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			Editorial

			Dear Readers,

			Along its southern and eastern periphery, in the Middle East, North Africa and Eastern Europe, the European Union is confronted with violent conflicts, which also have implications for the future of Germany and Europe. The situation is reflected not least in the current refugee crisis, which is putting the EU member states severely to the test and which some already describe as a “crisis of solidarity”. The war in Ukraine represents one further situation where solidarity is required. In this context, the European partners are called upon to support the government in Kiev in implementing its political and economic reforms – even against Russia’s interests.

			The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung maintains offices in many countries that are currently gripped by war and violence. While the conditions under which we carry out our work have deteriorated in many places not only due to conflicts and civil war but also due to the increasingly authoritarian conduct of many governments, our local staff and partners continue in their endeavours to promote democracy, the rule of law and human rights. At the same time, we are making efforts in Germany and Europe to provide advice on conflict prevention and issues of security policy to decision-makers in the political dialogue.

			In their articles in the current issue, the authors take a close look at the current political situation in Russia, the countries of the Eastern Partnership, and the situation of Christians and the instrumentalisation of religion in the Middle East. Leaving aside concrete security challenges facing the European Union in these regions, the EU has committed itself through its Community Treaties to follow a normative course in shaping its foreign relations. In his article, Professor Jörg Dosch examines the role the EU can play as a “soft power” in Asia with its value-focused policies and the extent to which it can influence the discourse on the topics of democracy, human rights and good governance there.

			Claudia Crawford, head of the KAS office in Moscow, reports about the deterioration in the mood among the Russian population with respect to the West one year on from the annexation of Crimea, a change in which the media play a significant role. Critics of the Russian President are denounced as traitors and are in danger of their lives, as illustrated by the murder of opposition politician Boris Nemtsov this February. The West is called upon to make alternative sources of information available to the Russian people and to facilitate an exchange at civil society level. Stephan Malerius who heads up an EU project for supporting civil society in the countries of the European Partnership implemented by the foundation, explains the incompatibility between the integrative policies of the European Union and the Russian thinking in spheres of influence.

			The war in Syria is characterised by intensifying violence and stagnation in the political resolution process. Vast swathes of the country have been devastated and no longer provide a basis for people’s livelihoods. More than 13 million Syrians and Iraqis have either been displaced internally or are seeking refuge in neighbouring countries.

			The situation of Christians and other religious minorities in Syria and Iraq is particularly precarious, as Otmar Oehring, head of the KAS office in Amman, reports. In his article, which is partly based on eye-witness accounts by clerics in the two countries, he describes the conditions under which many Christians had to leave their traditional settlement areas and the extent of their desperation. He fears that the situation of the Christians has in fact not yet reached its nadir. In his article, Martin Pabst investigates the confessionalisation of conflicts in the Arab world, asking the question as to whether the disputes in Lebanon, Syria and Iraq are, in fact, based on ethnic, religious or even tribal motives – or whether these are actually used as a cover by the actors in the region intent on enforcing their own claims to power.
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			Sunset, a church in Crimea bathed in the evening light, a helicopter in front of an orange sun at dusk, and President Putin, reporting with some obvious pride about the events during an undercover operation to evacuate the Ukrainian President the night of 22 to 23 February last year. These were the opening scenes of a ocumentary broadcast on the Russia 1 TV channel on the evening of 15 March 2015.1 In close to two and a half hours, the events that took place in Kiev and in Crimea in February and March last year were depicted from a Russian perspective. Particularly from the perspective of the Russian President. He personally explains in the film which steps he took when and why, making a point of stressing the significance of Crimea to Russia. He recalled the statement he had made at the end of the all-night meeting, in the early hours of 23 February 2014: “We are forced to begin work on returning Crimea to russia.”2

			However, if you believe Leonid Gratch, communist, ex-military and former Chairman of the Crimean parliament, this work had, in fact, begun some time earlier. In an interview with the Zeit newspaper, he reported that three Russian generals had already been talking to him about the path to a Russian-controlled Crimea on the afternoon of 20 February 2014.3 And the statements made in a televised disputation by Igor Girkin, aka Igor Strelko, who subsequently headed the militia and security forces of the self-proclaimed “Donetsk People’s Republic” in Sloviansk, provide clues as to how the election of the new Prime Minister of Crimea on 27 February 2014 and the scheduling of the referendum for 16 March 2014 were “organised” with massive pressure being applied to the Members of Parliament in office at the time. 4In the documentary of 15 March, Putin himself admits that Russian soldiers, the so-called “little green men” or “polite men”, had of course secured the process of the referendum in Crimea – unlike a year ago, when he denied the involvement of Russian military and remarked laconically that uniforms could be bought at any street corner.

			All these “confessions” do not fit in with Moscow’s rhetoric about Crimean inhabitants feeling threatened by the events in Kiev and therefore seeking protection from Moscow. In fact, they point to Russia engaging in a proactive intervention, although it is not clear how far back the actual planning went. An intervention that had the enthusiastic backing of the great majority of the Russian population. According to a police statement, over 100,000 people attended a celebration of the one-year anniversary of the “reunification of Crimea and Sevastopol with the Russian Federation” on Red Square. Whether they were all there of their own volition may be doubtful, but according to a statement issued by Russia 1, more than 40 per cent of all television viewers over the age of 18 watched the documentary about Crimea on the evening of 15 March. People could hardly be coerced into doing that. The backing by the population is reflected above all in the high approval ratings for Vladimir Putin’s policies, which have exceeded 80 per cent for the last twelve months – ever since the annexation of Crimea.5

			Change in Mood vis-à-vis the West

			There has been a noticeable change in the general mood in Russia over the last year. This has manifested particularly in the stance towards the West becoming more negative.

			In a survey on Russia’s relations with the EU conducted by the independent Levada Center, 51 per cent of respondents stated as recently as January 2014 that these were very good (one per cent) / mostly good (50 per cent); only 34 per cent of the respondents thought that they were very bad (four per cent) / mostly bad (30 per cent). In January this year, only 20 per cent rated relations between Russia and the EU as very good (two per cent) / mostly good (18 per cent); 71 per cent thought they were very bad (28 per cent) / mostly bad (43 per cent).6 It stands to reason that the massive campaign in the Russian media, particularly on the television, has contributed significantly to this shift in opinion. The propaganda is aimed at a society which has little in the way of personal international experience. According to the pollster Lev Gudkov, only 18 per cent of Russians possess a passport.7 Against this backdrop, it may have been a mistake to maintain the visa requirement for Russians wishing to enter the Schengen Area.
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			In Russia there is a climate of fear. The murder of the Russian opposition politician Boris Nemtsov in February 2015 demonstrates that regime critics rightly fear for their lives. | Source: © Sharifulin Valery, picture alliance / TASS.

			The annexation of Crimea is not only being used to elicit patriotic sentiment. Anyone who voices criticism or does not go along with the national mainstream is viewed with suspicion and is berated. As far back as a year ago, Putin described those participating in a demonstration against the annexation of Crimea as traitors. Pressure is also being applied to NGOs which cooperate with Western partners or receive funding from abroad. The provisions about organisations having to register as “foreign agents”, based on the criteria of “political activities” and “funding from abroad”, are so loosely defined that it is easy to apply the label to NGOs whose activities are inconvenient to the regime.

			This situation has produced a political atmosphere of fear that can be sensed when speaking to NGO representatives and manifests in connection with cooperation projects when the conversation turns to contracts or statements are solicited. The unsettled atmosphere is even evident in university institutions, even more so in the regions than in Moscow. The murder of opposition politician Boris Nemtsov illustrates that this fear is not without foundation. Where is a country heading if political opposition figures fear for their lives? The Nemtsov case has still not been solved. Many doubt that it ever will be. Since the murder was committed, proceedings have been initiated against five suspects, four of them from Chechnya and one from neighbouring Ingushetia. They are accused of having carried out a contract killing, but who gave the orders and the motive remains a mystery. There is some speculation that the murder was retribution for Nemtsov’s support of the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo. But it is plausible that some form of nationalism is behind it. Nationalism is gaining support in Russia; there is no problem with publicly declaring oneself a nationalist. On 22 March of this year, European nationalists, including representatives of the NPD, the British National Party and the Greek Golden Dawn party, assembled in St. Petersburg of all places.8 They had followed an invitation by the Rodina party, one of whose close allies is Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin.9 A small group assembled to protest against the rally, some of whom were immediately arrested by the police.10 Only those with inside knowledge can understand how such proximity to nationalists can be reconciled with the fight against the alleged “neo-Nazis and fascists” in Kiev.

			Economy in Rough Waters

			The national feeling of elation does not, in fact, correlate with the country’s economic situation, which is distinctly poor at the moment. The sanctions imposed by the West are hitting the economy hard; the restrictions on access to the Western financial market in particular pose problems for Russian companies. The tit-for-tat sanctions by Russia are resulting in significantly higher prices, particularly for food. In addition, the low oil price means lower state revenues and the costs for propping up the banks and major companies are putting pressure on the national budget. High levels of capital flight, clear signs of which had been in evidence from as far back as 2013, illustrate Russian population’s distrust of the current economic situation, which was clearly illustrated by the collapse of the rouble towards the end of last year.

			Russian people joining ranks may be due to their capacity for suffering, maybe also to the conviction that the West’s intentions toward Russia are not benign and that one therefore has to face hard times together; alternatively, it may be due to the well-targeted propaganda, or maybe to a mixture of all these. In any case, there is currently no indication of the population rebelling against the Kremlin’s policies. Surveys confirm that the motivation among Russians for demonstrating to air their grievances is very low. Only twelve per cent of the population are prepared to take part in demonstrations to protest economic ills and only ten per cent to voice political dissatisfaction.11

			In this context one should not forget that the Russian population has had to endure a great deal already. The latest hardships only date back 15 years. While the period during which Boris Yeltsin presided over the country was seen in a fairly positive light in the West, it entailed drastic repercussions for Russian society and for the economy, which were difficult to cope with. For most people in Russia, the 1990s went hand in hand with a massive decline in their living standards and fundamental uncertainty. They are therefore referred to as the “years of chaos”. Only a very few were clever enough to take advantage of the privatisation process and become rich in a short space of time. Monopolies developed, and with them came the oligarchs.

			
				
					[image: Putin’s sociopolitical initiatives after the “chaos years” under Yeltsin were at the expense of the much-needed modernisation of the Russian economy. ]
				

			

			Putin’s sociopolitical initiatives after the “chaos years” under Yeltsin were at the expense of the much-needed modernisation of the Russian economy. | Source: carlfbagge, flickr. Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial – No Derivs 2.0 Generic License (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0).

			Only by taking all this into account can one understand how Vladimir Putin succeeded in becoming popular as President in a relatively short time. He appeared to bring back order to the country, people’s pay increased slowly, and pensions were paid on time. People did not take much account of the fact that the economic conditions were totally different for Putin than they had been for his predecessor Boris Yeltsin due to the developments in the oil price. While the oil price rarely rose above 20 U.S. dollars in the 1990s, it rose steadily up to 90 U.S. dollars between 2001 and 2008.12 That provided the Russian treasury, whose revenues were predominantly derived from the sale of natural resources such as oil and gas, with entirely new options. Putin took advantage of the situation to ameliorate social hardships and build up state reserves. At the same time, the opportunity was missed to modernise and diversify the economy, thereby placing it on a broader footing. That makes it all the more vulnerable now.

			Many do not see the increasing concentration of power in the Kremlin, which also began with Putin’s arrival, as a problem. Surveys do not give the impression that a majority of Russians are unhappy about a lack of democracy. On the contrary: in March 2014, 38 per cent of respondents in a survey conducted by the Levada Center stated they were convinced that their country was undergoing a development towards democracy. Only some 15 per cent (and this proportion has remained stable since 2007) think their country is becoming increasingly more authoritarian.13

			Moods can, of course, shift spontaneously, and there is no knowing how opinions will change over the course of a year of poor economic conditions. Currently, however, the predominant feeling in the country is that Putin is protecting Russia against external threats. If the tensions in connection with Ukraine are resolved, the people may redirect their attention to the domestic situation, which could fuel dissatisfaction. This assumption could, however, also be an inducement to maintain the alleged external threats. In an article on the above-mentioned documentary published on 16 March 2015, the daily newspaper Vedomosti described it as representing “Putin’s Farewell to the West”.14 Anybody who admits openly to having lied appears unconcerned about opinion in the West. And the current denials about regular Russian troops being involved in eastern Ukraine also lack credibility after this film – quite apart from the fact that there are further indications of their existence. This appears to have been accepted as a price worth paying. Russia’s turning away from the West did, in fact, probably begin much earlier. It has been a gradual process, the beginning of which is difficult to pin down.

			Russia’s Turning away from the West

			It is legitimate to interpret Russia’s involvement in the BRICS, an association of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, as a step to openly oppose what it perceives as the dominance of the West. It does seem surprising that Russia is seeking an alliance in which the former superpower places itself at the same level as states which are in part still facing the problems of developing countries. Russia is due to take over the BRICS presidency later this year.15 The main point on the agenda will be the implementation of the resolutions on a development bank of their own – to rival the IMF and the World Bank. A further common objective of the BRICS states is to counter the supremacy of the U.S. dollar.

			The most obvious indication of Russia’s aim to raise its profile in the international arena has been the project of the Eurasian Economic Union, which entered into effect on 1 January 2015. The founding members are Belarus, Kazakhstan and Russia. Armenia has since joined as the fourth member state. The structures for this union have already taken shape in very concrete form. Both the Council of the Eurasian Commission and its Collegium, modelled to a certain degree on EU structures, have already begun their work, as has the Court of the Eurasian Economic Union. The steps taken to implement the common economic area have so far been very pragmatic. They are aimed at harmonising standards, norms, regulations and taxes. Stressing this is important because this integration project is, in principle, a political one. After all, there do not appear to be compelling economic reasons for Russia to press ahead with this project. If one observes the volume of trade between the current member states, particularly before the agreement on the customs union, one sees that it only accounted for a small proportion of the total trading volume of each country. Furthermore, the economies are not complementary, but operate in competition with each other. The Russian President Vladimir Putin himself revealed that his motivation for the integration project was predominantly geopolitical in nature. On 3 October 2011, he wrote an article in the newspaper Izvestia, in which he presented his idea of the Eurasian Union to the public: “We suggest a powerful supranational association capable of becoming one of the poles in the modern world and serving as an efficient bridge between Europe and the dynamic Asia-Pacific region.”16 With this statement, Putin expressed his hope that the project would provide him greater negotiating power and that it would create a pole within a multipolar world.
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			Through cooperation with the BRICS countries and the establishment of the Eurasian Economic Union, Russia aims to strengthen its relevance in foreign politics and to oppose the policies of the West. | Source: Roberto Stuckert Filho, GCIS ZA, flickr. Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution – No Derivs 2.0 Generic License (CC BY-ND 2.0).

			Losing its superpower status hit Russia hard. Not least because, in its view, the Western partners have disregarded Russia’s interests and wishes: Russia was not invited to join the Eastern Partnership. The Founding Act between NATO and Russia did not result in fundamental trust between NATO and Russia; Russia was not able to prevent the 1999 NATO mission against the Milošević regime in the former Yugoslavia aimed at ending the mass expulsion and murder of Kosovo Albanians. Nor was there any real prospect of integration into Western structures – be it due to a lack of capabilities or due to continuing distrust dating back to the Cold War era. From Russia’s perspective, its interests were not taken into account during the accession negotiations between Ukraine and the EU. Russians also felt hurt by the West’s stance during the Olympic Games in Sochi: Russia was criticised unrelentingly and there appeared to be no appreciation of domestic developments in Russia on the part of the West. This was how former Soviet President Gorbachev described the mood within the country during a visit to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 2014: “The West has treated Russia like a loser for the last 25 years.” His vision of a “common house of Europe”, which he shared with the German Chancellor at the time, Helmut Kohl, did not attract sufficient enthusiastic supporters.

			National Security Interests – Could the West Have Done More?

			Russia was particularly critical of the eastern expansion of NATO and of the EU. In Russia’s eyes, any rapprochement to the EU implies a simultaneous rapprochement to NATO. In the past, NATO membership frequently predated EU membership. While the Russian side concedes that there was no written agreement precluding an eastern expansion of NATO, that is what Russia has understood the agreements made in the 1990s to mean. Russia repeatedly signalled that it felt the West was ignoring its security interests. One only need to think back to Putin’s speech at the 2007 Munich Security Conference or to Medvedev’s proposal to conduct talks on a European security architecture. However, the West never responded to these signals, as Russian security experts regularly point out. Nobody was forced to become a member of NATO or of the EU, and it happened at the countries’ explicit wish. The sovereignty of Europe’s countries is also enshrined in accepted law, and they are entitled to choose which alliances to enter. But Russia felt that this development was directed against itself and saw the geographic buffer between itself and NATO shrinking more and more.

			The negotiations over an association agreement were meant to bring Ukraine closer to the EU. This would not only have meant that Ukraine, which Russia considered indispensable to the success of the Eurasian Economic Union, would have been lost to this integration project. It was also likely that the subject of Ukraine’s potential NATO membership would be back on the agenda. The EU should, in principle, have realised how sensitive this issue was. The question is whether a different negotiating tactic would not have been opportune, particularly in view of the fact that the EU was not even prepared to offer Ukraine the prospect of accession.
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			Western criticism of Russia’s actions in Ukraine is dismissed by Putin with the reference to “double standards” of the West and its interventions in Iraq and Libya. | Source: Roel Wijnants, flickr. Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial 2.0 Generic License (CC BY-NC 2.0).

			Russia, for its part, intervened by exerting influence on former Ukrainian President Yanukovych, to good effect. However, no one had counted on the massive opposition by the Ukrainian population, which escalated to the extent that Yanukovych felt he had to flee the capital. Moscow’s influence over Kiev then appeared to dwindle, but Russia regained the initiative by annexing Crimea. From its perspective, Russia defended its legitimate security interests by taking this action. Accusations by the West that this was in blatant contravention of international law were refuted with the comment that the West was operating according to double standards: one only need look at events in Kosovo, Iraq, Libya and elsewhere. But there are also those who point out that the situation in Crimea is much more complex historically. The post-war order in Europe developed with a functioning Soviet Union in place. What we are seeing now are the belated repercussions of its collapse, which took its course with relatively little bloodshed 25 years ago.

			The fact that Putin is receiving such widespread support for his decisive action in Crimea among the Russian population cannot only be explained by the fact that many Russians consider the Crimean Peninsula as historically Russian territory. It also has to do with a certain satisfaction about finally standing up to the West. There is a feeling of having returned to the world stage and playing an important role. Russia can once more hold its head up high. Surveys indicate that it is important to many Russians to live in a large country that is noticed and respected by the world. The Levada Center regularly asks in its surveys which country people would prefer to live in: a country that is a major power, respected and even somewhat feared by the world, or a country with high living standards, even if it is not one of the most powerful countries in the world. In March 2014, 48 per cent of the respondents plumped for the major power, while 47 voted for the high living standards.17 By March 2015, the percentages had shifted a little towards the high living standards.18

			The Fear of a “Colour Revolution”

			The security threat perceived by Putin and his inner circle also has another name: “colour revolution”. This is the fear of an alternative model of society, which would entail the loss of their power and very probably also their wealth. There was the Orange Revolution in Ukraine back in 2004, but the other protest movements, including the Rose Revolution in Georgia and the Arab Spring, have not been forgotten either. President Putin never tires of remarking that all these upheavals were initiated by the West, first and foremost the USA, with assistance from the NGOs, the so-called Fifth Column, operating in the countries. Those in power presumably fear that similar events could take place in Russia. The Moscow elite still vividly remember the mass protests in Moscow in 2011/2012 after the election fraud during the Duma elections and the so-called “castling” between Dmitry Medvedev and Vladimir Putin involving the presidential office. The protests must have come so unexpected for Putin that he was genuinely shocked. In those cases too, he spoke of forces in the West controlling the protests. Public debates ignore the question as to whether a middle class may already have developed in Russia, which would have something to lose if the regime became even more autocratic. Instead, efforts are made to ensure that such events cannot happen again. To this end, increasing pressure is exerted on NGOs, and instructions are sent out to the regions on how to take preventative action against a potential “colour revolution”. There are also frequent statements made in the media that such a revolution would not be tolerated.

			Cost-Benefit Analysis in the Ukraine Conflict

			The Ukraine conflict illustrates that Russia has made a cost-benefit analysis of its own regarding its dispute with the West, which is not based on economic data. The Russian economy is already suffering considerably from the sanctions imposed by the West, particularly by the loss of trust among investors. But to date this appears to only have resulted in a further closing of ranks and increasingly strident propaganda. Russia’s leadership is demonstrating in unprecedented fashion what hybrid warfare means, one of its aims being to undermine trust in any form of reporting. The measures to reform its military capabilities are already showing some results. Both the number of military manoeuvres and the number of instances of Russia violating the airspace of EU Member States are rising.19 Military expenditure currently makes up 4.2 per cent of Russian GDP;20 despite the deteriorating economic situation, Russia intends to go ahead with its plans for the modernisation of its military arsenal.21 President Putin has made it clear that nuclear weapons figure prominently in this.

			The Western partners have a different cost-benefit analysis. To Western democracies, it is essential to enable their own populations to prosper. Greater defence expenditure regularly meets with strong opposition. Against the backdrop of the current serious disputes with Russia, the Member States of the European Union will be facing uncomfortable decisions in this context. At their last summit in Wales,22 the NATO partners took important decisions and reconfirmed previous ones: the establishment of a Very High Readiness Joint Task Force, (VJTF), a stronger presence in the eastern EU Member States, raising the national defence budgets to two per cent of the respective GDP. However, the implementation of the last point by the national parliaments is still outstanding in most countries. The decision by the EU to tie the easing of the sanctions against Russia to the implementation of the Minsk protocol23 is correct in the current situation.
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			Despite the poor economic development and budgetary position of Russia, Putin sticks to a costly modernisation of the Russian military. | Source: Dmitry Terekhov, flickr. Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution – Share Alike 2.0 Generic License (CC BY-SA 2.0).

			Concerted EU Action as a Clear Signal

			It is unlikely that the sanctions will produce any change in Russia’s policies in the short term. The Western partners will therefore need to persevere and continue to act in concert. Disunity would weaken the EU at this point in time. If Moscow were to succeed in undermining unity within the EU, this would do untold damage to the credibility of the West.

			Many observers in Russia assume that the conflict will continue for a long time. The ceasefire agreed in Minsk is fragile, and Russia’s foreign policy has become unpredictable, not least because President Putin cannot afford to lose face. In this sense, he is not acting from a position of strength but from one of weakness. Foreign politics has become an instrument of domestic politics. Nor can one discount the possibility that Putin may not have made up his mind about what steps to take next and is waiting to see how the West will react before making any decisions. It appears that he had not counted on the EU states closing ranks and on the painful economic sanctions. It is therefore all the more important to maintain this concerted action as a clear signal. In addition, every effort must be made to seek to resolve the conflict with Russia by diplomatic means. There are currently not sufficient channels of communication open.

			It would also be important to investigate what could be offered to Russian society. No doubt it is difficult to counter the current propaganda with anything that could make an impact. A first step would be to at least make objective information available to people in the Russian language. An alternative offering in Russian could well be worth a try, not least for the numerous ethnic German resettlers from the former USSR, who frequently obtain their information predominantly from the Russian media even in Germany. Many of these people still have close links with Russia and could take on a mediating role at civil society level. Further important measures could include study opportunities, work placements and other visiting opportunities, which would enable young Russians to gain their own impression of the West. And maybe it would be worth attempting once again to eliminate the hurdle the visa requirement represents for Russian people. One thing should be made perfectly clear: the West is opposed to Russia engaging in aggressive policies and attempting to deny other states their sovereignty. The West is not turning against the Russian people or against Russia as such. On the contrary: Russia is an important partner. It is in our interest to make common cause with Russia in countering global challenges such as the increasing Islamist fundamentalism and terror in the Middle East. This does, however, require the two sides to come to an understanding about common principles in foreign and security policy.
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			The main concern for the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which was launched in 2004, was to create a “ring of friends and stable states”1 at the external borders of the European Union. Ten years later, in January 2015, former Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairs Carl Bildt concluded on Twitter that the EU is facing a ring of fire in its neighbourhood.2

			The EU has shown itself to be neither prepared for the war Russia is waging in Ukraine, nor to have succeeded in solving the numerous (frozen) conflicts in its eastern neighbourhood over the past several years. These two issues are interrelated. The main reason for this is the incompatibility of the EU’s integrative policy with the Russian thinking on spheres of influence.3 From a Russian perspective, countries are “perceived as objects of action for powerful external forces and as territorial bones of contention”.4

			A key event for the European-Russian rivalry in Eastern Europe was the EU Eastern Partnership summit held in Vilnius in November 2013. The summit was preceeded by blatant promotion on the part of the EU and Russia for at least four of six Eastern European countries. This had particularly fatal consequences for Ukraine:

			Then Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych refused to sign an Association Agreement with the EU in Vilnius, which had been negotiated through a process spanning several years. This decision appeared to be made under pressure from Russia, which had adopted a number of restrictions on imports of Ukrainian goods that summer. In addition, it had offered the bankrupt Ukraine a loan of 15 billion euros just before the summit if it would step back from signing the agreement. This yielding to Putin was the starting point for the Euromaidan protests before Yanukovych fled to Russia in February 2014. Initially, the Kremlin regarded the Maidan protests as an intra-Ukrainian affair. However, Ukraine’s foreign policy reorientation, which not only saw the signing of the Association Agreement with the European Union in the summer of 2014 but also struck the country’s non-aligned status from its constitution and openly aspired to join NATO, provoked Putin to launch a war against the neighbouring country.

			Yet the Vilnius summit was not solely centered around Ukraine; it led the way for at least three other Eastern European countries. Georgia and Moldova decided to enter into an Association Agreement with the EU, while Armenia, which had also been involved in long negotiations with the EU, announced ahead of the summit that it would join the Eurasian Economic Union.

			This “trend-setting” outlines the dilemma of European foreign policy in Eastern Europe in recent years: the rivalry with Russia has meant the situation that the countries themselves are facing has been neglected – in terms of economic, foreign and domestic policy.

			Competition in “Median Europe”

			Nevertheless, with the Eastern Partnership, the EU had a program which was to be aligned with the constitutionality of the countries in its eastern neighbourhood: Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine and the countries of the Southern Caucasus, Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan. Due to substantial commonalities, it was expedient to combine these countries in one specific neighbourhood program:

			
					They occupy an area between the EU and NATO and Russia.

					They are former Soviet republics.

					They are countries in transition.

					All these countries are facing territorial conflicts: in the case of Armenia and Azerbaijan (over Nagorno-Karabakh), Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia) and Moldova (Transnistria), these are frozen conflicts; Ukraine, however, is facing both a half-frozen conflict (Crimea) and a latent conflict (eastern Ukraine). Belarus is the only country without any territorial conflicts, though it makes up for this with a frozen political conflict (with President Lukashenko, who has ruled for over 20 years).

			

			The fact that the EU would be entering into an open conflict with Russia’s interests in the region was underestimated when drafting the Eastern Partnership:

			
					Russia considers this area between itself and the EU to be a “canonical territory”. The former Soviet republics are seen as a “near abroad”, where influence by other actors is not tolerated.5

					The Russian elite is not interested in the democratic transformation of the countries in the area bordering the EU; the example of a modern and prosperous nation in its immediate vicinity would cast a harsh light on the failed reforms in Russia itself and could have a “contagious” effect.

					Russia is not interested in a solution to the territorial conflicts in its neighbourhood because it would stand to lose important influence in the region.

			

			In 2008, Hannes Adomeit already pointed out these conflicting interests of the EU and Russia in the region. His study anticipates much of what actually materialised between 2013 and 2015: in particular, the tightening of Russian foreign and security policy both in terms of rhetoric and the “military reality”.6 Adomeit’s study is also distinguished by the fact that he closely intertwines the rivalry between Russia and the EU with the perspectives of the “Median European” countries, as he refers to the region.

			Seven years later, the Russian-European rivalry has resulted in an open conflict to be played out in Ukraine due to Russia’s military aggression and in which it is mainly Ukrainians who are paying with their lives. In Europe is largely ignored that the war Russia is waging on Ukraine does not center around minority rights, separatism or the problems of a supposedly divided country but instead is also largely focused on the competition between two models of integration – the European and Eurasian. Furthermore, with the war in Ukraine, Putin attempts to divert attention from domestic problems such as the failed modernisation of Russia, the corruption that is rampant because nothing is done to combat it and the threat of a contagious knock-on effect of the Maidan protests.

			Fig. 1

			Countries Participating in the Eastern Partnership and the EU Summit in Vilnius in 20137
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			European integration: European Neighbourhood Policy and Eastern Partnership

			In May 2004, alongside its eastward enlargement, the EU launched a program focused on its new immediate neighbouring countries in Eastern Europe and ten countries in the Mediterranean region in the form of the European Neighbourhood Policy. The framework for economic, political and cultural cooperation with these new neighbours was outlined in the ENP. In the process, the intention is to offer these countries incentives to modernise their politics, economy and society through a stronger association with the EU and to provide support in respecting human rights, the rule of law and the development of the market economy. The pace of this rapprochement between the EU and ENP countries should depend on the extent to which individual countries engage in the program’s objectives. The ENP explicitly did not include any prospects of membership.

			Relations with Russia have found new footing following the 2004 expansion: In May 2005, a program was agreed upon for the creation of four “Common Spaces” (economy; freedom, security and justice; external security; research, education and cultural aspects). “Road maps” were to serve to fill these spaces. However, the program proved to be too non-binding. Although it included an extensive and rather specific task catalogue, its implementation depended on political will, which was ultimately lacking. Here, it is worth noting that drawing up an Association Contract with the EU that went beyond the Common Spaces was certainly discussed by the Russian establishment in 2005. However, this would have had to have included restrictions on or completely excluded the EU’s influence over Russia, while at the same time Russia wanted to be involved in discussions and decision-making processes within the EU.8

			The biggest problem facing the ENP was that it lacked specifics and did not differentiate between eastern and southern neighbouring countries. It was for this reason that, at France’s urging, the Union for the Mediterranean was established, followed shortly after by the Eastern Partnership at the initiative of Poland and Sweden. The decision was made at the European Council in December 2008, and the founding summit was held in Prague on 7 May 2009.

			The main objective of the EaP was to establish the necessary conditions for political association and further economic integration between the EU and interested partner countries in Eastern Europe. The EaP is founded upon the conclusion of extensive Association Agreements, which also include “deep and extensive” free trade agreements. The Association Agreements were intended to replace the existing and somewhat outdated Partnership and Cooperation Agreements (PCA) and renew the EU’s relations with its partners.

			Russia initially reacted negatively to the Eastern Partnership. Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov called the program an establishment of the EU’s influence in its eastern neighbourhood.9 And by 2008, Moscow had made the accusation that the initiative forced the countries in question to choose between Russia and the EU. Voices from the Duma called on the EU “to consult with Russia before starting any initiatives that concern Russia’s ‘traditional interests’”.10

			Eurasian integration: Eurasian Economic Union

			Out of the realisation that the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) had never functioned properly in the wake of the 1991 dissolution of the Soviet Union and certainly as a reaction to the Eastern Partnership, Russia began pushing its own models of integration: a Customs Union was established in July 2010, which included Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. All customs borders between the three states were dismantled by July 2011. Through free trade agreements, Ukraine enjoyed duty-free access to the common market of the Customs Union for many goods. In November 2011, Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan approved the creation of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) by January 2015.

			The founding treaty was signed in May 2014. Armenia joined in October 2014. Accordingly, the EAEU was launched in January 2015 with four member states, with Kyrgyzstan joining as a fifth member in the course of the year. The EAEU is headed by the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council, which is made up of the heads of state of the member states, and the Eurasian Integration Council comprised of prime ministers. The primary objective of the EAEU is to facilitate the exchange of goods, capital, services and labour.11 Furthermore, it seeks the free choice of training and work places, joint coordination in areas such as energy, industry, agriculture and transport, and in the longer term, a common energy market (2019), a common oil and gas market (2025) and the establishment of conditions for a uniform financial market (2025). At an EAEU summit in Astana in March 2015, Vladimir Putin once again raised the idea of a common currency.12

			An expansion of the EAEU to include the conflict regions of South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Transnistria and the DPR/LPR (Donetsk People’s Republic and Luhansk People’s Republic), which are de-facto occupied by Russia and are not internationally recognised states, is repeatedly a topic of discussion. The fact that these are territories that officially belong to the EU associated states of Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova is an indication that through the EAEU the European integration policy in the region is intended to be actively torpedoed.

			A differentiated approach

			With the signing of the Association Agreements between the European Union and Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia in June 2014 and Armenia joining the EAEU in October 2014, the region has lost its character as Median Europe. For the EU, this means that a further differentiation of its policy towards its eastern neighbours is essential.13 Both the internal development of the countries and Russia’s policies in the region will need to be taken into consideration.

			Belarus

			Out of all the Soviet Union successor states, the relations between Belarus and Russia were always the closest. Already by the mid-1990s, Presidents Lukashenko and Yeltsin had decided to establish a Union State, yet once Putin took office in 2000, this resulted in very little real political impact: while Putin framed the Union as the inclusion of Belarus in the Russian Federation, Lukashenko insisted on an equal merger.

			However, irrespective of the largely formal Union State idea, there are numerous profound links between the two countries: In terms of economy, Belarus depends considerably on support from Russia. This endowment of the Belarusian state budget through reduced gas prices, revenues from oil export duties and lending amounts to 7.7 billion U.S. dollars per year.14 Russia is currently building the first nuclear power plant in northern Belarus and owns 100 per cent of the gas pipeline network in Belarus, through which Russian gas is transported to Europe. Border controls at the common “Union State border” are practically non-existent.
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			A treaty on military cooperation has also been in place between the two countries since 1997. Every two years, large-scale military exercises are held alternatively in Belarus and Russia, including “Zapad” (West) in 2009, in which an attack on Poland was simulated.15 Russia maintains a radar station near the military airfield in Baranovichi as part of a joint CIS air defence force, and both sides also closely coordinate their arms industries with one another.

			However, problems in the relations between Belarus and Russia result among other things from the mutual personal dislike of Presidents Putin and Lukashenko as well as from the question of Belarus’ actual political independence from Russia, which is rarely discussed openly but forms a breeding ground for constant mistrust.

			It is for this reason that Lukashenko has perfected a “see-saw policy” between Russia and the EU over the past decade, where, despite economic dependencies on all sides, he makes an effort to occasionally take independent positions in terms of foreign policy. This was most evident in 2008 when he refused to recognise Russian occupied Abkhazia and South Ossetia after the Russian-Georgian war. This was followed by a cautious rapprochement between Belarus and the EU accompanied by a rapid deterioration of Russian-Belarusian relations. Lukashenko’s release of political prisoners was observed with suspicion by Moscow, while the EU in turn lifted account blocks and entry restrictions. This rapprochement came to an abrupt end with the presidential elections held in December 2010 when, after a surprisingly liberal campaign, a peaceful demonstration on the eve of the elections was brutally suppressed. This once again resulted in Belarus being isolated from Europe and returned deep into Moscow’s sphere of influence.

			As a founding member of the EAEU and given its economic dependence on Russia, Belarus remains destined for Eurasian integration. Aside from institutionalised cooperation, there is nevertheless strong potential for enhanced sectoral cooperation between Belarus and the EU.

			Armenia

			Strong historical ties also exist between Armenia and Russia. Russia is seen as the protector of the country, whose borders are closed to its eastern neighbour, Azerbaijan, due to the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh, and its southern neighbour, Turkey, due to the issue of the Armenian genocide in 1915/1916. Alongside the Republic of Moldova, Armenia is one of the poorest countries in the region and does not have significant own resources or access to the sea. In terms of (energy) industry, the country is heavily dependent on Russia.

			In the war over the Nagorno-Karabakh region that raged between Armenia and Azerbaijan between 1991 and 1994, more than 40,000 people were killed and more than one million people became refugees. Since the ceasefire in May 1994, Armenia has maintained control over Nagorno-Karabakh, which is located in Azerbaijani territory and is inhabited by ethnic Armenians. The conflict is politically frozen; yet time and again it descends into a military conflict with many victims. Although oil-rich Azerbaijan is likely to be far superior to its neighbour militarily speaking – Azerbaijan’s military budget is about as high as the entire state budget of Armenia – it shies away from open confrontation. This is due to the Russian military presence in Armenia. Russia maintains an air base in Gyumri.

			In 2012 and 2013, Armenia had been negotiating with the EU on an Association Agreement as part of the Eastern Partnership, making good progress by regional standards (compared to Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine) by mid-2013.16 Still in the summer of 2013, it had been expected that Armenia would establish an Association Agreement with the EU at the summit in Vilnius. Russia responded to this development with a short-term increase in the prices of energy supplies to Armenia. In early September 2013, Armenian President Serzh Sargsyan travelled to Moscow to meet with Putin, where he made the surprising announcement that Armenia would join the Eurasian Union. It was then reported that Putin not only “reminded” Sargsyan of Armenia’s economic dependence on Russia,17 but also “informed” him that Russia had just concluded an agreement on arms sales with Azerbaijan measuring in the billions.

			This existential economic and military dependence on Russia dominates Armenia’s foreign policy. Unlike with Russia, no fundamental security guarantees are realistically likely to come from the EU either with regards to the conflict with Azerbaijan (which the EU is courting because of its oil) or the conflict with NATO member Turkey. Nevertheless, Armenia is interested in closer cooperation with the EU, which, unlike Russia, is seen as an engine for the country’s modernisation.
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			Azerbaijan

			Azerbaijan is the only country in Eastern Europe to show no serious interest in either the European or Eurasian model of integration. The rivalry between Russia and the EU is therefore at its lowest in Azerbaijan. Due to its immense oil reserves, the country is largely economically independent. Azerbaijan is the only Muslim country of the six EaP countries and has close historical ties to Turkey. Neither of the two countries have any diplomatic relations with neighbouring Armenia.

			Azerbaijan’s policy towards Russia is marked by cautious reserve and a kind of mutual diplomatic inaction: Although Azerbaijan would have been justified in condemning Russia’s actions in Crimea as it bears similarity to the pattern of the Armenian occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh, no open criticism of Moscow was levelled by Baku. No official comment has been made even on Russia’s repressive handling of Crimean Tatar, another Muslim ethnic group. However, Azerbaijan is in the process of negotiating with the European Union on the supply of Caspian oil (and likely gas as well) bypassing Russia via Georgia and Turkey to Italy. Russia observes with distrust the way in which Caspian oil makes Europe less dependent on Russian energy supplies, yet is careful not to openly criticise Baku’s leadership for this. Unlike with all the other Eastern European countries, Russia’s economic influence on Azerbaijan is low.
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			However, the South Caucasus state is not seeking an association with the European Union. Although it participates formally in the program of the Eastern Partnership, the signing of a visa facilitation agreement with the EU at the summit in Vilnius is the extent of its commitment. However, there is a distinct lack of a common foundation of values. In particular, Baku has little understanding for the European criticism of the violation of human rights in Azerbaijan, for the brutal actions of the security forces and the lack of civil liberties. The EU’s main problem with Azerbaijan is the double standards in place: the human rights situation in the country is worse than in Belarus with nearly 100 political prisoners serving time in Azerbaijani prisons; in 2014 there was a wave of repression against the opposition, journalists beaten and accounts of independent institutions blocked. At the same time, the country held the Presidency of the Council of Europe in 2014 and the EU has never seriously discussed sanctions against the Aliyev regime, unlike in the case of Belarus.

			Russia has understood that the combination of an authoritarian state on the one hand, and an abundance of resources on the other constitutes a political dilemma for the European Union. This dilemma, together with the frozen Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, provide important leverage for Russia to exert its – albeit limited – political influence on its southern neighbours.

			Georgia

			Since the Revolution of Roses brought Mikheil Saakashvili the presidency in 2003, Georgian (foreign) policy has focused on the European Union. Fundamental reforms had been implemented in Georgia long before the start of the Eastern Partnership: reduced bureaucracy and economic liberalisation meant that the old elites and networks were largely disempowered and state institutions sustainably strengthened. In addition, corruption and crime were prosecuted and the police in particular saw radical reform.18

			Saakashvili’s foreign policy priority was the reintegration of the breakaway regions of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Adjara into Georgian territory. This goal was achieved in the case of Adjara, but failed in the regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which border Russia. This policy has resulted in a rapid deterioration of Russian-Georgian relations, with Russia imposing economic embargoes and closing border crossings in 2007. Tensions escalated in August 2008 during a five-day war between Georgia and Russia in which some 850 people lost their lives. “Georgian Dream”, established by oligarch Bidzina Ivanishvili, has been the ruling party since 2012 and has thus far sought without success to improve relations with Russia.

			The flip side of such shattered relations with Russia is Georgia’s interest in closer integration into European and Western structures: a strategic partnership with NATO was concluded in 2004 and Georgia was in negotiations with the EU on an Association Agreement beginning in 2008, which was concluded at the EU summit in Vilnius in November 2013 and signed in June 2014 in Brussels. Amongst the Georgian people, the policy of European rapprochement enjoys broad support. By contrast, Russia’s intention is primarily to torpedo the European integration of its southern neighbour via the breakaway regions there: Moscow concluded a strategic partnership alliance last year with the regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, regions which both officially belong to Georgia; this is seen as an attempt towards legal legitimisation of Russian annexation.19
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			Georgia has faced and continues to face immense economic, political and military pressures from Russia and the European Union has thus far not reacted appropriately: “Russian advances, including the removal of Georgian territory in 2008, have not lead to the countermeasures that were presumably required,”20 writes retired General Klaus Dieter Naumann. He contends that this mistake also contributed to the 2014 crisis in Ukraine. Naumann urges the West to affirm that the changing of European borders by force will not be tolerated, yet to do so “without returning to the Cold War, but instead by sending a clear signal of ‘thus far and no further’!”21

			Republic of Moldova

			The paradox of the political development of the Republic of Moldova over the past decade lies in the fact that it was the communists assumed to be loyal to Moscow under President Voronin who sustainably strengthened the European vector of the country after 2005. In 2011, the Republic of Moldova held negotiations with the EU on an Association Agreement, which was successfully concluded at the summit in Vilnius in 2013. The agreement was signed in June 2014 and ratified in July in Chisinau. Already by April 2014, the visa requirement for Moldovan nationals travelling to the EU had been lifted.

			Although the country, which borders Ukraine to the east and Romania in the west, is not of strategic importance to Russia, and despite the fact that, unlike in Georgia or Ukraine, NATO membership has never seriously been discussed in the Republic of Moldova, the country’s European rapprochement is a thorn in Putin’s side. Russia has a great deal of leverage in influencing the situation in the Republic of Moldova and puts it to use:

			
					The country is almost entirely dependent on Russian energy supplies. Half of the Moldovan state gas company Moldovagas belongs to the Russian company Gazprom.

					Russia is the main market for Moldovan agricultural products, particularly for Moldovan wine.

					Hundreds of thousands of Moldovan guest workers work in Russia. Their transfers of funds make up a large part of the Moldovan GNP.

					Russia controls and finances some of the country’s political parties. Currently most of this control is directed towards the “Party of Socialists”, which became the strongest parliamentary party in the November 2014 elections.

					The Moldovan oligarchs who dominate the economy, politics and media in the Republic of Moldova have made their fortunes through opaque business ties in Russia.

					Political leaders in the Gagauzia autonomous region in the southern part of the country have long threatened secession from the Republic of Moldova and annexation to Russia.

					In the Transnistria region that broke away 25 years ago, Russia has established an extensive arsenal and has stationed some 2,000 troops there, refusing to reduce this troop deployment despite an agreement put in place since 1999.

			

			Russia uses the frozen Transnistrian conflict in particular to destabilise the situation in the Republic of Moldova. Transnistria is considered to be a “black hole” in Europe where arms are illegally traded, human trafficking takes place and money is laundered.22

			Despite the Republic of Moldova’s numerous structural problems, there is no alternative but to implement the Association Agreement with the EU: “If we were to say now that everything has failed,” says Elmar Brok, “we would be placing the Republic of Moldova in the lion’s mouth of Russia and Putin will have won, which we of course do not want.”23

			Ukraine

			The milestones of political development in Ukraine over the past year and a half are well-known: the corrupt regime of Viktor Yanukovych, the Euromaidan protests, Yanukovych’s escape, Russia’s annexation of Crimea, the war in the eastern part of the country. Four issues of concern neglected in Western discourse bear highlighting:

			
					The fighting in the Lugansk and Donetsk territories is not an intra-Ukrainian confrontation or a conflict with pro-Russian separatists, rather is an act of Russian aggression against Ukraine.

					A major reason for the war Russia is waging against Ukraine is Ukraine’s decision not to join the Eurasian Union, instead choosing the path of European rapprochement. This is tantamount to a Russian war by proxy to which it is mainly Ukrainians who have fallen victim.

					The EU and the West bear some responsibility for solving the conflict due to their international obligations: in autumn 1990, every NATO country and what was then the Soviet Union signed the Paris Declaration, in which the principles of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975 were reaffirmed. These include the inviolability of territorial boundaries, the renunciation of violence in states’ dealings with one another and the freedom of each state to be able to decide for itself which alliances it would likely engage in. In addition, in the Budapest Memorandum of 1994, the United States, Great Britain and Russia pledged to Kazakhstan, Belarus and Ukraine to respect their sovereignty and existing borders (Art. 1), as well as their political and economic independence (Art. 2 f.) in return for their renunciation of nuclear weapons.

					Successful political and economic reforms in Ukraine are the most effective tool in the conflict with Russia. These reforms can only succeed if guarantees are made over the security of the remaining, non-occupied Ukrainian territory. The West must advocate for those guarantees.

			

			Conclusion

			The European and the Eurasian integration models are fundamentally different: by seeking rapprochement with the EU, states are provided with support for modernisation, good governance and economic reforms. The Copenhagen Criteria codifies the standards for European rapprochement in a way that is both transparent and applies equally to all countries. European integration is based on the self-determination and sovereignty of states, which have entered freely into the decision to engage in European rapprochement (or to reject this; see Iceland).

			States choosing to integrate into the Eurasian Economic Union are promised cheap energy, loans, state budget subsidies and military assistance. The Eurasian Economic Union is designed as a rival project to that of the European Union for rapid geographical growth, which is to be achieved through economic and military pressure. Russia is the dominant state, and no guarantees are given regarding the sovereignty and integrity of potential acceding countries.

			Despite these differences, the compatibility of the two integration models must be scrutinised: ahead of the meeting in Minsk on curbing the violence in Ukraine in February 2015, Angela Merkel once again raised the idea of a free trade area from Lisbon to Vladivostok.24 At the same time, relationships with Russia will have to be redefined. The policy of integration and partnership for modernisation has failed. However, continuing this dialogue with Russia is essential despite the fact that it is currently unclear who in the country’s political leadership this can be discussed with.

			In addition, the policy towards eastern neighbourhood states must be fundamentally reworked. According to Bundestag President Norbert Lammert, the continuation and modification of the Eastern Partnership is one of the priority tasks of the EU. However, this process cannot follow a standard format since each partner country is subject to its own unique conditions and requirements and the principle of self-determination must be applied.25
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			Armed conflicts in the Arab world are often referred to as “ethnic conflicts” or “religious wars” and assumed to be unavoidable. When viewed from this standpoint, Arabs are the sworn enemies of Kurds and Iranians, Muslims are fierce opponents of Jews and Christians, and Sunni and Shiite Muslims are in a state of constant feud. However, other observers refute the claim that the conflicts have an underlying ethnic, religious or tribal motivation. They believe that existing resentments are simply being instrumentalised in the struggle for power, expansion or control over resources. Using the examples of Syria, Lebanon and Iraq, this article investigates whether and to what extent ethnic and religious identities determine the actions of the protagonists in these conflicts.

			In Europe, in the wake of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, sovereign territorial states began to take the place of supranational empires. This process was completed after the First World War with the collapse of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires. The 19th century saw the spread of the idea of the nation state, in which the nation and its people identify with the polity. The nation state seeks to create a homogeneous body politic based on an ethnic, linguistic or cultural foundation (Kulturnation, cultural nation) or on the citizens’ will (Staatsnation, willed nation). Group identities are depoliticised or levelled out by means of administration and laws, the nation state’s ideology, language policy and educational system and through compulsory military service. This homogenisation may also take place via resettlement or the persecution of particular sections of the population.

			The Arab world followed a different pattern. With the exception of Morocco, the Arabian Peninsula and Oman, this region was formerly part of the Ottoman Empire. The provinces of Beirut, Aleppo, Damascus, Mosul, Baghdad and Basra were the predecessors of today’s Lebanon, Syria and Iraq. They are extremely diverse in ethnic, religious and tribal terms and have strong, overlapping group identities.

			Fig. 1

			Population composition
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			Source: Own illustration based on: CIA, The World Factbook, 2013-2014, Washington DC, http://cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook (accessed 12 Jun 2015). Data on Lebanon is controversial for lack of updated census.

			Over the ages, individualism has been afforded little significance in these societies. People are part of an extended family, and also of a tribe, a religious group and an ethnic/linguistic/cultural community. Group identities continue to carry great weight in the Middle East, despite the fact that individualism is beginning to take hold among today’s youth, partly as a result of their access to global media and social networks. Religious groups have particular significance because of their historic role over past centuries. They have become the main political and social frameworks for identity. However, they are not necessarily linked to extreme devoutness.

			In the Ottoman Empire there was no nation, just a Muslim “nationality”, along with “millets” (self-administered and additionally taxed non-Muslim religious communities, such as Jews, Armenian Apostolic Christians and Greek Orthodox Christians). Their religious leader was also their political leader, and in return he was responsible was responsible for the loyalty of his community to the government. This system allowed the communities to live peacefully side-by-side for many centuries.1

			Shiites had no legal status because Sunni Islam was the state religion. In the Mesopotamian provinces they were constantly accused of being “fifth columnists” of the Persians. They were barred from holding high administrative or military positions. In 1915/1916 the Shiites rose up in protest against the Ottomans.2 Post-Islamic religious communities such as the Alawites (also known as the Nusayris) and the Druze found themselves even more disadvantaged. The followers of both these religious groups withdrew to live in the mountainous regions. Periods of persecution alternated with periods of pragmatic tolerance.3

			In the Ottoman Empire, religious communities did not only provide identity, but also cared for the solidarity and survival of their members. The reach of the government was limited in the Arab provinces, so in times of economic need, war and natural catastrophe people fell back on their religious or tribal communities.

			Their members lived in particular areas, villages or urban districts; they married each other, were given jobs by their friends and family and helped each other in times of need. Today, religious communities in the Arab world still provide their members with solidarity and help when times are hard. Furthermore, the fundamental lack of individual and civil rights means that religious and tribal communities are vital for lobbying the government on issues that affect their members.

			Divide and Rule

			When the power of the Ottoman Empire began to fade in the 19th century, the European powers hoped to be able to make some territorial gains. They tried to fuel tensions between the different population groups in order to destabilise the rule of the sultan, and they instigated and encouraged the growth of independence movements.

			The European nations used the pretext of protecting minorities to meddle with the internal policies of the Ottoman Empire. France became the protective power for the Catholics, the Russian Empire protected the Orthodox Christians, and Britain protected the Jews. The minorities benefited from this external support, but their privileged status bred resentment among the Muslim majority population.4

			In particular Russia supported the Armenian and Kurdish independence movements. The possibility of a nation state was dangled in front of these two peoples, despite the fact that the supporters were well aware that the territories being claimed were largely overlapping. The creation of Armenian and Kurdish states would quickly have triggered a fierce conflict between the two sides. It is worth noting how these states were never founded after the fall of the Ottoman Empire in the First World War.5

			In turn, as the 19th century drew to a close, the Ottoman government sought to cling to power by adopting a policy of divide and rule. Sultan Abdul Hamid II (who ruled from 1876 to 1909) played the Kurds of Anatolia off against the Armenians, who generally acted as merchants and tax collectors. In Lebanon, he set the Druze against the Catholic Maronites, in Syria the Sunnis against the Alawites, and in Iraq the Sunni nomads from the Steppes against the Shiite arable farmers.6
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			In the First World War Arab tribes became British allies and were promised an Arab nation state. But in contrast London and Paris were negotiating the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which was signed on 16 May 1916. This defined their spheres of influence and control over Ottoman territories in the Middle East. Based on this agreement, in 1920 the provinces of Beirut, Aleppo and Damascus went to France under the League of Nations Mandate for Syria, while the provinces of Mosul, Baghdad and Basra went to Britain under the League of Nations Mandate for Iraq.

			In true “divide and rule” fashion, Paris and London favoured the minorities over the majority and in this way made them dependent. France initially planned to partition its mandate into six territories along confessional lines. In the end, four administrative areas were set up: the mainly Christian Lebanon, the State of Jabal Druze, the State of Alawites and the rest of Syria.7 The French mainly recruited Christians and Alawites for administrative and military functions. The French made enemies of the Druze by attacking their feudal system, leading to a major Druze uprising between 1925 and 1927. For a time, Sunni Syrians fought on the side of the Druze, though this alliance was destined to be short-lived. In 1936 France ended the autonomy of the Jabal Druze and Alawite State. From then on, the Sunni-dominated government did everything it could to prevent any aspirations for Druze or Alawite autonomy.8

			In Iraq, the British did not focus on the Shiite majority, whose clerics had spoken out against British influence during and after the war, but on the Sunni upper classes in Baghdad and certain Sunni tribal leaders. A foreign Sunni royal dynasty was also imposed on Iraq in the shape of the Hashemites of Hejaz. The British predominantly recruited Kurds and Christian Assyrians to the armed forces and used them to suppress uprisings. To the Sunni and Shiite Arabs, these groups appeared as henchmen of the British Mandate. Massacres of Assyrians were carried out just eight months after Iraq gained independence in 1932.9

			Unlike Syria, Iraq was an artificial construct, as political, economic and social links between the Ottoman provinces of Mosul, Baghdad and Basra had been marginal. The Kurds who were living in Northern Iraq showed little loyalty to Iraq from the start and had separatist aspirations. From 1922 to 1924 they unsuccessfully tried to create a separate “Kingdom of Kurdistan”.10 Relations between Iraqi Sunnis and Shiites had been tense for hundreds of years. In Shiite strongholds such as Najaf, Karbala and Kufa there had again and yet again been uprisings against Sunni rule.

			Eyewitness Margret Boveri wrote: “After the war, when the new state of Iraq was to be built, the enmity between Sunnis and Shiites was so deep and insurmountable that it often threatened to tear the young nation apart.”11

			Nation-Building as Part of Pan-Arab Nationalism

			Following the European model, pan-Arab nationalists aimed to set up independent “cultural nations”. All ancestral religions were recognised as being part of Arab culture, but they were not to be given any influence over politics, law or administration. The same applied to tribal identities. The ultimate goal was to bring the Arab states together to create a powerful pan-Arab nation.12

			Syria, which gained independence in 1944, was the first to be gripped by pan-Arab nationalism. When Shukri al-Quwatli was elected president in 1955, this became the dominant ideology, and in 1958 Syria created a pan-Arab union with Egypt under Nasser in the form of the United Arab Republic (UAR). This was dissolved in 1961, but in 1963 the equally pan-Arabist Ba’ath Party seized power in Syria.

			After gaining its independence in 1932, Iraq initially remained a conservative kingdom with close ties to Britain under the rule of its Hashemite king and the Sunni upper class. When the king was deposed in 1958, left-wing parties took over, and in 1963 the pan-Arab Ba’ath Party seized power also in this country after a military coup.

			Lebanon’s story was very different. Here, Ottoman group particularism was not overcome but elevated to the organisational principle behind the state after it gained independence in 1943. In light of a blockade between supporters of independence and supporters of a union with Syria, the two sides agreed to the National Pact, which remains in place today. This agreed that the sovereign state of Lebanon should be set up, that there should be no union with Syria, that France should not be a protective power and that there should be no military alliance with the West. Lebanon was set up as a consociational democracy without majority rule, based on 18 recognised religious communities (Sunnis, Sevener and Twelver Shiites, Druze, Alawites, Jews and twelve Christian religious de-nominations). Parliamentary seats, furthermore the highest governmental positions and many other posts were allocated according to a set ratio of 6:5 in favour of Christians. To some extent, the constitution was a continuation of the Ottoman millet system, but the Sunnis were no longer afforded their previous privileges. The absence of a parliamentary majority and special constitutional provisions necessarily led to consociationalism. Syria viewed Lebanon’s independence as a neocolonial manoeuvre on the part of France, and indeed only recognised its independence in 2008.13
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			In Syria in the 1960s, the idea of nation-building gained ground among all the various groups. This secular one-party state allowed relatively large amounts of religious and cultural freedom, but individual freedoms were severely curtailed. Some of these group freedoms were retained when the country came under the rule of the Assad clan in 1970. In contrast, Iraq only paid lip-service to the idea of nation-building, as the majority Shiites were still effectively excluded. For a long time, the Shiites saw pan-Arab nationalism as an instrument for equal political participation. When the Ba’ath Party seized power in 1963, Shiites made up the majority of its members and held 54 per cent of its leadership positions. But this unity party soon became dominated by Sunnis. By 1968 Shiites held only six per cent of the leading positions in the party. Effectively excluded, many of them turned to Islamic underground organisations such as Da’wa (Islamic Call), supported by their clergy.14

			As the aim was to create a “cultural nation” rather than a “willed nation”, Syria and Iraq both allowed discrimination based on ethnicity, language and culture. Non-Arabs were treated as de facto second-class citizens. The main group to suffer was the Kurds. As a people, they have a very clear sense of identity but are very divided in terms of clanship, language and religious beliefs (they include Sunnis, Shiites, Christians, Jews and adherents of smaller religions such as Ahl-e Haqq, Haqqa, Yazidis and Shabaks). From the outset, the Kurds were sceptical of pan-Arab nationalism, preferring to support communist parties and secessionist movements.15

			Between 1960 and 1970 in Iraq, Kurds conducted a bitter guerrilla war to try to gain autonomy. The Iraqi government responded by introducing forced assimilation and resettlement measures. The oil-rich region of Kirkuk was resettled by Arabs at the expense of the Kurds, Assyrians and Turkmens.16 Syria also pursued a policy of Arabisation in its Kurdish north. In 1962 thousands of Kurds had their citizenship withdrawn, and by 2011 over 150,000 had been left stateless. From the 1970s onwards, Arab Bedouins were settled in Northern Syria in order to create an “Arab belt” in the border region.17

			Ruling Cliques under Assad and Hussein

			Tensions between the various groups increased during the 1970s, when pan-Arab nationalism in Syria and Iraq was in fact replaced by the rule of small cliques. In 1970, Air Force General Hafiz al-Assad seized power in Syria. Al-Assad’s main supporters came from his clan base in the coastal mountains (Jebel Ansariye) and from his religious group, the Alawites. He also courted other religious minorities such as the Christians, Druze and Shiites and gave them positions in his government, civil service and army. From the Sunni camp, he co-opted the merchant classes in Damascus and Aleppo and the conservative clergy in Damascus. Otherwise, Arab Sunnis were discriminated against when official posts, resources and public services were being distributed. Assad’s ruling position was precarious, as his Alawite religious group only made up one tenth of the Syrian population. Attracting the support of other privileged groups meant he could count on at least one third of the Syrian population.18

			The status of the co-opted religious community is similar to the Ottoman’s millet system. The Grand Mufti of Damascus, the Christian bishops and other religious leaders are personally responsible for ensuring the loyalty of their followers to the country’s president. In return, the Syrian state affords them the official status and privileges of ministers. If their political behaviour is correct, the religious communities are rewarded with favours. So it is hardly surprising that all Syrian religious leaders have so far remained (or had to remain) loyal to President Bashar al-Assad, the son and successor to Hafiz al-Assad.

			In Iraq Saddam Hussein took power in 1979 and also created a ruling clique supported by his family clan, his Al-Bu-Nasir tribe and others tribes and Arab Sunnis (who make up one quarter of the population of Iraq). Saddam Hussein also co-opted Arab religious minorities such as Christians and Mandeans and his government applied similar mechanisms to those used in Syria. The appointment of the Chaldean Catholic Tarik Aziz (born Mikhail Yuhanna) as Deputy Prime Minister in 1979 and as Foreign Minister in 1983 was a signal to Iraqi Christians that they would be rewarded if their political behaviour was correct.19

			The clearest and perhaps most painful manifestation of the crypto-confessionalist nature of the system could be found in the security forces and secret services. In Syria, their leaders and elite units came from the Alawite minority, in Iraq they were recruited from the Sunni minority.
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			The majority of the population were discriminated against and in both countries increasingly turned towards Islamism. This ideology gained in popularity, while pan-Arabism became discredited after the Arab states’ devastating defeat by Israel in 1967 and because of its failure to deliver on its economic promises. The Islamists promised honesty, fairness, global power and a different kind of supranational union based on a common faith.

			In Syria the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood made rapid advances in rural areas during the 1970s. The dominance of the “heretical” Alawites was a particular thorn in the side of the Brotherhood. Its radical wing declared war on the government in 1976 and carried out some bloody attacks. Hafiz al-Assad reacted by persecuting them mercilessly, culminating in the Hama massacre in 1982, when tens of thousands were killed.20

			In Iraq the Shiite-Islamist underground move-ment gained momentum thanks to the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran. Attacks proliferated against public officials and symbols of the Ba’ath regime. Saddam Hussein reacted by deporting or murdering activists. His attack on Iran in September 1980 was also a result of his fear of radicalisation on the part of Iraqi Shiites. However, they generally remained loyal to the government during the First Gulf War. After Iraq’s defeat in the Second Gulf War, the Shiites dared to revolt in 1991. Hussein’s brutal clampdown cost the lives of up to 100,000 people. He continued with his deportation policy and also widely decimated the Shiite clergy.21 Even when he was on his way to the gallows on 30 December 2006, Saddam Hussein was still cursing the “Persians”. This clearly demonstrates how the dictator always viewed the Iraqi Shiites as a fifth column of Tehran.22

			Saddam Hussein was equally brutal in his treatment of the Kurds, who, unlike the Shiites, had openly collaborated with Iran during the First Gulf War. During the Anfal Campaign between 1986 and 1989, thousands of Kurdish villages were levelled and tens of thousands of Kurds were killed, some by chemical weapons.

			After the fall of Saddam Hussein, the U.S. occupiers failed to initiate the building of an Iraqi nation that encompassed all its various groups. During the country’s rebuilding process, civilian administrator Paul Bremer turned to the divided ethnic and religious groups and to the tribal sheikhs. This contributed to the country’s ongoing particularisation.23 New political parties were largely founded based on ethnic, religious and tribal affiliations. Fair general elections resulted 2005 in the Shiite majority taking power for the first time in the country’s history. A constitutional reform with three widely self-governed constituent states that was propagated by senator Joseph R. Biden and Leslie H. Gelb was dismissed by the Bush administration in favor of the status quo of a strong federal government.24 Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki (2006 to 2014) of the Islamist Da’wa Party turned the former ruling system on its head. Now the Shiite majority discriminated against the Sunni minority when designating positions in government, the civil service and the security forces, and in the provision of infrastructure and public services. The Kurds were able to get validation for their autonomy in Northern Iraq they had achieved in 1991 and worked on extending it still further. Today the words of Peter W. Galbraith still resonate in the artificially created state of Iraq: “The fundamental problem of Iraq is an absence of Iraqis.”25

			Maliki’s policy of reverse discrimination and the ongoing stationing of U.S. troops on Iraqi soil fuelled the fires of Arab Sunni resistance. With its long and barely controlled borders, Iraq became a magnet for radical Islamists from abroad. The group conflict increasingly turned into a proxy war, with Saudi Arabia and its allies supporting the Sunni resistance fighters and Iran supporting Maliki’s Shiite government. In this way, the two countries brought their ideological and geopolitical rivalry onto Iraqi soil.

			The Sunni-Shia Divide

			The origins of the Sunni-Shia divide lie in the distant past.26 After the death of the Prophet, a bitter political battle for succession developed between the more dynastic-oriented Sunni party and the Shiite party, which believed in the supremacy of blood ties. In the end it was the Sunnis who prevailed and since then the Shiites have managed to hold on to long-term political power in just two countries – Yemen (897 to 1962) and Iran (1501 to today). Throughout history, the relationship between the two sects has generally been characterised by resentment and prejudice, yet there are still many places where Sunnis and Shiites coexisted 

			peacefully for centuries. This all changed in the 18th century with the beginning of the Sunni Wahhabist movement on the Arabian Peninsula. The puritanical Wahhabis believed in the idea of returning to an idealised form of a pristine Muslim community. They saw Shiites as traitors and deviants and fought bitterly against them. This kind of puritanical thinking also tends to be shared by today’s Salafists and Jihadists.

			In the 1920s the Wahhabis conquered large swathes of the Arabian Peninsula and founded the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which went on to become the dominant power in the Gulf on account of its extensive oil reserves. As a result, Saudi Arabia became Iran’s key political rival in the region. Following the success of the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, the rivalry between the two countries became ideological as well as political. Both countries sought to become the leaders of the Gulf region and the leaders of the Muslim world. However, there are fundamental differences between the two: Saudi Arabia tends to act anti-Shiite, whereas Iran does not act anti-Sunni. Saudi Arabia seeks to promote the Wahhabist way in the Muslim world, while Iran simply promotes its political model of an Islamic Republic as the ideal for all Muslims, including Sunnis. Iran has endeavoured to strengthen Shiite communities in Arab countries in order to gain political influence. Saudi Arabia is worried about the anti-monarchical politicisation of Shiites in the Gulf and is seeking to form its own anti-Iranian Sunni bloc. For at least a decade, Saudi Arabia has also had to live with serious concerns over Iran’s alleged military nuclear program. In December 2004, King Abdullah of Jordan warned of the formation of an Iranian-led “Shia Crescent” stretching from the Mediterranean to the Gulf, which would pose a serious threat to the Sunni states.27

			In many places, the political and ideological struggle for power between the Saudi and Iranian camps has succeeded in poisoning relations between many Sunnis (who make up some 85 per cent of all Muslims worldwide) and Shiites (some 15 per cent). Violent attacks are on the increase, mostly carried out by fanatical Sunni activists. In Syria and Iraq, these activists see it as their divine mission to destroy the Shiite “heretics” and their “temples” (i.e. mosques). They also consider the Alawites to be Shiites as their movement grew out of Shia Islam in the 9th century. For their part, senior Shiite clerics such as Ali al-Sistani of Najaf have repeatedly and successfully called on the followers of their own branch of Islam to exercise restraint. Admittedly, repeated attacks by Salafists and Jihadists in recent years has resulted in the formation of militant Shiite militias in Syria and Iraq, which have fought on the side of those countries’ governments.28
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			Developments since 2011

			In March 2011, Syria became the next country to be affected by the Arab protest movement. As the police fired on protestors and imprisoned and mistreated young demonstrators, the protests spread to the suburbs of Damascus and large swathes of rural Syria. At first, the government wavered between giving in to the protests and suppressing them, but by the middle of the year it had decided it was in its interests to quash the protest movement. The response from the demonstrators was to take up arms and form militias in order to fight back. Defectors from the government’s armed forces and local volunteers formed themselves into a “Free Syrian Army” (FSA).

			The protest movement was striving for political freedom and better economic opportunities. It was dominated by the disadvantaged Sunni majority, but was also joined by representatives from minorities, such as the Alawite writer Samar Yazbek. During the protests, demonstrators invoked the idea of the national unity with chants such as “We are all Syrians, we are united” and “No to sectarianism”. Small Alawite and Christian militias were even formed under the umbrella of the FSA.29

			The strategy of the Syrian government was and still is to present the protest movement as an insurrection by radical Islamist Sunnis in order to create fear amongst the country’s minorities. This strategy has been successful as the overwhelming majority of Syrian Alawites, Christians, Druze and Shiites have remained loyal to the government or at least remained neutral. The fear of revenge and retaliation is especially widespread amongst the Alawites – a fear that is justified in light of their painful history.

			A number of developments have ensured that the Syrian resistance movement has in fact gradually taken a confessionalist direction. Turkey, for example, has been able to exert significant influence over the FSA because its high command and training camps were based in the Turkish province of Hatay. The opposition Syrian National Council (SNC) also set itself up in Turkey. Ankara made sure the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood exerted a disproportionate amount of influence on its committees, thus bolstering Sunni dominance.

			The FSA and SNC were not recognised by every resistance group in the country. However, confessionalist tendencies also gradually increased in these independent groups, as evidenced by the decidedly Sunni names given to many of the new militias. Islamisation also grew stronger during the fierce battle for Aleppo in mid-2012, largely due to the infiltration of Salafist preachers and mercenaries. Battle-hardened radical Sunni groups such as Liwa al-Tawhid and Jabhat al-Nusra (part of the al-Qaeda network) began playing an ever more prominent role, while slogans such as “Christians to the Lebanon, Alawites to the coffin” could be heard being chanted at rallies. By 2013, the newly formed rebel alliance Islamic Front had attracted some 45,000 fighters, far outstripping the FSA. It was also clearly anti-Shiite and anti-Alawite.30 The appearance of the Jihadist “Islamic State in Iraq and Syria” (ISIS, now known as Islamic State/IS) in the same year represented an additional and, as yet, unprecedented level of radicalisation.
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			There were a number of reasons for this particular development. The Syrian government itself contributed to the rise of Islamic extremism when, in early 2011, it released numerous Sunni Islamist prisoners and began to focus its attacks more strongly on secular rather than Islamist resistance groups.31 Their rationale was that a fear of Salafists and Jihadists would force the West to decide the government was the lesser of two evils. Secondly, a clear picture of the enemy increased the combat strength of both sides and confessional aspects became increasingly important. This made it also easier for government and opposition alike to attract external support. The Lebanese Hezbollah and Iraqi-Shiite militias, for example, felt compelled to fight on behalf of the government in order to protect Shiite villages and holy sites (such as the Sayyidah Zaynab Shrine in Damascus) against Salafists and Jihadists. Meanwhile, opposition militia saw an influx of Sunni volunteers from many different countries, all keen to join the fight against “heretical Shiites”. By adding a confessional aspect to the image of the enemy, external actors such as Iran, Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia were able to recruit fighters to join the conflict in Syria as a front for their own political ambitions. The confessionalisation of the conflict was also a direct result of the unending civil war, the progressive collapse of public services and the state losing its monopoly on the use of force. The only way that people could survive the daily attacks and destruction of their way of life was by falling back on the support of their communities. And finally, feelings of hatred and revenge were also fuelled by the brutal war crimes committed on civilians solely on account of their religious affiliations.

			Since 2011, both sides have been guilty of carrying out numerous massacres and expulsions. As we saw in the Balkans in the 1990s, this kind of ethnic cleansing is a popular tool for realigning and consolidating territorial boundaries. IS in particular is currently pursuing a policy of systematic settlement by Sunnis in the territory it controls across Syria and Iraq, an area the size of Britain. Other religious groups in the area (Shiites, Alawites, Yazidis, Shabaks and recently also Christians) have been either displaced or killed and their houses and possessions redistributed.

			In Iraq, Sunni resistance, which has been supported by Saudi Arabia since the fall of Saddam Hussein, has resulted in a civil war breaking out in the country along confessional lines. Radical Sunni terrorist organisations in Iraq, such as Al Qaeda in Iraq (the forerunner to IS) led by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, have carried out numerous brutal attacks on Shiite residential areas, mosques and holy sites. Religious hatred has been combined with calculated confrontation strategies with a view to creating solidarity.

			The Situation Today

			The instrumentalisation of minorities in the Ottoman Empire by external states, the divide and rule policy of Sultan Abdul Hamid II and the European colonial powers, the failure of pan-Arab nationalism to provide all citizens with freedom and equality and the resulting authoritarian ruling cliques that favoured particular minorities in their allocation of power and resources – all these led to heightened tensions between the various population groups, and particularly between religious groups.

			After 2003 tensions in Iraq escalated into a state of permanent armed conflict between the Sunni minority and the now-dominant Shiite majority. Salafist and Jihadist groups supported from the Sunni Gulf states carried out targeted campaigns against Shiites.

			This constellation increasingly coloured the simply-drawn lines of the Syrian civil war: Sunnis vs. Shiites (and Alawites). Both sides present the enemy in extreme terms in order to consolidate and mobilise their own camps. The longer the – now overlapping – wars in Syria and Iraq drag on, the more the population is gripped by the confessional polarities that are being fuelled from outside. They are being pigeonholed, whether they like it or not. The armed conflicts are “religious wars” only from the viewpoint of Salafists and Jihadists, yet polarisation actually occurs along religious lines; mutual resentment has increased massively and is being instrumentalised by the political parties.

			Flight and expulsion have led to huge population movements that will be largely irreversible. The virtual “segregation” of the various groups and the resulting hatred makes it unrealistic to expect a return to the multireligious and multicultural status quo of the past. Any peace agreement must focus primarily on reconciliation, but this will not be enough in itself. New systems of government have to be found that will make it possible for people to enjoy a permanent, peaceful coexistence.

			Are New States the Solution?

			It is increasingly being reported that the young nation states of Syria and Iraq have failed and that the best solution is now to redraw their territories on religious, ethnic or tribal lines based on historical group identities. The journalist Rainer Herrmann writes in Internationale Politik magazine: “The political map of the Middle East is disintegrating. Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, Egypt – the list of collapsing states is long. […] But why shouldn’t there be three Iraqs if one Iraq doesn’t work? Why shouldn’t there be six or more Libyas if a single Libya is unable to hold together?”32

			The idea of partition is nothing new. In 2006, the author, media commentator and former Pentagon staff officer Ralph Peters caused a stir when he published a book calling for the borders in the Middle East to be redrawn. He believed this should include an expanded Lebanon that took in the Syrian coastal strip dominated by Alawites, Christians and other minorities; a “Free Kurdistan” made up of Iraqi, Iranian, Syrian and Turkish territories; a “Sunni Iraq” and an “Arab Shia State”.33 Two decades earlier, Oded Yinon, a journalist with close ties to Likud and a former employee at the Israeli foreign office, proposed breaking up large Arab states such as Egypt, Syria and Iraq into smaller units along ethnic and religious lines. Some of his suggestions seem to have anticipated current developments:

			“Syria will disintegrate into several states along the lines of its ethnic and sectarian structure, as is happening in Lebanon today. As a result, there will be a Shiite Alawi state, the district of Allepo [sic!] will be a Sunni state, and the district of Damascus, another state which is hostile to the northern one. The Druze – even those of the Golan – should form a state in Hauran and in northern Jordan. This will be the long-run guarantee for security and peace in the entire region. […] Iraq can be divided on regional and sectarian lines just like Syria in the Ottoman era. There will be three states, or more, around the three major cities, Basra, Baghdad and Mosul, while Shiite areas in the south will separate from the Sunni north which is mostly Kurdish.”34

			At first glance, these seem to be quite promising ideas. But they hold many pitfalls. First of all, partitioning is generally proposed by interested third parties. This leads many Arabs to fear that the Arab world will once again be the victim of an external “Sykes-Picot” type of agreement.

			Yinon also primarily proposed the strategic division of Arab countries as being to Israel’s advantage in terms of security policy: “Every inter-Arab confrontation will help us to persist in the short run and it will hasten the achievement of the supreme goal, namely sub-dividing Iraq into elements like Syria and Lebanon.”35

			It is hard to imagine that representatives of Arab governments and population groups could ever come together at a peace conference and amicably agree on redrawing the borders. In general, border changes are either the result of military victories or are imposed from outside. Both of these scenarios sow the seeds of future conflicts.
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			A restructuring of the Middle East would also be problematic because of the region’s overlapping religious, ethnic, linguistic, cultural and tribal identities. Which principle should be employed? Division along religious lines would seem to be the easiest, but this would result in splitting mixed Sunni/Shiite tribes such as the Jubur or the Shammar. Population groups such as the Kurds tend to define themselves in ethnic, linguistic and cultural terms, not in terms of their religion.

			It is also doubtful whether new states created on the basis of group identities could lead to peace. Of course it would mean that different population groups would have their own “homeland”, but this would still result in the new and old states having minorities (as happened with Serbs in Kosovo and Kosovo Albanians in Serbia). Very often, it is these minorities who are the losers in the event of separation. At best they manage to negotiate protective rights, otherwise they run the risk of discrimination, persecution or expulsion.

			What is more, the groups are not homogeneous. Christians in the Middle East are divided into a dozen different denominations with their own strong identities. Peoples such as the Kurds certainly have a strong sense of being one nation, but they are still divided into numerous tribes and religious communities. There is not even a common Kurdish language.

			Founding a state for small population groups (such as the Yezidis and Shabaks on religious lines, or the Turkmens on ethnic/linguistic/cultural lines) is hardly a viable option; they would not benefit from such a solution. The principle of separation also goes against the centuries-old tradition of coexistence in the Middle East. Finally, it could only be pushed through with the aid of yet more painful population movements.

			By redrawing borders, events may be set in motion that gain their own independent momentum. Creating a break-away Alawite state from Syria could turn into a Piedmont for the “unredeemed” Alawites in the Lebanon and the Turkish province of Hatay. Creating a break-away Kurdish state from Iraq could turn into a Piedmont for the “unredeemed” Kurds in Iran, Syria and Turkey. This would only provoke new regional conflicts.36

			It should also be borne in mind that secession can lead to long conflicts about borders and resources. The examples of today’s Ethiopia/Eritrea and Sudan/South Sudan should act as warnings in this respect.

			Even if over the next few years there were to be a successful secession of certain territories such as Iraqi Kurdistan or South Yemen, a new political map of the Middle East is simply not a panacea for creating peace in the region.

			Is an Islamic System the Solution?

			Islamists do not propagate the creation of new states, but on the contrary want to see all Muslim states unite on the basis of the ummah (community of believers). There are a number of possible models for this, from a confederation to a caliphate.

			This solution has the advantage that it (at least in theory) integrates Muslims of different ethnic origins. So in a Sunni Islam commonwealth, the Sunni Kurds and Turkmens would be de jure citizens with equal rights. On the other hand, Shiites and non-Muslims would not be equal members of the ummah. At best they would be tolerated as protected minorities (as is the case with Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians in the Islamic Republic of Iran), or they may be discriminated against or even persecuted.

			Islamic systems therefore only have limited capacity to resolve conflicts between groups. It is also doubtful as to whether and to what extent it is possible to combine democracy and Islamism, as postulated in the Islamic Republic of Iran and propagated by the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood. On the other hand, radical Islamists are fundamentally opposed to democracy and religious pluralism.

			Other Solutions?

			A general, equal and unitary democracy with guaranteed basic liberties and human rights is certainly not sufficient in light of the strong group identities and the way that enmities have been fuelled over recent years. The following systems may be alternatives:

			
					A federal state with provinces enjoying certain powers,

					Territorial autonomy for a particular population group,

					radical decentralization and self-administration of different groups,37

					Consociational democracy without majority rule (need for grand coalitions, veto rights, proportional representation).

			

			All the above systems have their pros and cons. A federal system may reduce the dominance of a larger population group in a state, yet at provincial level there may still be tensions between different groups. Territorial autonomy favours a particular population group, which of course may lead to resentment among other groups. Consociational democracy without majority rule explicitly involves all population groups in the political process and prevents the largest group from outvoting other groups. But consociational democracy can be very bureaucratic, making it difficult to make quick decisions.

			Lebanon is a good example of the latter system. It was not consociational democracy as such, but the lack of adaptation to demographic realities that caused the outbreak of the civil war in 1975, coupled with malign external influences (such as the Palestinian Fatah, Israel and Syria). Lebanon is the only country in the Arab world that has consistently upheld democracy since its independence, and no other Arab country enjoys such high levels of religious and cultural freedom and freedom of opinion.

			Regardless of how Syria and Iraq will choose to restructure themselves, one thing is clear: they will have to take into account the complexity of group identities and guarantee that all their people enjoy protection and equal rights. If state borders would lose their dividing impact due to regional integration, the basis for a peaceful coexistence of different groups would be strengthened.
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			“PERSECUTED – Christians are being driven out of the Middle East.”1 This was the headline on the cover of the Newsweek magazine on 3 April 2015. The exodus of Christians from the Middle East is not a new phenomenon and its causes are many and varied. However, there is no doubt that the invasion of Iraq by the USA in 2003 and the consequences for Iraq and the entire region, which had not been anticipated in the form they have taken, have had a massive impact in accelerating the exodus of Christians from the entire Middle East.

			Further drivers for Christians fleeing the region include

			
					the unresolved conflict in Syria, which has now gone on for over four years;

					the simmering domestic conflict in Iraq;

					and the circumstances of the parliamentary elections in Egypt in late 2011 and early 2012 as well as the presidential elections in May 2012.

			

			While developments in Egypt are now looking more positive with respect to the situation of Christians at least for the time being, the fear is that the situation of the Christians in Iraq and in Syria has still not reached its nadir.

			Fig. 1

			Administrative structure of Lebanon, Syria and Iraq, Assyrian villages on the Khabur River
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			Source: Own illustration based on: Christian Aid Program CAPNI, “Thirty Five Assyrian Villages on the Kabur River in Syria”.

			Persecution by Islamic State

			The conflicts in Syria and Iraq served as the breeding ground for new radical Islamic groupings in those countries. This development culminated in the establishment of the so-called Islamic State (IS). This organisation developed from the jihadist-Salafist terror organisation Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and, respectively, Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which has been operating since 2003, itself arising from Al-Qaeda.

			From mid-2013 onwards, IS was initially able to bring large swathes of land in the north and east of Syria under its control and establish its “capital” in Raqqa in northern Syria. In the early spring of 2014, IS overran several Iraqi provinces, took the major city of Mosul in north-western Iraq and expelled Yazidis and Christians from their traditional settlement areas in the foothills of the Shingal or Sinjar Mountains2 and, respectively, the Nineveh Plains. According to the organisation’s own statements, these campaigns were not only about territorial gain, but about nothing less than world domination. What this means for the Christians and other religious minorities living in the region becomes clear from a recently published interview with two IS fighters, who had been captured by Kurdish People’s Protection Units.3 4 Asked about the aims of IS, the first IS fighter responded that IS wanted to rule the entire world and eradicate the non-believers, the Christians. He waved aside the objection that faith was, after all, a matter of self-determination and should not be imposed on people5 with the comment that it was what his faith dictated. In an Islamic State, everybody has to be Muslim; anybody who was not Muslim would have to become Muslim, and Christians were non-believers. In response to the question regarding what they had been told about the Christians, the second captive replied, “Christians are non-believers”.6
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			In fact, Christians, although they are members of a revealed religion (“People of the Book”), are considered non-believers in the Islamic tradition in exactly the same way as all those who do not have a holy book, because they do not believe in the Quran and Mohammed in the role of prophet. Christians accordingly only have the choice of adopting Islam, accepting the dhimmi status, i.e. the status of a “protected person” who has to pay the jizya tax in return, or of fighting. From the perspective of fighters from radical Islamist groupings, who are either religiously uneducated or ill-informed about Islamic traditions, Christians effectively only have one choice: converting to Islam.

			That is surprising insofar as Christians had been presented with – or more accurately had been forced upon them – a “protection” agreement on 26 February 2014 in Raqqa in Syria, the “capital” of the so-called Islamic State, by its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, in which Baghdadi granted protection to the Christians, their assets and their churches.7 But this agreement also includes the following provisions:

			
					[Christians] will not build in their city or its environs a new monastery, church or priest’s hermitage, or rebuild those that have been destroyed.

					They will not display a cross or anything from their books in any of the Muslims’ streets or markets [and] they will not use megaphones in the performance of their prayers, or in any of their rites.

					They will not make Muslims listen to the recitation of their books or the ringing of their [church] bells.

					They will not engage in any acts inimical to the Islamic State.

					They will not prevent any Christian from converting to Islam if he desires to do so.

					Christians must pay the jizya for each male among them, amounting to four gold dinars for the wealthy, half that amount for the middle-class, and a quarter of that amount for the poor.

					They will not engage in the trade of pigs or wine with Muslims or in their markets, and they will not drink wine publicly.8

			

			The comment that Christians must desist from any inimical act against the Islamic State could already be seen in the Spring of 2014 as a prelude to the absolutely arbitrary way in which IS would subsequently treat the Christian minority.

			Christians in Iraq – The Capture of Mosul

			By the time Mosul was captured on 9 June 2014, there was hardly any further mention of the rules of the above “protection” agreement. The Christians in Mosul essentially only had the choice to flee, convert to Islam or be executed. In 2011, there were still some 12,000 Christians9 living in Mosul despite the permanent risk of attacks by radicals allied to Al-Qaeda; by the time Mosul was overrun by IS, the number had dwindled to less than 3,000. No one had foreseen the capture of the city on 9 June 2014. Many Christians – particularly those working in the public sector – had already left Mosul during the preceding months because Muslims of their acquaintance had signalled to them that they were no longer welcome there. During the days following the capture by IS, most of the remaining Christians fled the city – predominantly heading for the Christian villages and small towns of the Nineveh Plains. 15 July 2014 was the first Sunday since Christianity had become established in Iraq that no Christian service was conducted in Mosul.10

			On 18 July 2014, Islamic State forced the remaining Christians to decide whether they wanted to convert to Islam or accept dhimmi status, pay the jizya11 and remain in Mosul. The only other options were to flee or suffer death by the sword. IS fighters had previously gone through the city and marked the homes and businesses of Christians with the Arabic letter nūn, which stands for the term nasara (Christians) used in the Quran. This was very obviously intended to make it easier to keep a check on the remaining Christians and their assets. IS received support in its actions from local Muslims, who no doubt had their own selfish reasons.

			In view of the flight of the last Christians from Mosul, the Chaldean Patriarch Louis Sako, who had never lost hope in the continued Christian presence after the 2003 invasion of Iraq despite the violence against Christians, which caused many of them to flee, stated dejectedly: “There are no Christians left in Mosul for the first time in Iraq’s history.”12 Christians had become targets of radical Islamist groups in Iraq immediately after the 2003 U.S. invasion. They were branded as supporters of the “Christian” USA, which for its part, fell back on old patterns of behaviour in its rhetoric – there was some talk of a crusade – which could only be to the detriment of the Iraqi Christians. Despite the grim situation, the Patriarch appealed to the Christians from Mosul: “Be brave in front of what you are facing, do not be afraid, you have deep roots in Iraq, do not give up for frustration and despair, confident that “for all who draw the sword will die by the sword” (Matthew 26:52) and evil does not last”.13 However, Sako is akin to the lone voice in the wilderness with this appeal, because it is not likely to elicit any response in view of what the Christians have suffered in Iraq since IS captured Mosul.
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			Expulsion from the Nineveh Plains

			This will probably be inevitable, not least because only a short time after the fall of Mosul, areas in the Nineveh Plains where Christians had traditionally settled were also being targeted by IS and finally overrun. The Nineveh Plains is one of the regions in dispute between the Autonomous Region of Kurdistan (ARK) and the Iraqi central government with respect to their inclusion in ARK territory. According to Article 140 of the Iraqi constitution, a referendum was to be conducted by 31 December 2007 for the disputed areas, which were effectively arabised through ethnic cleansing during the rule of the Baath Party under Saddam Hussein. The referendum was repeatedly postponed and has still not taken place. Shortly after IS had captured Mosul, Kurdish Peshmerga established facts on the ground by taking control of the city of Kirkuk, which is located in disputed territory, as well as the oil fields in the surrounding area.14 The President of the ARK, Masoud Barzani, announced at the end of June 2014 that a referendum would be held in the near future in Kirkuk and the other disputed territories on whether these regions should all form part of the ARK.15 However, there still has been no referendum. Originally, all disputed areas were inhabited predominantly by Kurds, Christians, Yazidi, Shiite Turkmen and other ethnic-religious minorities, plus some Sunni Arabs.

			The Nineveh Plains comprise the districts of Al-Hamdaniya, Tel Keppe (Tel Kaif) and Shekhan. While the population had lately been ethnically and religiously mixed in many areas, some places such as Bakhdida (Qaraqosh), Bartella, Karamlesh in Al-Hamdaniya District and Tel Keppe (Tel Kaif) in the district of the same name had been inhabited mainly by Christians until most recently. These and other towns of mixed population came under IS control as of 6 August 2014. Some 100,000 Christians, who lived in the Nineveh Plains, fled to the ARK, to Erbil, Dohuk and Zakho. The Kurdish Peshmerga, who had been charged with defending the towns now captured by IS and who had demonstrated the Kurdish claim to power by their presence, had fled at the first sign of the arrival of IS fighters, undermining the confidence of the Christian population in them. During the following weeks, Peshmerga forces joined by Christian militias have, in fact, been successful in recapturing some towns formerly inhabited by Christians, such as Bakhdida (Qaraqosh). However, the situation in the entire region remains extremely volatile, which is why the Christian refugees have not returned to any of the recaptured towns. It is also unlikely that they will return until such time as the entire region is permanently liberated from IS. The Christians also expect that there will be no “Arabs” left in and around the towns they previously inhabited – in this context, “Arab” is synonymous with Sunni Muslims. In many cases, these had “forgotten” their previously quite good or at least unproblematic relations with their Christian neighbours during the onslaught by the IS fighters and curried favour with IS, for whatever reason, thereby causing the Christians to lose all trust in them.

			Some ten years ago, the situation of the Christians and other minority groups had been similarly precarious. While the threat comes from IS these days, it came from groups affiliated to Al-Qaeda in the years from 2006. At that time, large numbers of Christians were driven out of Baghdad as well as Mosul. Many of those who did not flee to Jordan, Lebanon, Syria or Turkey aimed for places in the Nineveh Plains whose populations were partly or overwhelmingly Christian. Others fled to areas in the Autonomous Region of Kurdistan which were predominantly Christian. Many only speak Arabic – and possibly a Western foreign language – but none of them speak the neo-Aramaic dialects spoken by Christians in northern Iraq, and certainly not the official language Kurdish, which is virtually a prerequisite for acquiring a job in the ARK.

			The Nineveh Plains Project, which has been under discussion since 2006 among Christian groups in Iraq, but above all among Assyrian nationalists in the diaspora in the USA and Europe,16 envisages the creation of an autonomous region for Christians in the Nineveh Plains north of Mosul. The Christian Churches in Iraq rejected the Nineveh Plains Project at the time,17 because it contradicted the concept of Iraq as a centralised state and would have made the Christians even more exposed and therefore vulnerable. It was also unclear how the protection of such an autonomous region could be secured without its own armed forces.

			After talks about this project had died down in recent years, the threat posed by IS has rekindled the debate. In a speech before a congress in Berlin organised by the CDU/CSU parliamentary group on the subject of “Religious freedom as a human right – How do we protect persecuted Christians?”,18 the Chaldean Archbishop of Ainkawa, Bashar Warda – previously an ardent opponent of the project – demanded a secure, self-governed homeland for the non-Muslim minorities in the Nineveh Plains. He justified his demand by stating that 1,700 years of coexistence with the majority Muslim population had only resulted in the Christian, Yazidi and Sabian community now being at risk of total annihilation and exodus from the homeland of their forefathers.

			That said, the Nineveh Plains Project is no more an option now than it was in 2006. While it may be desirable to have a safe homeland for Christians and other ethnic-religious monitories in northern Iraq, there remains the practically insoluble question of how to ensure the safety of people living in such an area. Even reports indicating that Christians in the region have started setting up their own militias will not change that. Furthermore, such a solution would almost inevitably require an ethnic cleansing of the area. And no one can seriously want that to happen.

			Exodus of Christians from Syria

			Before 2011, some 1.1 million Christians lived in Syria. Since the beginning of the conflict, up to 700,000 Christians are estimated to have left the country, up to 30,000 fleeing from Aleppo and some 10,000 from Homs.19 And the Exodus continues.

			On 23 February 2015, IS began to attack Assyrian villages along a 40-kilometer front line on the southern bank of the Khabur River in the northeast of Syria (cf. fig. 1). While many inhabitants were able to flee and seek refuge in the town of al-Hasakah, several hundred Assyrians were trapped in their villages and taken prisoner by IS. Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG),20 which had previously controlled the area, tried to bring the villages back under their control.21 It is thought that the IS attack had not been part of any long-term planning, and that a new target was merely selected following the defeat in Kobani (Ayn al-Arab). Should this be the case, further attacks by IS can be expected anywhere within Syria for as long as it has not been totally vanquished.
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			Reports from the Khabur Area

			To the southeast of the city of Ras al-Ayn, there are 35 villages on both sides of the Khabur River. They were founded by Assyrians who fled from the surroundings of the city of Simmele, to the west of Dokuk in Iraq, in 1933 and had settled in Syria in the hope that they would be able to return to their homes one day.22 Almost 220 families and 60 individuals, including some Christian militiamen, were taken prisoner by IS in these villages between 24 and 26 February 201523 and moved to IS-controlled territory, including the Arab-Sunni village of Um Al-Masamier, with men, women and children being separated in the process.24 The attack resulted in casualties among both the civilian population and the attackers and defenders – YPG fighters and Assyrian militiamen. Some 1,200 families managed to escape to Al-Hasakah and Qamishli,25 some attempted to flee directly to Turkey, but found the border closed to them.26 On 27 February 2015, no Assyrians were left in the 35 Assyrian villages along the Khabur River.27

			As happened in Iraq in the summer of 2014, the Arab-Sunni population showed solidarity with IS here as well.28 Apparently, an announcement was made in the mosque of Bab Alfaraj village that there would be a mass execution of “non-believers” on Friday, 27 February 2015, on Mount Abdulaziz, where the prisoners had been taken29 – although this did not actually take place. There were also reports that the sharia court in the town of al-Shadadi south of Al-Hasakah – in IS-controlled territory – was to decide on the fate of the captured Christians in accordance with sharia law. As dhimmis, they would be subject to the payment of the jizya prescribed in Islam. In fact, several Christians were released upon payment of a ransom according to press reports.30 One should not fail to mention that the Arab-Sunni population showed some solidarity with the Christians in individual cases: inhabitants of the Arab-Sunni village of Qaber Shamiat, for instance, gave 15 Assyrians safe passage to Al-Hasakah.31

			The Syrian Catholic Bishop of Al-Hasakah, Behnam Hindo, complained that the air raids the coalition carried out against Islamic State were too little too late,32 making the IS advance possible in the first place. Air raids by the anti-IS coalition from the beginning of March enabled the YPG and Assyrian fighters to free 14 Assyrian fighters who were pinned down by IS on Raqba hill between Tel Nasri and Tel Tamar and to recapture the northern bank of the Khabur River.33 But this does not mean the situation has stabilised by any means and the Christians can return. On 5 April 2015, for instance, IS blew up the Church of the Virgin Mary in Tel Nasri, when YPG fighters and Christian militiamen attempted to recapture the village.34
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			It is doubtful as to whether the Christians who fled the area will ever return to the villages on the Khabur River because all of them came from families that had experienced expulsion and the need to flee repeatedly for several generations. It is therefore not surprising that the first refugees from these villages arrived in Istanbul and Beirut35 only a few days after the IS attacks – and they will be followed by many more.

			The Situation in Idlib

			Just one month later, at the end of March 2015, the provincial capital of Idlib in the northwest of Syria, which the Assad regime had succeeded in holding over the last few years despite numerous attempts to capture it, was taken by a coalition of Islamist militias allied to Al-Qaeda and several so-called moderate groups. The Salafist Jabhat al-Nusra militia played an important, albeit not the decisive, role, and other groups providing support included the like-minded Ahrar al-Sham, Jund al-Aqsa, Liwa al-Haqq and Failaq al-Sham. Further support was provided by the Free Syrian Army, classed as moderate by Western governments.36 Idlib, with a population of some 165,000, had a sizeable Christian minority – but only a few hundred Christians are said to have remained living there in the end.37 Prior to the city’s capture, concerned observers had wondered how the various militias were going to treat the Christians remaining in Idlib. A leading cleric from the Islamist Jabhat al-Nusra tried to allay the Christians’ fears with the comment that attacking Christians or stealing from them was haram – forbidden under sharia.38 In fact, many Christians tried to flee from Idlib and in some cases actually received assistance from Islamist fighters, for instance when 20 Christian families were given safe passage to the Turkish border.39 Other Christians fled to Mhardeh, Ariha and Banyas on the Mediterranean coast. It appears that those who stayed behind had put themselves into a precarious situation. There were reports, for instance, that the only priest remaining behind, the Greek-Orthodox Father Ibrahim Farah, was abducted by the Jabhat al-Nusra militia with several other Christians at the end of March. They were to be put before a sharia court. It is said that an announcement was made in a mosque in Idlib that the Christians would either have to pay the jizya or leave the city.40 In a video published on YouTube on 3 April, however, the priest appears to deny the veracity of these reports.41 What appears to be beyond doubt, though, is that two Christians who ran a liquor store were killed – not by the Salafist Jabhat al-Nusra militia as initially reported,42 but by the Ahrar al-Sham militia, which is described as moderate.43

			The reports from the Khabur area in the northeast and the Idlib area in the northwest of Syria illustrate how tense the situation is for Christians in many places in the country. They have effectively been caught between the fronts. The regime, to which most of them had felt loyal until the conflict broke out, continues to claim their support. But that is precisely what the Islamist opposition now holds against them. Like large numbers of Muslims – Alawites and Sunnis – they have become victims of a conflict that will not be resolved in Syria. It should be resolved as soon as possible, though, if one wants to prevent those areas of Syria which are still relatively peaceful from being sucked into the vortex of violence.

			Outlook

			It is difficult to anticipate what the future will hold for Christians in the Middle East. There are still some countries including Jordan and Lebanon where Christians continue to feel safe. But these states are also running the risk of being dragged into the conflicts raging in the neighbouring countries. This has been the case for the multi-faith and multi-denominational Lebanon for some time, at least since the Shia Hezbollah started intervening in the fighting in Syria on the side of the Assad regime. The religiously more homogeneous Jordan, on the other hand, appears immune to similar developments. However, what consequences the announced decisive action against Islamic State in the Iraqi border region of Anbar will have for Jordan remains to be seen.

			Bringing an end to the current violent conflicts remains the only hope for the affected countries and particularly for the Christians in the Middle East. If there is no resolution to the conflicts, even more Christians will leave the region. But ultimately, this would result in the moderate forces in these countries becoming ever more isolated and radical Islamists finding it easier to realise their vision of world domination – albeit only at a regional level. Surely, there cannot be many who would wish for that to happen.
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			Unlike the USA, when it comes to issues of security policy the EU and its individual Member States cannot traditionally be viewed as major players in Asia. However, the role of European actors in the Asia-Pacific region is significant in that they are said to exert a decisive influence on a wide range of politically relevant – and often controversial – activities and issues. These include trade and investment, democracy and human rights, migration, the environment, food and energy security, to name but a few. So the argument goes that the EU exerts normative or soft power in Asia. Soft power describes the normative influence exerted by states or groups of states in the international system by non-military means.1 As far as the EU is concerned, soft power has two main aspects. Firstly, Brussels has the benefit of its largely positive experience of European integration. There may have been periodic crises, but these have not had a permanent effect on this positive perception. Therefore the EU is in a position to make use of this experience to actively contribute to deepening integration processes in other regions. By promoting regional cooperation, the EU hopes to achieve a prosperity dividend for the countries involved through increased regional trade, but above all it aims to have a positive effect on their peace and stability. And secondly the EU is keen to contribute to the global spread of democracy, the rule of law, human rights and other liberal values. In this process of providing and implementing ideas, the EU leans heavily on development cooperation and traditional diplomacy, which in the case of Asia involves a multi-layered and complex dialogue. The following comments on the role, success and limitations of the EU’s soft power in Asia mainly refer to the conceptual approaches and policies of the European Commission. Unless otherwise noted, these findings are based on personal interviews with government officials at a number of foreign ministries across East/Southeast Asia, staff at the European Commission and international and regional organisations in Asia, NGO representatives, academics and journalists.

			Europe’s Soft Power

			Consideration of the extent to which the EU can generally exert soft power in international policy is largely based on the debates that have been ongoing since the 1970s about the EU’s characterisation as a civilian power.2 In contrast to traditional powers, the EU has relied on the primacy of diplomatic cooperation as a solution to global problems. From this, we can deduce that the EU is a normative power. Richard Rosecrance described this very succinctly when he wrote: “It is perhaps a paradox to note that the continent which once ruled the world through the physical impositions of imperialism is now coming to set world standards in normative terms.”3 Before the concept of soft power became common in international relations, Johan Galtung had already come close to it with his phrase “the power of ideas”.4

			Why is the EU unique in being so strongly focused on pursuing an explicitly normative direction when establishing external relations with Asia and other regions of the world? The answer is that, firstly, the EU has drawn up a number of treaties that officially oblige it to follow this course. The normative power of the EU as a source of ideas is strengthened by the fact that, in its case, constitutive and regulative norms have a mutually reinforcing effect. Constitutive norms, for example international law, create actors and contribute to their identity – this applies to sovereign states and international organisations alike. Regulative norms determine the behaviour of actors in specific situations. In the case of the EU, the normative foundations of European integration also serve to define expectations and perceptions of the EU’s actions in its external relations. The Treaty of Lisbon is a good example of this. It stipulates that the EU’s international relations should be governed by the following basic principles (or constitutive norms): democracy, human rights, fundamental freedoms and the rule of law. At the same time, the EU must make every effort to propagate and implement these basic principles (now as regulative norms) around the globe.5
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			It seems likely that the idea of Europe’s normative influence and soft power in Asia will strike a particular chord in places with similar institutional structures. In other words, the EU is more likely to have an effect as a provider of ideas when it works with other regional organisations. Here the focus particularly turns to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which was founded in 1967. But this is not a matter of course. In the early 1990s European actors reacted nervously to predictions of an imminent “Pacific century”, in which relations between the USA and the Asia-Pacific region would become the main axis of global power. This scenario left little room for Europe to play a prominent and proactive role in 21st century international relations, and meant that Europeans had to accept responsibility for their difficult situation. It suggested that Europe was to blame for failing to place its relations with Asia on a solid institutional basis. The idea of a Europe in decline was far removed from reality, but the ensuing intensive debate about the post-bipolar world order certainly had an effect. Since the mid-1990s, the EU and leading Asian actors, including ASEAN, have made major quantitative and qualitative improvements to their relations by setting up new mechanisms for cooperation.

			Fig. 1

			EU-supported regional and inter-regional organisations and dialogue mechanisms in Asia
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			Indeed, the foundations for these mechanisms had already been in place for some time. In 1977 the European Economic Community (EEC) and ASEAN formalised relations and went on to sign a widely acclaimed Cooperation Agreement in 1980. This was the first international agreement that the EEC had negotiated with another regional organisation. It included the important statement that the cooperation was between “equal partners”.6 This cooperation was expanded and enhanced in 1996 with the establishment of the ASEAN-Europe Meeting (ASEM). This aimed to strengthen relations and increase understanding between the two regions in the spirit of mutual respect and equal partnership. The EU is also a member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), founded in 1994, which meets on an annual basis to discuss security issues in the Asia-Pacific region. The latest addition to the dialogue with Asia occurred in 2006, when the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) granted the EU observer status.

			Ever since the early days of Southeast Asian regionalism, there has been a strong belief that ASEAN does not view the European integration process and the EU as an organisation as a model that it wishes to emulate. This belief has become so entrenched that the region’s politicians almost ritualistically refute any comparisons with the EU, as they do not want to allow the impression to arise that ASEAN could develop into a supranational organisation. Most of the relatively young nation states in Southeast Asia are not keen to see the institution evolve in this way. Indeed, the huge differences in the economic growth and political systems of the various nations mean that such a development is unrealistic at the present time. But the picture is very different when we leave the sphere of political rhetoric and look at the everyday activities of this regional association. Today, the EU is viewed by the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta and the foreign and trade ministries of its member states as being an important source of experience on specific integration issues. ASEAN does not necessarily see the EU as providing a blueprint for its own integration project, but it realises that it can learn from Europe’s experiences. The ongoing financial crisis in the EU has done little to change this view. A high-ranking official at the Secretariat simply states: “We are trying to follow what the EU does and also what the EU’s Member States do.” A number of high-level ASEAN decision-makers, including two former Deputy Secretary Generals, have also confirmed that ASEAN could not exist without the substantial financial support provided by international donors and above all the EU.

			EU-ASEAN Cooperation

			Between 1996 and 2013 the European Commission provided the ASEAN nations with almost 200 million euros as part of its development cooperation work. This funding was used to support a range of integration projects, particularly in the economic sphere, but also latterly in a number of other areas. For 2014 to 2020, Brussels has budgeted 320 million euros for the promotion of regional integration in Asia. 170 million euros of this is destined for ASEAN, an average of 24 million euros per year.7 The relevance and scale of this financial support is particularly revealed when we realise that ASEAN’s annual budget is just 16.2 million U.S. dollars (as at 2013). This sum is made up of ten equal contributions by the ASEAN member states and basically only covers the Secretariat’s operating and staff costs. Without outside assistance, ASEAN is simply not in a position to finance the implementation of projects such as the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), which should be at least partially in place by the end of 2015. The funding for amending the legal and regulative frameworks, training the officials involved, creating the necessary physical infrastructure and other key measures has been almost totally provided by international donors and particularly the EU.

			A number of large projects funded by the European Commission are of particular significance here: the multi-million ASEAN Program for Regional Integration Support (APRIS, 2003 to 2010) and its successor ASEAN Regional Integration Support from the EU (ARISE, 2013 to 2016); the EU-ASEAN Project on the Protection of Intellectual Property Rights (ECAP), which has been running since 1993; and the Regional EU-ASEAN Dialogue Instrument (READI), which has been ongoing since 2011 and addresses non-economic issues such as desaster preparedness and management, energy security and human rights. The current initiatives form part of the Bandar Seri Begawan Plan of Action to Strengthen the EU-ASEAN Enhanced Partnership (2013 to 2017), adopted in April 2012. This broad agreement aims to intensify cooperation in the areas of policy and security policy (including human rights), business and trade, socio-cultural and civil society issues and institutional cooperation.8
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			Development agencies in other countries, such as America’s USAID or Australia’s AUSAID, are also trying to strengthen ASEAN as an institution, but there are a number of areas where central new norms have clearly been established as a result of EU projects. For example, the ASEAN member states went against the U.S. by adopting the EU norm of geographical indications in the protection of intellectual property (Champagne, Serrano ham, etc.). The U.S. does not recognise geographical indications in patent law and relies exclusively on trademarks in this respect. In addition, almost all ASEAN states have adapted the legal foundations of their patent laws and the administration of their patent approvals and processes in line with the EU model and have introduced the same software as that used by the European Patent Office. A number of other norms have been adopted as a result of EU projects. These include standards for electronic and cosmetic products and foodstuffs and the harmonisation of customs norms and procedures, such as important certificates of origin. The ARISE Project, which has received 15 million euros in funding, has a vital role to play in the gradual implementation of the AEC. EU support is particularly important in the creation of a single goods market, the ongoing harmonisation of technical standards, the improvement of cross-border goods transportation and improved cooperation on customs matters. A pilot project funded by ARISE lies at the heart of the process of implementing the ASEAN Customs Transit System (ACTS). More specifically, it involves the creation of a North-South corridor from Thailand through Malaysia to Singapore, including harmonised export and import procedures for greater efficiency and effectiveness. In the second phase, an East-West corridor is planned to run through Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam.

			The projects that receive funding from the EU budget are supplemented by initiatives on the part of individual EU Member States. Germany is prominent in this respect, with the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) running four of its own ASEAN-wide programs in the region: Capacity Building for the ASEAN Secretariat and Capacity Development for the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly (AIPA) (funded by the German Foreign Office) and two projects of the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), Competition Policy and Law in ASEAN and Support to ASEAN Supreme Audit Institutions. Across all the EU Member States, GIZ is the only actor in the area of development cooperation to have a presence at the ASEAN Secretariat. Germany’s political foundations are also making major contributions to ASEAN integration as part of European/Asian cooperation in economic, social and security-related fields. The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) has offices in eight of the ten ASEAN countries and runs projects co-funded by the EU in a number of countries, including Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia and the Philippines. According to Asian dialogue partners, the largely EU funded “EU-Asia Dialogue” that has been implemented by the KAS Regional Programme Political Dialogue Asia (based in Singapore)9 has contributed to the transfer of European ideas and concepts with regard to issues such as climate change, eco-cities, migration and food security.

			Normative Influence on the Human Rights Discourse in Asia

			In this way, the EU is not only exerting soft power with regard to trade policies and the institutional framework for regional integration but EU actors are also clearly having a normative influence – above and beyond ASEAN – on the human rights discourse in Asia. This first became evident in 2000 during the ASEM summit in Seoul, when the majority of participating Asian nations moved away from the previously postulated approach of localised Asian human rights and began to accept and agree on a European understanding of human rights. In her detailed analysis of the European-Asian human rights discourse, Maria-Gabriela Manea points out how the dialogue that the EU and ASEAN had been conducting for so many years at so many levels finally led to a radical rethinking.10 This process concluded with the codification of human rights norms in Southeast Asia, firstly in the form of the ASEAN Charter of 2007 and later and most importantly culminating in the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration of 2012. It is true that the EU did not directly influence the creation of these two documents, but an attendee at the AICHR meetings reports that the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), which was responsible for formulating the Declaration, used the European Convention on Human Rights as a model during certain difficult situations that arose during the negotiations. As the world’s most comprehensive mechanism for protecting human rights, the European approach provides “a reference point and source of inspiration for ASEAN in the gradual process of constructing its own system”.11 However, the normative power of the EU rests not only in its role as a model (to a certain extent at least), but is also the result of its active promotion of human rights.

			In 1991 the European Commission decreed that all new international agreements should include a human rights clause as an indispensable component. In 1992 the Treaty on European Union (known as the Maastricht Treaty) stated that the spread of democracy, human rights and basic freedoms was a key goal of development cooperation and created an appropriate legal framework in this respect. In 1994 the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) was set up as a funding instrument for the worldwide advancement of participatory and representative democracy, political pluralism, the rule of law, human rights and fundamental freedoms. The EIDHR’s budget has grown steadily and is now in the region of 1.3 billion euros for 2014 to 2020 (since 2006 the I stands for Instrument). Also in 1994, the EU announced its first Asia Strategy, stating its aim was to work on “the development and consolidation of democracy and the rule of law and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” as a direct contribution towards security and stability in Asia.12 Since then, this approach has been steadily intensified and differentiated. The establishment of the Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI) in 2006 provided its chief impetus. It replaced all the EU’s previous geographical and thematic approaches to development cooperation and brought them together in a single funding instrument. Under the DCI, the EU agrees to promote good governance, democracy, human rights and institutional reforms.13 The target countries in this respect are those listed by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD’s) Development Assistance Committee (DAC).

			The EU’s National and Regional Strategies

			The EU set out its cooperation with developing nations in Asia for the period from 2007 to 2013 in 18 national strategies and one regional strategy for the whole continent (excluding Central Asia, which has its own strategy) and made available funding to the tune of 5.2 billion euros. As part of the regional strategy, which received 618 million euros over the same period, a particular focus was placed on providing support for uprooted population groups and demobilised former fighters (Aid to Uprooted People, AUP). One third of the funding was earmarked for this area. AUP is closely linked to human and civil rights in that the program aims to achieve the integration and reintegration of uprooted people in order to strengthen their basic rights and provide an opportunity to curtail forced labour and human trafficking. An independent evaluation of the 2007 to 2013 regional strategy concluded that – despite the enormous challenges it faced and the fact that it was not always able to achieve its goals – the AUP had made an effective contribution to improving the lives of uprooted people and former fighters, particularly in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Myanmar, Thailand, Bangladesh, Nepal, India, the Philippines and Sri Lanka. In Myanmar the EU is the largest source of aid for uprooted people such as the Muslim Rohingya.14

			Equally, the (also independent and publicly accessible) evaluations of the cooperation with individual Asian countries provide further evidence of the EU’s soft power. By combining diplomacy with targeted support for Philippine human rights organisations (within the EIDHR framework), in 2006 the EU made a major contribution to the abolition of the death penalty in the Philippines.15 In Nepal the EU “has directly contributed to expanding the outreach of human rights monitoring in the country and, to some extent, to the reduction of human rights violations and discrimination against women and vulnerable people”.16 In Vietnam the situation of ethnic minorities was improved by a number of EU-funded projects, particularly those which provided access to education and health services in highland regions. However, the poorest and most disadvantaged population groups often still gained little or no benefit from the projects.17 In India the government worked on joint initiatives with the EU to involve people and institutions at village level in rural development planning. This led to democratic structures being strengthened at local level.18 Taking the situation in Thailand as a final example, in June 2014 the Council of the European Union reacted to the country’s military coup with an official statement that included two key measures: firstly, it suspended official visits to and from Thailand; and secondly it postponed the signing of the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with Thailand.19
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			However, these examples of the EU’s positive influence on human rights and democracy cannot detract from the fact that its normative power has not led to widespread, comprehensive change. Despite the fact that the EU has conducted a human rights dialogue with almost all its partners in Asia, the Human Rights Risk Index 2014 still rated the risk of human rights abuses in all Asian countries (with the exception of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan) as “high” or “extremely high”.20 This index is published annually by Reliefweb, an information service that is part of the United Nations’ Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. The only two ASEAN countries to have abolished the death penalty are the Philippines and Cambodia.

			The Limitations of Normative Influence

			There is other evidence that the EU’s soft power has not met with universal success. Evaluations of the EU’s development cooperation with countries such as China and Bangladesh and other regional associations in Asia such as SAARC show that in these cases the EU has played a minor role as a provider of ideas. The evaluation of cooperation with China that was carried out some years ago responded to the question “to what extent has the EU contributed to promoting transition to an open society based on rule of law, democratic processes, and respect for human rights?” by stating: “The EU has provided welcome technical advice, capacity-building, best-practice training, awareness raising, etc., but in the end the pace of progress is driven by Chinese policy priorities and politics.”21 Regarding this point some might argue that any other result would have been unexpected. Of course the findings of a 100-page report cannot be summarised in a single sentence, but the evaluation still throws doubt on whether the EU is realistic about what it can achieve through soft power. Does the European Commission really think it can make a significant contribution to establishing a democratic and open society in China? The current strategy document titled “EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation” is less ambitious in its aims (unsurprisingly, as it is a joint European-Chinese paper). It simply refers to the desirability of deepening exchange on human rights “on the basis of equality and mutual respect”.22 Since 1995 the EU has maintained a regular human rights dialogue with China, including discussions on issues such as the death penalty, the rights of ethnic minorities and political and civil freedoms, but there is little evidence that this has had an effect. Indeed, in her comprehensive study, Katrin Kinzelbach concludes that the EU has failed in its goal of having a positive influence on the human rights climate in China. She also believes that the EU has in fact achieved the opposite of what it is seeking. She claims that over the years Chinese government officials have become experts in dealing with the human rights dialogue. Secret talks behind closed doors have become a diplomatic ritual. They have provided Chinese participants with intensive training on how to handle international criticism and recommendations about China’s human rights policy and reject this in the most effective way.23

			
				
					[image: In December 2014, the 33rd EU – China Dialogue on Human Rights took place. Katrin Kinzelbach, Associate Director at the Global Public Policy Institute, notes in a study that the EU did not manage to influence the human rights climate in China positively.]
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			Of course China is a complex case and cannot necessarily be seen as a representative example of the EU’s soft power in Asia on the whole. However, the EU also has to deal with the criticism that it has failed to make the most of existing opportunities or in fact has knowingly wasted them. Its relations with SAARC provide a good example of this. The EU has observer status, which allows Brussels to take part in SAARC summits. This opened the door to stronger relations between the two organisations, but this potential has not been fully exploited. Unlike other observers, the EU has never sent any high-level representatives, a fact that is a source of some annoyance for SAARC and EU officials. An EU representative bemoaned the fact that so much time and effort was poured into gaining observer status only to waste it by not sending appropriate delegates to the meetings. Similar concerns have been voiced about ASEAN-EU relations and the ASEM summit. In both these cases, the Asian side has tended to send higher-level representatives than the EU, a fact that has been viewed with some incomprehension by Asian governments. A good example of this was the ASEAN-EU summit held on 22 November 2007 in Singapore, marking the 30th anniversary of the establishment of official relations. It was planned that the meeting should be attended by heads of state and government, but unlike the ASEAN nations, only a few EU Member States sent their heads of government. Today, observers still talk of the EU’s embarrassment and the loss of face suffered by Singapore, which had a negative impact on subsequent diplomatic relations.24

			To be fair, when it comes to foreign policy the EU’s institutional structure means it cannot act in the same way as an individual state. Coordination on foreign and security policy issues has increased, but the EU’s external relations still represent the sum of the interests and strategies of the European Commission, the European Parliament and the 28 member states. They do not all con-sider relations with Asia to be one of their top priorities. Although the Union now has a High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy who looks after the day-to-day conduct of external relations, this has not necessarily increased the effectiveness of European diplomacy, at least with regard to Asia. The visit by former High Representative Catherine Ashton to the ASEAN Secretariat in November 2013 attracted little public attention, whereas Hillary Clinton’s visit in September 2012 in her role as U.S. Secretary of State was reported in the media for weeks.

			At the end of the day, high-level diplomacy only plays a minor role in building and expanding normative power. It is equally – or perhaps more – important to focus on the everyday reality of the bilateral and multilateral relations that develop as a result of communication and negotiation between the officials of the governments concerned. The EU’s apparatus is characterised by multilayered decision-making processes, complex coordination procedures and the principle of rotation. This means that it often lacks the flexibility to make compromises during negotiations, and regular personnel changes make it more difficult to build mutual trust and understanding. It is an open secret that the free trade negotiations between the EU and ASEAN which began in 2007 and broke down in 2009 largely failed because the Brussels representatives tried to push through the EU draft without being willing or able to respond to the specific requirements and wishes of ASEAN.

			Conclusion

			This all may give the impression that the EU has failed in its objective of exercising a normative influence on Asia, or at least that it has been less successful than Brussels would like to suggest. However, such a verdict fails to take into account the fact that diplomacy is only one side of the coin. There is little public awareness of the EU’s development cooperation with Asia, but the above examples show that it does indeed play a role as an accepted source of ideas. There is clearly a European tone to Southeast Asian regionalism and the Asian discourse on human rights, democracy and good governance.
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