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Abdelrahman Munif’s Cities of Salt
and the Modern Gulf States

Luke Balicao

n popular Western consciousness, the Arab Gulf nations are often perceived as

hypermodern, oil-rich utopias. A quick Google search of “Saudi Arabia,” “UAE,”
or “Qatar” reveals images of sleek skyscrapers and cutting-edge architecture.
The rapid modernization of these nations over the past decades has been closely
tied to their surging oil industries. For instance, a 2019 study demonstrated a
strong correlation in Saudi Arabia between government oil revenue receipts and
economic development in the non-oil private sector between the years 1970 and
2017.!

However, a lesser-known narrative is that of those who endured loss amid
this cransformation. In his 1984 novel Cities of Salt, Abdelrahman Munif offers
this perspective, shedding 1ight on the social upheaval and displacement experi-
enced by those on the margins of rapid economic change. Born in 1933 in Jordan
to Saudi parents, Munif lived a life at odds wich the burgeoning Saudi petro-
cracy. Strippcd of his Saudi Citizcnship on account of his political disagrccmcnts,
Munif wrote Cities of Salt as an exiled man in France. Set in an unnamed fictional
Persian Gulf kingdom, Munif critiques how the corruption and greed of Saudi
leadership led to permanent social upheaval and displacement during the nation’s
economic transformation, shaping the modern nation to this day.* He demon-
strates how the introduction ofcapitalism led to socioeconomic stratification,

1 Al Rasasi, Moayad, |. Qualls, and B. Alghamdi. “Oil revenues and economic
growth in Saudi Arabia.” International Journal of Economics and Financial Research s,
no. 3 (2019): 49-55.

2 Munif; Abdul Rahman. Cities of Salt (Beirut: The Arab Institute for Research and
Publishing, 1984), 636.
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the cultural influx of materialism into Arab society, and the rendering obsolete
of traditional occupations.

One key theme Munif illustrates is how the prospect of wealth enabled
certain individuals to abandon their community in pursuit of climbing social
and economic ladders. His narrative is a commentary on the displaccmcnt of
nomadic and seminomadic Arabs which took place in Saudi Arabia during the
1930s.} The first major plot of Cities of Salt centers around the discovery of oil
and the societal changes that followed. This newly formed divide created severe
social stratification among a population that was pr ev1ouslv doseiv knit. In
Munif’s narrative, the character Ibn Rashid represents opportunism, pioﬁting
off of the ruin of traditional society. Munif sets the scene in Wadi Ai—Ayoun, a
quaint oasis town located in the desert interior. In contrast to other inhabitants,
who approached a group ofrecently arrived American engineers with suspicion,
Ibn Rashid received them Warrnly, in effort to take advantage of their eco-
nomic opportunity.* In the name and promise of economic progress, Ibn Rashid
spearheaded the complete demolition of Wadi Al-Ayoun to make way for oil
rigs, forcing the residents to permanently relocate to Harran, a newly developing
coastal city.

Munif secks to highlight the disruption of traditional ways of life and the
loss of cultural heritage due to the actions of Saudi opportunists.’ Within che
burgeoning city, Arab residents lived in substandard conditions, working as
manual laborers housed in makeshift tents. In stark contrast, the newiy arrived
American residents of the city en]'oyed a highiy developed, privileged 1ifesty1e,
with luxurious buildings, swimming pools, and well-furnished shops. As the
communication channel between the American and Arab communities, Ibn
Rashid paciﬁed the Arabs through promises of better iiving conditions and
higher wages for the Arab workers, promises that ultimateiy remained unful-
filled.® 'lhrough this narrative, Munif'critiqucs the Comp]icity of Arab leaders in
perpetuating the subjugation of their own people for personal gain and their in-
ability to fulfill promises. Ultimately, the antagonists of Cities of Salt are not the
Americans, who, remain in large part ignorant to the impact their presence has
on the local people. The novel is ultimately a commentary on capitalism, and the
ways in which capitaiism creates unjust social hierarchies. It allows for a subset
of‘peopie to attain a significantly higher standard of]iving by taking advantage
of the majority.

Another central theme in Cities of Salt is the transformation of traditional
Arab society by consumerism. Munif depicts the Arab inhabitants of the Cities of

3 Cencral Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook: Saudi Arabia. Last modified Oc-
tober 10, 2023. heeps://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/saudi-arabia/.
Munif, 32.

Ibid, 180-183.

6 Ibid, 230.
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Salt society as giving up their traditional assets in exchange for modern, consum-
er goods. For instance, Ibn Rashid forces the Arabs of Harran to sell their camels,
their most precious possessions, and rcplacc them with cars. The signil‘icancc of
a man sclling his camel is highlightcd l:)y Munif as “committing himself to this

»7

placc, to staying a long time, pcrhaps forever.” The camel serves as a metaphor
for longstanding tradition, freedom, and a connection to the native environment.
Its loss symbolizes the permanence of the Gulf's entrenchment into the vanity of
modern culture.

The societal transition to consumerism in Cicies of Salt finds a modern real-
world parallel in modern Qatari car culture. The massive economic transforma-
tion Qatar underwent in the mid-2oth century created new economic realities
for its previously poor and traditional populace. The inflow of Western consumer
goods to the tiny nation rapidly changed Qatari material culture. Grasping for
ways to maintain tradition within this new reality, Qataris adapted their tradi-
tional class divisions to a culture ofhyper—consumerism. For instance, whereas
tents, camels, and falcons once defined che identity of the Qatari Bedouin class,
American pickup trucks bcgan to fill chat role as a last vestige of their rural-
ness within a modernized urban nation. The rapport of‘pickup trucks as ruggcd
vehicles with utility for camping and off-roading in the desert hinterlands con-
nect a more urbanized Qatari Bedouin with their rural, pastoral hcritagei Thus,

replaced their traditional culture with western consumerism.® This reality hits
at the core of the Munif’s argument, that consumerism is 1‘esponsible for the
destruction of traditional Arab culcure.

In addition to the loss of the camels, Munif also emphasizes that those who
strived to retain traditions in the face of modernization were alienated from the
community, signifying the loss of the Gulf nations souls to oil wealth. The char-
acter Mufaddi Jedden symbolizes the loss and disempowerment of traditional
communal culeure in favor of capitalism. Within Harrani society, Jedden served
a pivotal role through his work as the physician and odd jolo man. As a man
who “never worked for money,” he found purpose in the service he provided to
his community as opposed to a profit incentive.? However, after the Americans
arrived, his jolo asa physician was replaced loy a foreign doctor motivated loy eco-
nomic opportunity rather than community service. As Harran’s post—inclustrial
economy centered on specialized labor, the need for an altruistic iack—of—all—
trades like Jedden fell out of favor.

7 lbid, 186.

8  Andrew Garner and Momina Zazkouk, “Car Culture in Contemporary Qatar,” in
Evc;yday Life in the Muslim Middle East, 3rd ed., ed. Donna Lee Bowen, Evelyn A.
Early, and Beth Baron (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2014), 133-142.

9 Munif, 547.
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Jedden’s unemployment led him to lose his sense ofpurpose and belonging,
which estranged him from the community of Harran.” He bcgan to see himself’
as a prophet-like figure, exhorting the population to open their eyes to their own
wrongdoings. Standing in front of the town, he proclaimcd, “Pcoplc of Harran,
money has corrupted many before you. It has corrupted nations and kingdoms.
Money enslaves, it subjugates, but it never brings happiness.™ This statement is
a microcosm of a general theme Munif is trying to communicate in this book:
The oil industry had corrupted the Gulf nations, giving them shallow wealth in
exchange for their soul and dignityi

In an interview with the journalist Tariq Ali, Munif elucidates that, “Cities
ofsalt means cities that offer no sustainable existence. When the waters come in,
the first waves will dissolve the salt and reduce these great glass cities to dust.™™
For Munif, the progress that chis region of the world has undergone is all but
superﬁcial, and as malleable to be done away with as easy as it came. Jedden’s
preaching led to his imprisonment by the monarchy, and eventual death while in
prison. Their story of Jedden is a story paralleled in real contemporary history in
the persecution of the Ghufran clan in Qatar. Following a failed coup attempred
by members of their clan in the late 1990s, the Qatari government began
arbitrarily stripping entire families of their citizenship.” Lacking citizenship
compromised their ability to secure decent employment and remain integrated
within Qatari society. As a traditionally semi-nomadic Bedouin tribe, the
Ghufran clan were on the front lines of those affected by Qatar’s modernization.
Their persecution, like that faced byjedden in Cities of Salt, is a representative
of a larger theme of the hardships faced by those on the margins of economic
transformation.

In his novel Cities o_f Salr, Abdelrahman Munif offers a powerful critique of
how the forces of modernization that swept tlirough the Arab Gulfdisrupted
traditional life and builc hcdgcs of social divide. He cmphasizcs the complcxity
of social, economic, and cultural impacts the introduction of‘capitalism brought,
with an emphasis on those who were marginalized. For a 21st century audi-
ence, these interwoven perspectives serve as a contrary narrative to many of the
embellished images of the Gulf nations represented in the media and popular
discourse, deepening their understanding of the region.

10 1bid, 551-3.

u Ibid, 553.

12 Sayigh, Rula. “Exile and Kingdom.” The Nation, June 15, 2006. https://www.the-
nation.com/artiCle/archive/exile—and—l{ingdom/.

13 Al-Sulami, Mohammed. ““The Unforgiven” Qatar’s Al-Ghufran tribe fights for
justice — and right to citizenship.” Arab News, Last modified October &, 2019.
heeps://www.arabnews.com/node/1565061/middle-cast.

14 Human Rights Watch. “Qatar: Families Arbitrarily Stripped of Citizenship.”
Human Rights Watch, May 12, 2019. heeps://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/12/qatar-
families-arbitrarily-stripped-citizenship.
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On War, Humanity & Faith
Ernest Hemingway Interviews Ali ibn Abi Talib

Amaya Garrick

Ali ibn Abi Talib Ali enters a small café. Smoke /ingers in the air, cw‘ling toward the
low—/mnging lighrs‘ Hemingway sits alone with a penin hand and a glass ofsomcrhing
strong beside him. Hemingway glances up, meets Ali’s gaze, and nods knowingly, inviting
Ali to sir.

Ali: Sits down, nodding in greeting. “Salam alaikum.”

Hemingway: Lights a cigar, exhales slowly. “Ali. I'd offer you a drink, but something
tells me you’d decline. So, let’s talk instead.”

He swirls the liquid in his glass.

“You've lived through war, betrayal—you’ve shed blood. You've seen things most
men never could. How do you carry all that wcight without brcaking?”

Ali: Pauses. “Yes . . . yes, I know these things . .. I've seen the dust of battle thicken
in the air, blood’s scarlet stain on the sand, heard the cries of the wounded . . .
yes, I know darkness.”

He spcaks more assuredly.

“But a man alone does not carry this weight when he trusts whose hands hold the
world. It is only in the blackest nights that stars shine the brightest.”
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Hemingway: Leans back, eyes sharp. “You speak of darkness like it’s something you
walk through and leave behind. I've known men who never found their way out.
How did you?”

Ali: “The man who finds the way out of the darkness knows where he’s going. He
has a guide—a purpose. His steps are not aimless. Sadiq, we do not fighe to kill.
We fight to defend and uphold what is righteous and just. Purpose is what brings
a man out of darkness.”

Hemingway: Takes a slow dmg from his cigar. “Purpose.” He exhales, watching the
smoke curl. “You had your faith to tell you that. I had orders. And a rifle. They
said there was a purpose, but when the smoke cleared, all I saw were bodies.”

He takes a drink.

“Ali, tell me about your faich. I don’t like men tclling me what to believe. You
trusted a whole people, a whole system. \X/hy?”

Ali: “A man alone may be strong. The Quran says that believers are but brethren.
We have a duty to each other, we endure by knowing we do not stand alone.
Faith does not bind me, Hemingway. It is my strength"’

Hemingway: Scojfs slighrly. “Faith strengthens you? I've seen faith drive men to
war, tear nations apart, leave bodies in the mud. You have too. That’s strength?”

He pauses, considering.

“But you say faith doesn’t bind you. Then tell me—what does? Duty? Brother-
hood? The word of a prophct? [f'a man doesn’t rc]y on his own strcngth, doesn’t
he just wait for others to fail him?”

Ali: “Ah. You've seen faith used as a weapon, Hemingway. So have I. There were
those who claimed to fight for the Prophet, but they only chased power instead.
Sadiq, that is not faich. A man can rely solely on his own strength as a sword can
sharpen itself. It cannot.”

His voice calms bur is unyielding.

“I stood at Uhud, surrounded by men who would rather die than retreat. They
wanted vengeance. | stood at Prophet Muhammed’s side when it seemed all hope
was lost. We were outnumbered by our enemies, we were wounded by the sword.
The strength of one could not save us. Hemingway, in those moments, in my men
[ did not see fear—no, I saw courage.”

10
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“Yes, Hemingway, | have seen betrayal. I have seen brochers turn against cach
other and spill their own blood. But I have also seen mercy and love endure, even
stand among the ruins of war. That is true strcngth. That is faith.”

Hemingway: Smirks, shaking his head slightly. “You have a hell of a way with words,
Ali”

He exhales, looking away for a moment.

“I know the weight of arifle in my hands, the sting of fumes in my lungs, the si-
lence after a shot. And I've known the bottle, too. When a man carries too much,
he sets it down however he can.”

A long pause.

“Maybe I've let the ghosts linger. Maybe faith does more than bind—it holds men
together when the world falls apare.”

Ali: Smiles softly. “Faith is not the absence of struggle, Hemingway. It is the pa-
tience to bear it.”

Tl’lﬁ café hums softly around [}‘l(’ﬂl. Outside, EhG world goes on—unaware thar, ina qlti(’[
corner, two men ﬁ”OWl diﬁ(’n)nt times havc‘found a moment Of undm‘standing.

N
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Is There a Relationship between
Islam and Violence?

M Keener

hroughout recent histoty, violence has been correlated with che rcligion of

Islam and many seek to answer what that rclationsliip entails. Many theories
suggest that there is a causal rclationship between Islam and violence. | postu-
late that there is no direct causal rclationsliip between rcligion and violence but
instead a clear causal relationship between political actors and violence. When a
regime uses religion to justify nationalism, or a bad actor uses religion to justify
their means, there seems to be a relationship between religion and violence. In
this essay I will provide evidence that political actors’ utilization of religion leads
to violence regardlcss of the religion, whether Hinduism, Christianity, or Islam.

Hinduism itself does not necessarily cause violence but has been used to
justii:y nationalist violence. “Hindu perspectives on war and peace are based on
principles of nonviolence and duty” and 1nal<ing a choice to fight in a war is per-
mitted strictly in self-defense, following their doctrine of Dharma—one of the
four aims of life. However, taking into consideration the doctrine of Ahimsa—
complete nonviolence—some Hindus will refuse to participate in war even as
self-defense (“What Does Hinduism Teach about War and Peace?”). Hindu Na-
tional Movements rcgularly bcgin as straight forward nationalist movements and
then thcy lean on the rcligion for lcgitimacy. This can be seen with the Hindu
Nationalist Movement Hindutva, a confirmed militant group, in 2002 when the
State of Gujarat witnessed extreme cruclty and violence from mobs massacring
the Muslim community in Gujarat (Kamat and Mathew 2003). These massacres
were dismissed by the chief minister Narendra Modi as unrelated to the nation-
alist movement and were independent actors but they were later proven to be
cxtrcmely organizcd and related to the cadre of Hindutva Nationalists. The Hin-
dutva movement in Gujarat thrives on a majority population of Hindus and a

13
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10% popuiation of Muslims. Due to this crucial majority, the regime the state was
able to put the RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh—Nationai Volunteer Corps)
idcology of Hindu supremacy in schools as a method ofrc]ying on the rc]igion
for legitimacy (Kamat and Matthew 2003).

The South Asia region has habitually fallen victim to the politicai party clash
from dynzistic rule as well as the hierarchical social order, causing ethno—political
and ethno-religious conflicts. As these conflicts escalate, the region experiences a
fast erosion of authority and legitimacy and the state scrambles to lean into the
cthno-religious rhetoric that effectively weaponizes Hinduism into the pillar of
legitimacy for the regime (Jain 2005). After all, when we consider Max Webers
definition that “a state is a human community that (successfully) claims the
monopoiy of the 1egitimate use ofphysical force within a given territory” (Weber
2004) it makes sense that a state flghting for power would turn to the “mobiliza-
tion ofpeople aiong ethno—reiigious lines” (]ain 2005). It is clear that when the
teachings of Hinduism are studied they do not promote or advocate for any level
of violence. It is also clear that when the teachings are weaponized hy actors in
national movements we see extreme examples of violence which gives a clear rep-
resentation of the causal rclationship between politica] actors and violence rather
than the religion being the root cause.

Similarly, Christianity is not inherently violent and has no direct causal
relationship to violence. In fact, Christianity promotes peace in its doctrine, for
example “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God”
(Matthew 5:9) and “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with
everyone” (Romans 12:18). In spite of that, when used to justify a nationalist
movement we see the resulting violence such as the Franco Spain regime. With
gender attitudes born from the Spanish Civil War, where the rape and torture
of women was normal, carried on into the Franco regime where woman were re-
garded as subservient to men (Morcillo 2010). It got to the point where doctrine
and poiicy were being taught that women are beasts and without the interven-
tion of men, the world would have ended long ago. The regime later called on
the Catholic Church’s arbitration to legitimize and justify their violence and
crimes against humanity, especialiy in their iegai policies against contraception
claiming a population crisis and God’s laws as ]'ustiﬁcation (Diez and Antonia
2006). Within this movement, we see another representation of the pattern that
the origins of the movements policics and actions were political and then later
turned to religion (in this case the Catholic Church) for legitimacy (Molina
2014). Additional to the aid from the Catholic Church to justify the removal of
reproduction rights from women the Franco Regime also used the Church to
justify the removal of children from homes that claimed a republican ideology so
that they could be raised in the Franco doctrine (Kourou 2020).

Other movements ofideologicai origin also use Christianity to justify their
actions such as the Ku Klux Klan throughout its history, promoting che 1ynching
of black peopie under the guise offoilowing the Bible (Brown 2018). The Orange
Order from Belfast, Ireland shows a movement that hides behind a reiigious
guise to operate under politicai violence. Given that one of the names they’re

14
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known by is the Loyal Orange Institution and they were born from loyalty to
William 11, they were Clearly not coming from religious motivations but rebel-
ling against the political institution of Ireland and lining up to be ruled by the
United Kingdom (Govan 2021). Comprehensibly these examples display that
Christianity at its root has no connection to violence until it is used to justify the
actions and violence of actors in power.

To conclude, it is evident in the case studies of Islam that the religion itself
does not lead to violence, but when a stace utilizes it as a method to promote
their ideological movement, then there is a clear path ofprogression to vio-
lence. An example being the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979: the government
used religious rhetoric to claim that the states history before Islam was oppres-
sive, ignorant, and godless. In 20009, President Mahmud Ahmadinejad and his
administration invoked nationalism with religious tenor and demanded that the
administration have a religious authority independent of the Supreme Leader
(Fozi 2020). The religious authority gives the nationalist movement legitimacy
and allows the administration to claim operation under the authority of God.
Because the regime was built as a “republic,” there were rivalries between the
Supreme Leader and the President. This caused an increase in factionalism and a
domestic opposition that consequcntly dcgradcd rcligious insticutions, allowing
for the state to operate and justify violence with a claim on religious backing
(Fozi 2020).

Since the formation of the independent state of Pakistan in 1947, it has
always been known as a nationalist country, moving from a period of develop-
mental nationalism into cultural nationalism in the 1970s (Sheikh 2008). In the
transition between the Prime Minister Bhutto and the Military Officer President
Muhammad Zia—ul—Haq, the regime surrendered to a “transnational” Shariatisa-
tion of Pakistani nationalism (Rehman 2016). However, Pakistani cultural iden-
tity was weak so garnering legitimacy was sourced from global Islamic discourse
by manipulating the Sunnis and the Shias to be against cach other as a means to
stay in power (SFD Ansari 1992). When the regime plan to pit the two religious
sects against each other failed (Abou-Zahab and Roy 2004), the intermingling of
the military leadership and religious establishment caused the regime to “resort
to Islam as a legitimizer” and the role of the rnilitary force as the shaper of Paki-
stani Nationalism acquircd greater importance than most notable movements in
history (Sheikh 2008).

Pakistan is a solid cxamplc of a state that was struggling o maintain its
“monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within” its borders (Weber
2004). “These findings suggest that violent actors adopt religious rhetoric to solve
the logistical challenges associated with violence, including access to mobilizing
resources and recruitment and retention of members” (Isaacs 2016). So there-
fore turning to the ethno—religious option in the region, the regime utilized the
religion of Islam and molded it to their uses as seen with the Hindutva National-
ist Movement and Francoist Spain with their available “culcural resource” (the
majority religious praetice) (Shaikh 2008). On a more individual level, we see
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a clear misrepresentation of the religion of Islam when the narrative becomes
“Islam radicalizes” instead of “vulnerable people are radicalized” regardless of
their rcligious background as demonstrated in Nielsen's studies of‘paths to
violent jihad. He discovered that there are plcnty of‘practicing Muslims who do
not turn to violence even when they have experiences in common with those who
do radicalize violently, further proving that the religion is not what causes the
violence (Nielsen 2017).

Examples of Islamist violence fic the pattern of every other religious nation-
alist framework and therefore the religion of Islam itself is innocent of the causal
relationship to violence, and loy the same logic religion in over all does not have
a causal relationship to violence. The literature speaks for itself and it is clear
that only when religion is used to justify and legitimize nationalism we will see a
causal relationship to violence.

16
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Martyrdom in Islam

Ashley Peterson

On the twcnty—third of Fcbruary, the former leader of Hezbollah, Hassan
Nasrallah, was buried in a highly pub]icizcd and claborate ceremony in Bei-
rut, Lebanon. Hundreds of thousands of people attended, including prominent
leaders from around the globe. Nasrallah was the leader of Hezbollah from 1992
until the twenty-seventh of September, 2024, when he was killed by an Isracli
airstrike. Hezbollah is a political and militant organization in Lebanon, aligned
with Shi'ite Islam, that emerged from the Lebanese Civil War. As a prominent
leader and symbol of resistance, Nasrallah transformed Hezbollah from a small
militant group into the de facto government, expanding military strength, con-
trolling key government institutions, and strengthening ties with Iran and Syria.

While the media coverage of Hassan Nasrallah’s funeral included details of
the event and speculation of the impacts on the region, it 1argely overlooked how
the funeral’s timing and structure diverged from traditional Islamic funerals.
Understanding Islamic views on 1nartyrd01n and funeral practices helps contex-
tualize the ceremony as a carefully crafted syinbol of resistance and 1egitirnacy,
rcﬂccting a modern form of Islamic martyrdom and connecting cultural, reli-
gious, and po]itical perspectives.

Funeral Practices

To understand the signiﬁcanee of the timing of Nasrallah’s funeral, one must
understand traditional Islamic beliefs about the afterlife and the tradition of
funerals. As in many religions, Islam believes in an afterlife where individuals are
judged according to their actions in mortality. There is a distinct Day of Judg-

ment in the [slamic belief system, and only Allah knows when it will come to
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pass. Musharraf Hussain, a prominent Islamic leader, explains in his essay about
Islamic beliefs about death and funerals, only Allah knows the moment of death
for each person. Allah sends an angel to carry out his will. Life on Earth is seen as
motivation to live a modest and faichful life for the reward of eternal paradise or,
depending on one’s actions, eternal punishment (2014).

Islamic funeral practices and ricuals are derived from both the Quran and
Hadith. The most important Islamic funeral belief is that the body must be
buried. On the Day of Judgement every person will be resurrected, but to be
resurrected one must have a body. As such, cremation is strictly forbidden in the
Islamic faith. As close to the time of death as possible, the body is washed in a
special ritual and then draped (Gatrad 1994). Traditionally, only men attend fu-
nerals, though this is not always the case. Mourning is allowed and expected but
required to be digniﬁed: Breaking objeets, shrieking, tearing clothing or hair, or
other disruptive actions are prohibited. These rituals reflect Islamic beliefs about
the afterlife, while also shaping how they honor those who have died.

Martyrdom in Islam

The concept Ofmartyrdom impacts society across cultures and religions
around the world. Martyrdom in Islam elevates death into a sacred act. The Ara-
bic word for a martyr is shaheed (3,-.%-*5) which literally means witness. As part
of early persecution in the Islamic religion, martyrs were people who died in the
name of Allah or in Allah’s cause. This spiritual appeal ofmartyrdorn stems from
the belief that those who die in Allah’s name or cause don’t experience a heaven
or hell but rather go directly to eternal paradise to dwell in Allah’s presence. Ber-
nanrd Freamon, a professor of law whose speciality is Islamic law, distinguished
between two types of martyrs: those who die in a military jihad and those who
die of the world (2003). This includes people who die in the service of Allah or
who are killed for their beliefs. “Dying of the world” refers to those who die while
bcing sick, during pilgrimagc to Mecca, in a fire, and in childbirth among other
circumstances.

The beliefs around martyrdom evolved over time. In the founding days of
Islam, a martyr was someone who fought and died in the holy wars for Islam.
The Prophet Muhammad added other meanings for a person to become a martyr,
lil(ely as a way to discourage people from rushing into battle (Freamon 2003).

The Prophet taught that there was glory in jihad, while clarifying jihad means
to struggle with sin. While the Quran mentions that those who die in battle are
martyrs, the notion that those who “die of the world™ are also martyrs comes
from several Hadiths.

The views on rnartyrdorn between Sunni and Shi'a Muslims are different,
but not mutually exclusive. In an article about martyrdom in the contemporary
Middle East and Norch Africa, Fierke explains the Sunni Muslim belief is that
dying as a witness of Allah, as a self-sacrifice in Allah’s name or cause, is the most
noble way to die, while the Shia Muslim belief is that being a martyr follows
the rituals of personal suffering, mourning, and redemption in accordance with
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the Hadith (2012). Sunni Muslims are more lil{ely to view martyrclom as dying in
Allah’s cause or name, although sometimes distorted in a contemporary context.
These two separate beliefs reflect the dual nature OFjihad. While hcing drastically
different, both Sunni and Shia Islam use both versions of‘martyrdom and neither
is exclusive to the other.

Historical Examples of Martyrdom in Islam

Islamic tradition reveres numerous figures as martyrs, starting with
Sumayyah bint Khayyat. She was an enslaved person from Ethiopia who was
forced to move to Mecca. She and her husband converted to Islam and were
repe'itedly peisecured for their faith. She was tortured and killed b} an enemy of
the Prophet Muhammad. Her death is regarded asa 51gn1ﬁcant act of faith and
as a sacrifice because her testimony was sealed hV blood. Her story is a witness of
the carly Muslims’ faith, celebrated by both Sunni and Shia Muslims.

Husayn ibn Ali, the grandson of the Pr ophct Muhammad, was another
example of one of the carly martyrs of Islam. He refused to pledge his allegiance
to one of the Umayys: rad callphs which created tensions and conflicts over power.
While travelling to seck refuge in another city, he and his family were inter-
cepted by Umayyad forces, which eventually led to his death and the death of
others. For Shia Islam, his martyrdom represents justice and moral resistance
against tyranny and illegirimare rule. The aftermath of his death gave rise to Ali
as a distinct religious idenriry, evenrually leading to the Sunni and Shia splir. In
Shi’a Islam, the annual mourning rituals around his martyrdom are a testament
to his enduring legacy.

These two instances of martyrclom are just some of the many examples of
martyrs in Islam. Although the circumstances surrounding their deaths were
different, both are examples of sacrifice for cheir belief in their religion and
examples ofpeople who stood for a higher morality. The political turmoil 0fearly
Islam caused many to die because of their faith which solidified martyrdom as
a signiﬁcant part of the rcligion and was the cause of‘many traditions. Martyr-
dom in carly Islam was shapcd hy faith and resistance; modern Muslims have
reinvented the meaning of dying in Allah’s name to respond to contemporary
political issues.

Contemporary Martyrdom

Martyrdom and jihad are closely linked with the rise of political Islam and
responses to colonialism, martyrdom and jihad have taken new meanings coday.
An article written by Jonathan Brown, the chair of Islamic Civilization Stud-
ies at Georgetown University, analyzes the meaning of martyrdom especially in
relation to terrorism. For Brown, a practicing Muslim himself; Islam is opposed
to suicide homhings, although the discourse around them is complex. Dying
in battle or for the cause of Allah is considered heroic, but self-destruction is

prohihired.
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Although it is against the religion to kill non-combartants, it is sometimes
unavoidable, but the deliberate targeting of civilians is strongly condemned
(2017)i Some consider suicide bombers to be martyrs while others do not.
Although originally described as war in defense of the Muslim community,
jihad had come to mean engagement in violence against others in the name of’
Islam. This more expansive meaning has spread as a response to colonialism
and Western influence. Many Islamic leaders and theologists, such as Muham-
mad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, came to understand that
Islam, and sometimes the rest of the world, needs to be purified (Gelvin 2020).
These viewpoints and rationales have become radicalized to justif:y violence loy
some followers of Wahhabist and Salafist ideologies. Wahhabism and Salafism
are religious reform movements that advocate for fundamentalism and the strict
practice of a purified form of Islam. This modern meaning ofjihad has become
the justiiication used by many who are Willing to sacrifice themselves in violent
acts in the name of Islam, becoming a martyr as a byproduct. Jihad is used to
frame territorial and ideological struggles as holy wars.

Recently, jihad has become the struggle against colonialism. Organizations
like Hezbollah or al-Qaeda have been known to distort the meaning of jihad
in a radical way that most Islamic scholars reject, Cﬁectivcly making a martyr
as someone who dies while fighting an ideological war against colonialism.
These organizations often use jihad as a reason to participate in self-sacrifice
for a political cause framed in the context of religion (Hutchins 2017). This has
caused global perceptions of jihad and muslim marcyrdom to be negative. These
perceptions have important implications for media coverage surrounding these
movements and their deaths.

Martyrdom is used by groups like Al—%da and Hezbollah to glorify self-
sacrifice with a promise of spiritual rewards. The promise of martyrdorn serves
as a powerful incentive for recruitment. Martyrdom is frequently used as a tool
for propaganda, often with Islamist groups using stories ofmartyrs to mobilize
support (Rinehart 2021). For these groups and movements the motivations for
rnartyrdorn are political, spiritual and ideological, while all simultaneously being
intertwined. Osama bin Laden was considered to be the founder of al-Qaeda
and the mastermind behind the 9/11 attacks against the United States. Although
he was condemned by many in the Muslim world, he was seen as a marteyr by
his followers because of his idcological war against colonialism and the West,
as well as for his violent engagements with the United States (and allies) in the
name of Islam. As part of his ideology, he believed that Muslims had a rcligious
duty to engage in a global jihad against the West (Post 2002). He framed Western
culeure as morally corrupt and incompatible with Islam. His ideas allowed him to
become a martyr because he dedicated his life to his cause and to his version of
Islam. Similar to Nasrallah, his death also weakened his party, but Nasrallah was
seen as more of a political martyr thana jihadist—type martyr like bin Laden.

Unlike Nasrallah, Yasser Arafat, the president of the Palestinian National
Authority, did not die from an assassination or from engaging in a holy war, but
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rather natural causes, his death was still viewed as a symbol of resistance. Arafat
was seen by many Palestinians as a symbol of resistance and national struggle.
During his long career he playcd a role in historic peace talks that led to him
receiving a Nobel Peace Prize. His death was mourned and memorialized in a
similar fashion to Nasrallah’s, with large crowds, an extended period of mourn-
ing, and the attendance of prominent political figures from the region. The
ceremony in Cairo was so large that most of Cairo’s main streets were shut and
dozens of prominent world leaders attended the service (al-Zohairy 2004). He is
an important example of a political marcyr racher than a marcyr from the jihadist
movement. Unlike Nasrallah, his funeral was not placed at a strategic time for his
political organization.

More important than Arafat’s death was his funeral because it allowed for
Muslims around the globe to gather in unification in remembrance and solidarity
for the Palestinian cause. Arafat’s funeral was a time for Arab states to showcase
their support for Palestinian sovereignty. Conversely, Nasrallah’s funeral was a
time for Hezbollah and its allies to show that they were not going to give in to
the demands of Tsrael. The respective governments’ narrative around Nasrallah
and Arafat’s deaths was very similar: Preserve their lcgacy in order to lcgitimizc
rule.

Coverage of Nasrallah’s Death

As Lebanon prepared to mourn Nasrallah in a public funeral, they atcracted
the attention of the news media from around the world. Many of the articles
covering the death of Nasrallah focus heavily on how many Lebanese were
mourning the death of their leader and proclaiming him to be a martyr. While
this is important to note, the articles often miss Why these mourners saw Nasral-
lah as a martyr. Nasrallah has led Hezbollah in conflicts against [srael since 1992.
To many in the Levant region, Israel is the embodiment of European colonial-
ism. The news coverage argued that Nasrallah died as a martyr because he died
in the name of Islam. Instead, news coverage and analysis would have been more
impactful if chey pointed out that his status as a marcyr is because he died as a
fighter against Isracli imperialism, devoted his life to resistance, while also dying
in the name of Islam. The articles lacked historical context as well as lacking em-
phasis on the nobility to die for one’s religion and ideological struggles in Islamic
culture.

Additionally the articles discussed the charisma of Nasrallah to highlight
how he was well-liked among the people of Lebanon but would have been more
impactful it they highlighted how his death sealed his reputation and legacy. Nas-
rallah was regarded as a strong Islamic leader who stood against Isracl, the West,
and other influences on the Middle East. The manner of his violent death sealed
the lcgacy of an idcological leader who was so against colonialism and devoted
to Islam that he was willing to die in the fight. His death likely reinforced anti-
colonial and anti-Western sentiments among Lebanese citizens. If articles from
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sources like The New York Times and the BBC included these details in their
coverage, it would have offered a more comprehensive view of Hezbollah’s beliefs.

Most news coverage highlighted the massive crowds that mourned Nasral-
lah’s death, but ncglccted to mention how his death varied from traditional
funeral practices. [slamic funerals are small and intimate events that must occur
almost immediacely after deach. Articles from the BBC and The New York Times

failed to mention how this variation strongly supports the notion that a large
public funeral was politically motivaced. The delay of Nasrallah's funeral meant
that some of the rituals, including washing of the body, were likely not per-
formed, advancing the argument that his funeral was a carefully crafted symbol
to the Lebanese people.

Frequently, media coverage of the funeral from Europe, the United States,
and the Middle East speculated what Nasrallah’s death could mean for the future
of the region as well as the strength of Hezbollah. Articles published by the The
New York Times and Reuters argued that his funeral was both a sign of weakness
and strensth An article bv Iran News Dallv reflected how this was oan a2 mo-
ment of strength while an article by An-Nahar imagined this was only a moment
of weakness. However, most of the media discussed how the timing of the funeral
was strategic, while looking towards politics of the greater region for explana-
tion. The news articles’ failure to cover variations from traditional beliefs, limits
their explanation of Nasrallah’s legacy and marcyrdom.

Hassan Nasrallah's funeral was a political stacement by Hezbollah that
solidified the group’s power by portraying Nasrallah as a symbol of resistance.
Understanding the religious roots and meaning of martyrdom in Islam better
explains how important funerals, like his, are at the crux of faith, politics, and
media narratives. In a cumultuous region of the world, martyrdom serves as an
important and powerful tool to 1egitimize leadership, unify communities, and re-
inforce narratives of resistance. As local movements and global powers continue
to clash, martyrdom will continue to remind the world that faith and politics are
deeply connected.
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Ignorance Isn’t Bliss
The Case for Middle East Education

Ella Reynolds

ccording to a 2021 Pew Research Center study, 53% of American adults

know ‘little or nothing’ about Islam or the history of the Middle East—a
trend that extends to younger generations.' Based on a 2006 National Geogr Aphic
survey that surveyed geographic knowledge of 18—24 year olds across the United
States, only fourteen percent can point out all four countries (Iraq, Iran, Saudi
Arabia, and Israel) correctly.‘ And after 3 years at war with Iraq, in 20006, siX in
10 Americans were unable to locate it on a map cither’ Now imagine if someone
tried to understand the United States based <olelv on a couple of chapters from
a hlgh school textbook and news headlines. That's how we often treat the Middle
East, and it creates real consequences. Consider this: 55% of Muslim students in
American primary and sccondary schools report f}lcing some form of‘rcligious—
based discrimination.* It begs the question—how much of that stems from
ignorance? And more importantly, how do we stop it?

1 Pew Research Center, “Muslims Are a Growing Presence in U.S. but Still Face
Negative Views from the Public,” Pew Research Center, September 1, 2021,
heeps://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/09/01/muslims-are-a-growing-
presence-in-u-s-but-still-face-negative-views-from-the-public/.

2 MESH, “Gruph: Americans Lost on Map,” Harvard University, January 2008,
hteps://archive blogs.harvard.edu/mesh/2008/01/graph_americans_lostc_on_map/.

3 CBS News, “Wherc’s Iraq? Young Adults Don’t Know,” CBS News, March 5, 2012,
heeps://www.cbsnews.com/news/wheres-irag-young-adults-dont-know/.

4  Shabana Mir and Loukia Sarroub, “Islamophobia in US Education,” Department
of Teaching, Lear mnb, and Teacher Education, University of Nebraska—Lincoln,
2019, hteps://digitalcommons.unl.edu/teachlearnfacpub/313/.
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Limited historical and cultural education has fueled widespread American
misunderstandings of the Middle East; however, U.S. high schools can combat
these biases through curriculum reforms that inform students on the rcgion’s
rc]igious divcrsity, cmphasizc media litcracy, and the historical complcxitics that
shapc its modern rcaiitics—uitimatcly fostcring cmpathy, dism:mtling stereo-
types, and enabling more informed civic and policy engagement. Building a
more informed and inclusive society depends on increasing education about the
Middle East.

Understanding Religious Diversity in the Middle East

The first step to fostering empathy and dismantling discriminatory ideol-
ogy among American students is providing a curriculum to U.S. high school
students that focuses on undcrstanding the rcligious divcrsity of the Middle East.
Religion-related matters largely influence the dynamics of conflicts, and often
take over other politica], cultural, and economic issues across the world.s

Understanding the complexities of religion in the Middle East enables us, as
U.S. citizens, to develop greater empathy by recognizing the rich diversity within
the region, acknowiedging that not every person from the Middle East, nor every
Muslim, shares the same beliefs or experiences. This is imperative to chalienging
harmful stereotypes and eliminating discrimination against Arabs and Muslims,
which unfortunately are often viewed as interchangeahle terms.

Students with a greacer understanding of the Middle East’s rich diversity are
equipped to combat harmful stereotypes and misinformation about the region,
which will create a more inclusive and informed society. Stereotypes of Arabs
in American media date back to the 19308 with figures like Rudolph Valentino,
419208 international pop star, portraying “mysterious” sheikhs.® Hol]ywood also
reinforces exotic stereotypes of Arabs, such as harem girls, belly dancers, oil
sheikhs, and desert dwellers, twisting American perceptions of the Arab world.?
For many, harem girls, and non-educated, non-urbanized Arabs became the per-
ception. After 9/11, these depictions intensified. The media painted stereotypes
of the Middle East as dangerous, violent, and prone to terrorism. According o
a 2018 meta—analysis from 2006 to 2015, terrorist attacks hy followers of Islam
received 357% more media coverage than terrorist attacks by other individuals,

despite oniy 12.5% of US domestic terrorist attacks being committed by Muslims.®

5 Fox, J. (1999). ‘Do Religious Institutions Support Violence or the Status Quo?’,
Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, 22(2): 119-139.

6 Kamal Abouchedid and Ramzi Nasser, “Info-Bias Mechanism and American Col-

lege Students’ Atcicudes Towards Arabs,” International Studies Perspectives 7, no. 2

(2006): 204212, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44218441.

Ibid.

Erin M Kearns, Allison Betus, and Anthony Lemieux, “\X/hy Do Some Terrorist

Attacks Receive More Media Attention than Others?” Justice Quarterly 36, no. 6

(2019): 985-1022.
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These portrayals influence American perceptions. In facr, 39% of Americans
report personal prejudice against Muslims, and 32.9% ofhigh school students
believe women in the Middle East are opprcsscd." This pcrsonal prcjudice can
play arole in perpetuating lslamophobia and promoting hate rather than Ppeace.
[n 2017, about half of Muslim American adules (48%) said they had personally ex-
perienced some form of discrimination because of their religion in the previous
year.”” The total number of assaults against Muslims increased sharply after the
September 11 terror attacks, with 93 total assaults in 2001."

Inaccurate ideas about who and what Arabs are reinforce ignorance and bias,
1eading to oversimpliﬁed and incorrect views of the region, which plays arole in
sparking anti-Arab sentiment in both the region and beyond. Education piays
a pivorai role in countering these misconceptions by equipping students with
a more nuanced undersranding of the Middle East’s rich diversity ultimatel}
reducmg bias and fosrering greacer empathv A 2018 Australian srud\7 analvz—
ing 621 questionnaires, found that genuine knowledge about Islam is hnked to
reduced pI’L]udlLC whereas 51mp1 bcllcvmg one is knowlcdgeab]e does not have
the same effect.” Those wich high factual knowledge scored 20% lower on the
prejudice scale. Greater knowledge about people in the Middle East helps reduce
prejudice, and emphasizing diversity encourages people to see Arabs as a rich and
varied group rather than a single stereotype. Multicultural curricula and diversiry
education increase empathy and reduce stereotyping.”

When anaiyzing many high school curricula that touch on the Middle East,
Hani Morgan notes that Arabs are portrayed exelusively as Muslims without ac-
knowledging that many Middle Eastern countries have a wide range ofreligious
and ethnic diversity."‘ For exampie, 26% of U.S students believe that all Arabs are

9 Elizabeth Marie Brockway, The Portrayal of the Middle East in Secondary School U.S.
Textbooks (MA thesis, Bowling Green State University, 2007).

10 Pew Research Center, “Muslims Are a Growing Presence in U.S. but Still Face
Negative Views from the Public,” Pew Research Center, September 1, 2021,
hteps://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/09/01/muslims-are-a-growing-
presence-in-u-s-but-still-face-negative-views-from-the-public/.

11 Katayoun Kishi, “Assaults against Muslims in US Surpass 2001 Level.” Pew
Research Center, November 15, 2017, heeps://www.pewresearch.org/short-
reads/2017/11/15/assaults-againse-muslims-in-u-s-surpass-2001-level.

12 Fethi Mansouri and Matteo Vergani, “Intercultural Contact, Knowledge of Islam,
and Prejudice Against Muslims in Australia,” International Journal of Intercultural
Relations 66 (September 2018): 85-94, hteps://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2018.07.001.

13 Chagai M. Weiss, Shira Ran, and Eran Halperin, “Educating for Inclusion: Diver-
sity Education Programs Can Reduce Prejudice toward Outgroups in Israel,” Pro-
ceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 120, no. 16 (2023): €2218621120, hteps://
doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2218621120.

14 Hani Morgan and David Walker, “RESEARCH REPORT: The Portrayal of the
Middle East in Four Current School Textbooks,” Middle East Studies Association
Bulletin 42, no. 1/2 (2008): 8696, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23063547.
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Muslims, and 26% also believe that all Muslims are Arabs.’s

While Muslims make up 94% of the Middle East’s population, there is a wide
range of non-Muslim Arabs.© Arab Christians are the largest minority group in
the region, representing 3% ofits population, and thcy are hcaviiy concentrated
in Egypt.” Even within Christianity, the Middle East demonstrates significant
religious diversity; in Lebanon alone, Christians make up 32-40% of the popula-
tion, including Maronite Catholics (21%), Greek Orthodox (8%), Melkites (5.5%),
and other smaller denominations. Additionally, Hindus, Buddhists, and other re-
iigiously unafhiliaced people, cach make up less than 1% of the population.‘* There
are several minority religious groups that cach constitute signiﬁcantiy smaller
percentages but contribute to the region’s rich religious mosaic. For example, the
Yazidis, a Kurdish reiigious minority whose beliefs blend elements of Zoroastri-
anism, Christianity, and Islam, represent one exarnple of the Middle East’s lesser-
known but deeply rooted religious diversity.") Prirnariiy concentrated in northern
Iraq, with smaller populations in Syria, Turkey, and elsewhere, the Yazidis have
]ong faced persecution, most notably by [SIS in recent years.* A]though precise
figures are difficult to confirm, estimates place their population between 300,000
and 700,000 globally.”

Islam itself encompasses significant internal diversity, including major sects
such as Sunnism, Shiaism, Ibadism, and mysticai traditions like Sufism. The
two primary branches, Sunnism and Shiaism, originated from a historic dispute
over the rightful successor to the Prophet Muhammad. Sunnis maintain that the
leader should be selected by consensus within the Muslim community, whereas
Shias believe 1eader5hip should remain within Muhammad’s famiiy, speciﬁcally
favoring his cousin and son-in-law, Ali. This fundamental disagreement shaped
divergent reiigious beliefs, practices, and interpretations of Tslamic law. Today,
Sunnis comprise approximately 87-90% of the global Muslim population, with
1argc communities concentrated in countries such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
Jordan.* Approximately 10-13% identify as Shi'ia, which, to put into context,

15 United Nations Human Rights Office, “Youth in Yemen and the Arab Spring,”
OHCHR, December 8, 2011, https://www.ohchr.org/en/stories/2011/12/youth-
yemen-arab-spring.

16 Conrad Hackett et al., “How the Global Religious Landscape Changed from 2010
10 2020,” Pew Research Center, June 9, 2025, heeps://www.pewresearch.org/reli-
gion/2025/06/09/religion-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa/.

17 Ibid.

18 Ibid.

19 Peter Henne and Conrad Hackett, “Iraqi Yazidis: Hazy Population Numbers and
a History of Persecution,” Pew Research Center, August 12, 2014.

20 Ibid.

21 Ibid.

22 Ibid.
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is about 200 million people.” The majority Shiia countries are Iran (with 90%
Shi'ia), Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen. A small but historically significant branch,
Ibadism, forms the religious majority in Oman—about 45-50% of the popula-
tion—with Sunnis making up a similar percentage and Shia around 5%.% Sufism
is not a standalone sect but a mystical practice embraced by both Sunni and Shia
Muslims. In Egypt alone, estimates suggest around 15 million adults—about one-
third of Muslim males—identify as part of a Sufi order.” This is a small portion
of what many U.S. high schoolers need to understand about the diverse religious
haekdrop of the Middle East. Without this know edée students risk developmg a
view of the Middle East that is shaped more by headlines and stercotypes than by
its diverse cultural and reiigious depth.

The Importance of Historical Context

Students also lack a comprehensive knowledge of Middle Eastern history.
If students are taught about the historical and cultural backdrop of the region,
they will be able to engage with modern-day issues in a more informed and
empathetic way. A deep understanding of the Middle East’s history is essential,
as widespread public ignorance often fuels misconceptions and fosters greater
prejudice against Arabs. For example, since September 11, roughly 82% of Mus-
lims responding o a survey felt unsafe or extremely unsafe in the United States.*
Yet, more education on the history and culture of this region will help promote
tolerance; for example, when students were taught in schools about Islam and
its origins, and more about the history of Arabs, they were 45% more likely to
develop empathy for Arabs, and were 42% more likely to critically examine the
stereotypes portraycd in the media.” A dccpct look into kcy historical events—
such as the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the McMahon-Hussein Corrcspondcncc,
and the Sykes-Picot /\grccmcnt—furthcr reveals how artificial borders were
drawn across the region. This historical context helps scudents grasp the roots of

23 Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, Mapping the Global Mus-
lim Population: A Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s Muslim Population
(October 2009).

24 Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook: Oman, archived May 31, 2024, ac-
cessed August 1, 2025, hteps://web.archive.org/web/20240531195704/hteps:/ [www.
cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/oman/summaries.

25 Pew Rescarch Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, Muslim Networks and
Movements in Western Europe (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, Septem-
ber 15, 2010).

26 Rebecea Clay, “Muslims in America, Post 9/11,” American Psychological Associa-
tion, September 2011, heeps://www.apa.org/monitor/2011/09/Muslims.

27 Darrell R. Detample, Using an Anci-Racist Education Strategy to Counter Prejudice
Against Arab and Muslim Americans (Doctoral diss., Rutgers University, 2016).
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anti-Western sentiment and better understand the lasting challenges many Arabs
face today due to decisions made long ago.

The modern Middle East’s borders and conflicts largely stem from decisions
made during and after World War I. When the Ottoman Empire collapscd‘ Brit-
ain and France sccrctly agrccd to divide its territories through the 1916 Syl(cs—
Picot Agreement, assigning France control over Syria and Lebanon and Britain
control over Iraq, Jordan, and Palestine—borders drawn without regard to local
ethnic or religious groups.*®

Simultaneously, the McMahon—Hussein Correspondence (191571916) fea-
tured British promises of an independent Arab state in exchange for an Arab
revolt against the Ottomans. However, these promises were ambiguous and later
contradicted by Sykes—Picot, sowing distrust among Arabs.®

In 1917, the Balfour Declaration announced British support for a “national
home for the Jewish people” in Palestine, while assuring that non-Jewish commu-
nities rights would be protected.* This declaration influenced increased Jewish
immigration but did not clcarly address the political rights of the Arab majority.
Following World War I, the League of Nations granted Britain the Mandate for
Palestine to administer the territory, leading to significant demographic changes
and rising tensions between Jewish and Arab populations.”

Understanding these historical documents and events is essential for grasp-
ing how the modern Middle East was e[‘lectivel>' “created” by external powers.
Without this context, students risk oversimplifying contemporary conflicts as
purely religious or ethnic, missing the lasting impact of colonial diplornacy,
broken promises, and imposed borders. Students often fail to understand Why
the region is so hesitant to allow Western influence now, leading many to believe
that the Middle East is unjustiﬁed in its anti-Western attitudes. This history
helps students develop ernpathy for many of the complex and challenging situa-
tions Arabs face.

28 Aaron W. Hughes, “The Sykes-Picot Agreement and the Making of the Modern
Middle East,” The Conversation, May 12, 2016, hteps://theconversation.com/che-
sykes-picot-agreement-and-the-making-of-the-modern-middle-cast-58780.

29 Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Husayn-McMahon Correspondence,” heeps://www.
britannica.com/copic/Husayn-McMahon-correspondence.

30 Zena Tahhan, “More than a Century on: The Balfour Declaration Explained,” Al
Jazeera, November 2, 2018, hteps://www.aljazeera.com/features/2018/11/2/more-
than-a-century-on-the-balfour-declaration-explained.

31 Rashid Khalidi, “roo Years since the Balfour Declaration,” lecture, United
Nations, November 2, 2017, heps://www.un.org/unispal/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/10/Lecture-by-Prof.-Rashid-Khalidi-1oo-years-since-Balfour-Decl-UN-
2Novzor7.pdf.

31



AL-BUHUUTH Ella Reynolds

Curriculum Reforms

To help students understand the historical and culcural backdrop of the
Middle East, U.S. high schools should focus on tenching media iiteracy aiong
with adopting a perspective—based and multidimensional approach that moves
heyond the traditional, often biased, textbooks. Textbooks have several implicit
biases through cither omission or partial presentation of information.’* Schol-
ars highiight significant misinformation in current educational materials. For
exampie, the textbooks often misrepresent Arabs as predominantly nomadic,
emphasizing nomadic 1ifestyles while overiooking urbanization’s deep roots in
the region.”” Many of the textbooks insinuated that Middle Easterners were in-
capablc of‘govcrning themselves and failed to acknowlcdgc the contributions of
the ancient Arab civilizations.* When discussing complex regional conflicts, such
as the Isracli-Palestinian conflict, only 50% of the textbooks analyzed presented
the fact that both Arabs and Israclis had justified claims to the land—leading the
reader to believe that only the Jews had justification for desiring the land and
Israel, due to religious beliefs.’» Students must understand the historical context
of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict without inherent biases, as it becomes a recur-
ring theme throughout most conflices in the Middle East.* As a result, Arabs are
sometimes unjustly associated with the conflict and subjected to discrimination,
even though the realities of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict are far more eomplex.

Instead ofrelying on inaccurate textbooks, the state should develop its own
curricula that incorporate primary documents with perspectives from both
Arabs and Westerners. Material could include books, websites, videos, and even
expert guest lecturers.’” Multidimensional education means teaching from differ-
ent angles. It involves scudents being aware of their own views, using materials
that show various perspectives, and having discussions and assignments that help
them understand different sides of a conflict.® A 2004 study showed that over
70% of the students reported improved attitudes toward Arab states when the_y
engaged with websites and other materials presenting an Arab perspective.”

32 Brockway, The Portrayal of the Middle East in Secondary School U.S. Textbooks.
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36 Arida, Teaching the Middle East: The Perspectives Method.

37 Perez, Don. Teaching of the Middle East. New York: Teachers College, Columbia
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Incorporating diverse perspectives and primary sources helps students engage
with the Middle East’s Complexity and avoid stereotypes.*’

By Cmbcdding multiplc Vicwpoints—botli Arab and Western—into the
curriculum, educators can present the Middle East as a “mulcidimensional and
dynamic” region rather than “one-dimensional and static.™ A multidimensional
education can encourage students to seck multiple possibilities rather than one
sharply defined solution.*# Teachers should also incorporate lessons about Islam
and the religious diversit_y present throughout the Middle East. According toa
2016 study, after being taught about Islam, and identifying its misconceptions,
students were 18% more confident in their understancling of Muslims, and 17%
more likely to view the term Arab as positive.”

Additionally, teachers must include the background of historical context
while reviewing current events found on media and news sites, and should ana-
lyze them from different angles.““ Tcaching media litcracy is a kcy component to
combating misinformation about Arabs outside of the classroom.” Multidimen-
sional education accuratcly informs students about the Middle East and paves
the way for a productive path of learning in the future. Students will not be so
casily swayed and misinformed by stereotypes in the media as past generations
have.

American society has been misinformed about the region for decades, often
due to the complexity and controversy surrounding the topic. U.S. high schools
are understandably wary that they will offend some regional, social, or ideologi—
cal viewpoint. The Middle East is a complex area of the world with complex
ethno—religious undertones that often evoke emotion from students.* For
example, an attempt to explore the Palestinian struggle for self-determination
might leave Jewish students feeling like their narrative is being overlooked, while
a focus on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict could make Arab students feel as it
their own experience is bcing misrcpi'cscntcd. Balancing different perspectives
on Middle Eastern issues is difficult, especially with the potential risk of drawing
pushback from school adminiscrators, parents, or the wider community, who
may take issue with framing or emphasis on the Middle East.” Nevertheless, the
fact that the Middle East is a politically charged topic should not prevent its

40 Perez, Don. Teaching of the Middle East.

41 Arida, Teaching the Middle East: The Perspectives Method.

42 1bid.

43 Detample, Using an Anti-Racist Education Strategy to Counter Prejudice Against Arab
and Muslim Americans.

44 Arida, Teaching the Middle East: The Perspectives Method.

45 lbid.

46 Sogiiikian, Juanita Wilt. Introducing the Middle East to Elementary and Junior High
School Students. California Unit, Graduate School of Education, California Uni-
versity, Los Angeles, 1981.

47 Sogiiikian, Introducing the Middle East to Elementary and Junior High School Studencs.
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discussion in the classroom. By adopting perspective—based teaching, promoting
media litcracy, and incorporating diverse voices into the curriculum, U.S. schools

can empower students to navigate complex narratives and contribute to a more
informed and inclusive society.
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Veils of Control
The Costs of Extremism

Ella Reynolds

For Marjane Satrapi, growing up in revolutionarv [ran meant navigating a
world where veils became svmbols of control, schools became indoctrination
centers, and war became a source of power for the regime. Satrapi details her
childhood experience in post-revolutionary Iran in her black-and-white graphic
memoir, Persepolis. Through powerful illustrations, she captures both personal
and national struggles. In Persepolis, Satrapi offers a critique of how Islamic ex-
tremism, through tools of\political oppression and the weaponization of gender,
creates social and psychologieal scars on both individuals and soeiety—with
refugee displacement loeingT one of the most severe consequences. Her story is

a sobering commentary revealing these mechanisms of control as a part of a
broader pactern ofsui‘fering across the Middle East.

In Persepolis, Iran’s post—revolutionary regime uses religion as a tactic to
enforce political oppression, employing violence and propaganda to control both
individuals and society. Satrapi details how religious ideology was a tool used in
the revolution to support an Islamic republic. Many Iranian people supported
the republic because, according to Satrapi’s facher, “in a country where half the
population is illiterate, the only thing that can unite them is nationalism or a
religious ethic” (Satrapi 74). This statement further highlights how Iran restricted
both the physical and intellectual freedom of its citizens, using these controls to
manipulate and reshape their collective identity. This ideology was also echoed
throughout the Middle East, where groups like the Muslim Brotherhood em-
phasize Islam as a remedy for socictal problems, believing if they follow Islamic
ideals, “[they] shall be able to avoid the vital problems which other nations
have fallen into” (Al-Banna 2). In school, Satrapi witnessed propaganda used to
perpetuate extreme religious ideology The regime rewrote education, clairning
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that “the educational system and what is written in school books, at all levels, are
decadent, [and] everything needs to be revised” (Satrapi 73). They brainwashed
her peers, “convincing them that the afterlife is even better than Disncy]and,
and, then they put them in a trance with all cheir songs . .. they laypnotizc them
and just toss them into battle.” (Satrapi 101). The weaponization of the youth
demonstrates the regime’s priority of ideology and control rather than protecting
civilian life, leading to far-reaching social impacts with a generation scarred by
violence and manipulation.

This ideological manipulation is further enforced through violence to sup-
press opposing politic al views. In Pustpolls Sacrapi recalls how one of the revolu-
tionaries, a family friend named Mohsen, had “been found, dead, drowned in his
bathtub.” After Mohsen, “it was Siamak Jari’s house,” with men in black claiming
they were “the deliverers of divine justice” (Satrapi 118). These men wanted a
proletariat state rather than an Islamic republic; thus, they were silenced. This
violent form ofpolitieal oppression is a tactic many regimes in the Middle East
use to instill fear and stop citizens from taking action. In Syria, a thirteen-
year- ~old named Hamza al-Khatib was protesting in Daraa and was taken bv the
regime, then returned “full of stab marks [with] his neck was broken. Ihcvd cut
off his genitals” (Pearlman 75). This brutal silencing of dissent perpetuates a cycle
of trauma and oppression, contributing to psychological fractures that plague
society and its individuals under oppressive regimes.

Satrapi also watched the Islamic Republic exploit and perpetuate war for
political control. For example, during the Iran-Iraq War, the regime used the
conflict to justify internal purges. “The regime became more oppressive, [and] in
the name of that war, they exterminated the enemy within” (Satrapi 118). Despite
peace offers from Iraq and Saudi Arabia, Iran prolonged the conflict, admitting
that “the survival of the regime depended on the war” (Satrapi 115). This pattern
was also seen in Iraq during the war, where “there was an overwhelming return
to fundamencalism, [because] in times of chaos and disorder, those extremists
flourish” (Riverbend 19). Satrapi’s firsthand account of internal violence in Iran
reveals the tragic hypocrisy of extremist pride, showing how it ultimately causes
the greatest harm to its own people and society.

As the regime used violence to silence political opposition, it also extended
its control to the bodies of women, weaponizing them as political symbols. In
the case of Iran’s post—rcvolutionary Islamic chublic, this tactic mirrored the
broader pattern seen in many Middle Eastern regimes. In secular Turkey, for
instance, the hijab has often transcended its religious meaning to become a
political symbol. Orhan Pamuk emphasizes this dynamic in Snow, stating, “The
real question is how much suffering we've caused our womenfolk by turning head
scarves into symbols and using women as pawns in a political game” (Pamuk 46)
Women faced brutal consequences for noncompliance becoming political sym-
bols and, as a resul, enduring political consequences for personal choices. Once,
at a protest, Satrapi and her mother witnessed women not wearing hijabs being
yelled at, with officers screaming, “The scarf or a beatingi“ (Satrapi 76).
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Satrapi’s experiences with inandatory Veiling in post—revolutionary Iran also
illustrate the regime’s strategic use ofgendered violence to enforce its ideologi—
cal agcnda and enforce control. Satrapi was told that the hijab’s use was “protect
women from all cthe potcntial rapists, [and] thcy decreed that wearing the veil
was obligatory” (Satrapi 74). li‘thcy didn’t, thcy were labeled as whores, and men
fele they had justification to rape them. This perception that the government
controlled who held power and dictated even what people could wear gave the
regime greater control over society, and the more people complied, the deeper
they became entangled in its oppressive system. For example, Satrapi’s mom was
walking outside without a veil, and two hyper—lslamic men “insulted [her], they
said that women like [her| should be pushed up against a wall, and raped, and
then thrown in the garhage” (Satrapi 74). This exarnple shows that even choosing
how to dress came with consequences, making women feel pressured to conform
and unable to express themselves beyond what the regime 2 allowed. Many women
in Iraq and other areas in the Middle East faced similar persecution during a
rise in Islamic extremism; Riverbend explains how before the war, Iraqi women
were relatively free. However, due to political instability and extremism in the
area, in June ofzoo3, it was declared that all females should wear che hijab, and if
thcy didn’e, thcy could be subjcctcd to punishmcnt. In the south, female UN and
Red Cross aides received death chreats ii‘thcy didn’t wear the hijabs” (Riverbend
19). By cncouraging civilians to policc women’s modcsty, the rcgimc dccpcns
social divisions, weakening collective resistance and reinforcing its authoritarian
power. In this way, gendered oppression becomes a tool not only for controlling
individuals but for maincaining political dominance over society as a whole.

In Islamic culture, women are often seen as syrnhols of virtue and bear the
responsibility of upholding their family’s honor. As a result, women’s bodies
are dehumanized and violated, serving as a means to control society as a whole.
Satrapi reflects on this as she writes: “The regime had understood that one
person leaving her house while asking herself, ‘Are my trousers long enough? Is
my veil in place? Can my rnal{eup be seen? She will no longer ask herself, “Where
is my freedom of thought? Where is my freedom of’ speech? My life, is it livable?
(Satrapi 305). This control was another means ofpolitical and social oppression,
underscoring the regirne’s perverse intersection ofgender, religion, and control.
Satrapi also observes how societal pressures fracture female rclationships within
[ran, where “women are restricting other women.” Once, while Satrapi was walk-
ing down the street, ocher women “called her a whore, [and] ycllcd at for wearing
symbols of decadence” (Satrapi 133) because she wasn’t wearing a hijab. This
internalization of oppression enforces patriarchal norms through social surveil-
lance and perpetuates division in society.

Due to the escalating political oppression and the increasing control over her
body under the extremist Islamic regime, Satrapi eventually decides to leave for
Austria. Her journey highlights the alienation, discrimination, and identity crisis
that often coincide with displacement. In Austria, she became severely depressed
and isolated. She faced clear discrimination and xenophobia, with many calling
her horrid names on the street. Once, an old man called her a “dirty foreigner!”
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and cold her to “Get out!” (Sattapi 223). Satrapi was even accused ofstealing

a brooch from a woman she used to live with. Satrapi’s mother recounts how
[ranians, once rcspcctcd intcrnationally, are now viewed with suspicion: “As soon
as thcy learn our nationality, they go through cvcrything, as though we were all
CEeTTOTISTS. 'lhcy treat us as though we have the plaguc” (Satrapi 206). This suspi-
cion highlights the lack of belonging and trust refugees often experience in their
host countries, further exemplifying the devastating consequences of extremism
within Iran.

Her reflections in Persepolis reveal how resettlement can fracture a person’s
sense of self and leave them caught between cultures. She, like many other
refugees, was burdened by the emotional turmoil ofleaving a warzone, explain—
ing, “at home, there’s a war, I'm scared for my parents. I'm alone and 1 feel guilty.
I don’t have much money. My uncle was assassinated. I saw my neighbor dieina
bombing” (Satrapi, 218). To cope with the trauma and isolation, she began using
drugs, not for pleasure but because she “by far preferred boring [herself] ... to
having to confront [her]| solitude and [her] disappointments” (Satrapi 221). After
a period of homelessness and bronchitis, Satrapi went home to Iran, hoping to
erase the wcight OFguilt and trauma. She cxplaincd, “I felt as though I were walk-
ing through a cemetery surrounded by the victims of a war [ had fled” (Satrapi
254). She felt a profound sense ofﬂdisplaccmcnt, hclicving “[she| was a Westerner
in Iran, an Iranian in the West. [She| had no identity. [She] didn’t even know any-
more why [she] was living” (Satrapi 275). This experience is not unique to Satrapi;
it resonates with countless refugees forced to flee their homes due to political
upheaval across the Middle East. For instance, in Return to Haifa, a short story
detailing the Nakba, two Palestinians grapple with the tragic loss and disconnec-
tion they feel after returning to their old home, which an Israeli woman now oc-
cupies. Their sense ofdisplacement and loss mirrors Satrapi’s journey and reflects
the struggles ofrefugees across the Middle East, who often face a crisis ofidentity
and belonging. Satrapi’s experience leaving Iran emphasizes the long—term social
and psychological consequences ofliving under a regime that weaponizes both
politics and gender.

Marjane Satrapi offers a personal lens to understand the impacts of extrem-
ism on society as a whole. Through her experience ofpolitieal oppression, the
weaponization of her body, and her eventual displaccmcnt asa rcfugcc‘ she
demonstrates the political, social, and psychological costs of Islamic extremism
on society. Her story mirrors both the strugglc ofﬂsocicty as well as its individuals
across the Middle East, where the intersection of‘political repression, religious
extremism, and gender-based violence continues to shape millions of lives.
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