and progress. Notably, “Al
Saud have good reason to retain Wahhabism as the base of their political control as it
prevents the development of independent thinking, dangerous to their rule, and has given
them the opportunity to develop their ascendancy in the Muslim world. Here Wahhabism

has been the product, and financial power the means.””® Especially in the context of
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religious radicalism, “the hegemony of Wahhabiyya is considered conducive to further
radicalisation and dogma.””*

Despite all its shortcomings, Saudi concept of Islamic government and the
perceived purity of Islam promoted by Saudis became one of its main assets. With birth of
SA, two holiest places of Islam — Mecca and Medina — were suddenly found on Saudi
territory. Just as it was in the times of Ottoman caliphs, this official status boosted Saudi
position among other Arab and Muslim nations, as SA became the heart of Islam.” As
Commins accurately notes: “Saudi Arabia holds a special place in the Muslim world,
amplified by modern communications [television, the Internet], fostering the identification
of Islam’s cradle and symbolic spiritual center with the solicitude of Al Saud and the
rectitude of Wahhabi clerics.”’® Thus, SA is considered by other as a lighthouse of Islam
as practiced by Prophet Muhammad in the 7% century, protector of its purity, center of the
most authentic Islamic learning and example to be followed and respected by all Muslim
nations.

Islamic identity of the Kingdom is reflected in state administration, judicial system,
education, role of women in the society and everyday life.”” Joseph Nevo in his article says
that “[national flag, anthem, state holidays, postage stamps, banknotes, etc.] are [beside
cultivating a sense of collectiveness and unification] also designed to preserve and promote
Islamic values together with loyalty to the reigning dynasty. They indeed emphasize more
the country's association with Islam than its narrow ‘national’ character.’® In this context,
Commins also notes that important feature of Wahhabism is “how it makes public
observance of religious norms a matter of government enforcement rather than individual
disposition.””’

Besides religious dimension, importance of tribalism shouldn’t be neglected in the

context of Saudi identity. Al Saud are manipulating and diminishing some aspects of

tribalism in the name of national unity,®* but at the same time, their tribal ‘asabiyah®!
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serves as unifying factor and enabler of Saudi rule, since “tribalism created settings which
enabled Al Saud to establish their power.”%? Fast forward to 21% century, we can see that
tribalism now doesn’t refer to nomadic lifestyle, but it is considered to be a social network
of affinity, loyalty and identity®® that still keeps Saudi tribes interconnected and relatively
unified. Besides that, “there is the idea that the Al Su‘ud still provides the common
element which keeps the country together. The Al Su‘ud are portrayed as adept in weaving
the different strands of the country together, preventing it from disintegrating.”®* Such
image is essential for maintaining loyalty of the citizens.

Another dimension is the economic one, which is important in establishing both
inward and outward Saudi identity. It was immense wealth acquired through oil production
that enabled Saudi dynasty to coopt Saudi society, re-distribute oil wealth, provide social
services, strengthen legitimacy and propagate Wahhabism and Salafism all over the world
as a form of religious foreign policy (discussed in Chapter 2.2.1). Rentier state is, by
definition, dependent upon oil production and oil export and it is the main source of wealth
in the state. “The state is institutionalized as a ‘provider of generosity’ and motor of

”85 which essentially means that the state is buying consent of the

national economy,
citizens — a phenomenon known as “rentier social contract.”®® With reference to previous
paragraph, it is also possible to talk about asabiya capitalism, which is an economic model
where “family, kin and tribe [are] bases of key business relationships.“¥” Oil is also the
“reason for Western interest in the kingdom and the foundation for commercial, diplomatic
and strategic relations.”®® Thanks to this, SA never faced worldwide ostracization or
burden of heavy sanctions, which enabled it to establish itself in solid position and gain

confidence of status quo power.

2.2.1 Saudi Arabia as the global Sunni powerhouse

Now that it’s clear what Saudi internal sources of legitimacy and national identity

are, we can turn attention on how these elements are reflected in formation of outside
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Sunni identity. In order to do that, it is needed to focus on what is the position of SA in
relation to other Muslim nations and how is such outward image achieved through
channels that could be considered “soft power.” The central element defining this outward
perception is Saudi religious activism. As for the Western perceptions, these are from the
realm of much more pragmatic: “The fight against international terrorism, the security of
the Gulf region and the crucial pricing of oil are all issues where Saudi Arabia stands at the
center of the world stage.”®

First, Saudis are using strong media presence to amplify their standing as a Sunni
regional power. In comparison with Iran, Saudi media empire is huge, controlling
influential pan-Arab newspapers, radio stations and TV channels (eg. Al-Hayat, Al
Arabiya, Rotana and many more) and having notable impact on Arab audiences. Paul
Cochrane sums it up very well: “Saudi establishment has used its deep pockets to influence
the region's media and minds. [...] To Saudi Arabia, control is paramount in an era when
the media is increasingly pervasive, because Riyadh's political and economic clout — and
the survival of the Royal family — depends on the kingdom retaining its position as a
leading player in the region's power politics. To retain this balance of power — [...] against
an ascendant Iran and non-governmental actors — [...] potentially damning news on the
kingdom need to be squashed.“*" This aspect of Saudi power in the Middle East should not
be neglected, because first, it helps SA to propagate its position of status quo regional
power, and second, it enables the kingdom to work against Iran and its proxies while
slanting the public view towards the Saudi ones. Such influence is very useful in shaping
public opinion when it comes to Middle Eastern conflicts and overall political situation.

Most importantly though, as will be seen in the chapters pertaining to Saudi proxy
allies, Saudi religious national identity is strongly reflected on the outside through da ‘wa —
Islamic missionary and proselytizing work, which in the case of SA aims at spreading
Wahhabism and Salafism abroad. As Commins notes, “Wahhabism’s own roots [are
found] in a preaching mission that targeted people it regarded as lapsed believers,”®! but in
general sense, strong proselytizing aspect of Islam is reflected in one of the most important
commandments to “enjoin good and forbid evil.””? Salafi-Wahhabi teachings got radically

activist twist especially after 1960, when exiled members of Egyptian and Syrian Muslim
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Brotherhood were invited to the kingdom to teach at newly established universities.”* All
this was enabled, first and foremost, by oil money. Saudi establishment dedicates
enormous sums to Wahhabi da‘wa and missionary work on local, regional and global
levels, which contributes to radicalization of Saudi society and the entire Middle East as

1.* Commins writes that “were the perpetuation of Wahhabi authority purely [Saudi]

wel
domestic affair, it would matter little to outsiders. But since 1960s the kingdom’s rulers
have used Wahhabism as an instrument of foreign policy, working through transnational
Islamic institutions, private charities and Saudi embassies.”®> Such foreign policy
manifested itself as lavish spending on Islamic education, scholarships awarded to foreign
students, humanitarian work in conflict areas, charity for poor Muslims, building schools
and mosques abroad and, most importantly, support of Islamist and Jihadist activists and
militias all around the world. These activities — although many of them laudable and
helpful — became extremely problematic, because they often interfered into precarious
political causes’® and often had negative impact on reconciliation efforts. Their influence is
often destabilizing, creating tension and insecurity, as “Wahhabism has a long record as a
controversial claim to know God’s will.”®’

Further, as Joseph Nevo mentions, the idea of umma — the panislamist vision of
Muslim nation — is notable in Saudi context as well. This is because SA “is a state but not a
nation. Using Islam as its source of legitimacy, the nation [umma] is more outside [Saudi]
boundaries than inside it'. This concept that Saudi Arabia [...] is part of the umma is
frequently [...] underlined by the regime's spokesmen.””® Further, Nevo asserts that SA is
a “local segment of the greater Islamic umma: 'the private homeland' within the 'wide
Islamic homeland'.”®® Such presentation of umma by SA is very useful in relation to the
rest of Muslim world, enhancing the idea of SA as a “glue” that holds together all the

Sunni Muslims anywhere in the world — be it Egypt, Iraq or Indonesia — giving to Saudis

unique position among Muslim countries.
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Finally, to sum up Saudi identity in relation to the outside world, Saudi Arabia
behaves like a self-confident long-standing regional power, leader of the Sunni Muslim
world and guarantor of regional stability that is now being threatened by its potentially
dangerous neighbor growing stronger. It seems like the Iranian threat has been somehow
present in the kingdom already since 1979, but it was only after 2015 its foreign policy
decisions started to be more assertive and aggressive; determined to use all available
means — be it both hard and soft power — to keep its position in the Middle East vis a vis
Iran. Saudi Vision 2030 in its very introduction reads: “The first pillar of our vision is our
status as the heart of the Arab and Islamic worlds. We recognize that Allah the Almighty
has bestowed on our lands a gift more precious than oil. Our Kingdom is the Land of the
Two Holy Mosques, the most sacred sites on earth, and the direction of the Kaaba (Qibla)
to which more than a billion Muslims turn at prayer.“'% Saudi religious national identity is
reflected to its outward dimension through pan-Islamic ideas of umma and activist da’wa
which serve as tools of inspiration and connection with other Sunni nations and NSAs

across the Middle East. However, as we shall see, it is not without complications.

2.2.2 Reformulation of religious national identity by Muhammad bin

Salman

After 2015, MBS set out to introduce set of reforms known as Vision 2030, part of
which is also the “national identity program.” This program is supposed to “enhance
individuals’ national identity on the basis of Islamic and national values,“!'°! however, no
specifications were given about methods of how to achieve concrete goals. MBS in an
interview for The Atlantic said that “Saudis don’t want to lose their identity, but we want to
be part of the global culture. We want to merge our culture with global identity.*!%?
However, the Crown Prince has chaotic ideas about how to do this: he says that “without
establishing a new social contract between citizen and state, economic rehabilitation would

fail,”!% clearly implying that the legitimacy of Al Saud is not anchored in social contract

with the citizens, and additional sources of legitimacy are urgently needed apart from
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religion. Famous reformist Saudi cleric Salman al-‘Awda concurred to this view, saying
that “The Islamic state is a contractual project between people on the basis of a civil
contract (madani). The worst repression occurs when authoritarian rulers instrumentalise
religion to cover or justify their oppression.”!% Consequently, he was imprisoned by Saudi
regime in September 2017.1%

Yet, to redefine social contract, religious fundamentalism as well as absolutist rule
need to be at least partially dismantled, which would place Saudi royal family’s power in
jeopardy. Especially as for relationship between the Saudi state and Islam, “discredit of
one involves delegitimation of the other. Promoting religious faith (or at least outward
adherence to its precepts) by the regime is, therefore, a simultaneous self-fostering of its
own right to rule.”!% Also, “without the coercive power of the state, religion is in danger,
and on the other hand, without the shari'a the state becomes a tyrannical organization.”!%’
Thus, although MBS claims that “Saudi Arabia is the biggest victim of extremist ideology*
and “the practice today [Wahhabism] in a few countries, among them Saudi Arabia, is not
the practice of Islam [but] of people who have hijacked Islam after 1979,”!% liberalization
of religious norms would inevitably mean weakening of Al Saud legitimacy to rule,
because their rule would no longer be perceived as based on shari’a.

Further, as a reasoning to liberalization of religious policies, MBS offers somewhat
distorted interpretation of Saudi history, asserting that the Kingdom was more liberal and
the ‘ulama’ less rigid back in 1960s and 1970s, but this progress was halted by Juhayman
al-‘Utaybi incident and Iranian Islamic revolution in 1979, after which the kingdom was
radicalized by its own Wahhabi clerics.!® This is, in fact, far from the truth — it is enough
to mention the rebellion of the extremely conservative Ikhwan (Brethren) movement
against King Abdulaziz in 1927. It is common though that when advocating for a change,
“authoritarian regimes deliberately alter the historical identity of their constituency to

cause a break from its own heritage.”!!
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Finally, the most serious problem is that the logic of MBS is kind of a vicious
circle. Simply put, he set out to redefine Saudi national identity, so that it is not dependent
solely on religion and provides additional sources of legitimacy. However, the new
redefined identity is supposed to be strengthened — again — by adherence to religion.
Another source of legitimacy is supposed to be somewhat vague “Saudi national identity,”
but no specifications are given what constitutes such identity. We can only guess whether
it is adherence to tribalism, Arabism or allegiance to House of Saud. Also, what is
supposed to be the “new and reformed” Islam? Since MBS had many influential reformist
Saudi clerics imprisoned!!'! and relies on pro-regime Wahhabi ones who uphold the
absolutist rule, it is indeed questionable how such a change will come about and how it
will be implemented. “The promotion of religion as part of Saudi national values is, inter
alia, the response by the regime to dangers and challenges of Islamic and non-Islamic
factors.!1?

Therefore, the questions to ask are: Will Saudi royal family be able to hold on its
power and legitimacy of Sunni global powerhouse if their ties to Islam weaken and
political participation of the citizens in political life will still be practically non-existent? In
the situation when getting rid of religion means getting rid of one’s own identity, how will
the new Saudi national identity look like? How it will be perceived by the rest of the
Muslim world? How it will be used by SA when fostering relationships with allies that
share the same religious identity? In 2005, Doumato and Kéchichian wrote that “The
challenge to Saudi rulers in the twenty-first century is to maintain their Islamic identity in
the eyes of Saudi Arabia's conservative society, while satisfying a younger population's
growing desire for economic and social justice.!!> However, we see that this challenge is
alive and unresolved also in 2018, and that more than ever before, because the kingdom
now stands on crossroads, facing serious global challenges.

In short, this chapter shows us two essential trends in the way we can view Saudi
identity: the first is the traditional narrative of Sunni regional power that is inspiring

masses and leading Sunni Muslims everywhere in the world. The second image is the one
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of powerful, yet internally conflicted country which is not battling just the “typical” woes
of Middle Eastern states — corruption, unemployment, fundamentalism or inequality on all
levels — but since ascend of MBS it is essentially struggling to redefine its own identity so
that it keeps its image of global Sunni powerhouse, but at the same time keeps pace with
the rest of the globalized world. That is difficult because the inherent disposition of Saudi
clerical establishment is retrograde and rigid; asserting that the modern world should adapt
to Islam, while MBS has in mind the exact opposite. To this we can add domestic and
foreign Muslim opposition which claims that Saudi rule is far from Islamic ideal, being
just an absolutist monarchy instrumentalizing Islam for worldly purposes. The relevance of
all this in the argument is that as we shall see in further chapters, the conflicting views
erode traditional narrative of the Sunni powerhouse. Moreover, when Saudis project their
religious identity on proxy allies in the Middle East, they do so in haphazard way, without
providing unified and unifying narrative, creating chaos and producing unpredictable
outcomes. This in turn means that it is difficult (albeit not impossible) to use projection of

Saudi religious national identity as a strategic tool to strengthen alliances.

2.3 Iranian identity

Compared to Saudi Arabia, Iran is almost like an embodiment of complete opposite
in many aspects. Although Iranian national identity also revolves around religion as
legitimizing aspect for state leadership, it is not a tribal society, nor does Iran have Gulf-
style rentier model of economy. Pivotal elements of identity in Iran are velayat-e faqih (the
rule of religious clerics as a system of state administration), Iranian nationalism,
revolutionary rhetoric and grievance of Shia Muslims toward Sunnis and the West.
Although velayat-e faqih is a mixed system of governance and it is nowhere near absolutist
monarchy, Islamic rules are implemented in totalitarian manner so as to guide and interfere
into every aspect of life. With Iranian human rights record and history of botched elections,
the country is neither free nor democratic.!'* Alam Saleh defines Iranian/Persian
nationalism and Islamist ideology as two main trends within Iranian society,''> however, it

is important to remember that only the latter is reflected on the outside, towards Shiite
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allies and proxies, and it also guides Iranian foreign policy. Iranian economy and political
administration are strongly influenced by heavy sanctions and position of Iran as an outcast
on the global scene as well as among Sunni Muslim countries. Notably, Iranian national
identity in its internal and external dimension is way more unambiguous and consistent
compared to the Saudi one, namely in that the Iranian administration is not undercutting
basis of its legitimacy — Islam — in the way MBS does so in Saudi Arabia. The clerical
establishment apparently understands the need for change, modernization and
reconciliation of competing trends, if Iran is to keep its position in the Middle East. As
shall be explained, this is possibly also because Shia Islam though in its essence is better
suited for reformation towards modernity even if it is conservative.

Shiite historical experience can be characterized as always being on defensive.
Historically speaking, since the 7™ century, Shia Muslims have always been blamed for
divisions in Islamic umma, persecuted, dubbed sectarians and accused of worshipping un-
Islamic heresy, even more so if they were a minority in Sunni Muslim state where they
often suffered pogroms and discrimination.!'® Oftentimes throughout the history, Shia
Islam became something akin to “protest ideology” of various dissident movements on
peripheries of the Islamic world. For the sake of brevity, I will not delve into details of
Shiite dogma and theology, but at least some basic tenets need to be pinpointed in order to
explain Sunni antagonism, velayat-e faqih as a system of government, and the historical
memory of Shiite oppression.

The most important difference between Sunna and Shia lies in year 632, when
succession of dying Prophet Muhammad was to be resolved. While Sunnis claimed the
Prophet’s successor shall be elected from among the Muslim believers, Shiites maintained
the successor should be a person from the Prophet’s family — ahl al-bayt. Religious schism
culminated in 680, when Muhammad’s grandson Husayn ibn ‘Ali was murdered during
battle of Karbala. This point is regarded as definitive split between Sunna and Shia, and
Shiites consider the battle to be a milestone when their history as a persecuted sect began.
Since this point, independent Shiite theological sources, dogmatic teachings and their
respective readings were established.!!” Thus, development of Shiite religious thinking and

philosophy took different trajectory in comparison with Sunnis. The difference between
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Shiite and Sunni religious thought is very important, because Shiite doctrines are essential
for reasoning of later clerical establishment and political administration. The very first
officially Shiite rulers of Persia were Safavids (16 — 18" century), but the lands east of
Iraq and Saudi Arabia had been Shiite sanctuary long time before, due to its distance from
Sunni centers of power. Safavids empowered the Shiite narratives by force and entrenched
them in Persian-Shiite society. '8

It is not purpose of this work to scrutinize nuances of Islamic jurisprudence, but I
will allow myself to pinpoint at least one detail that is very characteristic of the difference
between Saudi and Iranian religious thought. As was mentioned in Chapter 2.2 on Saudi
identity, Wahhabism has always been extremely conservative in that, basically, to find
solutions for modern problems, it always turns to the past, to the times of the Prophet and
his companions. Wahhabism encourages faglid'!® — the practice of literal “imitation of the
founders of schools of [Islamic] law [madhabs]”, which is a method that inherently “does
not leave much room for change.”!? Iranian jurisdiction, on the other hand, encourages
use of ijtihad — a completely opposite approach. Ijtihad mainly refers to use of reason and
logic when interpreting sources of Islamic law, and in the Shiite context it denotes a
practice of “applying the unchanging general [Islamic] principles to emergent, changing
particulars.”!?! Iranian clerics also operate within the principle of maslaha — i.e. the best
public interest of Muslim umma, — when need arises to solve contemporary issues.!??
Therefore, it is quite clear to see that despite both countries are conservative Islamic
theocracies, Iran has in theory much more maneuvering space when it comes to
modernization, religious-secular compromises and moderation of religious discourse; all
that without jeopardizing political power of the religious establishment. Moreover, this
means that in the case Iranian leadership decides for liberalization of Islamic rules — as was
the trend of recent years during the presidency of Hasan Rouhani, although very slow and

careful — it does not undercut roots of its own legitimacy, as it is the case of SA.
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According to Shiite cleric Muhammad Ali Shomali, there are eight Shiite doctrines
that are to be observed by Shia Muslims.!?* Two (and the most important in this case) are
doctrines of the imamate and the doctrine of al-mahdi. Put simply, the institution of
imamate is a Shiite obligation to maintain society guided by shari‘a and Islamic morals
after the Prophet’s death.!'?* This society is to be led by the Imam, who disappeared, but is
still alive. Further, doctrine of al-mahdi — the eschatological redeemer — states that the last
disappeared Imam will return before the Judgment day to spread justice and Islam to the
entire world. In Twelver Shia Islam (ithna ‘ashariya), which is the most popular in Iran, the
twelfth Imam Muhammad al-Mahdi disappeared in 868; since then he is believed to be
living in hiding and will only return before the Judgment Day. This period of hiding, which
lasts until today, is for Shiites known as the Major occultation.

The importance of the Major occultation, al-mahdi and the imamate leads us to the
basic tenet of Velayat-e faqth — short political, religious and philosophical treatise (indeed
it only has some 100 pages) presented by Ayatullah Ruhollah Khomeini in 1970. Velayat-e
faqth, often translated as “Governance of Jurist” or “Guardianship of Jurist” laid base for
Iranian Islamic revolution and Islamic political order that was established after 1979. The
main idea of Khomeini’s treatise is that during the period of Major occultation (until return
of al-mahdi), the imamate should be guided by Islamic jurists (ar. faqth, pl. fugaha’) who
have such a high degree of knowledge of shari‘a and such personal moral integrity they
can be considered mujtahidiin'® — the Islamic scholars who are qualified to interpret
Qur’an and sunna, and thus propose legislation and guidance for Muslims.'?¢ “In other
words, a strict theocracy was needed in order to create pious individuals ready to live
according to the moral code of the Quran.”!?’

Khomeini’s system is mixed, which means the places are reserved for clerics as
well as for secular politicians who are elected by the citizens, but majority of relevant posts
wielding real power belongs to religious figures.!”® “Iran exhibits authoritarian

characteristics but is in fact a hybrid regime containing both democratic republican and
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authoritarian features deeply rooted in the particular Iranian polity.”'?° While the president
is elected and has executive powers (i.e. responsibility for implementation of the Islamic
legislation), the most important post of rahbar-e engeldb — leader of the Revolution or the
Supreme Leader — is reserved solely for religious figures. Current rahbar Ayatullah Ali
Khamenei has extensive powers and strong influence over the military (especially Iranian
Revolutionary Guards Corp, IRGC) and the judiciary.!’® Notably, as Saleh writes,
“Velayat-e Fagheh [...] has created a legal justification for the current regime, while also
providing it with much of its political legitimisation.“!*! Importantly, over the years, the
system became somewhat “secularized and more pluralistic in that it is still using strong
religious rhetoric, but became more pragmatic in political matters. “Velayat-e Fagheh
legality [...] slowly distance [sic] itself from its Islamic identity discourse and move [sic]
towards gradual reform and institutional change.”!*? Such change was necessary for the
Iranian leadership in order to stay in power.

That is not only because Iranian population is young and demands reforms, but also
because of important role Iranian nationalism plays in the country. As it turned out, social
engineering and coercion were “uphill battle” for the regime.!* Iranian nationalism is the
second part of Iranian identity and it something we do not find in SA. Ancient Persian
culture based on Zoroastianism pre-dated Islam and shaped Persian society long before and
long after Islamic conquests.!'** Important difference also lies in that ancient Persians were
living as highly urbanized sedentary society, which gave birth to sophisticated art, science,
religious and cultural practices. This gave Iranians sense of belonging to certain sets of
ideas and united them as a Persian nation long before the idea of nationalism was brought
to the Middle East by Europeans.!*> The ancient heritage survived throughout the ages and
it was enthusiastically supported by Pahlavi dynasty who saw in this legacy uniqueness of
Iranian nation. Thus, after 1979, even though Khomeini first set out to enforce strictly pan-

Islamic rhetoric (including the ideas of umma),' the clerical establishment learned soon
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enough that it was simply not feasible to discourage or even banish pagan, but widely
popular Zoroastrian practices such as Nowruz (celebration of Persian New Year). Finally,
post-revolutionary leadership (especially under Presidents Khatami and Rouhani) managed
to merge Iranian nationalism and Islamic identity together, albeit it was not without
problems. '*’

Nevertheless, it is still religious Shiite rhetoric that dominates discourse of Iranian
national identity in its inward and outward dimension.!*® After the Islamic revolution,
“values based on Islamic Shiism became the most important source for creating unity in
Iranian society. Therefore, accepted values of the previous regime were constrained or
totally rejected. [...] during the first decade after the victory of the Islamic Revolution,
religious approach became so prevalent that national identity was considered synonymous
and equal to religious identity and other aspects of identity were marginalized. [...]
Establishment of a religious society based on timeless and placeless principles and values
of Islamic Sharia is the center of gravity of this discourse.”!*? Later, this became especially
pronounced during the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005-2013), when “Islamic-
Revolutionary nature and identity of the Islamic Republic of Iran determined and defined
the meaning of national interests.”'*’ President Rouhani, on the other hand, has more
moderate approach, whereby “realism and preference of national interests over Islamic

expediencies should be described as the prevalent discourse”!*!

and “according to this
view, national identity is a combination of Iranian nationalism and Islamic beliefs.”!*?> Nail
Elhan also speaks of “Iranian Shiism”, because the “new policies combined Persian
identity and Shiism in a way that made nationalism subservient to the now-dominant
Islamic narrative.”'*} Such examples also show how important is the role of the President
and his position towards religion in determination of Iranian national interests, foreign
policy and political climate in the country. That doesn’t mean, however, that the President

is free to follow the course of his own liking — “like Khatami, the new president [Rouhani]

quickly found that there were serious limitations to his power,” especially from the
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conservative members of judiciary.'* Thus, the discourse is after all still created and
dominated by the Shia clerical establishment. !4’

Such religious identity is manifested in similar ways as in the case of SA — not only
is the official country name “Islamic republic of Iran”, but the Islamic motives are
reflected in national anthem, flag bearing the calligraphic inscription “Allah”, banknotes
and postage stamps decorated by pictures of Khomeini, Al-Agsa mosque in Jerusalem,
Palestinian struggle, Mecca and Medina, but also natural sceneries, cultural heritage,
martyrs and famous Iranian personalities.'*® Friedland asserts that “religion provides
models of authority and imaginations of an ordering power [...] When it successfully
merges with nationalism within the framework of the nation-state, politics becomes a
religion, religion is politicized.”'*” All in all, we see that although the idea of nationalism
is alien to Islamic mode of governance according to shari‘a (as well as tribalism in the case
of SA), both can be harnessed for the interests of the proposed Islamic order that
legitimizes both Iranian or Saudi clerical establishment and political administration.

As for the state economy, just like SA, Iran is as well dependent on oil exports and
the rentier economic model, although to lesser extent. The beneficiaries of the rent mostly
include upper political echelons and the military (especially IRGC).!*® In comparison with
SA, the rentier social contract and redistribution policies are also present, albeit to lesser
degree, including e.g. subsidies on various commodities and food and populist social
policies intended to “buy” public benevolence.!'*’ The leadership often operates within the
rhetoric of religious justice and egalitarianism, as it was one of the main /leitmotifs of the
Islamic revolution. ' All of this created (unfulfilled) expectations of welfare and economic
growth within the Iranian society. Since Iranian economy has to face pressures resulting
from international isolation, sanctions and widespread corruption, it is often subject to
societal unrests and public dissatisfaction to much larger extent than SA. Also, Suzanne
Maloney sums it up: “A government whose legitimacy is increasingly contingent upon

satisfying popular expectations of development is correspondingly more vulnerable to
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economic pressures.”'! Interestingly, in the context of Iranian national identity it is also
notable to mention role of the Iranian nuclear program. National economy has been for a
long time burdened by sanctions which is why the regime has been trying to build the
image of Iran as an autarkic and self-sufficient nation that can survive against all odds.
Nuclear technology — a benchmark of global progress — was then meant to represent “the
‘excellence’ of Iranian scientists’ and engineers’ competence.”!>? Thus, nuclear program

acquired strong ideological connotations, since it became a symbol of national progress.

2.3.1 Iran as a global Shiite powerhouse

When it comes to formation of Iranian identity in its outward dimension, just like it
was the case of SA, we shall focus on what is the position of Iran in relation to other
Middle Eastern states and what are its channels of soft power. Again, the most important
element is the Shiite religious activism often paired with various other activist ideologies,
such as anti-colonialism, anti-imperialism, anti-Sionism and revolutionary zeal. This is
done through Iranian Shiite charities, known as bonyads (bonyad is translated simply as
“foundation”). Importantly, we shall not forget the elements of isolation and grievance
which are characteristic features as well. Being a long-term outcast of the Middle Eastern
politics and the global world order, together with labels such as “arch enemy” and member
of the “axis of evil” are not to be neglected when considering formative influences of the
national identity.

First and foremost, there is the crucial role of bonyads. Bonyads — just like da‘wa
missions in SA — are Iranian charities that serve as extremely important tools of Iranian
foreign policy and influence; they are a part of Iranian regional strategy in the Middle East.
In principle, bonyads are parastatal actors that are financially self-sufficient and partially
independent from the state.'® In the very beginnings they only included religious awqdf
(ar. sg. wagf), i.e. Islamic charity endowments administered by religious institutions that
were supposed to finance the poor, religious education, mosques, etc. Over time, they

multiplied their assets by seizure of property belonging to “enemies of the Revolution” and
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began earning profits by investment and establishment of factories and businesses in Iran
and abroad.'>* For example, establishment of Hezbollah is a direct result of bonyads’
activities in Lebanon. Bonyad-e Mostaz ‘afan (Foundation of the Oppressed) — the most
(in)famous and the biggest Iranian bonyad — established itself in production of chemicals
(among other things) and later it used these activities as a cover for funding and
development of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons. '*>

Bonyads as actors of Iranian influence in the Middle East are, first and foremost,
based on common Shiite identity and sense of affinity to oppressed Shia communities,
which are “ideationally receptive, ‘alike’ [and they] identify with Iran.”!3® “The Shi’i
ideological doctrine prevail [sic] among some elements of the Iranian political elite,
particularly religious supervisory bodies and bonyads, and continues as a defining narrative
of Iranian foreign policy.”!>’ Bonyads play extremely important role in those states where
Iran wants to gain strategic advantage and their mission there is twofold: their functioning
is on one hand similar to the model of Western NGOs (i.e. the main task is to help to the
impoverished and oppressed), but they also serve as a soft power support for Iranian hard
power in the local conflicts.!®® Notable detail is that, in comparison with SA, their
development and funding has strategic systematic long-term vision.!> This is extremely
important, because lack of oversight especially over the endpoint beneficiaries together
with lack of long-term strategy and concept for Saudi da‘wa missions abroad in the past
produced unexpected results which over time got out of control, as spread of terrorism and
extremism turned against Saudi patrons and their allies.'®® Interestingly, bonyads have at
their disposal less funds than Saudi da‘wa missions, but they use this money more
efficiently (e.g. provision of microloans for small businesses, capacity building, etc.); thus,
their impact on public welfare is greater and so increases also Iranian soft power. William

B. Jenkins calls this phenomenon “reputational multiplier effect.”!®!
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Officially, the main objective of bonyads is “export of the Islamic revolution” and
help for the oppressed.'®? As for the former, the revolutionary Islamic message is often
linked to the hard power activities of IRGC in the conflicts, which are not only financed by
the bonyad revenue, but the bonyads themselves are often headed by former military
persons.'®® As for the latter, helping the oppressed is a grassroot subject anchored in the
Iranian constitution. Article 154 states that “the Islamic Republic of Iran supports the
rightful struggle of oppressed people against their oppressors anywhere in the world while
completely refraining from any interference in the internal affairs of other nations,”!%*
while Article 152 says that “Iran’s foreign policy is based on negating any hegemonism
and subjugation, preserving full independency and country’s territorial integrity, defending
rights of all Muslims, lacking of commitment in the face of domineering powers, having
peaceful relations with non-combatant states.”'®> This is the legal reasoning behind
activities of Iran in the Middle East that include not only support for Shiite militias,
Hezbollah or Houthis, but also support for Hamas or other anti-western groups. “The
Islamic Republic’s ‘resistance’ is anti-imperialist, anti-American, and anti-Zionist.”!%¢
Moreover, such orientation points to the fact that Iran, just like SA is in its foreign policy a
proponent of pan-Islamic idea of umma as described by Khomeini, calling for unity of all
(but especially the oppressed) Muslims in the entire world and refusing the international
order based on nation-states.'®” Such idea is however manifested rather on the outside,
since it is in part mutually exclusive with Iranian nationalism.

Being the only Shia Muslim state in the Middle East gave Iran a sense of
uniqueness, but such uniqueness can also bear isolation which, as in a vicious circle, brings
us again to defensiveness and grievance. This became especially important after the 1979
Islamic Revolution, when the notion of threat was often abused by Ayatollah Khomeini to
push forward revolutionary politics, appeals to Shiite unity and the idea that Iran stands
alone against many enemies. Until now, Iranian “society [is] confronted with hostile and

fearful neighbors and a permanently belligerent relationship with a superpower.*!® Thus,

such geopolitical realities are necessarily reflected both on the national identity and
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mindsets that create foreign and domestic policy. From this point of view, it is
understandable that Iran has always been trying to strengthen its foothold in the Middle
East and to subvert Saudi Arabia as a regional status quo power, which became especially
pronounced after beginning of the war in Syria and after signature of JCPOA in 2015. As
Haghoo sums it up, “Iran's foreign policy has been fluctuating between two paradigms:
first, active isolationism; and second, paradigm of national-interest-based
internationalism.”!'® All in all, Iranian religious national identity in its outside dimension
bears the revolutionary-Islamist hallmark with emphasis on the oppression of (especially)
Shiite Muslims and pan-Islamic unity. Such ideological image is a logical result of
developments in Iran since 1979, but it is as well deliberately constructed so as to connect
with Shiite and anti-Western elements in the Middle East, who, in turn become tools of

Iranian foreign policy and security interests.

2.4 Conclusion of Chapter 2

Previous chapters show what are the cornerstones of Iranian and Saudi identities
and what makes them different. Religion is the most important part of identity in both
countries, and religious differences had been used to foster rivalry, hatred and conflict
between SA and Iran themselves as well as between their allies to the point of
irreconcilability. But it is not only religion that matters; at a closer look, also historical
experience, present status, socio-economic factors and political mindsets differ as well,
laying basis to Nau’s divergence of identities.

However, one cannot escape the impression that the identities could be reconcilable
and at least some convergence could be achieved, if the good will existed, as national
identity is a constructivist issue. In other words, those matters that now breed competition
and rivalry could be used as a basis for cooperation in the case both sides were willing to
compromise. Regardless of any other factors, religion is now the biggest source of
divergence and contention, but it could be used as a source of convergence. This is because
the underlying idea of both Saudi and Iranian national identities lies in that religion is
regarded as a source of legitimacy as well as source of values such as help to Muslims,

pan-Islamic solidarity (umma) and theocracy as mode of government. These common
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points could be used as building blocks of convergence. Also, as Ehteshami notes,
“improving the relationship is always possible whenever state’s interests prevail over
ideological considerations. [...] Iran and Saudi Arabia are centers of power in the region,
and they represent the sectarian divide in the Islamic world. It is thus their responsibility to
find a way out of the deadlock.”!”

Regarding the national identity, there is also one more subject that stands out quite
clearly: Iranian identity in its internal and external dimension is more coherent,
unambiguous and conceptual in the sense that one does not find in it blatant discrepancies.
Clerical establishment managed to integrate Iranian nationalism as a part of national
identity, and it does not undermine religion as a source of legitimacy. As shall be seen in
the next chapters, this is relevant because, put simply, unambiguous religious national
identity — when projected on state and non-state actors — generally outlines strategic goals
and provides course of action aimed at achieving them. Saudis, on the other hand, are
struggling with this very same issue, which influences relationships with their allies.

This could possibly imply that when looking at identitarian basis of relationships
between Iran and its proxies, they will indeed prove to be more durable; thus, more
reliable, stable and strategically important. It also implies the opposite, i.e. if the
relationships are based on pragmatic interest with only superficial convergence of
identities, they would probably erode as soon as realpolitik interests disappear. As a result,
such relationships hardly allow for strategic long-term planning, because they lack stability
and perspective, but without long-term vision it is difficult to create solid strategic ties.
Thus, if identitarian convergence really has such effect on relationship with proxies, it
could explain why Saudi Arabia faces problems in maintaining alliances across the Middle

East. These suggestions will be explored in Chapter 3.
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3. Saudi Arabia, Iran and their proxies

This part of the work is aiming to review relationships of SA and Iran with six state
and non-state actors in three countries that are now considered battlefields of both proxy
and conventional wars — Syria, Yemen and Lebanon — in the context of Saudi and Iranian
religious national identity as constructed in the previous chapter. Except for being
battlefields, these countries share some other characteristics. First, all of them are failed or
weak states where central governments do not exercise control over the state territory.
Second, the states are divided according to sectarian affiliation, whereby disproportionate
amount of power is held by one of the sects. The sect is then abusing its position in various
ways, such as personal enrichment, preference of their own sect in certain posts, deliberate
neglect and repression of other sects, etc. As a result, characteristic features of all three
countries are inequality, grievance and permanent state of unstable peace even if the actual
war is absent. In other words, socio-political environment exists that is ideal for spread of
discontent and interference of foreign or domestic actors claiming to provide remedy for
current situation.

According to Henry Nau’s theory, Saudi and Iranian relationship with foreign allied
NSAs and governments is hierarchical, that is, they are unequal in power, but converge in
identity. Nau also says that the more powerful player is a “centralizing power,” i.e. it
projects its identity onto less powerful actors to strengthen their mutual relationship.
Generally, both SA and Iran do that, albeit in somewhat different ways.

Therefore, the aim of this part is twofold: first, define prevalent religious identities
of individual actors, connect them to their sponsor and then explore both their impact on
relationship with given regional power as well as on the dynamics of the ongoing conflict.
As we shall see, the ways in which Iran and Saudi Arabia use their religious identities to
influence foreign actors differ substantially, which subsequently yields distinctive impact
on their engagement in the conflict: while Iran is deliberately using its religious identity as
a strategic tool to achieve certain (more or less) expectable results, SA is doing so in much
more uncontrolled and unpredictable way where complex strategy seems to be insufficient

or even lacking altogether, likely producing uncertainty in the future.
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3.1 Lebanon

3.1.1 Iran and Lebanese Hezbollah

Hezbollah is by many analysts considered the most powerful non-state actor in the
Middle East whose main purpose has been assertion of Iranian interests against Israel.
Iranian influence on religious identity of Hezbollah is unquestionable, since Iranian
bonyads helped establish the movement and are keeping it alive until now. “Hezbollah
today is the crown jewel of the resistance bloc.”!’! This statement is no exaggeration.
Hezbollah has since its establishment in 1982 evolved from modest guerrilla militia reliant
on terrorist tactics into political party consisting of military and civilian wing, which won
15 seats in the latest Lebanese general election (May 2018). Hezbollah in Lebanon
operates businesses, owns media, provides schooling and healthcare.!”? Additionally, it
conducts military trainings and guarantees safety in some areas where Lebanese armed
forces have limited presence. In southern suburbs of Beirut, in Beqa‘a valley and in
southern Lebanon, yellow posters of Hezbollah martyrs mix with portraits of Khomeini,
Khamenei and Iranian flags. In the entire Middle East, there is probably no other proxy
NSA that would have such organic and strong link to its patron, both politically and
ideologically.!”® Importantly, although there is not much space for elaboration, three
important factors influence Hezbollah’s actions: first, Hezbollah has always been tied to
Syrian regime which serves as a connector and a transfer hub between Iran and

Lebanon. 74 «

[Hezbollah] wouldn’t exist without Iranian money and weapons, nor would it
exist without Damascus as the logistics hub that connects them.”!”> Second, Israel plays
important role as the arch enemy of both Iran and Hezbollah; Iran has financed Hezbollah
in all the Lebanese-Israeli wars and conflicts. Hezbollah, on the other hand, often cites
Israel as a reason why it will not disarm its military wing. Third, Hezbollah is not the only

movement representing Shia Muslims in Lebanon. The other one is more moderate Amal

movement (Harakat Amal) headed by Speaker of Parliament, Nabih Berri.

17 HASHEM, Ali. Iran's Ties to Hezbollah Unchanged. Al-Monitor [online]. August 10, 2013.

172 Hay’at da‘m al-mugawamah al-islamiyah [Committe for support of the Islamic Resistance]. 4/-
mugawamah al-islamiyah — Lubnan [the Islamic resistance — Lebanon] [online].

Hezbollah even operates a military museum and provides western-style internships for volunteers willing to
support mugawamah — the Resistance movement.
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The Shiites of Lebanon have traditionally been the most underrepresented,
neglected, poorest and the least educated, although they made up about one third of
Lebanese population. Before Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990), the government was split
between Maronite Christians and Sunnis, who prioritized their own sects in all aspects of
decision-making.'’® Only after Ta’if agreement of 1989 complicated confessional system
of government was established which stipulates that every sect must be represented
equally.!”” It was future Amal’s leader — Iranian Shiite cleric Musa Sadr — who in the
1960s realized the potential of Lebanese Shiites and emigrated from Iranian city of Qom to
southern Lebanon to establish their political and religious representation.'’® Indeed, “what
historically [was] a prominent division in Islam has, through political actors in the Shi’a
community, awakened a significant polity.”!” After 1975, Sadr was looking for a foreign
sponsor who would support Shiite Amal movement in the civil war. Temporarily, he found
a helping hand in Iran. However, in 1979 the Islamic Revolution came, and the new Iranian
leadership deemed Amal too moderate.!®" That is why Iranians decided to support radical
splinter group of Amal, which was later named “Hezbollah” — party of God. Hezbollah was
initially funded and trained by 1500 IRGC members dispatched to Beqa‘a with the help of
Iranian ambassador to Damascus, Ali Akbar Mohtashemi-Pur'®" and IRGC General
Hossein Deghgan.'®? Jonathan Matusitz asserts that “Hezbollah’s brand is a tool that serves
to accomplish the Shia battle plan designed by the government of Iran and [IRGC] since
1979: global Islamic conquest,”'®® thus saying that in essence, religious identity of

Hezbollah and its patron is the same.
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Hezbollah had its initial religious ideology drafted by Sheikh Muhammad Husayn
Fadlallah and in its very beginnings, it endorsed Iranian revolutionary rhetoric in almost all
its aspects: appeal to fight the “Sionist entity”, the West and its allies, commitment to stand
for the poor and the oppressed, adherence to pious and difficult life of a guerrilla mujahid,
and, necessarily, promotion of the Revolution, including velayat-e faqih, need to
implement Islam into all aspects of life and rejection of the Lebanese state.!®* Iranian
culture of jihad and martyrdom became popular'®® in the context or armed fight against
Israel and Christian militias; namely, this culture is rooted in the Shia Islam and the stories
of battle at Karbala. However, in 1990s, when Hasan Nasrallah became Secretary General
of the party, the question arose whether Hezbollah as a religious-military resistance
movement should participate in politics in accordance with the Ta’if agreement and what
should be its future strategy. '8¢

Therefore, to succeed, Hezbollah had to redirect its rhetoric from Israel as the
foreign arch enemy to domestic political scene. In 2006, after Israel formally ended
occupation of Lebanon, Hasan Nasrallah called for mumdana ‘ah — non-military resistance at
the political level.'®” “The State of Resistance” became the new political program of
Hezbollah.'®® Further, to attract supporters, Hezbollah’s rhetoric had to change to
accommodate needs of Lebanese Shiite electorate who are due to historical developments
and European influence much less conservative and much more cosmopolitan than
Iranians. Gradually, emphasis on the Islamic revolution faded, as did calls for
establishment of velayat-e fagih and the Islamic state. Hezbollah — just like Lebanese
Salafists — realized that Shiites in Lebanon are but one of three most important minorities,
and thus any such visions were simply unfeasible and utopian. In 2009, al-wathigah al-
siyasivah — “The Political Document” — was issued. This document is the current official
political program of the party, in which Hasan Nasrallah explains why Hezbollah

advocates for consensus democracy.!®® He states that the movement shall now assume the

18 ALAGHA, Joseph Elie. The Shifts in Hizbullah's Ideology: Religious Ideology, Political Ideology and
Political Program. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press / ISIM dissertations, 2006. p. 112-114;
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role of “defensive and deterrent force.”!”® Hezbollah is not a group of religious fanatics as
some assume; it is, in fact, very pragmatic force, its realpolitik and political expediency
being based on the Islamic principle of maslaha (common interest or public good), just like
it is practiced in Iran.!"!

Over the course of Hezbollah’s existence, the position of Shiites within Lebanese
politics and public spaces has played an important role. Dina Matar in her study explores
that existence of Hezbollah gave them voice — finally, after decades of Sunni and Maronite
hegemony. Shiite religious festivals, such as ‘Ashiira’!?, became visible by broadcasting
on Al Manar TV owned by Hezbollah. Shiites were also given unified identity of the
resistance against “the other” which merged with religious identity and became
inseparable.!®* “To adhere to the resistance cause is a personal choice and a religious duty
(fard) that a Shi’i Muslim should do, as long as he acknowledges the guidance of the
jurisprudent [velayat-e faqth].“ Shia Islam as propagated by Hezbollah called everybody to
join the resistance; thus, religious collective consciousness (al-hala al-islamiya) was
created.'”* Such rhetoric is why Hezbollah, its members and supporters until today call
themselves simply al-mugawama — the Resistance. All this undeniably helped Shiite
communities to organize and establish themselves in assertive way, and it has also helped
Hezbollah increase its influence.

The problem is, however, that such policies deepen sectarian rifts; a trend that is
always dangerous in Lebanon.!”> Although Hezbollah claims it is a party for all the
Lebanese — and indeed, Maronites, including President Michel Aoun, are Hezbollah’s
allies — it is not really reflected in practical life. This is because historically, Hezbollah is
inseparably tied to Shiite religious identity. For example, after 2006 war with Israel, the
heavily politicized post-war reconstruction was funded mainly by the Gulf states and Iran.
Hezbollah’s NGO called Jihdd al-bina’ (“Construction effort”) rebuilt southern suburbs of

Beirut and the south of the country, while Saudi companies erected skyscrapers in business
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heart of Lebanon — Beirut’s Downtown, and reconstructed mostly Sunni areas. !¢ Although
Hezbollah’s schools, hospitals and social services are open to everybody, and indeed many
impoverished Sunnis and Christians live in Shiite areas because the cost of living is
cheaper, all the Sunni and Maronite Lebanese I interviewed on this topic said that
Hezbollah, just like any other party or sect in Lebanon, “naturally, prioritizes their own.”
Joseph Alagha in his book conducts brilliant analysis of the political program of
Hezbollah, which includes the policy of infitah — “opening oneself” to other sects through
dialogue and tolerance,!”’ “lebanonisation” of the party and socio-economic charitable
activities,'”® but in Lebanon, old sectarian habits die hard. Notably, as Simon Haddad
shows in his study of Hezbollah electorate, its supporters are almost exclusively highly
religious, educated middle-class Shia Muslims, who approve of Hezbollah’s armed
action.!” This means that attempts to attract other constituents and so gain more
legitimacy might be difficult in the future.?*

This brings us to another issue, and that is the conflict between the role of
Hezbollah as a national agent versus the one of Iranian proxy. Namely, as President Bush
noted, “Hezbollah is often more responsive to the needs of its foreign patrons than to those
of its Lebanese supporters [on which it depends just like on Iran].“2°! “[Hezbollah has]
conflicting roles as Iran’s surrogate and, at the same time, the chief representative of
Lebanon’s Shiites.“?> The problems appeared especially after Iranian involvement in the
Syrian Civil War, as the military deployment is extremely costly and Iranian-Hezbollah
funds are being redirected from their Lebanese support base to upholding al-Assad’s
regime. Of course, Hezbollah was over time able to establish international financial

networks and schemes, in addition to its domestic businesses, but the sources are not
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unlimited, and the financing is constrained by sanctions. Besides, just like any other party
in Lebanon, Hezbollah is not immune to corruption within their own ranks.%

As for Hezbollah’s involvement in the Syrian Civil War, the most significant losses
were not counted in money, but in the number of casualties (currently around 1200-1400
fatalities2*4). Although Iran has sent to Syria IRGC forces, Artesh (regular army) and Basij
(army volunteers), the brunt of fighting was born by Hezbollah.2%> By 2015, urgent need
arose to recruit new fighters from among Lebanese Shiites. Various incentives — such as
$2000 salary and free education for children — meant there was no shortage of
volunteers.?*® The war was by Hasan Nasrallah framed as “existential threat” for Shiites by
Sunni extremists (ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra), as Lebanese Shiite areas experienced surge in
terrorist activity between 2014-2016.2°7 As the narrative went, Hezbollah is protecting
Lebanon from spillover of Sunni extremism, which is why it was “preemptively” deployed
in Syria as well as on the north-eastern Lebanese border.??® Hezbollah did not deliberately
seek to spark sectarian tensions, but it aggravated the situation anyway, as it appealed on
Shiite religious identity and Lebanese security in the context of Sunni extremism as a way
of recruitment as well as justification for military action and high number of casualties.?”
This, however, did not erase the bitter feeling of many Lebanese, namely that they are
being exploited to fight someone else’s war.?'® However, in the Syrian Civil War
Hezbollah not only managed to spread Shiite identity abroad, but also gained valuable new
military skills. As a force previously trained only in guerrilla tactics, Hezbollah has now
learned how to fight urban warfare, use heavy artillery, cooperate with Russian air force

and with other Shiite militias.?'!
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Interestingly, Hezbollah possesses high degree of autonomy, when it comes to its
local administration and decision-making in Lebanon, although the expectation would be
the opposite, as Hasan Nasrallah was appointed to his post directly by Ali Khamenei and
Hezbollah is known to coordinate its actions with Iran. “Hizbullah’s relations with Iran do
not dictate limitations on its domestic, regional, and international agendas and policies.
Domestically this commitment does not hinder Hizbullah’s infitah [...]”*'? Hezbollah also
does not interfere into Iranian domestic affairs. Thus, the relationship is — except for being
ideological and strategic?'® — also quite flexible.

To conclude, Hezbollah indeed may be considered the crown jewel of the
Resistance. First, the movement under Hasan Nasrallah proved remarkable ability to
manipulate and transform its core religious ideology depending on changing circumstances
so as to garner as much support as possible. It is not unusual that resistance movements
(e.g. in Palestine) fail in transition from militia group to legitimate political subject, but
that is not the case of Hezbollah. Second, Hezbollah proved to be indispensable and
capable military force able to push forward Iranian agenda in Lebanese conflict with Israel
and in the Syrian civil war. For this purpose, it used the Shiite religious identity to create
powerful mobilizing narratives. Third, Hezbollah is not just a pragmatic proxy and
sympathetic ally, it is first and foremost Iranian ideological creation in Lebanon. This
ensures extremely high degrees of religious and identitarian convergence, resulting in
almost absolute ideological compatibility and shared goals, although interestingly,
Lebanese Shiites are different from the Iranian ones. Such identity is, however, also a
limiting factor — namely, it will take a lot of time and effort to garner support of non-Shia
Lebanese. Anyhow, Hezbollah and Iran are now interdependent — the former needs funding
and support, while the latter needs a reliable proxy agent that would effectively fortify

Iranian influence in the Levant and advocate for Iranian foreign policy agenda.

3.1.2 Saudi Arabia, Saad Hariri and Lebanese Salafists

The issue of Sunni Muslims in Lebanon and their links to Saudi Arabia is very
intriguing, because they are usually overshadowed by (much more sensational) Hezbollah

and its brotherly ties with Iran. Indeed, there is not really much talk in the Western media
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about currently complicated relationship between Saudis and the Sunni part of the
Lebanese government represented by the persona of Prime Minister Saad Hariri. First and
foremost, the usual assumption is that religious identity has very little impact on decision-
making of the Hariri clan, because their ties to Saudis are historically mostly economic and

t,>'* we indeed find

pragmatic. Since Lebanon has a confessional system of governmen
only superficial identitarian convergence between SA on one hand and the Hariri clan and
secular Sunni Muslims on the other. However, Saudis still found in Lebanon their target
group, namely Lebanese Salafists and official Lebanese Sunni institutions, such as Dar al-
fatwa. Thus, Saudi export of Salafism may not have direct impact on the state policies and
decision-making, but Saudi informal relations and religious soft power in Lebanon is not
negligible, which in turn influences dynamism of the sectarian conflicts in Lebanon and
Syria. In addition, this topic remains largely understudied because of general lack of
attention and scarcity of sources.

Historically speaking, Saudi influence in Lebanon can be traced back to 1950s,
however, it became truly prominent only during and after the Lebanese Civil War (1975-
1990). Saudis played important role of a mediator in the conflict, which is why the famous

Ta’if accords took its name from Saudi city of Ta’if.?!

Rafiq Hariri, then-rising Lebanese
Sunni politician and later Prime Minister, was known for his familial ties to Saudi royal
family. As a Saudi protégé, he gained unique economic advantages and created business
bonds between Lebanese Sunni elite and Saudi Arabia.?'® Lively trade and investment
exchange ensued which gave him and his Sunni supporters even more economic and
political power. This came to halt in February 2005 after Rafiq’s assassination, allegedly
by Hezbollah.?!7 Until 2005, Saudis enjoyed unparalleled influence in Lebanon but after
Hariri’s death, their domination began to dwindle, although they had been investing
enormous sums of money to support Rafiq’s son, Saad, to keep him at power as a Prime

Minister and Saudi ally.?!'® For Saudis, the matters only got worse after the 2006 war with

Israel when Hezbollah was able to effectively solidify its position in Lebanon and since
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215 JABBOUR, Ramy. Saudi Policy in Lebanon in Review. Middle Eastern Institute for Research & Strategic
Studies (MEIRSS) [online]. November 15, 2016.

216 Ibid.

217 FATTAH, Hassan M. Beirut Car Bomb Kills Ex-Premier; Stability at Risk. The New York Times[online].
February 15, 2005.

218 GADE, Tine. Lebanon: Political leadership confronted by Salafist ideology. Paris: Fondation pour la
recherche stratégique, 2017. p. 6-7

57



then it only grew stronger. 2006 was a major breaking point for Lebanese Sunnis,
especially Salafists, because they started to feel threatened by the Shiite “conspiracy” to
dominate Lebanon and sectarian rifts between both sides deepened.?!"’

Until 2015, Saad Hariri was able to become prime minister only once, which
obviously did not make his Saudi patrons happy, especially in the light of their huge
financial support. Hariri spent several years in exile in Paris and he was gradually losing
support while the rest of Lebanese government was mired in chaos and repeated crises.?*°
However, the most important breaking point came in 2015. The new Saudi leadership
decided their Lebanese Sunni proxies were not doing their job — i.e. confronting Hezbollah
on behalf of SA — and Saudi money are being wasted. It was announced that the "Kingdom
conducted a full review of its relationship with the Republic of Lebanon in a manner that
correlates to its stances and safeguards its interests."??! The first warning step towards
Saudi policy change was cancellation in 2016 of $4 billion grant in equipment and money
to Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and Internal Security Forces (ISF), since suspicions kept
mounting about tacit cooperation between LAF and Hezbollah.??> Further, Saudi
leadership demanded that Gebran Bassil — the head of Maronite Christian Free Patriotic

Movement party and current Foreign Minister — publicly endorses Saudi statement
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accusing Iran of sponsoring terrorism and ends all dialogue with Hezbollah in order to stop
its engagement in the Syrian Civil War.???

Then, in the infamous incident in November 2017, Saad Hariri was summoned to
Riyadh for “consultations.” Soon afterwards, he announced his resignation on the Saudi-
sponsored Al Arabiya TV, citing fear for his life and Iranian meddling in Lebanese
affairs.??* Unofficially though, many observers agree that the new Saudi leadership was not
satisfied with Hariri’s performance as a Prime Minister, as Saudi Arabia was by that time
increasingly losing ground to Iran in Yemen and Syria. Therefore, Hariri was to be
replaced, yet nobody knows how and what should have been the result.??® Finally, after
Hariri’s return to Beirut, he agreed that Lebanon will officially endorse policy of
dissociation from any local conflicts. In February 2018 Hariri met with Saudi envoy Nizar
al-Alula in apparently friendly atmosphere and spoke of “fostering fraternity and brotherly
relations” and “liberation of Lebanon and the region from Iranian hegemony.”??® Despite
that, there had been also other statements indicating that for Saudis, Lebanon is already
considered lost to Iran.??’ Saudi minister Thamer al-Sabhan said that he “no longer
distinguishes between the group [Hezbollah] and Lebanese government.”??®  Saudi
position however omits two essential details, namely that Hezbollah has in the meantime
grown so politically and militarily influential that it is no longer possible to simply ignore
it, and that Hariri’s government has zero influence on Hezbollah’s actions abroad.

Regarding Sunni religious identity in Lebanon, we need to remember that Lebanese
Muslims are the most secular-minded in the entire Middle East, which is given by the
colonial history and tradition of coexistence with other sects.??’ Although sectarianism is
rife, when it comes to confessional system of government, it is not possible to draft
policies that would give in to religious considerations of any of the sects. Historically,

Lebanese Sunnis have always been proponents of Arab nationalism, thus staying distant
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from Salafi pan-Islamist movement which only appeared in Lebanon in 1990s. The most
religious Sunnis, among them many quietist and Jihadi Salafists, live especially in Tripoli
and Sidon, the birthplace of Saad Hariri, where many Palestinian refugee camps are
located (currently inhabited not only by Palestinians, but also Syrians and the Lebanese).
Another point which distinguishes Lebanon from other Muslim countries is that Sunni
Islam has rather communal than institutionalized nature. This means that although (often
dysfunctional) Dar al-fatwa?® — official state body for administration of Sunni legal
affairs?’! — exists under auspices of Sunni ‘ulama’ and Sunni political leaders (zu ‘ama’),
networks of influence and financing are largely informal. Lebanese newspaper al-Nahar
asserts that 90% of Lebanese mosques are registered with the state,?*? but according to
interviews with a few Lebanese Sunnis, they are still financed and run independently.
Many are managed by local Sheikhs, some of them Salafi and some Sufi, who have their
own sources of financing.?**> Often, they administer religious endowments (awgdaf) and are
given zakat and sadaqa charity money by local communities, especially by local zu ‘ama’
whom they support in return. They usually have personal contacts to charities in Saudi
Arabia or elsewhere in the Gulf. The same goes for Quranic schools and Islamic education.

When speaking about Saudi influence in partisan politics, important thing to keep
in mind is the actual functioning of Lebanese political system, whereby various sects are
supported mostly by respective sectarian constituency and corresponding foreign
sponsor.”** As Ben Hubbard writes, “in the country's sect-based political system, most
major parties rely on foreign powers for funding, with the expectation that the parties will
then advance the interests of their international backers.“?** This holds for Hezbollah and
Iran, as well as for SA and Saad Hariri’s party Mustagbal (“Future”). Mustagbal party has

been for long time financed by Saudis, and it is loosely connected to Lebanese Sunni
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clerical establishment — such as Dar al-fatwa — which is also partially funded by Saudis.?*
Therefore, although upper Sunni echelons of the Lebanese government are secular and
religious identity plays almost no role in their decision-making, they are connected via
Saudi-funded institutions and individuals to Sunni electorate. “The religious domain of the
Sunni community [is] dominated by the ‘ulama, who belonged to Dar al-fatwa, which in
turn was mostly subservient to powerful Sunni political masters.”?*” These institutions and
individual religious persons are then via their religious authority encouraging Sunnis to
support Mustagbal, especially before elections.?*8

Obviously, it would be a mistake to omit the issue of Lebanese Salafists who are
concentrated mainly in the north and in the Palestinian refugee camps, where Lebanese
security forces have no access and jurisdiction.?*® Salafists can be viewed as an entity
completely (financially and ideologically) separated from state religious establishment of
Dar al-fatwa,?** functioning upon largely informal and personal ties, which is the point
where unofficial Saudi support gets into play. Salafism is not native to Lebanon; it was
imported by Lebanese Salafi ‘ulama’ who attended the Islamic University of Medina in
1980s.2*! These scholars then established various shari‘a institutes especially in northern
Lebanon. Generally speaking, history and present of Salafists in Lebanon is shaped by the
fact that Sunnis are but one of three biggest minorities. Salafists had to adjust to such
conditions in which they face repression from the state security forces as well as from
Hezbollah, whom they dub “Party of Satan.”?*> The crackdown on Salafists has been
especially harsh since the beginning of Syrian civil war due to fear of homegrown

terrorism.?* It is true that as of 2017, only about 900 Lebanese joined the ranks of Salafi
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Jihadist organizations in Iraq or Syria, which is less than some European countries of
similar population size;*** however, this may be caused by the Jihadists’ intent to use
Lebanon only as a transit area and “training ground for international jihad* due to local
operational constraints.?*> There are also claims according to which Hariri’s Mustagbal
with Saudi backing facilitated support of Syrian opposition and provided tacit political and
security cover especially for anti-Asad Salafists.?*®

Saad Hariri and his Sunni supporters have never been particularly eager to overtly

establish close and ties with Salafists?*’

and their relationship could be regarded just as
“marriage of convenience.”?*® However, since the financial links are decentralized and
informal, many Salafi sheikhs and local ‘u/ama’ endorsed Hariri in the elections anyway,
either because they are on the paycheck of the local Mustagbal zu ‘ama’, or because of their
positive stance towards participation in politics. Many Salafists (both quietist and haraki —
activist ones) advocate for religious opinion that Lebanon is a country where the Islamic
state cannot be established just yet because Sunnis do not constitute majority of population,
which is why every Sunni should support the lesser evil — that is, Mustagbal and the Hariri
family — who at least represent Sunnis in the government and lobby for their interests.?*
However, many are still disillusioned by Hariri’s neglect and call for individual action; as
Robert Rabil sums it up, “Salafists [...] resent the present political and military balance of
power in Lebanon, which they consider favors Hezbollah and its allies, thanks no less to
Hezbollah’s weapons than to Hariri’s weakness as a political leader. Sheikh Salem al-
Rafi’i asserted, ‘Hariri does not really act to check the power of Hezbollah, and he does not

allow us to do so, but we will soon act regardless of Hariri and his party’s position.”*°

244 GADE, Tine, ref. 218, p. 8

245 Allegedly, fighters of Jabhat al-Nusra were being trained in Palestinian refugee camp ‘Ayn al-hilwe,
which is a centre of Lebanese Salafi Jihadists. In GADE, Tine, ref. 218, p. 5-6; MERHEJ, Sandrella, ref. 239;
RABI‘, ‘Abd al-Hadi. «Al-salafiyah» fi Lubnan, mawliid mushawwah min rahim al-inkisarat al-‘arabiyah
[Salafism in Lebanon, an offspring borne by Arab fractionalism]. Al-marji‘ [The Resource] [online]. August
25, 2018.

246 This wouldn’t be the first time when secular Mustagbal supported armed Jihadi-Salafi groups. In 2008,
during Hezbollah’s occupation of West Beirut, “Gulf countries, especially Saudi Arabia, played a significant
role in encouraging Hariri and his Future Movement to allow Salafists to regroup into armed units as a
counterweight to [Hezbollah].” In RABIL, Robert G., ref. 242, p. 204-205 and 218-219

247 RABIL, Robert. Salafism in Lebanon. The Washington Institute for Near East Policy [online]. February
20, 2015.

248 RABIL, Robert G., ref. 242, p. 198-199

249 “If we don’t participate in the [electoral] campaign and the voting, we open the door to the enemies of
Islam.” In PALL, Zoltan, ref. 219, p. 36, 58-59, 60

230 RABIL, Robert G., ref. 242, p. 222

62



Thus, this is in line with the fact that in Lebanon, “Salafist ideology can be largely credited
to the absence of the State.”*!

As for the Salafi financing, it increased rapidly after the Islamic Revolution of
1979, so as to counter the influence of Hezbollah. One of the most important sponsors used
to be Saudi Mu assassat al-haramayn, later infamously linked to financing of terrorism.??
“Salafi preachers are often associated with Saudi Arabia and are even regarded as the
country’s agents (which is often true, since many of them receive material support from the
kingdom).”?>* Salafi mosques are mostly funded by wealthy individuals or by independent

* since recently, Salafi Saudi-backed charity NGOs

charities with unclear sponsorship;?
began to provide support to Syrian refugees in the north, which they consider a form of
proselytization.?* Informal networks are based on personal connections of those Lebanese
Salafists who studied in SA or went there for pilgrimage, and were able to establish
friendly relations with local donors and state-financed clerical establishment. >3

Apparently, as media outlet Al-Monitor implied in the article written in 2016, also
some semi-official links between Salafists and Saudis do exist: “Saudi ambassador [to
Lebanon] Asiri called on Sunni cells to organize meetings in the Palestinian camps, [...]
where Palestinian factions announced a state of alert in southern Lebanon, Beirut and the
north, to prepare for any action that may be required of them against the Lebanese
government's policy and any potential armed deployment of Hezbollah.“>>’ Raphael
Lefevre also mentions Saudis as the “main funder” of unspecified Salafi militias as a part
of proxy war against Iran.”?*® There is no detailed information on cooperation of any Saudi
officials and Lebanese-Palestinian militia, however, it is very improbable the relationship
between them would be similar in quality to the one between Iran and Hezbollah.

In short, we can see that Saudi support to Lebanese Sunni proxies is both formal
and informal. While the formal one is based on ties with Sunni part of the government and

it deals almost solely with pragmatic and economic interests, the informal is based on

support of ideologically affiliated moderate and radical Sunni Salafi groups, and thus on
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strong convergence of religious identity. These groups, financed largely by Saudi and Gulf
donors, have notable ability to influence their followers’ support for pro-Saudi policies of
Saad Hariri. However, such form of support is by Saudis not used in a targeted manner; it
is rather just an uncontrolled informal network, although it has a big potential due to ability
of Salafists to reach extended base of Sunni followers in Lebanon®* and due to such
conditions of many local Sunnis (impoverished locals and refugees living in the camps and
in neglected areas such as Tripoli) that create favorable environments for proselytizing
work. Lebanese Salafists are since beginning of the Syrian Civil War framing the conflict
as an attack of Shiites on Sunnis, saying that “Saudi Arabia is the last standing wall against
the expansion of the Iranian project.”?%° Thus, their radicalization is visible and their role
of opposition against Hezbollah’s actions is not negligible. In other words, if SA wanted to
assert their interests in Lebanon in systematic manner, Salafi organizations could act as a
backbone for mobilization. However, for now it seems like this opportunity remains
sidelined and Saad Hariri did not meet Saudi expectations with regard to forwarding Saudi

interests in Lebanon, which is why the kingdom considers Lebanon lost to Iran.

3.2 Syria

3.2.1 Iran and Bashar al-Assad’s regime

Syria is the only state ally of Iran in the Middle East and at the same time it is a
country where crucial strategic interests of Iran lie due to its closeness to Lebanese
Hezbollah. Interestingly, we can observe here strong convergence of identity — only not
that much of the religious one, because Syria is a secular state. However, as we shall see,
that doesn’t mean religious identity is not important in the Iranian involvement with Syria.
The strategic partnership of both governments has been for long based on “Neither East,
nor West” philosophy, anti-Sionist, anti-Western and anti-Saudi sentiments, as both
countries form the “Axis of Resistance” against Israel.

The partnership between Syria and Iran began after ascension to power of Hafez al-

Asad and grew much stronger after the Islamic Revolution. Syria stood by Iran in the war
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with Iraq (1980-88), during the period of President Khatami’s détente, after 2003 US
invasion to Iraq and the subsequent nuclear dispute. The partnership was sometimes
instrumental, but the strategic importance of Syria for Iran lies in its closeness to
Hezbollah, the most important Iranian proxy. Mutual closeness is reinforced by the fact
that both countries do not have many friends on the international stage, which means their
alliance is primarily defensive, and, as Goodarzi notes, defensive alliances with limited
objectives are in general more durable.?’! Notably, foreign relations towards Syria are
since 2014 largely controlled by IRGC, not by President Rouhani, which is why IRGC’s
involvement in Syria increased after 2015.2> As for the Syrian Civil War, it is now
generally acknowledged fact that Iran and Russia have kept al-Assad’s regime alive since
2015 when his defeat seemed imminent.

As for the religious identity of the Syrian Alawites, Syrian leadership is known to
belong to Alawite sect which is now considered a part of Shia Islam. “The alliance
[between Shiites and Alawites] has been cemented with a measure of religious and
ideological affinity: Syria's Alawite leadership was acknowledged as Shia by the
Lebanese-Iranian Shiite cleric Musa Sadr in the 1970s, and important Shia shrines and
memorials are located in Damascus.”?%® As their name indicates, Alawites derive their
religious practices from exaggerated veneration of Ali ibn Abi Talib, the son-in-law of
Prophet Muhammad, and the very first imam from among the twelve recognized by
Twelver Shia Islam. Alawites are endogamous community and they are every secretive of
their teachings and beliefs which they do not reveal due to fear of persecution (the practice
known as tagiya).?** Alawite faith allegedly incorporates elements from gnostic, Christian
and Druze religious practices,’® for which they were often dubbed “heretic Nusayris,”
ghuldt (religious extremists) and were said to not belong neither to Sunna nor Shia.?%

One is inclined to say that acceptance of Alawites by “mainstream” Twelver Shiites

just served Iranian interests in Syria in hope to create something along the lines of common
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Shiite identity and bringing both countries closer, because Alawites were recognized as
Shiite by Iranian cleric Musa Sadr only in 1970.%67 Around this year, Iranian Shiite clerics
began to establish Iranian influence in the Levant as leaders of local Shiite communities.?®
This claim could be supported by “declaration of identity reform” in 2016 by Syrian
Alawite religious leadership in which they distance themselves from Shia Islam and
demand to be recognized as separate sect,”®’ indicating that they do not consider
themselves an organic part of Shia Islam. Also, Daniel L. Byman asserts that “some Shiite
religious leaders have bolstered the Damascus regime by claiming that the Alawites are
simply part of the larger Shiite family.”>"°

Indeed, neither members of the Syrian regime nor mainstream Alawites are not
known for ostentatious public displays of faith, nor they were accepted by some
mainstream (Iranian, Lebanese) Shiites as Muslims. Besides, Syria has always been
proponent of Arab nationalism and secularism; ideologically, it is miles away from Iranian
Islamic theocracy. Therefore, it seems like Iran did what it could to integrate Syrian
Alawites into the wider Shia “family” to create a kind of ideological backing and the sense
of common belonging, and the Alawite regime complied actively. However, Nadia von
Maltzahn’s study on cultural diplomacy and soft power in relationship between Iran and
Syria shows that Syria has since ever remained rather indifferent to building of religious
ties. Iran, on the other hand was very active, building cultural and Islamic centers in
Syria.?”! “Iran considers its cultural diplomacy work successful since it emphasised
precisely the identity the Islamic Republic wanted to construct.“?’> This, again, concurs to
the view that it is mainly the patron that tries to project its identity on less powerful proxies
and so entrench its power in the country.

Alawites only make up about 12% of Syrian population, which is why the regime
has always endorsed secularism; however, regardless of proclaimed secularism of the
regime, the most important positions of power have always been reserved for Alawites.
This especially pertains to Syrian military: “Although they are a minority, Alawites hold

most political positions and disproportionately fill the ranks of military commanders and
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security chiefs. [...] Over 90% of Syria's military officers are Alawite. [...] In contrast,
military rank-and-file are largely Sunni conscripts.“?’® “As the rank-and-file of the army
crumbled because of defections, Alawites rushed to join newly created sectarian
militias.“?’* Syrian minister of defense Ali Abdullah Ayyoub, all of the elite units and most
of diplomatic corps of the Foreign Ministry are Alawite as well.?”> “Though the Alawites
represent a small proportion of the country overall, they hold key regime positions,
dominate the police, and supply the main fighting forces who have been defending the
regime since 2011.%?’® Thus, although many researchers claim that the conflict cannot be
sectarian, because the regime is secular, it is in fact the very opposite. Emile Hokayem, a
senior scholar of Levantine and Gulf affairs says it is wrong to mistake “cross-
confessionalism for non-sectarianism and secularism. [...] Cross-confessionalism is the
overt, sophisticated display of religious tolerance even as political structures are
sectarianized, [which] serves the purpose of obfuscating the underlying issues.“?”” Similar
phenomenon can be observed also in Lebanon and to some degree in Yemen.

According to recent information, it would be a bit superficial to claim that the
Iranian ties to Syria are now just about the anti-Western and anti-Sionist alliance in
addition to loose connections with Alawite religious leadership. It was in the beginning of
2017 when information appeared that Syrian government together with Iran is trying to
repopulate formerly Sunni territories by Shiite Muslims from Iran and Iraq.?’® Similarly,
the notorious Law No. 10 (passed in May 2018) will lead to confiscation of property
mostly in former Sunni opposition areas; these will be then most probably repopulated by

regime loyalists, that is, mostly Alawites and Shia Muslims.?”® “Iran is now installing
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loyalist Shia in areas around Shia shrines and surrounding Damascus, mainly the areas
leading to Lebanon, so that Iran can secure a contiguous route for Hezbollah. Residents of
Damascus are speaking more and more about wealthy Shia buying properties in the
city.“?%" Arabic sources confirm that Shiite repopulation is happening in the strip of
territory from Damascus to Homs; Sunnis are evicted by Shiite militias and replaced by
Iranians, mostly IRGC relatives and supporters.?®! All this is happening with approval of
the regime, the official reasoning being “protection of holy Shiite shrines.”?*? Thus, it
seems like post-war reconstruction in Syria has except economic and political dimensions
also the sectarian one, namely, that via social engineering, large numbers of Shiite settlers
will buttress Syrian regime and its allies, in this case Iranian-backed militias and
Hezbollah. Such repopulating schemes were initially proposed by Iranian leadership in
order to gain more direct control in Syria and to enhance stability of al-Assad’s regime in
those territories Iran deems important for its foreign interests.?%*

Such actions tell volumes about how religious identity is by Iran considered integral
part of loyalty and alliance. Labib al-Nahas, the chief of foreign relations of Ahrar al-Sham
(one of Islamist opposition groups) claims that “Full sectarian segregation is at the heart of
the Iranian project in Syria. They are looking for geographical zones that they can fully
dominate and influence. [...] This is not just altering the demographic balance. This is
altering the balance of influence in all of these areas and across Syria itself. [...] War with
Iran is becoming an identity war. They [Iran] want a country in their likeness, serving their
interests. Emile Hokayem also notes that “Iran and Hezbollah are not in Syria purely
because of power politics: Both are drivers of sectarianism, not of the genocidal type as
ISIL, but of the hegemonic one.**%*

This also pertains to the military affairs: while domestic Syrian Shiite militias only

count as many as 10 thousand fighters, Iran-backed Shiite militias, such as Liwa al-Bagqir,

Liwa Dhulfigar or Badr Organization in Syria are a force counting from 30 to 70 thousand
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troops, incorporating Shiite foreign fighters from Iran, Iraq, Lebanon and Afghanistan.?
They are organized according to the model of Lebanese Hezbollah and are taking orders
solely from IRGC and Hezbollah commanders.?®® Importantly, these militias also have
ideological agenda, since Iranian Shiite clerics are dispatched along with them, and they
“demonstrate wide-ranging interests in transnational Shia ideology, economic activities,
diplomacy, and politics. In particular, they indoctrinate recruits into the Iranian regime's
ideology of velayat-e fagih, [...] often repeat propaganda straight from Tehran.“?*” Since
Iran-backed militias (along with Russian forces) became indispensable part of the
decimated Syrian army, they now possess significant influence over its decision-making
and actions.?®® Already in 2015, the famous Iranian general Qasem Soleimani proclaimed
that “we are witnessing export of the Islamic revolution throughout the region.”? In the
long run, these militias may threaten Syrian stability, as they will most probably not yield
their power willingly.

Therefore, it seems like even though the convergence of identities between Iran and
Syria is based on anti-Western and anti-Sionist tendencies, with Iranian active involvement
since 2015 the Shiite religious element became much more pronounced through presence

of Hezbollah and Iran-backed “ideologically like-minded militias?%°

who significantly
altered course of the war and are until now keeping the regime afloat. It is evident that for
Iran, Syria is crucial strategic partner, while at the same time Syrian regime is not able to
survive without Iranian and Russian support. Iranian actions — both in the past and now —
demonstrate that Iran is not planning to leave Syria anytime soon. Iranians apparently
understand very well that the key to long-lasting, reliable alliance lies not only in
pragmatic considerations, but also in common religious identity and natural mutual
affinity. Because of that, they simply decided to create and import the desired religious

identity so as to create at least partial identitarian convergence. This was visible first in the

acceptance of secular Alawites by Iranian Shia already in 1970, and then in current
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ongoing inconspicuous settlement of Shia Muslims — be it civilians or militants — into
strategic locations. It remains to be seen what such demographic change will bring in the

future, but for Iran it is certainly a good way of cementing its influence in Syria.

3.2.2 Saudi Arabia and Syrian Islamist opposition groups

The analysis of relationship between SA and proxy groups in Syria is complicated
by the fact that the Syrian opposition is neither homogenous, nor unified, and so is its
religious identity. The opposition consists of numerous groups; some of them are just small
local militias; some are bigger and better established; some are radical Islamist and some
rather pro-democracy. For Saudis, Syria is already considered a lost cause — their financial
and military support for the opposition is supposed to cease gradually.?®! The opposition
groups, including the Islamist ones, are currently financed and supported largely by Turkey
and Qatar. >

In time of writing this thesis (November 2018), there is one unified opposition
group known as National Front for Liberation (Jabhat al-wataniya li-I-tahrir) based in the
remaining opposition territory in the northwest around Idlib up to Turkish border. It was
founded in May 2018 in the face of impending regime offensive. The Front consists of tens
of small groupings, but the two biggest and most influential are Ahrar al-Sham and
radically Islamist Hay at tahrir al-Sham (HTS, formerly Jabhat al-nusra). Remains of the
Free Syrian Army will not be regarded in this chapter, because they are currently only
fractured remnants of more or less secular militias. Nor will be regarded the Islamic State
terrorist organization (ISIS), not only because it does not possess significant influence in
Syria anymore, but also because SA has never endorsed the group officially and did not
consider it “rightful” opposition, although there were numerous records of ISIS fighters
getting hands on Saudi weapons, and, as Thomas Hegghammer writes, Saudi Wahhabism
in its core is not at all that much different from ISIS takfiri ideology.?*> Thus, when

referring to “Syrian Islamist opposition” supported by SA, I mean Ahrar al-Sham, HTS
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and their affiliates (among them Nour al-Din al-Zenki Movement, Jaysh al-Islam, Liwa al-
Tawhid, Ajnad al-Sham, etc.).

First, as Emile Hokayem notes, it is important to distinguish between Western and
Middle Eastern understanding of what is “Islamist”.>** The thing is, groups labeled as
“moderate” or “mainstream” Islamist are usually Muslim-Brotherhood-style activist parties
that are, in fact, widespread in the Middle East, their umbrella ideology being just

governance based on Islamic law, often with democratic elements?®®

and definitely
excluding cutting off limbs or takfiri ideologies of Jihadi extremists. Such parties often
garner a lot of support from mainstream Muslims for whom shari‘a is equated with just and
uncorrupted government.?®® Thus, the view that moderate Islamists and Jihadists are the
same is very distorted. Important role in this aspect was played by the Syrian regime, Iran
and Russia who did their best to portray the opposition as homogenous group of extremist
thugs to decrease popular support at home and abroad and to delegitimize the opposition’s

(133

cause.?”’ President Putin said in his speech that “‘there’s no need to play with words and
split terrorists into moderate and not moderate.””*® The problem is, however, that the
opposition groups themselves are indeed difficult to distinguish, because all of them now
publicly proclaim being just “moderately” Islamist to garner public support. For example,
HTS says it cut its ties to al-Qaeda (AQ), but its new leadership is still endorsing figures
known to be connected to AQ in the past.?* At the same time, this can be caused simply
by lack of competent cadres. It is also notable to mention Syrian Muslim Brotherhood

(SMB) members who were at first quite secular-minded and pro-democratic. Although

they were engaged in the conflict mostly politically,?” usually by participation in various
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anti-regime administrative committees, they gradually began to express hesitant support
for militants of Ahrar al-Sham and HTS.3"!

Thus, the question of these Islamist groups’ ideology, motivation and identity is
indeed extremely tricky. Robin Yasin-Kassab writes in the chapter “Scorched Earth: Rise
of Islamisms” that first, we need to differentiate between Syrian civilians/anti-regime
activists and Syrian militant opposition groups, because the latter were getting Saudi and
Qatari support that was contingent on their public endorsement of Islamist ideology.?*
Further, al-Assad used sectarianism as a weapon to bind to himself Alawites, antagonize
Sunnis, get rid of the secular opposition and frame the war as a fight against Jihadi
terrorism. The situation deteriorated after Iran and Hezbollah joined the conflict around
2015 in full force. As a result, formerly non-religious Sunnis radicalized and embraced the
religion as their social identity rather than out of pure devoutness®* in the process of
“Islamization of the insurgency.”*** As Naomi Ramirez Diaz shows, al-Assad’s general
amnesty of 2011 was very clever tactic in regard to inciting extremism and sectarian hatred
against Sunnis: “Most of the inmates who benefited from [...] amnesty were in fact
members or supporters of Al-Qaida, who had participated in the armed struggle in Iraq or
were known for their militant Salafism. [...] they would later become the founders of the
most radical (and eventually the strongest) brigades in Syria, such as the Nusra Front — the
Syrian Al-Qaida branch which in late July 2016 claimed to have severed ties with this
international terrorist organization and changed its name to Jabhat Fath al-Sham, only to
merge with other brigades in Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham in early 2017 [...]. In this sense, the
regime copied the modus operandi of the seventies and eighties: setting radical elements
loose and forcing moderate ones to act under cover.”*% For example, Zahran Alloush, a
radical Salafi with personal ties to Saudi clerics and iron-fisted former commander of
Jaysh al-Islam in besieged Eastern Ghouta was also one of former inmates.>%

Further, we need to remember that especially HTS accommodates many foreign

fighters (allegedly around 30%) who flocked to Syria from Europe, Russia and Central
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Asia.’®” Their ideological motivation is often extremist, and the national and religious
identity is different from that of native Syrians. They don’t have vested interest in building
a new secular and democratic Syria but rather advocate for Islamist theocracy.’® As
Conduit and Rich conclude, foreign fighters “overwhelmingly damaged opposition in
Syria” and “weakened the chances of successful realization of the original objectives™ of
the Syrian opposition,*” not even speaking of how seriously they damaged the public
image of moderate movements.

Thus, knowing this, what can be said about religious identity of Syrian Islamist
opposition groups? First, all of them were united in that al-Assad and his un-Islamic
regime must go and must be replaced by just and moral government. Second, all of them
were united in that the government should be Islamic, i.e. it should be some kind of the
Islamic state based on Islamic values and shari‘a. As Liwa al-tawhid commander Abdel
Qader Saleh put it, “We confirm that Free Syria is a civil state where the basis of
legislation is the Islamic faith, with consideration for all the [minority] groups of Syria.”*!°
However, as Naomi Ramirez Diaz shows in her analysis of official common statement by
Islamist Ahrar al-Sham and pro-democracy members of SMB, the Islamists’ ideas were so
vague, ambiguous and unspecified it gave zero indication of what Syria’s future should
look like. “The document claims that the aim of the Syrian revolution is the creation of a
“State of justice, law and freedom”, without specifying any system of government, or
mentioning aspects [...] of a new Constitution [...].”*!! The apple of contention between
various Islamist groups usually lies in the degree to which shari‘a shall be implemented,
whether democracy is permissible in Islam, whether the Islamic state shall be established
by force in top-down manner or by bottom-up persuasion; what is the relationship towards
religious minorities and huge number of other issues. Especially problematic was the fact
that Salafi-Jihadi tenets of HTS strictly exclude democracy as a form of government and
acknowledge religious minorities as legally inferior. It is very improbable such differences
could one day lead to compromise, as the moderate opposition categorically rejected such

radical views.3!?
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On the other hand, probably none of them was interested in establishment of Saudi
Wahhabi-style theocracy either. Even HTS was not interested in enforcing shari‘a on the
citizens in the ISIS-like manner, and thus antagonizing them.?!* Not only would Syrian
citizens refuse such arrangement, but it would be unacceptable to the West and Turkey, as
well as to Russia and Iran. The fluidity and uncertainty regarding the religious identity of
the groups was then reflected in their lack of cooperation, unity and vision for Syrian
future, although this was also caused by disunity in the ranks of Gulf sponsors (mainly SA
and Qatar).>!* Nobody knew what to expect if the Islamist opposition deposed al-Assad:
“Though some rebels made a point of promising democracy and minority rights, the largest
groups were nearly all Islamists [...]. Many had to be constantly [...] pressured by their
foreign funders to steer clear of extremist dalliances, and some were full-blown salafi-
jihadis [sic], as hostile to all other governments as to Assad’s.”*!> Thus, the hallmark of
opposition’s Sunni identity in Syria is that it was often adjusted and manipulated as an
instrumental tool to gain resources either from the Gulf or from Western sponsors.

Importantly, support for Syrian Islamist opposition increased rapidly after 2015 and
accession of Saudi King Salman to the throne. This has to do with aggressive foreign
policy of the new Saudi leadership, as well as JCPOA and impending Western
rapprochement with Iran. It seems like Saudis believed that if they arm and train the
opposition with the US help, they still stand a chance against the regime supported by
Russia and Iran.*'® However, the problem was that Saudis had way much higher tolerance
(or ignorance?) for religious extremism than the West and “Riyadh’s capacity to ensure
that Saudi money ends up in the hands of intended recipients is limited.”*!” Indeed, unlike
Iran, SA relied on middlemen and did not have any presence on the battlefield to control
day-to-day operations, which resulted in chaos, lack of accountability and privatization of
funds by Salafi-Jihadi warlords.?!® Lack of oversight applies not only to official state

funds, but even more to contributions of individual persons (such as wealthy Gulf
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businessmen) and charitable donations of fellow Muslims. Derek Chollet, President
Obama’s defense adviser recalls Saudi irresponsibility and lack of strategy: “We had
partners who were just throwing all sorts of resources at the conflict, [and these later]
ended up in the wrong hands. It was very much in the spirit of "the enemy of my enemy,’
and to some of our partners it didn’t matter if their support ended up with [...] Jabhat al-
Nusra or other groups.®!” Such views of Syrian Islamists were shared also by other US
officials.’?* As Baylouny and Mullins write in their article on sponsorship of Syrian
opposition, Saudis not only exacerbated fracturing of Syrian opposition by purposeful
selection of groups supportive of Wahhabism, but also contributed to radicalization of
moderate Islamist opposition groups — just like al-Assad hoped for. “Groups were
incentivized to adopt the Saudi agenda in order to obtain funding and began to display
outward Islamist tendencies in hopes of attracting support.”?!

From Saudi political perspective, the kingdom was hoping for installment of
“friendly Sunni-dominated government” which would sideline Iran and guarantee Saudis
access to Lebanon.*?? For this purpose, they were supporting selected groups financially,
but also ideologically. Just like Iran, SA did not hesitate to export their views of Sunni
Islam, so as to create identitarian convergence. Religious opinions of Saudi and Syrian
clerics unaffiliated to Saudi regime were often based on the shari‘a requirement to oppose
unjust ruler.’?* As for Saudi official clerical establishment (allied under Council of Senior
Scholars), the ‘ulama’ were careful to tailor the support accordingly, creating curious
contradictions: “Demands [...] were very specific: endorse Saudi Arabia’s policy against
Assad, but discourage jihad;”*?* however, “not surprisingly, a handful of ulema [for
example, Abdallah al-Muhaysini of HTS*?] were unwilling to be so proscribed and urged
congregations to donate to militants and even travel to Syria to fight.”3%¢ Joint statement of
various Saudi clerics also reads that “The Western-Russian coalition with the Safavids

[[ranians] and the Nusairis [Alawites] are making areal war against the Sunni people
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and their countries.“**” Overall, Saudi clerics stood firmly behind Syrian people, labeling
Asad kafir (unbeliever), appealing for unity of Muslim umma to help Syrians*?® and calling
for action against “detestable sectarian party, which goes under name ‘Hezbollah’, and
those who stand behind it.”*?° Saudi clerics also played important role in collection of
charitable donations for unspecified beneficiaries in Syria.*°

Finally, it is possible to conclude that SA in the case of Syrian Islamist opposition
did a lot to appeal to shared Salafi religious identity, as proven by the accounts of Saudi
political leadership and clerical establishment. Just like Iran, they tried to export, create,
inspire and reinforce the Sunni religious identity in Syrians by all possible means to create
friendly ally for the future. Indeed, the support of Islamist element altered the dynamic of
Syrian conflict in substantial way: the Islamist opposition groups were receptive and
complied to Saudi condition of devout adherence to Salafism in exchange for resources.
This altered their public image and enhanced their fight capabilities significantly.
However, unlike Iran, SA did not have solid plan for promotion of its religious identity and
neither it had influence and control on the ground. As a consequence, the developments in
the ranks of Islamists resulted in chaos, factionalism, support of Jihadi extremism and war
profiteering, which eventually brought the highest benefits to al-Assad and his allies. Most
importantly, Saudi export of Salafism and support of HTS and Ahrar al-Sham did not
really appeal to anyone, be it Syrian citizens,>*! public opinion, moderate opposition (FSA)
or Western powers. As Gregory Gause put it, “the Saudis lost control of global Salafism
[since the 1980s], if they ever really had it,”**?> which is why overthrow of al-Assad by
unpredictable radicals seemed like exceptionally bad idea to everyone but SA and Qatar,
and the Islamist opposition was not able to garner more support. Notably, the inconsistency
and unconvincingness of Saudi religious and political leadership was manifested also in the

religious policy towards Syria: they wanted to inspire jihad against the unjust Assad to
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direct the radical elements, but in somehow “convenient” way, so that the jihad does not
turn against Saudi autocrats themselves. All in all, despite huge financial investment, SA
failed in establishing its presence in Syria; in resolution of the conflict, as well as in
feasible promotion of religious convergence between greater Syrian public and SA. The

only thing it boosted was Sunni religious extremism.

3.3 Yemen

3.3.1 Iran and Houthi rebels

The last component of the Iranian Axis of Resistance are Yemeni Houthis?*? —

or
Ansar Allah (Partisans of God) — a large Zaydi Shia minority that makes up about 35% of
Yemeni population and originates in the northern city of Sa‘da.’** In comparison with
Lebanon and Syria, Yemeni society is traditionally tribal, which makes mapping of
political alliances and loyalties quite convoluted. Additionally, the conflict is also
aggravated by presence of al-Qaeda on Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and secessionist
tendencies of Aden in the southwest. Yemen has been from 1978 till the Arab Spring ruled
by Ali Abdullah Saleh who unscrupulously used the state as a source of personal
enrichment for his family and allied tribes.>*> Importantly, he retained strategic ties in
Yemeni military after he was deposed and replaced by Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi. Saleh
described ruling Yemen to be akin to “dancing on the heads of snakes,”**¢ which tells
volumes about how difficult it was to manage vested interests of all the Yemeni factions.
Current conflict between Houthi rebels and President Hadi’s exile government
allied to SA was far from sectarian one. Houthis has been for a long time sidelined from
political life and were denied their share of political power and economic advantages.*’
Since Yemen’s ruling class mostly consisted of Sunni tribes, Zaydis were often subject to
institutionalized discrimination. In 1990s, Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi unified the Zaydi

movement, vocalized Houthi demands and stood against Saleh. After Saleh became US
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ally in the war on terrorism due to AQAP activity in Yemen, the tensions intensified, since
such move was viewed by Zaydis and large portion of Yemeni public as hugely
unpopular.>*® The conflict between al-Houthi and Saleh escalated in a series of armed
fights from 2004 to 2009, the most important of them being Battle of Sa‘da, but the
violence didn’t bring any significant turn in favor of Houthis.?*° Badreddin was killed in
2004 by Saleh’s army led by general Mohsen, and since then, Ansar Allah are led by his
brother Abdalmalik al-Houthi. Houthis then remained sidelined until the Arab Spring in
2011, in which they actively participated together with other Saleh’s opponents, including
frustrated youth, Islah Islamist party (Yemeni Muslim Brotherhood), disenchanted tribes
and army officers, all hoping to change then distribution of power.?*’ In the meantime,
Houthis were able to transform from originally Zaydi religious movement to more
pragmatic political one — a move that won them support of dissatisfied and neglected
Sunnis from western Yemen.**! In 2012, Saleh was forced to step down and elections were
held, in which Abdrabbuh Hadi won.>*?

After the Arab Spring, Houthis again found themselves marginalized by the new
president and his political clique consisting mostly of Saudi-backed Islah and Salafi
militias. As a reaction to such developments, they contracted “marriage of convenience”
with Saleh who still had significant influence in the Yemeni military.’** Top military
chiefs, brigadier general al-Ahmar and general Mohsen were officially loyal to President
Hadi; however, since they both belong to powerful Hashid tribal confederation along with
Saleh, their loyalty was oftentimes questioned. As dissatisfaction with Hadi’s government
kept mounting, Houthi alliance grew stronger, which culminated in September 2014 march
on Sana’a and ouster of Hadi’s government. The Yemeni military still loyal to Saleh
practically allowed the Houthis to capture Sana’a and gave up the city with little
resistance.>** Hadi himself fled to Aden and from there to Saudi Arabia; currently he is
Yemeni President in exile. At that point, Saudis indeed began to worry — having a

supposed Iranian proxy at their southern border was considered unacceptable existential
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threat. Thus, in March 2015 Saudi-led operation Decisive Storm began, currently frozen in
the state of indecisive stalemate, although in the long run Saudis are expected to prevail
due to their military superiority. Then, in December 2017, Saleh (and the part of Yemeni
military loyal to him) began to have second thoughts on alliance with Houthis, due to
which he was killed by Houthi militia.>*> Saleh previously accused Houthis of being

99346

“reckless””*” and inexperienced in Yemeni politics; namely that they demand too much but

compromise too little.>*’

As for Houthi religious motivation and identity, they belong to Zaydi branch of
Shia Islam. Zaydis derive their name from Zayd ibn ‘Ali, the fifth Shiite imam, for which
they are sometimes called Fivers. Zaydis often adhere to Sunni Shafi‘i madhab (not to the
usual Shiite Ja‘fari), which makes them especially close to other Yemeni Sunnis. Except
for being more benevolent towards Sunnis in general, there are other doctrinal differences
in comparison with Twelver Shia, such as Zaydi belief in fallibility of the imam.’*
Therefore, from the religious point of view, Zaydis have never been especially close to
Iran; they also refuse the application of veldyat-e fagih as a mode of government.** This is
relevant in the complexity of the conflict, because as Gordon and Parkinson write, “erasing
the distinction between Zaydis and Twelvers [...] may not seem terribly consequential. But
it has profound political consequences for the war in Yemen, given evolving alliance
structures and the ambitions of regional powers, particularly the Saudis.”*** Thus, what
Houthis did admire about Iran wasn’t the religion, but the idea of Resistance against the
US and Israel, and generally against then-status quo in Yemen,>>! especially during Saleh’s
alliance with the US.*? Both Abdalmalik and Badreddin allegedly went to Iranian Qom to

study Shia Islam, which later shaped their political views.>3 All that is, however, not a

product of direct Iranian intervention, but rather of local circumstances and internal
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conflict with ruling power who happened to be US ally. Regarding religious grievances,
historically there was tension between Zaydis and Saudi-backed Wahhabi preachers who
with support of Saleh’s government began to proselytize in the 1990s in the northern
province of Sa‘da. Stirring up of sectarian hatred made Zaydis feel threatened.** It was
these Salafi groups from SA that first began to churn out “propaganda that depicted Zaydis
as pawns of Iran in a global Shi‘a conspiracy that seeks to divide the Muslim world.”>
Saleh’s regime at that time repeatedly mischaracterized Houthis as sectarian terrorist
organization linked to Iran>¢ with hopes of attracting support from SA and the US.3’
Since 2015 and beginning of Saudi-led military intervention, “the conflict
underwent a dynamic of “sectarianisation,” or politicization of religious identities. Thus, it
is possible to affirm that sectarianism, rather than being inherent to the conflict or the
country, has been ‘activated.””>® This is because Saudis — just like Saleh before them —
began to equate Zaydis with Iran and Shia Islam. Annalisa Perthegella writes that Iranian

support to Houthis was something akin to “self-fulfilling prophecy,”%

whereby
(paradoxically) the conflict was by SA framed as sectarian Sunni-Shiite proxy war for so
long Iran indeed began to support Houthis because it simply seemed as a good
“investment.” Riyadh managed to isolate Houthis politically and diplomatically so well
there was no other option for them but ask for help from Iran and Hezbollah.**®® Thus, as
Thomas Juneau writes, Yemeni conflict is a result of internal state weakness and “Iran has
bandwagoned on Houthi successes: It did not cause them but wants to see them
consolidated.”3%!

According to UN reports, Iran definitely stepped up Houthi support after 2011 and
even more after 2014,%%? but as for arms provision, Yemen has been awash with weapons

since long time ago.?% Iran has consistently denied any support to Houthis and as of now it

is still not investing that much into the conflict, since Tehran doesn’t consider Yemen its
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strategic interest (compared to Syria, Lebanon and Iraq).¢*

More serious engagement in
Yemen could cause Iranian overstretch. Yet, Iran is surprisingly successful in keeping the
Saudi military occupied in the “Yemeni quagmire,” forcing the kingdom to spend billions
on military campaigns and humanitarian aid. It was estimated that while Iran spends a few
million dollars a year on the Houthi support, Saudis spend $5 billion a month.*** Except
for weapon shipments, IRGC participated in training of Houthi fighters who allegedly also
travelled to Lebanon for this purpose.*®® Iran also provided some civilian material support.
However, interestingly, when it comes to support of Shiite religious identity and
strengthening religious (and possibly ideological) convergence, Iran has invested
surprisingly little in comparison with great efforts exerted in Syria and Lebanon. There is
single one Iranian Arabic language channel — al-‘Alam TV — broadcasting in Yemen,
although other pro-Iranian pan-Arab satellite networks cover the conflict from pro-Houthi
perspective as well.**” Additionally, Iranian leadership is propping up Houthi resistance
against Saudis diplomatically, but that’s where the support ends.>®

All in all, since the beginning of the Houthi—Yemeni government conflict around
2012, we can observe intensification of sectarian hatred in the places and contexts where it
was not originally present. However, unlike Lebanon and Syria, Yemen seems to be for
Iran a small backyard battlefield that only serves the purpose of keeping Riyadh distracted
militarily, politically and economically. Such Iranian strategy is reflected in dynamic of the
conflict — support is just enough to keep the conflict going, yet the profound religious
convergence seems to be lacking, which is indicative of the fact that for Iran, Yemen is not
a place of strategic interest. In other words, Iranians are not trying to forge deeper ties with
Houthis that would be based on common Shiite identity and mutual affinity, which could
suggest plans for long-term engagement. Thus, the effort to reach religious convergence —
or lack thereof — can serve as a clue indicating significance of Iranian strategic interest in
the given area. Iran does not have influence over Houthi decision-making; Houthis are
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deciding about the next course of action on their own,*° which sometimes results into
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half-baked and reckless decisions. Apparently, Iranians are not willing to sink in the
Yemeni quagmire like Saudis did. Direct vicinity of Yemen to SA makes it Saudi strategic
interest, which implies any serious Iranian attempts to attack SA via Yemen could be
extremely dangerous, as Riyadh would not tolerate Iranian influence on the Arabian
Peninsula. Thus, Iran understands Houthi victory is not the goal, since presence in Yemen

is not considered Iranian strategic interest, but rather just a way to trouble Saudis.

3.3.2 Saudi Arabia, Yemeni government and Yemeni Salafists

On the other side of the conflict stands Saudi Arabia and Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi,
the current internationally recognized President of Yemen in exile. If one wants to imagine
Saudi perspective on the Yemeni conflict, there is no better way than reading the official
White Paper on Saudi Arabia and the Yemen Conflict issued by Saudi government in 2017.
The statements about formidable Iranian strategy to attack SA via Houthi proxies are
backed by several UN documents, but first and foremost by alarming statements of several
US senators and policymakers (who, in the circular reasoning logic supposedly establish
their positions based on information sources from the Gulf allies). Thus, Saudi views are in
contradiction with factual background on Iranian-Houthi partnership introduced in the
previous chapter.

Unlike Iran, SA considers Yemen to be one of its most vulnerable spots, not only
because the ongoing conflict with Houthis, but also because of constant threat posed by
AQAP and the de facto non-existence of the central government, i.e. state weakness and
inability to protect Yemeni-Saudi border. Border areas are used by Houthi rebels to launch
rockets targeting Riyadh.?’® Apart from that, Houthis threaten the ships entering the Red
Sea via strategic Bab al-mandeb strait.’’! Another source of Riyadh’s concern is the
minority of Shiite Ismailis in Najran, Saudi province in the southwestern corner just across
Yemeni border. Ismaili Shiite minority is different from Zaydis in their veneration of the
seventh Imam, Isma’il ibn Ja’far al-Mubarak, but they are nevertheless linked to Houthis

by tribe and custom.’> Twelver Shiites live in the Saudi Eastern province, where majority
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of oilfields are located. Shiite minorities in SA which make up about 15% of population”?
are systematically discriminated against and forbidden any employment in the field of
education, military and government. Such injustice caused repeated anti-government
demonstrations during the Arab Spring in 2011 and after execution of famous Shiite cleric
Nimr Baqir al-Nimr in 2016, in reaction to which Iran and SA cut diplomatic ties with each
other.7*

Therefore, even though Saudi action may seem like “overreacting,” it is clear why
Saudis see instability in Yemen and Shiites within the kingdom as a grave security threat,
especially with Iranian history of capitalizing on disenchanted (Shiite) minorities. That is
also the reason behind Saudi efforts to stabilize Yemen at any cost either by military
intervention or by diplomatic activities. Notable is the fact that King Salman and his son,
Minister of Defense and Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman acceded their respective
functions on January 23, 2015. The war in Yemen began only one month into their
administration, pointing at the fact that the intervention might have been planned in haste
and entrapped in faulty judgement.

Before the Arab Spring, former President Saleh was a guarantor of stability in the
country, which made him a Saudi ally, but this did not save him from public discontent and
subsequent downfall. Involvement of the Gulf countries in Yemeni politics continued into
2012, when Saudi-dominated GCC played a key role in National Dialogue Conference
where all concerned parties negotiated a new power-sharing arrangement in which Saleh
got immunity and his vice-president Hadi replaced him on the presidential chair. Thus,
Hadi could count on continuous Gulf support. Eventually, by 2014 it turned out that Hadi’s
government favors Islah way too much at the expense of other parties, and Houthis were —
once again — left out which further aggravated Houthi grievance. In January 2015 Hadi
resigned and fled to Aden (reportedly dressed in woman’s nigab®”*) where he withdrew his
resignation and fled to Riyadh. As Saudis deemed the situation unacceptable — indeed “the

Houthi’s [sic] rise was the realization of Saudi leaders’ worst fears,”*’%

— military coalition
further consisting of UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Sudan has been

put together to battle Houthis and stabilize Hadi’s government. The intervention was in the
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very beginning supposed to last just a few weeks, but resulted in catastrophic humanitarian
crisis, while the war is still dragging on.

Regarding Saudi support for spread of Salafism, it began in 1990s in efforts to
stabilize Yemen and stifle Zaydi opposition as well as Marxist secessionists from Aden.>”’
Historically, Yemeni Salafists have always been allies of the government; both Saleh’s and
Hadi’s.>’® “To change the country from the bottom-up, Riyadh encouraged the spread of
Salafism in Yemen, funding mosques and preachers and otherwise trying to advance its
austere and anti-Shiite interpretation of Islam.“*”” Among the first Saudi-supported
Salafists was Sheikh Mugbil bin Hadi al-Wadi‘i, who was during his studies in SA
investigated by Saudi security after the seizure of Grand Mosque in Mecca due to ties to
the group of Juhayman al-‘Utaybi. When al-Wadi‘i returned to Yemen, he established
famous Salafi madrasa named Dar al-Hadith in Dammaj near Sa‘ada which hosted
thousands of foreign students of Islamic sciences.*® It is questionable, however, whether
Saudi-funded proselytizing activity helped SA or rather supported radicalization of AQAP
followers, because both is probable. Although al-Wadi‘i himself was apolitical purist
Salafi, his institute inspired many Jihadists who later joined AQ.?®' As of 2018, AQAP
managed to get hold of Saudi and Emirati arms supplies and kept its position around port
city of Mukalla in the south, capitalizing of population’s grievances toward both Houthis
and coalition-allied Yemeni forces.’®> AQAP is trying to frame the conflict in the
context of Sunni-Shia sectarian fight, which further aggravates sectarian tensions.*?

Apart from Jihadi Salafism in Yemen, other Salafi currents are also present.

Current important Salafi figures in Yemen, such as Jahya al-Hajuri*** or Abd al-Rahman
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al-‘Adani®® were former students and followers of al-Wadi‘i who studied in SA and
retained their ties to Saudi clerical establishment. Except for participation in Yemeni
politics together with Islah and spreading Salafi da‘wa, many of them also head pro-
coalition Salafi militias, albeit this is not the rule.3®® Salafists are settled in the south, near
Aden and Ta‘izz.3®" Interestingly, these militias often clash with AQAP fighters, although
the differences between the two groups are sometimes rather blurry.>%® Notable example of
such action is recent assassination most probably by AQAP of Sheikh Abd al-Rahman al-
‘Adani, pro-government Salafi cleric and former head of Dar al-Hadith.>®® Laurent
Bonnefoy asserts that Salafism in Yemen — dubbed simply as “Yemeni Salafism” — is a
specific quietist branch that refrains from violence as it is not that much influenced by
Saudi Wahhabism.** While this may be true, it is known that even if quietist Salafism

itself refrains from violence, its followers may beg to differ®"!

and even if it is not directly
influenced by Wahhabism, it can still be used by Saudis as a vehicle to reach greater
convergence of identity, as well as to gain more direct influence in Yemen.**?

Regarding support of Salafi factions, Houthis on pro-Iranian al-‘Alam channel
claimed that Saudis “throw all their support to Salafi forces which now ignite war in
several places in Yemen and get material and moral support from Riyadh.”*** Bushra al-
Magqtari, Yemeni writer and activist notes that “As for relationship with Saudi Arabia, the

leading [force] of intervention in Yemen, and also the Emirates, several Salafi groups

acquired military stockpiles enabling them to explain by force [their] political decisions, in
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addition to [justification of] political legitimacy of their fight for shari‘a.”*** As a result,
financial and military support of these Salafi groups helped them create more complex
organizational networks (unlike popular movements they used to be until 2012) and usurp
Sunni religious legitimacy in Yemen.**®> The point made by al-Magqtari is quite important,
as direct support of Salafist parties can indeed result to Islamization of political discourse
in the future.

3% or al-

An important political as well as religious ally of SA is also the Islah party,
Tajammu ‘ al-Yamant li-I-Islah (“°Yemeni Congregation for Reform,” or simply “Reform™).
Islah was established in 1990 by Abdullah al-Ahmar of Hashid tribal confederation and
gradually became critical of President Saleh. That resulted in Islah’s role as the main
organizing force during the Arab Spring and in subsequent formation of the new
government.>*’ “Islah has been over the decades one of the main vehicles for Saudi
influence in Yemen.“3*® The principal difference between Islah and other Salafi factions
lies in its tolerance of political pluralism and more active role of women in the society
(both within limits of shari‘a, that is).>*® The party is sometimes dubbed “Yemeni Muslim
Brotherhood,” mainly because of its participation in politics and calling for solution of
social issues. “Islah has benefited from the government’s weakness and inability to provide
adequate basic services to its citizens [...]. Through affiliated charitable organizations,
Islamist NGOs, religious schools, imams, and preachers [...] Islah has been able to garner
grassroots support behind its ideology and political agenda.“*’’ Islah was the most
important partner of the GCC in the post-Arab Spring political negotiations; however, it

has never participated in armed fights unlike other Salafi factions.*’! Islah accommodates
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radical Salafi figures such as Abd al-Majid al-Zindani and continuously profits from Saudi
largesse. 40

Islah’s affiliation to the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) proved to be problematic due to
Saudi concerns of spread of the Arab Spring to the Gulf and due to MB’s connections to
Qatar. However, since Saudis had no other party to rely on, financing of Islah continued
nevertheless.*** Problem arose in 2017 when the Yemen crisis was exacerbated by split
within coalition ranks — Saudis supported Islah-affiliated factions, while UAE preferred to
finance various Salafi groups from the South*** due to Emirati historical enmity towards
MB. Except for fighting the Houthis, both factions battled each other, the Emirati-funded

d 405

groups having an advantage due to higher number of troops on the groun However, it

seems like both factions finally stroke a deal after Islah finally distanced itself from MB.*%
As for the Yemeni army, it is largely non-existent and there are basically mostly young
men from Southern tribes loyal to Hadi or to coalition forces.*’” Chain of command is
dysfunctional and the troops only answer to their tribal leaders or other powerful
persons.*%®

Notably to add, Saudis are except religious activities, Salafi factions, tribal militias
and Islah financing also other government services, state bureaucracy, (whatever remained
of) security services and military. Significant portion of Yemeni income comes in the form
of remittance by Yemenis working in SA. King Salman Humanitarian and Aid Relief
Center is also the biggest donor of humanitarian aid to Yemen worth about $18 billion over
past 3 years.*”” “Saudi aid has kept Yemen afloat for several decades.* !

To conclude, Saudi Arabia is in the case of war in Yemen trying to reinforce
convergence of religious identity with Salafi and Islamist factions and corresponding

segments of population, so as to secure Saudi influence in territory deemed strategically

important. This is being done through financing of various religious establishments,
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charities and humanitarian organizations. Saudi humanitarian aid is often delivered with a
religious message — the purpose of such action is to reinforce the aspect of help to “Sunni
brothers” in Yemen. However, the problem with export of Saudi religious identity to
Yemen is twofold: first, support of radical Salafi groups can negatively interfere into any
future political arrangement because with financial and military backing their real power
increases and they may demand substantial share of political power without the need to
compromise with other parties of the conflict. Second, there is no targeted strategy and
little oversight — just like in Syria, it seems like Salafi militias and the affiliated tribes that
commit to fighting the Houthis are given money, arms and supplies without requirement
for assurances. This leads to ineffectiveness, infighting and risk of weapons ending up with
radical Jihadi strands or AQAP that could threaten SA once again in the future. Therefore,
even though SA is in this case trying to make use of strong religious convergence with
Yemeni pro-government factions as a way to reinforce its foreign policy interests, it is
disputable whether such actions will help retain stability and uphold Saudi position in

Yemen in the long run.
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Conclusion

This work has tried to answer the research question Is the concept of religious
(national) identity reflected in the Saudi-Iranian rivalry and in the relationships of Saudi
Arabia and Iran with their respective proxy allies in the current Middle Eastern conflicts?
The analysis of relationships between SA, Iran and their respective proxy allies in
Lebanon, Syria and Yemen affirms that religious (national) identity can shape alliances
and influence their quality. Diverging religious national identities of SA and Iran can be
manipulated and instrumentalized, which aggravates the rivalry and impacts on the proxy
conflicts. Thus, the statement formulated by Henry R. Nau in his theory of national identity
is also valid, i.e. the power interests and the constructivist identities complement each
other, and the pure balance of power logic is not enough to explain them. Put simply,
religious identity of the actors can alter strength of an alliance as well as course of the
conflict. To illustrate the point, we can imagine a structure of four layers: at the bottom,
there is always a base layer of pragmatic interest aiming at safeguarding of security of a
given regional power. This interest can be secured by second layer of internal balancing,
which can be imagined as developing a power’s superiority in the realm of material
factors. Atop lies the third layer of external balancing, i.e. alliances with outside actors. In
the fourth layer the identity of the outside actor comes into play, whereby the major power
tries to ally with such actors that are not only able to push forward the power’s agenda but
at the same time share similar identity, as this would fortify their mutual relationship by
creation of mutual affinity, lasting alliance and common goals. The fourth layer is the most
nuanced because interplay between major power’s identity and manifold minor factors,
including identities, interests and alliances of the local actors within their respective states,
need to be considered.

The previous chapters also demonstrate importance of religious identity in
dynamics of political developments and ongoing conflicts. Syria is a very good example of
deliberate manipulation of religious identities to their extreme forms by both Iran and SA,
due to which the conflict became heavily sectarianized, although Syria used to be secular
country. The probability that radicalized sectarian groups — especially armed Salafi and
Shiite militias — will in the future negatively interfere into security of Syria is very high. In
Lebanon, Hezbollah based its very existence on Shia Islam and on the idea of the

Resistance, which not only shaped Lebanese political scene, but also deepened internal
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sectarian rifts and propped up Iranian interests in the Syrian Civil War. In war-torn Yemen,
Saudi export of Wahhabism, favoring and funding of Salafi groups and Islamist parties
resembles playing with fire, especially in the almost complete absence of state structures
and presence of AQAP.

The findings also suggest that in general sense, converging national or religious
identities help safeguard national pragmatic interests, which is in accordance with Nau’s
theory. As the cases demonstrate, Iran apparently understood the identity can be used
deliberately as a strategic tool long time ago, while SA has been using it somewhat
haphazardly and unstrategically, which accounts for huge difference between both quality
of relationships they have with their proxies, as well as the overall political/military
successes (or lack thereof) both countries achieved in recent years on proxy battlefields in
Syria, Lebanon and Yemen.

Therefore, when it comes to Iran and the Iranian proxies discussed in the previous
chapters, we can see that not only Iran has clearly defined religious national identity, but it
deliberately strengthens it in the places of key Iranian strategic interest through religious
soft power, export of the Islamic Revolution and addressing the grievances of disenchanted
groups, often Shia minorities, in effort to reach convergence of religious identities. The
case of Yemen shows that Iran is ready to act as a spoiler of Saudi endeavor to become
regional hegemon, but the core of Iranian strategic interests in the Middle East lie first and
foremost in Syria, Lebanon and Iraq (which wasn’t covered in this thesis). In these
countries, Iran has a pattern of investing huge efforts and financial means to reinforce
religious convergence with Shiite actors, as it is deemed a reliable way to create alliances
based not only on common pragmatic interest but also on common identity. Remarkably,
as shown in the case of Syria and Lebanon, Iran has been slowly advancing its interests via
local actors by targeted and efficient approach, the goal not necessarily being complete
domination over the state, as this could cause overstretch, but rather ability to influence
political decision-making in the given country so that the Iranian interests abroad are
secured. In failed states where authority of the state is insufficient, Iran tries to entrench its
position by empowering local proxy actors and by having real power on the ground.
Importantly, as can be observed in Lebanon and Syria (and it would be most probably
observed also in Iraq), Iran-supported Shiite actors have a certain comprehensive vision
they offer to their followers; this vision is tailored to address local grievances and

specificities but is still in convergence with Iranian identity and interests.
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The case of Saudi Arabia is a bit more tricky. The question of Saudi religious
national identity seems to be clear at a first glance, but in fact it contains contradictions and
inconsistencies stemming from the inherent nature of Wahhabi creed, absolutist nature of
Saudi ruling power and need to modernize the country. Therefore, when Saudis support
proxy actors in areas of their strategic interest, unlike Iran they do not come up with
coherently drafted strategy and a vision to achieve certain goals. The only thing they do is
support a wide range of more or less religiously affiliated groups or government actors.
Thus, obviously, the core idea is to connect first and foremost with actors that would
promote Saudi interests as well as Salafism, Wahhabism or generally Sunni identity.
However, Saudi soft power as a tool for achieving religious convergence is historically
known to produce exclusive communities and irreconcilable extremism that can be
dangerously unpredictable, as it often spreads via informal networks over which Saudis do
not exercise control. Ambiguity of (quietist, activist or Jihadi) Salafi creed also causes
infighting and disunity in the ranks of the Saudi-supported actors themselves, as there is no
feasible consensus on what the actual goal is and how to achieve it, not even speaking of
retaining it in the long run. Important role is played by the oil rent factor; namely the
tendency to use the funds inefficiently and to “flood” the proxies by resources in the hope
it will in itself suffice to somehow enforce Saudi interests without comprehensive strategy.
All this means that although SA tries to make use of identitarian convergence, it is not
doing so systematically and circumspectly, and the problem also rests within the promoted
Saudi religious identity itself.

Finally, all this is not to claim that religious identities in the current Middle Eastern
conflicts are somehow surprisingly superior to other interfering (pragmatic) factors,
because simple explanation of alliances and enmities by Sunni-Shia divide is insufficient.
That would become clearly visible if complex analysis of relationships between Middle
Eastern states and NSAs was conducted. Also, it is difficult to establish specifically how
important is the religious national identity in general. As qualitative methods show, it plays
certain role in each separate case but the only thing we can observe is that it matters,
sometimes more, and sometimes less. In any case, this means religious identity as a
separate factor in the Middle Eastern conflicts should be taken into consideration in the
context of pragmatic interests, and it should not be neglected only as an unimportant side

fact. Religious identities can be manipulated and used for achieving realpolitik goals, and
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thus their impact on those Middle Eastern battlefields deemed strategic by both Saudi

Arabia and Iran is not negligible.
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Summary

The aim of this thesis was to focus attention to the constructivist side of Middle
Eastern conflicts instead of usual approach that mostly deals with realist and pragmatic
aspects of power. In order to do this, theoretical framework of Henry R. Nau was used to
devise the concept of religious (national) identities that can either converge or diverge and
so contribute to solid alliance or conflictual relationship. Consequently, the research
question asks whether the religious (national) identity is reflected in the Saudi-Iranian
rivalry and in the relationship of Saudi Arabia and Iran with their proxy allies in Lebanon,
Syria and Yemen, influencing dynamics of Middle Eastern proxy conflicts. To find out
answers, qualitative research was conducted on religious identities and mutual
relationships between Saudi Arabia, Iran and state or non-state actors in Syria, Yemen and
Lebanon.

First, construction of identities of both Saudi Arabia and Iran shows how their
differing religious national identities based on Sunni or Shiite Islamic creed shape their
political mindsets both internally (in domestic politics) and externally (within the broader
Middle Eastern context). Namely, they are regional powers in both pragmatic and
ideological sense. In accordance with Nau’s assertion of unstable conflictual relationship
between countries having “diverging identities, but roughly equal power,” different
religious national identities contribute to aggravating the rivalry: SA and Iran assume
worldwide leadership of Sunni and Shiite Muslims, from which emanates the effort to use
this position to strengthen influence over less powerful allies in the areas of strategic
interest and to “export” their religious national identities abroad. At the same time, we find
that Saudi and Iranian religious national identities differ not only in their basic functioning
principles, but also in consistency and provision of unified vision. While Iranian leitmotif
of the Islamic Revolution relatively feasibly integrates modern thought, totalitarian Islamic
theocracy and pre-Islamic Iranian nationalism, Saudi ideological narrative struggles to find
reconciliation between fundamentalist Wahhabism, radical Jihadi tendencies, absolutist
monarchy and calls for modernization and moderation.

Further, construction of the religious identities of state and non-state actors in Syria,
Lebanon and Yemen shows several interesting trends. First, even though the religious
identities of less powerful actors are sometimes rather vague, they are often manipulated

by the powers to reach greater religious convergence. As a result, export and support of
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Shiite revolutionary rhetoric or Salafi extremism has significant impact on deepening of
sectarian rifts and conflicts. Connected to this is the second finding, namely that greater
religious convergence can be used as a strategic tool to create durable alliances sharing
similar goals. The powers can use converging religious identity to entrench themselves in a
state via the state or non-state actor. Thirdly, there are differences in how both powers use
this tool: while Iran seems to be using it in deliberate manner to secure its interests in
strategic areas, Saudi Arabia has a history of haphazard support of groups that share Saudi
religious identity, but sometimes happen to be irreconcilable and unpredictable Salafi
radicals unable to push forward Saudi interests. To this is linked the fourth finding, namely
that Saudi support is often undeclared and informal, which can have unintended
consequences, i.e. Saudi Arabia can lose control over development either on the political
scene or on the battlefield.

To sum up, we see that religious (national) identity is a factor that deserves
attention in study of current Middle Eastern proxy conflicts and overall Middle Eastern
political settings, although additional elaboration on the role of religious (national)
identities in relationships of Saudi Arabia and Iran with more Middle Eastern state and
non-state actors (e.g. Iraqi militias, Egypt, Palestinian Hamas) would be useful to provide

more conclusive results.
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Tézy diplomovej prace
Tematické vymedzenie

Saudska Arabia aIrdn su v sucasnosti dva Staty povazované za blizkovychodné
regiondlne mocnosti, ktoré vyznamnou mierou ovplyviiuji tamojSie dianie, ato
predovSetkym skrze ich vzajomnu rivalitu. [ked nepriatel'stvo medzi oboma Statmi
neprerastlo do otvoren¢ho konfliktu, vyznamne destabilizuje Blizky vychod tym, ze sa
odraza v zastupnych konfliktoch a celkovom naraste sektarskeho nésilia v regione, ked’ze
ako Saudska Arabia, tak aj Iran podporujii spriaznenych aktérov, skrze ktorych chct
v danom State upevnit’ svoju moc. Hoci tato tendencia je dlhodoba — rivalita medzi oboma
Statmi sa zacala prejavovat uz po Islamskej revolucii v Irane po roku 1979 — mocenské
vakuum, ktoré na Blizkom vychode vzniklo po Arabskej jari (2011) poskytlo vhodnt
prilezitost’ (window of opportunity) pre zintenzivnenie superenia. Za d’al§i vyznamny bod
mozno povazovat’ aj rok 2015, kedy na Blizkom vychode doslo ku niekol'kym vyznamnym
udalostiam. Prvou zich bolo podpisanie Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA),
ktory obmedzil iransky jadrovy program vymenou za zrusSenie niektorych ekonomickych
sankcii, ¢o v Irane vyvolalo velky optimizmus a vyhliadku zlepSenia ekonomickej situacie.
Druhou bola zmena saudského vedenia, ktoré¢, ako sa dalo ocakavat’, JCPOA neprivitalo
s nadSenim. Paranoja z mozného nérastu irdnskej moci v regidone sa ukazala uz na jar roku
2015 ofenzivou na Iranom podporovanych Huthijskych povstalcov v Jemene. Tretou je
zvysSend miera zasahovania Iranu do konfliktu v Syrii, kedy iranske Revolu¢né gardy spolu
s Hizballdhom a ruskymi vojenskymi jednotkami zabréanili zrateniu rezimu BaSara al-
Asada, ¢im de facto zvratili dovtedajsi priebeh konfliktu. V reakcii na to docasne
vystupiiovala svoju podporu syrskej islamistickej opozicii aj Saudskd Arabia a ostatné
Staty Zalivu, ¢o vSak povstalcom napriek vSetkému nepomohlo.

Vseobecnym zéverom preto byva, ze Irdnu sa na rozdiel od Saudskej Aréabie
podarilo upevnit’ svoju moc tam, kde mala predtym iba obmedzent pritomnost, ¢im sa
mysli predovSetkym Syria, Libanon a tiez Irak. Saudskd Arabia naopak v tychto Statoch
bojuje o zachovanie asponn takej urovne vplyvu, akii mala roky pred Arabskou jarou.
Podrobnejsie skimanie odhali, Ze rozdiely st viditelné prave v tom, akych proxy aktérov
obe mocnosti podporuji v zdujme zvysenia svojho vplyvu v danej krajine, a tiez to, s akou
viziou a stratégiou prichadzaju. Tato otazka ma priamy suvis s nabozenskou / narodnou
identitou zucastnenych hracov, €o je zo zbezného pohl'adu mozné pozorovat ilen na
niekol’kych prikladoch saudskej podpory salafistickych uskupeni ¢i irdnskej podpory
Stitskych milicii s vyrazne protizdpadnou a protisaudskou rétorikou.

Nakol’ko region Blizkeho vychodu je vel'mi komplexny, poskytuje mnoho moznosti
auhlov pohladu, skrze ktoré mozno nahliadat na jeho vyvoj. Castym predpokladom
(najma v pripade Saudskej Arabie) je to, ze zahrani¢nopolitické rozhodnutia dotykajtce sa
zastupnych vojen st urCované vylune pragmatickymi zaujmami. Rozhodne nie je
kategoricky mozné vyhlasit, ze takéto tvrdenie je nepravdivé — strategické priority oboch
hracov st skutocne ovplyvnené viac realpolitikou nez ideologickym smerovanim. To
vysvetl'uje, preCo Iran sustredi svoju pozornost’ na Libanon, Syriu a Irak a pre¢o Saudska



Arabia vnima konflikt v Jemene ako existenénii hrozbu. Blizky vychod je vSak tiez
regionom, kde je nabozenskej ¢i sektarskej prisluSnosti venovand pozornost do takej
miery, Zze ma potencial formovat’ vyber spojencov, trvalost’ aliancii, pevnost’ vizieb medzi
nimi ¢i priebeh konfliktov. Z toho dovodu sa domnievam, Ze nabozenska identita je prvok,
ktory by v ramci stcasnej konstelacie Iranu, Saudskej Arabie a ich spojencov v konfliktoch
stal za to byt preskimany a poskytol by popri realistickom ponimani aj konstruktivisticky
nahlad.

Vyskumna otazka a ciel prace

Ciel'om prace je zodpovedanie otazky, ¢i sa koncept narodnej/nabozenskej identity
odraza v rivalite medzi Saudskou Ardbiou a Irdnom a vo vzt'ahoch, ktory maji oba tieto
Staty so svojimi proxy spojencami v sucasnych zastupnych konfliktoch na Blizkom
vychode.

Odpoved’ na otazku nielenze urci, ¢i tato identita je alebo nie je ddlezita, ale
zaroven popiSe azhodnoti kazdy vzt'ah, ktory ma Saudskd Arabia aIrdn so Statnym/
neStatnym aktérom v Libanone, Syrii a Jemene tak, aby existovala predstava, akym
sposobom a preCo do neho nabozenskéd identita zasahuje, azakého dovodu je toto
relevantné pre zastupny konflikt, resp. politicky vyvoj. Cielom by mala byt pokial’ mozno
¢o najviac ucelend ,,mapa‘“ vzdjomnych vzt'ahov, ktord by mohla byt uzito¢na pri analyze
dynamiky Blizkovychodnych konfliktov a sektarskeho napitia z hladiska, ktoré bude
spajat’ realistické aj konStruktivistické pohlady. Zarovenn by cielom mala byt aj urcita
aktualizacia poznatkov na zdklade nedavneho vyvoja, nakol’ko analyzované prostredie sa
stale meni a obzvlast’ obdobie po roku 2015 prinieslo zmeny v ich vzdjomnej rivalite,
kedze doslo ku podpisu JCPOA, Irdn zafal vyznamne zasahovat' do vojny v Syrii
v Saudskej Arabii doslo ku zmene vedenia.

Sucéasny stav badania

Co sa tyka literatury dotykajicej sa témy prace, existuje pomerne vel’ké mnoZstvo
zdrojov, ktoré sa vSak Castokrat uvedenym problémom zaoberaju iba z dielcej perspektivy.

Vseobecne vzaté, pramene mozno delit’ do dvoch zakladnych kategdrii; prvou st
zdroje politologického zamerania, ktoré sa sustred’'uju predovsetkym na politicky vyvoj
anahliadajo na rivalitu Saudskej Arabie, Iranu a proxy konfliktov predovsetkym
z pragmatického hladiska (Akbarzadeh a Conduit: Iran in the world: President Rouhani’s
Foreign Policy, 2016; Baghat, Ehteshami a Quilliam: Security and Bilateral Issues
between Iran and Its Arab Neighbors, 2017; Niblock: Saudi Arabia: Power, Legitimacy
and Survival; 2006). Hoci su tieto publikdcie uzitocné, slabinou niektorych z nich je
v mensej miere to, ze ide o prehladové publikacie a podrobné chronologické zaznamy
udalosti, ktoré neposkytuji nijak zvlast' origindlny ndhl'ad na problematiku. Druht
kategériu potom tvoria zdroje antropologické, ktoré si velmi uzitocné pre chépanie
kultirnych a nabozenskych rdmcov politického myslenia Saudskej Arabie a Iranu, ale
vicsinou tieto skutoCnosti neprepdjaji v SirSom kontexte aktualneho vyvoja Blizkeho
vychodu a venuji sa podrobnému skumaniu nabozenskych nuans (Commins: Islam in
Saudi Arabia, 2015; Al-Madawi: Muted Modernists: Struggle over Divine Politics in Saudi
Arabia, 2016). Z toho doévodu by vSeobecnym zdmerom prace bolo prepojit’ tieto dve
kategoérie a poukazat’ na to, ako Specifické politické myslenie formované narodnou
/ndbozenskou identitou funguje v kontexte aktudlnej problematiky zastupnych konfliktov
a pragmatickych faktorov v nich.



Pokial’ ide o literatiru tykajlicu sa narodnych/nabozenskych identit, tito téma je
doposial’ najlepSie spracovana v pripade Irdnu, nakol'ko téma tamojSej perzsko-islamskej
identity zacala byt aktualna po revolucii vroku 1979 (Karimifard: Constructivism,
National Identity and Foreign Policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2012; Saleh a
Worrall:  Between Darius and Khomeini: Exploring Iran’s National Identity
Problematique, 2015). V pripade Saudskej Arabie sa téme venuje minimum zdrojov,
pri¢om najpodstatnejsi z nich bol publikovany v roku 1998 (Nevo: Religion and National
Identity in Saudi Arabia, 1998). Je vSak mozné pomerne dobre pracovat s vysSie
uvedenymi monografiami, ktoré sa zaoberaji vznikom Wahhébizmu na Arabskom
polostrove, pretoze tieto suvisia aj s otazkou saudskej narodnej/ndbozenskej identity.

Neprekvapi, ze pokial ide o Statnych a neStatnych aktérov v Libanone, Syrii
a Jemene, najvicsia pozornost’ spomedzi nich bola doposial’ venovana Hizballdhu a jeho
Siitskej identite, ktord ma priamy dopad na vyvoj v regione Levanty (Alagha: The Shifts in
Hizbullah’s Ideology: Religious Ideology, Political Ideology and Political Program, 2006;
Kizilkaya: Identity, War, and Just Cause for War: Hezbollah and Its Use of Force, 2017).
Pokial’ ide o vplyv ndbozenskej identity Iranu v Syrii, tento sa realizuje pod dohl'adom
syrskej vlady (Maltzahn: The Syria-Iran Axis: Cultural Diplomacy and International
Relations in the Middle East, 2013), a hoci v rokoch pred syrskou ob¢ianskou vojnou nebol
nijak markantny, od roku 2015 nadobtida ddlezitost’ spolu so zvySenou pritomnostou
Hizballdhu a iranskych $iitskych milicii v krajine. Otazka saléfistickych skupin aich
prepojenia na Saudska Arabiu je Ciastocne spracovana vo vedeckych ¢lankoch a reportoch;
problémom je ale pomerne vel'ka rozdrobenost' ¢i uz skupin samotnych, alebo aj ich
nabozenskych identit (Baylouny a Mullins: Cash is King: Financial Sponsorship and
Changing Priorities in the Syrian Civil War, 2017; Talhany: The Syrian Muslim Brothers
and the Syrian-Iranian Relationship, 2009). Ku téme Huthijskych povstalcov aich
nabozenskej identity je mozné dohladat’ nevel’ky pocet zdrojov, ktoré su vSak pomerne
kvalitné a komplexné (Juneau: Iran’s Policy towards the Houthis in Yemen: A Limited
Return on a Modest Investment, 2016). Naopak, minimum zdrojov sa zaobera salafizmom
v Libanone (Pall: Lebanese Salafis between the Gulf and Europe, 2013) a Jemene
(Bonnefoy: Salafism in Yemen: Transnationalism and Religious Identity, 2009), ¢o bolo
trochu prekvapivé zistenie, nakol’ko obe skupiny znacnym spdsobom ovplyviiuju stabilitu
a aktualnu bezpecnostnu situdciu v oboch krajinach. V Jemene su salafisti sti¢ast'ou vlady
a hlavnym prijemcom saudskej vojenskej aj financnej podpory, zatial ¢o v Libanone
predstavuji mobiliza¢ni bazu ako pre islamistickych radikalov, tak aj pre voli¢sku
zékladnu Saada Haririho a jeho prosaudskej politiky.

Teoreticky ramec

Préca sa v teoretickej rovine opiera o vychodiskd, s ktorymi v monografii At Home
Abroad: Identity and Power in American Politics (2002) prichddza americky teoretik
medzinarodnych vztahov Henry R. Nau. Ten hovori, ze v medzindrodnej politike 1 v
konfliktoch je potrebné prihliadat’ nielen na realistické a pragmatické aspekty, ale aj na
konstruktivisticku stranku veci, ktora sa tyka konceptu tzv. “ndrodnej identity.” Narodna
identita by sa podla Naua dala nazvat’ aj akousi ,,ustrednou ideou §tatu® a je mozné ju
skon$truovat’ na zaklade faktorov, medzi ktoré patria napr. historia, politické zriadenie,
nabozenstvo, kultirne zvyklosti, systém justicie, atd’. Narodna identita je podstatna preto,
lebo je zékladom legitimity Statneho zriadenia, resp. urCuje normy, podla ktorych Stat
moze legitimne pouzit’ silu voci inym Statom.



Podl'a Naua je tiez mozné narodné identity porovnavat’ a urcovat, do akej miery st
si podobné, teda, ¢i ,.konverguju alebo diverguju.“ Tato konvergencia alebo divergencia,
pokial’ je dand do vztahu s redlnou mocou, ktorou disponuje Stat, méze urcit, do akej
miery bude medzi Staitmi dochadzat ku konfliktu. Povod konfliktu totiz Nau pripisuje
diskrepancii medzi identitami, a teda zarovein diskrepancii v ponimani toho, kedy moze $tat
legitimne pouzit’ silu vo¢i inému S§tatu. Nau v empirickej Casti monografie konStruuje
narodnt identitu USA a déava ju do vztahu s inymi mocnostami (Rusko, Cina, Afrika, EU,
Latinskd Amerika, atd.), na =zdklade c¢oho vytvara urciti konStelaciu vzt'ahov
a pravdepodobnosti konfliktu medzi nimi.

Co je dolezité, Nau tvrdi, Ze jeho tedriu je mozné aplikovat na ktorykol'vek $tat na
svete a vytvorit’ tak jemu vlastnt konStelaciu vzt'ahov a konfliktov. Pointou prace je preto
aplikacia tohto konceptu na Saudska Arabiu, Irdn a Statnych ineStatnych aktérov
v krajinach Blizkeho vychodu, kde maju obe regiondlne mocnosti strategické zaujmy.
Saudskd Arabia a Irdn maji narodné identity zaloZzené na prislusnosti ku sunnitskému
a Siitskemu islamu, rovnako ako niektori ich spojenci. Ich vzajomné vztahy by nasledne
bolo mozné porovnat a ziskat' tak odpoved’ na otazku, i je naboZenska identita pre
spojenectva na Blizkom vychode podstatnad v stilade s Nauovou teériou, ¢o sa odrdza aj
v zastupnych konfliktoch, alebo sa tamojSie prostredie riadi iba pragmatickymi zdujmami
jednotlivych hracov.

Metodologia

Metodologicky by praca nemala byt obzvlast’ komplikovana; malo by sa jednat’ o
sériu mensich pripadovych $tadii, v ktorych bude potrebné najprv skonsStruovat’ saudsku
airansku Statnu/nabozensku identitu, a nasledne ich prepojit’ so Statnymi a neStatnymi
aktérmi v Libanone (Hizballdh vs. Libanonski sunniti a salafisti), Syrii (vlada BaSara al-
Asada vs. islamisticka opozicia) a Jemene (Huthijovia vs. jemenska vlada spriaznena
s jemenskymi salafistami), pricom nébozensku identitu tychto hracov bude tiez nutné
vymedzit. Pri vytvarani tejto Struktary bude nutny predovsetkym o kvalitativny vyskum na
zéaklade sekundarnych prameiiov, tj. hlavne literatary, ktord je podrobnejSie rozpisana
v Casti venovanej suCasnému stavu badania, ale taktiez reportov a novinovych clankov ku
aktualnym témam, ktoré doposial neboli vedecky spracované. Takyto metodologicky
ramec by mal byt’ postacujici na to, aby poskytol pomerne presny a uceleny obraz o ulohe,
ktorti ndbozenska identita zohrava v spojenectvach uvedenych hracov na poli zéstupnych
konfliktov.

Predbezna osnova
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